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  Dedication


   

   


  
    To Jack and John, who have gone on, and ever on.

  


  1. Tommy


  When I was a child, I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child: but when I became a man, I put away childish things.


  —I Corinth. 13.11


   


  “I should be happy,” Thomas S. Robertson muttered to himself, fumbling for the latchkey to his Brighton flat. Perhaps he had had a pint too many at the local pub; perhaps he had too desperately tried to celebrate.


  His key ring fell from an unsteady glove, bounced on the stair near his shoe, and spun away into the dried rosebushes the concierge had planted between the concrete strip of the sidewalk and the street.


  Tommy sighed, and his breath was white with cold. Was it worth searching for his keys, in the dark, in the October fog, at this hour of night? Perhaps he should shout and wake the concierge. The concierge would be put out, but Tommy was soon to leave this comfortable old building anyway and move up to London, into a stark glass, boxlike high-rise in Knightsbridge. The company had arranged to move his things; the luxurious apartment was being provided as part of his promotion.


  Many of the officers of the company, ambitious men younger than he was, had slapped him on the back or given him rueful smiles of envy at the party this evening.


  It was that envy which had finally driven him out into the foggy night, to find the old stone-and-wood public house where Irish dockworkers swapped tall tales of mermaids and of little people, of selkie and of banshee and of stern, pale kings from the fairy world.


  They were tales he knew and loved; he had more reason to believe them than most people, although it was easy to forget that now that he was grown.


  Those tales were one more thing he would lose when he moved away to London.


  He pulled off his gloves, bent down to feel through the thorns for his keys, and grunted as he touched the ground; bending was not so easy anymore, now that he was on the wrong side of forty and losing his hair. He was middle-aged, if he lived to be eighty. (But last year Bridesmith in Accounts had passed away at 62. Heart trouble. Middle-aged for him had only been 31.)


  A thorn scratched his ungloved hand; he pulled it back. Now he sat in the dry leaves the wind had heaped by the roadside, drained and defeated, sucking mournfully on his pricked finger. It did not even seem worth the effort to shout and wake the concierge to let him in, for if he went in-of-doors, and slept, morning would come all the sooner.


  What little light illuminated the darkness came from a wrought-iron lamppost not far away. The street was empty, and here and there a lonesome tree lifted its bare and crooked twigs to the cold sky. To one side was an old Anglican Church, built nine hundred years ago, with a statue of St. George standing atop a pillar in the midst of the churchyard gardens and overlooking the street, as if standing sentry over the road.


  The other way along the street, new construction loomed. Squat black warehouses dominated the nearer ground; beyond them rose faceless glass monstrosities, including Tommy's office building. He always walked that way in the morning, turning his back on the church and leaving St. George behind him. But then, St. George was always there in the evening, when he turned about again to come home.


  Tommy was in a solemn, but silly mood, like the seriousness of a child. He closed his eyes. “St. George,” he said in a soft voice, “help me find the key that I have lost. I want to open the door to my home.”


  Without opening his eyes, he plunged his hand into the rosebush. Tommy's hand closed on something warm and furry, which yowled and wriggled and clawed him. When he yanked his hand back in alarm, he discovered an animal riding his arm on white-hot needles of pain.


  With a startled yell, Thomas shook off the dark, yellow-eyed thing clinging to his arm. It was a black cat. The cat spun in the air and landed neatly on its feet in front of him.


  On a slim woven chain around its neck, he saw the cat wore a silver key, intricately inscribed. The teeth of the key were large and square; the hilt was crowned with a circle inscribed about a cross, divided into equal fours.


  The cat was as black as moonless midnight, with no spot of white in its fur. Its eyes were sardonic; they were yellow as gold, and the pupils were opened up wide.


  A blinding joy swept over him. “Tybalt!” he cried, “it's you! You've come back! Oh, you've come back! It's been so long!”


  He stood up, reaching out to hug the black cat. The cat twisted out of his grasp and the chain slipped off over the cat's sleek head; the key fell with a chime to the stone of the stairs, and lay there, shimmering with yellow fire in the light from the lamppost.


  “Have you forgotten how to talk, Tybalt?" asked Tommy. “Are you under an enchantment?"


  Suddenly, he felt foolish. Perhaps he was drunk. The cat could be any black cat.


  Tommy stared down at the cat. “If you're really Tybalt, the Prince of Cats, the son of Carbonel, please say something,” he whispered. “Say anything. Please!”


  The cat began to wash his paws fastidiously.


  Tommy said, “It must be you! I know it's you! I remember you from when I was a schoolboy. There was the well behind the ruined wing of Professor Penkirk's mansion. Bombed during the war, and overgrown with moss, the black windows and spooky walls surrounded the well on three sides, and a broken angel was there. We knew it was a haunted well, we were sure of it. Penny and Richard and Sally and I, all of us were playing there when we found the key. It was the Well of the Nine Worlds, and the key opened the gateway…”


  Tommy stooped and picked up the silver key. “I remember now,” he said. “I remember everything. Richard came back with the sword. Sally had the shard of the shattered magic glass. Penny, God rest her soul, brought back Myrrdin's book. I was the Key-bearer. I lost it years ago, I don't remember when, but here it is again. I know it. I know you. A little drunk I may be, but I am not mad.”


  Tommy looked overhead until he found the North Star, shining brightly above the clouds and fogs. For a moment, he frowned as if searching his mind for something long forgotten, something precious and lost. Then he smiled. He pointed the key at the North Star, and turned it clockwise. “Power of heaven, unchained by me, come into the silver key.”


  Next he pointed the key at the cat. “Unlock, unbind, release, set free; so says he who bears the key.” He twisted it counterclockwise.


  The black cat spoke to him in a voice as soft and clear as rippling water. “I am come to summon you to tourney, Tommy, to face a knight of ghosts and shadows. No weapon of Man can cut him and, once he is called, neither door nor gate can keep him out. Only one who knows his secret name can vanquish him. He is the champion of the Lord of Final Winter, whom once you knew as the Shadow King. He has been summoned to your world now, and all of England is at hazard.”


  The black cat looked up at him with eyes as yellow and mysterious as moonlight. “The call is given. Listen: You can hear the trumpet of the Wild Huntsman. Will you come?”


  “Now? Right now? In the middle of the night? Without packing a bag?”


  “To fly upon the air, little Tommy, we needs must travel light. If you do not already carry all you need, nothing you can put into a bag will help you now. Can you not hear the chanting of the Wild Hunt?”


  Tommy cocked his head. “I hear nothing but the cry of night-birds in the air,” he said.


  “Those who refuse to understand cannot hear, even when the Call rings out as loud as church bells. Come away! The lords of Faerie summon you! The Enemy will conquer all if none will stand to oppose his might.”


  “I can't just up and leave. I have a job; I have rent to pay. But, see here, you've picked a good time. In a week or so I'll be ready to move; the company might give me some days off, and then I can schedule in some time to go fight this knight of shadows, and…”


  Tommy straightened, blinking. What was he saying? Schedule a time to fight the knight of shadows? “Tybalt,” he said slowly, “I'm not a child any more. It's been thirty years since we went to Vidblain, faced the Faceless Warlock, and broke the Black Mirror of the Winter King. It's been three decades since we restored Prince Hal to his throne at Caer Pendewen. You can't just order me around like a schoolboy anymore. I'll help you, yes, certainly. But I can't just go shooting off into the blue. I have a life. I have responsibilities. If I just disappear in the middle of the night, I'll be sacked, and have no job, no place to stay, no future.”


  The black cat turned and slipped off down the stairs. Then the cat was in the street, and beginning to slink away, a black shadow disappearing into the night.


  For a moment, Tommy calmly watched him go. Then, in spite of himself, he was suddenly leaping down the stairs, crying, “Tybalt, wait! Don't leave me! I'll come! I'll come with you!”


  Perhaps he was more than a little drunk. Perhaps he was mad. Regardless, Tommy ran joyfully down the street after the little black cat, his back to the high-rises, his face toward St. George.


  It was midnight, and the church bell slowly and solemnly began to ring, filling the starlit world with its echoes.


  2. Richard


  “Tommy! How d'you, old man? Great to see you after all these years! I suppose it must be Thomas now. Ah…just great. I can spare you a few minutes before my next conference call. It's a busy world, you know. Quite busy. Sit down.”


  It was dim in the room, for no lights were switched on. Richard Sommerville's office was large and square, carpeted in an acre of red, its walls hung with ugly modern paintings: rich frames filled with colored blobs and jagged scrawls, every picture without meaning or any skill of execution. It was November, and the days were short. Through the wide window behind Richard's desk, a sunset in hues of cerise and purple drew a line between the shadows of the earth and the shadow of the darkening sky. It was a mournful sight.


  Bookshelves filled the walls to either side of the wide window, crowded with expensive books of the type one never reads, but fills the shelves with to impress one's guests. Through the window the snow on the road outside could be seen, very far below, churned grey and filthy by the automobile traffic.


  Richard's face was large and square. Age had thinned his hair and left baggy rings around his narrowed eyes. He was handsome still, but his face wore a tight, cautious look. He greeted Tommy with hearty words, but he smiled only with his lips, never with his eyes.


  “You've been out tramping in the country, haven't you, old man? I can tell by your gear. Not many people come into my office with knapsacks and hiking sticks, wearing stained anoraks. Or dripping snow on the carpet. No, not many at all. Not at all. But we always have time for old friends, don't we? Don't we? So. What can I do for you, Thomas?” Richard said, looking at his wristwatch.


  Tommy's own face was wreathed in smiles, his face eager as a child on Christmas morning. “You'll never guess!” He upended his backpack, and dumped a small black cat onto Richard's desk, amidst the neat stacks of paper, the pen-set, the ticking desk clock, and the telephone. The cat batted a pair of documents off the blotter, and stepped disdainfully on some others.


  Richard half-rose from his seat. “Is that a cat! See here, Tommy, what do you mean by throwing an animal on my desk? Are you mad?”


  Tommy smiled, and leaned forward. “Richard, it's Tybalt!”


  “Who?”


  Tommy's smile slowly vanished. “Why…why…it's Tybalt! You must remember him! You remember the summer we found the Well of the Nine Worlds. Remember? I held up the key and Penny said the rhyme she'd found in the old book of Professor Penkirk's. 'One brave soul to hold the key', don't you remember the rhyme? The rainbow came in the mist above the well, and we followed it to Vidblain, and then we saw the ships of Lemmergeir sailing in the tide below the Tall White Tower of Noss. We saw the swan-ships sailing from the Western Sea, from the Summer Country. You remember, Richard, of course you do! I used the key to enter the tower of the Faceless Warlock. We rescued his apprentice, Kicktoad, and he showed us the riddle written on the silent stone hidden below the tower. It was you who solved the riddle, Richard! You must remember that!”


