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      Here with an arrow, lo, I trace

      A magic circle ere I leave,

      No evil thing within this space

      May come to harm thee or to grieve.

      Step not, for aught, across the line,

      Whatever thou mayst see or hear,

      So shalt thou balk the bad design

      Of every enemy I fear.

    

  


  —Toru Dutt (1856-1877)


Chapter One: The Nameless Girl


  1. An Unblinding Light


  She found herself in a blinding light that did not blind her. It was a dozen times brighter than sunlight, but restful to her eyes, filling her with golden warmth. Before her was a shining and beautiful young lady in a white robe and bright red mantle. Standing before the bright lady, point downward, was a heavy iron sword, and the lady rested her hand on its hilts. In this hand, between her fingers, were a white lily and a green palm frond.


  In her other hand the bright lady lifted up a golden chalice from which a scent more fragrant and savory than any wine of earth stole forth. The light of gold came from this cup.


  The lady spoke. Her eyes were fixed on some high point. “By highest Heaven’s express, unalterable will, your lost life is to you this hour restored, that you shall serve the purposes of Heaven. All prior oaths are void, all vendettas forgotten: you are made new.


  “The dawn of eternal light is come when the mists of forgetfulness and deceit are driven hence, and all dark things revealed, all truths uncovered. Therefore tell the Twilight people, who are neither wholly of the Daylight World nor of the Night World, that when eternal day breaks, twilight is no more. Then will all their deeds be laid bare and judged. That hour is at hand!


  “Let not the soul of thy beloved be drawn into darkness.”


  The bright lady lowered her gaze, and her voice grew soft and sad. “I am sent, for those beset by sudden death are mine. Wake now, lest ye die. Those who seek your life are nigh.”


  
2. Sickbed


  She woke. Even before she opened her eyes, from the smells and sounds of disinfectants and hushed electronic beeping, she knew she was in a hospital room. She opened her eyes.


  The room was dim and small. Indirect lighting gleamed against soundproofing ceiling tiles. The other bed was empty. Through the cracks in the Venetian blinds glinted the lights of skyscrapers and murmured the crawling street traffic, sounding like the growling voice of a beast. Opposite the window was a door with a square window leading to a corridor.


  Green curtains hanging from a track in the ceiling cut off the rest of her view of the room.


  She raised her hands. They were slender and well formed. The nails were unpainted. The skin hue was yellowish, between tan and very light peach.


  She flexed her fingers slowly. Something felt wrong.


  On her forefinger was a little instrument like a cap, glowing with an eerie laser-light. A band was taped about her wrist. Taped to the back of her hand was an intravenous needle. She looked up.


  The intravenous tube led to a drip of saline solution. From the doctor’s notes scribbled on the bag, there were no other drugs in the drip. She impatiently pulled the needle out and pulled off the cap. This made the little machine on the rack next to her buzz angrily.


  She tossed the disinfectant-scented bedsheet aside. She was wearing a flimsy blue hospital gown which left her arms and legs uncovered, as well as everything from her spine to her hamstrings.


  She sat up and scowled at the buzzing machine. She saw the volume knob and gave it a sharp twist, shutting it off. She pulled off the wristband and tossed it down.


  She flexed her fingers again. Without the distracting sensation of foreign objects affixed to hand or wrist, she could feel a small, solid weight circling her right middle finger near the knuckle.


  But she could not see it. There was nothing there.


  She gingerly reached with the fingers of her left hand. She felt something cold, hard, metallic instead of her skin in that spot. It was a ring. She could feel the intaglio. It had some design or device mere blind touch could not reveal.


  She pulled on the unseen ring. It did not come off. She held her finger close to her face. She could touch the metal band with her nose. A faint and unpleasant odor issued from it. The smell of blood.


  She then caught a glimpse of a closet door with a mirror bolted to it. That was when she realized she did not remember what she looked like.


  She was on her feet and over to the mirror in a bound, expecting to see scars, wounds, or bruises from whatever fight it was that landed her in the hospital.


  Looking back at her was a girl of the classical beauty for which Akita Prefecture was famous: the pale skin, slender face, high cheeks, piercing eyes and narrow lips which was called the kitsune, or “foxlike” look. Girls from the southern parts of the island were famed for being wide-eyed and round-faced, and having a softer, gentler cast of features, called tanaka. Whereas hers was the delicate, cool beauty of the north. But the prize of Japanese notions of beauty was the hair, and hers was dark as India ink, shining black, straight and rich, falling to her elbows.


  She blushed in embarrassment. “Am I vain? I must be, to think of my face so highly. What would mother say!”


  She had spoken aloud in English, and the voice that came out was huskier than she had expected a girl’s voice to be, tenor rather than soprano. Strange. Why had she not spoken in Japanese?


  And why had she assumed she had survived a fight and not, for example, a plane accident? And why was she crying?


  She looked at the mirror, at the tears she saw on the cheeks of her reflection. “Mother…” she whispered. And then she knew.


  Mother was dead.


  The sorrow in her heart had no other meaning. As she raised her hand to wipe the tears, she saw a flash of black metal, darker than midnight, on her finger.


  She could see the an invisible ring in the mirror. 
In the mirror. She could see it, but not with her eyes. How was that possible?


  The band of the ring was an unreflective black, an ebon hue that absorbed every aspect and nuance of light. The intaglio was shaped like a skull, maggot-eaten, jaws gaping, eyeholes agog. And the smell of blood issued from it.


  A freakish, frightening sensation came over her without warning. She had the unmistakeable sense that someone was looking for her. She could feel unseen eyes gazing at her; hostile, dreadful, implacable, inhuman.


  She slapped the light switch as she jumped into the corner and crouched down, eyes darting to the window, the door, the ceiling panels, looking for some clue from which to guess the angle of the incoming attack. With the lights out, the lines of parallel glare from the Venetian blinds seemed bright. The headlamps of moving cars far below made a wavering ripple of shadows across the blinds.


  The unseen ring frightened her. She tried to yank it off, but she could not get it over her knuckle. She twisted it, trying to loosen it. She felt it turn. Once, twice, thrice, she turned it.


  There was an eerie tingling in her finger as she turned the ring. She felt lightheaded. She turned it a fourth time. It felt looser. Again, she tried to yank it off. But it was stuck.


  Her eyes flicked back toward the bed. Why had she torn off her wristband? Her name would be on it, the date of her admittance, the physician in charge of her case. And the clipboard at the foot of the bed should have details of what exactly had happened to put her in this room.


  But now she was afraid to step across the open space between her corner and the foot of her bed, for anyone standing in the corridor looking through the window in the door could have a clear view of her when she moved.


  Instead, silently and quickly, she drew a corner of the green curtain around her. There was half a foot of open space between the hem of the curtain and the floor, so it did not entirely cover her, but it made her position less obvious.


  She gathered up her hair and tied it in a rough knot at the back of her neck, hoping to make it harder to grab and wishing she had time to braid it or for a tight cap to wear.


  She looked around for something to use as a weapon. The headboard above the bed, now out of reach, contained a panel where electrical equipment, oxygen tubes, catheters, and so on could be plugged. A table on wheels stood next to the bed and held the oscilloscope she had turned off. Atop a smaller table, also on wheels, were the nurse call button and the remote control for the television. Two silent television sets with dark screens peered down from metal arms near the ceiling, one above each bed. There were a sink and some drawers near her and cabinets she had not opened. The metal stand holding the I.V. was about the only object in the room one could hit someone with, and it looked unpromisingly light and thin.


  The door opened quietly. She heard the sound of a soft, stealthy footfall. The figure in the room slowly approached the bed.


  She opened her mouth in the hope of making her breath less audible.


  
3. The Three Intruders


  A strange, painful sensation of hope came across her then. It was like a sick, hot feeling boiling in the pit of her stomach. Maybe nothing was wrong. Maybe those who sought her life were not nigh. What if this were merely the night nurse, walking softly so as not to wake a sick patient?


  She lowered her eye to the gap between the curtain hem and the floor. Her check touched the floor tile, and she realized it was linoleum. It was good for footing: resilient, and splinter free. And if she were horribly wounded, there would be no delay to getting her to a hospital, would there be?


  That stray thought produced a second: where was the hospital staff? Who had brought her here? Why hadn’t he stayed to look after her?


  The sight of the figure bent over the bed drove all other thoughts away. He wore a red cap with a white owl’s feather atop his shaggy head, and a long green coat over his broad back, but beneath the lower hem of the green coat were not sterile and comfy shoes favored by doctors. He wore knickerbockers buckled at the knee and was barefoot.


  His seemed to have a skin condition: his feet were covered with clumps of hair, and strands were even growing up between his toes. His feet were too long and thin. She wondered if a bone disease in his feet had disfigured them. His toenails were an inch long, half an inch thick, and yellow as horn.


  Not a nurse. Not a normal person with healthy feet.


  He lowered his head toward the empty bed. She heard a soft noise. A snort. A snuffle.


  He was sniffing. The stranger with the bad feet was sniffing her bedsheets.


  She was waiting for him to be far enough into the room that she might have a chance to slip out behind him and race out the door.


  That hope was quashed when she heard the rustle of two other people entering the room. She heard the creak of the door being eased shut, and heard a slither of steel and then the click of a padlock shutting.


  She was locked in the room with three of them.


  
4. Laignech Faelad


  Her mind went blank. There was no other exit, no escape.


  The first man was still sniffing the bed. He spoke without turning his head. “The ring was here, but the scent is confounded! Phaugh! My nose be filled with starch and stink, ammonia and disinfectant!”


  A second man stepped into her view. He was bald, stocky, and dark skinned, wearing a green leather motorcycle jacket and steel-toed workboots. In his hands he carried a chain. He held it with his hands apart so that the chain was taut and the links would not rattle. He also wore a red cap. “The moon is near the earth. Let us take up our true forms.”


  The second man shrugged out of his jacket, tossed the chain on the bed, and began undoing his belt and trousers.


  The third was not a man. He stood on two legs and had arms and hands like a man, but his head was the head of a goat. His knees bent backward, and his hoof was split. He was over seven feet tall, thick of chest and broad of shoulder to match. Except for his own natural pelt of brown and black, he was naked. A barnyard smell came from the monster. Between his ram horns was perched a red peaked cap with a white owl’s feather. In his hands was a long trident, whose tines scraped against the ceiling tiles.


  The monster spoke in a strangled voice, like a man sounds when he speaks while breathing in. “Here as yet, I wager, missy? Here as yet?”


  The monster clip-clopped to the closet and yanked open the door, brandishing his trident as he did so.


  “We are come to crack your bones and lap the marrow!”


  Inside were a small toilet and sink. The goat-man’s ears drooped.


  The butt of his weapon brushed against the wheeled bed stand and knocked it over. The remote control for the TV bounced on the floor and came to rest a foot or so from her hand.


  The second man had his trousers about his knees and was scowling and unlacing his boots. His face turned darker and began to elongate, and hair sprouted from his bald head as well as from his cheeks, jaw, neck, naked back, and shoulders. His ears were getting larger and standing out from his skull, like the ears of a dog.


  The first man, the barefoot one, was beginning to turn his head as he looked to the other corners of the room. He was about to turn his head far enough to see her. She pushed the red button on the remote.


  The noise of the television overhead, and the light from the screen, were startling in the quiet gloom. All three flinched and looked up. The barefoot man stepped backward and thus was half a step closer to her.


  It was close enough. Instinct moved her limbs. Before she was aware of what she was doing, she had vaulted toward the barefoot man, selecting him as the most immediate target.


  She heard the echo of a voice in her memory: In fighting a man, a girl is less in strength, reach, speed, and spirit. Your bones are more easily broken. Your heart more easily frightened. This does not mean victory is his! Use his strength against him. Use his speed against him. Use his skill against him.


  The first man turned and rushed at her. She saw that he was an amateur fighter, one who tries to punch or tackle before judging his distance properly. She stepped closer, inside his swing, bobbing her head. His fist flew past her ear.


  She snap-kicked, using her shin rather than her foot to land the blow. His legs guided the blow to his groin, and his strong forward momentum gave it force. Had he been a weaker man, moving less quickly, he would not have injured himself. But he was very strong.


  On the backstroke on her same kick, she drove her instep down his shin and brought the heel of her bare foot onto his strangely narrow foot hard enough that she heard a cracking noise.


  The echo said: If a man cannot walk, he cannot fight.


  He doubled over in pain. He tried to grab her, but missed.


  While he was doubled over, she gripped her own wrist and twisted her upper body to drive the corner of her elbow into his temple. He stumbled and fell.


  The second man, the one who had been bald but was now halfway transformed into a wolf-creature, swung at her with a limb that was neither a man’s arm nor a forepaw. But because the limb was still in the midst of changing length, it neither struck nor clawed her.


  She grabbed the hairy wrist with one hand and drove her palm into the elbow joint. It is usually an easy joint to damage, but the man simply grunted in pain and swung at her with his other hand. With his trousers binding his knees, he was off balance. But he still had quick reflexes and he was blindingly fast.


  She deflected his blow with both her forearms and let the force of his blow pull her inside his reach. His reflexes had betrayed him: now she was inside his guard.


  She straightened both of her arms and struck at his face, one hand to either side of his nose. The index finger was extended, and the other three fingers were bent underneath in support, lest her index finger break from the blow. The curves of the face naturally guide the blow into the eye sockets.


  The echo said: If a man cannot see, he cannot fight.


  When he instinctively drew his hand back to his face to protect it, she drove her knee into his floating rib where his arms were no longer in place to block.


  He doubled over. She did an acrobatic flip across his back and landed on the bed, picking up the chain as she did so. A second somersault carried her to the strip of floor between the foot of the bed and the bathroom door.


  She was close enough to the goat-man now to strike at his long nose with the chain. He tried to parry with the haft of his trident, but the chain wrapped around it and struck him on the soft snout. Breaking a man’s nose in a fight prevents him from drawing air. She hoped this held true for goats as well.


  The echo said: If a man cannot breathe, he cannot fight.


  Before she could follow up, the goat-man struck at her with the butt of his weapon, and, moving unexpectedly fast for someone his size, he vaulted backward until his rear hoof touched the door. She blocked the blow with her knee, but his strength was such that even the partial blow had force enough to fling her, stumbling, across the room. She tripped, did a back handspring, and regained her footing but she had lost the chain, her only weapon.


  
5. Goborchend


  Her gaze was on the goat-man’s monstrous form crouching by the door. She now saw how they had locked the door with no lock. One of them had inserted a metal strip between the door and the jamb, and padlocked a sliding clamp in place. She did not like the fact that they had evidently prepared this attack.


  The goat-man said, “You hurt my hounds! But you will find a Goborchend is not overcome so readily as the Laignech Faelad!”


  She was trembling with fear and rage. The other two men were now both on the ground, in convulsions. She dared not take her eyes from the goat-man, but in the corner of her eye she saw—or thought she saw—hair turning to fur and spreading over their flesh, faces stretching, writhing and changing shape, and limbs shriveling from human hands and feet into wolf paws. Both were howling, but whether this was from the pain of their wounds or the rage of their transformation, she did not know.


  She backed up. There was a lightweight chair next to her, and she felt the Venetian blinds brush her backside.


  She picked up the chair in her hands and turned sideways, crouching.


  Blindingly quick, the goat-man lunged with his three-headed spear. She parried with the chair legs, deflecting the tines high. The tines became tangled with the blinds, and he pulled the whole curtain rod off the wall when he recovered from the lunge. The three windows stood in one frame. They were old-fashioned, from the days before the invention of air conditioning, nothing more than glass panes held in wooden sashes.


  She was sweating freely now. He was taller and stronger, she was backed into a corner. There was no retreat. He was tall enough, and his trident long enough, that he could strike her anywhere in the room.


  The two others rolling on the floor now grew less agitated. The bed blocked her view of them.


  The goat-man shifted his weight and struck again.


  His forward hand, which was constantly in motion, weaving and bobbing, guided the trident, and his rear hand, arm and shoulder, gave weight to the blow. With three spear blades instead of one, he could strike three places at once. And with each twitch of his hands, he switched the trident blades from vertical to horizontal and back again.


  This time, she managed to deflect the blow to her left. The tines penetrated the glass and stuck in the wood of the frame. He roared and yanked. The whole window frame came out of the wall and fell into the room in a spray of splinters, nails, and clouds of powdery dust.


  She saw a narrow stone ledge, less than nine inches wide, flush with the lower lip of the sill.


  The only way to overcome a more skilled opponent is by doing the unexpected, something for which his reflexes are not primed to counter.


  The monster took a moment to kick the wooden debris free from the head of his trident. That moment was her only chance. Up she vaulted, and slid out the window, in one smooth and reckless move, nimbly as a gymnast.


  
6. Take It Outside


  Now she was in the filmiest of gowns, shivering with fear and cold, and the wind shear tried to pluck her from the stone side of the building. The myriad lights from other skyscrapers looked down from above and up from below. She saw the winking red taillights and white headlights from motionless and honking traffic far below as well as the pallid glare of streetlamps.


  With her back to the wall, she began inching her way along the ledge toward the next window. The cold wind pried and pummeled at her. The knot of her hair came loose, and now the long black strands were whipping her face, shoulders, and neck. She spat and blinked.


  She looked back. One after another, two wolves larger than wolves should be were creeeping carefully out of the broken window and onto the ledge. Both of them wore red caps on their narrow lupine skulls, and the white owl feathers whipped in the wind. The one in the front was dragging his left hind leg as if his foot were broken. But he had three good legs still. The one in the rear was bleeding from both eyes and moved his head in a manner that blindness. But still he came on, grinning jaws agape, for his nose could guide him as well, or better, than his eyes.


  She seemed again to hear an echo in her memory: If a man cannot walk or cannot see, he cannot fight. “Wisely said,” she muttered. “But what about a wolf?”


  The cold air hissing around the sharp stone corner of the building plucked and pushed at them. Both wolves crouched down on the unsteady footing, ears flattened, and unwilling to step forward. She took the chance to shuffle quickly back. Then, she felt the next window at her hip.


  The window was dark; the room beyond was unlit. She knelt, her fingers searching frantically for some way to open the sash. But there was none on this side.


  
7. Thursday


  She was drawing back her hand to strike the glass, hoping she could break it without the recoil toppling her into space, when the sash suddenly moved. The window slid smoothly up.


  The goat-faced man leaned out, grabbed her by both elbows, one in either hand, and pinned her arms behind her. His stench was overwhelming, and his strength was immense.


  She planted her feet on the sill to either side so that he could not draw her inside. She was horizontal, straining helplessly, high above a dark drop with nothing below, and the wind tossed her black hair like a banner.


  He laughed in scorn. “By Cromm Cruach, are you the willful one! Be done with your antics, missy! My hounds will dine on your fair, soft flesh!”


  She shouted, “What do you want?”


  He laughed again and spoke in his strange, gulping voice. “We are anarchists. All law we scorn and all authority defy. The trinket you took is claimed by my master, the Man called Thursday! I see the name dazes you with terror!”


  Actually, she could think of no name less frightening. She was not dazed. She was shivering because of the height, the cold, and the wind. But the goat-man seemed to be having trouble breathing, as his broken snout was beginning to swell. She kicked at his nose again, but he ducked his head, and her bare foot struck his horns.


  He shifted his grip and took both her wrists in one massive, iron-hard hand, and now he pulled at her finger. Had the ring somehow become visible? He pulled, and she screamed, but instead of breaking her finger, he fumbled, twisting the ring. She felt like she was falling. She kicked at him, and kicked again.


  Cursing, he leaned out further, and grabbed her left ankle with his free hand, folding her body in half. She felt dizzy, as if she had no weight. She was too close to use her other foot, but she was now at an angle where his horns were not in the way. She struck with her knee into his bloody nose and then did it again. He roared in pain, started to lose his grip on her sweat-slicked and slippery body, and leaned out even more. She twisted and kicked a final time, and then he toppled forward, slid across the ledge, and rolled out into nothingness.


  The wall of the building seemed almost to leap up and fly in front of her. A blur of windows rushed past. She was still in his grip. They both plunged down toward the alley below, and the rushing air screamed in their ears.


  It seemed so sad to her to know that she would die without ever learning her own name.


  
8. A Passage through Night Air


  The goat-man’s eyes rolled in his head until only the whites showed. His lips, ears, and fur were flapping loosely in the wind. Blood and spittle trailed up from his snout in red and yellow clouds. His grip grew lax, and he released her, as he fainted dead away from the sheer terror of their fall. Their two bodies spun away from each other.


  She did not understand why the wind dropped, becoming quiet, or why the body of the goat-man sped away from her, shooting toward the ground with the speed of a rocket. How could he be pulling ahead of her? Didn’t all bodies fall at the same rate, aside from air resistance?


  He struck the side of a skyscraper building and rebounded, and his body fell onto the flat roof of a red brick condominium below, breaking chimney pots and utility boxes and leaving wide stains like inkblots across gravel. She passed below the level of the condominium roof, and the grisly sight was gone.


  And where was the air resistance for her? It was quiet in her ears now. She found herself floating high above the street, slowly spinning. The lights below looked like candy. The great rectilinear lights of windows looming about her like canyon walls slid past with dreamlike ease, shining like a manmade Milky Way. She watched the streetlamps changing red and green.


  She passed across the street, about thirty stories up and dropping with the speed of an autumn leaf. She saw a bright marquee and a theater crowd milling beneath it, men in dark suits and women in evening dresses, like something from an earlier and more elegant era. She saw a hotdog vender kicking a stray dog. She saw a huckster playing three-card monte with a chump, a sailor probably on leave, probably drunk, while the huckster’s allies stood clustered around, pretending to be players or onlookers.


  Then, the wind carried her between two dark buildings. She saw a body in the alley, lying on a steam grating, asleep or dead. The wind in the alley blew up sharply from below and spun her end over end. Now she was lower—perhaps only fifteen stories above the ground—and beneath her was a line of loading docks, silent as a graveyard.


  At ten stories above the ground, the wind changed, and she was flung around another corner. Beneath her naked feet she saw spin by a line of shops and stores with wire mesh or iron lattices locked down over their glass fronts. A pawn shop and the Korean grocery next to it were still open, their neon signs bright. The windows of a Salvation Army outpost were lit and stood directly opposite a brightly lit magic shop whose neon-hued windows were offering palm-reading, séances, and astrological counseling.


  A portly man dressed in a tuxedo and black silk top hat, perhaps a late-night theatergoer, was stepping out of the magic shop, walking stick in one hand and cigar in the other. He looked up when she passed over, and the tip of his cigar grew red as he drew in his breath.


  At the same time, a tall young man in black with a narrow face and round eyeglasses stepped from the Salvation Army door. With him was a friar dressed as a Dominican: a white alb beneath a black hooded cloak. His hair was gray and fell to his shoulders, but his goatee beard was black. He and the youth stepped into the circle of light cast by a nearby streetlamp. The Blackfriar cast no shadow. The youth looked up and pointed in surprise when she drifted past overhead. The Blackfriar raised his hand and placed it over the youth’s eyes.


  The wind carried her to the next block. She wondered who those people were.


  She noticed her flimsy gown had been badly torn in the fight. At five stories above the ground, she put out her hand and caught a passing flagpole. There was no one around, not at this elevation at night, to see her; she tore off the gown and tossed it away. Some owner who had not been a Boy Scout when he was young had left the flag flying on the pole at night. She floated there a moment, flung a leg about the flagpole, and unclipped the colors from the line. She wrapped the flag around her like a shower blanket and tucked it in. It was large enough to cover her from armpit to upper thigh.


  Feeling more modestly dressed, she gathered her wild hair at her neck with one hand and held the flag shut at her bosom with the other. She put her knees together in a kneeling position and launched herself from the flagpole into space.


  Down the darkened street she sailed. All the windows below were dark and all doors locked, except in one spot. Here a flashing sign reading COBBLER’S CLUB hung above a wide door, guarded by two burly bouncers, from which the flashing lights and roaring music poured amidst the fumes of heat and alcohol. Tough-looking young men and scantily clad women were gathered before the doors. She waved, but no one in line saw her.


  The club slid past her like the ruins of a sunken city seen beneath the prow of a dark ship that sails by night.


  It was dark underfoot. She made a smooth landing. Her bare feet slapped on the cold concrete.


  She was once more on the earth, somewhere in an American city, wrapped in a red, white, and blue flag, without shoes, stockings, or undergarments, with no passport, no money, no friends, and no memory.


  
9. No Voice Commands


  She saw a scraggly tree growing in a small circle of concrete next to a small park hemmed in by a fence of iron spears. Green buds were present, and a few early leaves had opened on the lower branches, but the crown of the tree was still but a cluster of dry and naked winter twigs.


  Turning, she saw her reflection in a storefront window. The ring glinted a light gray, the hue of pewter on her finger of the hand she held at her breast. When she released her other hand, her hair floated upward like the hair of a pearl diver.


  The intaglio was no longer a skull, but a fair woman’s face. Her eyes were half-closed as if drowsy, and the sculptured hairs stood up as if weightless.


  She twisted the ring once around her finger. The metal face flexed and changed, and the hue of the metal changed. Now, it was as white as burnished silver. The metal hair retracted and now lay flat to the sculpted mask’s scalp, and the little metal face opened its eyes wide. The expression was wakeful, watchful, and tranquil.


  The eerie sensation which earlier had been crawling along her spine, the sensation of hateful eyes in the darkness peering at her, was now entirely gone. She had not noticed the exact moment when the feeling had fled.


  Curious, she twisted the ring once more clockwise. The little face changed again and became the face of an angel. The metal changed from silver white to an argent hue of some celestial metal. A light as bright and clear as the reflection from a diamond began to shine from the ring.


  Alarmed, she twisted the ring counterclockwise. It was silver again and a woman’s face.


  “Hello?” she said to the woman’s face in the intaglio of the ring. “I don’t remember my name or what happened to me. Can you help me? Are you a magic ring?”


  The face did not change expression or utter any reply.


  “Do you have a help feature? An instruction manual? Phones can react to voice commands. Are you not even as good as a phone?”


  The face remained serene and blank despite this criticism, but it still did not reply.


  She sighed. “How did I know that about phones? Did I have a phone? Who did I call?”


  She asked the same question in Japanese and then in French, Russian, Mandarin, Cantonese, Latin, and Greek. She put her hands to her lips, suddenly startled. “How do I know that many languages? For that matter, how do I know that not everyone knows that many languages?”


  She twisted the ring counterclockwise. She noticed it was sensitive to half and quarter turns. The face changed slowly to a half-sleeping expression as the ring darkened toward gray hue of pewter. The intaglio changed according to how far it was turned, with the eyes growing more shut and the metal growing darker as she twisted it toward her palm and then facing outward again.


  The floating sensation came over her, and her toes left the concrete. Neither by speaking, nor flapping her arms, nor kicking her legs, could she fly, but in a weightless state, it was just as easy to kick off the ground and to float to the top of a lamppost as it was to hook an ankle around the lamppost and to use it as a starting block to float back down. She found she could kick herself and swan dive for hundreds of yards before the air resistance slowed her. She also bumped herself badly trying to stop. The rules of inertia and momentum still applied. It was just the law of gravity that was taking a nap.


  She put her hand through the handle of a trashcan and tried to will it into weightlessness with her. No good. Apparently, it was only herself, and any flag she happened to be wearing, that could slip free of gravity’s grasp.


  She went back to the storefront window and held up her hand. The reflection and what she saw with her eye matched up. She twisted the ring two full turns to what she now thought of as the flashlight setting. The brightness in the reflection was much, much stronger than the light she saw with her eye.


  She quickly twisted it back to silver, which seemed to be a neutral setting. Then, she twisted it once more to pewter. She became weightless. The face was half asleep. Again she twisted, one full turn counterclockwise. The woman was fully asleep, and the ring was dark gray like cast iron, almost black.


  She looked down. In the circle of light from the lamppost, she cast no shadow. The light was passing through her as if she were a ghost.


  Darkness began seeping out of the ring, crawling up and down her hand.


  
10. No Unseen Eyes


  She screamed and yanked at the ring yet again, ignoring the pain in her knuckle. To her surprise, it slid off her finger.


  The shadow reappeared under her feet.


  The black iron ring now rested in her left palm, and it grew clearer than glass and vanished from her sight. She could still feel the cold circle on her palm, however.


  She held it up to her nose. It was giving off the smell of blood again, but nowhere nearly as strongly as the stench the ring have given off when she had first seen it.


  In the reflection in the store window, she could clearly see the dark gray ring in her hand, with its image of a sleeping woman.


  “An invisible ring that only turns itself invisible! What use is that?”


  She pursed her lips and put the ring back on her finger, this time on the ringfinger of her right hand, which had a smaller knuckle. This was to prevent it from getting stuck again.


  She turned it once more counterclockwise, not knowing what to expect. In the reflection, now the woman’s face in the intaglio was dead, her eyelid sewn shut, her lips a horrid line, her cheeks sunken and parched. The dark gray ring turned black as onyx, shining and lustrous.


  Gritting her teeth, she turned it again one full turn. Now, it grew sooty black as solid nothingness, and the face became as a skull with no flesh. The odor of blood was pungent and strong. But nothing was happening to her: she was neither invisible as a ghost nor weightless as a ghost.


  A sense of fear came over her. Once again, she felt as if hostile eyes were watching.


  She twisted the ring clockwise. Once, twice, three times, four. From uttermost, unshining black to onyx to iron to pewter to silver. She found her shadow beneath her feet. The ring was plainly visible. The sensation of eyes hungrily hunting for her ended immediately.


  She squinted at the ring. Magic or not, it had a logic of its own. The emergency room had not removed her ring because the nurses had not seen it. The ring turned the wearer invisible when the face was asleep even though, to her own eyes, the only clue that she was now ghostlike was the fact that her shadow vanished. She was not invisible to herself. However, removing the ring while the charm was active allowed the effect to continue on the ring but broke the charm on the wearer. Ex-wearer.


  Putting it back on did not revive the charm. The onyx death-head seemed to have no effect, nor did the utter black skull, no doubt because she removed the ring from her finger between twists. Apparently, one had to twist it back to the null setting, a white ring with a calm-faced figure, before twisting it forward again.


  She was not willing to do that. In fact, she was not willing to stand in this spot in case whatever had been seeking her had gotten a fix on this location.


  She started walking rapidly, her cold feet slapping on the concrete. The lower hem of the flag flapped against her hips with the energy of her rapid walk.


  But she felt calm, hidden, as if the evil watching eyes had been warded off.


  She looked at the calm woman’s face in the intaglio with a finer appreciation. “You are not a null setting, are you? Are you protecting me from whatever is looking for me? I feel like some evil mind, a soul of darkness, is seeking me. If you do not say anything, I will take that as a yes.”


  The ring did not say anything.


  She petted the woman’s face on the ring. “Next question. Where am I going to get any food or any place to sleep?”


  Again, the ring did not say anything.


Chapter Two: Rookie Magical Detective


  1. Upper East Side


  She walked, wishing she had shoes. “Well, wait a minute! Was I wearing any shoes before I was brought to the hospital? The nurses must have put them somewhere…”


  She came abreast of a payphone on a pole. She stopped walking and stared at it, wondering. The light above the phone was on and buzzing. Three little flies were circling the flickering neon tube. The street where she stood had no streetlamps. Other than the phone kiosk, it was entirely dark.


