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      SO down the silver streams of Eridan,

      On either side banked with a lily wall,

      Whiter than both rides the triumphant swan,

      And sings his dirge, and prophecies his fall,

      Diving into his watery funeral!

      

      But Eridan to Cedron must submit

      His flowery shore; nor can he envy it

      If, when Apollo sings, his swans do silent sit

      

      That Heav’nly voice I more delight to hear

      Then gentle airs to breathe, or swelling waves,

      Against the sounding rocks their bosom’s tear,

      Or whistling reeds that rutty Jordan laves….

      

      Your songs exceed your matter; this of mine

      The matter which it sings, shall make divine:

      The stars dull puddles gild, in which their beauties shine.

    

  


  —Giles Fletcher (1523)
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Chapter One: The Sunlit World


  1. The Sunken City


  Gil had only disconnected and dazed memories of the next events, like the scattered surviving pages from a burnt diary.


  One memory was seeing the lights and citadel and cathedral of a walled city of breathtaking beauty, drowned at the bottom of the sea. He was seeing the city from above. Fish and semi-human forms, some in fine clothing, some nude, darted before the windows in which strange yellow or green glows shimmered.


  Between these distant lights and Gil loomed the vast shadow of a human shape, as blue as sapphire, as large as a submarine, more massive than any natural creature could grow on land. If mermaids were half-fish or half-porpoise, this monster was half a whale. The vast shape was speaking to Nerea. “…I cannot offer a nameless knight of Alberec sanctuary in the sunken city of Ys. Our church bells can keep back the elfs of the Night World but not the Cobwebs of the Twilight. Philters and potions I can offer to speed his healing… but…”


  Nerea pleaded with him, but Gil did not hear her words.


  The vast blue sea-giant nodded his great head, and minnows darted out of his hair. “Before the herb charm ends at midnight, I can open a gate of mist to the nearest streambed or river in the human world. But who is this lad? And why do you trust the word of the pooka?”


  
2. A Lady’s Favor


  Another memory was of being dragged ashore over an uncomfortable surface of pebbles and concrete. He could feel the slender, small hands of Nerea tugging at his belt and shoulder, trying to move his weight. He could feel Ruff, teeth gripping his baldric, also tugging. His legs were still in the water. Either because of his wounds, or because of the drugs Nerea had given him, Gil could not move his limbs. The girl and the dog were not strong enough to pull him entirely out of the water.


  A tinkling, tingling warm sensation crawled across his scalp. His lungs and stomach ached as he drew in a breath. Gil was shocked to taste air, not seawater, in his lungs. The air seemed somehow too weightless, too frail, to sustain his life.


  Gil pried one eye open. He was in a place he recognized: the culvert behind the gas station across the street from the school. He was a dozen paces from the yard of junked cars where he had fought Jeery Wartworth.


  It was night in Blowing Rock, North Carolina, and the moon was high and cold.


  Nerea said, “Let me put my cap back on him and return him to the water. The charm cannot protect him unless he is submerged.”


  Ruff was in his dog form, but his green Musketeer hat, with its floppy brim and owl-feather plume, was perched on his head. “Oh! Oh! I called in favors to get help. They are coming. Two of them!”


  Nerea said, “I think this is a terrible plan. Why can’t I stay with him?”


  Ruff said sharply, “She won’t let you in the house! She didn’t let me in the house! And we agreed not to take him back to Uffern.”


  “I wish he would wake up! Is he going to die? Does he ever talk about me?”


  Ruff said, “No! Yes! He smells pretty healthy at the moment. He told me he was going to ask you for your favor.”


  “What does he want me to do?”


  “No! No! Not a favor. A favor.”


  “I think your hat is not on right. That sounded like the same thing twice.”


  “Like a lady gives a knight to carry into battle. A scarf or a snotrag or something. An old sock.”


  Just then, the noise of the wolf howling sounded in the near distance.


  “Okay! Okay! Help is coming. That is the first guy. Here, take my hat, so you can understand his speech and mine. It lets you talk like a person.”


  “I know how talking caps work! The principle with mermaid caps is the same. You are transmogrified more perfectly into the target world. Why am I doing this?”


  “Because I am sneaky and smart. I think we were followed, and I think you need to go! And try to look like a human! Wolves don’t like attacking humans.”


  Nerea said, “I look human!”


  “Try to look more human!”


  Gil heard the noise of an animal paws coming down the slope. He could see the silhouette of a large wolf against the moonlight.


  Then, he heard the voice of the Krasny Volk Odinokyy, the Lone Red Wolf. “He looks as bad as you said. Are you sure he will live?”


  
3. Red Wolf


  Gil felt a dreamlike sensation. It robbed him of any desire to speak. He was content to listen.


  The voice of Krasny Volk was near at hand. “Hey, Ruff. Still living off scraps and serving Man. Why not join us in the wild, be your own boss, and eat the sheep, not herd them?”


  Ruff said, “Why not come into the campfire circle and be warm and loved?”


  “I got enough love for myself to keep me warm. Who is the babe?”


  “I am one who understands your speech,” said Nerea.


  “Ah, meaning no disrespect. Are you his mate?”


  “His cousin! I am of the Moth family!”


  The wolf said, “The Moth family has done me good turns in the past. What needs to be done? He is too big for me to carry.”


  Ruff said, “No! No! I called someone else for that. I want you to run interference.”


  “What is that?” There was a suspicious note in the wolf’s voice.


  Ruff said, “Find men without heads, if any are in or around the town, and rip out their throats.”


  “If they have no heads, gnawing on their throat stump won’t do much. You mean the Dullahans?”


  Ruff said, “Can you handle it?”


  The wolf laughed. “Ever since Gil Moth gave me that hair, I have been able to go into places and eat things my kind are not supposed to eat, and I have done many dark deeds. I am mighty among my kind and not lonely any more. Got a wife and pups, and I am a respected member of the community, and folks are afraid of me. So I owe him, and, yes, I can set a perimeter, scour the woods and fields, and kill any Night Folk hunting for him.”


  “Good!” said Ruff.


  “Give me a scrap of his clothing, something with his scent on it, and we can set up false trails and deadfalls and tricks like wolves from the Old World used to do, back when Vseslav the Werewolf Prince ruled Kiev, and the wolves ruled all the snowy forests east of the Urals! Those days will come again!”


  The wolf threw back its head and howled. Gil heard the answering howl. “Movement to your east. Large and dangerous. Incoming!”


  Kransy growled. “Smells bad, folks. My pack says someone is already on the trail.”


  Nerea said, “Help me push him back in the water!”


  But Ruff said, “Wait! I know that smell.”


  Kransy said, “So do I, and I am not going to be here when he comes. Brr! We’ll be in front and behind, and on the left and right, hunting and killing. No damned elf is going to fool us and find the Swanmay’s house. Always glad to help out a pal.” And he threw back his head again and howled. “Come brothers! Come! We hunt! We kill!”


  Krasny padded off.


  A few moments later, Gil heard the noise of some large, stealthy animal moving upslope. The padded footfalls of the large beast grew closer. Gil smelled a familiar musk.


  The voice of Bruno the bear sounded in his ear. “I came when I heard, wolf. I did not know we knew anyone in common. He is good at playing dead. No, wait. He breathed. No one would be fooled by that.”


  
4. Brown Bear


  Nerea said, “He is not dead. I gave him a pharmacon to sedate him and slow the blood loss.”


  The bear grunted. “Well, you may have saved his life. Lend me a hand. Haul him up. Lash him down.”


  Gil felt himself being moved rather roughly, with Nerea’s hands to one side of him and Ruff’s teeth to the other. He was half-hauled, and half-rolled, onto the back of the prone bear, who then gingerly stood up. Nerea’s hands were needed to unbuckle his belts and baldric, and tie him onto the bear’s bowed back so that he would not fall.


  Then, Nerea said, “Are you sure I cannot come with you? What if he wants to say something when he wakes?”


  Ruff said, “Nope! Nope! Ygraine is super paranoid. If I lead someone she does not know to her house, she will never feed me scraps again. Sorry. It is not my call, you see? I like you! But it is not my secret to give away.”


  “The bear will see the house!”


  Bruno said, “Ygraine and I met long ago, and there is a bond between us hard as iron. Whether she knows me or not, I will do nothing against her. If the dog does not forbid you, I will. She must approach you in her time and way.”


  “Well… Since you are the bear Gil trusts to knock him silly, I must trust you, too. Let me return the hat to the pooka. But… first… give him this when he wakes, from me.”


  Gil heard a rustling noise and a tiny metallic chime, but his eyelids were not willing to open. He did not see what she passed to Ruff.


  There was a splash of water as Nerea submerged.


  Between the rough handling of tying him to the bears back and the rushing, loping sensation of racing down the road under the moonlight, pain drove Gil’s awareness far away, to some dark place where he knew nothing and remembered nothing.


  But he thought before he swooned that he heard wolves crying out in the trees beyond the highway. We hunt! We kill! Always glad to help out a pal!


  
5. The Evergreen


  Gil’s next memory might have been from later that same night, or it might have been from a day or two later. He woke. Before he was aware of anything, he knew his sword was not with him. Somehow, he could tell Ruff was not with him either.


  He pried open his eyes. He was on the couch. It was his house. He was home. His head was on a pillow on the side nearest to the old-fashioned standing radio. His feet were toward the door. The moonlight was slanting through the window to his left. To his right, starlight shined in the kitchen window.


  An enormous pine tree had grown up through the broken floorboards of the short hall leading to his old room. The roof in that place was broken as well, and the fragrant pine branches were growing throughout the roof beams and stucco of the ceiling, as if embracing the whole apartment in protective wooden hands.


  Gil was sure this was a dream, but only at first because the tree did not disappear or change.


  He could see stars through the pine-needle-filled gap between the edges of the hole in the roof and the thick pine trunk. He wondered what had happened to the deserted garage downstairs. Was the concrete floor down there broken up into chunks by the knotted pine roots?


  Two pine branches moved even though there was no wind to move them, and a beam of moonlight fell down and lit on his mother. She was kneeling next to the couch, and her hands were clasped together above his heart. Her eyes were lowered. Her hair was unbound and fell like a silver waterfall across her shoulders and arms to the floor. Some locks of the hairs were over his arms and chest, a warm blanket.


  He looked up. Hanging on a branch in the middle of the kitchen was a long robe made in two parts of white swan feathers. The robe glinted with tiny sparks just at the tips of every feather, and the moonlight shimmered and shined on the threads about the neck and hood, as if these were woven of tiny streams of running water. The cloak pin was a circle divided into four quadrants.


  “Mother, I am awake,” he said. “Is that your swan robe? I found it for you as a child. They said you left me and flew back to Heaven. They said you left me to die.”


  “Who said?” Her voice was soft and serene.


  “Your sons.”


  She said, “From which parent did they receive their love of truth, and from which their love of pride? And which of the cities or gardens of those blessed lands above the clouds would receive a mother who abandoned her infant child? And to what world would I flee if I had any hope to meet your father again, when he came to deliver you his patrimony?”


  “Please…” his voice sounded weak in his own ears. “No riddles. You promised. No more riddles.”


  She said, “By certain signs in the Heavens I knew you had fallen. I unpacked my celestial robe from the mothballs in a cedar box where I had written runes of power on the lid. I donned it and flew across the face of the world, swifter than eagles, seeking my lost son, and my tears fell into the upper clouds.”


  “Sorry. So sorry, Mother… I didn’t mean to…”


  “Hush. I have fasted and prayed as I have never before. Deeply I read in the sacred word, in the Psalms of David and the Wisdom of Solomon. Many things were shown me. My faith erenow was a weak and girlish thing. I see now, only now, what kind of woman Heaven intends me to be. The sculptor strikes a hard blow! I am so imprudent, so presumptuous! Who is wiser: the fool who thinks himself wise or the wise who knows himself a fool?”


  “Mom! Please… no riddles…”


  “My prayers were answered, but not through any merit of mine.” Ygraine blinked and drew in a breath, as if to swallow a sob. “The Virgin is a second mother to you, a heavenly mother. And you disobey her as you do me. One of the seven swords that pierces her sacred heart is her sorrow when her son was lost in Jerusalem, a boy younger than you. A willful child, he went to the temple, seeking his patrimony just as you did yours. She knows what my heart knows; her pain is mine.”


  “What are you saying, Mother? I don’t understand. Did you… see a vision?”


  “I saw my son fall. Saint Christopher brought you back to me. You were unwise to break your oath to him. Deep waters claimed you, but the love and loyalty of friends brought you to the light again. Be thankful you lost only your father’s sword and your name’s honor, and not your life.”


  Gil had more questions, but the hot sensation of tears stung his eyes, and his mother kissed him on the brow and said to him, “Slumber and sleep! Let the mermaid’s potions and panaceas do their work.”


  
6. The Hair of Phanes


  When next he woke, his head was clear. He was tucked into a blanket on the couch. To his surprise, the tree from his dream was real. The great pine had broken through floor and ceiling and spread its branches across the roof. The dropped pine needles on rug and floorboards formed a fragrant carpet.


  He sat up, smelling woodsmoke. The left and right basins of the kitchen sink had been made into an impromptu fireplace, and the open kitchen window was the only chimney. Firewood and smoking coals were piled under the spigots. The wings of the celestial robe would wave gently in the same breeze that carried the smoke out the window. It took Gil a moment to realize that the breeze came from the robe. The feathers were producing the mild wind. It smelled of mountain air, of ozone, and of the clean atmosphere after a lightning storm.


  His mother was in the kitchen, stirring a kettle that hung from the sink spigots over the fire. She was dressed in her beige work-uniform with her nametag, printed with the wrong name, at her breast pocket, her luxurious hair tied up, pinned, and hidden in a dun scarf.


  Gil said, “Mom, the Bigfoot knows you are alive. I accidentally told him I was your son.”


  She smiled sadly. “Perhaps you should not have done that.”


  Frustration bubbled in his breast. “Dr. McGuire, the chief of the spies for Alberec, put at least one agent in Blowing Rock. So if Bigfoot finds that out, he may figure out where you are and come for you again. I saw his cloak. He still lacks a patch to finish the hood.”


  She said, “Dyeing your hair with pooka dye diminishes the charm such hair carries.”


  Gil was distracted. He ran his hand through his bangs, crossing his eyes to look up at a captured strand. It was bright again, a hue more pure than white. He said, “What is the secret of our hair? Why is it silver?”


  She said, “Who was the brother of Merlin, but not in blood?”


  Gil said, “Mom!”


  Ygraine said, “Sorry. Elfs are proud and will not hear when you tell them truths in a straight way, but their pride takes all puzzles as a challenge. Humans are different. They are like unto the Creator and see truths only when told as tales and parables.” She ladled some tomato soup into a bowl and brought it over to him. “Remember to say your grace.”


  “I always do, Mother.” Gil remembered the drubbings he had taken when the squires told him not to keep the practice of praying before meals. And he smiled because he also remembered drubbings he had given.


  Strange. Before Uffern House, when no one beat him to prevent it, he often forgot.


  Gil intended to take a spoonful or two and to ask more questions, but his body had other plans. The rich savor and warmth once touching his nostrils and tongue usurped control of his mouth.


  She said, “Our hair come from Phanes, who wed Yglais, the sister of Merlin of Avalon. To her the keeping of the Grail was given after the Hermit King was carried out of this life in a chariot of fire. It is a sign of sanctuary and sanctity. Certain spoken spells or uncouth alchemies can turn that sanctity from its intended purpose and halt one form of death, either the sharpness of a sword, or the speed of an arrow, or the evil virtue in a poison, and so on.”


  “And when the hair just grows naturally? Yours, mine?”


  “It is the sign given the blood of those who watch the Grail. The outward shape of the blessing differs. Yours was given by your grandfather.”


  “Blessing?”


  “I can drink venom unharmed, and take up serpents in my hand, and tread on scorpions. I need fear neither the arrow that flies by day nor the plague that stalks by night.” She smiled. “You would be surprised how often a mother with child needs that particular protection.”


  “And mine?”


  “Bullets, shots, and shrapnel will avoid you when allowed, jellied gasoline, other weapons too recent to have formed reflections in the dream world.”


  “When allowed? What does that mean?”


  “If someone pressed the gun barrel to your head, the bullet would have no choice but to carry out its duty. Grandfather knew of the arms and armor your father left and thought this blessing befitting for a knight, to rob unknightly firearms of their fearfulness. If you are shaved bald by a woman, the charm is broken.”


  “Who is my grandfather?”


  “I am the daughter of Pellinore of Listenoise, son of Pellehan, and Danae of Arcadia, daughter of Aegeria.”


  The names meant nothing to Gil, of course. He wished he had written down what Nerea had told him of his family relations.


  “So I am descended from Merlin the Magician?”


  “You are the great-great-grandson of his sister, yes.”


  “Why did you hide all this from me?”


  “To preserve your life.”


  “To preserve my life, you hid my life from me?”


  “While your life was under my breast, it was my duty as your mother to preserve it. You are now a man. The duty is yours, now, to fulfill or to fail to fulfill.” She sighed. “Your father’s armor is well crafted indeed, for not one of your bones is broken. Your dog buried the shield and helmet in the wood, for he thinks you will have need of them again. You must tell him that his foresight proves false.”


  Gil straightened up. “False? Why false?”


  Ygraine looked surprised. “Your father did not come, not even to preserve your life. Why else would I have let you have your way in this, the foolishness of walking in the Twilight World mail-begirt under helm and shield and with a sword beyond your strength and skill to wield?”


  “You made that big speech about the meaning of a sword! I killed a wolf because of that! Now you tell me you were kidding?”


  She shook her head. “Do not take that tone with me, young man. About such things I do not jest. The mysteries of knighthood run as deep as those of priesthood. Was not Cain the first of knights older than his brother Abel, first of priests? But if your father did not emerge from the shadows to be your liege lord, whom can you serve? The elfs are wicked creatures! Your dream is done. There is no knighthood in your future, surely!”


  He said, “I am King Arthur’s man.”


  Her face lit up with the last emotion he expected to see in his mother’s eye: joy. Pure, simple, childlike joy, bright as a candle, like what one might see on a toddler’s face the first time he climbs into the lap of a storefront Santa, is given permission to ask for his heart’s desire, and receives instead more than he dared hope.


  But immediately her face fell, first to a quiet look of sorrow and then to a deepening look of dread. She said, “I know Arthur lives and will wake again in day of terror and fire when the Beast shall rise from the sea. But I also know he dreams and issue no orders, and all the chivalry of the Table Round that fell at Camlann slumbers with him, and an archangel watches over them with outspread wings to prevent the passing years from alighting on the sleepers. He has given you no commands.”


  Gil said, “As best my own wisdom tells me what Arthur would want, that I do. Could Arthur be my father?”


  “No. The man who took me in his arms was awake, and Dyrnwen is not Excalibur, and the Sign of the Swan is not the Red Dragon and the White of the Pendragon. Whose ears heard your oath to Arthur?”


  Gil said, “He has a servant who is never seen, whose name I do not know. Why is there a look of dread in your eye, Mother?”


  “Because I am farsighted, and I see you are foredoomed. If the elfs know you are Arthur’s man, they will seek your life, and I do not see how my tender young son, so unwary to their tricks, will escape their malice.”


  “Why do the elfs hate Arthur?”


  “He conquered them and is their rightful lord. Have you kept your oaths to Arthur secret?”


  “Not in the least. I told the Emperor, two kings, a queen, and all the nobles gathered of the elfs, and there were Giants and Cobwebs and talking animals, scarecrows and owls, and other races besides, and one deadly creature that was perhaps a Greek goddess.”


  “She was a messenger of the Outer Darkness, where no music plays and no laughter is heard, but only wails and lamentations forever.”


  Gil was astonished. “How do you know this?”


  Ygraine smiled cryptically and said, “Before your birth, my seat was fifteen seats down from Empousa at Christmastide, for my seat was with Lord Alain le Gros of Corbenec under the banners of Corbenec. She sits beneath the banner of the Great God Pan, who was the first of the Olympians tithed to Hell after Christ struck mute all pagan oracles and sibyls, deceiving man no longer. You walked where once I trod, my son.”


  “Then you know I must walk to the Green Chapel to face the giant. My father’s honor would be stained if I act like a coward.”


  She closed her eyes, and he saw the glint of unshed tears escaping her downcast eyelashes. “I hear the truth in your voice. You have already slain your first monster and anointed your tongue in the fashion only the Children of Phanes know. Your celestial blood has betrayed you!”


  “Celestial? Are you an angel?”


  “Hardly. Angels are pure spirit, and their bodies are mere seemings, assumed so that the sight of their glory strikes no man dead with terror. I was a Swan Maiden.”


  “Was?”


  “Swan Matron, now, I suppose. I served in Sarras, amid the fair and white towers mined of stones never stained by sight of sin and far above the woes so commonplace on Earth. Alas! My son is a man and must perish as men do!” She wiped her eyes with a handkerchief and said, “Tell me by what device or trick they snared you. Repeat the whole story from the start.”


  
7. The Doom of Man


  Talking to his mother was a wearisome affair, for she often asked the same questions over again, drawing out some added detail, and he had to tell each part of the tale at least three or four times. Her sharp questions often brought to mind nuances he had overlooked.


  He finished with, “A wager was made. I struck off the head of the Green Knight of the Green Chapel, and in turn I must report to him in his home in Hautdesert, to which I shall be led, and there he will strike off my head.”


  Ygraine smiled. “Then there is hope. You must break your word and not keep this bad oath.”


  Gil was thunderstruck. “When did you stop being my mother? Because you are not my mother! Never before in my life would she tell me to be dishonest!”


  She said sharply, “Never before has such folly made it necessary! You accepted a wager, as you call it, known to be impossible, knowing that no one offers his neck to the blade for sport!”


  Gil said stubbornly, “There is an old story that Sir Gawain faced this same knight, and he was spared.”


  Ygraine said, “There is also an old story that Saint Peter walked for seven steps on the sea, before he fell and went under. Did the story say why he was spared? I see a look of doubt in your eye. Did the Green Knight utter the name of Gawain?”


  Gil said reluctantly, “Yes. He claimed the old story was misremembered and that Gawain failed.”


  His mother gave him a withering look.


  Gil said stubbornly, “The Green Knight did not say Gawain died. He said failed. So that means, technically speaking, that it is possible that there is one knight who survived the encounter.”


  Ygraine said, “If no one told the tales of those who did not survive, how could their numbers be counted? This is not a battle, where the victor fends off invaders or gains gold or land for your nation. If you win the wager, the only prize you gain is your life, which is what you possessed before you offered it in wager! For what, then, do you risk a certain death?”


  “Honor!”


  Ygraine grew angry, and her eyes flashed. “No more nonsense! I strictly forbid you to go.”


  “Mother, I must.”


  “Not to the Green Chapel! Not there!”


  “What is the Green Chapel?”


  “It is the house of living death where dwells a sufferer whose deadly wound cannot be healed and whom to look upon is death. Who has returned from there?”


  “The Green Knight, for one.”


  “Is he alive? Or is his condition other than what men call life?”


  “I hate your riddles! I don’t see why a chapel can be so dangerous? A chapel is a House of God!”


  “Who is Uzzah? How did he die? Who defies the divine wrath and lives?”


  “Mo-ther! I don’t know the answers to your riddles!”


  She stood and picked up the family Bible from where it rested in a niche behind the standing radio. Coldly, she flung the book into his hands. “Then read! You have endless hours to fill, for you shall not leave the shadow of this evergreen!”


  “And—that is another thing! Why is there a tree growing in our house?”


  The pine branches swayed. She looked up. “Thank you for reminding me. I dare not forget the hour. I have to go to work my shift. A double shift: I will not be back until late tomorrow morning.” Ygraine narrowed her eyes at him. “I want to hear your solemn oath that you shall be here when I return and that you will break your oath to the Green Knight.”


  “Mother, how can an oath break an oath? My father’s honor would be stained if I turn coward.”


  She gritted her teeth. “It is not bravery to face certain death; it is folly.”


  Gil said, “Mother, for all your wisdom, you are not being wise now! All men face certain death all their lives. They only do not know the day. What does knowing the day matter? Living like a knight means dying like one!”


  She said, “Stay here. This tree is a friend who came back from the dead to come to your aid and grew thirty-nine year’s growth in thirty-nine days. She broke the powerlines and water main with her roots. While she stands over you, the elfs will not see you by any of their black arts. If you get cold, she will cover you in pine needles; if you hunger, she will bear her seeds out of season and show you which parts of the cone are eatable. Stay here; it is my firm and absolute command.”


  “Mother, I cannot obey it. What day is this?”


  “Today is the Feast of Saint Nicholas, when children rule and elders are ruled. But you shall not rule in this! Obey my word, I straightly charge you, or I will have you chained up by force.”


  Gil said, “I do not have to leave yet. I will stay here until the day arrives when no time and no choice remain to me. That is the only promise I can make you.”


  Ygraine looked at him with eyes like green stones. With no further word, she turned. She walked out the door.


  There were a calendar and a list of feast days in the back leafs of the Bible. The Feast of Saint Nicholas was the sixth day of December. The Feast of Saint Ambrose was the seventh.


  Tomorrow. The day when all his choices ran out was tomorrow.


  Sitting on the couch, he stared at his feet, lost, bewildered, and wondering what he should do.


Chapter Two: The Crime Spree of Gilbert Mott


  1. Hanging Thoughts


  The day passed slowly. He stared for a time at his mother’s robe, wondering whether it would carry him aloft and out of his life if he put it on.


  His thoughts were hung between the two stark and unmovable demands. Back and forth they moved all day, never truly on the ground and never truly in Heaven. Like his mother’s swan robe, hung on a branch neither high nor low, swaying and swinging, his thoughts never were silent, but never said anything new.


  In the morning he searched through the house, hoping to find something, anything, to settle his restlessness: a secret door or a childhood toy. There was nothing. His old bedroom was destroyed. The walls were still intact, but nine tenths of the floor had collapsed from the intrusion of the tree into the deserted garage beneath, crushing empty shelves and rusted barrels.


  His mother’s command told him to foreswear his foolish, insane, deadly, suicidal oath to travel to some unknown and accursed place to be struck by an ax. It was so reasonable, so obvious, and so much what he wanted to do. (Was he going to die after only kissing one girl one time only? While underwater? And she had been pushing herbs into his mouth! That did not count!)


  Gil spent part of the day reading by the window. There was nothing to read but the Bible, which he turned to in hopes that some clear inspiration would come visit him, as apparently his mother had been visited.


  But the words seemed to lie on the page, lifeless, void of meaning. There were endless chains of names broken into syllables which begat other names. There were obsessively picky instructions on how to decorate some sort of circus tent and serve up the various meats and sacrifices. There was a story about David finding Saul asleep in a cave while Saul was hunting to kill him: and David cut a swatch from Saul’s robe, but left him alive and unharmed, rather than break his sworn oath of fealty. But in another part he found a passage where Christ sternly told his disciples not to swear oaths: merely saying ”yes” meant you would do what you said.


  His thoughts turned and turned again. His mother’s command was perfectly clear! But then there was the question of the honor of his father. If a man vowed to do a hard thing, a dangerous thing, was the vow nullified if the task was impossible or the danger was mortal? But if the difficulty of a task excused carrying it out, all swearing of vows was in vain.


  What could he have done differently?


  He spent part of the day exercising and recovering from the unexpected pains of that exercise. He discovered he could not go for a day without going through his sword drills, for it had become an ingrained habit. He found two more boards and repaired and painted eight more stairs, wondering what the landlord thought of the fact that a tree was growing through the building. Pounding nails did not stop the questions pounding in his head.


  What could he have done? Sure, he could have sat in the feast hall of the elfs, and said nothing, and let the Green Knight fling insults into his teeth. But he would have been hunted and slain by the Cobwebs in any case for killing Doolaga and Gulaga the Bigfoots… assuming he was not killed just for carrying his father’s sword.


  But suppose he had never gone on errantry? Never recovered that stolen baby, Loobie. (What kind of name was Loobie anyway?) Well, he would have been better off, but that particular baby would not have been.


  Exercise, drill, and carpentry left him stinking worse than a horse. To prepare a bath took all afternoon, carrying the water buckets up from a cistern in the garage below, heating water in a kettle above a fire in the sink, and pouring it into the tub one kettle at a time. The damage from the tree had left the bathroom floor at an angle. There were candles in wine bottles Ygraine had brought home from work to illume the bathroom, which had no windows.


  Suppose he had never wanted to be a knight? What then? His mother had kicked him out to find a job only because he was too foolish to stay in school. If only he had been willing for the schoolboys to commit their crimes, steal their drugs, tell their lies, pick on the weak….


  Gil could have learned to be popular, surely. Surely he could have found a way to be like those kids!


  He could picture it clearly. He was athletic enough and quick witted enough to handle himself around boys his age, or girls. He could have cozied up to them and joined their world.


  He could have learned to wallow in cowardice and falsehood like them, to listen to their banging filthy music, to flatter, and evade, and to tell half-truths and total lies each time he opened his mouth. He could have learned to cower, to lick boots, to laugh at unfunny jokes, and to sneer at all wise and ancient things. He could have learned to answer every honest question with a screaming counterattack. He could have ladled an entire sewer of self pity over himself and played the make-believe game that he was never, ever wrong in the slightest and that all corrections or criticisms were unfair bullying of his delicate, abused, tiny little burnt-snowflake of a soul.


  He could have learned to be a coward and fool and so have been so unworthy of an honest life that he would slowly lose even the desire for it.


  Bile was in his mouth as he thought these things.


  As the sun set, the robe hanging from the pine branch grew brighter, and tiny glints of starlight were caught in the many white feathers and glowed.


  That evening he took a walk in the woods. He carried no candle, sure in his night vision. It was cold, and the wind was sharp, but there was no snow on the ground. He asked a raccoon, and then two squirrels who had not yet decided to hibernate if his dog had been nearby. One of the squirrels led him to a recently turned patch of earth, which Gil dug up with a spade. He uncovered his father’s helm and shield.


  The silver swan of the shield glinted in the starlight. The brave silver crest of the helm seemed to regard him, waiting patiently for some ponderous decision.


  He took up his tall helm and tall shield and marched back to the house. His footsteps were firm; his stride was long. Gil paused and stared at his own feet. When had he learned to walk that way, almost a swagger? It was a man’s walk.


  The only light in the room was from the shimmering swan-robe, softer than moonlight, and from the windows. The smell of woodsmoke from the sink was ever present. He did not bother lighting a candle.


  He put the shield atop the armor, which his mother had stowed beneath the couch. The helm he propped up on the standing radio. The tall ornamental wings glistened boldly. The crest reached toward Heaven, nobly trying to fly. Even the cheek pieces jutted like the outthrust chin of a proud and cheerful prizefighter daring a foe to take a poke at him.


  The empty eyeholes stared at him accusingly.


  “What else could I have done?” Gil shouted at the empty helm. “Lived like a worm? I could have let Jeery go his way, let every bully and crook and lying cheater in this school grow like weeds, or at the school before that or the one before that! Why is it my duty to pluck the weeds? When did it become my job to take out the garbage?”


  The helm stared at him sardonically.


  “When did it become my job to protect the weak, to help the helpless, to save damsels and widows, to tell the truth, to uphold the law, to serve the King, and to serve the Christ?”


  The helm looked unimpressed. Gil knew exactly when that had become his job. When he vowed it to Arthur’s noble, slumbering form, and placed his hands between the king’s own hands.


  Gil said in a softer tone, “Why is it my job to keep my word even when it means death?”


  He closed his eyes, not willing to continue the staring contest with the empty eyeholes of a silvery mask after nightfall in an unlit room. He knew why he kept his word: he was born that way.


  “Why was I born?”


  Gil flopped heavily down on the couch, wincing at his bruised ribs. He stared upward, seeing pine branches swaying in the motionless air. Through the hole in the ceiling, he could see stars. With no lights in his house, they were brighter and closer than stars should be, and they looked down coldly.


  But Gil knew why he had been born. His mother, wrongly thinking herself a widow, had bestowed herself in love upon a man who had risked life and limb to save, serve, and protect her and who loved her in return. The cave in which she had been trapped was full of the bones of other victims, and soon hers would have joined them. His father acted as no ordinary man is wont to act and risked everything for a stranger in need.


  He was born because his father had drawn a fabled sword both bright and true in defense of the helpless widow against a monster. (That same sword Gil through his own folly had lost into the hands of that same monster.)


  In short, he was born for honor. Did that mean he was born to die?


  He wished he knew the phone number of someone he could talk to. Gil wished he owned a phone. He was pretty sure there was a working phone in the church a mile or so down the road. He was not as nonchalant as his mother about breaking into a church. There was a payphone at the bus stop in town, eleven miles down the main road. He had no change for a payphone. Perhaps he could pry a gem off his armor and trade it to Mr. Yung, the pawnbroker.


  But if he did make a call, what would Gil say? Or ask? What advice was he expecting anyone to give him?


  Anyone? Not anyone. The face his longing conjured up was Sir Bertolac, the King’s Champion. What other man did he know who could give him advice on how to be a man?


  He stared between the pine needles at the stars. Stars were made to turn and turn again in their courses, rising and setting just where and when they were made.


  Stars kept their courses because, like the deathless and sad kings of the elfin lands, they had no power to break their word, to change their destiny, or to select their paths.


  He could pick. His choice was simple: either life as a coward or death as a fool.


  He wished Nerea had a phone.


  
2. A Familiar Voice


  Gil was awakened in the pitch darkness. The first thing he noticed was that his sword was not at hand. A moment later, he realized what must have wakened him: his mother’s swan robe had been shedding a soft starlight from its fabric, enough for Gil’s eyes to make out the silhouettes and distances to objects in the room. He could not see any stars through the window. Perhaps cloud smothered them. He had no idea what hour of the night it was.


  A voice spoke in the darkness. It was a rich baritone, full of good humor, but with a strange note of sadness behind the words. “Have you decided whether to resign your commission as an officer in the special metaphysical police force? You have now the training need to be a crusader rather than a martyr, but laying down one’s life is a requirement of both professions.”


  It was the Man from the Black Room. Gil sat up on the couch, and the covers rustled around him. He turned his head left and right, trying to identify the source of the small noises of the big man’s breathing and motions.


  Gil said, “Who are you, really?”