  Richard's face softened, his eyes unfocused, far-off in time. “Yes…the riddle.”


  Tommy said eagerly, “You followed the clues and found the Shining Sword trapped in the roots of the Cursed Black Oak in the middle of Gloomshadow Forest, where none of the Fair Folk could go. The wolf boy helped you. None of the servants of the Winter King could draw it; it burned their hands. That's how we learned that the old woman was an ice maiden in disguise. It was all just as the rhyme in Professor Penkirk's book foretold.”


  “Good old Professor Penkirk! Haven't thought on him in years. Queer old bird, I must say. Filling all our heads with notions and rubbish. Well, we were children then, I suppose. No great harm done. I suppose old Penkirk's dead by now. Nice seeing you again, though, Thomas, I must say. Great times we had, back in the day. Wonderful times. Now, if you could get this silly cat off my papers, I do have a few frightfully important things to do. That's what happens when you barge in without an appointment, you know. We can't all just do as we like.”


  “But this is Tybalt, son of Carbonel!”


  “That scrawny black cat we played with as kids? It's been dead for years, I'm sure. Cats don't live so long as that, you know.”


  “Richard! Listen! He's come to call us back,” Tommy said in a low, quiet voice. “Tybalt carries a message from the Emperor of the Uttermost West, the King of the Summer Land. We helped them before. Don't you remember at all? When the Black Mirror of the Winter King trapped the light from the sword, Sarah shattered it with the note from the harp of Finn Finbarra. Then we freed the nightingale and followed her song to the Forever Tree, which was still green and whole under the ice. You melted the ice with the fire from the sword and we found the Garland Crown of good prince Hal hanging on the highest branch, just where Tybalt said we would! Tybalt, say something!”


  Richard stirred uneasily in his chair. He said in a tight voice: “Look here, Tommy. Those fairytale daydreams were all very right and nice as children. But we're grown men now. Those were just children's games we played, good triumphing over evil. Just silly children's games. None of it was real. If it was real, none of this would be real,” he said, gesturing abruptly toward the walls of his office, the window, the honking traffic crowding the street below. “If it was real, then nothing we do as adults would mean anything at all. We all have to make compromises. No one can blame us…”


  Tommy leaned forward across the desk and grabbed Richard's hand. “You know it was real. Why are you pretending it wasn't?”


  “It is not that simple, Tommy,” Richard insisted. “We all have to make…deals… Things…change. People change.”


  “We are still who we were,” Tommy said, letting go of his old friend's hand and leaning back slightly. “We are still what we were. You know this world is not all there is. You know it!”


  Richard was silent for a moment. His eyes were troubled. “Tommy, if you leave now, you will save yourself more trouble than you know.”


  Tommy spoke with quiet urgency: “Tybalt told me the Winter King's men have entered this world. They have Atlendor's tarn-cape, and mortal eyes cannot see them. Tybalt brought me to the Wellspring of Wisdom in a cavern below the roots of an ash tree, where a hundred knights in armor of gold were sleeping on stone biers. He made me bathe my eyes in the spring; it burned and stung, and for a day, I thought I was blind. But when my blindness passed, I could see the fairy-creatures.”


  He continued, “There was one…oh God! There was one of them right there in the town at Alderley Edge; a schoolteacher. She was actually one of the willow women, a daughter of the Winter King. They are all fair and beautiful from the front, but hollow and rotten from behind, like masks, they can only be discovered by someone who looks at them from every angle. I saw her in the classroom, through the window. The parents had sent their children off to school, all trusting the teachers and not suspecting a thing. The willow woman drew the sigils and Runes of Ice upon the blackboard, and made the children chant the Worm Song to ensorcell them. She made chains out of gossamer and was telling the children to bind themselves, so the children could not speak or think except at her command. No one but me could see the chains. I asked Tybalt how to cut them and he said that they were woven out of women's beards and mountain roots and the breath of fish.”


  “There's no such thing as any of those things,” said Richard, a strange look on his face.


  “Exactly. That's why they couldn't be broken. You can't cut something that doesn't exist, can you? That's why we need the sword once more. The light from the sword will shatter the spell; no one can remove those chains except the children themselves and they can't remove them till they can see them. And they can't see them without the light! Where is the Sword Reforged now, Richard? I remember you kept it hanging over your grandmother's mantelpiece when we returned from Vidblain, you kept it right out in the open, until you went away to boarding school. Where is it now?”


  “I gave it to the local museum in some town in Somerset. Little rundown town. Can't bring the name to mind.”


  “You abandoned the great bright sword?” Tommy's voice was cold and severe.


  “I didn't abandon it! I traded it for a fragment of an old book of John Dee and a Plague Doctor mask from Avignon after I came back from Sedbergh. Don't look at me that way! It was just an old rusted sword we once played with. All that rubbish about 'no ignoble hand could draw it' was just our own melodramatic invention.” But now he was smiling, as if being able to say those words gave him pleasure. “There was no real magic to it.”


  “Sedbergh,” Tommy said slowly. “I was away at school myself then. Richard, you never did tell me why they kicked you out.”


  “My affairs are my business,” said Richard, and his eyes were very cold. “Boarding school was a long time ago. And I told you I do not believe in any of that fairytale stuff any longer!”


  Tommy said, “Don't you?”


  Something in his voice made Richard glance sharply at him. “What do you mean?”


  “I remember hearing some very ugly rumors, Richard, about a girl you got in trouble.” Tommy said in a dangerous tone. “I heard the girl—she was Fifth Form—was found naked in an abandoned church. She spoke about how you and the other boys from Evans House were dancing and screaming and cutting yourselves with knives. Your family kept your name out of the newspaper, but the papers said that there was a goat found hanging by the neck from a willow tree in that same graveyard, hanging by the neck over the stream that ran next to the graveyard. The newspaper called it a neopagan fertility ritual. But it was more than that, wasn't it?”


  Richard smiled, although his eyes grew even colder. “Yes, Tommy, it was a lot more than that. It was an attempt to unify our consciousness with the Beyond. The fairytale stuff you remember was for kids. There is more out there than you know, more than you imagine.”


  Tommy shook his head, more in dismay than disbelief.


  Richard stood up, his face red as if he had downed too many snifters of fine brandy. But it was not anger that brought the blood to his cheeks. It was pride, for he spoke in a boasting voice. “Naturally, with a childhood like I had, the things I'd seen—you saw them too, though you did not understand them—I was more curious about the unseen energies beneath our world than your average dull-witted banker or shallow scientist. Mystic energies! There is a life force behind all things, a power that binds the universe together. Man emerged from ape-man due to the ruthlessness of that life force, and if it were harnessed, channeled, focused, used as ruthlessly as it is meant to be used, then what might emerge from Man?”


  Tommy looked stricken. He said in a voice heavy with sorrow, “I am more concerned with what emerged from that sixteen year-old girl you used.”


  “You cannot know about that! How can you know about that? Who told you?”


  “You, just now, by your reaction. Is it true?”


  “The National Health Service paid for the abortion,” said Richard with an indifferent shrug.


  “You killed your own child?” Tommy stood up too, his face white with horror.


  “Child? Nonsense. It was a mere by-product of conception. It was nothing more than a minor side effect of the rite needed to summon up certain, shall we say, priapic manifestations of the life-energy. You, of all people, should realize that this world is nothing but a mask hanging over an abyss! You said so yourself, just now! And a brave soul must follow the commands of the life force, even if it means trampling the bourgeoisie rules of small-minded conformists. The vital energies only reach their peak with the culmination of the libido! The ancients knew it! The Aztecs and the magicians of Egypt knew it.”


  “The Faceless Warlock knew it too.”


  Richard's smile twitched and started to fade.


  Thomas continued, “When I heard the rumors, and I read about the girl and that dead goat, I never believed it. I knew the rumors had to be wrong. I knew that no man who held the Brightest Blade could ever be involved in such dark deeds.”


  Richard's smile was now entirely gone. His face was like a brass mask.


  Thomas said, “It was not a goat we found dangling over the waters of the Venom River, but a faun, our faun, old Mister Merryhoof. The one who fed us our Lady's Day Feast. We found him and buried him before the girls saw anything. You and I carried his body. We were crying. Do you remember that part?”


  “That never happened,” said Richard. “Only you cried.”


  “The Warlock hung the corpse from a willow tree branch to call up the Widow of the Waters. That is what the green apprentice boy told us. And now I recall, you asked him many questions about it. Too many. He told us the Faceless Warlock had to commit a murder to sell his soul. Just as you did.”


  Richard made as if to slap him. Tommy, however, had spent six weeks on the road, or in the woods, and his body had grown more hardy and strong than most inactive men of his age. He caught Richard's hand easily, and pinned it against the desk, so that Richard was drawn forward at an awkward angle.


  With his left hand, Richard grabbed Tommy's wrist, and tried to pry his grip away. There was no sound save for the hissing of their breath as the two men strained silently, almost without motion.


  With his other hand, Tommy brought the silver key out of an inner pocket. He held it up and looked through the interstices of the bow, first with one eye, then the other. “Trespass long past that passed sans trace, yet crows none knows your hid disgrace; reveal by sign your heraldry; unlock thy secret sin to me! Confess, divulge, declare, make clear; for he who holds the key is here!”


  The light glinted on the silver key and seemed to catch fire. When Tommy lowered the key, gleaming, wondrous, shining, from his eyes, Richard shuddered and made a hoarse noise, trying even more desperately to escape. He saw that Tommy's pupils had dilated dramatically; the black parts of his eyes seemed enormous, all-seeing.


  Tommy slipped the silver key back into his pocket, then with his thumbs he forced open Richard's clenched fist. “The sword of light has burned you here. Your palm is crossed with scars.”


  “There's nothing wrong with my hand! Let me go!”


  “So you sold the Sword when you found it would not allow your hand to touch it.” Thomas released Richard's hand, and rubbed his hand on his pants, as if to wipe away a stain. “I would be more surprised if I had not seen the hex written into your corporate logo. Yes, I saw the witch-writing there. That is the Melusine, is it not? The sea-queen, whose legs are two sea serpents. The Widow of the Waters, who promises wealth and dignities to those who slay the innocent for her.”


  Straightening up, he looked Richard in the eye. His eyes had already returned to normal. “So you remembered our childhood as well as I did. You went looking for them, didn't you? Looking for those creatures in our world? And you found them. Then you bowed down to them and served them!”


