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      Little Ellie in her smile

      Chooses—“I will have a lover.

      Riding on a steed of steeds

      He shall love me without guile,

      And to him I will discover

      The swan’s nest among the reeds.

      

      And the steed shall be red-roan,

      And the lover shall be noble,

      With an eye that takes the breath:

      And the lute he plays upon

      Shall strike ladies into trouble,

      As his sword strikes men to death…”

    

  


  —Elizabeth Barrett Browning (1844)
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Chapter One: The Red Cap’s Favor


  1. An Inauspicious Beginning


  The North Carolina police officers in Asheville took away the bright sword and silver armor, swan winged helm and knightly shield indight with his father’s coat-of-arms of Gilberec Parzival Moth when they arrested him. True, he had been covered from head to toe in blood, and he had burned down the giant pine tree that once had stood in the middle of the town square. And it was also true that no one else could actually see the elfin creature who had really kidnapped the baby, or made the other mischief blamed on Gil.


  It seemed an inauspicious beginning to his career as a Knight Errant.


  It could have been worse. A nurse practitioner, an old woman with a stern face, had been allowed to clean, sterilize, and bandage up his shoulder and stitch his leg wounds. And the police had given him this freshly laundered orange jumpsuit.


  Ruff was sitting outside the metal slats of the window of his cell, howling indignantly. “Let him out! Let him out! It’s not fair!” over and over again. How the dog had followed him along a ninety-minute drive down I-40, Gil did not know.


  Gil lay down on the cot, finding it oddly comfortable. He closed his eyes, glad his dog was near.


  
2. Boon


  Gil woke on the cot. He did not remember falling asleep. It was dark. The metal slats covering the cell window prevented him from seeing the stars. He did not know what hour it was, but from the smell of the air, it was before dawn.


  He saw a firefly through the cell bars, wandering down the corridor.


  The little light passed between the bars and entered the cell. It was Thornstab, carrying a lantern in his hand.


  Gil sat up and put his feet on the concrete floor. “What are you doing here?” he said.


  Thornstab raised the lantern and peered into the cell. “’Tis the voice, if I hear aright, of the one who called himself the Swan Knight. Be ye he?”


  Gil scooted back on the cot to the corner, where it was darkest, hoping the creature would not see his silver hair. “It is I. To what do I owe the honor?”


  “You owe nothing to me. I owe you, that I do! Verily.” Thornstab held up a ring of metal as large, to him, as a Hula-Hoop. From this metal hoop hung various lengths of toothed metal as long as his miniature arm.


  Thornstab smiled his sharp-faced smile. “One of these is the key to your cell. I owe you a boon and would be quit of this debt soon. So take it! And all will be well!” And he tossed the keyring into the cell, where it tinkled on the concrete floor. Gil made no move to rise or pick it up.


  “Nope,” said Gil. “I would not sneak like a crook out from a place where I have been falsely accused.”


  Thornstab’s smile vanished, and a look of fear took its place on his features. He raised the tiny lantern and peered into the black cell, perhaps hoping for a glimpse of the face of the Swan Knight. “Are you touched by the moon? Ask of me another boon!”


  Gil said, “And if I do not? What then? You never get to wear your little red cap again, and you cannot turn invisible and weave the mist into delirium, can you? What happens to your place among the elfs and efts then? You have to clean toilets and wait tables, something like that?”


  Thornstab fell to his knees. His eyes had grown to twice their size, and he rolled them back and forth, as if straining for a glimpse. “Noble and gracious knight! I followed your brave dog all this way, and, aided by no invisibility, plain to see, I connived to enter this dwelling of men and took the key from the guard as he slumbered! This, because I knew you would be true and faithful in all your promises, even to your enemies! But how can I grant you your due if you will not ask it? Tell me your heart’s desire true!”


  Gil frowned. What was his heart’s desire? What he really wanted was for the elfs to stop stealing children. “Where is Erlkoenig now?”


  “I cannot foretell the comings and goings of the Lords of the Night World. But I know this: he will be present at the great feast of the fairy kings, when he and Alberec meet in solemn court and celebrate the nativity of Him we do not name and squires are knighted, lands and honors granted, and challenges given and taken at that time. And the elf maidens dance, which is a rare wonder.”


  Gil squinted. “If you are not Christians, why do you celebrate Christmas? It is the birth of Christ.”


  Thornstab rolled on the floor, emitting a high-pitched keening comical yet horrible to hear, clutching his ears and banging his head against the concrete. Gil stared in disgust and astonishment. Eventually, Thornstab, clinging to one of the bars of the cell where it touched the floor for support, climbed to his feet, trembling. “Would you have me answer those questions as the grant of your boon?”


  Gil scowled. “No. Tell me instead, as my boon, how and where to get invited to this feast of the fairy kings. You said they knighted people then?”


  “Erlkoenig has told his heralds to record your heraldry. The door guards must admit you, Sir Knight, if you appear. Whether the kings gathered in that place knight you or do not, that I can neither help nor hinder to happen. Who knows what is in the heart of kings, and fairy hearts are wilder then most, like harps with strings of fire! But I can show you the trick of finding the doors and forcing them open. Will that satisfy the boon?”


  “Yes,” said Gil.


  “Before you go to Mommur, remove all cold iron from your person and garb and each crucifix, scapular, or holy medallion. Do not go to mass that day, or they will smell the host or the sacred wine upon your breath. Cut a wand from a willow tree from which no criminal has ever been hanged, strip off the bark, and say these words: from the straight track let me not vary nor tarry till I be carried to the doorway of the fay. The wand will point the path. Follow it. Smite the door with the wand and say these words: 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.”


  Gil wished his jumpsuit had come with a pencil and paper in the pocket. “Hold it. Say that rhyme again, so I can remember it.”


  Thornstab sighed a deep sigh. “Actually, you can just say, Titania is risen, and the doors will open just as quickly.”


  “Who is Titania?”


  “None of your concern. Now return my cap!”


  Gil said, “Fine. But you have to douse your lamp, cover your eyes, and count to five hundred. Don’t peek, or the spell is broken!”


  Thornstab did not argue, but blew on the tiny lamp. The eerie light winked out. Gil waited until he heard the little man counting. Gil picked up the keyring, felt through the bars for the lock, and found the key on the third try. Then, he quietly opened the cell door and tiptoed down the corridor. A second key on the ring opened the door at the end of it. Beyond was a large green-walled room where two officers were fast asleep. Gil had no doubt this was Thornstab’s work, a charm of his.


  Gil had seen the evidence room where they had confiscated his gear. It was behind a dark metal door next to a metal desk. One of the other keys let him in. All of his possessions were piled haphazardly in a large box. He picked up the whole box and locked each door behind him as he returned to his cell, which he also locked.


  Thornstab still had a large set of numbers to go, so Gil decided to shuck his prison garb, put on the leggings, breeches, and quilted tunic, and don his armor, sword and swordbelt, shield and helm. He winced and hissed at the pain which even simple motions caused his shoulder.


  “…five hundred!”


  Gil said, “Light your lamp.” And he came forward from the shadows of the dark cell and into Thornstab’s astonished gaze. The little red cap was still in Gil’s pouch where he had put it: Gil flicked it with his thumb into the miniature man’s happy hands. With no further ado, Thornstab pulled the cap on his head, and a swirl of mist appeared around him. Gil, however, could still see him, or, at least, see his silhouette. The little man gathered sparks around his ankles, jumped down the corridor, and bounded through a high window and out into the night sky in a single long leap. A trail of twinkling glitter hung in the air for a moment where he passed.


  The winter birds outside were singing, a few voices in a wide silence. One of them sang about the noble death of the Christmas tree in the town square and how that tree had been replanted in a land happier and higher than any human land by Saint Boniface. Gil decided not to go back to sleep.


  
3. Release


  The officer found him a short while later, fully armed and armored, sitting on his cot in his locked cell, with the keys to the cell in his hand.


  Without a word, Gil tossed the keyring through the bars. The man caught them and stared first at Gil, then at the keys in his hand, and then at Gil again.


  He heaved a sigh and unlocked the cell. “Come on. There is someone who wants to see you.”


  Gil followed, shield on his back and helm under his arm, armor ringing as he trod. The officer led him into a smaller, darker corridor and then up a flight of narrow metal stairs.


  “Sir,” said Gil. “Who is it who wants to see me? I don’t have a lawyer.”


  “One of our top detectives with the force,” said the officer. “He said he could clear you of all charges if you would answer some questions. Don’t be alarmed. Just go through that door there.”


  He pointed to a dark, unmarked door. It was an oak door with no nameplate or number but with heavy triangular hinges of cast iron. There was a vertical band of dark iron running down the center, intersected by a band of equal width running horizontally at chest height.


  Something about this door was familiar, however. The top of the doorframe was arched, not flat. The knob was glass.


Chapter Two: The Man in the Black Room


  1. The Long-Lived Ones


  Gil did not know what to expect, but he did not see any reason to hesitate. He stepped forward, put his free hand on the knob, turned, and pulled.


  Then, he stepped back. Whatever he might have expected, it was not this. There was a surface of darkness, as featureless as a pool of ink, standing before him, flush with the threshold. Gil stuck his hand into the blackness and pulled it back. The hand seemed unharmed, and the darkness did not cling to it.


  A voice said, “Come in.” It was not a voice he had heard before.


  Gil thought of two ways he could perhaps ignite his sword to act as an impromptu torch, but he did not want to draw the blade for a frivolous purpose. He stepped into the darkness.


  He expected a cool sensation as he plunged into the dark, as if into the surface of an inky pool, but there was not. He heard the door swing shut behind him. From the feel of the air on his brow, he sensed that he was in a room of modest size.


  “It is dark in here,” said Gil.


  “It is useful for ignoring distractions, illusions, and other rumfuddle, my good lad. I also find it terrifically concentrates the mind.” The deep voice was both cheerfully merry and gravely serious at once: an odd combination of tones. From the sound of the voice and breathing, the man was large. “The lack of light not only excuses me from the tedium of distinguishing truth from illusion in appearance, but I am also required to memorize the locations of all objects in the room. Your chair is two steps to fore and one step to your right.”


  “I would rather stand.”


  “You are a rational being with free will, so naturally that choice is yours, but nonetheless I might suggest seating yourself as the transposition might prove disorienting.”


  Gil stepped forward twice and once to the right, clasped his scabbard to move it aside, and flung himself down abruptly. His chain skirts rattled on the wooden seat he suddenly found beneath him, and his backplate clanged against the stiff chairback.


  The voice said, “You did not grope with your hand. How did you know the chair was real?”


  “I did not know, but I had no reason to doubt your word. Unseen things are not necessarily unreal.”


  “You took my instructions on faith. This is odd since you do not know me.”


  Gil said, “If you meant me harm, you could have come upon me as I slept, locked in a jail cell, unarmed. If you do not mean me harm, why lie about a chair? A liar would make sure the chair was there so that I would trust him in small things, that he might betray me in large things. Are you human or elfin? What is your name?”


  “If I asked you the same questions, would you answer?”


  “No.”


  “I thought not. Like you, I am someone who is aware of a universal system of deception and illusion that clouds the eyes and confounds the thoughts of all mortal men. In times long past, mankind knew it shared the world with creatures as rational as himself, either partly supernatural or wholly. They might be dubbed the longevitae, for they are longer lived than men, but not immortal.


  “There are three kingdoms and many kinds and clans within them. The oldest are wholly spiritual, and their physical manifestations are mere appearances. The laws of nature excuse them from nature, as immune as a visiting ambassador. Pagan men of old worshipped them as gods and performed impious sacrifices. Call them the Children of Old Night and Chaos. They can die, but not by human hands.


  “Next are the Lords of the Night World. These are called fay because their fates are not as those of mortal men. The bright sun of day, which counts the times and seasons so faithfully for men, has taken a dislike to them, and for this reason Paracelsus called them nocturnals or nightfolk. These are unearthly fair or foul, nymphs or night-hags, light-elfs and dark-elfs, or chimerical between man and beast. Oddly, the sun shines just as brightly on their parts of the world as on ours. The name refers to a spiritual darkness, you understand.


  “Four nobles among the elfinkind took the fair daughters of man to wife, as many as they wished, and from them spring the several kinds and clans of the Twilight Folk, neither fully of the day nor dark. These four clans are half human and half superhuman. Much of the glamour, power, and strangeness of faerie still clings to them like clouds about an unvisited far mountain. These Twilight Folk can dwell among men if they wish, cloaked, as predators or protectors of mankind. In time past, some threw their cloaks aside to do great works of wonder remembered forever in song or to wreak great evils never to be forgotten. Many inherit strange gifts and talents from their forefathers, elfish things, and by their nature can do what men cannot; others study unnatural practices, summoning aid from their cousins and uncles in the Night World, and are called warlocks.


  “Some Twilight Folk have only a drop of the old blood in them and are very much like men. They keep their youth and strength longer than other men but do not outlive them. A strangeness haunts them, for they see and speak of high, hidden, and far-off things neither feared nor understood by their neighbors. Some dance beneath the stars to music humans cannot hear; some walk by night on strange journeys part in dream and part in waking; some speak into the deep places of the world, and voices answer them.


  “And, at last, there are those who have but half a drop. These are called poets and visionaries and madmen, and the world scorns them and ignores them, for their dreams are not strong enough to bend fate or to mend the world. To them the fairy blood, watered and weak, is but a torment, for they yearn to hear the horns of elfland dimly blowing, yet their ears are too dull.”


  Gil listened, at first impatiently, and then with growing fascination. Here seemed to be a man who would answer his questions, who knew about the hidden world of which Gil’s mother spoke either in riddles, or not at all.


  Gil said, “How many species are there?”


  The voice chuckled. “The laws of nature, to them, are merely strong suggestions. They are not bothered by boundaries between kinds. The Moth family, for example, has mermaid and wolfman in their bloodline, not to mention Minotaur and satyr, swan-maid and fox-spirit, Nagas and Nephilim, Centaurs and cat-women, Borrowers and Brobdingnagians, Brollochan and Brownies, insufferable talking horses called Houyhnhnms, and just about every admixture you could imagine. I have heard of Cobwebs marrying ghosts and ghouls, diseases and delusions, and giving birth to abominations I will not describe; or Peaseblossoms marrying the seasons or the hours, or Mustardseeds, the stars. Love conquers all bounds.”


  “How can there be so much men do not know?”


  “Since I do not know how many mysteries are wandering Creation waiting to be found, I cannot say whether mankind knows a great proportion of them or small, neither can I explain the ratio.”


  “Why do the elfs hide from men?”


  “They love the darkness for the same reason men do: because their deeds are wicked.”


  “All elfs?”


  “Not all. The Old Ones recall brighter dawns, when they sprang shining and strong from the hand of the Creator and rollicked in the sea or rampaged among the clouds and stars, shouting for joy. Some regret the exile. Far too few.”


  “Who is Titania?”


  “Ask rather who she was. The empress and high queen of the elfs and fairest of all her wide realm, which is famous for the beauty of its beauties. She is lost, a fate too terrible to say, and still Alberec grieves and seeks her, paying no mind to the throne he has lost to his ungrateful and treacherous son. Titania is gone from the world and will not be reborn into it, nor shall any likeness of her return.”


  “Where do the elfs come from?”


  He heard another chuckle. “Where do the stars come from?”


  Gil tried to remember what he had half-heard in science class. “They were condensed out of a primordial gas cloud by gravity.”


  “If you say so. Well, for our purposes, the elfs were condensed out of a primordial gas cloud by the Fall of Man.”


  Gil frowned, cross. “Are you sure you are a police detective?”


  “I am, surely,” said the voice in a throaty tone, as if holding back a laugh. “But are you sure you know what police detectives do?”


  “Solve crimes.”


  “And what about crimes older than time and larger than the cosmos? Whose business is it to solve those?”


  More crossly, Gil said, “You must be part elf.”


  “What makes you say that?”


  “They talk in riddles. I should know.”


  “But mine was one riddle whose answer you need to speak.”


  Gil was getting impatient. “What was the question again?”


  “Whose business is it to solve the metaphysical crime of men being the prey and playthings of elfs? Men cannot save themselves.”


  “It’s your business. You must be some sort of metaphysical police detective.”


  A sigh of disappointment sounded. “Ah, well. If you say so.”


  Gil leaned forward. “You wanted another answer?”


  “Did I?”


  “Stop answering every question with a question. It is really annoying.”


  “Is it?”


  “Stop that!”


  “I will, young man, if you answer me truly.”


  Gil took a breath and realized he had grown rude. He reminded himself of his manners and said, “I answer truly all questions I may answer, sir.”


  
2. A Larger World


  The voice in the black room now took on a more serious tone. “Once there were wide expanses of wood and meadowland, oceans unsailed and mountains unclimbed, walled gardens, cities of alabaster and orichalcum. You were taught man has ruined these things with his industry and logging and hunting. It is not true. You are told that swiftness in ship and airplane makes all parts of the world reached in less time but that the globe is the same physical size it always was. Also not true. The portion of the Earth open to men has dwindled. The mist has merely covered more and more of the globe as the fay take and take all the goods things and good lands meant for man, leaving us the bones and gristle, and shrinking the world, leaving it dull and gray, lacking magic, mystery, wonder, and honor. It is a theft so monstrous that its sheer magnitude makes it invisible.”


  The voice paused, and the scope and cruelty of what had been done to man’s world began to sink in to Gil’s imagination.


  The man said, “Whose business is it to solve this crime?”


  Gil answered firmly, “Mine.”


  The man in the dark said nothing, but Gil could almost feel a look of warm satisfaction, an avuncular pride, issuing from the blackness.


  “Is that the right answer?” asked Gil.


  “If you say so. I mean that literally. Only one who truly wills this fight to be his can make it his. You are hired.”


  “Wait. What? You are not thinking I volunteered for something, are you?”


  The man laughed. “If you do not volunteer now, you soon will. It is in your nature.”


  “I don’t have any training. Real training, I mean. And no experience. And to be a detective, I would need to have papers, and be the right age, and be in the policeman’s union. Right? Since I cannot tell you my name, I cannot fill out any paperwork. What about boot camp? The police academy?”


  “Nothing is required for this line of work but willingness.”


  Gil was startled. “I have never heard of a job where you do not need any training or experience!”


  “I think you have.”


  “What line of work has no requirements but willingness?”


  “Martyrdom.”


  
3. The Light


  There was a snap of noise, and Gil’s sharp eyes saw a tiny spark. In the light of the spark, he saw a large pair of callused and muscular hands breaking a fine necklace. Every link of the necklace flew apart, and turned into a bubble of tiny gold, then popped. The pendant of the necklace was a glowing object smaller than a credit card, made either of glass or mirror-bright metal, shining with an inner light.


  The metal spun end over end, growing larger. Gil caught it in midair. It was not hot, but cool to the touch. It was a badge of white shaped like a miniature shield, divided by two bold red stripes at right angles. Across the top were small metal letters: SCATHED. Along the bottom was written: THE FINAL CRUSADE.


  Gil said, “Scathed? What is that?”


  “Your force and division. You are hereby a member of the Special Counter-Anarchist Task Force, Heterodoxy Enforcement Division.”


  Gil heard the sound of the big man rising. The footsteps moved to the left, came forward, and then moved to the right again to stand just before Gil. Gil imagined the man must have stepped around a desk or some other large object.


  The sound of footsteps and a sense of pressure in the air told him that the man now moved behind him. He felt two large and heavy hands come down, one on his good shoulder and one on his wounded shoulder. Gil forced himself not to flinch or shout.


  The man said, “Do you accept this commission?”


  Gil thought of the mother whose child had been stolen. It was a crime no human being could see or detect. No one but him.


  Gil said solemnly, “I accept the commission.”


  “Then look!”


  A light leaped up from the badge, glistering and clear as starlight, and a beam reached out like a searchlight. The desk and wall Gil had presumed were there were not. Instead was a cloud of black mist, which, the moment the starlight colored beam fell on it, turned white and rushed away. At the same time, the sounds echoing from the wall, the sense of being indoors, also rushed away, as if the walls and ceiling were expanded to a vastness like the night sky, or as if the chair and floor on which he sat were accelerating backward or tumbling in free fall. Gil clutched the wooden arms of the chair, trying not to faint. Nothing on his gear or garb was moving, so perhaps the rushing sensation was only in his inner ear, not in reality.


  Gil found himself in a high place looking out over a vast cavern. The floor was hundreds of yards away. The searchlight beam from his badge reached like a glittering finger across the gloom and danced back and forth on the figure of a crowned king, armed at all points, with his hand folded across his chest.


  The king lay on his back on a stone slab. He did not move or breathe. The ensign above him showed the image of a golden dragon; the shield at his feet showed a maiden in blue trampling a serpent.


  To his left and right were coffers and vessels filled with gold coins and silver ingots, or other elfin alloys whose names no man knew, and also gems large and small, chalices, drinking horns, and plates, necklaces, rings, armlets, brooches, torcs, and other treasures. A snow-white steed stood at his head, also motionless and unbreathing. At its foot was a cold-black hunting dog of fierce and noble aspect, but standing still as a corpse.


  Gil tilted and raised the badge, but the beam would not point at anything else in the cavern save the king on the stone. From the reflections darting from the glittering piles of gold and silver, Gil could see hints and half-shapes of other armored knights on lowers slabs, asleep to one side and the other, with their snow-white steeds asleep next to them. Each knight had a sword in his clasped hands. Only the king’s hands were empty.


  Gil said, “Where is his sword?”


  The man behind him laughed. “I see you are a true knight. A clerk would have asked about his soul, a burgher about his treasures.”


  “So where is it?”


  “That sword was thrown into a lake in Wales. It will not be seen again until that king is healed, opens his eyes, and puts out his hand. Do not wish that hour to come swiftly! Woe to England then, for the hour will be dark indeed for all Christian souls when the true king is needed and is called forth once again.”


  “How is there a giant underground cave on the second floor of a police station?”


  “This is the hollow hill beneath Alderley Edge in England. That is Arthur Pendragon, the rightful King of England and Emperor of Rome. By the unalterable will of Heaven he sleeps in an eternal sleep! By disuse and bad custom, men have forgotten him, but the laws have not forgotten. It is from him you take your commission. To him and to no lesser lord you must swear your fealty.”


  Gil said, “How can I swear to a sleeping king?”


  “How can you not? The oath is still binding in this world and all others, until Heaven and Earth pass away and are made anew! Go and kneel. Put your hands between his and swear. This hour will not come again. I will tell you the words if you do not know them.”


  Gil said softly, “I have known them since I was seven years old.”


  “You must go to him without your sword and helm, bareheaded and empty handed. Let go of the badge. Follow it.”


  This time, Gil knew, his promise not to set the sword aside did not hold. His mother had said the sword could be set aside when his lord commanded. If he needed to set it aside to get into the service of his lord in the first place, that also counted.


  He tossed the badge gently upward, and it hung in midair with nothing holding it aloft. He put the helm and swordbelt on the stiff wooden chair and left his shield behind.


  The badge began drifting forward. He followed. The beam of light stayed focused on the king, but now a sphere of light also began to glow from the badge in all directions so that he could see the floor at his feet, which was rough and grew rougher as he descended.


  The floor fell steeply. He used both hands to climb down the steep slope of rocks and boulders. Beyond that was something like a bridge or ramp the glowing badge led him down, a narrow path with a steep drop to either side.


  Closer to the king, the floor was more even once again, but there were stalagmites here and there, which over a thousand years of dripping water had built up. White horses in their brilliant barding and furniture stood as motionless as marble statues, heads lowered at identical angles. The knights of the Table Round, the fairest and noblest company of knights the world had ever seen, rested in strange and unnatural motionlessness in this vast cave. Gil was almost ashamed of how loud his footfalls were.


  Then, he was there.


  
4. The King


  Gil knelt. It was a long moment before he could raise his eyes to look at the unliving and inanimate features. Gil was shy. This was the very man he had selected to be the model and the ideal his real father never was.


  Arthur was a handsome man, even asleep. Gil was glad to see crow’s feet at his eyes and wrinkles at his mouth to indicate that he laughed often, but there were also lines of care and worry around his brow and nostrils, those of a man who does not smile when he ponders many a hard judgment, or must make in the heat of battle the decision that will win or lose the war, and his men’s lives. It was a majestic face.


  Gil saw that the hands of the king were not clasped in prayer, for there was a little space between his right hand and his left. Gil put his own hands palm to palm and put their fingers between the palms of the king, so that Arthur’s hands were outside his, as if clasping them.


  Gil was startled. The king’s hands were not cold, but warm. There was no pulse, but the fingers were pink.


  Suddenly, like a skyrocket in his heart, Gil realized that all the old and impossible stories he had read and heard and loved as a child were true. This was the once and future king, the Lord of Camelot, who banished the lawless chaos of the land and established peace, justice, and good laws. He was not dead. His laws were not dead. His dream was not dead. He would one day return and with him, a new dawn, a new world. He lived.


  Gil said softly, “I, Gilberec Parzival Moth, avow me the liege man of life and limb to Arthur, Emperor and King, against every creature living or dead, now and for aye, to yield him true and faithful service, homage, and earthly worship: to bear arms against the king’s enemies; render justice to the king’s subjects low and high; defend the faith; uphold the true; honor the fair; and protect the weak. So help me God and the Holy Dame.”


  The king’s hands did not move, but they seemed to grow warmer. Gil took this as a sign that his oath had been accepted.


  He stood and climbed back the way he had come. Gil hoped for some glimpse of the man in the dark room, but the light from the badge faded, and the walls and ceiling seemed to shrink down to their previous proportions so that the feel of the air and the sound of the echoes told him he was in a small room again.


  “Sit!” ordered the voice.


  
5. The Gift


  “When do I get my spurs?” Gil wound the sword belt around his waist and the baldric over his shoulder, took up the helm, and sat.


  The footfalls and sense of pressure from the large man moved around the room again, and Gil heard the scrape of chairlegs against the floor, the creak of a desk as if a heavy elbow now rested on it.


  “Officially, you are a squire as yet, but also a man-at-arms, and able to bear weapons in the king’s service.”


  “What about medical care? I seem to get hurt a lot, armor or no armor, not to mention training injuries.”


  “Show your badge to the desk sergeant at the police station in any nation where the writ of Arthurian Law runs, and if the healing hands cannot be found in that hour, you will be cast into sleep until they can be.”


  “The writ of Arthurian Law? What is that?”


  “You recall he once conquered Rome and assumed the purple as Imperator. Hence the House of Pendragon has lawful claim over all the lands once or ever ruled by the Roman Empire, therefore, also, the Byzantine Empire, the Carolingian Empire, the Holy Roman Empire, the Spanish Empire, the British Empire, and the Austrian Empire. Basically, anything once ruled by Caesar, Kaiser, Czar, or Christian King, from Singapore to Calcutta to Patagonia, from the Bosporus to Australia, from South Africa to Northern Alaska, from Tripoli to Troynovant, still owes allegiance to Arthur.”


  Gil was trying to figure out which parts of the world that did not cover. His best grades had not been in geography or modern history. He thought maybe the Sahara and Siberia were not covered. He could not remember if any European power had ever conquered Tibet. He knew the Singapore had once been a British colony, and everything in South America was Spanish or Portuguese, so if he were wounded in Uruguay and could find a police station….


  Gil gritted his teeth and told himself to snap out of it and to stop wondering about useless nonsense. What were the chances that a boy without a car, or a squire without a horse, would end up in another hemisphere?


  “What about the Revolutionary War?” Gil asked sharply.


  “Which one?”


  “The American Revolution.”


  “Elfs don’t care about which bull leads the herd. In the end, the rancher owns them all.”


  Gil was not sure he like the sound of that. “I am an American. We are a free people.”


  “To be free of good King Arthur’s reign is not necessarily a good thing. And you are his subject now, and his loyal vassal,” the voice laughed, “no matter which way the rest of America decides to go.”


  “What was that about healing and sleeping?”


  The man’s voice said, “My gift is the laying on of hands.” The man heaved a sigh, which sounded odd coming from a voice so jovial. “I can heal everyone but Arthur, the only man I truly wish to heal.” Then, in a jollier tone, the voice continued, “My office door appears in any police station where the laws of my king still hold, as I explained. When any report that smells of elfwork is filed, I hear of it.”


  “And you can heal my wounds? By magic?”


  “It is not magic if, by that word, you mean breaking the laws of nature or trafficking with dark powers. But in the same way federal law at times overrules local ordinance, there is a higher law my gift calls upon. The badge is imbued with starlight, so it will drive the mists away, and you can find or summon my door. It is well trained. Not like some doors I know.”


  “What was that about sleeping?”


  “I have other duties, so if you are wounded, and find my door in an hour when I am absent, enter the dark room, and an enchanted sleep will fall upon you. This will alleviate your pain and prevent the wounds from bleeding or getting worse. And I like to keep my floor clean of stains.”


  That did not sound very reassuring. Gil said, “I have another question. I put a drop of blood on my tongue from the monster I slew.”


  “I know.”


  Gil frowned in surprise. “How do you know?”


  “I can hear the truth in your voice.”


  Gil said, “That’s my question. The officer who arrested me did not hear the truth in me. Why is that?”


  “What makes you think he did not? He brought you here and held you until I could arrive. You did not want the whole crowd of everyone in earshot to hear about elfs and monsters, did you? They would all end up imprisoned in madhouses, and Winged Nightmare would disorder their brains with alchemy to make sure that each and every witness in the crowd went stark mad, just to keep up appearances. No, I am pretty sure he believed you and acted quickly.”


  “Who is Winged Nightmare?”


  “The witch-king in charge of madmen. He has never been defeated, except by Winged Vengeance. And I cannot call on Winged Vengeance any more, nor heal madness, so you must tell no humans the truth about our world.”


  “Who is Winged Vengeance?”


  “Someone who parted from me not on speaking terms. A foe of the anarchists.”


  “Do all policemen believe in elfs?”


  “Not consciously. You might say that a metaphysical policeman is allowed a certain degree of authority over physical policemen. But–” and now the jovial tone grew grim and serious “–but you have been granted a great gift and a terrible weapon you carry on your tongue. Use it with wisdom and discretion! The wise grow sad when told more truths than their hearts can hold, and fools grow vain. And, in any case, if you speak a truth too unbelievable to be believed, but your tongue forces your human listeners to believe it anyway, it may go badly.”


  “Badly…?”


  “For one thing, they might think you insane—because they can hear in your voice how you truly believe something they know cannot be true—and throw you in an asylum. Madhouses and churches are the targets of the darkness the elf kings serve. The three folk the enemy does not want to see get better are madmen and sinners.”


  “That is only two.”


  “The third is knights, for they return to combat upon recovering their strength.”


  “Thornstab told me how to find the kings at feast under the mountain.”


  “The Champion of Air and Darkness will be at that feast.”


  “Then who should I fight? Him? Alberec and Erlkoenig are both evil.”


