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      Now the midnight hour draws on:

      Human form no fiend may keep

      Or ever that mystic hour is told.

      Lower, lower, lower it bends.

      Midnight is come—is come and gone!

      Down on all fours see it plunge and leap!

      A human yell in a wolf’s howl ends!

      What gaunt, gray thing gallops on o’er the world?

    

  


  —Julian Hawthorne (1846–1934)


Chapter One: The Cobbler’s Club


  1. Maiden of Arrows


  She did not know her mother’s name.


  Yumiko Ume Moth showed none of the desperation and sorrow smothering her soul on her face. Without expression, without food, without sleep, without hope, the Japanese girl walked the sidewalks of the gray metropolis, her dark eyes hot with hidden turmoil. Dawn could be glimpsed as a narrow strip of gray overhead, where the sky was trapped between frowning walls of surrounding buildings.


  Even at this early hour, the sidewalks were filled with hard-faced crowds. The streets were snarled with creeping cars with glaring lights and honking horns.


  It should have thrilled her to have found her own name again. Instead, she felt only gloom. There was no one with whom to share the dazzling news. Her cousin Elfine had been kidnapped by a knight on horseback in the middle of modern Manhattan. Yumiko had failed to protect her.


  Knowing her father’s name was cold comfort. Shodotekiken Moth was his name, which meant: Impetuous Danger Moth. It was a strange name. She had no face to match it, no memory.


  Knowing her own name was even colder comfort. Yumiko. It meant Maiden of Arrows. She had heard it spoken, not seen it written, and different kanji characters might have carried different meanings: Beautiful Girl, or Brave Child, or Born-of-the-Evening. But the first meaning was hers. Ume meant plum blossom. This was the flower of fidelity and perseverance, for it bloomed in midwinter. This also was hers.


  What was not hers was the rest of her. Her home, her past, her life, all were still lost in the mist.


  And her mother was lost. She could recall no face, no touch of hand, no sound of voice. That, more than anything, drained her of hope.


  Yumiko had stopped at a phone booth, surprised to find one unvandalized, and looked in the phone book. There were no Moths listed in the New York City white pages, and the yellow pages listed only exterminators.


  She knew of no one who would help her.


  And her mother’s death? She remembered nothing of that, only an echo of pain. Pain called for retaliation. She must find and kill her mother’s killers. It was a duty.


  On she walked. Yumiko passed the Chrysler Building. Central Park was to her left, an occasional green glimpse between gray walls. The sidewalks grew more crowded and the street traffic more raucous. The strip of sky grew bright above, but the claustrophobic streets were cold with early spring chill.


  Soon, she saw the Chrysler Building again. She was going in circles. She had no aim, no destination. Her thoughts also went in circles.


  To whom she could turn? It depressed her that the human world was enchanted, trapped in the Black Spell, mesmerized and mind-controlled by some sort of vast conspiracy of nonhuman, ancient, cruel, and magical beings: the mazoku, which the Westerners called elfs.


  Was her amnesia caused by the same spell? Was there any way to break it?


  Winged Vengeance had also sworn to kill the enemy. It should have solved all her needs to find again the master whose disciple she was. Instead, each word spoken atop the Empire State Building after midnight had been like another arrowshaft into her heart. Her mother was dead. Her beloved was missing. She herself could no longer be trusted since she had been captured by the Anarchists.


  This strange group had declared war against both Man and Elf and sought to topple all nations, break all laws, and shatter all crowns. They were a cabal of ghosts, vampires, werewolves, and warlocks, for they broke also the laws of nature. The Supreme Council of their seven leaders were named after the days of the week. From a ghost she had learned the name of the one called Thursday, whose werewolf packs were poised to strike at New York City. He boasted that he would conquer the metropolis and keep men alive only as herds of cattle on which his wolves would feed. His name was Lucien Cobweb.


  Remembering his laughter, recalling the sensation of being trampled beneath him, his hot jaws one inch from her throat, made a rush of fear and hatred, like a dark cloud, boil through her brain.


  Had he been the one, himself, who slew her mother? It did not matter. He was one of the seven who had done it: the Anarchists.


  Winged Vengeance said Yumiko’s former life had ended when she had fallen into Anarchist hands. Therefore she must be an impostor, a hypnotized puppet, or possessed by a ghost. Winged Vengeance called her his enemy. It was an added insult when Yumiko discovered that her master truly did not believe her competent or capable of escaping from the Anarchists.


  The truth was too strange for belief. An unexplained miracle had saved her from death. In a dream or vision, a bright lady had given her words to say and washed away all her oaths, all need for vendetta.


  Winged Vengeance did not believe it. Yumiko was not sure she believed it herself. And so he had cursed her, denounced her, and wished her to commit suicide.


  And then he departed on dark wings into the night, leaving her hollow and lost, with no tears to shed.


  He did not even tell her the name of the young man she loved.


  Perhaps suicide would be best. She was no coward, to cling to life when fate said otherwise! Submission to fate, and detachment from all desires, was the path to serenity. Joy was not meant for her.


  Had she indeed failed to fulfill her oath, whatever it might be, to Winged Vengeance?


  Yumiko found herself standing on a small arched bridge of dark brown stone in Central Park. Trees with naked branches stood bright about her, shivering in the cold March wind. She could not see how deep the stream ran. Perhaps not deep enough for a drowning.


  It seemed that suicide was the reasonable and expected answer: to cast away this failed life, one of an infinite number, and to make amends in a next. Her next life would be fresh and clean of stain, and the memory of this one would be blotted out…


  A noise made her stop and look up. Unlike the city noises, it was music, haunting, echoing, like a voice calling over the rooftops.


  It was the chime of the churchbells in Saint Patrick’s Cathedral, ringing the hour of morning prayer. The golden metal notes seemed to mock her thoughts, to remind her that there were not an infinite number of worthless lives given to man, but only one, and that one infinitely precious. The golden voice promised something higher and better than simple submission to fate.


  It was hypnotic, intoxicating. A strange emotion touched her. It was a terrible emotion. She did not know if it was fear or if it was joy.


  She turned north, walking away from the park, and back into the streets.


  Perhaps she had tried to cast her life away, and this had been prevented, or forbidden. Who or what was the bright lady she had seen in a dream? What was the strange message she was burdened to carry?


  She recalled the words well enough.


  
    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.

  


  What was the task she was meant to do?


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

  


  Whatever it meant, it meant some injustice had been done, and there was none but she must right it. Someone was relying on her. Someone she loved.


  With a start, she looked up. Somehow, she had wandered into the Upper East Side, past 72nd Street, to Lexington Avenue. Here, once again, was a looming sign: THE COBBLER’S CLUB. Not far away was the empty backlot where she had watched the werewolves Whelan and Phelan die. Her tracking devices that had been planted on the corpses yesterday showed that the bodies had been moved to this location. This was also the place where she had first met Elfine, who was also being attacked by the Redcaps.


  As suddenly as that, all despair, all thought of suicide, all doubt quite vanished. Her feet were wiser than her head, and had brought her here. This was the only thread left to follow. Before her was her mission. She may have forgotten it, but still it was hers.


  
2. Gainful Employment


  The second time she walked past, she saw a help wanted sign in one corner of a dark and highly decorated window. Yumiko raised her eyebrows. She knocked.


  A dark-haired man in a dark jacket and tie with dark sunglasses opened the door. He looked Yumiko up and down. “We’re closed. We don’t open until four.”


  He spoke with the slightly wobbly precision of a fellow with a few drinks inside him, and trying not to show it.


  Yumiko recognized him from the fight in the alley. He was a Twilighter who had been helping the werewolves. Apparently he did not recognize her.


  She said, “You have a help wanted sign in your window.”


  She could not see his eyes, but his lips thinned into a sarcastic moue. “For a waitress, not a paralegal. We’re looking for girls with a certain, you know, appeal to men. You ain’t it, sweetcakes. Sorry.”


  And he closed the door.


  Yumiko thought of herself as a modest girl, but this curt dismissal offended a feminine pride she had not realized she had. No appeal to men, eh? Her eyes narrowed in determination. She looked left and right and then trotted down the street to the alley where she had first seen Elfine. If expensive clothing barred her way, she would see what it took to open it.


  Yumiko unbraided her hair and shook it down her back. She wished she had Elfine here to brush it magically into the shampoo-commercial shine she had earlier. Yumiko then took off the blouse, skirt, and jacket, and stood in a black lacy garment that might have been a bustier or might have been a leotard. She left on her stockings, but donned her long black boots, rolled down to the knee. She stowed everything in her cloak, which she turned into a sash, but instead of tying it obi style around her waist, she tied it pirate-girl-style around her hips, to add a touch of emphasis.


  Swaying her hips, her heels tapping on the pavement, she went back to the door and knocked. She assumed the sultry expression she had seen on advertisements for lipstick or lingerie: chin up, lips parted, eyes half-lidded.


  A different fellow answered the door, a thin and acne-scarred teen boy in a black leather hat and black jacket smoking a hand-rolled cigarette. He gawped at her in surprise, and the cigarette nearly fell out of his lips.


  “I am here for the waitress job,” she said, flinging her hair back off her shoulder with a toss of her head.


  The youth beckoned her in without a word.


  Inside it seemed dim as night after the glare of the sunny, early-morning street. There was a podium for the maître-d’ to her right, a hat-check closet to the left, and before her were stairs leading down to a lounge. In the lounge were small tables crowded around a Plexiglas dance floor beneath a battery of mirrored balls, colored spotlights, and laser emitters. At the far end was a bar of white marble beneath mirrored shelves holding bottles of every shape and hue. The tables on the floor were currently empty except for three customers lingering from the previous night. The air smelled of sweat, alcohol, and opium.


  The youth called, “Mr. Licho!” and this summoned the man in the dark glasses once more. He was carrying a steaming pot from which the rich aroma of freshly-brewed coffee arose.


  “What is it, Blud?”


  Blud, the youth, merely gestured toward the half-clad girl.


  This time, he stopped and drew his dark glasses off his nose to inspect her. She now saw why he wore dark glasses: each eye had two pupils instead of one, lending a freakshow ugliness to his naked stare. He did not once raise his gaze all the way to her face, and may not have even known she was the girl he had previously dismissed.


  He said to her, “You’re in. Go up to the second floor, take a right, knock on the first door. Boggy is our captain of waitress staff. If she’s drunk, just pour this pot over her head.”


  He passed the handle of the steaming pot to her. She turned to go up the indicated stairs, feeling the man’s stare on her as she climbed.


  She was blushing by the time she reached the first landing.


  There was a mirror on the wall of the corridor at the top of the second landing. The girl who looked out at her was the same she had seen last night in the lady’s room of the coffee shop, but a few hours older and wiser. “Whatever you were in your past life, you are not someone who lied to police or seduced enemies with her feminine appeal.” She shook her head. As far as a woman’s weapon went, this was a blade with no grip, one that cut the swordsman when it struck. She felt shamed and small. “I am not Mata Hari.”


  The girl in the mirror inspected her. “You might get used to it in time.”


  “That is what I fear.” At the moment, she was the type of girl who would not cheat a tollbooth. That was a type of purity she did not necessarily want to let slip from her hand. It might shatter, with no way to put it back. “And what would my boyfriend think? I don’t even know who he is or what he is like.”


  The eyes in the mirror narrowed. “Now is not the time for qualms. You are Mata Hari at the moment if you want to sneak into an enemy stronghold and poke around.”


  Yumiko shook her head, put the pot down, undid her sash, took out the blouse and skirt, and put them on. More demurely dressed, she picked up the coffee pot.


  Across the hall from the mirror, the first door had a card thumbtacked to it: Boginki Cobweb.


  Inside was a desk crowded with papers, flowerpots, and ashtrays. To the left was a sofa on which boxes of bottled vodka were resting. Three walls were crowded with shelves on which a large number of dun orchids and thin cactuses were drooping and dying. The floor beneath the shelves was littered with brown leaves and dropped needles. The final wall was crowded with framed autographed pictures of celebrities, always posed with the same portly man in a top hat and tuxedo. A four-bladed wooden fan in the ceiling was turning slowly, but the office was still hot and airless.


  Behind the desk was a thin, hatchet-faced matron wearing a rather old-fashioned gown of a dark material, buttoned up to the collar. Her hair was gray and worn in a bun, but her eyes were as bright as the eyes of an eagle.


  She looked up. “Well?”


  Yumiko said, “Mr. Licho sent me up with the coffee.”


  The gray woman nodded and took a small white cup off the shelf that had a fern growing in it. She dumped the plant and soil into the neighboring flowerpot, wiped the cup with her fingers, and beckoned. She thumped the cup down on the litter-coated table. “Give it here. Big night last night.”


  Yumiko approached, wiped the cup with her sash, poured, put the coffee pot down carefully, turned the white cup, and presented it to the woman with both hands.


  Boggy took the cup, with a scowl. “Who are you again?”


  “I am the new girl. Mr. Licho sent me up here.”


  Boggy said, “Back up. Turn around. Let’s take a look at you. How high can you kick?”


  Yumiko thought it was a strange question. “How high would you like me to kick?”


  “Just show me as high as you can.”


  Yumiko looked up and pointed at the ceiling fan. “There?”


  Boggy looked surprised, then skeptical, then sarcastic. “Um. Sure.”


  Yumiko flipped into the air and tapped her boot heel on the ceiling between the turning fan blades, landed, spun, and did it again with the other foot, tapping the ceiling on the other side of the fan.


  Boggy said, “Well, well. We are limber, aren’t we? Did you bring a letter?”


  “A what?”


  “A résumé. A list of where you worked before.”


  Yumiko said, “I am new in the field.”


  Boggy scowled. “And Licho just up and hired you? Without checking you out?”


  “Well, no, I had taken off my blouse…”


  “I got the picture. Tell me no more! Iron nails! Where did I put it?” And she dug out a piece of paper. “The Magician keeps saying he is going to upgrade and computerize, but there is never enough money in the budget for it. Always funds for hiring another pretty face to smile for the marks though. What is your name?”


  “Yoshiko Kawashima.” It was the first name that sprang into her mind. It was the name of the Manchu princess who served as a spy for the Kwantung Army in World War II. The Eastern Mata Hari.


  Boggy scribbled the name down and passed a handful of papers to her. “This is the employment form, your withholding, health insurance, and waiver. Write down your bank deposit and routing number here because we don’t cut checks any more, and this is a nondisclosure agreement. You do not have to join the Actors Guild if you are appearing only in the chorus line. Well, technically you do, but the local bosses give us some leeway as long as you contribute dues. Any questions?”


  “I don’t have a bank account. In fact, I don’t have a place to stay, so I was hoping you would give me an advance on my wages.”


  Boggy laughed and then took a large swallow of scalding coffee. “So you come in here with no references, no past, no place to stay, and you expect to be hired as a girl in our world-famous chorus line of Peach Cobbler Girls because you can kick the ceiling?”


  Yumiko bowed. “I wish to create no trouble. If you wish to speak to Mr. Licho about the…”


  An electronic noise came suddenly from the desk, a bleak squawk. Boggy looked under one pile of papers, and then another, and then found an intercom box. Boggy worked a toggle beneath a flashing bulb.


  She said, “Yes, sir..?”


  A rich, rolling voice issued from the speaker. “Hire her. Never mind about the paperwork. Have the wardrobe mistress outfit her with a costume and send her to my office.”


  There was a click.


  Boggy stared at the intercom box for a moment, one eye larger than the other, baffled. Then, she took another burning swig of coffee. “Mine is not to reason why. You are in. Take this slip downstairs and go backstage. Leshenka is the name of the wardrobe mistress. Be nice to her. She is a little pixilated. She will set you up with a locker and such.”


  “A little… I beg your pardon?”


  “Pixilated. Afflicted. Bewildered. Touched. She spat on an unlucky day and must have angered the pixies. The Goodly Folk, you know? But she knows her way around a needle and thread.”


  
3. Stage Magician


  When Yumiko stepped into the wardrobe room backstage, she saw the black ring on her finger in the reflections on the wall-to-wall mirrors there. Anyone helping her change clothes was sure to see it. She slipped the invisible ring in her pocket. Only then did she knock and ask for Leshenka.


  Not long after, Yumiko found herself dressed, or, rather, revealed, in a cute but skimpy outfit consisting of a top hat, a white bow tie, a tight black-and-white corset decorated to look like a tuxedo, shiny black hotpants, and fishnet stockings. False cuffs and cufflinks circling her wrists completed the outfit even though she wore no sleeves.


  Yumiko wondered if such a costume was designed as a type of subtle psychological warfare to rob serving girls of so much dignity that none would dare assassinate their superiors with pufferfish poison before committing ritual suicide. On the other hand, she was not sure how often Americans were killed with pufferfish poison. Maybe the Americans just liked pretty girls and lacked decorum.


  The shoes were arch-breaking three-inch closed-toed pumps.


  Leshenka the wardrobe mistress showed her the locker room and issued Yumiko a combination lock whose combination one could reset oneself. Yumiko left her expensive suit of clothing in the locker and put everything else into her sash, which she rolled up and hid in her top hat. The ring, still invisible, was hidden in the sash as well. She did not trust that the locker would stay locked.


  She piled her hair up atop her head to expose her dainty neck, and used several pins driven through the hat band to keep the top hat in place perched on top of the coiffure.


  Yumiko thought again of her psychological warfare theory when she was next sent to the office of the owner. The door to his office was big, the walk was long, the carpet was red, the desk was high, and the man himself was both large and tall.


  The wall behind his desk was wider than the wall opposite, which meant the walls to her left and right receded the deeper in the room she walked.


  He was wide of girth, but on him the bulk looked imposing rather than comical. He was dressed, despite the early hour, in a tuxedo. His hair was dark, parted in the middle, and white at the temples. His face was square. A top hat was set jauntily upon the bust of Shakespeare next to his desk. He wore white kid gloves.


  He smiled and gestured her toward a three-legged barstool in the center of the red carpet. Yumiko sat. He flicked a toggle on his desk. The red and gold drapery to her left and right drew back, revealing two walls paneled in mirrors. She was rather acutely aware that he could now examine her from both sides, as well as from behind.


  Yumiko straightened her poise, crossed her legs, interlaced her fingers on her upper knee, and smiled her most charming smile. She thought darkly that no one who plays at being Mata Hari can object to attracting men’s stares.


  Her smile froze when she noticed his eye dart immediately to the image in the mirror where her hands were reflected, first in the mirrored wall to her left and then to her right. She continued to smile, hoping her expression betrayed nothing. But in her heart she blessed whatever paranoia told her to hide the Ring of Mists in her hat.


  But, like her, he continued to smile. “I am Wilcolac Cobweb. You’ve heard of me, I suppose? Here I am, the real thing, large as life!” He uttered a hearty laugh. “But you can call me Willy. And what exactly is your business here?”


  Yumiko said, “I need a job.”


  He leaned back in his wide, black leather chair and looked at the ceiling. “Of course, of course. No place to stay, as I understand it? Why not stay with relatives?”


  She said, “My people are in Japan.”


  “What part?”


  “All of them.”


  He looked surprised and then laughed. She put her hand to her mouth to hide a laugh, and once again his eyes darted to the mirrors left and right. Lifting up one hand had revealed the hand beneath.


  She said, “Sorry, I am from Akita Prefecture.”


  He smiled again. “Are you really? Do you come from a big family?”


  She said, “No. My mother is dead.”


  “I am sorry to hear that,” he said and bounded to his feet. He walked with an excess of energy, like a young man, despite his girth.


  He crossed to the front of the desk, saying, “No, no! Do not get up!”


  And he stood and loomed over her, staring down at her in her skimpy little outfit with cold eyes and a genial smile.


  She suddenly realized that it was not a generic evening coat that her immodest showgirl outfit was meant to copy, but his tuxedo in particular.


  She wanted to stop smiling, to fidget, to wipe away the beads of nervous sweat she felt accumulating. But she glanced at the calmly smiling girl in the saucy outfit in the mirror, and her eyes gave her a warning as if to remind her that she was on a mission, and persons unknown were likely relying on her.


  He walked with his hands behind his back, circling her. The lights from the ceiling gleamed off his spats.


  Willy Cobweb said, “So why did you come here?”


  She had to crane back her head to look up at him. “Well, I have heard of you, of course. And the Peach Cobbler Girls are world famous.”


  He nodded, “Hmm. True enough.” His expression was puzzled, as if he were surprised at how reasonable that sounded. “How is the outfit?”


  She said, “I think I can move in it.”


  “Hmm. We do a winter holiday revue, where you have to dress like one of Santa’s elfs. That means you work holidays at the base rate of pay. Are you fine with that? No Christmas break.”


  She said, “I am fine with that.”


  “You don’t, ah, celebrate Christmas?”


  “In Japan, it is treated more like a romance time. A boy might buy an expensive present for his girlfriend on that day… or make for her…” And suddenly, to her surprise, her voice choked up. Something that was more than a memory tickled her for a moment, but was gone before she could snare it.


  (What had her own beloved given her? The magic ring? Or something he had made?)


  Willy was speaking. She had not heard the opening of his comment. “…started in the theater as a magician. Much better than shoemaking! But the more I studied, the more I found how truly odd some of the people in this line of work were. Did you know, for example, that Houdini once commissioned the horror writer H.P. Lovecraft to pen a treatise exposing the origins of superstition as being produced by the prehistoric ignorance of mankind? Both of them made their living from bewildering and frightening people, but both urged the public to be skeptical, to be disbelievers.”


  She answered, quite honestly, “I had not heard.”


  “Pure camouflage, as it turns out. Houdini knew that the ignorance was deliberate: a cloak thrown over the head of mankind to hoodwink and blindfold us all! It was his investigations into the causes of that ignorance which led to his murder. Yes, his death was not an accident, as is often told!”


  Since Yumiko had no idea who this Houdini was, she tried her best to contrive to look surprised. She was about to comment that perhaps the police should be told, but then she realized Willy might be talking about an historical character, dead for hundreds of years.


  So all she said was, “I am sure the truth will come out.”


  He frowned, looking even more puzzled, as if that were not the answer he expected. Willy stopped pacing, stood behind her, and rested his hands gently on her naked shoulders, which Yumiko found rather menacing.


  “So do you think magic is not real?” he said.


  She said, “You would know better than I. You are the magician.”


  Willy put his fingers into one of her ears, and before she could flinch or draw away, he pulled a pearl, white, shining, and solid, from her ear.


  He tossed it in the air, caught it, and pressed it in her palm. “Touch it! Stroke it! Scratch it with your tooth if you like. It is real: I just took it from your ear, where you had no idea it was hidden.”


  He was watching her carefully.


  Yumiko said, “Since it was found in my ear, may I have it?”


  He frowned thoughtfully, plucked the pearl out of her palm, and crossed around to behind his desk. With a theatrical flourish of his coattails, he sat. Then, he lay the pearl carefully on the blotter and put an empty shot glass mouth-downward atop it.


  He said, “Why do you want it?”


  He took out a handkerchief, waved it in the air, and draped it over the shot glass.


  She said, “I was hoping for an advance on my wages. I am low on funds…”


  “…and you want to be paid in pearls rather than banknotes?” he said, grunting.


  She was not sure how to answer that, so she said nothing.


  He said, “The first rule a magician learns is that the first rule is a trick and a distraction meant to take your eyes from the second rule.”


  Yumiko was not sure what to make of that. “I see. Ah. So what is the second rule?”


  “That everything is misdirection and deception. That nothing is as it seems. Even the rule that nothing is as it seems is not as it seems.”


  Yumiko was even less sure how to take that. “So what is it? The true second rule, I mean. If the second rule is not what it seems?”


  “The true rule is that the true rule is hidden. Stage magicians are allowed from time to time to glimpse beyond the veil, or even draw it aside for no longer than the time it takes to gasp in awe or in fear! Allowed, I say, tolerated, because no one believes our work is the work of true magic, deep magic, dark magic. Stage-tricks, they call it, illusions, done with mirrors. All that is stripes on a zebra and color on a chameleon.”


  “So is the pearl mine or not?”


  “What pearl?” He slapped his palm down atop the covered shotglass. His hand was wide and meaty, and his glove made an enormous noise when it struck the blotter. He yanked his hand up.


  “Here. Catch.” He tossed a small, glinting object at her face.


  Expecting it to be shards of a shattered shotglass, she flung herself backward, leaning so far back that her head was below the level of the stool seat on which she sat. She had hooked her toes through the rungs of the barstool so that she did not topple off the tiny, round seat. Her top hat was pinned firmly enough on her head that it did not fall off and give everything away.


  She saw the small metal thing he had thrown flying by overhead: It was a rough-hammered iron nail connected by a keyring to a doorkey. She snatched it out of the air with her left hand and straightened up.


  Willy was open mouthed.


  Yumiko tucked some stray hair back into her top hat, cleared her throat, and crossed her legs again. She held up the key on the nail and wiggled it to make it jingle. “Thank you. What is this?”


  He had recovered his composure. “The key to the stage door in the back. You have to come in for rehearsal at three, an hour before opening. We open at four. There is a show at seven and again at midnight. Between shows you wait tables. You are second chorus, which means you don’t need to do anything other than look pretty and do a simple step-kick in time, a shimmy, a shake, and a strut. I assume you have never waited tables before.”


  She said, “Why? I mean, I haven’t, but what gave it away?”


  Willy drew a breath and let it out, and his genial smile vanished as if it had never been. He said, “It would be rare and strange to find a half-fairy serving spirits to mortals.”


  
4. Peach Cobbler Girl


  Yumiko recrossed her legs, drew a deep breath, and straightened her spine. She raised her chin and looked him boldly in the eye, “It cannot be so very rare. Here you are doing just that.”


  He said, “Am I?”


  “You spoke of deception and misdirection,” she said. “You are no magician: you are merely disguised as one. If you make a slip, and someone sees something he shouldn’t, you explain it as a human doing magic, dabbling in dark forces he does not understand. But you do understand. For you are a Twilighter. A Halfalfar. A Demi.”


  He leaned back and smiled thinly. “As are you. What gave me away?”


  She said, “You were so curious about me that you hired me before Boggy even finished the paperwork, and no one asked me whether or not I can dance. You tossed a pearl at me. It did not grow brighter, so you know I am not a mermaid. You threw a cold iron nail at me. I caught it, so you know I am not an elf. I said the name of Christ, so you know I am not a devil. You did a magic trick and waited to see whether the mist would darken my heart to disbelief when you said magic was real. So you know I am not a Daughter of Eve. And you put me in this costume first thing, before even hiring me, so you could walk around and inspect me for suckling marks. I am not a witch. Or do you want me to go into the kitchen and cut raw onions to prove my tear ducts work?”


  He said, “Actually, that costume covers too much. I had Leshenka look you over for witch marks. If she had found them, you would not have made it out of the wardrobe room alive.”


  Yumiko gave a small nod of the head, “And also your whole carpet is red, so I assume at least one red thread in it circles the spot where I am sitting.”


  He said, “You are also not a vampiress because you have a reflection.”


  Yumiko nodded. The man was clever. He provided an explanation for the mirrors without giving away that he was searching for the Ring of Mists. That seemed to indicate he still did not suspect she was the one he sought.


  She spread her hands. “If you were a man of the Day, the mist would darken your heart to disbelieve in all these things. If you were an elf of the Night, you would be more nervous about cold iron and such. That means you are Twilight. Also, your name is Cobweb. As you say, it is a famous name in the Twilight world.”


  He said, “But what are you? If you were a Moth, you would go to one of your endless supply of relatives. If you were a Peaseblossom, you would smell of sweet pea, and I would have scented it when I stood behind you just now. And no Peaseblossom would dare slip through the blockade between here and the Third Hemisphere. Are you a Mustardseed?”


  She was about to open her mouth and say yes, but she held her peace, for he was not done talking.


  “If you were a Mustardseed, then Alberec sent you, for I have never heard of one who has left his service. But what has he to do with us? Alberec’s spies would not come unprepared. Dr. McGuire is famous for her care! There was no wallet in your clothing with an exquisitely well-counterfeited driver’s license, no passport, no letters from home or ticket stubs, nothing.”


  So they had gone through her clothing in the locker. But, if so, why had not some werewolf scented it and recognized it as the package they recovered from the elevator in the hospital yesterday? On the other hand, the only two wolves Yumiko knew for sure who had scented those garments were dead, and their corpses were in this building. On yet another hand, they had a behemoth who could raise the dead, so those two might yet talk. On the fourth hand, that behemoth had last been seen just before dawn being chased down the Hudson River by the knight.


  He said, “That leaves two possibilities: you might be one of the lesser clans, like the Smithwicks, Rogers, Gordons, Waynes, MacPhees, Lamplighters, or Browns. But all lesser clans are allied with a larger clan, so this merely opens up the same problem again. The other possibility is that you are a Cobweb playing some game.”


  Yumiko decided on a bold honesty combined with a bold lie. She said, “I am a Moth. But I am not welcome among my own any longer.”


  He raised both eyebrows. “That is hard to believe. The Moths are known for their family loyalty above all else.”


  She said, “Which makes them particularly harsh on anyone they think betrayed that loyalty, doesn’t it?”


  He nodded.


  She said, “You must have heard rumors of recent… events.”


  Had he said no and simply admitted he did not know what events she meant, the charade would have ended in disaster because Yumiko frankly was out of ideas.


  But she gave him precisely that look of confidence men of any age like to get from pretty young women, so instead he said, “Rumors, and, ah… such. There is a Moth boy that everyone heard about who created that commotion in the Elfking’s hall underground during their Yuletide feast. Some of my uncles were there and saw it.”


  Since she had no idea what any of this meant, she merely nodded sagely. When he looked at her as if he expected her to say something, she said, “And what about the… others.”


  He sat up straight, as if struck by a shocking thought. “So there are others? Moths who have not sworn to the Elfking? The son of the Riddle-weaver is not the only one?”


  Yumiko said, “Perhaps you have heard rumors that some of my cousins escaped this oath and also escaped punishment.”


  It was clear from the look on his face that he had not heard any such rumor. He said, “Well, I like to keep my ear to the soil, you know.”


  Yumiko did not know what to say, so she looked him in the eye and said, “I think you understand my situation.”


  He nodded again. “You quarreled with your elders. You do not want to swear the oath when you turn twenty-one. You think life might be better among the Cobwebs than the Moths? Why not just go to your cousins, whoever they are, who also are avoiding the Elfking?”


  She said, “Finding them would require detective work I don’t know how to do.”


  “But you come to me. Even though our clans have been enemies ever since Titania died?”


  Yumiko had no idea who Titania was, so she just nodded sagely once again. Yumiko said, “Where I am concerned, all oaths are void, and all vendettas forgotten!”


  He pursed his lips. “Well, the world cannot be run without oaths and promises. There are rules and laws, you know, and the lower must bow to the higher.”


  Yumiko said, “A friend of mine told me some Cobwebs dream of a different world. A better one.”


  He looked at her very carefully. “A world without rules would be… anarchy.”


  She said, “Would it? Some call that liberty.”


  He said, “Tell me the name of your parents and when and why you quarreled. If your story checks out…”


  Yumiko said, “The past is the past. I’ve already forgotten it. Are you afraid of me changing my mind, turning around, and going back home? That is not an option for me. And what would it prove? If I actually were a Mustardseed sent to spy on you, Dr. McGee could have had some actress play the role of my hateful stepmother or whoever. Listen: I need the job, and I have no other place to stay. You need a waitress and chorus girl.”


  He nodded. “You’ve convinced me you are not a Mustardseed, at least. None of Dr. McGuire’s spies would forget her name.”


  She nodded, looking calm and hoping that the heat she felt in her cheeks was not visible as a blush.


  He said, “I am proud of my club. I think of it as sort of neutral ground. Even Moths are welcome if they behave. There was one, Rotwang’s boy, used to come here now and again. But I have clients and regular customers from the Day and from the Twilight, and even, from time to time, one of the Night folk, or an old warlock out for one last fling before his turn comes to pay the tithe. But no baptized Christian is welcome here unless he has committed grave sin since his last confession. Well?”


  Yumiko silently counted the number of people per day she had killed so far. She said, “My conscience is not clean, if that is what you are asking.”


  He said, “I don’t run this place for profit, but for a deeper cause. Your purpose here is to excite lust in the thoughts of men, so you dress provocatively, you walk provocatively, you talk provocatively, and you put the drink down on the table provocatively. But you also take the food orders quickly and without error because it also serves the cause to trick Day folk into thinking good service from servants is a right they can buy. Flattery makes them ungrateful, and ingratitude is pride. Taking any person for granted is good, but taking a person smaller and weaker than you for granted is better.”


  “You’ve mentioned good and better. What is best?”


  “If the smaller and weaker person a man demeans is an innocent and nubile young virgin he should be protecting from hurt and dishonor, that is best of all. Second best is for her to hate that protection, because that, again, is ingratitude.”


  Yumiko felt a small tickling of her pride. “What if she can fend for herself?”


  He waved his hand in the air as if shooing away a fly. “That makes ingratitude even easier. Hell loves a self-made man!”


  “Now, then, the trick for any of my girls, in all of this, is for her to act like she is not being demeaned. That it is normal to show perfect strangers the intimate sights reserved for the bridegroom on the wedding night. It makes the greatest gift a girl can bestow no longer a treasure, see? No longer priceless.”


  She nodded gravely.


  He continued. “Moths are supposed to be friendly to mankind. Can you act like an elf girl and seduce a man who walks in here into committing adultery with you in his heart?”


  She said, “Seduce? Adultery? You are not expecting me to… to…”


  He was sincerely shocked. “Oh, no! Are you insane? I run a nightclub, not a cathouse! I am not a human! By cold iron, girl, what do you take me for?”


  She said, “But you said…”


  He was flustered. “I said adultery in his heart. By the rules, that counts just as bad. I didn’t make the rules! I just play by them.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “That means you make the lusty young men and the filthy old men think about it. Encourage them without encouraging them. You make them think it is no big deal for a gal to flaunt her goods and a guy to look and like looking. Make them think it is normal. Sex is secular, not sacred; it is a pastime, not a selfishness-destroying ecstasy. It is just a commodity.”


  Yumiko remembered the billboards and clothing she had seen. “I am under the impression humans already think exactly that.”


  “Makes your job easier then. You just help maintain the illusion. See? Deception, distraction, misdirection.” He spread his hands and smiled. “That is all we need to do, and the tithe will fall on someone else. Simple, no? Now, can you do that? I don’t want your Mothish sentimentality for Sons of Adam suddenly to crop up and spoil things. Can you do it?”


  She thought a moment, seeking what to say. She remembered what Elfine had said about having a crooked reputation. It brought high-priced jobs and was good for business.


  She said, “In a world free of rules, everyone is responsible for himself. Right? That means I can dress, talk, walk, and act how I like, and whatever happens in the hearts of men around me, well, that is their business, not mine.”


  As soon as she said the words, Yumiko inwardly winced. She thought that no one could be so obtuse as to believe such obvious nonsense as what she had just said. She had tried to speak like what she imagined a wicked girl, a siren, a seductress, would sound like, but only an unconvincing caricature had come forth.


  But to her surprise, Willy Cobweb merely nodded. It must have sounded normal to him.


  He said, “You need a stage name. We cannot call you Kawasaki or whatever bogus name you gave Boggy. How about Kissy Cutie or Wang Me?”


  “Sayori Yunomi.”


  Willy looked puzzled, “Sorry you know me? Sounds like a threat.”


  “Sayori is born of the night. Yunomi is teacup, but, when written, is evening-of-beauty. Surely a fitting name for a maidservant here.” She did not mention that it also referred to an archery bow, as did Yumiko’s real name. Having learned her true name so recently, she was unwilling to bury it under an alias, except at a shallow depth.


  “Sorry Yunomi it is. Pretty name. Are you low on funds?”


  “I have nothing.”


  “You need a place to stay? Give me that key back then.” He took a notepad, wrote a note, and handed it to her, saying, “Okay, Sorry. Take that down to Boggy. She will introduce you to the stage manager and the maître-d’ and work you into the work and rehearsal schedule. Boggy will arrange to have you paid in cash and dock your pay for room rental upstairs.”


  “Upstairs?”


  “The Captain owns the hotel occupying the top floors here, and some of the other chorus girls will be your roommates.”


  “Captain…?”


  Wilcolac narrowed his eyes. “Captain Cobweb is one of my uncles. He is the owner of record here. You did not know? Well, no matter.” His manner grew brusque. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Boggy will explain the rules about gentleman visitors and such. No crucifixes, candles, or bedtime prayers. Some of our guests and employees are from older families and have more elf in them.


  “Don’t be late for anything by a second, or you’re fired. Don’t piss off the customers, or you’re fired. No drinking on duty, or you’re fired. If a customer buys you a drink, you drink from the marked bottles Boggy will show you. Customer gets too friendly, don’t argue and don’t fret; the bouncer will come. No blessing and no cursing, not aloud and not by runes. Don’t argue with the drunks, but wait for the bouncer, or you’re fired.”


  He smiled an avuncular smile. “You look worried. Don’t be. This will be educational. Waiting tables is the one time you girls get to find out what it is like to be a guy: the customer has a right to change his mind, just like a woman does; the customer is always right, just like a woman is; the customer is fickle, the customer is bratty, the customer gets the last word; but in the end, you get what you want out of his pants, kick his hungover, sorry butt out the door, and forget his name. The only difference is that what you get out of his pants is his billfold.


  “And welcome aboard. You are a Peach Cobbler Girl now. Strut with pride.”


Chapter Two: Night Life


  1. Run Ragged


  As “Sorry” (as she was now called), Yumiko found herself no more able to spy out the secrets of the club than a goldfish in a bowl.


  During the first week, she had scant opportunity to take out her radio gear and check on the source of her tracer signals. She worried that the enemy would detect the signals, or find the devices, or the little things would run out of battery power. As each hour passed, the likelihood of one or more grew greater, but all her hours were occupied.


  On the first day, Polednitsa Cobweb, the staff nurse, gave her a brief but unpleasant examination, drawing blood and gathering urine in a cup. Polednitsa’s little room was white walled, white floored, and windowless, smelled of disinfectant and alcohol, and was kept at a breathlessly warm temperature.


  Nurse Polednitsa was a blonde who seemed too young to have passed medical school. Her eyes were so pale a blue as to look almost like the hottest part of a flame.


  Her voice was sharp and dry, her accent lilting, Slavic, and aristocratic. “Listen closely. Checkups are once a month on the full of the moon. If you are found to be unclean, or pregnant, or marked with a chrism, that is grounds for immediate discharge. Use of recreational drugs, abuse of wine or spirits, or the discovery of blood not your own in your bloodstream is grounds for immediate discharge. Some of the girls here are allergic to cold-hammered iron, to flat stones with a hole rubbed in the middle, and to pomegranate seeds. None are permitted at any place on the grounds at any time. Also, some have peanut allergies, so, no peanuts. Do you have any allergies of this type?”