  The black cat sprang into Tommy's arms and swarmed lithely up to his shoulder. Tybalt crouched there, sphinx-like, and regarded Richard with unblinking eyes as bright as hammered gold.


  Richard's face changed from red to white as the blood drained from his cheeks. He backed away from Tommy, away from the desk, until his shoulder touched the bookshelf filled with pristine books that had never been opened.


  “If you knew that, if you knew and walked in here nonetheless,” he whispered, “Then you are a fool! You knew I meant to sell you.”


  “I suspected. I feared, but I did not know. I walked in here to offer you a chance to escape them.”


  “There is no escape. There is no need to escape. I have a contract with them!”


  “They betray all contracts. Don't be stupid. I have the key. I can unbind the invisible chains they have on you. I saw them on the children at school. I saw them again as I walked down the streets of London. I see them on you now.”


  Richard's grin had returned, as empty as the grin of a skull, but now there was something angry and arrogant gleaming in his eyes, a fire with no light. “Chains? Do you call nothing by the right name? I know the secret names for all things. They are not chains, they are signs of my power! They are my pact I made with the vital forces–”


  “Vital forces? You serve the Winter King!”


  “I serve knowledge! Secret, hidden, precious knowledge! You can know this knowledge as well, and learn these arts — drink from the cup I drink from, Tommy! It is only bitter in the mouth for a moment, and then your tongue goes numb, and there is nothing you are forbidden after that to eat, no forbidden fruit is denied to you! You can eat glass and nails and human flesh and pig droppings and–”


  Thomas held up the silver key. It caught the light from the windows and sent bright little dots dancing across the walls and ceiling of the dark room. “Silver key I hold in hand; undo this chain! So I command!”


  Nothing happened.


  “Dammit,” he muttered to himself, “really thought that would work.” Tommy scowled and said to the cat on his shoulder, “Can I not free him without his consent?”


  The cat did not answer, but looked at him with yellow eyes half-lidded, sardonic. An ear twitched.


  Tommy extended his hand toward the other man, beckoning. “Come with me, Rich! Leave this place! It will be like when we were children again!”


  Richard shook his head. “You must join me, Tommy. You cannot escape.” As he spoke, the setting sun vanished, smothered by the rising cloud. It was very dark now, the only light entering the room came from streetlamps far below reflected on the ceiling, and the sliding beams from passing motorcars.


  Tommy let his hand fall. “Then goodbye, Richard. And I am truly sorry.”


  Tommy turned his back on his childhood friend. The doorway to the huge office had been a double door of some dark wood. Now the doors stood open, and in the threshold, outlined against a dim light from the empty secretary's anteroom beyond stood what seemed to be three men in police uniforms.


  Richard jumped forward, grabbed Tommy's arm with one hand, and with the other, grabbed for the silver key. “My master! Come, and take him! The Key-bearer is yours!”


  But the black cat leaped, and landed on Richard's face, clinging to his hair and forehead with its forepaws, raking his nose and lips and cheeks and chin with its hindpaws. It only took a second before there was blood running into his eyes and his lips were torn. Richard screamed and swatted the cat away. Tybalt spun in midair as gracefully as a ballet dancer and landed on his feet, looking for all the world as if nothing had happened at all.


  Thomas pointed the key at Richard and twisted it. “Chains unseen, freely put on, grow stern and strong. I tighten thee. So says he who holds the key.”


  It was as if the muscles in Richard's arms and legs were suddenly seized with cramps, rendered stiff and motionless. Richard shouted and cursed, hopped on one foot for a moment, and fell heavily to the ground. The carpet was thick, but his skull still met the floor with a loud noise, and he groaned as drops of blood from his face trickled down.


  Tybalt walked counterclockwise around Tommy, once, twice, thrice. The cat said, “Little Tommy, my charmed circle can put aside the curses of my world, but I cannot aid you in this battle. Against men, only the weapons of men prevail.”


  “These creatures are not men. I can see the threads that hold their faces in place.” Tommy raised the silver key. “Let part the cloud that shrouds all eyes, let lies be viewed without disguise; unveil, uncurse, disperse, dispel! By this key I thee compel!”


  The images of the three policemen turned into black smoke and parted to the left and right, staining the leaves of the door. Now what stood in the doorway were three hooded figures. The one on the left was slender and girlish, but had the head of a moray eel, with cold, unblinking eyes, blue as sapphire stones. The one on the right was wearing a wolf mask, but his eyes were visible through the eyeholes. They were mad and trembling, red-rimmed with inflammation, as if nightmare, drugs, or famine kept sleep away. The one in the middle had a mask of brass locked on his face, glinting in the light reflected from the ceiling.


  Thomas raised the key and pointed at the middle figure. “You are not the Faceless Warlock. He is dead. He was trampled to death beneath the Wisest Centaur's hoofs when he tried to turn into a serpent and wiggle down a rat hole. We all saw it.” He gestured with the key, and the brass mask fell off. Beneath was a face that might have been human, but it was green as a gooseberry, hairless and earless, with eyes with strange square pupils. A familiar face, for all that it was inhuman.


  The green man twisted his grisly and colorless lips in what might have been a smile. “Yes, yes! Little Tommy! All grown up, are we, yes!”


  3. Kicktoad


  “Kicktoad? Is that you? The Warlock's apprentice?”


  His voice was like bubbles rising in a swamp. “Kicktoad no more, Little Tommy! I am called Bufotenine the Great now, yes I am. Apprentice no more, but Master! Yes!”


  “We let you out of the black cabinet! All the Warlock's bad dreams were locked in there, and we heard your screams!”


  “You saved me, yes, but then you left the world and returned to yours here, and what was I? Prince Hal was crowned Halcyon the Tenth, yes, King of all the Realm of Vidblain between Mount Whitecrown and the Sunset Sea. Yes! He assumed the throne of his fathers and ruled with justice and peace. Yes, he did! But there was no post in his court for me, was there. Was there? What was I but an apprentice who betrayed his master, a no one, a warlock with no spells, no chants, no charms, yes? So I returned to the ruins of the Warlock's Tower, yes, I did, did I: and there I found his charming wand, undiscovered, undestroyed, carven with nine mystic runes. Yes. I resumed my studies.”


  “But we saved you! Penny did not trust you, but I used the key to open the nightmare cabinet! And– and–”


  “And you should have listened to her, perhaps, yes? The nightmares gathered like bats in the black cabinet are all mine now, yes, all now little shrieking slaves that belong to me. Yes, they are. And they are not my only slaves. Meet two old friends of yours! Here on my left hand is Jasconius, daughter of Aspidochelone, a sea leviathan from the Ocean of Midnight, in the far northern regions of my world, where the sun never rises. I have forced on her a new shape, that she may walk on two legs like a daughter of Eve while she is here on your land; but she retains the strength of the sea. Here on my right is Donnergarm son of Monagarm. Ah! He never told you his father, did he, yes?”


  Tommy said, “But Jasconius aided us when the White Ship sailed by breathing out the Fog of Slumber and putting all the enemy fleet to sleep. And Donny! Little Donny! The boy who could turn into a wolf cub! The only good werewolf in the world, the birds called you! You helped us! You traced the footsteps of the ice maiden through the woods, and helped Richard find the lost sword! You are the good guys, all three of you are!”


  “Once, perhaps. Once, yes! But no longer,” said the Warlock. “We have outgrown your childish adventure, yes? Outgrown your dreams. They serve me now. When they serve me well, I send them visions of ecstasy and they awake refreshed and strong; when they fail me, they see nightmares from the seventh pit below the pits of pain.” A flock of batlike shapes, flickers and snatches of shadow, came out from beneath his cloak and filled the room, but none of them touched Tommy. It was as if an unseen wall formed a cylinder around him, a barrier they could not pass.


  Now the Warlock frowned. He bent, and picked up the brass mask, and affixed it to his face again. Now his voice echoed strangely, and it seemed as if a second voice were speaking his words with him. “You would measure yourself against the dark wisdom? The triple magic circle you have made about you can keep out my chanted charms and spoken spells, but not fangs of wolves nor fogs of sleep.”


  Tommy held up the key. “Donny! Jass! Listen to me! I can free you from the spells that bind you! I can unlock the chains of dream and stupor! But you have to ask! Just ask!”


  In answer, Donnergarm threw aside his hooded outer robe. Beneath he wore a wolf pelt about his naked limbs and shoulders, which he clasped shut at his neck with a twist of his hands and a whispered curse. He leaped into the air, and the wolf pelt closed from neck to groin suddenly. His limbs twisted and shrank and were coated with fur.


  It was a wolf that landed on Tommy and knocked him out of the unseen circle warding him. Immediately, the flapping shadows were all around Tommy, and a sick, slow, dreamlike sensation of horror entered his mind and soul, as well as a fear that made him want to weep.


  On his back, he saw Tybalt sitting on the bookshelves above him, looking down with golden eyes. “Follow me, Tommy. Leap out the window. I will forefend you from the fall.” And nimbly the small cat jumped through the window, which strangely vanished like a bubble popped, the glass simply gone as if it had never been.


  The wolf leaped on Tommy, but Tommy, despite the nightmarish fears clouding his mind, took the wolf by its shaggy throat with one hand and thrust him back on his haunches. Tommy rose, and the key glittered in his hand. Suddenly the black pelt parted, opened by the power of the key, and a wolf mask fell. Beneath it was a gray and lined and weathered face, well-burnt by wind and sun, and a black beard hid his jaws and chin; only his upper lip was shaven. He face was loose and weak, a man past the noontide of his life in whom the lamp of hope is doused. He was too surprised to raise a hand when Tommy punched him in the stomach. Donnergarm doubled over, and Tommy kicked him in the head with his boot.


  Thomas spun toward the window and looked down. The drop was fifty or sixty feet. What floor was he on?


  Tybalt was sitting calmly on a cornice nearby. “Leap, Tommy, or be taken.”


  Thomas grimaced, and hesitantly stepped up on the sill. The distance to the ground seemed further than it had a moment ago. Dizzy, he clutched the lintels to either side. The winged nightmare swirled about him like autumn leaves in a gale, until he could not see the ground. He could not bring himself to leap from the building.


  He hurled the silver key from him, so that the enemy could not claim it. It twinkled like a falling star. He lost sight of it somewhere in the gulf of air between him and the dark road below.


  “Constrain, confound, confuse, hold fast! So speaks the voice from the brazen mask! Your fear is full, your faith is weak! No man withstands when the Warlocks speak!” The voice that rang through the cold air was not Kicktoad's soft and bubbling voice, but something older, something colder, a voice of terror that Tommy remembered from long ago. He could feel the spell tightening around him like so many spider threads, and he no longer had the key to free himself.