  “Do not blame the elfin kings over much. They are trapped by a maze of oaths without a thread to lead them free. No, there are darker powers at work here: seven who would overthrow all laws of God and angel, elf and man, hollow out the world, and collapse all into Hell! But it is too soon by far to speak of them. The closer foes must be conquered before those from deeper, darker worlds are known. You are meant to fight giants, my lad. But you must first be trained! You must seek a knight to train you beneath the mountain.”


  “Why there? Do you have any knights on the force who can train me?”


  “At the moment, my department is small.”


  “How small?”


  “Quite small…”


  “How small?”


  “It consists of three: one is missing, one is a deserter, and then there is you.”


  “Wait… what was that?”


  “On to other business! Your best bet is to ask the enemy to train you. If you handle the matter correctly, their oaths will require it of them even if it seems…”


  “Wait a moment. You mean I am fighting all the forces of evil… alone?”


  “I am glad you are eager to begin! Since the crime scene is the entire planet, and the suspects are several races and clans of supernatural beings, I do not need to provide you with any clues, leads, or witnesses. The theft of all human life, the human world, and human happiness is a felony large enough to occupy your time until I contact you with further instructions.”


  “Go back to the part where I am fighting all alone. Your department is just you, in this room…?”


  “When you wake, you will be healed and whole.”


  “WAIT!” cried Gil, leaping to his feet. But a warm and fuzzy sensation was already making his limbs heavy and making his thoughts float away. He realized that the black room was very dark, but now he was aware of a reddish light coming from somewhere. Or perhaps that was just the sunlight shining on his closed eyelids.


  
6. Police Dog


  He opened his eyes and was immediately rewarded with the sensation of a dog licking his face. Gil snorted in surprise and sat up. He was wrapped in his long gray cloak against the cold, dressed in his quilted tunic and hose, lying under a leafless tree in a little copse of woods. His sword was at hand, tucked into the cloak with him.


  Ruff was with him, barking excitedly, jumping, and wagging his tail. Gil’s hauberk was hanging from the branches of the tree, with the gauntlets hanging from branches to either side, the boots below, the helm dangling from a leafless branch above. The shoulder plate had been repaired, and all the broken links of his mail made fast and whole once more.


  Ruff barked, “You’re up! You’re up!”


  Something was odd. Where were all the pains and aches of his wounds? Gil said, “Was that a dream? Or what just happened?”


  Ruff said, “You are a policeman now! Does that make me a police dog? Police dogs are brave! I think I will like being a police dog!”


  Gil shook his head, rubbed his shoulder, and then felt his legs. He felt his nose. Nothing was broken. Nothing was torn or even bruised. But he could feel the scars of claw marks in his leg.


  The linen had been scrubbed clean of bloodstains, but not perfectly. He could see tiny flecks of brown here and there. Rips in the fabric had been sewn neatly with a green thread with fine, small stitches.


  He pulled the tunic off and looked at his shoulder. The stitches made by the nurse practitioner were gone, but the hairs of his skin were missing in a set of parallel stroke-marks from his enemy’s claws, and the skin in those lines was pale and thick.


  Ruff put his nose to Gil’s pouch, which was lying on the brown grass by the roots of the tree. “He left you some food. Cheese and bread. There had been a sausage, also, but, ah, something happened to it.”


  “What happened?”


  “I had to impound it as evidence of a crime.”


  “What crime?”


  “Someone stole the sausage. I saved the cheese and bread for you. You like cheese.”


  “No,” Gil said, talking more to himself than to Ruff. “What happened to me?”


  “Eat up! We are in Buncombe County, about seventy miles west of Brown Mountain, and Christmas is only four days away. You told Thornstab. The Necromancer’s little son. I was outside the window. That is where we are going, right? So you can arrest people and stab them? When do you get a horse? A police horse! Like a Mountie!”


  Gil looked at the big dog intently. “And how do you know I am a policeman now? Can you smell it?”


  Ruff wagged his tail, his tongue lolling. “Yes! Yes! Also the fact that you have a policeman’s badge hanging on a lanyard around your neck.”


  Gil looked down. It had been tucked under his tunic. In the sunlight, it looked like it was made of solid diamond, or some other impossibly hard, clean, and precious substance. The word SCATHE was written along the top. At the bottom was the motto THE LAST CRUSADE.


  Gil stared down at the badge in his hands. He was not sure what to think. “Was that all an illusion? A joke? A trick by some elf? Or am I Arthur’s man now?”


  Ruff said, “Can’t you see through tricks now? If you saw the king, he was the real king.”


  Gil looked up. The sky was clear and blue, and the winter sun was dazzling bright on the clouds, but gave little heat. “Then I must fight all the dark powers of the world alone.”


  Ruff’s ears drooped. “Hey! You are not alone. I can be a police dog. I can.”


Chapter Three: Alone on Christmas Eve


  1. Carrion Bird


  The county seat was far from Brown Mountain, and Gil and Ruff were in the county north of there, so the mountain was closer to him than his house. Gil did not even try hitchhiking; if anyone questioned him about his weapons and armor, Gil was unwilling to say he was in a stageplay or visiting a Renaissance fair, but neither was he willing to mark innocent people to be captured and sent screaming to madhouses.


  Gil divided his bread and cheese into four parts and ate no more than one part a day. Marching in winter in a heavy hauberk used a lot of energy, and he was hungry and weak most of the time, except at night, when he was cold and wet.


  It snowed. Gil had not seen the end of the tournament between the Winter Knights and the Summer, but since the North Carolina December was not supposed to look like a Pennsylvania February, Gil’s guess was that the forces of the Summer elfs had been trounced.


  Living off the land was not impossible in the cold weather, but it was pretty close. It was not much fun, but no one seemed inclined to offer him a ride, despite the holiday season.


  On the second day, Gil found a squirrel that was willing to share some nuts. Ruff wanted to eat the squirrel, but Gil forbade it.


  On the third day, Gil had nothing to eat beside his horded morsel of bread.


  On the fourth day, they entered a small town and found a dumpster behind a fried chicken stand, where Ruff was astounded at how many perfectly good bones had been thrown out, with meat and gristle attached. Gil was only slightly more hygienic than the dog when it came to what he was willing to eat out of other people’s garbage, but he was surprised at how many kids threw out perfectly good cole slaw still unopened in its Styrofoam cup.


  On Christmas Eve itself, he was tramping through a small town north of the national park, wrapped in his gray cloak, jangling with each step. Cheerful plastic stars, neon candy canes, and foam rubber Santas glittered from the lampposts and storefront windows, but no one was on the street.


  Gil stopped and stared mournfully at a payphone, which was gray and dull under its cap of snow. “I wish I had a dime. I wish my mother had a phone.”


  Ruff said, “I think calls are a quarter now. Or fifty cents. Or maybe a dollar.”


  A coal-black crow landed on the phone box. His voice was sharp and crisp. “Your mother is doing fine. She is lonely, but otherwise she is okay. She prays each night for your safety to the angel that stands outside her window with a drawn sword.”


  Gil said, “You know her?”


  “All birds know her. But of her we never speak.”


  “How do you know her? Why don’t you speak of her?”


  The crow tapped the box of the payphone intently. “Bah! Never any insects in this sort of tree! Sorry, what? I cannot speak of why we do not speak of her without speaking of her, can I?”


  Gil pushed back his coif and plucked a silver hair from his head. “Bring this to her. If she sees it, she will know I am alive.”


  Ruff said, “Or bald.”


  The crow looked carefully at the silver hair Gil laid on the top of the hood of the payphone, first with his right eye and then with his left. Then, he put one foot on it. “Nice! Can I keep it after she is done looking at it?”


  Gil said, “On one condition! You also have to help me with one other thing.”


  The crow said, “I would have helped you anyway. Some of us are rooting for you. But, since you offered, I’ll take the hair, just to be sociable. What do you need?”


  Gil said, “First, what do you know about me that you are rooting for me?”


  “You are her son.” The crow shrugged. “Birds remember the way. That is our talent. We don’t get lost on long trips, do we? You were about to tell me what you need.”


  Gil said, “I am looking for a willow tree from which no felon has ever been hanged. Do you know the trees around here?”


  The crow turned his beak to one side to fix his beady black eye on Gil and said, “The trees whisper about the Christmas tree of Blowing Rock that sacrificed himself to aid you in your fight and was burned. Oak and Ash and Thorn-tree are displeased with you, for these trees were worshipped as sacred things in pagan days, and Willow is the witch’s tree. Do not fear them! They are asleep this time of year. But Dogwood favors you, for obvious reasons, as do many tribes of conifers and pines, and those trees that do not die in winter. When you walk through these woods in winter, you are surrounded by well-wishers and protectors. The unseen foes do not know where you are. The Cobwebs seeking your life lost sight of you after you were taken into the police station, and the evergreens have used their influence to hide you and lured the Faceless Searching Things far astray.”


  
2. The Witches’ Tree


  A cold wind blew, stirring up the ground snow. Gil shivered and said, “It is weird to think I was in some sort of danger and did not know it.”


  The crow said, “Why do you seek a Willow? It is an unchancy tree.”


  Ruff the dog said, “Some of us think crows are unchancy birds!”


  Gil said, “What does ‘unchancy’ mean?”


  Ruff said, “Unlucky. The crow is a bird of ill omen.”


  The crow raised its yellow beak and said proudly, “It is told among the crows that one of our ancestors landed on the tree the corpse of the Christ was hanging on, and the Virgin asked him not to eat her son’s flesh since it was set aside for another fate. My ancestor agreed and fed on the Good Thief instead. Because of that, we crows will be white as doves when we get to Heaven!”


  Ruff said, “Some crows liked the pagan gods better and serve the witches. They will stay black! But all dogs go to Heaven!”


  The crow said, “Really…? The Barghest, Black Dog of Yorkshire, serves the fay, and so the Cu Shee!” The crow clicked its beak in amusement. “Galleytrot? Hairy Jack? Mauthe Doog? The Yell Hound? What about the Black Shuck of East Anglia?”


  “Even Hitler’s dog!” barked Ruff. “It is not too late!”


  Gil was listening, not sure what to make of this. He said, “Do animals really get to go to Heaven?”


  The crow said, “We were in Eden with your first parents. We got kicked out for your sake, didn’t we? So why shouldn’t we be allowed back in with you? The really bad animals were all drowned in the big flood.”


  Ruff said, “Dogs did not get kicked out! Adam’s dog, Celeb, volunteered to go with him.”


  The crow said crossly, “You were not the only one! Goat, Ram, Swine, and Kine also volunteered, as did Stallion and Bee. They say Cat was the last of all to leave Eden and was less afraid of the Seraphim than Lucifer, and for that reason, to this day, is permitted to stare at kings, unabashed.”


  Ruff said, “And the first Crow hung back because he wanted to talk to the snake about death, which was a new invention back then, and find out if it was good eatings! What about that, huh?”


  Gil raised his hand. “Look, that’s nice and all, but I need some information. I need a willow wand to find the entrance to the elf mountain before Christmas. There is a charm I have to repeat.”


  The crow ruffled his black feathers so that they stood up. It was a sign that the crow was afraid. He said, “Better not to! It is an elfish trick.”


  Gil said, “You mean it would not work?”


  The crow said, “Certainly it would work! Work like a charm, as they say! And the next charm would work also, and maybe the third, but then the demands for sacrifices would start. Innocent and meaningless things you would be asked to sacrifice at first, and then more doubtful things. And soon, without noticing it, you would be doing criminal acts: misdemeanors; then felonies; then atrocities. You don’t think the worshippers of Moloch started with child sacrifice, do you? It is all very gradual, and you ground-bound types never see the bird’s-eye view and never see the final destination toward which your feet are taking you. Gah! Walking on feet is so unwise!”


  Gil said, “But if I don’t obey the instructions exactly, how will I get in? I’ve read fairy tales. You have to obey instructions to the letter in a fairy tale, or things go badly.”


  The crow said skeptically, “You may have bumped into some fairy tale things, but that does not mean you are in a fairy tale story.”


  “So says a talking animal!”


  The crow shrugged. “So? Balaam talked to an ass.”


  Gil looked down at his sword hanging by his hip, remembering what his mother had told him about its meaning. He said sharply to the crow, “I am not going to say that was a fairy tale, so don’t ask.”


  “No, I was going to say I know what it feels like,” the crow said sarcastically. “What makes you more stubborn than him?”


  Ruff said, “More stubborn than which? Balaam or the ass?”


  Gil said to Ruff, “You are not helping.”


  The crow said, “Listen! Aesop interviewed all sorts of birds and creatures back in the day, so I know some of his talking animal tales do not end with the moral of the story being ‘obey the creepy elf no matter what.’”


  Gil said, “Fine. So how do I get into the mountain?”


  The crow said sardonically, “Ask your dog….” And, with his bill snatching up the silver hair lying beneath his foot, the crow flapped away in a flurry of black feathers.


  
3. Demi-Something


  Gil stared down at Ruff, saying nothing. Ruff wagged his tail, tongue lolling, but then, under the relentless gaze, the tail wagged more and more slowly until it came to a limp, sad stop altogether. Ruff’s ears sagged, and his eyes were large and dark with sadness.


  Finally, Ruff said, “Yes, I can find the entrance for you. It moves around, but I can find it. You have to go farther up the mountain than before, like I said.”


  “You know where it is?”


  “Yeah.”


  Gil said, “Why? Because you are a spy for the elfs? Is that it?”


  Ruff heaved a sigh as if his canine heart would break. “Yeah. That’s it….”


  “What have you told them about me?”


  Now Ruff perked up a little, “I was pretty clever about that! I told them that some human was talking to the rabbits and the wolves, trying to be a knight, and that he wrestled a bear, but I did not give them your name. I figured they would see you were trained by a bear because you roar like a bear and fight like a bear.”


  “Hmm. You said it was because of who I am. Who am I?”


  “I hate to break it to you, Gil. You are some sort of freakish and unusual magical boy. Probably not a demigod, but you are a demi-something. I know you won’t believe me.”


  Gil said patiently, “No, when a talking dog tells me I am a freakish magical guy, it is a good idea to believe it. Were you sent to spy on me?”


  “No. They don’t know you exist. Not you, you. They know the Swan Knight exists, but they think he might be the one who fought Guynglaff all those years ago in Goose Lake, California, and buried him alive. But they don’t know about Gilberec Moth.”


  Gil felt weary from the hiking he had done that day, the weight of the armor, and the cold. Some of that weariness was in his voice. “Were you sent to spy on my mom?”


  Ruff hunkered down and put his paws over his nose. “Yes…”


  “Do they know where she is?”


  Ruff stood up, his ears and tail suddenly standing up straight. “Nope! Nope! I never told them! I kept them busy with reports on what Mr. Yung was up to because some stuff that he sold had her scent on it, and some of the Headless Hunters found it, so they know she was in Blowing Rock at some point.”


  “Who are these Headless Hunters?”


  “They are the Dullahan. The Headless Horseman of Sleepy Hollow is the one you’ve heard of. But he was kicked out because he lost his head and has to use a pumpkin with a candle in it. They hold their heads up on poles sometimes, so they can see over hedges and stuff, or they roll them into small places. They don’t eat, so they are always hungry, but their hunger keeps them awake, so they never sleep either. The good news is that they cannot eat you alive. The bad news is that they always try. Lots of biting.”


  Gil said, “Those are the creatures looking for my mom?”


  “Not where people are! They only come across their victims in lonely places, wastelands, and moors, in the dark, where no one can hear any screams.”


  “That is not exactly comforting.”


  “In human villages, or along human roads, especially near a church, the elfs send folk like me. Men love dogs!”


  “So why didn’t you turn my mom in?”


  Ruff looked miserable. “Um. Um. Do you remember how we met?”


  “Sure. You were in the road. I was suspended from school again that week and walking home. I had seen you once or twice before. Since I was expelled before lunch, and not really in the mood for a spam and lettuce sandwich, I got it out and tossed a bit of the meat, if you can call it meat, a little way down the road ahead of me. And you ran up and got it. And then I tossed another bit, and I kept walking, and you were still shy, so I did it again and again. After a while, you were walking along with me, dropping the hint that I should throw more food away. And I said I liked walking along with a dog like he was my dog, and you said you liked walking with a boy like he was your boy. I said you could be my dog. And then we had a footrace.”


  Ruff said, “That was the day I had finally figured out where your mom was, and I was going to follow you home to see if she was there. But then…”


  “Yes?”


  Ruff said, “Well… Well, you fed me! You walked along with me! Side by side! I like walking! Dogs like to walk! And I won the footrace!”


  “It was close.”


  “It was not! I won by a mile!”


  Gil said, “How do you know I did not let you win?”


  “Because we then ran best two out of three, best three out of five, best five out of seven, and then had a wrestling match! And so… and so…” Ruff voice trailed off, and he heaved a great sigh.


  “…And what?”


  “…And good golly, Gil! You looked so pathetic and lonely walking along! You had that terrible lettuce in your sandwich! It’s rabbit food! How many times had you been kicked out of school for fighting? I had been watching, so I knew. Even when you won, you were still all bruised and scraped. Once you were my boy, we were a pack! I mean, even a wolf would not turn on a packmate! And so…”


  “…And what?”


  “…and so I lied…”


  “What?”


  “I lied to Sheila McGuire. She is a mistress of spies for the fortunate elfs. I told them that I had seen a silver-haired woman getting on a bus to Keatchie, Louisiana, which is one place elfs hate to go because of the Confederate cemetery there and all the unmarked graves. Smart, huh? But the Elf King placed a portal to his underground realm here on Brown Mountain anyway.”


  Gil felt, at that moment, the same way he had felt the first time he was in an elevator in one of the fancy stores he and his mom could never afford to buy anything from, and the motion upward caught him by surprise.


  It seemed that his mom had not been too paranoid. In face, she was not paranoid enough. It was just an accident that she had not been found and caught; a happenstance, a mistake. Gil had been walking the long, tiresome route home with a fat lip and a bloody nose and skinned knuckles, feeling lonesome and not feeling that hungry. And he threw some leftovers to a stray dog.


  That was all. That was all that had saved his mom. A spam and lettuce sandwich.


  
4. Dog and Boy


  Gil said, “So the Elf King does not actually live in a cave under Brown Mountain?”


  Ruff said, “You told me all about King Arthur in his cave in England. It had a door that led to a police station in North Carolina. The detective said he could put his door anywhere. This is the same sort of trick.”


  “How does the trick work?”


  “By magic. I don’t know.”


  “Who makes them?”


  “One of the Old Ones. I don’t know.”


  “And now what? What do you know?”


  Ruff looked up, hope and puzzlement warring in his eye. “Uh. Can you repeat the question?”


  “Why did you work for the elfs to begin with? Sheila, or whatever her name is?”


  “She’s a true human, she is. Doctor McGuire, she insists we call her. She just works with them. She read some old books and used a lens to magnify the starlight, so she could see what they really said.”


  “Why, Ruff?”


  “Well…” Ruff whined. He looked as pathetic as only a guilty dog can look. “It was cold! I was hungry! So I ate the elf food. She gave it to me. Free of charge, she said. The first bite is always free, she said.”


  “And then?”


  “Then my taste buds were ruined! Normal, healthy, nutritious food like dead rodents and garbage lying in the gutter began to taste terrible! And, and, then I was trapped! I couldn’t force myself to eat normal food. I had to keep going back to her!”


  Gil said, “But I saw you pawing through those thrown-out chicken bones like a tiger! And you ate my sausage! And… heck, every time I’ve seen you eat.”


  “Your spam and lettuce sandwich tasted good to me. Remember how thin I used to be? It tasted good. All food tasted normal again after that. And I could eat the elf food or leave it alone as I liked. I beg it from Dr. McGuire just like normal and take it in my mouth, and then I go bury it.”


  Gil said, “I broke the spell… how?”


  Ruff looked up at him, with a strange expression in his eye. Ruff said, “I don’t know. Magic.”


  “I don’t know any chants or charms or anything like that,” protested Gil.


  The dog said, “That is not real magic. That is a cheat. What you did was real.”


  Gil realized what that strange expression was. It was friendship. It was worship. It was love.


  Gil sat down in the snow, not caring if it got his mail skirt wet, and he put his arms around his dog, and hugged him tight.


  Gil whispered, “Why didn’t you tell me this before? Any of this?”


  The dog said, “I felt bad. I thought you sort of knew. You know everything!”


  “I don’t know everything….”


  “You know everything important!” said Ruff in a voice of fierce loyalty. “I will show you the way to the door.”


  “Good dog.”


  “But I cannot go in with you. I mean, it would be dangerous. For you! I mean it would be dangerous for you. Because they know me.”


  “I understand.”


  “You understand…?”


  “Yes, Ruff,” said Gil. “I understand.”


  “Do you… forgive…” Ruff choked up, and his voice dropped to a near inaudible whisper. “I mean, is everything all okay? You still… like me?”


  “Ruff,” said Gil solemnly, “Of course I like you. I would die for you.”


  “I would die for you, too, Gil.”


  The boy hugged the dog again, and the dog thumped his tail against the ground in pure canine bliss.


  “Gil…?”


  “What is it, Ruff?”


  “Can I still be your police dog?”


  “We are a pack, Ruff. You have to be my police dog.”


  The dog leaned in closer to him, tongue lolling happily. Ruff said quietly, “You really are a truly magical boy.”


  Tears had somehow gotten in Gil’s eyes. Gil did not want to wipe his nose on his surcoat, so he buried his face in the dog’s warm fur so that Ruff would not see him tearing up, and he wiped his nose there.


  “Good dog,” he whispered. “Good boy.”


Chapter Four: The Hall Beneath the Mountain


  1. Landmarks


  On Christmas Day Gil arose from his sopping and uncomfortable cloak, shivering, and out of bread, and his dog was gone. Ahead and above him was Brown Mountain, including the landmarks Ruff had so carefully pointed out, to tell him where the hidden door to the buried elfin stronghold would be that day.


  “Go toward that cleft in the peak. Walk right between a rock shaped like a sombrero and a rock shaped like a beehive and take one hundred steps toward a larch with no branches on one side; then, turn left at a right angle, and take exactly fifty steps in the direction of the spot where the stream falls over a little drop. There is a round spot that had a ring of toadstools growing there where no grass grows. Such rings gather wherever faeries might dance, or their doors might open.”


  However, as he trudged up ever-steeper slopes, the sun was smothered by gray clouds, and colorless snow filled the air. The snow was heavy, and soon he could not see the cleft in the peak which was his first landmark; and when the snow got heavier, he could not see two hundred yards ahead of him. Then a driving wind came up, blustering and howling, so that the snow seemed almost to be falling sideways, and, whichever way he turned, the wind contrived to turn as well and kept blowing in his face. He was not able to see even twenty yards ahead.


  If there were rocks shaped like sombreros or beehives, they were buried in the snow, and any stream, going over a drop or not, was probably iced over and also buried. How the dog had expected him to find in winter a ring of absent grass where toadstools used to grow was a question he wished he had thought to ask. Maybe the dog expected Gil to detect the months-old traces of toadstool spores by smell.


  His landmarks lost, Gil kept trudging stubbornly forward, always trying to find whichever direction was uphill. He kept hoping to come across some non-migratory bird or white-coated rabbit to ask directions, but the bad weather seemed to have sent all the wildlife to seek nest, den, or burrow.


  The wise thing to do would have been to hole up, build himself a snow shelter, try to stay warm, and wait out the storm. But that would mean missing the Christmas feast of the elfs.


  So he kept walking until he lost sensation in his fingers and feet, and every breath was a pain to draw.


  Dispirited, Gil sat down beneath a pine tree. The branches hung low to the ground and formed a little space free from the biting wind. Gil sat with his back to the bole, shivering.


  He said aloud, “My dog is just dumb. He has got a good heart. I do not believe he would betray me or trick me.”


  Gil shivered some more, wondering how to make a fire under these conditions or how to survive. He was a little worried that he could not stop shivering.


  “That crow said I was not alone when I was in the woods,” Gil said. “Well, it sure feels… pretty darned… lonely…” Then, his teeth chattered too much for him to speak. “…but if there is any friend out there listening to me… what was that name the bird outside the jailhouse window said…? Saint Bernard? Saint Boniface? I need some help. Please…”


  The wind tossed one of the branches so that it tapped him on the shoulder. Gil looked up. No one was here. The wind tossed the branch again. Its needles were blown and flattened so that the twig at the end of the branch pointed like an arrow to an almost-invisible hump of snow that might have covered a large stone that actually did look a bit like a beehive. The smaller heap next to it could have been the crown of a sombrero. Or it could have been nothing. What did a stone shaped like a sombrero look like anyway?


  “Get up, Gil,” he said to himself. But his arms and legs were too heavy to move. “Get up!” he said again. “If you want to be a knight, you have to be tough. You have to fight. You can die, but you can’t quit. Get up. Do what is right and never shirk….”


  But it was really cold, and he was starting actually to feel a bit warm and cozy here sitting under the branches.


  “If you start to feel warm and sleepy in the snow, that is a bad sign. You are dying. Get up, or you will die! Get up!”


  Gil realized it would take his every ounce of strength just to stand up. It would be the hardest fight in his life, just to stand.


  If he got up, he would just have some other problem, some other fight to face in the days to come, and one after that, and another after that. Each one would be the hardest fight in his life, and they would just get harder and harder.


  He could not be expected to fight each fight with all his strength and all his soul, with nothing left, could he?


  “Get up! For Christ’s sake, get up!”


  The wind did not move, but one of the pine branches came under his shoulder and lifted Gil to his feet. Gil, taken unawares, stumbled a step or two forward and was slapped by the wind so fiercely that it shocked him awake. He looked back, astonished. But the tree behind him looked like it was just a tree. The branches were tossing in the wind, but it was just the motion of the wind. What had happened?


  Gil drew his sword and saluted the tree. “Thank you, and may God bless you, Sir Pine Tree.” He sheathed the sword again, turned, and marched between the two humps of snow he hoped were the landmarks he had sought.


  As he walked, Gil said to the wind and to the snow, “I think I have to decide right now that whenever total weirdness happens to me, to treat it like it was real. After all, talking to a tree to thank it might look stupid, but on the other hand a normal tree would not notice and would not care. But if I fail to thank a tree that is somehow awake and took the trouble to help me, that would be downright rude.”


  With the snow in the air, it was impossible to see which of the trees ahead of him had been the larch with no branches on the side, so he picked one, walked close enough to it to see if it had branches on all sides, turned around, walked back to the two snow heaps he hoped were rocks, picked the next tree in view, and did it again. And then again, and then again. Finally, he found one that looked like a tree with branches only on one side: the huge masses of snow clinging to its branches give it a distinctively lopsided look.


  He went back and counted his paces. He was very tired now, and very cold, and feeling lightheaded from hunger and weakness, but he did not give up.


  Finally, he stopped in a spot he thought was the right one. He looked right and left. If there were a stream anywhere, it was invisible under the snow. He paced out fifty steps in a random direction and tried to walk in the snow in a circle, keeping the same spot at the center. With each ten steps, he called out, “Titania is risen!” because he could not remember the longer rhyming password anyway.


  His voice got weaker and weaker, and his steps slowed. Therefore, as he was standing almost still, or only stumbling along in a slow shuffle through the howling wind blasts and freezing slush underfoot, it was no louder than a whisper the last time when said, “Titania is risen….”


  And the ground tilted down under his feet, catching Gil by surprise. He tumbled down the slope thus formed and gathered a sliding rush of snow to tumble with him.


  He was fetched up against the bars of a portcullis with a jarring crash, face-downward on the cold marble lip of the threshold. Only the fact that he was wearing his helm saved him from a scalp wound, perhaps a concussion.


  Through the bars of the portcullis came a warm and golden light, dancing and flickering like light seen reflected from a pool, and also came the sound of laughter, the echo of strings and horns raised in cheery music, voices raised in song, and, best of all, the smells of freshly baked bread, savory meats, and spices.


  He raised his head.


  Two tall and splendid warriors in gleaming armor stood to either side of the portcullis, plumes as bright as torches, lance and shield in hand. Both had their faceplates turned toward where Gil lay in a heap, but only one allowed himself to laugh, and it was only a quiet snort.


  
2. Corylus and Lemur


  The one on the left was dressed in black and silver, and on his surcoat was an image of a snowy owl roosting on a scimitar on a blue field under a crescent. The other was dressed in green and gold, and his shield was red painted with a hazel wreath.


  Merely the heat from the air escaping between the bars was reviving Gil. He groaned, took the bars of the portcullis in his right hand, drove the point of his shield into the marble with his left, and rose to his shaky legs. The two elfin men-at-arms stood stiffly, their faceplates toward him, watching him from unseen eyes, not laughing aloud, making no move to help or to hinder.


  Through the bars, Gil saw a great colonnade driven straight into the living rock of the mountain. The lanterns nearby were dark, and the corridor close at hand could not be seen, but those in the distance were bright. At the far end of the great gallery was an arch whose great doors were twin slabs of pale crystal thirty feet tall, hewn from some unearthly solid diamond. The doors were translucent, and moving lights and shadows could be seen behind as if through a cloud.


  Gil turned toward the figure in gold and green. “Soldier of Alberec, admit me, I pray you. The day is deadly cold outside, and the generous hospitality of this court is known to all.”


  The man-at-arms in green said, “This portcullis cannot lift at my word, sir, but tell me your name, your father’s name, and tell by whom you were invited to this festive solemnity, and I will send for the seneschal with all due haste, to learn his will, for he is the governor of the feast.”


  Gil said, “Is it the custom that the highborn introduce themselves to underlings who do not first give their names?”


  The one in green and gold inclined his head. “I am Corylus the fatherless, son of Carya the Hazel Nymph, in service to Alberec.”


  The one in black and silver spoke. His voice was dispassionate and distant, like one who speaks in a dream. “I am Lemur the fatherless, son of the Queen of the Lilim, whose name it is unchancy to say, and I am the servant of Erlkoenig. We watch the door, a thankless task, while others feast because our fathers are unknown and our mothers dishonored. And you?”


  “You have my sympathy and goodwill,” Gil said, “I understand your plight; believe me. But I may not say my name.”


  Said Corylus, “How then? What would become of me if I allowed some unknown whose worth is not proven to enter?”


  Gil said, “Send for your master if it is his decision, and not yours.”


  “How? He sits in splendor with his kings and peers and ministers of highest rank, amid rare entertainments and burning incense brought from beyond Arcturus, meats of long-extinct animals of succulent savor restored by mystic arts to life for the slaughter, and prepared by the late Queen’s own chefs and cooks. Music heard only in dreams hangs in ecstasy on the breathless air, and every sight is pleasant to the eye within the feast hall, wonder upon wonder heaped! Should I call him into this drafty space to speak with one whose rank remains an unanswered question? He could turn my head into a boar’s.”