  She had no coins, but surely she could call an emergency number. Surely she’d be safe with the police.


  She shook her head slowly. Just as safe as in a hospital room. Whoever was after her had sent agents walking casually into a crowded hospital without anyone noticing or interfering. They carried tridents and…


  She frowned. Why did that not seem odd? On the one hand, speaking six languages seemed odd. That level of linguistic skill seemed unusual for one her age. But fighting opponents armed with a gladiatorial weapon from ancient Rome?


  How odd that this did not seem odd!


  She craned her head. She could not have fallen that far from the hospital. How many blocks had she passed? There was a yellow pages in the telephone book, which, surprisingly, was still unvandalized. From the street signs, she knew she was in the Upper East Side between East 74th Street and Third Avenue. She could not have been blown more than three or four blocks. How many hospitals could there be? There was a place called the Manhattan Minimum Invasive & Bariatric Surgery Hospital, which seemed to be about the right address, and, from the suite numbers, the building might have been tall enough to be the one she fell from. But what was Bariatrics? That did not sound like a disease involving memory loss.


  She set out north. New York City is impossible to get lost in because it is laid out on a clear grid, with everything numbered in sequence. She was surprised at how dark it was, however, and how empty. Her mental picture was of a city that never slept. In the distance, she could hear the growl of crawling traffic, but not here. She wondered where she had gotten her mental picture from. Did that mean she was not a native New Yorker?


  A wolf limped across an alley in the distance, momentarily visible when it passed in front of a lit window. He was dragging his left hind leg.


  Common sense told her to flee. She ignored it and followed the beast.


  He went into an alley. Now, she stopped. Her instincts told her it would be too easy to be flanked or surrounded if she went into the dark alley. She twisted the ring on her finger from silver to pewter, and her hair stood on end and swayed. She kicked off the ground and soared smoothly up and up toward the upper corner of the nearest building. She fumbled, banged painfully into the cornice, flipped end over end, and came to rest hanging in midair, with her flag beginning to unwind from her body.


  She angrily tugged and tucked the flag more tightly around herself and, by quickly twisting the ring clockwise and counterclockwise, managed to give herself enough weight to start a downward motion, and then turned weightless again before she hit the ground. She estimated wrong and hit the ground hard, but an instinct surprised her by turning it into an acrobatic roll. She slapped the ground with her hands and came to her feet unharmed and in a fighting crouch, her hands before her, fingers curled. Nekoashi. She knew it, just as she knew it was called a cat stance.


  And she also knew she was just where she should not be: an unlit alley where an attacker could come at her from any direction. She could see the silhouette of a fire escape above her to her right and the planks of a wooden fence across the throat of the alley ahead of her, blocking the way.


  Another twist of the ring banished her weight again. Her long hair, floating freely, tickled her eyes and nose. First on her mental list of things to buy was a hair ribbon, or perhaps a bathing cap. Second was some sort of line and grapnel so she could catch herself and hook herself back down if she floated out of reach of an anchor. Third were elbow and knee pads.


  This time, instead of leaping the fence, she pushed her feet against the ground in a skating, sliding motion so that she skipped like an astronaut on the moon in low, flat arcs toward the fence. She swarmed over it and down the other side, keeping her silhouette minimal.


  Clinging to the boards of the fence head-downward like a lizard, she looked quickly to either side. Below her, she saw a shorter side-alley going left toward a dark truck bay feeding into the back of several establishments. The main alley ran at right angles to this and met a larger, brighter main avenue. She decided to go toward the lights first. She kicked and made a long leap to the top of a utility pole standing right at the corner of the alley and the main avenue. The streetlamp on the pole was below her: she was in the cone of the shadow cast by the lamp’s cap.


  About a story below her were a jeweler’s, a dress shop, and a tailor’s, all locked up. Then came an awning she remembered seeing from much higher up: the light sign said COBBLER’S CLUB. The line of patrons was gone, but the two bouncers were still manning the door, which was still open, and pouring the sound of pounding music out into the street. She doubted a wounded wolf would have come this way. On the other side were a French restaurant, a china shop, an antique shop, and three empty stores with bars of scaffolding covering over their fronts. Perhaps it was merely the contrast with the colored light and raucous music from the club, but the sight of empty stores selling luxuries seemed desolate.


  The building on the corner holding the jeweler’s and clothier’s was only two stories, unlike its taller neighbors. She made it in one graceful leap and then astronaut-skipped across the flat gravel roof to look back at the truck bay up the other alley.


  Now she heard the noise of a struggle. A shrill and panicked scream for help, a woman’s voice, rose over the rooftops.


  She dashed forward but misstepped and overdid it. She tried to hook her foot on the coping of the roof to arrest her forward momentum, and sure enough, she did slow down to the speed of a toy balloon drifting, but she also tumbled over the side of the roof and into mid-air.


  
2. Killer Instinct


  She spread her arms and legs to slow her tumble. Cursing inwardly, she saw the dark side-alley drifting past her gaze unhurriedly below her. Square blocks of concrete faced large metal grates where cargo could be loaded or unloaded from delivery trucks. Two trucks were in the bays now.


  She passed over the first truck. Now she saw the scene: Between the trucks were three figures struggling. One was smaller and slighter. A girlish scream rang out again. The call for help was not as loud as the echo of the noise of the club pouring out into the air one street over. The chance that anyone had heard was nil.


  Nothing was within reach. The scene was only twenty feet below her, and she was about to drift past the second truck. There was no way to move!


  She spat her hair out of her mouth. Of course there was a way to move. Down.


  She twisted the ring sharply clockwise, not once, but twice. Weight returned, and gravity hurled her like a missile toward the ground. But light, diamond-bright, harsh, celestial, darted in a bright ray from her finger. She uttered her kiai, a screaming cry like a falcon stooping. The man immediately below her looked up, blinded and blinking.


  He was a scruffy dark-skinned man in a dark coat and a red cap. She landed with her knees in position to strike both his collarbones with all her weight and use his body to break her fall. She rolled as he fell and came to her knees.


  Before the man could move or rise, she grabbed the hair on his head and yanked it backward. With her other hand, she used her palm to break his nose upward. She then, while his throat was exposed, struck him in the Adam’s apple with her knuckles. The diamond-bright light on her finger bobbed and swayed wildly with her swift hand motion. He went limp and lay motionless.


  The other man was even rougher and more unshaven-looking than the first, and his eyes did not point in the same directions. Perhaps he was intoxicated, perhaps merely panicked. He was shivering, mouth open but making noise with no words, one hand before his face, blinking at the dazzle. Before she could roll to her feet, he turned and fled down the alley.


  “Cooin lhaim!” the other girl cried out. “My sailt!”


  
3. Flight and Flight


  The white light darting from the ring she had been playing over the fallen body, looking for something, a knife or bootstrap or belt buckle she could use to slit his throat. But now she turned the beam toward the other girl. “What did you say?”


  “Help me! Please!”


  The other girl was blonde, rather young and rather shapely. She was perhaps seventeen. Her hair was bobbed just below the ears and curled upward at the bangs, giving her a tousled look. She was wearing a trenchcoat that had been half-pulled down her arms. Beneath, she wore what looked like a dancer’s costume: a green bodice with a plunging neckline, a green miniskirt with a handkerchief hem, and pointed-toed green slippers with fuzzy white pom-poms large as golf balls.


  “You must save me!”


  There was no blood, no sign of wounds. “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”


  “I’m caught!”


  The barefoot oriental girl stood, tucked her impromptu garb in place, tossed her black hair impatiently back, and shined the ray from her ring carefully across the blonde. She saw no rope or chain binding the blonde. She saw nothing trapping her. “Can you stand?”


  The blonde smiled prettily and bounced to her feet. Her posture was a little strange: she stood with her feet together, arms by her side, and palms forward, and she tilted her chin up.


  “You meant stand on my feet, right? Not my head?” asked the blonde.


  It seemed an odd question. “I’m sorry…?”


  “Can you get it off? They put it around my neck!”


  “I don’t see what– wait. Is this what you mean?”


  Around the blonde’s neck was a necklace of loose red thread. The pendant was an iron nail—an old-fashioned square-topped nail, smaller than a pinky finger. The nail hung down, resting lightly at her décolletage. But the red thread was not tight, not knotted around her neck, not fixed in place in any way.


  “It is iron, cold iron, that is master of us all!” The smile vanished. Her large eyes were damp. Her lip trembled. “Get it off me!”


  A loud voice in the distance cried out. It was a man calling. With the drumming reverberations from the music one street over, it was hard to tell distances from sound alone, but the voice seemed near. A second voice answered him. The ravenhaired oriental girl twisted her ring and shut off the light.


  “They are coming back! We’ve got to run!”


  “I cannot!” cried the blonde. “I’m caught!”


  The ravenhaired girl pulled the loop of thread over the blonde’s head. She had no pockets and no immediate use for a nail on a thread, so she threw it clinking to the pavement. “Down the alley and over the fence! Try to keep up!”


  She twisted her ring from silver to pewter and soared down the side-alley in two or three long, loping bounds. The wooden fence was speeding past her. A second twist restored her weight, but now she was traveling too quickly. Again, an unexpected instinct came to her aid: she turned her too-rapid stumble into a flying kick, caught one of the vertical posts of the fence with her bare foot, bounced up and backward, struck the opposite post with another kick, and propelled herself over the fence in a smooth leap. She turned a somersault in midair and landed on her feet.


  In the dim light, she saw, to her shock, ahead of her, on this side of the fence, the blonde in the green costume seated on a trashcan, legs crossed at the knee. She was smiled gaily and clapped her hands when the ravenhaired girl flipped over the fence and landed so neatly. “That was wonderful! Are you Miss America? Do you fight crime?”


  The ravenhaired girl took the blonde’s wrist and yanked her into motion. Down the alley they ran, bare feet and slippered feet making little noise.


  There! A fire escape was visible above and to the left. The ravenhaired girl said, “I am going to lower the fire escape ladder. Get to the top as fast as you can, and I will pull it up after. Get it?”


  The blonde nodded eagerly, grinning, her smile bright in the gloom. “Got it!”


  “Good!” said the ravenhaired girl and twisted the ring from white to pewter. “And… uh… Don’t worry if what I do looks odd!” Now her hair and body grew weightless, and she soared upward with a kick. She neatly hooked the railing of the lowest balcony of the fire escape as she flew, which yanked her about in a quick semicircle, and landed her in a crouch near the crank of the ladder. It had a quick-release lever which she pulled. The ladder slid downward. At the last minute, she caught the upper rungs as they slid past, hoping to prevent the ladder from clanging loudly as it struck bottom. Instead, she eased it down silently the last foot or so.


  She peered downward. There was not much light here. She made a hissing whistle through her teeth and called softly, “Sss! Sss! Are you there?”


  A voice from behind her and above said, “No, I ’m here!”


  The ravenhaired girl turned. The blonde was seated with her rump on the railing of the fire escape balcony the next story up, hands on the railing to either side, idly kicking her legs in the air.


  The blonde pouted. “You have a weird look on your face. You said as fast as I could, didn’t you? I didn’t break another stupid rule, did I?”


  There was no time for talk. She could hear men, several of them, all cursing filthy curses, climbing over the wooden fence. If she used the wheel to raise the ladder, it would make a racket. Nimbly, she leaped to the balcony rail, took the lower lip in her fingers, and vaulted upward, doing a backflip and landing next to the blonde.


  The ravenhaired girl pointed at a tall building across the street and down a bit. She said, “I am going to jump to the roof of that bank.”


  “Bank of what? You mean like a riverbank?”


  “That building there. Thirty stories tall! Can you make it there before me?”


  The blonde’s eyes lit up, and she clapped her hands for joy. “A race! Ooh! I love races!”


  The ravenhaired girl nodded, looking the blonde carefully in the eye. Yes, a race. But we are outracing our pursuit. They must be left behind and not see us. You understand?


  The blonde tossed her head so that her tousled curls bobbed. Of course! I am a private investigator! We are shaking our tails! She wiggled her hips energetically as if to illustrate.


  And with that, the blonde girl glowed with a thousand multicolored pinpoints of sparkling lights. Out from her naked shoulder blades sprung gossamer wing-shaped shimmers, polychromatic as the rainbows that dance on the surface of a soap bubble. The girl shrank down to a dragonfly-winged figure the size of a finger and darted away through the air in the posture of a speed skater, with two little trails of sparks winking in the wake of her slippers.


  The ravenhaired girl stared in shock, wondering whether the world was insane, or she was. Maybe both. But the sound of coming pursuit did not give her time to contemplate the question.


  She twisted her ring to weightlessness, flung herself in a long leap to the roof of the building above, then to a telephone pole, then to the top of the pole, and then across the street to the roof of a second building, and hand over hand up the wall of the bank building.


  On the roof of the bank, once more fully sized, the blonde was seated atop the metal cube of a tall thrumming vent, drumming her little slippered heels against the metal panels.


  The oriental tucked her flag around her once again and pushed her hair out of her eyes, spitting a stray strand out of her mouth. She stepped toward the other girl, who was grinning.


  The ravenhaired girl, looking up, said, “Are you human?”


  The blonde tilted her head. “Is that a trick question?”


  
4. Introductions


  The blonde said, “Wait! We have not been properly introduced!”


  The blonde girl hopped down from her perch, set her feet just so, took the little hems of her miniskirt in hand, and performed a graceful curtsey, bending her back leg so far, and bowing her head so deeply that her forehead almost touched the knee of her other leg, which was extended before her, toes pointed.


  She straightened up, grinning. “How do you do? Fine, thank you! A pleasure to meet me, I am sure. Are you enchanted?”


  The ravenhaired girl folded her right fist into her left palm and bowed deeply, so that her hair brushed her bare toes. “I greet you, and I am honored by your greeting.” She straightened. “Please let all be well between us.”


  Then, the ravenhaired girl frowned at the position of her hands. She folded her hands at her waist and bowed again.


  The blonde giggled and then composed herself. “I am Elfine.”


  The ravenhaired girl said, “I cannot say.”


  The blonde pouted. “Did I do that wrong? Did I break another stupid rule? Let me try again! Ready?


  The ravenhaired girl said, “No, I mean I don’t know.”


  The other girl was not listening. “I’ll do it right this time! My family is Moth of the Ayre Moths of Ayre Sheading in Bride Parish! I am daughter of Iolanthe of Lurline, who is daughter of Ellyllon of Annwfm, who was shamefully outraged by Gwyn ap Nudd. My brother is Strephon, who was raised among mortals and married happily, whose children to this day my sisters protect. My father is Ayre Moth, who was banished to Troynovant with all his books when he won the nose from the face of Gwyn ap Nudd in a wager, his bride-price to Iolanthe’s dam.”


  The ravenhaired girl merely stared in bewilderment.


  The blonde continued in a rolling rush of words, “By slyness won he the game, using my cousin Arriety O’Clock as his queen, and moving her own moves, him merely resting his fingers on her and letting her draw his hand. She is a mistress of chess and once played Fynoderee of the Hairy Stockings to a stalemate and saved a town from drowning! To this day, the Nose of Nudd stands on my father’s mantelpiece, and from the snorts and wheezes, he knows the comings and goings of ghosts and other hidden things: and no storm can harm his house.”


  The ravenhaired girl was impressed that the blonde did not seem to need to pause for breath.


  The blonde continued. “The father of Ayre was Pururavas, son of Yla, child of Vaivasvata, and his mother was Urvashi the Golden, who was stolen from his side by the cunning of a celestial musician named Citraratha and an unfortunate flash of lightning! A similar curse parted my father and mother: an act of cruelty by Ethne the May Queen, Balor’s daughter of the Evil Eye, who despises that an elf should marry a mortal. So much melancholy has afflicted my family that my godmother, the Grail Maiden of Sarras, blessed me with the blessing that no melancholy would be left for me, and my blood is filled with sanguine and giddy humors. And so who are you?”


  The ravenhaired girl drew a slow breath. “I have amnesia. There must have been an accident or something. The knowledge is gone from me. My folk and friends are lost. My life is lost. I am alone.” Her eyes stung with tears. She wiped her cheeks with the palm of her hand.


  Elfine stepped forward and put her hands on the ravenhaired girl’s shoulders, peering up into the taller girl’s eyes. “Then it was good hap that you found me! I can seek what is lost and uncover evil!”


  “How can you help?”


  “First, I can get a name for you! What is Japanese for friend?”


  “Ami.”


  “Your name is Ami Nesia! Get it? Like in amnesia.”


  “That’s kind of—silly.”


  “Use it until I can find your old one.”


  “You can? I mean, can you find it?”


  The blonde stepped back and threw out her chest proudly. “I am a magical girl detective!” Then, her shoulders sank a bit. “More of a rookie, actually. And not much magic. I know the glamour to make things and people pretty. And talking to the wind. But I read about detective work in one of Daddy’s books, so I am hoping to train!”


  And she spun in a circle, with her head thrown back.


  The wind passed across the roof, and the ravenhaired girl shivered and hugged herself and said, “I am bruised and scraped and tired and cold and mostly naked, so if you want to help me, find me a place to stay, preferably with a change of clothes, a warm meal, and a hot bath.”


  Elfine did a little caper with her slippered feet, so her pom-poms bounced. She winked and grinned and snapped her fingers. “I can put you up! Let’s away!”


  
5. Accommodations


  The ravenhaired girl who was not really named Ami Nesia traveled down Park Avenue for at least a mile, leaping from rooftop to rooftop, with Elfine darting ahead out of sight and returning to urge her on periodically. Ami descended to the ground by sliding carefully down the side of the General Motors building and landed on East 58th.


  A doll-sized Elfine flew up to her, swelled to normal size, and took Ami’s hand eagerly. “Here we are. ’Tis only a block hence!”


  They went into a highrise. Elfine, pulling her by the wrist, crowded up behind a tall man in a cowboy hat who was at the door. Elfine waved at the doorman, who did not look up, but waved all three inside.


  It was a titanic tower of glass. Inside was a vast open space of layered pink marble and yellow brass, reflected in walls paneled in mirrors. Escalators rose up endlessly, and a seven-story-tall indoor waterfall plunged endlessly down. They rode up two floors.


  The upper lobby was a large, square space under a skylight, where a dozen upscale shops, closed for the evening, peered at the collection of sofas and potted plants.


  A man in a uniform stopped them and pointed silently to a sign saying proper footwear was required. Elfine smiled at him and said, “She forgot her shoes! I was just going up to the room to get them! Can she wait here? I’ll be right back!” And Elfine pushed the ravenhaired girl into a sofa, saying, “Wait right there!”


  The guard looked suspicious. Ami, feeling a little conspicuous dressed in nothing but an American flag, sat up straight, crossed her legs, smoothed back her mussed hair, and smiled at the guard. “You mustn’t mind my friend Elfine. She was attacked this evening near a club. She said I could sleep overnight on her couch.”


  He said, “Guests are not allowed to go up unless escorted…” But at the moment, the radio on his shoulder squawked at him, telling of a broken window on an upper floor, so he said, “Excuse me,” and stepped away out of her sight.


  Ami looked around, listening to the silence of the empty lobby. The elevator door in the mirrored brass wall opposite where she sat made a chime of noise and opened. Elfine leaned out and waved. “Over here!”


  Ami walked over. “The guard said I had to be escorted.”


  Elfine said, “I’ll escort you! Come on!”


  Elfine pushed the button for the sixtieth floor. When the door opened, Ami saw a beige hallway with tasteful décor.


  Elfine skipped down the hall. “Over here! This is the one!” She tugged on the handle and frowned. “Oopsie whoopsie! Guess what I forgot!”


  Ami stepped over to the door, rubbing her feet in the carpet. The carpet was so thick that Ami paused a moment, luxuriating in the feel and the warmth of the plush fibers on her feet. She closed her eyes to enjoy the sensation. “What did you forget? Did you forget your key? Was it in your coat?” She opened her eyes when she heard no response.


  Ami looked left and right down the corridor. Elfine was not in sight.


  The lock clicked, and the door opened. There was Elfine, who had gotten inside the suite somehow. In her hand was a candlestick with a lit candle. The blonde waved her hand in a large, slow arc. “Ta-DA! Come on in. I invite you over the threshold. May cure and comfort, rest and weal be thine while this roof covers ye!”


  Ami stepped inside and was about to ask Elfine how she ended up on the inside of a locked door, but the sight and size and splendor of the suite of rooms distracted her.


  Tall windows looked out over the panorama of the city. Central Park was spread below like a green carpet. The light from the windows and the buttery glow from Elfine’s candle shined on the polished surfaces of table and counter. There was a sunken area with chairs and chaise-lounge facing a wet bar. The kitchen was opposite the bedroom. Through an open door, Ami saw a walk-in closet that looked like something out of a department store, with special glass shelves to highlight the jewelry boxes and shoe racks. There was a separate room for a vast flat-screen television, a butler’s pantry, a foyer, a dining room with candlesticks on a wide table, and a smaller nook for breakfast.


  Elfine was pouting. “You did it wrong!”


  Ami gave her a puzzled look.


  Elfine said, “Now you have to go outside and step over the threshold again. And when I bid you welcome, you have to call down a blessing on the house!”


  Ami was not one to question the customs of her hostess. She obediently opened the door and stepped back. “What kind of blessing?”


  “Slaynt Vie as Maynrys er y Thie shoh. It asks for good health and happiness on the house.”


  Ami repeated the words, and bowed and said “Shitsurei itachimasu!”


  “Well done and thrice welcome!” and now Elfine grabbed her arm. “You said you wanted a hot outfit, a hot bath, and a hot meal! Are you hungry? I can have the servants bring you some food. That’s how it works here.”


  Ami said, “You mean room service? At this hour?”


  Elfine nodded brightly. “And light comes out of these glass things. They are like lamps. They work on lightning, so don’t unscrew the glass and put your tongue in the socket. Never do that! Did you want a bath? Come here. Come here!” So saying, she tugged Ami into another room, floored in marble and paneled in mirrors, where a sunken hot tub gleamed. “The water is as warm as you like it! Use as much as you like! Do you want me to help you wash your hair?”


  “No, that will not be necessary, but I thank you for the…”


  But Elfine was not dissuaded, so somehow, not exactly against her will, Ami found herself luxuriating in the warmest and large tub she could imagine, with jets of bubbling water massaging her in from all directions, and with Elfine kneeling behind her, rubbing shampoo into her locks.


  Elfine was chattering brightly about a family of foxes she had known on the Isle of Man and a lost cub she had helped rescue, and that led somehow into another story about the lonely cries she heard geese make in autumn, before their long journeys to far islands where Summer was rumored to reside when he departed northern lands.


  “Some say the trumpet that calls Summer away is in the hands of the Hours, but Father says it is kept in a crystal closet above the stars. But from what beast could the Horn of Time be carved?”


  That tale wandered into another about a penguin Elfine knew who kept the egg of his child on his feet all winter so that the child would not touch the ground and die of cold before birth while the wife went fishing and was absent for weeks at a time. “It was the season where night leads into night without dawn, and the wind came by to mock him, calling out woe! woe! And telling him that night and darkness always triumph, no matter what, for all strength fails. Isn’t that a horrible thing to say?”


  Ami let this drench of words run over her without paying much attention. But then came a chime, and Elfine leaped up and ran into another room.


  When she came back, she had both hands full of packages, boxes, and parcels, rustling with crepe paper. “Change of clothing! I remembered your wish! I got you some clothes and shoes! I had to guess at your size. I hope you like it! I know you probably need a red, white, and blue bulletproof bathing suit to go fight crime and stuff, but I don’t know where to get one of those. Also, no hat. I don’t know what you like in hats. Because I just met you.” She giggled and skipped out of the room. Through the open door, Ami could see her flinging open the parcels, and laying out a jacket, a blouse, and a skirt on the table along with a pair of dress shoes.


  Ami rinsed and dried herself, wrapping herself in one towel and her hair in another. She looked over what Elfine had spread on the table and was a little taken aback. Elfine had very expensive tastes.


  “Elfine, how can your family afford this?”


  “Afford what?”


  “What does your father do?”


  “He thinks deep thoughts, does good deeds, and talks about old wars and lost kingdoms with his friends in the pub.”


  “That’s all?”


  “And he collects books, mostly.”


  “Does he work?”


  Elfine looked surprised. “I don’t know. I only spent this winter with him. Mother raised me. I told you my parents were forced apart. He is not allowed to see her.”


  “So this is your mother’s apartment? What does she do?”


  “My mother is very influential.”


  “I mean, what does she do for a living?”


  “Sheds influences. You know, she tells parliament when to sit, for one thing.”


  “The parliament in England? She is in government?”


  “Yes. She also organizes dances, allays curses, and receives petitions. Things like that. For a while she was in the same troop as Lulea of Burzee, but when Lulea exiled Nelebel to California, mother sought out Lurline of the Rhine, who is older and more powerful.”


  “The Rhine in Germany? What? Is your mother some sort of royalty?”


  Elfine said, “Oh, I know. I know. You are thinking the old families don’t have much influence any longer, what with how the world has changed! It is true. Nearly everything is decided at Troynovant, or Tir Ildathach, or Mommur, or Slievenamon. That is how it is back in the old country. America is different! Just look at how wonderful everything here is!” And she spread her hands and turned in a slow circle, as if to show off the lavish furnishings.


  Then, she looked over her shoulder at Ami and winked. “Americans are richer than the Gnome King. Og of Glocca Morra says that the Americans grow their gold in Kentucky, which is why Fort Knox is placed there, but I say that is nonsense.” Elfine snapped her fingers, as if a bright thought had struck her. “Say! He lost his memory, too, or so I heard. The Gnome King, not Og. He lost his gold and his powers, got baptized, and married a mortal maiden. Og, not the Gnome King. He drank from the Fountain of the Water of Oblivion, which is mingled with the Mist of Everness. The Gnome King, not Og, I mean. Could that have been what happened to you? His name is Ruggedo the Red. The Gnome King never will marry anyone because he is in love with Polychrome, who is my…” Elfine screwed up her eyes and counted on her fingers. “…my first cousin once removed. Her mother, Iris of the Rainbow, is my great aunt.”


  At that moment, the door chime came again, and food arrived. Ami stepped back into the bathroom to dry her hair using the blow drier she found there. But the smell of the food made her stomach rumble, and she realized how hungry she was, so she came out with her hair hanging limp and wet and black down her shoulders and back.


  Elfine insisted it was proper to eat while wearing a towel, and in fact went into the bathroom, doffed her green outfit, and came out clad in nothing but a towel herself. “Now we are twins!”


  It was a strange sort of courtesy, but Ami appreciated the gesture. The meal included a thick slice of salmon fried in butter and pepper on a bed of brown rice for Ami. Elfine sipped a few sips of tea and ate a spoonful of honey. Elfine also ate the mint leaf sprig used to garnish the teapot.


  Fatigue came as suddenly as hunger, and Ami found her eyes falling shut of their own accord before half the salmon was consumed. Elfine led her into the bedroom and tucked her in.


  Elfine said, “I can step away if you are going to say your bedtime prayers! I’m allergic, you see. You didn’t say grace at the meal. Lucky for me.”


  Ami said, “I’ve forgotten everything. What if I am Buddhist?”


  “Then you ask Saint Jehoshaphat for help! Scootch over!”


  Ami was a little surprised when Elfine, as unselfconsciously as a kitten, climbed in and snuggled up to her. Ami started to ask a question but yawned instead, and Elfine yawned back, and then they were both yawning while Elfine giggled merrily, whereupon both fell asleep so quickly it might have been a magic charm.


Chapter Three: The Three Worlds


  1. Half and Half


  It was past noon before the girls woke the next day. Upon seeing the unwashed dinner plates still on the table, Elfine went into the kitchenette and searched in puzzlement in the cabinets, in the microwave, and under the sink.


  Ami said, “What are you looking for?”


  “Cream! I forgot last night. I am always forgetting rules!”


  Ami pulled open the refrigerator door. She pointed. “What about half and half?”


  “I hate it when people call me that!”


  “No, I mean this. Half milk and half cream. For coffee. Didn’t you buy it?”


  “Nope. I hope it will do.”


  Ami asked slowly, “If you have a roommate, where does she sleep? Does someone else use your refrigerator?”


  “Anyone can use one of these! It keeps things cold by magic. It runs on lightning, like the lamps. Remember what I told you! Don’t they have them in Japan? A man is supposed to bring ice they cut from the lake in winter.” So saying Elfine poured some half and half into a saucer, opened the door, and set the saucer carefully on the carpet in the hall.


  Elfine came bouncing back while Ami stared. “Do you own a cat?”


  Elfine said, “I don’t know if anyone can own a cat. They are very self-possessed creatures. Can you speak to animals? Let me do your hair while you’re eating.”


  There was leftover salmon and hot buttered toast with jam for breakfast. Elfine ate the petals off the rose that sat in a vase in the middle of the table and a cube of sugar. Ami’s hair was a tangled mess.


  Ami sat in a chair in the breakfast nook while Elfine stood behind her and brushed out her tangles. “It is easy to unsnarl elf locks,” Elfine chatted, “Once you know the secret. It is all in the wrist. I have a cousin somewhere here in the city who has the knack of speech with animals. John Doolittle of Caundle Marsh Parish also had it; he was of Oberon’s blood without knowing. It is a very rare gift!”


  Ami was startled that Elfine could not only brush out her snarled hair without yanking on her scalp, but that, at the end, the hair was as dark, full, lustrous, and shining as something seen on a shampoo commercial.


  “How did you do that with just a brush?” Wondered Ami aloud, looking at her coiffure in the mirror. “You even got the ends to curl without using a curling iron!” Ami put her elbows in the air and began to fold plaits of hair together. “And, no, I don’t talk to animals. Not that I remember. Why do you ask?”


  Elfine said, “What are you doing?”


  Ami said, “Last night I swallowed very much hair, and it was in my nose and eyes. I promised myself I would braid it or get a cap.”


  “Oh! Let me!” So Elfine did up her hair in a nice French braid and gathered tails into a bun at the nape of Ami’s neck, which she tied in place with a big red ribbon. Elfine pulled out one strand to let hang by Ami’s cheek.


  In the mirror, Ami was amazed. She turned her head this way and that. She had not realized her hair could look so pretty.


  Elfine said, “It is very stylish. You cannot have perfect hair, or else the goddesses get jealous, so you need one strand out of place. Let’s do earrings next!” and she clapped her hands in excitement.


  “No, thank you. They might snag. Besides, my ears are not pierced.”


  “A necklace?”


  “Only if it is very fine. It should give way if tugged on.”


  Elfine returned from the jewelry shelf in the closet with a chain as thin as spider’s silk, with a white pearl for a pendant.


  Next, Elfine dressed her. Ami thought it was a little odd to have another woman helping her with her underthings, buttoning her blouse, and doing up her skirt, but she did not remember whether that was unusual, so she voiced no objection.


  The jacket did not fit, so Elfine skipped into the walk-in closet, and brought out a sharp looking businesswoman’s jacket with padded shoulders and a pinched waist. “This should fit you! It is not shame not to talk to beasts. Man lost the power to understand the beasts under his dominion when he broke fealty with Heaven. That was in Eden. Then, he lost the power to understand his neighbor at the Tower of Babel. And in Hell, each lonely soul loses understanding altogether so that all they can do is scream and hear screaming. No one talks in Hell. You haven’t tried on the shoes! Did I forget stockings?”