  “Arthur’s true and trusted servant.”


  “Are you Merlin? Bedivere? Gawain?”


  “I am neither mage nor knight, nor any post so high and great.”


  “Baldwin?”


  “Nor was I a bishop. My life as an undercover detective involves continual deception and violence and other antics ill-becoming a holy vocation.”


  “Dagonet?”


  “Nor was I the jester. Ah! Is this a test to see how many obscure Arthurian references you can name, hoping I miss one and proving me an imposter?”


  “Well…” Gil would not lie, but he did not want to admit that this guess was right.


  “Let me help you: Arthur’s elf-forged sword was Caledvwlch, his dwarf-forged dagger was Carnwennan, and Carduel was the castle whose stones the eftlings erected for him by harping.”


  “No, I believe you. You don’t need to…”


  “I respect your skepticism! Merlin’s daughter was Inogen, his master was called Bleys, and his secretary was Bishop Anthony, a Roman who refused to abandon his flock when the legions marched away, and the eagles of Rome passed across the sea, and the lamps of brighter days went dark.”


  “Got it. You can stop now.”


  “Would you like me to recite the triads of Arthur’s ancestry: Which three Kings of Arthur’s line trod upon the stone of Fal? Cynvor, Cynwal, Cynan. Which lost their true seeming in sin? Uther in Lust, Cadwalladwr in Wrath, Cadien in Idolatry.”


  Gil made an impatient noise. “Fine! Stop! You are from King Arthur’s court!”


  “Tuk was the Court Physician.”


  “Stop! Mercy! I yield!”


  “You are wise to surrender since I am expert in the art of irksomeness. It was part of my vocation and mission at the Court of Camelot.”


  “And? What was your job there?”


  “Kitchen page.”


  “Wh-What?”


  “Pot boy. I worked next to Beaumains. Turns out he was Gareth in disguise! Who would have thought it! Hard worker, too, and he whistled like a bird when other boys boasted and cursed and talked about the Queen’s rump. Never a foul word out of his mouth! Too bad he became a knight because he was the only pot boy who ever got Big Bertha clean. That was our name for the copper pot Orimonde brought from Persia. But that was not my main job. I had court duties and wore a tabard! I carried the cauldron captured from Diwrnach Gawr.”


  “Who?”


  “Dyrnwch the Giant. Please don’t tell me that story is forgotten among men? It was a great and bold adventure, involving miracles and desperate fights by land and sea, and the moon walked backward in the sky. Forgotten? Ah, time is cruel.”


  He was speaking of events well over a thousand years ago. Gil was astonished. “How can you have lived so long?”


  The man chuckled. “By being careful. Very careful.”


  “What?”


  “The cauldron I carried acted as a lie detector and would not boil the meat of men who exaggerated their exploits or cowered before their foes. I was the most hated man in a court full of cruel and fearless men of war. Do you wonder how I learned to detect crimes and outwit intrigues?”


  Gil stood. There was no light from the windows at all, so he could catch no glimpse of the tall man, even by starlight. He could hear and feel that the kitchen window was open. Something in the scent of the air told him it was snowing.


  Gil said, “Why are you here?”


  “To accept your resignation if you wish release.”


  “From Arthur’s service?”


  “I have no power to excuse you from that. But I can excuse you from the Last Crusade if the burden is too great, and I can take back the badge I gave you. And I am also here to beg you not to.”


  Gil turned his head again, listening. It was really beginning to bother him that he could not pinpoint the man’s location. It almost sounded as if the man was equally in every direction. “Beg, not order?”


  “Not to me you swore, but Arthur. Technically, that makes you a squire. You outrank the kitchen staff. That is why you have the discretion to select your own case to work on. How are you coming on overthrowing the tyranny of all elfs and evil spirits over mankind?”


  “I saved one girl.” Muttered Gil morosely.


  The man cawed with delight. “Susy the witch’s maiden, apprentice to Squannit! I thought she was eaten by an alligator! Did anyone tell Saint Cyprian of Antioch? I think witchcraft is in his bailiwick. You have made more progress than I had hoped!”


  “How can you know her name?”


  “By being very curious as well as by being very careful.”


  “You were spying on her?”


  “Don’t be silly. I was spying on you. Material was needed for your quarterly performance review! I have heard that you made some initial inquiries at Mommur, doing undercover work.”


  “Mummery—or what you said—is that Alberec’s palace, buried under Brown Mountain?”


  “The elf city of Mommur, the Nether Tower, is buried beneath many places and no place so that it can open doors in distant countries. Like my office. Like the cave where Arthur is.”


  “How can a place have no place?”


  “It exists as a cloud of potential locations which only actualize when an observer interacts with the sunlit world. It is a secret of the mists of Everness.”


  “What’s Everness?”


  “Merlin’s house. His memory. And his arsenal, where the weapons of the Otherworld are hidden. If you go there, the house will simply erase your memory. I assume I have been there many a time, but how can one know? You were in Mommur, and you shamed the elfin court and brought great honor to Arthur, or soon will.”


  “Yes. I was there. At Alberec’s palace.”


  “You had the sword Dyrnwen with you then.”


  “Guynglaff Cobweb took it. I fought him.”


  “Did you yield?”


  “What? I mean– I beg your pardon?”


  “Did you, of your own will, offer him the sword in return for your life or for some other promise or consideration?”


  “No, he took it, and he kicked me off a bridge into the water.”


  “God be praised!”


  Gil reached out with his hands, groping, but encountered nothing. His feet made noise on the layer of pine needles. Why were the big man’s feet making no noise?


  “Are you still here?” Gil asked.


  The voice spoke again, but this time it sounded distant. “Your claim to the sword is still good, and it will serve you when you recover it. You must take up the sword again, for without it the quest to destroy the giant Ysbadden is forfeit, and all the hope of the Grail is lost!”


  “Where did that come from? What is the Grail to me?”


  “I have recently acquired another agent, working that case. Your mission is to get the training you need to be a true knight. What happens after that? Providence knows.”


  Gil heard a rustle of pine branches. The voice was overhead. He realized that the big man must be climbing among the pine boughs above him. “Wait! Don’t go! Where can I recover my father’s sword?”


  “Inquire at the Green Chapel.”


  Gil shouted, “Don’t leave yet! Inquire how? Inquire what? It is a death sentence if I go there! The Green Knight is going to kill me!” And then, wretchedly, “My mom told me not to go!”


  But there was no answer.


  “Where are you? Why are you going?”


  The answer was soft and distant. “You have guests.”


  A moment later, Gil saw a flicker of red and blue lights in the window. He stepped over and looked out, his bare feet rustling the soft pine needles.


  Police cars, lights spinning, were coming up the road.


  
3. A Thickness in the Mist


  Gil took the precaution of donning his armor, helm and shield while the federal agents surrounded the building and readied their weapons. He thought it would be wise to render the armor unseen, as he had so often done with his sword.


  It turned out that it was easy to coat the armor in mist. The mist came up immediately, much thicker than he had expected. Gil wondered if that meant someone else had summoned up a large and thick cloud of mist in this area, just now.


  He looked out the window again. More vehicles were arriving, including a heavy boxy machine on treads that looked like a tank with no cannon. These were not the county police or even the state troopers. He wondered if he should run. He wondered where his mother’s swan robe was. He wondered where his mother was.


  Gil put his hand against the pine tree. “Hey, listen. I don’t think I have time to write a note. If you see my Mom, tell her what happened…”


  Then, he fell silent, his stomach knotted. What if his mother had sent the police to capture him? Such a desperate act would keep him alive, would it not? And she had threatened to chain him up, had she not?


  The men did not knock and announce their presence, or ask his name, or give theirs. Two hefty men broke in the front door with a battering ram and threw tear gas canisters into the room. The cloud expanded outward. In a moment, Gil was in a smog of stinking smoke.


  But it did not touch him. He neither vomited nor did his eyes water.


  Gil kicked the gas-emitting can casually through the hole in the floor into the empty garage below, and said, “Pardon me, officers. Do you have a warrant?”


  Gil simply had too much respect for the law to resist the men. He ached still from his last fight and was not eager to hurt the innocent. From the dull looks in their eyes, and the dull monotone in which they answered him, he realized that they were under the Black Spell. These were merely human puppets, acting without awareness and without their own will.


  The agents were from some bureau of the federal government of which Gil had never heard. They were dressed in bulky bulletproof riot gear and armed with rifles, clubs, grenades, and what looked like bazookas, as if they had come to fight an army rather than arrest a teenager.


  But they were able to enter the apartment, step on the pine needles, and stand under the tree without harm. Whatever Cobweb had sent them must have been afraid of the tree. Gil plucked a small twig of pine from the bough and held it in his hand even when the glassy-eyed men handcuffed him and forced him into the back of the police cruiser.


  He had slung his shield over his back, and their eyes could not see it, but the tall shape could not fit into the door of the cruiser. Nonetheless, the spell that held their eyes evidently also prevented them from noticing or remarking on how many tries it took them to stuff Gil into the seat. Minute after minute they shoved him toward the opening, only to have the unseen shield clang against the metal door frame. Then, like broken robots, they would stand for a moment with blank expressions on their empty faces and try again and then again.


  Eventually, Gil solved the problem by diving headfirst into the back seat, banging his helmet on the far door.


  A pinewood scent from the twig in his chained hands filled the back seat. Gil felt an inexplicable intuition that this scent prevented any additional spells or elfin charms from drawing near.


  He wondered idly whether they could see his face or not. The mist prevented them from noticing the helm on his head, but it did not turn the metal invisible.


  
4. The Bureau of Compliance


  He had his answer when he was taken to a facility—it was neither the county police station in Blowing Rock, nor the state trooper headquarters in Lenoir, but a blocky concrete edifice hidden off the highway in the middle of nowhere—where he was fingerprinted and photographed. The dull-eyed desk officers did not have him remove his gauntlets for the fingerprinting nor his helm for the photograph.


  In a bare side room at a wooden table before a tall mirror sat a tired-looking officer with a five o’clock shadow and jowls like a sad bulldog. He gave Gil a typed confession to sign. Gil asked to see a lawyer. The officer grunted, signed Gil’s name, which he spelled as Gilbert P. Mott, and slid the confession into a drawer.


  “You are a minor, so you do not get a lawyer,” the tired man said. “Child protective services has control of your case, and they pled guilty on all charges on your behalf, as this was in your best interest. And you are being held for a military tribunal since you are a serviceman in the armed forces of a hostile foreign power. After that, you will be transferred to a high security mental asylum.”


  “I am not insane,” said Gil. “The asylums are run by elfs.”


  The tired man grunted. “If you say so, pal.”


  Gil said, “Which power?”


  “What?”


  “Which hostile foreign power do I serve?”


  The tired man looked at the paper. “Ah. Great Britain. Says here you swore fealty to the English sovereign. Is that true?”


  “Why? Are we are war with Great Britain?”


  “I am sorry, but since you are a serviceman in the armed forced of a hostile foreign power, I cannot discuss matters which have national security implications.”


  Gil held up his diamond badge as an officer of the Special Counter-Anarchist Task Force. The words THE LAST CRUSADE caught the light and blazed, but the man’s eyes could not focus on it.


  Gil said, “This is not a real police station, is it?”


  The tired man said, “No, we are the Federal Bureau of Land Reclamation Management, Oceanic Homeland Intrusion, Mental Health, Personal Revenue Seizures, Paperwork Reduction, Alcohol, Tobacco, Firewater, and Diversity Compliance.” He took up a windbreaker thrown over the chair next to him and showed Gil the letters written on the back: FBLRMOHIMHPRSPRATFDC.


  “There is no such bureau,” said Gil skeptically.


  “How could anyone tell? It is not like anyone keeps track.”


  “I mean you are outside the writ of the law, or else you’d be able to see this badge in my hand. Didn’t you take an oath to uphold the law?”


  “Oaths? Uphold the what? Are you from the Dark Ages or something?”


  Gil’s eyes narrowed dangerously.


  The man glared at him, a cynical smile on his lips. “The president swore an oath to defend the Constitution. Think he means it? His job is to get around it. Doctors take the Hippocratic Oath. Do they mean it? The ones who execute prisoners for us, or do abortions, or euthanasize comatose paralytics? How about witnesses on the witness stand? Promise to tell the whole truth, nothing but the truth. They’d lose their cases if they didn’t lie. The lawyers tell them to lie. My wife promised to love, honor, and obey me, in sickness and health, until death do us part, all that jazz. She took up with another guy when I was stationed overseas. And she lied on the witness stand.”


  That was the only moment when the man did not look tired, and his eyes did not seem clouded by the elfin mists. Gil knew he was hearing the man’s deepest, most secret thoughts hidden in his heart. He saw his very soul.


  It was like flinging open a buried treasure chest and finding nothing but offal and rotting rodent carcasses within.


  
5. Piskies and Gremlins


  Back in the main office, he saw a slender female figure about four feet tall. She looked like a miniature woman, perfectly proportioned, not like a midget and not like a child. She was dressed in a green shift and green ballet slippers, sitting atop a filing cabinet. She had gauzy wings like a dragonfly and two whiplike antenna issued from her brow. She had a sweet smile and a satanic glint of malice in her narrow eyes.


  This fay maiden was surrounded by mist and no doubt thought herself invisible. Gil turned his head to look at her, but he guessed his eyes were shadowed in the eyeholes of his helm, for she did not seem to notice his gaze.


  In fact, Gil was not sure she saw him at all. Suzy the witch’s apprentice had told him that people saw whatever they expected to see when they looked into the mist. What did elfs see? They were not immune to their own glamour.


  Around the feet of the fay maiden danced piskies no larger than lightning bugs, glowing. They were going back and forth between the papers on the sergeant’s desk and the filing cabinet, switching photographs, erasing and rewriting entries on forms, and forging signatures. The tiny, swift creatures were infallible forgers since illusions woven of mist hid any imperfections.


  He saw his own picture from his yearbook photograph being affixed to some other thick file of crime reports.


  Meanwhile, small men the size of mice were toying with two of the computers, dancing on the keyboard, prying open the housing, hooking what looked, at first, like dead insects or dry leaves to the electronic innards. Upon closer inspection, Gil’s eyesight could see the small, bejeweled, well-made electronic circuits hidden under the appearance of leaf and bug. The small men were dressed in coveralls and wore tiny baseball caps. They chewed tobacco and spit sparks. Each one had a rag or a wrench in his back pocket, like a cartoon caricature of a plumber or mechanic.


  He had not seen this particular breed of elfin creature before, but he heard what name the laughing fay maiden called them as she urged them to their efforts: gremlins.


  As Gil was led past the filing cabinet and desk where the fay maiden sat, Gil peered closely. Perhaps the piskies were merely stuffing random unsolved cases into his folder without even looking. Gil was accused of overgrazing on federal land, methamphetamine distribution, gunrunning, subordination of perjury, espionage, witness tampering, bribery, failure to pay licensing tax for class three firearms, campaign finance law violations, jaywalking…


  Other crimes listed on the papers he glimpsed seemed to have at least some relation to reality: theft and tortuous conversion of a cot from the YMCA, trafficking in stolen antiques, arson with a blade of over nine inches, multiple counts of assault and battery, trespass onto federal lands without a camping license, hunting without a gaming license, fishing without a fishing license, keeping a dog without a dog license, obtaining licenses without a licensing license, truancy from school…


  
6. A Prisoner


  The officer gave him into the custody of the jailer, a thin man with long hair grown out from above his ears, and combed over his bald spot. The man seemed not to notice that Gil was dressed in forty pounds of armor, with a tall silver helm, and a four-foot-tall shield. Again, the balding man acted like a broken robot, trying over and over to pat down Gil for weapons, strip him, search him for drugs, force him to shower, and issue him an orange jumpsuit, actions that were impossible to perform on an armored man. Gil merely told the balding man in a soft voice that he had, in fact, gone through the routine correctly.


  The man froze. Gil repeated it in a soothing voice, “The prisoner has been searched and showered. Everything is fine. Everything is under control. The prisoner has been thoroughly searched and given an ugly orange suit…”


  It was with considerable disquiet that Gil saw the balding man, his eyes entirely dull and dead, nod dumbly. Then, the balding man took up a big, old-fashioned key ring, and unlocked the door leading to the security wing.


  Gil found himself wondering if he had committed a crime by trampling on a fellow man’s free will and vowed never to do that sort of thing again.


  In the upper corner of the door was a spider web. In the spider web one of the piskies had been caught, a tiny girlish imp small as a fly, glowing like a lightning bug. She was wrapped in webbing and called out in a high, thin voice: Help me! Help meeee!


  Gil was in no mood to help one of the miniature freaks who had been falsifying records and writing lies about him to get him in trouble with the human world. But he did not think knighthood was a matter of moods or feelings. He doffed his gauntlets, reached up with his bare hand, brushed the spider web away, and plucked the sticky strands carefully off the tiny figurine. She snarled, cursed, complained, and flew away after hissing angrily at him.


  He watched her go with a sigh of annoyance. He had not saved her for the sake of being thanked, but a small sign of gratitude would have been polite.


  Down the gloomy corridor he went with the thin and balding jailer.


  The doors were iron, and the ceiling was brick. The dim yellow lights were in cylindrical metal brackets. One after another Gil paced past them. There was no one else in the wing.


  An iron door led into a cell. The door had one slit at eye level and another at the foot of the door. There was no thumbprint pad or slot to receive a magnetic card. Light shined in a thin beam through the keyhole, which told Gil the lock was a large and clumsy antique.


  Inside the cell, a light fixture was recessed into the low ceiling, above a rusted drain in the floor. A low cot of wooden slats was bolted to the floor.


  The window was a plate of iron padlocked shut. The iron plate had holes punched into it, large enough for air to enter, barely, but too small for a finger. Putting his eye to a hole, he saw he was three or four stories above ground. There was a chain link fence topped with barbed wire and, beyond that, wooded hills.


  Gil wondered at the obvious age of this building, of his cell. What had his mother said about certain modern weapons being too new to be reflected in dreams? Was it easier for the elfs to cast their spells on people who lived in old houses? Gil had never heard of a haunted house that was brand new or of a haunted skyscraper.


  On the other hand, looking once more at the jailor’s unblinking eyes, Gil felt such a stab of hatred for the Black Spell of the elfs and their mesmeric tricks, he was not sure if it were safe or healthy for his soul if he learned too much about exactly how it worked.


  This much he did know: the mist was a double-edged sword. Apparently, it was thick enough about this federal facility to put all the humans into a sleepwalking state and let the piskies and gremlins forge and fake the records.


  But, by the same token, mist that thick allowed Gil to carry forty pounds of shining metal war gear into his cell, unhindered.


  In his pouch was a tin of polish, a rag, and a brush. He spent the morning cleaning his armor, closing bent links with pliers, and checking the joints, straps, and buckles.


  
7. Stegodyphus lineatus


  Thus occupied, Gil did not notice the passage of time. Perhaps it was an hour later, perhaps more, when a thin, sinister voice from the ceiling spoke.


  “You robbed from me my due prey. I am come to curse you with my deadly curse, you who are so cruel to mothers. I must fatten myself. Must my children starve?”


  Gil looked up, but saw no one. “I beg your pardon, ma’am. I have great respect for motherhood. Please don’t curse me. My life is hard enough as it is. And short.”


  “My wrath is great against you! You destroyed my house!”


  “I don’t remember destroying any houses,” Gil said politely, puzzled, wondering why he could not see the woman speaking. He thought he should have been able to see even someone hidden by an elfish glamour. “Besides, we rent from a man named Mr. Umstead. Are you his wife or something? If you are talking about the tree growing up through the rented apartment, my mother did that, not I.”


  “Do you blame your mother? Your hand smashed my house! How dare you put the crime on her!”


  Gil felt anger like a swallow of warm wine spread out from his heart into his chest and guts. “Now, you hold on, whoever you are! I respect and love my mother! I obey her in all things! I listen to all her crazy questions, and… and…” Gil found himself suddenly with hot tears in his eyes, and he wiped his face, sobbing.


  The thin voice said, “I hear a dishonest twitch your voice when you lie. It is very obvious. You did not obey your mother, did you? When my eggs hatch, my children, my beautiful children, will issue forth and consume me alive. All children are alike.”


  Gil suddenly realized what he was talking to. “Where are you?”


  “Here. Up here. This crack between the two bricks.”


  Gil peered, standing on his tip toes.


  It was a tiny spider.


  Gil could have easily raised his hand and crushed her beneath his thumb. Instead, he wiped his eyes again, and said, “I wanted to obey my mother. But I chopped off a man’s head and agreed to travel to the Green Chapel where he lives so that he can chop my head off in turn.”


  The spider said, “People heads don’t grow back. Someone should have told you that.”


  “No one tells me anything! And I have to leave today! I don’t know the way, and I am locked in jail. He said someone would show up to lead me there, lead me to my death. If I run away—I will be less brave than Arthur’s knight. Gawain did not run away! He must have really want to, too.”


  Gil drew a deep breath and tried to regain control of himself.


  He muttered, “I bet his mother also told him to stay home and break his word.”


  The spider said, “Your mother gave you life. It is not yours to throw away.”


  Gil said angrily, “What do you know about it? Your children eat you!”


  The spider sniffed and said softly, “All mothers suffer for their children. The mercy that the Creator grants to all the mothers of my race that our sacrifice takes place only once, all at once, and our suffering is done.”


  Gil’s anger evaporated. “I am sorry for you, ma’am. That does not sound very merciful to me.”


  “You pity me? Your estate is no better. I could have stayed a virgin and never known love. You could have stayed a civilian and never known knighthood. My bloodline is preserved; yours dies with you.”


  “Why do it? Why let yourself die?”


  “I promised my mate. He would not come into my embrace until I gave my word.”


  Gil said, “You believe in a creator?”


  She sniffed again. “Of course. I weave webs and place each strand just so to serve me, the capture lines, the control lines, the guy lines. The web is intricate, but I am more intricate, for spiders are higher and better than spiderwebs. Then, I see my life, how wonderfully and fearfully its parts are woven and fitted together, and I know I too was placed just so to serve a higher and a better.”


  “Ma’am, bless you for saying so! I don’t know how to make amends for destroying your house. But… wait…” Gil plucked a silver hair from his head and thrust it into the little crack in the brick. “…I have heard that the hairs of my head are blessed and can grant protection to those who know how to use it. Can it be of any use to you? Wolves and birds I know have found it valuable.”


  “You are Gilberec Moth, son of Ygraine, of whom the birds never speak?”


  “Yes. You know me?”


  “Bird are my enemies. I study them and know what they know.”


  “Do you know why they never speak about my mother?”


  “No. They never speak of it.”


  “Then how do you know– aargh! Never mind. Yes, I am Gil.”


  “You know not what a noble gift you give, Son of the Swanmay. This hair will allow me to build a web neither man nor brute can brush away and no prey escape. I will cling to a windborne thread and fly to Madagascar, and across a river there raise a web eighty feet wide, and be accounted eminent and famous among my kind for ten generations! That is one generation of men, or two decades. But it would be uncomely of me not to recompense you for so magnanimous a gift. Ask of me three boons, anything within my power, and I will perform.”


  “First, your forgiveness for destroying your house.”


  “Granted.”


  “Can you free me from this cell?”


  “I do not know how.”


  “Could you find a friend of mine? A dog named Ruff. He is also a pooka. His name has an S and a G at the beginning, but I can’t remember it. So go long. Sounded something like that.”


  “Am I a flea? They are the insects given stewardship over dogs. I am a spider. I reduce the excess fly population and teach them humility. Ask something else.”


  “Can you talk to a bird?”


  “In peril of my life. But I can summon one here. Carry me to the window and give me your blessing as a Son of Adam. This is your second boon.”


  And with a bravery that impressed Gil greatly, the spider hung by her thread out the window, and taunted passing birds, using herself as bait to lure one close.


  
8. Picoides borealis


  When a Red-cockaded woodpecker dived at her, the little spider yanked herself back through one of the tiny air holes in the metal plate padlocked over the window, and Gil saw the sharp hammer of a bill follow her.


  Gil said, “Picoides, I need your help.”


  The woodpecker said, “I hear a voice! Are you inside this metal plate? Who are you?”


  “Gilberec Moth.”


  “The pine tree’s friend?”


  “Uh, yes. I think.”


  The bird rapped a moment on the metal plate, as if experimentally. “I heard that this very tree got reincarnated and showed up at the house of She of Whom We Never Speak.”


  Gil said, “Trees get to be reincarnated?”


  “They have vegetative souls, so the cherub in charge of pine trees recycles them.”


  Gil said, “So trees reincarnate back to this world, but humans go to Heaven?”


  “Is that where they go? Huh. The world is weirder than I thought. I have seen the ghosts of men lined up on the banks of the river Tiber, and then they get into a boat where a mighty angel stands and uses celestial wings as sails. They go across the sea. I am a nonmigratory bird. I don’t go over the sea.”


  “Then how did you get to the Tiber? It’s in Italy.”


  “That was a one-time thing, a pilgrimage, to pay my respects to Picus, first king of Latium. I don’t migrate yearly like a goose does. Geese are crazy. How can they dig bugs out of tree bark with those flat, weird-looking goose bills, eh? Can you send that spider back out? I’m hungry.”


  “The spider is a friend of mine.”


  “Well, just keep it platonic. If she mates with you, she’ll kill you and eat your corpse. Nasty creature, spiders.”


  The spider said, “Do I look like a Black Widow to you?”


  The woodpecker said, “Step outside, and let me inspect you more carefully.”


  Gil said to the spider, “Don’t be angry. You must admit, eating your own mother is a very disturbing habit.”


  The spider said, “There is no greater offering of love. You eat your own Lord every Sabbath and drink his precious blood as well.”


  Gil was not sure if it was wise to get into a theological debate with birds and spiders, so he said to the woodpecker, “Picoides, I am looking for my dog.”


  “Ruff? He’s just outside the fence. Kind of sneaking around. I think I heard him humming some sort of jazz music from a spy show while he was doing it. Watching the trucks going in and out, timing the guard rounds, pacing out the distance and overlapping fields of view from the security cameras, chasing squirrels, sniffing his own buttocks. You know what dogs are like. Disgusting animals, really. Glad they cannot fly. Can you imagine the mess they’d make if they flew? Yikes!”


  “You know my dog?”


  “Sure. He’s a spy for the elfs. A lousy spy. He was asking around about Ygraine of the Wise Reeds. The high parliament of birds was notified immediately. Whenever she goes to or comes from her rotten job in that wine bar, we are supposed to dive bomb the dog, get him to chase us, make sure he never spots her.”


  “You have a parliament?”


  “Rooks do. They form the secular arm. Magpies have congregations, and they form the spiritual orders. Crows are our Execution Branch, and Ravens are our Fourth Estate, on account of their unkindness.”


  Gil rubbed his temples, wondering why woodpeckers were more talkative than other birds he’d met. “I’d like you to talk to him for me. Ruff, I mean. He has a special glove he can put on his paw to give it the shape and movement of a human hand. I want you to take it from him and leave it on the roof.”


  Gil picked up the spider on his forefinger. “I have no idea if this will work, but for my final boon, Ma’am, I’d like you to help me with something.”


  
9. A Green Glove


  An hour later, Gil lay prone with one eye at the slit that pierced the door, watching a tiny spider, smaller than a dime with seven thin legs and one leg ending in a bright green human-sized glove, walking carefully along the ceiling. Between the finger and the thumb of the glove was the keyring and the keys to this cell.


  One of the keys opened the iron plate over the window. It was a four-story climb to the ground, but the spider said that the glove granted her hand human strength while she wore it, so Gil took the glove in both his hands, and she held him and walked slowly down the concrete wall while he held on and prayed and sweated.


  As he had been told, the bullets from the riflemen in the watchtowers were able to land to his right and left, making loud, appalling noises, but they simply refused to hit him. The electricity in the fence was evidently also considered a modern enough weapon that it did not harm him. The barbed wire at the top would have been able to cut him, except that his gauntlets were too thick.


  After that, he heard Ruff barking. “This way! This way!”


  Gil looking behind him at the pursuit, saw how the trees and thorn bushes, which had let him pass by without grabbing his cloak or legs, got in the way of the men with guns coming after.


  He found Ruff atop a small snowy hillock, talking to a pair of bloodhounds. These two hounds sniffed Gil carefully. One said, “Fed you a spam sandwich, you said? One of your pack?”


  The other hound asked suspiciously, “He is not a cat person, is he?”


  Ruff said, “I never sleep on the floor if he has a bed, I never go hungry if he has food.”


  A silent look of understanding passed between the second and first hound.


  The first hound said, “Okay. We’ll lead the deputy the wrong way. But you owe us big! Every escaped prisoner makes us look bad on our quarterly performance review. C’mon, Buford. Let’s get back to the kennel.”


  The two hounds loped off. Gil knelt down and gave Ruff a hug.


  “Boy, am I glad to see you!” said Gil. “You saved my life at least three times.”


  Ruff took his green glove back and held it in his teeth. A small cloud of mist gathered around it, turned dark gray, and then vanished, and the glove vanished with it. Then, he licked Gil’s face.


  “Well? Well? You’ve decided. Haven’t you? You made up your mind,” said Ruff, sadly.


  Gil said, “You can smell that I have made a decision?”


  “Yup. That, and the fact that all you had to do was stay in that building and not risk getting shot breaking out, and you would have missed your date with the Green Knight. I was sure your mom would tell you not to go.”


  “She did.”


  “You are not listening to Ygraine of the Reeds? They say she is the wisest woman in the world!”


  “Ruff, I talked to a mom in there who is going to give up everything for her kids, even her life. I also talked with a man who did not see the point of keeping one’s word. I want to be in her world, not in his.”


  Ruff said, “You’d live longer in his.”


  Gil said, “And be just as dead at the end and be called to account for my life.”


  Ruff nodded sagely, scratched his fleas, and turned in a circle, sniffing. He seemed to be licking or biting himself, but Gil saw a trickle of mist seeping from his teeth.


  
10. The Token


  Gil said, “What are you doing?”


  Ruff said, “I hide my stuff in the mist, like you do. It’s natural for elfs. It’s allowed.”


  Gil said, “Allowed?”


  “Angels don’t mind it. Prophets do it, too. It is not actually magic. Here.”


  And in his teeth was dangling a fine gold chain, at end of which was a tiny glass bead small as the end of his thumb.


  “What is it…?”


  Ruff said, “Whoa ho ho and Oo la la!”


  “What?”


  Ruff laughed in his throat. “You are just a Dude in Distress, ain’t you! And then the Damsel had to save you! You know what that means….”


  Gil picked up the pendant and held it to his eye. Inside the glass bead were two or three strands of black hair, very long and very fine, frozen in the glass, tied with Celtic intricacy into endless threefold knots.


  Gil said, “Ruff! What is this?”


  “The favor you asked for. From Nerea. She clipped the hairs off her head with a golden knife. One of Phaethon’s daughters is a pal of mine, a nymph named Aetherea; I had her trap it in clear amber to act as a pyx.”


  Gil said, “First, I don’t know what a pyx is. Second, I never asked her for a favor.”


  The dog said, “Why not? You like her don’t you? I can tell you like her. Humans are in heat all year round.”


  “She’s my cousin!”


  “Second cousin once removed. It’s allowed. Did you like kissing her? Do you want to kiss her again? Don’t lie to me. I can smell the truth!”


  “You cannot smell the truth!”


  “You going to take it? Or throw it away?”


  “Why did you tell her I wanted her favor?”


  “I had to ask because you were too stupid to. She sits on rocks all day just watching you exercise. Doesn’t that tell you something? And you want her favor to carry into battle. Don’t you?”


  “I refuse to answer on the grounds it may tend to intimidate me. Beside, what business is it of yours?”


  Ruff wagged his head and made a snorting noise. “Look, Gil, I am a smart dog! A good dog! I know things!”


  “What do you know?”


  “I know that once a girl wins over a guy’s dog, it is all over but for the shouting. If you name your firstborn after me, I will be happy to act as his godfather.”


  “The only shouting is going to be when I kick you down this hill.”


  “See? It is all over but that!”


  Gil slung the chain over his head so that the bead of glass was over his heart. “I cannot throw it away. That would be rude.”


  “Ooh la la!”


  “Stop saying that!”


  “It is French,” said Ruff.


  “It is not French.”


  “It is!”


  “If it is French, then what’s it mean?”


  “It means, ‘Whoa ho ho!’”


  “And what does that mean?”


  “I dunno,” said the dog with a shrug and a flip of his tail. “It’s German. I don’t speak German.”


  “Hmm.”


  “So! So! You know which way to go? Where is this green place? Is it within walking distance? Or do we need to get a boat or something?”


  Gil said, “I have no idea at all.” So he chose a direction at random and started walking, with Ruff trotting happily after.


Chapter Three: The Headless Huntsmen


  1. Green Steed


  Gil walked for a day through the snowy hills of Appalachia. Each time he was tempted to quit, he pushed the thought aside. His mother had told him once that temptations were like bugbites: the itch always seemed as if it was sure to last forever. But if you can hold out from scratching for fifteen minutes, the itch might fade. And if it does not, at least you held out for fifteen minutes.


  At dusk, he and Ruff were hungry. Only then did he abandon his aimless walking and start to look in earnest for a good campsite. Ruff wended his way downhill, sniffing and searching for fresh water. As Gil was crossing an open meadow, Ruff barked.


  “Look! Look! Behind you, there! Behind you!”


  Gil turned. He saw above him on the crest of the hill, with the glorious red clouds of sunset like a forest fire behind him, was a steed larger than a Clydesdale and green as a holly leaf. It was the horse of the Green Knight.


  The green steed said, “Sgeolan, put on your speaking cap so that you can speak to the young squire. I am to tell him the path to go.”


  Gil said, “I can understand you.”


  The green horse’s ears twitched. “You speak the speech of horses? That is unusual. It is said that Alexander the Great had that gift, and also Uther Pendragon, Arthur’s sire.”


  Gil said, “How did he come by this gift?”


  The green horse flicked its ears again. “We are not here to discuss this. I am come to tell you the way to the Green Chapel.”


  Gil said, “Tell me.”