  Gil turned to the other figure, called Lemur. “Soldier of the Winterking, when last I spoke with His Imperial Majesty, Erlkoenig, he told me my heraldry would be inscribed on the rolls of your heralds.” Gil held up his shield and tapped it. “He said no one would question my blood. Yet this follower of Alberec here has done just that. Which better serves your master’s honor? To agree with Alberec’s loyal vassal or to carry out the will of Erlkoenig?”


  But before Lemur could answer, there was a billow of white mist from the golden hallway beyond the bars, in the dark part of the hall nearest them. Suddenly, they saw a person tall and thin, garbed in shining white who was walking toward them, and a cloud of fireflies coming with him to light the way. Perhaps he had walked all the way from the diamond doors at the far end and only now became visible, or perhaps he had been fetched by some sudden magic from a distant place.


  
3. Phadrig Og


  His jaw was narrow, and his hair was blue, and in his hand was a wand of ivory. A belt of silver links shaped like lotus flowers bound his waist, and a silver fillet bound his forehead, and there was a blue stone that burned with inner fire hanging between his delicately arched brows. His blue eyes were held in a perpetual squint, as if he were fighting with a headache.


  Gil said softly, “Is this your master?”


  Lemur said, “No. Erlkoenig’s first minister is Gwyn ap Nudd of the Slaugh, dread master of his airy hounds, whose breath is the arctic wind.”


  Corylus said, “Alberec’s minister is the sly and wicked Robin Goodfellow, called Puck. This man approaching is the seneschal of Brian Brollachan, Lord of the Autumn Lands. King Brian is a lesser king. The jealousy of Alberec and Erlkoenig will not permit one to have precedence over the other, so the master of this feast is Phadrig Og, King Brian’s seneschal, and to him, for this night only, the keys of the door are given. It is he who seats the guests or turns them away.”


  But by then the pale-faced figure was near, and the two men-at-arms fell silent.


  His voice was high and nasal, waspish and condescending. “The cold air disturbs Ethne, Balor’s royal daughter, and I am sent from the revels to seek the cause. Doorwardens! Who opened the ramp? What nonsense is this?”


  Corylus said, “Seneschal, here is one who seeks admittance.”


  But the seneschal snapped his finger impatiently. “I can see that. But who is he? The full roster of all the invited guests is complete. We expect no others. Why did you speak the word of the door?”


  Corylus said, “Neither Lemur nor I called the words to open the ramp. The indwelling spirit of the doors did this thing.”


  “No matter! Who is not called cannot come in! Ask him his father’s name. If he be royalty, send him away with gifts and stirrup cup to warm him. If he is of noble blood, send him on his way empty handed. If he is a tradesman, mariner, or crofter, beat him and send him off with a curse, whatever your malice can devise. If he is a churl or serf, kill him for daring to touch our doors.” And, with this word, the seneschal turned smartly on his heel, as if anxious to return to the festivities.


  But Lemur spoke. His voice was colorless and bloodless, but it cut through other sounds like the winter wind through an ill-made wall. “Phadrig Og! Look well upon this knight and see the shield he bears.”


  Phadrig Og, the seneschal, turned in surprise and then stared at Gil, his eyes narrowing.


  Lemur said, “He slew the brothers of Guynglaff the Wild-Man-o’-Wood with a sword not made by mortal hands, and the Cobwebs are hunting for him high and low and have not found him.”


  Phadrig Og snapped back, “What is that to me? I am of the Night World. The Cobwebs are half-breeds and half-humans of the Twilight World. What are the half-creatures but troubles and trash, by-blows and cuckoos’ eggs?”


  Lemur said, “If we send him from these doors, which are watched by the half-born closely, and the Cobwebs fall upon him and slay him, it might be whispered that your master Brian was complicit in his death. And then some will wonder why Phadrig Og was not more curious about the nameless knight whom the headless huntsmen could not find. Some power is aiding him. If it is not my master, it is yours, or there is another player in the game: Alberec of the Summer Lands or Ethne the May Queen.”


  Phadrig Og turned toward Gil, “Well, sir? State your name and lineage, and tell by what right you intrude where you are not invited and none has welcomed you?”


  Gil said, “An oath prevents me from giving my name. And as for by what right–” Gil hesitated. Perhaps he had no right to be here. But then he remembered the kidnapped child and the insane truckdriver. “–I am in service to Arthur Pendragon and am on a great and dangerous quest which brings me here.”


  Phadrig Og’s face changed. His narrow, squinting eyes grew momentarily wide. “Your words ring true in my ear, young man. I dare not doubt them. But can it be that the Pendragon is still alive?”


  Gil said, “It is by the unalterable will of Heaven!”


  Phadrig Og looked taken aback. “Wh-What?”


  Gil lifted his head and said in his most serious tone, “Hear me now! King Arthur’s sword was thrown into a lake in Wales and will not be seen again except in his hand. But don’t ask for that hour to come too quickly! Woe when it comes! That hour will be dark indeed!”


  All three there gasped. Gil wondered if the childhood stories on which his mother raised him were somehow unknown to the elf world. Perhaps the promised return of Arthur was a surprise to them. But if they were spying on the human world, how could they not know that story? It was in books and movies.


  Beneath his helm, Gil scowled. If it had been a secret kept from the elfs, might it not have been kept from them for a good reason?


  Just then, Gil started shivering again. The cold wind was coming from behind, blowing down the ramp, and the snow was falling down into the little triangle formed by the surface, the upper lip of the ramp, and the lower lip where it met the closed portcullis threshold. Open sky was still overhead. The warmth, the delicious scents and haunting music coming through the bars, and the golden light, seemed unbearably precious to Gil at that moment. He was sure that if he were turned away, even if the Cobwebs did not kill him, the cold would.


  Phadrig Og said sharply, “If you are a knight in Arthur’s service, where is your horse? Where are your spurs?”


  But Lemur said in his icy voice, “The Winter King has enrolled his coat of arms. All the Sons of Winter affirm that this one is of worthy blood, and a true knight.”


  The music from beyond the diamond doors suddenly crashed into a fanfare, and there was a sound of laughter and applause. Phadrig Og glanced over his shoulder, his yearning to return to the festivities clearly showing in his face.


  “Come along! It is time to dine!” He snapped his fingers once more. The bars swiftly and silently lifted up.


  
4. The Hall of Pillars


  Gil stepped forward into the warmth. Gil turned and said, “Lemur, you spoke up for me when there was no one else to speak for me. I will not forget your kindness.”


  The armored figure in black and silver drifted backward without moving his feet, as if gravity no longer effected him. His voice was as cold as the north wind, “Kindness is not my nature. I obey Erlkoenig with precision, out of fear, and my low birth keeps me far from him. Hence I will not see the fate he will inflict on you as you thrust yourself unwelcome and unasked into his imperial presence. If your head is not on a platter with the other rarities offered up at the feast this night before an hour is past, then the unseen power whose pawn you are plays a deep game indeed.”


  Phadrig Og walked at a breathless pace down the long colonnade. At first it was dark, but the number of lanterns grew as they proceeded. Gil’s sight of the place grew clearer the farther he walked.


  The dark part of the hall was full of breathing, and Gil smelled the scent of hay and horses and heard the growling of dogs. The noise came from above him. Near the gate were stables and kennels, but even Gil’s sharp eyes could not penetrate the shadows here.


  Beyond this, there was more light, and he could see the colonnade was straight with no arch, no door, and no opening to the left or right, at least, not at floor level. The floorstones were of white, black, and green marble, each one carved with the image of a fish or mermaid. The arched roof above was painted over with songbirds and seabird and birds of prey, bearded stars and crescent moons.


  Every column was carved like a tree with spreading branches, each with its own distinctive pattern of leaf or fruit: great and stately oak, ash, thorn, alder, yew, willow; and between them were more slender columns, shaped like black poplar, holm, hazelnut and chestnut, mulberry, elm, beech, and fig; and between these were roof designs carved and adorned to resemble wild grape, wrack, bryony and black bryony. A spiral design wrapped each tree trunk, but Gil could not at first see what it meant.


  The lamps grew brighter as the two approached the diamond panels of the great door. Now Gil saw a line of narrow windows set in the upper part of the walls high overhead, with lanterns and loopholes between. These arches were barred with silver bars shaped into swirling spirals and flowery designs. Gil saw that any foe forcing these doors could be showered with arrows or drenched with molten lead poured from these upper places.


  The spiral designs on the trees, Gil now saw, were serpents, snakes, and dragons, each of a different breed, cobra or asp, adder or python. He also saw carved into the roots of these trees was marble shaped like skulls or piled bones. The stones underfoot had fewer images of wholesome fish but now showed sharks and sea serpents or transparent monsters like living skeletons with eyes like lamps. The stones overhead were adorned with owls.


  At the end of the corridor, the doorposts were guarded by two statues, one of black and one of white marble. These were carved and polished idols of two great wolves, one in his summer coat and one in his winter coat. A great rack of swords and spears, with a line of shields below and helms above, filled the walls behind each of the huge wolf statues.


  Phadrig Og said, “Take off your helmet and put your sword and shield there and there. Quickly now!”


  Gil slipped his knapsack off his shoulder and dropped it on the floor. But he made no move to unbuckle his sword belt.


  “I mean no disrespect, but I took an oath not to put this sword from me.”


  Anger snapped in the eyes of Phadrig Og like blue flame. “I have no time for this folly! I act this night for Erlkoenig and Alberec both: Do you defy the Emperor of Night and the Summer King? I should have you thrown to the corpse-eater!”


  Gil said, “I will not break my word. Not even for kings.”


  Phadrig Og raised his wand. The tall black statue of the wolf now stirred and came to life, and it turned its great, shaggy head of stone and regarded Gil with eyes that were featureless black marbles, seemingly blind.


  Gil stepped back, looking at the stone monster pensively. He could see no weakness, no way to attack it. It was not even alive. Gil said aloud, “Seneschal! This is a breech of honor! You invited me in! You said to come along! To come to dine!”


  Phadrig Og laughed sarcastically. “Perhaps I meant you should come along to the pit of the corpse-eater! It is time for him to dine, not you! Should he not have his Christmas feast?”


  The giant statue of the wolf moved its paw and opened up a marble slab before its feet like a trap door. A vile stench came up from the darkness beneath. No bottom was visible.


  Phadrig Og said, “The corpse-eater will swallow even your bones so that Lemur will not fret about what rumors might say if the Cobwebs killed you. An elegant solution, satisfactory to all concerned!”


  Gil said, “I am not satisfied!”


  “Quite so. I should have said the solution will be satisfactory to all survivors. Alberec will never even know a nameless vagabond attempted to…”


  
5. The White Wolf


  They were interrupted. The statue of the white wolf stirred and lifted its shaggy, stone head, staring down at Gil with smooth stone eyes. “In whose name, child, ask you entrance here, to these dark halls of celebration?”


  Gil backed up, hand on sword hilt, eyes carefully moving back and forth between the two wolves. He opened his mouth to admit that he had no invitation here, and then snapped it shut again. Because that was not what he had been asked.


  He said, “Titania. It was her name that opened the gate for me.”


  The white wolf leaned forward on its pedestal, reached out a great paw, and trapped the hem of the cloak of Phadrig Og beneath. The seneschal cried out, tugging at his throat where the fabric choked him.


  The white wolf said, “Elfs who dwell in the night cannot see what dwells in the Outer Darkness; nor can the Moths and Cobwebs of the Twilight see the Elfs who dwell in the night; and mortal men are blind before the dawn to come. What dwells in the light? Admit the boy.”


  Phadrig Og sputtered and scowled. “By what name command you me? I hold the keys of the door!”


  The white wolf said, “And I hold the honor of the dead, who cannot speak. I can say the name that commands me, but it would destroy you to hear it.”


  Phadrig Og, scowling and tugging at his collar, now sneered and sighed, and nodded curtly to the black wolf. “The corpse eater must go hungry this night. Let him pass.”


  The black wolf statue shut the marble trapdoor again.


  Gil stood a moment, struggling with anger, fear, and puzzlement at how suddenly dangers appeared and vanished in this hell. Then he heard his stomach rumble for hunger’s sake.


  He put down his shield where he had been asked, and took off the heavy helm and propped it on a peg above his shield, as the other helmets here were arranged, with cloaks or coats hung to either side, hems pinned back to show their colors. His coif covered his hair and head, leaving only his face free.


  Now Phadrig Og tapped his white wand on the floorstones. The tall diamond door opened allowing a sounds of stringed instruments and voices lifted in song to escape, and the scent of spices.


  Splendor filled the gaze of Gil.


Chapter Five: The Revels of the Otherworld


  1. Elf Light


  A seductive, wild music of strings, chimes, brasses and reeds, penetrated through his ears to his bones, and he felt his blood flowing to the rhythm of the song, ignoring the rhythm of his heart. The singers sang no words. They were loons and swans and long-necked unicorns whose eerie calls and baying cries were woven through the melody.


  Gil’s eyes were confused. The scene was swaying to the music, as if seen through the disturbed surface of a pool.


  Every person and object here had a strange colored shadow around it. Something was painting colored shadows in his eyes, making the gems in the room more precious, the women more lovely, the men more noble, the polished wood more lustrous, and the light more rich. More than sight was influenced: the smell and savor of the wine and meat were more delicious. It changed hearing as well. Gil heard a hum in his ear that formed other sounds than the real ones, but beneath that, if he listened, he could hear what was really being said or sung.


  Was it deception or decoration? Beneath their illusions of grace and beauty, the elfin maidens in their silks and coronets were still graceful and beautiful. The only difference was that the outward illusions had flashing smiles and glittering eyes: their real eyes were cold, and their lips were pale.


  
2. Beneath the Oak Root Lamps


  There was some odd property in the air that made it hard to judge distances. Anything he looked at started looking larger, clearer and closer than it should be.


  The ceiling was a vast dome. Around the circumference of the chamber were stalactites and stalagmites grown together to form pillars as great as any art of men could make, with veins of living silver running through them.


  Tapestries of blue and silver, black and gold hung between these columns, displaying scenes from tales Gil did not recognize, the doings of wolves and owls, of fallen angels, or babes stolen from cradles, or robes stolen from bathing maidens.


  Overhead the roots of a gigantic oak tree were protruding through the domed ceiling like a wide and motionless nest of wooden snakes. Lanterns of many colors were hanging from the lower roots as from a living chandelier.


  Below these lanterns, servants no larger than fireflies were flickering and darting through the perfumed air, as graceful as iceskaters, leaving trails of glittering dust behind them as they sped. When they dove and landed, the servants would swell to human size, the manservants bowing and the maidservants curtseying, proffering whatever dish or cup had been called for.


  Directly beneath the roots of the ceiling was a firepit where seven fires of seven colors were burning. Roasts on spits, or pies on griddles, or bubbling kettles of copper dangling from hooks were steaming. Cooks in white with ladles and brushes doused the meats with spices or wines or chanted spells. Serpents of fire whose voices were songs of hissing crackles moved among flames of the pit, tending the coals or handling whatever was too hot for elfin flesh to touch.


  Maids and potboys armed with meathooks and long-handled spatulas juggled joints and puddings, fish and fowl, or pans or tureens from one hue of the fire to the next, whirling and leaping gaily, stirring the soups and stews with slotted spoons as they did.


  The feast tables were trestles and boards covered with white linen which made three sides of a great horseshoe-shaped curve around the fire pit.


  The high table on a tall dais to the north was at the far side, where lords in crowns and splendid robes of silk and satin, velvet and ermine sat on thrones of carved and gilded wood. To east and west were lower tables and smaller chairs where knights and ladies in embroidered linen sat. And, farthest from the thrones, nearest to the doors, were tables with shorter legs. Here were simpler chairs or stools where magnates, yeomen, and humbler persons were.


  Around the fire pit was a wide space of marble floor where jugglers and clowns, jesters and harlequins, ballerinas and showdogs pranced and leaped, ostriches bowed or white horses pirouetted or wrestlers struggled.


  
3. Elf Song


  Every motion in the room was all in time with the music. Each time a knight or prince turned a head or princess raised a hand, it was with the rhythm and beat, as if a great and invisible choreographer had mapped out their motions, and punctuated the stanza with their laughter, or the bright clash of wineglasses.


  For a long moment, Gil forgot himself, and merely stood and looked. As he listened, enchanted, to their talk, he became aware of how beautiful the voices of the elfs and elf-maidens were, and how easily poetry sprang from their lips, sonnets and clerihews, verses subtle and lovely springing impromptu as if from hidden fountains, or finishing each other’s rhymes, or chanting in point and counterpoint simultaneously. How the two voices, weaving their words together in song or speech, could know what the other would say, and match each note or phrase with a balanced answer, Gil could not imagine. What humans could only do in operas or musical theater with a choreographer and lyricist and musician working and rehearsing for weeks and months, these beings could do without effort, as naturally as a man hums a tune or cracks a joke.


  It was very beautiful, but to Gil the sensation was creepy: he found he could not walk or swing his arm except in time with the music, and something was forcing him to breathe not according to his own, human rhythm.


  His feet began to move without asking him, and followed Phadrig Og.


  A pageboy with the head of a monkey blew a blast of sound on a brass trumpet. Phadrig Og sang out, “Majesties and Highnesses! Graces, Excellencies, Eminences, Lords! Ladies and gentlemen of all stations: Behold! The Swan Knight! The Swan Knight is come!”


  And the rap of his white wand on the ground was in time with the music, as was Gil’s gracefully executed bow.


  Gil straightened up. His face was stern, his teeth were gritted. The sensation of being led by elfin music to breathe and bow not by his own will was not only terrifying, it was annoying. He held his breath despite what his lungs tried to do, and did not let his legs move when Phadrig Og twirled lightly, and gestured with his hand for Gil to follow him.


  But when Gil did not follow, Phadrig was thrown off his rhythm for a moment, and took an awkward half-step. At the same time, a harpist plunked a sour note.


  A rustle of sound, sighs of surprise mingled with annoyance, traveled through the chamber. Eyes like gleaming stars now turned toward Gil, one and all, wondering at the discord. A dancing ostrich raised its head on a long, thin neck and peered. Even the cooks were staring.


  
3. The Least Seat


  Gil stood still. The music was like a wind pushing against him, but he planted his feet like a tree. He was a solid, heavy, human shape in armor, and he did not move.


  Phadrig Og said, “A seat has been prepared for you…”


  The music slid into a sly and mocking theme.


  Gil looked toward the empty seat toward which Phadrig Og gestured. But he saw nothing wrong. The empty seat was at the very end of the last table next to a horse headed man smoking a pipe. But the music was as obvious as the soundtrack on a comedy show: the musicians obviously thought something was funny about the empty seat.


  Gil squinted. There was a glamour over the table. The chair he was being offered was not a chair at all, but a stool, and the colored shadow of the seat was half a foot away from where the seat of the stool actually was. Gil strode with heavy step, mail jingling. He put one hand on his scabbard and seated himself on the stool where it really was.


  With a burble of penny whistles and muffled horns, the music played a pratfall chord. The music was somehow inside his blood, tugging on his muscles, trying to trip him. But instead of Gil stumbling, the music stumbled, for the horns played one theme, a thrill of brass laughter, and the flutes another, a gasp of surprise. The horn theme stumbled into silence when Gil, instead of falling, was seated serenely. Complete silence fell for a space it might take a patient man to take a deep breath.


  Then, gaily, as if nothing had happened, the harpist leading the band, seated with a harp of gold in his lap, lead the musicians into a sprightly tune. And the unicorns raised their muzzles and gave voice to an eerie, haunting, beautiful sound as mysterious as the sea seen at midnight.


  
4. The Beast Table


  Next to Gil was a tall creature with the head of a horse. He was smoking a clay pipe and had a red cap on his head adorned with a black feather, but no gloves on his hands, which were hard, calloused, and yellow. He was dressed in an embroidered jacket. It was done up with pearl buttons and had a high, stiff collar that looked uncomfortable.


  Next to him was a goat-legged youth in a toga. Then came a goat-headed man dressed in a saffron robe. Next was a scarecrow in a tall green hat and patched shirt with a painted burlap sack for a head, and his place was set with a bouquet of flowers, but no food. Beyond him was a shapely young maiden with the head of an owl, dressed immodestly in a bathing suit of white feathers. Beyond her…


  Gil wondered if his eyes were cheating him after all. Next to the owl girl was Ruff, his dog.


  Ruff wore a floppy green hat with a wide brim and hatbuckle and a white owl’s feather, and he was sitting upright at the table. He was dressed like a musketeer, with a long buff coat and wide pants tucked into green boots. He was wearing a pair of green gloves, and the gloves were shaped like human hands, with thumb and fingers in the proper places, and not like paws at all. Ruff was using a knife and fork to cut the slab of raw meat that rested on his plate, or used the gloved to pick up his drinking horn. However, his muzzle was still shaped like a dog’s, so he could only lap a little ale from the horn’s mouth.


  Only then did Gil realize that all the people at this table were probably animals, cast under some enchantment so that they were partly turned into human shape, so that they could sit in human seat and use human utensils. It seemed a strange thing to do, and a little cruel.


  Ruff, seeing Gil looking at him, raised his drinking horn in a salute, “Well, hello, there, perfect stranger whom I have never met before! How odd you look to me, since we have never met before! Why are you sitting at the pet’s table?” Ruff then coughed, and turned his head the other way, and addressed the figure at the other side of the table, a young woman dressed in white bodice and long red skirt with a small green cap pinned to her coppery hair, which was piled atop her head. “Begging your pardon, Doctor! Not that everyone here is a pet, exactly…”


  Gil, seeing her, blurted out. “So this is Sheila McGuire!”


  The young redhead looked across the length of the table at him, for she was seated at the head. “I do not recall the pleasure of having met you before, Sir, ah—? What is your name? Do you know me?”


  “I know you! You are the spy mistress for the elfs. Ah…” Gil saw the look of shock on her features. Silence fell across the table where they sat, and the animal-headed figures here were staring at her.


  Sheila McGuire took a slow sip from her wine glass before answering. Unlike the animals’ places, her place had a white cloth laid over the board, her chair had a back, and she was drinking wine, not ale.


  She said smoothly, “King Alberec is said to have a magic throne on the side of a high cliff that reaches from hell to heaven, and from this seat can see at once all the doings of the mortal men in the mortal world. What need has he of spies? Or why would he have a mere human like myself, the daughter of sinful Eve, serve in such a place?”


  Gil sighed, “Riddles, huhn? All right, I give.”


  Sheila blinked, puzzled, and the music in the chamber stumbled through another sour note. “You give what?”


  “I give up. I have no idea why he needs spies or why he hired you.”


  Some of the animals at the table, those in green caps, snorted or wagged their tails. But there were others here in red caps who were staring at Sheila McGuire with hostile glares, as if surprised to learn her true profession.


  Sheila McGuire directed a cold smile toward Gil, saying smoothly. “Young elf, I do not know you, nor whereof you speak. The elfin race is prone to tricks and deceptions…”


  The music changed into something soothing and lighthearted, urging everyone to ignore this false step and get back to the festivities. The animals were soothed by the music, and seemed to shrug and nod, sure that Gil was merely an elf playing some trick. The goat-head man nodded, and the owl-headed maiden reappeared. The soothing tones of music crept into Gil’s ears, and mouth, and…


  Gil spat, as if spitting the lulling music out of him. “Deceptions!” He realized he was angry. “I do not lie! You are Sheila McGuire! You read the elfin books by starlight and found their world and so were snared.”


  She tried to raise her wineglass to her lips for another calm sip, but her hand was shaking too noticeably. She tried to speak, but coughed.


  The horse-headed creature next to Gil coughed with laughter and muttered. “That’s struck the mark!” and blew a smoke ring. The goat-legged satyr next down lifted a drinking horn to hide a wide grin and muttered, “Never seen the Doc so worried! Alberec might turn Granny back to her real age again!”


  Sheila McGuire recovered her composure quickly. “You spin an odd tale, Sir Knight… It is a very amusing, ah, diversion. I am sure that Phadrig Og cunningly prepared many fantastic entertainments for all of us, low and high alike, ah–”


  Gil interrupted harshly, “Anyone who hears my voice knows I speak the truth.”


  Sheila looked relieved when they were interrupted.


  
5. Salmon and Seeming


  A white rabbit in green boots wearing a neck ruff and the tabard of a pageboy stepped up next to Gil and held up a golden trumpet so long and awkward that it took two other pageboy-bunnies in boots to hold it. He blew a blast.


  The horn was loud. Gil winced but thought it would be bad form to clutch his ringing ear, so he resisted the impulse. A green boy with a laver of steaming water and a blue-skinned girl with antennae carrying an ewer and a towel appeared in a flicker of magical lights, swelling up from fireflies, to bow and curtsey to Gil.


  “What’s this?” said Gil.


  The horse-headed man next to Gil fiddled with his clay pipe, and whispered. “For washing your hands. Don’t take your gloves off. It is dry water.”


  Gil whispered back, “What is dry water?”


  “Water that ain’t wet! You are a backward hayrick, or I am no Glashan. What part of elfland mothered you?”


  “I was raised all alone, and kept apart from the world.” Said Gil, truthfully. He dipped his gauntlets in the water, and saw the frost and grime and pine stains float away, but when he raised his hands from the bowl, the metal of the gauntlet’s fingers and the leather of the palm were dry.


  A boy set a place for him: a silver knife and spoon, a tiny cube of salt, a silver cup for ale, a fluted glass for wine, a slab of bread to put his meat on, and a shallow wooden bowl rimmed with silver.


  Next came a pantler with bread and butter, and then the Butler with wine. The Butler bowed and handed him a fork. A serving girl twirled like a ballerina and placed a dish on a white cloth before Gil.


  The delicious smell of salmon cooked in lemon dill sauce and rosemary rose from the plate, and, at first, it almost looked like a fish pan-fried to a delicious golden-brown. But, looking closer, Gil saw that this was another colored shadow. Beneath the shadow was a soggy leather shoe drenched in bog mud, like something plucked from the bottom of a fen.


  Gil said to the Butler, “Your Cook has outdone himself in making a dish appear most delicious to the eyes. There is another who might enjoy the dish more than I, however.” And Gil smiled at the goat-headed creature in the saffron robe seating a few seats down, and told the pageboy to offer it to him.


  The Butler was a handsome young elf with ancient and cruel eyes. He wore a white bearskin draped over his shoulder above his uniform of black. He gestured imperiously. One of the cooks, a round-bellied and big-armed gnome, pale as lichen, came bounding up. He had tufts of hair extending out above his ears nine inches or more. The Butler said, “The young knight dismisses your dish, you villainous churl! Have you nothing worth to set before the worthy?”


  The gnomish Cook pushed forward a silver cart whose upper surface was set plates and platters. Twelve dishes of various kinds of filth were there, each one disguised under a glamour of something delicious and savory: joints and cuts of meat roasted or stewed, a paste of chicken and rice boiled in almond milk garnished with fried almonds and anise; meat pounded and mixed with breadcrumbs, stocks, and egg, poached into a dumpling. There were also meat pies, pasties, and fritters. He saw pork, venison, and peacocks, swans, suckling pigs, crane, plovers, and larks.


  “Sir?” said the Cook with bland politeness, while the music drifted into a sarcastic tune, “Will you have the blankmanger or the quenelle? The wild boar? Fresh herring flavored with ginger and pepper? Porpoise in mustard? I have also Irish Elk, Passenger Pigeon, delicious Dodo bird legs, haunches from the woolly rhinoceros, and breast of Moa, the sweetest of fowl.”


  Gil, who could see through the illusion to the dreadful and putrid muck and maggoty corruption beneath, said only, “I have never seen dishes prepared in this fashion. I should think this through before I pick one.” Then he noticed what seemed to be a chamber pot on the lower shelf, hidden behind the skirts of the cart. It was a thirteenth dish.


  But the Butler said, “Food from the King’s own table not good enough for the Unknown Swan who flies in from the land of Who-Knows-Where? Your stirabout and grits offend his delicate tongue!” and he clouted the Cook on his ear.


  Gil stood up. He was much taller than the Butler. “Don’t speak to him so, master Butler. Clearly a good deal of thought went into that dish to make it entertaining to this royal company.”


  The young man in the bear skin cloak tilted back his head as if to stare down his nose at Gil. “The gentle born need not intrude on the affairs of servants, Sir Knight. I am not one of King Brian’s good-natured and addle-pated underlings. I am fed from the hand of Erlkoenig, and my mother’s grandfather is the North Wind, born of Eos and Astreus. The blood of Titans runs in me! Who are you, Sir Nameless of Nowhere?”


  Gil said, “I am one who has heard that the Queen’s own cooks serve here at this feast. The doors of this place opened of their own accord to me when they heard me whisper the words Titania is risen.”


  Gil noticed that the musicians had stopped playing a cheerful tune. The song was slow, sad and serious. He looked up. Everyone from the lowest scullery maid to the Emperor Erlkoenig was staring at him. The serving men no bigger than bright bugs who were soaring through the air had stopped, and hovered on silent moth-wings, staring down.


  Gil looked back at the Butler, and continued, “For the sake of her memory, the doors were kind to me, and they are made of stock and stone. Should not we, who are flesh and blood, be made of better stuff? She was known to be the fairest of all wide realm, which is famous for the beauty of its beauties. Titania is gone and will not be reborn into this world again, nor anyone like her. Let us cherish her memory by treating her servants well.”


  Gil turned to the cook. “Nothing is wrong with your cooking. If sometimes the wrong food is put before a guest, a guest who is here wrongly cannot complain. I will take that dish.” And he pointed to the chamber pot.


  The Cook bowed, and brought it out, and dumped it on Gil’s trencher. He assumed from the gasps and guffaws that everyone else there saw unspeakably vile sewage. Gil saw beneath the ugly glamour a filet of sole baked into a crust of salts and spices, garnished with mushrooms.


  But the Cook, as he leaned over Gil’s shoulder to deliver the dish, whispered, “I am Tobias Moth. Some of us remember her. Touch it with an iron nail, and it will be fair and sweet again.”


  The Cook was gone before Gil could thank him.


  Gil seated himself, and looked dubiously at the delicious fish painted over with a foul smelling illusion. He was not sure he wanted all these kings and elfs watching him to see him eat filth. The music in the room was sly and mocking, a flutter of strings, as if everyone were holding his breath to burst out laughing when he took his first bite.


  But, unfortunately, he did not happen to have an iron nail on his person at that moment. Gil sighed. There seemed to be nothing to do but to sit and eat and let the elfs laugh at him. He was still very hungry and it was still a delicious fish dinner.


  Gil crossed himself, folded his hands and murmured, “Bless us, Lord, and bless this food that comes to us from your bounty. Amen.” And he remembered also to lay the napkin given him in his lap, as his mother taught him.


  The music crashed into silence.


  Gil looked up in surprise, not sure what was going wrong now. A low hissing roar of dark emotion ran through the chamber, and many of the ladies there clutched their ears or clucked their tongues.