  Elfine went into the closet and starting looking on high shelves and under the bed, peering cautiously into the pillow cases. Ami pulled open a drawer on the bureau next to the shoe rack, where socks and stockings neatly folded and arranged by shade and hue were stored. “Elfine, do you not know where your own sock drawer is?”


  Instead of answering, Elfine led Ami into the den and pushed her down on the couch. Elfine took out pen and notepad from a drawer under the phone, and threw herself down on the carpet to sit crosslegged on the floor with the pad on a low coffee table.


  “Now we are ready! I will call this The Case of the Cursed Crimefightress! Or do you think Confused Crimefightress sounds better?”


  Tongue between her lips, she scratched out and rewrote the marks she was making on the page. Ami did not recognize the form of writing Elfine used: it consisted of vertical and diagonal strokes of one to five marks arranged in rows.


  “Tell me the whole story!” said Elfine. “Everything you remember that happened from the moment you woke up!”


  
2. On the Case


  It took over an hour to go through the whole story and then more time as Elfine cross-examined her, asking questions that varied from the penetrating to the bizarrely irrelevant.


  When they were done talking, Elfine snapped her fingers, leaped to her feet, and fetched something from the bathroom. “This is yours!”


  Elfine handed her the American flag Ami had been wearing yesterday. It was neatly folded into a triangle.


  Elfine explained, “I saw you rolling and sliding last night. Or was it this morning? If the colors touch the ground, you have to burn them. Let’s do that later. There is no fireplace in here.


  “Now, then, what is our first clue?” Elfine continued briskly. “You don’t have any scars or bumps on your head—I looked when I was brushing your hair—so your amnesia may not be due to physical trauma. What do you remember of your childhood?”


  “Nothing.”


  “A Mickey Finn—that is what they call it here in America, but he changed his name to Rufus—usually affects only short-term memory. The active ingredient there is chloral hydrate. It would leave childhood memories intact. That leads us to our next clue!”


  “And what is our next clue?”


  “I don’t know! We’ll find it at the scene of the crime!”


  Ami stepped into the shoes Elfine provided. These were dress shoes with too high a heel, and Ami did not like the sensation of walking in them. They were too unsteady. She found that by turning the intaglio of her ring inward, halfway between silver and pewter, the high heels made no noise even on a hard floor, and she could move smoothly.


  Elfine went to a closet and tried on one coat and then another, finally donning a long beige jacket that fell to her knees. It had a hood that she pulled up over her riotous mop of yellow curls. Then, she strode dramatically to the front door and yanked it open. “Let’s go! We can talk as we walk. And talk as we walk. Both at once. A mute digitambulist has to do one or the other!”


  Ami said, “Where are we going? Aren’t you taking your notes?” For Elfine had left the notepad with the strange writing sitting on the coffee table.


  “I don’t need it. Fairies have photogenic memories.”


  “Photographic.”


  “That, too.”


  “And—aren’t you going to clean up your dishes?” She pointed at the breakfast table.


  “The servants do that!”


  “You means the housekeeping staff here does dishes?”


  “I forgot to feed them last night. But why did I forget? Because I was distracted! A phonographic memory does you no good if you forget to look at the photograms in your memory! But why did you forget? Aha! Why indeed! I think we can rule out mundane explanations, such as an emotional shock or head trauma. There are no signs that you are in a fugue state. You recall what things like dishes and beds and bathtubs are. This would imply it is dissociative amnesia: only personal memories are affected. It is most likely psychogenic rather than structural.”


  Ami nodded eagerly, looking impressed “Now, suddenly, you are making sense.”


  “Worldly memories are stored in the brain, which is material, but personal memories are stored in the soul, which is quintessential and immaterial!”


  Ami stopped nodding. “And then, suddenly, less sense…”


  “Off we go! Dayfolk tend to forget us, except for Irishmen, so talking to witnesses may not be fruitful. But there will be a record of your admittance at the hospital. Also a diagnosis. Skull X-rays. Name of next of kin. Humans love writing things down. They don’t have phototropic memories.”


  “Photographic.”


  “Nor that, either!”


  Ami looked at her sidelong as the two walked down the corridor toward the elevator. “That– actually seems surprisingly– ah– like a good plan. A good place to start. Have you done detective work before?”


  “You are not my first case! I helped that fox cub I told you about last night! He had to find his home.”


  Ami frowned. “I am not sure these cases are the same.”


  “You are a lost little foxcub! We just need to find your den. It is the same. Don’t worry. I know my way around the human world! I’ve got it covered. I’ve read about it in my father’s books.”


  At the end of the corridor, Elfine raised her bare leg and pushed the elevator call button with the toe of her green slipper.


  Ami sighed. “I am sure we will fit right in.”


  
3. Familiar and Unfamiliar


  On the way out, Elfine rushed up the to the doorman and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Everything was wonderful! We had the most wonderful time! Just perfect!” The man looked a little flustered, but he put a finger to his cap and gave her a friendly salute.


  Out on the street, it was hot and bright, and traffic was crawling just as slowly as it had been last night, except now there seemed to be more honking and cursing.


  Elfine had a brisk stride, swinging her arms, and only every now and again skipping like a child, or cutting a caper like a tap-dancer, or twirling on her toes like a ballerina. Ami walked more sedately, her eyes in constant motion, up and down, and watching the hands, gait, and gazes of pedestrians coming the other way, treading warily when passing in front of doors or corners of buildings.


  Elfine spoke as she walked. She said, “If you’ve never been in a big city before, there are some things you have to remember. When Man moved into cities out from the dark woods, he did not bring any ravaging beasts with him, so some of the men volunteered to act as beasts of predation, and they are hidden among the humans on whom they prey. The black-skinned ones are often more dangerous, but it could be any of them. They are Ethiopian, and were brought here as slaves in chains, and forever seek revenge against those who once were their masters, whom they hate.”


  Ami said thoughtfully, “You are not from America, are you?”


  “No. I was raised in the Third Hemisphere. But I have read much about America! The shire-reeves here are called ‘coppers’ and dress in blue and carry billies, and they protect the humans, but the humans don’t like them because the humans want to afflict themselves with alchemical potions that drive them mad, opium and morphine, and the blue coppers beat them and take their worldly goods. And everyone in America has rights, but no one has responsibilities because the elfs are in charge. The elfs rule here, and men are their cattle. It was different in older days. We want to avoid the coppers because they might report us.”


  Ami said, “Why? What have we done?”


  Elfine said, “I don’t know about you, but I am a smuggler.”


  “What do you smuggle?”


  “Me. Elfine Luminiferous Moth. I smuggled myself into this hemisphere! I am a loveable rogue, you see.”


  Ami once again stared in confusion. “You’re a what?”


  Elfine threw back her head and pitched her voice to a lower octave. “Don’t be too sure I’m as crooked as I’m supposed to be. That kind of reputation might be good business, bringing in high-priced jobs and making it easier to deal with the enemy.” But then she pouted and bit on her thumbnail with a fretful look on her face. In her normal soprano voice, she said, “But you are a crimefightress. Once your memory is back, you might have to turn me in.”


  Ami said, “Elfine, don’t take this the wrong way, but–”


  “Yes…?”


  “How do I know you are not a madwoman?”


  “That is easy! On the night of a full moon, take a silver platter from a wedding feast that held the bridal cake. Sleep with it under your pillow. If you dream of me and see me in a vision wearing a funnel hat or straws in my hair, that proves me to be mad.”


  “That does not actually sound all that easy,” she said, wondering when the next full moon was due.”


  Elfine laughed. “Easier to prove it the other way then! If I find out your lost name and nurture, kindred and kinfolk, and who cursed you, then sane I am. Aha! I have another plan!” Elfine clapped her hands as if applauding herself. “How clever I am!”


  “Did something happen to the first plan?”


  “We can do both at once! You thought it was odd when I explained how lightbulbs worked, didn’t you?”


  Ami nodded. “It sounded strange.”


  “That’s a clue. Now, cross the street.”


  Ami put out her hand and took Elfine by the elbow, “Wait for the light.”


  Elfine craned her neck and looked up at the sun. “The light?”


  “The red light. It must turn green.”


  “Oh! Another rule! No one else waits!”


  By the time they reached the curb on the far side, Elfine was wreathed in smiles. Ami said, “What is it?”


  Elfine said, “When you crossed, you looked to the left, not the right. See?”


  Ami said, “You are always supposed to look before crossing the street.”


  Elfine said, “But in Japan, they drive on the left, so you would look right to see if a car is approaching. Looking left in Japan, you would only see the taillight of a car receding. That means you were here, or, at least, somewhere with motorcars that keep to the right, long enough to make a habit of looking left when crossing! By listing what else you find ordinary or extraordinary, we can deduce backward what kind of a place you are from! For example: how many bullets go into the clip of a revolver?”


  “Um. Six?”


  “No! None! A revolver has a cylinder, not a clip! So you don’t use a gun. That is to be expected! I bet you use a lariat or a boomerang or a throwing star shaped like the stars on the flag. What is the capital of Texas?”


  “Austin.”


  “No, it is Dallas. Capital of New York?”


  “Is Albany.”


  “Nope! New York City! Everyone gets that one wrong. I bet you are not an American.”


  Ami said, “Well… maybe not. But all this looks and sounds very familiar.” She pointed at a billboard and at the storefronts. “I have seen that movie. The one with the spaceships in it. And I recognize that perfume company.”


  “That movie is new, so you were here recently.”


  Ami frowned. “Is it?”


  “It is still in theaters. Do you remember anything about the movie?”


  “Only that it is not the kind of movie I like. I keep thinking that if the filmmaker liked spaceships so much, for the same money it took to make the film, couldn’t you build a real space rocket? Do something real?”


  “I mean, do you remember the plot?”


  “What plot? It was just a bunch of robots and laser blasts and scenes of buildings blowing up. They made the hero a buffoon so that his girlfriend could solve all the problems. In the last scene, when they are on the planet that is about to explode and ram into the sun that is about to go nova and fall into a black hole, the girlfriend picks up a laser-sword she’s never held before and beats up the dark warlord of the Omega Nebula. Her stance was terrible. He falls into the mouth of the planet-pulverizing volcano-beam weapon cannon just as it goes off. She should have turned on her jetpack, flown up, and shot him from a distance with her atomic-powered crossbow. From ambush. Or just gotten on the spaceship and left because the world was going to blow up. And the dead guy came back to life in the Lazarus Vortex, but the tiny little robot that sacrificed itself to save him, it could not be fixed, and stayed dead. How does that make any sense?” Her voice trailed off. “That’s… strange. I am pretty sure I don’t go to spaceship movies. Never.” She scowled. “For that matter, I don’t wear perfume. I wonder why I recognized both of those things… Why can I remember these details and not my name?”


  Elfine said briskly, “Next question: What is the emergency number on a telephone?”


  “Nine one one.”


  “But you did not call that number last night. Why not?”


  Ami shook her head.


  Elfine said, “I think you are one of us.”


  Ami said, “Us?”


  “Half and half. Like the cream. You instinctively avoided drawing attention. We do not fit in man’s world, and the elfs who treat men like cattle—well, we don’t fit into their world either, except to flatter, fetch, and tote! Everyone sneers at us.”


  “Us? Us who?”


  
4. Three-Fourths Fairy


  “We are the people of the twilight. Men and dolphins are Dayfolk. Theirs is the daylight world. Elfs and efts and their serfs, svarts, spooks, and pooks are Nightfolk. They are of the night world. We are neither.


  “Now then!” Elfine waved her finger. “I don’t mean a parallel dimension or anything like that. Nightlings and Twilightlings have dusk and dawn, winter and summer, same as humans. We just live in the Third Hemisphere, the one they don’t see. There are other planets like Mars or the Moon, but they are haunted by dead races, and no one goes there, except one crazy boy who is a cousin of mine. My third cousin four times removed, actually.”


  Ami’s eyes lit up. “That is amazing! I mean, going to the moon is….” Words failed her. She was awed. “He must be very brave, your cousin.”


  “Or crazy.” Elfine shrugged. “In any case, there are four big clans of the Twilight Folk that were scattered after the Elf Queen was lost. First are the Moths, who are friendly to mankind; next are the Cobwebs, who are not; third are the Mustardseeds, who are friendly to the Summer King and can work the metals of Tubalcain for him, which elfs otherwise cannot touch.”


  “That is only three.”


  “Last is the Peaseblossoms, who are the smart and sneaky ones that no one trusts, so they are forbidden to leave the Third Hemisphere. I do not think you would be allowed to be here if you were a Peaseblossom. And they have a distinctive scent. Unmistakable.”


  “What do they smell like?”


  “Like a sweetpea flower, of course.”


  “And… you are a Twilight girl?”


  “I have a fairy mother and a human father. Half human. Yes.”


  “I see…”


  Elfine held up her hand. “Wait, not half. Let me think. Daddy is the son of an apsara and a mortal king named Pururavas. My great-grandmotherfather Yla was both daughter and son to Vaivasvata. Vaivasvata was the child of the sun god and the goddess of the dawn but was born human. Later he was granted immortality because he survived the Great Deluge and preserved a remnant of mankind. So whether he counts as being a mortal or not is a tricky question.” Elfine shot her a challenging look.


  Ami said, “I– I don’t really have an opinion.”


  “Where was I?”


  “The Great Deluge.”


  “Yes! Since the world was empty of people, not to mention being really damp, Vaivasvata commanded Yla to marry himself to herself to carry on the bloodline. Which displeased the gods. Yla is both father and mother to Pururavas. Moth, disguised as the Moon, acted as best man during the nuptials and as midwife during the birth and therefore claimed the child as his own. You see, the old tradition is that the best man married the bride if the bridegroom did not show up. So my family is officially Moth, but I am either seven-eighths or three-quarters fairy, depending.”


  Ami said, “Depending on…?”


  “Whether Yla really shared the marriage bed only with herself and himself or if the bridegroom was Moth in disguise all along. Ayre fled from Iran to the Isle of Man after his son Nahusha—my half-brother from an earlier marriage—who was being borne aloft on a palanquin by a thousand great rishis, touched the great sage Agastya, who was bearing him, with the sole of his foot, so for that lapse was turned into a serpent. Any questions?”


  “If you are Iranian, why is your hair blonde?”


  “I wished it blonde. It is one of my glamours. I have ninety-nine sisters, and they all look like me, so I wanted to stand out.”


  Ami said, “How did your, I think it was, great-grandfather, disguise himself as the Moon?”


  Elfine said, “You have to do it during the hours at night when the real moon is not in the sky, or the moon will look down, see what you are doing, and strike you down with madness. That is why it is called lunacy.”


  Ami asked, “If I find my past, will it be as complicated and weird as yours?”


  Elfine shrugged.


  “And am I one of– one of you? Also a twilight girl?”


  “Yes!”


  
5. Twilight Girls


  Ami was so surprised at such a clear and definite answer that she stopped walking. “You seem very sure.”


  “I seem sure because I am sure! And I think you are a Moth, like me. Maybe. Not sure there.” Elfine danced with impatience and made shooing motions until Ami started walking again.


  “Why?” Ami asked.


  “Why which?” replied Elfine, waving at some pigeons flying by.


  “Why are you sure I am of the Twilight Folk?”


  Elfine ticked off on her fingers. “One, you are wearing a famous magic ring.”


  “You can tell it is a magic ring?”


  “Not when it is white. Humans don’t wear such things. Not these days. Magic is unlawful for the Daughters of Eve. Even for us, it is not entirely healthy—well, we Halfways are sort of like loveable rogues.


  “Two, you were sprained and bruised and scraped last night, but this morning, your skin is fresh and fair. Daughters of Eve do not recover so fast, not without prayer, and you didn’t pray.


  “Two and a half, when I told you my family tale, I watched your eyes and listened for when you expressed doubt. The mist would have mugged a human hearing such a tale and darkened your heart to disbelief. You looked skeptical at all the right spots.


  “Three, you plucked a nail of cold iron, iron cold forged, right off my neck without flinching. No Daughter of Nox could have done that. Witches and mermaids, yes. Elfs, no.


  “Four, I saw you eat bread this morning, so you are not a fallen angel, and you did not flinch or cuss last night when I mentioned the screaming in Hell, nor did you look scared.


  “Five, I saw tears in your eyes. And I put you in the bathtub to look for suckling marks and to see if you displaced water properly. A witch could do some of the things you did—flying from roof to roof or throwing light from your finger—but they don’t cry, not real witches who have signed the Dark Compact.


  “Six—well, I am out of fingers. You are neither a Partholan nor a mermaid because I put a pearl from the sea around your neck, and it did not change or grow brighter.


  “So I covered all the possibilities,” Elfine concluded spreading her hands with a smile. “You are a Twilighter. A Halfalfar. A Demi.”


  “And why a Moth?”


  “That case is not airtight, but I have my suspicions. You saved me when I screamed, and I was wearing a coat. You thought I was a mortal, and you risked your life for a stranger. And you were not even really dressed. No Cobweb would do that! Only Moths like mortals. Half the Moths are mortal anyway, poets and heroes and such. And Moth girls are the prettiest!”


  Ami blushed. “What?”


  “Prettier than elf-maidens! That’s why demigods and dark elfs, owl-men and mer-men, hideous satyrs and handsome princes all want to marry us! All sorts of monsters! You’re too pretty to be a Cobweb.”


  Ami said, “Monsters? What do you mean by monsters?”


  “Monsters!”


  “Goat-men? Werewolves? Are those what you are talking about?”


  
6. Not Real Monsters


  Elfine shook her head. “Werewolves are not real monsters.”


  “That is a relief.”


  “Werewolves are an abomination made by black magic and a dark spirit that enters a man and makes him a beast. They eat corpses. They have to kill someone they love to damn themselves and seal the spell. Real monsters are born from mommy monster eggs in the normal way and look like their parents.”


  “What about the goat-man?”


  “That could be a satyr or could be a pooka. Listen: it is very strange and very bad that you saw three monsters walking around armed in the human world! Very bad! And wearing red caps!”


  “Why is it bad?”


  “Because the Sons of Adam still have scraps of their father’s authority. Monsters cannot enter their world, cannot cross the threshold, unless they are invited, and no churchbells are ringing in earshot. But the mist makes men not able to see monsters these days, not clearly. Now, the elfs keep men like cattle, right? Like sheep!”


  Ami nodded. “I see. I think I see. You are saying humans cannot see monsters so could not invite them into the world, and the elfs would not. It would be like a shepherd asking a wolf to tear his flock. So who is inviting them in?”


  Elfine said, “Our people. The Twilightlings.”


  “Why would anyone do that? And why send them after me?”


  “You said. He said. The goat who fell, I mean. You said he told you that they are anarchists, which means they are against the world rulers. And they want your ring.”


  “Who are the world rulers?”


  “Elfs,” said Elfine with a dimpled smile. “Elfs rule men.”


  
7. The Black Spell


  Ami creased her brow. “That sounds familiar. How did it happen?”


  “I am not sure when it started. Back in Eden, elfs helped Adam with his cattle and Eve with her fig trees and vines. When Adam broke faith with Heaven, the elfs broke faith with Adam. A pale queen named Sin entered Eden from the sunset, and her son, the shapeless wraith named Death was in the shadow she cast before her, and the elfs bowed and vowed to serve her in return for the bread, and wings, and all the kingdoms in the world, and the glory of them.” Elfine peered at her face. “You don’t know that story?”


  “They sold their souls for bread?”


  “They were famished because the manna, soma, and ambrosia on which they fed no longer sustained them. Once they ate bread, they could mate with the fair daughters of Eve. Adah and Tsillah were really attractive. So I heard.”


  “So they sold their souls and became the rulers of all the cities of men?”


  “No, of course not. The pale queen cheated them.”


  “Then how did they become the world rulers?”


  “Step by step. In King Arthur’s day the Church was strong, and the elfs were driven back, their idols smashed, their hearts filled with malice. The elfs deceived the north with phantoms and pagan gods, and the south with a false prophet. Christendom was beset by Norsemen and Paynims as between an upper and nether jaw!”


  Ami rubbed her temples.


  Elfine said, “What’s wrong? You have a funny look on your face.”


  “I am sure I know this story. Tell me what happened next.”


  “Well, time marched on in the human world, and it never stops to play and dance like it does in ours. The Greeks and Romans quarreled and split the Church in two, and the Crusaders rode, and conquered, and quarreled, and failed, and their great deeds were slandered by foul tongues. Constantinople fell to the Paynims. The Sons of the North split the Church, making divorce lawful, setting the miter beneath the crown, and scorning the Queen of Heaven. Then, the Anarchists arose and began throwing dynamite and shooting kings. The mist grew and spread, and men forgot more and more. Does that sound familiar?”


  “Yes. There was a Crusade. A Last Crusade against the Anarchists! Is that in the story?”


  “I don’t think so. What else do you remember?”


  Ami shook her head. “Was there a part of the story where a mighty prince seeks his wife in the underworld. Something like that? She agreed to embrace him if he promised not to light the lamp and look on her. But he broke the promise and saw she was a corpse, and from the worms in her rotting body she gave birth to hags and evil phantoms to rend him, and he fled back into the sunlight. Was that part of it?”


  Elfine frowned. “Oberon with an army of ten thousand thousands entered Hell seeking his wife, but he alone escaped, and he is missing an eye. He changed his name to Alberec. Is that the story you mean? Saint Mary Magdalene offered to show him the way in and out, which her cousin Lazarus had shown to her, but Oberon was too proud to follow the advice of a harlot.”


  “That might be the same story.” Ami said, “I remember someone telling me all his fellow knights were slain, and he alone escaped. What happened next?”


  “After Titania was lost, her servants scattered and hid. That’s us. Erlkoenig seized his father’s scepter, and winter came into the hearts of men. The black mass and the burned sacrifices of the Prussians and the Russians spread the Black Spell from pole to pole, and covered all mankind.


  “The Black Spell was complete. The Cobwebs were established as the manservants of the elfs and the goatherds of men and were given red caps to wear.


  “Then Erlkoenig the Elfinking set his human servants, warlocks and assassins and sly deceivers and false bards, among the parliaments and academies of the day-lit lands and bent the minds of men into docility and worldliness, then to bloodlust, then to occultism, then to love of nothingness. The men give the elfs their children and their goods, and more and more of the riches Heaven gives Man are taken away.”


  Ami said, “So this rule by the elfs is recent?”


  Elfine said “I don’t know how men count recent. There was a great war among men, and all the kings were thrown down or turned into shadows of what once they were. The sighting of the Angel of Mons was the last time the mists parted. Men forgot that magic was real. The roads to elfland were hidden, the unicorns were driven into the sea, and the islands of the young were drowned. Poets were struck with madness and fled from all words fair and fine, high and noble, and wrote drivel and gibberish instead. Songs about patients being etherized on tables.” Elfine shrugged. “That is what Father told me.”


  “What were those the creatures that attacked me? They wore red caps.”


  “The red caps are necromancy. They are dyed in the blood of an unbaptized child to grant the wearer the false appearance of the authority of Adam. It allows them to speak the speech of men and be seen. But the caps you saw were stolen. No elf would give such a cap to a werewolf! Elfs love and defend nature. Werewolves are against nature.”


  “You are sure?”


  Elfine nodded, her certainty plain to see in her eyes. “If the gunsel shows you a policeman’s badge, you know it is counterfeit. That is a very bad sign.”


  “A sign of what? What does it all mean?”


  “It means the elfs have dropped the scepter. The Black Spell is breaking. If monsters are gathering in the world of men to prey on men, men will learn to see them. No elf glamour is strong enough to hide all the monsters! And when that happens, it means war, and turmoil, and the end of an age!”


  Ami said, “I was told to tell you that when eternal day breaks, twilight is no more. Then will all their deeds be laid bare and judged. That hour is at hand. Those were her exact words.”


  “Whose?”


  “I don’t know. I left that part out. You told me to tell you everything that happened after I woke up!”


  Elfine stopped walking suddenly.


  Ami said, “What is it?”


  Elfine said, “Look around!”


  Ami turned slowly in a circle. She saw crowds, crowded streets, crowded traffic, crowded buildings, garish ads. “What should I be seeing?” Then, her eyes fell on a large marquee, unlit during the day: COBBLER’S CLUB.


  Elfine said, “This is where you saved me. An alley on the other side of that building. Where is the hospital you fell from? It has to be near. We should just start walking in an ever-widening circle, and ask any passersby where the nearest hospital is.”


  Ami said, “No need. I saw the address in the Yellow Pages last night. It is two blocks that way. I’ll recognize it by the stonework around the windows.”


Chapter Four: The Scene of the Crime


  1. Reception Room


  A general practice hospital occupied the top twenty floors of the building. The other floors were occupied by other clinics, specialists, and doctor’s private practices, including clinics specializing in other medical arts.


  Elfine and Ami stepped from the elevator into a corridor on the seventieth floor. Behind wide glass doors at the end of the corridor was a waiting room furnished in pale pastels. Soothing pictures of abstract designs hung on the walls. Behind a wide window was a nurse at a reception and admissions desk.


  Ami looked sidelong at Elfine’s green showgirl outfit with its plunging neckline, miniskirt, and green pointy-toed slippers with their white pom-poms. “Why don’t you occupy yourself here until I am done talking to the nurse, Elfine?”


  Elfine put her hands behind her back and looked down at the water fountain and then up at the air vent. “Do your best, but you won’t get anywhere. The city folk are secretive, and no one helps those in need.”


  Ami frowned. “That is very cynical.”


  “Not really. They know predators walk among them in disguise.”


  There was an old lady talking in worried tones to the receiving nurse. Minute after minute went by. Ami sat in one of the chairs, waiting her turn.


  Eventually, the old lady was escorted by a young orderly to another room. The nurse at the desk beckoned to Ami, “Yes? Do you have an appointment?”


  “I am looking for my sister,” said Ami. “She is about my height and weight. She’s a year younger than me. Were any women matching that description admitted here recently? I am quite worried.”


  The nurse looked up sharply. Her eyes narrowed. She was staring at the folded American flag Ami was carrying. Ami casually tucked the flag under one arm.


  The nurse said smoothly, “Yes, we did have someone matching that description admitted last night. What is your name?”


  Ami’s mind went blank. She was not going to tell anyone her name was Ami Nesia, but she did not have a falsehood prepared. The was a sign on the desk that said visiting hours were over by 10:00.


  “Ten O’clock,” said Ami.


  “What?”


  “Tina. O’Clark. Tina O’Clark. It is an Irish name.”


  The nurses eyes narrowed further, taking in Ami’s skin, hair color, and the shape of her eyes. “You don’t look Irish.”


  “It’s my husband’s name.” Behind her back, she pulled the ring off her right hand and placed it on her left ring finger. Then, she brought out her left hand and displayed the silver-white band on her finger, smiling.


  The nurse looked at the ring skeptically.


  Ami felt a moment of giddy desperation. Into the silence, she let words rush out of her mouth without thinking, “His name is Sparky. Sparky O’Clark. We met in the park.”


  The nurse picked up the handset of the phone on her desk. “Wait a moment, Mrs. O’Clark. I am sure the director would like to speak to you. He may have some news about your sister.” She pushed a button on the phone, waited a moment, and said, “Director? There is someone here who would like to speak with you about the Jane Doe we admitted. Yes. The one from Room Sixty Sixteen. Last night. Ah…? Yes, Doctor. Certainly, Doctor.” The nurse hung up, and looked at Ami. The nurse’s face was a careful mask, trying to show no emotion. “He will be out in a moment. Doctor Pillory is our Director of Forensic Patient Affairs. He wants to discuss your sister’s case with you.”


  Ami said, “Has something happened? Is she all right?”


  The nurse’s mouth curled into an absurdly unconvincing smile. “No, Mrs. O’Clark. Everything is fine. Please sit and wait. It may be a few minutes.”


  Ami said, “Okay.” She went over and sat in a chair near the door, and when the nurse turned to speak to the next person waiting, Ami walked casually out the glass doors and into the corridor.


  
2. Security Room


  Elfine was not there. Ami took a deep breath in through her nose and expelled it slowly through her mouth. She did this a second and a third time, trying to calm her heart and clear her mind. What should she do if Elfine had abandoned her? She could walk the mile back to her apartment tower, but the building security would not let her into Elfine’s apartment.


  A tiny light like a lightning bug zipped past Ami’s nose. It twinkled and flew under the door to the lady’s room, and Elfine came out of the lady’s room a moment later. She was missing her coat.


  Ami said, “You were right. I spoke to a nurse who spoke to a doctor I did not see. I think he called the police. The coppers. Who are probably on their way here right now.”


  Elfine pushed the button to summon the elevator with her toe as before. The door opened. Two police officers were in the car. Elfine smiled and stepped aside for the officers to step into the corridor and then pulled Ami into the elevator car and pushed the button for the top floor.


  Ami said, “Where are we going?”


  Elfine said, “The security storeroom is on the top floor. I hope you found out your name?”


  “Jane Doe.”


  “That does not sound like a Japanese name!”


  “I am pretty sure that is not my real name. But I was in room Six Oh One Six. Why are we going to the security storeroom?”


  “Well, what do you think an emergency room crew would do if an unconscious woman carrying a weapon were brought into the emergency room?”


  “Why do you assume I was carrying a weapon?”


  “How else would you fight crime?”


  The elevator doors opened. This corridor was not carpeted, and there were no soothing pictures on the wall. There were a pair of vending machines to one side and a line of doors to the other. The first of the doors was metal. There was a keypad next to the door.


  Ami walked up. “Should we knock?”


  Elfine said, “There was no one inside a minute ago. Wait here.” She dwindled to a bright speck and flew up into an air vent. A moment later she opened the door from the inside. “Come in!”


  Inside was a desk with a computer on it. The room was bisected by a wall of wire mesh with a barred door in it and locked with a padlock. Beyond that was a row of upright lockers, labeled with tags. Two of them read JANE DOE rm 6016.


  “Pot at the end of the rainbow!” cried Elfine. “Or two pots.”


  Ami tugged on the barred door, frowning at the padlock. Elfine dwindled to a speck  and passed between the bars, swelling in a spray of sparks back to normal size on the far side. “This isn’t a door I can open for you. But the lockers are not locked!”


  And she pulled open the first of the two doors.


  Inside the locker were a quiver of arrows and the most beautiful bow Ami could imagine. It was a Japanese bow called a daikyu, or great bow.


  This one was not made in the traditional way, of hardwood with bamboo laminations, but seemed to be made of a white substance like ivory. In shined in the dim light like a bride in a gown. It was asymmetrical, with a grip of white leather two-thirds from the top of the bow. It was wrapped with fine black rattan and gilded with thin leaves of red alloy. Black, red, and shining white the great bow stood, a single perfect curve of grace and strength.


  There was an ache in Ami hands. Ami rubbed her fingers and felt calluses between her first and second fingers. “It is hamayumi, an evil-destroying bow. Those two white arrows are haya and otoya. They are for killing hungry ghosts.”


  “And the red arrows?”


  “For killing people.”


  “Is it is yours?” asked Elfine.


  Ami said, “No. I am its.”