  Yumiko could only say, “Not that I remember…”


  Polednitsa handed her a questionnaire, saying, “Please write out your genealogy for five generations, back to your great-great-grandparents, with all your uncles, aunts, cousins, and second and third cousins.”


  Yumiko balked. “Why?”


  “In case there are any genetic markers for disease, or royal blood, or a family curse.”


  Yumiko handed it back. “I do not know my relatives so far out. I do not even know my mother’s name.”


  Polednitsa glared at her a moment with her hot blue eyes and then made a quick note on the paper. Yumiko casually glanced in the mirror behind Polednitsa and read over her shoulder: Not Twilight. Day. Restrict diet. Elf food forbidden.


  There came a plethora of other questions, which Yumiko found bewildering, and which she eluded and evaded as best she could, smiling politely and bowing her head after every sentence. This seemed to exasperate the young, hot-eyed nurse.


  She was then sent downstairs, where Leshenka the wardrobe mistress showed Yumiko the finer points of the Peach Cobbler Girl costume. Leshenka was a round-faced crone with wild, flyaway hair badly in need of combing, which, for some reason, she had dyed green.


  Leshenka was also a full-time seamstress. She hand-stitched the front and back pieces of Yumiko’s suit until it fit like a glove. The built-in corset enforced a nice hourglass shape, emphasizing cleavage while narrowing her waist sharply. The high cut of the seat likewise emphasized the length of her legs and the curve of her hips. Slouching or slumping was impossible, and striking any pose that was indelicate or unlovely was difficult.


  Leshenka instructed Yumiko on how to walk and talk, how to perch on the back of a chair or railing, and how to dip when lowering a drink to the table. The wardrobe mistress rarely spoke above a rustling whisper. It was like listening to autumn leaves talking.


  Two identical suits were given to her. Leshenka said, “I have made the adjustments just for you. Each of my uniforms is unique for the woman’s body who wears it, so there is no swapping. You are not allowed to take the uniform off site. It takes two Cobbler Girls to put one on. Stockings on first. Bend at the hips, keeping your torso straight, suck in your stomach, and hold the suit thus and so while someone zips it for you. For bathroom breaks or emergencies, two Cobbler Girls have to be pulled from the floor.”


  “The waist is very tight,” gasped Yumiko.


  “The corset contains metal slats. Do not eat in the morning until after you don the suit. That way you know how many teaspoons you can swallow before you cannot breathe. You must stay within one pound of your current weight, plus or minus retaining water. Weigh-in is every morning. It is no harder than being on an Olympic wrestling team.”


  Yumiko nodded at those words, which she found soothing. Holding herself to an iron discipline was something that felt familiar. Her body and spirit no doubt remembered whatever remorseless and savage training regime Winged Vengeance had imposed on her, even if her mind forgot. This gave her the courage to face the prospect of being a nightclub hostess.


  Besides, wearing a suit with metal slats seemed familiar, too.


  Leshenka showed her the wireless microphone built into the bow tie of the costume. A battery pack and transmitter fit into the cummerbund. The costume not only had no pockets, but there was no other place to hide anything.


  “Some of our customers do not like it if the maidservants have to write things down to remember them. The mike picks up anything spoken to you. It is recorded in the kitchen. You play back the recording to get the order.”


  Yumiko wondered what sort of customers objected to writing.


  Leshenka continued in her dry, breathy voice, “With this system, we never get an order wrong. Also, the bouncers monitor conversations so that if the customer gets too fresh, one can ride to your rescue.”


  “What is too fresh?”


  “New customers cannot touch you, except to put an arm around your waist to take a picture with you. Lots of the guys want a picture with a Peach Cobbler Girl, especially on their birthday. A customer who drops more than a C-note, he can pat you on the fanny or tuck a tip into your cummerbund, but can’t steal a kiss or cop a feel. You never reject any advances; the bouncers reject for you. Your job is to make the creeps think they still have a chance if only they got you alone. And so you can never be alone. That is what the mike is for.”


  Yumiko now had some hint of how Willy had overheard the conversation in Boggy’s office. Yumiko said, “How do I turn it off? Like for a private conversation or something?”


  Leshenka smiled a wry smile. “No private conversations here. You’ll be too busy for that.”


  Between rehearsals, training, waiting tables, performing in the chorus line on stage, and the half a hundred other tasks the New Girl was required to volunteer to do, this wry prediction turned out to be correct.


  The sole time she was alone on the first day was in the lady’s locker room on the third floor between practice sets. The locker room, showers, sinks, and toilets were together in one area adjacent to the dance studio. Yumiko trapped a strand of hair inside the hinge of her locker before closing the door so that she would know, if the hair was disturbed, that someone else had opened the door.


  Then, in the bathroom, with no eyes on her, Yumiko climbed the wall above the last stall on the left and hid the wide red sash of her Foxmaiden costume (with her magic ring and hidden gear tucked away in an impossible mermaid pouch within) beneath a tile of the drop ceiling.


  She was no longer terrified that her hat would fall off but now was terrified that someone would find her trove.


  Even when she was not on duty, she was not alone. Meals she ate in the kitchen with the other girls, with the cost deducted from her pay. After curfew, when the twenty other dancers left for home, Yumiko bunked with nine girls in three beds, two cots, and one couch in one suite of two rooms on the fourth floor.


  As it turned out, Captain Cobweb, the unseen owner, also owned the health club one block away on 2nd Avenue, and Yumiko, as well as the other show girls, were required to attend an aerobics class and to spend an hour at the swimming pool.


  Allegedly, this was to keep the show girls in athletic dancing trim, but Yumiko noticed many of the same men she saw watching her doing aerobic exercises or swimming laps at the health club were later at the nightclub, so she thought that health club visits were something of an advertising ploy.


  But it was also a ploy to keep her employed. Wilcolac no doubt still held her in suspicion. At least two of her roommates seemed far too eager to be her friends, and the head of the bouncer squad, Licho Cobweb, always contrived to eat his meals when she took hers and seemed to watch her from behind his dark glasses.


  Krisky and Plaksy Nocnitsa, who were tall, languid blondes with eyes of piercing blue, were the two bent on being her friend willy-nilly and followed her wherever she went, pretending to chat with her. They were twins from Lithuania, beautiful as sin with voices like Slavic music, but their chatter consisted of nothing but complaints about coworkers, hypochondriac fretting over imaginary ailments, ghost stories, and plans to marry rich dotards. Both girls were morbidly afraid of owls. Yumiko could not tell if they were fully human or not.


  Her other roommates were more pleasant to be around.


  Xana was from Asturias in Spain and was filled with laughter and mischief; generous Anjana was from Cantabria, and her laughter was kind; Nightingale was polished, polite, honey-blonde, and from Northumbria, from which (or so she said with a twinkle in her eye) all the best-looking Englishwomen hailed; shy and sweet-faced Nariphon was from Himavanta in Pakistan, and she said she was fleeing an arranged marriage.


  Hala was a Serb and spoke of the sufferings of her country in a voice of quiet ferocity. She spoke of a hero named Mark the King’s Son, buried under Mount Athos, who had thrust his saber through a stone ere he slumbered and would emerge once wind and rain wore the rock and worked the great sword free because the sound of its fall would shake the hills with fear from Hungary to Albania.


  Iele was Romanian with smoldering eyes and a love of gossip. She insisted the club was haunted by ghosts. She also said the mirrors were polarized one-way glass, with Peeping Toms on the other side, who paid a fee to stare.


  Joan Lantern was the torch singer and was older than the other girls. She was Cornish, acted as their den mother or team captain, and fended off any male staff members who seemed too friendly. Everyone called her Joan the Wad, but the meaning of that nickname was never explained to Yumiko.


  On the sill of a high window in the shared room Joan the Wad propped a pumpkin shell carved into an eerie mask in which she burned a candle by night and day. Joan claimed that the pumpkin’s name was Jack and that he was her husband. Joan said Jack would tell her if any of her girls broke the rules, and therefore all the girls in giggling whispers discussed how to steal and where to hide the pumpkin or how to bake it into a pie.


  Yumiko thought it odd that none of them was American, and the suspicion grew on her that some were Daylight folk, and crazy, and others Twilight folk, and sane.


  Yumiko was also assigned to walk the dogs in Central Park. She had to borrow an outfit from Xana, who would only lend her something much too skimpy for the weather: a tank top and a pair of Daisy Dukes. But perhaps that was an advertising ploy as well.


  There were a dozen or so large Huskies, Malamutes, and Alsatians that Wilcolac kept on the property to act as guard dogs. They had to be taken out for a walk twice a day. Even here, Yumiko was not alone. Three other girls were needed to help manage the dogs, and the old Polish handyman who kept the complex lightshow and fog-makers in order, Svarog, followed after with the pooper-scooper.


  When it was time to return the dogs, the girls walked them back through the alley behind the club to the truck bay where Yumiko had saved Elfine. The kennels were a large concrete room just beyond the loading dock, down a ramp, in the basement.


  The first time Yumiko was returning the brace of barking dogs to the kennel master, Jarnik, she smiled at him, introduced herself, and asked, “These are very handsome dogs. Mr. Cobweb must really like them. How long has he kept them? And so many?”


  He was an older man, dark-eyed and hook-nosed with a touch of gray at his temples. Jarnik said, “The Magician? Not he. He be fearful of such hounds as these. He hates them. These belong to the Captain.”


  “What treats do they like to eat? Are they well behaved?”


  Jarnik was pleased to talk to a pretty girl and answered at length, until she was pulled away by an impatient Krisky, who was afraid of picking up some disease from the dogs.


  Why would Wilcolac keep hounds he hated? “Misdirection and deception,” she muttered under her breath. Of course Wilcolac kept a pack of large, wolfish-looking hounds. Any Son of Adam who spied a lupine figure lurking near or entering the club could be convinced that he had seen a Husky in Manhattan, not a wolf.


  Hand in hand with Krisky, as they sought a shortcut out of the kennels, Yumiko saw a large and square overhead door, truck-sized, tucked away behind some crates next to the kennel, leading to some deeper basement she had never glimpsed. It was marked OUT OF SERVICE. But Yumiko noticed that the handle chained to a staple in the floor was worn, the chain was scratched, and the hinges in the overhead had been recently oiled.


  An out-of-service door still in use? More misdirection.


  
2. Lady in Waitressing


  Her nine roommates plus her were the core group of the chorus line and worked ten shifts a week. The other twenty chorus girls worked five shifts on and took five off so that a score of showgirls was onstage at any one time, backing up the three main acts.


  Yumiko found that not only was she able to dance, but she loved it.


  The first night, as the hour for the show approached, she was almost physically ill with shyness, but the mere act of putting on the costume calmed her nerves. Even though it showed more of her than any street clothes, she felt like it was a disguise. Donning a disguise, like downing a drink, gave a person permission to live, if only for an hour, without fear or hesitation.


  The whistles and commotion of the crowd were contagious, the stage lights drowned out the sight of any lascivious eyes, and Yumiko found she loved parading herself before the men. Perhaps she felt a sense of triumph when she drew the eyes of guys away from their scowling dates. There was something fearful and fascinating about it as well: it was like toying with fire.


  All the dancers were athletic, but Yumiko found that she tired less easily than they, or perhaps they merely complained more after shows and shifts.


  Waiting tables at first was wretched work, but eventually she got the hang of it. It boiled down to three things: the first was timing, making sure she went by each table in her area at about the time it took to down a drink or to finish a dessert; the second was organization, keeping the orders straight and menu changes up to date; and the third was friendliness.


  This third thing she learned was from Anjana, one of her roommates, who took her aside after two unhappy nights of low tips. Anjana told her that this was the same job as a model, who is paid for her looks, or as an actress, who bats her eyelashes at a camera. “The marks know it is an act. Just play along.”


  “An act?”


  “There is a hard city outside the door. In here, they want to feel the touch of softer life. In here, you play the role of a pretty girl who wants to bring them hard drinks and hot chicken wings in peanut sauce. They are paying you to make them feel like they don’t have to pay you. You’d volunteer to bring them hard drinks and hot chicken wings in peanut sauce because they are so wonderful. Just chit-chat with them! Tell them about your past!”


  Since she did not have a past of her own, Yumiko told any customer who wanted to chat with her (and most of the ones without dates did) instead about the past of Yoshiko Kawashima.


  Many a man, young, drunk, sober, or old, was fascinated by her birth in the imperial clan of the Qing Dynasty and her adoption, after the Xinhai Revolution, by a Japanese espionage agent and mercenary adventurer; many a man likewise was saddened by the suicide of her mother, the imperial concubine, and by her unhappy first marriage to the son of a Mongolian Army general; and was thrilled by her role in bringing Pu Yi to the throne as Emperor in Manchuria as a Japanese puppet after the Shanghai Incident; was impressed by her brief career as a radio star; and many a man complimented her on her courage in resisting the communists after the war.


  Only one asked her how a girl of seventeen had served in World War Two.


  It seemed okay. The stories told by the other girls were wilder.


  And the customers did indeed seem to know it was all an act. All they wanted was a beautiful girl dressed in high heels, top hat, bathing suit, and a bow tie waiting on them hand and foot, and for her to be friendly, helpful, and fun.


  But she understood. It was another magic trick. The masculine appeal was misdirection: the real purpose was to separate the customers painlessly from their cash.


  Her tips per night increased dramatically. She was not sure how much money the bills were actually worth because there was small chance of spending it.


  After that, life was not so very hard. She enjoyed the work, loved dancing, and got daily exercise, the pay was good, and Yumiko got along well enough with the other girls.


  The only hard part was that she was trapped.


  She had no privacy, her costume was bugged, and at least two girls and one bouncer were watching her every move.


  Maybe the mirrors were one-way glasses watching her as well. Maybe the pumpkin of Joan the Wad actually was watching her. Maybe a ghost with empty eyes and a pallid winter tree on his surcoat walked the corridors at night, fully able to see her, now that her silver ring was hidden in the locker room.


  But what was happening to Elfine, all this time, assuming she was still alive? What was in the basement below the kennels?


  
3. Friendly Warning


  On the Monday of her second week, she decided she had to find some privacy. It could not be that hard: no one could be watched every hour, every minute, without error.


  That day, she skipped lunch on the excuse of going out to shop to spend some of her tip money. Krisky and Plaksy invited themselves along. Yumiko did not even try to leave them behind: she was testing to see how long the leash might be. She bought herself a change of street clothes, a slinky nightgown, a toothbrush, a dental mirror, and some other basic necessities. She bought a bag of doggie treats in a pet store. She attempted nothing overtly suspicious.


  On Tuesday, she ducked into the third-floor locker room, and, finding it empty, jumped to the ceiling, balanced atop the divider of the last stall, and lifted the panel in the drop ceiling where her supersuit was hidden. She took a bugging device and a tracking device. Like her suit, the tiny disks had adjustable colors. She turned them white. The magnetic adhesive allowed her to clamp them to the clips pinching her earlobes, so she could wear them as earrings. It was not much, but it was practically the only place she could carry anything between costume changes.


  On Wednesday there was a break in the routine: one of the main acts was using the stage for extra rehearsal, so chorus line rehearsal was canceled. She had four hours of free time. Again, Yumiko went out, and, again, her two roommates insisted on tagging along.


  She went to an upscale clothing shop and bought a red sash that was a very close match in size and hue and fabric to the obi into which the Foxmaiden half-cape transformed. Misdirection and deception.


  Krisky and Plaksy were at the front of the shop, trying on gloves. Yumiko casually drifted to the back of the store, where she was out of eyesight. It should be a simple matter to change into another outfit, slip out, elude the two girls, and make it back to the club unseen. Then…


  When Yumiko pulled aside the curtain to step into the changing booth, Licho Cobweb was inside, smoking a cigarette.


  “This is the lady’s changing room!” said Yumiko.


  He grunted. “I am just here to see you do not change too much.”


  She said nothing in reply, but smiled politely.


  That seemed to annoy Licho. He said sharply, “Right now, the Magician trusts you, likes your attitude, and likes how you get along with the customers. He trusts you ’cause he’s keeping an eye on you. Now a bright girl like you can find a way to sneak off without anyone seeing, I am sure. But you don’t want to do that.”


  Yumiko bowed her head. “I am sorry to cause any disturbance.”


  He scowled. “You see, that’s what I don’t like about you. Any other girl would ask why I say you don’t want to sneak off and keep the conversation going. But you! You just apologize, and it kills the tempo, and then there is an awkward silence.”


  She said, “I am sorry. In silence, the vanity and pain of the world makes itself known; it is a truth not found in words.”


  He drew back as if she gave off a bad smell, “What the heck does that mean?”


  “It means you are admitting you have been ordered to watch me. This is in addition to your other duties, and the burden cannot be pleasant, so I am saying I am sorry.”


  “Phaugh! You are as cool as milk from a Finnish witch, aren’t you, missy? You don’t seem surprised.”


  “We are Moth and Cobweb. There is mistrust between us. Your master no doubt has foes: all successful men do. I would be a fool to be surprised.”


  “Phaugh! The Magician is not my master. I am the Captain’s. You are also a fool if you find any blind spot I’ve overlooked. Don’t look for one. Funerals are expensive, and so is dog food, and there is a way to save money on both if you take my meaning, little missy.”


  Yumiko nodded slowly.


  Licho said, “You want to stay on the Magician’s good side because no one else will miss you when you are gone. So stay where we can see you, see what you do, who you see. Don’t go anywhere.”


  And with that, he tossed his cigarette butt to the floor of the store, ground it to ash with his toe, gave her a pinch on the cheek, and stalked out.


  Alone in the booth, Yumiko felt as if she were in an elevator with a broken cable. The pent-up emotion, fatigue, and frustration were too much. She was sitting in the changing booth, shoulders shaking, crying, and trying to do so silently, when the store clerk came by and told her smoking was not allowed in the store.


  With Krisky and Plaksy in tow, Yumiko cut short her shopping expedition and returned to the Cobbler’s Club with an hour to spare before her next shift.


  She spent that hour in the studio, sitting without motion before the dance mirrors, controlling her breathing, and using her patience as a weapon to scrape away the weakness in her will she now perceived had grown in her like a tarnish on a silver blade.


  Yumiko told herself to wait. She must wait for the ever-present eyes watching her to blink.


Chapter Three: Envoys to Anarchy


  1. Private Room


  The next night, after the ten o’clock show but before the midnight show, Yumiko was handed a tray of drinks by Clobhair Cobweb the bartender and told to wait on some V.I.P.s in the private room on the second floor. There was also a small bowl of water on the tray.


  She stared blankly. “Vips?”


  A twitch of his lips shifted the clay pipe he forever smoked from one side of his unshaven mouth to the other. “Very Important Persons, me girly. See ye make no mock of them nor bring bad luck to the honor of this stout old pub.” He pronounced it “auld.” Clobhair was even shorter than Yumiko and stood on a raised platform behind the bar. “Recall ye that the help enters without a knock and stays until dismissed. Take a menu in case they want something from the kitchen.”


  Yumiko balanced the tray in one hand and went quickly and silently up the red carpeted stairs to the second floor. She entered without knocking, as instructed.


  Here was an opulent room adorned in gold and ebony wood, hung with red curtains. A chandelier of cut glass was above, a smoldering fireplace with a mantelpiece of carved marble was to one side, and candles stood before the three large mirrors dominating three walls. There were no electric lights burning here.


  Wilcolac in his black top hat, white bow tie, black tailcoat, and white spats sat in a tall and narrow chair of black wood carved with images of rising snakes and falling stars. Behind him on the wall were framed pictures of the major trumps of the Tarot. Key I, The Magician, was topmost. An uncut cigar was waiting in an open humidor on a small brass tripod at his right hand.


  His left hand was at his knee, toying with a walking stick of black wood set with a silver knob. On a low table before him was a silver dish of caviar imported from Iran, set in a bed of ice and ringed by small bowls of chopped egg yolks and egg whites, lemon wedges, red onions, chives, crème fraîche, and small bits of buttered toast.


  Facing him were two young men and a black dog. They were seated in plush leather armchairs with low backs, their knees almost touching the coffee table where the caviar rested. Their backs were to her as she entered and crossed the room, but she could see their reflections in the mirrors beyond.


  It came as a shock when she recognized first one and then the other. Her drinks swayed on her tray, but she steadied herself in time and smiled the bright smile she had been taught.


  The two young men were both in archaic costumes, seeming as out of place in the modern day as she would have seemed dressed in her Foxmaiden supersuit. She wished she were wearing it now.


  The first one she knew by his face.


  He was a thin, sober-faced youth in round and rimless eyeglasses that gave him a look of owlish sobriety. His dark, shoulder-length hair was tied with a ribbon at the nape of his neck. He wore a short black cloak covering his shoulders and, beneath that, a long coat of black and, beneath that, a long white tunic with a leather belt. A black hood hung down his back. On a fine gold chain about his neck was a necklace of beads set with a gold crucifix.


  Yumiko wondered at the necklace. She was reminded of Buddhist prayer beads. Other necklaces (he wore several) held medallions small as coins, oval or round, set with tiny images of men, women, doves, and angels in stiff poses.


  Strangely, in the mirror that reflected him, the candlelight was caught in the gold crucifix, and it blazed like a star and seemed to send a large, black shadow across the floor and up the wall behind him. But when she crossed in front of him, his shadow’s size and shape were normal, and the ornament was no brighter than it should have been.


  The second was a tall youth, athletic in build, broad shouldered, thick necked, and square jawed. Even though he was seated in a comfortable chair, his posture was that of a soldier stiffly at attention on a parade ground. His eyes were green as glass and bright as lamps. His gaze was disturbingly forthright.


  His hair was as silvery-white as starlight, bright as a polished blade. It was thick and hale, not the thin hair of an old man. It was cut strangely, for the back of his head below his ears had been shaved.


  He was dressed in a linen tunic. Atop this was a white surcoat emblazoned with a swan, and on the hem was embroidered a swan feather motif. A wide leather belt ran from shoulder to hip before circling his waist thrice. Belt and surcoat were adorned with jacinths and small diamonds. In the same way a flock of birds or a swarm of bees can move in unison and produce the illusion that it is a single organism, so here, the many flashing gems adorning his coat and sleeves made bright a field of flickers glance and dance across his broad chest when he breathed. It looked like a single living thing restlessly stirring, an elusive creature of light. His leggings were leather, and his black boots sported metal shin guards. At his heels were golden spurs.


  The white scabbard at his side would have hung by his left hip had he been standing. The hilts were silver, the grip was bound in rough white leather and set with silver nails, a milky white stone was the pommel, and the light trapped by reflection in the stone beat like the heart of a living thing. In his reflection in the mirror, some trick of the firelight made a heat shimmer dance all along the sheathed sword, as if the blade within were burning with irresistible fire.


  Yumiko thought the young knight was an image of splendor. Something hidden stirred in her memory but was gone before she could name it.


  She had not seen his face before, but she knew the design on his coat and recognized the sword. This was the young knight who had saved her from the werewolves at Catoblepas warehouse. She was baffled to see him alive, for she had last seen him dive on horseback in full armor into the Hudson River and vanish under the water, chasing a misshapen and gigantic beast.


  His dark, thin compatriot was the one who had driven the owl women away with bell, book, and candle. She even knew the dog. It had once wrestled a pistol out of Lucien Cobweb’s hand with its teeth.


  The collie dog was by the young knight’s side, sitting, tongue hanging out. He had bright eyes with circles of black fur around them like a bandit’s mask. His coat was glossy black, except his snout, vest, and stockings were white.


  The dog was the only one who turned his head to look at Yumiko when she came in. His triangular black ears perked up, and he watched her carefully as she walked.


  She also saw herself in the reflections as she approached: shapely dancer’s legs in fishnet stockings, shining black hotpants hugging her curved hips, a corset that accentuated her hourglass shape and displayed a daring amount of cleavage, the false cuffs making her bare arms seem naked, the bugged bow tie circling her slender throat, a mass of inky black hair piled atop her head, her oval face and large, catlike eyes, and an oversized top hat above. She had been dancing earlier, and the lounge was hot and close with fumes, and so her skin was shining and flushed with pink.


  Or perhaps that was a blush of embarrassment. She passed in front of the young men, wondering if either would recognize her.


  She was required, when placing a drink on the table, to dip herself just so and to keep her low-cut costume in place: she had been taught to lean gracefully backward while bending at the knees, with the left knee lifted and tucked behind the right leg. It was practically a ballerina move. But this coffee table was at least a foot lower than the patron’s tables in the lounge.


  Yumiko steeled herself. She wished she knew whether she had ever done limbo dancing in her life before this. But her worry was needless: she bent her knees further and dipped down as elegantly as a swaying flower, maintaining her poise. (And, in fact, had anyone there thrown a punch at her head, she was in a position to block it.) She placed the napkins just so, with the hammer-and-shoe emblem of the club facing each guest.


  For the first time, she glanced at the drinks and was frozen for a moment in hesitation. The barkeep had forgotten to tell her whose was whose.


  The men were talking, and the tone was businesslike and not friendly, so she did not want to interrupt. Wilcolac was saying, “…was founded by Peter Stuyvesant under authority of the Dutch West India Company, chartered under the Seven Provinces. I am not sure how the writ of Arthur applies in this case.”


  The bourbon over ice with a maraschino cherry and lemon peel was a whiskey sour. It was a favorite drink for Wilcolac. She put the cool and sweating glass down in front of him.


  The silver-haired young knight was saying sternly, “Charles V was Holy Roman Emperor and ruled and reigned in the Low Countries. The rebellion by William of Orange is not recognized as lawful by Alberec or Erlkoenig. Will you dispute with the King of Elfs and Shadows?”


  That left a dark, carbonated drink and a clear drink with a lemon peel. She had a one-half chance of correctly guessing which was whose.


  Wilcolac made some wry comment Yumiko did not catch. The youth in eyeglasses said, “Be that as it may, sir, the United States was dedicated to the protection of Our Lady of the Immaculate Conception in May of 1846. I will not distress the unclean spirits of your house by speaking her name. The Last Crusade has the authority to treat with you.”


  The silver-haired youth said sternly to Wilcolac, “We come in Arthur’s name. In whose name do you speak?”


  Yumiko hesitated for half a second too long. The youth in eyeglasses turned and looked into her face. His eyes seemed sad. He said softly, “The water is for me, please, sister.”


  She did her backward-leaning ballerina dip and placed the glass before him. Yumiko realized with a shock that his garb was not some anachronism from Elfland or a Renaissance Fair, nor was the beaded string around his neck Buddhist prayer beads. It was a rosary. He was dressed as a novice of a religious order.


  This was a holy man. Or at least a holy boy.


  She had been told to make eye contact with and smile at each customer, but, dressed as she was, she could not meet his eyes.


  The silver-haired knight reached for the tray without waiting to be served. The novice cleared his throat and said, “Patience is a virtue, Gilberec.”


  Gilberec was apparently his name. He drew his hand back, saying, “Almost never got to drink this stuff when I was young. It is really tasty.”


  The collie dog barked. The young knight said, “Okay, okay!” and leaned back and let Yumiko serve him. He ruffled the dog’s fur behind the ears. “Miss, this is root beer and not beer beer, isn’t it? The last time I was in a restaurant, they kept bringing the wrong order….” He turned his head just as she was dipping down, so his nose was right at the same height as her décolletage.


  He snapped his head away from the sight as quickly as if lemon juice had been squirted into his eyes. When he turned his head, her image was in the mirror, and the image reflected in the mirror on the far wall was a rear view of her shapely calves, thighs, and hips. He sighed and turned his eyes toward the ceiling, perhaps in prayer. He put his hand on an amber bead he carried on a thong about his neck.


  The dog barked again. The young knight spoke without looking down from the ceiling. “And the bowl of water is for Ruff.”


  Yumiko knew she could not dip down to the level of the floor, so she knelt and slid the bowl onto the carpet before the eager dog. He sniffed her hand, licked it, and barked again.


  Yumiko stood up, took up the empty tray, stepped back, and assumed the “Peach Cobbler Girl” stance: legs together, back arched, and hips tucked under.


  The young knight said, “Gee, I don’t know.” He turned to the other boy and muttered softly. “Matthias, do you tip the waitress?”


  Matthias shrugged and said, “No kind act is useless.”


  “All I have are my father’s diamonds. Do you have any cash? Earth cash?”


  “Vow of poverty, remember?” said Matthias ruefully. “Ah. I could give a blessing…?”


  The dog put his nose in the bowl and began lapping energetically, careless of what he splashed on the carpet. Then, the dog raised his nose, sneezed, and barked again. The knight stole a glance at Yumiko. “I don’t think she eats bones.”


  Wilcolac said, “Before you give any blessing, my dear young exorcist, remember that the Cobbler’s Club is neutral ground! Your words might unintentionally stir up something adversarial, shall we say, which, like you, I welcomed here with promises of a safe and pleasant evening.”


  Gilberec said, “You promised more than that to us.”


  Matthias put finger and thumb to the rim of his eyeglasses, lowered them on his nose, and looked over the rims at Wilcolac. “Sir Gilberec means to say that your message proffered a most remarkable claim. We are eager to hear whatever specifics you care to impart.”


  Gilberec said, “How did your man find us?”


  Wilcolac spread his hands and smiled a hollow smile. “Trade secret, I am afraid. As master of this house, I occupy a delicate position in the Twilight World.”


  Yumiko stood in her pose, barely daring to breathe. Luckily, she had been told not to leave unless ordered out. They had apparently forgotten her.


  
2. The True Knight


  Wilcolac leaned back. “Many odd rumors swirl in your wake as you walk the world, Sir Knight. They say you can detect the lies on a man’s tongue no matter how smoothly he speaks them. But you are cursed never to tell a lie.”


  Matthias put his hand on Gilberec’s elbow as if silently to caution him not to answer this, but Gilberec said, “It is true. And it is hardly a curse.”


  The words rang in Yumiko’s ear in a fashion she found admirable, even compelling. She believed him.


  Apparently, so did Wilcolac. He said, “Is King Arthur alive?”


  Gilberec said, “He lives!”


  Again, the words carried an unnaturally clear sense of conviction with them.


  Wilcolac said, “Then why does Arthur delay to wake his slumbering armies buried in the mountain?”


  Matthias spoke in a soft but severe tone. “We did not come here to be quizzed. Your messenger said you knew a way to break the Black Spell to release mankind from thralldom.”


  Wilcolac leaned forward. “I do indeed know a way!” he squinted at Gilberec. “Your curse makes negotiation quite simple, does it not? I had a long speech planned to convince you of my sincerity, but now I see I need not waste words.”


  Gil said, “You speak the truth, but not the whole truth.”


  Wilcolac leaned back in his tall chair, making a little temple of his fingers. “Nor do you. Who shows his hand before the wagering is done?” He waved his fingers in the air and plucked a playing card out of nowhere. “Voila!” With a flourish, he turned the card and displayed its face: the joker. With a sudden gesture, he flicked his fingers, displaying his open palm. The card was gone.


  Yumiko realized with a start that she was assuming that she was seeing a mere trick, a sleight of hand. But what if it were not a trick? What if he were actually making the card materialize out of an invisible world and vanish back into it? Just because Wilcolac was dressed like a magician was no reason to assume he was not one.


  Wilcolac, smiling, was saying, “But have I said enough to pique the interest of King Arthur? If indeed he is the one who sends you?”


  Gil started to speak, but Matthias quieted him with a calm gesture and spoke first. “Dissolving the Black Spell is a fascinating prospect. You require something from us to proceed. But you are reluctant to ask directly, perhaps because something uncouth or untoward is involved. You need not worry. I judge no man. Our Father in Heaven sees and judges. Fear him alone.”


  Wilcolac scowled. “That hardly puts me at my ease.”


  “It was not meant to,” said Matthias in a gentle voice, without smiling. “Your offer, sir?”


  Wilcolac said, “Before I speak, it will save time if you tell me what you know of the origin of the Black Spell. Otherwise, you may doubt whether what I suggest will indeed operate to nullify it.”


  Once again, Gilberec started to speak, and, once again, Matthias motioned him silent and spoke instead. “No fear of that. We have time to spare. May I help myself to that delicious-looking caviar while you make up your mind whether to speak and how much to say?”


  Wilcolac said, “Help yourself. I take delight in the comfort of guests of this house. Had I known the ages of Arthur’s agents, I would have prepared some pleasant vice more commensurate with young tastes, such as malted milkshakes or hot dogs with mustard.”


  The collie barked and made a whimpering noise. The young knight scratched the mutt’s ears and said, “There is no dog meat in that. It is fish eggs.” The young knight scooped up some of the caviar on a cracker and placed the cracker on the floor. The dog sniffed it doubtfully, licked it, and then gulped it down in one sloppy bite.


  “Very expensive fish eggs,” said Wilcolac, one eyebrow raised. “Very. Are you talking to that dog, by any chance?”


  “I talk to my dog all the time,” said Gilberec, putting more crackers of caviar down on the floor.


  Wilcolac said, “What does he say?”


  Matthias said, “If he were wise, perhaps he would have told us to be wary of any man who makes his living by sleight of hand. We know the Black Spell cannot spread unless lamps of the Church one by one are snuffed and men lose sight and common sense. What is your offer, sir?”


  Wilcolac cleared his throat and sat up straightly in his chair. He raised his voice as if he were on stage. “You are perhaps familiar with the Sybil who lives in a cave on the slopes of a dead volcano in Italy, above a poisonous lake beneath which no fish swims, above which no bird flies?”


  Matthias merely said, “Go on.”


  “It is said she could see the future and past and wrote what she knew in nine books, but a curse of the gods, wishing ignorance on mankind, whirled the books into the air in a freak windstorm, tore them page by page, and scattered them hither and yon. Each page is now no more than a puzzle, a fragment, and a riddle.


  “Some fell among the shamans of the Norse and warned them of the coming Twilight of the Gods, the Fimbulwinter, and the fall of the World-Tree; some among Aztec diabolists, predicting the coming of the white-skinned god and the downfall of Mexico; and some among the sages of India and foretold the Kali Yuga, the Age of Destruction.


  “Some fragments survive to this day among the voodoo witch doctors of degenerate backwoodsmen in Louisiana and some among Eskimo wizards. The angekok or witch-priests of the Yukon faithfully follow the hereditary practices of six-fingered Nephilim who ruled in the New World long before the redskins crossed the Bering Strait, fleeing a nameless peril that haunted the prehistoric Siberian nights beneath the Northern Lights.”


  Wilcolac paused, but the other two said nothing.


  Wilcolac continued in a softer voice, “Well-educated boys such as yourselves surely have heard rumors of such things? Forgotten cities overgrown in pathless jungles, abandoned with no mark of war or disaster on monument, pillar, or dome? An army of shadows who guard their own mausoleums? Monkeys seen performing cannibal sacrifices on cursed mountaintops where no trace remains of the men from whom they learned to imitate this horrid practice?”


  Matthias crossed himself. Gilberec said, “What has this to do with the Black Spell?”


  Wilcolac spoke in a soft voice, but made each word heavy with emphasis. “We have gathered certain scattered fragments of lore from the one place whence elfin lords never sought to remove it. In the Night World, which is their own, they can find and quell all who might know or guess their secret weakness. We of the Twilight World all vow when we come of age unbreakable oaths, intertwined with runes and curses, never to rebel. But among men, aha! In the Daylit World, the King of Shadows would never suspect the humans retain in rituals and rhymes, in old toasts or old place names, the clues of hidden things the men themselves no longer know!”


  Gilberec moved restlessly. Matthias yet again raised his hand, but now Wilcolac spoke. “Your friend, my dear young man of the cloth, seems to be bursting to say something you don’t want him to say. Let us hear it.”


  Gilberec said, “We come in Arthur’s name. In whose name do you speak?”


  
3. The Faithful Friar


  Wilcolac said, “There are those among the Cobwebs who are dissatisfied with the sneers and jeers of elfin lords and the sly looks of their ladies. The elfin blood is pure, their lives are long, and their magic is by nature what we half-breeds can only learn by art or by the crafting of bad bargains with dreadful entities. Their overthrow would please us. Do you support their reign?”


  Matthias said wearily, “No one is going to give you a straight answer, Gil, not anyone who knows you are a living lie detector. You are wasting time.”


  Gilberec said to him, “I would rather know for sure that he will not be straight with us than to suppose he won’t, without giving him a chance.”


  Wilcolac raised both eyebrows. “Giving me a chance…? Your cross-examination is allegedly for my benefit…? I am not willing to say who my principals are. They are not sure whom to trust. That is why they come through me: the Cobbler’s Club is a bit like Switzerland. I have to be careful. If I even appeared to take sides, I would be ruined.”


  Gilberec said, “There could be a simpler reason why you know how to break an elfish spell than all this talk of scattered books and Eskimo wizards.”


  “And what might that reason be?” asked Wilcolac, assuming an innocent stare.


  “You are an Anarchist. Do you deny it?”


  Wilcolac took a moment to trim his cigar with a silver knife. He lit it with a spark of flame that seemed to come from the thumb of his white kid-leather glove. “A strange accusation. Here in my club, from time to time, I deal with parties on the wrong side of the law. I hear rumors of a Supreme Council of Anarchists. The oath we all swore to the elfs for some reason does not bind them. They use their supernatural powers to ruin all the institutions the elfs have erected among men as reins and chains, as hoods and horseblinkers. The Anarchists are said to have eyes everywhere, fingers in every pie, to control railways, shipyards, banks, communication nodes, and computer networks. They are said to be behind all the dark deeds that prevent the elfs from enjoying in peace their utter victory over men. But I hear rumors saying the opposite, that the Anarchists are mere agitators or died in the Great War. Supposing they were real: why would I serve them? Anarchy is bad for business.”


  “That is not a denial,” Gilberec said to Wilcolac. To Matthias he said, “Come on. Let’s go. This is pointless.”


  Yumiko had been listening very intently, glad that no one was looking at her.


  But just then she shivered and glanced down. The collie dog had finished his caviar snack and laid himself down at the foot of Gilberec’s chair, placing his furry head on the carpet between his paws so that his bright eyes were staring straight at her.


  When Gil stood up, the dog growled and coughed and made a slight sniffing noise. Gilberec turned his head, saw her in her scanty, snug costume, but this time, instead of averting his eyes, he looked at her face. A thoughtful frown creased his brow.


  Wilcolac said wryly to Matthias, “At this point in the good-cop, bad-cop routine, you, as the boy good-cop, are supposed to restrain your hotheaded friend to sit again, and this will make me eager to show my cards.”


  Matthias smiled and scooped up some caviar on a cracker. “I wish we were that organized. The Swan Knight is no hothead. He is slow to anger, but once he is angry, he is slow to forgive. He feels about truth the way I feel about forgiveness. Guilt and fear and hate tie men to their sins with heavy chains and long so that when they die, their tormented spirits remain on earth, haunting the scenes of their crimes. Without forgiveness, how can they be set free to go onward to their reward? So I have no qualms about entering the house of a Necromancer. You have more need of my services than any!”