  Several noble women spoke at once, speaking behind their fans, and knights and warlocks murmured to each other, “I don’t understand. Whence comes he?” “Who let him in?” “What is he? Man or elf?” “He is not of the Partholan race, nor a Fear Bolg.” “I wager he is a satyr walking in elf boots!” “A minotaur with a centaur’s head!” “A merman who shed his tail!” “How dares he to speak such uncouth names?” “He insults the Dark. Will no knight here take up sword, and slay him?”


  The murmurs trailed into tense silence. The elfin lords were motionless, eyes narrow, teeth clenched, clutching their dinner knives, clearly wishing a swords and lances were at hand.


  
6. The Dish


  Gil looked down. The spell had broken. Gil was not sure when the illusion vanished, but it had. The pile of filth before him had resumed its true appearance as a savory dish.


  The little red-haired King Brian hammered his goblet on his golden dish, and called into the tense silence. “Niall the Harper! Strike your strings! Now is not the hour when old quarrels should wake! Lull them away! Let play! For now it is the feasting time of kings!”


  The purple haired elf gestured to his company of musicians and singing creatures, and laid his hands on his harp, and filled the air with wonder.


  The goat-headed man four seats away was munching happily on the leather boot. “By the blue face of Vishnu! This is the best boot I’ve ever had!” And he toasted Gil with his mug.


Chapter Six: In Fair and Noble Company


  1. Billy Blin of Man


  Course after course came, including delicious meats from long-extinct beasts and fowls most succulent, and anointed with spices from Hyperborea or mustard from Utgard or cooked in wine from drowned Atlantis. There were no further tricks: the food was what it seemed.


  Except some was too fantastic to be food. One dish held weightless bubbles of iridescent colors, which popped in the mouth releasing a spray of flavor with no substance. Another was a crystal nugget which brought the taste of the last thing eaten back into the mouth as a memory, but made it taste better in hindsight than it had in life: these were eaten with slices of a bitter and salty black fruit Gil did not know the name of, which tasted sweet retroactively.


  Most of the wines and brandies came from grapes or peaches, but some were distilled from starlight, and made the soul soar into poetry without intoxicating the blood, or were fermented from the fires of the Northern Lights, and brought warmth to the heart but a cold clarity to the wits. Gil was not sure if he were old enough to drink wine, so he sipped it sparingly, mixed with a double helping of water from a carafe, and it did him no harm.


  As he ate, Gil had many questions for the Glashan seated next to him. The Glashan, whose name was Billy Blin, proved to be a willing talker.


  Gil glanced at Ruff, who was looking at him with worried eyes. Gil remembered something Ruff had told him, so he asked the Glashan, “I have heard that those who eat of fairy food can no longer take pleasure in the bread and meat of men. Is that true?”


  Billy Blin said, “It is part of the art of the come-hither, the Black Spell of Spells, that allows the masters to lord it over men. It is not all elfin food, not at all. It is a venom elfs brew from the tears of witches to put into the food to curse all other foods besides, and beseem them tasteless: but since witches cannot cry, as you can imagine, this comehither venom is rare. There are other forms of the Great Black Spell: it can be sung as a song or written as letters in a book. This song, once heard, cannot be fully recollected nor fully forgotten: or such an elfin book, when some poor mortal reads it, other books become crabbed and crass, and the joy is gone from them. But let us not blame the elfs entire! Men of good digestion, whose appetites are tamed and temperate, who go to confession and say their paternosters, can drink the comehither venom by the bucket, and be unharmed. There is no such dark working in this provender here. Do you think these kings would eat such stuffs themselves, in a celebration?”


  “What is the point of this black spell? Just to make people unhappy?”


  “The Black Spell draws those who place a toe in fairyland back hither, where they work in our mines and fields. In older times, men knew how to strike a harp or an anvil, and the women to sew, but few these days are handy at useful crafts. Ah! I remember year gone by when men could see us, and the one note from a churchbell could throw us back, or the smallest bonescrap from a dead saint. Now, the Church is broken in pieces and dying like a pond in the desert, smaller every hour. The Black Spell spreads discontent and makes men forget the past, even what is written in their histories is ignored and rewritten.” The Glashan put his muzzle into his mug and lapped up the brew, then leaned back with a sigh. “Why the elfs plays such pranks, no one in the Night World knows. But there are worlds darker than night!”


  “You are not an elf?”


  “Are you mad? I am of the Night Folk, sure that is as that can be, and ageless, but I am no elf! I am an old Glashan from the Isle of Man, and I know where the Manx cats hide their tails! There lived I, under cold and starry sky, long before the druids crossed the sea or raised their tall, dark stones! I mow for the farmers and mend for their wives, and can do a fortnight of chores in a single witching-hour, when all the clocks stand still. They wrong my name, those who say I wait by fords in the shape of a docile steed to drown men!”


  “Do you? Drown men, I mean?”


  “It is the scoffers who skip their shriving that I smother in the water’s rage. Their sin weighs heavy on my tender spine!”


  “It is wrong to kill people.”


  “Why should that be? They are not like us. Pah! Soon the mortals would die anyway, curse them all, and escape this life of bitter tears.”


  
2. Delicacies


  Their talk was interrupted by a blare of trumpets and a round of toasts, and then the butlers brought spiced wine, and maidens brought bowls of pomegranates, raisins, red apples, purple plums, peaches, cheeses, wafers, candied flowers, and what looked like candle flames one could pick up with one’s fingers to dance in the mouth and sputter and explode into liquid sugar on the tongue.


  While they ate these delicacies, the Glashan said, “Tell me, Swan Knight, what brings you here? Are you on a quest?”


  Gil sighed and glanced at Ruff, who was listening intently, while pretending, not very convincingly, to stare at the ceiling and whistle. Gil said, “First, I seek to right a rank injustice, and that task starts here, even if I never live long enough to see the end of it. Second, I seek a master to train me, for I am untested in the arts of knighthood. And third—third, ah!—was simple curiosity.”


  The Glashan made a sound that was a bit like a chuckle, and a bit like a neigh. “And how has your curiosity been sated, stranger?”


  “I have never seen so fair and noble an assembly.”


  And this was true. Despite that most or all of the creatures and people here were bent either on great mischief or small, Gil could not help but be impressed and amazed at the sheer beauty of the place and those within it.


  The men were strikingly handsome, if slighter and quicker than human beings, and the sylphs and nymphs and fairy maidens with their slanting eyes and pointed jaws were as charming as children, as elusive as flame, as graceful as ballerinas, and as beautiful as delusions from a fever dream.


  Gil wished Nerea his cousin were here to see this. He smiled to himself, just imagining how a smile of wonder would have brightened her face.


  Gil said, “Tell me who is who?”


  The Glashan said, “There are seven races of Nightfolk, of which Elfs are the foremost. Seated below the lords and knights are the Efts, whose eyes are lamps and mouths are bright with fire. These are the marchwardens of the elfs, and hold the frontiers against a darker world than night. Next in rank are Nibelungs, who ravish the world for gold, and forge and embellish the elfin arms and ornaments. The Nibelung architects recapture in stone and silver of the elfin palaces the lost glories of the place whereof it is best not to speak! Next are humans among us, warlocks and witches dressed in dark cloaks and hoods. Poor fools! But they perform our rituals and abominations, and they outrank those seated below them: proud six-fingered Nephilim who are children of the Watchers, the Nemedians who are children of the Sea, Fomorians who are the sons of Winter. Lowest of all we sit, Pookas and Bookas, Leonshee and Banshee, and other beastly things.”


  “That is eight.”


  “The witches are not a race, but Daughters of Eve adopted by Lilith for a season. And then they are gone. And they are ugly where elf maidens are fair. Gaze upon them all! Who would you say is the most splendid lord? The fairest lady?” asked the Glashan, making a wide sweep of his arm.


  Gil thought that this was not the kind of question a true knight would answer, so he said, “Whoever is the bravest lord is best, and the most chaste lady and true is fairest, for what lies within is better than any outward show.”


  The Glashan squinted at him. “No elf speaks so. There is something strange about you.”


  “The great lords there. Please tell me their names.”


  Billy Blin the Glashan pointed with the mouthpiece of his clay pipe at the dignitaries gathered there. “Beneath the canopy of green and gold is Alberec the Summer King, whose house this is: but, as you see, he is put from his seat these twelve days, and must sit in a lower place, to make room for his son, the Emperor.”


  
3. Moths and Villains


  Gil looked. When last they had met, Alberec’s visage had been hidden beneath a gold mask. As it turned out, the mask was like the man, save for one wound. Alberec was missing an eye. His features were hawknosed, harsh, but handsome. His left eye was emerald green, and changed in hue to blue or silver-gray as the light caught it. The right was covered by an eyepatch.


  He seemed neither young nor old, for streaks of grey striped his black beard or touched his temples, and lines of care were etched about his mouth and at the corner of his eyes: and yet the look of him was of a youth entering into his first strength, a young veteran returned unscarred from his first war.


  In a taller chair, Erlkoenig sat beneath a canopy of black and silver, images of full moons above him, crescent moons to either side. Gems were in his antlers. Two solemn officers holding axes tied inside reed-bundles stood behind him, and their heads were the heads of black crows. A winged chimera sported at his feet, eating from three golden bowls on the floor, one of oats, one of raw lamb, one of hot coals. Behind him a blind mastodon munched hay contentedly while grooms with golden rakes combed his fur. Gilberec wondered how he contrived to eat with a mask of ice covering his face.


  Billy Blin continued: “Alberec is seated with Nimue of the Lake, a queen of the naiads of Broceliande. She acts in the place of his lost wife, as hostess, to pour wine and to sing soprano. Nimue’s champion is Bran of Ys, that giant seated opposite from Balor. He is called Bran the Blessed for a reason too shameful to say. He sits in the chair of Sir Bertolac, the King’s Champion, who is absent this day. Sir Bertolac has never been defeated in combat, save only by Bran the Blessed. Erlkoenig is seated with Empousa of Tartarus…” Billy Blin’s voice trailed off. He drank deeply from his mug before continuing in a subdued voice. “No elf of the Night World is she, but a power from the Darkness, whom the pagans worshipped of old and called a goddess.” He shivered and quaffed his drink again.


  Gil asked, “Why is Alberec’s son Emperor, if he is still alive?”


  The Glashan tossed his mane. “Without the High Queen to bless his wars and belt his sword on him, how could Alberec be Emperor any longer? Some say it was wisdom that bade him abdicate the imperial throne to his son, others sorrow. Perhaps the barons and warlocks, grandmasters and villains pushed him off the throne, or a darker power from a deeper place spoke up. We who serve are never told the truth.”


  “You said the villains helped push Alberec off the throne. Does villains mean bad guys or does it mean villagers?”


  “In this case, it means both. The human world is the suburbia and slum of elfin lands, the part outside the walls where all the filth is thrown, to rot in the sun. All the cities of man are but villages to us. We have swineherds to keep mankind in their sty. Halfbreed and halfwits! They are our churls, serfs, and villains: Peaseblossoms and Mustardseeds, Moths and Cobwebs.”


  Gil perked up at the name, but then tried to hide his downcast expression. “So the Moths are bad guys? They help the elfs ride herd over Man?”


  “I don’t know much about the Twilight People. There are four big clans of them, and some little clans. The Moths are the biggest clan. After Titania was lost, they broke faith with the king, and carry on her strange ways.”


  “Strange ways?”


  “Titania would interfere with Alberec—but he was called Oberon then, back when he was Emperor—when he would steal children. Titania would give the children back to their parents, often with gifts and blessings. There was this one Indian lad they still talk about. His mother was a votary and friend of Titania who died in childbirth, and so Titania took the boy for a season, and raised him, but instead of the normal fate of changelings, she granted him the power to conquer many lands, and the name Alamgir. Titania sent visions to the widower to build the Taj Mahal in his dead wife’s honor, to allow some of the beauty of elfland to touch the human world. Don’t you think that is strange?”


  “So Moths are friendly to Man?”


  “Of course.” The Glashan squinted at him. “You should know that, being Arthur’s man.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Merlin, your Arthur’s counselor, is descended from Joseph of Arimathea. Enygeus, Joseph’s sister, came with the saint from the Holy Land as the first Grail Maiden, and she wed the Fisher King, from whom all the Moths of England claim descent.” The Glashan gave him a suspicious look. “If you are really from the Table Round, you would know these things! Don’t you talk to Merlin?”


  Gil said, truthfully, “I joined after he was gone.”


  “Gone? Gone where?”


  “Merlin’s student seduced and betrayed him. She trapped him under the roots of an oak tree with a spell he himself taught to her. There he sleeps to this day.”


  The fork fell out of the Glashan’s hand. He stooped down to pick it up, and when his horse’s head was below the table, at about the level of Gil’s knee, he said, “You sound truthful, but don’t speak such truths so loudly! Nimue is sitting next to Alberec, and is the hostess of this feast, which might end with your head on a platter if she hears such words!”


  The Glashan straightened up again. He whispered, “Did she really do such a thing? Is that what become of Merlin? Iron nails! No, never mind. Don’t tell! What I don’t hear cannot be plucked out of my soul.”


  Gil nodded, stealing a glance at Nimue. Was she truly the selfsame Lady of the Lake who had trapped Merlin the Magician? The idea was as strange and dangerous as meeting a saber toothed tiger. No matter how deadly, it thrilled him to discover things of ancient myth still at large in the world.


  But, despite any danger, there were questions he had to ask. “What else can you tell me about the Moths and Cobwebs? And the other clans of the Twilight?”


  “Not much. I know that the Cobwebs swore loyalty to Erlkoenig; but the Mustardseeds swore to Alberec and his Nibelungs, and forge his swords and make his clockworks. The Peaseblossoms swore not to return to the human world. Everyone is bound by vow; no one is free. Erlkoenig keeps some Cobwebs as his special servants, as hunting hounds, or to do deeds unworthy of elfin hands.”


  Gil carefully looked at the knights seated at the King’s table. Some were slender, and dressed in silver cloth woven with moonstones and moonbeams, but others were more thickset and slow of speech, and wore silks from the orient over jerkins of linen or wool, or other earthly substances.


  “Not all his knights are elfs, are they?”


  “Not so loud! But those there seated below the salt were once of the twilight world, or the sunlit world, and have joined their fate to ours, and shed their bad habit of growing old. He in the brown and amber is Sir Breunis Sans Pitie, and he is the most pitiless knight now living, save perhaps for Sir Garlon of Listenoise, who possesses the Mantle of the Mists. Other stalwart knights of Alberec are Sir Ossian the Young, Sir Laundfal the Generous, and Sir Orfeo of the Harp. Sir Sacrapant the Saracen is the one dressed in dragon hide.


  “Opposite them are the Winter Knights who serve Erlkoenig. Those who were once men are seated there: Sir Ferracute, whose skin cannot be pierced, Sir Orgoglio, of whom you have no doubt heard tell, and Sir Sansfoy. Sir Cadwallader of the Isle of the Mighty. The tall one is Sir Volkh Vseslavyevich of Kiev, the shape taker. The one in tartan is Sir Maugris who was raised by the fairy Oriande. He is an enchanter, and so wields spear or charming wand with equal skill.”


  
4. Moth Knights


  Gil realized he did not know what his three brothers looked like with their helmets off. But then he saw each man had his heraldry behind him, and he looked until he spied the image of winged cup of silver on a blue field. Four men were seated in the lowest place of Alberec’s table. Three of them must be the ones who had accosted him the night he had spied on the tournament of the elfs. His brothers.


  Gil nudged the Glashan. “Tell of those knights there, please.”


  “Sir Aglovale, Sir Lamorak and Sir Dornar of Corbenec. Their bastard half-brother there is Sir Tor, the May Queen’s son. Sir Dornar still has acorns growing in his hair, for he spent all autumn asleep beneath a tree. They will not answer to the Moth name, for they are shamed. Their mother was Ygraine of the Reeds.”


  “What kind of reeds?”


  “Wise advice, which no one took. They also called her Ygraine of the Riddles, because her wisdom baffled them. Hers is a sad tale.”


  Gil felt his mouth go dry. He held up his silver wine cup for a passing fairy waitress to fill with wine distilled from the fire of the Northern Lights, and this time he took a mouthful, not just a sip, to clear his wits and brace his heart.


  “Tell me the story, please,” he said.


  And he was proud of how nonchalantly he said it.


  
5. The Swan Maiden


  “The tale tells that Ygraine flew down from a higher realm, and put aside her swan cloak to bathe in a forest pool, for it was April, and the day was hot. Whatever attendants or escorts she brought from the unseen heights she ordered aside, for privacy’s sake. Alain le Gros, who was out chasing the Snowwhite Hart, was separated from his hounds and huntsmen and by mishap came upon her bathing. So fair was the skin of Ygraine in the water, that, peering from the reeds at the pond edge, he at first thought it was the Hart he sought and he stalked closer. But then he spied her white cloak of feathers hanging from a thorn, and, taking it in hand, stood over her, and had her in his power and demanded she wed him.


  “For three times nine years she dwelled as wife to Alain and Countess of Corbenec, and bore for him three sons, strong in body beyond the strength of men or elfs. A fine and seemly countess she made! It is said she was gracious to all, high and low alike, and that her hands were always open to those in want or distress.


  “It is said that, in before times, in Corbenec they remembered the practice of the pagan Romans, and ordered slaves to fight to the death for their sport; but Ygraine by her counsel changed the heart of her lord Count Alain, and convinced him to hold tourneys and jousts. Instead of the great watching the humble fight and grow proud of their might, the great would fight and the humble would be proud of their lords.


  “And she said the humans had such a custom in Christian lands, and it ill beseemed the lordly elfs should be less honorable and brave than mere mortals.


  “From Alain, all the elfs soon learned the practice and adored it, and wagered on the outcomes. None was more cunning in wagering on tournaments than Alain of Corbenec. He waxed great in name as well as wealth and girth, and so for three reasons is he called Alain le Gros.


  “He was jealous and watchful of his wife, for he knew from whom his good fortune sprang. Therefore he would not let her out of the walled mansion, or off the grounds. Then upon a day at her twenty-eighth year of marriage, her sons were offended that their mother could not come a-Maying with them, to sport in the green wood, and each son swore he was strong enough in might and mettle to see her safe: and so Alain’s pride in his sons overbore his prudence, and he consented.


  “Woe that he did, for the company was beset by a band of Woodwoses from the Twilight world. The weapons of her knightly sons could not bite on the fur of the Wild Men. These champions of so many tournaments were scattered like ninepins, and she was ravished away from their sight.


  “Three years later, on a moonless midnight in midwinter, she returned to them but carrying the misbegotten child in her womb. When it was born, it was covered in hair from ankle to crown, and so Alain despised it as the son of the Woses. He ordered it to be given away, as soon as it was weaned. Mother and child were locked in a tower, so none could see the hideous babe.


  “Like the beast it was, the child learned to trot and climb far quicker than a true child learns to walk. In its peering and mischief, the wooly child found for her the swan cloak hidden in the chimney, blackened with thirty years of soot.


  “Yet it was woven as things are woven in the country above the northern stars, and not years nor smoke nor fire’s heat had undone it. Ygraine hid the robe in another spot, and each night for thirty nights, she wept for all hours and did not sleep, until the new moon came, and her tears had cleansed all the stain away, and the robe was bright again.


  “Bright cloak in one hand and shaggy child in the other, she crept over the wall and fled into the woods, and the falling snow hid her tracks.


  “She threw off her fine and courtly robe, and donned the white cloak, forgetting in that instant her position and pride and children, forgetting all the woes and weariness of Earth, and she flew back to the citadel of Sarras, which the mages called Septentrion, in the circle of the seven unsetting stars.


  “For three frantic days, without pause for rest or food, Sir Aglovale, Sir Lamorak and Sir Dornar sought their wayward mother. Her they did not find, but Sir Aglovale came across the abandoned child wrapped in their mothers’ cast off court robe, tucked in the roots of a leafless tree.


  “The child was silent. It had died of thirst and cold.


  “The tracks of the mother went up a hill and not down again, for she had flown away into the air, into a world higher than this one.


  “The tracks of the woses-men showed that they had come by the leafless tree, perhaps drawn by the dying child’s cries, but they did not take it up, no doubt misliking the mixed blood of the bastard child, and into the wood once more their tracks led, leaving the unloved babe behind to die. So ends the tale.”


  The Glashan shook its head sadly. “To think! That a woman so wise and of such good heart would consort with her captor in such a wise, and do her lord such dishonor, and put her bastard child before his face one day, and then leave the infant to perish the next! Ah! It just shows how even those the world lauds as good and fine have hidden darkness in the heart! What do you think of the story, eh?”


  Gil said, “The story is a damned lie.”


Chapter Seven: The King of Elfs and Shadows


  1. The Truth


  The Glashan’s horselike eyes were wide and startled.


  Gil beat back his anger and spoke in a voice more quiet and more firm. “Ygraine did not fly off and leave her boy to die. There are other untruths in the story: it was not a band of Woses who scattered the knights. It was only one.”


  The Glashan looked surprised. “In this very hall, I heard the tale! I sat in this very seat where I sit now, fifteen winters ago!”


  “Then you heard a lie.”


  “From the very lips of Sir Aglovale I heard it! He saw the footprints, and after, when he blew his horn and called them, so did his brothers! They all attest to it!”


  Gil said coldly, “Sir Aglovale saw no such thing, nor did his brothers.”


  The Glashan said, “Do not forget yourself, Sir Knight! These are strong and loyal knights, gentlemen and servants of Alberec, the King of Elfs and Shadows! Do you call them liars?”


  Gil heard the harpist pluck a triumphant chord, and the brass and woodwinds chuckled maliciously. As if against his will, the music made Gil turn his head toward the high table beneath the green and gold canopy. In the same beat of time, the music seemed to urge Sir Aglovale to stand.


  Aglovale called out, “Phadrig Og, seneschal of King Brian! Who is this jackanape that intrudes in our feast, and meddles with his tongue in words he ought not say? What name is he? Who his father?”


  Phadrig now he stepped forth and bowed low. “Sir, I know not his name or lineage.”


  Aglovale said, “Then why did you admit him?”


  Phadrig Og said, “He is from Arthur Pendragon, the King.”


  There was a murmur of astonishment in the hall. The May Queen, Ethne, spoke out “But—here is quite a riddle!—Arthur is dead. Nimue said so! She did! He died in at Camlann, in the shadow of the great stones Merlin reared beneath the circle of the northern stars to mimic them and draw their powers to earth. Sir Mordred, his son and nephew, killed mighty Sir Arthur the King by impaling him on the craven sword Clarent.”


  Many eyes turned toward Nimue, sitting cold and proud in her diadem and scales of silver and pearl, yet she said nothing.


  Gil wondered how these elfs, if they ruled the human world, could be unaware of the stories men told, or the storybooks they wrote. No one was asking him to prove that he was from Arthur, or to prove that Arthur yet lived. That was odd. Beneath the color shadows of their faces, Gil saw expressions, not of surprise, but of guilt and unease.


  Even Sir Aglovale’s face twitched, but he settled his features into a scowl. Sir Aglovale bowed to Alberec the king, and said, “With your good permission, my lord, let me send a page to fetch my sword from yonder, lest I have need of it.”


  But Alberec raised his hand. The horns blew a flourish and the music rushed to a resolving chord and fell silent.


  “Knight of the Swan!” Alberec did not need to raise his voice, not in this chamber, but all the royalty, nobility, and their servants seated at feast now ceased to speak, but looked on with curiosity.


  Gil stood. He bowed to the king, “Your Royal Majesty.”


  The chamber was so quiet, Gil could hear the breathing of the ladies, and the humming beat of dragonfly wings of miniature servants, and the crackle of fire in the pit.


  The one-eyed elf king studied him narrowly. “You have come among us to share our festive solemnity, and cheer us with your presence, and yet we do not know you. There are three orders of beings: the angels, bright or dark, who eat manna, who do not grow old and cannot die; the elfs, fortunate or unfortunate, who eat nectar, who do not age but can die; and the men, Christian or heathen, who eat bread, who grow old and cannot fail to die. Which are you?”


  “Angel I am not, my lord, for surely I can die. As for growing old, I have made no experiment of it as yet.”


  At this remark, some of the elf maidens put sharp smiles on their fair and narrow faces, and their slanted eyes twinkled.


  Gil continued, “As for my nature, Sire, until I measure myself against some great task or terrible danger, how shall I know it?”


  
2. Elfishness


  The king did not smile, but he gave a small, almost imperceptible nod, as if that answer pleased him. “I will tell you the nature of the elfs. We are beholden to powers it is better not to name, and yet the care of the earthly world is placed within our hands. Once it belonged to another, but his claim is forfeit, so now the world is ours, our playing ground and battlefield, the garden of our idle hours.


  “The green earth saves us from ennui, for even the boredom of many thousands of years can be diverted by the grandeur of the woodlands in the summer, the majestic plains and noble peaks, and the gleam of starlight on the midnight sea, and all that flies and swims and walks, hawk and hummingbird, whale and whelk, snake and lynx and slinking cat, renew forever our lost delight.


  “And yet there is no foe to imperil our supremacy, no noble deeds yet to be done. And so, for sport, for ire, we fight among ourselves, but the price is too terrible to count: for the death of any ageless fellow robs the world not of fourscore years of his company, but an eternity.


  “We await the doomsday, and the doom to come from the Judgment Seat is foreordained. Ours is a melancholy lot: and yet always at hand are means to cheer us, diversions and ballads and chants and the company of maidens, contests and wrestling and games, riding and hunting, wine and whiskey and choice viands, music to smite the coremost part of the soul, and poetry to pursue the bright shadow of beauty’s own transcendent self, which cannot be caught. Our youth will never fade, our strength not wane. How can men not envy us?”


  Alberec fell silent, frowning, as if musing over his own words.


  
3. War and Peace


  Gil, still standing, was not sure if he was expected to respond. The silence grew longer, and everyone was looking at him.


  Gil said, “Meaning no disrespect to this noble company, Your Majesty, but if such is the nature of the elfs, I surely cannot be one. My nature tells me battle is not a pastime. A true knight fights to set right the wrongs of the world.”


  Alberec said, “Yet surely peace and luxury will sap the honor from any soul, mortal or immortal, and rob the spirit!”


  Gil said, “Again, I mean no disrespect, and I do not disagree that war must bring out the courage and fellowship to some. But those who find no evils in this world to fight have not looked.”


  Now all smiles were gone. A softly ominous noise was echoing through the chamber: the elf ladies were hissing through their teeth.


  Gil raised his voice and spoke over the noise. “As for sacrifice, my mother laid down her life for me, and yet her hands have only handled a sword long enough to belt it about me. At all times, in peace or war, there are great deeds of love to do.”


  The hissing grew louder. Gil spoke in the same calm, forthright and even tone as before, but at a louder volume. “Sire! My mother once told me that all true courage comes from true love, and all true sight. If the elfs cannot see, or dare not face, evils that threaten what is beloved, then they lack love. If elfs lack love, no matter how much else they have, they have an emptiness that neither the glories of war nor the splendors of feast can fill. Have I answered Your Majesty’s riddle correctly, sir?”


  Alberec put his hand on Nimue’s hand. Nimue, who led the hissing, closed her lips. The ladies in the room immediately stopped making noise.


  “What riddle?” said Alberec.


  “You asked me how men could not envy you.”


  Alberec’s one green eye narrowed slightly.


  Gil said, “Sire, it is a difficult one. Since the elfs live forever in eternal pleasure and diversion, nobly and splendidly, and possess all the earth, it is hard indeed to say how any man could fail to envy you.”


  Another moment of silence gripped the vast chamber, and the elfs glanced out of the corners of their eyes, looking at their lords and princes to learn how to react. Many an elf was using the colored shadows cast upon his face to make his eyes seem not to be looking where they looked. Gil wondered if anyone saw the deception but he.


  Alberec smiled. “Well said.”


  There was a smattering of polite applause. The elf maidens smiled insincere smiles and the harpist played a glissade of rising notes. The illusions in the air made the smiles look brighter than they were, and the applause was made to sound loud and well-meant, but Gil saw the truth beneath.


  Alberec said, “Your mother belted that sword on you, as is the proper custom. Did Arthur clasp your clasped hands, as you prayed to be his man, and swore the oath?”


  “Sire, my clasped hands were between his palms, all according to the form.”


  “And did Arthur bestow those colors upon you? Or by what right do you wear the sign of the swan?”


  It took Gil a moment to realize what the Summer King was asking. “Sire, the Emperor of elfs himself, Erlkoenig the Lord of Winter, gave me leave to bear the heraldry of my shield, and the emblem and colors of my coat.” Gil bowed his head toward the dark figure with the mask of ice.


  The horned head nodded once. Erlkoenig spoke in a voice without passion or compassion. “He speaks the truth.”


  
4. Lies and Silences


  Alberec said, “And where did you come by that armor?”


  Gil said, “It was bestowed by my father.”


  “And who is he?”


  “As he wore this armor before me, he was the Swan Knight. A better answer I may not give, for an oath closes my mouth.”


  “And the sword?”


  Gil said, “It is called Dyrnwen, the fair white-hilted sword.”


  There was another murmur in the chamber, but this one was authentic. Gasps of surprise trailed off into a tense silence.


  Sir Dornar, Algovale’s brother, now stood and spoke to the King. “Sire, if I may?” And, when Alberec nodded, Sir Dornar said, “Swan Knight, have you come to return the great sword to its rightful possessor? The Treasures of Lyonesse to Lyonesse belong, and to our king!”


  Gil said, “Sir Dornar, I am its rightful possessor, and it is my hand.”


  Lamorak flourished his winecup and laughed a mocking laugh. “Not for long. Think you will emerge from this hall alive, carrying so rare a nonpareil?”


  Dornar addressed Alberec. “Sire, I see where the cooks have prepared the final course, and place on the silver platter the golden boar of Freyr. It is the long-held custom that the final dish of the yuletide feast must wait until some great deed of arms is done before the company, either to see giants wrestle, or fairies mounted on wasps and armed with poisoned stings tilt in dizzy combats in the air, or knights with sword to clash in duel.”


  Alberec said, “The custom I well know, since he who held the throne before me enacted it, and faithfully I kept it, as does he who holds the throne after me.”


  Sir Dornar smiled a cold smile and said, “Here stands an unknown knight, unwary of speech, uncouth, and offering nothing to amuse this noble company. Let me send a page for my sword, let him have a passage at arms with me, and let his strength be tried.” The smile grew colder, until it looked like the smile of a skull. “No accidents will happen in the heat and madness of melee, and this boy and I need only fight until one good wound is cut, not deep.”


  And by this, Gil knew Dornar mean to strike him dead.


  
5. The Custom of the Feast


  Gil scowled. It was not as if he had not been warned that splendor of the elfs was but a trap. Had he been worried that this place was too dangerous for Nerea to visit? It was too dangerous for him to visit. He had no training with the sword, no skill. He was not even sure how to hold it.