  “First, you are headed in exactly the wrong direction. Go downhill, and follow the springs that feed into the Tennessee River, and sail it to the Ohio, thence to the Mississippi and to the Illinois. Follow this to Calumet Harbor. Then to Lake Michigan, past the Mackinac Bridge, to Lake Huron, to Sarnia, and then to the St. Clair River south to Lake St. Clair. Go to Walpole Island. The war poles after which the island is named will be visible to you, but not the ghosts they drive away. The autochthons call the place Bkejwanong, which, being interpreted, means Watersmeeting.”


  “Auto who?”


  “The Anishinaabeg, which includes the Chippewa, Ottawa, and Potawatomi. These tribes were removed from the human world, brought into the Twilight by shining beings, and hidden behind the mist. Their chief Sassaba agreed to serve and worship the elfs and eschew the Christ of the White Man, and lakes as large as Huron and rivers as long as the Ohio were erased from sight and memory. Untouched woods, and hunting grounds where birds and game thrive in numbers uncounted, were given to the tribes. Here are hills no booted foot has touched, trees that never felt the iron ax. The bold Chippewa range those hidden lands, fighting and raiding and slaving, and keeping all their old ways, and worshiping devils. You must pass through their land: avoid them.”


  Gil said, “So the Green Chapel is on Walpole Island, which is an Indian reservation? Where is this again? Michigan?”


  “Canada. Knights, march-wardens from London and Strathroy, venture to Walpole Island, despite the danger, to do battle with windigo and water-panthers, and corsairs from Algonac and Harsens Island raid there, capturing Pukwudgies to sell to magicians.”


  “Who are these knights and corsairs?”


  “Irishmen, Smithwicks, Moths and Cobwebs, and other Twilight Folk who no longer dwell in the human world. From here, if you sail without rest, and at the speed fit and proper for an elfin boat, you should make the trip in sixteen days. You should not have waited so long.”


  Gil said, “What if I do not have an elfin boat? Shouldn’t I fly?”


  The green steed looked doubtful and said, “I was told you lacked the art of flying. That would, of course, be swifter yet. Have you a swan robe? I did not know males wore them.”


  “I meant by airplane.”


  “Human contrivances are unlucky as well as unlovely. What became of your swift elfin boat? Are you not the Swan Knight?”


  “Actually, I am not sure. There was another who wore this armor before me.”


  “What armor?”


  “Sorry,” said Gil. “This armor.” Gil stared at one of the diamonds on his armor until the diamond seemed to glow with starlight, which drove away the mist. Sir Bertolac had shown him this means of undoing the glamour.


  The green steed reared back, startled. “May the cat eat you and the devil eat the cat! That is very disturbing! Were you hoaxing my eyes? Well, your little elf tricks will not save you from my master’s good iron ax!”


  Gil said, “I do not have a perfect memory like an elf, so you will have to repeat the instructions.”


  But Ruff said, “I got it. I know the way.”


  Gil looked at the dog in surprise. “You do?”


  “I do! I do! All pooka know about the northern lakes where knights and Indians battle. It is not London, England. It is London, Ontario. On the River Thames. The other Thames. The March-Wardens of London are famous. The brothers of Lord Simcoe, John and Percy, entered the mist to free the slaves kept by efts and werewolves, and they wed the river women and cannot return to the human world. The fiercest and most famous demi-men of the north are descended from them.”


  But the green steed said, “That little pooka may not go with you! Sgeolan never struck the head from my master, and he is neither invited to the Green Chapel nor would be permitted to leave alive!”


  Ruff said, “No! No! I go with my boy and die with him!”


  The steed said, “It is forbidden! I don’t want to see you—I mean, the Green Knight will not permit an unclean animal into his lands!”


  Gil said to the green steed, “I do not have a boat. How are you getting back there? Can I simply ride on you?”


  The green steed said, “As a courtesy, I will carry you to the bank of the river. But the dog must stay behind!”


  Gil and Ruff argued about it for a long while while the green horse stamped its hooves in the snow and snorted in its nostrils impatiently. In the end, Ruff won the argument technically (Gil could not refute the point that if Ygraine could not forbid Gil from seeking death when honor demanded it, Gil could not forbid Ruff) but lost the argument practically.


  The green horse could produce a dark gray form of the mists of Everness from its hooves as it galloped, seven fathoms at a stride, or leap half a mile through the roaring air from one hilltop to the next as lightly as a stag. The strange fog streamed backward from the flashing hooves of the flying steed. Ruff was left far, far behind.


  As they raced across the Appalachians and into the Tennessee river valley, Gil leaned forward and shouted into the green steed’s ear over the uproar of the winds. “Tell me something! How did you know my dog’s real name?”


  But the green steed gave no answer.


  
2. Ashore


  Gil slept by the waterside, wrapped in his gray cloak. He woke before dawn and started walking north, wondering how he was supposed to find whatever boat the green steed expected him to find.


  It was deserted here, out of sight of any human roads or telephone lines or highways. The east was pink and the clouds above bright red. The birds began to sing, “Hail! Holy Light! Offspring of heaven firstborn…!”


  He knelt, crossed himself, crossed his hands, and tried to pray.


  Prayer would not come. His thoughts stirred and jumped like a skittish steed. He did not know the way. Surely that was excuse enough to avoid his appointment with the deadly Green Knight? No one in the elfish world knew Gil’s name. He could avoid any scandal or dishonor merely by painting his shield with a new design. And it was not as if the elfs had volunteered to take the Green Knight’s wager! What right had they to criticism him?


  Besides, no one would ever know.


  Gil opened his eyes. “I would know,” he said.


  He stood, and sighed, and began trudging north.


  The wind was cold, and the frost was bitter, but there was no snow on the ground here. The sun was a ball of fire, fat and dim, peering over the horizon. The long shadows of twilight still covered the rocks and leafless trees of the shore. Wisps of dispersing fog clung here and there about the river, clouds resting on the waters. In a strip of blue between two cloud banks, he saw a scrap of white, graceful and fair, floating along the waters. After a time of marching, the sun was yellow and almost above the horizon, the fog was less, and the white figure was closer.


  Gil saw it was a swan. He had not expected to see swans on the Tennessee River. On the other hand, he did not know whether they were from this area or not.


  The creature was far away, but Gil called to it. The swan seemed not to have heard him at first, but, after a while, he noticed it was swimming near and nearer.


  She spoke in a very soft voice, “Nobly you bear your shield and nobly high aloft your crest, Swan Knight.”


  Gil said, “You know me?”


  “How could I not?”


  “Who is my father?”


  “You are the son of the Swan Knight.”


  Gil said, “And what is his name?”


  The swan said, “That I do not know. Why do you walk here, unhorsed and footsore?”


  “I walk because I have no horse.”


  “A knight without a horse is not a knight. Whither go you?”


  “To Walpole Island I go.”


  “Wherefore?”


  “I go to be beheaded, and I am late.”


  “It may not be a thing of sorrow to be late for one’s beheading.”


  “I must be there by Christmas Eve.”


  “Afoot? It is too far. Shall I bring your boat?”


  “I own a boat?”


  “You are the Swan Knight, the son of the Swan Knight. Of course you own a boat. Have I your leave to fetch it? Otherwise, you will be late for your beheading.”


  “You have my leave.”


  And the swan slowly drifted away.


  
3. Afloat


  Midmorning came and went, and there was no sign of the swan or the boat she had gone to fetch. In the distance he saw a deserted brown shack.


  His stomach rumbled with hunger, and Gil sternly told it to shut up.


  His power to talk to animals evidently did not extend to the beast called hunger. He went to the shack to see if there were anyone there who might give him a drink or a morsel, but the place was empty, a barn-like place with a dirt floor and dusty rafters. No one was within save spiders, who, learning his name, asked him if he knew the famous spider of North Carolina whose unbreakable webs were yards wide? One offered him fat flies to quench his thirst.


  When Gil returned to the shore, he saw there a small boat, no larger than his couch back home. It was painted bright red, and the gunwale was gilded with gold leaf, and the bowsprit was carved in the image of Cupid flourishing his bow.


  Here also were a dozen swans arranged two by two in a harness made of vines and flowers like a team of horses, and two long strands of silk thread were the reins.


  There were two swans in collars of gold leading the others. The one on the left-hand side said, “We are here, my lord.”


  Gil said, “Who do you work for?”


  “For you, my lord.”


  Gil said, “Were you the boat, ah, steeds of the first Swan Knight?”


  “Are not we the very grandchildren of those who drew him?”


  Gil asked, “How did he bind you to his service?”


  “He sang and spoke, and his singing was very fine, and his words very fair, and the long lost authority of Adam was in his words, and the glamour of elfin song. He told our grandfathers that he sailed to the rescue of Ygraine the Wise, of whom we do not speak, and what swan would not aid a Swanmay or the son of a Swanmay?”


  Gil thought to himself that, for once, he was not going to ask any birds why they did not talk about his mother. “And how are you bound to my service?”


  The two lead swans arched their necks and flapped their white wings, and one on the right said, “Swans mate for life. We forget no oaths. Shall we serve the father and not the son?”


  “My father—is he man or elf?”


  The right-hand one said, “How shall we know this?”


  “Why are you here?”


  “Do you not need us to carry you to your beheading?”


  “Do you answer every question with a question?”


  The two swans in the front of the harness looked at each other again in surprise. “Do we?”


  “I see where my mother gets it from.”


  Gil sighed and stepped into the boat. Despite the small size, the boat did not move under his footstep. Before he seated himself (there was a thwart amidships smaller than a camp stool), the boat was drawn into motion by the swans, but it rolled and pitched no more than a steady and massive yacht would have, and Gil was amazed.


  To judge from the wind in his face, the little red boat seemed to be moving as slowly and serenely as a swimming swan, but each time he looked at the shore and judged his speed based on the landmarks passing, the pace was as swift as a speedboat.


  The elf boat passed slowly and swiftly across the face of the waters with barely a sound, as smoothly as a glass ball rolling along a marble floor, and two white lines of wake trailed away behind.


  
4. Afoot


  Gil followed the sailing instructions of the green steed. Days passed, but from time to time he went ashore to seek food.


  Once for his supper he hunted rabbits with a sling and then forbore when the chief of the warren came out of the long grass and turned over a criminal to him for execution. That rabbit, whose only crime was not agreeing with sufficient enthusiasm at whatever the warren was enthused about that week, begged for its life and offered to provide Gil a feast better than coney. Gil agreed and was surprised to find the next morning a perfectly fine heap of asparagus, clovers, chickweed, and pennycress and a bunch of carrots piled near his head. He boiled the leafy mass in his helmet, yet it was not only edible but tasty.


  A second time, days later, he went ashore, but headless men in long, dark coats, carrying lanterns from which their eyes peered, hunted him silently through the silent, leafless trees of Monogheia National Park.


  A day and night and another day passed as they hunted him. Gil tried ever to return to the river, but the headless creatures were always before him.


  Once, when they were close on his trail, Gil hid in a scum-coated leafy bog of freezing water; he saw them close at hand: two cloaked headless men and a headless child on a horse. The men were dressed like dandies, in fine black fabric, with lace adorning their neck stumps. The child carried his head, laughing and hallooing, at the end of a long spear, tied by his hair to the blade. The men would lower the lantern-shaped boxes in which their heads were carried. Gil heard the sniffing and snuffling along the path as they passed him by, seeking his scent. Gil feared the headless men, but he feared the child more.


  He slept for two days in a cave above the snowline, beyond where the hunt ranged, eating only nuts a friendly squirrel brought him. The next day, he followed the squirrel’s lead and found a high, clear, swift-running mountain stream. He waded in the freezing water, hoping to mask his scent and then came suddenly upon his red boat with the white swans, waiting serenely.


  He continued north. Each day he was hungrier, but with the days lost to the headless men, now there was no time to tarry.


  It was in the darkness before dawn when Gilberec Moth came to Lake Erie. He looked at the fading stars, saw the date, and realized that no time remained. Perhaps he was too late already to reach Walpole Island by Christmas Eve.


  But again he took the silken reins in hand and called out to the swans, urging them to their greatest speed. The birds moved with what seemed slow serenity, but, once again, they passed by the landmarks with deceptive quickness.


  
5. Aboard


  When the sun was at noon, the waters of Lake Erie were clear, and Gil could see to a great depth. He took off his helm to peer closer. He saw a slender, curvaceous shape in a skintight black suit, her black hair caught in a glittering net whose pearls and gems winked in the shimmering underwater sunlight. When she looked up, her eyes were hidden behind the mirrored disks of her sunglasses.


  Gil held aloft the locket of her hair he wore at his neck and waved his hand.


  Nerea arose and leaped, more graceful than a dolphin, into the air, over the boat, over Gil’s head, and into the other side, splashing him. The December water was cold.


  She swam down again, and then up, and then leaped again. This time Gil was ready and caught her in his arms. She was surprisingly warm and slippery.


  She struggled for a moment and looked exasperated. Gil said, “Welcome aboard. Like my boat? Have a seat. It is the only seat on the whole boat.”


  He sat on the gunwale in the bow, facing her. She seated herself daintily, and crossed her long legs, and pushed her sunglasses back to the top of her head, which made Gil laugh.


  “You mock and sport with me!” she pouted.


  “Not at all, miss,” he said. “It is just that when a pearl diver comes to the surface, she will push her scuba goggles back on her head just like that. I thought it was funny how it looked the same. You know, because you are… uh… a mermaid. I cannot get over how your glasses don’t fall off.”


  “Inanimate objects hate mortal men,” she said, “All carpenters and electricians know that. But they do not hate us. Besides, you cannot call me ‘miss.’ It is not right.”


  “What do I call you?” asked Gil, surprised.


  “My lady.”


  “Eh? I mean, beg pardon?”


  “You must call me my lady so that your unspoken feelings for me will urge you to live through combat, when otherwise your pain and grief would have you give up the ghost.” She pointed at the locket winking on his chest. “Is that not the meaning of asking me for my token?”


  Gil was too embarrassed to say that it had been Ruff’s idea, and then he realized it was an idea he really liked, and he was also too embarrassed to say that. He felt warmth in his face and a burning sensation in the tips of his ears.


  He said, “Yes, my lady. That is exactly what it means.” And because of the drop of monstrous blood that had touched his tongue, he could hear the honesty in his own voice, and he knew he spoke the truth.


  
6. Abandoned


  Greatly daring, he put his hands on her delicate, black-clad shoulders and leaned down to kiss her, but she ducked under his arm and dived over the gunwale into the water. She smote cleanly into the surface with hardly a splash. The boat, which had seemed so steady and sturdy before, now pitched under his feet, and he stumbled and grabbed the gunwale.


  “Hey!” he shouted, feeling foolish.


  Her head reappeared above the waters, and a set of ripples spread from her neck. Her hair was black and slick and glittered beneath her jeweled snood. Droplets clung to her eyelashes like little gems and twinkled in the sunlight. “A dog I thought was a collie used the mermaid song to call me from the river water, but then his coat was a wig—his whole coat—and he threw it aside, and it was your pooka.


  “This is the second time he called. So I watched your boat, knowing you would call her sooner or later. I did not think you would wait so long. I had been planning to cook you a dinner, shrimp and scallop and meat taken from the belly of the sleeping world-serpent—you have to numb the area with jellyfish venom or torpedo fish before cutting a slice of snake steak free, or else there are earthquakes—and I would have plenty of time! But now! Now! I have no time.”


  His stomach sent another pang through him. A slice of world serpent steak sounded particularly tasty at the moment. Gil said, “No time for what?”


  “You are going off to die!” She shook her head, and the water droplets flew from her eyelashes.


  He said, “Yes.”


  She said, “I conjure you by that token I have bestowed that you shall not go!”


  “The rules of knighthood are very simple, but very hard. This is one of the hard ones. I cannot turn back. I gave my word.”


  “Come to my world! I can lend you my mermaid’s cap, and you can breathe the seawater as lightly as air. Come! You can learn a trade and be a shoemaker; we have none of those in Ys.”


  Gil crossed his arms. “My lady is supposed to make stronger the fortress of my heart, not sap and undermine it. I am in a battle with temptation. If I lose this battle, no victory on Earth in battles of flesh and blood will matter.”


  Nerea sank down slightly in the water so that it touched her bottom lip. “That is a terrible and heavy wisdom. You are too young for such things. Who taught you these terrible things?”


  “A man named Lancelot. He won all his earthly battles and lost the only battle that mattered, for he dishonored himself with his queen and broke the Table Round, and its like has never come into the world again.”


  She shook her head and wiped her eyes with the palm of her hand, which made her cheeks more wet, not less. “Why can’t you put this off and get yourself beheaded ten years from now, or fifty years?”


  Gil said, “Nerea, I want you to urge me forward, not back. I want you to tell me to be fearless. That is the job of a knight’s true lady.”


  She looked up at him, and her dark eyes were bright. “Am I your true lady then?”


  Gil said, “Are you? It is up to you.”


  She raised her hand and touched the gunwale, as if she were about to climb aboard again. But a tremble ran through her body. “The duty of a lady is harder than the duty of a knight, for I shall live and think back on this hour. Do you have some plan, or trick, which will enable you to survive?”


  “No. Tricks in battle are allowed. Not tricks with one’s own honor.”


  “Oh.” Her hand slipped off the gunwale. She drifted away from the boat by a yard or two.


  Gil said, “Perhaps the Green Knight will spare me. He spared Gawain.”


  “Who is that?”


  “A man from fifteen hundred years ago. A brave man.”


  Nerea drifted a little farther away. Now she was ten yards away.


  She said wistfully, “Do you think the Green Knight will spare you?”


  Gil thought back on the laughter and scorn and insults the Green Knight had spoken during the Christmas feast a year ago.


  Gil knew that if he spoke what he did not believe, anyone who heard would know.


  He thought of several vaguely worded things he could say, which would not technically be untrue, but then he remembered talking that way to the elfs. Looking down at Nerea’s pale and pretty face surrounded by dark and clinging strands of wet hair, he did not think she was as easy to fool as an elf. He also did not think knights were supposed to try to fool their ladies.


  So he simply said, “No. I do not think he will spare me.”


  Nerea was over a dozen yards away. He heard the steel in her voice as she forced herself to speak words she did not want to say.


  “Go forward, my knight. Face without fear your fate. Die without dishonor. Go forward!”


  Nerea’s voice broke into a sob, but he only heard the first half of the sound. Like a dolphin, she reared up halfway out of the water, turned, and dove. Gil saw the water sluicing along her hips and legs and bare feet. She was gone.


Chapter Four: The Knight of the Red Steed


  1. The Camp


  The small scarlet boat was pulled by the swans swiftly across the lake. They passed up the river to a second lake and then found the mouth of a smaller stream. A leafless oak tree rose on either bank, and their branches commingled overhead, forming a large arch of dry twigs across the stream. Gil saw green balls lodged in the branches, and he wondered if some clumsy children had been playing here. But then the red swan-boat passed under the arch of twigs. Looking up, he saw that the balls were not solid. Rather each was a leafy mass growing in a sphere, green despite the winter season. It was mistletoe.


  The stream grew narrower, shallower, and swifter, and for the first time the swans seemed to be straining. Since a dozen swans should not have been able to tow a rowboat at speedboat speeds in any case, Gil hardly blamed them for struggling.


  The ground began to slope upward. Ahead rose a cliff like a gray wall. The top of the cliff was fringed with black and leafless bushes. The silver ribbon of a roaring waterfall plunged into a pool beaten into bubbling froth. The rock all around was sprinkled as if with rain drops. This pool was the source of the stream. To either side of the pool rose two more oak trees, dry and leafless in the winter. Here, too, in the midst of the branches were balls of green mistletoe.


  The swans beat their wings and pulled the boat ashore. Gil stepped out. Pebbles and dry grass rustled and crunched under his boots. The two lead swans bowed their graceful necks. “No farther we bear you. This cliff, and the higher land it hides, appears on no human maps and in no human eyes nor memories. The Green Chapel is in that high land, but where, no one can say.” So spoke the lead swan on the left.


  The lead swan on the right said, “Long ago giants cut a stair into the living rock; it is that white line you see in the distance yonder that climbs in zigs and zags up the gray side. However, oak is strong in this place, and evergreen can no longer shield you. If any elf or Cobweb seeks your ill, it must between this pool and the foot of that stair. Call us again when you have need.”


  Gil said, “How?”


  The two lead swans bent their graceful necks and stared at each other a moment, as if startled.


  The one on the left said, “The next hunting horn you see hanging from a strap around the neck of any sleeping creature, be it beast or man or angel, take it.”


  The one on the right said, “It is Roland’s horn, and its voice can be heard from afar, for it has an elfish contempt for time and distance. Stand with one foot on land and one in the water, and blow. We will not ignore the far-famed and wide-reaching voice of that horn. Fare you well, and God speed you.”


  And with no more words, the swans pulled the small red boat into the rushing stream, and the current bore them away.


  Gil looked. The foot of the cliff was hidden from view because of the rise and fall of the land and the height of the winter trees. It looked like a long hike. Gil glanced down and stared at his empty scabbard.


  Gil went to the oak tree growing by the boiling pool, and, finding a long, straight, and likely looking branch, he cut it free with his dirk. As he walked in the pathless wood, keeping the gray cliff ever to his left, he trimmed and whittled the branch to serve him as a hiking stick but also as a quarterstaff.


  He came upon a deer path, which he followed to a streamlet no broader than a footstep. But here he saw prints of moccasins in the muddy bank. He jumped over the stream and passed on, but more warily now.


  The ground became rougher, rising and falling in step rolls, as if the earth were a brown blanket wrinkled like an unmade bed. The trees on the high slopes were few and sparse, like hairs on a bald man’s head, but the vales between were filled with thorn and brush and had muddy soil at the bottom. This ground there was too rough to push through. Gil walked along the top of one of the ridges away from the cliff, seeking an easier trail but a longer one, trying to avoid the rough ground.


  He came suddenly to a place overlooking a wide meadow. Many valleys opened up into a flat and low land of tall grass and few trees. There was water gleaming in the distance on the far side beyond the meadow, no doubt an arm of Lake St. Clair.


  On the shore, in the shadow of many tall war poles carved with totems, were canoes of birch bark gathered. In the shadow of the leafless trees were drying racks, wigwams of bark, and tripods of spears and leather shields adorned with feathers, beads, and bright paint. Gil saw the white thin smoke of campfires issuing upward. He was curious, and he grinned, looking for the easiest path he could take to go down and get a closer look. This must have been one of the Indian tribes hidden by the elfs from the eyes of the rest of the world, protected, as it were, from the passage of time.


  Then, Gil saw the corpse of a man hanging head downward from an oak tree in the middle of the camp, and the marks of torture on him, and the ashes of a large fire that had been burning directly beneath him.


  Gil carefully crept back into the woods and passed even more carefully than before. He found a large stand of fir trees, and, feeling only a little foolish, he asked them for their blessing, and to throw off any pursuit which might be behind him.


  Whether or not that worked, he did not know, but as he made his way carefully through the rough land back toward the cliff, no one came upon him from behind.


  
2. The Stronghouse


  A long while later, Gil came free of the last trees and saw the valley that lay before the foot of the giant stair. He saw before him a cloudy fog, filling the valley floor. Across the valley he could see, above the fog, the great steps cut into the cliff face. The stairway ascended a chimney of rock that pressed close to the steps to either side.


  As he walked across the valley and started up the slope, the wind blew, and the fog parted and rolled away. He saw before him a green mound covered with what looked like mistletoe, but this plant was growing on the ground, amid the brown grass of December.


  At the top of this hill was the foot of the cliff. Here was the giant stair, but the cliff walls to the left had been cut and carved and hollowed out into a squat round tower. To Gil’s eyes this stronghouse looked like a rook on a chessboard. Twenty feet of the living rock had been cut and polished into the shape of a half-cylinder. Strong doors ten feet high and bound with brass were in the door-arch, like a mouth half-open in mockery. The portcullis was like a row of iron teeth. Above were two cross-shaped archer’s slits, like the merry eyes of a clown. The crown was carved into a crenelated battlement set with corbels of bronze.


  Gil walked up the mistletoe slope toward the foot of the staircase. It did indeed look like steps fit for giants, for each step was two or three feet tall and a yard or more deep.


  The slope of the hill was so steep, and the weeds were so slippery, that Gil first had to clamber bent double, then sling his shield on his back and crawl. At last, without warning, there appeared a brink, and after that the slope was easy, almost level, running up to the foot of the giant stair.


  Just at this brink was a holly bush. On one branch of the holly bush hung a hunting horn. Gil stared long at the horn and then stared long at the stronghouse, frowning. The archer slits were narrow and commanded only a narrow view, and no one was on the roof of the stronghouse. It would have been a simple matter to walk in a broad circle to the foot of the cliff, approach the stronghouse from one side or the other, where no windows were, get to the bottom step unseen, and climb the stair rapidly, eluding whatever guard was posted here.


  Gil instead raised the horn to the Y-shaped opening in his helm and blew a loud, long blast. The horn call echoed from the cliffs.


  The portcullis ground slowly open. It moved so slowly, Gil saw, that it would have been easy to run past the stronghouse and mount the stairs.


  The brass-bound doors swung open. Here on a roan steed was a knight armed at all points. His shield was sable without any charge or design. Above his helm floated a plume as green as ivy. His steed was caparisoned in black silk. A black pennant streamed from the point of his deadly lance.


  The steed came forth, stamping its feet. Gil saw that it was a fairy-steed, for it had a tail like a black lion, not a horse’s tail, and its hooves were cloven like a deer’s. The coat was a dark red, with white markings on the flanks and top of the tail and along the ribs in vertical stripes.


  
3. The Parley


  The black knight called, “Who dares defy me?”


  Gil called back, “I am called the Swan Knight. In King Arthur’s name, let me pass.”


  The black knight said, “Arthur? He is king of the dead perhaps. One of his men long, long ago passed this way, but he never returned. You are not his equal. Turn back!”


  Gil gripped the quarterstaff in the middle and readied his shield. “Dismount, and let us fight as man to man.”


  The black knight said, “Who is your family and bloodline?”


  Gil said, “Not that nonsense again! Erlkoenig enrolled my name on his lists as a knight!”


  “Erlkoenig is damned. I care nothing for him. What does your Arthur say of you?”


  Gil said, “Who are you who asks this of me?”


  “A man ahorse who blocks your path.”


  Gil said, “I am the highest ranked of Arthur’s court at large in the world today.”


  The black knight said, “Did he knight you? Where are your spurs?”


  “I have no spurs. He did not knight me.”


  The black knight laughed. “Then why should I dismount and fight you as equal to equal? Withdraw! And thank me that I save your life from the Green Knight. He throws the severed heads of elfish knights bouncing down that stairway behind me. I bury them here and there about my lands so that the elfin ghosts will terrify the savages and keep them away from me.”


  “Who are you?” and then, with a wild hope in his heart, Gil asked, “Are you a member of the Moth family?”


  “No Moth am I. They would not dare assume the privileges of noble blood!”


  Gil thought of his half-brothers. “Not openly.”


  “What does that mean, so-called Man of Arthur with no spurs and no name? Do you hide mixed and mingled blood out of shame?”


  Gil ignored the question. “If you are not of Erlkoenig nor Arthur, then of whose court are you? By what authority do you bar my way?”


  The black knight said, “By the strength of my right arm! I save your life from the Green Knight. But I will strike you dead myself!”


  And with that, the knight lowered his lance and charged.


  
4. The Charge


  Armed only with a staff and a shield, Gil stood no chance. With his lance, the black knight could strike from over a yard beyond where Gil could counterstrike with his green stick. The full weight and strength of the horse was behind the lance point.


  The only reason why it did not skewer Gil through shield and armor and all was that Gil was able to deflect the point from his shield at a shallow angle and parry the lance haft with his staff.


  Gil lunged toward the speeding horse, trying to get close enough to strike at the rider, but the rider deflected the blow with the point of his shield, twisting in the saddle to do so. Then, the steed reared and kicked Gil. His shield was not in the right position. The world went black with pain, and Gil found himself flying from the brink of the slippery weed-covered slope. Down and down he plunged and slid, aching in all his limbs, and lucky not to be dead. That kick would have slain a man not in armor.


  Gil climbed unsteadily to his feet, craning back his head, cursing the narrow field of vision of his helm, but glad the rider was up on the slope above him. No horse could come down that steep slope without breaking a leg.


  No horse, but the fairy steed, lion tail lashing, leaped down the sheer slope as nimbly as a mountain goat and made as if to leap onto Gil and trample him as a horse might trample a snake. Gil leaped to one side and smote at the back of the black knight as he thundered by, but the oak staff betrayed him, and the staff broke in two pieces.


  The black knight reeled in the saddle and dropped his lance. The steed leaped once and twice more, farther down the slope, and then turned. The black knight drew his sword, a massive straight blade enameled in black, with the cutting edges shining silvery white. It looked like the kind of thing that normally required two hands to wield, but the black knight handled it as lightly as if it were a willow wand.


  
5. Second Parley


  “Do you yield? There is no sport in killing you; you are too small and weak.” So said the black knight, and then he roared with laughter.


  Gil stepped forward, slipped a bit on the mistletoe weed, and picked up the dropped lance. This did not have the large guard of a joisting lance. It was a length of wood stained black, longer than Gil was tall, with a sharp blade square in cross section like an awl or metal punch. He planted the butt of the weapon in the ground behind him and pointed the head at the steed. “I am tempted to yield to your steed, for it is his strength, not yours, I cannot overcome.”


  The steed said, “I thank you.”


  Gil said, “What is your name?”


  The black knight said, “I will not tell my name.”


  Gil said, “I was not talking to you.”


  The steed said, “Rabicane am I called. Foal am I of Tencendur out of Llamrei. Born of hurricane and flame, I feed on wind and tread so lightly that I leave no footprint in the sand. The arrow from a Tartar’s bow I can outpace.”


  “Who is this man I face?” asked Gil.


  The black knight was jabbing the great red steed with his knees. “I said my name is not for you! Onward, my steed! What ails you?”


  Gil said, “I told you I was not talking to you.”


  Rabicane said, “I know not his name.”


  Gil said, “Why do you serve an unknown master?”


  The black knight said, “How– how could you know that? It is true I have never seen his face, but he is– wait. If you know who my master is, then why–? Settle down, boy! Stop neighing!”


  Rabicane said, “Fetched here by words of power was I, song of elf and written rune. A faun told me that the Great God Pan required me to serve this knight.”


  Gil said, “Who raised you?”


  The black knight said, “I was raised in a woods on the Isle of Man. Hold on there! Are you talking to my horse? Stop that!” He kicked the steed more forcefully and used his spurs. “Charge! Trample him!”


  Rabicane said, “Aroint thee! I am talking here! Wait your turn!” Then, to Gil, he said, “By the hand of Duke Astolpho of the Paladin was I fed.”


  The black knight said, “It is an unknightly and unfair trick to bewitch my horse!”


  Gil said, “Who is that?”


  The black knight said, “My horse? Well, I don’t know his name exactly—wait! Stop asking questions! I am about to trample you and cut you to bits!”


  Rabicane said, “All men know the Paladin of Charlemagne! His blade is the one who drove back the Paynim and saved all Christendom.”


  Gil said, “I am in service to King Arthur, a Christian king who drove the pagans from England. Why do you serve Pan, a pagan god and a devil?”


  The roan steed was startled. Nostrils and ears twitched. “From deep slumber under Mount Untersberg near Salzburg, I was called. My heart delights in battle and would not stand idle…. Should I dispute with Pan…?”


  “The Great God Pan is dead, and the voices of his mourners were heard echoing from a rock in the sea. Pan cannot bind you. Do not serve this nameless knight! Should he not face me on foot, equal in weapons? Horses are said to be of all beasts the best friend of man.”


  Rabicane said doubtfully, “I heard tell that dogs are man’s best friend.”


  Gil said, “Did the Lone Ranger have a dog? Did he ever say, hi-yo, Spot? I have a dog I love, but without a steed, a knight is nothing.”


  A voice at Gil’s feet said, “Superboy had a dog. His name was Krypto.”


  
6. Charadrius Vociferous


  Gil moved his eyes without moving his head and saw a medium-sized plover of a breed called killdeer. The brown bird was nestled among the bright green weeds.


  Gil said, “Charadrius, greetings and good afternoon to you. You can understand what that man is saying?”


  The killdeer said, “What man?”


  Gil was thunderstruck, and he laughed aloud. He realized why the rider’s plume was green when every other part of his gear was black, “Do me a favor, and go pluck that green plume out of his helmet.”


  The black knight said, “Wait, are you talking to someone else now? How did you learn the Green Knight’s tricks?”


  The brown bird flew up. Gil picked up the lance and charged toward the horse and rider, roaring like a bear.


  
7. Second Charge


  The black knight flourished his huge sword and black shield, crying out, “Charge! Charge my bold red steed—fear no spear of his–” Gil understood the words, but the sound of them coming from beneath the helm was “–hween-neigh-hhhh! Hweeyaww!”


  For the killdeer had landed lightly on his helmet, taken the green plume neatly in her beak, plucked it out, and flown off. The human voice stopped, and a horse’s whinny and neigh echoed from the black helm.


  Gil cried, “Rabicane! You are deceived! That is no man on you! No son of Adam, he! Should one who bore the valiant Astolpho, Paladin of Charlemagne, carry some unbaptized creature on his back?”


  Rabicane reared and bucked. The rider kept his saddle, which had both high pommel and high back, but Gil ran at him with the lance and struck him such a blow that the black knight tumbled to the ground astonished.


  Gil ran to the black knight, who was moving his legs feebly and nickering. The black knight raised his boot and kicked at Gil with such force that the lance was snapped in half. Gil was half-dazed by the force of the kick—no human leg could have delivered such a blow—but he had wit enough to step on the man’s sword, pinning the black blade to the ground. The black knight tugged on the blade with fierce strength but at such an angle the blade was not meant to take. The tang broke in two with a metallic snap of noise. The black knight, neighing in triumph, raised the blade while Gil staggered back, but then, comically, the heavy blade rattled and fell to the green weeds, and the hilt and handle and pommel all came free in the black knight’s fist.


  But before Gil could regain his footing on the slippery weeds, the supine black knight kicked Gil’s legs out from under him. Gil contrived to fall atop the man, driving an elbow into his neckpiece. The two rolled on the ground, grappling. When the creature raised a foot to kick, Gil took him by the back of the neck and the back of the leg and forced the two together, as if trying to shove the black knight’s knee up his black nose.