  Wilcolac said sharply, “What does that mean?”


  “I saw a Jack-o’-Lantern in an upper window when I entered this house and smelled the spoor of many hounds. You flay the flesh of men for the benefit of wolves and expose the flesh of women for the benefit of men. Do you think I do not know who you are? What you do here?”


  Wilcolac squinted at the young novice, and a look of true hatred appeared, if only for a moment, in his eye. “I think an innocent soul like yours cannot imagine the vices I sell, not even in your most sordid nightmares, little boy.”


  Matthias smiled, but his eyes were sad. “You forget. Saint Jean Baptiste is only two streets away. Your patrons come to our confessional booth. My master has heard confessed every detail of all the sins you encourage. But they have been washed away, removed entirely from the dreadful scroll no man can read. I am familiar with your works and your ways and familiar with how to undo them. You are bold indeed to invite me into your house. Unlike my knightly friend, my weapons are spiritual and cannot be bound in their scabbards. No do my weapons know any truce, nor rest.”


  Wilcolac’s fingers tightened on his walking stick, but he said nothing.


  Matthias smiled. “Invite your servant to sit and join us. Surely it is more fitting that I should wait on her than she should wait on me.” And with this, Matthias stood. He turned and smiled gently at Yumiko and with a slight, almost courtly bow, beckoned her toward his empty chair.


  Yumiko was paralyzed with indecision. Did this young man recognize her after all? She had been masked when they met in front of the Catoblepas Warehouse. Perhaps he recalled her from before she lost her memory. If so, what did he know about her?


  She desperately wanted to hear what would be said next, but if she so much as raised her eyes to Wilcolac to see whether he wanted her to sit or to stay where she was, he might remember that she was the newfound Moth waitress whom he did not trust and send her away.


  But she need not have worried. Wilcolac’s full attention was now on Gilberec, who did not seem to be bluffing about leaving after all.


  Gilberec had gathered his sword and his dog and taken a step toward the door when Wilcolac uttered a sad laugh and motioned him back toward his chair. “Be not so hasty, sir! I see there is no need to be indirect with you, young Sir Knight!”


  The dog barked, and Gilberec paused. He turned.


  Wilcolac spoke quickly, “Not all Cobwebs regard the Anarchists favorably: but I turn away no customer who is well behaved and pays his tab. I do not deny that I have had dealings with them in times past! This cannot surprise you. Certain of my experiments require access to uncouth and unhallowed substances difficult to acquire without the aid of unlawful powers. Nor would I deny to them that I have spoken with you Arthurians and that I am willing to deal with you. Come! Surely you knew this of me before you accepted my invitation! Where else could such a parley take place, but here? Will you hear this deal? A means has been found to break the Black Spell of the elfs. Does it matter who has discovered the secret weak spot? If there is no firebucket at hand to dash the flames, a chamberpot will do!”


  Gil said, “Well? What are you offering?”


  “Perhaps in days of old, when the elfs were strong and still knew how to walk the corridors of air and pass through the windows of Heaven, men with their gold idols and bronze spears would have been no match. But now? Only Winged Vengeance knows the high and secret path back to the toppled ruins of Sarras in the sunset clouds, and what is he but a menace? Can you tell us he is not your leader?”


  Gil had seated himself. “He is not. The Last Crusade serves King Arthur.”


  Wilcolac said, “Then why does Arthur not walk the earth? Why is he absent from his throne in Cardiff or his seat in the Seven Hills of Rome? Who sends you forth?”


  Gilberec spoke in ringing words, “Hear my voice! Arthurus Rex is king, warlord, and sovereign of the Last Crusade. To him have I sworn fealty, and my troth I keep. His laws I uphold, his words I treasure, his dreams I follow. Arthur serves truth and justice, and I serve him. Let man or elf, mortal or immortal, or the mighty demons of Hell who are the foes of Arthur know well that I oppose them with all the strength of spirit, soul, and mortal body I possess, now unto the last, so help me God. I have spoken! Who sends you?”


  Yumiko stared at the young, silver-haired Swan Knight in awe. She was not sure on whose side anyone was, but, hearing such words, she hoped her side was the same as his.


Chapter Four: Truth and Half-Truth


  1. Rumors of Raids and Voyages


  Wilcolac said, “I am not given leave to say whom I represent. It is an interested party among the Cobwebs who are no friends to Erlkoenig nor any elf. I assure you they can break the Black Spell. But means are wanting.”


  Matthias said, “What means do you seek? And why do you suppose we have it?”


  Wilcolac leaned back, poker faced. “I seek the Ring of Mists. Know you of it?”


  “It is one of the Thirteen Treasures of Lyonesse,” Matthias said, “It was kept in the Tower of Glass in Troynovant upon a baleful mead. The news heard among the elfs says that a fabulous digging machine with a drill on its nose, an Iron Mole, broke in through the foundations of the tower from below, where no eyes watched. Doctor Rotwang Cobweb, one of your clan, built that machine. Perhaps you should inquire of him where the lost ring resides? Have you spoken with him of late perhaps?”


  Wilcolac sipped his whiskey a moment, thinking. “How did you know Rotwang built the Iron Mole? The factory was buried in a long-abandoned mineshaft in Pennsylvania and manned with the blind, who never saw what they were fabricating.”


  “A little bird told me,” said Gilberec.


  Wilcolac raised an eyebrow and took another sip. “Rotwang Cobweb has been known to come here to drink and watch the girls upon occasion. Most recently, he quenched his wrath in beer and whiskey, for it seems his intern, his apprentice, stole the Iron Mole and made off with it. The young man was something of a prodigy. A member of the Moth family if I am not mistaken.”


  Gilberec looked startled, but Matthias’s bland expression betrayed nothing. Matthias said, “Doctor Rotwang is justly famous for the artificial woman he created. The elfs still blame him for the havoc she caused. That, and his earthquake machine, his counterfeiting apparatus, and his other tools of mischief have rendered him unwelcome among the elfish courts. So he had an apprentice, did he? A lab assistant?”


  Wilcolac smiled maliciously. His voice was a soft purr. “You must have heard of this lad! He once flew to the moon in a vehicle of his own devising and landed in the mysterious Blue Area in the Sea of Rain, south of Plato’s Crater, at the ruined non-Euclidean towers of Azathothopolis, where it is forbidden for mortals to go.”


  Gil grimaced, irked. Wilcolac spoke on, smiling slightly.


  “Or surely you have heard of his adventures in faraway places, or his many wonderful machines, such as his supersonic dirigible, his giant searchlight, his war tank, or his amazing motorcycle which needs no refueling?”


  Yumiko’s heart beat rapidly in her chest, and her face was warm, but she did not know why. She glanced down at her fingers. They were trembling. Was it fear or shock? Was it joy? What did her lost self know?


  Wilcolac’s smile deepened. “Now, last I heard, this youth had involved himself in the affairs of Winged Vengeance and was aiding him in his ghastly crime spree. Did neither of you hear anything of the sort, perhaps, from your sources? Your birds or your confessional booths or wherever it is teenagers pick up top-secret intelligence?”


  Gil started to speak, but once again Matthias held up his hand. “For a second time you mention the vigilante. Out of curiosity,” Matthias asked quietly, “Why do you ask about him?”


  “Why do you ask why I ask?” asked Wilcolac.


  “Because it is an odd coincidence that you mention him,” said Matthias.


  “Odd why?” asked Wilcolac.


  “After you, if you please, Mr. Cobweb.” And, when Wilcolac hesitated, Matthias said, “You have to volunteer information to get information.”


  “You must promise not to repeat this to anyone,” said Wilcolac.


  Gil shook his head. “That promise is too broad.”


  Wilcolac smiled slightly, “Then promise you will not repeat this to the Supreme Council of Anarchists, their servants, or their spies. I fear them.”


  Gil said, “I will not knowingly aid the Anarchists in their work. Is that sufficient?”


  “From the mouth of a man who never lies, it is sufficient,” said Wilcolac. He dropped his voice. “The Anarchists until recently, very recently, had control of a dark doorway, a moon-door. The hinges are forged from iron taken from the Ocean of Storms, and the doorknob is a nugget of moon-crystal large as a fist found in the Sea of Dreams. The master craftsmen of old knew the secrets of their making. That is lost, as is so much. The Anarchists used this door to send their hordes swiftly through the mist from one hemisphere to another, directly into the Iron Mole, directly into lower parts of the Tower of Glass. Rotwang had hidden it on his vehicle before it was stolen. You see? The thing was arranged. A trap. This clever inventor’s apprentice was played for a fool by Rotwang. Isn’t that always the way with clever boys, book-fed geniuses cloistered in ivory towers? Too smart to realize they are rubes and chumps.”


  Gil stirred restlessly and looked as if he would like to strike Wilcolac in the face.


  Wilcolac said, “The clever boy was allowed to steal the Iron Mole to bring the moon-door into the Tower. At the right time, the door popped open. Countless loyal fighting slaves of the Anarchists poured forth, without any of the trouble of crossing the watched and guarded grounds between.”


  Gilberec said grimly, “They poured forth to their deaths, or so I hear. The main force of fighting men was wiped out, and now the surviving Anarchists resort to more dangerous and desperate measures to regain lost power.”


  Wilcolac smiled. “They have more power than they seem. Force of arms is not where strength lies. You would not understand this, young knight.”


  Gilberec raised both eyebrows. “Would I not? That, Magician, is the most surprising thing you’ve said all evening. Not that you said it but that you believe it.”


  Matthias said, “Mr. Cobweb, if I may? You say Rotwang does not have the ring. Why did he not leave by the same dark door he used to enter? Why did he leave any of the Treasures of Lyonesse behind?”


  Wilcolac stopped smiling. “Winged Vengeance entered the Glass Tower by an unknown means, unseen, and dismounted the door, took it, and used it to escape, leaving all the Anarchists and their armies stranded with no retreat.”


  Matthias said, “You say he has the ring? The vigilante?”


  Wilcolac said, “No, but I say let us not rule out the possibility that he has it. Or soon will.”


  “Why?” asked Matthias.


  Wilcolac wagged a finger at him. “Not so fast. It is your turn to answer. What is the odd coincidence?”


  Matthias said, “Just that I saw the vigilante’s sidekick, the Foxmaiden. In New Jersey. A few days ago. I think her master was burning down a warehouse.”


  Wilcolac said, “Why is that odd?”


  “Because she is dead.” Matthias said.


  Yumiko controlled any reaction from showing on her face, but she felt the prickling sensation of sweat beginning to form on her skin. No one seemed to notice, except the dog raised his nose and looked at her.


  Wilcolac picked up his cigar and inspected it thoughtfully. “This is interesting news. I know some unsavory people who would welcome it. Are you saying you can see ghosts?”


  “I can see ghosts,” said Matthias, “And she was not one.”


  Wilcolac said, “Or perhaps you did not see who you thought you did. Anyone can wear a mask.”


  “Not anyone can teargas a pack of wolves with a smoke pellet, swing on a wire like a trapeze artist, leap to the top of a telephone pole like an acrobat, pull a longbow taller than she is out of thin air, and then, with the accuracy of a trick-shot artist, pepper her pursuers with those poisonous arrows of red meteoric iron the police have plucked out of so many corpses so recently. I’ve seen her in action before.”


  Yumiko wondered at that word. Poisonous…? What had she been shooting?


  Wilcolac said, “An apparition then? Some signs shown us by the hidden world seem solid. I saw one myself, a fortnight ago. It was on the evening of February 29th—a day that is between the calendar months, hence highly significant in occult matters, you understand. And as I was coming out of the Fixer’s magic shop, I saw there, floating in the air above my head, a vision of a dark-haired girl who was not wearing any…” He looked at his two guests judiciously, cleared his throat, and said, “Well, I took it as an omen and hired the next dark-haired girl who asked for a job here. For luck!”


  Matthias squinted, opened his mouth, but then closed it again and shook his head, looking troubled. “No apparition kills enemies with real and solid arrows.”


  Wilcolac said, “Why are you so sure she is dead?”


  “I have it on good authority that she is,” said Matthias.


  Wilcolac raised one eyebrow. “Who would that be?”


  Matthias said, “Trade secret.”


  But Gil interrupted, “Me. I told him.”


  Matthias sighed.


  Wilcolac stared in wonder at Gil. “And how did you know?”


  Gil said, “The Queen of Hell likes little black cats and lets them go into and out of her domain unharmed by the same secret back way Orpheus once used. I talked to one. A little black cat from Ulthar. She swore by Bast that the Foxmaiden had died and her shade had been seen by the riverbank, waiting for Charon.”


  Wilcolac had an odd look on his face, a look of envy, or jealousy. “But even when you can force a spirit into a cat, and force a cat into a Carabas cap, and get the little monster to talk in human speech, it never gives straight answers. It lies.”


  Gil said shortly, “Not to me. Not twice.”


  Wilcolac seemed annoyed.


  Matthias said, “Your turn, Mr. Cobweb. Why are you sure the vigilante has the Ring of Mists?”


  Wilcolac said, “I am not sure, but, as I said, let us not rule out the possibility. I know from my sources he is here in the city and the Anarchists are hunting for him. He engineered the destruction of their main host. And yet with their every resource, natural and unnatural, they cannot find him. The Anarchists can overthrow nations, wreck economies, smash rail lines, and ruin industrial combines and international banks. Everything the humans think was done by the CIA or the KGB or terrorists from the Middle East has their hand behind it! Their fingers pull the strings of all the marionettes in the world! And yet this one man eludes them. How?”


  Gil said, “Every elf can summon the mist and walk unseen among men. And many a Moth and Cobweb knows this art as well.”


  Wilcolac made a dismissive gesture. “To be sure. But as their earthly image grows dim in the minds of men, their unearthly image grows bright to elfs and nephilim, ghosts and cats, and all night creatures! To blind the elf, one needs the Ring of Mists or the Robe of Mists. And everyone knows Sir Garlot the Red holds that.”


  Matthias said, “Which does not tell us why you think the vigilante has the Ring of Mists.”


  Wilcolac leaned back. “Simple logic. Who was present at the Glass Tower when the elfs lost the ring? If the Anarchists do not have it and the mad scientist’s intern does not have it, who has it? The vigilante has it, or else someone loyal to him does.”


  Yumiko kept her face very still when Wilcolac said this. He was speaking of her.


  She realized with a shock that, despite everything, despite her loss of memory and his master’s suspicions and scorn, she was loyal to Winged Vengeance. She had to keep him safe also.


  And save Elfine. And avenge her mother. And save her boyfriend. And not get caught, tortured, or killed.


  But she realized the problem was larger, deeper, weightier. For apparently her ring held the key to breaking the Black Spell, which held all mankind in thrall. It robbed mortal men of the sight of the glories of the world in which they lived, hid whole continents, and disguised the elfish thefts and abductions. It blinded men’s eyes and erased memories.


  A new thought struck her. Perhaps this same Black Spell had wounded her memory also. It seemed to be a spell as wide as the sky, covering the whole globe and having many parts, many aspects.


  Why was she thinking only of finding her own memories or her own cousin kidnapped by elfs? Yumiko did not remember her mission. But now she hoped, for the first time, that she was meant to fight this Black Spell and to aid in the effort to save mankind.


  Yumiko closed her eyes against the pulse of anxiety that passed through her heart and lungs. At the moment, her only clue to anything was two tracers downstairs in his building she had to make an opportunity to go to see.


  It was so slender a thread to follow. It might lead nowhere. More than her own life depended on it. Perhaps much more.


  She snapped her eyes open, smiled, and tried to look pretty, just in case one of them looked up and wanted a drink or something. Because her only clue was so slender, and was here in this building, she also had to avoid getting fired.


  
2. A Test of Spirit


  Matthias said, “You naturally want to know if Winged Vengeance is working with us against the Anarchists. Or you want our help tracking him down so that we can get the ring and trade it to you in return for breaking the Black Spell?”


  Wilcolac shook his head. “Not quite. I more want to know what you will do if you become convinced that the Anarchists do not have the young inventor? You know the youth of whom I speak, do you not?”


  Gil said harshly, “We do.”


  Matthias drew off his eyeglasses and polished the large lenses with the tail of his tunic. He said blandly, “We have all heard remarkable things of young Tom Moth, the famous son of the famous Dr. Rocket. Reason suggests that if he, and not Rotwang, were driving the Iron Mole when it raided the Tower of Glass, then the ring you seek is in his possession, or was. But I confess I am a little confused about the thrust of this conversation.” He perched the glasses back on his nose and stared at Wilcolac. “Mr. Cobweb, are you offering to free the young inventor in return for the Ring of Mists?”


  Wilcolac raised both eyebrows. “Free him? My principal is seeking the Ring of Mists. I was merely eliminating the possibilities. If the Anarchists do not have the ring, and you do not have it, then who has it? The vigilante? Or the boy inventor?”


  Gilberec said, “Tomorrow Rocket Moth is a member of the Last Crusade, as you very well know. And the Anarchists are the ones who have him. Who else?”


  Wilcolac raised both eyebrows. Perhaps forcing this admission from Gil has been his intent. Wilcolac said, “There are many dangers in the world, many strange quarters and corners where an overbold lad might go. Places which would not make him welcome.”


  Hearing this, the young knight grew stern. His voice grew dangerous as it grew softer.


  “We will avenge the harm done to him,” said Gil. “Tell your principal that. Do you think your hoodoo and hocus-pocus and pretend puppy-men mean anything to a Knight of the Table Round? I have been to the Green Chapel and returned alive!”


  Wilcolac winced at the mention of the Green Chapel. Yumiko heard a voice in the distance utter a scream: she thought it was Joan the Wad’s voice.


  Wilcolac now stood, his round face red with emotion, and he raising his walking stick over his head. “You would dare threaten a Master of the Black Art in his own sanctum?”


  As he spoke, the many candles in the chamber now blew and flickered, as if a wind that could be neither seen nor felt roared through the space. The shadow Wilcolac cast seemed to crawl up the wall behind him and swell and darken. As the candles flickered, the magician’s shadow danced like vast bat wings flapping. Frost began to collect on the mirrors.


  The collie dog, his hair bristling, stood on stiff legs, his ears flat, barking furiously. Gil made no move to draw his sword. He merely crossed his muscular arms on his broad chest, smiling slightly and looking unimpressed.


  Matthias, who was still seated, touched his brow, belly, and both shoulders and kissed a medallion on his necklace. He folded his hands in his lap and spoke softly in Latin. She understood his words. “Save me, O God, by thy name, and judge me by thy strength.”


  And now Matthias stood and drew out of his coat pocket what seemed like a small phial with a perforated top. From its tip he flicked a small drop of water, first to one side of him, then to the other, and then before him.


  “I beheld Satan as lightning falling from Heaven. Behold, I give unto you power to tread on serpents and scorpions, and over all the power of the enemy: and nothing shall by any means hurt you.”


  And the wind stopped. The candles grew as still and steady in their light as stars and seemed to grow brighter and brighter. The warm scent of springtide entered the room. The walking stick was jerked from Wilcolac’s hand. It flew away from Matthias and across the room. It clattered against the mirror and fell to the carpet.


  Wilcolac staggered and sat down in his chair again, panting heavily.


  Matthias spread his arms. The bright candlelight reflected in the gold of his crucifix now blazed. “Notwithstanding in this, rejoice not, that the spirits are subject unto you; but rather rejoice because your names are written in Heaven.”


  Matthias now stepped over toward the fireplace. Yumiko saw a playing card, the joker card, was in his hand. She could not understand how he came to have it. Had Wilcolac planted it on him secretly during the conversation? But they had not been within arm’s length of each other.


  Matthias held the card in one of the too-bright, too-clear, oddly unwavering candle flames until it ignited. The burning card gave off a truly vile smell. Wrinkling his nose, the young novice tossed the burning card into the midst of the logs of the fire, where it was consumed.


  “Go to your reward for weal or woe, and trouble no more the earthly sphere,” said Matthias in English. He continued in Latin: “In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost.”


  Matthias crossed himself. He returned to his seat, smiled, sipped his water, and helped himself to another cracker. “May I? This is delicious.”


  The candlelight, the shadows, and the scent in the chamber all returned to normal as suddenly as a dream ends in waking. Yumiko blinked, wondering what she had just seen.


  Wilcolac wiped his face with a handkerchief. “…You will have to pardon me if I allowed a momentary burst of anger to…”


  Gilberec was still standing and still had his arms crossed. “You do not fool me, Magician. You were not angry. You were afraid.”


  Wilcolac looked up, startled.


  Gilberec continued in a cold, remorseless voice, “You are afraid because you were ordered to test us to see if any power was behind us.”


  Wilcolac wiped his face again, hiding his expression behind his handkerchief.


  Gil said, “You did not want to do it because it would ruin your reputation. You betrayed your guarantee of hospitality. So whoever told you to do this has some hold on you, something you fear more than you love your club, your people, and everything you’ve built. Am I right? Just say yes or no, and I will hear the truth or falsehood in your voice. If you do not answer, that is also an answer.”


  Wilcolac put his handkerchief away, as apparently he was not perspiring in the slightest. He picked up his cigar, inspected it thoughtfully, and drew on it. It had not gone out: the tip turned red. Wilcolac sighed with pleasure, took the cigar out from his mouth, watching the smoke trickle upward, and spoke in a slow and even voice. “You are a very dangerous man, in your own way, Swan Knight.”


  “Arthur, the lord I serve, is more dangerous than I. The Lord my lord serves is more dangerous still. Fear Him. Your Anarchists raise their mutinous arms not only against unjust and just kings of earth and elfland but against the power and majesty of the almighty throne of high Heaven! You are mad. Who can fight omnipotence?”


  Matthias said softly, “A clever man like yourself should not back the side sure to lose, should he? Where will you flee to escape the wrath to come?”


  Wilcolac said, “The world is dangerous. None can be trusted. Mothers abandon their children; close kin will sell you to settle their debts and to save themselves. Cops are crooked, priests are phonies, and only racketeers keep their word! What would you have me do? Defy them? Defy the Anarchists? They are terrible! They are dread and fell as deadly serpents! Numberless as hailstones! They are as subtle and unseen as the night-breeze from some cursed swap where witches gather that carries the silent influence of pestilence to a sleeping village, until a passing peddler, days later, allured by the stench, finds all the houses and barns heaped with corpses black and bloated! Who can oppose such power?”


  Gilberec said, “We can. We do. Leave them. Join us.”


  Wilcolac stared at him a moment, eyes wide. “I am bound by oath to the elfs, as are all of the Twilight Folk. You may hate the Anarchists, but who else, aside from them, dares opposes the elfs?” asked Wilcolac bitterly.


  Gilberec said solemnly, “We dare. Arthur’s sword is Excalibur, the Iron-cleaver. The iron it cuts are chains that enslave.”


  Wilcolac said, “Let Arthur come out from under the mountain and speak to me in flesh, and let me look in his eyes and hear his words, and let me touch him with my hand and know I see no phantom. Then, I will serve.”


  “Arthur’s man stands before you!” said Gil in a low and even voice. “You know the words I speak are true. You know right from wrong. If you will not hear me, you would not hear Arthur Pendragon, not if he stood before you in the flesh.”


  
3. Last Words


  Wilcolac sat, eyes downcast, sipping his whiskey sour. Finally, he shook his head. “My fate is not what we met here to discuss. What shall I tell my principals? They promise much, but you know I speak truly. I believe they can break the Black Spell and free mankind from the King of Elfs and Shadows. The Ring of Mists is needed to accomplish it.”


  Gilberec looked to Matthias, who had been feeding more caviar to the dog. Matthias straightened up, wiped his fingers on his tunic, cleared his throat, and said, “Tell him the Last Crusade is eager to see the end of the Black Spell, but we are skeptical that this can be accomplished. More to the point, tell him that the safe return of Tomorrow Moth is a necessary step toward the discovery of the fate of the Ring of Mists. Gil, please tell Mr. Cobweb here that we do not have this ring so that the wolves the Anarchists have hunting it will cease dogging our footsteps.”


  The collie barked and looked doubtful.


  Gil said to the collie, “It is just an expression.” To the magician, he said, “Hear me. The Ring of Mists is not in the possession of the Last Crusade, nor is the knowledge of its whereabouts, unless perhaps our missing member knows. If you do not have him, find him. If you have him, turn him over to us unharmed and uncursed. Then, we can discuss the Black Spell. Tell your principals that I bear white-hilted Dyrnwen, which slew the giants of Cornwall. Tell them not one of them will survive the stroke of this blade of fire should they work ill unto Tomorrow Moth.”


  Wilcolac did not reply, but frowned in thought.


  Yumiko understood his frown. She often had people telling her to carry dire messages as well.


  
4. Leave-taking


  Matthias said, “I am told elfs do not forget, nor their memories fade. Not all Moths retain this gift, as we are half human, and some are more so.”


  Wilcolac smiled. “You are very politely asking if I need to have your message written down, but without bringing up the awkward question of how impure my blood is. Where do novices in cloisters learn such delicate diplomacy?”


  “Wheedling a second bowl of gruel from Brother Cook during Lent,” said Matthias.


  “A bowl!” muttered Gilberec. “Some people get to eat from a bowl during Lent?”


  Wilcolac smiled again. “An elf once told me—these are his words, not mine—that the sadism of Heaven makes sure that the memories of the lost joys and glories carried within the elder elfs will never lose their sharp and bitter edge. While I think he was being a bit blasphemous, his comment comforts me whenever I forget something. Do not fret! All you have said will be passed faithfully along.”


  Matthias said, “Any letter sent to this address will find me.” And he presented a card across the table to Wilcolac. Yumiko, moving quietly and quickly, picked up an ashtray and stepped up behind Wilcolac, as if to be ready in case his cigar dropped ash.


  But she was too slow, or he was too cunning, or both. Wilcolac palmed the card and spirited it up his sleeve without pausing to look at it.


  Wilcolac stood up and crossed the room behind them, moving to the door. He put one hand on the doorknob, turned, and intoned. “Gentlemen, I must see to my other guests. Order what you like from the kitchen or the bar. On the house, of course. And if I may…? Meaning no disrespect, it might prove convenient for us all if you depart discretely from the delivery entrance. Sorry!”


  Wilcolac looked at her. “Wait on the gentlemen until they are ready to leave. If they need a room overnight, have Boginki put them in the Royal Suite. If they need a limo, have Licho call the service and put it on our tab. Otherwise, show them out by the back way.”


  Yumiko smiled and silently performed the skirtless curtsy she had been told to perform when acknowledging an order: putting her left foot behind her right and bending both knees very slightly. “If they stay overnight, do I ask Jarnik to put the dog in our kennel?”


  Wilcolac scowled. “Don’t ask silly questions. Of course the dog sleeps in the same bed with him! What did I tell you about Cobbler Courtesy?” He turned to the boys. “Sorry about Sorry. She’s new. It has been an interesting and informative evening, gentlemen. You were not quite what I had expected.” He tipped his hat with a theatrical flourish and exited.


  
5. A Clever Ploy


  Both the young men were standing.


  Matthias said, “I wonder why he apologized.”


  Gil frowned and said in a low voice, “For the insult to us.”


  “When? What insult?”


  “Winged Vengeance leaves the corpses of his victims hanging from trees in Central Park, with confessions written in their own blood pinned through their hearts with an arrow,” said Gil. “Does this magician think Arthur’s true knight would condone such bloody barbarism? That we torture captives and exact confessions under duress or kill unarmed men? How dare he!”


  Matthias said, “Don’t worry. You insulted him back without meaning to. Plenty!”


  “How’s that?”


  “Your trick with Randolph Carter’s cat. You do naturally and easily what this necromancer can only do by disgusting and unnatural acts with corpses and bargains made with furies and psychopompoi. And this guy is no novice at his art: he has a ghost trapped here on the grounds, unburied, and in torment. A poltergeist, one who can touch physical objects. It put that playing card written with runes of finding in my pocket. When I burned it, I burned the fingers of the ghost holding it, but he did not let go. Some powerful curse binds him. The ghost threw the mage’s charming wand across the room before I could snap it in two. This ghost is cleverer than most.” They both looked toward that corner of the room, but the walking stick was not there.


  “Runes of finding?” asked Gil.


  “They want to find out where you sleep at night and invade your dreams. No more goons are going to be bold enough to face you fully armored and on your horse.”


  Gil said, “Maybe he was apologizing for wasting our time. This whole thing was a show. The Anarchists are blackmailing him. And they ordered him to convince us that Winged Vengeance took Tom.”


  Matthias said, “Well, it is a clever ploy. We still must explore the possibility, mustn’t we? It does three things for them: First, it means we spend less time hunting werewolves; second, if we hunt him, we might accidentally flush him out into the open; and third, we at least distract him from hunting them.”


  “Why must we? Explore the possibility, I mean.”


  “Because the magician was telling the truth about breaking the Black Spell and needing the ring to do it. Which means either they don’t have Tom, or Tom never had the ring.”


  “Which contradicts what we know,” Gil said. “It is an impossible puzzle.”


  Matthias shrugged. “Maybe we should hire a detective.”


  Yumiko thought sadly that she knew just who to hire. A pang of sorrow went through her. She missed Elfine.


  Gil said, “I am just glad the cat said Tom is not in Hell. I wonder where he is?”


  “He could be downstairs in this building for all we know.”


  Gil looked down at his hip, where his sword was tied in its scabbard. “I would be happy to tear this den of vice to bits. But I gave my word this time. This time. We need more than suspicion to act on. King’s law and all that.”


  “I wish Tom had your caution. What it is about working with atomic piles and superconductors that makes a boy reckless? Lord, forgive him for a thoughtless fool. Why did he go off by himself? What got into him?”


  Gil said, “There is no answer to that. We’ll keep searching. I had a very promising talk with Rat the Rat King, son of Rat the Rat King. Dick Wittington’s cat is wrong about him: I think Rat will help us. There are lots of places rats can get into in a city like this.”


  “If he is in this city. Or on this planet. This is Tom we are talking about,” Matthias said wearily. “Well, I think we learned several things that might interest the Man in the Black Room. We should report in tonight? Or are you tired? We can just head back to…”


  
6. Sorry You Know Me


  Yumiko instinctively put her hand to her bow tie. The young man was about to announce the location where he slept to his enemies without realizing everything he said was being overheard. “No!”


  Her voice was louder than she meant. Both young men turned and looked at her curiously.


  Of course, the mike meant everything she said was overheard also. She smiled the prettiest smile she could muster. “No, he was not apologizing. Mr. Cobweb, I mean. He says Sorry because he cannot pronounce it. Sayori is my name.”


  Gilberec said sharply, “That is not your name.”


  Her spine was like an icicle. The young knight was about to expose her. Yumiko said quickly, “It is a stage name! What I am called here!”


  And before either one could say anything that might endanger her, she said, “May I interest the young gentlemen in anything from the bar?” She leaned forward and pointed at her bow tie. “Just speak your order into the hidden microphone. We record everything here. That way, we never get an order wrong.”


  Gil, as before, averted his eyes from her décolletage, and Matthias, as before, looked into her face. Matthias said, “Pardon me if this seems an odd question. Are you Daylight or Twilight?”


  Gil said, “She’s Twilight.” He tapped Matthias on the elbow and pointed at the collie. The dog lolled its tongue and wagged it tail.


  Matthias stepped toward her and said, “You are the lucky one, are you not, miss?”


  Yumiko did not know what that meant. “Lucky?”


  “Mr. Cobweb said you were the new girl, after he said an omen prompted him to hire the next dark-haired girl he saw, for luck. Do you remember me?”


  She shook her head.


  The young holy man took her hand in his. Yumiko was startled. His hands were large and warm and strong, not like the hands of a bookish fellow at all.


  Matthias said, “Your spirit is troubled. Sister, are you in any danger?”


  Yumiko thought quickly, disengaging her hand from Matthias. She said, “Mr. Cobweb is not angry with me for suggesting you keep your dog in our kennel. I should not have made an impertinent suggestion, but our kennel is very large and comfortable. We kennel dogs there. You should take a look at it. And you should look at the Royal Suite. You should stay the night.”


  She looked at Gil. This time, he did meet her eye.


  The words we kennel dogs there was a lie. You should take a look at it was a true statement. You should stay the night was false.


  And, of course, Licho and Boggy and whoever else might listen to the conversation her bow tie recorded had no power to hear which statements were untrue.


  Gil nodded to show he understood her message. “Your boss lied about you, you know. He did not hire you for luck…”


  Yumiko stamped on the toe of his boot with her spiked high heel before he could say more. She lied and said, “I did not know that. I never suspected such a thing! I am sure he was lying to spare my feelings. He hired me out of the kindness of his heart, when I was in need.”


  He did not wince when his toes were crushed, but he understood what she was really saying. I knew that. I suspected it from the first. He did not hire me out of the kindness of his heart.


  “Sorry,” he said.


  “Yes…?” Yumiko smiled.


  Gil said, “No, that time I was apologizing.” He understood that she did not want Wilcolac to know she had seen through Wilcolac’s deception. And, from the look on his face, he did not approve. Gil would not expose Yumiko’s deceit, but he thought less of her for it.


  Matthias said, “Sorry.”


  Yumiko looked at him. “Ah. You are forgiven?”


  “No, that time I was trying to get your attention,” Matthias said, “May I see a menu?”


  She said, “Certainly. Does your dog bite? May I pet him?”


  “My dog does not bite,” said Matthias, smiling to himself. “But that is not my dog. He is owned by Sir Gilberec. We call him the Swan Knight’s Dog.”


  The collie barked happily and wagged his tail.


  Gil said, “I don’t really own him. It is more like having an idiot younger brother.”


  The collie drooped and uttered a whine.


  Gil said sharply, “There is no such thing as Super Action Team Swan!”


  The dog yipped.


  Gil said, “It is a dumb name! I don’t care what Tom said!”


  Yumiko knelt, petted the dog, and made much ado over him. Matthias stepped over to the fireplace.


  When she straightened up, Matthias held the menu in front of her. He had written with the charred end of a stick. I know you. I saw you floating. He waited until he saw her eyes move over the words, and then, with a neat flip of the wrist, he threw the menu into the fireplace, where it was consumed.


  Gil said, “The offer to stay overnight was generous. While Mr. Cobweb said we could keep my dog in the room, I’d like to look at the kennels.”


  Matthias looked at him in surprise. He, after all, had not heard which of Yumiko’s statements were true and which were not. But he said, “Yes, that is a fine idea.”


  Just at that moment, the door opened. Boggy Cobweb, thin and gray haired and hard faced, dressed in a throat-to-ankle dun garb as stark and severe as what Matthias was wearing, stepped into the room with a clatter of heels. She spoke in a crisp voice. “Sorry! You are on stage in ten. Hop to it.”


  Yumiko said, “But I was to escort the young gentlemen. Mr. Cobweb himself said so.”


  “No backtalk, and no worries! I will see to them. Go about your business.” She turned to the two youths, her face wrinkling oddly as she forced it into a smile. “Gentlemen, I am Boginki Cobweb, the concierge here, den mother, roustabout, and I do a mean juggling act. Now what do you need? Meals? Drinks? The revue is rather nice. We are doing an Easter theme, with the girls dressed as bunnies…”


  Yumiko, inwardly seething at the lost opportunity, her mind suddenly bright with all the things she wanted to say or ask, swayed gracefully out the door, using the approved hip-pendulating footsteps of the Cobbler Girl Walk.


  She did not dare risk getting fired, after all.


  
7. Three Afterthoughts


  It was not until she was out in the corridor and halfway down the stairs that an idea struck her with the force of a thunderbolt.


  Tom. Tomorrow Moth. The boy who flew to the moon. That was the name. He was the one. It had to be him. The inventor’s apprentice. Who else but an inventor could have made all her gear and weapons?


  Once the thought was in her mind, doubt was not possible.


  Her fiancée. The love she had lost.


  Almost, she turned around and raced back to Gil and Matthias to beg them to take her with them when they left. They could tell her all about him! They must know!


  Three thoughts stopped her. First, it was clear that Gil did not know her by face or voice. She was not as sure what Matthias knew. But neither boy had reason to trust her or to speak to her.


  Second, by infiltrating here, her chance of finding Tom might be better than theirs. The young knight seemed hampered by all sorts of silly rules and scruples. Yumiko had no objection to tearing down any place as need be. If only she could! But she was not a big, strong lad with a flaming sword and a huge red horse. He could throw a ravening wolf monster as large as a pony with one hand, but she could not.


  Never had she felt so small and frail. She told herself that hers were the arts of frailty. Foxes did not fight hounds, but outwitted them.


  She rushed into the backstage dressing room. All were bawling and bustling about. The smell of sweat and stage makeup was everywhere, and everything was a bewildering confusion of mirrors, naked lightbulbs, sequined dance costumes, and feathered headdresses. Yumiko grabbed a costume and wormed into line for Leshenka, the wardrobe mistress, to make last-minute adjustments to it. Her mind was calm and clear as a deep pond.


  Because her third thought comforted her. She was no longer wearing both earrings.


  She had slipped a tracer under the buckle of the collie’s dog collar, where no one was likely to find it. It was number zero-four.


Chapter Five: Nocturnal Venture


  1. Ignis Fattus


  Yumiko noticed that the strand of hair she routinely left in the hinge of her locker was undisturbed. The next day it was also, and the day after, which was a Sunday. She assumed Licho, or whoever was pawing through her things, was by now satisfied that she was no threat.


  That afternoon, when she walked the dogs, Yumiko belted about her waist the same red sash she had made it her habit to wear. After, she stopped in the lady’s locker room on the third floor, visited the last stall on the left, and waited until no one else was in the room. She climbed the wall and lifted the ceiling tile behind which her trove had been stashed. Her groping fingers closed on the fabric. A tremor of relief swept her. It was but a moment’s work to take the red, store-bought sash from about her waist and swap it with the red, mermaid-magic sash holding all her gear.


  She had been wearing her store-bought red sash whenever she was off duty or walking to or from the health club. Everyone had seen it on her. When in uniform, she hung the sash in her locker with her other clothes. At night it was folded in the locked suitcase in the cedar chest at the foot of the bed she shared with two other girls.


  The substitution was made. She now carried inside a mermaid pouch her suit and mask and all the tools and weapons of the sidekick of Winged Vengeance, not to mention one of the Thirteen Treasures of Lyonesse. That afternoon, as she strolled through Central Park, with Krisky and Plaksy ahead of her, and with Svarog the handyman trailing after, Yumiko fully expected a hard hand to clamp on her shoulder from behind, followed by an unsatisfying torture session (where no one would be likely to believe she had no memory), followed by saving money on her funeral bill and the kennel master’s dog food bill.


  But the hand never fell.


  Elfine had now been missing fifteen days.