  He found he was too afraid to move. Whether it was the nightmare sensation of the black batlike scraps that swirled around him, or his own common sense and common fear, Tommy simply could not make himself leap sixty feet to the ground.


  “Jump!” said the cat.


  Tommy jumped. But he jumped the small, safe distance down from the sill, backward into the room, instead.


  He turned and Jasconius, the sea serpent, was standing next to him, her eyes like two blue lamps. Without a smile, she opened her mouth, and vapor filled his vision, and the smell of the sea filled his nose, and Tommy could neither see nor breathe. If he hit the floor when he fell, he did not remember it later.


  His dreams were nothing but nightmares, terrifying images of pursuit and capture and a mocking black panther, daring him to leap to his death.


  4. Sally


  The new year had come and gone, and February was approaching before he found her.


  For four long months, Tommy had searched for Sarah Truell. Fifteen years ago, she married a serviceman named Delacourt and changed her last name, after which the Royal Navy had moved him from one post to another, making it difficult to track her down. She lived in a little row house outside the Navy yards in Dover, with the tiniest strip of garden before the front door. Her house was the only one sanded and painted, bright and cheerful, along the whole row: her house alone still wore its Christmas lights. A white birdbath, filled now with ice, was surrounded by neat flowerbeds, filled now with snow, in the center of her tiny lawn. Her neighbors had rubbish poking through the white hillocks of their yards, and an abandoned hulk of an auto was rusting, coated with icicles, in the street nearby.


  Despite the years, she recognized him at once and invited him into her little home, exclaiming in surprise how fit and strong he looked for a man his age, and how he had kept his hair. Inside it was breathlessly hot. Her rooms were thronged with bookshelves and hung with many potted plants. Every table had some fragile vase or piece of bric-a-brac upon it. There were small delicate statues and intricately carven music boxes, of which she had a large collection. The house was crowded, as if being squeezed together by converging walls, but prim and neatly kept.


  Thomas was surprised to see how old Sarah seemed, how cautious and slow her movements were. She was not yet forty, younger than Thomas, yet her hair had gone all gray, and she wore it on a bun knotted tightly on her head. She listened carefully to the story Thomas told, but was distracted several times by seeing Tybalt climb among the bookshelves, afraid he would knock down a crystal piece or tiny lamp.


  “What? Go out on an adventure? Like when we were children? By star, by stone, by shining spear, I call upon the gathered hosts of light… Like that? Oh, it would be charming! Those days were so sweet. But I cannot help you, Tommy. Who knows what might happen if I did?”


  “Richard pretended not to remember anything. At first. He said it was a game we played. But how can you stand idle, Sarah, knowing what our dread foe is? Have you forgotten?”


  “Oh, I remember everything,” she said wistfully. “At times I still recall the perfume of the flowers when they bloomed, after the Winter King and all his troops were beaten in the Battle of Glad Valley.


  “The snow all vanished in a torrent of clear water, streaming down the hillsides, sweeping away all the vile things left by the white wolves and trolls; and where the knights of the Summer Land strode singing, flowers sprang up and barren trees burst suddenly to green, like a thousand springtimes rolled up into one. The floods washed all the bad things into the sea, but any house which had hung a wreath or pine-branch on its door was safe, and not even their eaves were damp.”


  Tommy smiled. Leave it to Sarah to remember the miracle of the wreaths. He had forgotten that.


  She continued: “I remember the feast on the fields of Caer Linden, and how the tree-women came out of the forests to dance, while the faerie-folk danced in the air overhead, held up by the joy of their singing alone. The tables were laid with white linens, and groaned under the baskets of fruits and fair foods which all the country people brought to give thanks for the return of their Prince. The coronation was all splendor; Prince Hal crowned with the Garland Crown and all the flowers bloomed. The Elf King, Finbarra, he danced with me, did you see? He drew me up high in the air, and the crystal floor of heaven rang underfoot, and I heard the stars singing their hymns in the night.”


  Sarah's eyes filled with tears at the memory. “Excuse me,” she said, and took a pressed hankie out of the pocket of her skirt, and dabbed at her eyes. “We never should have come back to this world. It's so dirty. It's so foul. And there's nothing you can do about any of it. Everything is so…complicated. Over there, next to the seashell is a harp I bought in Wales. Don't touch it! It's very fragile. I have it to remind me of the harp of Finbarra I carried on our quest to the Hall of Silence, in Icelock. Do you remember how sweetly the nightingale sang when we let her go free from her cage? And how Tybalt tried to eat her at first! Poof! You nasty thing!” Now she laughed and waved her hankie at Tybalt.


  Tybalt looked at her disdainfully and began to lick the fur of his shoulder.


  “But I'm worried, Tommy,” she whispered, eyes wide. “You were not the first to come. The police were here, six weeks ago, asking after you. What have you done?”


  Tommy was seated uncomfortably on a chair slightly too small for him. His arms were muscled with the exertions of his adventures and escapes over the last two months; his face darkened by weather and wind. He wore a beard now. He was afraid to move his arms, or even shift in his seat, for fear of knocking over the bottles or blown glass objets d'art on the little tables to either side of him.


  “We have been called to battle, once again, against our ancient foe,” he told her. “And to walk once more beneath the banners of the Sons of Light. The Champion of the Dark is here, in England, and he covets all this world for his prize. I dare not face him until his secret name is known to me. No strength of hand can overcome him; his name is written in elf-light ink in Penny's old book. I have not found Penny's heirs as yet, and what is written in elf-writing cannot be read except by the light of the Sword Reforged. I sought the sword from Richard.”


  She smiled. “Oh! Brave Richard! He grew up into such a handsome man! Not like you!” She giggled and waved her hanky toward him. “I hear he's become quite wealthy now. He never comes by to see me. I sent him a letter once…”


  Tommy spoke in a voice like iron. “Richard is no longer a friend to the Summer Country. He betrayed me to Kicktoad, who has taken up the Mask of Brass and become the new Faceless Warlock.”


  Sally cried out in dismay. “Oh, that cannot be. The dear little green boy?”


  “Kicktoad is grown and calls himself by another name now. He found his master's magic wand and returned to his master's trade. The ghosts of his dead warlocks live in the mask he wears, and see through his eyes, and speak through his lips. I tried to save Richard, give him a way out, but he would not take it. Richard and Kicktoad brought me to an airport near the sea, where a voice from the water called to Richard, and he was dragged into the dark waters, screaming, to his doom. The life of wealth he bought from the Sea Witch has come to an end.”


  Sarah blinked away tears. “But that cannot be! He was a champion of the Sons of Light! We finished our adventure, long ago. He should have lived happily ever after. Isn't that how it is supposed to be when the story ends?”


  “The story never ends, Sarah. I have learned it merely changes to another and another and goes on. The servants of the enemy were displeased with Kicktoad too. They had no more use for him, so they summoned the ten thousand iron-beaked ravens of the Dark to tear the flesh from him and his two servants. And so he died, and his bones were left unburied on the beach. The Warlock's mask was carried off by the ravens to find another master.”


  “How horrible! But those terrible ravens were gone! The perfume from the bloom of the Forever Tree drove them away, past Mount Whitecrown, and into the lifeless wasteland. We saw it!”


  “And from thence they came here, or the enemy has a raven-master who knows the secret names to draw them to this world.”


  “Poor Kicktoad!”


  “The enemy always destroys its tools and its toys when they are finished with them,” said Tommy. He decided not to tell her that Donny and Jass had been Kicktoad's servants, the knowledge would only cause her further grief. “The enemy transported me in an aeroplane to take me to the East, where their powers are stronger, and where they have countries whose evil rulers worship the Darkness almost openly.


  “Their Champion came into where I was chained in the hold of the aeroplane, to gloat at and to mock at me. He occupied the body of Lord Wodenhouse, the minister of the Admiralty, and wore his uniform. But there was nothing inside his body, and there was no light in his eyes.


  “He boasted that our defense of England had already failed. He told me of secret meetings of the Admiralty counsel at midnight in the ruins of an ancient pre-Roman temple, and spoke of the horrible oaths sworn to apparitions in the tombs.


  “He told me of the members of Parliament, those few who could not be made to swear, or who made some attempt to tell others of what they had seen in the tombs. His nighthags and wraith-maidens would go to their homes, and cling to the walls outside their windows, and sing to the sleeping men in voices only they could hear. Sometimes a wife would find her husband's stiff and empty body in her bed the next morning. But more often, before anyone had noticed, the enchanted men were taken and replaced, one by one, by a stranger who looked and spoke and acted like just as they had done.


  “Lord Wodenhouse said his greatest support in the halls of power were from those Lords and ministers who had formerly opposed his rise to power. These men were never seen to eat or drink in public, rarely laughed, and when they did laugh, never smiled.


  “'They take their sustenance from other things,' he told me, 'Things men have never denied unto my kind; their praise and smiles and flattery are sufficient to sustain us. But our hunger, O foolish man, our hunger never dies.' And he promised me that I should perish, after torture, on the altar he had erected to his Master.


  “But Tybalt followed me into the hold of the airplane, carrying the silver key I'd thrown away. I used the key to unlock my chains. There were none of the enemy around me; the Knight of Shadows feared his men might learn his nature from me. The body he inhabited was weak; easily I took him by the throat. But he was unafraid, telling me no weapon could harm him, for, if his body were destroyed, he would flee into other flesh.


  “I squeezed his throat until he coughed and dared him to flee the flesh he wore. He spat at me and reviled me, but he did not flee. By this, I knew he needed the face and form, the fame and power, of Lord Wodenhouse to do his evil work in England.


  “Then his marines came into the cabin, weapons ready, wearing the mark of the Evil Eye on their brows. But I released the Knight of Shadows, opened the door of the plane, and leaped from it. The suction whirled the enemy, screaming, out into the night sky with me. Tybalt, you see, had taught me a charm to allow me to land on my feet without hurt, no matter how high the fall.


  “This time I trusted to Tybalt. I fell to earth and I did not die. A group of Normandy farmers saw me plunge from the sky and land on my feet, unharmed, in the middle of an open field. But they did not fear me; they seemed to understand my plight. It was almost as if they knew I served the Elf King; they hid me from the police and on Christmas Eve they feasted with me.


  “With their help, I was smuggled back into England after the New Year. I went to Penkirk's old place, but the servants of the Shadow were there before me. I saw the housekeeper had the worm sign on her. Tybalt taught me how to climb like a cat and see in the dark, so I scaled the wall at night and used the key to open the attic window. In a crate, packed in straw, was the Crystal Cup of Vision which the Professor brought back from Vidblain when he was a child.”