  A strap broke. The black knight’s boot and greave came free of his left foot. The left boot was filled with a glittering white sand or paste Gil had seen before.


  But the leg that came out and flailed in the air was a horse’s leg, and suddenly Gil’s grip was not at the weakest part of the leg, the hamstring, but the strongest, the kneecap. The horse-legged black knight broke Gil’s grip easily, but could not rise, for now the two legs were uneven. He tried to rise, but he fell, and Gil drove the point of his shield between the shield straps and the black shield, pinioning his arm.


  The creature had a kick that could break a man’s spine, but Gil had practiced wrestling stronger foes many times in the past year. Another moment or two of scrambling and panting, and Gil was behind him and had the black knight in a neat half-nelson. The shoulder armor prevented the black knight’s arm from being broken in this grip, but Gil could hold his opponent motionless, despite the black knight being as strong as a horse, for Gil had leverage.


  Gil undid the creature’s chin-strap with his free hand and jerked the helm from his head. The inside of the helm was also coated with the same glittering pale cream, like a white molasses made of sparks of light.


  The nose and face and head that emerged from the black gorget of the black knight were a horse’s. His pointed ears stood up in surprise.


  
8. The Pook of Glen Meay


  Rabicane trotted up. “I had a horse riding me? Another horse? Let go of him. Let me kick and nip him to death. I am the king stallion here!”


  “I think it is a glashan,” Gil said to Rabicane. To the black knight, he said, “I sat next to one of your cousins at the elfin feast last year.”


  The other grunted, “If I am a glashan, then your mother’s a harlot.”


  Gil bit his horse ear right in the most sensitive and thin part, but the horse-creature shrieked, “I yield! I give! I surrender, Sir Knight!”


  “What was that about my mother?”


  “I was just checking to see if you could understand me without my talking cap.”


  “Why shouldn’t I understand you?”


  “Pooks and fauns usually cannot be seen or heard by men. Not without a cap.”


  “Why do you say I am a man?” said Gil.


  “You speak with the authority of a Son of Adam. The steed obeys you. The bird did your work. Is she going to use my plume to feather her nest? That could turn out badly. Eggs raised in such nests hatch out magpies or parrots. Do you accept my surrender?”


  “Your name?”


  “Name have I none. I am the Cabyll-ushtey of Glen Meay and no glashan. Bah!”


  “What is the difference?”


  “Glashan are Irish! I am Manx. Horrible creatures, the Irish! Boasters and liars!”


  “My dog is Irish.”


  “Except for him… of course… wonderful fellow, your dog…”


  “Why do you have no name?”


  “No Son of Adam has given me one.”


  “Your name is Mr. Ed.”


  “What? No, that’s terrible. What about Thunderball Blackstrike?”


  “Ed.”


  “….Or Doomshadow von Stormhoof the Magniloquent…?”


  “Ed! Count yourself lucky I did not name you Puddles Pickledrip.”


  “I am thankful, noble and gracious lord, but I now see why the elfs want for themselves the crown Adam dropped.”


  “Who posted you here?”


  “I was brought over to the New World by Lord Simcoe, who fell into the practice of black magic many years ago and was fed into the fires in the place of the elf who served him as fetch and familiar. I do not know whom I serve now; I have never seen his face. He bade me used the Carabas charm to hide my legs and face and to fend off all comers summoned by the Green Knight to their doom.”


  “Carabas? What is that?”


  The creature pointed at the gleaming white paste coating the inside of his helmet and boots. “This was developed long ago by the Marquis of Carabas so that his cat could walk on his hind legs and dance the jig. One can put a hoof or snout, large or small, into a glove or boot or hat of any size, and all will fit and move as it should. The white alchemy holds the limb, and you move it, and the thing moves as if it were human.”


  “How do you fit such a big head into such a small helm?”


  “It is elfish. Big and small are slippery concepts with them.”


  “If you are not a knight, how were you able to keep true knights away?”


  “Location, location, location!”


  “What?”


  “Oak is my friend, and my black lance was oak, and this mistletoe weed underfoot was conjured by oakwood nymphs to coat this hill. My skill at joust and blade is not great, but any who comes ahorse will trip on the weeds whereas this red steed is surefooted; any who comes afoot, I run down and trample. But now you have broken my black lance and my great black sword. With what can I ransom my life? I have no other treasures.”


  “No crock of gold?”


  “Am I a leprechaun? I never knew why they are so wealthy until I had to buy this dratted pair of boots from one of them. That leprechaun has all my gold!”


  Gil looked at the glittering paste again. It seemed to be made of liquid diamond. The cabyll-ushtey was still talking. “That dratted leprechaun charged me an arm and a leg! I used to have three of each, you know.”


  “Any food or provision in the stronghouse?”


  “I crop the grass and eat the same hay as the red steed, when he is not looking.”


  “Very well. I grant you your life on two conditions: first, that you give me Rabicane your steed, along with all his tack and gear.”


  “Done!”


  “Second, that you turn yourself in to the mercy of Alberec, King of the Summer Elfs, and tell him that you were overcome by the Swan Knight, whom you failed to bar from seeking the Green Chapel.”


  “Done! But how shall I pass by the Anishinaabeg? They are no friends of the knights and marchwardens.”


  Gil released the creature and stood. “That you must discover yourself. It is not my doing that you live in a dangerous land.”


  Mr. Ed said, “I am a water horse and can pass unseen among them if I am allowed.”


  Gil said, “Are you asking my permission?”


  The cabyll-ushtey nodded its horse head. “You are my master now, Swan Knight, not the magician who called me and set me here.”


  Gil said, “You may cast your charms and glamour to save your life or the life of another, but not for gain or pleasure or malice, nor may you play tricks on any baptized Christian or his children, nor harass nor harm nor annoy.”


  The ears of Mr. Ed twitched. “What of infidels? May I bedevil them as I like?”


  “And become a devil yourself? It would be wiser to use your powers to do good and become a saint instead.”


  The creature merely laughed at that. “Well, well, if Ysbadden the King of Giants is agreeable, perhaps I would be as well, but what you seek is impossible, my new nameless master. Yonder stand the stairs leading to your death. Where in that upper land the chapel hides, no one says. Perhaps no one knows. I have never seen anyone, elf or man, come down those stairs again, save those who rejoiced at not finding any sign of the dread chapel. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve. This is your last sunset.”


  Gil felt a pang. While he had more questions for this creature, he did not know how much time was left. And the prospect of being dead before tomorrow night sapped his curiosity about this world and its miseries.


  He wished he had a sword or lance to carry, but there was none to be had. Gil did not bother even to inspect the stronghouse.


  Gil mounted Rabicane and bade him climb the giant stair.


  Rabicane said, “You do not fear to ride me? Then are you a good knight, bold, true to your lord, and no dastard?”


  “Serve me, and see.”


  They reached the lowest stair. Rabicane paused, gathered his legs beneath him like a cat readying to pouch, and leaped upward.


  Gil laughed and whooped like a maniac, for the fairy steed was indeed fast as an arrow and agile as an acrobat. Rabicane shot up the giant steps at two hundred miles an hour, bounding in immense leaps from rock to rock, traveling almost straight up, and the cloak and plume Gil wore, his belts and empty scabbard, and the skirts of the steed’s caparison hung streaming behind them in the wind like wings.


Chapter Five: The House of Hospitality


  1. The Upper World


  As they mounted the stairs, the cliff grew taller. The cliff had seemed perhaps fifty feet tall when looking up from the bottom, no taller than a four-story building. But as Rabicane leaped from one stone landing to the next, up switchback after switchback of stairs built for some race taller than man, the cliff seemed to rise and become larger. Clouds hung against its side, as if against the side of a mountain.


  Going upward through the clouds, Rabicane was more cautious, leaping only nine yards at a footstep, not a hundred, for the cloud was a fog bank around them. When they emerged from the top, the air was warm and pure. Gil heard a strange, pure, lingering note as if from a harp with crystal strings echoing down from the wide blue sky above.


  At the top of the stairs were two white columns of stone, cracked and dull with age, and the bolts and hinges of some great gates that had once been there hung from the upper and lower parts of the column. Rabicane trotted over the threshold, blowing, sides heaving, head erect and proud.


  They stood atop a wall twenty yards wide. On the far side of the wall, three giant steps led down to a green field.


  Gil said, “Well done, Rabicane. This was some elfish trick, I assume. It would have taken me forever to climb those stairs!” He looked out and saw from the Great Lakes to the Atlantic Ocean. He saw the curve of the Earth as a blue line of haze tracing the horizon.


  “This is not normal,” said Gil. “But my eyes are immune from deception. So this has to be real.”


  Rabicane said, “Time and distance bend for elfs, but not for men. Whither away?”


  Gil said, “I was hoping for some bird or beast to tell me.” He turned and looked.


  Gil could not make sense of the countryside. He saw patches of snow here and there on the ground, and granite outcroppings pale with frost, and the air was sharp with chill; but the tableland was green with summery grass, spangled with small white flowers of a kind Gil did not recognize. Copses of small fruit trees, white with the blossoms of early spring, climbed in gentle hills toward a distant cliff, as gray and stern as the one they had just climbed. There was not a bird in the air, not so much as a rustle in the grass.


  Rabicane said, “I am a beast. Ask me.”


  Gil said, “What is this place? What season is this?”


  Rabicane said, “Duke Astolpho once flew to the Moon, where all ghosts and lost things hide, to find the scattered wits of Roland when Roland was mad. He passed through this region. We are above the height where seasons hold sway.”


  Gil said, “We cannot be in outer space. It would be vacuum.”


  Rabicane said, “Vacuum no doubt in places where no spirits of the air, no sylph, has thickened the aether and make it wholesome to breathe. How else could the Vanir ride their chariots to Venus for their hunts, or Carter and his sons be brought alive to Mars to fight the beside the Hrossa and Seroni against the Thither Folk, Tharks, and Argzoon?”


  Gil said, “A mermaid told me once that Mars and Venus were dead, inhabited by the ghosts of evil beings.”


  “For all parts men can reach, she speaks true. But there is a third hemisphere to Mars also, and to Venus, just as this world, and many hemispheres reaching out from Jupiter and Saturn into many realms and dimensions, and living things hide there, unseen. You believe in elfs, do you not?”


  Gil said, “Look, I have seen elfs. But Martians? Come on.”


  “Atop a Brobdingnagian pile taller than all mountains is not the place to stand, youth, if you wish your skepticism toward unknown wonders to provoke no laughter! Have you counted every star, and know each mystery creation hides, and therefore know what cannot be? My master flew to the moon on the same hippogriff that carried Lessingham to Mercury. Would you call a Duke a liar?”


  Gil felt bad being rebuked by a horse. “So where are we now?”


  “Ontario. This is merely a place whose roof is in the upper airs. There be a dozen such on Earth: Olympus and Othrys, Helicon and Helgafell , K’un-Lun and Nandaparbat, Shangrila and Sumaru, Mount Athos and Mount Graham, and Uluru, the accursed rock where dwells the Serpent Being. The great southern mountain in the hemisphere of ghosts which Dante climbed is the tallest, but greater hands than those of Brobdingnag wrought there. The elfs hide the upper reaches of such high places, above the seasons, as they wanted to hide Tahiti so that man would not see and smell and know such kindly weather and good air and remember Eden.”


  “The air here is cold.”


  “It is not natural for this elevation, but a curse. Someone seeks to hinder your way.”


  “Is this the air that strengthens eyesight?”


  “Not so. That is from higher yet, if Astolpho told true and I recall aright. Those peaks are shorn from their roots and are as mountains above all clouds.”


  “What prevents them from falling?”


  “What prevents the orbicular Earth from falling? Horses do not fret about such questions or answer them.”


  “What is that noise? It sounds like ringing chimes.”


  Rabicane said, “Perhaps it is the turning of the crystals spheres of Heaven! Astolpho told me of it.”


  Gil felt that very strange moment experienced only by certain scientists or prophets or poets who unexpectedly discover that the shape of the universe is like nothing they had previously believed. But then he said, “No, I think it is the sound of water flowing. The top of the waterfall is near. Let’s head that way.”


  Rabicane leaped the twenty feet to the green grass. The moment his hoof touched the grass, the warm, fresh air turned cold and bitter, as if he had fallen into a meat locker. It was still fresh and pure in his nostrils and lungs, like air that had never known the touch of pollution, but now bitterly cold.


  Rabicane thundered across the lawns. It had taken hours for Gil to walk and stalk across a hilly country from the foot of the waterfall to the foot of the stair. For Rabicane to cross green turf as flat as a park meadow took moments. The stream passed between two statues, moss-grown and weathered with age, depicting squat beings with heavy heads in postures of despair. The huge wall ringing this upper landscape grew out of the spine of the two statues. The water ran past their feet and flung itself into the air and down into an abyss of clouds.


  The water here was white and swift, running between banks of set stone. There were no fish here, no one Gil could question, or, for that matter, eat. His stomach rumbled querulously.


  “I hope he offers me one last meal,” he said. Then, “Let us try going upstream!”


  Rabicane looked at the stream and snuffled in his nostrils. “I see no stream.”


  “This creek, or whatever you want to call it. If the Green Knight drinks or takes baths or washes anything, he should be within walking distance of fresh water.”


  Rabicane cantered along the side of the flowing water. In the distance were gray cliffs.


  
2. Upriver


  Hours passed. The sun was in the west and below the lip of the upper meadowlands. There were no clouds above, but the sky was the deep purple that only astronauts or high-flying pilots saw.


  Gil said aloud, “I don’t get it. This cannot be an illusion, but it cannot be the truth either. No mountain along the East Coast reaches such elevations, and I doubt even the highest peak in the Rockies or the Andes could either. This must be some parallel dimension or something.”


  Rabicane said, “No mountain this.”


  “Then what it is?”


  “A tower, as I said.”


  “What?”


  The steed snorted. “Saw you not the cyclopean blocks in the wall as we passed up the stair? From the feel under my hoof, I know that under this soil is roof, not bedrock. This is but a rooftop garden. That which you called a stream is a gutter. This pile was built by the Sons of Brobdingnag.”


  Gil said, “Then is this whole place the Green Chapel? Are we on the roof?” He looked at the cliffs in the distance ahead of them, which, now that he knew what he was looking at, seemed very much like a wall with crenelated battlements, more imposing than the Great Wall of China, old and sagging in places and overgrown with trees and bushes that hid the straight lines and sharp angles of craftsmanship. He said, “Or is that the roof? Maybe we should head there.”


  Rabicane said, “Sunset is soon. Even I, with my great speed, could not reach there before dusk, nor am I sure of foot enough to climb such a wall in the dark of night. It will also grow as we try to climb; this is the nature of the masonworks of Brobdingnag.”


  “Where to then? I have only today and tomorrow to find the guy who is going to cut off my head. So we need to hurry. It is as if the Green Knight was trying to make this hard!”


  Rabicane said, “I scent woodsmoke and meat frying. Someone beyond those trees is camped.”


  It was true. Gil spied a thin trickle of smoke rising against the purple sky.


  Rabicane now broke into a trot, which was faster than the gallop of even prizewinning mortal horses. The green lawns and their many bright star-shaped flowers flew past under his hooves. Gil was delighted with the motion and the speed, and he laughed.


  
3. Red Light


  The landscape fled by like a green army rushing backward. Gil still could not understand how he could be seeing cherry trees in blossom but be feeling the bite of the winter wind on his cheek.


  Rabicane slowed down suddenly to a canter, and then a walk. The sky was darker now, though it was not yet night. Rabicane stopped at a large upright stone next to the river, marked with the image of a wheel with four spokes.


  “Hist!” said Rabicane. “I spy a light. Could that be the chapel?”


  Through the trees shined a light, but what he saw was not firelight or lamplight. It was bright, harsh, and garish, and as red as fresh lipstick: it was neon light.


  Gil said, “I’ve never seen a church decked out with flashy neon lights. This could be anything. Let’s be careful.”


  Rabicane’s deer-like hooves made little noise on the thick summery grass, and the hiss of the winter wind covered up the rustle of their approach.


  The red light was coming from what looked like a drive-thru restaurant. It had a slanted red roof and an outdoor menu for in-car service, complete with microphone and service window, even though there was no road. There were plate glass windows bearing images of hamburgers and hotdogs, meatballs and fried food, cold soft drinks and foaming beer and rich milkshakes.


  The neon sign read KNOCKERS.


  Below that, a smaller sign read, Open 24/7. Come In and Knock Back a Few!


  And an even smaller sign read, Monday night is knight night. Knights eat free!


  Gil said, “I have gone mad.”


  
4. Knockers


  There were two waitresses in front of the door. In the gloom, it looked like they were doing some lascivious hip-shaking dance, but, as Rabicane stepped closer, it seemed each waitress was playing innocently with a hula-hoop, wiggling energetically to get the hoop to orbit her waist. The waitresses wore tiny lace hats. Their uniforms were black with a white apron, and left their arms and legs bare, and were adorned with bows at the décolletage and derriere.


  Gil trotted up. The two girls squealed, and giggled, and clapped their hands, but never stopped the hip-rotation of the hula-hoops. The one of the left, a blonde, said, “Welcome! Welcome to Knockers! We will knock you out with our low prices.”


  Gil dismounted and threw his reins over the back of the brightly colored bench.


  “Money I have none,” said Gil. “May I speak with the master of this house?”


  The one on the right, a redhead, said, “You are in luck. Knights eat free on Monday!”


  Gil said, “Thank you, miss, but I am no knight. As a squire only I serve my king, this one last night of service.”


  The two hula hoop girls exchanged a knowing glance. Rabicane said softly, “They think you are an elf because you speak too politely and clearly to be human.”


  Gil said, “I have heard elf food is venomous and addictive.”


  Both girls laughed, and the redhead said, “Our fare meets all health regulation standards!”


  Rabicane said, “Modest elf maidens would not behave so. These may be nymphs, summoned from the dreams of sleeping streams and meadows by a conjurer’s strange song.”


  Gil said, “How can I tell?”


  The blonde one (still shaking her hula hoop round and round) called out, “You cannot tell until you taste and know! Our fare is the finest in the land!”


  The redhead called, “It will knock you out!”


  Rabicane said, “Inquire of their names. If these are nymphs, they have no names until a human poet grants them one.”


  Sliding glass doors opened, and a shapely brunette, dressed like the others, strode out the door. Her hair was piled atop her head in a bun or beehive, and she had a pair of eyeglasses shaped like half-moons perched on her nose.


  She tilted back her head to look down her nose through her eyeglasses. “I am the hostess here, and I will be serving all your needs this evening. Did you say you wanted to see the manager?”


  Gil said, “I seek the Green Knight of the Green Chapel.”


  Now her head tilted forward so that she could stare over the tops of her glasses. “Well, you really do have to talk to the manager then. This way!”


  And she sidled up to him and put her arm through his elbow even though Gil did not need help walking. And he wanted to detangle his arm from his woman, but he did not want to be rude. And it is pleasant to walk with a pleasant-looking woman on one’s arm.


  The lights within were dim, and the tables seemed mostly unoccupied. The one or two figures he saw sitting at the bar or at a table were young women, dressed in evening gowns, toying with cocktails or smoking cigarettes, looking wistful. To one side were a row of slot machines and pinball tables. In the back was a pool table where two young women dressed as airline stewardesses in mini-skirts were playing pool. A row of booths was to one side.


  Gil and the hostess halted at a walk-in closet with a Dutch door. Only the bottom half of the door was shut. Here was a young lady dressed in a top hat and white bow-tie. “Check your armor, sir?”


  Gil did not protest as the hostess and the hat check girl helped him out of his helm and armor. The girls carefully hung the mail habergeon on a coat rack and put the plumed helm on a high shelf. “We’ll have everything cleaned and burnished before you are ready to leave! I see you have a diamond missing on your neckpiece. We will have a jeweler replace that, lickety-split!”


  Gil said, “Well, I…”


  The hostess took his arm again, “Don’t worry. There is no extra charge. Tailoring, mending, and minor blacksmith repairs are part of the service.”


  Gil was now dressed in a linen tunic, leather britches, wooden stockings, and black knee-high boots with silver metal shin-guards. The blue surcoat adorned with the image of the silver swan was over all and hung to his knees. His arms were free. Without the weight of the armor, with his arms bare, he felt strangely light and free, half-naked, and almost lightheaded.


  Gil said, “If you can just show me to the kitchen, I was thinking I could wash dishes or something. I am very hungry…. or maybe a booth in a corner… I am not sure if I, ah…”


  The hostess led him to a small table in the middle of the floor, where most of the lights were. The hostess held the chair for him and practically shoved Gil into it.


  “Now!” she said brightly, leaning over the table. “What can I get you to drink? We don’t card here.”


  “I am underage,” said Gil.


  “No, I mean here in Canada, the drinking age is fourteen. Because we’re French.”


  Gil said, “You don’t sound French.”


  “Oo-la-la!”


  Gil blinked. “Um, I wanted to ask the manager if, ah…”


  A cocktail waitress with honey blonde hair came to the table. She had a silver tray in hand and a mixed drink on it, which she proffered with a flourish.


  Gil said, “Miss, I did not order…”


  This cocktail waitress said, “The young lady at the bar sends it.”


  A lady in an emerald silk dress at the bar wiggled her fingers at him in playful greeting. Gil was not sure, but this girl seemed to be the same redhead he had seen outside, playing hula-hoop.


  The hostess put her hand on Gil’s shoulder, and leaned closer, and whispered, “We Frenchwomen regard it as a terrible insult not to drink when a lady buys!”


  Gil said, “I mean no insult. Please explain to the lady that I cannot accept her gift, as I have sworn to drink no wine nor spirits during Advent.”


  The hostess said, “What is Advent?”


  “Four weeks before Christmas. Please, may I see the manager?”


  A brunette waitress swayed up to the table and smiled warmly at him. “Would you like to see our menu? Tonight is meat lover’s night.”


  Gil took the menu.


  This was a steakhouse. In addition to various cuts of steaks, and spare ribs, and barbecues, and shish-kabobs, there were hamburgers, double-decker hamburgers, triple-decker hamburgers, meatball-burgers, chili-burgers, all-meat chili, chili con carne, chili with meat, and chili with meatballs. They also served fried chicken, grilled chicken, chicken and steak, steak strips, chicken-fried steak, more steak, and another kind of steak.


  The special “Chanukah menu” offered various cuts of ham, grilled ham, stuffed ham, pork-hamburgers, ham-hamburgers, chicken tenders wrapped in bacon, and ham wrapped in bacon.


  Wine and beer were on the menu, but no soft drinks.


  His stomach rumbled, and he asked for a steak and a soda, and the brunette waitress winked at him and skipped away, her fanny bow bouncing cheerily.


  
5. The Manager


  A very tall and muscular man, built like a weightlifter, now came walking across the floor toward Gil’s table. The man had a cheerful way of walking. He bounced at every step, as if bursting with energy. His eyes were dancing, he was snapping his fingers, and his grin was infectious.


  He was dressed in a dark blue pinstriped suit with a yellow tie decorated with small black dots. On his nose were perched horn-rimmed round glasses of yellow glass that made his pupils seem yellow. On his head was an old fashioned hat, a fedora. Gil thought he looked like Clark Kent.


  The man took a chair by the back, tilted it so that it rested on one leg, and spun the chair on that leg like a top. While it was spinning, the huge man leaped into the air and landed on the chair with a great noise. Now he was seated backward on the chair, facing Gil, straddling the chair, with the chair back tucked under his armpits.


  “My name is Mr. Bredbeddle!” he said.


  He had an odd way of smiling with his teeth parted. He thrust out his hand. Gil shook it. The man had a firm grip and an energetic handshake. The man had calluses in the places on the fingers years of sword practice would cause.


  Gil wanted to stand up to greet him, but the hostess and the honey-blonde cocktail waitress had both draped their arms casually across his shoulders and were standing too close, brushing up against him, and he was sure it would be impolite to shoo them away.


  “I am the manager here!” Bredbeddle boomed. “Here at Knockers, we have but one motto: We will knock your troubles away! Our drinks will knock some sense right out of you! We will knock our prices down! Our doors are so open you need never knock! We aim to please, and our arrows are nocked! We have the same enemy, the state, as Albert J. Nock! Our girls have the biggest…”


  Gil said, “Are you Man or Elf?”


  Mr. Bredbeddle threw back his head and laughed as if Gil had made a joke. “We take all kinds and all comers here. Our doors are so open you need never… Wait. Did I say that one already? Our girls are knock-outs! They are nocturnal! We have but one motto: Our guests are our guests!” He laid a finger the size of a sausage aside his nose and nodded at Gil, winking. “This is a tautology, therefore true.”


  “I have no cash. I could wash dishes, or…”


  Mr. Bredbeddle waved a huge hand in the air as if brushing away a fly. “One of the young ladies at the bar has already paid for your meal.” He turned and pointed. The same blonde who had been twirling a hula-hoop outside the door was now dressed in a sheer silk dress and smoking a cigarette in a long holder. She now wore a sultry look and a different hairstyle. She gave Gil an enigmatic smile over the rim of her wine glass.


  Gil said, “No, I cannot accept charity from a lady.”


  “That is actually my younger sister. She needs a date for the prom because her last boyfriend dumped her and ran off with the parlor maid to Patagonia.”


  Gil said, “What’s her name?”


  “Um. Her name is… Her name is…Younger Sister is her name.”


  Gil shook his head. “Oh, come on. That cannot be her name.”


  “Younger Sister Bredbeddle! We call her Y.S. for short.”


  “That is a little hard to believe.”


  Bredbeddle said, “Mom was exhausted giving birth to hecatotuplets and kind of ran out of names. She was in labor for over four years straight from first to last. Can you believe it?”


  “It is truly a remarkable tale,” said Gil dryly. “What is you mother’s name?”


  “Her name…? Her name…? Mrs. Bredbeddle, of course!”


  “Of course.”


  “So my younger sister is really broken up about being dumped. She would be humiliated in front of the whole school if she does not get a prom date….”


  “I really am not in a position to take anyone anywhere, I am afraid.”


  “I should explain that my sister made a rash vow that if she could not find a date for the prom, she would join a nunnery. So if you don’t ask her out, she will be called ‘Sister Sister’ for the rest of her life. You can see why that would be humiliating.”


  Bredbeddle waved at the blonde. The girl in the silk dress sashayed over to the table. Gil was embarrassed when she knelt to him, and twined her shapely arms around his leg, and put her head on his knee, looking up at him with piteous doe-like eyes.


  Gil said, “Please stand up, miss. I cannot go to any proms with anyone. I am only here this evening.”


  The beautiful blonde did not answer, except to smile winsomely.


  Bredbeddle said, “Well, fortunately, the school decided to hold the prom right here! We have a ballroom just beyond the gambling parlor, on the far side of the heated all-night swimming pool. There will also be a beauty contest and an all-you-can-drink wine tasting before, during, and after the dance!”


  “Aren’t proms always held in the spring?”


  “Not in Michigan. It is too cold in the spring!”


  “This is Canada, or so you said.”


  “My sister graduated early this year. They moved the prom, just for her.”


  Gil said, “What is the name of the school?”


  “What school?”


  “The one holding a prom in your ballroom tonight. Your younger sister’s school.”


  “Um. It is called… It is called…Younger Sister’s High School is what it is called.”


  Gil looked skeptical. “Come on.”


  “It’s true! They named it after her. When they built it. YSHS for short.”


  Gil said, “No one names a school after a student who goes there.”


  “Well, they wanted to name it after me because I donated the money for the construction, but I thought it would sound absurd. You see, my first name is Smokedopenget. And I thought a school named Smokedopenget High would send a bad message to the young ones.”


  “Your mother named you Smokedopenget?”


  “She was really, really tired after giving birth to me. She was pregnant for twenty-one years, and I was born fully armed and on my horse. So, about my younger sister. Isn’t there a rule that knights have to be courteous? And come to the aid of damsels? I mean, it is not like I am asking you to do anything difficult. Dinner, drinks, a dance, a few more drinks, a little bit of snogging…”


  Gil frowned, wondering if there were any merit to that argument. A little voice in his heart seemed to whisper that it would be perfectly all right to have a bit of dinner and a dance with a beautiful girl.


  He ignored that little voice because a voice even softer voice reminded him who and what he was. Gil said sharply, “Please ask your sister to stand up. It would be wrong and false of me to court her. I am going to be beheaded tomorrow.”


  The several beautiful girls clustered around Gil cooed and sighed in surprise and dismay. Bredbeddle looked shocked. “What, really? That seems like bad news! Why? What did you do?”


  “I gave my word,” said Gil.


  Mr. Bredbeddle said, “Is that all?”


  Gil said grimly, “That was enough.”


  “Is your life worth so little?”


  “Sir, it is not that my life is worth little. But my word is worth much.”


  Mr. Bredbeddle shook his head. “Well, no one can hold you to that! In the eyes of the law, no man can consent to his own murder, can he? So that makes it suicide! Which is a sin!”


  Gil frowned. He was taken aback. It did seem an awful lot like suicide to walk toward his own beheading rather than run away, didn’t it?


  
6. The Dish


  At that moment, the steak arrived. It was sizzling hot from the kitchen and had been pan-seared in a pepper sauce. Gil’s mouth started watering, and his stomach seemed to flip over for hunger.


  The honey-blonde cocktail waitress had also gone to the bar and returned to the table, smiling. “And here is your gin and soda!”


  Gil said, “No, I ordered a soda, soda. A soft drink.”


  The waitress looked troubled. “We cannot sell soft drinks to minors. It is one of our Canadian healthcare regulations. Can I bring you an Irish coffee? Or iced tea?”


  “Iced tea, please… And…”


  He took knife and fork in hand and leaned forward, but the little medal around his neck swung out and clinked against the side of the plate with a sharp, shrill chime of noise.


  It was his Saint Christopher’s medal. Saint Christopher himself had given it to him. It reminded him of the promise he had made to eat no meat and drink no wine before Christmas.


  There was a sinking feeling in his heart. Never had he wanted a meal so badly as this one.


  But he pushed the plate away. “Please take it back. I cannot eat it.”


  The two girls hovering over his shoulders both whispered in his ears. “That is really rude!” said one. And, “You cannot turn down a free meal!” said the other.


  Gil ignored them and asked the brunette waitress, “Miss, is there a salad I could have?”


  She smiled brightly. “We have our all-meat meatlover’s salad, which is ham, pork, and bacon served with ground chuck, spicy meatballs, chicken salad, and cubes of steak fried in wine sauce.”


  “Never mind. Could you bring me a hamburger instead?”


  Gil thought if he ordered a burger, he would put the meat paddy aside and eat the bun, lettuce, and tomato.


  The girl smiled again and then scampered off into the kitchen. A moment later she was back. In her hand was a china plate, on top of which was a second, smaller plate made of metal. On this metal plate was a hamburger paddy, sizzling and crackling in its own juices, perfectly cooked and just the way Gil liked it.


  Hamburgers were something of a treat for Gil since he and his mom almost never ate out even at fast-food joints. He really, really wanted to take a bite of the burger, just one bite. But instead he said, “Oh, miss! Isn’t there a bun or anything? Where is the rest?”


  The waitress said, “Well, too much starch is not good for growing boys. Canadian health authorities have outlawed buns for children. Here, we use two slices of breaded ham as the bun. Should I bring you some? The ham has sesame seeds on the top.”


  Gil winced, and wiped his mouth, and ignored the protests from his stomach, and somehow found the strength to push the plate away. “Please take it back, and just bring me a pickle and some dinner rolls. I am really very hungry.”


  The brunette waitress looked shocked. “No! I cannot take it back! The cook is very temperamental! She was very offended when you sent back the steak! If you send back the hamburger, too… why… why… she might flip out! Who knows what will happen then? I beg you, kind sir. Please don’t make me!”


  Gil started. “Miss, please don’t…”


  This waitress also knelt and grabbed his other knee. “I am so lonely! The cook might kill me if I bring the burger back! At least take a nibble!”


  So now there were four beautiful women all around Gil, two at his shoulders and two at his knees, and their perfume was making his head spin.


  Mr. Bredbeddle frowned. “I must say, son, I think the restaurant here has been very generous to you, giving you a free meal! Two free meals! You are being very picky.”


  All the beautiful waitresses and beautiful patrons in the restaurant cried out in loud but very sweet voices that Gil should not be so rude.


  Gil stood up and disentangled himself from the lovely sister, the hostess, the cocktail waitress, and the other waitress. “I am sorry, and I wish not to offend anyone, but I cannot eat meat.”


  Bredbeddle said in astonishment, “No meat… forever?”


  Gil said, “No meat until Christmas.”


  Bredbeddle rolled his eyes. “But you said you would be killed tomorrow! Tomorrow is Christmas Eve! If you don’t have any meat now, you will never eat meat ever in your life! The condemned prisoner deserves a hearty meal, does he not? It is a tradition!”


  Gil said, “Sir, it is not to be. Importune me no longer.”


  Yet another waitress came by, this one a dark-eyed olive-skinned beauty, and took Gil’s arm, and put a drink into Gil’s hand. “Your iced tea, sir!”


  Gil was feeling rather hot and very flustered, so he raised the cool glass to his lips, but then his nose tingled. He sniffed. “Is this alcoholic?”


  She said, “Long Island iced tea! Just take a sip. One sip.”


  “What is in it?”


  The dark-eyed beauty said, “Vodka, gin, brandy, rum, and triple sec with one-and-a-half parts sour mix and a splash of cola.”


  “But there is no actual iced tea in this iced tea?”


  She said, “If you have never tried it, how do you know if you will like it or not?”


  He put the drink down on the table. “Please take it back and bring me a Coke.”


  The dark-eyed waitress looked frightened. “I cannot bring you a Coke!”


  “How about a Pepsi?”


  “Canadian health regulations don’t allow us to serve oversized sugary drinks to minors! Didn’t you hear about the health crisis?”


  Gil said, “There is no way that is a real regulation!”


  To his surprise and shock the dark-eyed waitress started blubbering and crying. “Please! You don’t want to get me in trouble with the law!”


  Bredbeddle handed Gil a handkerchief. “Are you just going to sit there and let her cry? That is not very chivalrous of you! Go ahead. Give her a hug. Go on!”