  He saw the look of fear and sorrow on Ruff’s bewildered face: the dog’s eyes were dark and wet, his ears drooped mournfully.


  Ruff would not even be able to tell his mother what had happened to him, or how he had come to be killed by his own brother. All those years she spent on the road, hiding Gil, instead of living in an elfish palace as a princess, it would all be a waste.


  In his mind’s eye, against his will, Gil saw the picture of what his mother would look like at his graveside, pale and calm and sorrowing, with silent tears in long silver lines drawn down her cheeks.


  Sir Aglovale stood and said to Sir Dornar, “Brother, it is not meet that we should sully our blades on such business during a festive time.”


  But Sir Lamorak, the second brother, spoke without rising, “A feast is not spoiled if one who spoils it dies. The ladies were sore displeased by his remarks. Is it not a knightly duty to restore their joy?” And he raised his cup to the ladies in the chamber, who giggled gaily.


  Sir Dornar smirked and spoke loudly. “Is the stranger who was so unguarded in his speech now wary of the consequences of his untamed tongue? The Swan Knight is most right to be afraid.”


  Gil said, “Sir, I was thinking of your mother’s sorrow should her son die.”


  Sir Dornar blushed red with anger. “Why keep you talking of her? She has forgotten me and flown back to heaven! Heaven hates the earth—why else would it place itself so high above us, at such a far remove? She forgot her name and honor as well! A curse on all the Moths!”


  Gil said stiffly, “This tale is untrue, and unworthy of you, Sir Knight, and your curse merely curses yourself, and every brother and cousin you have.”


  Sir Aglovale, the oldest brother, said to Gil, “Pardon me, but you are too free with your speech. Let cooler heads and tongues more discreet prevail. If you were a known knight, I would know your face. Have you ever fought before? The contest is unequal—Sir Dornar is famed for his strength—it would be execution. A contest of wrestling or archery would serve this noble company more fittingly.”


  Gil wondered whether he should say that he had fought Sir Dornar previously, but thought this would give away too much.


  Sir Aglovale continued, “Swan Knight, I bear you no enmity. Apologize, beg my brother for his pardon, and admit you spoke falsely, and I will prevail upon him to spare your life.”


  Ruff whimpered. Gil dared not look at him.


  Gil felt as if two impossible pressures were pushing in on his heart in two opposite directions. He wanted to live: life was sweet, and the world held more wonders than he had even imagined, which, if he died, he could never see. But the opposite pressure was even stronger: he did not want to live as a coward, or a liar.


  It was not that he was too proud to apologize. It was that he thought the truth was more beautiful than sunlight, and lies were worse than sewer filth. And what was a liar, after all, but another type of coward, someone afraid of the truth?


  Gil said, “I can apologize for disturbing the ladies, which I did not mean to do.”


  Sir Aglovale frowned terribly. “That is not enough.”


  Sir Lamorak said airily, “He mocks us, brethren. He mocks us.”


  Sir Dornar said, “You must say you lied a false and craven and base lie.”


  Gil said, “No.”


  Sir Dornar looked surprised. “No? Have you nothing else to say but no?”


  Gil bowed his head, “I should say, no, Sir Knight. I do not lie. You do. You and your brothers tell that story to hide your shame. A mother who forgets the world and flies back to paradise makes her absence her fault, not yours.”


  But now Erlkoenig, the Emperor, held up his black gloved hand. The trumpeter played a flourish. Erlkoenig said, “We ask this Swan Knight if he be a knight in truth. Have you the spurs of a knight, or the lands of a knight given you by Arthur, or by any lord? We know you are sworn to Arthur as his man, but did you swear to be his knight?”


  Gil was blushing, ashamed, and he knew his cheeks were red because the saw the expressions in the many cruelly elfin eyes, who all were staring at him.


  But he would not lie. “Your Imperial Majesty, I have none of those things.”


  Ethne the May Queen leaned forward and said in a voice of lilting exasperation, “But then why did you introduce yourself as the Swan Knight? How droll! You are nothing but the Swan Squire!”


  Gil said, “But, Majesty, I did not introduce myself as the Swan Knight. Phadrig Og did!”


  Ethne smiled and said, “Oh? It is not a knight’s place to undo deceits that grant him too much honor? But if you are a churl and not a knight, I suppose you may let falsehoods stand tall, and leave the task for fitter hands. Churls are so very lazy!”


  And everyone laughed at that. It was scornful laughter, the sound of disbelief. Gil wondered by what trick he now looked like a liar to them all. Except he saw the champion of Ethne, the giant Bran, did not laugh.


  Erlkoenig said, “Knights of Alberec, wisdom counsels you waste not your mettle on this one. He slew two worthless servants of mine, halfbreed Cobweb villains I use for uncouth work. This told me their incompetence, which is knowledge I had need of. In return, I extended him the courtesy of enrolling his heraldry in my herald’s lists, and extended him the courtesy of knighthood. The courtesy, I say, but not the substance. Let us continue the festivities: the matter will resolve itself, I doubt not, before Epiphany, in some more natural way.”


  Gil saw Ruff bristle. He knew his dog well enough to read his mood: there was danger here.


  Erlkoenig continued, “Sons of Alain le Gros, you see the Swan Knight—so let us call him, for he gives no other name—is of insufficient rank to meet you in honorable combat.”


  Whispers echoed throughout the chamber, while Gil stood there, feeling miserable. He told himself he should not care what these strange and evil creatures thought. And yet still he blushed.


  Gil also heard a dry, cracked, and wheezing voice behind him. It was the merest whisper, but, thanks to the clarity of the air, it sounded as if it were at his elbow. “After the festival, Captain Cobweb, you must mark which way he departs. You have a good nose. Good Doctor Cobweb will employ his terrible weapons.”


  Then came a second voice, this one lilting, laughing, “What if I take a fancy to the sword, old Professor Cobweb, and keep it myself?”


  A deep voice answered, in soft and angry tones. It sounded like words escaping through clenched teeth. “Silence, fool! Be still! Be he man or elf or half-ish like ourselves, die he will. But not by my hand: cousin Guynglaff has the prior claim to the corpse, Erlkoenig to the sword. More to say is unsafe in this place.”


  There was a slight hum in Gil’s hearing, a sense of pressure in his ear. He realized that no one else in the chamber had heard the voices talking, for they had cloaked their words under a glamour. But somewhere in the room, perhaps among the servants, were three Cobwebs, creatures half-human and half-elfin, seeking his death. He looked carefully left and right, among the lower tables and the gathered servants, but did not see who was talking.


  Alberec said to Gil, “Return to your seat, unknightly Swan Knight. You are in the bear’s jaws, but you are too small a fish to swallow, so he spits you back. Sons of Alain le Gros! You are fine and loyal knights, but peace and courtesy must keep this feast. I would not have a knight of mine these twelve holy days fight anyone on whom our Emperor, the Erlkoenig, such courtesy bestows, lest I prick old wounds or start new broils between us. Some other event, no doubt, will arise in time to satisfy the custom…”


  A horn blew.


  It was not a silvery horn like the summer elfs were wont to use, nor the harsher blast of the winter elf horns. It was a bold and ringing roar of soaring sound, bold as the roar of a lion, great as the trumpet of an elephant, loud as an explosion. Gil felt his heart expand and his spine straighten just to hear it.


  But the Elfs and Efts, Nibelungs and Nephilim, Sea-folk and Fomorians felt far otherwise, for they flinched and quailed, and the ladies clapped hands to ears and shrieked. Ruff and other canine-faced creatures, pookas or cooshee or lycanthropes, set up a howling wail.


  More strange than that, like the bells Gil had once heard chiming, this horn held a dreamlike note, and the sound seemed to come from above the ground, perhaps above the sky, beyond the circles of the world, but also, at the same time, from a tiny spot inside Gil’s head, right inside his ear.


  The door of diamond shattered, and bright dust was flung to either side.


  There in the archway loomed a muscular figure twelve feet tall and green as holly leaves. He was mounted on a hairy steed twenty four hands high and green as grass. In one fist he held the body of the man at arms who had been guarding the door, Corylus son of the Hazel Nymph. In his other huge fist, was the other, Lemur the son of the Lilim. Whether stunned or dead, Gil could not determine.


  With a great shrug, the giant figure tossed the two men aside, and their armor clattered and rang on the marble.


  “Is there none to give me welcome? Is there none to give me cheer?”


Chapter Eight: The Green Man


  1. The Wager


  Alberec raised his hand and said to the Green Man, “Welcome, lord, whoever you might be. The discourtesy you proffer my doorwardens I excuse, if you grant your oath that you are come to join in our play and good festivity, no foe to disturb these solemnities. From what world are you, dark or bright?”


  The green steed stepped forward, its hoofs clapping loudly on the marble. The rider came closer to the fire pit, and the servants of the elfs, carrying tiny lights like fireflies, now gathered near the horsemen to see him better.


  The man was muscled like a weightlifter, immense of bone and thew. He wore an emerald mantle, lined within with ermine. Hose of green clung to his thighs, and green stockings to his feet, which were bare of any boots. Emeralds and jade adorned his belt, olive his coat, lime his tunic, which was worked with lizards, beetles and garden snakes.


  His face and hands were waxy like holly. And yet, for all this, it was his hair that was most extraordinary. The hair of his head was thicker than a horse’s mane, a mass like a hood falling down his spine and hiding his shoulder and arms down to the elbows. His beard was a magnificent verdant bush springing from his cheeks to fall as a full thicket halfway to his broad copper buckle. The hair climbed so far up his check that only his nose was visible, and it was a false nose, made of copper, so large as to make the monstrous figure look like a bird. His mouth was lost in the verdure.


  Gil was startled to see the figure wearing dark sunglasses. But nothing else about the huge figure seemed to come from the world of men.


  Armor or weapon he carried none, except that from his saddle bow there hung a Frankish ax with a two yard tall haft of seasoned oak bound with rings of iron.


  But them the cluster of little firefly lights emitted squeaks and insect-cries, and fled in all directions, and the looming figure was dim and dusky, lit by firelight alone.


  Next to Gil, the Glashan muttered very softly, “Whatever being that is, he cannot be an elf or eft.”


  Gil whispered, “Why not?”


  “Cold-forged iron elfs will never touch. It is the metal given to Tubal-cain alone, the son of Cain. It is Man’s metal.”


  Gil look at the stranger’s height and width and hue. “That is no man.”


  But Gil stared at the huge green fellow carefully. Not only was he not coated in illusion, the colored shadows that filled the chamber were avoiding him and his ax of iron.


  The Green Man spoke. “No shield, no helm, no brazen corset wear I. Not even my feet are shod. If I appeared before you in my war gear, so terrible is my habergeon and war-spear that fully half the hall of these beardless boys would go blind with terror at the sight, and the other half would die of fright. In peace I come, to spread merriment and mirth within your joyless moping halls, O bedamned elfs. I have a wager to propose. Shall we game?”


  Alberec said, “You are no elf. Come you from heaven or hell?”


  “Did not Lucifer himself from heaven descend, in days gone by? Tell me which way you are going, and I will tell you from which way I come!”


  Alberec said, “In this gracious season of merry making and peace, I would welcome even a devil to the feast, if he will do us honor, share our mirth, and do no harm.”


  “Mirth for myself I shall have aplenty, little king, and any who is worthy to partake of it, let him look to it. As for your feast, I will not chew acorns with swine in your sty. Far and wide both spirits and birds, ghosts and mermaids tell tales of the splendor, bravery and noble courtesy of the elfs, and especially of those who adorn the court of Alberec! I see you seated here with ladies in waiting, serving maids, little girls, and, aha! More girls in fancy dress, disguised as knight and fighters, but with hearts as soft and gentle as any hens’—where are these bold fighters of whom so many tell? Bring them forth! I see only cowards and churls!”


  Gil from where he sat could not see who stood up first, but he saw Esclados the Red was on his feet, calling for his sword. Bran of Ys, like a landslide in reverse, was moving upward as he stood, and by magic the chamber seemed great enough to accommodate him. Tethra of the Speaking Sword was on his feet, calling for permission to draw his blade, and in a cold and ringing voice, that same sword, Orn, in the seat beside him, called the same. Sir Aglovale and Sir Dornar likewise had arisen, and were shouting. Then dozens more knight arose, and then all.


  All were shouting, demanding to avenge the insult. Only two fighting men there were still seated: Gil himself and Sir Breunis Sans Pitie. Gil sat because he did not really know what was going on. Breunis was leaning back in his chair, fingering his moustaches and peering warily from side to side, moving nothing but his eyes.


  The Green Man uttered an enormous laugh, a giant’s laugh, placing both hands on his belly and throwing back his bushy green head until his copper beak of a nose pointed at the treeroots in the ceiling.


  “Come now!” He roared. “This is a time of peace for elfs and men alike! Your strength is less than the fearful stinging of butterflies to me! No duel of swords, no passage of lances, or frightful wrestling that breaks the bones do I propose! A simple wager, this, a matter of honor. I have heard that the Children of Nox and Aer, Lords of the Night World, you fine princes of the elfin race, were the noblest creatures under the starry sky, superior to men!” With these words, he heaved aloft the iron ax, and, though mounted on his green steed, with one blow smote it into the marble floorstones underfoot, where it struck and rang, and stayed.


  The Green Man removed his hand from the axe, and with his knee, commanded his steed to take one large step backward. The iron ax had broken the stones, but Gil saw that the shine and beauty of the marble was gone from them for a yard in each direction. The iron axe seemed to be in the middle of a pool of dirty darkness that spread outward from the blade until it was about three feet in radius.


  The shouting died suddenly. The knights and warlords were staring at the ax in horror.


  Gil whispered to the Glashan, “What is that? That black pool?”


  The Glashan whispered back, “Titania charmed these stones when they were laid not to age and fade with time.”


  Gil understood. “Where iron touches, the spell is broken, and all the years of wear and tear return. Is that it?”


  Ruff the Dog said, “Oh! Oh! Perfect stranger whom I do not know! Whenever the maids are too lazy to sweep and mop the marble floor, they cover it with a glamour to make it bright again. That spell breaks too.”


  The Green Man bellowed, “My game is simple: an exchange. Let your bravest and mightiest here smite me with this mine axe as hard and hardy a blow as he can muster. I will not dodge, nor duck, nor step aside. Hoolah! I will kneel to the blow! One blow and one alone he shall strike. But this the price I demand in turn: that he then come kneel before me at a time and place of my choosing, that I might return, with this same axe, one stroke and one only.”


  The silence, if it were possible, grew even heavier.


  Alberec said, “This game is not in keeping with the merry and gentle spirit of the season.”


  The Green Man said, “Not so, O king. Everyone knows the Christmas custom you keep here, not to eat of the golden boar until after some deed of arms is done, or duel, or contest of strength. May not a stranger keep your custom with you? I overheard a moment past you fretting that your elfish warriors and knights grow soft and craven with none but their own brothers to fight, and that over trifles of no worth. You are shallow as shadows, all of you: the outline of knighthood is here, but no substance!”


  Alberec said, “There is some contrivance in your wager. How do we know you have not some charm to protect you from your own weapon?”


  The Green Man laughed again. “Spoken like a fearful Son of Adam, mortally afraid to die. Where are the elfs? Where are the princes of the elfs? I heard that they kept feast here! But I see no sign of them!”


  And with these words he dismounted, strode hugely over to where Gil was sitting, yanked up the dinner fork Gil had been using, a miniature trident nearly a foot long with wickedly sharp tines. The Green Man strode back to where his huge axe was still sticking in the cracked and blackened stones. The Green Man held up his bare left hand and drove the tines of the fork into it fiercely, over an inch deep. He yanked out the fork with a hiss of pain and threw it clattering to the marble floor. Blood came from his palm and dripped to the floor.


  “I bleed!” Shouted the huge man. “And I await the knight bold enough to strike at me, if any be here, and honest enough to await the return blow unflinching! But if among you there is even one with strength enough to strike me dead, why, you need fear no answering blow. Is that not the way of elfs? To strike at those who cannot strike back? Do the humans you strike even know you exist? Or do you hide beneath clever charms and weavings of the mist to protect you from their retaliation, immune to their weapons, immune to their eyes?”


  There was silence for a full minute in the great chamber, and no one spoke. Gil wondered at the downcast looks in all these bright elfs and brave warriors gathered here.


  The Green Man said, “If I walk from here, unanswered, every yuletide as these Twelve Days come again, from the Nativity to the Feast of Stephen to the Feast of John, you will sit here and remember my words, and then from the Feast of the Holy Innocents to the Feast of Fools, to the Feast of Magicians you shall know how I cast into your teeth my curse, curs and whoresons, rank villains and baseborn caitiffs, and not one of you willing even to muss my hair or bruise my pretty green flesh.


  “I turn to go. Let all the world well know there is no one, no, not one, here who is worthy of the name of knight! And let the dark and shriveled raisins you have instead of hearts well know.”


  The Green Man sniffed a snort of contempt that echoed from the copper beak he wore over his nose, and stepped back toward his tall green steed, and put one foot into the stirrup.


  Gil stood up and walked over to the spot between the green steed and the broken doors of diamond, and there he stood, barring the way out.


  Gil said, “I return your words to you and call you liar if you say no one here is worthy of knighthood. I accept your wager.”


  Ruff whimpered, but the noise was lost in the sudden uproar as all the lords and ladies, knight and ministers, princes and princesses, all spoke at once, and Niall, the purple haired musician, dropped his golden harp with a clang of strings.


  
2. Final Words


  Alberec raised his hand and imposed a glamour of silence on the room. Gil could still hear, muffled, the voices calling or complaining or shouting insults or encouragement, but it seemed no one else could.


  Into the glamour of silence Alberec spoke, and the glamour repeated his words, to allow all present to hear. “Swan Knight, you are a stranger and a guest. The insult was against us, our court, mocking our customs and our repute. Why perish for our sake? You have no part in this!”


  Gil said, “Good Prince, I am the least man here, seated in the seat of least honor: if I perish, the loss to you is nothing.”


  Alberec said, “But why? Why? How is the honor of your King Arthur involved?”


  Gil said, “The Green Man slurred not only the knights and loyal men of Alberec or Erlkoenig, and the retainers of the Ethne, and the vassals of Brian. He said there was no one worthy of knighthood in the chamber. I say there is one.”


  Alberec stared, but there was a small smile in his beard. “For this you lay down your life?”


  “The Green Man also picked up my dinner fork without asking. That was a discourtesy.”


  The elfs laughed, but, for once, it was a good-natured laugh, a sound of surprise.


  Alberec said, “We all know this apparition would not offer to stand to a blow of his axe unless there is a trick whereby he might survive it! He is surely invulnerable and you are sure to die.”


  “This means he is stronger than me, sire, not braver. When a vulnerable squire fights an invulnerable knight, we know who is sure to die. But which one is sure to be dishonored? The boy who stood up bravely to a knight, or the knight who opened himself to no danger whatsoever, and slew a boy?”


  Alberec shook his head. “I grant you permission to withdraw from this wager, and forbid any servant of mine from speaking ill of you should you do so…”


  “I am honored, sire. I decline. Will any elfish knight here take my place?”


  Alberec raised his hand. A pressure in Gil’s ear told him the glamour of silence had ended. But the illusion of silence was followed by a real silence, as fearful and sullen elfs, beneath their illusionary expressions of cheerful nonchalance, each waited for someone else to speak.


  None spoke.


  Gil said, “When I die, no one will hear any boast of the Green Man that he shamed the court of all the elfs to silence, called them cowards, and walked away unchallenged. I challenge him, although I die for it!”


  Ruff leaped up on the table of the beasts and howled, “But you are so young!”


  Every eye, including those of the Green Man and his green steed, now turned in surprise to look at the dog, who hunkered down to the surface of the table, looking up with big and frightened eyes.


  Ruff cleared his throat. “Ahem! Ahem! Not that I know the complete stranger whom I have never met or anything, but he said he had not aged yet. But… won’t someone save him? Won’t someone stop this? He said he was not trained as a knight yet!”


  Gil said, “You are a good dog.”


  
3. Good Dog


  Ruff looked sad, but his tail wagged one wag at this good word from Gil. Ruff said, “You have no chance against that huge green monster. This is not a fair fight. I thought knighthood was all about chivalry and bravery and bright color and honor and loud trumpets! Not this! This is an execution! This is butchery! Is this what knighthood means?”


  “This is exactly what knighthood means. I would like to live. But I must serve my king. If I live with dishonor, it dishonors him.”


  Gil looked thoughtfully at Ruff, and chose his next words carefully.


  “I thought my service would be longer, and involve some real fighting, or doing some real good. And I had hoped my—the family member who warned me this might happen—I hoped that person was wrong. But none of that matters. I cannot let this Jolly Green Loudmouth walk out of here untouched, even if it is a trick.


  “Since you spoke up for me when no one else did, Mr. Dog, I would like you to bring a message to my kin of how I died. Let my arms and armor be put in the keeping of Sir Aglovale, who also spoke up to make peace between me and Sir Dornar. When kin of mine approaches Corbenec to claim them, tell my kin how I died, whether bravely or not. Since you can sit at a table and eat with a knife and fork, I assume you can speak to my kinfolk.”


  Ruff nodded. “If I wear my green cap with the owl feather, I can talk. I need permission, uh, to wear it outside.”


  Gil said, “Sheila McGuire, will you give him permission?”


  Alberec said, “She will.”


  And the redheaded woman nodded hastily, staring at Gil in puzzlement. Then she turned and rose, curtseyed to the king, and nodded to Ruff. “Sgeolan of Glen More, do as the Swan Knight says.”


  Ruff gave her a snappy salute, “Now, and forever, ma’am! Yes, ma’am!”


  She snapped, “No, I did not mean…”


  Gil said quickly, “Doctor McGuire, yours is a generous gift! No one has ever given me a dog before. Thank you.”


  Dr. McGuire stole a quick glance at Alberec, who merely narrowed his one eye at her. She said, “Yes, Sir Swan. You are welcome.”


  Gil said sternly to Ruff: “Now listen to me. Do not abuse the power of speech as men do! If I die screaming and begging, tell that to my kin. If I die bravely and without fuss, tell that. Whatever happens, tell the truth. Do you accept the burden I put on you?”


  Ruff stopped wagging his tail, and started nodding, looking more miserable with each nod.


  Ruff looked up at all the elfs watching him, and at Sheila McGuire, and looked back at Gil, and said, “Yes, yes, mysterious new master called the Swan Knight. I’ll do it. No fail. You’ll see. Well, I guess you won’t see if you’re dead, but, ah, I’ll do it.”


  Gil turned to the three men who did not know they were his brothers. “Sir Aglovale, Sir Lamorak and Sir Dornar, do you agree to keep my arms and armor until the coming of my kin who will claim them?”


  Ruff hissed. “Psst! Psst! And the dog!”


  Gil said, “My dog goes with my other gear, of course. He will not returnto  the possession of Sheila McGuire, who once fed him poison.”


  Sir Dornar said in an explosion of exasperation, “Who in thunder are you?! How do you know what Sheila McGuire feeds her dogs?”


  Gil said, “Since I am about to die, what does it matter how I know? Let me face this Green Man at peace, knowing my treasures will be cared for by honorable men when I fall. Will you agree, you three sons of Alain le Gros?”


  Lamorak said airily, “Why not?”


  Aglovale said, “It is agreed.”


  Dornar said, “It is not agreed! How do we know how you came into possession of that sword? How do we know it was not pilfered, or won by fraud? It is an heirloom and a treasure!”


  Aglovale said, “My brother speaks rashly, but will be more soft-spoken, if, perchance, his jaw is broken by some kindly and well-meaning blood relation of his. I will guard your arms and sword and hold it against who comes to claim them. How shall we know him?”


  Gil said, “When you find someone known both to you and to this Pooka Dog, and whose hand fed you both, who knows my name and yours and his: this is the one to whom to give the sword, none other.”


  A looked of obstinate puzzlement grew and grew on the faces of Lamorak and Dornar, but Aglovale lifted up his wine goblet carved of beryl, and raising it, called out, “Let earth and darkness, oak and fire witness, and all this good and noble company, that I swear to do as you have said!” And to the floorstones hurled it with such force that it was shivered to bits. “May my life be dashed out as yon flagon if I am foresworn! So vows the firstborn of Corbenec.”


  “I thank you, Sir Knight.”


  
4. The Slumbering Crown


  The Green Man had waited this whole time with one foot still in the stirrup as if he were one moment away from mounting up and departing. Now he turned his dark sunglasses toward Gil, and peered over the top of the saddle down at the boy in his silver-bright habergeon and blue and white surcoat. Gil was the only person wearing armor in the whole chamber: everyone else was in festive garb. At his hip alone hung a sword.


  The Green Man said, “Sir Knight, who are you?”


  Gil said, “Should I reveal my name to one who has not said whether heaven sent him, or hell? You have given no name, and you bear no shield to show your heraldry. Are you even a knight?”


  “I am a knight indeed, and most puissant and terrible. And you?”


  “A squire most honest and stubborn.”


  “I am neither from heaven nor hell. And you?”


  “I am neither from Avalon nor Atlantis.”


  “So we know where you are not from, Swan Knight. Where are you from?”


  “I am from a house where all questions are answered with questions, but true answers are answered with true answers. Where are you from, Green Knight?”


  “Very well, boy. I will answer: I am from the Green Chapel.”


  There was a murmur of horror from the elfs in the chamber. The name meant nothing to Gil, of course.


  Gil spoke: “I am from Arthur, King of the Britains.”


  “He still lives?” The Green Knight’s voice was hoarse with shock.


  “He does!” said Gil, honestly. A sleeping man is not dead.


  The Green Knight paused as if gathering his wits. His voice trembled when he spoke. “W– What does he want? What does King Arthur want?”


  “He wants justice!” said Gil in a voice loud and clear. “He wants the mighty to side with the right, not with the strong, not with the useful, not with whichever side promises the best rewards. Justice! Do the elfs forget what that word means?” The elfin knights and princes wore expressions of astonishment and fear.


  The Green Knight asked in a hushed voice, “What does he mean to do?”


  Gil smiled wryly. “Arthur did not speak to me. Do kings take squires into their confidence, where you come from?”


  The Green Knight had recovered his boldness and bluster, and he laughed. “The world has not heard from Arthur in many a year. Now this wager has zest! We shall see if the servants of Arthur are as bold and true as they were of old. Come, youth!”


  And with that, the Green Knight stepped over to the great iron axe, yanked it upward in a spray of sparks and metallic echoes. Then he dropped it with a explosion of clatter at Gil’s feet. The stones where it fell grew dark and dusty.


  Gil bent and picked the huge green axe up carefully, surprised at the weight.


  The elfs whispered among themselves, but in that chamber, every word was clear. “The iron does not harm him…” “…he must be a human…” “…No human strength could lift that axe one handed…” “…he is an Owl wearing a man-cloak…” “…It is some trick…” “…He is a Yeti who has shaved himself bald…” “…he is a golem of brass, like the that which carried off the child of Weyland and the Swanwife…”


  Gil looked at the cutting edge. It was as sharp as a surgeon’s scalpel. Gil blew some marble dust from the face. “You treat the weapon with disrespect. Do you want to mar the blade?”


  The Green Knight laughed a terrible laugh. “If you knew where that blade was forged, and by whose hand, you would tremble! The iron will stay sharp. ’Twill serve. Oh, aye, my wee bold lad, ’twill serve! Shall I kneel for you?”


  Gil looked up at the twelve foot tall monster. “You look like Groucho Marx in those glasses, with that nose.”


  The huge man sank down like green hillside collapsing. On one knee he was still a head taller than Gil. Gil saw no eyes behind the dark glasses, but he knew the giant man was inspecting him.


  “You seem not to be afraid,” the Green Knight said softly.


  “You visited Arthur’s Court, or someone like you, long ago,” said Gil. “I know the story. So I am not afraid of hurting you.”


  The Green Knight snorted again. “Odd child! Are you more worried about killing than being killed?”


  “My conscience will be clean either way,” said Gil.


  “And what if the story, as stories tend to do, grew strange in the telling, or had parts lost in the mist, or made into a happier tale fit for children? Does your tale tell that Gawain succeeded? He failed.”


  Gil now felt a flood of fear come into him. He tried to brace himself against it, but there were no encouraging thought in his head.


  But he did not run or flinch, despite that he longed to do just that. Instead, Gil hefted the ax. “Do you want to say your prayers, first?”


  Seen up close, the masses of the giant’s unruly hair seemed even larger and bushier than could be. With one huge hand, the giant gathered up his green hair into a huge knot, and held it at his shoulder, exposing his neck. With a sardonic snort, he leaned forward, resting his weight on his other hand.


  Gil lifted the great axe overhead. His arms trembled under the weight of the huge weapon, but Gil took a deep breath and waited for his arms to get used to the mass. He had only one blow he was allowed, so he did not wish to be hasty.


  He wondered what the trick would be. Would the ax vanish in his hands, or turn into a snake and bite him? Or would the Green Knight suddenly have skin harder than steel, or be protected by invisible armor? Or simply disappear?


  Gil gave a wordless shout, and the drove the huge blade down.


  
5. The Blow


  He struck through the neck of the monstrous man cleanly. The axe head struck the marble floor and the floorstones turned black.


  Blood was everywhere. The corpse slumped and collapsed prone, and the head bounced and rolled across the marble floor, a tumbleweed of hair and beard, and the sunglasses broke.


  Gil stepped back from the spreading red pool, feeling lightheaded from the dreadful smell and sight. There was a ringing in his ears which he only then realized were cheers.


  The whole huge chamber was shaking with deafening applause. Princesses and lords, knights and ladies, elfin or serpentine, gigantic or miniature, all cheered and clapped their hands, while servants and beasts yelled and banged the table-boards with their fists, or floor with feet.


  King Brian, the twelve-inch tall redheaded king of the Autumn Folk stood and raised his goblet: and when royalty stood, all stood. A toast was called, and trumpets were blown, and King Alberec commanded, “Three cheers for the Swan Knight! He has defended the honor of four kingdoms this day!”


  Gil listened to no toasts. Instead he inched backward unsteadily, never taking his eyes from the corpse.


  He saw the fingers of the dead man twitch, and the toes on unbooted feet curl and flex. The heavy axe fell down with a clamor from Gil’s nerveless fingers to the marble, and more stones turned black.


  Someone screamed. It was not an elfin voice: perhaps it was Empousa. Silence fell. Gil could hear the noise like raindrops of the blood falling to the floorstones as the red-stained corpse sat up, and slowly, awkwardly, blindly climbed to its feet.


  The chamber was gripped with paralysis. No one moved, no one spoke.