  Elfine opened the other locker door.


  
3. Fox Mask


  On a hanger was a dark gray one-piece garment like a catsuit with a hip-length cape. Folded in the bottom of the locker were a pair of black thigh-high boots and a pair of black opera gloves and also kneepads, elbow pads, and leathers bracers designed to attach snugly to the gloves and boots.


  On a coathook to one side was a wide golden belt consisting entirely of holsters, scabbards, and pouches. Below this was a plastron, like a shaped leather breastplate, designed to protect the bosom of an archeress against her bowstring.


  On a coathook to the other side was a full-face stylized fox mask from a Noh play. The mask was dark red with black markings around the eyes, a white jaw and bib, gold eye-lenses, gold teeth, and gold earhairs shining the triangular ears. It seemed to stare at them with a sinister merriment. The back of the mask had a cowl attached, making exactly the type of snug cap Ami had been wishing for earlier.


  Elfine said, “All of this is too large to fit through the bars.”


  “What happens if you shrink down while holding something?”


  “Most things like staying the size they are. Green is the best color for shrinking.”


  “Does that mean yes or no?”


  Elfine pouted. “It means there are rules. I am not a Daughter of Eve. I cannot just order nature to obey me!”


  “So what is the rule?”


  “Friendly objects will shrink if I ask.”


  “Friendly?”


  “Suitable things. You know how some colors clash and some match. You can tell by looking. This?” she pointed at the black costume. “This is superheroine gear for a ninja crimefightress. It’s too dark and serious to look right on me. It’s not the right…” she rolled her eyes, groping for a word. “…not the right genre. It’s not mine.”


  Ami said, “Bring me the belt.”


  
4. Utility Belt


  Elfine brought it near, but the meshes stretched between the bars of the locked door were set too thickly for her to fit more than a finger between. Ami asked Elfine to hold the belt flush to the door, and Ami reached through and touched the differently shaped holsters, pouches, and compartments.


  One by one they opened. The waist belt contained throwing stars and barbs, arrowheads, hypodermic heads, a flashlight that could also be tuned to UV or IR, ultra-small gas grenades, ultra-small flash grenades, two flares, bugging devices as small as coins, tracer devices even smaller, a first-aid kit, miniature binoculars, a wire-harpoon, or “wirepoon” gun, no larger than a derringer, that used a silent explosive to fire a grappling hook and line.


  A narrow pouch held skeleton keys and a locksmith’s pick. These were small enough to fit through the mesh.


  
5. Lockpick


  Ami knelt down and began picking the padlock. Elfine squealed in delight, put the belt down, dwindled to firefly size, and skated through the bars so that she could look over Ami’s shoulder and make helpful suggestions.


  It was frustrating. It seemed to Ami that her fingers could remember what to do, but not her brain, so Ami basically had to try wiggling and feeling around inside the lock by trial and error, until some instinct made her fingers twitch correctly. She had to keep her mind clear in order to separate the true impulses from mere nervousness.


  Elfine was on her fiftieth helpful suggestion with no end in sight. The fifty-first suggestion involved asking ant colonies for help. The fifty-second suggestion was to bribe the gremlin who lived in the air conditioner with a kiss. The fifty-third was to highjack a high-speed magnetic levitation train from Japan and drive it through the door as a battering ram.


  Ami breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth, trying to sap the power of the frustration building in her.


  Elfine was saying, “…maximum operating speed is two hundred miles an hour!”


  Ami said gently, “Perhaps you could help in some other way, Elfine. Is there something else detective-like you could think to do?”


  Elfine looked crestfallen. “Well, sure… I guess…”


  Ami closed her eyes and cleared her mind. Without anyone talking in her ears, it was easy to let her hands work. She suddenly realized the hooked implement was a tension wrench. She applied a slight pressure to the bottom of the keyhole, inserted the pick at the top of the lock, and scrubbed the pick back and forth in the keyhole. She prodded each pin, testing its tension. The most stubborn pin to push would be the first one to set… then the next…


  She lost track of time. It might have been a minute later, or ten, when the cylinder turned, and the padlock clattered open. Ami stared at the open lock in elation.


  She looked over her shoulder. Elfine was sitting at the desk, tapping the keys on the computer keyboard idly, and sipping a soft drink from a can. When Elfine saw the door was open, she leaped up, squealing with glee. “Now we can dress you!”


  Ami said, “Wait. What?”


  “Aren’t you going to try it on? You cannot store it here: that might compromise your secret identity. Don’t you have a fortress of solitude or some sort of a cave where you keep it? A fox den?”


  “But how do we know this is mine? Even if it is, I cannot just take it without asking!”


  Elfine looked bewildered. “Why not? They took it from you! Without asking!”


  Ami said, “We don’t know they took it without asking. What if I told them to put it here before I lost my memory?”


  Elfine stood and advanced on her menacingly. “Here! This is liquid sugar. It will clear your head.” She pushed the can of cola into Ami’s hand. Cold drops had condensed on the outside of the red and white aluminum can. “You’re not thinking straight. This is the forensics patient department. Where they put criminals and other dangerous people who need hospital work done on them. Putting on your supersuit might remind you of something your brain forgot!”


  Ami took a sip. It tasted terrible. She decided that she was not someone used to drinking soft drinks. The bubbles tickled her nose. She put the can down. “You just like dressing and undressing people.”


  “Of course! Who doesn’t? A new outfit is magic! One never knows what new aspect of your soul will be revealed!”


  Ami reached out and stroked the black smooth fabric of the catsuit. That decided her. She had to try it on!


  Ami looked nervously at the door. “What if someone comes?”


  “If a mortal sees you naked, turn him into a deer, and have his own hounds tear him to bits!”


  Ami looked at her askance. “Can we do that?”


  “No, but our ancestors could. Our powers fade year by year as each generation growers smaller, pettier, and crueler.” Elfine said, “There is a swimming pool on the fifteenth floor. They must have a place for ladies to change in private! Americans are elf-struck, but they have not lost all vestiges of civilization yet.”


  
6. Pop Quiz


  The two gathered up the suit and gear in a trice, closed the grilled door, and relocked the padlock. Elfine turned off the computer screen and grabbed her half-consumed can of cola. They walked to the elevator, with Ami walking in a normal gait and Elfine sneaking on her tiptoes, her hands held before her, wrists high and fingers pointed downward, in an exaggerated pantomime of sneaking.


  Elfine cried out a cheery hello to any one of the several people who entered the elevator at various floors, asking how their children or pets were doing, or asking their opinions of the weather or the next lunar eclipse. One or two of the men looked with curiosity at the seven-foot-tall longbow Ami was carrying, but when Elfine engaged them in talk, their eyes were riveted on her face and figure. One younger man plucked up his courage and asked Elfine for her number, and Elfine replied that it was forty-nine.


  The various women with whom she spoke complained about their ailments, except for one fat woman who took out photographs of her Welsh Corgi, which she showed to Elfine, and both were wreathed in smiles, sighing and cooing with pleasure over how cute the photos of the little dog were. Ami looked on in astonishment and decided she must not be a dog person.


  The two girls stepped off at the fifteenth floor and followed signs to the swim therapy pool.


  Ami said, “You are drawing attention to us.”


  “What?”


  “Just now, on the elevator. If there are police—coppers—here in the building looking for us–”


  Elfine shook her head. “Unless they are poets, or lucid dreamers, or Irish, they won’t remember us. Hey! Hold the door!” and she skipped down the hall to where an older gentleman with white hair was exiting the swimming room. When Elfine took the door from his hand, he said, “I think you are supposed to have a key card to get in.”


  Elfine said, “That’s okay! I don’t have one, but I am working on a case! My friend has lost her memory. She saved my life last night! In the flag! She smites evil!”


  That answer, for some reason, seemed to satisfy him because he smiled at the two pretty girls and held the door for them.


  The locker room was paved in white tile, with mirrors and sinks to one side and shower stalls and lockers to the other.


  Elfine put her soda can carefully upright into the sink to cover the drain. “Let me help you change! I can make the new outfit look pretty on you. It’s one of my talents.”


  Ami put the outfit and belt, the longbow and quiver carefully on coat hangers and drew off her shoes and stockings.


  Ami was shrugging off the business jacket Elfine had loaned her, when something rustled in the pocket. She put her hand in and pulled out a scrap of paper, on which were written some names and phone numbers and items one might buy at a convenience store.


  In other words, it was the type of list no one with a photographic memory would ever have need of.


  Ami looked from the list to the smiling Elfine. Elfine’s face fell. “Is something wrong?”


  “Elfine, where did you get the soft drink from?”


  She said, “From the vending machine. If you get small, you can go up inside and push this little metal thing aside, so the can falls into the hopper. The gremlin told me. Should I not have listened to him? He seemed so helpful. It’s called pop! The drink, not the gremlin. His name is Tom Knock Niss.”


  Ami said, “The apartment we stayed in last night…”


  Elfine smiled again. “Wasn’t it lovely! You must admit I picked a good one!”


  Ami said, “…who owns it?”


  Elfine cocked her head to one side. “Owns?”


  “To whom does that apartment belong? Who pays the rent?”


  “I don’t understand the question.”


  “How did you find that apartment?”


  “A house-hob I let free out of the whiskey bottle of a fat magician told me how to find it. His name was Sly Jack Crookshank. The hob, I mean. The magician was named Willy.”


  “Who slept in that room last night before you and I came there?”


  “Oh. Um. I didn’t know there was going to be a quiz! Don’t tell me! I can figure this one out!” She screwed up her eyes. “Her name is Sharon. It was written in her diary. She is worried about her fiancée, whom she thinks is in love with her best friend Ruthie because they both act weird around her. She is going to marry him in October. Unless she breaks it off with him, but that will break her mother’s heart, who thinks she is too old to get married. So: Sharon! Did I get the right answer?” Elfine crossed both her fingers, raised both eyebrows, and looked hopeful.


  Ami blushed with anger. “Then all this is stolen! You made me a thief!”


  Elfine look at her with wide and innocent eyes, utterly empty of guile. “The servants gave them to me. The servants told me it would be charged to the room if I signed a bit of paper they gave me, so I did.”


  “That is fraud! The woman who owned the apartment is going to be charged hundreds of dollars, or thousands, for these clothes!”


  Elfine’s lower lip trembled. “But– but you told me to find you a hot bath and warm meal! And I did that! You could not sleep where I do, in a swallow’s nest in Central Park, because you are too big! After you saved my life, I could not refuse to grant your wish.” Now Elfine’s expression changed, becoming cross. “You should have worded your wish more carefully! Now you are all mad at me, and I don’t like that one bit!”


  Ami scowled, her lips compressed.


  Ami said, “And this costume, whatever it is…”


  “Your supersuit!”


  “…whatever it is, we cannot take it without permission!”


  Elfine sniffed a bit, and looked over her shoulder at Ami. “If we give those clothes back to Sharon, you have to take them off. She can’t wear them if you are wearing them! And then if you put your supersuit back to the security room, you’ll be naked. And if you do that, you cannot go play in the fountain in the park! I know because a copper told me!”


  Ami said, “Don’t you know the difference between good and bad?”


  Elfine said, “I know the difference between fun and glum. It’s the same thing, isn’t it?”


  “If you are a detective, you have to know what breaking the law means!”


  “I told you I was a rogue! A loveable rogue! You don’t listen!”


  Elfine was on the verge of tears, which meant that what she had told her about being immune to melancholy might not have been true.


  Ami was angry, but did not want to see the younger girl cry. She also did not want to argue with the only friend and helper she had. The elfin girl had, after all, saved her from sleeping half-naked in the gutter. Maybe fairyland was different, and they did not understand about private property.


  Ami breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth. She knelt down on the tile, eyes focused on nothing, simply breathing, clearing her mind, and waiting for all anger and dark emotion to depart from her. So she knelt for several minutes while Elfine looked on, puzzled, peering at her now from the left and now from the right.


  Ami stood and spoke in a serene voice. “We must make right whom we have wronged, including Sharon, and anyone else on whom we have trespassed. Did you keep the receipts?”


  “There were bits of paper in the packages with numbers on them. I can recite the numbers if you like. Why were you sitting so still just now? Are you all right?”


  Ami said, “Pour the rest of that soda pop away. You can’t drink it because it is stolen. Once we find a quarter, we can put it in the machine.”


  “Six quarters,” said Elfine. “So! Now what? Are you going to try on the suit?”


  As it turned out, Ami could think of no good reason not to.


  
7. Ninja Girl


  It was amazing how quickly the suit could be donned. It was as if had been designed to be put on quickly. The material moved under Ami’s fingers strangely. Once she had the suit on, running a finger along a seam made the fabric, of its own accord, shrink and cling tightly.


  The halfcape likewise was able to change its consistency, becoming either hard and stiff as canvass or soft and smooth as silk depending on how she ran her hand up or down the hem.


  Ami said, “It is some sort of smart material. It changes shape and consistency.”


  The elbow and knees pads, once in place, folded to invisible thinness, but any shock or jar touching the fabric inflated them into existence for the duration of the blow. They protected her joints without limiting their mobility. The plastron was the same way, becoming stiff or soft as needed.


  Elfine said, “Only elfs and twilights know how to make variable substances folded into the mist. No human made this for you.”


  “Was it made for me?”


  Elfine giggled. “Of course! Look at how it fits!”


  The were no ornaments, but there were shoulder clasps to hold the cloak. The collar had a small disk that was a dial. Ami turned it. The suit, plastron, gloves, boots, and all changed color into a broken pattern of brown, gray, and black lines. Another click turned it jet back, darkening even the gold trim on her mask, and changing the boots from a shiny reflective black to a dull charcoal that absorbed all life. A third click made the suit into a pattern of green and black splotches. A fourth click, and the whole turned white. There were other setting beyond this.


  Elfine said, “How pretty!”


  Ami dialed it back to a gray suit with black gloves and boots. “It is camouflage, with settings for urban, jungle, night, and snow. I must have been some sort of soldier.”


  “Or a ninja!”


  “Kunoichi.”


  “Gesundheit!”


  “Girl ninja are called kunoichi, and not many girls in real life are practicing ninja.”


  “You must come from somewhere else, then. Not from real life.”


  
8. Arsenal


  The fox-mask had built in wide-spectrum vision goggles in the yellow eyes and breathing filters in the pointed snout. Radio gear was built into the ears. A hinge in the earpiece of the cowl allowed the mask to be flipped back up to the crown of the head so that the chin of the mask was like a visor over her eyes. It could be raised or lowered by a toss of the head.


  The belt clasp her waist tightly, and the leg straps circling her upper thighs held two larger scabbards snugly against her hips.


  The straps held pouches containing throwing stars and barbs. Fanny packs to her left and right held a weighted bolo and a weighted chain, called a kusarifundo.


  The large scabbards contained what turned out to be to folding boomerangs made of a white material—not metal—which Ami did not recognize.


  A scabbard that fit into the small of her back held what seemed to be a folding sword. She saw ribs of the same material lining the inside of the cape.


  “I think these turn into paraglider wings…” said Ami. Her shoulders instinctively remembered the way to shrug to snap the cape into a larger and rigid form. The cape doubled in size and now reached to either side, large enough to brush the sinks and lockers opposite. However, to put the cape back to lie flat, she had to yank on each wing joint with either hand simultaneously, not a move that could be done accidentally in midair. There was an intermediate form the cape could take to act as a shield over either arm and another form where the hem or point could grow hard and sharp as steel, much like an overlarge fighting fan.


  Now Ami spun, as giddy as Elfine, and ended in a lunge with the leading point of the cloak embedded an inch into a white tile of the wall. A flick of the wrist relaxed the tip of the capehem from rigidly steelhard to silky pliancy. She recovered from her lunge, and the cape retracted.


  “Okay,” said Ami. “It’s mine. I am so keeping this!”


  There was a pocket in the cape. Inside, neatly folded, was a silk yukata, a summer kimono, with long drooping sleeves. It was adorned with a pattern of golden moths, mulberry leaves, and red foxes playing with pearls. Folded neatly was a waist cord called a koshihimo as well as toe socks.


  Ami said, “It is missing its obi.”


  She put the kimono on over the catsuit, folded it left and right and tied it in place. The catsuit was so tight that, once she removed the cape, the outer garment could lie smoothly, looking natural.


  Ami said, “Why was I carrying this?”


  Elfine said, “It is your civilian dress. For your secret identity!”


  Ami said, “It would not fool anyone. I’d have to remove the cape, cowl, mask, gloves, and boots, and there would still be a six-foot-tall thirty-pound longbow and a quiver of arrows. Where would I hide them?”


  Elfine said, “You would hide them in the mist. Everything is hidden in the mist. That is how your bow can fold up without losing its shape.”


  “What do you mean?”


  Elfine handed her the longbow. “Unstring it.”


  Ami did so.


  Elfine shouted, “Someone’s coming! Quick! Hide it!”


  No one was coming, but, by the time she realized that fact, the bowstaff had turned into a baton in her hands.


  She did the same instinctive actions again, more slowly. Her thumb found a hidden switch on the shaft. The segments of the bow slid neatly into each other like a telescope even though the wood seemed perfectly solid. Ami now held a baton about the size of her forearm.


  A second twitch of her thumb made the baton telescope out to the size of a longbow again, as if springloaded. Ami spent a moment folding and unfolding the longbow. She found the bow would not fold when strung.


  The neck of the kimono was wide enough in the back to allow her to slide the baton into a pocket running along the spine of her black suit of the exact size to fit it.


  Elfine said, “The quiver is made by mermaids. They know the art of making packages and packs to be bigger on the inside than on the outside. Here, let me.”


  Elfine closed the flap over the arrowcase, folded it again, and then a third time so that the whole thing was now half its height and as thin as a wand, with only the first arrow protruding. Elfine pulled that arrow. A second one clicked into place, offering its fletching. She handed the arrow and quiver to Ami. “It unfolds the same way.”


  “How is that possible?” said Ami, eye goggling.


  “It works by elf geometry.”


  “But… how?”


  Elfine said, “You were raised by humans, or some part of elfland very far from the sea, if you’ve never seen a mermaid folding a poke before. The extra volume goes in the same direction ghosts go—the direction our eyes don’t see—into the mist. The light you shined from your finger will make it come undone, so be careful. If you shine your ring, your bow will pop out to full length. The sleeves in your kimono are built the same way, and I bet you can put your gloves and belt and other stuff in them without anyone being the wiser.”


  The spine of the catsuit under the kimono had a second sleeve parallel to the first where the folding pouch of arrows could be hidden. Ami could yank an arrow out of her quiver even when the quiver was folded and hidden: but she had to take out the whole quiver and unfold it to full height to put the arrow back.


  The kimono sleeves had hidden pockets of just the right size to hold her fox mask, gloves, boots, and belt.


  Ami said, “What about the cape? Where does it go?”


  Elfine squinted at it. “Does it have another shape?”


  Ami tugged on it one way and then another. It came apart like two magnets being drawn apart and changed into a bright red color. Ami said, “It is the missing obi.”


  Elfine said, “What’s that?”


  “Kimono sash.”


  “Hand it here. I’ll tie it.”


  “You know how?”


  “Sure,” said Elfine. “I have relatives in Japan. Turn around.”


  Ami did. Elfine gave a little shriek and dropped the sash. Ami spun, her hands up, fingers tense, legs bent. “What? What is it?”


  Elfine positioned her in front of the mirror. “Look over your shoulder into the mirror. See that?” Elfine pointed to a large emblem resting across the shoulders of Ami’s kimono. It was a tawny yellow moth with black wing markings.


  
9. The Crest


  “I see it,” said Ami, “What does it mean?”


  “Do you recognize it?”


  “No.”


  But looking at it made her want to stand with her spine straight and her chin up.


  “That is a family crest. Antheraea yamamai. You are a member of the Moth family. You are from the Silkmoths of Japan.”


  “What does that mean?” Ami asked in wonder.


  “It means who you are. Kasumi-Himi no Mikoto is the daughter of Amaterasu of the Sun and the broken saber of Susa-no-O of the Impetuous Storm. She married Bold Moth, the son of Mwynfawr and Palatyne, the Riverwater’s daughter. In older days, Kasumi was called Takiri-hime no Mikoto, Her Augustness Torrent-Mist Princess, and was worshipped as a goddess: but Saint Francis Xavier convinced her to abdicate that title. All the Silkmoths are descended from her.”


  Elfine smiled a warm, bright smile. She added, “There! I have found your kindred! And your name: it is Moth. We are cousins! We are close to cracking the case! And that proves I am sane. Now hold still while I tie your sash.”


  Ami inspected herself carefully in the mirror. “If this is my civilian clothing, where do I live? In a clothing store? No one in Japan dresses this way anymore, except at festivals.”


  Elfine said, “We age more slowly than humans, and our elders last longer. So fashions among us don’t change much. Ready to go?”


  Ami said, “Go where?”


  Elfine said, “Where the next clue leads!”


Chapter Five: The Eyes of Hungry Ghosts


  1. An Other Exit


  The two girls, carrying a folded flag and an expensive suit of clothing, walked to the elevator, meeting no one.


  Ami said, “First, we have to go make amends to Sharon. Do you have any money?”


  “What’s that?”


  “Gold.”


  “Gold is a fairy metal! When humans trifle with it, it drives them mad. And no, I don’t have any.” Elfine added, “Besides, if we had any money, the coppers would take it from us.”


  “What coppers?”


  At that moment, they reached the ground floor. The elevator doors slid open. Across the lobby could be seen a knot of blue uniforms. Half a dozen police were gathered around the doors to the street, questioning each person who entered or left. They were holding photographs of a young and pretty oriental girl’s face.


  One of the officers, looking up, saw Ami, looked down at the photo in his hand, looked up again, and shouted, “Excuse me, miss! Stop right there!”


  Elfine waved cheerfully while pushing the button to close the doors, calling back, “Thank you, but not right now! We love New York! It’s a wonderful town! The Bronx is up! The Battery’s down!”


  The door slid shut. Elfine pushed the button for the roof. “The copper’s best bet is to put a man in every elevator car, coordinate by radio with someone watching the floor lights, and put a man in the stairwell. If anyone on an upper floor pushes the button for this car, it will stop, and they will catch us. Change into your supersuit.”


  Ami said, “What? Why?”


  “Your civilian garb did not fool them.”


  As they had before, her hands remembered what to do and moved with sure, practiced motions. As rapidly as a fireman getting dressed, she donned the mask, drew the other gear out of her sleeves, draped it over her shoulders, yanked the kimono down to her waist, donned the belt, removed the sash, changed it into a cloak with a snap of her wrists, folded the kimono inside, and clipped it to her shoulder clasps.


  “Don’t put on your gloves yet!”


  “What is it?” said Ami.


  “Hand me your ring first.”


  She did. The gloves and boots were rolled and loose, easy to don in a moment and easy to unroll up her limbs. Once in position, they connected to clasps at shoulder and thigh and tightened as if of their own accord. The last step was to tighten the belt and leg straps.


  Ami said, “Now what?”


  Elfine took her left hand and slid the ring over Ami’s middle finger. “It won’t fit.” Ami said. “With the added thickness of the glove…”


  It slid easily and painlessly over her knuckle despite the extra layer of glove-material covering it. “This is a famous magic ring, made by Ivald. A magic ring is always the size it needs to be.”


  “Why couldn’t I take it off last night?”


  “Who can say? Maybe the ring knew you did not need to take it off.”


  Elfine peered at the elevator button panel, pouting. “There should be a… hmm… maybe this one.” She opened a red panel labeled DO NOT OPEN and pushed the button inside. The car jerked to a stop, and bells started ringing.


  Elfine dwindled to a size smaller than any Ami had seen previously, smaller than a speck, and flew straight up, a darting pinpoint of light. She slipped between two ceiling tiles and vanished. A moment later, one of the ceiling tiles was yanked up and open with a bang as Elfine opened the trap door in the ceiling of the elevator car.


  “Come on up!”


  
2. Up the Wire


  Ami twisted her ring to pewter, drew her wirepoon gun, fitted the grapnel to it, and affixed the carabiner of the line dangling from the pistol butt to a connector on her belt. When the connector was engaged, her suit changed of its own accord once more and formed parachute harness of padded fibers just below its surface. She fiddled with the magnification and night-vision settings on her mask’s goggles for a moment, selected a metal I-beam far up the shaft as her target, and shot.


  The hook clung solidly. She was much lighter than the spool engine was designed to haul, so she shot up out of the elevator like a cork from a champagne bottle. Ami kept her wits and kicked obliquely against the walls of the shaft to prevent herself from slamming into any. A thumb switch on the wirepoon gun, when she pushed it, made the grappling hook pop open like a broken umbrella and release its grip. The motor yanked the grapnel back into the barrel, cocked and ready for the next shot.


  She flew up the shaft, calmly unturned the ring to regain mass, and slowed immediately. At the zenith of her rise, during the moment when she was weightless, she twisted the ring again.


  She worked the clutch of the auto-spool in her wirepoon gun and changed to a different gear. Then, she shot the grapnel again and pulled herself at a gentler rate of speed up the shaft to another crossbeam, where she perched.


  Her suit was not done surprising her: a quick-draw wrist sheath unfolded from her wrist. The wirepoon gun not only could be fitted in place there, but the whole sheath folded against her glove until it was as thin as a playing card. Tensing the muscles of her wrist made the sheath pop back into existence and shove the wirepoon gun into her palm.


  She spent a moment flicking the gun into her palm out of nowhere, pushing it back into the holster, shutting it, and doing it again. Where the mass and volume of the gun went when the holster was shut, Ami could only wonder. “Elf geometry,” she muttered. But her eyes glittered with pride and awe.


  Elfine grew from mote sized to doll sized and landed on Ami’s shoulder.


  Ami said, “I love this suit! It had better really be mine!”


  “Why did you stop? We are going all the way to the roof!”


  This time, Ami twisted the ring a quarter turn, so she was a fourth her normal weight, and made sure the spool engine in her wirepoon-gun was adjusted accordingly. She went up ten and twelve stories at a time and found herself among the elevator machinery.


  There was a crawlspace for the mechanic to oil and repair the machinery. The tiny metal door was locked, but now Ami slid a corner of her folded cape into the crack between the frame and the hatch and made the cloak go stiff. The pressure popped the latch free. Ami kicked open the door, slid through the opening, rolled, and came to her feet in a low-ceilinged, dark utility room with a concrete floor. A set of green metal stairs to her left led up to a door to the roof. The interior was crowded with machinery and a workbench.


  Through the narrow openings of windows yellow with dust, Ami could see the sun near the horizon.


  
3. Losing Track


  Ami pushed her mask back on her head and rubbed her eyes. “I must have lost track of time,” she mused.


  But it had been late afternoon before she woke, and Elfine’s quizzing had taken at least an hour, and the walk here had taken longer. How much time had passed since then? She had spent at least twenty minutes merely loitering in the waiting room to speak to the reception nurse.


  Elfine said, “Time in the mortal world is cruel and disobedient and always goes at the same rate, terrible as the drumbeat of a dirge. In our home, the happier hours linger and perhaps return. For us, the seasons dance, and time steps lightly.”


  Ami said, “If we leave from the roof during daylight, we will be seen.”


  Elfine said, “Why? The Ring of Mists is on your finger. It is one of the Thirteen Treasures of Lyonesse. You can walk unseen of men, and, if you go deeper in the mist than is wise, you can walk through walls like a ghost. It once belonged to Eluned the Fortunate before his untimely fate.”


  “Why? What happened to him?”


  “He used the ring to escape the dungeon of the giant Ysbadden, and when walking through a wall, accidentally fell through the floor, the ground, the earth, and the roof of the underworld. He was dragged away, screaming, by many unseen hands.”


  “Then why was he called fortunate?”


  Elfine pursed her lips thoughtfully. “I am not sure why. He did own a famous magic ring! Not everyone can say that.”


  “Now, about this ring. Why do you think…”


  “…Except Gyges, Angelica, Brunello, Bradamant, and Melissa.”


  “Beg pardon?”


  “Not everyone can say he owns a famous magic ring! Except for them, of course. Gyges of Lydia owned it before Eluned, and Angelica of Cathay owned it after.”


  “How did I come to have it?”


  “Well, I am not sure. Brunello the Dwarf stole it from Angelica, Bradamant the Martial Maiden took it from him, and she gave the ring to Melissa the Sorceress. Melissa used the power of the ring to overcome a wicked enchantress, and was supreme among sorceresses until her grandfather, Merlin, told her to put it back in the Glass Tower. Glinda is supreme now, but she will never be tithed. Such is the will of Heaven!”


  Ami said, “So you recognize this ring?”


  “Who wouldn’t? It’s famous. It is one of the Thirteen Treasures that were torn from the hands of the Old Gods by Arawn of Annuvin, and after he was driven forth by Constantine, the treasures were scattered abroad, doing much mischief among men. Merlin gathered and stored them in Elfland after Arthur conquered the elfs and became the first High King. The treasures are held in a tower of glass, against the day and hour when Arthur returns, and England is burned red with the blood of saints and the fires of Hell. The children of men must grow in power and wisdom ere such treasures can be entrusted to them, lest they be tempted beyond their strength.”


  Ami said, “Each time I turn this ring, I feel horrid and hostile eyes on me, like the eyes of hungry ghosts. I would rather wait until sunset.”


  
4. The Ring of Mists


  Elfine sat down happily on a folding metal chair, leaned back, and crossed her slippered feet at the ankles atop a throbbing boxlike arm of the air conditioning machinery. She folded her arms behind her head, looking pleased.


  “This is exciting, isn’t it! When a fox is hunted, he never goes into a den that does not have at least two exits. So don’t let them corner you! And when someone comes to beat you senseless and tells you to stay off the case, that is when you should get stubborn! Never get off a case someone tells you to get off! Now, when we leave the building, should we go east or go west and double back to throw off pursuit?”


  Ami brushed a spot of concrete clean, drew her short sword, snapped it to its full length with a flick of her wrist, and knelt in a corner, where she could see the windows and door and hatch leading into this small room without turning her head. The sword was made of a white substance that looked more like ceramic than metal. It was a two-foot-long short sword of a type called a kodachi.


  “Why are we going east?” Ami asked.


  “We want to go to the headquarters of the Nineteenth Precinct building.”


  Ami said patiently, “And why are we going there?”


  “Humans write everything down! I told you that. We want to see what they said about you.”


  Ami remembered the Elfine had been playing with the computer console in the security room. Perhaps it had been more than mere play. “What did you find out? Did you see my records?”


  Elfine looked surprised. “Well, you told me to do more detective work! When you were picking the lock. Remember?” Then, she looked worried. “You are not starting to forget other things, are you? This was like, ten minutes ago. Tie a red string around your finger! That stops elfs from stealing memories!”


  Ami said, “I remember! You didn’t tell me what you found out. Detectives are supposed to report their results, aren’t they?” Ami found herself blushing with shame. She had simply assumed Elfine to be incompetent and scatterbrained, despite a number of clever and capable things she had done. “How did you get the computer record open? Don’t you need a password?”


  “Tom Knock Niss did that for me. The gremlin who lives in the air conditioner. I bribed him with a kiss. He thinks I am sexy!” She giggled. “Gremlins are nightfolk who meddle with machines. They built a monster computer called the Intertube to put dirty pictures of naked women in everyone’s desks and cellphones. The elfs want men to be weak and stupid and told the gremlins to do it. Filthy creatures, gremlins!”