  Gil hesitated for a long time because he really, really wanted to put his arms around the dark-eyed girl, who was breathtakingly attractive. She had the same hair color as Nerea, so dark it was almost blue. He stepped forward and touched the girl (who was facing away now) on one shaking shoulder.


  She turned so suddenly that her long, fragrant locks dashed against his chest. By some mischance, the girl’s hair struck the little glass bead hanging from the chain around his neck so that it flew up, and came back down again, and tapped him sharply just above the heart.


  The glass bead was the one that held Nerea’s hair, her token to him.


  So Gil stepped back out of the girl’s reach, and thrust out his hand, and shook the dark-eyed waitress’s hand. “There, there!” He said. “Here is a handkerchief.” He thrust the hanky into her surprised hand. “Stop crying. It is not very…” He meant to say something like “not very ladylike” or “not very pretty,” but what came out of his mouth was “… not very convincing.”


  A hard hand fell on Gil’s shoulder and spun him around.


  Bredbeddle’s eyes narrowed, and his color rose. The man seemed angry. “What kind of person are you? Coming into my restaurant and upsetting the staff! We gave you free food and free drinks and treated you like a king! And you won’t give this poor crying dame a simple hug and a kiss on the cheek!”


  Bredbeddle was taller than Gil by a head and half and broader at the shoulder.


  Gil tried to keep his face a poker face, but a glint of eagerness escaped from his eyes nonetheless. He was curious how a battle with so tall and strong a foe might go. He stepped back, picked up the steak knife by his plate, fell into a crouch, and measured the distance to his foes with his eyes.


  Bredbeddle let go of Gil’s shoulder and stepped back out of knife range. Now he smiled again and spoke in a more soothing tone. He said, “Listen. I can see you are not the kind of man who can be pushed into doing anything you don’t want to!”


  Gil put the steak knife carefully back by the plate.


  Bredbeddle smiled more broadly. “But what do you really want? I am not talking about you giving the girl a long, passionate kiss! Just a little friendly peck. On the lips. Following by a wild evening of heavy drinking, dancing, and wanton revelry. What happens in Knockers stays in Knockers! That is our one motto! Come on! She feels really lonely right now. Really kind of vulnerable. Just give her a little kiss behind the ear. Cheer her right up! Have you not vowed to help maidens and, uh, widows in distress?”


  Gil at looked at the very young lady. “She’s a widow?”


  “Practically the same as! I did not want to tell you, but—her boyfriend just dumped her, and ran off with the parlor maid to Patagonia!”


  Gil raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Really? What is her name?”


  Bredbeddle blinked. “Um… um… Her name is… her name is… Knockers Waitress is her name.”


  “Is that the best you can come up with?”


  “They, uh, named the restaurant after her.”


  “Who did?”


  “The, uh, guy who owns this restaurant chain.”


  “And what is his name?”


  “Um… um… He is called Mister… uh… Knockers.”


  “His first name?”


  “Knickers.”


  Gil said slowly, “So this restaurant chain is owned by a Mr. Knickers Knockers?”


  “It’s an Irish name.”


  “I thought you said they named the restaurant after this waitress there?”


  “Well, yes! Definitely! But her mother named her Knockers in honor of our owner, Mr. Kickers Knockers, on account of him being such a nice guy. In fact, all the girls here are named after him!”


  “You did not say Kickers before. You said Knickers before. Like Kneepants. Don’t you know the name of your own boss? That you work for?”


  “Knickers Kickers Knockers. And he took the name Kanten as his saint’s name at Confirmation.”


  Gil said slowly, “Knickers Kickers Kanten Knockers. Is that it?”


  “Of Knochnasheega! That is it! Right proud of his name, he is! And why shouldn’t he be? Now, he would not like it if we sent a customer away hungry, so please sit down again! Sit! Drink! Hey, you, Knockers Waitress! Bring us a pitcher of beer!”


  “I am too young for alcohol.”


  “Not in here in France. The drinking age here is… twelve.”


  “It was fourteen before. And this is Canada.”


  “I mean the Canadian part of France, of course. Normandy.”


  Gil said, “Normandy is in real France.”


  “Or wherever. Who cares? Listen, friend… you know I have your best interests at heart. There are girls at the bar younger than you who can hold their liquor like sailors. You don’t want to seem like some little kid to them? Aren’t you all knightly and bold and brave and stuff? If today is your last day on Earth, why not try some earthly pleasures? You are never going to grow up and find out what you are missing.”


  
7. Being Led


  The girls tried to gently press him back into his seat, but Gil merely set his feet, stood his ground, and looked stubborn, and the six or eight cooing young women pushing and pulling on him had as much chance to move him as to move a boulder of granite.


  Gil said, “I seek the Green Knight! Where is he?”


  Bredbeddle said, “Ah! You are in luck. He comes here every few days. This is the only place you can find him! He wanders. We have beds in the back, plenty to eat, and plenty to drink. Games. Do you gamble? So you have to stay here to see him.”


  Gil said, “I must find him before tomorrow. That was the date set.”


  Bredbeddle spread his hands. “But listen! You looked, didn’t you? You must have already come a far way, right? What more can he expect you to do? If he did not tell you where to go, you have to stay here. There is a dance contest later. And a hot tub. Mandatory for all guests. Health regulations, you know. Nothing we can do. But unfortunately, we are overcrowded right now, so you have to…”


  Gil said, “I have to do nothing but keep my word. The Green Knight said that if I sought him, I would be led.”


  Bredbeddle smashed his fist on the table so that all the silverware jumped. “But why do you trust him? How do you know you are not led here, to have a comfortable night in a comfy bed, a filling and rich steak dinner, spirits as fine as what Mahound quaffs in paradise, and the fairest of companions to warm your loneliness? Maybe you were led here! Don’t you want to live?”


  Gil gritted his teeth. “I want to live….”


  “Aha!” Bredbeddle smiled.


  “…I want to live like a knight!”


  “Oh.” Bredbeddle scowled.


  “The Green Knight said that if I gave up or tarried while seeking him, I was foresworn. I lost two or three days when I went ashore and hid from hunters who drove me into the mountains, but that was not my doing, so it is not on me. But if I stay here even another moment, it will be lingering, it will be my doing, and I will have broken my word. So I thank you for your hospitality, which has been remarkable and generous. Too generous. But I must be on my way.”


  Bredbeddle said, “I tell you, in this house alone will you see the Green Knight! He wanders whither he will, and his steed, Vertifran, is swifter than the sound of the shockwave he sheds as he passes and can put a girdle round the globe in forty minutes. No one can say where the Green Knight goes one hour to the next!”


  Gil said, “And the Green Chapel? Unless it is on legs, you can tell me where it is.”


  Bredbeddle said, “Its portals are locked and guarded by the three-headed hound of Hell itself. No mortal man enters or departs save he that dies!”


  “Where?”


  Bredbeddle sighed and said, “The stream that runs by this house comes from the fountain that springs up from the threshold stone of the doors of the Green Chapel, for it was there that the most sorrowful stroke that was ever struck was struck, and the waters came up to soothe the wound that no earthly leech can heal.”


  Gil stood. He looked longingly at the hamburger and the steak.


  Bredbeddle said, “You want a doggy bag? You can nibble on it when no one is looking….”


  Gil said, “It would be rude of me to refuse so generous a host, good sir.”


  One of the waitresses wrapped the steak and the burger patty in tinfoil, along with a napkin, silverware, and a brass flagon of Long Island iced tea. He bade his farewell to the waitresses, the hostess, the cook, the sister, the cocktail waitress, and the other lovely young creatures.


  Whenever any girl tried to step too close to give him a farewell kiss before his untimely death, he held up the amber bead he carried, and the girl would shrink back, alarmed. It worked like a charm. For all he knew, it was.


  He could not stop the three pretty girls who helped him on with his armor, which, as promised, had been burnished and polished and reset with any missing gem of diamond or jacinth.


  He went back out into the strange landscape of early spring buds, long summer grass, and biting winter wind. Under one arm was a paper bag with the uneaten meal in it.


  Rabicane gave him a sardonic look. “Well? Find out anything?”


  Gil said, “We go upstream.”


Chapter Six: The Doors No Mortals Pass


  1. A Change of Season


  At two hundred miles an hour, Gil should have been able to cover three days’ travel in thirty minutes. But hours passed as the steed alternated between gallop, canter, and walk. Gil wondered if time were passing normally. He could smell the untouched steak wrapped and packed in his saddlebag, or he imagined he could.


  Eventually, Rabicane slowed and halted. “This is a Brobdingnag trick. They have placed their distance-warping stones sidewise in the road to keep the wall an ever greater distance from us. It can only be approached slowly.”


  Gil said, “No doubt to give anyone attempting to reach the chapel plenty of time to change his mind. I wish I could find out why people are so afraid of it.” Then, he closed his mouth and looked around warily, remembering folk tales of people who uttered unguarded wishes in unearthly places.


  Despite the cold and his own hunger, Gil took the time to curry Rabicane. There were brushes in the saddlebags, a small and soft one for the face, and a larger one for the body. He was not sure whether to use the winter brush or the summer brush. He tried both, asking Rabicane which he preferred, and being careful around spots where Rabicane said he was ticklish. He picked out the hooves. The black silk caparison was uselessly thin in this weather. Gil threw his heavy silvery mantle over Rabicane.


  The night was cold and cheerless. The grass was warm and smelled of summer sunlight, which only made the benumbingly cold wind worse.


  Gil lay there, shivering. There was a stir of motion. Rabicane, without saying a word, knelt and rolled, and came to lay on his side, blocking the worst of the wind. Gil huddled up to the great beast’s spine for warmth.


  In the morning, the landscape had changed. Now the ground was covered with snow as far as the eye could see. The air was now warm and smelled of spring. The trees were covered with the many colored leaves of fall, but Gil, looking for any fruit among their branches, saw tiny knobs of green, unripe fruit, inedible.


  The gray walls of the cliff were now close at hand, a bowshot away, or less.


  Unlike the outer wall, this one clearly showed the outline of titanic blocks, each the size of an ocean liner, that had been cut and piled one atop the other course by course to raise the immense wall. The cyclopean blocks were fitted so tightly together, Gil saw there was no purchase for seeds nor weeds to take root, yet he saw no trace of mortar.


  In the wall rose a pointed arch some forty feet high. It was not a gate, for there was no light on the other side. A tunnel forty feet high drove back into the cliff rock, heading downward.


  Rabicane said, “Saddle up.”


  Gil said, “The door is a hundred yards away. I can walk there.”


  Rabicane said, “But can you walk away? You may need to run. This place is unchancy. I like not its smell.”


  Gil decided that a horse ridden by a duke of Charlemagne probably knew the proper habits for knights. Even though his goal was only a short walk away, Gil took the trouble to curry out the grass and snowy slush clinging to the horse’s coat.


  Gil did not bother with bridle and bit, but merely looped a hackamore around Rabicane’s nose. “I appreciate the kindness, master,” said the steed, “But I have a bit of a temper. Are you sure?”


  Gil said, “When you no longer serve me of your own free will, I am no longer deserving of your service.”


  Rabicane made a skeptical snort. “Is this a colonial thing? Giving your beasts of war a vote? Lord Simcoe made a great point of keeping the aristocracy intact so that masters rule and servants serve!”


  Gil said, “I was taught that the first shall be last and that the servant is not greater than the master.”


  They approached the archway. The sun was on the far side of these tall cliffs, making their whole face a shadow, which seemed doubly dark compared with the dazzle from the snowy ground.


  At the foot of the archway was a great marble slab of a threshold stone. Gil saw the crack from which the waters poured. A spear had been jammed into the crack as if someone had meant to pry it open. Half the spear was iron; half was wood. The head was a long, square blade red with fresh blood. Gil saw droplets of blood falling into the rush of water and being carried downstream so that the first foot of the stream was dark pink, the next foot or so light pink, and beyond that the agitation of the water rushing over the stones of the streambed hid any sign of the contamination.


  On the white stone beyond the spear, someone had laid a red cloth. In the middle of the cloth was a circle of green, a wreath woven of pine and adorned with holly, lying like an empty dinner plate. There were four candles in the wreath, equally spaced about the circumference, lit and burning: three purple candles and one pink candle. A white candle, taller and fatter, was in the center of the wreath, unlit.


  To one side stood a golden cup. To the other, a loaf of bread.


  Gil said, “What does it mean?”


  From the darkness of the tunnel beyond the tall arch now shined a pair of green eyes. A deep growl trembled through earth and air. A second pair of eyes, green as poison, opened a yard to the left. Then, a third pair opened up, a yard to the right. Six eyes gleamed menacingly at Gil.


  
2. Watchdog


  A breathy, growling voice issued from the darkness where the central eyes glinted. “Had you not asked of the mystery, your worthless throat would have been torn out already.”


  A second voice, twin to the first, spoke from the left. “You spoke of the first being last. For this reason, I have not already disemboweled you.”


  A third voice spoke, “No elf passes this door but that he dies, nor any mortal man, who are born once and then perish.”


  There came a slithering, massive sound, and Gil saw the muzzle and head of a monstrous dog emerge from the shadows. The distance between his ears was greater than Gil’s outstretched arms, and the red mouth was so huge that Rabicane could have been swallowed by those jaws in two bites, Gil in one.


  Gil glanced down at his empty scabbard. It was still empty.


  When he looked up, he saw the second and third heads emerge from the shadows, and each one seemed larger than the one next to it.


  Gil dismounted. He squinted at the three giant dog heads, and took his shield from the saddle bow, and slung it before him. He took up his helm with his right hand and stuffed his head quickly into it while muttering, “Please have three bodies. Please have three bodies….”


  But when the eyeslits of his helm fell in place before his eyes, the monster had emerged, and there was but one body. The three necks were longer than they should have been for a wolf, giving it a freakish, disproportionate look. Fortunately, there was a chain around the neck of the middle head.


  Gil groaned in disappointment. He and wolves tended to get along. He was not so sure about monsters.


  The monster said, “Who are you?”


  Gil said, “I am called the Swan Knight. Who are you?”


  The monster shook its three heads. From the thick wolf mane coating its three necks and complex shoulders now rose dozens of spotted snakes, their eyes as green as emeralds, tasting the air with their forked tongues. They danced and swayed with a hypnotic motion, two scores of them or more, curling and uncurling restlessly. The patterns of scales on their backs were as bright as enameled mosaics.


  Rabicane was trembling. “The snakes with bright colors are bad.”


  “Cerberus, call me,” said the middle head.


  “…the son of Typhon,” said the left head.


  “…the son of Echidna,” said the right head.


  Gil said, “Pardon me, and meaning no disrespect, is that one long name for the three of you, or does each head have its own name, or how exactly does this work?”


  Rabicane nudged him in the shoulder with a nose, saying, “Mount up, and let’s get out of here!”


  Gil said, “You go. Save yourself. I am staying.”


  Rabicane shivered and snorted, dancing restlessly, but he did not run.


  Gil said, “I seek the Green Chapel.”


  The monster said, “Then you seek death.”


  Gil said, “Will you let me in?”


  The three heads laughed a horrible, creaking, croaking laugh which sounded like choking, and all the snakes twining and writhing in its mane hissed in a merry fashion, their hundred serpentine eyes never blinking.


  “Yes!” said all three heads in unison. “All are welcome to enter here!”


  Rabicane said, “Ask of him whether a mortal man might depart again.”


  The left head said, “Those covered with blood may enter…”


  The middle head said, “…those who are dead may enter…”


  The right said, “…no elf departs from here, nor mortal man who lives but once then dies.”


  Rabicane said, “Master, take my reed; this is an evil place. Flee it.”


  Gil’s stomach growled. He said, “You are very generous, Cerberus, to allow me entry. May I eat that loaf of bread? I assume a dog cannot eat it.”


  The middle head said, “There is no bread.”


  Gil said, “What is in the cup? If it is not wine, I can have some.”


  The left head said, “There is no wine.”


  Gil started to step forward, but Rabicane snorted and said, “Master, they lie. I smell wine.”


  Gil paused. “Noble Cerberus, what is in the cup?”


  The right head spoke, “Blood.”


  Rabicane said, “Stay back out of its reach!”


  Gil said, “Don’t worry. It’s chained up….”


  The monster laughed and raised a paw to its middle neck. The chain opened and slithered to the stone in a bright ringing clatter.


  The monster said, “My master requires I chain myself. All who serve him do.”


  Gil licked his lips, not sure what to do. He had the distinct impression the creature was playing some sort of game with him. “Is the Green Chapel beyond those door you guard?”


  The central head said, “No.”


  The left said, “The Green Chapel is behind you.”


  The right said, “You walked past it.”


  Gil was then convinced the monster was lying. He wondered how he could slip past the creature, or, more to the point, once he was inside the Green Chapel, how he could get out again.


  Gil was sure there was a way to befriend the three-headed monster. He stepped back, hung helm and shield on his saddle bow, and took the paper bag out of his saddle bag.


  The monster sniffed with six nostrils. “What is that?”


  Gil said, “Grilled steak. Baked in some sort of pepper sauce. And I also have a hamburger. And some spirits. It’s called iced tea, but it is not really tea. I forget what is in it. Vodka, I think. You want some?”


  The monster tilted its various heads left and right, squinting and snarling, as if puzzled. “You offer me… food and drink? Why?”


  Gil said, “Call it a Christmas Eve present.”


  “Why did you not eat it?”


  Gil said, “I am fasting for Advent. No meat, no wine. Saint Christopher told me so. You’d like him. His head looks like yours. But not so many.”


  The three heads looked at each other.


  “What say you?” said the middle head.


  “The ring of truth is in his voice,” said the left head.


  The right head said, “I smell no deception in his sweat.”


  The monster raised a great paw and struck the stone before him. The stone was pulverized beneath the titanic paw and left a crater deep as a dish.


  “Pour the spirits in there!” “The meat!” “Fetch it forth!” All three heads barked at once.


  Gil stepped boldly into the range of the creature’s teeth and claws, knelt, and emptied the flask he had been given into the crater. Then, he unwrapped the steak and the burger patty.


  Seen in the sunlight, Gil now saw the burger patty was wrapped in bacon strips. Even cold, it looked delicious. He had to wipe his mouth with his wrist as he fed the meat into mouths bigger than coffins.


  Gil raised his hand to scratch one head behind the ear, hoping the poisonous snakes would not bite. “Good boy!” said Gil. “Good dog! Er, dogs.”


  Gil felt a pang of pride as he saw the monster’s muzzle unwrinkle. All trace of snarl departed. The monster relaxed.


  “Yeah! Really tasty…” said the middle head.


  “Where is it from?” said the left head.


  Gil said, “This restaurant called Knockers. I was there last night. The manager was this huge… uh… giant.”


  The right head reared up. “What have you done! What have you fed me!”


  The monster raised a paw to strike him, but Gil dodged the blow. The stone next to him exploded under the force of the blow, making a second small crater.


  All three heads now drooped. The snakes lashed back and forth, hissing horribly for a moment, and then they hung down and dangled, forked tongues lolling. The three heads sighed. The four legs trembled and folded.


  The monster groaned. “Curse you! How did you outsmart me! May the cat eat you and the Devil eat the cat!”


  And then the great green eyes closed.


  Gil stood a moment, amazed. The creature was breathing slowly and deeply. It was not dead, but asleep.


  A strange little smile began to deepen in one corner of Gil’s mouth, and his eyes narrowed, not in anger, but in mirth. “Finest fare in the land, she said. It will knock you out!”


  Rabicane looked on, puzzled.


  Gil said, “I think I am beginning to figure this out.”


  He walked past the sleeping monster and under the archway.


  
3. Darkness and Light


  With each step into the corridor, the sunlight was less. Soon he walked in utter darkness.


  After a few more steps, he saw smalls lights ahead. Gil came forward cautiously, wondering it these were piskies or some evil magic.


  It was candlelight.


  The corridor of stone led to a dead end. It was not a tunnel, but a cave. Or rather, not a cave, but a cave-in. The corridor was filled with tumbled rock forming a rough slope from floor to ceiling. The rubble was made of dressed stone. From the debris, some had been mortared together before being smashed apart. It looked as if this corridor had once led somewhere but had been sealed and bricked over; and then the seals broken and the wall battered to open the way again; and then bricked over again. From the different sizes and shapes of bricks in the rubble, it looked like it had happened several times. From the age of the layers of dust, it had been long, long ago.


  It was a mystery whose meaning Gil doubted he would ever discover.


  The light here came from a rack of candles set before an alcove in the right-hand wall. This candle rack was a hundred steps away from the rubble blocking the corridor. Gil peered.


  Within the alcove was a set of figures: to one side were kings in rich raiment, bowing. To the other side were shepherds in coarse robes, hands clasped in prayer. Oxen and asses were kneeling. Midmost were a woman and a man kneeling before a baby in a manger.


  Above the scene, at the apex of the alcove, was an august winged figure, garbed in white vestments more devoid of hue than any fabric could be, and above his head hung a coronet of gold. In one hand the figure held a golden trumpet. It seemed neither to be male nor female, but had long, flowing hair that reached to its broad shoulders.


  Gil looked and could see no wires. There was nothing coming from the cave wall or ceiling touching the statue. It seemed simply to stand in midair on the toes of its sandals.


  Gil felt a weird moment of fear because the eyes of the statue were so realistic that they seemed to be boring into him, looking straight into his heart. Yet, at the same time, the glass eyes seemed to be windows opening up into a sky bluer than the skies of Earth, and larger. It was dizzying.


  For a moment, he was convinced the being was alive. But then he noticed it was not breathing, not blinking, not moving.


  Gil relaxed. It was just a statue after all. Yet…


  A sense of terror and awe smote through him them. There was no change, no noise, no motion, but Gil knew that the entity was alive, more than alive, and watching him. It was not breathing or moving because it did not care to. It did not blink because it suffered no pain, nor fatigue, nor smallest discomfort.


  Gil found himself trembling. He bowed to the entity.


  BOW NOT TO ME. I AM BUT A FELLOW SERVANT.


  The voice was louder than a voice could be, but it did not strike into his soul through his ears. It came directly.


  Gil covered his face with his hands. He honestly could not recall having been this afraid before in his life, ever. His knees were shaking.


  He said, “Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit!”


  It was all he could think to say. His mind was blank.


  FEAR NOT!


  The sensation of having meaning without words shoved directly into his mind like a lightning bolt was not the sort of thing which brought calm. But he drew a breath and tried to calm his racing heart, to still his shaking limbs, even though he did not have the nerve to take his hands from his face.


  Gil tried to think of something to say. He tried to think of a prayer. “Hail, Mary! Full of grace, blessed art thou above women…” he could not remember the next part.


  SO I SPOKE. THE WOMAN SAID: BE IT DONE TO ME ACCORDING TO THY WORD. THAT ANSWER I BORE ABOVE AND PLACED BEFORE THE THRONE, AND IT WAS FOUND PLEASING.


  Then, Gil knew to whom he spoke. This was not merely an angel. It was an archangel. It was one of the seraphim.


  The strength in his legs gave out. He fell to his knees. He could feel the sting of tears in his eyes. Gil wondered at himself.


  Why was he so afraid? Surely this was one of the highest and noblest servants of the Most High! It meant him no harm. Why the terror?


  But he knew. He was a killer. He had deceived people. He had been disobedient to his mother, to a saint, to Heaven itself. He walked around in armor studded with gems while poor people starved for a scrap of bread. The insane, reckless, overwhelming love which makes a man love even his enemies was not in him.


  It was the sight of a sinless being that frightened Gil to his marrow bones. When a man fails at some merely human task, or breaks a law, he always has a way to lie to himself, to make it seem not so bad. Gil could not do that, not now, not here, not with eyes like those watching.


  YOU HAVE BLESSED OUR LADY, SO YOU IN TURN ARE BLESSED.


  Gil said, “Here I am. Speak. I will obey.”


  LET THE LANCE OF THE CENTURION WHICH STRUCK THE DOLOROUS BLOW BE DRAWN FROM THE STONE WHEN THE HOUR IS COME. LET IT BE GIVEN TO THE HAND OF THE GHOSTLY FATHER’S NOVICE.


  Gil said, “I don’t understand. What hour?”


  THE MISTS OF EVERNESS PERISH BEFORE THE LIGHT TO COME. NOTHING IS SECRET THAT SHALL NOT BE MADE MANIFEST, NEITHER IS ANYTHING HID THAT SHALL NOT BE MADE KNOWN.


  Gil felt a moment of elation. “Does that mean the elfs will be overthrown? Will I live to see it?”


  YOU WILL BE WITH THE DEAD BEFORE THE GATES OF HELL ERE THAT HOUR COMES.


  So terrible was this pronouncement that Gil’s heart failed him even while his mind was struggling not to accept the meaning of the words. Dead? In Hell?


  Gil said, “What must I do to escape the fires of Hell, Gabriel? What must I do to be saved?”


  THAT BLOOD HAS BEEN SHED. ON YONDER THRESHOLD STONE HIS FEAST IS LAID: TAKE, EAT, DRINK.


  Gil said, “And what must I do to save my life from the Green Knight? Am I going to be alive tomorrow?”


  TAKE NO THOUGHT FOR THE MORROW.


  Gil waited, but that was all. The angel was silent and offered no comfort.


  More words burst out of him, “I don’t want to die. Please, I don’t! The Green Knight is going to kill me! I wish I was not afraid, but I am! Dear God, I am!”


  Ashamed with himself, Gil gritted his teeth and tried to stop the trembling through his body. In a firmer voice, but still not daring to open his eyes, he said, “Let this danger pass me by. Pray to the Lord you serve in bliss, O Angel, pray for me that I be spared. But if–” and now his voice broke out of his control again “–if there is some plan, some purpose to this—if it is the will of Heaven—then let God’s will be done, not mine–”


  His strength failed him utterly. Gil fell on his face, and faintness entered his brain. How long he lay there, lightheaded and unable to rise, he did not know. But then a sense of immense pressure came into the cave, as if some vast living thing huge beyond all telling had entered there. A warmth passed over him and filled his body like wine being poured into a cup, wine that revived life and brought joy. The silence that came then was like the silence of outer space, or a space even larger and older than that.


  After a time, the silence became more like a normal quiet. He could hear the wind outside the cave and hear the drip of wax. The mighty spirit that had passed over him was gone.


  He rose to his feet, bowed to the image of the babe, and retreated.


  Rabicane was outside, head down, waiting. The giant snake-haired three-headed monster was gone, but in its place, in the exact same posture and snoring the same snores, was a mongrel that looked half-collie and half-wolf. His tail and flanks were scarlet. Around his neck, on a strap, was a small curved cone of ivory. It was a hunting horn.


  It was a fairly large dog, but compared to the shape it had been wearing when Gil had entered the cave, it seemed puny.


  Rabicane said, “What happened?”


  Gil said, “Everything.”


  
4. Breaking Fast


  Remembering the words of the swans to him, Gil took the horn about the large dog’s neck and the green strap by which it hung. It was carved from the tusk of an elephant, half a cubit long, and bands of dark metal circled near the bell and near the mouthpiece. In a circle around the circumference was scrimshawed an image of two lions facing each other, claws raised as if in combat, but on the other side of the horn’s mouth, their tails were tied to each other. It looked as if their eagerness to fight would only draw the knot tighter.


  Gil said, “Would you know Roland’s horn if you saw it?”


  Rabicane said, “No. Horse cannot match the eye of man. Does it depict two lions combatant yet addorsed, nowed, and twined?”


  “I don’t know what that means.”


  “A knight unversed in heraldry? Your teachers should have beaten you more. Blow, and let me hear.”


  Gil put the horn to his mouth and winded the horn. A deep roar issued forth, clear and fair as the chime of a great brass bell, and spread across the land. A sound like it answered him dimly in the distance, as if the cry of the horn had reflected off the sky.


  He snatched the horn away from his lips, frowning.


  Rabicane said, “That is the horn. By what mischance it came to be carried by a dog I know not, but you cannot leave it in such unworthy hands. Or paws.”


  Gil slung it about his neck.


  Gil said, “Are you strong enough to carry this big dog if I drape him over the saddle?”


  “Am I not the foal of Tencendur, Charlemagne’s good steed, and Llamrei, Arthur’s mare? I could bear twentyfold that load. Whither bear we him?”


  Gil said, “I want to return him to his master.”


  “Where?”


  “The Green Chapel.”


  Gil prayed, and he ate the bread and drank the wine sitting on the cloth on the stone. It smelled and looked like wine, but he knew it was something more, so he did not hesitate to drink it to the dregs. It cleared his head of all fog, his heart of all fear.


  And the bread was so delicious he felt as if he were eating life itself.


Chapter Seven: The Lord of Hautdesert


  1. The Living Chapel


  The fruit trees, which held only tiny and unripe fruit that morning, were rich and heavily laden with apples, plums, peaches, oranges, and pears as he walked back downstream. The snow was melting, and, after an hour, instead of being some spring and winter together, it was spring in the air, summer in the grass, and a very abundant autumn on the branches of the trees. Rabicane walked behind, the big white dog draped over the red steed’s saddle.


  The trees were taller and thicker than they had been that morning, and the many colored leaves formed an impenetrable canopy overhead.


  Now the air was warm and fresh as springtime air yet somehow held the strange and wild scent of autumn. In Gil’s mind, that scent was always a time for journeys to new homes because it was always in October that his mother moved and left their old home behind without a word of farewell to anyone. The mingling of the spring wind with the ghostly smells of autumn sent strange longings through Gil, just as if all the beauties in the world, the green trees, the bright waters, the dark mountains, and the mournful cries of geese flying south, were all just a prologue or foreshadowing to some greater and deeper world beyond. Gil breathed in a deep breath, delighting. He wondered if this were indeed the air of Eden.


  Gil plucked fruit from one tree after another, eating a different and more delicious fruit every hundred paces, until his stomach forgot even the concept of hunger.


  Without the red neon side to guide him, Gil almost did not recognize the spot where the restaurant stood, but he saw the white stone marked with a sign of a Celtic cross and turned away from the bank and went deeper into the trees.


  The trees grew taller and closer together. Soon Gil found himself as if in a corridor of pillars with a green roof overhead, green carpet underfoot.


  He came into the clearing where the restaurant stood, or once had. It was gone. Instead, there was a bloodstained chopping block set up for an execution.


  Here, the trees were larger yet and grown so closely together that the boles touched. Other trees, although still living, had been cropped or trained to grow into the shape of a double row of pillars. Parallel to these were living trees shaped like flying buttresses.


  The canopy of leaves overhead in this place was the bright green of late spring, except for a parallel row of archways high above, evenly spaced between the living pillars, where the many colored leaves were translucent, shining with sunlight, and the different colors and shapes of the leaves formed scenes and images: a baptism, a wedding feast, a pilgrim with staff and cockleshell, a figure on a mountaintop clothed in light, a Passover meal. At the far end of the nave, where the lines of perspective from all the living pillars and buttresses converged, was a large, round rose window, made entirely of autumn leaves.


  For some reason, the beams of sunlight only passed through the autumn leaves, but the green leaves were opaque so that this spot was as dark as night, except for the many colored beams of red and gold, orange and scarlet, that slanted down through the rose-shaped and arch-shaped designs hanging in the green canopy.


  Gil said aloud, “Is this the Green Chapel?”


  As he spoke the name, the wind rustled overhead, the leaves tossed, and the many colored beams of light danced. A bell in the living carillon swayed and sounded. The echo of the bell’s voice passed across the scenery.


  Gil now saw the Green Knight.


  
2. The Chopping Block


  It was as if the voice of the bell had summoned him.


  The giant had been standing motionless next to the chopping block, ax in hand. His green hair, kirtle, cloak, and leggings made him blend into the green background of leafy walls behind him. He wore a breastplate of metal, enameled over with green, and his skirts and arms and leggings were covered with many heavy metal scales of green shaped like leaves.


  Even as he watched, the Green Knight saluted Gil with his iron ax. The Green Knight now drew on a surcoat of white and pinned it at his shoulders with cockleshell pins. On his chest was the bright image of a red cross.


  Gil remembered the Green Knight’s boast that the elfs would be terrified if he appeared in his war gear. Now he saw why. It was all iron, which broke the elfin spells and smothered their charms, and the Cross of the Crusaders blazed on his chest.


  His hair was as green and wild as before, rising above his head like a breaking wave, and falling past his shoulders to his elbows like a thicket in which a deer might hide. However, this time, between his wild green bangs and wild green beard, he wore an iron faceplate over his brows, nose, cheeks, and chin. There was a mouth slit for the mouth and eyeholes for the eyes. The pupils of his eyes were as yellow as a goblin’s teeth.


  The echoes of the bell slowly drained away into silence. The leaves ceased to whisper. The air was still.


  Gil took the huge white dog from the back of his steed and put it gently on the grass.


  He strode over to the chopping block. Without a word, he unbuckled and doffed his helm and set it aside. He stared up at the emerald-colored figure, twice the height of a man.


  There was no fear in the eyes of Gilberec Moth as he knelt. He crossed himself and said a prayer. This time he recalled all the words.


  Then, he lowered his head and laid it on the chopping block.


  Gil felt the touch of cold iron at his neck. It rested there a moment. And then the blade moved to the left and tapped him on the left shoulder. Then, he felt the blade tap him on the right shoulder.


  “In the name of God, Saint Michael, Saint George, and good King Arthur, High King of England, Ireland, Fairyland, and France, Emperor of the Holy Roman Empire, I dub thee knight. Arise, Sir Gilberec! Be thou valiant, fearless, and loyal.”


  
3. The Mask of Cold Iron


  Gil had suffered as many fears and wild hopes as anyone might on what he thought was his last day of life, but this was so unexpected that he laughed, leaped to his feet, and jumped to the top of the chopping block. From there, he was tall enough and quick enough to leap and grab the Green Knight by the nose.


  Whatever the Green Knight had expected, Gil’s leap was not it. He cried aloud, half in outrage and half in mirth, and fell to one knee.


  Gil landed, and the metal mask, but also the voluminous green wig and beard, all came away in his hand. Gil stood there, grinning and nodding at the vast mass of green hair in his hand.


  “I knew it,” he said. “I should have figured it out long ago. I am actually pretty good at riddles. But how are you fooling my eyes? You still look like a giant to me, Sir Bertolac. How did you have Vertifran look like Cerberus?”


  For, with the iron mask and outrageous wig pulled away, the twelve-foot-tall figure shined with the golden hair, yellow eyes, bronze skin, and handsome face of Bertolac, the King’s Champion who had trained him.