  Sarah nodded. “I remember…I remember now. He told us. The Professor traveled there long ago, with the cabman's daughter, Nell. She stayed behind, and became their queen, the first of Prince Hal's line. I think the Professor missed her. He never saw her again. Do you have the Cup? I wonder that he never used it to see her.”


  “No. The housekeeper came into the attic through the floorboards, breaking them as she rose up, and I used the key to reveal her true form, which was that of a hideous monster. I escaped through the attic window, but her enchantments nearly snared me on the threshold. I fled, but I was dazzled and eventually fell to the ground, frothing. A man who found me took me to a hospital.


  “The doctors diagnosed me as an epileptic, and their medicines cured me. But some of the police are agents of the enemy and they found my name out while I was there. I escaped by climbing the walls in the dark, and leaping from the roof. I fled and I hid. When I thought it was safe to approach you, I came.”


  Sarah listened, wide-eyed. “It is too terrible. They can't be here. It can't happen here!”


  Tommy grimaced. “It is already happening here. It has grown worse even in the short time I was away in France. Many of the men on the docks—the shore patrol, the police, the Navy men—I saw the Unseen Mark upon their foreheads, or in their palms. They have been branded with the Sign of the Evil Eye. They have sworn fealty to the Enemy; I fear Her Majesty's government is corrupt, spell-caught, and overcome. All men of good will must join together to fight this foe; we each must do our utmost.”


  “I cannot help you, Tommy,” Sarah said quietly. She would not meet his eyes.


  “You must. Listen; I will tell you what we face.”


  “Don't tell me.”


  “Listen! In the sewers under London I saw a filthy pool filled with vampires. They were wallowing there, weak and helpless in the mire, chanting spells. Their crooked limbs were thin as reeds; their bellies were swollen, like those of starving children. Their songs called up to the streets above and drew a line of people down the dripping stairs.”


  Sarah twisted uncomfortably in her chair. She shook her head, but did not speak. Thomas, staring at her without remorse, continued his narrative.


  “Tybalt made me put wax in my ears, for their songs were too piteous and beautiful for men to withstand, he said. I saw it all, I tell you! Men, women, and even children were filing up to the edge of the mire and cutting their own wrists with knives or razors or with their own teeth. The vampires lay below with upturned mouths, pushing and vying to drink the blood. It was ghastly! But worst of all, whenever a vampire tried to climb out of the muck, and join the humans on the sewer stairs, tried to become human again, the other vampires would pull him back down and bite him, to ensure he remained a vampire.”


  “Tommy, stop! Please! Tell me no more! What is it that you ask of me?”


  “Tybalt told me we needed the shard of the Mirror to defeat them before the vampires get too strong and rise up. They are agents of the Winter King; they cannot live in fertile or green land; they cannot stand to see their own reflections; they lose all their power once they see themselves for what they are.”


  “Is that all you want? The shard? Of course I still have it!” She got up and went over to a carven cabinet, from which she took a little box of cedar wood. She brought it back with her and held it for a moment in her lap. “I kept it for a keepsake. But if you must have it…”


  She unlocked and opened the cedar box. Inside was a fold of white silk; she carefully unwrapped a triangular shard of black glass. It shone and glimmered like polished black marble, a beautiful thing to behold.


  “Take it and go!” she said, extending it toward him.


  “Why are you afraid to come with me? What has filled you so full of fear?”


  She did not answer, but seemed to shrink in on herself, huddling.


  A terrible thought struck him. “Is your husband one of them?”


  “I don't know. I don't want to know.” She shivered. She tried to smile, but the effort was pathetic. “The good things in life, they are so weak, so fragile. Elfs, the tree-maidens, the little birds. What can such small things do to stop the onslaught of Winter?”


  “Have you forgotten? The flowers drive back the winter every spring.”


  “But not men,” she said, “Evil men are not hobbled by sentiment; beauty doesn't stop them. Flowers die. Even dreams die when we wake.”


  “No, dreams are the source of all strength. Men can no more live without them than they can live without air or bread. Even twisted men must harbor dreams, if only twisted ones. No, I will tell you what truly hobbled me: when I tried for so long to live without my childhood dreams. It nearly killed me. Now I walk in a dream made real, upon the path of Light. My steps are sure. Join me, Sarah. Step out from the shadow.” He stood up slowly, and extended his hand toward her. His hand was tanned and strong; the muscles and veins along the back of his hand stood out sharply.


  Sally shivered and shook her head. “All beautiful things must fade some day. You know that.” She sniffed and shook her head again. “Just look at me, Tommy. You see what I see in the mirror.”


  “Our foes have no strength at all, save what they steal from mortal men. They are shadows without substance, hollow women, vampires without blood. Without your fear to feed them, they have no strength at all.”


  Sarah said nothing.


  She did not reach for his hand, but stared at it in the helpless way a drowning woman might look at a hand stretched out from a lifeboat, too far away to reach, and receding.


  Tommy bit his lip and nodded. There was nothing to say.


  On the street outside, Tommy tucked the shard of the Mirror carefully into a fold of silk and kept it in a metal cigarette case. Tybalt rubbed up against his leg, as if trying to console him.


  Tommy sighed, looked down, and asked, “Do you suppose her husband truly has the sign of the Evil Eye stamped on his brow?”


  The cat looked up, unconcerned. “I only know she has the sign of the coward branded on hers,” the soft voice purred.


  5. Penny


  The churchyard of Easterwick was near the town hall, facing it across the town common green. The March sky was the hue of mother-of-pearl, striped white and blue with bands of cloud and clear sky, and the smothered sun shone wan. The last of the frosts were failing. New shoots could be seen through the gray winter grass, and green buds shyly showed on the naked branches of the trees. It was Ash Wednesday, the beginning of Lent.


  Thomas walked out from the post office, past the town hall, and into the graveyard behind the little church. Under his arm was an oblong package, wrapped in brown paper and tied up with string.


  He stood looking down at a gravestone. The stone was cut with an image of a ship in full sail under a stormy sea, with a many-rayed star before its prow. The prow was shaped like a swan, with its graceful head raised toward the star.


  The inscription read.


   


  PENELOPE ANGANIM OAKWREN 1940-1987


  One brave soul to hold the key


  To find the charm and learn it


  One bright sword to smite the Dark


  One bright flame to burn it.


   


  One note of harp to free the fire


  No dark cold glass could hide Him


  One white ship to sail them far


  And one bright star to guide them.


   


  Tybalt was stalking through the tall grass among the gravestones. Occasionally a bumblebee or startled beetle would dart up, and Tybalt would hop up straight into the air, batting at the fluttering insect with his paws. Tommy opened the package. Inside was a leather-bound volume with brass hasp and lock and hinges, embossed with the image of a sword embedded in the roots of an oak tree.


  Also in the package was a letter from Penny's nephew explaining how she had left a provision in her will that this book be given to any of her three childhood friends, Thomas Robertson, or Sarah Truell, or Richard Sommerville, whomever should first ask for it.


  Slowly, Tommy walked over to a marble bench, which stood on little legs shaped like sphinxes. It sat at the edge of the churchyard, facing the green.


  Tommy sat, and held the book on his lap, waiting.


  The sun broke free, and the day brightened. At this, Tommy pointed the silver key at the sun, then at the padlock holding the book shut. “Tome of light, thee now I task; no truth is hid from those who ask. Unlock, release, unbind, set free; knowledge is free to who holds the key.”


  The book's lock popped open with a click.


  Thomas undid the hasp and opened the massive book. The pages were all blank.


  Now he tilted the book so that the sunlight was falling directly on the first page. The ink faded into view, huge curlicued calligraphy in uncial script, intertwined with pictures and diagrams, all knotted around the margins and woven in and out of the capital letters.


  Most of the pages were sea-maps and star-charts, of coastlines and islands. Some of the coastlines were the lands of Earth; others were of worlds mystical and far, coasts unknown to mortal sailors, except, perhaps, in dreams.


  There were diagrams showing the secret routes between worlds, and the star configurations showing when the gateways would open. There were illustrated diagrams of interlocking star-spheres, pointing out the whirlpools and monsters lurking along the celestial rivers and the Milky Way streams between the stars, or the river of Eridanus, with notes on the tides, and enchantments showing how to escape the dangers.


  This was the book Myrrdin had given to Penny to guide them safely back home. The Well at Noss had been destroyed by the malice of the wolf-prince Monagarm, lieutenant of the Fell Winter King, and the children had no other way home. Myrrdin had given up all the secrets locked here inside by giving them the book.


  Thomas remembered how Penny cried, clinging to the graceful neck of the ship's swan-shaped prow. The ship had driven through the final storm surrounding the earth, but had been broken on the rocks. With tattered sails, sinking, the white ship bravely carried them through, and appeared in the fog in the deep mountain lake just ten miles north of their homes. Even so, they barely made it to the rocks of the shore, for the night was stormy and wild. They clambered ashore, lucky to have escaped with their lives, but Penny clung to the broken prow, crying, and she would not let go, even though the ship was sinking.


  She would have been pulled down had not Richard and he grabbed her away. The white ship sank out of sight in the water, her swanprow pointed up toward the sky. Years later, Penny's husband funded an archeological expedition to drag the bottom of the lake. They found many treasures the ancient peoples of Britain had thrown in the water as gifts to the spirits and elfs, including many coins, and fine gems. Perhaps they knew that this lake at times touched the other worlds, unseen. There were gold torcs and bracelets, and even a chariot inlaid with brass, driven by stallions into the water, a gift for the gods. But of the white ship there was no sign.


  Thomas found writing in the margins, in Penny's careful hand, trailing through and around the dragons and griffins, sailing ships and sceptered kings, and the star-maidens dancing in the marginalia. The message stretched across numerous pages.


  The note read:


   


  
    TOMMY, I READ THE CHAPTERS IN THE BOOK WHICH DEAL WITH THINGS YET TO BE, AND I SAW THE PICTURES HIDDEN IN THE LETTERS WHICH SHOW YOU AS AN OLDER MAN SITTING AT A CHURCH, READING THIS. I WILL BE IN HEAVEN BY THE TIME YOU READ THIS, LOOKING DOWN. NEVER DOUBT THAT WHAT YOU DO IS RIGHT.