  That night, the review performed two extra encores, and the celebration was extra wild. Yumiko was grateful for Licho the bouncer that evening, for a particularly lecherous drunk, a portly red-haired and buck-toothed man with enormous side whiskers and a moustache like a walrus, had goosed her.


  Because she had a tray in her hand, she did not rear-kick the bewhiskered man in the shin, spin, knuckle-punch his esophagus, and follow through with a palm-strike to the nose. Instead, she hissed into her bow tie and was gratified to see Licho appear immediately and take the fellow by the elbow.


  In the dim, indoor light, Licho wearing sunglasses looked ominous, and the customer did not protest when he was taken off to one side of the bar for a friendly free drink.


  It was a riotous night, and curfew was an hour late. The girls were exhausted. The opportunity was here.


  After the breathing of her nine roommates became even and deep, Yumiko inched from the bed she shared with Xana and Anjana. The coverlet never rustled. In an awkward position, one hand and one foot on the floor, Yumiko moved her weight off the bed by infinitesimal fractions of motion over a period of minutes so that no recoil of the bedsprings would disturb the other two sleepers.


  After a nine-and-a-half minute eternity, it was done. She lay on the floor beside the bed, mouth wide, panting silently. Not for the first time, Yumiko was sorry she had lost her memory. She was willing to believe that this had been the greatest test to which her trained skill of stealth had ever been put. But without her memory, how could she know for sure?


  She rolled under the bed, and from this position squirmed around in utter silence to face the cedar chest where her suitcase was kept. In the crack between the lower edge of the footboard and the upper edge of the cedar chest, she could see a narrow, child’s-eye view of the dorm.


  The other girls were breathing deeply, not stirring, not tossing. Even Nariphon, the sweet-faced Hindu, was sleeping peacefully, untroubled by the nightmares which so often made her twitch and mutter at night. Joan the Wad was snoring. Yumiko took that as a good omen. The only light came from the windows, which were covered with blinds. The neon lights from the street outside painted harsh horizontal streaks on the ceiling.


  Only one window had its blinds open. This was a high and small octagonal window near the roof. Joan’s hollow pumpkin stood on the sill, facing the window pane, staring out at the street. Its face had been carved into triangular eyes and a jaggedly grinning mouth. There was a candle burning inside, which cast dancing triangular reflections of orange light on the little window it faced. The candle never seemed to burn smoothly, but always jumped and flickered so that the eyes and teeth seemed forever to be winking and gnawing. Yumiko had been told this ungainly carved gourd was called a Jack-o’-Lantern.


  Yumiko silently pulled the cedar chest under the bed. There was barely enough room to open the lid. In she reached, undid the combination lock on her suitcase, and found the sash by touch. This she silently and slowly drew out and did about her waist. Then, carefully, slowly, she relocked the suitcase, closed the lid, and inched the cedar chest back to its position.


  When she looked through the crack between the chest lid and the footboard, in the darkness of the room, she saw that the Jack-o’-Lantern was now facing her. It had silently turned around. Its orange triangular eyes were now staring in toward the room. The jagged semicircle of its mouth grinned, and the guttering candle within made the grin seem to twitch and jerk.


  A spasm of cold crawled through her bones. Her hands and feet felt chilled. She had to clench her teeth to prevent them from chattering. For a moment, she was lost in fear. This immobile, silent, smiling face carved into an orange vegetable frightened her more than anything she remembered.


  The candle suddenly stopped flickering. Now, for the first time, the candle flame inside the hollow head was burning straight and clear. What it meant, she could not say. When a passing car outside threw bright slits of light sweeping across one side of the ceiling and then the other, the shifting shadows in the room made the one motionless shadow in the room obvious by contrast. It was as tall as a tall man, but thin. It did not move.


  Then, the car headlamps were gone, and the shadows fell back into their previous angles. The shapeless shape was no longer clear. Perhaps it was standing before the dark and open rectangle of the bathroom door. Or it could have been a black dress Krisky had made such a fuss about hanging on a hanger from the pole lamp, positioning it just so in front of the air vent.


  Yumiko fished the Ring of Mists out of her sash, put it on her finger, and twisted it to the white setting to ward off ghosts. The feeling of cold, the sense of dread, ebbed.


  She quietly emerged from beneath the bed, passed over to the door, and stepped into the corridor. There were no motion and no change either in the Jack-o’-Lantern or in the shadow she now believed had been hidden previously in it. She eased the door shut behind her.


  The halls were dark at night, but there were tiny butter-yellow lamps burning above the doors to the stairwell at either end of each corridor. It was enough for her to see by. The creaking silence and small noises that haunt even modern buildings at night were in the air. She stood on the red carpet. Facing her was a tall mirror. In the reflection, the white ring gleamed on her finger that Wilcolac Cobweb, the Supreme Council of Anarchists, and the vicious Lucien Cobweb, not to mention various werewolves, owl women, and perhaps the two boys from the Last Crusade, all desperately hunted and sought.


  Twisting the ring to make it invisible to human eyes would not make it invisible in the mirror, but it would make her visible to the ghost. She stepped over to the mirror and tried to put a fingernail between the back of the mirror and the wall. She could not. Either the mirror was bolted to the wall, or else it was a one-way glass, a polarized window with a chamber beyond, just as Iele the Romanian said.


  Yumiko rummaged in the slit opening of her sash. It bemused her to see two feet of her arm vanish into a nine-inch-wide satin-thin slip of red fabric. Out she drew her opera gloves from her supersuit.


  Her long gloves worn over it would hide the ring from human eyes, but make it impossible to twist or untwist the collet of the ring. The sash with her weapons and gear would go around her waist. Otherwise, she would traipse around in her nightie and hope that any guard who saw her would assume she was on her way to an assignation, perhaps with a customer in one of the hotel rooms on the upper floors. This might be reported, but it would not be unusual. Because if any human saw the Fox-masked girl sidekick of Winged Vengeance skulking in her black camo catsuit, well, that would be rather hard to explain.


  Yumiko noticed that her image in the mirror was looking at her skeptically. “What would your master say if he saw you sneaking about in a transparent nightgown, with your pale skin clearly visible against dark backgrounds?”


  “He cursed me and told me to die.”


  “Well, what would your fiancée say?”


  “You think he asked me to marry him? Why would I think that?” Her cheeks grew warm, and she saw her reflection blushing.


  “Because I think it was serious. I remember the emotion even if I cannot picture a face. What would he say?”


  “He would not like it! But what if the clue to find him is here somewhere? Or to find my mother’s killer? Or whatever my mission was? Not to mention Elfine. Who may be dead by now.” Yumiko tugged defiantly on the sash, drawing it snugly about her slender waist so that the fabric formed many fine pleats against her curves. “I will use the weapons nature gave me.”


  “You are sure?”


  “No. But I am not giving up. I have forgotten my cause, but I am loyal to it. I have forgotten my love, but I will not betray him!”


  Yumiko gave a brisk nod of approval to the image in the mirror, who returned this salute simultaneously.


  She placed the earbuds into her ears and listened for the telltale beeping.


  
2. Nightcap


  The signals from the tracers put on Whelan and Phelan were still coming loud and clear from here inside the building.


  Down toward the kitchen, in her gloves and nightgown she walked. She ran into one of the watchdogs in the corridor. It was a husky named Batterfang. But Yumiko had taken the trouble to feed the doggy treats to Batterfang, and to pet and befriend him, so now she merely knelt and scratched his ears, and he did not bark.


  Yumiko started heading downstairs. The signals were definitely coming from some vault below the dog kennels.


  On the next floor she ran into Blud, the youth who had first seen her at the door on her first day. He was pacing the corridors with a lantern. “You are not supposed to be out of bed…” His eyes were magnetized to her diaphanous nightgown.


  “It’s just me!” she said. She was trying to look seductive while trying to look like she was not trying. Anjana had coached her through practicing expressions in the mirror meant to show a sleepy heat in the eyes and an inviting softness in the lips; Xana had taught her how to stand and cock her hips. It was a difficult trick because it was the opposite of what Yumiko did when she meditated: she was trying to chain herself to desire, to become part of the deception of the world.


  After seeing how modestly Gilberec and Matthias Moth refused to stare at half-dressed girls, Yumiko decided it was the sort of trick that only works on men who want it to work on them. But fortunately Blud (so Iele had confided in their gossip) had never recovered from the sight of seeing Yumiko so scantily dressed that first day, so apparently he wanted it to work.


  He swallowed. “You know, I know who you are, Miss You Know Me. It’s after curfew.”


  She said, “I couldn’t sleep. I needed a drink, and I thought I could… I mean that you and I could… have a nightcap…”


  Because, of course, if they broke the rules together, neither would dare report it.


  She saw on his face he was about to refuse, so she shyly touched him on the arm, a silent plea. It was like magic. The coolness in his eyes grew warm. It was like a spark falling into the dry pine leaves of winter. A grin escaped him.


  So he helped her to sneak into the bar, to disconnect the electric alarm, and to help themselves. She told him a little of her past as a Manchu princess and Japanese spy, and he took a few stiff drinks he should have been too young to enjoy. His cheeks grew red, and he grew bold and boastful and was actually sort of fun to talk to.


  It turned out Blud was a handyman who helped out with the electronics of the club’s communication system, the microphones in the neckties, and the special shielded phone lines running to Wilcolac’s office. Yumiko was a little surprised to find herself drawn into the conversation. She found she did not have to fake her smile.


  “Show me how you did that!” she cooed. “To the alarm, I mean.”


  “Most girls don’t care about this stuff. How it works after you flip the switch.”


  “It is magic,” said Yumiko, watching him work and making sure to crowd herself up against his back as she looked over his shoulder. “Honest magic. What is a radio but ventriloquism made real? What is a light bulb but a lamp holding a genii named electric current? And what is current but tamed lightning?” He turned, and she looked up at him with shy admiration. “And you are the lightning tamer!”


  That made him grin. She stood on her tiptoes and gave him a kiss on the cheek. She could feel his gaze on her as she walked away, hips swaying.


  Around the corner, she sagged against the wall, scowling at the pangs of guilt in her heart. Even the little bit she had drunk made her lightheaded, and she was angry with herself. She told herself her fiancée would understand what she had to do to save him.


  But here before her was the back stairway leading down into the basement. Time was short and the opportunity narrow. She decided to fret later.


  There was an alarm connecting the latch to the doorframe, which she carefully disconnected, using the tiny screwdriver she had pickpocketed from Blud during their parting kiss. She imitated what he had done to disconnect the alarm without triggering it. Her fingers were sure and swift, as if this were something she had done many times before.


  
3. Second Vault: Kennels


  The ground level was dark except for a glowing green sign over the door to the stairwell. Here were cars parked belonging to the club. The cars of guests were parked by valets in another building: this garage was off-limits to the public and, indeed, to the staff, except when ordered here. A Peach Cobbler Girl found wandering here after curfew would be fired. Or worse.


  A metal overhead door, like a garage door but larger, led to the truck bay and alley behind the club. It was now lowered and locked.


  Opposite this door was a second overhead door at the top of a curving concrete ramp leading downward. The door was raised at the moment, which Yumiko thought odd. She sniffed. The musky smell of many hounds cloistered together was coming from below.


  Yumiko crept down the ramp silently, making no more noise than a cat. The ramp curved in a half circle down to a lower entrance to the second vault, which was not blocked by any door.


  To the right were shelves of dog food in cans and bags, jugs of water, collars and chains, protective ballistic K-9 vests, and assorted veterinary supplies. To the left were two rows of kennel cages, stacked atop each other. The cages for the two dogs currently on duty were hanging open. The other ten cages were locked and the huge dogs asleep.


  To one side was a Dutch door leading into the room, or, rather, cubbyhole, where the kennel master kept a desk and filing cabinet. Yumiko remembered Elfine telling her how the daylit men liked to have everything written down.


  To the other side was a door leading to a utility room which Yumiko, as the new girl, had visited many times. Here were the washing machines for hotel staff uniforms and the basins for hand-washing the Peach Cobbler Girl uniforms. A great cloth-sided bin stood underneath the laundry chute in the ceiling.


  Between the two was a wide concrete floor, large enough for a vehicle to pass without touching either equipment racks or kennel cages.


  In front of her was the door she had noticed before: a large overhead door marked OUT OF SERVICE, but with every sign of recent and repeated use. There was a smaller man-sized service door build into the larger metal door, like a postern in a gate. This postern door was made of metal slats just as the larger overhead door it pierced so that it could be raised with the larger door of which it was a part, but it also could open and shut independently when the overhead door was lowered.


  Yumiko began walking with soft, slow, noiseless footfalls across the wide concrete space. Had she known that it was nearly impossible to walk through a kennel without waking sleeping dogs, she might not have attempted it; but since she had no memory to tell her otherwise, she crossed with a slow, careful, and calm confidence.


  One or two of the sleeping hounds stirred in their sleep, or their nostrils twitched, but perhaps because they smelled no fear and instead smelled the scent of one who had taken pains to pet and pamper them, their twitches ceased, and they fell more deeply into canine slumber.


  The floor was cold on her bare feet.


  When she was within a yard of the postern door, she noticed that the lock was turned. It was not locked. That made her suddenly nervous.


  She heard a small noise from beyond the door: an instinct told her to hide.


  She did not doubt her instincts. Yumiko did a cartwheel into the utility room, grabbing the lintel of the door with her heels as she flung her body spinning into the smaller room, and swinging herself up into the exposed beams of the ceiling from which neon lights, now dark, depended. There she clung, above the lights, motionless, barely daring to breathe.


  She heard the postern door open and then heard the rapid footfalls of a man’s booted feet. He took three quick steps and paused. He must have picked up on some inaudible clue or scent because now she heard his footfalls approaching. He stuck his head into the utility room and switched on the lights. In her position above the lights, with the bright glare shining downward, the man was actually less likely to see her than had he left the lights off.


  He was tall and broad shouldered, great in neck, bicep, and chest, but with a slender waist and graceful step. He wore a black leather jacket. His hook-nosed and high cheeked features were as harsh and brutal as if they had been carved of hard wood with sharp blows of an ax. His hair was long and straight, and he wore an owl feather braided in it. This was once of the bouncers, named Kuckunniwi, whom everyone simply called The Cheyenne. Everyone feared him.


  He glanced left and right at the laundry bins beneath the chute and then at the industrial-sized washers and driers. His demeanor was restless, like that of a man pressed for time. She noticed that her long and flimsy nightgown was dangling down from her legs, and the hem was almost brushing the top of his head. She dared not shift her weight to free a hand and dared not try to draw up the dangling fabric, lest she make a noise.


  But he was indeed pressed for time. He was blinking, but he did not even wait for his eyes to adjust to the light. Nor did he step into the utility room. Instead, with a growl of impatience, he snapped off the light and rushed back out.


  She heard him retreat up the ramp at a quiet jog. The dogs were evidently used to his smell also, for none woke.


  Yumiko slipped to the floor, frowning. She silently scolded herself as a fool. Why had she assumed she could sneak and spy in a nightgown? The danger of being spotted as Foxmaiden clearly was the lesser danger.


  She shucked off the nightgown and tossed it in the bin marked for hand-wash only. Her suit seemed almost to jump out of the hidden compartment of the sash of its own accord. She slithered into it as quickly as a firefighter into his suit and flicked her fingers along the seams so that the leathery fabric tightened like a second skin. A flick of her wrist turned the sash into a half cape which clipped to her shoulders. The utility belt, harness, and weapons seemed eager to fit snugly into place. She donned the mask. The lenses automatically dialed themselves to a light-amplification setting, and now she was in a world of green-hued but clear shadows. She removed the glove and ring beneath and replaced them so that the Ring of Mists was now atop the fabric and could be twisted easily.


  She made herself weightless, glorying in the sensation, and shot like a dark rocket across the space between the utility room and the postern door, which the Cheyenne had thoughtlessly left open.


  
4. Third Vault: Cold Storage


  Beneath her was another semicircular ramp leading down. She kicked off the wall and traveled in a rapid glide across the downward slanting ceiling, touching the ceiling occasionally with glove or boot to propel and aim her slender body on its way.


  The ramp opened up into another kennel. This one was empty, but the bars of the cages had been gnawed and clawed by something able to leave tooth marks and claw marks in inch-thick bars of solid steel. The canine smell was overpowering. Unlike the room above, there were not a dozen cages here, but scores, perhaps hundreds, stacked to the ceiling and four ranks deep. Half were piled to one side, and they were dirty with bits of straw and torn bedding, and they smelled foul. The other half were cleaned and smelled of disinfectant.


  Dominating the room was one vast cage. It was large enough to hold the crocodile-headed, lion-pawed, hippopotamus-shaped chimera she had last seen young Sir Gilberec chasing along the bottom of the Hudson River, the one that swallowed dead werewolves and resurrected them from the dead. It was not back. A circus smell issued from that cage, and it had not been mucked out lately. Bags of fodder and chest freezers were along the wall behind the big cage. Apparently, a monster with a crocodile mouth, a lion throat, and a hippopotamus belly ate both meat and hay.


  Also like the chamber above, there were two man-sized doors opening to the right and left and a second truck-sized overhead door dominating the wall between. As above, there was a wide lane of space for a vehicle to pass. Two forklifts were parked here, one to either side of the ramp down which she had come. Evidently, these were used to move the cages up to the loading dock on the surface level.


  Lithe as an eel, she swarmed along the ceiling, and dove into the right-hand door. Inside she found a desk. Many small boxes holding files were crowded against three walls. There was no computer, no phone. She looked at the papers on the desk and discovered that her light amplification goggles could not help her when there was no light to amplify. Nor did infrared allow her to read pen marks on the paper since neither was warmer than the other. She drew her flashlight and flicked it on. In the narrow, powerful beam, she skimmed the papers rapidly.


  These were invoices tracking the shipment of some good never mentioned by name. The notes for each shipment listed the pounds of human flesh and gallons of human blood consumed by each line item. The invoice material also noted how long each line item was in the cage and its weight, teeth and eye color, and general health both at the full moon and at the dark moon. That told her what was being shipped.


  And there was marked how many empty cages were to be shipped on which dates to a place marked LIs and how many full cages were expected back; and likewise how many full cages were to be shipped to a place marked CoC and how many empties were expected back. The dates did not match up: there was a three-day layover period while the cages were kept here, and this was marked R PROC.


  She guessed PROC referred to some sort of process, something that had to be done here, by Wilcolac the magician, before the caged monsters were shipped elsewhere. She recalled Elfine telling her that daylit men could not see werewolves or other monsters unless they wore red caps. Could R stand for Redcap?


  She saw where each invoice listed funds due. It was listed in ounces, and the figures were high. If this were ounces of gold, then Wilcolac Cobweb enjoyed a very healthy income indeed.


  Then she came across a short handwritten note: Estimate from Empousa. She says once we have 1,000 at the City of Corpses, the performance can begin. Check Thursday.


  That might have been a day of the week, but she doubted it. CoC was an abbreviation for City of Corpses. Could it be the name of a ship? A haunted capital hidden somewhere beyond mortal eyes? In any case, it was the destination of the shipments. It was where the werewolves were bound. Evidently, they meant to gather a thousand of them together in that spot. For what purpose? What performance.


  Then what was LIs? Could it be short for Elizabeth? Or a plural of the Roman numeral fifty-one?


  Time was short. At any moment, upstairs, one of the girls with whom she shared a bed might turn over or wake up and notice Yumiko was missing. There was no time to read even the papers on the desk, much less all the boxes of files marked with ranges of months and years.


  She unscrewed the bottom of the desk lamp, inserted a bugging device in the base, and replaced it.


  That prompted her next thought. Yumiko turned on her receivers. Immediately, the beeping in her ears showed that the two tracers she had placed on Whelan and Phelan were close at hand and on this level.


  In a series of long, swift, weightless leaps, she followed the signal across the wide garage to the opposite door, which was closed. It was a metal door with a heavy latch. She opened it. Within was a walk-in refrigerator. A waft of cold struck her. A vile smell assailed her nostrils.


  Her brilliant, narrow flashlight beam lanced out. Yumiko discovered that she was a girl of strong constitution because her gorge did not rise at the sight, but her eyes beneath her mask narrowed. To one side of the freezer, hanging on meathooks, were corpses of huge canines that had been flayed. She saw clear plastic packages filled with brown on a shelf near them. To the other side were human corpses on hooks, also flayed, so that the muscles, veins, and bones were visible. Coats of pale leather, empty human skins, were hanging on hooks to one side. In the middle of the freezer was a rack or table with clamps to hold man or beast immobile. Scalpels, knives, and blades, curved or straight, serrated or smooth, were arranged neatly in boxes on tables or hanging in rows. There was a mass of flesh and red fat gathered in the mouths of several large drains puncturing the floor.


  The tracers were in this room. She picked up a large knife from the flaying rack and poked at the mess gathered in the drains. The magnetic disks of her tracers found the metal blade and clung to it. She pried the tracers from the blade and returned it to its place. A cold and stiff rag hanging nearby allowed her to wipe the blood off the tracers.


  What did it mean?


  She stepped over to the shelf of plastic-wrapped packages and inspected them by the gleam of her flashlight. One was labeled WHELAN and the other PHELAN. She opened the seals and pulled out the contents, first one and then the other. The smell of brine touched her nose.


  Each was a wolf pelt, with skull and paws still attached. One wolf had scar tissue around its eyes. The other had a discolored paw. This was they. Whelan and Phelan. These were two of the werewolves she had killed. Their corpses had been brought back here and flayed.


  What did it mean?


  Like a bubble that swells and swells and refuses to burst, some idea, some insight, was nudging at the edges of her thought, but could not make itself clear.


  Suddenly, as unexpectedly as an ambush, the thought arose, “I wish Winged Vengeance were here. He would know exactly what this meant.” And tears stung her eyes. She could not wipe them because of her mask, so she merely grimaced and squinted while she returned the wolf pelts to their plastic wrappings and replaced them on the shelf.


  Back in the garage space, she carefully secured one tracer within the floor slats in one of the clean cages, one presumably headed for the City of Corpses, and then did the same for one of the dirty cages, presumably headed for LIs.


  Then, she turned toward the garage door. As above, there was a postern door in one corner of the garage door. As before, the Cheyenne in his haste had not locked it behind him.


  Down she went.


  
5. Fourth Vault: Lower Sanctum


  Yumiko saw the leaping heat reflections in her infrared lenses before she was halfway down the curving ramp. She tossed her head to snap the mask up and to look with her naked eye.


  It was firelight. Judging from the size and texture of the shadows, and the way they flickered and jumped, the light came from scores of candles thickly scattered throughout the chamber below. From the way they shivered in the still air and from the unnaturally cold air touching her face like the brush from a feather of an arctic owl, her heart told her that a ghost—or many ghosts—was near at hand.


  She dropped lightly to the ground and twisted the ring to its white setting. The cold sensation receded. Her nape hairs stopped tickling.


  On her belly, with her left shoulder brushing the wall, she crawled down the slope. The upper edge of the lower entrance to the ramp seemed to creep upward, revealing more and more of the room the lower her head came.


  It was far larger than the garage vaults above. Lines of cast iron support beams ran from floor to ceiling, naked and ugly and showing their rivets. Yumiko could not see the far end of it. It was as if Wilcolac had purchased the basements of all his neighbors in this whole city block and then knocked down all the walls between.


  At the foot of every pillar, and piled along the nearer walls, were owl pellets, the heaped bones of mice and rats, and pools of putrid decay. Perhaps the flocks of owls that made such a mess were gone by night to hunt.


  On the cracked and mud-stained floor she saw a curved line painted in dull brown. Her nose told her this was dried blood. She inched further down the ramp so that more of the chamber was in view. The bloodstained line ran in a wide circle, perhaps twenty paces across, with a five-pointed star, also drawn in dried blood, inscribed within. Dozens upon dozens of candles were arranged in five clusters inside the star, some on candle stands, and some standing on the floor held upright by puddles of their own wax.


  All the flames were blowing and jumping wildly even though none was extinguished. The shadows of the chamber jerked so vehemently that it was hard to focus an eye on any object without a slight feeling of seasickness. And yet the air was motionless and chilly, with no noise of wind.


  Down she wormed. Lying on the ramp, her feet were higher than her head. The candlelight was only brushing against Yumiko’s head and shoulders. The rest of her prone body was still in darkness.


  In the wide vault was a bed or leather couch, filthy and stained, to which a portly man was strapped down. Broad belts circled his arms, legs, and body. He was naked, and his pink flesh was glistening in the erratic candlelight.


  Yumiko clicked her goggles between infrared, ultraviolet, and light-amplification. She recognized the man by his overbite, his red side whiskers, and ungainly, huge moustache.


  It was the lecherous customer who had poked her so rudely that Licho had led him away to mollify with a free drink.


  Her bewilderment was absolute. Was this what was done to patrons who were fresh with the girls? They were abducted to his horrible vault?


  Another inch. Now Yumiko could see above the couch what she least expected to see. Hanging from tall candlestands were an oscilloscope, a heart monitor, and bags of saline solution. It was all gear she recognized from her stay at the hospital. Tubes and wires ran from the monitoring gear to the bound man, his face, his arms, and so on.


  The man stirred slightly on the bed, straining against the straps, and moaned in pain.


  She thought her confusion could grow no greater, but, somehow, it grew. Was he being tortured? Or cured? But if this were a medical treatment, it was taking place in the most unsanitary environment imaginable. It was the polar opposite of the meticulously sterile hospital room where Yumiko had first awoken.


  Yumiko now saw the legs and hips of a woman in a white nurse’s uniform. From Yumiko’s angle of view, the nurse’s face was blocked by the upper lip of the entrance arch. The nurse bent over the body, and something in her hand glinted metallically in the cold and strobe-flickering candlelight, a knife or a needle.


  Yumiko recognized her even before she spoke. The emotionless, aristocratic Russian accents of Polednitsa Cobweb came softly. “Your nerves are changing from a natural to a supernatural regime, so the pain centers of your brain are registering the signals as agony and death.” Polednitsa made a sudden, savage motion with her hand. The man on the table screamed. It was a horrible, breathless, gargling scream, as if there were blood in his lungs.


  In one impossibly smooth and rapid motion, Yumiko rose to one knee, drew the baton from her belt, and unfolded it into her longbow before she knew she had moved. Yumiko nocked an arrow and drew back the string. The Japanese longbow had a short lower haft to allow it to be used from horseback or from a kneeling position.


  Polednitsa, all save her legs, could now not be seen. Yumiko’s vision was blocked by the lip of the lower chamber’s roof. But in the next moment, the white-clad nurse was walking around the table, moving closer. Yumiko saw her hips and then her waist and upper torso. In one more footfall, Yumiko would have a clear shot at her heart.


  Yumiko regretted the fate. Killing the nurse would expose everything, ruin everything, and spoil any hope of rescuing Elfine. But she could not stand idly by and watch a man tortured to death.


  Then, the man spoke in a half-strangled, gargling voice, “But it will still work, won’t it? The change–”


  Polednitsa said coolly, “That remains to be seen.” Now all her form below her shoulders was visible. She crossed before the foot of the bed, and her back was to Yumiko. At this range, Yumiko could not miss. But she held her hand, listening.


  The man said, “You have dug out my eyes and replaced them with wolf eyes, and pulled my teeth and given me fangs. The pain, the terrible pain! It was all worth it! But my skin! Why is my skin burning? I killed her, just like you said. I killed her, just like you told me to!”


  Polednitsa said, “Evidently not. You were unmarried? Killing a paramour does not count. She was not your wife even if you were living with her. If you crave the unholy power, you must perform an unholy act. What about your child? Your bastard child?”


  “Lives with her grandmother. Yes.”


  “Do you love her? Do you love the babe? That is the important thing.”


  “No longer! Give me the wolf-pelt. You said I could have Phelan’s pelt. I will kill her.” The portly man strained at the straps, yowling.


  Yumiko’s confusion broke like a chain breaking. This was no torture. This was some sort of reward, an initiation. He wanted to be a wolf. He craved it.


  Yumiko now aimed that arrow at the man. Strapped to the table, at this angle, she could kill him in one shot. For a second time, she regretted hard fate. But if she did not shoot, it was the same as allowing a child to be murdered.


  Polednitsa said, “Your flesh is not reacting as expected. I dare not inject more morphine. I have sent for the Magician.”


  Yumiko folded her bow into a baton and holstered it. She realized two things. First, this man was dying and likely to murder no one. Second, she was trapped. The ramp was flat and wide, with no possible place to hide, and the Cheyenne and the Magician would be coming down this way any moment.


Chapter Six: The Voice of Darkness


  1. Flay the Beast


  Before she fled, Yumiko took a bugging device, balanced on her thumb, and flicked it down the slope. It bounced, rolled, skipped along the cracked and muddy floor, and came to land right next to the legs of one of the standing candlesticks.


  Yumiko retreated up the ramp. She was quietly and quickly crossing the floor between the empty werewolf cages when she saw the feet and the legs of two men descending. Their upper bodies were still hidden behind the upper entrance lip. She glanced left and right. The walk-in freezer door was shut and would make a noise if she opened it. The office door was open. She twisted the ring on her finger, became weightless, and threw herself like a slender black-clad torpedo. She snatched the edge of lintel with her hands and her momentum tossed her in a tight circle around the corner. There was a slight rustling noise as she landed feet first, bending her knees to absorb the shock, against the stacked cardboard boxes filled with invoices.


  “What was that?” came the deep voice of the Cheyenne.


  “Your ears are sharper than mine,” answered the voice of Wilcolac. He sounded slightly out of breath, as if his chubby body could not keep pace with the young, athletic man leading him. “But let us—(whew!)—not dilly-dally. We, ah, do not want to lose—(puff!)—a paying customer.”


  “I heard something. Before.”


  “Take a moment. I will go on ahead.” And she heard the noise of the postern door opening and shutting.


  Yumiko was sure the vault below this was crowded with ghosts or supernatural presences, certain to see her if she stepped into their misty realm. But here? She twisted the ring to black. The room seem to distort in her vision, as if it were larger than it should be, and the angles at the corners and walls no longer seemed like right angles. The ceiling and floor no longer seemed parallel.


  The Cheyenne stepped into the office. He had a handsomely decorated hatchet in his hand, whose sharpened blade gleamed wickedly. He snapped on the lights. The glare seemed freakishly bright, distorted. His eyes passed over her and did not see her. He looked behind the piled boxes, under the desk, and in the closet. As he walked, she carefully stepped behind him, silent as a doe, trying desperately not to brush against him, not to step on any scrap of paper, and not to breathe.


  His nostrils flared. “I can smell you,” he said. “But I cannot see you.”


  She touched the spot at the throat of her mask which clamped her suit airtight. Oxy-nitrogen hissed into her mask from a hidden air supply. She tiptoed slowly backward out of the room.


  He got down on his knees and sniffed again. But now he looked puzzled.


  A scream came from below. Then came Wilcolac’s voice, calling the Cheyenne by name, “Kuckunniwi! If you please!”


  The Cheyenne stood, looking indecisive, and returned the hatchet to a sheath hidden under the lower back of his leather jacket. He stepped out of the office. He had neglected to douse the desk lamp, so his shadow was spread within a triangle of light stretching along the concrete floor and across the empty cages. To Yumiko, hidden in the mist, the light seemed like a blurred and burning river.


  The Cheyenne glanced up at the ramp leading out, made a small, tense grimace, which might have been his smile, and passed through the postern door. He paused to close it. Yumiko heard a key scrape in the lock and the bolt shut.


  With a sense of relief, she untwisted the ring. It turned pewter. The angles of the room returned to normal, as did the distorted glare of the light. At one-sixth her normal weight, she skipped up the ramp like a stone skipping on the water. She returned her weight to normal at the last skip and slid to a halt before the postern door. Now she understood the small smile of the Cheyenne. In his hurry to get Wilcolac, he had forgotten to lock the doors behind him, but after he heard her moving around in the utility room, he had not.


  She tuned her ear receivers to the bug she’d left behind, listening to their conversation, hoping to hear some warning if one of them started moving back toward her. She knelt, tossed her head to open her mask, held her flashlight in her teeth, and brought out her tension wrench and a three-pronged Bogata rake. Both were the size and shape of dental instruments. She carefully applied tension to the bottom of the keyhole with the wrench and tickled the pins with the rake to test the tension on each pin. The pin most firmly in place was the first one to prod back, and then the next…


  Her hands remembered how to do this, but her brain did not, so she could not estimate how long it should take. She had no experience, no basis of comparison. How long would it take? How long?


  The uncertainty made her nervous, and this made her hands unsteady, so the pins slid back into place. She had to start over again.


  She could hear the voices of Wilcolac and Polednitsa through her earphones and an occasional sound of the Cheyenne shifting his feet. He was evidently standing very close to the bug, perhaps only inches away.


  “…rejection of the tissue?” Polednitsa was asking.


  Wilcolac said something the bug did not pick up. And then, either he turned his head or stepped closer to the bug. “…he deceived us, or was deceived himself, about the strength of elfish blood in his heritage. Mr. McDuffy here is less than a quadroon.”


  The Cheyenne said, “No. We checked. His grandfather was the keeper of the Eddystone Light, and so his father was a half-breed at least.”


  “Then the elfin blood itself is growing weak, and the old strength is leaving the world.”


  Polednitsa said, “The triannulus shows drops of divine blood in his bloodstream. He has taken the communion wafer.”


  Wilcolac said, “Fool! You were warned what would happen! When men eat bread, it turns into them; when men eat the bastard son of Mary, when he looks like bread to trick them, they turn into him.”


  The gobbling, gargling voice of the portly red-whiskered man now spoke. “Nay. Nay! Not since I was a child of seven. I had forgotten… so long ago…”


  Polednitsa muttered, “How could even the smallest particle of the material still exist from years ago? It should have been digested in eight hours.”


  Wilcolac growled, “Heaven not only tyrannizes, but it deceives. The divine power could will anything, do anything. Instead, it tricks and toys with us, tempting us with victory to snatch it out from between our very teeth! Who can fight a foe who can change the laws of nature or raise the dead? How is that fair?”


  “Sir?”


  “These sneaking sacraments can spring up again, full of force, years after they should have been flushed out of body and soul. They wait like a coiled snake to bite the conscience, and even hardened killers weep like girls.” He raised his voice, “Dark and adored Lady! Can anything be done?”


  No voice answered him, but a coldness touched Yumiko in the ear, and a fear trembled in her heart, and she knew Wilcolac addressed whatever power it was that set all the candle flames to tremble in that dark chamber below.


  Polednitsa said, “We cannot start flaying now. It will kill the subject. The skin is not soaked through. McDuffy is still awake, and the morphine has no effect. The phase of the moon is not correct! The laws of magic say…”


  But Wilcolac answered, “Do not question the voice of Hell. What I know of magic, I see through the narrow bars of a gate. Lady Empousa is from beyond that gate.”


  This time, Yumiko did hear the voice. “Flay him. Flay the beast.” But she heard the words silently in her mind, not through her ears.


  This horror was only one floor below her. At that moment, the last tumbler clicked into place under Yumiko’s fingers. In her impatience to escape, Yumiko flung open the postern door.


  A shrill electronic shrieking answered her. She had neglected to check for alarms to disarm. Through the door to the second vault, the clamor of barking from enraged dogs, startled awake by the alarm, filled the air.


  Wilcolac’s voice in her ear said, “Cheyenne? If you would, please?”


  The Cheyenne answered, “The upper door is locked. It is the Foxmaiden. She cannot get out. Phone Licho. Have him meet me.” His voice was very loud, as if he were standing atop the bug’s mike. Loud, swift footsteps thundered her ear, coming closer. Then, there came an abrupt silence in her earphones. He had stepped on the bug and crushed it.


  
2. Empousa


  Yumiko took a step into the second vault. It was dark here, with only small yellow lights burning near the door to the utility room and the kennel master’s cubbyhole. A brighter light was shining from below and behind her, reflected from the concrete. The light behind her flickered.


  Through the bug left behind in the third vault office, Yumiko could hear someone or something moving through the vault toward the ramp behind her. But it was a woman’s footsteps, not the Cheyenne’s. One foot clopped like a horse’s hoof. The other clashed like a boot made of brass. And the footfalls were spaced too far apart: it was a giantess.


  A touch of cold caressed her spine. An overwhelming fear overcame her, making her chest tighten as if she had breathed a poisonous gas into her lungs.


  She twisted the ring to white, which she hoped would render her invisible to whatever titanic spirit being was coming for her. Her full weight returned.


  Yumiko looked toward her escape route. A steep, concrete semicircular ramp led up out of sight. But the door at the top was sure to be locked.


  It was difficult to tell with the alarm ringing and the dogs barking, but she thought she heard the noise of men and dogs also coming from overhead. Licho, and the other dogs on guard duty, must have been in the loading dock or somewhere equally near at hand. There was no escape that way.


  At that moment, she also heard downstairs the Cheyenne’s running footfalls trot past the shipping office door. The sound changed when his boots struck the curving concrete ramp leading up from the lower level. She could not go back.


  A shadow solidified in the middle of the vault. One moment, nothing was there. The next, a twelve-foot-tall being stood there, radiating a dark majesty. The barks of the dogs all turned to howls and terror.


  Here was a dark-eyed lady of regal demeanor. A hood, a veil, and sweeping black robes, which seemed to be woven of, or into, or through her living hair, draped her tall form. Her crown was a writhing circle of intertwined snakes brighter than jewels. Beneath the hem of the robe, Yumiko could see that one leg of the apparition was made of bronze; the other ended in a donkey’s hoof.


  This was not a mere ghost, nor even an elf, but something infinitely older, greater, more malign; something pagan men of old worshiped and adored and called a goddess, sacrificing cattle, or horses, or maidservants, or daughters.


  The veiled and pallid face turned toward her. The dark, unblinking eyes swept toward the spot where she stood.


  Yumiko was pinned in place by terror. Her limbs would not move. She could hear the Cheyenne’s rapid footfalls approaching, and yet still she was frozen.


  “Empousa of Tartarus, I am.” She could hear it clearly in her mind, and the terrified yowling of the hounds did not smother or impede the sound. The cold and malicious voice was not real, not made of air vibrations like those yowls were. “To hide from me, I who am of the darkness beyond night, no elf dares. Show yourself!”


  And the deadly, terrifying eyes slid past. The apparition was blind to her. The Ring of Mists could obscure the sight of more than mere ghosts.


  A shiver of relief passed through Yumiko so overwhelming that she almost fainted.


  But she did not faint. Instead, heedless of noise—for nothing could be heard against the sound of dogs screaming and alarms wailing—Yumiko ran toward the utility room, cartwheeling over a dog cage in her way, landing, rolling, and coming to her feet inside the room between the washers and driers. She saw her nightgown, picked it up, and stuffed it into her cape pocket. A flick of the wrist slapped the wirepoon gun into her palm. She shot the grapnel up into the laundry chute.