  Bertolac said, “I will show you, Sir Gilberec. Have you any elfin charm about you? Put them aside and help me off with my habergeon.”


  Gil aided him. The iron chestplate, iron jerkin, arms, and leggings were removed and put to one side. The iron ax Bertolac smote into the block, where it quivered and stayed. He was now dressed in a green linen tunic and buskins. Bertolac walked past Rabicane, down the corridor of trees to the waterside. There, he knelt for a moment, as if in prayer or meditation.


  Little dots or sparkles of light appeared around him and clung to his outline. He began to shrink and the colors of his tunic to fade from green to yellow. He dwindled down from twelve feet tall, to ten, to seven, to the six and a half Gil had seen him wearing all this year at Uffern House.


  Bertolac stood. “You see? It is the Lilliputian charm.”


  Gil nodded. “I see. I saw the serving maids and butlers at the feast of the elfin lords use that charm to make themselves as small as insects. You use it to dwindle yourself to human size. Twelve feet tall is your true height. When you wear your iron, your charm breaks, and you resume your true stature. What about your face when you are Bredbeddle?”


  Bertolac said, “It is a similar charm, one that changes the size and proportion of facial features, which coats the inside of those ridiculous eyeglasses I had to wear. How did you know I was Bredbeddle?”


  “How did you know my name? My real name? I know I never said it aloud at Uffern House.”


  Bertolac said, “You said it within my hearing. But, ho! The knight should answer first his master. Why did you come lay your head on the block?”


  “You know why. What makes you think I accept you as my master?”


  Bertolac said, “Because I am the first knight and the King’s Champion, the best tutor in the arts of war you are likely to find. And because I will tell you how to defeat your enemy, Guynglaff of the Cobwebs.”


  Gil said, “I cannot trust an elf.”


  Bertolac said, “You are wise not to, Sir Gilberec. But I am no elf.”


  Gil said, “What are you?”


  Bertolac shook his head. “My question first. Then yours. By what charm did you overcome my dog?”


  Gil said, “You know by what charm, but I do not.”


  Bertolac said, “What? Do you play riddles with me?”


  Gil laughed. “I suppose it runs in the family. I overcame your dog by sheer accident and kindheartedness. I fed him the steak you gave me. I do not know what charm you put in the meat. I did not realize he was guarding the spear. I thought he was guarding the Green Chapel.”


  Bertolac said, “This whole mountain is the Green Chapel.”


  Gil said, “My turn. You are no elf because you can handle iron. How can you have your head cut off and live? What are you?”


  “That is two questions, but I only know one answer. Why my flesh is imperishable, I do not know. It is something the Fisher King did to me. I was an elf, but I am no longer such a thing. As to what I am…”


  The golden man threw out his chest and raised his head. “I am the knight and true servant of the Fisher King, who lies wounded here in this very chapel, dying but immortal and unable to die. That holy lance which I set my dog to guard struck him, so he is wounded, but the blood of Christ lingers on that lance, and entered his bloodstream, and granted the Fisher King an imperishable nature and deathlessness. Until the Fisher King is cured, I am bound to him.”


  “Then how can you vow true fealty to Alberec?”


  Bertolac wagged a finger. “Not so fast! My question. Your words and eyes when you pulled my mask aside told me you had known or guessed what face would be beneath! How was this?”


  Gil said, “You told me yourself.”


  “That is no answer! Let us agree to give full answers and not speak in riddles, as elfs and prophets do. Agreed?”


  “Agreed! Now, my question is–”


  “Stop that! That was a bargain, not a question. Right?”


  “Right! Now my question is–”


  “Are you trying to irk me?”


  “Yes! Now, my question is–”


  “Very funny! But you gave your word to answer my questions without riddles. How did you penetrate my masquerade?”


  “Sir, in your guise as Bredbeddle, you told the name of the Green Knight’s steed, whom once I rode. He ran so swiftly that it was plain as day that horse wanted my dog out of harm’s way. But why? In your disguise as Bertolac, in the dining hall beneath the mountain, you had him with you in his shape as a white collie, and he spoke to his brother. So if Vertifran is Bertolac’s hound, and Vertifran is the Green Knight’s horse, then it only stands to reason that Bertolac is the Green Knight. But why are your illusions fooling my eyes, when I can see through all the glamour of the elfs?”


  “From the Fisher King, I have the art of forming our bodies into a subtle and ethereal substance that is more fluid than matter and also more permanent and durable. It is no illusion: my shape and size can change, and, as he is my dog, I can to a lesser degree change him. Vertifran was told to warn you away from the Green Chapel. How did he fail?”


  “He is too elfin to tell an outright lie as a man would, so he spoke in riddles instead. He said that any mortal man born once could not enter and depart the chapel. I am a baptized Christian so was born more than once. He said a mortal who is born once then dies could not enter. I will die, but I hope to be raised again on the last day, which is more than once. He said I had to be covered in blood to enter and had to be dead. So I was, dead in sins, and covered in the precious blood of the Savior. And other things of like meaning. I was born to a riddler, so I notice the double meanings. And, of course, I finally understood why a chapel is indeed a fearful place, even to men. How much more terrible the chapel must be to elfs, to whom even a far-off church bell is painful.”


  “Oh? And why is a chapel fearful?”


  “My question! What was the point of this rigmarole? This whole charade? You being the Green Knight and pretending to be Bredbeddle trying to stop me and pretending to be Bertolac training me well enough to make the journey. All of it. Why?”


  “Because of the sword of your father. It is one of the Thirteen Treasures of Lyonesse, and the Fates never cease to meddle and moil with those who touch them. And do not ask your father’s name of me or how he came by the sword! I did not put him to the trial, whoever he is.”


  “Trial?”


  Bertolac nodded. “Whoever your father is, he is a great man if he could hold that sword in hand. I tried Gawain to see if he was worthy, but he was not. But neither did he break his word, so he was allowed to depart from the Green Chapel with only three small scars on his neck.”


  “And me?”


  “You? You are some sort of freak, kid. I have never seen someone who would not break his word, kept his fasts, abstained from cold booze and hot women… Good heavens! What makes you so different?”


  “Dumb luck and bad timing.”


  “Full answers, please! No riddles.”


  “I’m too dumb to listen when a saint from Heaven comes down and tells me what to do and makes me swear to do it. Because of that, I lost my father’s sword and almost lost my life. Every time I take a step, or sit down, or stand up, the empty scabbard slaps against my leg, and I remember what the price is for breaking my oath. He said not to fight on a bridge with the next enemy who challenged me. But I did not see any way to obey since my enemy was Guynglaff, and he had just killed my horse…”


  “My horse, if you please,” said Bertolac, scowling.


  “So the other thing he had me swear was to eat no meat and take no spirits during Advent. I thought it was a dumb rule, but every time my scabbard slapped against my leg, I was reminded…. All this had just happened to me. My scars from my battle with Guynglaff are still fresh. I was not likely to disobey the saint twice so soon. And your temptations were stupid.”


  “What?”


  “I said stupid. To come here, I disobeyed my mother, and surely broke her heart, and escaped from jail, and surely broke the law. Do you think a free meal and a pretty face can tempt me? Do you think I can be tempted by a baconburger? I should be insulted by how petty your tricks are.”


  “Petty tricks oft trip souls too great to be tempted by great sin. Troy was lost over a woman’s pretty face, and Eden was lost over a free meal. So lust and gluttony are not so petty after all. But I saw how quick you are to pull a knife. Anger is what tempts you.”


  Gil said, “Love of battle is no vice in a knight.”


  “Love of battle? Or intemperate anger?”


  Gil said, “Sorry, it is my turn for my question. Between cold winds and black knights, three headed dogs and no-headed huntsmen, your ever-growing stairway and your ridiculous restaurant, you went to a lot of effort. Why did you try so hard to keep me away from here?”


  “I did not want to have to cut your head off.”


  “Full answers! Would you have?”


  Bertolac chuckled a dry, terrible, humorless chuckle. “Darned right. If you had cheated, or lied, or sent a double in your place, or tried any sort of elfish trick or human cowardice? Certainly I would have and kicked your fool head like a soccer ball down the stairs as a warning to others. This is not a game.”


  “What others?”


  “The others who seek to take the great sword Dyrnwen in hand! It was forged by Weyland, and the runes in the blade promise it will shine as bright as thirty torches in the worthy hands of the nobly born, but betray and burn and maim those who are ignoble in birth or deeds. You called me a giant, but you saw Bran the Blessed and Balor of the Evil Eye. That sword, in the right hands, can burn with such fury that it will slay even Titans such as they, or storm giants even taller, who live in the high regions of the air hidden from men, or their king. My question: you speak of huntsmen with no heads. Dullahan, they are called. They were none of mine, not an obstacle an elf would send. Why are the Cobwebs after you?”


  “I killed two of them: Doolaga and Gulaga, both Bigfoots, and I wounded Guynglaff. Why won’t the sword hurt him? He is unworthy of it.”


  “He is immune to swords, including that one. His hair is charmed. He fears no retaliation nor curse. Why did you kill them?”


  “They stole a child for the Elfking, Erlkoenig.”


  “So?”


  “So… I killed them for it. A Christmas tree helped me.”


  “The Bethlehem tree? The one that dies, and comes to life again in another land, and blooms every Christmas Eve?”


  “It was a tree. It did not give its name to me.”


  “You talk to trees?”


  “Don’t be silly. I talk to birds.”


  “Interesting. That talent is rare. Who is your mother?”


  Gil shook his head. “Look, Mr. Changes-his-name. I kind of like you, but you are tricky, and I am not telling you that.”


  “Then let me ask a different question: why call you the chapel fearful?”


  Gil said, “For what reason it was shown to me, I know not, but I saw the Angel of the Annunciation and heard his voice. Never have I known such terror: and after that, all the terrors this little Earth can bring forth will not sting me very deeply.”


  “What did the angel say? And how did you learn to talk to birds?”


  “Is that your question? Because whose turn is it? I have a lot more questions, such as how you figured out my name? And why you serve the Elf King Alberec if the Fisher King is your lord? And what are you up to? And why do you care who is worthy to wield Dyrnwen?”


  Bertolac spread his hands and said, “Well, it is your turn, but this is your last turn because my curiosity is sated. So if I were you, I would ask a really, really good question, like: how shall I overcome the Yeti Guynglaff the Invulnerable in combat and recover my father’s sword? You’d like the answer to that one, wouldn’t you? Or I could tell you some other secret like the name of the Man in the Black Room, or who struck the blow that wounded the Fisher King, or something else you’d like to know more.”


  Gil said, “I have a lot more questions, but, come to think of it, that one is the top one weighing on my mind right now.”


  Bertolac smiled and told him.


  
4. Holding the Bridge


  Gilberec Moth, spurs shining on his heels, and carrying in hand a black staff given to him by Sir Bertolac, came one morning to that same covered bridge, whose pillars were carved like trees, above the swift flowing river which formed the border between Louisiana and Elfland. On a tree ten paces beyond the end of the bridge, he hung his father’s shield and a small wooden mallet.


  The staff was made of hornbeam root, one of the hardest of woods. For his breakfast, Gil fished in the stream by wading into the water with no shirt on, and battering fish onto land with his hand, or catching them in his mouth.


  On the first day, he had his first customer. Someone tried to cross the bridge. It was the witch from the dovecote of Uffern House.


  Gil merely doffed his helm politely and stepped aside to let her pass.


  “You!” she cried. “You sought the Green Knight! Seeking death!”


  Gil said, “I am returned. I defeated the foe.”


  She shrieked, “You? A mere boy? You defeated the Green Knight?”


  Thinking of his own fears, his own anger and sin, and the various temptations to which he was prone, Gil said, “The Green Knight was my foe but was not my foe. He set my foe before me, and by being overcome, I overcame. I entered the Green Chapel, where only enter the dead, and ate of the dead who is not dead, and emerged not dead.”


  The witch, hearing the truth in his voice, but understanding nothing, turned pale and passed on by, muttering.


  Gil smiled. “Now I know why my mother does that. It’s fun!”


  She came back that evening, with some grocery bags in her hands, puffing and complaining, and with two small children, crying, being led by ropes around the neck.


  Gil barred her way. “Let the children go.”


  The old witch said, “Don’t stand in my way, or I will boil your spleen with my curses!”


  Gil said, “I fear no curses of yours, old mother. I have passed the dog called Cerberus and emerged from the cave mouth he guards. I have eaten the bread of Heaven. I quaffed the blood of God. Let the children go!”


  The old witch cowered back. “You would not dare strike me! I am a woman!”


  Gil said, “Not against flesh and blood do true knights fight, but also against principalities and powers of the air. In the name of Christ, in the name of the Holy Rood, and in the name of Saint Christopher…”


  The old woman screamed and fell on her face. The two children took that opportunity to run the other direction, back toward town and the human world.


  At that same moment, the alligator named Edmund Dantes, who sought revenge against the old woman for the slaying of his mate, now stirred and came out of the bushes nearby. His bulbous, cold, bloody eyes regarded her dispassionately a moment, and then the green log-shaped body, low to the ground, came lumbering toward her on stubby little legs at surprising speed.


  She dropped her groceries and fled.


  On the second day, at dawn, his first opponent was one of the squires from Uffern House. It was the handsome Vanir lad, whose name Gil had forgotten. He came riding up on a horse and banged the shield with the butt of his spear, and Gil stepped up on the bridge and blocked his way.


  Because he was on a covered bridge, the Vanir could not come at him without dismounting. Dismounted, the Vanir could not use his lance. He drew his sword and came forward. Gil’s staff had a longer reach than the sword, and Gil had quicker reflexes and stronger arms, so all he had to do was dart backward after every blow to his foe’s helm, kneecap, stomach, wrist, or neckpiece. After the fifth blow Gil was unharmed, and the squire was laid out cold.


  Gil and Drwdydwg (that was who the Vanir had been riding) chatted a while in the friendly fashion while Gil tied the Vanir lad, stripped of his armor, onto the saddle like a sack of laundry.


  Dry said, “You’d best take care! Fjolnir son of Freyr came racing here to find you ahead of the knights! But they will be here ere long!”


  Sir Dwnn son of Dygflwng came at noon. He swelled up to the size of a tree, but Gil waited under the roof of the covered bridge, which the knight was evidently reluctant to destroy. So he shrank down to human size, but then called upon his other peculiarity, which was that he could issue a tremendous heat from his body. He came at Gil with sword and shield, and his skill was greater than that of any squire, so it was after many hard blows taken and received that Sir Dwnn’s foot broke through the smoking and smoldering board where he stood and trapped his leg. Gil stepped on the man’s shield, trapping his arm, and smote him on the helm with a blow like a golfer driving a golfball down the fairway. The helm rang like a bell.


  As before, Gil spoke with the horse, took the armor, and tied the unconscious body to the saddle.


  At dusk came Sir Iaen son of Iscawin, cloaked in invisibility, and riding a jenny small enough to fit under the bridge. He was a skilled and cunning fighter, and if he had fought fairly without fairy tricks, Gil would have fought fairly also, and Sir Iaen might well have defeated Gil.


  As it was, Gil stood facing the other way, pretending to be deceived by Iaen’s illusion (a convincing image shaped out of colored mist of Sir Iaen on a roaring lion), and he waited. When Iaen charged and was halfway across the bridge, Gil asked the she-mule to halt, which she did, suddenly and stubbornly. Gil asked the many bats beginning to emerge from the swamps to flock around Sir Iaen’s head. The man flailed at the bats with sword and shield, ignoring Gil, whom he presumed to be spell-caught. Gil stepped over, took Iaen’s left leg in both hands, and threw him off the mule. Iaen’s head struck the ceiling of the covered bridge, and the mule kicked him on the way down.


  She refused to carry the unknightly elf knight back home, so Gil made Iaen limp home in his linen underthings. He hung the captured armor nicely next to the other suits on the pillars of the bridge.


  That night, two headless men and a headless boy on a horse attacked him.


  Each man came at Gil from opposite sides of the bridge. Each brandished a knife in one hand and his disembodied head in the other, eyes glowing with eerie light.


  Gil was astonished and disappointed at how easy these fearful beings were to defeat. They had no proper fighting stance, no shield, no skill. Aside from the poisonous smoke they blew out of their mouths, Gil was not sure they had any weapons at all.


  With a blow like a batter hitting a homerun, Gil knocked the head out of the closest enemy’s hand. The screaming head was dashed against a bridge post, and the skull was shattered and cracked. Gil was shocked when the headless body fell down lifeless, but then again he could not see how a headless body could be alive in the first place.


  The other Dullahan came at him swiftly with a knife, but Gil’s armor turned the blade. As they struggled, the creature stumbled over in the hole left by Sir Dwnn’s burning foot. Gil broke both his arms with blows from his staff to elbow and wrist, so the demonic being could not pick up his own head. The headless body stood helplessly near the weeping, blubbering, and wailing head and gently tried to roll it away with a series of small kicks as he retreated, cursing each time he kicked himself in the head, broken arms dangling horribly.


  The child, waving in the air the spear on whose end his head was tied, screamed horrible oaths and imprecations at him and spewed up both clouds of poisoned gas and streams of yellow-green venom. Gil made the sign of the cross in the air and called out the names of Saint George and Michael the Archangel. The Dullahan lad screamed as if he were being burned. The horse the child rode reared and plunged and tried to charge and trample Gil, but Gil told the horse to flee and go find Guynglaff Cobweb. The horse ran off, the headless boy clinging to its back and shrieking.


  On the third day, Guynglaff came.


  
5. Knight and Cobweb


  Guynglaff pounded on the shield with the mallet. “Come out, come out, Swan Knight!”


  Gil stood at the mouth of the covered bridge. In his hand was the sword he had taken from Sir Iaen, a slender, fair-made elfin blade.


  Guynglaff was as before, dressed in a cloak woven of Gil’s mother’s hair which covered all but his head, which was protected by a round metal cap. Atop the cap was a black stone. His face was apelike, with grisly lips and scalding eyes and one broken tusk. But now he carried no ax. Rather, the great sword Dyrnwen was in his hand.


  Guynglaff looked Gil up and down. “I see spurs on your heels. Are you the father? For I have slain the son. Here in my hand is his sword. I am now second among the Anarchists because of it, because of the power I wield. Soon Euhemerus Cobweb will be no more, and I shall be first.”


  Gil said nothing, but took a step backward, onto the bridge. The wooden slats boomed under his boots with a hollow noise.


  Guynglaff shouted, “Speak to me! I know you are the elder, for had your son lived, he was doomed to go to the Green Chapel….” All the birds within earshot suddenly sang out and took wing at the sound of that name, and Guynglaff looked startled, glancing right and left.


  Gil took another step backward, and raised his hand, and beckoned.


  Guynglaff said, “Speak! You are not the son of the Swan Knight! You have been defeating knights and Dullahan and sending them away defeated in hope of calling me, have you not? You knew my hate for you was too great to allow you to live, once I learned where you hid from me! Why did you hide so many years? Who are you?”


  Gil said nothing.


  “It is no use pretending you are the one who returned from the Green… From that place! You are trying to scare us! Scare the Cobwebs! We are the strength of the world, stronger than the elfs! We are stronger than Erlkoenig and all his court! The spirit of anarchy is loosed in the world and will topple all kings, break all covenants, and end all faithfulness! You cannot stand against us! You cannot! Who are you?”


  Gil saluted him with Sir Iaen’s blade.


  Guynglaff’s eyes narrowed into slits. “You are a fool. No sword can harm me. No sword is finer than Dyrnwen, which I took from your son’s dying hands.” Guynglaff with one stroke cut through one of the pillars of the roof. Wood splintered and exploded under the blow, and the roof tilted. Decorative carved birds with eyes of glass fell to the boards.


  Gil took another step back. He was now in the center of the bridge.


  Guynglaff said, “Do you know what your son’s last words to me were? Begging! He was begging and blubbering for his life!”


  Gil laughed. He could not help it. He remembered what the last thing was he had said to Guynglaff when last he stood on this bridge: he had called Guynglaff a lying coward.


  Guynglaff was stung by that laughter. “Who are you? Tell me now, ere you die!”


  Gil took out of his pouch the ivory tusk of a boar that he had bought in Mr. Yung’s pawnshop with a diamond from his vambrace. He had sanded and shaped the tooth as best he could by memory to look like Guynglaff’s unbroken tusk. Gil held it up into a beam of sunlight slanting into the covered bridge. The false tooth twinkled.


  Guynglaff stared in shock. “Is that my– is that my tooth?”


  Gil pitched his voice low to disguise it. “No. Mine.”


  The Bigfoot, stung both by wrath and fear, now charged at Gil, sword point forward. Gil flung the sword of Sir Iaen aside and picked up the ironwood staff from where it had rested leaning against one of the pillars.


  As with the squire, Gil had reach and could strike Guynglaff while dancing back out of sword reach. Guynglaff was not well trained in the sword and kept instinctively using ax moves. Also, he could not maneuver to the left or right in this narrow space and was too tall to make any broad overhand strokes.


  And his fur was not immune to wood. Gil struck the monster in the face, chest, neck, wrist, ankle, groin. His foe was unarmored, and Gil was very strong.


  Nonetheless, the monster had the advantage of strength, of speed, and of skill. Once and twice he struck Gil, and links broke on his mail under the force of the blows. On the third stroke, he cut through the armor and slashed Gil’s upper arm, drawing blood. The blade ignited with a smoky, foul, dim, and stinking fire. Guynglaff cawed in triumph.


  The pain was too much: Gil flinched, and a darkness passed before his eyes. Before he could blink it away, the monster grabbed him by the throat and raised the flaming blade over head so that the point scraped the ceiling.


  “Tell me now who you are, Swan Knight! Before I kill you with your own blade!”


  “Your death,” said Gil in his own voice. “I am returned from the Green Chapel, and the Green Knight sent me to kill you.”


  Now it was Guynglaff’s turn to flinch in shock. A look, not of fear, but of supernatural horror was distorting his apelike face. Gil swung his staff with one hand and drove the burning blade so that it banged against the knob atop Guynglaff’s metal cap. As before, the blade clung. This time, however, the blazing fire was pressed against the top of Guynglaff’s head. He yowled.


  Gil said, “Helm of Grim, which strengthens thew and limb! Thy cursed brim I pour within, the heavy weight of all of Guynglaff’s sin! In Christ's name, O thou unclean artifice of vile magic, I command you fall!”


  The charm had no effect, but Guynglaff, fearing it would, yanked the sword and the cap off his head. Gil struck him in the bald spot of his brow so heavily he heard the skullbone crack. Guynglaff dropped the flaming sword and metal cap over the side of the bridge into the river, and now he clasped Gil in a bear hug, using his great strength, hoping to shatter Gil’s armor and break his ribs. Gil, in turn, dropped his staff and wrapped his arms around the monster, whose fur did not protect him against empty hands. He hugged the other with the strength and ferocity of a bear as he had been taught.


  Gil was in such pain that he could not breath or think. Guynglaff bit and tried to gnaw on Gil’s face, but his tusk slid off Gil’s helmet. Gil poked him in the eye with a wing of a swan. Guynglaff screamed.


  Rabicane emerged from the wood at that sound and was on the bridge in an instant. He turned, planted his forehooves, and kicked both of them into the river.


  Down and down they went. Their arms were locked around each other. Guynglaff panicked and attempted to break Gil’s hold. Gil in his armor sank to the bottom, and Guynglaff with him.


  Guynglaff struggled and struggled as he ran out of air. Gil clung with hands like hands of iron, without mercy, and without motion.


  Guynglaff ’s struggles grew weaker still. He eyes were wild. His head thrashed back and forth. His invulnerable fur, which no sword could pierce, floated like a brown cloud in the water. Gil clung.


  Guynglaff’s struggles grew weaker yet. Gil did not let go.


  Guynglaff ceased to move. Gil did not relax.


  Gil counted to a hundred, then two hundred, then shifted his grip, and took the motionless monster’s head in his hands and twisted it so sharply that the neck broke.


  He dragged the huge creature to the surface. Rabicane was in the river, swimming, and only his sleek head was above the water. Grunting, Gil managed to drape himself and the monster half across the horse’s neck, and the mighty steed carried the heavy burdens toward shore.


  Gil said, “You were supposed to wait until I called for you to come kick us into the river.”


  Rabicane said, “Folly! How were you supposed to call out if you were being strangled? How did you know the many charms that protected the life of Guynglaff did not excuse him from the need to breathe?”


  “Nerea told me once the elves have no charms against drowning.”


  “So? What if he had simply snapped your neck as you fell? Duke Astolpho never made such bad plans!”


  Gil had no more strength for talking. Every muscle in his body ached, and his upper arm was bleeding freely even though he could not at first recall when he had been struck.


  Gil, panting, tossed the corpse on the bank of the river. He covered Guynglaff in the yeti’s own cloak.


  On the bank, combing her hair, was Nerea. Next to her was the sword, no longer burning, and also the cap of Guynglaff with its black stone.


  The black stone had an iron nail lying atop it. This was an old-fashioned, large square nail, cold hammered into shape by some blacksmith.


  Gil stooped, picked up his father’s sword, and held it up in the sunlight for a moment, glorying in the look of it, the weight and heft in his hand. He saluted Nerea and sheathed the blade.


  She said, “Touching the cursed black stone with an iron nail broke the spell, like you said. Now, come over here so I can look to your wounds. May I have my cap back now? I hate the taste of breathing weed.”


  Gil removed his helm. His silver hair was covered in the pearly and begemmed meshes of the mermaid’s cap. He smiled and said, “Come take it from me.”


  Nerea sighed with exasperation, but when she stood on her tiptoes and put her hands in Gil’s hair to undo the hairpins and recover her cap, he put his arms about her, and caught her, and kissed her.


Chapter Eight: The Diamond Wine


  1. The Swan Matron


  After a short but pleasant eternity, Nerea made a shrill noise in her nose and pulled her face away from Gil’s. Her eyes were wide with fear and focused over his shoulder.


  Gil, fearing some threat was behind him, spun around, his hand on his swordgrip.


  Hanging in midair, about ten feet away and twenty feet above him, was a woman he did not at first recognize. She was dressed in a white chiton which flowed from shoulders to feet in many folds and pleats. It was pinned at the shoulders and belted at the waist with two diagonal straps between. A second garb overtop this ran from shoulder to hip, cloaking one arm but leaving the other bare. These folds and drapes were always in motion, as if the fabric were weightless or alive. On her feet were slippers of pale glass. From shoulder to knees of the robe spread vast silver-white wings with blue-black tips. Little sparks and sparkles of light, gleaming motes, streamed out from the feathers and surrounded her. She wore a jeweled headdress oddly like Nerea’s, but adorned with a spray of white feathers. Over her nose and mouth was a veil.


  When she pulled the snood and veil aside, the bangs of hair spread out in a weightless cloud of dancing locks, gleaming silver and glittering with sparks. Her ankle-length braid, thick as a limb, floated up and twisted and swayed in midair behind her like a silver river.


  She was looking at Gil and at the girl in the skintight black wetsuit. Gil glanced down. He still had his left arm around Nerea’s slender waist.


  “Uh…” Gil heard his mouth trying to make a noise. He forced himself to speak. “Hi, Mom.”


  
2. The Lady of Sarras


  Ygraine landed, looked at Gil’s hand around Nerea’s waist, and raised an eyebrow. Gil cleared his throat and tightened his grip so that Nerea was pulled up more closely to him. “Mother, this is Nerea Moth. Nerea, this is my mother, Ygraine.”


  Nerea impatiently squirmed out of Gil’s grip and curtseyed. She wore no skirt, but held her hands spread wide to delicately cover her hips as she spoke. “I am the daughter of Narissa, who is the daughter of Nausithöe.”


  Ygraine said, “Nausithöe is my aunt. I am the daughter of her sister Danaë, who is the wife and queen of King Pellinore of the Grail, Lord, upon a time, of the high and holy city of Sarras before its fall.” She looked at the wound on Gil’s arm, the bruises on his face and neck, and said coolly, “The boy bleeding on you is my son. How do you know him?”


  “I know your son through no fault of his! It was not because of some mistake he made or thoughtlessness. I knew where to seek him out.”


  Nerea, as she spoke, began to unbuckle Gil’s armor.


  “Your cousin Narissa, all these years, refused to believe the report of Sir Alain le Gros that you had returned to the celestial fields and palaces of the upper air while leaving a son behind and sent me to look for him. I hired a detective named Elfine from Troynovant.”


  Nerea pulled Gil’s linens over his head. She inspected his wounds while he stood there, embarrassed and trying not to show it.


  “While she was often less than helpful, once she discovered a wolf protected by the ghost-dance, whom human bullets could not harm, and from him learned a silver-haired boy had been seen walking in the woods near Brown Mountain.”


  She rubbed a poultice on his swollen bruises, and bound up sprained limbs, and cleaned and stitched and bandaged the cut in his arm. As before, Nerea’s herbs and crystals acted remarkably quicker than any human medical arts, sometimes instantaneously.


  “I knew the lights of elfin wars had been seen there, and I supposed that the spies of the elfs also sought the boy. I found him near the smallest of the Four Pools that lead by buried portal into the subterranean Lost River, which runs from Cacapon to the wellsprings of Atlantis.”


  Ygraine said, “And now that you have found him?”


  Nerea blushed. “I mean him good, not ill. He is… not what I was led to expect. I have told no one, not even my own father.”


  Gil, now cleaned and bandaged, stood up, and pulled his linen tunic on. He said, “Mother, Nerea saved my life the first time I fought Guynglaff. There he lies: the one who abducted and mistreated you. I have avenged the wrongs done you!” Gil drew the cloak of mists from off the face of the corpse.


  Ygraine was startled because her eye had not seen through the misty cloak, so the body prone on the grass had been invisible to her. Now, in the raw sunlight, was the broken and motionless corpse of the monster clearly seen.


  Ygraine was overcome with emotion. She sank down to her knees, crossed herself, and clasped her hands in prayer.


  Gil looked on, wondering. But when Ygraine raised her eyes and Gil saw the gratitude and joy shining in them, he realized his mother was praying a prayer of thanksgiving. “May Heaven be praised for granting you this victory over so terrible a foe!”


  Gil said, “You doubted me…?”


  Ygraine said, “Of course. It is a mother’s joy and burden to care for her son. Guynglaff is cunning and fell, and had he used his wits and called upon the many terrors that serve him, you would not have survived. Even the Swan Knight, your father, could only fight him to a standstill, and that was by a miracle, for the ghosts of the dead rose up to aid the Swan Knight in battle and pulled the roof of the cave down over the cave mouth. Did either of you yield or call halt during the combat?”


  Gil shook his head a curt shake.


  Ygraine smiled again. “It is as I hoped.”


  Gil said, “Why?”


  She said, “It means that, although over a year and many miles sever you when first you slew his vile steed from beneath him in the shadow of the Christmas tree, that this is still the same battle, still one.”


  Gil said, “So?”


  Nerea said, “So therefore the charm which comes from the first blood shed by a hero is yours.”


  Ygraine gave Nerea a look of respect. She smiled. “I see Glaucon’s daughter is not unwise! She speaks truly. The charm is yours. But you must use it prudently, for such good fortunes are fleet of foot, nor do they tarry, nor do they come again.”


  Gil said, “Will I gain some new blessing, like the gift of my eye to pierce illusions, my ear to resist the wiles of elfsong, my tongue to convince skeptics that I speak the truth?”


  She said, “No, but you will share a gift you have, for weal or woe. What is the difference between a blessing and a curse?”


  “Please, ask me no riddles. Just tell me what would you have me do, Mother? That is all I need to know.”


  “The kings of the elfs have met in feast, as is their custom, from Christmas to Epiphany. Nine of the twelve days of Christmas have passed, but my sons and husband keep the feast. You must go to them.” Ygraine brought out a bottle that was carved from a single gigantic diamond, and the liquor within was as bright and clear as moonlight on a cloudless midnight. “Here is wine irresistible to elfs, for in it is distilled the nimbus light of higher realms before their exile and contains the taste of hope their tongues know not on Earth.”


  Gil said, “I take it back. You have to tell me more than just what to do. Where did you get that bottle? For that matter, where did you go? The night I was arrested, I mean.”


  “I was warned by certain signs that the Faceless Man was breaking into my house and that the pine tree in my house could not keep him away, but I knew no servant of Arthur would hurt you. I dared not let him see me, so I donned my celestial swan-robe and fled. Among the shattered towers of Sarras I came upon a hermitage, where a company of holy sisters dwell in prayer, widows of the dead city, weeping for the sins of man. From the hand of the abbess, who often in dreams has concourse with angels and knows things Heaven hides from men, I was given this precious gift of wine.”


  “What is the wine for? It is not for me.”


  “It is for your honor. I would have you win your due from them and the honor you are owed.”


  Gil said, “You told me not to reveal my name.”


  “Reveal it now.”


  “What has changed?”


  Ygraine said, “Beyond all hope of mine, you have found Arthur and swore to him, not to some lesser and wicked lord; and won your spurs from the Green Knight, which is an excellence and a dignity even elfs will not dare scorn; you fought all comers on the bridge; and overcame your deadliest foe; and my nightmare of so many restless years is put to rest forever and aye. You once boasted that I would need no longer protect your life, as you would protect mine. That day is come. My doubts are done.”


  Gil felt a strength enter his heart and settle into his bones at his mother’s words, and it did not depart from him.


  Ygraine said, “Now then! All that remains is the world pay you your due honors.”


  “Do I need honors from the world?”


  Ygraine said, “You are not a monk, but a knight, and the fear of your name is half of your might in arms. The Night World will not meddle with you hereafter if all is done as I advise. Take a drop of blood from the heart of the dead yeti and mingle it into this wine bottle.”


  Nerea said, “Allow me.” From a medical pouch filled with simples and crystals she took a hypodermic needle.


  Nerea rubbed the iron nail over the chest of the yeti. Her metal razor would not cut the hair, so she used a sharpened clamshell to shave a small circle above the heart. She raised the needle in both hands and drove it into the chest in a blow as straight and true as Gil had ever seen a knight to do.


  Nerea spoke as she worked. “For a pericardiocentesis, the needle is inserted between the fourth intercostal space between the ribs. That is done to remove excess fluid from the pericardium putting pressure on the heart. I suppose it would be the same in this case. There is no medical procedure where a living patient has a puncture made in his heart.”