  The headless body walked heavily toward the severed head. The body was coated with red from neck-stump to past its belt. The head was a mass of hair and beard, also stained. With clumsy fingers, the body picked up the head, and held it by hairs of its crown, like a watchman holding a lantern, and the red-stained green beard dangled down a yard or more. The hand swung left and right, and the head peered. When his gaze fell upon Gil, the hand ceased moving.


  He took a huge step toward Gil, and then two, and then tossed the head lightly from his right hand to his left, and cradled the head in his elbow.


  The copper nose-ornament had fallen off. The giant had a straight and surprisingly handsome nose underneath. The sunglasses were also missing, and his eyes were deepset, with irises of a strange coppery color, like pennies.


  The head saw Gil staring, and the left hand brushed at the hairs of his head so that his bangs were flung down over the face, so that Gil could no longer see the eyes clearly, but only caught a glimpse of yellow, like the eyes of a tiger seen in the green grass.


  Then the huge corpse picked up the axe in his left hand, and held it up in a salute to Gil.


  “Well struck, little cygnet!” Roared the huge severed head. Gil wondered how its voice could be so loud when it was no longer connected to windpipe or lungs. Then he wondered how it could be alive at all. But this was no illusion. None of the colored shadows that held the glamour of the elfs dared get near him. “You agreed to receive the return blow when and where I should call for it, did you not? Now is your chance to argue, cajole, cavil, and call your lawyers to go over the fine print.”


  “I am ready now,” said Gil. To his own surprise, that fear which had just a moment ago been washing through him was gone.


  The huge man just laughed. “Courage born of rushing blood and the thrill of the moment! We shall see how long that lasts! A month? A week? An hour?”


  He turned away, shook the blood from the axe with a heavy shrug of his huge hand, and wiped the axe head rather carelessly on his breaches and leggings, and slung the axe from a loop in his saddle bow. The green steed did not shy, albeit its nostrils twitched. Apparently the monster horse was quite used to the smell of blood. The Green Knight tied his head by the hair to the other side of the saddle bow, where the long beard hung past the horse’s knee. Then the headless body mounted and took up the reins. He turned his steed in a half circle, so that the side where his head was hanging faced toward Gil.


  “I will grant to you the grace of a year’s time minus one day, and will not call you to me to collect my debt for twelve month’s time counted from yestereve. Meet me on the last day of Advent at the Green Chapel.”


  As before, many of the elfin knights flinched with fear at the mention of this name, and many a lady shrieked. Nimue swooned in her seat.


  Gil called out, “You have not said how to find you!”


  “It is the land beyond the War Poles, beyond the Great Lakes. Set out before the End of Ordinary Time.”


  Gil said, “End of Ordinary Time?”


  Gil did not know what it meant, but it sounded ominous and terrible.


  The severed head rolled its eyes and sighed and said, “Well, if greater speed is given you, you may delay, but do not delay past the Feast of Ambrose.”


  Gil said, “Which way?”


  “Any way. Set out. If you seek me, you will be led. If you sit or tarry or give up seeking, you are foresworn and baseborn!”


  The Green Knight said no farewell to the elf lords and asked no leave of them, but simply looked on them all and laughed, and dug his heels into the sides of his steed.


  The huge green steed with a noise like thunder departed through the broken doors, and down long, dark, high corridor, and out into the snowy night.


Chapter Nine: Fate of the Fair Bright Sword Foretold


  1. The Queen’s Champion


  In something of a daze, Gil returned unsteadily to his stool and sat. Immediately there came a clamor of calls and applause.


  Gil looked up, wondering what the commotion was about. He saw squadrons of little light flickering around a great roast pig on a grate. The skin of the pig was bright gold, and its tusks shined with dazzling metallic reflections. The little lights were swelling up, and taking on the forms of butlers and serving maids. The proud cook with his giant cleaver sliced meat onto plates and trenchers which the servants took up and flew away with. Gil wondered how one beast, even one as big as a hippopotamus, could feed so great a multitude, especially with servings so lavish.


  But he had calculated without taking elfish magic into account. He saw that the plates were handed to the tiny butlers when small, but that when the butlers swelled up to full size, the plates and portions and everything they held grew with them as they grew. Two of the butlers became tall as titans for a moment when Balor of the Evil Eye was served, and so the slice of pork cut from the boar given to him, by the time it rested before him, was larger than the boar from which it came.


  But that was not what the calls and clamor was about. The feasters were not applauding the pork.


  They were calling for the Swan Knight.


  Phadrig Og appeared at Gil’s elbow so suddenly that Gil could not tell if the tall, pale seneschal had appeared out of nowhere by magic, or had walked up so softly and swiftly that it was like magic. Phadrig Og threw back his head and spoke loudly, his voice like a trumpet. “The King of Elfs and Shadows, Alberec of the Midsummer, commands to you a better seat; to which Erlkoenig the Emperor, who is first among these mighty peers, and Brian, and Ethne give their consent and add their voices.”


  Gil realized that his eyes were drooping of their own accord. Gil wondered what hour it was in the outside world. It had been after dark when he entered the mountain, and he had enjoyed no comfort and little rest in the days before. No doubt it was past midnight now.


  Thus it was with a weary note in his voice that Gil spoke as he stood. “Ruff must come with me.”


  Phadrig Og was developing a nervous twitch in one eye. “But of course! You would not be the Swan Knight if you did not make things difficult. Sir Knight, or Master Squire, or however you are called, there is no seat prepared for anyone other than you. And who is Roof?”


  Ruff stood up. Gil was disoriented to see the dog in his musketeer outfit standing on his hind legs, but the green boots he wore somehow allowed the animal to stand in a human posture, and he was taller than his real dog legs would account for. “Me! Oh, me!”


  Phadrig Og looked down his nose with a practiced disdain. He said to Ruff, “I thought your name was Sgeolan son of Iollan.”


  Gil said sleepily to Ruff, “You never told me your real name before.”


  Ruff said urgently, “At dinner, you mean. I did not tell you my name before at dinner.” Ruff looked back and forth from Sheila McGuire to Phadrig Og nervously.


  Gil wondered who in his right mind would ever hire Ruff the Dog as a spy. He was most transparent fibber of all time.


  “You did not tell me your real name before at dinner,” said Gil, nodding.


  If Sheila McGuire or Phadrig Og harbored any suspicion because of Ruff’s tone of voice, the magic in Gil’s voice, which allowed others to hear the truthfulness when he spoke the truth, surely soothed those suspicions away, because Gil saw no wary look in either face.


  Ruff explained to Phadrig Og, “I did not tell the Swan Knight my name because hearing one of you sasanach mangle the pronunciation is rough on my ear. So, I said to the Swan Knight, ‘You can just call me Ruff!’ That is what I said. It was a name picked totally at random. Rhymes with Gruff. I don’t know him.”


  Phadrig Og said to Gil, “I can see the Hound of Glen More will serve you both as fetch and familiar, but also as jester. Nonetheless, there is nary a seat for him.”


  Ruff barked excitedly, “Oh! Oh! I’ll sit under the table!”


  Phadrig Og said, “What?”


  Ruff calmed down and spoke in a dignified voice, “I do not need a chair. I will sit and eat whatever scraps my master drops.” And, without waiting for any answer, Ruff put his human-shaped green glove under Gil’s armpit and urged him to his feet.


  Gil stood. Ruff now shucked off the musketeer style coat he wore, and kicked off his thigh-high boots with one swift motion of his legs. He plucked off his gloves with his teeth and put them carefully on the table. Ruff said, “Hey, hey! Lachusa Strega, can you look after my stuff?”


  The young bathing beauty with the head of an owl nodded her owl head.


  Ruff said, “Thanks!”


  The owl spoke in a sweet but husky voice, “Keep the feather in your cap, or else no one will understand your speech.”


  The music struck up a triumphant and solemn song, and Gil was too weary to resist the pull. He followed Phadrig Og and the waiters carrying the pork dish, and Ruff followed after, prancing and dancing, looking like a dog in a floppy hat. The princes and ladies cheered and the knights and men-at-arms called out.


  They marched grandly by the modestly dressed high servants, seneschals and ministers of state, scribes and jurists, and then past the richly-dressed lesser knights, and then the greater.


  When he marched past the warlords of the Fomorians, one-legged Morc and one-armed Corb (both of whom glared at him with the one eye in the middle of a frowning forehead) Gil realized something out of the ordinary was happening here. Then they went past the blue-skinned Nemedians adorned in pearls, past the six-fingered Nephilim dressed in fur, and then past sad-eyed human men in dark robes with pointed hats. Gil thought he would be seated here, with the humans, but then they walked past them as well.


  He was escorted past the squat and burly Nibelungs and their gem-laden cat-eyed wives. He was escorted past the Efts, men with eyes of dragons, whose forked tongue crawled with tongues of fire.


  Gil next thought he would be seated with Aglovale and his other brothers, who sat with the dignitaries and nobility of the elfs. But no, Phadrig Og marched past them solemnly, the wand in his hand tapping the ground as he went.


  Gil now thought this whole thing was one more joke of the elfs meant to humiliate him.


  But his expectation was wrong. Phadrig led him to where Bran of Ys was seated. Bran the giant was not using a chair, but was crossed legged on the ground. He arose, and bowed to Gil. It was a startling sight indeed to see that huge head like a full moon falling down and going back up as the vast figure made his bow.


  Bran the Blessed was the size of a church steeple, sixty feet high. Bran, peering down, said, “It is no shame to yield my seat to one whose heart is larger than mine. Sit here, Swan Knight.” Bran reached across the chamber (and his arm was as long as a suspension bridge, and stronger) and picked up a wooden chair with a high, carved back. As Bran drew the chair across the table top, one of the legs bumped and upset the bowl of salt.


  Bran held the chair for Gil. The hand of the colossus was two yards from fingertip to wrist, so it was as tall as the chair it held. Gil sat down gingerly, wondering.


  Bran now seemed to shrink to half size, so that he was only as tall as a house rather than tall as a tower. He said, “Excuse my clumsiness…” And he moved his hand (now only a yard long) across the little pool of spilled salt. Gil saw the colored shadows of elfin glamour flicker in his eye when Bran did this.


  The illusion showed Bran sweeping the salt to into his palm and throwing it over his shoulder. The reality, which only Gil saw, was that Bran drew a curved line in the salt. It looked like a lower case cursive letter ‘l’ lying on its side, or perhaps like the outline of a fish.


  Bran smiled cryptically and stepped away.


  Gil was now served. The pork dish was laid before him, and other butlers and waiters and waitresses, both large and small, set out a goblet, a knife, and all the other finery before him so quickly that it was like a juggler’s act. He stared in amazement, and then, only then, looked up and saw where he was sitting.


  Next to him, in a seat only slightly higher than his own, was Alberec. Gil was seated at the King’s right hand, the place reserved for the king’s own champion. Gil remembered Billy Blin had told him the King’s Champion was gone today, and that the Ethne’s champion, Bran the Blessed, had been given the seat of honor instead.


  Ruff had dropped his hat under Gil’s chair and took a spot on the floor between Gil’s feet. His head rested on Gil’s knee.


  Alberec raised his glass, and, of course, everyone else did also. Gil started to pick up his goblet, but Ruff coughed a little cough. Gil looked down. Ruff shook his head a tiny shake, and whispered, “Ixnay on the inkdray.”


  Alberec said, “Here is the only one who places the honor of the sovereign elfs above even his own life. My peers, lords, ladies, and gentlemen, ye wise and ye humble who serve: give your hail and your blessing to the Swan Knight. Weal and long life to him!”


  “WEAL AND LONG LIFE TO HIM!” roared the voices in the chamber.


  Gil listened in shock as the whole chamber of proud and terrible fair folk were toasting him. It should have gladdened his heart; instead he felt obscurely ashamed, for he knew they were toasting the death he had brought upon himself by challenging the Green Man.


  Alberec said, “Now hear my decree: This squire will be called at the end of Advent next Wintertide, on this day less one, to appear at a place whose name I will not spoil this feast by naming aloud. Now, if this lad walks forth and is detained, or ensorcelled, or delayed, or maimed or slain in any day of eighteenscore days and four from now until then, rumor will stain and blacken the name of these four crowned heads, and thus stain all our names from highest to least! What squire can walk a pilgrimage so dire?”


  Alberec then turned toward Gil. “Young man! It is our royal will that you be trained and taught in all the arts and mysteries of knighthood, sword and lance, the handling of horse, the just laws of courtliness and tourney, and all good practices of war, as much as may be learned in so short a space of time. What say you?”


  Now joy did enter Gil’s heart. “Sire, such would be my fondest wish.” Gil’s tone escaped him and leaped up to a high warble as he said this, and his whole face was afire with a silly smile.


  And some of the elfs there laughed, for even wicked creatures can be delighted when they hear the voice of young delight.


  
2. The King’s Champion


  There came a flourish of trumpets. Alberec betrayed no change of expression, but the dark haired beauty seated beyond him uttered a gasp halfway between fear and annoyance.


  Her gown was samite woven with silver thread, richly figured with images of clamshell and eel, salmon and shad, and she wore a corselet of close fitted scales. Her crown was pearls and abalone. This was Nimue of the Lake.


  “What new interruption mars our feast? Green Knights and Swan Knights and knights without limit or let!” she cooed in exasperation. Even when vexed, her voice was contralto music. “Will this evening never cease?”


  Now Erlkoenig spoke, “Have you no ears, Nimue? That is the flourish of Hautdesert. The trumpets blow for Sir Bertolac.”


  Ruff said to Gil, “Hey! Hey! Who is blowing the trumpet? The guards who stopped you were carried off on stretchers.”


  Into the chamber through the shattered doors now strode a tall and clean shaven man wearing a coat of mail whose every link and plate was gold, so that sparks and darts of yellow fire seemed to leap from him in every direction as elf light and firelight danced across his form.


  Over his shoulders as his mantle was thrown a fulvous lion skin, and with the upper jaw and skull of the lion as his helmet, and a golden mane as his plume. His chain of office was shining amber, and his belts at shoulder and waist were clasped with buckles of chrysoberyl and citrine. His hair, which was cropped short, was startlingly blonde. Even his eyes were yellow. His surcoat displayed the sign of a golden lion rearing. He had no shield in his hand, and his scabbard was empty.


  At this side, trotting along, was a tall white collie that seemed more wolf than dog. His flanks and tail were red. From a strap around the dog’s neck, in the place a St. Bernard would have carried a cask of ale, hung a hunting horn carved from an elephant’s tusk.


  Knight and hound came forward, walked past the central fire pit, and stood before the highest table where Alberec and Erlkoenig were seated. The golden man sank down to one knee, and the hound crouched down and lowered his shaggy head.


  Alberec said, “Arise, Sir Bertolac of Hautdesert! We had not expected to see your living form with waking eye for many a month.”


  And when the golden man did not arise, a dark look came into Alberec’s eye.


  Erlkoenig made a small nod his antlered head. From behind his mask of ice his cold voice came, “To your feet, sir! Address your liege with all due prompt obedience.”


  Sir Bertolac stood, saluting first Erlkoenig, then Alberec, then Brian, then Ethne and then the other royalty and nobility in order. He then said, “My lord Alberec, by mere happenstance am I returned from my voyage to the abyss to confront the Leviathan. He bade me tell Your Majesty that great Leviathan, king of all the children of pride, hath refused all offers of battle.” Bertolac smiled a wry smile. “And I believe it is for this reason now I stand alive before you this night.”


  Alberec said, “Refused? What of the calamities and quakes that shattered towers in Atlantis and drowned villages along the golden coasts of Troynovant?”


  “Leviathan spake a strange tale of a ship made of iron, cold iron, although made of elfin arts and shapen like a manta-ray. This ship passed by secret ways close by him as he slept; not upon, but far beneath the waves. This trespass caused him to stir in his dark slumber, casting up waves in the sea and shaking the world’s foundation. He warns the world not to disturb him more. So he bade me say: so I have said.”


  But Erlkoenig said, “Surely he said more, or else you would not have spoken thus, Sir Bertolac.”


  Sir Bertolac inclined his head, “Your Imperial Majesty is far sighted. Leviathan leaves it to us to abate this nuisance to him, lest worse befall.”


  Little king Brian spoke up, “My Emperor, this matter falls in my domain. Let the Autumn People see to it, I pray. And can we not return to lighter matters? The ladies will be vexed if we let the meats grow cold, or diminish the sherbets, sorbets and afterdinner wines, or delay the onset of the dances by one bar of music. Let the champion of Alberec takes a seat.”


  Erlkoenig made a small, impatient gesture with one black finger, which apparently was a sign of agreement, because Bertolac saluted the Emperor.


  Bertolac turned toward Gil. “Who is sitting in my seat?”


  Gil started to get up, but Ruff from beneath the table coughed and caught his eye and shook his head. Gil uneasily seated himself again.


  Alberec said, “This one is called the Swan Knight.”


  Bertolac squinted at Gil, and then turned and said to the huge black and white dog at his side, “That armor is of strange fashioning… I seem to recall some rumors from a dozen years ago or so… And, come to think of it, I do not see Doolaga the Yeti seated among us.”


  Gil licked his lips, wondering if he should say something.


  Erlkoenig surprised Gil, and perhaps the whole chamber, by speaking in his emotionless, dry tones. “The Swan Knight in valiant combat slew him, bravely and without any act of deceit or sleight of elfcraft, and the Yeti’s brother Gulaga as well.”


  Bertolac said to Gil, “I salute you, then, as one knight to another! Hard indeed it is to pierce the hide of an Abominable Snowman! ’Tis said they know the secret the Nemaean Lion knew.”


  Gil said, “I thank you, Sir Knight, but I cannot accept your praise. The name given me is, for now, a form of honor without substance. I am a squire, and not a knight.”


  Alberec said, “Do not ask him his name or lineage, for he will not give it, nor ask him which knight he serves, for I have decided it shall be you.”


  Bertolac looked dumbfounded. “Ah… as Your Majesty, um, commands. Is assigning complete strangers of unknown houses to the service of your knights a new custom of the feast? Is it replacing the custom of everyone waiting hungrily while the golden boar-meat gets cold for someone to utter an insult and start a fight, because, if I may, I always thought that such a custom was wasteful of good insults and good soldiers, not to mention good meat.”


  Alberec said, “That custom was kept this night and most fearfully, and the court was saved from dishonor by this unknown boy. But I see you doubt my wisdom?”


  Bertolac bowed, “Never let it be said that any ear ever overheard Bertolac, the King’s own champion, utter any doubts about the wits of the king! Doctor McGuire’s spies are not that good, for one thing.”


  Ruff said, “Hey! I heard that!”


  The white dog next to Bertolac said, “Sgeolan, is that you under there? Shut your yap. You are a terrible spy.”


  Ruff said, “Oh? Oh? I should report that you mocked the King’s espionage service to McGuire.”


  “McGuire! The King’s pet mortal! May the cat eat her and the devil eat the cat!” said the great white dog with scorn. “You are the pet of a pet!”


  Ruff said, “Nope! I am out of the spy business. They gave me to the young knight here. He’s awesome, so you shut your yap!”


  The big white dog barked back, “Not my yap! Your yap!”


  Ruff barked, “Yap! Yap!!”


  Alberec under the table tapped Gil on the knee, snapped his fingers and pointed at Ruff. Gil nudged Ruff with his toe and shushed him. Ruff whimpered, “Sorry, King! Sorry, boss!” and fell silent.


  At the same time, Sir Bertolac put his hand on the white dog and said, “Vertifran, heel!”


  The big white dog subsided and sat on his haunches.


  Alberec said, “Swan Knight, show Sir Bertolac the sword you carry.”


  Gil stood and unhooked the scabbard from his belt, and held it over head in both hands.


  
3. The Generous King’s Blade


  Bertolac said, “Sire…?”


  Alberec gestured at Gil to seat himself. Alberec spoke. “You doubt my wisdom in placing this quire in your care, my Champion, but doubt me not. Behold the Fair White-Hilted Sword called Dyrnwen, the sword of Rhydderch Hael the Generous of Alcluith. He was called generous because it was his custom to offer the precious sword to any man willing to draw it and bear it, but knights in those days were wiser and refused. Some call it the first of the Twelve Treasures.”


  Sir Bertolac said, “Can you unsheathe the sword, and allow me see the blade?”


  Gil said, “I cannot, Sir Knight. I was told not to draw the blade in this company. It is peace bound.”


  Alberec said to Bertolac, “It is the self same blade. I see by signs unknown to you.” Then he turned his head. “Knights of Corbenec! Do you recall the riddles Ygraine of Corbenec wove about this far-famed sword? She knew more of the lore of the three worlds than any of us. Do you recall whereof I speak?”


  Sir Aglovale stood. “In a way, sire. My lady mother often spoke profound things, and…”


  Sir Lamorak, grinning, interrupted, “More often, sire, than we understood them!”


  Sir Dornar said grimly, “I paid heed, even if others did not. She spoke in threes. One of her triads was this: Whose is the brand from the king called generous? Which is the brand that should not burn? Where shall it be sheathed when not sheathed?”


  Alberec turned toward Bertolac. “These riddles I solve this day in your ears. Brand is an old word for blade. The blade of the generous king belong to him, Rhydderch Hael. The brand that should not burn is the blade called Dyrnwen, for the burning of the blade is a sign of bloodshed. The final riddle I see things from my throne of wisdom, and my missing eye is in the darkness and knows it. Many shades serve me. The place where this blade shall be sheathed when not in its sheath is the heart of Ysbadden!”


  There was a murmur of fear through the chamber.


  Since Gil had no idea whose name this was, or what it meant, he could but listen in bewildered wonder.


  “Through the contriving of Merlin, the blade Dyrnwen was given to one of Arthur’s knights, and it burned as bright as thirty torches in his hand, but after all the Table Round was shattered at Camlann, the blade was taken at Arthur’s last command by the King of Cats to Caer Sidi, the Tower of Glass, beyond the sail or sight of the mortal world. Many years ago it was lost, and that it was found again is a wonder.”


  Alberec nodded to himself, and sighed. He continued: “And of all the wonders in that story, the greatest wonder is that Arthur, the King of Camelot was able to command Carbonel, the King of Cats, to obey him in anything. When before or since has a cat obeyed any order given?”


  Bertolac looked doubtfully at Gil. “Sire… if that blade is the only hope against Ysbadden, it should go to the hand of some most stalwart knight, Bran the Blessed, or some other equally mighty…”


  Bran, his vast head near the high ceiling, spoke in a mild rumble like summer thunder, “I would not take it. This boy stood before the Knight of the Green Chapel, and defied him to his face.”


  Sir Dornar spoke up, “Your Majesty, I add my voice to Bertolac’s! That this unknown yearling should hold this most potent and magical blade is unthinkable!”


  Alberec raised his hand. “Silence! The boy has proved himself worthy beyond any here. Let no one envy his heavy fate!”


  Bertolac laughed aloud. He saluted Gil, and turned to Alberec. “Sire, I accept the commission and will exchange oaths with the youth in the sunlight in some bright place where the air is not fogged with wine fumes.” He turned to Gil. “Stay in your seat, Swan Knight, and welcome to it! I ask leave of Your Majesty to retire, for the peril and fatigue of my journey has wearied and battered me.”


  Gil tried to say something polite in return, but he found himself yawning and had to hide his mouth behind his hand.


  Alberec said to Gil, “I see weariness sitting on your eyelids like a night-hag. In an hour we mean to clear the tables away and begin the pavane and saraband, cabriole, gigue and sprightly gilliard.”


  From beneath the table, Ruff muttered, “Those are dances.”


  Alberec said, “Indeed, they are dances most formidable! If you have not for six hundred years suffered under the demanding tutelage of a haughty dancing master to learn the footing of each of our six hundred figures, bows and graces, flourishes and foot positions, both on the floor and in the aerial maneuvers, the entertainment might fail to display your virtues to best advantage.”


  Gil said, “I would be pleased if Your Majesty felt free to speak more clearly to me: I am at your service and I don’t get what you just said.”


  A sense of pressure came once more into his ears. Gil realized that Alberec was casting an illusion in his hearing. The illusionary voice said, “You need not stay for our first night of dances. My fairy court, while they might be cajoled to honor the fortitude of a warrior for an hour, cannot be forced to forgive an awkward dance-step in an eon. Depart to your bed, before glory you have gained this night be spilled like wine from a shattered goblet.”


  But aloud, outside the illusion, what Alberec said was, “Follow Sir Bertolac. He will assign you quarters in his apartments. On the morrow you depart for the training grounds.”


  Ruff muttered, “The king is getting rid of you as quick as quick can be, so that you do not embarrass him.”


  Alberec said, “And take your dog with you.”


Chapter Ten: Training Ground


  1. Spy Kit


  Gil was awakened by the sensation of Ruff licking his face. He sat up, blinking. It was pitch dark.


  “Is it morning?” he asked.


  Ruff said, “We’re underground, so it is hard to say, but I heard people moving around like it is the beginning of the day watch. I got your pack. You left it in the entry hall. Do you have a flashlight or something in there? Otherwise you have to light your sword on fire.”


  Gil said, “I am not using Dyrnwen as a torch.” He groped around and found the knapsack. One strap was wet from the dog’s mouth. His flashlight was hanging from a convenient clip. The beam seemed dazzling in the utter darkness of the room.


  Ruff was sitting on his haunches and hands. Hands? Gil blinked, wondering if he were still asleep. But no, Ruff had donned his elf gloves on his forepaws so had fingers and thumbs. Next to Ruff on the floor were some towels, a water kettle, and a basin filled with dark liquid.


  “What is that for?” asked Gil.


  “I got stuff from my spy kit. I am going to dye your hair. I was thinking black because my hair is black.”


  Gil said, “With white patches.”


  Ruff said, “Oh! Oh! Good idea! I can put white patches in your hair, too! Make you look distinguished.”


  “Or like a skunk. You really have a spy kit?”


  “Sure! Sure!”


  “What’s it got in it?”


  “Normal stuff. Disguise stuff in case I want to pass for a terrier or a collie. Gas-powered grapnel and line gun. Bugging devices. Shortwave. Peppery smoke pellets for throwing an enemy off the scent. Tongue antiseptic with a bottle of first-aid spit. A rubber chew toy disguised as a bone that squeaks. A land surfboard for crossing the great deadly desert. Boomerang. You know, normal stuff.”


  “Boomerang?”


  “Sure. Sure. Comes back to your hand when you throw it. I can throw it with my mouth. It is for hunting kangaroos. Dangerous critters! They kick!”


  “How often do spies have to hunt… no, never mind….”


  “There is a great and powerful fairy kingdom that Alberec cannot enter hidden in the middle of the great deadly desert in Australia. I’ve had to go there on three missions. ‘Ops’ we call them. Black dog ops. To gather intel.”


  “Intel? What’s that mean?”


  “Yup. That is short for, ah, intel. Anyway, I’ve got the dye.”


  “Why am I dyeing my hair?”


  “Everyone around here knows your mother, and if they see your magic silver hair, they will know who you are.”


  “They saw me last night.”


  “You were wearing your coif the whole time. It covers everything but your face.”


  “I meant the chambermaids.”


  “Oh! Oh! Don’t worry about them. That kind of fairy is called is pisky: they have amnesia every night at the stroke of midnight. All their short-term memories gone. Poof! They remember how to talk and do their chores, but that is about it. It is some ancient punishment for gossiping. Otherwise the elfs would not trust them not to speak of things they see while cleaning and fetching and stuff.”


  Gil shivered. “Let’s hope the training ground is not a creepy as this place. Go ahead. Dye my hair. Will we have to do this every day?”


  Ruff said, “You just have to touch up the roots, depending on how fast your hair grows out.”


  
2. Up the Spiral Tower


  Trumpets and bells sounded the hour. There was a knock on the door, and Bertolac, surrounded by a cloud of little lights, came in. His strange yellow eyes glinted in the half-light. He was dressed as he had been last night, in his armor of pure gold and his lion-skull helm and lion-skin cloak, but this time he had sword and shield. At his heel was his giant wolf-faced white dog, Vertifran. Vertifran and Ruff circled each other warily, sniffing.


  Bertolac wasted no time on pleasantries, but said only, “Come!”


  The tall, golden man led Gil up one dark corridor adorned with scorpions and up a second decorated in centipedes, to an irregular stairway lit by brass snakes hanging by their tails and holding lanterns into their mouths.


  The two dogs trotted after, whispering and gossiping in low growls, talking about hunting seasons of days past and days to come, and which dog was bred with which and when, and what litters they had.


  They emerged from a sliding panel onto a wide, curving balcony large as a boulevard, gleaming under soft silvery light.


  The balcony curved away left and right. Wide, pointed archways facing inward looked upon a vast shaft of air into which captive moonlight poured down. There were ranks of archways, one atop the other, reaching upward and downward as far as the eye could see. It was all one balcony, winding upward like the groove in the horn of a unicorn.


  Flitting like motes through this shaft of moonlight were winged servants, bug-sized or doll-sized or child-sized, toting mops or yokes of buckets or baskets of laundry, going from lower balconies to higher or back again. No one of higher rank seemed to be stirring yet.


  Gil turned his eyes down. The moonbeam, glinting with motes, stretched down and down like a silver finger into the bottomless well. From far below, Gil heard the sound of thousands of hammer blows on anvils: an army of smiths busily at work.


  Bertolac spoke, “Can you fly?”


  Gil said, “That is not one of my talents, sir.”


  Bertolac grunted. “Too bad. I just lost four pence to Puck wagering that you could. Well, I hope you have strong legs. It is quite a climb to the surface.”


  For a long time they climbed the spiral ramp. There was no one else walking in the corridor except one old lady hobbling toward them. She was dressed in a shapeless black cloak and a tall pointed hat like a dunce cap. When she passed in front of a mirror, Gil saw a line of empty-eyed ghosts, gray as fog, following in her train.


  She came closer. The old hag had an owl on her wrist, which she carried as a lady might carry a falcon. Her face was a liver-spotted mass of wrinkles; her hook nose and chin practically touched. Gil wondered at the look of sorrow and despair in her eyes.


  Ruff growled, “Don’t stare. That is a witch.”


  But Gil stared nonetheless when the old granny climbed onto a broom and soared up into the beam of moonlight.


  Bertolac heaved a sigh of relief. He said, “Do not be so saucy with your eye before your betters. I am taking you to a place where your bumpkin manners, or lack thereof, will neither dishonor you nor put a donkey’s head on your shoulders. Elfs are dangerous and fickle people, and their servants more so.”


  Gil said, “But you are a servant of the elfs.”


  Bertolac, without any change in expression, clouted Gil on the side of the head. He was not wearing helm or coif, so the blow caught him on the ear and stung like the dickens.


  Ruff bristled and growled. “Hey! Hey! Watch the hands! Should I bite him?”


  Gil rubbed his ear and gritted his teeth bowed to the knight. “I deserved that, sir.” And then he added, “Down, boy!”