  “But you saw my records?”


  “I sure did!” She nodded eagerly.


  “And?”


  “You were brought into the emergency room by an officer named Dom Damiano of the Nineteenth Precinct. You were covered in blood but showed no sign of wounds. Samples of your blood and the blood on your clothing were taken and packaged to be mailed to a lab in Berkeley, California. Because you are a crime suspect, you were placed in the forensic patient wing under Doctor Sinters Pillory. There was no brainwave pattern, so you should have been dead, but you were breathing shallowly, with a slow heartbeat. That was marked as an ‘anomalous result.’ Then, at midnight, your brainwave activity started again. You opened your eyes and were unresponsive to stimuli. Then, at one in the morning, your vital signs returned to normal, you spoke several sentences in an unknown language, and you fell asleep. They put you in a room to wait for you to wake up. During the shift change, you vanished and smashed out the windows. That was at four in the morning.”


  “Wait. I am a crime suspect? For what crime?”


  “It did not say. But you do have a habit of killing people. So far, you have averaged about one per day: the goat-man and the redcap mugging me.”


  Ami opened her mouth to protest and then closed it again, frowning.


  “Why do they wear red caps?”


  “Those are Carabas caps, but dyed in human blood. It lets them touch iron and cross thresholds. The feather is a Strega feather, from an owl-hag. It overcomes the confusion of tongues and allows the monsters to speak human speech. The real ones come from the Elfking, Erlkoenig, the Prince of Winter.”


  “These were not real?”


  “Of course not! The real redcaps are servants of Erlkoenig. The goat man said he was from the Supreme Anarchists’ Council. Sons of Night don’t have free will like Sons of Adam: we cannot just swear fealty to a sovereign and later denounce or deny that oath, not even in jest. Elfs are very careful about the wording of their oaths. We cannot break our word. Our lawyers always have lots of work!”


  Ami said, “Have you? Sworn any unbreakable oaths, I mean.”


  Elfine said, “When any of us turn twenty-one, it is expected of all twilight creatures to swear fealty and obedience to the Elfin King. I have not turned twenty-one. I heard rumors that some of my cousins escaped this oath somehow and also escaped punishment. That is the reason why I smuggled myself here. I am detectiving them. Is that a word? They are in this city.”


  “But the goat did not swear. Why not?”


  “I don’t know. But the fact that your goat-man said he was an anarchist, by itself, and is walking the earth in the Daylit World is very bad news. We should tell the King!”


  “The Elfking?”


  “Not him!” Elfine scowled. “His is a bad soul, twisted and malign, and he is not to be trusted! His knights are cruel, lustful, grasping, and wicked! I mean the true King!”


  “Who is that? Where is he?”


  “He sleeps with all his knights and snow-white steeds beneath the mound at Alderley Edge. Mother said his kitchen page is at large in the world, with a magical black pot. He uses it to brew the truth, a stew that base and wicked knights, cowardly and false, must spew from their mouths, for while it is savory in their nostrils, it turns bitter as wormwood in their stomachs!”


  A strange sensation tickled Ami’s spine. She came softly to her feet. Her eyes were at the yellow windows. It was dark out. The sun had set. Ami tossed her head, and this snapped her mask down over her face. In the light amplification lenses in the mask, she could see a trio of police officers in riot gear, with black and faceless helmets and bulky bulletproof armor on chest and back, shotguns at the ready. They were emerging from a stairwell and onto the roof.


  
5. Night Flight


  The roof was cluttered with antennae, vents, other machines, and fixtures, including more than one utility room with a roof entrance like this one. A man in brown overalls was trailing the officers, and he came forward and unlocked any trap doors or roof doors they directed.


  Ami turned and opened the hatch leading down into the elevator machinery. The engine was grinding and complaining, and she saw the elevator car rising. In a moment, it would be at the top of the shaft. The elevator car filled the shaft. There was no escape that way.


  Ami turned and beckoned Elfine to go out at the small door which led onto the roof. Fortunately, this door was on the opposite side of the utility room from the police. Emerging from that door would keep the structure between the girls and the eyes of the men.


  Ami said quietly and quickly, “Head for the side of the roof and go straight down. Fly near the stone between the windows. If we get separated, meet me, um… in front of the club where I met you!”


  Elfine said, “Not there! The redcaps might come back!”


  “In the cathedral we passed on the way here. Saint Jean Baptiste.”


  “He doesn’t like fairies! The high school next door to it! In the courtyard!”


  There was no time to argue. “The courtyard! Fine! Now go!”


  Elfine said, “Try turning invisible!”


  Ami shook her head.


  Elfine said, “But the police will surely see you!”


  Ami wondered which course was riskier. What if the unseen eyes seeking her were not looking this way? She decided to try it.


  Ami twisted the ring on her finger from white to pewter to a dark gray the hue of cast iron, almost black. The dark face closed its eyes. A dark mist spread out from the ring and swirled with sinister movements around her body. When the dark mist passed before her eyes, the shadows in the small utility room suddenly seemed darker, and the angles and spaces in the room were subtly wrong.


  Standing in the corner of the room was a pale man garbed in black. His boots did not touch the ground, nor cast he any shadow. On his black surcoat was the image of a leafless white tree. On his head was a black crown from which a fierce and airless heat radiated, like the heat from a dark furnace. His eyes were empty sockets. His mouth was a lipless slash.


  With dreamlike slowness the apparition turned his empty sockets toward her, and smiled, and raised a curved horn to his ghastly lips.


  He winded the horn. A shattering noise rang out and echoed strangely. It did not echo from the walls in the room in which he stood but from larger unseen walls standing farther off. Howls of wolves answered the horn call. The baying was distant, but it came from more than one point of the compass.


  Ami gritted her teeth to bite back a scream and twisted the ring back to pewter. The man vanished. Elfine was also not in sight. Perhaps she had fled, for the door to the roof was now hanging open. Ami did a midair summersault and kicked off the wall behind her with both feet.


  She passed with the speed of a striking shark out into the darkness and across the gravel roof. Her arms were at her sides, hands at her thighs, minimizing her air resistance. The rough surface of the roof sped by, inches from the nose of her mask.


  A loud voice from behind her called, “Halt! In the name of the law!”


  But there was no stopping her forward momentum. She sailed across the roof. She shrugged her shoulders, and the cape unfolded into glider wings. The scoop of the air carried her upward a foot or two, just enough to clear the railing of the short wall circling the roof. She twitched her wrist, and the wirepoon gun slapped into her palm. The tines snapped open like the ribs of a naked parasol. She snagged the hook of the grapnel on the iron rail as she slid over it with an inch to spare. Then there was nothing below but a dizzying abyss of air and the lights of shorter buildings.


  More shouts came from behind her, and the baying of wolves was nearer. The wire spool played out as she receded several yards from the side of the building. She then engaged the brake of the wire spool. The wire jerked taut and flung her in a semicircle sharply downward. It was as if the brink of the roof jerked itself upward to block the view of the policemen above and behind her.


  She pushed the thumbswitch to release the grapnel from the wall. Like a stone from a sling, she sped now in a straight line tangential to the semicircle.


  The side of the building was now rushing toward her like a giant granite flyswatter. She did a half-roll, one wingtip pointed at the ground and one at the zenith. She caught the wind in her wings, and she peeled off toward the left, neatly avoiding the corner of the building. She saw her own reflection in the windows she sped past. The alternation of glass and stone caused by her rapid passage made the reflection flicker like a strobe light. The sleek and shapely black fox-faced figure swan diving in the depth of the reflections turned her gold eyes toward her as if in surprise, and the little triangular ears were standing up like parallel exclamation marks.


  The air slowed her. She twisted the ring to give herself partial weight so that gravity bent her flightpath toward the distant ground. Reaching up with either hand, she yanked on the wing joints to collapse them into a silk cape. The cape fluttered and clung to her form as she fell head foremost down the side of the building, arms at her sides, sleek as a torpedo.


  Would the police think to run to the brink, look over, see her, and open fire? She dismissed the idea as absurd. In the normal course of events, girls who threw themselves off skyscrapers died. Besides, the streets below and buildings beyond were inhabited, and she had seen shotguns, not rifles with scopes, in the policemen’s hands.


  In order to avoid the normal course of events, when she fell below twenty stories, Ami twisted her weight to zero and snapped her wings open. The sudden jerk on her shoulders was unexpected, and she was yanked upward, or so her inner ear told her. She tumbled like an autumn leaf in a gale for a moment, dazed. The squares of light from building windows slid dizzily past.


  She spread her arms and legs like a parachutist to steady her tumble. Now she was face downward and slowing. She came to a standstill about seventy or eighty yards above the street. She could see the glint of streetlamps and the glare of headlights, the flicker of neon signs. No lights were bright enough or high enough to shine on her. She shrugged and twisted the ring to give herself partial weight, and as soon as downward motion started, she angled the wings to carry her into the dark alley between the hospital and the lower red brick building next door, a condominium. Beyond the brick building she saw the high school below her to the left and the cathedral below her to the right. She lowered her weight to zero and let the wings slow her. She shot the wirepoon pistol into a tree in the courtyard she found, drew herself to the ground, spread the wings once more to arrest her speed, folded the wings, twisted the ring, and dropped neatly to the grass.


  She turned the ring to white. A sensation of relief, like a warmth, ran up her spine. The eyes were no longer seeking her. She felt as calm as the metallic expression in the face of the ring. She looked down at her empty hands. In the excitement, she had left the expensive stolen clothing and the folded flag sitting in the elevator.


  The calm did not last. Ami pushed the fox mask back up to the crown of her head and looked left and right. Where was Elfine?


Chapter Six: In the Narrow Pass


  1. Rendezvous


  Ami looked over the square of greenery. Surely this was the place Elfine meant: there was no other patch of green between the school and the cathedral other than this walled park. Here were grass, a walkway between the school and the church, some trees, and a few trestle tables. Where was Elfine? Even a firefly should have been visible.


  Above the wall to the left, Ami could see the tall red brick condominium peering and, taller still and further away, the hospital. She eyed the height of the wall. Ami toyed with the ring, but the calm sensation radiating from the white band was one she was reluctant to undo. She was not sure what the forces seeking her were using to track her, but using the ring certainly seemed to draw them.


  She left the ring as it was and vaulted the wall, kicking from one rough brick to the next and flipping herself acrobatically to the narrow top, hands out to either side to steady herself.


  She could see a line of dumpsters, an abandoned car, and then a larger space, a small empty lot. The dumpsters were parked beneath a scaffolding of metal bars and wooden slats that blocked her view.


  Ami leaped onto the scaffolding, surprised at how heavily she landed. She swarmed up the bars and crouched at the top. The noise she made and the heaviness of her own body seemed excessive. It was alarming how quickly she had adjusted to the weightless and half-weightless ghostly motions that the Ring of Mists enabled her to enjoy.


  She heard the pitter pat of slippered feet echoing from the wall of the alley nearby. It sounded like Elfine’s gait, coming from just around the corner.


  The need for speed outweighed caution. She spun the ring to quarter-weight and leaped down. She landed at the corner, rolled, came to her feet, and headed down the second alley, a small and unsanitary space between a ballroom dance hall and the hospital.


  The upper floor of the dance studio was lit, but everything below was dark. The building walls at ground level were dark to left and right, but the reflected lights from the main street formed a bright rectangle between them.


  Ami tossed her head, which slipped her mask into place. The night vision showed it was Elfine, standing still, looking wretched and confused. She had her hands up as if she were a mime pretending to be trapped in an invisible box. Ami raced forward on long, silent steps.


  Elfine turned and saw a dark, slender silhouette against a darker background with pointed fox ears and silent, flowing cape.


  
2. Charmed Circle


  Elfine screamed something, hands raised as if to push Ami back out of danger.


  Seeing this, before the words even left Elfine’s mouth, Ami ducked and raised the cape on her elbow just as a wolf-headed man-thing launched itself out of a hidden doorway toward her neck.


  The cape stiffened to metal hardness, and his teeth and forepaws landed on the surface without finding purchase. He was much bigger and stronger. In one motion, she drew her kodachi and thrust beneath the cape to let him run onto the point with his unprotected belly, unfolding the white blade into his intestines as she did so. His momentum bowled her over; she rolled, bringing up her feet, and kicking his body neatly all the way over and behind her. Upside down, bleeding copiously from a gut wound, the wolf-man fell straight into the surprised arms of another attacker coming from the other side, a tall man with a knife in either hand.


  Ami rolled to her feet and jumped upward and to the left. At less than one fourth her normal weight, she was able to jump up two stories. She drew the baton from her back and snapped it into its full length, using the thrust from the untelescoping butt of the longbow against the wall of the dance studio to throw her against the wall of the hospital.


  Here, she found a bricked-up window, but with sill and ledge still intact. She wedged herself into the non-window, foot against one sill and spine against the other, shook the blood free from her shortsword, sheathed it, and then used both hands and one foot to string her bow.


  “Look out! It’s a trap!” Elfine’s words echoed off the dark walls and were almost lost in the howling uproar. It seemed odd how long it took for the words to reach her ear, but time seemed strangely to be running slowly.


  Ami’s fingers were shaking as she strung the bow. The wolf-man who had attacked her was horrifically strong, larger and taller than Ami. Dumb luck and fast reflexes had saved her. But there was no time to feel the fear she was feeling. Ami cleared her mind of words, of thoughts.


  She did not have a free hand to adjust the lenses on her mask, so she tossed her head to slide the mask up. She scanned the area. The night air was cold on her face. The wolf-man she had gut-stabbed was writhing on the ground and making a terrible noise. Howls of wolves sounded both far away and near at hand. There were shadows moving at the mouth of the alley and also from the empty lot behind. They were coming from all directions. She tossed her head a second time to lower the mask back in place.


  The second man, a tall fellow in a red cap with a knife in either hand, was staring upward, looking for her. During the moment when her mask was up, he must have seen a flash of her white face, for he pointed and howled. She sent three shafts into his chest. Down he fell.


  There was a noise from below. She dropped a handful of flashbang mini-grenades among them. The stuttering, shocking, eye-searing light revealed the scene clearly, but only for a moment: at least a dozen shaggy wolves were in the alleyway, crouched and waiting. Coming from the open lot behind were three figures in red caps.


  A fourth figure on an enormous horse was behind them, hidden in the shadows. He was on the edge of the zone of momentary light, and the horse reared, and she heard it whinny, but otherwise Ami saw no details.


  Of the three closest to the horseman, one seemed a human: a dark-haired man in a black suit and tie and wearing dark glasses. The second was half-human and half-wolf, shirtless, standing upright with human hands, but with human trousers still around his flanks and tail and crooked legs. The third had a wolf’s body except that it was the size of a pony. He had the face of a man, a grinning big-nosed fellow with a beard. Gold chains were around his neck, and five of his teeth were gold and set with diamonds.


  Elfine was standing halfway between the two groups, shivering. She ran two paces to the left, two to the right, and back again. Ami saw a circle of red thread, four paces wide, had been set on the ground. Elfine was in the middle of it.


  Then, the light was gone. Ami twisted a gold ornament at the temple of her fox mask. The light amplification lenses slid aside, and the infrared lenses rotated into place. She now saw the heat escaping the bodies below. She raised the longbow and sent an arrow into the spot she remembered where the thread lay, hoping to sever the string.


  It must have worked because she heard Elfine whoop with joy and saw the heat signature of the slender humanoid figure shrink to a dot. It vanished from view. Maybe it was not large enough or hot enough for the mask lenses to pick up.


  Ami heard the noise of hoofbeats clattering. The glowing heat outline of a horse and rider rushed down the alley and away.


  Ami, meanwhile, shot arrows at the wolf-man and the man in dark glasses just on the general principle that creatures with hands, who could throw or shoot, were more dangerous at the moment. The wolf-man fell, but the man in dark glasses, showing a remarkable presence of mind and speed of reflexes, put an elbow around the neck of the wolf-man and held his squirming, bleeding compatriot before him as a shield. The heat outlines were not clear enough for her to strike his face peering over his dying friend’s shoulder, but neither could he draw any weapon as both hands were occupied.


  From the sounds and heat shadows, she could tell the wolves were now making prodigious leaps, ten and fifteen feet straight up, and snapping at her where she rested in the windowsill. More than mere muscle power was involved because the wolves were making taller leaps with each attempt, as if the howling and baying of the wolves gathered below increased their strength and fury.


  She shot and shot. Two wolves with arrows in their hides fell back into the alley, yowling. This was not working. There were too many, and their leaps were getting higher. She raised a foot, unstrung her bow, and collapsed it into a baton.


  At that moment a particularly ambitious wolf leaped higher than the others. She caught it in the chest with the foot of her boot and shoved. It fell back into the air, snarling and snapping as it plunged. She shot her wirepoon across the alley, unable to see where she was shooting because the wall was not giving off any heat. The grapnel snagged something.


  She swung away from the snapping jaws and let the whining wirespool draw her rapidly upward. She tossed her head to raise the mask, and, in the glare of the upper story lights of the dance studio, Ami caught a glimpse of a tangle of transformers and electrical wires protruding from the side of the building. She was about to run into them.


  She did a flip in midair and landed on a warm and humming transformer. She tossed her head to lower the mask and saw the heat signatures of the wolves in the alley. They were milling and howling, unable to reach her high perch. But the pony-sized quadruped heat-shadow suddenly grew bright and then brighter in her lenses, as if the monster had swallowed a furnace. The man-faced wolf reared back. In her view, the red mouth looked like a yellow flower with a blindingly white center. The monster vomited a spume of flame up toward her.


  She drew her baton and short sword. She vaulted upward, using the power of the unfolding bowstaff to propel her, and slashing the electrical cables running to the box as she did so, clearing her path.


  Her instincts must have been sure the nonmetallic blade was safe, but, even so, it was a reckless blow. Wires spat sparks and fell down among the wolves, who were packed closed enough together that if one were touching an electrocuted one, he was electrocuted as well.


  Fire from the spew of the monster splashed across stone and glass and clung, as if it were burning glue, including the transformer box she was no longer atop.


  The lights of the upper floor of the dance studio went dark. She soared straight up, sheathing her blade as she did. This time she was not blind, because the burning monster-spew splashed along the wall stones beneath her sent her shadow, in a jumping triangle, up the wall ahead of her.


  Ami shrugged the wirepoon into her palm and fired at the roof above her. She did not have two hands free for archery, so she folded the bowstaff back into a baton and sheathed it. As the wire spool drew her rapidly up the side of the building, she drew and threw a boomerang whirling into the skull of the flame-breathing wolf-man. He staggered, howled, and ran around the corner. She threw a second boomerang and must have judged the angle right because the spinning boomerang curved nicely around the corner and out of sight, and the wolf-man uttered an agonized yelp that trailed off into a whine.


  The churchbells began chiming on the cathedral next door. That, or the flash grenades, or the loss of their leader, must have panicked the wolf pack because the beasts howled and fled in every direction.


  By the time Ami reached the roof of the building, the dim alley was too far for a boomerang or throwing star. She once more drew out, unfolded, and strung her bow. Three wolf corpses lay there in the light of the dying flame, two of them with human clothing tangled about their twisted limbs. But there were no targets left for her.


  Ami heard Elfine scream again. The scream was coming from the alley between this building and the cathedral. Ami twisted the ring to full weightlessness, fired the wirepoon to catch the opposite lip of the dance studio roof, and yanked herself across the distance, regardless of the danger of such headlong speed.


  
3. The Black Knight


  Ami shot across the space between the dance studio and the cathedral. Looking down, she saw the top of an awning. It blocked the scene. The sounds of hoofbeats hammering and Elfine screaming in panic came from below this awning.


  From the sound of the hoofbeats and the motion of a light that she could dimly see through the awning fabric, it seemed the horseman carried a torch in his left hand.


  The shadows cast from the torch were crisp and large. Under the awning, his shadow parallel to him on a wall, was the horseman, galloping in full career. Strangely enough, he had a butterfly net deployed before him like a lance, and in it was writhing a tiny glowing dot small as a firefly. The butterfly net was peeping out from under the awning, and Ami could see it directly, not just as a shadow. The horseman must have just then snatched the burning dot out of the air.


  Three things happened at once. First, there was a sudden spray of sparks which made the shadows jump and scatter. The butterfly net ripped open, and Elfine in her green bodice and skirt was there, full sized, burning with colored sparks, with the ring of the butterfly net circling her waist and pinning her arms to her sides. Second, the horseman passed out from underneath the awning and into view. The horseman was yanking the trapped Elfine to him with both hands, dropping the torch as he did so, and he threw her body across his saddlebow. Third, darkness filled the alley.


  Ami, looking down from above, could only see the silhouette of head and shoulders of the figure bent over and pinning down the brightly sparkling girl. The light was directly behind and beneath him, and his dark outline rippled as the sparks danced. The many-colored sparks hid all hues but revealed his shape: He was in a tall helm and billowing cape. There were shadowy suggestions of a sword and shield hanging from his saddle, but the barding and skirts on the horse were clear. This was not merely a horseman, but a fully armed and armored knight.


  Ami’s heart leaped with pain. If Elfine were afraid of one small metal nail, what must she think of a knight covered from head to toe?


  Third, as part of the same motion as he captured the fairy girl, the knight casually put his gauntleted hand on the small of her back. All her sparks suddenly went out, so the shadows swelled and filled the alley with darkness. The sound of Elfine’s screaming, the knight’s triumphant laughter, and the horse’s retreating hoofbeats filled the gloom.


  All this Ami saw in an instant as she soared over. Ami somersaulted in midair so that her feet would strike the wall of the church and absorb her impact, but, to her surprise, when she struck the wall, her full weight returned, and she fell.


  With an enormous clatter, her bowstaff snapped out to its full length, and the bowcase across her back was suddenly its full volume and weight, shedding arrows. Some of her weapons erupted from her belt pouches and flung themselves into the air. The wrist holster, elbow pads, and knee pads all jumped into their normal size and weight, and the sword blade was now protruding a foot beyond its scabbard at her back. The silk half-cape unfolded into wings and flapped awkwardly in the spinning air. Features she had not known, such a triangular blades hidden in the forearms of her gloves and the toes of her boots, jumped into being. A newly discovered snorkel absurdly flapped past her nose.


  She had the presence of mind to fire the wirepoon into the statue of a saint as she fell. The wire yanked her arm and slowed her sharply, but then the wire shrieked and snapped in half.


  Ami fell onto the awning, bounced, hit the awning a second time, and fell to the ground. Throwing stars and spilled arrows fell to her left and right, making a sad, small sound like metallic raindrops.


  She rolled to her feet and flung aside her wings and belt, snorkel and bowcase, and anything else tangling her limbs or slowing her movements. She left the gear without a glance and ran toward the sound of hoofbeats.


  Down the alley she sprinted, listening. She could see no horse or steed, but the clatter of hoofbeats was loud and unmistakable. It grew louder, passed right before her face, and receded back the way she had come, heading toward the brightly lit street.


  Elfine called out once more, woebegone, frightened, and uttered a smothered squeal from her nose, as if her voice were muffled. The sound grew faint and distant.


  Ami ran and ran. Eventually, she came out of the alley and into the broad avenue.


  Here were normal-looking people walking in the evening, faces drawn and glum, eyes down. There was the motionless traffic, beeping and bleating. Ami drew down her mask and clicked through the different bands of vision her lenses afforded. The main street was too bright and too hot: she saw a confused blur of images. She raised the mask and grabbed for where her binoculars should be: her fingers brushed her waist where there was no belt. She looked left and right. She shouted Elfine’s name again and again.


  The humans plodded past, ignoring her.


  Elfine was gone.


  
4. Missing Person


  Shaking with fury and blushing with shame, Ami returned to the alley between the cathedral and the dance studio and began to collect her gear.


  She had been sure something would have been stolen or rolled into a stormdrain or something, but everything was there. It took only a few minutes to fit everything back into place. The longbow and short sword folded once again into their impossibly small shapes. She donned her cape, which was content to fall as silk.


  What had happened? Elfine had warned her that shining the light from the flashlight setting of the ring might have this effect. But Ami had seen no light. Could it have been something done by the black knight?


  She looked at the Ring of Mists. It was a combination she had never seen before: the metal was white, but the face had half-lidded eyes, which had been the weightlessness symbol. Perhaps it was broken. She drew it from her finger. The metal darkened to pewter. She let go of the ring. It hung in the air without falling. She returned it to her finger, twisted it once clockwise, once counterclockwise, and once clockwise again. Now it was white, and the face was calm. Ami felt no eyes on her.


  She returned to the next alley over, the one separating the dance studio from the hospital. The electrical wires were on the ground, buzzing. Three dead wolves were on the ground. Ami frowned, disappointed it had not been more. Ami went through the pockets of those with human clothing, finding nothing, not even lint.


  She carefully drew three tracking devices from her utility belt and jammed them far down the throats of the three dead beasts. Then, she recovered her arrows, hunted around, and recovered both boomerangs. One was covered with blood. The other one was lodged in the brainpan of a fourth wolf larger than the others. He had fallen headfirst into a trashcan in the open lot behind the hospital, and his legs jutted pathetically up into the night air. She had to reach into the can to pry her boomerang free.


  She was unwilling to summon light from her ring, so she drew the flashlight from her utility belt. She peered into the trashcan. His human face had changed in death to a long lupine skull of a wolf, which, for some reason, she had not been expecting. She could not reach his mouth, so she placed the bug inside one of his open wounds.


  In the shadows above the street lamps, she found a high perch on the skull of an ornamental gargoyle protruding from the wall of the dance studio. It seemed an odd architectural choice for a dance studio, but perhaps this building had originally been part of the cathedral next door. This position allowed her to watch all four wolves, the alley, the empty lot, and the still-buzzing wires.


  She toyed with the ears of her mask until she heard the steady beeping from the homing bugs. She found to her embarrassment that all along there had been controls inside the mask, meant to be worked by teeth or tongue, which could rotate the eyelenses through their various settings or control the ear radios.


  Her instincts or buried memories had failed her. Ami felt another stab of shame.


  There seemed to be no screen or dial which would have allowed her to get a readout of the bearing and distance from the bugs or a way to display it on a scrolling map. A modern phone could have performed such a convenient function or more. Ami wondered why elfin gear—assuming it was elfin hands that had made this supersuit for her—was more inconvenient to use than human technology.


  The realization slowly and relentlessly seeped into her thoughts that her worry over her friend had tricked her into rushing in too quickly, when it would have been better to stand back, examine the situation, and avoid any confined area were she could be flanked or surrounded. She could have used the infrared setting to spot the wolves hiding by the alley mouth or the wolf-man in the doorway who had jumped her.


  Ami cleaned her weapons, threw away a useless length of wire, and restrung the wirepoon spool.


  Chores done, she knelt on the high perch in the dark night air, breathing slowly and calmly, accepting her failures, reviewing her errors, and resolving her will until it was clear and hard like a polished diamond, of which there is no harder stone.


  Her breathing slowed. She watched and waited, without fidgeting or sighing, as silent and terrible as a pool of undisturbed gray water beneath the motionless ice in which a man is fated to drown.


Chapter Seven: Wolves and Shadows


  1. Hunting Blind


  Ami thought that whoever had sent the wolves to watch the hospital would wish to avoid both the attention of the humans and the attention of the elfs she had been told were the secret rulers of the world. Hence, the redcaps should be forced to act quickly, before either the power department, or the police, or whatever servants the elfs might send came to the scene. She assumed the owner of the dance studio, if no one else, would report the downed power line hissing in the alley behind the hospital.


  She was baffled when, about forty-five minutes later, four workmen in a Con-Ed truck arrived and set up yellow cones and tape around the area telling pedestrians to stay away.


  One man climbed the utility pole, shut off the power, and disconnected the damaged line. He inspected the transformer that had been splashed with fire. He marked the transformer with tape but left it in place. The damaged lines were wound onto a large wooden spool by a second man. The other two men stood smoking cigarettes, chatting, glancing from time to time at the dead wolves in the alley, and voicing quizzical bafflement but not actually being curious enough to go to look at them.


  There was a conversation over the radio in the truck. The four men stood around idly for quite some time. Later, a supervisor in a car arrived. The supervisor stared for a moment at the dead wolf in the transhcan and then at the other dead wolves. He spoke to another man, who made a note on a clipboard. They both shrugged. Then, they drove away, first the supervisor and then the men in the truck, leaving the wolves where they were.


  Ami wondered how often humans came across clear evidence that the world was stranger than any simple tale they had been told, but instead of questioning their simple tales, they doubted their eyes. She wondered darkly how much of the elfin dominion of men relied on men willingly acting just like the sheep the elfs held them to be.


  Like the sorrow that touched her at the mere mention of a mother, the burning anger—bright as a sword—that flashed in her spirit then was an echo of her forgotten life. At that moment, she knew she was not a mere bystander, nor was she a servant of the elfs, she was firmly on the side of the Sons of Adam and an enemy of their enemies.


  She set herself again to wait.


  
2. Whelan and Phelan


  Ami cleared her mind of thought and her heart of desire. The chattering monkey-like thoughts of regret endlessly replaying her mistakes in memory were eventually quieted. Absurd and excessive doubts and fears came next, and then whispered thoughts of overconfidence, retaliation, revenge. Stillness and silence eventually prevailed. She waited. Somewhere far above the lights of the city, the cold stars turned.


  At midnight, two wolves came into view, moving furtively. One limped, putting no weight on his left hindleg. The other moved his head strangely, hesitantly. When he put his nose near the wolf in the trashcan and sniffed, the light from a passing car crossed his visage. He was blind. Both wore red caps on their narrow wolfish skulls. Both sported a white owl’s feather.


  The two wolves circled the area, noses to the ground.


  The blind one said, “The one we seek. She was here.”


  The lame one looked up. Ami knelt where she was, motionless as a shadow, as the wolfish yellow eyes peered upward. He said, “She sat in a bricked-up window and shot. Then leaped across the gap to the electrical box.”


  The blind one said, “We’ve already circled the building. She came out of the cathedral, crossed the roof, fought here, and went into the courtyard. There, the trail ends. Perhaps she flew up into the air.”


  The lame one said, “She cannot fly.”


  “Oh? Say so much to Ghid Goborchend, mighty in battle, whom she plashed like a tub of red ale across the roof next door.”


  “Winged Vengeance flies. Not the sidekick.”


  The blind one merely snorted in derision.


  The lame one said, “Whelan, come! Let us take the shapes and shadows of men, and find a way to the roof, and find the scent.”


  Ami, listening, knew that the wolves could not fail to find her if they did that. However, deep in her icy calm, she did not stir, but waited.


  The blind one said, “No, Phelan. Speak no folly. We would be nude, and you cannot walk. And what if she has conjured the mist and turned herself invisible?”


  The lame one said dubiously, “Perhaps we could catch her scent through the mist, by some good happenstance, or stumble on her.”


  “You think to find the unseen and hidden things by some good happenstance?” The blind one lowered his voice. “There are easier ways and darker powers. Thursday is not the sole voice which speaks for the Supreme Anarchists’ Council. What of Sunday?”


  The lame one, Phelan, shivered and crouched.