  Ygraine whispered to Gil, “Saved your life, did she? You are fated to be happier in matters of the heart than I, it seems. Cherish this one, and do not let indifference, or jealousy, or folly come between you.”


  Gil heaved a huge sigh of relief he had not realized he had been waiting to sigh.


  He had not known that he had feared his mother might dislike his girl.


  
3. The Peppercorn


  Ygraine took out from her bodice a small silk purse, which she passed to Gil. She said, “Now there are a few more matters to decide. Despite having lived a life of despicable poverty among low and uncouth menials, lady am I in great landholds, appurtenances, and rents, and fealty is due me in my own name. For seven years and more, Lord Alain le Gros, my lord and husband, has declared me dead. When Elaine of the Sea wed Garis le Gros, her issue was Alain, who is my nephew. I have flown across the sea and appealed to the Pope in Rome, and my case was well received by the Jesuit Clerk Regular the Holy Father has set aside to receive petitions from the Twilight Folk, Father Ramon Ruiz-Sanchez. So my false marriage is annulled ab initio. Do you understand me?”


  Gil said, “No. I liked it better when you talked in riddles. You married your nephew, but not my father?”


  She said, “How can one scarlet with sins be yet innocent as the unblemished snow? Why is it unlawful to call any living man damned? Why is it lawful to call even the best of living men damnable?”


  Gil said, “Stop, please. Go back to talking in declarative sentences peppered with archaisms, obscure references, and law Latin.”


  “In this pouch is the peppercorn due and owed to Erlkoenig of the Elfs for the sustenance of the land, and I have here a writing describing the metes and bounds. Once my name is cleared of the falsehoods and felonies blackening it, demand of Alain le Gros the keys to the Tower Dolorous, so called for my weeping when I was first abducted to be his bride. It is set far from the heart of Corbenec, in the dismal waste called Terregaste, that none would hear and pity. That tower and the lands and rights appurtenant thereto were given me as my bride-price. By your hand I shall have again what is mine.”


  Gil said, “How about declarative sentences that declare things more simply?”


  She said, “Alain le Gros both was never lawfully wed to me and also abandoned the marriage by the pretense and false accusation that I had fled from it, driving me out by threatening you, so his rights lapse. The Tower Dolorous and lands surrounding are yours. With this peppercorn, I pass my rights to you.”


  And she handed him the little bag.


  Gil said, “After this day, it will be the Tower Dolorous no more, but its name shall be called the Tower Joyous, in remembrance of this one evil that was made right: that my mother who wept there was vindicated.”


  Ygraine said, “While the world endures, such small victories are given us only to remind us that joy is not native to this world and cannot long here endure. Such moments of triumph are meant only to strengthen our hearts against sorrows to come, as foreshadow and surety of the final triumph, when the bars of time are snapped, and we shall enter into eternity with endless rejoicing.”


  
4. Four Last Things


  She said, “There are last things to do: first, you must go to confession and be shrived.”


  Gil nodded. The cathedral of Saint Francis de Sales, where Foxglove the Witch’s prentice had recovered her own true name of Susan, was but a few moments away at the speeds Rabicane could run.


  She said, “Second, you must summon your father’s swan boat and arrive at Mommur in her. For only thus will the doorwardens be unable to deny you entrance.”


  Gil said, “The boat is too small to port my horse, Rabicane. Where can a horseman go without his horse?”


  Ygraine said, “You must summon the swan boat nonetheless.”


  Other preparations were made and other words said, but finally the hour came when Gil put one foot into the cold and rushing stream and lifted the horn of Roland to his lips.


  The sound rang as loud as the shock of a thunderclap, echoing off far mountains, but as sonorous to the ear as the peal of the church bell and as bracing to the heart as only the voice of the trumpet crying out to all brave things to defend all fair things can be.


  
5. Hound, Steed, Skiff


  The swan boat was there in less time than it took for Ygraine to pray her rosary. The boat was more than thrice the size it had been before and now had a poop deck and canopy, and now the number of swans pulling it was thirty-six. Their necks were arched with grace; their wings shined with beauty; their eyes gleamed with pride.


  Ruff the dog was in the bow of the boat, his forepaws against the head of the cupid bowsprit, and he was barking.


  “Hey! Hey! I knew it was you who was holding the bridge here! But I was in Canada! Do you know how hard it is to hitchhike as an unaccompanied dog? I had to clobber the dogcatcher and steal his truck! And they all drive on the wrong side of the road in America! My legs were too short, so I just put a brick on the accelerator, and that worked just fine for a while, I guess. So I knew it was you! I knew! I know everything!”


  Gil made a trumpet of his fingers and called across the waters, “The Green Knight’s green horse is your brother Vertifran in disguise.”


  Ruff’s ears drooped. “I didn’t know that! Is he a better spy than me?”


  Gil shouted back, “Everyone says you are a terrible spy! Give it up and get an honest job! Knight’s hound.”


  Ruff’s ears perked up. “Wait! What? What? Have you got spurs? Are those spurs on your feet? Have you got spurs on your feet? Are you a knight?”


  Ygraine said, “He seems agitated by your remarks. Tell him his counterespionage deflected the attention of Dr. McGuire and preserved me from harm. Dr. McGuire was my guest once at Corbenec, and she feared me.”


  Ruff would not wait for the boat to make landfall, so he jumped over the side and splashed noisily to the bank, shaking himself enthusiastically and spraying everyone with water. Then, he leaped up and put his muddy paws on Ygraine’s beautiful white robe so enthusiastically that she toppled backward. The dog licked her face.


  Ygraine, on the ground and looking upward, said with perfect dignity, “We shall get along famously, Sgeolan son of Iollan. You have my blessings for the good you have done my son and the loyalty you have shown him.”


  Gil grabbed Ruff by the scruff of his neck and hauled him off his mother. “Bad dog! Bad!”


  Ygraine sat up, her clothing now muddy, but her face as serene and calm as ever. “Chide him not. Without him, what would have become of you? Dirt washes out. Trueheartedness runs to the core of the soul.”


  Gil helped her to her feet.


  Ygraine said, “This was the third thing. I had to meet your hound before I dared send him with you. I do not know how you found it in the heart of a sneaking spy of the enemy, but where you have found it, keep it. More precious than gold is faithfulness. He walks among men. Can he touch iron, cold iron, unharmed?”


  Ruff said, “Is this your mom? Is this her? Oh, I am going to like her.”


  Rabicane said, “Who is this mongrel?”


  Ruff said, “Him, not so much.”


  Gil said, “Hush! Rabicane, this is Ruff. A knight without a horse is nothing, and a boy without a dog is less than nothing, so I forbid any quarrel between you two. If you love me, you will love each other….”


  Horse and hound looked at each other warily.


  “Or at least find a way to fake it.”


  Rabicane said, “Am I not the steed of Astolpho, foal of the steed of Charlemagne? The ways of courtesy are known to me. I can falsify good will as well as a cat.”


  Ruff said, “With me it’s all or nothing. If you are in the pack, you are all the way in, and we live and die as one.”


  Rabicane looked away. “Your simple, vulgar honesty shames me, brute.”


  Ruff said to Gil, “He’ll come around. A few fights against bad guys, once he sees how smart and brave I am, he’ll come around. I am smart! I am a smart dog!”


  Gil said, “And you know where the court of the elfs is being held? Where is Mommur this year?”


  Ruff said, “I know. I also knew you would call your boat again, so I got the swans to let me have a ride. I told them I was yours.”


  Gil looked at Ruff and Rabicane, Ygraine and Nerea, and said, “You are all mine. Nerea, you want to come watch?”


  Nerea shook her head. “Into Mommur itself? I will stay and talk with your mother.”


  Ygraine said, “Do you have anything to wear to pass unremarked among men?”


  Nerea looked down at her skintight black diving suit. She lifted up one of her small, well-formed naked feet and pointed at her toes. “I have feet!”


  Ygraine said, “Come. I will find something. You can come with me to the coffee shop after we visit my apartment. I have to change for my shift. Have you ever ridden in a motor vehicle, child? One called a bus? It is most exhilarating. Even after all these years, the speed and the noise, the smoke and commotion are quite thrilling!”


  Gil said, “What? What are you talking about? You are not going back to work at that cruddy little job! I have gems studding my armor that could buy a mansion!”


  Ygraine said, “I want to give Flo enough time to find a replacement. It is only polite. Should I leave her shorthanded? How shall it be if my good fortune becomes her misfortune?”


  Gil said, “Who is Flo?”


  Ygraine said, “Ah! That is a deep question. Who is any immortal soul? Will she not outlast the stars themselves? I see I taught you well….”


  Gil said, “No, that was not a riddle. Who is…?”


  Ruff was licking his own back leg. He looked up and said, “Florence E. Grundy is your mother’s manager and part owner of the coffee house and wine bar where she works. You want I should tell you her social security number? Since your mom is paid in cash, off the books, she cheats her.”


  Gil said to Ygraine, “You are now a lady of Elfland again! You have a tower and everything! All the glories of Elfland are yours again for the asking…”


  Ygraine said, “I am a Moth. I am of the Twilight, neither of the Day nor of the Night. I belong to neither world. The glories of Elfland are snares and falsehoods for the unwary. I send you there not that you should gain glory but that you should gain strength. Why your father put that sword in your hand, I do not know, but I can see that a high and terrible destiny is yours. But that is a worry for another day. Let us do well this day the duties given us now. You must go to Mommur and I to the coffee house.”


  Gil said, “And then?”


  “That is the fourth thing I came to say. And in a week, or when Flo has a new girl, I will return to Sarras in the Summer Stars, to where the abbess holds reign over the ruins.”


  Gil said, “But, Mom! But… but… I mean, I am sure there is room in this tower you are giving me, isn’t there? So I thought…”


  She said, “You thought that you and I would share a roof? That I should tend and mend, and guard and guide? Those days are past.


  “You are a man.


  “I knew you were a boy no longer the day you were cast out of school because on that day you chose for yourself, prudently, open-eyed, and not recklessly, to disobey the law in the name of higher law, to do right and damn the cost.


  “You chose the life of one who flees from no fights, but finishes them and renders justice with his strength. That is a man’s decision. You gave your fealty to Arthur, and your body will die in his wars. That is also a man’s decision.”


  Ygraine drew up a corner of her white robe and daubed her eyes. “I could not be more proud. For so many years I lived in fear. Now my name shall be washed clean and yours made known, and I shall return to my home in the airy realms.”


  Gil looked as if his guts had been kicked out by a horse, and his voice sounded as empty as someone speaking from a coffin. “Mother, you cannot mean to leave? To leave me? Forever?”


  She smiled. “No mother would forswear the chance to visit her son. I will return to North Carolina on Easter, Christmas, at Embertide, quarter and cross -quarter days, and you and I shall go to mass together. A mother must take care her young do not drift into paganism and apostasy. What days shall these be?”


  Gil smiled and said, “Fasting days and Emberings be: Lent, Whitsun, Holyrood, and Lucy. The quarter and cross-quarter days are the Feast of the Presentation of Jesus at the Temple; the Feast of the Coronation of Mary; Lammas; All Saint’s Day; the Feast of the Annunciation; Saint John’s Eve; Michaelmas; and the Nativity of Our Lord. These are the days, my lady mother, when the mists are thin, and doors between the worlds open.”


  Ygraine raised both eyebrows, looking pleased. “At one time, you did not know this lore.”


  Gil said, “My interest in the old ways grew quickly once I sat at table and supped with monsters, sprites, and devil, and shook hands with a winter-vampiress who deadened my arm to here.” He tapped himself on the shoulder. “Mother, I tell you, nothing focuses a man’s attention on the theology of things like holy water and crucifixes faster than meeting a vampire.”


  She said, “Then you will welcome my blessing. I have been saving it unspoken since the day I first wove wings in Sarras, and learned the art of flight, for a child born of love I would one day have.”


  Gil said, “Mother, why do the birds never speak of you?”


  She said, “That is obvious. They will not lie, but they cannot be trusted, if they speak, not to reveal clues to my position or to say whether I was alive or dead. Therefore they were commanded to silence.”


  Gil said, “By you?”


  She shook her head. “I have no such authority, nor can I speak to birds. By your father.”


  “Who is he that the birds of Heaven obey him?”


  She said, “He is a great man, but, more than this, he is a good and kind one. Even after so many years, I love, and I know not the name of who I love.”


  Gil sighed a deep sigh and looked up at the bright blue-white winter sky. Too many emotions to name were in his heart then. “When shall I know who my father is?”


  She said, “Not soon. Be worthy of him, no matter who he proves to be.”


  He knelt, and she put her hands on his head and blessed him.


Chapter Nine: Arise, Sir Gilberec


  1. The Gates of Mommur


  Gil was drawn swiftly by the swan boat over many strange waters, and he passed places and sights he did not believe were part of Earth: a cliff of solid beryl shining strangely in the rays of a rising moon, a beach whose sands were ground dust of countless pearls, and a colossus of bronze as tall as a skyscraper who stood with one foot on either headland, that any ship departing his harbor must pass between his knees.


  He saw strange towers of white metal, covered with vines from which nightshade and poppy and drowsy orchids glared; he smelled the wondrous scent of perfumed jungles, among whose shadows and colored blossoms elephants pale as death walked silently, with lanterns hung on either tusk, eying his boat with cryptic, cold gazes as he passed.


  Perhaps the time passed less harshly than in human lands, or perhaps Rabicane was no ordinary horse, Ruff no dog, for as the hours passed the two neither stirred nor complained, nor grew hungry nor weary. Horse and hound spoke in low voices of ancient things, wars lost long ago or won, losses and victories alike eroded by time to nothingness, and of sad things of forgotten years. Gil stood in the bow of the boat, sword at his hip, wine bottle in hand, and his foot atop the corpse of Guynglaff, wrapped in a large leather bag sewn shut.


  The next day the weather turned colder, and Gil passed mountains of ice floating on the water. Gil knew from books and pictures that these were something from the human world, but when he saw an iceberg sailing serenely past, with the winds blowing long spumes of snow from the upper peak so that they seemed like swan wings, he rejoiced that there were still many elfin wonders and things of beauty and strangeness left for men to see and recall. Flocks of seamews as pale as ghosts screamed thin, high, harsh cries and circled the ice peak. Gil called them down, and spoke to them, and was told by the quarrelsome birds that he had crossed an unseen meridian and now sailed in a sea appearing on no human maps, called the Sea of Tethys.


  At last Gil came to a black mountain rising with its roots in the sea, its crown in the snow, but behind it, as a cloak of black and white, spread a forest of icebound leafless trees. The forest reached to the far horizon without break. The wood was ancient, as if it had never known man, and the trees were giants.


  Each titanic tree was coated in clear ice, and from the wide-spread branches hung icicles as delicate as lace, and down from the thicker branches came icicles four feet long and thicker than a woman’s leg. In other places huge spires of ice rose up like stalagmites. In places where the branches of one titanic tree mingled with another, bridges of ice ran.


  The sun was setting behind the black mountain when the swans found the mouth of a swift-flowing river. The swans swam strongly against the stream so that white curls of spray flew back from the boat. To his left and right, he now saw towers looming above the icy-white trees. The towers were made of a shining blue-green metal Rabicane said was called orichalcum. Each tower top was shaped something like a hood, for it had a sail or canopy shaped like a triangle rising over its single window.


  On the crests of hills to either side of the river, in places where the trees of white crystal were few, Gil saw strange and ancient houses, perhaps half a dozen, whose walls were bricks of opaque white glass with doors and windows painted blue. The roof tiles were laid in crooked lines of green, white, and blue which Gil now recognized as the curls and knots of elfin letters, which always seemed to change in the corner of one’s eye into new shapes.


  There were two peculiarities of architecture: first was that the buildings had no corners, for each was built on round or oval foundations or curves more complex than these.


  Second was that each building had a mix of doors of several sizes and types: small doors near the ground no larger than mailbox doors; tall doors as large as church doors with knobs and locks six feet off the ground; doors in the roof with neither stair nor ladder leading to them, fit only for winged things to use; and barred doors leading into buried pools into which canals filled with frozen waters reached.


  Gil’s sharp eyes also saw silhouettes of hawks and owls and other birds decorating the eaves and window arches, and now he knew in what land he passed and what river he sailed. He had seen it once before, from a distance, from one of those very windows. Which one, he could not guess.


  Gil came to an ivory wall. It was shattered in one place, and the waters of the river streamed forth there. The swan boat passed between the broken panels of the wall as if through two cliffs of dazzling white. Here was a wide lake held within ivory walls. Leafless trees coated with frost circled the walls in all places but one. The swans swam there.


  Here was a stair of ivory steps that ran straight up the black mountain to a black rock. Each step had tall and thin statues looming one to either side, but these were so coated with snow as to be indecipherable.


  Gil disembarked, and thanked the swans, and slung the covered corpse of Guynglaff over Rabicane’s back. Ruff jumped out of the boat. With Ruff at his heels, Gil mounted the stairs.


  The sun was setting, and the western sky was as red as fire, and Gil made as if to hurry. But Rabicane said, “Pace these stairs slowly so that they will not expand beneath your feet.”


  Gil headed the advice, and as the twilight darkened into night, he walked with a solemn pace, step by step, past statues smothered and coated in snow.


  The two figures on the topmost stair, however, were not statues, but soldiers with silver lance in hand. The lances were twice as tall as the soldiers holding them, and the blades gleamed in the clashing, silver-white shadows of the leafless trees with their own captured starlight.


  One was dressed in the green and gold livery of Alberec; the other in the sable and silver of Erlkoenig. It was Corylus and Lemur.


  Gil approached. Lemur said, “Long ago, we were told to admit any who came hither in the Swanskiff without question or challenge.” And he inclined his head.


  The black rock rolled back with a grinding roar, disclosing a buried gate below. Golden light and the blare of elfin trumpets came from underneath. Gil saw through the bars of the portcullis the same long hall he had seen one year ago, leading beneath Brown Mountain in North Carolina.


  Lemur smote the silver bars with the butt of his lance and called out, “The golden doors of Heaven welcome all as do the iron doors of Hell. Delling’s Doors of elfin silver wrought ought to unhide and open wide as easily as well.” And the bars rose up.


  Gil said, “Tell me, Corylus, have they eaten of the Golden Boar yet?”


  Corylus said, “This year, Alberec commanded that the custom of the feast be kept not on the Eve of Stephen, but this night. They will not feast of the golden meat until some great adventure or deed of arms is done.”


  Gil doffed his helm, and now he drew back his coif, so that his silver hair caught the light of spear and star and shined. Corylus stared at the silver hair with awe, and even Lemur seemed impressed.


  Gil said, “Please escort me to your lords, good and loyal Corylus and Lemur. I have returned alive from the chapel where the Green Knight holds vigil, and I wish not to surrender sword and gear as I pass in. Come with me. The sight will be worth seeing.”


  Lemur said, “Torments to vex even the most stalwart await those who abandon their posts without leave, but I will send my spirit ahead of you, and none will bar your path.”


  
2. The Wine of Truth


  Down the long corridor adorned with trees and serpents, skulls and owls, walked Gil. The diamond doors at the far end had been repaired and opened as he approached, and fanfare rose up.


  Gil mounted his steed.


  The black wolf and the white wolf made of stone watched him wryly as he came but pretended to be statues, and neither moved nor spoke as he rode in.


  Above were the roots of a great oak on which lanterns burned, this time in the pattern of the Southern Cross. The strangeness of the air was here so that any object far away was clear in his eyes as if close at hand, and any distant whisper, when he wished it, loud. All the lords and ladies of the elfs and the dignitaries and grandees of the night world were here, sad human wizards dressed in black hoods, owl-headed figures in white robes, splendid Fomorian women with their ghastly men, knights in livery, counts in crowns, dukes in diamond cloaks, and other beings in robes woven of liquid fire, or of butterflies, or in mantles of opaque and solid music, or in robes of living snakes as bright as gems.


  Gil inhaled, and now he recognized the scent here. Behind the wine and the sizzling meats and fresh bread and pastries baking merrily was an odor he had smelled last when the angel spoke to him. As if a small, still voice spoke in his heart, he knew this was the odor of the air of eternity, the perfume of timelessness. The inner intuition told him to take a slower, deeper breath and to savor it more carefully. Gil did, and now he tasted a sour taste at the back of his tongue. Compared to the breath of the angel, this was somehow stale, as if eternity had rotted or gone bad. It was a disturbing sensation, and he suspected he knew what it meant.


  But the air also gave a pall of timelessness over the whole scene, for here was Erlkoenig in his faceplate of ice, his eyes like malignant stars; there was Alberec in his eyepatch; little King Brian, no larger than a doll, sat on his same small throne atop the feast table; Ethne the May Queen, with candles in her hair, was next to her giant, Bran the Blessed. The elfs and Night Folk were ranked by dignity beneath their canopies from the bow of the horseshoe-shaped table, to the aristocrats, high-ranked servants, and viziers, warlocks, nibelungs, craftsmen, and poets, and yeomen. Beyond this were Twilight Folk, and at the tail ends of the table, to one side was the beast table, and to the other, Gil saw the three Cobwebs: Rotwang with his metal hand, Lucian dressed like a Cossack in a fur hat, and Zahack in a turban, gray and groaning with age. In the center of the table, in the wide space, were the colored fires where the cooks and bakers toiled, and tiny butlers, no bigger than bumblebees, flashed through the air. Here jugglers tossed, and captive unicorns and loons cried and sang. Here a harpist with a golden harp put the song directly into Gil’s bloodstream like a drug, and, as he had before, Gil had to brace himself not to fall into its seductive rhythm and have it set the set the pace at which he moved and spoke.


  And there was the golden pork, being kept warm in a dish by a fretful cook.


  All was the same, except for one thing alone. In the seat where once Gil sat, the place of honor next to Alberec, Sir Bertolac in his gold livery was, a goblet in his hand.


  Gil did not hide the scowl on his face. For it seemed to him almost as if the elfs were frozen like the figures in a stained glass window.


  So into the feast chamber of Mommur, where the elfin lords kept revel, Gilberec Moth trotted on horseback, atop one of the most magnificent steeds in the world. And Rabicane lashed his lion’s tail and held his head high.


  Gil could hear their murmurs and whispers perfectly. All were wondering at his silver hair, at who he was, and at what he was. That made him smile. The hour was now come when all would know.


  Gil hated the mesmeric elf music, so he put the horn of Roland to his lips and blew. The whole chamber trembled at the sound like an explosion of brass, clear and bold and shocking as being dashed with cold water.


  Niall the harpist put his hands over his ears and off his strings. Gil said to the loons and unicorns, “Please cease your calls.” And when the beasts stopped singing, the musicians allowed their music to die in mid note.


  Alberec said, “Swan Knight, you have returned. You have preserved the honor of the court and won our admiration. You must tell us the adventure.”


  Gil said, “There is little to tell. I kept the fast of Advent and did all the things a Christian gentleman must do, and Heaven protected me from various and sundry temptations I am too ashamed to name. The Green Knight, for reasons known only to him, instead of striking off my head, dubbed me knight in Arthur’s name. I learned then that no feats of knighthood are possible, and no victory secure, without the help of Heaven, so I pray all you good knights in this chamber who seek to survive the toils and ruin of hideous war put aside your pride and seek first victory in unseen things, before any battle of flesh and blood be fought, and kneel to Christ!”


  He had to raise his voice toward the end because the choir of hisses and howls and mocking laughter erupting from the silver throats and perfect lips of the elfs was growing louder. And many of the pookas and animals yowled at the sound of the name of Christ.


  Erlkoenig tapped on the table before him with his fingertip, making no noise, and all fell silent upon the instant, save one young knight in blue and gold who did not stop his laughter in time, so Erlkoenig pointed the same finger at him, and this young knight was struck mute, clutched his throat, and fell over the table.


  Alberec nodded politely to Erlkoenig, and turned to Gil, and said, “Forgive the discourtesy and continue, Sir Knight.”


  Gil said, “The Green Knight counseled me wisely how to overcome my foe and the foe of my father. You know the rest, or else Sheila McGuire is no spy.”


  Alberec looked at the covered body draped across the saddle. “And who is this foe of your father?”


  Gil dismounted, and drew the body down, and placed it carefully on the floor in just the way his mother had instructed him. The Helm of Grim was inside the leather sack, and Gil contrived that the helm and its lodestone were on the underside of the corpse.


  Gil said, “I slew Guynglaff wrestling with him, and we fell in the water, and he drowned. Here is his body!”


  Gil now drew his sword, Dyrnwen, and in one stroke he cut the upper flap of the leathery bag and exposed the face and neck of Guynglaff.


  The apelike face and balding skull looked particularly harsh and ugly in the leaping colored lights of the elf chamber.


  Through the corner of his eye, Gil saw Lucien Cobweb, the Cossack, was hissing in detestation and anger, and he opened he mouth and displayed an impressive pair of fangs. Rotwang Cobweb kept his face impassive, but the solid gold goblet in his metal hand shattered into a dozen shards. Even Zahack was moved. The ancient man opened his bleary eyes and gritted his few, crooked and yellowing teeth in anger. Drool leaked out and stained his scabby chin and straggling wisps of beard.


  Gil shouted, “And here is the sword!”


  Gil stabbed the great sword Dyrnwen through the leather, ribs, body, and back of Guynglaff, carefully inching the sword tip until it touched the Helm of Grim hidden in the bag beneath the body.


  The body was dead, but some trickle of life, the thing that makes the nails and hair of corpses still to grow, was in it. There was a flash as bright as lightning from the sword.


  Gil felt a jerk in his arm as the lodestone gem adorning the helm clung and stuck to the blade. Gil let go of the blade, and the fire from the blade became dim, turgid, smoky, and yellowish, no brighter than a red coal.


  Gil said, “I returned in triumph to my mother, and she gave me this bottle of wine, but charged me strictly not to open it except that I share it with the knights of Corbenec, Sir Aglovale, Sir Lamorak, and Sir Dornar! Your Majesty, Your Imperial Majesty…” Gil now bowed to Alberec and Erlkoenig. “…I would like your permission to offer a toast, for this victory of mine, over both the Green Knight and the foe of my blood, would not have been possible had it not been for the courtesy and noble dealing of Alberec, the hard training by his Champion, Sir Bertolac, and all done at the behest of Erlkoenig, Emperor of all the Elfs, Lord of Shadows!”


  The chamber gave a gasp of wonder when the diamond bottle in Gil’s hand came out of his poke. A quick-thinking serving girl flew down and proffered a corkscrew.


  Gil now drew the cork, and he discovered that the wine, bottled in the high country from which his mother came, had the same property as the air in this chamber, except that it was not stale. The scent and savor of the wine, delicious, irresistible, stole through the wide chamber like a spring wind, and each soul there felt as if the drink were only an inch beyond his tongue.


  Without waiting for permission, Gil stepped over to the table where his three brothers sat. As before, there was no sign of the father. Here was Sir Aglovale, cool-eyed and intent; here was Lamorak, smiling lazily, as serene as a panther half-asleep in the sun; and there was Dornar, eyes narrowed in perpetual anger. Gil took up their three goblets from the table and dashed the wine to the floor in a splash of purple.


  All three knights stood, offended at the effrontery. Gil poured the delicious scented wine from the upper world into their goblets one by one. Gil then looked toward Mathuin Moth, Alberec’s butler, and smiled. Without a word, the butler handed him a goblet, into which he poured some of the wine.


  Gil shouted, “A toast to Erlkoenig!”


  Erlkoenig said in his cold and emotionless voice, “Hold, Sir Knight. Do you seek to insult me by throwing a corpse before me, befouling his body with a savage blow, and calling on my vassals and followers to drink your triumph? What if this hairy man had been a servant of mine? Or had been someone you swore you would spare?”


  Gil bowed, “I proffer no insult of any kind, Imperial Majesty. For I made certain that this wild and hairy man was no servant of yours before I slew him. Indeed, he boasted of his disloyalty to you in my ear while we fought.”


  A rustle went the chamber, the noise of many small sounds of surprise.


  “A loyal servant of yours would not have drawn this sword to slay me, who just this fortnight did a great and memorable service for your Imperial Majesty. A loyal servant would have laid it at your feet. Moreover, had you sent him to fight me, I would be dead, for you would not have allowed foolishness and anger to decide your tactics, but Guynglaff allowed nothing but. And any oath I might have made to spare him was foresworn by Guynglaff, who betrayed the terms his master laid on him. Why did he not present that sword to you if he thought I was dead? For whose hand did he keep it?”


  Gil pointed at the dimly burning sword piercing the corpse on the marble floor. “There is a sword that can slay giants. Can it not slay kings?”


  There was much murmuring and muttering at this question.


  Gil raised his voice, “These were the very words of Guynglaff to me before he died! We are stronger than Erlkoenig and all his court! The spirit of anarchy is loosed in the world and will topple all kings, break all covenants, and end all faithfulness!”


  Now the musical voices of the elfs held a note of rising anger, and there was a hushed note of fear behind it.


  Gil said, “My dread lord, all in this chamber hear the truth in my words. I deceive no one. So Guynglaff spoke. Was he your servant in truth?”


  Erlkoenig raised a finger. All in the chamber fell silent so quickly Gil wondered for a moment if he had been struck deaf.


  Erlkoenig said in a cold, soft voice, “You recall, Sir Knight, what words we exchanged when we met outside this chamber and the bargain we struck? A loyal servant of mine would have kept my word whole and offered no dishonor to me, to make me seem a liar.”


  Gil said, “Neither will I offer you dishonor, lord.”


  He had been schooled by his mother to say this, for Ygraine predicted Erlkoenig would not admit in open court that his servants disobeyed him. She predicted also Erlkoenig would be grateful for Gil’s silence.


  Erlkoenig said, “Guynglaff Cobweb was no servant of mine.”


  Gil saw that three colored shadows now occupied the spots where the three Cobwebs had been seated. He alone could see Rotwang and Lucien, each with an arm under the thin shoulders of decrepit Zahack, silently sneaking out of the hall.


  Gil said, “Guynglaff will not strike against anyone again. Have I permission to call for a toast to your Imperial Majesty? I was first enrolled on your lists as a knight before any other power recognized me. It was by that courtesy I was brought into the chamber last year, and by this good hap I was present to defy the Green Knight, who shamed all chivalry gathered here, your knights as well as those of the other kings and lords at this feast, from greatest to humblest. It would be base indeed were I to claim all honor to myself and forget Alberec and Erlkoenig, at whose behest and high command all these things were done.”


  Erlkoenig said carefully, “I know you to be a very honest man, and a stalwart knight, and such as ye be hard to turn from their purposes. Why do you offer the wine to those three knights of Alberec, instead of to us? For its savor is very sweet.”


  Gil said, “First, I ask to serve the wine to the knights of Corbenec as I was commanded by my mother, whom I dare not dishonor nor disobey, not even for fear of kings.”


  The elfs laughed.


  Gil said, “And second, these were the three knights of all knighthood I first saw when I climbed a mountain to see the elves. I wrestled Sir Dornar and overthrew him fair and square even though I was unarmed and unhorsed and him armed at all points. Because of that, I knew I had the strength to be a knight, and a good one.”


  Another murmur of laughter ran through the chamber, and the music of the elfish laughter seemed to effect Dornar like a charm. He grew pale and trembled at the sound of shame.


  Aglovale said, “You? That was you? That boy was the Swan Knight?”


  Dornar, pale and shaking, said, “Of course it is not him! He is the Swan Knight’s son. Look at the hue of his hair! Look at his eyes, the shape of his jaws and lips, and then look in a mirror, you fools! The lies arise to haunt us!”


  Aglovale said, “Brothers, do not say in this place anything we cannot unsay!”


  Lamorak said in a voice of lilting nonchalance, “Oh, come! It cannot be! This man is dressed in disguise to impersonate a character from a story! The Swan Knight is a fiction, a false tale invented by our mother to cover her shame! She slept with the Wild-Man-o’-Wood and bore to him a hairy whelp, more monkey than human…”


  Aglovale put his hand on Lamorak’s shoulder to warn him not to speak, but it was too late, for Gil in anger drew up Lamorak’s goblet carrying the celestial wine and dashed it into Lamorak’s face.


  A few drops must have entered Lamorak’s mouth because his whole demeanor changed. Instead of wrath at the great insult done him, he grabbed for the goblet and sought to bring it to his lips, yearning for other droplets of the heavenly wine. Gil politely handed him his own goblet, which Lamorak drained.


  Erlkoenig turned his mask of ice toward Alberec, as if expecting him to object or intervene when one of his own knights had been insulted, slung with wine. But to the surprise of everyone there, Alberec said, “A toast to the Swan Knight! A toast to the Emperor! Blessings and honor and glory and power upon them!” And he picked up his own cup and put it to his lips.


  But King Brian, the diminutive redhaired red-faced king next to Erlkoenig said, “Hold and halt! Sir Lamorak acts strangely. See how he guzzles and laps at the wine. Perhaps it is enchanted—or poisoned!”


  Gil said, “Each time I speak a lie, every ear within earshot knows. I swear by Heaven that the wine contains no venom, but only a blessing.” And he poured wine from the bottle into his mouth and swallowed.


  Gil turned to his brothers, “Drink the toast! And I offer one toast more! Gentlemen: a toast to the mother of the knights of Corbenec, Ygraine the Wise, Ygraine of the Silver Locks, the gentlest, best, most truthful, truehearted, and kindhearted mother under Heaven! Drink! Will you not drink to your own mother, gentle knights, or will you insult her before all this fine company? Drink!”


  Aglovale said, “Sire, I suspect some deceit is here! Excuse me from this toast.”


  But Alberec said, “Drink!”


  Aglovale and Dornar both warily sipped the wine but, finding it savory beyond all measure, drank heartily and deep.


  Lamorak said gaily, “That is the finest of wines ever I drank! I taste the courage of heroes burning like fire in this wine! Where does it come from?”


  Aglovale said soberly, “I taste tears in this wine. The smell and savor reminds me of when I was a small child and my mother held me. What is in this wine?”


  Dornar said sullenly, “I taste blood! You who forced this wine down our throats. Who are you?”


  And then the brothers looked at each other in horror, and the chamber looked on in wonder, for every word out of the mouths was true, and everyone heard and knew it.