  Bertolac said, “Do not forget to whom you speak, nor that I am as fickle and dangerous as the rest. My task is to see to it that you become dangerous, too. As much as I can make you in the short span you have.” He sighed again and shook his head. “Come! Let us see what wind you have. We will run to the exit.”


  Gil was strong and sound, but trotting along in his forty pounds of armor up a continuous slope, he was soon wheezing and panting as he tried to keep pace with Bertolac.


  They ran past wide gates leading into parks and gardens green and bright beneat small artificial suns, made wide-seeming with illusions. Then, they ran past various doors and gates at which stood sentries, who flourished their pikes in salute of Bertolac, who did not return the salute, but continued trotting onward. They jogged past nicely appointed rooms, indoor lakes of strange fluids, museums, libraries, treasure chambers, ballrooms, and other chambers whose purposes could not be guessed.


  Gil developed a stitch in his side, and sweat was running into his eyes. He snatched a glance toward Bertolac. The man was not even breathing heavily.


  That earned Gil another sharp blow to the head. “Eyes ahead! Run like the White Christ Himself was after you, manikin!” And Bertolac, whose armor was surely heavier than Gil’s own, now broke into a sprint.


  Gil ran and ran. Now that they were higher up, the doors opening up onto the spiral balcony were narrower and meaner, unadorned. Apparently, the elfs put their servants and underlings near the surface.


  Now they passed arsenals, barracks, and underground stalls or kennels or mews where steeds and hounds and hawks were kept, or creatures odder yet, smilodons and woolly mammoths, Tasmanian tigers, Irish elk, a shining hippogriff.


  Gil, wheezing like a broken jalopy, was beginning to look forward to the cold outside and began to imagine, over and over, how refreshing it would be to fall face-first into the snow and never move again.


  Bertolac turned around and was running backward now, staring at Gil’s sweat-drenched face. He rolled his eyes in disgust, turned a cartwheel or two, leaped like a dancer, kicked his foot against the roofbeam, and still managed to stay well in front of Gil.


  Ruff was running, too, his tongue lolling and panting. Vertifran was trotting easily alongside, but his tongue was behind his teeth.


  They turned from the main spiral up a narrow and steep stair. Jerking his knees high, Bertolac bounded up the stairs as lightly as a deer, calling on Gil to hurry.


  Gil’s vision swam. He did not see or notice by what door he exited the underkingdom. He stumbled through the green grass, blinking at the bright sun that blinded him. He saw crooked trees covered in Spanish moss. In the distance were white sand and an expanse of dark water. Nearby on a green hill loomed a large mansion with white pillars holding up a roof of green tiles, all overgrown and blotchy with lichen. Around were several smaller buildings with green moss-covered roofs. Four totem poles as tall as trees carved with leering faces of vultures and goblins, painted in garish colors, stood in a wide square about the mansion.


  At his feet was a stream. Ruff jumped to the water and began lapping it up.


  Gil staggered a few steps toward the water, panting. His vision swam.


  Bertolac said, “Was there something you wanted, squire?”


  “Yes, sir,” Gil managed to gasp. “Request permission to faint….”


  The permission must have been granted because the ground swung up and hit him in the face, and his armor clanged about him. Gil tightened his fingers on the hilt of his sword and scabbard, and, just before consciousness slipped away, wondered in what country he was now, whether this was Earth at all.


  It went dark, but he could still hear. Bertolac sighed, just a small sound of disappointment. The hound Vertifran sniffed curiously at Gil’s ear and said, “He is stronger than an elf but has less stamina. Maybe a Nibelung?”


  Bertolac said, “You trying to sniff out his secrets, Vertifran? It does not matter what he is or where he is from if he cannot perform. I will see him dead before I see him shame me, bury the body beneath some ground where no ghosts walk, and send a changeling in his place to die in his stead in a year.”


  Gil did not wait for his vision to return. He thought it would be easier, this time, coming to his feet than it had been last night, beneath the tree, when the snow and cold had sapped all his strength.


  It was not any easier.


  But he did it. It took an eternity, but he did it. Gil stood, swaying, his ears ringing, waiting for his eyesight to clear.


  
3. Uffern House


  The first four weeks were the roughest, and Gil had hardly any sleep the whole time. He was overworked, over-harassed, called, commanded, struck, slapped, and tormented with every cruelty a harsh taskmaster could devise. And it was too cold to sleep at night. New Year’s Day came and went without his noticing it.


  Uffern House consisted of a mansion housing three knights and a staff of Night World servants and human slaves, some of whom were housed in outbuildings on the hillside. Gil and seven other squires were kept in a wooden barracks at the foot of the hill, hard by the training ground. There were a line of floor pallets on which to sleep, a chest larger on the inside than on the outside in which to stow gear, a single communal chamberpot, and three lamps. One was lit for light, one was lit when smoking tobacco was permitted, and one was lit when returning to one’s true form was permitted. The whole barracks was draftier by night and stuffier by day than the stalls where the horses were kept.


  Gil was aghast and a little embarrassed when a small troll-face creature showed up at the barracks every day to carry off the chamber pot. Apparently, there were some tasks too humble even for squires to do. The creature’s name was Dilk.


  Gil’s life consisted of three things.


  The first thing that made up his life was the practice yard, which included the mess tent, the archery range, and the quintain.


  The quintain was simply a pivoting arm standing upright on a sawhorse. One side of the arm was the target, shaped like a shield, and the other was a sandbag dangling from a short chain. When an awkward, overworked, and sleep-deprived squire on an ill-tempered palfrey took a run at the quintain, he would, if he could concentrate and keep his aim, strike the target with the lance that was too big and heavy for him, whereupon the arm would turn on its pivot, and the sandbag would clout the hapless squire from the side or from behind and send him toppling from the horse into the mire and manure of the practice yard, to the neverending amusement of the knights supervising this particular form of devilry.


  The second part of Gil’s life was the combination of not getting enough sleep, and doing too much washing, wood-chopping, and cleaning.


  The third was writing letters to his mother, which he wrapped up and gave to Ruff to mail. How he managed to buy stamps and find a mailbox, Gil never asked. Ruff suggested opening a post office box in the nearest human town beyond the swamp, but without any money, and being a dog, he could not think of a way to do it. So Gil had no way to receive any return letters.


  There was no free time and no place to go had there been. Gil learned the stench and location of every bog pool within several miles radius of the house, usually by falling into them. Gil learned to hate the sight of crooked and ancient trees, whose branches were shrouded with hanging moss, and learned to hate the sound of moisture dripping, steadily as a ticking clock, small green drops into midge-infested green ponds.


  
4. The Servants


  From time to time Gil was called into the manor house to do some task there. The place was gorgeous to the eye, decorated in gems and silver and fine woven cloths, but oddly uncomfortable, even for the aristocratic knights.


  The elfs did not seem to believe in things like running water or thermostats. When the air was cold, a knight ordered the servants to hang up tapestries, or kindle fires, or breathe out fire. When, months later, the air grew hot, a knight ordered the servants to fan him. When a knight wanted a bath, servants heated water in a kettle over a chimney stove and drew water from the stream which flowed past the foot of the hill, bringing the buckets one by one all the way up the grassy slope. When he wanted light, either a pisky shed it, or the knight had the witch conjure it from the air. There were cooks and kitchen maids a-plenty, but no dishwashing machines.


  The witch was a toothless old hag in a dark hood with dark eyes filled with sorrow and helpless rage. In her keeping were the dovecote, where the doves were kept, and the dream library, where dreams were kept. The doves carried messages by day and the dreams by night.


  The old witch had an apprentice who slept in the dovecote. This was a nervous girl with frizzled and fly-away red hair, thin-faced and freckled like a strawberry, who, as far as Gil could see, was fully human. The name assigned to her was Foxglove. Gil had few chances to speak with the witch’s apprentice, and she was afraid to tell him her real name, or perhaps she had forgotten it.


  The stream was fresh and potable and near the hill’s foot, but slowed and darkened and sank in a maze of bug-haunted rivulets and inky pools into the marshy land beyond, a place of tall grass, cattails, quicksand, and Bald Cypress groves. Gil would come daily to pound the laundry of the older squires against the rocks, scrub and soap and pound again.


  Some of the laundrywomen were also elfs. Others were not. These were old ladies in skirts and aprons and white lacy caps. They did laundry in the same fashion as he did, scrubbing with a washboard and tub at the riverside and stringing the fabric on a line to dry, but at the hour opposite his, so Gil never saw them up close.


  He was not sure what he would have done had he seen them up close because he was sure they were human beings.


  Ruff confirmed this for him. They were women who were either reported as missing or thought to be insomniacs in the human world, or perhaps victims of UFO abductions. They were summoned nightly by the Black Spell to do work at the mansion and banished, unthanked, back to sickbed or jail cell or asylum, retirement home or gutter, or wherever the elfs saw fit to store their slaves when not needed, with no memory of their labors, merely the weariness. Any who woke partly from the spell to recall, as if in a dream, the nightmare of thralldom, a second elfin charm surrounding the victim would make anyone who heard their tales disbelieve them immediately, discount them as madness, and forget the tales quickly.


  
5. The Masters


  Weeks turned into months. A dozen times a day he told himself he could, should, and must quit, simply flee into the surrounding swampland, and foreswear the elfs, for he had no desire for knighthood after all.


  But then, when he noticed he had learned the trick of falling asleep instantly whenever there was available bunk-time and coming awake instantly, alert and ready for more chores, more tilting, more currying, more washing, more whatever, he counted and found he was only wishing to quit half a dozen times a day. By the end of a month, it was down to only three times a day.


  The curious thing was that even when he was insulted or beaten, it was always with a certain courtesy and formality. Bertolac could cuss him out when he failed some training task without ever once using a swear word; but Gil told himself to lookup the word “jackanape” if he ever got back to human civilization.


  There were two other knights aside from Bertolac living in Uffern House, a Sir Dwnn son of Dygflwng, and a Sir Iaen son of Iscawin. Sir Dwnn was the archery master and had the peculiarity that he could swell up to the size of a tree and radiate such heat that everything around him would remain dry when it rained. Sir Iaen taught horsemanship, and his peculiarity was that he was every bit as good a guide in lands he had never seen as in his own country.


  Gil could not pronounce either of their names to save his life. He avoided extra punishment by calling them Sir Dune and Sir Yen, and that seemed close enough.


  There had been a third knight there in the first two weeks after Gil’s arrival. One of the servants washing his clothing, not a human slave who worked by day but an elf maiden who did her chores by night, found blood seeping from his garments, and she began to keen and wail, before foretelling the third knight’s death. And he vanished, either having fled without first asking leave or spirited away unseen by his murderer in another place or world.


  Gil never discovered the missing knight’s name. The serving girl’s name was Gwennmwswgl Bansidhe of the White Moss; another name he could not pronounce. He called her Gwen.


  The three ill-tempered palfreys in the stable set aside for the squires to train on were named Hwydydwg, Drwdydwg, and Llwyrdydwg, yet for some reason, Gil had no trouble with their names at all.


  He called them High, Dry, and Low for short, talked to them about their troubles, told them jokes and riddles, and asked them polite questions about any aches and the conditions of their hoofs, which he took pains to clean correctly even when another squire was assigned that duty. He was also the only squire who was never bucked off, or bitten, or kicked.


  In addition to the palfreys set aside for the squires to train on, there were two Coursers and a Destrier, with glossy coats and fierce eyes, kept in the higher stables, as well as three jennies, a half-tamed gryphon named Gwenglear, and an elf named Selyf son of Smoit who had been turned into a mule.


  Sir Dwnn was peppery and erratic and delighted in giving squires contradictory orders so that he always had an excuse to punish failure. He played favorites and simply decided Gil was his least favorite no matter what so that even if Gil executed a maneuver, mucked a stall, mopped a floor, scaled a wall, or shot an arrow into a pikestaff in the exact same fashion as the others, he was punished and they rewarded.


  Sir Iaen never raised his voice or altered his tone, and he gave orders in precise detail, expecting them to be carried out in the same detail, just as given. His method was to give tasks it was possible to do but to leave the squires no time in which to do them. If they seemed too close to finishing on time in a satisfactory fashion, he merely added more to the task roster the next day.


  Gil could not read the curlicue squiggles of the elf-writing, which, unlike human writing, would change shape depending on whether you looked at it straight on or from the corner of your eye, but he kept Ruff nearby to translate the task roster for him.


  
6. The Squires


  The squires consisted of two purebred elfs as slender as girls but as quick as snakes; a bald boy who wore goggles and had the power of levitation; a surly dark-skinned lad who kept raw meat in a serpent-leather bag which was his prize possession; a seven-foot-tall boy with one eye on the front of his skull and one eye on the rear; a swarthy, squat, and slab-faced lad half Gil’s size and twice his strength; and a handsome lad with the curling golden locks and eyes of piercing blue. From his hair and skin a cold but refreshing tingle seemed to come like wind from a distant snowpeak.


  Ruff identified their race as a Strega, a Fir Bolg, a Fomor, a Nibelung, and Vanir; and Ruff only expressed surprise at seeing a Vanir since they were a people who usually kept apart from elfs due to some ancient enmity between the races.


  On the first day, practically the first hour, the other squires knew what had befallen Gil at the Christmas Feast. Each of them, in his own way, made it clear he would not befriend the doomed boy or even take the trouble to learn his name. They called him manadh-mlwyddyn, which meant “Year-to-Live” in their particular elf dialect.


  In addition to all his other chores and duties, it was the custom here that an elder squire could command any younger to act as his personal servant, doing anything from blacking boots to brushing clothes to bringing tea to cooking breakfast. Gil, as the least senior boy here, suddenly found himself with seven taskmasters, ranging from the unreasonable to the malicious.


  There was only a week of pleasant springtime weather. The week before it was bitterly cold at night; the week after it was ferociously hot during the day, and swarms of insects plagued Gil until a group of polite birds asked if they could eat the midges and mites bothering him.


  These birds included an Ochre-bellied flycatcher, a Northern Beardless tyrnnulet, a Black-crowned tityra, a Tawny-throated leaftosser, and a Ruddy woodcreeper. They were shy of him, but a Speckled mourner spoke for them. Gil was glad to accept their help and to let them shade him and fan him with their wings. The other squires were nervous seeing these birds flock so close around Gil or fetch him a spent arrow or dropped cleaning rag, so Gil asked the birds to leave him to sweat like the others when he was on the training ground or when Bertolac or the two knights were watching.


  He also asked a nightjar to listen after sunset to the talk and gossip of the knights and other elfs, especially anything about him.


  Whenever the nightjar reported that Sir Iaen said Gil was being worked too hard by such-and-such a squire or Bertolac said it was “bad form,” Gil knew it was time to defy the older boy and to fight him.


  He had already fought each of the squires two or three times in the first two or three weeks because, one after another, either in soothing tones or imperious tones, each older boy told him it was against polite custom to say grace at meals. Gil said a prayer aloud at meals nonetheless even though the Vanir lad said it made the beer go flat, and the Owl-boy said it stung his ears.


  Gil won more fights than he lost against the Fomorian and Nibelung even though they were stronger than he, but he lost more than he won against the two elfin lads, who were quicker.


  Apparently, there was some unspoken tradition about what amount of hazing was allowed and what was too much. It was like an invisible line. Where the invisible line fell depended on a number of things, including the race and relative rank of the squires involved. A boy of an unknown race and lineage, Gil started with this invisible line allowing almost anything. His friends among the birds said the knights were sure he was a half-breed, human mixed with dwarf or eft, perhaps a Moth or Cobweb, who had really no right to be mingling with his betters.


  When one of the squires slipped a poisonous snake into his bedsheets one night, Gil politely asked the snake to gather some of his cousins and friends and to return to the squire who had sent him. One of the boys was in the sick house that next day, and Gil had to take on his chores as well as his own, but he could not stop smiling.


  After that, the invisible line seemed to move. The gossip now was that since no one knew his parentage, it was best to assume he was of noble blood, a jinn, or a Nephilim.


  
7. Lessons


  They were taught how to scrub and wear their armor. As if he were child again, Gil had to learn how to stoop and rise and stand and walk and run. Gil was embarrassed to discover that knights wore diapers.


  “In combat,” said Sir Bertolac, “Your body is wiser than you and will expel all uncleanness before any wounds are received. Vision and hearing will close in to a narrow scope, that you may see only what is needed to keep you alive. Your heart will speed, and time will slow.”


  The training was in horsemanship, sword, battleaxe, mace, dagger, and lance. The swordplay was with sword-shaped wooden batons, called “wasters”, which still hurt when they struck and could break bones.


  Before Gil ever set foot in a stirrup, he was required to fight on piggyback, at first being the horse, with another squire on his back digging heels into his ribs, and then being the rider. Then there was also swimming, throwing stones and javelins, wrestling, and scaling walls in full armor.


  Every fourteen days the knights went out with hounds at their heels or hawks on their wrists, squires trudging dutifully behind, either deeper into the swamp, or on the hillsides beyond the swamp, or on the mountain beyond the hills, or in the arid wastelands on the far side of the mountains, where haunted pyramids and windowless towers brooded above a desert of cactus and thorny trees.


  The arts of hunting were useful for honing many aspects of knightly life, from the hardihood of long marches to the making of camp to the patience of stalking prey, the use of horn calls to coordinate maneuvers, and learning to know and use the lay of the land.


  The house at times seemed to be closer to the mountain pass, and at other times farther, sometimes deep in the swamp, and sometimes near the edges, so that Gil never formed a clear idea of how far away the western hills were.


  Gil from the first was the star pupil during these expeditions. Tree roots would not trip him, thorns not stab, and birds and rodents would tell him how to read the spore or simply say which way the deer, rabbit, possum, or fox had run. Sometimes the deer being chased would simply run toward Gil and come and put his head in Gil’s lap. When that happened, Gil felt honor bound to let the creature escape even though it meant he would be punished with mockery and extra duties.


  At wrestling Gil also excelled because the quicker boys could not escape his grip, and the stronger boys were not as agile and clever at applying leverage and switching holds. Gil had taken wrestling in school, and from a bear, which these lads apparently had not.


  Horsemanship was another matter. No one could understand how a lad his age could have gone through his whole life having never mounted nor ridden a horse. But his lack of basic skills made him not just atrocious, but a laughingstock.


  
8. Warsteed of the Ghostlord


  Then one night as he was sleeping, Hwydydwg, Drwdydwg, and Llwyrdydwg came to him in a dream and explained that they could give him extra lessons by night on how to sit properly and post and so on. Gil said, “How is this happening? How can you come when I am asleep?”


  Hwydydwg said, “Saint Eloy is a friend of ours, and Saint George, who loves all horses and all horsemen who love them. By their permission we are come.”


  Drwdydwg said, “Fear not! A fall from a mare in a dream will do you no harm, and no matter your exertions now, you will be well rested in the morning.”


  And Llwyrdydwg said, “Humans and horse are much alike. Some are maverick and run alone, and some are stallions and run with the herd. Both know how to lead and how to follow. You have yet to find the knight who shall be your true master and teacher; for you have exchanged no oaths with Bertolac and are not bound. You are a maverick still.”


  Gil said, “What can I give you in return?”


  Hwydydwg said, “Be kind to all steeds, both true horses and the elfin Destrier. The fairy horses do not age and cannot be slain, yet none of them is his own master. Beasts lack the power to pray to the heaven from which their riders fell. Many an elfin steed is tormented by the memories of those high blue fields.”


  Drwdydwg said, “Do you think humans crave Heaven? Not half so much as we horses; for the shining blue fields run on forever, and the old angelic swiftness which we here on Earth can only foreshadow, there is in its full strength. Running in Heaven, we can outrace the bearded comet. Rarely in waking life can we recall this, and when we do, aha! Swifter than arrows, our hoofs!”


  And Llwyrdydwg said, “Do not wonder that there are steeds in Heaven. Is it not promised you that the Prince will return riding a White Horse?”


  He awoke refreshed, and, the next morning, when no one, not even Bertolac, could mount up the Destrier, who was bucking and tossing his mane, Gil asked if he could have a try. Everyone laughed and hooted at him, and Sir Dwnn grew red-faced with anger and grew two feet in height, but cold-voiced Sir Iaen said it would be good for the boy to learn humility.


  Gil approached the beast, petted his nose, and asked his name, which was Du Y Moroedd. Gil asked about his mother, how she was doing, and other small talk like that. The Destrier said, “I was once the steed of Gwynn ap Nudd, who rules the Land of Ghosts. Should the weight of elfs grown gross and heavy as their spirits slowly become solid be allowed to touch my spine?”


  Gil said, “How did you come to be in Sir Bertolac’s service?”


  “He overthrew the Lord of Ghosts in mortal combat, for he knows the secret of life and death.”


  Gil turned and looked at Bertolac, a strange look in his eye, for he was puzzled. He wondered what Bertolac was.


  One of the squires called out, “Are you just going to pet and nuzzle the beast all day, Year-to-Live? Your time is running short!”


  Gil turned back to the stallion. “Let me ride you, and I will tell you a secret.”


  The Destrier twitched his ears suspiciously. “What kind of secret?”


  Gil said, “A good one.”


  The Destrier said, “I can hear you are telling the truth. A good secret it is!”


  So Gil, with some awkwardness, climbed up.


  “Put your weight back. No, more the other way,” said the horse, and he coached Gil into the proper posture until it felt right on his back. “Now, the secret is…?”


  Gil leaned and whispered in his ear, “In Heaven you can run on the shiny blue fields forever, swifter than a comet! Remember?”


  The Destrier obviously did remember then, for he reared and neighed and raced away downslope faster than he had ever run before and cleared the stream in one jump.


  Bertolac stared after the boy on his speeding steed with a strange look in his eye, for he was puzzled. He wondered what Gil was.


  
9. Page Pence


  Gil asked Du Y Moroedd to bite and misbehave whenever Gil was not around. Gil said, “I’d like to get a reputation for being good with horses.”


  The Destrier said, “But you are good with horses! I like you just fine. You still don’t post properly, but keep trying. No need to be sneaky about it.”


  Gil said, “I don’t think it is sneaky to ask a friend to let you show off your talents, right?”


  And so after a few days when it became clear that Sir Bertolac could not mount his prize stallion unless Gil was there petting the horse’s nose and holding his bridle, Gil was assigned additional duties as a groom. As it turned out, these additional duties carried additional benefits.


  One day, Bertolac on his high war steed and Gil on one of the squire palfreys, Dry, trotted out along the riverside and picked their way from hillock to hillock through the swamp.


  Bertolac said, “If you do groom duty, I am expected to give you a silver pence on Michaelmas, or some other like wage. It is called the Page Pence.”


  Gil said, “Sir, the wage I request is Sundays off. I need to go to pray and to visit the nearest chapel.”


  Bertolac looked at him askance, then turned, and carefully inspected the surrounding woods. “Aaah. eh. Prayer is not exactly a normal activity for elfs.”


  Gil said, “Sir, I am not exactly a normal squire.”


  Bertolac said, “You know that Alberec has secret police, and spies, and informers, not to mention torture chambers. It is all things that we elfs taught you humans, which you made your own during the Age of Reason, when the final masquerade to hide all trace of elfin overlordship was complete, and all magic and glamour were removed from man. But we also have exquisite variations of our own, nightmare chambers, and witches who can charm the truth out of a born liar, and necromancers who can continue to torment the ghosts of those who die under torture without relent, allowing them no escape.”


  Gil said, " ‘You humans’? You have decided I am a human, Sir?"


  Bertolac sighed. “Do you deny that you are human? The Sons of Adam are a sacred race, set apart from nature, and only they can shed tears for their sins. For a time, I thought you were a magician, a human using the black arts to impersonate one of the Night World, but magicians have their tear ducts stopped up when they sign their contract of blood. And you are not a Vanir. You could pass for one, but when you stand next to Fjolnir son of Freyr, the difference is obvious.”


  “Who?”


  Bertolac rolled his eyes. “You blacked his boots last night. The yellow-haired third squire who acts a prefect.”


  Just then, perhaps by accident, a flock of birds stirred out of the reeds and seeing Gil, rushed up in a clamor of wings and happy greetings. Some of them shaded his head and fanned his brow with their wings; the others dove into the midges, flies, and bugs nearby and cleared the air of them. Birds were sitting on Gil’s shoulders and on his head.


  Gil carefully moved aside a Coppery-tailed trogon that was blocking his view of Bertolac’s surprised face. Gil said ponderously, “Sir, I am not denying that I am a human being.”


  Bertolac said, “Aha! That means… wait…”


  The Destrier said, “It does not mean anything. If he does not say anything about who he is, he is not denying anything either. Use a little horse sense.”


  Bertolac patted the horse absentmindedly on the neck. “Okay, I suppose that it does not mean anything. But why do you want to go to pray? Are you not afraid of Alberec and his secret police?”


  Gil said, “No, Sir. Because it is the King’s wish that I stay alive and be trained well enough to comport myself as knight, as much as can be in few months, so that the world will see me go to the Green Chapel.”


  The wind started blowing at just that moment, and the sun came out from behind a cloud, and the slanting beams fell on and around Gil and Bertolac. Bertolac scowled up at the sun and said, “It is unchancy to say that name aloud, where the sun might hear you.”


  Gil said, “Sir, nonetheless, I cannot present myself to the Green Knight at the appointed hour if I am in the King’s dungeon.”


  Bertolac said, “Why do you wish to pray? It is a habit that erodes the self-esteem, exasperates friendships, and creates contention and dispute. A true man would stand on his own!”


  Gil said, “Sir? Is that your lesson to me as a knight? To be self-serving? If so, I will depart here and now, not even returning to Uffern House for my possessions, but fleeing away from you with all the speed I might.”


  “And drown in the swamp. It is larger than it seems. The lands we call Yaganechito that stretch from Louisiana through Texas to Mexico are a territory the elfs bought from Napoleon back in the day, but human maps and human minds cannot show it, and the nations and tribes that Jackson attempted to destroy still flourish here, and the passenger pigeon still flies in myriads along the coasts. How do you imagine to pass through it freely?”


  Gil was smiling at this news, for it was the first time he had heard that he was still on Earth and still in North America. How it could be midwinter in North Carolina and the middle of a heat wave in Southern Louisiana, he was at a loss to explain.


  Bertolac said, “Why are you smiling? Does the prospect of death in the Sitimacha swamp or Aztec desert amuse you? Hidden from Christian men, the Aztecs have preserved their nations and customs as well, and it is ill to fall into their hands.”


  Gil said, “Sir, should I perish due to your neglect, I trust you will in good faith report the details of your disobedience to your master, the King. Perhaps you can dress up as me with an illusion and go to the Green Chapel in my stead.”


  At that moment, the soft, strange, wonderful sounds of church bells ringing in the distance floated across the black pools and reed islands of the mire. Gil asked a quetzal bird, “What bells are those?”


  The little bird answered, “The bells belong to Saint Francis de Sales, whose cathedral this is. It is attended by the Sisters of the Holy Cross, who serve Our Lady of the Seven Dolors.”


  Bertolac clapped his hands over his ears, squinted up at the sun, grimaced, and took one hand off one ear to shade his eyes. He also answered, “Those are the bells of the White Christ. Storms and witches are confounded by the sound. Have you truly never heard them before?”


  Gil said, “I have not heard these bells before. Do they belong to the same Saint Francis who is friends with the bears?”


  The little bird said, “No, that is a different Francis. This one is the patron of the deaf. We love him because, although we sing along with all creation every dawn all the praises due the creator, there are men who cannot hear us.”


  Bertolac said, “I don’t know to whom they belong. Have you truly never heard church bells before? Count yourself lucky. You must be from Utgard or Ulcoldir or the drowned city of Hy Brasil. What are you? A land-going merman of some sort? A very short giant?”


  Gil said, “Sir? I await your answer, Lord. Do you seriously mean to tell me a knight should live for selfish pursuit of self-esteem? Should I dismount and flee from you?”


  Bertolac said, “Hmm. I can tell you are not bluffing. Very well: a knight’s life is a life of service, as is his death. His life is a life of honor, as is his death. A knight’s life is this: never to do outrage or murder; to flee treason; to give mercy to him who asks mercy; to protect the weak and defenseless; always to do ladies and widows succor; never to force yourself upon them, but to respect the chastity of women; not to take up battles in wrongful quarrels for love or worldly goods. And in all things to serve your liege lord in valor and faith.”


  “Sir, that is well spoken,” said Gil. There was a tear in his eye. Hearing such solemn, solid, old-fashioned words, words that affirmed using one‘s strength to save the weak, to help women, to be true and loyal, and more… weary as he was with the harshness of Uffern, hearing such words made his heart soar.


  Bertolac said, “Squire Swan! You have still not told me why you wish to pray. It is not safe for folk of the Night World.”


  Gil said, “A message from Saint Eloy came to me in a dream and did me a great service. I realized that I am in a deeper danger than I thought, and I want the aid of so mighty a holy man, and of Mary, and the other Saints, and of the Prince of Heaven. Did not King Arthur say once these words? More things are wrought by prayer than this world dreams of.”


  Bertolac, to his immense surprise, answered him by saying, “Wherefore, let thy voice rise like a fountain for me night and day. For what are men better than sheep or goats that nourish a blind life within the brain, if, knowing God, they lift not the hands of prayer both for themselves and those who call them friend? For so the whole round Earth is every way bound by gold chains about the feet of God.”


  Gil listened with his mouth hanging open. He had not known the rest of the quote or had not remembered it. It was from one of the books about King Arthur that Gil had read. Up until this moment, Gil had been convinced that the elfs knew nothing of those books. Why else would parts of the story of Arthur that every schoolchild knew be a shocking surprise to the elfs? But here was Bertolac rattling off the words without a pause.


  Bertolac nodded sagely. “I had forgotten you were Arthur’s man. It is an incredible and unbelievable claim for you to make, but I begin to believe it.” Bertolac heaved a sigh. “I cannot stand against one of Arthur’s orders. Since he told you to pray for him and for yourself and your friends, I will not contradict him. He once came to Caer Sidi, you know, and the elfs did not triumph in that encounter. I grant you leave provided you take all precautions that the others of my kind do not discover it.”


  “What precautions?”


  “Can you cast the illusions to hide you from prying eyes?”


  “I cannot.”


  “If you are an elf, you must be as sunk in sins as Modsognir to have lost so much. How could you forget all we once knew? Bah! I will have Granny Squannit the Witch arrange to cover you up until you leave Yaganechito. I am no fool to ignore so clear an omen: we are very near the border. You have to cross a bridge of wood and then a bridge of stone, and you will be in the world of men again, where the mists are thin. I reckon it to be seven miles from the edge of the Wildlife Refuge to the center of Houma, where that cathedral is. On horseback you should be able to go and return in the time allotted. I can show you the simple trick all Night Folk use to place their swords and armor partway in the mist so that we can walk among men, without our weapons being seen by them, or recollected if they are. It is our most useful elfwork, and anyone can learn it.”


  “I am grateful to you, Lord.”