  The blind one, Whelan, sniffed. “What? You balk?”


  “I sold myself because I was promised rapine, murder, and revenge against the haughty Sons of Adam. My soul is dark enough! Will you go down a mineshaft ever deeper? There is no way back! I still want a life in the sunlight once again, once my debt is paid.”


  Whelan said, “My eyes are gone. Why should I fear the darkness now? You are as lost to the sunlight as I, but I see truth.”


  Phelan shook his head and growled.


  The blind one said, “No one wears the wolfpelt who has not killed wife or child, brother or best friend. Are you too fine and nice for our work now? A small ghost follows you, to be your judge on Judgment Day. How will you beg for mercy? Will you, perhaps, use the very same last words your little victim said in life? You mutter those words in your sleep. Do you hope to go to Paradise and sit at the feast table of the bridegroom, with all those you have wronged seated to either side, smiling, showing with pride the wounds you placed on them? Can you tolerate their forgiveness?”


  Phelan lowered his head, lower and lower, as he heard these words, until he was prone on the ground, whimpering. He rolled over and exposed his throat. He said, “Very well, Whelan. Tell me what to do.”


  
3. Necromancy


  Whelan said, “Weave a circle thrice widdershins. Bow to the north, where Fenrir is chained. To the west, bow to Tigernmas, father of us all. To the south, bow to the Black Wolves of Krishna. To the east we look not: it is the dayspring and dawnlight, our foes. Say the secret words as you were taught, but chant them backward! Sunday’s servant must appear.”


  Phelan walked in three counterclockwise circles about the two of them, dragging his lame foot, and then crouched and lowered his head in three directions. The words he spoke were horrible and seemed to burn his tongue because he spat them and yowled.


  A spot of light appeared in the vacant lot. It was the color one sees when pushing a thumb into a closed eyelid, and it illuminated nothing. Slowly, it came closer. It came into the edge of the circle Phelan had traced on the ground, and there it stood.


  Whelan growled, “Not enough! Say it again!”


  Phelan whined, but complied, and spoke the words once more. He coughed, and blood was on his teeth.


  Now by the edge of the circle stood a king in black. His skin was pale as paper. On his breast was a white and leafless tree. The black crown on his head smoldered with heat. His eyes were pits, his mouth a wound. On a chain about his neck hung the hunting horn that had earlier called the pack of werewolves.


  “I am the shadow of the Hunter King. Who dares call me, I who know no rest, no ease, no peace?” His voice was less than an echo, less than a memory. Ami heard it in her head but not in her ear.


  Phelan crouched in fear, shivering, but Whelan, who could not see, said, “I speak with the voice and authority of Sunday of the Anarchists. In his name you are called. Where is the one we seek? Is she here?”


  The dark king said, “I was once as you are now, and I knew sun and sky and all the joys and pains of life. Soon, so soon, you shall be as I am, and my vengeance on you for this affront shall be fulfilled. Euhemerus Cobweb binds me, but a deeper chain binds him in turn, forged by his hand and fettered on his limbs, and soon the river of Hell shall claim him. Do not ask me to seek your prey, you who breathe the breath of life. It is unlawful.”


  Whelan said, “Anarchists defy all laws! Is she here? Is she nearby?”


  “Do not ask. The price is more than you can bear.”


  Whelan growled. “I do not want your pity, shadow of a dead man! Tell me! I charge and compel you by the name you carried in life! Le Maudit!”


  “Thrice I warn, and thrice the warning you refuse! Your fate is one you yourself, eyes wide open, choose.”


  The figure turned its empty eyes upward, and Ami felt the ring on her finger grow suddenly heavy. Her sense of calm was not disturbed.


  Its eyeless gaze passed over her.


  The apparition turned its empty gaze toward the wolves. “I see none here nor near, save you, whom now I very clearly see. The hour is at hand when you shall enter this dark realm of woe, and, as I am now to you, be subject thou to me.”


  There came a sudden wind down the alleyway, and rubbish and dust were thrown into the faces of the two wolves. Whelan stood still, but Phelan limped backward and stepped over the circle he had made.


  The dark king smiled cruelly and vanished like a snuffed candle.


  
4. Ahemait the Devourer


  Phelan, the lame one, glared at Whelan and snarled. “You fool! You damned fool! To spare yourself the bother and pother of climbing a wall, you thought it would be easier and quicker to call the dead! He gave us nothing! All bargains with the dark are cheats!”


  Whelan said, “Silence, murderer! The shade of Le Maudit confirmed she is not nigh. There is no scent of elf or eft, one-legged Fomorian or six-fingered Nephilim, in this place. It is safe to call the rough, ungainly beast to clean the spoor away.”


  Both wolves trotted into the avenue, outside of Ami’s range of vision and howled.


  The churchbell in the cathedral next door tolled once; the peal rang out into the dark night air and echoed from the walls of the tall buildings all around. Ami wondered if this were some mistake. Surely an hour had not passed?


  She looked down. A man in a white robe with a dark hooded cloak over it was standing in the alley. His hair was white, and his goatee was black. On a thong around his neck hung a crucifix of silver and ivory. His head was bowed as if he were inspecting the ground where the dark king had been standing; or perhaps he was praying.


  The tap of nails on pavement came from the mouth of the alley. The two wolves came back around, one trotting and one limping. The man in the black hood was gone as if he had never been there.


  Behind the wolves, a large truck approached. Its headlamps were off. A man in a black leather biker’s jacket, smoking a cigarette, dismounted from the cab, and tossed two packages down, one before each wolf. He had the straight black hair, dark skin, and the harsh features of a Plains Indian. He wore no red cap, so perhaps he was human, but he had an owl’s feather braided in his hair.


  Phelan sniffed the package. “What’s this, Cheyenne?”


  The Cheyenne said, “Pants and shirt. You are helping. Stand up.”


  Whelan answered with a curse. The Cheyenne answered in turn by kicking the blind wolf in the ribs.


  The blind wolf swore and snarled at him. The man said, “Who has Thursday’s ear, dog? The name of Kuckunniwi is high among the Anarchists, and yours is lower than snake belly dirt! I did not have my butt kicked by a butt-naked frail chinky-chick and then sat licking my butt while my boss was tossed out a window into street pizza. Shut your yaps, whelps, and give thanks all is not worse for you. Thursday does not cotton to whiners and failures!”


  Phelan opened his jaws to say something back, but the Cheyenne kicked him in the head. “Stand up! Stand on two feet.”


  The two wolves transformed. It was horrible to see. Both writhed in pain, snapping and rolling on the ground, and their limbs snapped and stretched back into human shape. Fur and claws were forced down beneath the skin, and the wolves howled as if needles and knives tormented their hide and hands. The wolf skulls swelled and distorted, pulsing atrociously. A cracking and grinding sound came from their bubbling flesh, as if skull plates and bones were breaking and reknitting. Both wolves yowled as their knees joints were bent backward and reversed to become human knees. The howls turned into human screams and curses.


  The large truck now backed carefully up to put its tailgate across the alley mouth. The Cheyenne stood behind the truck and guided the driver with motions of his hand.


  The driver, a black man with earrings in both ears, emerged from the cab. He and the Cheyenne lowered the tailgate. Inside was some huge living thing whose breathing was like a diesel engine hissing a deep and endless bass note.


  The four men now took up long chains affixed to whatever it was in the truck. At the Cheyenne’s command, they all heaved.


  A huge creature, larger than a hippopotamus, came lumbering down the tailgate, shaking the truck on its shock absorbers with each step. Its skull was a flat, wide triangle, and the grin on the creature split its face all the way back to its tiny, round ears. Its head was more like that of a crocodile than any creature Ami could name. It throat was a pendant bag like the throat of a pelican. Its eyes were small and black and were surrounded by squinting rolls of fat. Short curved tusks protruded from the lower jaw. Its neck was a horseshoe of thick fur worn across its shoulders.


  Its body in the front was like that of a great hunting cat, and its forepaws were those of a lion. But its rear parts were bulky, squat, and rounded like a hippopotamus. The hindfeet were toeless stumps, and the tail was long and wide like the tail of a brontosaurus, and it was held high to counterbalance the massive spatulate head. Its hide before was covered with a mane of fur, but behind was rough and scabby, and clumps of bristles peeped here and there.


  The four men drove the huge beast out of the truck. It stomped awkwardly over to the corpses of the wolves. There, it lowered its wide, grinning head and squinted its piggy eyes in confusion, nostrils twitching. The Cheyenne cursed and struck the great beast with a goad, shouting commands. The vast mouth opened like the scoop of a steam shovel. The lower jaw was resting on the pavement, and the upper jaw tilted up to point at the rooftops. The men, moving quickly, crouched near the lipless jaws and shoved the corpse of the nearest wolf into the huge, red maw. It swallowed like a goose, by throwing its whole head backward while rearing up on stubby legs. And like a snake it did not chew, but brought the mass in its mouth down its throat whole .


  The second wolf corpse likewise was shoved down the gullet of the vast beast. When the third wolf corpse was being crammed down the throat of the beast, the driver made a misstep and got too close to the jaws, so he was caught in the monster’s teeth, and swallowed instead. His screams rang out from the creature’s distended throat sack while the Cheyenne cursed the driver bitterly and told him to die without so much noise. They made no attempt to rescue him but shoved the third wolf in after. The fourth wolf was pulled from the trashcan and thrust into the great beast’s mouth as well. The struggle here was hard and long, and the ungainly monster kept spitting out this final wolf because the body was a large as a pony.


  The beast spent a moment licking up bloodstains, and then, reluctantly, snapping nastily and kicking at the three men goading it, the monster let itself be driven back up the ramp into the truck.


  When Whelan and Phelan stepped toward the cab of the truck, the Cheyenne cursed and barred their way. “Thursday would have you recover the Ring of Mists. You saw the handmaiden of Winged Vengeance without her mask. She is a sidekick! A serving girl! Twice you had her in your jaws and twice she slipped between your teeth.”


  Whelan said, “The scent ends at the cathedral, which is a mighty stronghold of the enemy. Call the humans. Call the Sons of Adam, who can pass the thresholds uninvited, break the doors, and slay the priests. Are there no Norsemen? Are there no Paynim?”


  The Cheyenne struck the blind man sharply in the face. “Find her! Saturday of the Anarchists already prepares the Nautilus to sail! Four kings fall, and mere anarchy arises to consume the world! Our day is nigh, but your bungling delays it! Seek no rest until she is found!”


  From the cab of the truck, the Cheyenne drew out and threw down a wrapped bag of clothing, which burst open when it struck the pavement. It was the expensive skirt, blouse, and jacket Elfine had bought by fraud and loaned to Ami, which she had forgotten and left behind in the elevator.


  “Here is spoor!” said the Cheyenne. “It smells new. Find the shop that sold them, find who bought them and find where she lives. Start here and search the damned city block by block if you have to!”


  And with that, he climbed into the truck, and drove off.


  
5. Seek No Rest


  Ami scowled beneath her mask at the sight of Whelan kneeling to sniff the outfit. The trail would lead back to the innocent girl Elfine had robbed.


  Phelan uttered a curse, staring after the departing taillights and rubbing his lame leg. “It seems, for all that, we will need to climb to the roof after all.” And he looked up, and his eyes just happened to rest on the spot where Ami was perched. The truck, as it was turning, turned on its headlights. They splashed against the opposite wall of the alley, and the bright reflection passed across her like the beam of a lighthouse. There she was: a dark and slender figure in a black cloak and grinning black fox mask.


  He opened his mouth to shout, and she threw a kunai into it. The throwing knife was a black seven-inch barb, weighted and streamlined for throwing. It struck him neatly in the open mouth. Blood and screams gushed from between his teeth, but no words. She threw throwing stars into his chest, drawing blood and roars.


  Whelan turned his head left and right, sniffing, knowing something was amiss but not what. He began to tear at his shirt. His teeth grew long, and his mouth and nose were pulled out of shape. The skin beneath was beginning to distort and darken and shoot forth clumps of hair.


  Phelan, whether from boldness or mindless ferocity, did not run away but frothed at the mouth, spitting blood, and he hopped quickly toward the alley wall, dragging his bad foot, and threw himself at it, fingers and toes seeking handholds and footholds to climb.


  She shot three arrows into Whelan before he finished changing into a wolf and four into Phelan before he had climbed fifteen feet. The weight of the bow meant that her shafts did not sink very far into their hides, but Phelan fell, and Whelan collapsed. She waited, looking down with cold eyes, as the wolves bled.


  Phelan changed back into a wolf as he died. In his wolf form, the wounds were not the same size, and now he gargled, choking and spitting blood, but he spoke. He said, “I see Le Maudit! He is here! A whip is in his hand!”


  Whelan said, “The girl sits aloft and watches us die! I smell her!”


  Phelan groaned, “Call to her! She can fetch a priest for us from the cathedral to shrive us ere we die!”


  Whelan rolled heavily over onto Phelan, clamped his jaws on his neck, and with one last effort, Whelan jerked his head and tore out Phelan’s throat.


  “Not so,” gargled Whelan, his jaws full of Phelan’s blood. “Damnation is better.”


  With that, he breathed no more.


  Ami slid down a wire to the alley, carefully slit Whelan’s throat with a kunai, and recovered her arrows. She took up the package of clothing. It fit into the pocket of her cape, which turned out to have had the same magical ability to fold objects into space without volume.


  She stuffed two tracer devices down their throats as well. It seemed a methodical thing to do, but she turned the volume on those channels down to zero, so that this noise would not be confused with the feed from the other trackers.


  Ami turned her head left and right, listening. The beeping from the tracking devices was audible. She was not willing to turn the ring to any darker shade than white. So it was on foot that she set out.


Chapter Eight: Hunters and Trappers


  1. Catoblepas Shipping


  When she could, she cut through back alleys and avoided well-lit streets. When she could not avoid it, she jogged briskly down the boulevard, a dark-garbed and sleek figure against a dark background, drawing the occasional stare from late-night drivers.


  The truck went south, down Lexington Avenue, and then cut west through Hell’s Kitchen. The signal got dimmer as the truck got farther from her, but traffic came to a halt more often than she did, so the signal would get stronger again as she closed the distance. She lost the signal entirely when the truck entered the Lincoln Tunnel.


  Ami saw no other way across the river. She turned the ring to make herself weightless and then turned it again so that a black mist thickened around her, and her shadow in the cone of passing streetlamps vanished. She felt the sensation of cruel eyes watching her, but she saw nothing nearby to make her afraid.


  She discovered another strangeness about the ring: her weight slowly returned as the black mist covered her. It was as if the ring, with each turn, moved her deeper into the worlds of the mists, but made her weightless only when she was half in one world and half in the other. Her theory was that when she turned invisible, her visibility was not abolished, merely moved. Perhaps this was why she was still visible to herself. Invisible, she was in the same world where her weight was stored, so weight returned. Why that should be, she could not even speculate.


  She turned the ring to pewter, used the wirepoon gun to mount atop a traffic light reaching across the tunnel entrance, found a place to perch, and turned the ring iron-gray. Then, she selected a likely looking eighteen-wheeled truck, jumped down, and used two kunai to cling to chains crisscrossing the roof of the load the truck was hauling.


  In Weehawken, on the other side of the Hudson, the beeping in her ears resumed as soon as the truck she rode emerged from the tunnel and came into the night air again.


  She noticed from the sign that to go from New York to New Jersey was no toll, but traffic the other way was charged fifteen dollars. It was ten times the amount of Elfines swiped can of cola. Ami scowled, wondering how a penniless girl could pay such a fee.


  For that matter, was it legal to cling to a passing truck? Was that some sort of trespass, or a free rider problem, or something?


  It occurred to her that not even the slightest twinge of regret followed her slaying of Whelan and Phelan. Instead she felt a quiet jubilation of a job well done, particularly since she had slain them from a high and safe vantage.


  Indeed, ever since those two men first had entered her hospital room, when she had crouched in the dark like a frightened child, unarmed and half-naked in a flimsy gown, a trace of lingering terror had been as close to her as her own shadow. Now that shadow was gone from her soul.

  
  Ami was troubled by the thought that she had no idea what she had been in her past life. An assassin? A murderess?


  Well, in any case, she was a trespasser now. There must be some law against from roof to roof. She found she could travel swiftly by lowering her weight to zero, propelling herself by using the unfolding longbow as a pole-vaulter’s pole, and increasing her weight only enough to allow the glider wings to bite the air. She could sail hundreds of yards at the time using this method.


  At one point she lost the signal entirely, and so she began a search pattern sweeping out an ever-larger east-to-west arc as she went south.


  The effort was wearying. Time passed, and she was tired.


  She found the signal again, and followed the steady electronic beeping in her ears. She entered a warehouse district near the wharves fronting the Hudson. Here were endless rows of dark, squat buildings and piled stacks of transport containers as uniform as children’s blocks.


  The signal led to one warehouse two lanes over from the wharves.


  Ami circled the building twice, moving from roof to roof of the surrounding warehouses, and studying the frowning black walls with binoculars, infrared, and night-vision.


  The sign over the entrance read CATOBLEPAS DISCREET SHIPPING AND TRANSPORT.


  The warehouse was a rectangle. Two sides abutted its neighbors. There was a large yard in the front with a crane and truck bay, opening up to an empty, unlit road. The yard had stacked shipping containers sitting to either side.


  There was a narrow alley in the back running straight as a ruler between the line of warehouses, a strip of pale concrete darkened with grassy cracks and decades of litter.


  The skylights were lit with dim, flickering, furtive, and yellowish reflections. It looked like firelight, perhaps from candles or coals, not light bulbs. A putrid smell, like the fume of a tannery, issued from vents on the roof. The roof was circled with strands of barbed wire.


  Its lower windows were covered with metal plates. Its upper windows were a smoked, semi-opaque glass covered with grills. The red gleam of burning lights inside could be seen, but only as smeared shadows. These orange reflections moved. Ami could not see whether someone was moving inside or whether this was an illusion caused by fires leaping and flickering.


  Infrared showed heat inside the warehouse—perhaps of living things, perhaps of fires. Warm air escaped from vents, and warmth radiated from the windows.


  She was too wary to approach. The tracking devices were definitely in the warehouse.


  Across the road to the east was a similar truck yard with stacked containers and a warehouse equally dark, whose sign read MR. VEGETABLE and was decorated with a grinning cartoon carrot dancing with an asparagus in lipstick. Ami crouched, motionless, peering over the top edge of the Mr. Vegetable sign, watched, and waited.


  Time passed.


  She heard the main doors of the Catoblepas warehouse trundle open. It was utterly black within. The night-vision lens brought only a gray and fuzzy image into her eyes since there was so little ambient light. Something large was moving out of the main doors and down over the concrete lip of the truck loading bay. The infrared showed the heat outline of the hippopotamic beast she had last seen swallowing dead wolves. It moved slowly, sluggishly, across the yard. It stepped to the southern side of the truck yard and squatted. The stacks of containers on the south of the yard now blocked her view of the huge creature. She could see only its tail and hindquarters. It seemed to be walking in a circle again and again, like a cat padding down grass to sleep, but with slow and ungainly movements.


  A noise came from behind the containers. It was partly a choking gargle and partly a deep, wet, syrupy eructation, as if a vast throat were trying to clear some obstruction.


  Ami looked carefully in all directions. There was no motion, no noise, up or down the empty street. She debated whether to move or stay.


  She saw that if she moved from behind the sign and jumped down to stand atop the piled shipping containers on the north side of the yard, she could have a clear view of the beast, but anyone looking out the windows in the warehouse would have a clear view of her.


  She gritted her teeth, telling herself the risk was foolish, but also telling herself she had to find Elfine. Ami twisted the ring to summon the black mist.


  The world turned dark in her vision, and the distances between objects seemed subtly off, as if the boxes and windows were no longer precisely at right angles at their corners, the dark telephone poles no longer quite upright, the lanes and alleys no longer quite straight.


  Shadowless, now she leaped to the top of the stack of containers standing at the north side of the Mr. Vegetable truck yard. She struck the top container without noise, rolled, and came to her feet in a crouch.


  The beast did not look up. She could now see the beast was choking and puking. Three dead wolves were lying on the concrete in a heap before him, their fur coated with spittle and half burnt away by digestive acids. Even as she watched, he vomited up a fourth wolf, larger than the others, from his distended throat.


  Then, the beast crawled in a circle around the corpses, pausing every three steps to bang his lower jaw into the ground. There was something nightmarish about the awkward slowness of the motions, as if the monster were in pain or being pulled by invisible strings against its will.


  Ami wondered what these strange doings meant.


  
2. The Captain


  A dapper man dressed in an ostentatious Cossack uniform like something from the Napoleonic era now came swaggering out of the doors of the warehouse. He had more braids than a band leader or a doorman.


  On his head was a shako of wolf’s fur; over one shoulder was a half-cape adorned with braid. Silver buttons were on his tunic and silver buckles on his boots. A pistol was holstered on one hip and a saber sheathed at the other.


  His paused to light a cigarette, and in the glint of flame, Ami saw his face: handsome and lean, with a mustache like two crooked boomerangs and a tiny triangle clinging to his lower lip. One side of his mouth was slanting up, and the other slanted down, and his eyebrows crooked in parallel. He had captain’s stripes on his sleeves.


  The great beast pulled itself with a painful motion to twist its head and turn its piggy eyes toward the Cossack. The man gestured nonchalantly to the great beast with his cigarette.


  The great beast bowed to the man and continued its painful steps.


  Then, stopping to pant and groan, the great beast hunkered down on its belly. It opened its great jaws wide and wider until its nostrils were pointed at the zenith. A light flickered in its throat. Small and pale balls of illumination, like the glints of marsh gas that deceive lost travelers in a swamp, issued from its mouth.


  The spots of light circled, hovered, and hesitated, and then each one landed on one of the wolf corpses. The dead bodies trembled, and the half-burned fur rustled and shook. The dim orange firelight reflected in the upper windows of the warehouse grew bright, and the fumes from the vents now began to pour out a black and oily smoke, shot with angry red sparks.


  The Cossack now knelt and took a fiddle and fiddlestick out of a black case, tucked the instrument under his chin, and began to play. It was a shrill, strange, haunting set of chords, drifting from note to note without seeming to form a tune. Yet at the same time, it sounded half-familiar.


  Ami was not sure what she had been expecting, but a man in a cavalry uniform from a century ago playing the violin at the small hours in an empty warehouse yard was not it.


  The strings seemed to sing of the artic winter, the shine of the northern lights on snow, and the delight of sneaking down from famished hills at midnight, where no game is, and finding a farmer’s croft, where soft and frightened sons of men await to be torn and eaten.


  The corpses were twitching in time with the violin music, and the dapper Cossack was dancing in the empty truck yard. He stooped and kicked and kicked and stooped, an energetic jig, dancing with his knees bent in the Russian style. His saber jumped and banged against the ground. His eyes burned as brightly as the tip of his cigarette, and his grin was as bright and white as Elfine’s.


  The corpses now began to twitch and jump, and their eyes opened.


  The Cossack spun on his toe, twirling and playing furiously. Now, he began to laugh an insane, joyful laugh, and the smoke from his mouth made circles around his head.


  Ami stood, her binoculars at her eyes, trying to see more clearly, wondering what was going on. Aloud, she muttered, “Who is that?”


  A cold voice behind her said, “Thursday of the Supreme Council of Anarchists.”


  
3. The Stumble


  The cold voice rang strangely, for she could hear it in her head, but not in her ears, as if the words were being carried to her eardrum through the bones in her jaw. But it was a voice she had heard before. “He is Lucien Cobweb, son of Lupus. It is he who set this trap for you.”


  She turned. Behind her was a dark king whose crown was burning on his brow. His eyes were empty pits. The heraldry on his coat was a leafless tree.


  He said, “I saw you clearly when you cloaked yourself to make your form unseen by men, at the tunnel, but I could not cross the running water and come to you then. Now you are here. Open your mouth, and I will enter you.”


  Her first reaction was to untwist the ring from iron to pewter. But the dark figure was but an inch behind her, opening his eyes wide, and bending his face toward her face, as if he meant to touch her eyes with the darkness in his eye pits and force her to see what was inside them.


  Her second reaction was to strike, but when she did, her fingers passed through nothing but icy air, her hands went numb, and her limbs shook with a terrible, primal fear.


  When he stepped toward her and off the edge of the container stack, her feet also left the edge. He did not fall but stood in the air. She fell.


  Down she went, but only at half speed and landed on her feet. The four dead wolves were now alive again, breathing, and growling, and their fur was rustling, creaking, and growing over their cracked and wounded skin. They were in a circle around her. She could not feel her fingers.


  Thursday threw his bow and fiddle in the air, apparently uncaring of where they might land, and gave Ami a courteous salute. “Thursday, at your service, miss! Charmed, you surely are!”


  Ami felt a moment of grateful relief. A talkative one! She jerked back her head to retract her mask.


  The Cossack wolf-whistled when she showed her face. “Are you not a delectable little thing! I could simply eat you up!”


  Because she could not use her fingers, she thrust her numb left hand into her mouth and with her teeth, twisted the ring from pewter to white.


  “Simply gnaw your lovely pink flesh and suck dry your bone marrow!”


  She looked up. The dark king standing in midair was no longer visible to her, and, she hoped, nor was she to him.


  “Allow me to introduce the pack and the future rulers of this city. We will keep the humans to snack on. Don’t fret!”


  A half-dozen wolves came from behind the roof vents. The exhaust had hidden their body heat from her infrared gaze. A dozen more wolves now slunk out of the main doors of the warehouse, and with them was the Cheyenne, carrying a compound bow and quiver, and four other bowmen with him. They were dark-eyed men with hard, sculpted facial features. They wore jeans and leather jackets and had feathers in their hair.


  She was not sure if touching the dark king had permanently damaged her nerves. But she still had partial sensation in her hands, for the white ring felt warm and heavy on her finger.


  A second and third group of wolves now came from out of the containers, which were unlocked, and formed a line across the street to the north of her and to the south.


  There were six to one side of her, six to the other, and four immediately circling her, plus six on the roof, eleven in the yard with the great beast, and the Cossack, Thursday, grinning, hands on hips, was standing on an oil barrel. A final wolf had carefully picked up the dropped fiddle in his teeth and was casting about, looking for the fiddlestick.


  The Cossack kicked both feet in the air so that his rump came down on the oil drum with a bang. “Now! What shall we discuss?”


  
4. The Message


  Her mask was up because she needed her peripheral vision to watch the wolves circling her. She did not turn her eyes toward the Cossack, who had no weapon in hand, and seemed not the most immediate threat.


  He had one of the tracers she had left inside the corpse of a wolf. He was flicking it up in the air with his thumb as a man might flip a coin, tossing it and catching it, tossing and catching, over and over.


  He said, “Let us discuss matters of life and death. What is life? It is clear enough that God created the world out of mere spite, to have creatures to torment. But torture is no fun if the victim lacks some false hope to prompt her to struggle and scream. You follow me?”


  Ami bowed politely, not trusting herself to speak. Had she met this frightful, crazed, smiling man before? Did he know who she was? Any wrong word might betray something crucial.


  He spread his arms in a theatrical gesture, eyes turned upward. “All souls yearn for goodness, yet life forces us to do evil. We are spirits trapped in the flesh of beasts, and the beast in us must triumph. So the sadism of Heaven commands!”


  As she bowed, she casually put her arm behind her back with the same motion and reached for a throwing knife with her numb fingers. She groped, brushing the knife with the back of her knuckles.


  “What is the answer? How to find happiness in a world where the laws of nature say we must be beasts? The bold answer is to kill that part of ourselves which seeks anything high and noble and human. An elegant solution! By indulging each cruelest impulse and vile desire of the flesh, we find the only true rebellion; hence the only true freedom; hence the only true artistic expression of man. You see?”


  Ami realized that he was not rolling his eyes upward as the theatrical gesture. She stole a glance up.


  A number of white owls on silent wings were flying down and landing softly on the roof of the building above and behind. They stared down with unwinking eyes as bright as brass mirrors.


  “Death is real. Death is what all art aims at. All true poetry is throwing a stick of dynamite, not just at living things, but at the idea of life itself!”


  Little sparks of light crawled over the owls, and they became women, pale faced, cruel eyed, and beautiful, in feathered white cloaks and feathered headdresses with charming wands in their hands.


  The Cossack saw that Ami had seen the owl women, and so he hopped from the oil drum and drew his sword. “Ah, you do see! Your escape over the rooftops is cut off; you are outmaneuvered, outnumbered, outwitted, and out of hope.”


  He had been speaking not, as it seemed, merely to hear his own voice, but to distract her long enough for the lid of his trap to be fitted in place.


  “Now, how would you prefer to begin? Deflowered first or dismembered first? Think it over since sometimes one wishes the meat before the pleasure, but at other times…”


  She tried again to draw her knife, but her numb fingers betrayed her. The kunai fell from beneath her cloak and clattered loudly on the pavement of the street.


  The Cossack stopped, his mustache twitching. The wolves circling her froze in place, as if surprised by the unexpectedly loud noise. Their noses quivered, lips drew back, heads lowered, and ears lay flat.


  Then, the Cossack stared at the dropped knife in disbelief. He threw back his head and laughed so hard his cigarette flew from his lips and landed behind him.


  “Why!” he cried, “That was… really… are you still trying to fight us? Oh, puh-lease! Take off running. Pick a direction. Like Heaven, I will grant you false hope to help torment you. I’ll give you a ten-second head start! My beasts need exercise.”


  Ami said, “Lucien Cobweb, I have a message for you.”


  “Ah! So the little teen vixen can talk!” His grin slanted sideways, and his eyebrows slanted the other direction. “A message? From Winged Vengeance? Do tell!” Then, he pouted. “Wait… How did you discover my name?”


  She said, “Let all the Twilight folk know that when eternal day breaks, twilight is no more, and all deeds will be laid bare and judged.”


  His eyes grew wide in shock. “Who told you that? Who told you to tell me that? Who? It’s a lie! It’s a damned lie!” He whirled and shouted at his wolves. “Tear her to bits!”


  Ami shouted, “Who wants the Ring of Mists? Here it is! Whoever takes me takes it and takes Lucien’s place!”


  Lucien shouted, “Wait!” and his wolves, trembling and crouching in anticipation, hesitated at his command.


  She held up her fist, turned, and threw something past Lucien Cobweb’s ear. He turned his head. A small, round, bright metal object clattered off the side of the oil drum behind him and went skipping off into the dark.


  “Fetch!” she called.


  Several of the wolves pelted after it, and then, seeing their brothers run, and greedy for the ring, more wolves broke formation and ran toward the northern part of the yard. Lucien turned his head to follow the bugging device she had tossed. “Wait! Stop, you fools! The ring is still on her fi–!”


  While his head was turned, Ami took a running leap and launched herself into the air, uttering her piercing kiai as she did so. Lucien snapped his head back around just in time to see the side of her high-heeled boot catch him under the chin and strike his neck with the full force of her body.


  Of course, her body was only five-foot-two and ninety-nine pounds. Lucien staggered back with a cough, grinned, struck her knee with one hand, took her ankle in his other hand, and threw her to the ground. She could not use her hands to cushion the blow. The wind was knocked out of her lungs, and a dazzling darkness danced in her eyes.