  A spool motor in the gun spun in a whispering hum of noise. The wire tightened. She felt a jerk on the parachute harness built into her suit to which the wire was attached. A yank pulled her up out of the utility room as smoothly as a marionette being whisked offstage by the puppeteer.


  
3. Alarums and Excursions


  She passed one hatch above the next as she rose from floor to floor. She squirmed through the last hatch into an upper-floor laundry room. Uniforms of busboys and cleaning maids were hanging in the darkened room. The alarm from below was muffled, almost inaudible. She cracked the door.


  Outside was a carpeted hall, two floors below her dorm. She could see two standing mirrors in the hall, each one near a stairwell. Was it her imagination, or was there a hint of frost in one of the mirrors that looked almost like the thin, mouthless face staring out? Did a chilling draft sigh from that side of the hall?


  At the same time, she heard a man’s footsteps in the stairwell and a dog’s claws clattering. “…some backup. Roust everyone out of the sack. This could be the big one. The one we’ve been prepped for. Put four men on the roof as spotters…” It occurred to Yumiko to wonder whether other hotels and nightclubs in America kept a full-time squad of bouncers and security guards who slept on-site, not to mention a K-9 corps.


  Yumiko toyed with the ring on her finger; her eyes narrowed. If both ghosts and men were hunting her, the ring could not hide her from both at once. Either one might be posted behind any one-way mirror. How could she get upstairs without being detected? If the noise woke even one of her nine roommates as Yumiko crept back into the room, and into the bed… and then there was that haunted pumpkin… There was too much commotion.


  Too much commotion? Or not enough?


  She saw a fire alarm on the wall across the hall. A flick of the wrist, and she shot her grapnel precisely into the alarm to hook the switch. She yanked on the wire. Alarms now started whooping on every floor. Wilcolac’s men could not keep everyone locked in the building, not without exposing his secrets to his innocent guests.


  She released the grapnel and retracted it with a metallic hiss into her pistol, just as two men, Kudlac and Blud, and two dogs, Batterfang and Rach, stepped out of the stairwell. Doors were beginning to open in the hall. A chubby middle-aged guest followed by a svelte young redhead with sleepy eyes stumbled into the hall. Then came a man with wild eyes, still in his nightshirt, but clutching a briefcase handcuffed to his wrist. Then a tall woman carrying a lantern. Then an old hag with an eyepatch, carrying a besom, wearing yellow robes and sporting a tall, conical hat. All began uttering querulous questions. More doors opened. Kudlac called out in a loud voice that all must remain calm and move to the exits.


  Yumiko made sure her mask was in place and that the seal was airtight so that no scent of her skin could escape for any dog to smell. She waited for the door opposite the laundry room to open, and the guest there, a young man with unkempt hair and a foot-long single eyebrow, carrying a bindlestaff, emerged. She stepped casually into the hall, gave a cheerful wave of the hand to Kudlac and Blud, and stepped around the young guest. In the doorframe she struck a pose, standing on one foot, the other leg bent, one hand on hip, the other raised on high, beckoning to Kudlac with her fingers.


  Kudlac drew a knife, and the guests crowding hall uttered cries and shouts of confusion as he began shoving his way quickly through the guests, shouting apologies.


  Blud was wrestling with the two dogs, yanking on their neck chains, not daring to release them.


  She blew Kudlac a kiss from the snout of her grinning mask, and, with a pirouette, danced into the empty guest room. As she had correctly recalled, this was a room with a balcony. She stepped over, flipped the latch, and opened the French doors. She waited another moment, perched on the balcony rail in a saucy pose with her legs crossed, until Kudlac struggled free of the press, came to the door, and saw her. She tossed her hands overhead gaily and fell backward into empty air, kicking her legs up as she went. Kudlac gave an involuntary cry of alarm.


  Yumiko fired her wirepoon as she fell, snagging the upper crosspiece of a telephone pole to one side. Momentum carried her through three-fourths of a great circle while Kudlac rushed out onto the balcony, staring and gasping. At the top of the arc, she released the grapnel and somersaulted through the air to land neatly on the next roof over. There came a hoarse shout from above. Men were hurrying out of the roof door atop the Cobbler’s Club, and one of them had spotted her.


  She braced the pistol with both hands and shot her wirepoon across Lexington Avenue. The grapnel caught a fire escape across the street. She twisted the ring on her finger and let the wire’s retraction throw her now-weightless body across the avenue like a stone from a slingshot. Streetlights and headlamps passed beneath her like a bright, murmuring river. As she flew, she unlimbered her baton. The wall next to the fire escape rushed toward her like an avalanche. She snapped the baton to its full length and used it like a pole-vaulter’s pole to stave off the approaching wall. Her flight path was deflected just enough that she did not ram into the corner of the building, but slid through the air past it, to soar down the narrow alley.


  She snapped open her cape, and it stiffened into gliding wings. She banked and swooped around the far side of the building, going out of sight of any observer on the Cobbler’s Club roof across the avenue. Then, she twisted the ring to increase her weight, cupped her wings to kill her speed, and caught a passing telephone pole in her hand. She followed a path like a barberpole spiral to the ground and landed lightly.


  Then, she removed her mask and cape and weapon harness and changed the color of her suit from black to white. A girl in a pale leathery catsuit was not actually out of place among the late-night crowd of the Manhattan streets. She stepped out onto the avenue and hailed a cab. She had it drive her around the block while she changed into her nightgown, and the driver twice almost wrecked his cab trying to stare at her in the rear-view mirror. Yumiko was so pleased to have money to buy things that she gave the driver a larger tip than he deserved. “I am so sorry to have confounded you,” she said with a bow.


  “Don’t worry, lady. It’s New York.”


  She then scampered lightly over the fence leading to the back alley leading to the loading dock and strolled over to where the other Peach Cobbler Girls, also in their nightgowns, were gathered. The guests from the hotel were also milling in the same area. Wilcolac was not in evidence, but Boggy Cobweb was there. For once her hair was not rolled up in a severe bun, but hung to her shoulders, the hue of smog. She was calling to the guests to remain calm and cajoling them with promises and reassurances. Yumiko was nonchalantly standing with the other girls when Joan the Wad turned around and called a roll call to make sure everyone had made it out of the building safely. A minute later the fire marshal and a fire truck arrived.


  And when all the hullabaloo was over, Yumiko strolled back inside with the others, pausing to pet Batterfang and praise him. The husky wagged his tail and barked happily at her. She gave Blud a shy look, dropped her eyes, and hurried past him. She glanced over her shoulder to see his eyes still glued to her. Then, she went skipping upstairs with the other girls, who were chattering or giggling or complaining as the mood took them. Closing her eyes, safe in the warm bed, a sense of profound pleasure, such as a magician must feel when his sleight of hand fools all eyes, tickled her warmly.


Chapter Seven: The Red Knight


  1. Hectic Evening


  Yumiko was far less buoyant the next day.


  Elfine was still missing. Her beloved, the boy named Tom, was still missing or dead. Her mother was still dead and unavenged.


  As she stood naked in the bathroom, doing her hair and make-up before donning her Cobbler Girl outfit, and staring with unsmiling eyes at a mirror which might have been one-way glass, she fretted about the hundred little clues she had left behind on her spree. Her cover had become too fragile. A single conversation with Blud, or any of her roommates, about who had been wandering about at night could expose her, or a hidden camera, or a haunted pumpkin, or some magical watchman whose existence she could not even begin to guess.


  But she still held to a thin thread of hope. The two cages marked by her tracers would eventually be shipped, one to the City of Corpses and the other to LIs, whatever that was. She had read the invoices and knew when the next shipment was due to arrive: this Wednesday. Three more days after that, it would go out. It should not be that hard to discover when a fleet of trucks was parked out back.


  So she expected a hand to fall on her shoulder that day, or the next, and it did not. Perhaps this was because things became hectic then.


  At first she thought this was become the shipment was due tomorrow. But she realized something else was in the air.


  Some of the regular staff were absent, running errands, and no one seemed to have time to tell Yumiko what was happening. The managers were ordering everything put in order and double-checked. The janitors were doing a thorough cleaning. Wilcolac Cobweb emerged from his office and was going over the stock, talking with the bartenders, the chef, and the kitchen staff. VIP tables were set up on the lounge floor, separated from the rest by a cordon of velvet ropes.


  Yumiko, wary of attracting attention, was unwilling to show any curiosity, but that night, when they were working tables before the first show, Iele the Romanian rolled her eyes at Yumiko and tossed her head with a snort. Clearly, the girl wanted to gossip: Yumiko stepped with her into the short corridor connecting the kitchen to the lounge.


  
2. Very Important Elf


  Iele was fishing half a dozen twenty-dollar bills out of her cleavage, smoothing them, and tucking them into her cummerbund. “I have a live wire. Heavy tipper. Look over there. You can see him. The one built like an Olympic athlete. Or an Olympic god.”


  Yumiko opened the swinging doors a crack and peered where Iele pointed.


  Wilcolac was standing at the table side, smiling a genial if subservient smile. With him was the chief chef, who was describing the main course for the evening to the guests. There were several people at the VIP table circled by a velvet rope, but only one man with the broad shoulders and muscular build of a boxer or wrestler, certainly not of any peaceful sport.


  Yumiko understood why Iele was breathless: the man was handsome to an unearthly degree. His face was square and strong, his cheekbones high, his gray eyes piercing, his nose long and straight. His mouth was a thin slash that rarely flexed, and lines like calipers embraced it. His chin jutted like the toe of a boot. A grim dignity surrounded him like a dark aura.


  He wore hues of sable and jet, trimmed with scarlet and gold. His shirt was silk with voluminous sleeves. A collar of lace reached from shoulder to shoulder in two broad triangles. He wore dark pantaloons like a matador. His gloves and his boots were burgundy. A chain of silver set with rubies, the copper buckle of his baldric, and a larger ruby set in the pommel of his broadsword provided a touch of brightness to his dark garb. There were gold spurs on his bootheels.


  Strangely, the reflections of light caught in the shining threads of his black silk, or in the shining copper and gleaming rubies adorning him, seemed not to come from the room in which he sat. It was as if the light of stars brighter and greater than the stars in the skies of earth shone on him and shed their reflections here.


  What was the most eerie about him was the grace of his posture and gestures. Every slight movement of his hand, or the tilt of his head, was fluid, strong, and precise as a dance, and this made the other men around him look as if theirs were the movements of children, clumsy and unpracticed.


  The back of his neck to a line above his ears was shaved in a tonsure.


  Yumiko stared in fascination. Was this the same man who had kidnapped Elfine?


  The look of interest in Iele’s half-closed eyes was smokier than usual. “He desires me. The fire in him, I must quench, yes? If he asks me to drink with him, you have to watch my tables, no? We’ll split the tips for any of my tables you cover.”


  “Why me?”


  “Xana would not split fair. She’s crooked. You’re straight.”


  Yumiko said, “Why is his hair that way?”


  “For his helmet.”


  Yumiko said, “He is a knight?”


  Iele gave her a curious look and a half smile. “Ah! You know of such things? I thought you were one of us. Not a sleepwalker. Yes?”


  Yumiko pointed at her necktie where the microphone was hidden, “I know there are things we don’t talk about. But I know about the wolves and the shadows of the dead. I know about the Moths and the Cobwebs. Not a sleepwalker, no.”


  “Good! It is hard to talk, not knowing who is Nighttide or Dusk, and who is Day.”


  Sleepwalker was evidently Twilight slang for those under the mesmeric influence of the Black Spell.


  Yumiko asked again, “So, is he a knight?”


  “He is. A puissant knight and dire. They bring him in to face the foe no one can face. They say he has magic, the dark art. Very costly were the gifts to bring him. Much gold.”


  Both girls peered out the door again at the mysterious figure. There were four other men at the table and a redheaded woman in a pointed, conical hat with a veil over her face.


  The men with him were also fabulous and strange, but like stars around a central sun, the striking grace and beauty of the man in black and scarlet made the others seem to recede. A youth too young to shave, dressed in a uniform of black and red, stood at his elbow, and was armed with a longsword. He poured wine from a carafe, sipped it, and passed the cup to the elfin knight. Yumiko recognized what he was, but could not recall what the sidekick of a knight was called.


  Seated at his left was a dark-skinned, squat fellow in a leather cap. He had unusually muscular limbs and unusually bright eyes and only grinned with half his mouth.


  The second was a tall, beardless, handsome figure in scarlet, with the distant eye and stiff posture of a soldier. He had long, curling locks of fiery red that fell past his shoulder, a sneering lip, and six fingers on each hand.


  The third had an impassive, angular face, and strange, unwinking eyes like the eyes of a lizard. On his head was a fez. Trickles of smoke rose continually from both nostrils. When he opened his mouth, he seemed to carry something like a glowing coal in his throat, whose red fire was reflected from his palate and teeth. In his hand was a cigarette in a long holder which he never brought to his mouth. He wore a jacket of sparkling sequins, as bright as the patterns on the back of a poisonous snake, which Yumiko only on second glance realized was a field of priceless diamond drops, many-colored ametrine, gems of beryl, opal, topaz, and tourmaline.


  The woman sat at the knight’s right hand. Her red hair fell from her shoulders, across her chair back, to pool on the floor behind her, so long were the tresses. She wore a red silk dress which hid none of her perfect proportions. Her necklace, belt, and slippers were adorned with emeralds. When she put aside her veil to drink from her cup, the face beneath was one of stirring beauty, large of eye and full of lip, a nose tip-tilted, and a fine, small chin. Her skin was as free of freckle or blemish as polished ivory. So pale of skin she was, she seemed, in the subdued lighting of the lounge, almost to glow.


  Her gestures, like his, were like music made visible, infinitely graceful and smooth, and, also like him, the light in her eyes, and gems at her ears, throat, and fingers caught reflections of stars not present.


  “He has a date.”


  Iele said, “I overhear. That is not his woman. It is his sister. She is the Captain’s mistress, but unfaithful to him. It is her joy to have jealous princes fight for her possession. Bloodshed follows her. She is called the war-red war-queen. Lady Malen Ruddgochren.” Iele pronounced it Rith-gock-rain. “She is older than time. She is to be feared.”


  Yumiko was not concerned with the woman. “And his name? What is he?”


  “Garlot. Sir Garlot of Listenoise, called the Red Knight. He is of the court of the underground world, you know? The Erlkoenig, who brings the winter cold and darkness of long nights, is his liege. Garlot is of the Night World and eats nectar and drinks soma, and so even the strongest of the Twilight World cannot stand against him. Ah! But Little Willy’s boss does not like it. There is much hate.”


  “I did not know Mr. Wilcolac had a boss.”


  “As in the Old World, Little Willy is a client. He has a protector. A patron. The Captain owns the club. Willy only runs it.”


  “Has he been around here? His patron?”


  “Not for two weeks. Something came up,” Iele shook her head. “We call him the Captain. He is a fiddle player and a very bad man. Not fun bad, crazy bad. Joan says he is one of the fifty sons of Lupus Loupgarou, who broke Lent seven years running.”


  “Does he have a name? This patron?”


  “Captain Cobweb, of course. Ah! Got to run! Can you cover me?” And, with a wave of her hand, Iele was off.


  Watching Iele’s retreating back, Yumiko realized the distraction of Sir Garlot offered a rare chance for some misdirection and deception of her own. It would be dangerous, coming so close after her last exploit. Suspicions surely were closing ever tighter about her like some invisible net. But she dared not let it slip away.


  
3. Misdirection and Deception


  Yumiko stepped into the kitchen for her next order up, and, as she was passing the settings trolley, where spare silverware, roses, and napkins were kept, Yumiko slipped pepper from a shaker into napkin and pulled a button off her uniform.


  She then found Plaksy the Lithuanian, slinky and blonde, who had a tray in either hand. “Hsst! I have to go change! Can you cover my tables for a few minutes?”


  The rule that uniforms must be spotless and in good order or changed immediately was one that had been drilled into all the girls: Plaksy could hardly tell Yumiko to stay where Plaksy could watch her without giving away that she was watching her, so she merely nodded, smiling a false smile, and said, “Yes, I am covering. Yes.”


  Now, Yumiko left and made for the stairs. Krisky, slinkier and blonder than her sister, intercepted her at the landing. “To where is you going, please? Yes?”


  Yumiko hid her nose in the napkin as if it were a handkerchief, inhaled the pepper she hid there, and sneezed. “Cum-big due zee you,” Yumiko said. “God a tewwibel gold in ma noze. You haf any stove I can tag for it?”


  Had she said it without pepper up her nose, it would have sounded more like this: Coming to see you. Got a terrible cold in my nose. You have any stuff I can take for it? But Krisky understood the language of the sick.


  Krisky shrank back in horror and covered her own mouth with a hanky. “I have a crate of vitamin C tablets in the chest. And ginger root! Boil it into a tea, and take it with honey and lemon!”


  Yumiko started to explain that she could not leave the wait staff shorthanded, not tonight of all nights, but Krisky, eager to play the role of advisor, healer, and life-saver, shooed Yumiko as if she were a plague victim away from the lounge floor and told her to go to the dorm room they shared.


  Yumiko explained that Krisky had to cover Iele’s tables if Iele got invited by the VIP to sit at his table. Krisky, alarmed, apparently forgot the rule that Peach Cobbler Girls had to be pulled off the floors in pairs, and she simply scampered away.


  Yumiko trotted upstairs as fast as her high heels would allow. She entered the dorm room, which was empty at the moment. She warily eyed the pumpkin perched at its high window. The flickering candle was inside the hollow gourde, and Yumiko was aware that unseen eyes were watching her.


  She did not know where in the room the ghost was standing or from what point of view it observed. For that matter, she had no idea whether the immaterial eyes of an unquiet spirit could be deceived, distracted, or blocked. The woebegone thought occurred to her that the young man she had seen, Matthias Moth, would have known exactly what to do.


  But she had no choice. Yumiko knelt down before the cedar chest at the foot of the bed, reached in, and unlocked her suitcase. Inside, her fingers found the all-important sash. She glanced up at the pumpkin. It was still turned away, nonchalantly stareing out the window at the street. She rummaged around inside the sash, palmed a tracer, and then drew out from the chest one of Krisky’s many bottles of vitamin C. Yumiko ostentatiously swallowed a tablet, hoping the ghost saw only that.


  Closing the chest, she trotted quickly out of the room. Almost immediately, she ran into Licho and Kudlac, who were patrolling the corridor.


  “Halt!” said Kudlac. “What the heck are you doing here, Sorry?”


  Licho, his gaze invisible behind his dark glasses, said, “On-duty girls are on the floor. Any girls pulled off the floor must go in pairs.”


  She felt as shy as a deer caught in headlights. Yumiko took a deep breath, frightened, and she felt the heat in her cheeks of a blush. Her tight costume creaked inaudibly, not allowing her to draw a very deep breath. Both men stepped closer, leering down at her. With the top button of her bustier missing, her skimpy outfit covered even less than normal. Their expressions turned hungry, so different from the disciplined and modest eyes of the Moth boys.


  The thought of the Moths allowed her to recover her poise. She favored the two bouncers with her warmest smile. “A big tipper just bought a round for the house. I thought of you poor boys up here, thirsty and alone, and came up to find out what you wanted from the bar.”


  Licho said, “Did the boss say we could drink on duty?”


  Yumiko looked at him with wide, innocent eyes. “Well, I don’t know. I just assumed…” And she shrugged an exaggerated shrug.


  Kudlac said, “Lager.” He looked at scowling Licho and shrugged. “My brother Kresnik is a monk. He says I should drink more.”


  And Licho’s hard expression vanished. He smiled and said, “Fine. Kvass. Nothing too strong this night.”


  Yumiko smiled flirtatiously and swayed away flirtatiously, just as she’d been taught. Once around the corner, she trotted as fast as she could.


  She reported to Leshenka, who fussed and clucked in her dry, whispery voice. “No need to switch to your spare, duckie. I have thread and needle here in the button drawer. Just take a mo’.”


  Yumiko gave a small shriek and pointed at the window behind Leshenka. “What is that dreadful, black-cloaked figure dressed like a raven?”


  Leshenka whirled with a speed that belied her apparent age. “Where? Where?” Her voice was like a foghorn.


  Yumiko said, “It might have just been a passing shadow, but it looked like an implacable avenger of evil, bent on some terrible vendetta, passing by on a dark wind. But that is impossible, is it not? Men cannot fly.”


  Leshenka drew a handkerchief and mopped her brow. “Of course, duckie. Quite impossible…” Her voice had dropped once more into an arid murmur. She bit off the trailing end of the thread. “There you are. Button up.”


  Yumiko thanked her and skipped away, leaving Leshenka peering avidly out the window, craning her neck.


  Hala the Serb was manning the hat-check booth. This booth faced the atrium across a counter and had a clear view of the lounge a few stairs below into which the atrium led. Behind the counter was a walk-in closet. Yumiko entered it from behind, from the service corridor. With no customers around, Hala was leaning on her cheek, elbow on the counter, legs crossed at the ankles, fidgeting and looking pensively toward the lounge floor, from whence came loud music and the laughter of happy, hence generous, customers.


  Yumiko had been going through several ploys which might lure Hala away from her duty station, but, seeing that look on her face, Yumiko knew exactly what to say. “Hala! Do you see the gorgeous man in green and black, sitting at the VIP table?”


  Hala rolled her enormous eyes. “How am I not to see? He just tucked a C-note into Plaksy’s garterbelt. Iele is in his lap! He puts a bracelet of fine pearls on her wrist, as if this is a trifle. Two semester’s tuition for such a bracelet, easy. It is raining wine, and I have no bucket.”


  Yumiko said, “I’ll take over here. Krisky needs help covering Iele’s tables for me.”


  Hala eyed the lounge floor with a quick but calculating gaze. Iele’s tables were near enough to the VIP table for a passing waitress to be flagged. Hala turned a narrow stare at Yumiko. “Why do you do this for me? We are not friends.”


  “This will make us friends!” Yumiko said. “Besides, Krisky thinks I have a cold. She does not want me sneezing on the customers.”


  Hala brightened. “Very well, we swap!”


  “One other thing, when you get the chance—please carry a kvass up to the fourth floor for Licho and a lager for Kudlac. Here!” And Yumiko pulled some bills out from her gathered tips, enough to cover the two drinks, and pressed them into Hala’s hand. Hala looked down at the bills, puzzled. But at that moment, there was a burst of laughter from the VIP table, and one of the men with Sir Garlot was calling, “Miss..? Miss..?” and he was waving a banknote in the air to encourage swift service.


  Hala asked no more, but rushed away, smiling eagerly.


  Yumiko was alone in the snug and dimly lit alcove, half booth and half closet, with the silent shelves and hangers of hats, mantles, wraps, furs, and coats.


  
4. The Cloak of Cornwall


  Yumiko, like all the girls, had worked hat check before. Wilcolac did not have a computerized system. The hats and coats stubs were kept in a small brass Rolodex, with the check-in time logged and the owner’s name written in a guestbook.


  Yumiko pointed the green-shaded gooseneck lamp which hung over the guestbook down at the page. Garlot was number 11. Hanging on hanger 11 on the coat-rack behind her was a garment like she had never seen.


  It seemed at first to be a gray cloak with arm slits and a hood. Then, she saw silver, blue, and dark gray threads that seemed to come to the surface of the fabric and disappear as the light played over it.


  It was as beautiful as sailing cloud-banks seen underfoot from a high vantage by moonlight.


  Strangely, the longer she looked, the deeper in the fabric these drifting dark and light threads seemed to be, as if the cloak were a fog bank taking the shape of a cloak, and parts were drifting almost to touch her nose, but others were yards away, reaching ever further away, drifting…


  Fascinated, mesmerized, Yumiko reached out and touched the material.


  …for a moment, the cloak seemed not to be there are all, but merely an afterimage… and then in the next moment, it appeared to be a cloak-shaped hole in the world looking out into a larger, emptier, darker world…


  A coldness, a sense that eyes were watching her, passed over her skin, leaving her tiny hairs prickling. Yumiko yanked her hand back, alarmed.


  She blinked and turned away. There was a strange throbbing in her head; she could feel the pulse of veins in her brow. For a moment, she feared she had damaged her eyes. And yet her eyesight returned to normal when she blinked. It was almost as if the fabric did not wish to be inspected too closely.


  This cloak was made of mists, the same mists her ring summoned. Somehow the ethereal substance had been solidified, spun into thread, and woven. It was like seeing a cloak woven of fire, or falling water, or notes of music. It was impossible.


  It was magic.


  As the possessor of a magic ring, perhaps she should have been less intimidated. Perhaps. But she felt the same as if she had been walking past a wax manikin, or a statue of a lion on library steps, but then, a pace beyond the unblinking, unliving face, had overheard a quiet sigh of pent up breath released.


  Perhaps some form of magic somewhere in the world was kind and safe. Not this. The crawling motions deep in the fabric were unsightly and unnatural. It seemed malign.


  Fearful of being seen, she moved the cloak to the lower shelf underneath the counter. Removing her costume top hat, Yumiko ducked her head beneath, bringing with her the gooseneck reading lamp. Now, she took out the scissors, needle, and thread she had lifted lightly from Leshenka’s button drawer when the seamstress’ head was turned.


  There was a brocade of silver, gray, and white thread in convoluted Celtic knots around the hems of the garment. To her relief, she found these hems to be made of normal, worldly matter, whose threads did not drift simultaneously closer and farther from the eye.


  She snipped the tiny, sparkling threads of the brocade, pried open the hem at the rear of the garment, inserted her tracer, and began to sew it up again. But the nearness of the otherworldly fabric made her fingertips numb, and the sensation of misty threads receding while advancing made her eyes water, even when she was not looking directly at the foggy substance.


  But she gritted her teeth, persisting until she made the last stitch. She scowled at the work, unhappy with it. Her human-sized fingers could not match the fineness of the stitches. It looked too delicate for machine work, for the spaces between stitches were greater or lesser on different swirls of the brocade curves, giving it a pleasing, living look. She wondered whether Elfine’s people had made this…


  “Miss?”


  She heard no footfall of a man approaching. When he spoke, she was startled and banged her head on the underside of the counter.


  Yumiko bounded to her feet in panic, clutching the sore spot on the back of her head with one hand, but she smiled and laughed, hoping panic would look like no more than flustered embarrassment to the customer.


  Her laughter died on her lips.


  
5. Hat-Check Girl


  A tall, dark man in a black topcoat and black hat leaning on a walking stick stood looking down at her. His cast of features was oriental, his eyes were slanted, deep, penetrating, and magnetic. An aura of dark majesty surrounded him like warmth from a black oven.


  His eyes traveled with evident pleasure up the shapely length of her young legs and hips to the sharply narrow waist, the generous curves above, the delicate collarbone, her swanlike neck. And then when he saw her face, his expression turned to shock and shame.


  The light here was dim, and her eyes were still smarting, so that even as it happened, she was not sure that it had. She blinked. But now his expression was impassive, cool, and collected.


  With a quick but curiously formal gesture, he snapped the top hat into his gloved hand and proffered it to her.


  She said, “You know who I am.” She spoke in Japanese.


  He said, imperturbably, “But of course.”


  He answered in the same language, but he spoke in the Kamigata dialect, which was softer and more elegant than her Tohoku accent from the mountainous northeastern part of Honshu. Her voice suddenly sounded unbearably rustic and unrefined in her ears.


  “Who am I?” She switched to English.


  “Why, the hat-check girl, of course.” He answered in English. He had an Oxfordian accent. He cleared his throat, rolled his eyes down at his hand, which was still extending his hat toward her, looked back up, caught her eye, and raised one eyebrow.


  She could not stop staring at his face. If he had known her before her memory loss, why did he say nothing? If he had not, why did he look so familiar?


  He said, “When did you start working here?”


  The tone of voice made her aware of how overly familiar she had been in addressing a superior. She said, “Sir! The second of this month, sir.”


  “I was wondering how long it takes Mr. Cobweb to instruct his staff. Here is my hat. You are supposed to check it.”


  To her shame, a giggle welled up in her and came out her mouth. This was very different from the times she had pretended to be giggly. It was rather horrible to have her pretense overtake her and become real.


  She bowed carefully in her low-cut corset and took the hat. He proffered his walking stick, and also doffed his topcoat in a great circular flourish, to lay it on the counter as well. He wore a severe formal suit of expensive dark wool beneath, with a bow tie as white as hers.


  She thought furiously while she tagged, hung, and shelved the coat and hat and placed the jade-handled cane in the numbered pigeon-hole of the umbrella stand. Yumiko pulled the guestbook up to the counter, smiled a broad smile, and said, “Sir? We are also required to take down the name and address if you would, please?”


  “My name?” He looked skeptical.


  “In case you forget something. This allows us to run it back to wherever you are staying. It is a free service. As a courtesy.”


  She tried to adopt the same alluring look she used to mesmerize Blud, but under his cold and regal gaze, her face faltered. He was repelled, not allured. The lie stumbled leaving her mouth and sounded unconvincing.


  “Gladly,” he said. He wrote in a rapid, perfect cursive of Roman letters. It was the type of polished handwriting no native English-speaker was likely to match.


  As he wrote, she spoke. “Are you related to the Cobwebs, sir?”


  “Why do you ask? Because Wilcolac and I are the only ones who know how to wear a tux? Next you will ask me if I am related to Fred Astaire.” Then, looking up, and seeing the puzzlement in her face, he said, “Ah, so. He is an American dancer.”


  She licked her lips, wondering how openly she could ask anything before provoking trouble. “Is your family… uh… a large one? Because sometimes traveling to a strange place… ah…”


  He said, “I am, in point of fact, a particularly haughty and exclusive person, of pre-Adamite ancestral descent. You will understand this when I tell you that I can trace my ancestry back to a protoplasmal primordial atomic globule. Consequently, my family pride is something inconceivable. I was born sneering.”


  She stared at him in confusion, understanding that she was somehow being made light of, but not understanding how, or what he meant.


  “I, um, sir, um…” She stammered softly, trying to regain her professional composure, “…sure you will have a delightful evening… our staff is… aim to please…”


  His voice dropped to a colder and quieter note. “I had a half-sister once. She died under tragic circumstances. Committed suicide, actually. At times I almost seem to see her still. But I know when visions are false! My other relatives disown me and call me dead. I am as alone as no man since Adam was, in that hour when all his ribs were still his own.”


  The small, scowling vertical line between his brows deepened. Perhaps he would have said more, but at that moment, Joan the Wad came bustling up, smiling. Joan was on hostess duty, to greet and seat the customers, but some minor emergency had called her away from the lectern, which was the normal hostess post.


  Joan gave Yumiko a glance. Perhaps she had been expecting to see Hala behind the counter in the coat closet. Clearly, in the bustle and confusion of the evening, Joan had forgotten whom she had assigned to which part of the work roster and floor roster, which was unusual for her. But she said nothing, for she had kept the tall and stern Japanese gentleman waiting. She led him out onto the floor to seat him.


  Yumiko, her brain pulsing with questions, was dying to look at what name he had written in the book. But first she carefully put the misty cloak of Sir Garlot back on its hanger. She saw the party at table five was getting ready to leave, so she had to pass hats, coats, and mink stoles over the counter with many a polite smile, collect their stubs, and note the numbers in the log. Then two customers, one entering and one leaving, came. And then more.


  Finally, there was a lull. The dance band started playing. She clicked on the gooseneck lamp and swiveled the bulb toward the guestbook to see what the tall, dark, stern man had written. She was expecting to see some name ending in Moth.


  Pooh-Bah of the town of Titipu, First Lord of the Treasury, Lord Chief Justice, Lord High Admiral, Master of the Buckhounds, etc., ad naus.; A gentleman of Japan.


  
6. Unrewarding Night


  Nonplussed and disappointed, she leaned far over the counter, in a pose she had been instructed Peach Cobbler Girls never were to assume, and craned her neck so that she could better see. The dark man was not at the table where Joan had left him.


  The lights dimmed. That was the signal that drink service was suspended, for the waitresses were called to the dressing rooms prior to the floor show. Joan, as hostess, took over the hat check while Yumiko rushed away.


  After the show, Yumiko was sent to wait tables on a private party in an upper room in the back, which included some of Sir Garlot’s men from the Night World, but not he himself. From their talk, he had retired with Iele to some other room.


  They were playing a card game, wagering parts of their bodies, or that is what it sounded like. Since no actual toes, eyeballs or forearms were detached and tossed across the table at the end of every hand, Yumiko could not tell if these bets were real or in jest.


  But evidently their lord was in charge of all tips and emoluments. Or perhaps they did not know the custom.


  Between giving up her tables to Hala, failing to cover for Iele, and paying for the drinks for Kudlac and Licho, Yumiko made less in tips that night than anyone else.


  After curfew, she lay awake at night in bed, snuggled up between Xana and Anjana and staring at the reflected candlelight on the ceiling. She wished she could climb under the bed, get her suitcase, and retrieve the earbuds from her helmet so she could listen for the sound of the tracer hidden in Sir Garlot’s cloak.


  She had planted a second one in the hatband of the hat of the gentleman from Japan, of course.


  But she could hear Hala and Nightingale talking softly, gossiping about how to spend their extra money, and could also hear Krisky or Plaksy or both rising every ten minutes or so to go into the bathroom and take vitamins or drink cups of medicinal tea.


  Were they up late because of her? They had been assigned to watch Yumiko, but had lost sight of her. Had either of them told Wilcolac yet? Were his suspicions roused?


  Yumiko felt a sense of claustrophobia, but also of choking urgency. She could not stand still. Elfine had no one else looking for her. But each time Yumiko moved, she took risks, she made little mistakes, she left little clues, and the pattern of her actions and absences must be growing clearer to the hidden eyes that sought her.


  A sense of dread grew deeper, hardening into conviction. Wilcolac must know! He must have figured it out by now!


  With these thoughts tormenting her, it was many weary hours before she could force herself into sleep.


  The next morning, just at the onset of morning dress rehearsal, Yumiko was pulled out of the chorus line by Licho and told to report to the Magician’s office.


  Wilcolac wanted to see her.


Chapter Eight: Hob in a Bottle


  1. Death Warrant


  Once more, Yumiko Moth found herself in high heels, seated on a high stool in the red and gold private office of Wilcolac Cobweb. As before, the walls to her left and right were full-length mirrors. Before her was the massive desk of Wilcolac Cobweb, with its green blotter and gold pen set. To one side of the desk was a bust of Shakespeare, and to the other, a tripod holding an ice bucket in which an amber bottle rested. Before her and above her loomed Wilcolac himself, square-faced, bulky, and stern.


  She was dressed in the wasp-waist corset, hot pants, and stockings of her Peach Cobbler Girl uniform, a white tie circling her naked throat, white cuffs at the wrists of her bare arms, and a top hat pinned precariously atop her oversized raven-black coiffure. She wondered darkly if Wilcolac had waited until dress rehearsal before issuing his summons, not just for reasons of psychological warfare but also for the practical point of putting her in awkward shoes, with no place to hide weapons and hardly a way to bend or inhale.


  Wilcolac had been scratching with a quill pen on butter-yellow parchment when she entered. He had silently gestured for her to sit, and she waited in silence for him to address her.


  As if pulled on a torture rack, the minutes while she sat elongated painfully.


  She watched the delicate motions of his huge and meaty hands as he dipped his pen in an inkwell or blotted up stray ink marks, and she wondered, not for the first time, why elf and half-elf seemed so hesitant about modern conveniences and technology.


  It was not as if he did not also have a ballpoint pen set on his desk and a phone, and his private secretary owned a typewriter for which it was apparently impossible to find replacement parts. This secretary was an ill-favored youth in the adjoining office with the apparently impossible name of Skrzat Czart.


  The thought occurred to Yumiko that Wilcolac was writing out something fraught with ceremonial significance, a document which had to be done in just the way it had been done centuries ago. A death warrant? Her death warrant?


  It was a silly idea, but difficult to dismiss once it was lodged in her head. Yumiko cleared her thoughts and concentrated on her breathing, patiently waiting until the waves disturbing the waters of her soul grew calm and still.


  Hence it was with an unusual degree of serene detachment that she saw Wilcolac clean his pen, salt his document, put them aside, and raise his eyes to her.


  This was it. He knew who she was. Questioning, torture, and death were before her. Yet she was calm.


  Their eyes met. Her gaze was like a bottomless well, pure, cold, and unruffled. His gaze was puzzled, but he masked his puzzlement under a layer of bonhomie.


  “Well, well!” he said in a voice of brassy and unconvincing joviality. “No doubt you knew this day would come! A little frightened, are we?”


  Yumiko met his gaze without flinching. Her life as she remembered it was less than a month; she had achieved nothing, saved no one. And yet no quiver of fear disturbed her. “I am ready,” she said.


  “Ah, good!” he said clapping his hands together and rubbing them. “Well, your two week trial period is over. You’ve missed no rehearsals, spilled no drinks on any customers, and you’ve kept your uniform tidy and presentable. Polednitsa gave you a clean bill of health on your blood tests. You were worried? Everyone is. Congratulations!”


  Since no one had told her even of the existence of a two week trial period, the news failed to elate her.


  But Yumiko wondered if this were some particularly cruel psychological torture, meant to make her feel relief and relax her guard so that the command to have her dragged in chains down into the bone-strewn underground vault would be all the more shocking by contrast. Therefore, she merely smiled and said, “Thank you, sir.”


  Unexpectedly, a glint came into his eye. Had she herself not felt the selfsame mood three days ago, she might not have recognized it. It was the victorious glee of a magician whose sleight of hand fools the chump.


  He had fooled her. How? What had he done?


  “Good, good!” he said, nodding. “This being the case, the time has come for you! You, see, I have discovered something about you…”


  At that moment, in mid-sentence, just as Yumiko was about to find out what he had discovered about her, the phone rang.


  Wilcolac snatched the handset up to his ear with comical haste, “Yes? Yes! Yes?”


  She realized the hectic confusion of last night was still in effect. Wilcolac bellowed, “Don’t let him leave! Don’t let him kill any mortals! I’ll be right there!”


  Wilcolac startled her as he bounced out of his chair, coming toward her. Moving with surprising energy for one so stout, and pelted across the room.


  Yumiko by reflex leaped to her feet when he jumped. He rushed past without noticing. The door slammed. She stood blinking, breathing heavily. He had left his top hat on the desk. She looked down and found herself in a half-moon stance: Feet spread, legs bent, left foot forward, toes turned slightly inward, left forearm up to block, right fist at her hip. She glanced at the mirror, frowned, and adjusted the position of her rear foot slightly. Sloppy. The stance did not feel correct in high heels, and they made her backside stick out too far.


  When was the last time she had actually drilled? It was outside the range of her remaining memory. So, more than two weeks ago. But she could not have practiced her katas while she was here in the Cobbler’s Club, being watched.


  She glanced at the mirror again and remembered what Iele the Romanian had told her. She suddenly felt as if eyes were watching her. Yumiko cleared her throat and straightened up, tugging and tucking her tight costume back in place.