  


   


  “I'm not that old,” muttered Tommy, rubbing one hand across his balding head. The message continued:


   


  
    THIS BOOK IS WRITTEN IN ELF-LIGHT INKS, AND THE DIFFERENT LETTERS WILL SHOW AT DIFFERENT TIMES. THE PAGES YOU CAN READ IN SUNLIGHT WILL TELL YOU FACTS AND LORE; THE SPELLS APPEAR BY MOONLIGHT; THE OMENS SHOW ONLY ON CLOUDY DAYS; THE STORIES ARE FOR CANDLE-LIGHT. THE DEEPER SECRETS ARE HARDER TO READ. SOME APPEAR ONLY BY THE LIGHT OF THE MORNING STAR, AND ARE INVISIBLE AT MIDNIGHT, OR BY THE LIGHT OF ORION, AND CANNOT BE READ DURING THE SUMMER. THE LOVE POEMS SHOW ONLY BY THE FIRELIGHT OF BURNING ROSE PETALS, BUT MOST OF THEM ARE SAD.

  


  
    THE NAME YOU WILL NEED IS ON PAGE SIXTY-SIX, AND THE LIGHT OF THE SWORD WILL SHOW IT. NO ONE WHO CANNOT DRAW THE BLADE WILL KNOW IT. MANY TIMES I ALMOST FORGOT WHAT WE FOUR DID IN VIDBLAIN, SINCE IT WAS SO LIKE A DREAM, AND SO LITTLE LIKE LIFE. I HOPE YOU REMEMBER VIDBLAIN, KEY-BEARER, EVEN IF THE HARPIST IS FRIGHTENED AND THE SWORD-BEARER IS FALLEN.

  


  
    I WAS SENT TO GUIDE US ALL ACROSS THE SEA TO THE WEST, IN THE ONE WHITE SHIP THAT THE WINTER KING DID NOT FIND AND BURN. THE WHITE SWAN OF THE PROW SPOKE ONLY TO ME, WHICH MADE RICHARD JEALOUS, I KNOW. BUT I TOLD YOU EVERYTHING IT REVEALED TO ME. EVERY SECRET I TOLD BUT THIS ONE:

  


  
    I WAS TOLD THE PATH ACROSS THE SEA TO THE SUMMER COUNTRY. THERE WINTER IS UNKNOWN, AND DEATH NEVER COMES, AND LOSS AND SORROW HAVE NEVER FOUND THOSE BRIGHT SHORES. EVERYONE KNOWS THAT PATH: IT IS TAUGHT THEM BEFORE BIRTH. BE BRAVE AND JUST AND NOBLE, AND THE PATH WILL COME CLEAR TO YOU.

  


  
    THE BOOK SAYS THE CHILDREN OF LIGHT WHO ABIDE IN THE SUMMER COUNTRY LIVE IN THOSE PALACES, NOT FOR ALL TIME, BUT ONLY FOR THEIR FEAST-TIMES, THEIR SOLEMNITIES AND CELEBRATIONS, OR WHEN THEY HAVE BEEN WOUNDED WITH SORROW IN THEIR LONG WAR AGAINST THE DARK. EVEN THEY NEED A TIME OF REST AND OF JOY. IT IS NOT THEIR FINAL RESTING PLACE, NOR THEIR FULLEST JOY. AND AFTER THEIR REPOSE, THE ANGELS OF WAR STREAM OUT AGAIN FROM HEAVEN TO URGE THEM ON, THE SONS OF LIGHT ARE CALLED TO MANY BATTLES ON MANY WORLDS, AND INSIDE THE SOULS OF SO MANY MEN.

  


  
    WE FOUR WERE THOSE WARRIORS IN THAT TIME. SINCE YOUR CHILDHOOD DAYS YOU HAVE KNOWN REPOSE; PERHAPS YOU HAVE PARTLY FORGOTTEN. BUT THE HORN-CALL SOUNDS AGAIN, AND THE BATTLE AGAIN IS RENEWED. DO NOT BLAME YOURSELF THAT YOU RESTED, OR FORGOT. DO NOT BLAME RICHARD OR SALLY. THEY MUST REST LONGER THAN YOU, PERHAPS NOT TILL LIFETIMES HAVE PASSED WILL THEY ONCE MORE RECALL THE LIGHT WE SAW, AND BY IT BE RECALLED.

  


  
    THE GREATEST BATTLES ARE ALWAYS FOUGHT WITH NO ONE BESIDE US. BUT NO ONE WHO WALKS IN THE LIGHT IS EVER ALONE.

  


   


  Tommy closed the book slowly. “Thank you, Penny,” he said.


  6. The Knight of Shadows


  It was a May evening, forty days later. Tommy stood among a dozen birch and larch separating the museum house from Chilkwell street, which led past the Chalice Well and up Glastonbury Tor.


  “Some little rundown town in Somerset, he said,” Tommy muttered aloud. “Little town, my eye! Only the place where King Arthur is buried!”


  At Tommy's feet, in the long grass beneath the slender trees, Tybalt was carefully watching a moth tumble past, the first one of the evening. He pounced on it, let it escape, and pounced again. “Here also are the hidden gates where pale queens came forth from the waters undying which flow from the mountains of Elfland.”


  Tybalt then jumped up after the moth, using Tommy's pantsleg like a tree trunk to gain altitude. The little nails bit painfully through the fabric into Tommy's flesh. Without ado, Tommy shook the black cat free with a kick of his leg.


  Tybalt spun gracefully and landed silently, on his feet, as was customary with cats. From his supercilious look, it was clear he did not deign to notice this rough behavior, but stepped back and forth in the spring grass, whiskers twitching, nose in the air. “All such paths are given in the Navigator's book. How is it that forty sunsets have come and gone while you tarried in study?”


  “Penny always guided us well,” Tommy said, a little sadly. “I don't have her knack for puzzling out the little clues and signs hidden in the curlicues of capitals or little pictures in the margins. You could have helped.”


  “I cannot read the letters of men,” sniffed the cat. “That is the art of Enoch, son of Cain.”


  “We had to check every place, didn't we? There are a lot of maps, and some of them vanish under different moons.”


  A leaf atop a nearby blade of grass wiggled temptingly in the sunset breeze, and the black cat jumped on it, slicing it neatly to bits with a military flourish of his fore and hind claws. “Nonsense,” said Tybalt dismissively, trampling little leaf fragments underfoot with a marching motion of his feet. “You looked in the least likely places first. Have men no instinct for the hunt?”


  “I was expecting the Shadow Knight to hide the sword in a place that would be hard to enter. In the Tower of London next to the Crown Jewels, or buried in a gold vault beneath the Bank of England. A stronghold of some kind.”


  “A stronghold? What do you think this is? The wards that Bleys and Myrrdin wove made this tor the heart of England, for it is the place where the King Who Did Not Die sleeps. And he is not the only King who scorns Death.”


  “If you had told me all that a month ago, I might have figured it out then.” He sighed and shook his head “Well, if we had solved the acrostic too. And if we had known what a Bonnacon creature was, and knew the riddle's answer was 'burning dung.' You've got to admit that is pretty obscure. I had no idea Penny knew so much! All those books she read, all that useless trivia she knew… But it's a strange sort of stronghold. I don't even see a night watchman!”


  “The Knight of Shadows knows well he cannot hide the sword, not anywhere in the world. Its light is so piercing that even if he cast it to the bottom of the sea, or piled mountains over it, those men who can see the light would one day follow and discover it. No, he could not hide it; he keeps it locked in a museum, under glass, for men to come and look at, but not touch. He knows men will soon forget the sword was meant for use, not admiration. They tell themselves the sword is no more than a relic fit only for the days long past. A childhood dream.”


  The cat turned its yellow eyes, which were opening as the evening came like little yellow moons, upward toward Tommy's face, who was staring fretfully at the museum.


  The cat purred softly. “What troubles you, Key-bearer?”


  “You have counseled me, and I agreed, to break into the museum and to steal the Sword Reforged, thinking that any theft or ill done by me was excused by my great need. But that is the tyrants' plea, the excuse ever used by our enemy. Must I become like the enemy to defeat him?”


  Tybalt licked himself carefully, washing his paws, his ears, and tilting his head far around to lick his shoulders and back. “It is no theft to claim what is one's own.”


  “Then the sword is mine?”


  “It belongs to any man who claims it, and to everyone and all, for the light from the sword is abundant, and denies itself to none. But each who would take the sword must shatter it, see of what it is made, and grow wise. One who comes after shall forge it anew.”


  “I don't understand.”


  The black cat yawned, its whiskers twitching. “Have you no teachers on this world? It is not for me to explain.”


  “We might simply try to buy the sword.”


  “It is not theirs to sell. And there is no coin of earth that will purchase that light, only blood.”


  “What does that mean?”


  But Tybalt only yawned again, showing his little pink tongue.


  The last light of the setting sun was vanishing in the upper air. Storekeepers along the main street of Glastonbury came out of their little shops, locking them, drawing down the awnings, greeting their neighbors with nods or waves. Soon the streets were empty. As dusk deepened, the wrought-iron streetlamps all lit up, casting little pools of yellow light around their feet.


  In the distance, the hour rang from a church steeple.


  Tommy saw the librarian and the stooped figure of the museum curator come out of the main library doors together. They stood there a moment, as if exchanging pleasant words, before locking the library doors for the night. The librarian walked away to the left, across the lane and toward the Abbey. The museum curator remained a moment longer, peering around in the gloom, hunched near the door. Then he made vague pawing gestures in the air and stooped, to claw at the ground before the door. Tommy had the odd impression that he was snuffling or sniffing, like an animal casting about for a scent.


  Tybalt said softly, “He sniffs for the stench of the wards he has summoned. The dark magic, when it comes, brings a stink.”


  Tommy stepped backward, wishing there were more trees. The street was behind him. “He will see us.”


  “Be still. He will not recognize you. You forget how blind the creatures of the enemy are made by their masters, to prevent those servants from knowing what they serve.”


  The curator had straightened, and turned towards them. Tommy, through the few birch trees and tiny patch of lawn separating them, clearly saw the Sign of the Eye branded into the curator's withered brow. The man's own eyes seemed filmy and pale, like the eyes of a sick man, or a drunk.


  The trees were all too young, too thin to hide a grown man. As still as a stone, Tommy stood in plain sight of his foe, and silently he prayed.


  Finally, the curator turned and slunk away.


  Tommy released a long pent sigh, shook himself, and walked through the copse and across the lawn. Looking left and right, he saw no one was about.


  Three ivy-covered buildings faced each other across a gravel courtyard. One was a cider house; the other a barn equipped with medieval or Roman tools. The third building was older, made of dark stone. A small sign hanging below the main library sign read: Somerset Rural Life Museum. Downstairs basement. Elsworth Wimble, curator. He approached the darkened library, then strode up the steps.