  Lucien opened his mouth and screamed a mindless scream of rage. His teeth elongated, and his skull was pulled out of human shape. His clothing did not rip, but grew misty, changing into a colored fog and vanishing. His transition into wolf-shape was much faster than what Ami had seen his packmates do: it was done in an eye blink. The scream had changed into a howl. He fell to all fours, and by the time his hands touched the ground to either side of her, they were paws.


  He was bigger than the other wolves, and his pelt was the rich and handsome silver of an arctic wolf. His forepaws were on the concrete to either side of her, pining her in. All the wolves howled with him, and the owl women screamed.


  Despair overcame her. Whatever spirit it was that enabled a man to fight to the bitter end and beyond, with no hope of victory or survival, when she sought it in herself, it was not there. She had failed entirely! Hot tears stung her eyes.


  Ami did not even raise her hand to defend her throat. She merely turned her head aside so that the wolf would not see her tears, and she waited for death.


  When she exposed her throat, instead of striking, the silver wolf grinned the same slanted grin his man-face used, but then his ears pricked up, and his head swiveled.


  He whispered, “What is that? Who is it? Who dares?”


  Ami heard a trumpet blow.


Chapter Nine: The Sign of the Swan


  1. The Cavalry


  Horncalls blowing echoed through the wolf howls. The wolves lowered their ears and tails, some whimpering but others snapping and barking in fury. The owl-women on the roof shrieked thin, high shrieks and swirled their cloaks, leaping into the air. The huge, ungainly beast reared up, bellowing.


  Lucien raised one forepaw, ignoring the girl trapped under him, and stared down the dark street. Noise, howling, and commotion were coming from somewhere just beyond the stack of shipping containers on the southern side of the yard.


  With her hands numb, Ami could not grip and turn her ring, and when she tried to flick her wrist to bring the wirepoon gun out of its quickdraw holster, nothing happened.


  Ami did not try any precision strikes with her numb hands. Instead, she knee-kicked the silver wolf in his groin, with one leg then the other, and kicked with both legs into his ankle joint. He howled and fell to one side. She rolled to the other, driving her elbow like a pick-ax into the wolf’s temple. He snapped at her, seizing her elbow with a grip like a beartrap, strong enough to break her bones. By sheer mischance, however, the elbow pad in her supersuit inflated in his mouth and tore loose of its fastenings. Ami rolled and came to her feet while Lucien choked a moment on the expanding wedge of fabric in his mouth. He spat it free.


  The horn sounded again, and now came the sound of drumming hoofbeats, as if iron-hard hooves were pounding divots out of concrete. Lucien glared at her, but the noise of the horn made him turn his head.


  Other wolves were more intent on her. Three jumped her. She leaped in the air and kicked one in the chest so that he landed to one side of her and failed to knock her over. But two of them grabbed her arms, one set of jaws clamping each wrist. The fabric of her suit stiffened and creaked under the pressure of those jaws, so neither arm was ripped off, but the pain was terrible, and she screamed as she twisted to strike the wolf on her left with knee and boot, and then with an ax-kick as she brought her leg back down. The wolf snarled in annoyance, yanked its head, twisted her arm, and forced her to her knees.


  She cried out, more in fear than pain, knowing she was helpless before the monsters.


  At that moment, a tall figure, armored head-to-foot, and riding a monstrously tall, muscular roan-red steed came pounding down the street like a thunderstorm, and the cloud of debris from the concrete exploding under the steed’s hoofs was like a sirocco. The mantle of the knight flapped like vast white wings. The plumes of his helm in the night gloom shined like fire. The steed was as heavily armored as the rider, with a chamfron on the head and a crinet on the neck, a peytral on the wide breast of the horse and flanchards and a crupper to side and rear.


  Wolf howls and owlshrieks erupted. The knight rode directly into the midst of the thickest pack of wolf-monsters and trampled and slew them. His lance dipped lightly as a willow wand and stuck with all the weight of horse and man, skewering one wolf after another. Then, he was past them, and the wolf corpses were tossed into the air from the fury of his passage, and the lance was red, wet, and smoking with blood.


  The magnificent horse leaped into the air, graceful as a deer, while the astonished wolves below raised their muzzles and howled in awe and fear. The shadow of the huge steed passed over Ami, and she looked up, her face pale and eyes wide. The caparison of the steed spread like wings. The golden spurs on the heels of the knight caught the light and shined like red comets.


  Directly atop the wolf gripping her right arm, the steed landed with all four hoofs, like a pronghorn stag trampling a serpent. Blood sprayed everywhere. The sound of bones breaking was like the noise of a tree tossed down by the wind, with every branch snapped in half. The wolf on her left arm released her, raised his maw, and vomited a stream of liquid fire toward the knight. The stream splashed off his shield.


  He raised his terrible lance and gored the wolf through its burning mouth and throat. The horse neighed and reared. The knight raised the corpse on high with effortless, superhuman strength and tossed the great wolf—as large as a pony—off the spear point and a dozen yards through the air.


  In the light of the fire clinging to his shield and spear, Ami could see the play of diamonds sparkling in his white armor. There was a white swan on the blue field on his surcoat, with its wings spread. The crest of a swan was above his brow, and jutting up from his temples were shining swan-wings of bright silver.


  The horse neighed angrily. The knight said softly, “Yes, I know it is she!” The rearing horsemen turned his head toward her. His helm was a single piece, with a Y-shaped opening in the front where the gleaming of his eyes could be seen, the glint of his grimace. She thought the bright helm was skull-like and terrifying.


  The steed came down again, landing his forehoofs on the broken body of the werewolf he had earlier trampled. The clash of the steel barding on the huge steed was like thunder.


  Then, the knight shouted over the clamor of the howls and shrieks, “Little thief girl, flee this place! These dark matters are not for you! You have spoiled one clue leading us to the City of Corpses: spoil no more!”


  It was a boy’s voice—a teenager, perhaps no older than herself.


  She shouted up at him, “What have you done with Elfine?”


  “Oh? What have you done with Tomorrow? Avaunt this place!” He raised his shield as arrows from the bowmen standing on the loading dock let fly a volley. The arrows bounced from shield, armor, and barding alike. He steered the horse with his knee to place himself and his steed between her and the bowmen.


  The Cossack leaped up into human form and onto the loading dock. His costume and gear solidified out of a cloud of mist around him. He turned and raised his pistol. But at the same moment, the dark gray wolf—the same one who had been guarding the violin case—now leaped on the man from behind and, with his jaws, tore the gun from his hand.


  The gun went off, but the bullet missed the knight. Instead, there was a noise too loud to be heard, and a gush of hot wind as sharp as a blow across the skull, and the all the upper windows of the Mr. Vegetable warehouse exploded outward in a shower of glass. Balls of red flame poured out and then columns of black smoke after. Alarm bells rang. The owls scattered. Whatever it was that the Cossack’s pistol fired was no bullet but had the force of dynamite.


  As the dark gray wolf landed, stolen gun in mouth, he stumbled over the lip of the loading dock and fell to the concrete of the yard. His wolf pelt came off. Beneath, he was a dog, not a wolf. He had a white chest and snout, black ears, and bright eyes with circles like a raccoon mask around them. He was barking furiously, nose high, inordinately proud of himself. One owl and then another stooped down out of the black sky and clawed at his face but both of them missed.


  The knight shouted, "Bad dog! Bad! You could be killed! Get out of there! Get Matthias!” To her, he turned and shouted, “Flee, miss! I shall defend you at the peril of my body, even if I die for it!”


  Ami turned but she saw no direction in which to run. Several of the wolves were still circling her, hesitating, and she could not get her wirepoon gun out of her glove. She dodged one wolf who lunged at her, kicking him in the head. The others hung back, trying to get behind her.


  The Cossack was staring at his bleeding hand in confusion and shock. The knight saw him, lowered his lance, and charged. The Cossack’s head jerked up at the sound, his eyes bright and fierce. As before, the Cossack’s splendid uniform turned into mist and vanished, and a large arctic wolf, rearing on hind paws, was in his place.


  The steed’s hoofs practically flew across the concrete of the yard, kicking up gouges. The silver wolf howled and leaped headlong through the air toward the knight and his deadly lance, but then the Cheyenne and two other men in leather jackets, dropping their longbows, tackled the silver wolf in mid-leap, knocking him aside, and a smaller black wolf leaped at the charging knight and threw itself bodily on the lance, sacrificing its life without hesitation. The lance was fouled, and the silver wolf was pulled by his loyal minions back into the dark doors. The Cheyenne shouted a command.


  The rough necrovore reared up and grinned with its crocodile mouth, and came rushing to battle. The speed of the charge was horrifying. It seemed unnatural that so huge a beast could move so fast.


  Ami saw this and screamed in fear, seeing the gigantic beast rushing on the smaller figure of the knight. The boy in armor was sure to be killed! Fortunately, she had seen the speed of the huge red steed; the horse would no doubt carry the lad out of danger.


  Instead, as if life and limb meant nothing, the knight shouted a battlecry, “For God and Arthur!” bent over the horse’s neck, lowered the lance, and rushed at an insane speed directly toward the vast beast.


  All the wolves and owls, as if frozen, paused and stared. The great beast reared in fear as the lance darted toward its piggy eye. Instead, the shaft entered the breast where foreleg met ribcage, seeking the creature’s monstrous heart. The lance shaft sunk a yard into the blubber of the monster’s flesh and was torn from the hand of the knight as the tall red steed thundered past.


  The beast, out of control, now trampled a line of wolves too stunned with fear to leap aside. Their bodies were scattered under the massive, galloping elephantine feet, and the other wolves yowled and fled, leaderless.


  The knight drew his sword and shouted, “For Arthur! For Christ! For the Last Crusade!” The sword blade gleamed like a mirror in the gloom, wonderfully bright. And the knight set off charging after the beast. The first wolf who leaped toward the knight, he stabbed, and the sword blade erupted into bright fire, throwing shadows all along the street, and drawing reflections from all windows nearby.


  By that light, in the distance, Ami saw a young man walking down the middle of the street about two blocks away. His head was bowed, and his steps unhurried. In one hand he held a book, and in the other, a candle in a candlestick.


  
2. Bell, Book, and Candle


  As the beast rushed away and the knight thundered after in pursuit, most of the yowling wolves went rushing after the knight. The few who stayed here were circling her, their heads low, ears flattened, snarling.


  She fumbled again at her belt. With her numb fingers and unresponsive hands, she could not feel which holster snap, pouch clasp, or knife handle was which. She threw down a trio of miniature grenades, which began spitting greenish-brown gas. She tossed her head to bring her mask over her face. The filters engaged automatically, and the neckpiece of her suit sealed airtight with a sharp hiss.


  The tiny grenades must have been built on the same principles as her suit pouches and holsters because the volume of gas that erupted was more than seemed possible. The cloud erupted and filled the street. Her night vision was blocked, but the cloud was transparent on infrared wavelengths, and she saw the low, quadruped shapes of the wolves dancing and gyrating madly at the edge of the spreading gas cloud, trying to escape it.


  Their noses were perhaps more sensitive that human noses because half of them started to stand up and take on human outlines: but these shouted and screamed even more loudly than the wolves howled, for they had no fur to protect their naked skin.


  Ami ran as quietly as she could toward the edge of the cloud where the heat-shadows of the wolves were farthest apart. But there were still over a dozen wolves in the street and owls overhead despite those who had fled to chase the knight.


  A wind from the river passed down the street, and the green cloud began to sink. Ami’s fingers fumbled at her belt, hoping she had one more gas grenade left.


  Now only a hundred yards away, she could see the boy with the book and candle more clearly. He was a young man in rimless eyeglasses with a narrow face, solemn, and grave. His hair was long, falling almost to his shoulders, and his garb was black from neck to heel. Ami was certain she had seen him before.


  He was reading from the book:


  …let them be excluded from the bosom of our Holy Mother Church in Heaven and on Earth; let them be excommunicated and anathematized and judged condemned to eternal fire with Satan and his angels and all the reprobate, so long as any refuse to burst the fetters of the demon, do penance, and satisfy the Church. You are delivered hence to Satan to mortify your body, that your soul may be saved on the Day of Judgment….


  He then dashed the candle to the ground, saying, “So be it! So be it! So be it!” Closing the book, he drew a bell from inside the pocket of his long, dark coat, unwrapped a handkerchief from its mouth to free the clapper, and rang the silver bell with a long, high, solemn sweep of his arm.


  Ami looked up. The owl women were in full flight, vanishing in the distance. Ami felt her hands tingle with pins and needles as sensation returned. Able to manipulate her fingers once again, she wasted no time but twisted the ring to pewter, shrugged the wirepoon gun into her palm, and swung quickly up to the roof of a nearby warehouse, one that was not smoldering with fumes. From there she swung to the top of a telephone pole, which gave her a good view of the street. She shot arrows into the wolf nearest the young man with the bell, and then the next nearest, and so on, until the wolves fled.


  She saw brightness one street over and heard a commotion. She was eager to talk to the boy with the bell and question him, but she did not want to stand by idly while the knight was killed by the giant beast. Half-weightless, she leaped from rooftop to rooftop.


  Ami landed on the roof a boathouse directly fronting the river in time to see the great lumbering beast leap from the end of the wharf and dive into the river water. Again, the ungainly beast was surprisingly maneuverable in the water, and it arrowed downward into dark depths. The lance was still sticking into the monster, and blood was trailing it as it dove.


  The knight pursued it to the edge, burning sword dazzling brightly in his hand. Ami felt sorry for the lad, who was no doubt disappointed that the monster had so neatly escaped him.


  Without hesitation the great red steed leaped a prodigious leap into the air, and man and rider plunged into the dark and cold waters, and were swallowed. Ami’s jaw dropped. She had not realized that knights committed ritual suicide like samurai.


  Then she blinked in disbelief. It was not suicide after all. She saw the light from the sword moving under the water. Whether the horse was swimming or running along the muddy bottom, she did not know.


  But the knight did not give up the chase. The burning light from the sword moved into deeper water and dwindled in the distance, moving downriver toward the sea.


  Ami stood, watching the water and hoping the knight might reemerge; but time passed, and the river flowed.


  
3. Arson


  She returned to the Mr. Vegetable warehouse. She was surprised to see firetrucks and firemen already there, hosing down the smoking building. She was not surprised to see the young man with the bell, book, and candle gone. No wolves were to be seen.


  However, she was more surprised—but perhaps should not have been—to see the warehouse directly opposite the Mr. Vegetable also on fire. Flame poured from the upper windows of the Catoblepas Discreet Shipping warehouse, and oily black smoke rolled endlessly out into the night.


  She was still getting beeps from her bugs, which were still somewhere inside the warehouse. However, as the flames spread, the signal stuttered and stopped. No doubt the metallic parts of the tracking devices melted. The warehouse roof collapsed inward on itself.


  Someone or something had cleared the wolf corpses away, taking her arrows with them.


  Ami crouched in the shadows atop a roof not far away, scowling beneath a smiling fox mask. “I owe someone my life, and I don’t know his name. He is the one who took Elfine unless there are two medieval knights on red horses galloping the streets of New York and New Jersey after dark on the selfsame night, which I doubt. I don’t know my name. I’ve lost Elfine, and I have spent three mini-grenades and lost four arrows and one throwing knife, none of which I know how to replace.”


  Her stomach rumbled. She also had no money and no friends and no way to get a meal or a place to sleep.


Chapter Ten: Werewolves and Elfs


  1. Perplexing and Confusing


  Ami found an all-night coffee shop run by a little old Korean man who rested a shotgun on pegs above the chalkboard where his daily menu was written. The shotgun may or may not have been loaded, and may or may not have been legal, but the two cops sitting wearily near the door of the shop were treated to free coffee, and perhaps they thought that such a weapon on display was what allowed the shop to remain open at hours when all others were locked up behind iron grates.


  The officers stared when a young Japanese woman in a skintight dark catsuit, black thigh boots, and opera gloves walked into the coffee shop, her mask tucked under one arm. The cool wind of the hour before dawn gusted just as she opened the door, and her cape billowed. Both the officers, a young man and an old, had red hair. She wondered if they were Irish.


  Both stared at her hips as she walked by. She was not sure if they were merely admirers or if the knives and weapons in her belt were obvious.


  Ami asked the old owner if she could use the lady’s room.


  Inside were two stalls, a changing table, and a sink. She took out both her kimono decorated with foxes and moths, and the suit of expensive and tasteful American clothes obtained by fraud.


  She set them on the countertop, one to either side of the sink, and looked at her herself in the mirror. Without Elfine around to cast a glamour, Ami did not look as pretty as she had before. Her eyes were puffy with tears and weariness. Her face was pinched with anxiety.


  She looked down at the lovely kimono. If she wore that on the street, anyone seeing her, Irish or not, would notice and recall. She knew she had enemies. She did not know their numbers or tactics or long-term goals. But whether they were few or many, with agents on every street, she did not know.


  Even the underwear Elfine had given her was too expensive. It looked too nice to be underthings: it was a black lace one-piece garment of a type Ami did not recognize. It might have been a bustier, or it might have been a leotard. It covered more than most bathing suits. In fact, it was more modest than what Elfine herself wore.


  Wearing the kimono would, at least, be honest, assuming it was actually hers. But how much did it increase her chances of being caught? A little? A lot?


  Was wearing the expensive clothing Elfine had pilfered for her excused by the nature of the emergency in which Ami was trapped?


  But that question could not be answered without some way to weigh the gravity of the wrongdoing on the one hand versus the gravity of the danger on the other. It was true that if Ami remained uncaptured and alive, she had some chance of making amends for past wrongs to whomever she had wronged if she broke the law, but if she died, both she and her cause were lost.


  That was a particularly painful thought since she did not know for what her cause she fought. The knight who abducted Elfine had called her a thief. And the gear she carried would certainly be useful to someone in that profession.


  Ami looked in the mirror. The girl in the mirror had bright, honest eyes and thin, determined lips. It was not the face of a thief.


  She spoke to herself quietly, watching the lips move on the face in the mirror. “Someone built this suit for me. It is well crafted—a work of genius. Someone trained me. I almost heard his voice in my ear when I first woke. For what purpose? What mission?”


  A bewildered shrug in the mirror answered her. “I don’t remember.”


  The girl in the mirror’s lips moved as Ami said softly, “What if it was for an important purpose? A mission? A cause?”


  She scowled. “I am hungry and all alone. The mission is forgotten. The cause is misplaced. If I cannot remember it, I cannot serve it.”


  “A misplaced cause is not a lost cause!” She said to her reflection sharply, “Just because you have forgotten what purpose you serve does not mean your life is purposeless!”


  She sighed. “It does if I don’t know what to do! Elfine might have been a scatterbrain, but she always had a plan.”


  But her face in the reflection was confident. “Someone is relying on you—someone in trouble like Elfine, but forgotten. Can’t you feel it?”


  She said, “Maybe so, but I don’t remember who is relying on me or for what.”


  But the words she had heard in her dream—if it had been a dream—when first she had woken in the hospital room returned to her. Let not the soul of thy beloved be drawn into darkness.


  But who was her beloved? A family member? A teacher? Elfine?


  She looked at the ring on her finger. Was she married? Or engaged? Perhaps her beloved was husband, or fiancée. Who had given her this ring, and why?


  To answer her, there was nothing. Her amnesia was a blank blackness in her soul, saying no words, revealing no past.


  She saw herself straighten up in the mirror. She squared her shoulders. “Does that mean you can fail him? Let him down? Let him die? Whoever he is, someone needs your help. You are on a case!”


  Her doubts answered. “And if I turn out to be merely a thief or an assassin, or if the suit is not mine? What if there is no mission, no case?”


  The girl in the mirror shrugged. “There must be. That knight told you to get off the case, didn’t he?”


  “That means there is a case. And…”

  
  “And?”


  “And Elfine said that whenever someone tells you to get off the case, that is when you don’t!”


  She nodded, and the reflection nodded with her. “I am glad we agree. What is the next step?”


  The look of determination on the face in the mirror was not as good as having Elfine come up with ideas, but it did help because, now that her mind was clear, the next step was clear as well.


  
2. The Next Step


  She put on the expensive but normal-looking stockings, shoes, blouse, skirt, and jacket. Her supersuit and gear she could stow in her cape pocket, which she then carried draped over one arm as if it were a folded raincoat. Rather than return through the coffee shop and be seen by the officers, she retreated through the kitchen to a storeroom and then into a back alley.


  She twisted the ring to iron, yanked it off, watched it turn clear as glass and vanish from sight, and then put it carefully back on her finger.


  Hitchhiking might have been illegal in New York, but it was not as illegal as cheating the toll, and it was much more comfortable than clinging to a truck roof.


  She stood by the roadside with her thumb up and smiled, and was picked up at sunrise by a sixteen-year-old boy driving a sixty-year-old VW bug.


  Her worries about having to come up with a story turned out to be nothing. The boy was a talker. He told her of his past and his hopes, said he was working as an intern in an experimental theater group in Manhattan, and told a confusingly elliptical story about some sort of appliance or application having to do with cellphones or smartphones, which segued into his analysis on the growth and decline of an interpretive jazz dance artist, whose career he was debating with an anonymous user. He recited the brilliant points he had made in the argument and spoke of how he would use the pain he had suffered to improve his stage craftsmanship. Then, he complained about his girlfriend, or ex-girlfriend, who may have been the debate partner, or the dancer, or both, or neither.


  Ami rode in the passenger’s seat, smiling politely and nodding politely, not taking her eyes from him while contemplating what blows and holds would be most effective when fighting a man strapped into a parallel seat, with a low roof and dashboard limiting motion in every direction, should he turn into a monster.


  He did not turn into a monster. Instead, no doubt encouraged by how her gaze had not left him, when it came time to drop her off at the Nineteenth Precinct building on East 67th, he jumped up, circled the snub nose of the car, and held the passenger’s door for her. He asked her for her number, and she told him it was forty-nine. While he blinked in confusion, she thanked him and walked quickly away.


  The precinct house was a four-story building of red brick and white granite cornices. The windows were arched, and two lanterns burned on either side of the arched door.


  A metal detector whistled at her when she entered the door. An officer had her remove her shoes, and he waved a hand-held detector up and down her body while she held her hands over head. He stared at her a moment, smiled at her, the young, pretty and harmless-looking girl, and then waved her on by.


  There was almost no one in the waiting room at this early hour. A janitor was mopping the tiles. A drunk was sleeping in a chair. There was a woman in uniform manning the front desk. Ami approached and bowed. The policewoman’s eyebrows went up.


  Ami said, “I wish please to speak with officer Dom Damiano.”


  “And you are…?”


  “Hanako Yamada.” It was the Japanese version of calling herself Jane Doe.


  “And why do you want to see Lieutenant Damiano, Miss, ah, Yamaha?”


  She bowed again, “It is about my sister. She is missing. She is about my height and weight—we are close enough to share clothes. At the hospital I was told the lieutenant was the man who found her. I would like to find out if he has any additional information about where was she found.”


  “Did you file a missing person report? I can have someone take down your statement. If you would just fill out this information…” She passed Ami a clipboard and form.


  The form asked for all the information she did not know about herself, starting with her name, address, mailing address, place of work, father’s full name, mother’s full name, mother’s maiden name, home number, day number, emergency number, cell number, driving license number, voter identification number…


  While she might have been willing to tell one or two innocent lies in a good cause, she knew she would look foolish and be caught immediately if she lied about something she did not know what it was. Answering all the questions about numbers with forty-nine might lead to immediate suspicion. And what was SSN? It had nine blank spaces to be filled in, but the form did not indicate whether these were letters or numbers.


  Ami bowed again and passed the form back, “I am so sorry. I cannot read or write English. May I not simply speak to the officer?”


  “Lieutenant Damiano is not on duty today. That information is so we can contact you when he gets back on duty. And if you have information about a missing person, you really should give us a statement so that we can find her. It’s very important that you cooperate.”


  The policewoman stared carefully at Ami’s face. She continued, “I can have someone help you write down your information and statement. You do want Lieutenant Damiano to be able to help you?”


  Ami said, “I am sorry to trouble you. Did he leave a written report I could see?”


  The policewoman spread her hands, “That would be up to him or the captain. Usually, we don’t share information about ongoing investigations with the public, especially those who cannot read English, but seeing as you are family, I am sure something can be arranged. Now, tell me how to spell your name, Miss, ah, Yamoto, was it?”


  “I am so sorry.” She bowed again. “I don’t know how to spell it in Roman letters. It means mountain ricefield.”


  The policewoman’s stare became hard and flinty. “It would be written on your driver’s license, miss.”


  “I am so sorry, I don’t have one of those.”


  “Your library card.”


  “I am so sorry. I am not from this country.”


  The policewoman looked her up and down. “But you shop here. Do you have a bank account? A passport? No?”


  “It is missing.”


  “Miss, if your passport has been lost or stolen, you are required to report that. What exactly was your sister doing before she went missing? And why didn’t you file a missing person report?”


  “I– ah– was ill in bed and could not come here.”


  “And where exactly is this bed? Where are you staying?”


  “I don’t know the name. It was a friend’s apartment. In a tall building.”


  “Honey, we have a lot of tall buildings in this town. Does your friend have a name?”


  “Elfine Moth.”


  “And where is he now?”


  “She.”


  “Where is she now?”


  “She is gone. Away. Gone away.”


  “So. Your sister is missing, your passport is missing, and your friend is missing. Do you know anyone who is not missing?”


  Ami was unnerved, so she bowed again, unable to think of anything to say.


  “Miss, sit down right there. I think you should speak with one of the detectives.”


  Ami nodded obediently and sat down, folding her cape over her hands, and placed them in her lap. She waited until the policewoman turned back to typing. When the janitor left and there was no one else in the room except for the sleeping drunk, she felt for her ring. She twisted the invisible ring on her finger twice clockwise and twice counterclockwise. A dark mist rose up and surrounded her.


  The lights in the room seemed dim and distant, and the walls no longer seemed quite parallel or perpendicular to each other. The sounds echoed and lingered strangely.


  Ami rose and quietly walked out of the waiting room. The eyes of the officer manning the metal detector at the door did not focus on her. She stood by the door, as motionless and silent as a tree until someone came in. He was a yawning fireman from the Hook and Ladder company next door, carrying a box of doughnuts, and calling out a cheery good morning. Ami slipped through the door behind him as it was closing.


  
3. He Hath the Strength of an Unicorn


  Outside, on the sidewalk, there was a crowned lion sitting on one side of the precinct station, shining like gold. To the other side, shining like the moon, was a bearded unicorn, larger than a stallion and more graceful than a stag.


  The unicorn turned its head toward her. “In the wilderness, in whose hand is the keeping of the law?”


  Ami froze in shock. The voice was like the sound like floodwaters rushing.


  The lion said, “The keeping of the law is in the hand of the king!”


  His roar was the cry of a brass trumpet. Ami knelt, clutching her ears.


  The unicorn said, “And who shall keep the law while the king sleeps?”


  The lion said, “Let the thief catch the thief, and let the vigilante avenge the blood, that when the king wakes, he shall spare you.”


  Ami in terror threw herself on her face, cowering. She twisted the ring on her finger from iron to pewter to silver, and the thunders of the voices fell silent. She looked up. The apparitions were gone.


  A messenger on a bicycle rode by, staring at her lying face down on the pavement, but he said nothing.


  
4. Werewolves and Warehouses


  Her first idea had been a dead end. But she was not out of options yet.


  It was an eight-block walk from the police precinct to the hospital—about a third of a mile. She looked with envy at the buses and taxicabs crawling slowly by and wished she had money.


  As she walked, she reviewed the conclusions formed in her mind ever since her intimate heart-to-heart talk with herself in the mirror.


  The warehouse that had been burned down had been a false lead meant to trap her. The real headquarters was elsewhere, a place the truck bearing the necrovore had stopped.


  There, the wolves had been removed from the belly of the beast and inspected, and her bugs had been found by the Cossack during the hour while she had been following along on foot. The corpses had been re-swallowed and the necrovore reloaded on its truck to be carried to New Jersey, with a ghost posted at the tunnel to see if she followed.


  She decided that, at least for now, there was no point in looking up other offices of Catoblepas Discreet Shipping. While it was possible that the arson was meant to destroy records or equipment they wanted no man to see, it would cost them less merely to burn some stranger’s place after breaking in to make it look as if their headquarters were gone. She decided that if her other leads ran dry, she could return to this one in case her guesswork was wrong.


  Why select a warehouse? Obviously, they thought a warehouse would lull her suspicions. This meant they thought she should be looking for a warehouse, not some other kind of building.


  So where was the real one?


  Since the wild goose chase had led her out of the city, chances were the real warehouse was between the hospital and the river along the route the truck had taken. It was no doubt where Whelan and Phelan would be brought since the necrovore was still busy being chased down the Hudson River.


  When she arrived, Ami saw that the alley between the dance studio and the hospital was empty of wolf corpses. Whelan and Phelan were gone. It seemed the anarchists were getting quicker on the uptake or more thorough.


  Ami smiled, glad she had been thorough, too.


  
5. The Third Trace


  She took out her utility belt, opened the belt buckle, and studied the radio controls hidden there. There were three tracer reception channels turned to zero volume. The belt tabs holding the tracers were numbered, as were the channels. Two channels belonged to the bugs hidden inside Whelan and Phelan.


  The third was labeled zero-one. She had no memory of dropping that tracer. It must have been from before. Something from her previous life.


  As she hoped, the radio gear was meant also to be used with the mask off. She found skintone-tinted earphone buds that fit neatly in either ear to relay the signals the mask received even when the mask was hidden in the cape pocket.


  She followed the stronger first: the signal for Whelan and Phelan was coming from across the street and two blocks south. She saw the sign of the Cobbler’s Club on its awning. It was, by now, almost a familiar place.


  She circled the block to confirm that the signal was coming from that building. A sign in front declared it closed. No lights gleamed. The doors of the loading dock in back were shut and locked. Through an upper window, she saw what seemed to be a large dog staring out at her.


  From the window of a taller building across the street, she used the binoculars from her utility belt to study the roof of the Cobbler building. There were two men on the roof, either taking a smoking break or standing watch. There was activity at midmorning: a large number of dogs, more than a dozen, were taken out by several young women for a walk in Central Park. At noon, a score of young, smiling beauties marched out of the main doors and down the street, attracting stares and whistles. Apparently, some of the showgirls or waitresses lived in a dormitory in the building. This miniature pageant traveled two blocks over to a spa and fitness club called Equinox. Two hours later, they marched back. At three o’clock, there was more activity: rear doors were unlocked, and a mixture of hard-faced men and pretty young women began arriving. Presumably, they were the kitchen crew, waitresses, bouncers, barkeep, and so on. At four o’clock the front doors were opened, lanterns raised, window drapes drawn back, signs lit, and so on, and the establishment was open for business.


  Ami thought it might be too bold to join the line forming at the door to get in and go to the club, especially as she had no money. The signal from the two tracers had not moved or dropped during the hours of her patient vigil. And the mystery of the other lead was nagging her: where, or on whom, had she placed a tracer, and why? Or—it suddenly occurred to her—if she had not planted the tracer, where had the prior owner of this supersuit done so?