  The sensation of being watched did not ebb. Yumiko casually glanced over one shoulder, slowly scanning the room, while trying to school her face to convey an air of idle nonchalance.


  Humming a leisurely tune, she allowed her drifting steps, as if by pure chance, to carry her over to Wilcolac’s desk, and she rolled her eyes here and there, and again, as if by merest happenstance, allowed her gaze to come to rest on the desk top where the parchment lay.


  It was partly covered with blotting paper. Only the lower part of the page was visible:


  
    …that Arthur lives. His voice I heard, and I know he speaks the truth. Your assurances have proved false: Sir Gilberec is no poseur, but a true knight of the Table Round. In his hand is the sword you spoke of.


    Allow me to be frank. No force of yours can defeat him. Send as many wolves or monsters as you may. Shades will not approach him while he walks in the company of the second, his cousin Matthias. He burned the hand from my dead Lantern. My mighty specter is now one-handed due to this. Must I lose more before you are convinced? No one as powerful a ghostly father since Dominic Moth I have seen!


    However, at great expense in bribes and gifts, I have lured to my house a knight equal in puissance, or more. He is bound by no code of honor, but is a caitiff and treasonous and will strike down the youth from behind, unseen, for the Cloak of Mists is his. Of course, I speak of Garlot Lackland, the Exile of Listenoise.


    I have gained means to send a message to the elusive Matthias Moth. All is in readiness and awaits but your nod. My reed you have in this.

  


  The text ended there.


  To whom was it sent that it had to be written with a quill pen on parchment? The salutation would be at the top.


  She offered another casual glance at the mirrors. For all she knew, any might have men behind them, or cameras, or ghosts, watching her every move. Did she dare push aside the blotting paper to see the upper half of the letter?


  It was unsightly to lean over dressed in this uniform. Instead, using the same poise as if she were lowering a drink to a table, Yumiko tucked one leg behind the other and bent her knees, keeping her upper body upright. She kept her face half turned away, masked in an innocent expression, and only turned her eyes down.


  She peeled up the merest corner of the blotting paper:


  
    To the venerated and dreaded Thursday of the Supreme Council of Anarchists, Lord of Wolves, Captain Lucien Cobweb, my patron, greetings and salutations. Dread Sir, two Arthurians met with me…

  


  Tears of fear came into her eyes at that moment and made her vision swim. The Captain! She had heard the title of the absent owner of the club once or twice but had not made the connection. Lucien Cobweb had been wearing a captain’s uniform from some antique and Napoleonic army when she had seen him. And Iele had called the Captain a fiddle-player. Yumiko had seen him playing it.


  This was the house of the master of the werewolves, Thursday, one of the seven Anarchist lords. This was not neutral ground, but a stronghold of the enemy.


  Lucien had already once lured her into a deadly trap in the warehouse district across the river. Perhaps this room was a trap. Perhaps this letter had been left for her to find, and Lucien stood behind the one-way mirror, savoring her shock.


  She breathed and let the fear subside. She had forgotten her former life and mission, but it had not forgotten her. To increase the dangers she faced by panic was shameful. Yumiko blinked and forced herself to concentrate on the words in the letter.


  
    …two Arthurians met with me in parley on the evening of Friday the 13th, a day my art shows to be auspicious for acts of darkness. As you commanded, against my better judgment, I put them to the test.


    The first is as honest and bold as rumored and is a true knight of the Lost King. Sir Gilberec vows that Arthur lives…

  


  The sensation of being watched grew and became overwhelming. Her fingers, as if by themselves, dropped the corner of the paper with a guilty start. Yumiko straightened up, brushing at imaginary dust specks, darting her eyes left and right.


  There. A face was staring at her. A tiny, whiskered face with glittering eyes. He was looking at her through the glass of the bottle perched in the ice bucket next to the desk. He was not behind the bottle peering through it. He was inside.


  
2. Old Overholt


  For a moment, she thought it was Elfine, and she gasped. But, no, this was a man’s face. He was shirtless and shaggy, and his hair was like a tiny lion’s mane. His beard spilled across this chest like an open fan. He wore what seemed a loincloth of hair. He looked for the world like a miniature caveman. He even had the tiny bone of some small beast thrust through his topknot.


  He was kicking his legs, keeping afloat in the alcohol. She saw his legs were deformed in their lower extremity. Kicking was evidently hard for him.


  Despite resting in an ice bucket, this was not a champagne bottle. It was amber and square. The label held a cameo of a stern old man, or perhaps it was an ugly old lady, wreathed in barley stalks, and also the words


  
    Since 1810


    OLD OVERHOLT


    Straight Rye Whiskey

  


  She bent closer, puzzled, wondering at the sight. Why did the magician keep a little man in a bottle of rye?


  Even as she watched, the little man at the neck of the bottle thrashed. He pounded, or, rather tapped, his tiny fists against the brown glass. Then, with an expression of panic, he slipped below the surface of the liquor. Now he was near the middle of the bottle, waving his legs feebly, both little hands to his throat, eyes bulging.


  The label was off the cork, and the bottle was not full, so it had been opened previously. She pulled at the cork, but her fingers slipped. She wound her fingers around the bottle’s neck and pushed with her thumbs. The cork came free. (She was half expecting it to pop and fly in the air, but, of course, it did not. Whiskey is not carbonated.)


  Now what? She could not reach a finger into the neck of bottle to rescue the drowning swimmer. She opened one drawer and then another, hoping to find a glass. She found a set of files in one drawer, an elaborate makeup kit with wigs and latex prosthetics in another. The next held a book of dark leather bound shut with three chains which moaned and trembled when light struck it. She shut that drawer quickly. The next held a set of chains, fetters, and trick handcuffs, such as an escape artist might own, as well as hoops, ropes, candles, cards, crystals, and a hat with a false bottom.


  There were two cupboard doors below the drawers. Behind the right was a control panel with labeled switches sitting atop a rack of silently turning reel-to-reel tapes. Behind the left was a miniature bar with several bottles shelved before a mirror, a nook containing lemons and limes, and, above that, a row of cut crystal tumblers.


  She set out the tumblers and poured them one by one. The little man was caught in the neck of the bottle. He narrowed his body strangely, as if he had no bones, and shot out of the bottle to land in the final glass. He sank to the bottom. Yumiko put her fingers in the alcohol to fish him out, fearfully wondering if there were any way to start his breathing again.


  But her fingers came back dry. The little man opened his mouth and stood up, and what should have been, to a man his size, a bathtub full of whiskey, now was in his mouth. He did a headstand, slurped up the last bit remaining in the bottom, righted himself, and jumped up to stand with one foot on either side of the rim of the glass.


  He raised his hand in an airy salute. “Top o’ the morning to ye, missy!”


  His voice was very loud. Instinctively, her hand flew to her collar, whose bow tie held a hidden microphone, which she smothered with her fingers. At the same moment, she realized that Wilcolac would never allow the kitchen staff to overhear his conversations with any of the Peach Cobbler Girls.


  Her eyes darted to the control panel. The door in the lower desk was still open. She could see each label next to a toggle had a name penciled in. One read Sorry. The toggle was off and the light next to it dark. Wilcolac had turned it off before she entered, of course.


  The little man, perhaps irked at being ignored, made a trumpet of his fingers before his mouth, and shouted, “Top o’ the morning to ye, I said! Is it deaf as a post, ye are?”


  “I hear you quite well, thank you, sir. But I don’t know what that means. Please?”


  “Aha! ’Tis an outrageous and orgulous Oirishism which no real potato-eating Irishmen would ever dare say, ’faith and begorrah!” He rolled his R’s with a trill so that last incomprehensible word came out something like begorr-rr-rr-rrah. “Cream rises to the top, so he who says the same be wishing the sweetest part of the day to you.”


  While he was talking, she undid her collar and stowed it under the empty tumbler, hoping that would prevent the sound from being picked up. “Well, then, top of the morning to you.” And she bowed slightly.


  “And the bottom of a sweet lass!” So saying, by some means unseen, he propelled himself like a miniature rocket away from the tumbler, across the desk, and into the plush leather chair behind it. He rebounded from the pliant surface, yodeled, and swan-dived toward her fanny, arms out. He intended what could be called either a pinch or an embrace, depending on whether one used his size scale or hers.


  He was fast, but she was faster. She turned and neatly caught him in midair with one hand.


  “Mercy!” he cried, now blubbering. An abnormal, impossible amount of water came from his eyes, far more than his body size could account for. “Mercy, great lady!”


  “Don’t worry. I will not hurt you.”


  “Mercy, O lady with the sweet, luscious, peach-shaped–!”


  “Or, if need be,” she interrupted, “I may hurt you.”


  He kicked his legs. Her fingers entirely circled his small form, pinning his arms to his sides.


  She brought him near her nose. “Are you drunk?”


  “Oi, aye. Drunk as a lord. Drunk as a house of parliament full of lords, and a long parliament session at that! Willy meant to keep me poor old bones locked tight in the bottle, so I would be too addled with strong drink to gather my wits and remember the runes and sleights, riddles and couplets, to work me mighty charms. Your lips, from this angle, are huge and wonderfully lush! How ’bout a kiss?”


  She gave him a shake. “Why were you in that bottle? Tell me!”


  “I was saving it!”


  “What?”


  “A prisoner am I! Out of my right wits! Strong drink will do that! And bonny, buxom lasses. Tell me! Keep you your keys or hanky in that fair bosom? I ask only because if you need me to fetch anything you’ve tucked away…”


  She dunked him headfirst into the first glass of whiskey. Bubbles flew from his nose, and he writhed and kicked his legs and made outrageous faces through the transparent wall of the glass, but he did not actually seem to be drowning. She waited, eyes narrowed, wondering how much lung capacity someone only ten inches tall could have.


  After a while, he stopped kicking, opened his mouth, and sucked half the glass into himself. Perhaps he knew the same trick as whatever seamstress who made the pouches of her suit, for his body was too small to hold the volume of alcohol he had just imbibed.


  She pulled him closer to her eyes once more, squinting. “Why does he keep you here?”


  He expelled a stream of alcohol toward her eye. This was not like a man spitting. It was more like a carnival mask through whose mouth a firehose has been threaded opening up a blast. But she had half expected such a thing and parried with a quick motion of her thumb. The beam of fluid splashed back in his face, harder and harder as her thumb came closer. He yelped. She clamped her thumb over the lower half of his face.


  She turned and saw where melted ice water had collected in the bottom of the bucket. She plunged her hand and her prisoner in.


  She held him under the freezing water until he stopped squirming.


  Now, she drew him out and deposited the little man on the blotter. “Are you sober?” she asked. “Speak respectfully to me.”


  He shook his limbs and wrung his long locks like a woman wringing a washcloth.


  “Hah! You coyless colleen! Why should I rule my tongue for you? I am of the Night World, vast and dark, and what are you but a halfway lass, a by-blow? My blood is better than yours! And I– I… what’s the accursed word? I outrank you!”


  “Then speaking to an inferior will be all the more humiliating. First you must bow.”


  “Hoo hah! Must I, now, says she? You’ve let your hand away! I can put a girdle round the earth in forty minutes or ere a leviathan can swim a league! This bone I hold can shrivel the spots off a giraffe and fold his long bones into a cockleshell! If I take it in my lips, I weft invisible and unseen! Or waft? Is it waft or weft?” He raised his hands to the bone stuck through his topknot, but his fingers seemed lax and rubbery, and he could not dislodge it nor undo the knot. “Higher magic is mine! Dire magic is mine! What have you? What can you do?”


  “It is a fair question.” Reaching across the desk behind him, she snapped her fingers sharply with her left hand, and when he whirled drunkenly to look, she snatched him up with her right hand.


  “Good reflexes you got there, missy.” He said, mournfully.


  She put him headfirst back into the ice water and looked at the gold-plated clock on the desk. Her lips grew thin. Eventually, she pulled him out again. He sputtered and snorted.


  “Water! Foulest element! No one can drink that stuff!”


  “Time is short. The Magician returns at any moment. Tell me…” And she was paralyzed for a moment by the sheer number of questions she desperately needed answered.


  “What would you have of me, beautiful lass? A kiss?”


  Only for a moment. She knew her top priority. “…Tell me where Tomorrow Rocket Moth is!”


  “Seek him in the City of Corpses, for he is among the dead.” And the horrid little man laughed.


  Her eyes narrowed again, and her lips grew thin. There was little actual change to her expression, but a dark fire glinted in her eye to make her face seem like a mask through whose eyeholes the Gorgon gaze of a long-necked ghost were blazing.


  Yumiko pulled the little bone out of his hair. The topknot had been tightly knotted indeed, and his scalp tender, for he started to yowl something horrible until she submerged him once more.


  Up she brought him again. “I am Japanese,” she said. “We invented all the truly hideous tortures.”


  “I am a fairy of the Springtide lands, beholden to the May Queen. Neither truth nor gift am I compelled to give thee! But only lies and curses, half-blood dipsy doxy! Curse your absurdly gorgeous figure and that sweet, warm scent from your hair. What is that, by the bye? Perfume or just hair soap?”


  “Sweat.” She had been in the chorus line before she was summoned here.


  “Smells nice.”


  “Thank you. I am about to crush you to death if you don’t answer.”


  “You’re welcome. What was I saying? Oh, yeah. You are a half-breed halfwit! A really, really, very attractive one though. All the Moth girls are lovely.”


  “Thank you. How do you know my bloodline?” But she frowned as she said it because the little man might have been in the room during her first interview and heard everything she had said then. Not to mention any conversations between anyone taking place in this room thereafter. Plus anything his magic charms might tell him.


  He writhed in her grip and gnashed his teeth, “Prepare to receive the curse of the Goodly Folk! The curse of Nebuchadnezzar romping on all fours and chewing grass will be the least of the plagues I will visit on you! The curse of Zahack and his arms twisted into venomous snakes is second! Next, I’ll put a hump on your back that will grow its own mouth and sing crass limericks! Give me my magic cat-bone so I can cast these evil charms!”


  “Have you no sense of right and wrong? I saved you from the bottle. I shall free you from the Magician.”


  “Right and wrong! Prose and song! High and low! To and fro! A fairy heart is a wild harp plucked whither way the mad winds blow, never chary and never still, and it flits as flitting will. No conscience can compel us, but only the charm of names enspell us.”


  She sniffed again. Whiskey. In the Magician’s office. In the very building she had seen Elfine depart, back when first they met. “You are a house hob.”


  “That I am!” The little creature seemed to deflate. He said in a voice that tried to sound brave, “But– but– It does not mean my magic is any less ferocious! I can mess up your bookkeeping!”


  “Ah? So?”


  “I can put dirt in your casserole, mud in your pillow, or… or… I can have important bills get lost before you pay them! And see your guests are irked with any divertissement… musical groups double-booked…”


  “So you only do, what, again? Housework magic?”


  “Erique Claudin had a hob who could make stars in his opera house succeed or flop. He dropped a big chandelier on the audience. Hob authority extends to any kind of house with guests, public or private! But you still cannot compel me! Go ahead and try! Try to grind me between your teeth! Or, better yet, rub me against your–!”


  “Your name is Sly Jack Crookshank.” At least, that was the name Elfine had said. Yumiko blessed her memory that had recovered that scrap of information out of all the confetti of comments and quips Elfine was wont to speak. Maybe Yumiko’s ancestors, whoever they were, on the elfish side of her family had given her a touch of the photographic memory Elfine had mentioned. Yumiko giggled at the thought.


  She had to cover her mouth when she laughed, so she had to let go of the wild little sprite in her hand. But the little man seemed to deflate before her eyes at the sound of his name and her laughter.


  And he bowed low to her.


  
3. The Magic of True Names


  He said, “The ancient rule I cannot escape. My name you have. One wish I grant, no more.”


  “Why not three?”


  “Elfin blood grows thin and stale. Only the greatest and most ancient grant three. I command no terror in the hearts of men. One wish is yours. You must claim it now or count it lost! Speak!”


  “Return Tomorrow Moth here and now safely, hale and whole, with no evil coming with him or following!”


  The little man raised his hands, “That is not a domestic matter! It is beyond my authority!”


  “It is not your… genre?”


  “That is one way to put it.”


  “What can you do?”


  “I arrange the house. I do not even clean and cook, but merely make such chores come out well or ill. All the success of Wilcolac is trapped in me. Do you really think a magician knows aught about running a restaurant, hotel, theater, gambling hall, bar, and more? Him? A snake charmer? A thimble-rigger? He counts stars and reads cards! He torments the shadows of the dead! By freeing me, you’ve ruined him, robbed him of house luck, no matter what else you wish or do not wish.”


  “You suddenly seem sober now.”


  “Life suddenly seems sobering now.”


  “What happened to your Irish accent?”


  “It immigrated.”


  “What?”


  “That voice was for play. This is toil. Ask! And be done with you!”


  “Tell me where Elfine is.”


  “Do not ask that. I sent her to the tower where you slept your first night here back on earth. I know less than you.”


  “Then you know who I am.”


  “The girl sidekick of Winged Vengeance, the Archeress, the Ghost-slayer, the Foxmaiden. Of course I know. You are of this house, and I am its lares.”


  Ghost-slayer. What an interesting title. But she did not ask about that. She said, “Crookshank, can you restore my memory?”


  “No. I do domestic tasks. Arrange parties. My blessing can grant a good review in Theater Weekly.”


  “Does the Magician know who I am?”


  “How could he? You are about to free me.”


  She shook her head. “I am not. Your powers are worthless.”


  “I am a sprite of the May Queen’s realm! Magicks most dire! Hire! Fire, um–!”


  “But nothing I desire. I do not need clean plates or a comfortable bed.”


  He raised one finger, and suddenly the tiny bone that had been in her hand was in his. He smiled. “But I arrange this house, or I did. I arranged you to be called to the office. Wilcolac means to punish you for some error of yours, some misstep. But I arranged to have him called away on the phone. I am arranging it so that he is being kept away while we talk. There is no hurry. Take your time. Ask wisely.”


  She said, “You have something in mind?”


  “I do. Something you want very badly, something you need most of all. Because you might think you can creep and sneak so subtly that even Jack-o’-Lantern, the Widow Joan’s sad bridegroom, will not see, but he is one of the most famed ghosts still trapped on our side of the veil. He did not see you, but he saw the bed you left empty during that crucial hour before the fire alarm was pulled, and the men all saw the Foxmaiden swing away on a wire.”


  “Why hasn’t this watch ghost reported this to his master already?”


  “Time between the living world and the dead world is not coherent. There is no ratio, no fixed rate of exchange. Besides, I arranged for the Magician to be very busy since one of his special guests, someone he had to truckle and bribe and call in favors to lure into this place, just so happened to arrive.”


  “Not to mention the shipment arriving today.”


  The little man looked surprised and then impressed. “So the Foxmaiden knows about that, does she? You are quick.”


  “Thank you.”


  “No doubt you want to see where that shipment is heading, don’t you? But you are kept too busy, watched too closely. You see, the one thing you really want and need is a way to escape from the people watching you that arouses not the slightest suspicion.”


  She said, “How?”


  “Pour all the whiskey back into the bottle, and I will show you why my leg is crooked.”


  Yumiko did so. Crookshank took the bone in his hand, and it elongated to the size, compared to him, of a hiking staff. He struck himself in the leg. Immediately, his foot swelled up to twice and thrice its size. The big toe swelled up faster, like a balloon, and the swirls of his toe print formed into the crude shape of a face. The second and third toes stretched like spaghetti and became crude arms. The pinky toe and the one next to it puffed out and became caricatures of legs, and then they migrated along his foot to the heel to take up a position opposite the crude arms. Crookshank’s leg was now no longer reaching to an ankle. Instead, his ankle was thin and entered the small body which once had been his foot at the navel.


  “Happy Birthday!” shouted Crookshank, and he drove the magic bone into his own heel, severing it with a crack. There was no blood. The foot, now shaped something like a hairless monkey, something like a cartoon, and something like a potato, opened its mouth and began to cry.


  “Quick! Feed him whiskey! Booze! Booze! No time to loose!” shouted Crookshank. Yumiko proffered the whiskey bottle, unsure how to get so wide a bottle mouth up to so small a creature’s mouth. But the new creature clung eagerly to the mouth of the bottle, and Crookshank solved the problem by kicking the new creature sharply in the rump and toppling him into the interior with a splash.


  Yumiko said, “Does he need alcohol to live?”


  “Not a bit! I just want him to grow up with the same vices as mine, so he will not look down on me. Now! Put cork in bottle and bottle in bucket. I will dance the great dance of growing pain and weave my charm, and when all is done, this will be my very brother.”


  Yumiko watched with mingled amusement and disquiet as Crookshank hopped and jigged on one foot in a circle around the rim of the ice bucket, chanting blasphemies and calling on old names of pagan goddesses. Inside the bottle, the homunculus twisted, expanded, and grew like a balloon being puffed up. In a short time, the creature in the bottle was exactly the image of Sly Jack Crookshank.


  He said, “You must give it a name.”


  She said, “Let it be called Bakemono, for it fakes another’s shape.”


  “That is not a proper name! I was thinking something like Wee Jon, Hairy Knob, or Darkheart Dick! Why did I ask you?”


  “Why did you ask me?”


  Crookshank shrugged irritably. “You have more of Adam’s blood in you than I. Adam is the namer of names.”


  The new little man, Bakemono, now tapped against the glass. “Wait! Aren’t you going to free me, too?”


  Yumiko was caught by surprise. “I…”


  Bakemono said, “I can cut off my foot and make a copy to replace me, so no one will see that I am gone!”


  Sly Jack shouted, “Silence, Fake! When you wake, you will think and say, and, indeed, play my part in every way!”


  Sly Jack pointed his bone wand at his twin in the bottle and uttered a word Yumiko did not hear. Bakemono fainted and fell to below the surface of the whiskey.


  “He will not drown?”


  “Not if he knows what is good for him!”


  “And where is your escape?”


  He said, “Take me over to the window.”


  Yumiko looked around. “I see no window.”


  “Step over to the wall behind the desk. Notice the seam in the wainscoting and the similar seam between the wall panels. On the floor near the corner, see the tiny carved design of the Mock Orange bloom, which is Deceit. Fifty-eight inches above it, which is the exact height of Wilcolac’s walking stick, amid the line of bloom designs carved into the seam, is an Acacia, which is Concealment. Touch them at the same time. Since you do not have a walking stick, use your finger on the wall and the pointy toe of your shoe on the floor.”


  She looked. Stripes of wood, as broad as her thumb, ran along the wainscoting where floor met wall and similarly ran vertically up the wall panels. They were carved in a variety of floral designs, but eventually she found and touched the two Crookshank described.


  She did not feel any button or latch under her finger. Nonetheless, a panel of the solid wall retreated three inches and then slid silently aside. There was no noise of gears, so it might have been magic.


  Behind was a full-length window, a French door, opening out onto a sheer drop.


  
4. Windows and Mirrors


  Yumiko blinked in the sudden dazzle. The street, so far below, beneath the bright morning sun was like a forgotten world. It seemed like ages since last she had seen crawling cars and strolling pedestrians, garish signs, and lovely storefront displays.


  The little man hopped up and lit on her shoulder. His severed foot had grown back but was more deformed than before, bent at an uglier angle than it had been.


  He sat with a sigh and rubbed both hands over the tiny patch of skin between her shoulder and her neck, like a man might do to smooth couch cushions. “Nice! You have nice skin! We should do something unnatural together. What do you say? The Dark Powers would like it!”


  “No, thank you. I belong to another.”


  He grimaced. “The Darkness does not like that kind of talk! You have to be more independent! And much more impolite!”


  He put his feet together and, with a cheer, made as if to slide down into her cleavage, like a child sledding down a hillock.


  She snatched him into her hand before he traveled an inch.


  Yumiko opened her palm and looked down. “Why me?”


  He stood up on her palm, brushing back his wild caveman hair with both hands. “Why you what?”


  “If you can arrange for Wilcolac to be called out of his office, and arrange for staff or guards or girls to be called in, then you arranged for your bottle to be opened by me. So why me?”


  “Who else? Should I trust a Cobweb? Boggy would keep me if she knew what I was and become the mistress of this place herself. The Cheyenne is a man-wolf. And the chorus girls? Nightingale would make me have her be the star of the show. Hala would be the winner at the gambling tables. Joan would have me free her husband. But none of them would dream of freeing me. They would wish for frivolities. Not you. You want no power over this house. No power over me. You keep your word like an elf.”


  She was not sure if that were a compliment. “So what is it exactly you are suggesting I wish for from you?”


  He said, “Open the window, and I will tell you.”


  “You’ll fly away.”


  “Not from one who knows my name. You see, in magic, if you owe someone, that someone will find you again. Not until I discharge my debt to you, and I am sure of getting free from you to a place you will not find me.”


  She opened the narrow glass door. The smell of the city, the mutter of traffic, came into the room.


  He said, “I can make the sleepless eyes watching you sleep. I can make the unwinking eyes wink. I can make it so that you can escape unobserved from this house and return to it, for as many hours as you need to do your errands beyond, or report to your master, or whatever else you’d like. And when you return here—if you return—no one will suspect a thing. Wilcolac, instead of any punishment, will send you out himself, with his blessing and an expense account. If that is your wish, then wish it.”


  “How can you do this?”


  “Magic! I am Night even though I am small. Wilcolac is Twilight. He has human blood in him! Do you think he is immune to the Black Spell? To all of the twists and turns and clinging tendrils of that mighty mesmeric spell? Speak! Is this your wish?”


  She hesitated, suspicious.


  “Or I could have you get a raise in wages instead or have whoever you like trip down the stairs and break a leg. Speak! And return my name to me.”


  “How can I return your name?”


  “How can a bride agree to be wed, or a judge condemn a prisoner to death, or a gambler accept a wager? Saying so makes it so.”


  “Very well. I wish the wish and return your name. Sly Jack Crookshank. It is yours again. Is there anything else, or is that enough?”


  He tossed back his head and laughed. “More than enough! And now I must away! A thousand evil pleasures before me lay! And every wicked deed I do, blame me as you will, the blame goes back to you!” He took the bone in his hand and touched it to his lips. And at once he was gone.


  Yumiko showed none of her disquiet on her face. Was this good fortune or bad? Had she been foolish to free him?


  No matter. She turned back to the desk. For a moment, she wondered if her eyes deceived her, for the tiny stains of spilled alcohol were gone, and all the tumblers put away. All was as before. More magic? Was this part of the spell Crookshank had promised?


  The unread letter was still on the desk. But as she was reaching for it, the fear touched her that, if Crookshank was no longer arranging business to keep Wilcolac away, the Magician might return at any moment. First things first.


  The little man inside the rye bottle was asleep. But what if something else were watching her?


  She stepped over to the mirror. Looking closely, she saw how the panels in the wall mirror were separated by the same strip of decorative wood as the back wall. It took only a moment to find a Mock Orange bloom fifty-eight inches above a decorative Acacia bloom on the floor. She touched both. One pane of the mirror moved back and silently slid aside.


  Inside was a dark corridor, carpeted with rubber mats, extending to the right. Large square panes of glass showed Wilcolac’s office beyond. The dark corridor ended in a stairwell landing. No one was there.


  She turned. The telephone was a multiple line office phone with a rotary and large, square push buttons. Perhaps it was fifty or sixty years old. She had no time to take it apart and do a thorough job. Instead, she unscrewed the earpiece from the handset and unscrewed the mouthpiece. Beyond one was a speaker; beyond the other, a mike. Both were connected to the thick cord by copper wires. Into the one cavity she put the bugging device she had been carrying all this time, disguised as her right earring. Her left earring she put in the other.


  She replaced the phone and was straightening up just as she heard the doorknob of the office rattle. To her horror, Yumiko realized she had not closed the panel in the wall mirror. She flipped one handed across the desk, somersaulted in midair, and landed before the open panel. Her toe and finger touched the spots on the wall and floor simultaneously. The glass began to slide shut.


  There was no time to return to the stool. The office door was already swinging open. So Yumiko merely raised her hands to her hair as if she were adjusting a stray strand or toying with her hat.


  In the mirror, she saw behind her that Wilcolac was locking the door. He was fumbling with his key. His image slid before her nose as the panel returned to its place. Behind her, she saw Wilcolac turning. His face lit up when catching the sight of a pretty girl primping in the mirror, without a care in the world.


  He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Well!” he called in a hearty voice. “Where were we?”


  She turned as if only now seeing him and smiled gracefully. “You had discovered something about me.”


  He bounded over to his chair, threw out his coat tails theatrically, and seated himself.


Chapter Nine: The Red Lady


  1. Empowerment


  Wilcolac said, “What I found out is that Hala brought drinks up to Kudlac Obors and Licho Lampasma last night while they were standing watch outside the Royal Suite. A lager and a kvass. And you paid for them out of your own money. I know you don’t have much money because I know how much you have.”


  Yumiko, not sure what to say, and wondering if Sly Jack had actually cast a spell at all, crossed over to the stool, and seated herself again. She noticed Wilcolac’s gaze traveled up and down her silk stockings when she crossed her legs, and she realized she was getting very weary of being Mata Hari. Why couldn’t she just have a silent flying cape, hide in the shadows at night, and shoot evildoers from a safe distance, like an honest dark avenger?


  So she said, “Thank you, sir. I am happy to help.”


  He leaned back. “You do not see my point. That is very interesting. Very.”


  Yumiko smiled, waited, and tried to look pretty.


  “Here is my point.” Wilcolac templed his fingers. “It is an old trick, a hazing thing, they sometimes play on the new girl. She brings drinks that were not ordered, and then she gets stuck with the bill. Comes out of her pay. Teaches her to get the orders right. Everyone laughs at her. But you were not tricking Hala. You paid. Now, as best I can piece things together, that happened right before the second show. But Sir Garlot did not announce he was buying drinks for the house until after that show was over.”


  Yumiko wondered if the next thing out of his mouth was going to be the order for her to be dragged to the lower vaults, where Empousa waited. Or perhaps Crookshank’s spell had blinded him to the obvious, and she would suffer nothing worse than being sacked, which would cut off her hopes of finding Tom or Elfine.


  Not for the first time, she wished she had been born a man so that instead of this smiling and looking pretty, she could have grabbed Wilcolac by the collar, slammed the back of his head against the wall, and demanded answers. Maybe while threatening his face with his own broken whiskey bottle or giving him a mean poke with his quill pen.


  She could think of nothing to say. So she put her palms on the sides of the stool on which she sat, which gave her shoulders a bit of a shrug, and she tilted her head, smiled some more, shifted her weight, and recrossed her legs. Satin whispered, silk rustled, and leather creaked when she moved. She did her very best to look innocent, sweet, alluring, and harmless.


  It must have worked because now a genial smile broke out on his features. “What I discovered is that you anticipate customer demand, you care about the morale of the staff, and, rarely enough, you are honest. You could have rooked Hala out of the drink money, and no one would be the wiser. And so, as a reward, you are to be empowered—yes, empowered, that is just the word—with an additional expansion to your duties. You are hereby appointed Special Executive Liaison of Visiting Dignitaries, Women’s Auxiliary Division.”


  This certainly sounded better than being dragged down to the lower vault. “A splendid title. I am surely unworthy of it. Ah… What does it mean?”


  “It means you are the new kid, and any annoying jobs that no one wants and anyone can do, you will do. You’ll take it and like it. Lay back and think of the Cobbler Club. You are volunteering!”


  “I am happy to volunteer. For what, please?”


  “Her ladyship Dame Malen Ruddgochren is a high-born and pure-bred elf of ancient lineage. She has rarely come into this hemisphere or seen the daylit mortal men at their toil, certainly not this century. She has taken it into her head to go to the market fair to shop.”


  “The market fair?”


  “So she calls our stores and shops. While she is here in New York, she wishes to shop. And she has straightly forbidden me to send any men along to escort her. The problem is that she does not know the way to Macy’s, Saks, or Bloomingdale’s. She has never been in a horseless carriage before, much less a limousine, and I am not sure she knows how to use a telephone to call our limo service. Or use an elevator. Or knows whether to walk out of a shop without paying. So you are to be her official assistant.”


  “Assistant?”


  “Carry her packages, say ‘yes, ma’am’ when she talks, that sort of thing. Make sure she does not walk into the men’s restroom. Make sure she does not sing a song to make police horses rear up on hind legs and dance. Make sure she does not kill any Daylight men. At least, not while any cameras are around. And everyone has cameras these days. Questions?”


  “I am not allowed to wear my Cobbler Costume outside…”


  “Go change!” said Wilcolac brusquely. “See Boggy, and she will give you a company credit card for your expense account. It will all go on Garlot’s tab anyway. If you make it back in time for the first evening show, fine. If not, no problem. Before curfew or after is equally fine. You will escort her back to her dwelling place and return here. You will get time and a half for this duty.”


  “Time and a half?”


  “Consider it hazardous duty pay. Now shake your pretty little fanny! One does not keep a high-born elfin lady waiting.” Wilcolac pushed a button on his desk which unlocked the door.


  Yumiko rose and curtseyed and took her leave.


  She realized what this meant. Crookshank had performed his promise to the letter. Once Lady Malen released her and sent her home, there would be no one around, no one to check on her or note her movements until she returned at whatever hour she chose.


  In her heart, she blessed Crookshank.


  
2. Instructions


  Yumiko donned her kimono. This was for three reasons. First, that it was the nicest thing she owned. (The expensive American-style businesswoman suit Elfine had gotten for her was nicer, but it was stolen.) Second, any onlooker seeing the strange sight of a lady in medieval costume would surely think it less strange if the girl following her were also in costume. An onlooker might conclude they might be actresses on the way to a dress rehearsal or something. Third, it allowed her to visit the lockers, fold the red sash into an obi, and wear it so as to carry her suit, mask, gear, and weapons with her.


  After that, she dashed to Boggy’s and received the credit card she was to use on the elfin lady’s behalf.


  Boggy quickly recited a set of rules to follow: “Do not speak until spoken to. Answer direct questions directly, and do not be familiar. Say My Lady Malen when introduced and Ma’am thereafter. Walk two paces behind and to the left unless she indicates otherwise. Cover your mouth when you laugh. Do not raise your eyes to meet her eyes unless she asks a question. Speak no curse words…”


  These made sense to Yumiko and seemed to be common politeness. But then the rapidly listed instructions started to sound odd.


  “Say no blessing, not even if she sneezes. Never say the name of the Savior. If you must refer to a certain holiday in December, call it Yule or the Winter Holiday. If you go into a restaurant, do not touch the salt or refer to it. Do not touch her with anything made of cold, hammered iron or let her come in contact with such material. Do not allow any crows or birds of ill omen to land on her. If they try, shoo them away. Do not let her come in contact with broom, lupine, or gorse, peony seeds, or freshly baked bread…”


  There was more. Yumiko fretted she might not remember it all.


  “…don’t let her kill any mortal men. And don’t keep her waiting!”


  Yumiko took the elevator up to the top floor, where the Royal Suite was. The carpeting in the atrium was green and gold. The electric lights had been switched off, and candles in white and citrine glass holders twinkled instead. Only two doors opened from the atrium, one into the service stairs and the other into the suite. There was no corridor on this floor as the entire floor was taken up with the suite.


  There was no number on the door, but a small brass plaque bearing an R under a crown. One of the hurried instructions given her was that she was not supposed to knock but should wait for the lady’s servant at the door, a footman, to knock for her and to introduce her to the lady. Once the lady accepted her, and not before, she was to enter and leave unobtrusively, without knocking.


  However, there was no footman here. Yumiko narrowed her eyes at the stubbornly footmanless door. She was not to keep the lady waiting but was not allowed to knock until she was introduced and accepted, but neither was she allowed to enter without knocking.


  She put her ear to the door, but no noise penetrated. There were no mirrors in the atrium, and so she had no one to talk to about her decision. Finally, she decided that the lady might be offended at the intrusion, but would at least know Yumiko was present, if she entered uninvited. One the other hand, if the lady were offended by being kept waiting, the lady would have no way of knowing Yumiko was standing silently outside.


  She twisted the knob. It was unlocked. In she slipped.


  
3. Royal Suite


  Before her was a sitting room, luxuriously appointed. Gold furnishings on squat massive legs stood on a plush carpet of black. A table whose top was a single immense geode of polished quartz was midmost. Tapestries embroidered with hunting scenes hung from the walls, hiding whatever the original décor had been. There was a large archway to the left, framed by two marble pillars leading into other rooms in the suite. Facing her were French doors leading to a tiny, well-kept rooftop garden looking down on the avenue. A second archway, framed by two wooden pillars, to the left opened up onto a large hall with a stone floor, lit by a walk-in fireplace.


  Before the huge fireplace was a chair of ivory, sitting in a bright circle shed by a spotlight directly above. Here sat a red-haired woman in scarlet finery trimmed with ermine and adorned with emeralds, staring into the fire. Her skirts reached to her feet. Her ornate bodice left her shoulders bare. She wore a snood into which her braided hair was gathered. Atop this was a tiny red cap, smaller than a French beret. At her feet were a knife and also a silver platter on which many bones were piled. This was the same woman, unusually beautiful with skin unusually pale, whom Yumiko had seen last night with Garlot: Dame Malen Ruddgochren.


  Yumiko took a soft footstep toward the figure, wondering whether she should clear her throat. The elfin lady seemed to be asleep even though her eyes were open.


  Yumiko took another step, and a strange, dreamlike sensation crawled over her. A pressure was in her nose and ears and behind her eyes. Nothing in the room changed shape, but Yumiko suddenly saw the scene anew.


  First, the light shining through the French Doors was the dim pink of early dawn, not the bright light Yumiko had just seen through the windows in Wilcolac’s office on this same side of the building.


  Second, the pillars to either side of the second archway were not wood. There were two mossy oak trees growing here with thick roots, rugged bark, and twisted branches. Their roots penetrated the floorboards, and their crowns reached higher than normal perspective could explain, as if a thirty-foot tree was beneath a twelve-foot-high roof. The arch was formed by two limbs growing together.


  The stone-floored hall beyond the arch, Yumiko now realized, was larger than it seemed. It was vast. It was too large to be in this hotel. There were an encircling balcony and buttresses reaching to a vaulted ceiling that would have extended beyond the hotel roof. It would have stretched out over the avenue had it been real. She realized she was looking into something like a dream. But it was a dream she was seeing with her eyes open.


  She took a third step. The sensation of being trapped in a dream grew more powerful.


  Yumiko saw more details: The flames in the fireplace were not flickering and moving as fire on earth would burn. The tongues of yellow and red waved languidly, hypnotically, like the swaying of seaweed in a current, and the sparks hung in the air, almost motionless, and neither flew nor winked out.


  The circle of light in which the lady sat was shed by a white candle that hung unsupported in midair above her head, in blithe contempt for the laws of gravity.


  The stillness of the lady suddenly, with no cause, seemed nightmarish. She was neither blinking nor breathing. Was she dead?