  Alberec said, “Swan Knight! Answer the questions asked of you.”


  Gil raised his head and spoke in a voice like a trumpet.


  “The wine comes from Sarras, the City in the Summer Stars, the home of Ygraine of the Swan Wings.


  “Those wings your father, Alain le Gros, stole and thereby forced Ygraine into his marriage bed unlawfully, uncouthly, and against nature, for Ygraine is the sister to Alain’s mother, Elaine of the Sea. Nonetheless, in return for his hand, Alain rendered to her the Tower Dolorous in Terregaste.


  “When the Wild Man stole Ygraine, you were too weak to stop him, so you concocted the tale that she ran off willingly with him; and when she returned with babe in arms, you concocted the tale that the babe was the child of Guynglaff.


  “Your father threatened to have the child done away with, so to protect it, Ygraine took the boy and fled through the trackless air, for the boy had unwittingly discovered for her the hiding place of her swan robe.


  “You searched and found proof that this was so, that she would surrender name and fame and titles and all to preserve the babe at her breast.


  “But you were so ashamed that she protected your brother, whom you did not protect, that you declared the child dead and her a murderess for having abandoned him, and also called her adulteress and traitress to her lord husband, and many worse things beside.


  “She flew back not to paradise, but to a life of menial chores, unthanked labor, and constant fear and uncertainty, knowing that if she were found, the child’s life was forfeit.


  “But the child’s true father armed and equipped him for battle, and the child slew the Wild-Man-o’-Wood you failed to slay, and with that charm, which only comes to a hero when he slays his first monster in his first fight, three blessings were given to me.


  “You ask what is in the wine? What is in this wine is the last and the greatest of those blessings, which is that all who hear you can hear the truth you speak so that no man can pretend to doubt your word! It is a princely gift, and freely I share it with my brothers. It will be your blessing until you die!


  “Who am I you knew the moment you saw for the first time the hair of my head, which I have kept hidden all this year. I was born Gilberec Parsifal Moth, son of Ygraine of the Wise Reeds and the Swan Knight; and now I am the Swan Knight in my own right, and Sir Gilberec of the Court of King Arthur.


  “And I am one thing more: the Lord of the Tower Dolorous and possessor of all the rights and lands that go with it, for I have here in hand the peppercorn which is due and owing to Alberec, the King of the Fortunate Elfs, by whose law those lands are mine.”


  He stepped over, bowed, and placed the silk bag containing the peppercorn before the plate of Alberec.


  Alberec said, “How shall I accept this token since you have not sworn fealty to me?”


  Gil said, “I swore to Arthur. Ygraine told me that would satisfy you.”


  Alberec’s one eye glinted strangely, and he laughed. “I had forgotten the sensation of what it felt like to be outsmarted by Ygraine! The memory returns. Knights of Corbenec! How do you answer all these charges and calumnies heaped upon your name by the Swan Knight of the Tower Dolorous?”


  Gil said, “Begging your majesty’s pardon. It is the Tower Joyous now, for Ygraine no longer weeps tears there.”


  Alberec nodded, and a small, tight smile slightly made his lips thin. He called out, “Corbenec! Answer him!”


  Aglovale said, “None of his accusations can be proved.”


  Alberec said, “A nicely worded answer, but one which says nothing.”


  Lamorak laughed, “They say there is truth in wine. Wine this good must have truth more potent! I will bring no curse on myself. I have no answer, my lord.”


  Alberec said, “This wording is even nicer, and even less was said.”


  Dornar shouted, “I say the Swan Knight lies! He is a base knave and…”


  And all the elfs laughed because the falsehood that rang from his voice was obvious and clear to one and all.


  Dornar gritted his teeth and said, “If we have lost the power to tell lies, then we cannot live among the elfs!”


  The elfish laughter died at these words because their truth was also obvious.


  “So my only answer is this!” And Dornar drew his dirk and came over the table toward Gil.


  But Gil was wearing armor from heel to neck, and had not spent the last nine days drinking, and was not maddened with wrath. He coolly caught Dornar by the shoulder, and toppled to the ground with him, driving his armored elbow joint into his solar plexus, and in a trice had him in a bear hug, as he had been taught. He banged Dornar’s head against the marble floor, until it was bloody, and Dornar in misery called out, “It is true! It is all true! What the Swan Knight says is true!”


  Gil growled in his ear, “Swear it! Swear in the name of Christ that it is true and Mother is innocent!”


  Tears drew trails in the blood covering his face. Dornar shouted and sobbed, “I swear by the name of Christ that all my brother said is true! And that Ygraine was innocent of all we claimed! Everything we said was a lie, a damned lie!”


  And all the animals in the chamber yowled in pain at the name of Christ.


  Gil let go of Dornar, but the other knight did not get to his feet. Instead, he knelt. “I beg your pardon, too, Sir Knight. You have defeated me in combat. How many I ransom my life?”


  Gil realized, to his shock, what Dornar meant. He said, “You are my brother, and I would not kill you.”


  Aglovale said, “You must ask something of him, or else it dishonors him, that you think his life worth nothing.”


  Gil said, “Arms and armor I have, and finer than any I have seen, and a horse and hound I envy no man’s. So I will ask my brother for something more painful to surrender: go, be baptized, go to confession, and seek the forgiveness and peace and pardon found there.”


  Alberec said, “You render him worthless to me.”


  Gil said, “To the contrary, sire, he will be a better knight than before.”


  But Dornar, ignoring Alberec, looked up from the floor and spoke. “Yes. I agree. By tree and fountain, star and blood, I swear it….”


  Gil held up his hand. “I hear the truth in your voice. Your yes is enough. You need swear by no pagan things.”


  And he helped him to his feet.


  Gil turned to Alberec, “Sire! I believe I have provided the adventure and the deed of arms you require to feast on the golden meat…?”


  But Ethne the May Queen interrupted them, her voice filled with hauteur, “Not so fast! There is a law that no Moth and no son of Twilight can enter this land without binding himself with unbreakable oaths to the Lord of Elfland! I have heard no oath given to Erlkoenig! And how dare a mere half-breed wear those spurs and carry that sword! They are treasures of our world!”


  But Erlkoenig said, “Was it not I who first ordered Sir Gilberec enrolled as a knight on my rolls? All the proper forms and legalities have been satisfied.” He pointed his finger at the diamond wine bottle, which still had some left in it. The bottle flew threw the air into the central fire pit, where it shattered in the tiny, glittering shards, and the precious wine with its lovely scent of Heaven was split and mingled with the ashes, and perfumed steam rose up hissing.


  Erlkoenig raised his hand, “But the May Queen raises a question not to be turned aside. Sir Gilberec is a Moth, a lesser race, wherein dirty and diseased human blood is mingled with the ethereal ichor of finer beings to produce a mongrel race that is welcomed nowhere. How should one of our finest treasures be found in his hand? What do my lords and gentlemen advise we should rule?”


  Gil said, “Begging your Imperial Majesty’s pardon, but I believe a higher power has already adjudicated the matter.”


  Erlkoenig said, “What mean you?”


  Gil pointed again at the dim and smoking blade protruding from the corpse. “Let him who is worthy draw the sword from the belly of the beast.”


  
3. The Trial of the Fair White-hilted Sword


  Nothing of Erlkoenig’s face could be seen but the glitter of his eyes, so, when he did not speak, it was unclear what thought held him back. He said slowly, “What is your counsel, oh ye sovereigns sworn in fealty to me?”


  Little king Brian Brollachan of the Autumn Elfs said, “Some spry trick or turn is here, my lord. This little boy has returned as a squire of the Green Knight and knows his tricks!”


  Sir Bertolac’s gold eyes flashed, and he spoke up, “Forgive me, lords, if I speak out of turn, but let some volunteer, unasked and uncommanded, step forth to grasp the blade and take it up. Then, if that one fails, it was not at the command of any king. In such as wise no knight will be shamed should he fail.”


  Balor of the Evil Eye, the giant coated in rime and frost with four men standing on his knee propping up his horrid eye in a beam now called for a fifth to step onto his knee, and put his back into pushing the pole so that Balor could lift his eyelid more widely open and glare. “What? I will volunteer!”


  Erlkoenig said, “No, let this be done in order. I call forth my champion, Pwyll Penannwn, who once clasped living arms about the queen of the dead.”


  The knight who stood was white haired, and his face was lined and scarred with grief and wound, and his eyes haunted with strange things. His cloak and cloakpin were of plain wool and green copper. Adjacent tables, as if by an inner spirit, moved their legs to make a space where an elf could step without flying over or ducking under. Pwyll put his hand to the great sword Dyrnwen.


  Immediately, the blade burned with a blue-white flame, bright as twenty torches, and the elfs put their hands before their eyes, the efts hissed, the Nephilim cursed, and the pookas and lesser servants squinted and yowled.


  A terrible stench rose up from the corpse of the yeti as Guynglaff caught fire.


  Pwyll pulled. The sword moved by not so much as a hairsbreadth. He put his foot on the corpse, put both hands on the hilts, and yanked again.


  He turned to Erlkoenig and spoke in a voice as cold and dry as Erlkoenig’s own, with no change of tone or expression. “I feel the weight of my sins pulling my hand. Naught can move the blade.”


  Erlkoenig merely turned his mask of ice toward the next knight seated one seat lower than Pwyll, who was Bertolac, the champion of Alberec. Bertolac said, “I will not venture it. I smell the magic of the Green Knight at work here. I trained this boy, and in a year he learned what most squires learn in ten. For his reward, I gave him my own horn, which once was Roland’s. How, then? If I come into possession of so great a treasure as that sword, will not the noble company gathered here suspect me of being party to deceit? And I do not wish Ysbadden to rip my arms off, as he did to Rhydderch Hael, who last held that blade!”


  Then, Ethne smiled in her anger and spoke in a lingering drawl. “That blade is too fine to be found in the hand of a Moth, a mere Twilight creature, a half-breed! Bran, step forth!”


  But Bran said, “Sir Esclados the Red is your champion, O Queen! Let him be first before me.”


  A tall figure in scarlet, azure, and gold brocade, set with figures of fiery serpents and swimming eels strode forth next. When he touched the sword, it burned with a yellow flame no brighter than two or three torches. He tugged in vain. The fires spread, and more of the corpse was burning now.


  He scowled and gnawed his moustaches in fury, tugging and pulling with both hands, and then lying on the floor and pushing on the hilts with both feet. He would have been there pushing forever had not Ethne, scoffing, called him back.


  Bran, without moving from his position, reached with his mighty arm to the center of the chamber. He could only grip the sword with finger and thumb, like a man plucking a toothpick. It burned blue-white for him, not as bright as it had for Pwyll, but brighter far than the fire Esclados the Red had called forth.


  King Brian called forth his champion, who had the shape of a horse whose coat changed color from white to red to black and back again. “Blackahasten!” called the king, “Not often do I call you to fight and fret on my behest, but I’ve a potent hankering to have that sword me own! And, wallaway, how it will vex the giants if the wee folk have the giantkiller’s white sword!”


  The horse stepped over to the sword, and his neck grew like a giraffe’s neck, and he clamped powerful teeth on the hilts, and sparks and flickers of multicolored power shined in his mouth. Tug as he might, he was no better than any man-shaped knight.


  Knight after knight made the attempt, and the corpse burned and burned.


  When it came his turn, Sir Aglovale said, “I will not attempt it!”


  Some near him jeered, but he said, “I am unafraid. But I know too well that if my mother gave this, my bastard brother, his advice, she has already outsmarted us all.”


  From the hushed and whispered remarks (all of which could be heard in the strange, high air of that enchanted chamber), it was clear that everyone heard the truth in the voice of Aglovale and believed him.


  The knight smiled a small, sad smile at that, as if the loss of the power to lie or be accused of lying might not be such a curse after all.


  But Dornar his brother jumped up. “What? Shall Queen Ethne say no Moth will carry such a blade? For twenty years I have hid that name and called myself Dornar de Corbanec, but no more! I claim my due!”


  When he touched the blade, it was white with heat and fire and burned like ten torches, but he could not stir it.


  More than half the body of the corpse was consumed by now, and bones protruded from the ashes and burned flaps of leather, but still the horrible stench rose up.


  Lamorak laughed and said, “Come now! If this little bastard dropped from the wrong side of sheets stained with the sweat of Mother cavorting with some strange fellow can hold the blade, can I not? Am I not better born than he and in wedlock to boot?”


  “Incestuous wedlock and unholy rape,” said Gilberec coolly. “But I blame you not for the sins of the father. Take it and hold it, if you can!”


  Again, the blade burned white with heat, bright as it had under the hand of Dornar.


  There now began whispers and titters in the chamber, and a pressure in Gil’s ears told him that the elfs were speaking but maintaining an illusion of silence. Some ladies were glancing sidelong at Esclados the Red.


  After the elfs, the cry in the chamber rose to let others come. Without waiting for Erlkoenig to speak, Gilberec called out that all were welcome.


  Dragon-faced or snaked-eyed efts in their baronial coronets and shirts of gold tried next, and the blade burned white for them. Dark Svartalfar with muscles like knots of iron tugged, and for them the blade burned yellow.


  Two of the knights who wore the goggles and owl-feather cloaks of the Striga attempted, and each one walked counterclockwise thrice about the sword before attempting it, as if to break the charm. They each used the strength of the wings as well as arms, flapping furiously, but could not budge the orange-yellow blade.


  Only one human warlock was young and hale enough to attempt it, a man with iron-gray hair who seemed very fit and strong for a man so old. He called out blasphemous names and touched the white hilt with mistletoe, and for a moment Gil was worried. The blade burned orange at his touch like a hot coal, but did not stir.


  A woman warrior of the most ancient race of Cessair, dressed in the white tunic and red cloak like a Spartan maid, attempted the blade. Sparks and shimmers of power, which gave her the strength of a man, came about her slender and fair limbs, and she groaned and strained. The blade burned dull red under her touch, a smoky and poisonous color no brighter than it had done in the hands of Guynglaff. A scornful laugh trickled through the chamber, and the Amazonian girl blushed in shame.


  When Balor of the Evil Eye came, fairies landed on his head and shoulders, and shed sparks and sprinkles of light on him, and shrank him down to the size of a tall man. A servant led him to the sword, for his one eye was closed, and he could not see. He pulled with such strength that the marble broke under his heels, and he pushed himself two inches into the floor. But the sword did not move.


  By now the corpse was a great heap of ash, burnt meat, and blackened bones, and it was a great dark pile on the marble floor.


  Other Fomorians, creatures hopping or hobbling on one leg and reaching out with one arm, came next, and the blade shined with a dull orange hue for them as well.


  Red it burned for the proud Nephilim, who yanked at the blade with their six-fingered hands.


  When pooka or servants attempted, the blade shed heat like might be seen above a pavement on a summer’s day, but did not grow brighter than a black frying pan and did not burst into flame.


  The corpse was now a soft black pile of bones and charred debris, smoking and smoldering, and still the helmet clutching the sword was unseen beneath heap of ash.


  Not every knight or strong man in the chamber made trial of the blade. The elfs were hissing and whispering openly now, for they had noticed at whose touch the blade burned more brightly or less.


  Sir Esclados the Red was blushing with shame and glaring at the serpent-faced efts, for the sword had betrayed his birth to be less than theirs. Before the last attempt was made, so many had seen the low births and high presumption of several knights and nobles betrayed, or an eft who touched the blade and turned it orange, not gold, or a Nephilim for whom it would not ignite at all.


  Gil called out asking to step forward anyone to endure the test of the sword. No one was willing.


  
4. The Swan Blade


  Silence hung over the chamber.


  Gil smiled thinly, remembering what the Man in the Black Room had told him about being a kitchen page in Arthur’s Court, and how the magic cauldron could detect lies and betray boasts as false, and how dangerous such an instrument could be among those who whole lives were based on reputation, glory, and honor. How much more desperate and dreadful for a race of beings whose lives were based on illusion and vainglory.


  Erlkoenig said, “Your mother has counseled you well, Sir Gilberec son of Ygraine and an unknown sire. But that treasure is too precious to take from this chamber. No man passes into the Elfinlands unless he bows and swears to serve me, or one of these my vassal kings, Brian or Alberec, or the queen Ethne, or some other lord of Elfland.”


  Gilberec said, “Nonetheless, the sword is mine, as it was my father’s before me, and I shall take it.”


  Alberec said, “But what if your father is baseborn, or a traitor, or a damned soul condemned to Hell? You cannot assume your blood is fine enough to let you take up that sword!”


  Little King Brian said, “Tell us on the quickstep how you tricked us! Neatly it was done, I say! And it is fair sport and fine to match wits with you.”


  The May Queen, Ethne, said cooly, “You have earned your place here, Sir Gilberec. If you put aside the name of Moth, we will forbid any to call you bastard and halfbreed to your face. Immortality, endless strength, the beauties of fair women, and the secrets of magic can all be yours; a castle made of ivory with sirens and lamia to sing from the sea beneath your casements! Bow and serve us, and the elfs will reward you.”


  Gilberec laughed. “Noble offers, sovereigns of elfinkind! I will ask you three riddles in answer: first, who was king in Elfland before Alberec took the throne?”


  Alberec said, “Arthur, for in the power of Excalibur, he conquered Troynovant, the Third Troy, as easily as he conquered Rome, the Second Troy.”


  Gilberec said, “Your law is that I must swear fealty to a King of Elfland. So I have, for Arthur is not dead, nor is Merlin, for he was betrayed, but the charms he wove about his life were too strong for his false and traitorous student who betrayed him to overcome. Lady Nimue! Perhaps the sword will serve you! Come and take the hilts in your hand.”


  Nimue shook her crowned head so that the clamshells of her coronet rang. She shrank back in her seat. “You cannot prove any crime of mine! Take that dreadful sword away! How did it come to be in the hands of a Moth?”


  Gilberec smiled, “Even so, milady? Is there any here who doubts that I am Arthur’s Knight, duly knighted and sworn, or must I call here to testify the Green Knight himself of the Green Chapel?”


  And at those words, there was a mighty roar and rushing of winds in the corridors and doors outside the chamber, and the diamond doors were battered, and the bar broke, and they were flung open. Yet when the doors opened, no man was there, merely the roaring winds that swept through the chamber, making all flames blow and tremble and all the feasters shiver with cold.


  Sir Bertolac stood up and cried, “No! No! Knights and gentlemen! Sovereign kings and queens! You know me to be the most fearless fighter of this generation, undefeated save only by Bran the Blessed! I am no coward, but I tell you, let not this lad call the Green Knight here again! Who can withstand his terrible wrath?”


  Other voices in the chamber took up the cry. Alberec looked at Erlkoenig and shrugged. Alberec said, “Let us acknowledge that fealty sworn to Arthur will suffice. The Swan Knight surely will not hurt the realm that Arthur rules, not and be a true knight. And Arthur might never wake.”


  Erlkoenig said nothing.


  Gilberec said, “Answer me my second riddle: what is louder than a horn, or what is sharper than the thorn; what is heavier than lead, or what more blessed than the bread?”


  The kings and princes looked at each other in confusion, but little King Brian snapped his fingers, “This one, ’tis known to me! ’Tis an old one, but sound and hard, like all old saws should be. Shame is louder nor the horn, guilt sharper than the thorn, heavier than lead is sin…” His bright, ruddy face now collapsed into a sullen frown. “Aye, ah! I forget the rest…”


  Gilberec said, “More blessed than bread is bread the Savior’s flesh is hid within. Do you see know how you were prevented from drawing up this sword? Even struck through a heavy body, none of you could stir it an inch.”


  Gilberec now took the sword in hand. It ignited with a brightness of thirty torches, burning with white-hot heat. Sharp black shadows leaped back from every object in the room. As before, the elfs cried out and hid their eyes, for the sword in his grasp outshone them all.


  He lifted up the sword. The charred and black remains of the body of Guynglaff fell away. Gil stood with the blazing sword overhead, with nothing but scraps of leather about the hilts, and a few burned and blackened ribs, which he shook onto the floor. At the tip of the sword, unharmed, still stuck to it, was the Helm of Grim. In a moment the bright fires Gil’s hands called forth burned all the ash away. The helm glowed red hot.


  Earlier, during the bright flash when Pwyll had attempted the sword, Gilberec had knelt and petted his dog. As they had practiced, Ruff spat the iron nail he had been carrying in his mouth—the pooka could indeed carry cold iron unharmed—and Gil hid the nail in the palm of his hand as Ruff had shown him how to do.


  Hiding and passing small objects was apparently one of the skills Ruff had learned in spy school. Gil had not wanted to carry any cold iron earlier because he was not sure whether it would denature or disenchant his mother’s wine or the yeti’s helmet.


  Now Gil reached up and yanked the Helm of Grim free of the sword, for he allowed the tiniest unseen tip of the nail peaking between his fingers to touch the iron crystal topping the metal cap.


  As before, the touch of cold iron broke the charm, and the stone from the lodestone mountain released its grip.


  Gil dropped the red-hot helm clanging to the marble floor in a spray of red sparks. He sheathed the sword to quench its fire and allow the blinking and half-blinded elfs to see what he had dropped. The helm had lost its roundness, and its crown sagged, and steam poured upward from it.


  Gilberec said, “Here is the Helm of Grim, which Ygraine of the Reeds called upon to gather to itself all the sins of any man who tried to pull my sword from its grip. None of you was strong enough to pull against your sins, your years and centuries of sin, sins unrepentant, ugly, and proud. Have none of you ever asked for absolution, as befits a knight before combat? Ere I came here, I was shrived, and all my sins were forgotten. For me, this cursed cap was feather light. For you, heavier than lead, sharper than thorns, louder than horns. None here is worthy to bear this sword, and so none of you will dare take it from my hand.”


  A silent chamber answer him with no words at all.


  Gilberec said, “Here is my third riddle: in whose hand burns Dyrnwen the brightest withal? The most base or the most nobly born in the hall?”


  The elfs and nobles looked on silently. The Glashan, pipe in his horselike mouth, was seated at the lowest table farthest from the fire. He laughed aloud, and the laugh was the only noise in the great chamber. And the Glashan began to clap his hands in applause.


  Gil said, “Have I any art this great sword to deceive? My father is the equal of anyone here; so vows the brightness of the blade. Do you still not believe?”


  Others joined the applause. First, it was only the maids and butlers banging cooking pans together, then the pookas barking and neighing, then the Fomorians banging their fists on the table, the Nephilim striking the floor with their feet, the Nibelungs tossing coins, and the elfs making clever rhymes and songs.


  To Alberec Gil looked. The one-eyed man was wiping at his one eye.


  Gil drew the sword and saluted Alberec, holding the sword before his eyes and looking over the hilts toward the elfking. There being no blood on the blade, it was shining metal only, quiet and waiting.


  “Sire, I have done you service in defying the Green Knight and returning alive. I ask this boon in return: although I do not know his name as yet, and perhaps never shall, I wish your decree to go out to all your subjects, that the honor and blood of the Swan Knight cannot be questioned. Is this so?”


  Alberec said, “The sword burned in your hand as only it would for a prince. Higher born are you than nobles and wisemen, and all burghers and serfs. In you is the royal blood of some high kingdom, and you are above your brothers, who boast a family line no greater than a count and a swanmay. Yes. I shall decree as you have said, and I grant as well my prayer that if some day you meet the elder swan who is your father, you will be pleased and happy rather than ashamed of him. He may not be as good a man as you.”


  Ethne said, “Have you no riddles for me, you saucy son of Ygraine? Have you no answer? I offered you all the glory of Elfland if you will stay, and serve, and do as you are bid by one of these sovereign lords, including all pleasures of the flesh and all the glory of the world.”


  Gilberec said, “Yes, ma’am. Here is my riddle. Four things have eyes but can never see: one in the tailor’s hand is found, one in sky and one in ground, the final one in thee.”


  She said, “I don’t know that one.” But at the same time, wee King Brian laughed and slapped his knee. Ethne glared through half-closed eyelids at Brian, and her skin glowed pale and terrible.


  Gilberec said, “I will ask an easier one. Ever more and ever more at end of days you have of me. The more you have, the less you see. What am I?”


  Now Brian ceased to laugh and looked stricken, even frightened.


  Gilberec bowed to the kings and nobles of the elfs, and saluted the warlocks and mastersmiths, the sea-folk and winter giants, and turned to go.


  He saw that someone had closed the diamond doors before him. He said, “Open! In the name of the Green Chapel!” And with a roar that blew the fires behind him out, the doors were kicked open by the wind.


  He mounted and rode to the end of the long corridor. The doors before his face were closed. He said, “Titania is risen!” and the gates rose, and the great black rock drew back.


  Sunlight was pouring in. Time was strange below ground, for even though less than an hour had passed, the sun had set and risen again into the sky above. Gil looked left and right. He had passed these doors in the dark of night twice, and heard the breathing of the beasts in the kennels and stables, but now he saw them. Wooden doors were above him, and ramps wide and shallow enough for steed and hound to pass were raised at the moment, but could be lowered with pullies and rope.


  Gilberec said, “Hounds and horses of the elfs! In King Arthur’s name I greet you! In my veins is the blood of Adam, first of man, who named you. I speak with his authority. Will you promise not to track me, you hounds, nor follow me, you horses and steeds?”


  One voice barked, “You are not including me in that, are you?”


  Gil said, “Vertifran? Is that you?”


  
5. Riddle Me This


  Not long after, Gil was seated on his horse beneath the frost-touched black trees. Sunlight shined on each tiny twig, which was coated as if with diamond, and shined shadows of white light on the snow. A dozen red cardinals, red as holly berries, were perched along the swan wings of Gil’s helm, or on his shoulders, saddle horn, or horse’s head. Rabicane seemed not to mind. Every now and again a cardinal would land on Gil’s shoulder and give him a report of where the nearest elf knight hunting for him was, and how their horses and hounds were leading them astray, or into what brakes and briars, thorn bushes, frozen ponds, or other troubles and turmoils.


  Ruff said, “I did not figure out your last two riddles. What did they mean? Why did King Brian laugh?”


  Gilberec said, “He was laughing at the May Queen because I insulted her.”


  Ruff cocked his head to one side, one ear up, the other dropping.


  Gilberec said, “Do you remember the question?”


  Ruff said, “Four things have eyes but can never see: one in the tailor’s hand is found, one in sky and one in ground, the final one in thee.”


  Gil said, “Four eyes see not and never will: the eye of the needle threaded with thread; the eye of the storm where the air is still; the eye by which potatoes spread; the eye of the fool who will not relent made blind by a heart which will not repent.”


  Ruff said, “So you called Ethne the Fomor a fool? That is kind of harsh, you know.”


  “Not harsh. Just truth.”


  “How so?”


  Gilberec looked grim. “Ethne offered me gold when my mom is working her last shift at a wine bar out of the mere kindness of her heart for a boss that cheats her. Should I be less than my mother? She offered me glory when I serve King Arthur of Camelot. She offered me women when I have a girl. It was a foolish temptation to offer someone who survived the Green Knight. Practically an insult.”


  “And why did King Brian turn pale? I thought he was going to puke. Wait! Wait! I remember your line: Ever more and ever more at end of days you have of me. The more you have, the less you see. What am I?”


  Gilberec said, “That is a child’s riddle. I thought everyone knew it.”


  “What’s the answer?”


  “Darkness.”


  Ruff nodded sagely. “So you were saying the Darkness is eating up the elfs in the Night World, right?”


  Gilberec nodded, and there was a grim look in his eye that had not been there before. “I wonder if, in years to come, a way can be found not just to overthrow the elves but…”


  “But what?”


  Gil shook his head. “You’ll laugh.”


  “Maybe. But we’re friends, so tell me anyway.”


  “Can elves be saved?”


  Ruff just blinked and scratched himself. “I don’t know that riddle. What’s the answer?”


  Gilberec said nothing.


  “Gil? Gil…?”


  
6. Green Knight’s Squire


  Vertifran, once again bright green and in his shape as a horse, eventually came trotting through the trees, neighing. On his back, wrapped in a golden lion’s pelt and wearing a lion’s skull for his helmet, was Sir Bertolac.


  He halted. Vertifran stomped his hooves in the snow.


  Vertifran said, “Younger brother!”


  Ruff said, “Hey. You are bigger and greener than the last time we met. What is the idea of running off with my boy and leaving me alone? Do you know how nerve-racking it is to drive full speed down a human highway in a stolen dogcatcher’s truck, with all these Americans on the wrong side of the road? I am law abiding, so I stayed to the left, like in civilized countries.”


  Vertifran said, “I just got a better disguise kit than yours. Fooled you. So shut your yap!”


  “My yap! Your yap!”


  “Yap! Yap!”


  Bertolac dismounted, and took out an iron nail, and touched it to the green steed. Immediately, the beast shrank and changed into a large white dog with red flanks.


  Rabicane said, “That is disturbing.”


  Bertolac said, “Vertifran! Guard!” And the white dog, with the black form of Ruff following after, still yapping and arguing, loped over the snow, to make wide circles and warn of anyone approaching.


  Bertolac said to Gil, “My dog gave me your message, Swan Knight. But what service can I do you?”


  Gil said, “Prove to me you are in King Arthur’s service so that I will know to trust you.”


  Bertolac said, “The suspicion is a fair one to have. Will this do?” And out from his pouch he took a diamond shield inscribed with a red cross. Across the top were the initials of the Special Counter-Anarchist Task Force, Heterodoxy Enforcement Division. Along the bottom, it read: THE LAST CRUSADE.


  Gil said, “The Faceless Man in the Black Room told me he was recruiting a new member. I assume that is you.”


  Bertolac shrugged and put the badge away. “If you like. I can think of one task of training you would be wise to ask of me, a man who is twice your height and more, whom wounds do not wound, and mortal wounds do not kill. You wish to learn to fight giants.”


  Gil said, “The Faceless Man spoke of recovering the Grail.”


  Bertolac said, “You have much training, training hard enough to break you, if you let it, waiting before you, young knight. I will train you as my squire, but only on your promise to obey me in all particulars, as a squire obeys his knight, until such time as Arthur wakes and commands us to some other war.”


  Gil said, “Before I promise, answer me this: Will the elfs ever be overthrown?”


  Bertolac said, “Christian men never know the outcome of their battles, but in return they never need doubt the rightness of their cause. We know that on Earth, during this life, evil is both more seductive and more powerful than good, strong and cruel and even brave. Devils also have their martyrs.”


  Gil said, “Your words give me small hope.”


  Bertolac now touched the iron nail he held in his glove to his nose. Apparently, it had to touch his flesh to work. Tiny lights flickered over his body and vanished as the spell keeping him small began to dissipate. His lion skin and armor, lance and shield and sword grew with him.


  He drew in a deep breath, and by the time he was done, he was twice the height of a tall man. In a booming voice now he spoke, “Put no hope in horse, swords, or strength of arms. Put no faith in princes. Even Arthur failed at last, and no kingdom was ever closer to Heaven’s good grace than his and David’s. The sea will rise, the darkness fall, and the gates of Hell will open. But we Christian knights are assured of final victory, not through our strength, but through our faith in the strength of the Almighty, of whom all kings of Earth are mere shadow and reflections. In Doomsday our victory is certain. Ere then, were are in a fallen world, and all hands are set against us. If you are afraid, flee now. Go live below the sea, and you will escape the worst of what is to come.”


  Gilberec said, “Whenever you like, you may cease to tempt me, Green Knight. I will work for the downfall of the elfs and the liberty of man until I fall or the quest is achieved. Do I pass this test as well? I tire of them.”


  The giant nodded. “I have asked Alberec to send me to the Tower Dolorous in Terregaste—ah! Pardon me!—the Tower Joyous, and look for you there. It is a simple enough matter for my art to make the tower seem deserted and empty from without and well adorned and furnished within, and I can return to Alberec and report I saw no sign of you.”


  Gilberec said, “I don’t know the way.”


  Bertolac said, “I know. I have been the guest of Alain of Corbenec for many a joust and feast. Summon the Swanskiff, and we can pass over the wide waters. In that wasteland, no one will see our drills and exercises and mock battles. You have much to learn, and the lessons will not be easy or pleasant.”


  Gilberec, without a word, dismounted, and knelt, and put his sword at the feet of the giant. He clasped his hands together, and Bertolac put his huge, warm palms, one to each side, and clasped Gil’s clasp within his clasp.


  When they were done exchanging oaths, they called the dogs back and went down to the waterside. Gil put one foot in the water. He said, “When I blow the horn, the elfin knights and searching creatures will hear. Elfs, Cobwebs, I do not know how many people are looking for me.”


  Bertolac said, “I must dwindle to enter your skiff, but when we come to land again, I can call my ax to my very hand even from a distant land. Once it is known that the Green Knight kills any creature of the Night World or Twilight World who meddles with his squire, such spies and huntsmen will find more entertaining prey. Elfs are too long lived to be serious creatures, too craven to take serious risks.”


  A red cardinal said, “Son of Ygraine, we birds shall speak to the trees. In this season, oaks are weak and pines are paramount. All the paths of those who seek you will be bent away from your true route, and not a single footprint in the snow shall point the way to you.”


  Gil thanked the red birds, and they flew in each direction.


  Ruff said, “I talked with Nerea. Now that you are no longer a secret, she told her dad about you. Glaucon Moth. He can raise a storm on the sea to throw off any pursuit, without the storm touching you or your boat. You have a lot of relatives hidden here and there in the world who can help you in small ways.”


  Gil rubbed the dog behind the ears. “Good thinking!”


  Ruff wagged his tail. “I am a smart dog! A good dog!”


  Gil raised the horn. The clear voice of the horn blast rang out and echoed from sea and sky. When the red swan boat arrived, Nerea was holding the silken reins, and the sea-winds were beginning to blow, promising storms to come.


  Nerea said, “How’d it go? Are you an elf lord now? Or will you return to the world of men?”


  Gilberec said, “I am a Moth, at home in no world. And finally, finally, I know exactly where I fit in.”


  And he kissed her.


  Rabicane, Bertolac, Vertifran, and Ruff embarked. Gilberec put his arm about Nerea, and took the silken reins in his other hand, and called out to the swans.


  The hunting horns, soft and silvery, of the pursuing elfs sounded dimly from the slopes of the black mountain behind them. The storm winds and whirling snows gathered to the left and right, but, as promised, the path before was clear.


  East they fled and sought the rising sun.


  
    * * *
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