Chapter Eleven: Desecrate Ground


  1. The Church of the Transfiguration


  It was after midnight when she abandoning her watch over the Cobbler’s Club. Ami walked down Madison Avenue, following the signal from her former life. She was tired, and hungry, and had no fare for bus or subway. The ache in her stomach reminded her that the last time she had eaten was breakfast the previous day.


  On she walked. The night sky was invisible, washed out by signs and skyscrapers, and endless vertical rows and ranks of light. The air seemed warm and close despite the early season and the late hour, and the tall buildings on either hand were like the walls of a box. The hard-faced crowds on the street seemed surlier than before, and the bleating and honking street traffic ruder.


  She found an open-air shopping courtyard, a semicircle of stalls with vendors crying out the virtues of their wares, surrounded by a hedge and tucked between two buildings. Here, beneath a tree, was a roofless booth for taking photos. No cameras and no clerks seemed to be paying any particular attention to it: Ami ducked in, changed into her skintight black suit, and donned her utility belt. The weight of her weapons on her hips was comforting.


  She shot her wirepoon up into the tree, twisted her ring to pewter, and lifted herself out of the scene like a Greek actor portraying a departing god. From the tree, she swung to the roof of the nearest low building, and from there to a taller building.


  She heard the voice of one little boy cry out in delight and awe as she threw herself lightly through the air, but if anyone else saw her, no cries followed.


  Just the physical pleasure of soaring through the cool night air, far above the streetlamps, was exhilarating.


  From roof to roof she dove and swung and flew, weightless as a dream.


  North of Madison Square Park, she came upon an area where there were no lights. The concrete ended. Neighboring buildings loomed over a square of cedar trees and rosebushes. Midmost were several buildings, deserted and dark, connected by unlit gray walkways. The only light came from the sign on the locked gate of the spearpoint fence. Ami held up her binoculars to the lenses of her fox mask.


  NOTICE: This building is unfit for human habitation; the use or occupancy of this building for human habitation is prohibited and unlawful. It was signed by the Building Inspector.


  There was a smaller sign beneath the first.


  Know all men by these presences that the buildings, grounds, and fixtures of this facility are deconsecrated, desanctified, desacralized, and fit for profane use alone. No further remains will be received for interment. No dead may come. It was signed by the Ordinary and the Bishop.


  She put the binoculars away, frowning under her mask. What did it mean when ground was no longer sacred?


  No dead may come. That ominous phrase, oddly enough, was cheering to her. Perhaps the ghosts would stay away.


  The signal was coming from the fourth story of a Gothic edifice of soaring arches and frowning gargoyles. Ami swung to the steeple. She landed in the shadow of a peaked roof. Dark spaces where bells once hung gaped like toothless mouths.


  She stiffened and looked upward, startled. A trio of hooded saints with drawn swords stared down at her with blind eyes. Ami relaxed, seeing that these were statues. She slid down her line to a ledge before an open window. The right-hand sash of the window was a latticework screen carved with images of ravens battling wolves. The left-hand sash hung down crookedly from a wide iron hinge cast in the shape of a grape leaf.


  She twisted the ring back to white, to make herself, she hoped, invisible to ghosts. Weight returned.


  She checked the window frame for tripwires and electric eyes and saw nothing suspicious. In she slid.


  
2. The Eight-Walled Chamber


  She landed on a carpet. Dust rose into the air. With a quiet hiss, the mask sealed hermetically against the neckpiece, and bottled air from some hidden oxygen supply tickled her nose. Apparently, the supersuit was paranoid about airborne particles.


  The chamber was octagonal, paneled in dark wood, taller than it was wide. Above was an eight-sided wooden dome, heavy with shadows. The wall behind her had arched windows at shoulder level covered with wooden shutters. Rays of light from the skyscrapers and streetlamps shined through the gaps in the carven window screens like a host of spears, held in parallel ranks. The rays were visible, if faint, in the dust of the air.


  Opposite was an arched door with a glass doorknob. The facets of the glass glimmered in the dim light like a miniature moon. Against two walls were cabinet doors. Against the third was an old-fashioned roll top desk, but no chair. In the middle of the room was a small table next to a standing lamp. A phone sat on the table. It was an old-fashioned rotary phone.


  She stepped over to door and opened it. Behind was a brick wall.


  The green shadows she saw through the light-amplification goggles were confusing. The thin and parallel strands of dusty light from the carved window screens made an incomprehensible pattern of bright and dark rectangles across the obtuse angles of the walls and the door. She was not sure what she was seeing.


  She doffed the mask, stepped over to the pole lamp, and, with a click, turned on the light. She blinked at the open door. The brick wall was still there. She ran her hands over it and knocked on the bricks. They were firm and solid.


  She opened the first cabinet door. Behind was a panel of solid wood. The second cabinet door also held nothing but a blank wood wall. There were no cabinets behind the cabinet doors.


  The roll top desk was next. The wooden slats rolled back. The desk was empty. The pigeonholes, nooks and drawers were bare.


  Ami slowly turned in a circle, looking at the blocked door, the missing cabinets, the empty desk. Her eyes narrowed. There was no way to walk in or out of the chamber, and there was nothing in the chamber. It was like the set of a theater stage. What did it mean?


  She knelt. She ran her fingers along the bottom of the table. Eventually, she touched something the size and shape of a dime. She inspected it without touching it. It was the missing tracer from her utility belt. That led to a next question: why had she put this here? It was not an eavesdropping device. A tracer was used to track a moving target.


  Had she wanted herself to return here? If so, how had she known, before it happened, that she would lose her memory?


  Not knowing why she had put it here in the first place, she left the tracer where it was.


  A metallic noise, loud in the quiet chamber, erupted an inch above her head. It was as startling as a firecracker.


  She somersaulted toward a safe corner of the eight-sided room, her back to no window, drawing her sword. The white blade snapped open to its full size as a kodachi. She crouched lightly, one knee on the floor, her fist before her and the blade parallel to her forearm. Her other hand, by instinct, without thought, had drawn three throwing stars and held them between her fingers, arm cocked back, ready to throw.


  It was the phone. The noise was the phone ringing.


  Her eyes narrowed. The phone ring did not cease. There was no answering machine on an older phone.


  She stood, sheathed the blade and throwing stars, and stepped toward the table.


  Her eye fell on the lamp, which she, of course, had lit. Her eyes moved to the windows, which, of course, were not opaque.


  She stepped and peered out from between the carved wooden image of an angry crow pecking at the eyes of a lunging wolf. From which window, balcony, or roof of the two or three buildings in her line of sight, a telescope was trained on this window was impossible to say. The sensation of being inspected without the eyes of her observer being visible was the same as being watched by a ghost.


  She breathed in through her mouth and out through her nose. Man did not control fate; fate controlled man. Desire was an iron chain; detachment was freedom. Only if her heart were as motionless as the dead center of a turning wheel could she act without hesitation and abide the outcome without regret. Only by desiring neither life nor death could she act without fear.


  Hence it was without the slightest tremor in her hand, without the slightest quaver in her voice, that she picked up the phone and spoke, “Here am I.”


  “Meet me at the top of the Empire State Building.”


  Click.


  It had been an older voice, a man’s voice. Ami stood with the phone in hand, eyes wide, motionless with shock. After a moment, the dial tone came on the line.


  She had heard his voice before. Something within her knew it.


  Your bones are more easily broken. Your heart more easily frightened.


  It was the voice of the master who had taught her how to fight.


  
3. Graveyard Shift


  The Empire State Building was within eyesight and within walking distance. Ami swung from roof to roof until she landed on the Langham Place Building. There was no one on the rooftop at night. She changed into her civilian clothing, and picked the lock on the elevator, which she rode to the street level. From there, she walked two blocks.


  The idea of climbing up the outside of the Empire State Building was one she dismissed. Visible, she would be too easily seen by men, and invisible, by ghosts, peering out from any window of the surrounding skyscrapers or up from the surrounding streets.


  Even at midnight, there was a line on the sidewalk to get into the lobby to the Empire State Building. She overheard someone in line mention that there were four more lines inside to queue up in: the lobby elevator line, the ticket line, the express elevator line, and the observation deck line.


  The door to the lobby was equipped with a metal detector. She remembered the metal detector at the precinct house had sensed her many metal weapons even when all were folded into the mist and hidden in her cape. Ami decided this was not the way for her.


  She saw a plaque listing the visitor’s hours. The observation deck was open until two in the morning. She walked all the way around the block the Empire State occupied, taking special note of back entrances for deliveries and the like. The underground ramp leading to the delivery entrance was behind a gate observed by cameras.


  Despite the lateness of the hour, a truck came down the alley. When the truck passed her and she was between it and the wall of the Empire State Building, she was in a spot no eyes could see. She twisted the ring sharply to black and hopped on the tailgate of the truck as it slowed down to enter the ramp.


  She found herself in an immense warehouse, stacked with crates and containers, with its own parking garage staffed by a fleet of trucks. The midnight shift apparently had a full crew manning it: there were dozens of workingmen down here.


  There was one moment of tension when she dismounted from the truck. The driver saw her in his rearview mirror and called out. But when he threw open his door and leaned out, his eyes could not see her crouching an arm’s length away.


  There was also a large plate glass window separating the invoice desks from the loading dock and no way to cross without passing in front of it. She walked on by. One man, who was carrying an Art Deco brass sink on either shoulder, saw her in the reflection and turned, saying, “Hold on, sweetcakes, you ain’t allowed to be…” But his naked eyes deceived him as she moved quietly past before his puzzled face.


  No more cameras or workingmen saw her. No alarm was raised.


  She found a supervisor’s office, which conveniently had a private stairway leading up to the freight elevators. In the stairwell, she doffed her civilian clothes and donned her supersuit. As the snug, almost-living fabric embraced her, and the weight of the weapons was on her hips, confidence filled her.


  The freight elevator doors were locked with key cards, which she had no way to pick or force. Therefore, she merely waited, silent as a fox, unseen in a corner of the corridor until two clerks in overalls, pushing a hand truck hauling a pallet of mail bags, opened the freight elevator for themselves, and, unknowingly, for her.


  The elevator grumbled and shivered and rose. As they passed the sixty-sixth floor, one of the clerks turned toward the front of the elevator, where she was standing and, looking right at her, said to her, “’Tis an ill hour. The graveyard shift is unchancy. This tower is unchancy.”


  He was redhaired and freckled. His name tag read O’KEEFE.


  Ami held her breath, wondering if he could really see her or if he were merely standing so as to face her way.


  The other clerk, who was dark haired and dark skinned, muttered a sullen answer, “You’re cracked.” His name tag read LEROY.


  “Six brothers alive elder than me at birth had I. My dad, six brothers living his elder had he. You know what that means?”


  Leroy said sourly, “It means you are cracked.”


  “Five men went down into the grave to raise this building up. One was smeared flat by a truck. One was clobbered by a hoist. One was when a blasting cap misfired, and he was blown into the air. One fell down an elevator shaft. One from the scaffolding was plucked off by the wind. I hate working in this building. I hear black wings going past the windows.”


  Ami shivered, not precisely sure what this conversation meant, but not liking it. She wondered if speaking of the dead would summon them. But she dared not turn the ring to white and become visible to these living men. She was trapped in the elevator with them.


  Leroy said, “You cannot hear the color of the dang feathers. There is no such thing as your wingy-thingy crow-man.”


  Ami’s eyes grew wide. Crow-man? What did that mean?


  The doors ground open. Ami vaulted upward, swung her legs up, and clung to the crossbraces of the roof of the car.


  O’Keefe followed her with his eyes as she moved. He tugged on the bar of the hand-truck and carefully stepped under her, his eyes on her.


  The two young men maneuvered their hand-truck beneath her and out the door. The red-haired one, O’Keefe, was still staring upward and still talking. His words held the solemn, fierce tone of someone who knows he is not being heard. “Winged Vengeance is real. The Fair Folk—that’s what we call them in case they are listening close by—the Fair Folk walk among us, unseen, unheard, bent on their unknown business, fighting their silent wars, harvesting souls for Hell.”


  The doors closed. She was alone.


  
4. Observation Deck


  Ami found and opened the emergency panel in the elevator car roof. A twist of the ring and she was visible again, but weightless. She resolved not to turn invisible again: it could not be a coincidence that O’Keefe had warned her of the ghosts haunting the building.


  A flick of the wrist brought out the wirepoon pistol. With the softest hiss of noise, the grapnel soared overhead up the elevator shaft.


  On the sixty-ninth floor, Ami clung precariously to the inward side of the locked elevator door. In the pitch blackness, she examined the lock with her ultraviolet flashlight and mask-goggles. The lock was meant to keep out intruders from the other side, not this side. It was easy enough to slide her cape hem around the latch, to stiffen the fabric to metal-hardness, and to yank the latch open.


  At this hour, no one was on this floor. She picked the lock to a law firm, and entered. To her surprise—she had been planning to cut the glass—the windows could be opened and shut. She supposed the building had been raised before the invention of air conditioning.


  She dialed her suit hue to a gray to match the brick of the building. Up she climbed, weightless as a wraith and quick as a fleeting shadow, in a straight line up the column of shadow created by two columns of windows to either side of her.


  The observation deck on the eighty-sixth floor was empty at this hour. Up she went.


  The tower grew sharply narrower. The outside of the last ten floors was coated with lights. She squinted and blinked and climbed, dreadfully aware that any hostile observer could surely see her dark suit against the wash of spotlights, like a black fox walking on snow.


  Above this, it was dark. She saw spotlights positioned to light up the mooring mast, but they were not lit.


  The one hundred second floor had an enclosed observatory. Again, she saw no one, but a feeling of dread touched her heart as if with an ice-cold hand. This told her that the ghosts were here, staring out over the city. She twisted the ring to white and, more cautiously, now that she weighed a hundred pounds, shot the grapnel and climbed.


  She rose above a knee-high railing. It seemed absurdly low, almost as if daring someone to fall over it. Here was a hatch originally meant as the disembarkation door for airships tethered to the spire. From this hatch, to the left and right, a small balcony circled the spire.


  The wind caught and tugged at her. The sounds of the city so far below were inaudible. She felt the whole tower roll and pitch like a ship at sea, but she could not tell if this were real or her inner ear playing a trick on her.


  The moon was bright and half full. The lights which, earlier, had been drowning out the moonlight, now were far underfoot. A high wind was pushing scraps of silver-edged black cloud across the face of the moon. It grew darker.


  No one was here. The voice had said only to meet on “the roof.” What part of the roof had he meant?


  There was a ladder leading up to the spire, obviously for maintenance.


  Up the ladder she went.


  The wind blew the moon free. Like a galleon in full sail rounding the point of an island, the crescent came out from the cloud, and silver light spilled all around.


  She looked up. A cloaked and masked figure was standing, dark in the moonlight, on one of the struts of the mooring mast, arms akimbo and legs spread.


  She shot the grapnel around the stanchion of one of the many transmitter dishes festooning the mooring mast and drew herself up to a strut at right angles to his. Her toes were on a beam of metal no wider than her palm. A triangle of open air with a 1,400-foot drop below parted the two of them.


  
5. Karasu Tengu


  The black mask covered his face and came to a sharp triangle like the beak of a bird of prey. The silhouette of the cloak as it was caught and flapped in the night wind was visible. It was parted in the middle, and the hems were scalloped like the wingfeathers of an enormous black bird. To her own surprise, she realized she knew it: it was a hagaromo, a feathered celestial robe.


  She clicked her lenses from infrared to light amplification. In the infrared, he was invisible. Something in his suit made him the same heat-wavelength as his background. In the greenish hue of the light amplification, she saw the glint of his weapon harness beneath his cloak. Underneath, he wore a black leathery body suit of the same fabric and cut as hers. A Japanese longbow, a yumi, was visible peering over his right shoulder. The hilts of a Japanese longsword, a daikatana, was visible over his left.


  She raised her right fist and placed her left hand over it, inclining her head slightly. She was mute, waiting for him to speak.


  He was silent for a minute, then two, studying her.


  She removed her mask and cowl and tucked them away into her cloak. Her hair was caught by the sudden wind. The braid had come undone, so her locks spread like a black cloud and flew like a streaming banner, whipping in the wind.


  He spoke in Japanese. “Who danced for joy on the day of darkness, when all the spirits of Heaven wept before the stone that blocked the cave where light died? Who stepped forth when none other would go to confront the dreadful spirit that stood upon the eight-forked bridge binding earth to Heaven, and opened the way? Who stood watch before the sacred grail of Sarras, from whose rim the last sacrifice at the last feast drank the last of the wine?”


  Her heart leaped. Her ears knew his voice. She knew she was his disciple and she owed him absolute loyalty. She dismissed the idea of attempting any deception.


  She said, “If you are asking me a password, or a riddle, I don’t know the answer.”


  “She whose shape and appearance you mock would have known. Why should I not kill you here and now, out of memory for her?”


  It took her a moment to realize what he was saying. “But I am not dead! I am here, right before you! I am she! I am… I am…”


  “Your impersonation of the faithful girl you mock is preposterously unconvincing. You do not even know her name.”


  “I am an amnesiac.”


  “Unlikely.”


  A sense of frustration boiled up in her. She had expected a friend and ally from her former life to save her, cure her, and make all things better. She had not expected disbelief, danger, and death threats.


  She cried out, “But true! My memories are stolen, along with my life! An accident or black magic robbed me. I don’t know what happened to me! But I know you! I know your voice! You saved my life!”


  “Did I?”


  “Your voice told me what to do when I woke up in the hospital. My memory of your voice. You trained my arms and my legs and my whole body to be weapons. I fought them off and escaped. Two werewolves and a goat-monster. Redcaps.”


  “Oh? Where are they now?”


  “Who, the monsters? All dead. I killed all three.”


  “Did you weep for them after?”


  She drew her head back in surprise. Ah. “No. Was I supposed to? They were stronger than me. I was glad to see them die.”


  “Did you see to it that they were properly buried?”


  She snorted in contempt. “Ha! I left them for the crows to eat.”


  His shoulders slumped, and the raven mask tilted downward. He said in a soft voice. “Very well. I believe you are she. Fling yourself from this tower to your death.”


  “What? Why?”


  He straightened again, but his voice was shaking with suppressed emotion. “Is it your place to question me? I have spoken. Kill yourself.”


  She said, “I cannot. There is one I have been charged to save.”


  “You swore to obey my every word.”


  She said, “All my oaths were washed away by the bright lady. Why do you want me to kill myself?”


  He said, “Because I am too weak to kill you as I should. I cannot see your face without seeing her.”


  “Her? Who?”


  “Her to whom we both owe the greatest loyalty.”


  Pain stabbed through her heart. “Mother. My mother. She’s dead, isn’t she?”


  He nodded grimly but said nothing.


  She cried, “I can feel the sorrow, but I cannot remember her. I don’t know her name. I don’t know mine. Or yours! Who are you?”


  He said softly, “I am the eyes of the night. I am the swift and deadly arrowshaft that strikes from afar. I am retaliation. I am reprisal. I am Winged Vengeance.”


  She felt warmth on her cheek, the sting of salt in her eye. She wiped free the tears she discovered. In a hoarse voice she demanded, “Then tell me! Why must I die?”


  
6. Winged Vengeance


  The dark figure said, “You must die because if you are not a mist-shadow or a sending meant to deceive me, then you are in truth who you seem.”


  “What happened to me?”


  “You fell into the hands of the Supreme Council of Anarchists. None escapes them, except by death, and, even then, sometimes death is no escape. You are enchanted, either possessed by a ghost or mesmerized by a vampire. You serve them now: otherwise, they would not have set you free into the world. No doubt even now they climb the sides of this tower. More fools they.”


  “How can I prove my soul is mine?”


  “It is a thing cannot be proven.”


  “Then how do you know it is not my own?”


  “The Anarchists have no reason to allow you to know you are their slave. You are more sincerely convincing if you also are deceived. The ghost within you will act when needed.”


  “I am true!”


  He shook his head. “I expose myself to danger merely speaking to you. It is sentimentality and unwise. But the ghosts of this tower fear my bow, and they can keep the Anarchists at bay for a time.”


  “There is no one to keep at bay,” said Ami in a weary tone. “No one knows I am here!”


  He made a curt, cutting motion with his hand. “We have but a few minutes to say farewell. If you are truly my disciple, for the sake of the blood and the vendetta we serve, you would know the dishonor you have done me, as well as the danger you pose, and take your own life.”


  “What dishonor? I fought the Anarchists. I do not serve them! I killed their wolves. I fought against Lucien Cobweb. Do you know that name? He is Thursday of the Anarchists. He set a trap for me at a place called Catoblepas Warehouse in Weehawken. They are moving in more and more monsters. They wear counterfeit red caps. The Anarchists are moving them into the world of men in numbers too great for the Black Spell to cover.”


  “Why?”


  “They seek to break the Black Spell of the elfs and overthrow the secret rulers of the world.”


  “Were that truly what they sought, none would oppose them,” he said bitterly. “Where are the monster being brought?”


  She said, “I am not sure. Their Eater of the Dead hauled the corpses of the wolves to the Cobbler’s Club on Lexington. Is that useful information? Do you believe me now?”


  He shook his raven-beaked mask slowly. “Coming from you? I cannot trust the source.”


  “Could I not be exorcised if I were possessed?”


  “Not by me.”


  “I saw a boy in glasses with a bell, book, and candle. Is he an exorcist? He was with a knight. And a dog.”


  “He is the Ghostly Father’s novice. The horseman you saw was the squire of the Green Knight. I don’t know the dog. They are what remains of the Last Crusade.”


  She wondered at the note of bitterness in his voice.


  “What if one of them vouches for me? They fought the wolves and owl-women.”


  “I answer nothing.”


  “What are the Anarchists? Who are they?”


  “We should not be speaking.”


  She said in a shrill voice, “They know who they are! They know you know because you are hunting them! They are also hunting me! Why not tell me? Even if I were possessed, what is the harm?”


  He laughed softly. “You are my little Fox-girl, indeed. Put away your claws!” He drew a breath, and his voice hardened with hatred. “The Anarchists are foes of man and elf alike: the Supreme Council is a parliament of ghosts and undead, beasts and monstrosities, and everything that most despises its own soul. They are of the Twilight. They slew mine. I slay theirs.”


  A cold wind blew as he spoke, and his cloak lifted and waved, and the long strands of her hair whipped past her face.


  He said coldly, “I see a strange look in your eye.”


  “Your eyes are sharp.”


  “I see by night as well as by day. Your heart is turned. You no longer serve me.”


  A sad shudder traveled through her. Yet she would not lie, not to him. That would be disloyal. She said, “The bright lady who spoke to me in a dream absolved me of all my oaths, or so she said. I am made anew.”


  “Dreams are elfin things and not to be trusted.”


  “She said I served Heaven.”


  “You serve the enemy! The stench of the forces of the Night World clings about you like an odor of blood newly shed.”


  Ami unwittingly fingered the white ring. She remembered the unwholesome smell the ring gave off when it turned to it darker hues. Was this black magic? Her instinctive desire to tell her master all things ebbed sharply. If he did not believe her now, there was no reason to add fuel to his skepticism.


  But her sense of loyalty was too strong. If she was his true disciple, she would show him obedience even when she thought him in the wrong. Obeying only orders when it suits you is not obedience.


  After all, this dark man was very likely the one, the beloved soul, the bright lady had commanded Ami to save from the darkness.


  She said, “I have the Ring of Mists.” She held it up.


  The mask betrayed no expression, and neither did his voice. “So you were successful in your mad quest, it seems.” His voice grew colder. “It is a seeming that does not deceive. The Anarchists would not have let you keep so fabulous a treasure unless you were their slave.”


  She closed her eyes and drew a slow, long breath, seeking calm. Knowing that her only link to her past life mistrusted her, and was about to slip away, was like a dark pressure on her temples.


  She must resign herself to whatever fate ordained. Removing all desire would remove all disappointment, confusion, and pain.


  With her eyes closed, she said in voice as bitter as his, “You are so certain I failed? Because you think I am dead, I hear your true opinion of me. Obituaries are honest, so they say.” Her eyes popped open. “Quest? How did I come to have this ring? What mission am I on? Who am I?”


  The raven mask turned down. He peered at the balconies and sides of the Empire State Building below them. His mask then rose as he scanned the sky. Nothing but stars, the crescent moon, and silver-limned clouds were overhead.


  She said, “No one is coming. I would never betray you.”


  The beak turned back toward her. “One who is possessed or mesmerized never knows. Their tricks are cruel, and deceive even the wise.”


  She said, “I know I would have killed myself before I allowed myself to be taken alive into their hands! Have you no faith in me?”


  He said, “I once trusted a man I never saw. He was my teacher and master and leader. Why did he never show himself? Because he knew we would die at the hands of the Anarchists. He led us to death! I alone escaped.”


  Ami felt a flame of anger in her soul. “And now the student is the master!”


  Winged Vengeance said angrily, “What do you mean?”


  “No faith he had in you; you have none in me. I recovered the ring and escaped the Anarchists.”


  “And how did you do that?” And she heard in his tone of voice that he was asking how she accomplished the impossible. She squinted, pursing her lips. Perhaps he was asking how she accomplished what he could not.


  She said, “I don’t remember. Some wound or dark magic took my memory away. You are so certain that I failed?”


  “I followed you. I saw you enter the Tower of Glass. You could not have escaped alive.”


  “Perhaps I did not. The bright lady said she restored my lost life. At first I thought that was a way of speaking. But it was literal. I was dead.” Ami began shivering and could not cease.


  “You are no ghost, no dead flesh revived by dark science, no vampiress.”


  She said, “Those things are hellish mockeries of what Heaven promises.”


  The dark figure squatted and rested his elbows on his knees. Now more than ever he looked like a black raven perched on a wire. “Heaven is far away, and only a deadly silence answers prayers. No miracle revives the dead once they die.”


  “Yet here I stand, alive!”


  “You were released after being altered to their will.”


  “Why so sure?”


  “The sleepless eyes within the glassy tower watch in every direction over the flat and blasted heath, and there is no hidden approach.”


  “But I was in this tower?”


  “The Thirteen Treasures of Lyonesse are kept there. You tunneled in from below into to a labyrinth. There, you were trapped.”


  “What happened?”


  “You were outmaneuvered, played for a fool. Unbeknownst to you, you carried with you a shadow door.”


  “A what? How did I carry a door?”


  “I told you their tricks were cruel. It was one of those ancient, elfin doors, the doors of shadow, that allow one to pass in one step to any proper threshold. It opened behind you, giving a path to the Anarchists. Out poured their battalions, creatures who could not have otherwise faced the power of the elfin lords in the bright shadow of the glass tower.”


  The dark figure stood, and the hunch of his shoulders, the stance of his feet, was like a frown of anger. “Do you understand your folly, girl? I forbade you to go! You defied me!”


  “I would not do such a thing!”


  “And yet you did! From my position halfway between worlds and dreams, I was able to take up the threshold of the shadow-door and bear it away, stranding the brutes and fighting slaves of the Anarchists in the land of elfs. The Prince Brian and his wee knights were no larger than hailstones and, like hailstones, cut the invaders to bits. How the seven Anarchist Lords and their lieutenants escaped, I know not. The Tower of Glass stands midmost in the lake of their unholy blood to this hour! Tell them from me that it was Winged Vengeance who dealt to them this blow!”


  “You rescued the door frame but left me to die?”


  “You were beyond saving! Beyond reach! All seven of the Anarchist Lords were there and they rose up against you! Through the maze walls as clear as crystal, as clear as air, I saw the revenants lumbering and ghouls loping in. There were werewolves and shabti, yeti and vampires and ghosts, seven battalions!” He laughed a sad laugh. “More than you have arrows, boomerangs, or knives, more than that crazed lab assistant of the Mad Inventor had shots in his pistol. That intern!”


  A great pang shot through her heart.


  “Intern?”


  “The boy whose voice drove my voice out of your ears! The fool led the Anarchists there to steal the ring and kill you! His burrowing machine had the shadow door hidden in its hold! Your own beloved!”


  Her eyes grew wide. She could no longer feel any heat from the blood in her veins. Her head seemed to swim. Beloved…?


  “My own…” she whispered.


  Winged Vengeance bent his raven-beaked mask toward her. He disliked what he saw in her face. With a great swirl of his feathered cloak, he turned and called over his shoulder. “I see your heart is changed! You are the Foxmaiden no more! The revenge to which we dedicated our lives in oaths of blood is no longer in your heart. My curse is on you!”


  Tear were in her eyes. She called, “I return a blessing for your curse! Behold! When eternal day breaks, twilight is no more. Your deeds will be laid bare and fall under the judgment!”


  He froze. “What… When? Who told you this terrible thing?” She was shocked to hear fear in his voice. She thought he was immune to fear.


  She said, “Soon! The hour is at hand! Soon! A messenger of Heaven told me!”


  He laughed a laugh of scorn, and the fear was no longer in his tone. “Soon, as angels count it, is centuries hence, or eons!”


  In desperation, she shouted out, “You must forgive! You must forgive your foes, and all who have caused you such woe! Show but a drop of mercy to your enemy, and infinite mercy, endless mercy, wider than the sea, will be shown you!”


  “Madness!” he spat.


  “It is the truth!”


  “You are possessed! You would never speak such words!”


  She was dumbfounded. It was true. What had possessed her to speak those words? She was not sure where they had come from.


  Winged Vengeance was speaking. His voice was like a horn. “You are my disciple no longer! You have broken faith with me! Ah! But you shall do me one last service and carry my word to the Anarchists!”


  The moon passed behind a cloud. It was dark.


  “Tuesday is dead and drowned in the waters!” he cried out. “The Abominable Snowman is dead! Six days remain! You join him soon!”


  She gritted her teeth. Must everyone give her messages she knew not where to take or whom to tell?


  He spread his wings and flung himself into the dark wind. He was departing.


  She screamed after him: “My name! At least tell me my name! Who am I?”


  He circled the mooring mast, disappearing to the right and coming around from the left, accelerating. The wings were open but still, not flapping, yet his speed increased. Black sparks were flying from the tips of the feathers, and mist was in his wake.


  She expected no answer, and yet he did. She heard his shouted words on the wind. “Anata wa, Moth no Yumiko, Ume-no-Mikoto Moth no Shodotekiken musume, Moth no Isamu no ko!” It meant, you are Fairchild Plumblossom Moth, daughter of Impetuous Danger Moth, son of Bold Moth.


  It was like a trumpet in her ears. Her heart expanded. She knew the name!


  Her name!


  Up he soared, high and higher. Faster he went, with no means of propulsion. She was about to lose him!


  She tensed her legs but realized it was useless. Even with no weight at all, she could not gain speed or height beyond her initial jump. From the this tall tower, all other rooftops were below her, beyond the reach of her grapnel.


  Too late, she cried out, “Who is my beloved? What is his name? Tell me! Tell me his name!”


  No answer returned. He was far away, a mere speck against the moon.


  “Where can I find my love, my own, my very own? Tell me! Where?”


  So Yumiko Moth stood, calling upward, sobbing in grief, hot tears running down her cheeks, long after he had dwindled in her vision and was lost against the cold stars.


  
    ***

  


  
    Here ends Daughter of Danger.


    The Tale of The Dark Avenger’s Sidekick continues in


    Moth & Cobweb Book 5


    City of Corpses.
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