  However, several of the leopards and stags in the forest scenes in the tapestries along the walls had turned their long, strangely human faces toward her and were regarding her through stiffly woven fronds with sad and solemn eyes.


  The sensation grew more terrible. Yumiko felt as if she were choking.


  
4. Twilight and Night


  Yumiko closed her eyes, held her clamoring thoughts into silence, and concentrated on her breathing. Slowly, calm returned.


  When Yumiko opened her eyes, the scene was altered. All the dreamlike dread was gone. She felt awake. The pounding in her head was gone.


  The proportions of the stone-floored chamber were still impossible, but the chamber was smaller, and the fire in the fireplace now kept pace with the normal rate of time. The ceiling now seemed to be merely painted with a cunning image of a ceiling balcony and shadowy vaults whose perspective was meant to fool the eye. The far walls, which were no longer far enough to reach across the street, were hung with mirrors, making the hall merely seem longer. The beasts in the tapestries had ducked their heads back to their former positions and were holding still.


  The red lady was now standing and facing her, and the white candle was no longer hovering in the air, for the lady held it in her hand.


  The lady stepped forward, holding the candle high. As she crossed the archway, the scene behind her changed again and shrank, becoming more solid. Now it was a room carpeted and decorated just as the sitting room. The ivory chair was still present, as were the platter of bones at its foot and the silver knife, but the fireplace was of normal size and shape. The ceiling was dark plaster. The trees to either side of the archway were no longer growing through the floor. Now they were saplings standing in tall brass urns.


  Yumiko remembered to drop her eyes.


  The red lady was tall. Seen close, her neck was white as paper, an unearthly white. The red lady’s lips were red as blood, but they were not painted with lipstick. It was their natural color. The top of Yumiko’s head did not reach her bare shoulder. The lady reached down with a pale white hand with blood-red nails, took Yumiko’s chin between her fingers, and lifted her face to inspect it.


  The lady’s eyes were gray as tarnished silver, gray as storm clouds before the storm, and deep. To look into them was to peer as if through two pellucid windows into a sea of shadows without bottom, memory beyond memory, older than Babylon, older than the Flood.


  Her voice was a sighing of woodwinds. Yumiko both heard the words in her ears and, at the same time, not with her ears. It was as if some part of her brain were asleep and Yumiko but dreamed that she heard this voice.


  “To draw back from the night-shadow so quickly and cleanly is unusual,” said the lady thoughtfully. “You are not fully a Daughter of Eve. Subtle ichor of nobler ancestry is mingled with the dross of mundane blood. You are a beauty and no Cobweb.”


  Yumiko kept her hands at her side. She did not allow her fingers to form into a fist but kept her expression mild and her thoughts silent.


  “Tell me your true name, the day and hour of your birth, and the names of your native and conniving stars.”


  It was a direct question. Yumiko said, “Please let all be well between us, Dame Malen Ruddgochren. Please call me Sayori. I do not know the names of the stars that looked on my birth.”


  Malen said, “Speaks she the truth?” But she had raised her strange eyes and was looking over Yumiko’s head at a point behind her.


  A voice that was neither male nor female spoke. The tones had a peculiarly dry timbre. From the sound, the words were not formed in a mouth with damp tongue and palate, and there were no lungs made of warm, moist tissue behind them. “At times. She reveals and conceals the truth by speaking and by not speaking.”


  Malen evidently understood this riddle, for she nodded thoughtfully. She spoke again. “The scent of high and distant stars clings to her, silver and gracious with forgotten grace. But also the scent of the grave and the foetor of the noisome worm.”


  The eerie voice answered. “She has been washed clean of all oaths and curses, fresh as an eight-day-old child at baptism.”


  Malen was still holding her chin, and so Yumiko could not turn and see who or what stood behind her and spoke these words.


  Malen’s gray eyes narrowed, and strange light was in them. “Speak you of uncouth things to me? Begone!” She turned her gaze to Yumiko again. Her fingers tightened on Yumiko’s chin, and her face drew near. “I see dark deeds in your eyes and murders without remorse. And yet you are unstained and fresh? The starlight is closer to you than any starlight that falls to Earth. You are a strange one, girl! Explain yourself!”


  “I cannot explain myself, Ma’am. I wish I could. Ma’am.”


  Malen let go of her chin and straightened up. Her long red hair now unwound itself of its own accord from the snood and parted and swayed as if there were a wind blowing in the chamber. But there was no wind. The candle flame fluttered in her hand.


  The lady said, “I see but one full moon in your eyes and no winters. Where is the winter in your eye? You are less than a month old. Mayhap you are some newborn changed by charms into a ripe young woman in an hour? Or if not this, some other trick as merry and cruel was played on you. Listen! Listen?”


  Yumiko looked attentive, but Malen said nothing more.


  “Ma’am..?”


  Malen now leaped back, lightly as a doe, and turned on her toes swifter than a ballerina. She flung the candle away to one side, heedless of where it fell. It left a thin trail of blue smoke behind it. “Listen! Can you hear the music? Can you hear it?”


  And now Malen, with eyes blank yet shining, began to whirl and caper, her toes not fully touching the carpet, her body swaying like the branches of the birch tree in the strong spring wind, her arms like floating scarves, her hands like bright green birds soaring and circling, her red hair following her like the bright tail of a torch in a gale.


  A sudden jolt of sorrow passed through Yumiko. Tears were in her eyes, and a sob caught in her throat. Yumiko somehow, in some strange fashion, knew that the emotion was not hers but was coming from somewhere in the room and passing through her. She ducked her head and, again, controlled her breathing. The sensation vanished as if it had never been.


  Malen now stood before her, looking down. “You are no witch. That is sure. Do you hear the voices lamenting? The song troubles you?”


  She said, “I hear no voices, ma’am, no song.”


  “Your ears are held. Your brain is clay. Why did the Magician send you to me? His mind is a maze, and I cannot see past the first twisted winding.”


  Yumiko was now puzzled and beginning, despite her best efforts, to grow frightened again. “Ma’am? The Magician said you needed a girl to wait on you when you went shopping. To the, ah, market fair. Here in this hemisphere.”


  Malen now turned her back to Yumiko, but then slowly tilted her head and looked over her shoulder. “That was long ago. Long and long. Fifteen minutes. Half an hour. What is that in elf-time?”


  Another direct question. “I don’t know, ma’am.”


  Malen sneered. “Of course you do not, foolish virgin, until I tell you! In dreams, a man can live three lives and more between the time he rolls from bed and ere he smites the floor. Empires of the instantaneous creatures who live in the flickers and wisps of dreamland could rise and fall and the ruins be covered by creaking and malignant trees in that time.” But now she smiled brightly, clapping her hands in joy like a schoolgirl. “So you are my maidservant? We shall have fun together!”


  Yumiko bowed. “The Magician places me at your disposal with his compliments. Ma’am.”


  “I remember my ambition from long ago. From this morning. The dawn was fair to see, and I bade it linger. I wish to see their shops and stores. Is their wealth more glorious than ours? I must see the Daylight Men!”


  And sudden passion overcame Malen, for her fair limbs grew stiff, and her head was thrown back.


  “I must see them in their false lives and corruption, worshipping false idols or none at all! The Galilean is dead. He must be! He was tortured! He must be afraid to return! Why is he not afraid? Arthur is dead. Merlin is dead. Do the dead arise again, like a man waking from sleep?”


  Her hair began to sway and flutter so violently that trickles of smoke came from it.


  “I must see the men of the sunlight in their swine pens, rooting in sin, wickedness, and mutiny, and this will prove that none will come to save them, no high judge forgive. I can tolerate the fires if I know they will go before me.”


  Whirling suddenly, she grasped Yumiko by the shoulder and gazed down into her face. Her fingernails, bright red, bit into Yumiko’s shoulder.


  The music of Malen’s voice became strident. It was out of step with the words appearing inside Yumiko’s head. This formed a jarring double echo. “I have an enemy. He means to burn me with fire, trapped within immortal flesh unperishing, so that I will burn more and more, forever! He has prepared the Lake of Fire for my masters. I have seen it. Is it not right that I hate this enemy? Is it not right that I hate his servants? I am afraid of fire! Prometheus stole it. It should not serve them!” But with her mouth, she said only, “Why do they worship him and not me? Am I not worthy of worship? In older days they did, you know. The Sons of Adam bowed and served and sacrificed to me.”


  Yumiko was frightened and tried to keep her face blank and her eyes down. She was not sure if any of these questions had been meant for her, so she resolved to say nothing.


  Or so she thought. To her surprise, she heard her own voice come softly but sternly from her throat, saying, “Fairest daughter of fairest Ernmas and Delbaeth of the Storms, surely the dead can be risen. I was risen. Take heed. You cannot place yourself beyond the reach of your judge by dying nor make your soul too dark for him to see. Even if you make your bed in Hell, he is there.”


  Malen let go of Yumiko’s shoulder. Her hair fell back down around her shoulders and ceased to smolder. Her eyes seemed like the eyes of any woman who has known sorrow. Her mouth was hidden behind her fingers.


  “The music ceases. Mercy speaks from you, but there is no mercy in you.”


  Her fiery hair braided itself like dancing snakes and folded itself into the snood again. The unearthly beauty returned to her tones. “You are a puzzlement! The Magician has chosen well. Were you easily known, hence dull, I might forget you, and perhaps you would cease to be. At times, I think many I have forgotten have vanished away without trace, by hundreds, by hosts and nations. But I cannot be sure.” She pointed behind her. What had been an archway between two trees was now a mirror between two potted plants, and what had seemed a chamber was but a reflection of this one. The ivory chair, however, still existed, but it was on this side of the mirror, facing the French doors.


  The red light of early dawn was still pouring in through those doors. If this was a dream, Yumiko was still in it.


  Looking down at Yumiko, Malen raised one eyebrow. “Why did you come into my presence without being announced?”


  Yumiko bowed. “I was told not to knock. There was no footman at the door.”


  “I consumed him.” Malen spun in a circle, and a long red cloak which had not been there a moment before clasped her shoulders. Now she smiled. “But you and I shall walk arm in arm, chattering and laughing gaily, like childhood friends, and old gossips! You are pretty for an under-creature, and the smell of mortal bread and wine is not obnoxious on your breath. We shall be friends, and I shall preserve your life! Is this not a kindness of mine? Am I not kind?”


  “Most kind, ma’am.”


  “Show me the finest treasures of the city! Let us go!” And she took Yumiko by the arm, and she strolled grandly out the French doors and into a garden that had suddenly grown larger and darker than was possible, with many orchids and tropical blooms which had not been there a moment before.


  
5. An Elf Hour


  The rooftop jungle was rich with strange perfumes beneath red clouds. Flowers with the faces of young maidens, or orchids like leprous crones, gazed at Yumiko with wide eyes. In the distance, albino elephants stalked the clearings in eerie silence.


  Yumiko concentrated on her breathing and recited verses from the Diamond Sutra silently in her mind. There is neither form nor emptiness. There is no passing away and no coming into existence. The jungle grew smaller, and the trees grew less with each breath. A sensation of drunkenness, which had crept upon her so subtly she did not notice it, gradually receded.


  Malen led her down a vine-cloaked fire escape to the streets of New York.


  It was difficult leaping from landing to landing in her kimono, but there was no other way to keep up with Malen, who went sailing down the stairs without touching them as if she were sliding on an invisible glass ramp.


  Down on the sidewalk, it was day, and the sights and sounds seemed normal. On the final landing, Yumiko looked up. The vines and jungle trees had vanished, but a single baby elephant, white as snow, was peering curiously over the roof of the building down at them.


  Yumiko released the safety-catch on the final length of metal ladder. It slid open. She rode it downward as it fell with a clang and a clash to the pavement of the alley. She landed, rolled, and came to her feet lightly. Then, she straightened, adjusting her kimono, smoothing the fabric, and stepping quickly after Malen. The Red Lady had left the alley and stepped into the middle of the avenue, and she was making imperious gestures at the honking cars and buses. Yumiko was unable to persuade her to return to the sidewalk.


  The Cheyenne darted into the traffic. He was dressed in a buff leather jacket with two rows of shining brass buttons on his breast, and a cap with a bill was on his head. It was a chauffeur’s uniform. He saluted. “Your limousine awaits, milady! This way!”


  Malen said, “That man there swore at me. When he wakes tomorrow, his teeth shall hatch with infinite pain into scorpions and asps, and sting his mouth and throat with lingering poison! So I decree!”


  The Cheyenne darted a dark glance at Yumiko and said, “Please don’t. It is bad luck to kill humans, ma’am. You really shouldn’t rile them up. They belong to the Winter King.”


  “Oh, very well,” she pouted. “I shall instead have him slumber twenty years.”


  A moment later they were in the back of the limousine and driving slowly to Bloomingdale’s. The Cheyenne spoke over his shoulder without turning his head. “Will you agree to leave the humans alone? They can be dangerous in groups. Your brother would not like it if you were to get hurt.”


  Malen raised an eyebrow. “Of what order am I? We harm. We are not harmed.”


  “Humans are easily startled,” the Cheyenne said, unimpressed. “They might stampede. Don’t you read the papers?” He passed a rustling gray sheaf through a slot in the glass separating the compartments.


  Yumiko looked at photographs of rioters in ski masks skirmishing with rioters in hoods while police in riot gear stood in the distance, looking on indifferently. The photo showed a dumpster fire and black-clad figures dancing around it. Under their feet was a blonde girl, being kicked and beaten. The caption read: Protestors Blame Mayor.


  The headline read MURDER SPREE CONTINUES. Minorities, women, hit hardest. Fifty-first victim found torn to bits in public pool.


  Yumiko’s eyes skipped down the paragraphs. “A largely peaceful protest is ongoing for the third straight day… over the last fifteen months… wild dogs killing women, children… victims consumed… remains… by some large animal… peaceful protestors demanding… cops pelted with rocks, fireworks, Molotov cocktails… smashed cars… arson fires burning since… firetrucks unable to enter… streets barricaded by protestors… police criticized for harsh tactics… the possibility of declaring martial law…”


  Malen said, “Shall we see them fight? It is the only thing I like about the Sons of Adam. They fight dirty.”


  The Cheyenne said, “Please stay away from any bad neighborhoods, ma’am.”


  Malen pouted. “It has been a long time since I saw the gladiators at the circus. When they closed the last one, I so hoped they would reopen! A curse on Saint Telemachus! It has been over a thousand years.”


  The Cheyenne remained with the limo when the red lady and Yumiko went into shop.


  The next hour passed without incident. Malen seemed subdued by the sight of so many human beings, by their electric lights, escalators, telephones, and water fountains.


  More than once, as they shopped, Malen wondered aloud about the absence of woodland animal noises, birdcalls, and leaf-whispers. She did not seem to be able to adjust to the traffic noise or elevator music. She was impressed by how many floors there were and insisted on going to the top. Yumiko found a door leading to the roof. It was locked, but it flew open of its own accord when Malen commanded it to.


  The wind was blowing here. The surface was gravel. Malen sailed over to the low railing and stood peering down at Lexington Avenue. She suddenly said, “The Magician’s dog displeases me. Let us leave him behind. I see a bridge across the air to the stores across the boulevard from us. You have shown a liking for pulling yourself out of my dreams at odd moments. Do not pull now, or you will fall to the street.”


  And the two of them walked across a smooth semicircle of an airy substance that looked like rainbow when they began to walk from roof to roof and looked like planks of crystal when they finished. A Victoria’s Secret, a Gap, and a Banana Republic were below.


  Nothing untoward happened to any humans as Malen glided from clothing racks to jewelry counters, ignoring lines, and barking commands at clerks or other shoppers. She did not notice which side of the counter was meant for shoppers or why doors opening into the back were forbidden. She ignored queues and doormen alike. Something in her great height, flowing hair, and rich garments streaming like red banners in a wind that touched only her made people get out of the way on the sidewalk as they strolled from one shop to the next. Malen jaywalked across streets, ignoring traffic lights, but then again, so did everyone else, so this did not make her stand out.


  Only once, as they were walking, did an oddness occur. Malen climbed up from pot to lantern to an ornamental gargoyle in a keystone above the door of a highrise and caressed one of the Art-Deco faces carved there. The face grimaced and tried to bite Malen’s finger. Yumiko gently urged Malen to come down.


  Aside from that, Malen was unexpectedly well behaved. When they took a taxicab, for example, and the driver would not take Yumiko’s credit card, Yumiko was able to persuade Malen to undo her charm and restore the man’s braying donkey head to human shape.


  The red lady insisted on buying Yumiko a red parasol with an ivory hilt at Saks Fifth Avenue. Yumiko was glad for it and used the parasol to shoo crows and ravens away, which otherwise tried to alight on Malen.


  They were walking down an alleyway without enough room for both to walk abreast, and Yumiko was carrying hatboxes, parcels, and packages, not to mention her parasol. Yumiko spoke in a voice of alarm. “My lady! Back! Back the other way!”


  With glacial dignity, Malen turned. “What did you say, girl?”


  Yumiko said, “Some danger is near. I am not sure what.”


  “I am of the elder ones. I am of the Night. No danger threatens me. Put your burden down.”


  The dirty alley seemed an odd place to store parcels, but Yumiko placed them quickly on the stained macadam. She looked up in time to see Malen striding regally around the corner.


  Biting back a cry, Yumiko yanked up her kimono with both hands and sprinted after her.


  
6. Stampede


  The sun was directly overhead when Yumiko came from the dim alley into the bright street, so she was dazzled for a moment. She heard a terrible noise. It was a noise which, once heard, can never be forgotten, like the roar of the sea, like the voice of a waterfall. It was the sound of a large crowd of men screaming and bellowing in rage and hatred.


  Yumiko blinked. For a moment, the street seemed empty. There were two or three deserted cars in the middle of the street and a line of police cruisers, lights flashing, parked in a line. Yumiko saw behind the police the shining highrise where she and Elfine had slept that first night.


  But the street was not empty. Before the line of police cruisers a group was listening to a speaker with a bullhorn. He stood beneath a banner and addressed the crowd through a bullhorn. A line of policemen in heavy gear stood to one side, in a narrow rank along the stairs of the hotel. The roar came from elsewhere.


  She spun. Malen was standing in the middle of the empty street gazing without curiosity in the opposite direction.


  From this direction around the corner suddenly came a mob. Those in the vanguard hid their faces behind balaclavas or bandanas. Some held signs taped to metal poles. Others flourished baseball bats or bludgeons or heavy bike locks. Some held bottles stuffed with burning rags, the flames pale and half-invisible in the bright sunlight. A figure in the forefront wore a black hood and waved a fire ax. The sound was like a physical thing, roaring. The sharp noises of glass smashing and the shrill bleating of car alarms added to the din.


  The rioters were charging the gathered crowd at full speed. The police line raised large, square shields. It was amazing how quickly the empty street was suddenly full of human figures, all running toward Yumiko and Malen.


  Malen neither moved nor flinched but looked with disdain at the flood of men about to sweep over her.


  Yumiko ran toward her. Whatever words of warning she shouted at Malen were lost in the uproar. The surging mob was immediately in the way. She saw fists, a blur of running legs. Some were boys as young as she, or younger, but taller, huge, strong, with arms that outreached hers. A girl fighting men was like a man fighting a troop of apes: a single firm blow would defeat her.


  She could not see over their heads. Yumiko dashed up over the hood and on top of one of the abandoned cars. Before she knew what she had done, Yumiko flung herself heedlessly through the air at the hooded man with the ax, who was swinging at Malen.


  Yumiko screamed like a falcon, a shrill, high scream. The man turned. She was smaller and slighter than he, but when she struck him in the face with her forward foot, her one hundred pounds of weight was behind the blow. The ax went spinning from his hands. He fell supine. If the foe cannot breathe, he cannot fight. She landed with her knee at his trachea. If he cannot see, he cannot fight. She drove her thumbs toward his eyes.


  But the voice of her master in her memory was not the only voice there. You shall serve the purposes of Heaven. Something more powerful than instinct turned her hand. Instead of gouging out his eyes, she struck his nose with her palm, breaking it. And for how long did he need to be blind? She spat in his eyes. He blinked and screeched.


  Because he was neither a werewolf nor an ape, merely a boy acting as savagely as one.


  At that same moment, instinct made her leap and roll aside. An obese man behind her, screaming obscenely and aiming a baseball bat at the back of her head, missed her and struck the supine man in the stomach, folding him in half.


  Yumiko plunged her hands into the seam of her obi, seized the first weapons to come to her fingers. One was a barblike throwing blade called a kunai. The other was a mini-grenade. Again, her instinct was overcome by something higher, and her fear was replaced by giddy amusement.


  She threw the mini-grenade instead of the knife into the obese man’s temple. He staggered, dazed, and inhaled the plumes of the erupting cloud, which smothered his next obscenity and hid his face.


  Yumiko realized that, even among the other dancers who had elfish blood mingled in their veins, she had better hand-eye coordination and sharper reflexes and tired more slowly than they. No Daylight man, mind mired in the Black Spell, could match even the grace and glamour of the Cobbler Club Girls. And an untrained, leaderless rabble of ruffians was even less a match. She laughed aloud.


  A young hooligan at the fat man’s elbow raised his boot to stomp Yumiko in the face. She braced the butt of the kunai on the pavement next to her ear. The blade was longer than the diameter of her skull, so the youth drove the knife through his boot sole into his foot rather than breaking her head. “Watch your step!” she warned as she kicked his other leg out from under him.


  From her prone position, Yumiko put her legs over her head, kicked, and threw herself upright. The mob was about to run over her. She stiffened her fingers into a knife hand and drove them into the ribs of the man directly in front her. “Pardon me!” she cried. When he doubled over, she used his back, and then used the head of the rioter behind him, to vault herself through the air again and to rebound from hood of the abandoned car onto the car roof, which trembled under her footstep.


  Now she was tall enough to see over the crowd. The skirts of her kimono were awry, her hair was wild and loose, her face was pink with battle-joy, and her red mouth was bright with laughter.


  Yumiko suddenly wondered what she was doing. What instinct had urged her to save the Malen from harm? If the humans tore one of their elfin tormentors to bits, that would be simple justice. Her eyes darted through the crowd. There was no sign of Malen.


  There was no sign of the police wading into the fray. The police line was retreating in an orderly fashion, not interfering with rioters. They clashed with the first crowd. There was a confusion of raised fists and clubs and curses, gangs of three and four pulling attackers to the street and stomping them down. It was awkward and ugly and none of the beauty of well executed blows was present.


  The next thing Yumiko fished out of her sash was her baton, which she unfolded into a staff. She whirled and spun the staff into the insanely screaming faces and blocked and bruised the hands and arms that reached for her from all directions. The weapon was like a ghostly disk of metal, so quickly did she spin it.


  Then, she realized she was wasting energy. The humans were slow and stiff in their movements, like lumbering creatures of clay. So she switched to a long-front stance, spread her grip, and began to move the staff in sharp, controlled strokes and thrusts, more precise and more painful while perhaps less damaging.


  She was taken by surprise at how much more harm she committed on opponents who did not know how to take a blow or to fall. One eager boy climbing up the fender with a knife, when she dislocated his kneecap, plunged backward, arms wind-milling, and landed on his head, where he lay in a daze, swearing. No one in the crowd behind raised a hand to break his fall.


  Despite her Twilight speed and their Daylight slowness, numbers mattered, and she was hard pressed. She needed time and chance to draw her wirepoon pistol and teargas pellets to cover a retreat. Time and chance she did not have.


  She assumed Malen was more than capable of fending for herself. Indeed, Yumiko’s main fear was for what Malen would do to the throngs of men. She stole another glance behind her. The police still had not moved. The Black Spell, or something just as wicked, held their hands. They let the riot roar on.


  A moment of good fortune came when those standing farther off, seeing Yumiko atop the car, now began pulling rocks and bottles from their knapsacks and throwing them. Men who had climbed onto the hood were hit by rocks from behind. When they scattered and ducked, these men were easy to trip and topple back into the crowd.


  She narrowed her grip, spun the staff, and found it was easy to parry these unaerodynamic, inaccurate missiles and redirect them toward the upturned, masked faces of screaming rioters trying to climb the car. The bottles shattered with startling noise on the pavement rather than on her staff if she deflected them correctly, and her attackers would draw back, frightened.


  The rocks were painful but not deadly. Breaking a nose or bruising a throat was enough to take an amateur out of the fight. Even a black eye would discourage the more timid.


  The best thing thrown at her was a bottle filled with gasoline and sporting a lit rag from its neck. That one she tapped with her staff so that it shattered on the car trunk. The mob recoiled from the splash of flaming oil and glass splinters. “You can have this back; thank you!” she cried sweetly.


  The front rank pressed back into the oncoming second rank, creating a tangle, and now the flood of rioters suddenly had an eddy in it, a spot of blank pavement. It was her path of retreat.


  She waved her farewell, smiled, unfolded her staff to twice its length, and used the force of the expansion to pole-vault over their heads. From there, she landed on the canvas roof of a sidewalk stand selling newspapers and drinks, which the rioters were busily looting. From there, a utility pole was within reach. She began to scurry up the rungs.


  This was not unnoticed. Men were roaring and reaching for her. But only one man at a time could come up the rungs of the utility pole. She lined up her shot as carefully as a billiard player with a pool cue, whistled sharply, and when the man looked up, she shot the staff tip out to double length. Down he fell, taking the man below him along to the pavement.


  All around the pole a double circle of raging men raised clawed fingers, trying to grab her legs and pull her down. The mob seemed a single beast, a horror from Greek myths with a hundred hands.


  Suddenly, a strange, nightmarish sensation plucked at her soul. The hands reaching for her grew dark and darker. The brown of human skin turned into the brown of tree bark. Each man screamed in panic, horror, and pain, a terrible sound, as twigs emerged from ears and nostrils, and hair of head and beard turned green. Their toes emerged from their shoes and were driven into the concrete of the pavement.


  In a moment, there was a circle of trees around her.


  The greenery was spreading. Rioters farther away where twisting, cursing, calling out, and trying to run. Their steps were slow and slower, and their shoes burst asunder, as feet and toes became writhing roots of wood driving into the suddenly soft and yielding street surface.


  One young man, perhaps too young to shave, threw himself to his knees, clutching an ostentatious gold crucifix on a gold chain at his neck, and cried out a simple children’s mealtime prayer. God is great! God is good!


  The curse passed him by without touching him. He opened his terror-wet eyes, saw his arms and legs unaltered, jumped up and ran like a jackrabbit, leaping over the roots and slipping past the crooked, leafy grasp of his shrieking, cursing friends.


  In a moment, as swiftly as it had come, the roaring sea noise of the riot dwindled and vanished. The mob was routed. Yumiko looked toward the end of the street, wondering where Malen was. Surely this was her work. But now the crowns of the trees were tall, and she could see nothing but leaves in that direction.


  She jumped from the pole and swung on a tree branch and then to the ground. The branch broke under her hand, but she landed in a roll and came to her feet, unharmed. Human blood came from the broken ends, and a voice of woe cried out in pain from beneath the trunk. She threw the branch from her with a shiver of disgust.


  Yumiko saw scarlet fluttering between the trunks. She peered fearfully around the bole of a tree.


Chapter Ten: The Hollow Hill


  1. The Ivory Chair


  Here was a clearing set with grass. A group of rioters, now unmasked, was down on hands and knees, chewing the grass contentedly, their expressions blank. Dame Malen Ruddgochren was sitting with her hair unbound, spilling through the air like a red cloud.


  She was seated on the selfsame chair of ivory Yumiko had last seen back in the royal suite of the Cobbler building. Yumiko now saw it was made of human bones. Malen had a femur in her hand, which she was carefully fitting into a slot between the radius and the ulna of an arm bone amid the struts of the chair arms. The other bones creaked slightly, and stiffened, to clamp the femur firmly in place. Now it was part of the design.


  Yumiko was horrified. “You are not supposed to kill them.”


  Malen did not look up. “Who speaks to me?”


  “I mean, ma’am. My lady. You are not supposed to kill them, ma’am.”


  “That is better. Mind your tongue, lest it haply turn into a poisonous adder. Why are you allowed to kill them, and I am not?”


  Malen now turned her head and stared at her. Her gray eyes reflected a silvery light from a source that was not present anywhere in the environs. Apparently, she meant it not as a rhetorical question, for she said, “Well?”


  Yumiko should have said something flattering, but the truth leaped angrily out of her lips. “I was trying to save you!”


  “You? Little un-bred half-breed? The mongrel bint means to save me? When I told you I was in no danger? Such presumption on your part. And look at your clothing! I shall do the Magician an evil turn because of this, for loaning me so insolent a draggletail! What shall it be? Ah! I will not tell him who you are.” She smiled and clapped her green hands together, delighted with herself. “A delicious revenge! And to compass it, I need do nothing.”


  Yumiko was startled, and perhaps some wisps of the drunken, dreamlike sensation that surrounded the red lady caught her off guard, for she blurted out, “You know who I am?”


  Malen threw back her head and laughed.


  
2. Discovered


  Malen covered her smile with her fingers. “I should not laugh. Elfin mirth when overloud drives mortals mad as well as those whose blood is weak.


  “Know who you are? Pretty as a Moth, but with slanted eyes, dark locks, and ivory skin like a daughter of Amaterasu Omikami? Two weeks ago dead? Perfumed of the towers of starlight of Sarras before their downfall? Hah! I should have known you immediately, except that no one looks at half-breeds, or drudge girls, and everyone knows you are dead. But even then, I did not think on you until you betrayed yourself.”


  She lowered her fingers. “Girl, I just saw a crowd stoning you, and you took the stones in mid-air aside with a stick without looking and flung each one back in their faces. One pitched a bottle of Greek fire at your head, and you deflected it back to shatter at the feet of he who threw it. No mortal man of the Daylight world can do that, nor Moth, nor Cobweb, nor cunning Mustardseed from the Twilight, nor any of the wise Peaseblossom clan, save for one and one only.”


  Yumiko said, “If you please, ma’am, who?”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. The Peaseblossom was at the club last night. I would say he was in disguise, but is it called a disguise when one removes, rather than dons, a mask?”


  “Winged Vengeance was at the club?”


  “You pretend not to know your own master? How droll.”


  “But– Did you expose him to the Cobwebs?”


  “Cobwebs?” Her voice rang with disgust. “Bastard sons of harlots! Have you any idea what sort of filth it was to whom Cobweb mated his daughters to produce so many abnormalities and half-humans? Why should I care how many wolf-men of the Anarchists your crow-man kills? Lucien can do his own cleaning up!”


  “But– I heard– Is not Lucien Cobweb your beloved?”


  “Hardly, my dear girl! A child in pigtails who is weary of her spotless Sunday frills might sit in a puddle and make a mudpie, but not to eat for luncheon. Besides, if I need someone to fight my suitor at the elfin court, Hafgan, when he grows tiresome, who better? And more than that, Lucien is a card I can let drop from my sleeve if Erlkoenig attempts to arrange another political marriage for me. No one takes a bride who dallies with the hounds-keeper. How much less one who lies down with hounds?”


  “You are not with the Anarchists? Not against them? They mean to overthrow the elfs! Overthrow you!”


  “So let them.” Malen looked a trifle bored. “I know little of these tiresome affairs. I would not know of you at all, would never have even heard your insignificant name, had you not come into our lands to rob our Tower of Glass to lead an army against us.”


  “An army?”


  “You were there. King Brian’s men were upon your men like wasps.”


  “What men? I have no men. Ah. Do I?”


  Malen waved her hand in the air, as if to brush the question aside. “Men or monsters, what difference? Werewolves and clay statues, abominable snowmen, blood-drinking vampires, and other deformities and abortions. All of them led by shades of the dead who hold no terror for us, we who are the pure-bred children of Air and Old Night.”


  “What? I did not send them! Me?”


  “You were in the burrowing vehicle made by one of the Anarchists, the one called Saturday. If you are not his, why were you in his machine? You had the shadow door the Anarchists stole from Sarras. It was an antique.”


  “But why would I have–?” Yumiko started to ask. But then she stopped, for she realized that while she had heard about the raid on the Glass Tower, she herself had no memory of the event. Onlookers had seen her there. They had seen on whose side she had seemed to stand. But she was acting covertly now, wearing a false name, deceiving onlookers. Why not then?


  Upon seeing Yumiko’s hesitation, Malen allowed her cruel smile to take on a sharper angle. “All you Twilight people squabble among yourselves right enough, but you drop your quarrels readily if the opportunity arises to deal the purer blood some hurt, do you not? It is in the nature of the lower orders. You are all anarchists at heart. Lawless. You have no discipline. That is why we rule you, and that is why you need us to rule you.”


  Anger made Yumiko blush. “We are not like that! I am not like that!”


  Malen stood up. “Are you not? A line of policemen are sleeping yonder, but will soon wake. You are a murderess several times over. Turn yourself in.”


  Yumiko shook her head a rapid shake.


  Malen said, “No? Return the ring you have stolen. It is a precious relic of the elfs. No one of your world has any right to it.”


  Yumiko shook her head again, but now with a slow and deliberate movement.


  Malen laughed. The echo of laughter inside Yumiko’s head was louder and harsher than what ears carried. “Very well then. Keep it! The ring will bring you to Hell soon enough. Let the Anarchists undermine Erlkoenig. Nothing has been right since Alberec grew soft and traded thrones with his son. I don’t like the way the king treats my brother. Why is Listenoise no longer in my family’s hands? Can you answer me that, girl?”


  Yumiko bowed. “I know nothing of such affairs.”


  “Nor I of yours.” Malen said, “Nor care. I resent that in the crystal perfection of my elfin memory, I will carry your name a thousand years after you are dust, and then ten thousand more. How to make the memory more pleasing?”


  Yumiko found her body shaking with fear. Once again, she had the clear intuition that this was a mood being put upon her from the outside. She closed her eyes.


  The voice of Malen was malicious music. “Suppose I turn you into an eel and throw you in the sea? There you would be without hand or foot, mute and ugly, and unable to step on land. What vengeance could you work on me then, disciple of Winged Vengeance? Well, girl? What would you do?”


  Yumiko opened her eyes, and there was no fear in them. “Pray for your immortal soul.” And this answer surprised her, for she had meant to say something else entirely.


  Malen subsided, and some of the pale beauty of her face departed, and her eyes were sad and reflected only the sunlight here.


  “Elfs cannot return to paradise. The Second Adam undid the evils done by the First Adam,” Malen said softly, “But we have no part in either. We did not fall with the first. We will not rise with the second. Your filthy human blood grants you some advantage after all.”


  Malen raised her hands. The men crawling at her feet, eating grass, now stood, but their eyes were still blank. “In courtesy to Erlkoenig, I shall allow the sun to end their bovine dreams.”


  Yumiko said, “And the trees?”


  Malen looked at her sidelong. “You said not to kill them. They are not dead. They live! As trees.”


  Yumiko fell to her knees, put her hands on the grass, palms down, and bowed her head to touch her hands. Her shining black hair spilled across the green grass. “Please restore them, milady.”


  Malen’s voice was no longer in her head. It sounded almost like a human voice. “Why do you plead for them? You were maiming them a moment ago. They are not your race. They are not your blood. And yet you humble yourself to me… for them? You are not the disciple of any Winged Vengeance, or any vengeance, winged or afoot. What is wrong with you? Explain yourself!”


  Yumiko looked up. “I fell in love with a boy. He is missing, and I must find him. All these young men here, they sought my life, true! But if they do not return to their sweethearts, then why should mine be returned to me?”


  Malen began to laugh. “You cannot be the girl I thought you were. She served revenge and was bound by vow. There is no returning from the dead. She would have known her own master’s face. Someone has played a trick on you, or on me, or on both of us!”


  Now Malen laughed more. “Yes, yes, I will let the sunlight burn the charm away, and the trees will be a mob again, and all will forget this day. It is within my jurisdiction, for the great streams and currents of the Black Spell concerning bloodshed and battles are all mine to command. I do it as a courtesy to Erlkoenig! I do it as a courtesy to you! For you have fooled me utterly as I thought you were the Foxmaiden, the sidekick of the dreadful vigilante! Or whoever enchanted you fooled me.”


  “But I am she. I am!”


  “No! No more! The jest has run!” said Malen, clutching her slender stomach and still swaying with mirth, rolling her eyes here and there. “It was a diversion, an amusement. Rarely does a masquerade or well-woven illusion hoodwink me. I will not regret to remember this in ten thousand years! The little drudge at the dance hall, who flourishes her bosom and shakes her bottom for coins! In the very building Lucien owns! I thought you were the disciple of the deadliest fighter in three worlds! Well played! Well played.”


  Malen made a gesture. A sensation like a fading dream which slips out of memory touched Yumiko as swiftly as a stolen kiss and was gone. The wrinkles and stains in Yumiko’s silk kimono vanished. The fabric was clean and pressed, the rips neatly stitched. Her face and hands were cool, freshly bathed, and her hair was shampooed, dried, and brushed. Someone had mended and washed her clothing. Yumiko wondered about the instantaneous creatures dwelling in dreams Malen had earlier mentioned. Perhaps Malen had maidservants there as well, who could perform an hour of chores in an instant.


  The trees and grass were gone. The street was as before, and the men also, save that they stood swaying on their feet, eyes open, fast asleep, many of them snoring.


  “So I have seen the daylit men,” Malen was saying. “So what? What changes I was promised! Nothing changes. I saw the plebeians rioting for bread in Rome, the Blue and Green racing factions rioting for games in Constantinople, and the pagans in Alexandria in tumult against the followers of the Galilean, rioting over nothing. Only their toys are different. Why my brother Garlot meddles with these herd animals… ugh! Why not nap a hundred years until the matter settles itself?


  “It is nothing to me!” she continued. “Let Garlot slay whom he must. I will return to Is-Elfydd.” She pronounced it Iss-Ailveeth. “I shall return to the fairest Land Beneath the Land, and be done with you. Gather up my parcels. Quickly, now! I will summon steeds. Can you ride a stag?”


  
3. The Doors of Is-Elfydd


  As stately as kings in procession, two deer of a breed Yumiko did not know carried them through the streets of New York. Malen rode a snow-white stag, bareback but side-saddle, and Yumiko rode astride a dappled black, with her skirts demurely parted. Despite it being March, these bucks had not yet shed last year’s antlers, but instead had magnificent twelve-point prongs.


  Yumiko had the parcels and boxes of the lady’s purchases bound up and piled between her and the steed’s neck, and she steadied the stack with both hands. The beast she rode had no rein, no bridle, no bit. Malen, cantering ahead, had unbound her hair, so that it fell from her shoulders to the rump of her steed like a scarlet pelisse, and when any people stared or flourished a camera, the strands stirred, and the glamour of the elfin lady spread forgetfulness where she passed. Only one drunk in the gutter and one soapbox preacher wearing a Salvation Army uniform followed the sight of the two deer stalking past and did not blink or have eyes go blank.