  He examined the sky for a moment, then pointed his silver key at the North Star, and softly spoke his charm.


  The lightest touch of the silver key on the doorknob made the door, hinges whining, slowly open of its own accord. But Tommy did not dare step over the threshold, not yet.


  Now he took the shard of black mirror from the cigarette case. Holding it carefully, he examined the reflection of the library door.


  The magic of the vampires was visible in the little mirror. Tommy could see little strands of spider silk stretched back and forth across the door in a web.


  “Tybalt! Do we need the sword to cut this web?”


  The cat crouched, sleek muscles tensed, whiskers still. His black tail lashed slowly back and forth. “The gossamer chains of the willow-women are made of false things, a tissue woven of lies. Only the light of the sword can reveal them. But this, this is a weaker enchantment, a thing spun by vampires when they wear spider's flesh, and wait for food to fly up of its own power and feed them. It is made of their substance, which is hatred and envy, and, like them, it cannot bear to see itself truly.”


  With the sharp tip of the mirror, Tommy cut the strands away. The webs sagged to one side with a soft noise like a faint, grotesque, self-pitying whine.


  Then they were within. Moonlight fell through narrow windows across stacks of tall bookshelves, crowded and cramped. Thomas pulled the main door shut behind him and cautiously walked among the high shelves, the little black cat slinking at his feet. A moment later they found the narrow stairs leading down toward the basement. At the bottom was a door with a sign reading Museum.


  The locked door opened upon the touch of the silver key.


  Inside were stone walls, with short, rectangular windows at the top, near the low roof. Upon these walls were hung a mixture of kitsch and of proper archeological artifacts. Next to a group of carven love-spoons, for example, which may have been made fifty or seventy years ago, were brass shield bosses dating back to before the Bronze Age. Yet also, someone had hung up displays of pie-tins and empty shell casings from World War Two, as if these things had equal claim to be on display with a tapestry from the Renaissance hanging next to it.


  In the middle were two display cases, separated by a suit of Maximilian armor. In one case was a collection of chrome hubcaps taken from cars of the late sixties: in the other, surrounded by stone arrowheads and broken clay cups, was the Sword Reforged.


  It was shorter than Tommy remembered it, but much more beautiful, with its hilt wrapped in gold and silver wire and its pommel capped with a knob of clear crystal. The guard was straight, and made of some metal not found on Earth, brighter than gold and stronger than iron.


  The sword rested in a sheath made of black reptilian leather, with the loops of a leather war-belt curled around the rings of the scabbard. Tooled into the leather of the belt were images of an ancient hero slaying a dragon. Tommy knew that the scene showed the battle between Hal's forefather, Vardane the Just, and Anglachor, the Leviathan of Chaos. He also knew of whose skin this scabbard had been made after that dreadful duel was concluded.


  The case was dusty, unkempt. There was a spider in the glass case, and already it had begun to spin a web along the hilts of the sword.


  Tybalt sniffed suspiciously around the edge of the case. Tommy touched his key to the lock of the case. The lock opened. Then he lifted the glass lid and reached in for the sword. He made to brush the spiderweb away; his hand was stung as if by an electric shock. Tommy, his left arm numb, was flung from his feet by the force of it. The book fell to the ground and opened like a flower blooming.


  From where he lay on the stone of the museum floor, he could see the spider crawl forward, and unfold itself into a stinking cloud of shadow. The shadow came out of the case like smoke, and rose up in the gloom. Then the shadow shrank and became solid, and there before him stood the form of Lord Wodenhouse, minister of the Admiralty, a straight-backed old man in a finely tailored black silk coat, tight narrow tie, white hair, and pince-nez glasses.


  Behind the glasses, Tommy could see his eyes were merely pools of black shadow. When the creature spoke, its mouth was black, with no tongue or teeth inside at all.


  “Fool,” the thing sighed softly, “We knew you would return here for your worthless toy.”


  Tommy, without any pause for thought or fear, scrambled forward on his knees, reached into the case with his unhurt hand, drew the sword, and stood.


  The creature stepped out of the way as Thomas pushed past him, and made no move to interfere.


  Thomas came to his feet holding the sword. For a moment, Tommy was heartened that the sword deemed him worthy to wield it; then his spirit sagged as he saw the blade: dark, solid, ordinary. The blade was dull, and no light shined from it at all.


  “Fool,” the creature repeated, “Old fool! The magic will not serve you. Children, armed by their innocence, we perhaps have cause to fear. But you, you are too old, too worn, too wise, too filled with sin and shame. The sword will not burn for you. Magic comes in childhood alone. Your time is long past, old man.”


  Thomas pointed the sword at the thing, and chanted. “By star, by stone, by shining spear! I call upon the Gathered Hosts of Light to banish wretched minions of fear once more into their dreadful night!”


  Nothing happened, except that the creature smiled, sardonic and weary.


  Then Tybalt spoke: “Tommy, by the love you bear Our Lady, I conjure you to heed me now. My time with you is done. Strike my head from my body!”


  The man-shaped thing spoke in a voice like the creaking of old wood, the hissing of cold wind, “By all means, slay the beast. Become a murderer, and let the burden of your sin drag you ever nearer to our grasp.”


  Tommy backed away from the eyeless, smiling hulk of the cabinet minister, keeping the sword pointed at the thing. “No, Tybalt!” he uttered in a voice of horror. “I can't kill you! Not you! There would be nothing left for me, no magic, no reason to believe… aieee!” He cried out, because, without warning, the sword began to sting his palm. It felt as if he held a burning coal in his hand.


  The cabinet minister drifted forward, his feet making no noise at all as he came closer, and words came out of the darkness of his mouth. “The sword rejects you; the innocence of youth is lost. You have done too much evil in your life to strike at us. Who are you to dare to judge us? Your life is foul, worthless, and corrupt. Surrender, use the sword on our behalf, and we will give you gold, and women, prestige, and power, and all the things your pathetic, failed destiny has cheated from you.”


  The pain in his palm grew hotter, but Tommy did not let go of the sword.


  Tybalt said, “They cannot use or touch that sword, nor any weapon of the world. If men did not aid them, they would be nothing.”


  “But he's right, Tybalt; the sword is burning me!” Thomas said, not daring to take his eyes off the thing.


  “You are afraid,” the cat purred softly, “Strike me dead, and fear will vanish.”


  The cabinet minister stepped closer. Thomas, wincing, raised the blade. The point of the sword was touching the minister's chest. Then, the darkness cleared from the man's eyes. Suddenly, they were blue eyes, human eyes.


  The eyes were wide, frightened, helpless, pleading. A gargling strangled noise of fear came from the man's throat. From the black nothingness inside his mouth a haughty whisper came, “Look! The true Lord Wodenhouse. His body we inhabit; you cannot strike us, except that you kill the innocent. And once innocent blood is on your hands, you are one of us, Key-bearer.”


  Thomas prodded the cabinet minister lightly in the chest. The blue, human eyes wept with fear. The black mouth smiled.


  A cold sensation swept through Thomas. “Who are you? What are you?”


  “Our Lord is the King of Final Winter,” said the dreadful and inhuman voice, “In his kingdom all things are the same, all are still and silent, lifeless, nameless. We have no names, no souls, and we cannot be harmed. Join us in unlife, and you will never die!”


  But Tybalt said, “This is the Knight of Shadows, your final foe. He has forgotten his name, but you shall say it. Your First Ancestor, at the dawn of things, was called by the Light to name all beasts and birds, fishing and crawling things; and so dominion over Earth was his. Such is the legacy of all your race. You are magical creatures, but you know it not. Claim your birthright!”


  “Claim it how?”


  “Strike. Ignite the sword, read the book, say the name!”


  Tommy took another step back. The pain in his hand grew fierce; the sword trembled in his hand, yet still he would not release it.


  Tybalt, near his feet, hissed and showed his little pink tongue. Then he unsheathed his claws and scraped Tommy painfully in the ankle. Tommy shouted: the cat's claws felt sharp as needles. The black cat said, “The time grows short. Slay me now, Tommy. Strike!”


  “I don't understand! I cannot simply do as you tell me! I am not a child any more!”


  “It is not the stalwart soldiers of the Sons of Light who question orders, Little Tommy, but willful children. At the place of the Swordbearer, I bade you leap and you leaped not. Woe came of that, and capture, and Richard died, whom you were meant to save. Are you not a Man?”


  A pang of guilt, more painful than the red-hot sword hilt, passed through him.


  Are you not a Man? He realized the cat was not asking him if he were brave or grown-up, but if he knew where he stood in the great hierarchy of all Creation. Beasts, even small and gentle ones, were placed under the dominion of Man because Man had the duty to be wiser and greater than a beast, to act for reasons higher than instinct.


  But the reasons of Man were not the highest.


  He did not understand, but he obeyed all the same. He struck down at his feet; the blade swept the cat's head off its neck; the blood fountained, red as roses in spring.


  Half-blinded by tears, Tommy saw the pearly light collect together from the starlight shining through the small windows, and swirl in toward the blade. The metal became a shaft of light, bright as sunlight, cool as moonlight. Silver rays, surrounded by blue-white flames, shined from the sword and filled the room.


  The book on the floor where it had fallen now rustled as an unfelt wind flipped the pages rapidly. Then they stopped. On the page of the open book, silver letters faded into view. Tommy looked down, read the name, and understood at once the nature of his foe.


  Tommy pointed the bright-burning sword at the cabinet minister. The words written in the book came out from Tommy's mouth almost of their own accord, his voice made hollow and strained with sorrow. “Phobos, father of fear, I banish thee: Begone! With this, my instrument of light, I divide human from inhuman, true from false, substance from shadow. Wherever the light of true knowledge shines, you have no place!” And the sword was surrounded with a rainbow of pale light, like the ring seen around the moon on misty nights.


  The cabinet minister staggered, his head thrown back. Up from his face, in three streams, black smoke boiled out from his eyes and mouth. The darkness rushed up across the ceiling, fled to the corners of the chamber, flickered down across the walls. The cabinet minister, his eyes now blue, his teeth now white, was pleading in fear. “Don't kill me! Don't kill me! It wasn't my fault! They promised me so much, and I only gave them a little piece of me, one small part–” Then he pointed over Tommy shoulder and screamed. The cabinet minister turned and fled up the stairs, out of the museum.


  Tommy turned his head. The shadow had gathered itself behind him, spreading from his feet, across the floor, over the display cases, and up along the tapestries and hangings of the stone wall, to loom, gigantic, across the wall and ceiling. The shadow of his own head, distorted and enlarged along the ceiling, now turned and glared mockingly down at him.