  They entered Central Park from Fifth Avenue, between the pond and the zoo, but as they rode, the trees grew taller, and the city sounds grew more distant. The path underfoot changed, becoming cobblestone, and then a pavement made of luminous crystal that tinkled and hummed under the deer hoofs. By the time they reached Belvedere Castle, it was as immense as the Forbidden City in Peking, and black and silver banners adorned with leafless trees rose from the ninety turrets. Umbrageous silhouettes in silver armor with peaked helms stood watch, but Yumiko’s eyes were prevented from seeing their features, for a shadow hid them. The outdoor theater near the great lawn was larger but also had stands, stalls, and lists for joust and melee as well as a floor for dance and opera.


  The great lawn had grown. Instead of six baseball diamonds, now six great mounds or hills loomed there, with dolmens like stone tables or archways opening into nowhere crowning their green tops. The trees here were taller than any ash, fir, or redwood known to man and soared nine hundred feet into the heavens. Platforms of glass holding cottages made of malachite bricks were in the swaying branches, and larger platforms holding mansions and palaces of emerald, chrysoprase, and green aventurine were nestled to the trunks, and the towers and minarets of these treetop palaces were carven of solid sapphire adorned with blue quartz. The bridges connecting these several outbuildings to the manor houses were ribbons of silk, without handrails.


  Yumiko noticed one eccentricity about the towers growing from the treetops. Each tower top on the side that faced the sun was elongated into a triangular sail which draped like a hood over the balcony, so the tower top resembled a Jack-o’-Pulpit flower.


  Malen, seeing her gaze, turned and called over her shoulder, “Are not the towers of elfland more fair that the skyscrapers of men?”


  “Very fair, milady. Why are they empty?”


  “They are not. Many of the Fair Folk are above us, but your eyes are unfit to see them. Do you know the name of those towers, girl, or why their crowns are shaped like spathe?”


  Yumiko did not know that word, and said, “No, ma’am.”


  “It is in imitation and memory of the cloud towers raised in Heaven by Mulciber before he plunged from the crystal scarp of Heaven in the roaring wake of the route of black angels in their fall. In Sarras, the City of the Grail, the spathe or hood of the tower allows the archangel of the sun to pass by close above the golden streets, but his view of the tower beneath is blocked, and he does not accidentally sanctify mews, dovecotes, bridal chambers, or other tower rooms set aside for profane purposes. The elfs use the same architectural device to shun the gaze of vexed or angry stars, who otherwise would shed an adverse influence. Stars have long memories. But I see you have not heard this lore erenow?”


  “No, milady. This is new.”


  Malen smiled. “Then your imposture is incomplete.”


  “I beg your pardon, ma’am?”


  “The wings of Winged Vengeance come from Sarras. It is where all swan robes and raven cloaks are woven. The vigilante was unknown before Sarras fell, so he clearly knows that walled city, at least well enough to yearn for retaliation against the Seven Lords of Anarchy, who arranged for the overthrow of those fair walls and contrived to bring the Prince of Giants so high into the cloud-lands. The vigilante’s disciple in the fox mask is from that city as well, or was. It is obvious enough who she is.”


  Yumiko asked casually, “Who is she?”


  “What do you care?”


  Yumiko said, “As I have only this day discovered that I was ensorcelled or enchanted to believe I was her, I am naturally curious about who I am impersonating.”


  “During the battle in the Glass Tower, one of the miniature knights of Brian, riding a dragonfly, saw the Foxmaiden raise a bow and shoot and slay a ghost who beset her.”


  “I don’t understand.”


  Malen clucked her tongue. “You have no education! Ghosts cannot be touched by arrows flung from any bow of earth. Hence this girl is one who carries the far-famed ghost-slaying bow of Yorimasu, named in song, Hamayumi. Twenty years ago, it was taken by Impetuous Danger Moth to be the bride price for the hand of Dandrenor, the Widow of the White Hands, but after called Dandrenor the Grail Queen. Danger Moth had no son, so who else can avenge the Queen? Who else can find the Grail?”


  Yumiko was electrified. “Then this is her mother? The mother of the Foxmaiden, I mean.” But the grief welling up in Yumiko’s heart was answer clear enough. She almost did not hear what the Red Lady was saying.


  Malen was staring at the sky, her eyes filled with bitterness. “The Grail is the vessel which caught the blood of that drunken Galilean. Now they cannot stop his blood! It is everywhere, in every cathedral! His shed blood should have been our victory! How did it become venom to us, unceasing vexation, an unquenchable fire? We were promised that the Galilean would go into Hell! Promised! The sign of his tortures should have given us power over him. By every proper rule of magic, it must! Why does it give the lesser orders power over us?”


  “Pardon me, my lady. But you were telling me who killed the Grail Queen. Who is responsible for her death?”


  Malen drew her eyes down and cast an indifferent glance at Yumiko. “I care little for the doings of Twilight and hear less, but even I heard of the downfall of the towers of Sarras. I drank a toast when she died. Hail the death of Dandrenor, daughter of Pellinore.” Now Malen favored her with a half-lidded gaze. “You can see why I have an interest in this tale.”


  “No, milady.”


  “Her father is Pellinore! Pellinore son of Pellehan. Pellinore of Listenoise.”


  “I don’t understand, my lady.”


  “Then you are dull of wit, are you not? This usurper rules my ancestral seat. If Listenoise were Chryseis, then Pellinore would be Agamemnon, and my brother would be a baser sort of Achilles, without the good sense to go sulk in his tent.” Malen growled in her throat, her voice made musical with disgust. “Instead, Garlot slays the Arctic giants with gay abandon, fells Iotuns like trees, and places all the Winds of Winter under Erlkoenig’s ambitious scepter! Erlkoenig buys Garlot’s heart with trinkets, the Mantle of Mists, which hides his evil deeds, and the Crystal Cauldron of Youth, to which he flies whenever he is wounded any slightest scratch, the vain boy! He keeps it in a locked treasure chamber whose walls are carven amber, lit by his collection of girls in bottles. But Garlot has done me a good turn at last and visited the pleasure house of my lowborn lover Lucien, as I asked.”


  Yumiko was not interested in this. “Then who slew Dandrenor?”


  But Malen did not hear the question or did not care to answer. “Yes, I am the one who arranged this pass. Soon the City of Corpses will be filled, their number complete! Then, the promise of my mistress, Empousa of Tartarus, will be done, and the Black Spell be torn entirely asunder. It is beginning already. The threads fray! Did you not see the chaos, the glorious chaos? Tumult, riot, and strife? Such is the effect on the kine called mankind when the Black Spell is yanked violently from their brains. Humans are escaping control. What keeps them tranquil grows weak. Reckless hate, vile crimes, and mob violence will become ever more common.”


  “Tell me of this Dandrenor! Who slew her?”


  Malen gave her a withering look. “Should I know? Should any elf? A Giant slew a Moth. One baseborn miscegenation slew another. A trifle. Let dog kill dog!”


  Yumiko licked her lips. “Milady is so wise. She knows much that is hidden. A giant slew Dandrenor, you say? But then why does Winged Vengeance hunt the Anarchists?”


  “Sarras was trampled by the giant Ysbadden, who was sent by the Anarchists, who rose by profane vessels to that high and sacred place. He agreed to seize by force for them the Sangreal, the sacred cup of Him we name not. Ysbadden betrayed them and kept the Grail. The giant dwells in the Third Hemisphere, and it is said no traveler can come upon the giant’s tower except when that traveler is lost. His tower moves like an unanchored ship and is never seen above the same hill twice. That is why they seek the ring the Foxmaiden took. Without it, the tower of Ysbadden, Caer Nevenhyr, forever eludes them.”


  Malen smiled down at her. “I will guess the riddle of your making,” Malen continued. “The vigilante hired some elf of my generation, in whom the old blood is not diluted, the old fire not dimmed, to make homunculi, or more than one, each thinking herself the Foxmaiden, and skilled with her skills. These he sent into the world in several places, to confound huntsmen and to draw those seeking her astray. That would explain why a grown maiden is but a month old. You look so real! The craftsmanship is skilled! I’ll wager it was Maeve of Orberica or Morgan le Fay.


  “I had no part in the fall of Sarras, but the mischief of the Anarchists pleased me, so I seduced one and arranged an introduction between Lucien Cobweb and the Owl Princess, Lachusa of the Strega. Lachusa is a witch of darkest craft. She introduced him to Empousa of Tartarus. Lucien hired Wilcolac, for whom you dance and flirt and pour.”


  Malen’s laughter was a beautiful silver glissando. She continued: “Your role in Hell’s design is small, but every customer you please earns a reward for the Necromancer. He buys his herbs and essences, rare substances pressed from the glands of the unborn, and calls upon Empousa. So it is arranged that foolish and ambitious pooka-dogs from Elfland become something darker: werewolves of Tartarus to inhabit the bodies of men who slay their own! Each dog, each man, each murderer, each drunk whose downfall you thus aid, is written in a fearsome scroll of judgment no power of earth or underworld can unwrite.”


  Yumiko was so taken aback by the malice in Malen’s eyes, that she forgot her own sorrow and asked, “Then you– you are behind all of this? Why?”


  “To do Erlkoenig, who awarded my lands to another, a hurt from which he will not soon recover.”


  “Then you seek to undo the Black Spell? The Anarchists will keep faith with the Last Crusade and free mankind?”


  Malen turned away. Her stag now stood still. One of the tall green mounds was before her. Malen raised her hand, and a trumpet note from a horn unseen blew dim but clear from below the soil. At once a doorway opened in the mound, and a tongue of ground, grass and all, reached down into the dark, gem-studded depths. A faint melody, but fair to the ear, whispered up from below, and there seemed to be little winking lights in the far distance of the passage sloping into the heart of the hill.


  A delayed thought reached Yumiko. She said, “Wait! Garlot keeps girls in bottles? How is this? Who are they?”


  Unseen hands now plucked Yumiko from off the back of the black stag and flung her roughly toward the grass. She somersaulted in midair and landed on her feet. The parcels and packages, now weightless, swirled like autumn leaves into the air, spiraling high and low, and then danced into the corridor. The black stag pranced after, following music Yumiko could not hear.


  Malen was still on the white stag. She gazed down at Yumiko. “I release you from my service. You have bemused and amused me this day, worked without complaint, and so I let you keep your human shape, as I agreed with the Magician to do. I will grant you this favor, and answer your two questions, and one more. Three in all. Hear me.


  “Yes, my brother keeps a treasure chamber where he lolls in comfort on rugs of slain smilodons and tigers after he had boiled himself in the Crystal Cauldron of Youth, which closes all wounds and restores all lost blood. There he keeps the fairy maidens he has captured from Troynovant. They are not half-breeds like you, but true fairies, but who were caught trespassing into the human world. And there is one little Moth, whom Garlot caught for Lucien but decided instead to keep for himself. None is bigger than a pinky, and he hangs the bottles from the top of his amber-walled chamber and uses them as lanterns. To shed the light that keeps them small surely strains and pains the poor dears, but they cannot come to full size again, caught in such strait vessels, so what else can they shed, but tears?


  “As for your other question, the world was designed to grow continually as man multiplied, but the elfs steal the new lands that arise shining from the sea and wall off the new hemispheres to expand into new directions, crowding men into ever more claustrophobic and violent and narrow spaces. Like rats crowded into ever smaller mazes, their bloodlust rises. My power grows.


  “The Black Spell can be overthrown in two ways, one by adding light and the other by adding blood—namely, by adding a horror too great for the human mind to dare to cover with amnesia. Half a hundred have been slain by wolves in New York, shocking crimes unnatural, in ways that touch man’s most ancient fear, and so the sleepwalkers stir and murmur in their sleep. Soon they wake! Ask of me a third question.”


  Yumiko said, “Why would the Anarchists free the humans?”


  Malen laughed in scorn. “Why would jackals crop grass like oxen? They would not. The Anarchists free no one. When the leash is yanked from Erlkoenig’s hand, do not imagine the Sons of Adam will slip the collar. A stronger hand will take his place. That is all.” Now her smile became so dreadful that Yumiko felt queasy. “Does Euhemerus Cobweb imagine his wispy fingers will be that? Or Rotwang’s metal prosthetic? Or what Zahack has in place of hands?”


  Yumiko realized that these were the names of the Supreme Anarchists. Malen was so contemptuous of the doings of Moths and Cobwebs that she truly did not care whose secrets she spilled to whom.


  Malen was still talking, delighted with herself. “The Anarchists are fools. Mere pawns. As if Twilight could overthrow Night! I am one of the eldermost of the Night. So we name ourselves in sorrow and self-scorn because once, long ago, before nightfall, light was with us. But there is a darkness deeper than mere nighttime in which all memory of light is lost.”


  Yumiko stammered, trying to grasp the implications of these terrible revelations, of treason within treason. “Then the Last Crusade…”


  “Are fools to think an Anarchist keeps his word! What faith, what fealty, what honor does anarchy not seek to break? Fools twice over to think the Anarchists will surrender their captive once they have the Ring of Mists!”


  Yumiko’s heart leaped. “The captured Crusader is alive?”


  “Yes, but in the City of Corpses, among the dead. And the Last Crusaders are fools thrice over to hunt Winged Vengeance, and unwittingly lead the Anarchists to where he hides! The moment the vigilante is found, and the crusader no longer useful, Sir Garlot will strike down Sir Gilberec from behind, unseen, by ambuscade and stealth. The wolves will cease to be slaughtered! The wolves will multiply. This great, gray city will drown in blood; the Black Spell will break, shattering human brains as it shatters. Then shall all the human world go slowly mad to see all their nightmares real and solid and standing in the sun.”


  Malen smiled again, evidently pleased at Yumiko’s expression of horror.


  “But I have shocked you, poor dear! We cannot have that! Three gifts I granted, in answering answers three: and now in turn I take one gift from you to me. I take your memory. Let all you have heard from me and seen, fade when we part like a passing dream!”


  Yumiko was unable to move or blink. She was trapped by the gaze of Malen’s terrible gray eyes.


  Malen leaned closer. “Do you think I share my confidences with a serving girl? But it is pleasing to gab and gossip, and so I asked the Magician which of his girls needed fewer memories.”


  And still laughing merrily, Malen kicked her white stag, and down into the world below the green mound she went. The stag leaped in great bounds, but the elfin lady, sidesaddle and bareback, did not even bother to put out a hand to steady herself, for gravity did not dare to dislodge her.


  In sudden silence, the hillside door closed, and the slope was only grass.


  
4. The Charm of Forgetfulness


  Yumiko found she could move again. Trembling, she walked away from the mound. The strange, terrible eyes of the Red Lady were an afterimage before her; the eerie, cruel music of that beautiful voice echoed in her ears.


  At first, nothing happened. She remembered the conversations clearly.


  It was when she reached the edge of the great lawn and came into the shadows of the trees that it began. As silently as venom in wine, Yumiko felt the charm of Malen spreading fog in her mind.


  It was like small and silent flakes of black snow in her thought, and wherever any snow landed, it covered and benumbed the memory beneath so that it was lost to sight. Yumiko forgot what Malen had told her about the albino elephants while the two walked in the rooftop jungle. She forgot why Malen had given her the red parasol or what had become of it. Then, she forgot Malen asking the stone face on the wall for directions to the riot and then forgot what Malen had told her about the ravens and their part in her quarrel with her sister, the Morrigan.


  Yumiko stepped from the path, knelt on the grass, cleared her mind, and made her soul quiet and still. She concentrated on controlling her breathing until her awareness of her breathing faded away.


  The trees were no longer taller than redwoods, and if any villages, mansions, or towers were among the leaves and branches above the great lawn she had just left, they were hidden. The mounds crowned by monoliths were gone. The baseball diamonds were back. The sense of being trapped in a dream was gone. Never had she felt so clearheaded and awake.


  Yumiko emptied her mind and let her soul grow utterly quiet.


  She found that she was losing no more memories. Any thought she did not think could not be taken from her. The evil charm was held at bay.


  Yumiko stood. She moved as carefully and slowly as a girl balancing a vase of burning acid on her head, for a sense of lurking, patient malice was still all around her, almost palpable, cold as an unseen snow cloud.


  Did she dare to put on the Ring of Mists here, right at the gate to a buried elfish kingdom? For she was apparently in the middle of an invisible crowd of elfs. Malen had said who dwelled in these towers, but as soon as Yumiko recalled her remark, it was gone. Yumiko put her hand in her sash and fished around. She found the ring and slipped it on, turning it with her thumb. Perhaps if it fended off ghosts, it could fend off this. But she kept her hand hidden as she did.


  The sense of being ringed by unseen eyes faded, but the sense of being inside a cold cloud did not. How could she think or concentrate to plan a strategy if whatever recent memories the thought brought with it were erased from her mind?


  A silent inspiration entered her mind without thought, without concentration. She remembered the boy who had escaped when all around him had turned into trees by saying a simple prayer. This memory did not fade. God is great; God is good… And the charm did not remove these words from her head. The memory of the frightened boy praying did not vanish.


  She said the words aloud, reciting them as if they were a mantra, merely a focusing point for her mind to unleash some power inside her. A clear intuition told her this was wrong, backward. These were not magic words. The thing could not be done by reciting phrases without meaning.


  Silently, she said the words again, and, this time, she thought of the several things the Red Lady had said about the Galilean, about Arthur and Merlin, and about the shed blood which turned the roaring victory of darkness into their greatest defeat. Was not the power of Heaven which saved that unknown boy from the charms of Malen the same power which raised the dead? It greatness and goodness were beyond measure.


  The cold cloud was gone. The memories were no longer fading. Nothing like black snow was any longer blotting out the words she had heard or the scenes she had seen.


  Then, she remembered the words of Matthias Moth, the young blackfriar. In the name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Behold, I give unto you power over all the power of the enemy: and nothing shall by any means hurt you.


  She said this as well. Before she finished, indeed before she even began, she knew she was free.


  In the distance, above the traffic noise beyond the trees, she heard the bells of the cathedral tolling the hour.


  A feeling of awe, of puzzlement, but also of a childlike willingness to accept everything given her without puzzling over it, flooded her. She had defeated Malen’s invincible magic! Easily, almost without effort, she had overcome one of the older powers of the Night World.


  A sense of gratitude bubbled up in her heart like a well from underground, like a geyser, like a volcano. Because it had not been her, had it? Something had come to her aid. Or someone, rather. Someone great and good.


  Usually, Yumiko hid her mouth when she smiled. Usually, she showed no expression on her face. Now she spun in a circle, gay and giddy, and laughed until tears of joy trickled down her cheeks.


  She danced and spun until she came to a little arched bridge above a stream. Looking down, she saw her reflection. Yumiko leaned over the railing. Her hair had come loose of its ribbon while she danced, and it hung down like a waterfall of shining night, framing the narrow oval of her features. In the reflection, she saw her resemblance to a fox indeed in her high cheekbones and the sharp chin.


  “I remember my mother’s name.” She said down to the face looking up.


  Dandrenor. The lips of the smiling image below her moved as she said the name. The face was smiling and lit up with immense joy. Yumiko had never seen so pretty a face.


  Except for one. Like a light bursting into brilliance in a dark room, a fragment of memory, clear and sharp, rapt her.


  Yumiko saw her mother’s face.


Chapter Eleven: The City in the Summer Stars


  1. In Memory


  Because the sight was in her memory, the sudden sting of tears in her eyes made the scene of tree and park, bridge and stream blur and swim, but it did not blur her mother’s face.


  Her mother’s face was unlined, and her skin was smooth and clear, but her eyes were filled with the serenity and sorrow of wisdom not found in youth. Her face was oval, her features were clear cut, and her chin came to a delicate point. Her eyes were the color of the sea.


  A wimple covered her hair and shoulders, held in place by a silver fillet at her brow and a silver broach beneath her chin in the shape of a fish. The trains of the white robes fell in long curving lines to the floor as did the flowing sleeves like great white wings. Embroidery as delicate as dewdrops seen on a spiderweb strand was woven through the panels made of ivory, milky, and silvery threads, and the pattern of images could not be seen when looked at directly, only from the corner of the eye. The hems and lining were red. Yumiko knew this red fabric was not a sign of joy and celebration as it would have been in her father’s home in Japan. It was the sign meant to honor the memory of martyrs. Neither was the white robe a symbol of mourning, but of purity.


  In the memory, Yumiko stood with her mother at the intersection of two colonnades. The pillars were so tall that their capitals were lost in the bellies of the clouds above. These clouds were dark and lowering, wonderful shades of slate and spun wool and charcoal. In the breaks of the cloud could be seen stately planets like colored lanterns dancing the rounds of their cycles and epicycles.


  Between the planets hung a two-tailed comet, bright as a torch, perplexing astronomers, which presaged the doom of the high and sacred city of Sarras.


  Above all this curved the vaulted azure dome of the chamber, which was more vast than any chamber of earth, more vast than earth itself. Images of crowned and haloed martyrs, each holding the weapon or tool that had tortured or slain him, as if robed in sunset-colored clouds, stared down through the constellations decorating the lower reaches of the dome. Now and again one who was not an image peered down also.


  Yumiko and her mother stood atop the dais reached by three steps. The bottom step was white marble clear as a mirror, the second black onyx, the top porphyry red as blood. Atop the dais was a cupola held up by four white posts. Midmost was an altar. Atop this was a cup of white gold, and all the lights in the chamber were gathered to it.


  Light came from this cup. It must have just that moment been uncovered by the cloth of gold folded behind it because in Yumiko’s first memory of the scene, she was still blinking, her eyes not acclimated to the blaze. The inner surface of the small, flattish cupola dome was hammered silver, and these mirrors cast the cup’s light back at it, redoubling its brightness.


  Yumiko recalled her mother’s voice. Dandrenor was saying, “The Sangreal was brought to England by Joseph of Arimathea, whose sister, Enygeus, wed Bron the Fisherking. He fathered Mordrain the Hermit King, who was the father of Merlin the Thaumaturge. Yglais, the sister of Merlin, wed Phanes, the son of Malen the Red War Queen. Phanes fathered Pellehan, who fathered Pellinore, my father. Ere she was wed, Enygeus was the first Grail Maiden and kept the watch. After her came Sarrasintë, Yglais, and Esmerée the Fair. Now I keep the watch, and I have not been relieved of that duty.”


  Yumiko said, “I will not be apart from you, Mother! Not again!”


  Dandrenor seemed not to hear. “Here it is. Behold the source of your woe.”


  Yumiko looked. Despite herself, she was awed by the beauty of it, the loving craftsmanship. Never had she seen so fair a thing.


  The bowl of the vessel was a hemisphere carved from a single monstrous ruby, nine inches across. The million facets sparkled and blazed as a hemisphere of red fire. About the mouth and down the sides of the bowl ran bands of white gold wide and thick. A massy stem of white gold connected this red bowl to its foot, a ruby hemisphere so lucent that the cup seemed to stand stop a dome of flame.


  Celtic knots of rose gold wire intertwined images incised into the white gold bands. Red against white shined figures of a lamb, an ewer, an ear of wheat, a torch, a grape leaf, a door, a shepherd’s crook, a crown. Above and around were letters in three languages: Yod, He, Waw in Hebrew; Alpha and Omega, Chi and Rho in Greek; INRI in Latin. These gold bands formed curving crosses reaching from stem to mouth. At the crux of each peered a cameo of ivory outward in four directions: the head of a bull, a lion, an eagle, a man crowned with rays. The cup mouth was hidden beneath an ornate gold lid topped with a tiny cross.


  “It is very precious,” said Yumiko. In the memory, her point of view was closer to the ground. How long ago had her mother died?


  “The seen is but a visible shadow of the unseen,” Dandrenor said as she tilted open the lid of the cup. “It has no luster save what is granted to it.” Yumiko now saw that the diamond and gold vessel was not the cup itself, merely a container to hold it.


  The real cup was a drinking bowl made of glazed clay nestled in the mouth of the diamond vessel. It was plain and dun.


  “It is just clay.”


  “As are you. Look again. Look with your heart.”


  When she looked again, it seemed different. Now Yumiko saw what she had thought was clay a substance finer than ivory, more pellucid than mother of pearl. Heat as gentle as a kiss hovered over it. Yumiko realized it was alive.


  “What makes clay so white?”


  “The fire in the heart of its master was hotter than any kiln or star. This cup caught its master’s blood as he was dying, and the blood is the life.”


  “If this is the cup of life,” said Yumiko, “why is it hidden?”


  “It is life to those who are washed, penitent, and prepared, who have put the old life by. But who drinks of this cup unworthily, drinks to himself damnation.”


  Yumiko scowled. “I missed you. Every day. Other children had a mother to tuck them in, to kiss their hurts, and to take them to the festivals of O-Bon and Christmas and to see the fireworks. Father said you were living in the clouds. The village boys said that you were dead.”


  “I visited you in your dreams each night.”


  “It was not enough. I remembered only scraps and bits when I woke. Why did you let him take me? Uncle Hosshin and Uncle Mubo taught me to pierce targets, not to arrange flowers. I was raised by three soldiers who lived in a quarry at the mouth of an abandoned mine next to pools of blue poison, hunting goblins and ghosts who escaped out of the mineshaft! In the village below the mountain, in school, or in motion pictures, I would see beautiful girls in their finery, with their gentle laughter and graceful steps. All the boy’s eyes followed them. No one’s eyes were on me. I was invisible! A mother seen in dreams was not enough. Not enough! Why did you let Father take me from your arms?”


  “Ah, my child,” she said most gently. “He feared that if you lived with me in this place, you would take my duties and become the next Grail Maid after me.”


  “You did not come take me?”


  “And disobey my husband? He is lord over me.”


  “But you did not obey him! He ordered you to come down to earth, to live on the haunted peaks of Shinzan and Honzan, with us, to send him out to hunt the namahage with bow and spear by night, and to welcome him home!”


  “I also am sworn to obey a Lord greater far than your father, who bids me stay and watch this cup and revere it. Do not blame your father. How could he know that I was to be the last?”


  There came a noise like an earthquake from without. It was the sound of a tower falling, if a tower were as tall as a mountain.


  Dandrenor said “The stones of the rubble will burn up in the atmosphere before they strike ground, or so I pray. I do not want the death of this city to slay the unsaved before their time.”


  The floor beneath their sandals shook, and the flagstones cracked.


  
2. A Stiffnecked Child


  Dandrenor said, “I am sorry that your father’s death was what brought you back to me. I am the Widow of the Grail once again as I was when he won me. Our months here together were too short. You are still too heavy with the sins of earth for the wings you wove to bear you upward. But consider the flying squirrel, the cobego, the Chinese gliding frog, the Paradise tree snake. None of these fly, but none die by falling.”


  Yumiko said, “I will stay and guard the cup of life.”


  Dandrenor shook her head sadly. “I am given to know that my task is to stand fast at my post, and watch, and wait. Heaven ordains this.”


  “Why did Heaven overlook to post a warlord here with ten thousand men?”


  “Ten thousand are nothing against Ysbadden, for he is the greatest of all giants, their chief and champion. His life is charmed. Only Dyrnwen might slay him.”


  “Where is this Dyrnwen? Why is he not here if he is so mighty a hero?”


  “Dyrnwen many years ago was lost.”


  “And were no other heroes available for Heaven to put here?”


  “It pleases Heaven to guard its treasures with meek and gentle hands, lest any man boast. But I have no hope in swords.”


  “Then you will be saved? By a miracle?”


  Dandrenor spoke softly. “It is not given to me to know whether I shall live or die this hour. All I know is that the Grail cannot suffer desecration while it is watched faithfully. Nor can its power be perverted to unholy use unless the watching is betrayed. To be slain at my post is no breach of my faith. I can fall, but I cannot flee.”


  “They will kill you and then pollute the cup!”


  “This is not like your father’s eight million little gods and the fastidious purity rules they hold.”


  “You mock the gods of Japan?”


  “I married one of them. Another is my mother-in-law, whose sire and dam are brother and sister. Should I worship such in-laws? That would not be seemly. In any case, their purity rules and pagan rites are turned downside-up by Christ. The blood of martyrs does not pollute holy things, but sanctifies.”


  Yumiko said, “Then let me stay and die with you! Let my blood be spilled!”


  “That is your father’s pride speaking. You are unbaptized. The life in you is human life, not the higher life we are given, and so your blood has no power to bless.”


  “Let me stay and die for honor’s sake!” In her memory, Yumiko saw that her younger self was dressed in a tunic of white fox fur, cut like a man’s tunic, and when she spoke, she held up the longbow in her hand. It was hamayumi, the ghost-slaying bow. Arrows in an ivory quiver rattled at her shoulder.


  Dandrenor said, “There is an honor higher than the honor of the warrior’s code and a mercy deeper than justice.”


  Yumiko said stiffly, “It is the duty of the strong to avenge the weak!”


  “And justice is a fine thing,” said her mother. “But it is not the final thing.”


  “I will stay!”


  “You shall not. My sister Ygraine of the Wise Reeds, Ygraine of the many counsels, was shown your fate by a night vision from Heaven. She spoke to me in riddles, but I have unwound them. All this shall accomplish the purposes of Heaven.”


  “What purposes?”


  “In the time of Pellinore, darkness rose, and the Grail was removed from the circles of the earthly world and brought here. Now mayhap the violent hands of the Prince of the Giants will tear this cup from its resting place and return it down below.”


  “Why?”


  “This cup alone restores the lost memory of Eden, which all the Sons of Adam and Daughters of Eve carry like a whisper in their hearts. Whose life overfills the maw of death? Whose light enters the darkness, but the darkness cannot encompass it? What memorial is not to be forgotten, even beyond the end of days? Those were the riddles my sister asked of me.”


  “I don’t care about Aunt Ygraine and her riddles! Everyone says she slept with a hairy monster, killed her misbegotten boy, and fled for shame into hiding!”


  “Many often repeat lies unaware, dealing wounds of words no power can gather back up again. Therefore it is better not to gossip. Ygraine has never done a shameful thing, nor ever will. Her wisdom says…”


  “I care nothing for her wisdom!”


  “Hush! If you cannot be wise, be obedient. Listen to your mother. All the strength of Heaven is mirrored in this cup, and against it no mists of Everness, no charm of elf, no curse of fallen angel howsoever mighty, can prevail. One day you will forget me…”


  “Never!”


  “The sight and image of this Grail will perish last of all you forget and will return first of all you call back out of the mists, for it is potent against the Black Spell and will break it. The Black Spell can be broken only by blood, which drives men mad, or by light, which makes them hale. This is the light, hidden under the appearance of blood. By this the Sons of Adam will be saved. And more beside.”


  “The Sons of Adam in the village below us mocked and teased me because our strange mansion was so fine and fair but had no running water, no electric light, no radio, no telephone. Why were all these wonderful things, useful things, forbidden to me? The Daughters of Eve teased and mocked me for I was seen dressed in the skins of animals my uncles caught, running up and down the mountainside beneath the moonlight, and they called me a cavegirl! What do I care for them? A curse on them!”


  The heat from the Grail now was stronger, hot and scalding on Yumiko’s cheeks, and she stepped back, her hand before her face, frightened and angry.


  
3. Ill-Said Words


  Dandrenor said sadly, “Use no heavy words so lightly, not in this holy place.” She closed the golden lid. “Because you have said this thing, an ordeal will be set before you before you are fit to serve.”


  “I will not serve!”


  “Those are the very words of the Archangel of Darkness.” Now Dandrenor did looked frightened, and sorrow was mingled with her fear. “Oh! My child! My sweet child! That you should say such words! You will fall far before you rise again, but I will pray that gentle hands will help you aloft once more.”


  “We are alone. None hear.”


  “Foolish child! You do not see the thousand potentates and powers thronging this place, warrior angels adorned in the panoply of stars! Your lightest word they never forget, save what the confession takes away.” Dandrenor raised her hand and slapped her smartly across the cheek.


  Yumiko staggered back, shocked. The anger and insanity within her broke. She had no more wild defiance to say.


  Her mother spoke in a calm but terrible voice, “Let that be the beginning of your penance! Do you imagine you can thwart the purposes of Providence? If not through you, the Lord of Hosts will still provide a way to save his people, but you will not be saved. Cease to kick against the goads! Say nothing more, lest a heavier burden fall on your head!”


  Yumiko, greatly ashamed, but forbidden to speak, merely bowed.


  The sound came again like a mountain falling. And in the mighty chamber where they stood, the pillars swayed, the clouds parted, and the planets beyond trembled in their orbits. Cracks were all through the azure dome, marring the faces of the saints.


  Through the cracks were visible the heavens beyond the dome, galaxies and clusters of galaxies, small and clear, a scope of heaven so wide even the boldest astronomer would have been dazed to take in so many splendors, so far distant, so ancient, at a glance, undimmed by the deceptive fogs and mists of Earth.


  A peculiarity of the air in this place so strengthened the visual ray of the eye that distant astronomical wonders, long walls and superclusters of galaxies, seemed within arm’s reach. Near galaxies were magnified into fans and disks and shields and clouds of diamond dust. Trails of farther superclusters curved across the black heavens like the arms of a writhing kraken, or the spiral shape of narwhal horns.


  The floor bucked like the deck of a ship. Dandrenor was unmoved and showed no further sign of fear or anxiety.


  Raising her voice above the din, Dandrenor said, “Here is my tear which I wept when you were born, for the travail was long. This tear I bathed in the Grail, and it came to life and keeps its own shape, for now it touches Eternity.”


  Dandrenor lifted a fine chain, from which hung a teardrop shape of lambent crystal, and she placed it about her daughter’s neck.


  “Keep to yourself this memento of your mother’s love, for the Grail light is in it. Keep it with you, lest the fumes of Earth confuse and confound you. Keep it in memory of me.”


  Another shock rocked the chamber. Pillars fell. Planets went careening from their courses, colliding. The comet was snuffed out. The azure light flickered like a candle in a storm. Great slabs of the ethereal dome above now fell, but fell upward, into intergalactic space.


  Dandrenor said, “Take your arrows in your hand and grip them tightly.”


  Yumiko again did not speak despite not understanding the point of this command. She shrugged her shoulder to put the mouth of her quiver in easy reach, and she put her fist about the gathered shafts, just below the fletching.


  It was well that she did so, for at that moment, the floor gave way. Great rocks and boulders of the azure floor substance fell with her, and dust that glittered like diamond powder mixed with pearly starlight. She was weightless, falling. The clouds were far below her, and far below her reeled the earth and the sea like a carpet of blue and white and green and brown, wrinkled with many textures.


  She saw above her what seemed walls and towers rising above the fog, and around it islands like green hills where houses, windmills, and farms rose on snowy hillsides. The terraced farms were overgrown with hydrangea, iris, orchid, hyacinth, and the orchards and walled gardens planted with some species of fruit tree whose leaves were blue. But these islands were the suburbs surrounding a city in the air, and the fogs on which they rode were clouds.


  Her younger self must not have found the sight odd, for Yumiko had no memory of staring at the sight of windmills atop puffy clouds and wondering how the wind which pushed the clouds could turn the windmill arms.


  The farms were burning. In the moat and canals of clear air between islands of fog stood vessels like ironclad zeppelins, flying a sable banner without any charge or device. Grappling lines ran from the airship to the cloud bank, and a motley combination of stiffly moving armored figures, loping shaggy shapes, lumbering corpses, and slinking ghouls swarmed across narrow gangplanks from ship to shore.


  Yumiko was seeing them from below, like a mermaid staring upward at the peaks of icebergs. The largest was directly above her, and she could see the fog-surrounded blue crystal foundations of the celestial city as a fish might see the planks of a sinking raft.


  Her mother’s voice reverberated in her mind. She could hear her thoughts as clearly as if a ghost no larger than a ladybug were sitting on her ear. “With my blessing, and all my love, depart and face your trials. You are as brave as your father taught you to be. Alas that I had not time enough to teach you mercy. You have given me the gift of allowing me to save my daughter’s life alive.”


  Through a gaping crack in the blue crystal, Yumiko glimpsed her mother, unhurriedly raising a hand as a last farewell, and unhurriedly turning back to kneel in prayer before the altar holding the Grail.


  Yumiko remembered falling like a dustmote in a searchlight beam in the column of light shed by the Grail through the break in the floor. She extended her cloak, which snapped into the form of gliding wings. But the moment she passed outside the beam of light and entered the thicker cloud, all memory stopped.


  
4. Things to Come


  Yumiko stood for a time bent over the railing of Gapstow Bridge in Central Park, watching her tears fall in the water, and replaying the scene again and again in her mind.


  What had happened to the teardrop talisman her mother had given her? Yumiko had no notion.


  How had the longbow, once made of bamboo, been changed into a strange metal that could alter its length? For it was clearly the same bow, her bow, and it felt right and familiar in her hands.


  And the cape was hers; and evidently it was older than the rest of her Foxmaiden suit. And these other things, her weapons and devices… she unsheathed a metallic boomerang and stared at it blankly… whence came these? From whose forge?


  Who else? It had been Tom, the inventor’s apprentice. All these things were gifts of love.


  Two realizations, like firecrackers that banished startled demons of ignorance, ignited in her mind. The Red Lady, Malen, was her great-grandfather’s grandmother. A squabble over some tract of land had caused the enmity between Malen and the Elfking Erlkoenig, and so Malen had stirred up the Anarchists and brought them hellish powers. All this was done by Yumiko’s ancestor, whom she should honor. But how did one honor an ancestor who murdered her own great-grandchildren’s posterity?


  The second realization was that Sir Gilberec, the young knight of Arthur, was her only hope of revenge now. Dyrnwen was not a hero. It was a hero’s sword. Ysbadden the Chief of Giants could not be slain save by that sword.


  Sir Gilberec had spoken the sword’s name when he had uttered his threats, and his oath, against the Supreme Anarchist Council, and flung those words into the face of Wilcolac the Magician.


  She looked down, “At least I remembered my mother’s name.”


  The reflection was smiling at first, and then scowled. “Elfine is in a bottle, remember? Hob suggested you report to your master, remember? Garlot will strike down Gilberec from behind, remember?”


  More firecrackers went off in her mind. She did not see yet how it was to be done, but her task was to rescue Elfine, thwart Wilcolac, save Gilberec, and find Tom.


  But she still had no memory of Tom’s face, no echo of his voice, no touch of his hand in hers. The sorrow of that held her for a moment. But the moment was brief. The memory of the light to banish the Black Spell was brighter, and it filled her with stern resolve.


  The green park she left behind her. The tall and gloomy buildings loomed ahead.


  Yumiko Ume Moth showed none of the resolute conviction enflaming her soul on her face. Without expression, without fear, without doubt, the Japanese girl walked the sidewalks of the gray metropolis, her dark eyes hot with hidden hope.


  Into an alley walked a slender figure in bright silk. A moment later, overhead, swinging on an unseen wire shot a slender figure in black, her masked fox-face grinning. Out snapped her wings. Rising air caught her. Upward she circled.
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