  When Tommy turned to strike at it with the radiant sword, the shadow turned as swiftly, and was behind him again. He struck left; the shadow pivoted around his feet and swung right. He stabbed between his feet; the shadow was above him. He held the sword high overhead.


  Luminous, wonderful, the sword shone bright with steady, silvery light, and blue sparks drifted up about the blade like fire-flies.


  In a pool at his feet, the shadow laughed.


  “I am the Knight of Ghosts and Shadows,” said the little darkness underfoot, “In my world, I was gathered into one place, and even a child could see what I was. But in this world, I am spread throughout all mankind. Their sin, their fear, their foolishness feeds me. How can you dream to destroy me? You cannot even drive away the little piece of me that lives in you.”


  Tommy scowled and spun the sword in his hand and drove the blazing blade into the floorboards. With his foot, he kicked against the flat of the blade with all his strength. The magnificent blade snapped cleanly in two, and both parts flared brighter than the sun.


  Tommy held the burning sword hilt high over his head. The shining shard burned at his feet, raging incandescent glory. Above and below, overhead and underfoot, the two fragments blazed. Tommy was surrounded by light, streamers and swarms of sparks were everywhere, and there was no place for any shadow to hide.


  The darkness dissolved with a faint and hideous high wail, and was no more.


  Tommy flourished the broken sword hilt overhead and shouted with joy. “Beware all you wizards, and servants of sin! A knight of the Light now is here! Your dark champion is done! Who dares follow him shall share in his fate!”


  But when he looked up, he saw the sword he held was not whole. The glorious light was fading away. The shard of the shattered sword buried in the floor flickered, grew faint, and became ordinary metal once again.


  Stricken, bereft, abandoned, his heart shattered like the sword, Tommy fell to his knees. In front of where he knelt, there was nothing but a dead cat and a broken sword. Slowly, tears blurred his vision.


  7. The Healing of Harms


  The sword hilt dropped from his weary fingers. Tommy hunched forward, his head cradled in his hands, and he wept.


  “Tybalt,” he whispered, face hidden behind his hands, “Please get up. Oh, please, Tybalt.”


  When, after an endless time, Thomas had no more tears to shed, he slowly raised his head. He felt nothing inside except an aching, bone-chilling void. With red-rimmed eyes, he stared at the ruined sword, at the tiny, stiff, dead animal and the bloodstains matting its black fur.


  Nothing happened and nothing continued to happen. Thomas sat there. He had nowhere to go, he had nothing to do, and nothing would ever be worth doing again.


  Had he saved England? The Knight of Shadows was defeated. But what about all the other monsters he knew lurked around the country, the hollow women, the simulacra in Parliament and other places of power, the teachers marked by the Sign of the Worm?


  He began to worry about his future. Did this mean he had to return to his life as it was before? Could he even do so? His old employers probably would not take him back; at his age he would have trouble finding a job anywhere. He was still being sought by the police. If so, he had no future, not anywhere. Where was he even going to live?


  And still he sat, unwilling to leave, but having no reason to stay.


  Red-gold light crept slowly into the chamber to one side. At first Thomas felt a momentary thrill of hope. But then he realized he was seeing nothing but the dawn-light shining through the chamber's cramped windows. He had been here all night.


  Still he sat. He waited. For what, he knew not.


  From outside there came the ordinary noise of the little town gradually stirring to wakefulness. He heard the rumble of the milkman's truck; he heard a bird singing.


  There was stirring overhead; someone was in the library above, moving about. Thomas realized that they would soon come down and find him here. And yet he could not bring himself to leave the broken and dead remnants of his life.


  Footsteps sounded very softly on the stairs, a whisper of slow, massive motion. The door opened. Larger than a panther, larger than a tiger, with wings like dark flame folded along its sleek shoulders, a terrible creature stalked silently down the stairs and into the room, surrounded by a golden light. It was twice the size of an Earthly lion, with a mane like black fire, swimming and flashing around its massive head. The wings were plumes of black and gold, shining.


  White fire darted from the creature's mouth from between fangs like lightning.


  It paced forward, regal, mysterious, awesome. The creature spread its mighty wings, the room was filled with light, and there came a tremendous noise like a choir, or like the pealing of bells, the roar of trumpets.


  The creature's eyes were whirlpools of gold. So fierce, so stern, so majestic was the glance of those eyes, that Tommy threw himself on his face, too terrified to scream.


  “Fear not,” it spoke in a voice like muted thunder, and many echoes said the words again.


  Tommy raised his head, but could not meet that awful gaze. He felt the warmth stirring in the air above him, could feel the hot scented breath of the creature near the top of his head. The breath was warm and crisp, not like any breath coming from the wet lungs of a creature composed of flesh and blood. The odor of the breath reminded Tommy of the smell of bread baking in an oven, or the scent of cedar logs burning on a campfire.


  The warmth from that breath entered into his body, and he felt the cold aching in his bones depart.


  The huge sable paws were before his face; in the corner of his eyes, Tommy could glimpse the flutter and spread of the great wings.


  More quietly, the ringing voice inquired of him, “Thomas, why do you weep?”


  “Once, I was young,” Tommy answered the great creature. “A black cat guided me to a magical adventure into another world. Then I grew older and the magic was lost. Only this year did I remember my youthful dreams, and meet that cat again. He was my friend. My only friend. Now he is dead, and by my own hand.”


  “Thomas, I have not died. Rejoice; I am risen. The Lord of the Fortunate Islands, the Emperor of the Summer Country, has banished death and dying from his kingdom, and only those who flee his kingdom will encounter them. You weep over nothing more than my old garment, which you tore and which I discarded. Now I am come again, clothed in glory. Look up, Thomas. Look at me, my friend.”


  And Thomas looked into the terrible golden eyes. He felt something dawn within himself, as proud, as great, as noble as those eyes, and found he could endure their gaze without shrinking.


  “You are Tybalt,” said Thomas in wonder. And yet one small part of him was not surprised, not at all, but was filled with solemn, undoubting joy, crying out I knew it, I knew he would come back!


  “We spirits, when we are young, are sent forth to combat evils where they gather openly, unhidden, so that even a child can see them. We must grow before we can war against hidden evils, evils disguised as good, corrupt and subtle evils. In this, I deem, our race is not so different from mankind. Innocence and faith are the weapons children bring to bear against the open evils; wisdom is required to deal with evils better disguised.”


  Thomas held up the broken shards of the sword. “How am I to fight once more? My weapon is broken.”


  “The slaves and followers of the Champion of the Dark still infest your green realm, under many guises, and many names. But it is not for you to fight them.”


  “But then—who? Sally is so afraid.”


  “The Elf Prince will bring his harp to her once more, and she will find her courage again. She will sing a song of freedom, and encounter many woes and endure much loss before the final victory is won. She will not be alone. There shall be others.”


  Thomas nodded. He was glad.


  “As for you, your time as this land's Champion of the Light is done, for you have grown old, and the faith of a child is no longer yours. Two tasks you have completed. Another task I lay upon you now, and it shall be yours for many a weary year.”


  “What task is that?” asked Thomas. Then he frowned, for he wished he had instead said: I am ready.


  “Know you why, out of all the years and seasons of the world, the Dark chose this day to come forth from the Winter Country?”


  “No.”


  “It is because the Wise Old Man of this World sleeps.”


  “Sleeps?”


  Thomas saw a reflection of light in the surface of the broken blade in his hand. He held the hilt nearer to his eye and looked into the silvery steel, and it was as if he saw into the surface of a still lake of water. In a small chapel nestled in a green valley, behind the tall mansion where, long ago, Thomas and his four friends had spent a summer's afternoon, was a graveyard. There was a headstone, and the words CEDRIC PENKIRK were written on it.


  “Professor Penkirk!”


  “He was your squire, for he armed you children with the heart you needed to prevail; he was your nurse, for he comforted you when you returned; and one thing more he was — your herald! He went before you into the land of Vidblain, into the Lost Kingdom, and told the animals and dryads of your coming. He was not permitted to strike the blow against the Winter King. That was the task of the Four. His task was to guide, and to advise, and to open the way.”


  Thomas whispered. “The Key! This key is what opened the Way of the Well, and let us through the Hidden Door into Vidblain. He meant us to find it. I had always wondered…”


  “Now it falls to you to become what Cedric was, for he has gone into my Father's realm. There he has another task you cannot have described to you as yet; but it is a work of long-abiding joy. They have given him a crown and a robe of white, and anointed his head with oil.”


  “What am I supposed to do, then?” Thomas grinned. “Find some English schoolchildren and get them into trouble?”


  “You will have many roads to walk, and there will be many worlds under your care. There will come a child who leads a Star by the hand, whose voice can still the Lion's rage. It is for him you carry the shards of Angurvadel, the great sword. It is a weapon none may use until he reforges it and makes it anew himself, as with all such weapons of my Father's Kingdom. Now, come! You will find this child is in a world beyond the Pleiades, considered young for his ancient and supernal race, but, compared to humans, old and wise beyond all reckoning: he is rash and eager, and he will come at your word to save this green Earth and all its inhabitants from the Dark Master.”


  “Beyond the stars?”


  “In his own land, the child is neither prince nor sage, but a humble blacksmith's apprentice: yet men would call him magic, for his art is to forge the stars and set them in their constellations. You will find your way with the book you hold and the key you bear. Say farewell to this land, Thomas. No world will be your home hereafter, but every place the light of the stars can touch!”


  “And where I go, shall I see you there?”


  “That is for you to say. For I have been with you all these years, my friend, with the signs of my Father's power all around you—you forgot to look.”


  “Is this a darker world than Earth? Or brighter?”


  “Dark or bright, you shall make it brighter than it was.”


  And the great cat swelled into gigantic size, growing dim and bright and vast. He was somehow larger than the whole museum above and around him, and yet he did not touch the walls. He was larger than the night sky, and yet he did not scatter the stars. Then he vanished from sight, and the note of a trumpet rang out overhead, traveling from the west to the east.


  Thomas blinked, seeing only the museum room around him again, dark and solid. He raised his hand. The book, fell open to a certain page and he knew it was the correct one. He found the diagrams in an appendix in the back of the volume, with images of zones and tropics and belts of constellations, and the Latin was easy enough for him to puzzle out. He spoke the words and used the key, and a shining doorway, surrounded with stars, appeared wide-open before him, and the music of the stars poured out from it, dreamlike, terrifying, and wondrous.


  The newly-anointed Wise Old Man, who felt much too young for the task and not very wise at all, squared his shoulders and strode forth into the doorway, his eyes upon a solitary shining star.


  Without a backward glance, he left Earth and childhood behind.
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