  “Do not be. You have failed to count the cost. It is already April, and you have proven yourself all but worthless so far. We have eight months left to make you worthy of being the lowliest and most raw of knights. Each day must hold two more hour’s worth of work to make up for the twelve hours lost!”


  “Yes, sir.”


  
10. One Last Thing


  They rode on for a while. Bertolac at one point squinted at Gil’s face and said, “One last thing: report to me before dawn tomorrow in the Gentleman’s Wardrobe.”


  “Sir?”


  “You have an unlikely growth of hair on your cheek, and it must be scraped clean if you are to be presentable to the humans at mass.”


  Gil, surprised, rubbed his jaw, and felt the wiry fur of a bit of beard there. He had not looked in a mirror for weeks, and he wondered fearfully if the hair was coming in silver, like the hairs of his head, or dark, like the hair of his eyebrows.


  Seeing his look, Bertolac must have misinterpreted it, for said in a soft and almost kindly voice, “You have no father, no uncle, nor grown brother to show you?”


  “I have no one, sir.”


  Bertolac pursed his lips, looking a little grim. “I will have a maiden boil water and bring soap, and I will show you myself the art of shaving. Every boy learns this when he becomes a man. I will have our witch fetch you an oval shard of volcanic glass to strop into a proper razor. It keeps an edge better than a knife of bronze or flint. It is only a shame that…”


  He caught himself and closed his mouth, but Gil knew what he had been about to say. It was only a shame that the squire Year-to-Live would only make use of the art of shaving for the year he had to live.


  “I am grateful, sir,” said Gil.


  Bertolac was silent for the rest of the ride.


Chapter Eleven: Sabbath Day


  1. Stockings and Swamp Herbs


  Bertolac was as good as his word. Gil was given an extra two hour’s worth of work to cram into his eighteen available hours of work, training, hazing, and fatigue on Friday and Saturday. When Ruff read the ever-twisting elf-runes from the duty roster, he growled and said Gil was off duty Sundays.


  Friday afternoon, after lance practice, between rushing to thatch the roof of the ice-house, to peel potatoes, to climb a rope in full armor, to put an arrow into a clay pigeon, to haul water buckets from stream to cistern, and to mend an older squire’s ripped stockings, he managed to arrange with the older groom (who looked like an ape) and the under cook (who looked like a stump) to have a satchel of bread, cheese, and bologna readied for his Sunday breakfast and to have Ceingalad, one of the two coursers, assigned to his use for that day. The chore of waxing and polishing the saddle, stirrups, bridle, halter, reins, bit, harness, and martingale was added to his load to complete before Friday night lights-out.


  He managed this only by asking shy and fidgeting Foxglove, the witch’s maid, to swap chores with him. She would sew the stockings for him, as he was no hand with a needle. In return, he would gather purple loosestrife, fennel, henbane, mint, mugwort, and silkweed from the swamp. She did not want to do it because she was afraid of snakes, Will-o’-the-Wisps, and drowning.


  Gil, of course, did not have the ability to find these herbs and flowers in the pathless morass, but by a combination of wheedling and threatening, he convinced some opossums, raccoons, river rats, ringtail cats, and woodcocks to help him.


  He had to bribe them with his dinner, so he went hungry that night. But by dawn, the animals and birds gathered more into the bag of the poisonous flowers and sweet green herbs than Foxglove could have gathered in three trips. She was so happy when she saw the overflowing bag that she clapped her hands, hopped for joy, and leaped at Gil to kiss his cheek. Then she blushed as red as a beet and ran away.


  Gil said, “I hope she remembers to hide it. She is supposed to go out into the swamp from Saturday evening to Sunday morning, or else it won’t look like she gathered it.”


  Ruff, sitting nearby scratching his flees, watched the little witch’s maid run off, clutching her bag of swamp herbs. He whistled. “I’m telling Nerea.”


  Gil said, “What are you talking about? You’re crazy.”


  “Gilberec and Foxglove sitting in a tree… Kay, eye, ess, ess, eye, en, gee…”


  “Other dogs foam at the mouth when they are mad. You rhyme.”


  “She’s sweet on you!”


  “Can’t be. For one thing, she is thirteen. Or twelve.”


  “She is older than that. The witch feeds her a drug to keep her from growing up. To keep her too young to breed.”


  “That’s gross.”


  “Everything witches do is gross.”


  “Not in the movies. In movies, the witches are always young and cute—they’re always good witches.”


  “Hollywood is run by elfs,” grunted the dog.


  “Anyhow, I have talked with her maybe once.”


  “Listen. Listen. If you did not shout at her that once you talked to her, then you are the only who hasn’t. You were nice. That means a lot to girls like her. No one bothers to find out her name for the same reason they don’t want to bother finding out yours. She is not going to live long.”


  Gil said, “How do you know?”


  “Hey, I am a spy, after all, and I have lots of time to sniff around while you are busy getting hit on the head with wooden swords and falling off your pony.”


  “What’s going to happen to her?”


  “The elfs were thinking of giving the witch away at the tithe because the dark powers prefer to take a human in the place of an elf. But the witch will give them her prentice in her place, and they’ll agree, because the powers prefer a virgin in the place of a crone.”


  
2. The Dovecote


  On Sunday morning an hour before dawn, Gil was in his armor and surcoat on top of Ceingalad, with shield and helm hanging from his saddle. He and Ruff trotted near the creaking old tower used as the dovecote where the Witch slept amid piles of white bird droppings. The moon was down, and the night was cool, and the insects and toads in the swamp were chirruping and croaking.


  The snores of the witch could be heard even through the stone walls and wooden cap of the tower. Her nose was like a foghorn.


  Gil asked Ruff to sniff around and find the trail of Foxglove.


  One of the doves called out in alarm, “Who’s there?”


  Gil said softly, “Please go back to sleep. If you wake up the witch, everything is lost!”


  “Is that you? Gilberec Moth? The trees are talking about you.” High above, a small white bird head peered out from between two broken tiles in the conical roof.


  Gil said, “Hush! Yeah, I am a friend of theirs. Sort of.”


  The white dove cocked its head to one side. “A tree-friend! Are you saving Foxglove?”


  “Yes, yes, now hush up. Don’t wake up the other birds!”


  “We like her! We do!” That was a second bird, which also stuck its white, slim head out of the dovecote to peer at him.


  And one or two other birds inside the tower cooed, “We do! We do! Dooo!”


  The second bird asked excitedly. “Do you like her?”


  “Sort of. Not really. Now please be quiet!”


  “Why are you helping her if you don’t really like her?” piped up a third bird. Now more and more little avian faces with bright eyes were peering down from under the roof eaves. “Who knows what the witch will do to you?” (and other doves cooed, “Do to you! Do to you! Youuu!”)


  “She’s a damsel. She’s in distress. It’s my job. Now hush up, for Christ’s sake!”


  The several birds billed and cooed for a moment, and one said, “For his sake, we shall. The spirit who descended on the Christ to baptize him was like one of us, which was a great blessing for all doves. I will go and tell the priest to ready the water, oil, and wine.”


  And one lone white bird flew out across the night sky. The others, true to their word, returned to their perches inside the tower most silently. No voice was raised in alarm, and there was no clamor as Gil followed Ruff away from the tower. The only sound that followed them was the raucous snores of the Witch.


  
3. Foxglove


  Ruff led Gil directly to the little hillock beneath a moss-covered oak tree where Foxglove sat, shivering. The bag of herbs she was pretending to gather was hanging on a gnarled tree branch. She was sitting in her shapeless brown dress, her red hair a wild mess, her pointed elbows around her knobby knees, rocking back and forth, staring at the oily swamp waters and tufts of grass that hissed and murmured in the night breeze. Gil heard the noise of sobbing and crying.


  The twitter of the first bird broke through the susurration of insect whines and toad voices. “Dawn!” the bird cried.


  Other birds joined in, twittering. “Hail! Holy light! Offspring of Heaven firstborn! Of the eternal, a co-eternal beam! For God is light! And his first word of creation in his image his own image made, light from light!”


  Gil trotted up on horseback, tack jangling.


  Foxglove looked up at him, embarrassed, woebegone. Gil saw no sign of tears on her cheeks. She said, “What are you doing here? You are going to get us both in trouble.”


  Gil said to Ruff, “Good boy. You found her. And there is no one following? No one watching?”


  Ruff said, “Nope. The normal elf spies, owls, and pixies and the like, were baffled by the witch-spell Sir Bertolac ordered to cover your tracks.”


  Gil said to Foxglove, “Are you willing to give up this place forever. I can take you into the human world, and no one will be the wiser. Do you have any folks? Any place to stay?”


  She said, “I cannot go back to the human world. I never knew my dad, my mom’s boyfriends beat me, and I was in and out of doctors’ offices and clinics because I could see things that were not there. A witch woman found me. She was a friend of the elfs. She said she would teach me secrets. Skip was the name of Mom’s latest boyfriend. I might have killed him. I was trying to. Skip was screaming in his sleep when I got out of his car, and he got out, too, even though he was asleep. He was sleepwalking in the middle of the road, trying to hit the oncoming cars with a tire iron. I made him drive me in his sleep to the bus station. I can do that to people. Just with words and a stick from a willow tree. The witch taught me. Then, I sent him out into the highway to fight the cars. So I am a killer. Or just as good as one. I cannot go back.”


  Gil said, “You can find someone to take you in, if you are willing to try. An orphanage is better than this.”


  She shook her head. “I signed a contract. In blood.”


  Gil said, “Witches really do that?”


  She nodded, miserably. “I sterilized the needle with alcohol first. I learned all about needles from my mother. If I break the contract, the Devil takes me.”


  Gil raised his head and listened to the birds singing for a moment. Then, he looked down at her, frowned, and said sternly, “I know a prince who is stronger than any demon or devil, but he is bound by his love for you never to help you until and unless you ask. Will you foreswear witches and witchcraft, and her false promises of power, and the elfs and their glamour, and all the deceits and trumpery of the Devil? My prince can protect you.”


  She looked up. Foxglove must have known some of the gossip about Gil because now her eyes were shining. “Do you mean Arthur? Is he not your lord?”


  “I mean the lord Arthur serves. Come. Get up behind me.” He leaned down and smiled and extended his hand.


  She shook her head, her eyes empty of hope and life. “The elfs will find me.”


  “No one will look for you. Hand me your shawl.”


  And, when he had her shawl, he whistled and called for an alligator. After a few minutes, two yellow eyes looked up from the deeper water, and a great red mouth opened.


  “What do you want, Son of Adam? My kind has nothing to do with yours! My kind is as old as the terrible lizards who once ruled all the world in aeons long past, when all the world was swamp and no flower had ever opened it face. We were here before you, and we will be here when you are gone and the world is ruled by a coleopterous race of great-skulled beetle monsters, with eyes like lamps, cold and cruel with insect wisdom.”


  Gil said, “I’d like you to take this shawl, leave some teeth marks in it, and leave it by a deep pool where the witch who lives in yonder tower might find it when she comes looking.”


  The alligator said, “Is this the witch who has a stuffed alligator hanging in her study?”


  Gil said to Foxglove, “Does your witch own a stuffed alligator?”


  Foxglove said, “Yes. She makes me push the little dreams down its throat when they don’t do as she tells them. The ghost of the alligator is still bound inside the corpse, and he torments them and digests them. They come out the nether parts as nightmares and go to live in the closets and under the beds of little children.”


  The alligator said to Gil, “I heard her. That witch offends me. Give me a name, and I will do as you ask. We shall fool her.”


  “You seek revenge?”


  “The stuffed alligator was my mate. All her eggs died. I am left without any progeny, without a future. We are a very old race and such a thing is shame to us. I seek revenge.”


  “Your name is Edmund Dantes, the Croc of Monte Cristo.” And Gil tossed the shawl to him. The alligator took it in his great, grinning mouth and without any further words, submerged.


  Foxglove climbed up behind Gil, her freckled face wreathed in joy, and she put her arms about his waist and hugged him.


  Ruff said, “Watch out! There is a wooden bridge over a river and a stone bridge over a canal where you have to cross! If Nerea sees this, what will she think?”


  Gil took out a piece of bologna from the breakfast satchel and tossed it to Ruff. “She will think I am a hero for saving Foxglove.”


  “Suzy,” the redhead said. “My real name is Susannah Winifred Wenk. My mom called me Winner. Get it? Short for Winner-fred. That’s how she said it. My mom. Sometimes she had good days. You know. Whenever she was out of money, she could remember who I was.” And her face fell, and she sobbed without shedding tears.


  
4. Mist and Sunlight


  The warhorse with its two riders, with a bright-eyed dog leaping and cavorting after, passed two bridges.


  The first was a covered bridge that crossed a river of waters dark, deep, and swift. The ground was drier and higher on the far side of this river, but the trees were thicker, and Spanish moss was in the branches, and kudzu was along the ground.


  Gil asked, “What is this dank wood called?”


  Ceingalad said, “I am a Foal of Equus, the sire of all steeds. It is for the Sons of Adam to name things.”


  But a ringtail cat in a nearby branch learned down and said, “Gilberec Moth! Is that you? I am sent to tell you that this is called Backswamp of the Backlands. The soil is sterile here, and all the tree roots are shallow. It is an unchancy place for you, where vows are broken.”


  Gil said, “Thank you, bassarisk! Who sent you?”


  “Dominic Moth was his name in life. He was a great explorer, adventurer, and missionary. His is the only known map of the Elfinlands, and even it is not complete.” But then the ringtail cat was startled by a noise and fled before he could say more.


  Two hours later, under a brighter, hotter sun, they emerged from the wood. Ceingalad’s hooves echoed loudly on the stones of the arched bridge that curved lightly over the canal, whose clear waters with idle languor past the feet of the bridge. This bridge was made of many stones in a pleasant variation of light and dark grays, oranges, reds, and ochres. It was so simple and beautiful in design, so well made, that Gil said, “Did elfs build this? Or are we in the human world?”


  Ceingalad said, “Elves build nothing. This is something preserved from the old days, when things were built in the old ways. You can tell from the sound and the feel under your hoof if a bridge is sound and will last.”


  Foxglove said, “I don’t think elfs built it. Look: there is a big stone cross by the crossroad right before the bridge. We have left the twilight lands. This is the day world.”


  Gil was surprised at a feeling, something like shyness or stage fright, he discovered in himself. It had been two months since he had seen any human beings, aside from slaves and servants of the elfs.


  The horse halted. Gil sat, staring at the two roads which headed off, one to the north and one to the east, from the big stone cross. He sat on the horse, trying to remember what the noise of a motor engine, or an airplane, or rock music sounded like.


  Foxglove said, “Oh! You should not ride around in armor with a sword. People will notice. And if someone takes a photograph, it might get into the newspapers.”


  Ruff barked, “Hey! She’s right. She’s right! Elfs run the newspapers. And the madhouses. I think that is where they get the staff.”


  Just then, the sound of the bells from Saint Francis de Sales came floating and echoing over the trees. Gil pushed with his knees, and jabbed with his heel, and said, “Giddyup!” and snapped the reins.


  Ceingalad said sardonically, “Giddy what? Do I look like a cowboy horse to you? I am an elf steed. You are supposed to say Noro lim! Noro lim!”


  Gil patted him on the neck and said, “Head toward the sound of the bells, please, brave Ceingalad. I’ll get you a carrot if you do.”


  The horse nonchalantly turned that direction, and then began trotting over the fields, and then sped up, charging and jumping any fences or ditches that happened to turn up in his way.


  Ceingalad said, “This they call the steeple chase! You pick a steeple in the distance and leap over anything in the way! Only the best steeds dare try this. Hang on!” And he jumped again.


  Foxglove clung more tightly to Gil’s back. “That is amazing! It is almost as if he understands what you are saying.”


  Gil said, “A very wise horse, this.”


  Ceingalad said, “Thank you.”


  Foxglove said, “See! He neighed. It is like he knows you are talking about him!”


  Ruff, running alongside, tongue lolling, yipped, “Tell her is it an optical illusion of the ear.”


  They came to a dirt road and followed it at an easier pace. They passed a few farmhouses, and then more. The dirt path ran into a paved road. Ahead, downslope, they could see the roofs and telephone poles of the town and the church steeple.


  Foxglove said, “But… uh… Mr. Swan. What is your first name? You aren’t dressed right to go into the human world. Do you know how to hide your stuff in the mist?”


  Gil said, “Sir Bertolac showed me, but he did it rather quickly, and I am not sure I remember. First, you stare at what you want to hide… ah…”


  Foxglove chuckled. “So. You are a Son of Adam after all. Haven’t you noticed the elfs never need to jot down notes or write books? They memorize everything in their songs and triads. It is the mist that does it. In the old days, when there was less mist, a poet could recite long epics from memory, or a prophet could name his every ancestor back to Adam. So Sir Bertolac would never think of repeating himself. Here. I will show you again.”


  Gil was not using the reins anyway, so he let them drop, unclipped the sword, scabbard and all from his belt, and held it before him.


  She said, “First, it takes mist to summon mist because like attracts to like. Your sword, for example, is a great and ancient artifact, made by Weyland, so its roots reach into the legendary past, which is also in the mist. Close your right eye. Look at a bright part of the sword, such as the pommel.”


  “Now what?”


  “Now find a spot seven times the length from forefinger knuckle to nail down from the pommel. Seven is the magic number. Place your thumb there. Um. Take your gloves off first.”


  “Gauntlets.”


  “Then, hold the sword a cubit from your nose.”


  “What is a cubit?”


  “The distance from elbow cap to forefinger. That is the only way to tell a girl is born to be a witch, by the way; only a born witch can kiss her elbow cap.”


  Ruff said, “No, that cannot be right! I heard the only way to tell was that witches never cry. Or is that mummies? And they have a mark where they suckle their familiars.”


  Ceingalad said, “I hate mummies! Bertolac always smells like mummy rags when he comes back to Uffern House.”


  Meanwhile, Foxglove was saying to Gil, “Now, fix your eye without blinking on the pommel, and be aware of your thumb, but do not look toward it, or the spell will be broken. Slowly draw the sword toward your nose until your thumb disappears. Your thumbnail should be in the mist by a very nail’s breadth. Draw your thumb down, scraping a tiny wisp of mist after it. Then, quickly take that wisp between thumb and ring finger, and draw again. The mist will be attracted to itself and come trickling out. You can see it with the corner of your eye. Then, you just rub it with your eyesight on what you want to hide.”


  Gil said, “It is the rub it with my eyesight part I don’t get.”


  She said, “I’ll do it this time.” Then, she smiled sadly. “This might be the last time I ever do any witchcraft. Will I miss it?”


  “If it pains you, think of that pain as punishment for trying to kill that guy you mentioned,” said Gil. “But no, I don’t think you will miss it.”


  Foxglove told Gil to close his eyes, which he did. As they trotted along, a cold sensation came up from his hands holding Dyrnwen, like snakes of frost climbing to his elbows, and rapidly spread over his mail shirt, leggings, and coif. When he opened his eyes, he saw a white shadow hovering around him.


  “Is this an illusion?” he said.


  She said, “No, it is like the base you apply before applying blush. The mist just subtracts from a human’s eyesight the things he does not expect to see. If you walked into a Renaissance Fair or a Halloween Party, everyone would see your chainmail.”


  “It is called mail, not chainmail.” Said Gil. “What do they see instead?”


  She said, “Well, nothing, really. Sort of whatever they expect to see. Their own mind fills in the background, like it does in a dream. I can weave an illusion for you, if you like, so that everyone would see the same thing. I need something to work with. Oh! I know!”


  And to Gil’s embarrassment, the girl took a gauzy green scarf out of her apron pocket and draped it over his neck. She sang a song without words or melody, made some passes in the air with her hands, and then took a pin out of her dress seam and thrust it through the scarf. She said, “Green is the best color for illusions. Something about the optical properties.”


  Gil said. “What do I look like?”


  Foxglove said, “It’s a Boy Scout uniform.”


  Sure enough, when they trotted into the town of Houma, the passersby glanced at the horse and gave him a nod, but seemed to see nothing out of the ordinary. A policeman directing traffic gave Gil a snappy three-fingered salute.


  
5. Church Bells


  The cathedral consisted of a tall bell tower with wings to either side, and the main nave running back from the intersection, so the floor plan, if seen from the sky, was a cross.


  Foxglove was getting nervous. “The bell noise is bad for me… I… I am not sure I can go on with this. I’m scared.”


  They were close now. Gil dismounted and raised his hands to her. “Let me help you down.”


  That made her forget her worries for a moment. But then, when she was in his arms, her whole body started to shake. She said, “It think they put something inside me. When they closed over my tear ducts. It is going to hurt me! This is a bad idea. The witch was not so bad…”


  Gil took her by the shoulders and shook her. “Winner, listen to me. The witch was going to sacrifice you to save herself. There is holy water in a little cup by the door. Just take a few steps. Just a few more. Come along.”


  “I– I’m scared. I don’t think I can do it!” Her eyes swam. Tears of panic began to trickle down her freckled cheeks.


  Gil said, “Say a prayer.”


  She said, “What prayer?”


  He said, “Any prayer! Hail, heavenly queen, mother of mercy, our life, our sweetness and our hope… do you know that one? Our Father who art in heaven…? Come on. Everyone knows that one.”


  She made a strange gargling noise in her throat, as if she were choking.


  Ruff said, “Boss! People are looking at us!”


  Gil looked up. There was a crowd of people in their Sunday clothing, who had been filing into the entrance of the church, but now were stopped. They were staring at him holding a girl suffering some sort of choking spasm.


  Gil looked and saw a mother with a child. He said, “Ma’am, get help. Go get the Father. Quickly!” The woman turned and ran in the door. Gil said to Foxglove, “Just say, God is great. God is good.”


  Foxglove wiped her cheeks with the heel of her palm and then stared at her own hand, awestruck. She whispered. “It’s wet. I’m crying. But the witch sealed up my tear ducts in my eye. It really hurt. When I signed the contract. It must be… oh, Lord, thank you…”


  Foxglove uttered a scream. Her legs went out from under her.


  Gil caught her and lowered her to the ground. He looked up and said to the throng of onlookers, “Stand back, please. Give her some room. Would someone lend me a crucifix, please?”


  A man in a hat said, “Why do you need a crucifix?”


  But the woman next to him said sharply, “He’s a Boy Scout! He knows what he’s doing!”


  The priest came trotting out, smiling genially. He was remarkably young and rather plump. “What seems to be the problem, my children?”


  Gil looked up, trying to keep the writhing body of the young girl from banging her head on the brick walkway. “Father? Please say a prayer for her. She is trying to run away from witchcraft, and there may be a bad spirit tormenting her. Can you do an exorcism?”


  Gil saw the looks of doubt and disbelief on the faces of everyone there, with one exception. The young, plump priest seemed to have no doubts that witches and bad spirits existed. From the look on his face, he did not even seem to think this was out of the ordinary.


  He knelt, whispered in the girl’s ear, removed his alb, and laid it around her shoulders. He took the crucifix someone in the crowd held out, blessed it, and put it around her head even though she choked and screamed and tried to bite him.


  The plump priest called four men by name and said, “Ralf, Nathan, Bill, Eddy, come here. Eddy, you are the biggest, lay down your coat. We are going to roll her onto it. Let us take her inside. My son, what is your name?”


  Gil said, “Call me Swan.”


  “It that a Dutch name? Svonn, you take her hands. I know just what to do. I have everything prepared. Never thought I would get to use those lessons, but I got top marks in seminary. Gently! Here we go. When I count three, lift her up.”


  The four men, with Gil and the priest, grunted and stumbled and lurched, and then carried the girl through the big wooden double doors.


  The interior was surprisingly opulent; rows of golden lamps hung from the white arches above the ranks of pews. White pillars marched toward an immense rose window like a brilliant eye, and its beam slanted down to glow across a tall altar of carved wood. Niches to the left and right held saints; niches above held angels. In the center was a suffering figure on a cross. A box of gold, shut with lock and key, was at his feet.


  The priest said, “Ah! Sister Marigold! As I warned everyone, mass may be delayed for a time. Could you please lead the congregation in prayer, for the salvation of the soul of this girl, ah…”


  Gil said, “Susannah Winifred Worth. The witch tried to take her name.”


  The priest smiled again. “Her name will be written in the Book of Life, never to be expunged, and she shall be placed beyond the reach of all the powers of darkness.”


  Gil said, “How can you be sure, Father?”


  The plump, smiling young man laid a finger along a nostril. “Let’s say a little bird told me. Come! This way! Into the vestry. We can have a little privacy. Did you ever see the movie The Exorcist? It is actually not very much like that. There were some technical inaccuracies, you know. Sister Naomi! Bring me my weapon.”


  Gil said, “Your weapon, Father?”


  The nun scurried up, holding out a belt of rosary beads with a shining silver crucifix dangling from the end, bright as a sword.


  
6. Cynocephaly


  It was late in the afternoon by the time Gil, atop Ceingalad, with Ruff trotting alongside, came back past the crossroads with its tall stone cross to the old stone bridge leading back into the other world.


  There was a man sitting not far from the cross. In one hand was a tall pole. He wore a hooded sweatshirt and a dented and crushed cowboy hat, its wide brim pulled low. Over that, he wore a ragged overcoat that looked like it had been new about the time of the Civil War. In his hand he held a little square of cardboard with some angular letters in crayon scrawled on it. Next to him was a shopping cart filled with trash bags. One bag was open. Inside were vegetables. Gil could see a head of lettuce and a bunch of carrots.


  Ruff sniffed. “I smell a dog.”


  Ceingalad said, “I smell carrots!”


  Ruff said, “I don’t trust a guy who smells like a dog. Also, look at his size. He’s really big. Let’s keep on.”


  Gil was not pleased with the smell either, but all he could smell was wine, and vomit, and months of unwashed hair, dirt, grime, and perhaps a whiff of some horrible skin disease.


  Gil said, “I don’t know. We are already late getting back. I don’t want to lose my Sunday privilege.”


  Ceingalad said stubbornly, “You promised! You promised me a carrot!”


  Gil sighed. He saw no other choice. He was not going to break his word to a horse.


  He dismounted. Gil saw that Ruff was right. Even seated on the ground, the shapeless wide-brimmed hat was nearly the level of Gil’s eyes.


  The little sign said, Am a veteran.


  And there were other words, in smaller print, below that. Gil stepped closer, squinting, wanting to hold his nose.


  Served Devil. Bounden in a seat of iron and set afire. Shot by XL arrows. Almost drowned. Please help. Christ is heavy.


  A croaking voice came from under the hat. “Buy some produce? Veggies is good for you.”


  Gil said, “I don’t have any money at the moment. I’d like to buy a carrot. Hang on. I think I can pry one of these diamonds out of my gorget.”


  The hat brim twitched. “You would mar your father’s armor to keep a promise to a beast and bestow a diamond on a beggar?”


  Gil with his dagger point had begun the process of bending the little floral tines awry which held one of the dozens of blue white diamonds on his neckpiece. He paused, glancing up at the stinking, shabby figure. “How did you know this was my father’s armor?”


  “I stare into the face of the Father, and it is a bright-looking glass and holds all the worlds he has made in his gaze; and what I need to see is revealed to me, yes, even in the most secret hearts of men. You are a good lad but prone to anger. I am sent to command you to discipline.”


  Gil said, “Who is my father?”


  “Your mother’s lover, true and faithful.”


  Gil said, “Who are you?”


  The foul smell was gone, and a fresh scent, warm and musky, came from the figure. He cast his hat aside, and stood, and grew taller, and then taller again, until he was three times the height of a man.


  The pole in his hand grew with him as he grew, and it was as tall as the mast of a pirate ship.


  His clothing was torn as his limbs expanded, and the rags cast aside, revealing a shining white garment beneath. Looking up, Gil saw the being had the head of a dog. His skull was black and his mouth was brown, like a Doberman Pinscher.


  “I am a messenger, here to tell you three things. First, you have found favor in the eyes of Our Lady, for your compassion toward her lost daughter, Susannah.”


  Gil said, “By Our Lady, do you mean the Virgin, Mary? Did she have other children after she gave birth to Jesus?”


  “All who are baptized in the living water are her children, for she is the Mother of the Church. Susannah was baptized as a baby and does not recall it, but due to this chrism, a champion both bold and kind was sent to rescue her.”


  Gil said, “What happened to him? Why didn’t he show up?”


  The dog-faced giant knelt, leaned down, and licked Gil on the face. Gil jumped back, a little upset, but then he simply had to laugh aloud. “Well! You are a friendly pup, aren’t you!” He wiped his cheek with the green scarf and laughed again, for a feeling of lightheartedness had come into him, a spirit of solemn joy.


  Ruff said, “Boss, I think he means you are the champion.”


  Gil said, “No way. He must mean someone else…” because the thought that he, Gilberec Moth, might be serving not just Arthur’s memory, but also everything for which Arthur fought, was too huge a thought for Gil to believe. Oddly enough, he felt a sense of shame, for he knew himself unworthy to serve so high a cause.


  The dog-faced giant said, “My second message is to tell you of Reprobus.”


  Gil said, “Who is he?”


  
7. The Tale of the Scoundrel


  “His name, Reprobus, being interpreted, means Scoundrel. He was of the lineage of Cain, and he was of a right great stature and had a terrible and fearful cheer and countenance. And he was twelve cubits of height.


  “So great was his strength it came into his mind that he would seek the greatest prince that was in the world, and him he would serve and obey. Coming to Byzantium, where the king of all the Romans ruled and reigned, the king received him into his service and permitted him dwell in the royal court. So Reprobus served there seven years. Scoundrel.


  “Upon a time, a minstrel sang before him a song in which he named oft the Devil, whereat Scoundrel saw the king make the sign of the cross before his visage. Marveling, he demanded of the king what it meant. The king said, Always when I hear the Devil named, I fear he should have power over me, so I garnish me with this sign that he neither grieve not nor annoy me.”


  Ruff said, “Oh! Oh! I know where this story is going. Is there a dog in it? The dog saves the kid from drowning or something, I betcha.”


  The dog-faced giant said, “That is not quite the ending. The kid saves the dog. But you must wait for the telling of it.”


  “Oh! Oh! What happened next?”


  “Knowing now that this Devil, whomsoever he might be, was mightier than the king of Byzantium, Scoundrel went to the crossroads where a suicide was buried, far from holy ground, a stake through the heart and the right hand cut off. The ghost arose and told him the way to where the Devil had his Earthly throne, a mighty city called Pergamon on the river Caicus.


  “On the road to Pergamon, he came across a rider on a pale horse, and behind him a mighty host; and this rider spoke to him, saying I am he thou seekest. These in my train are the votaries of Baphomet and Mahound, whom I have deceived with the false prophet Saint John foreknew; and all the Christian lands from Libya to the Levant are red above from the light of the burning cities and red beneath from the blood of the slain. I have commanded the jinn and janna to break up the mountains where hermit folk might hide and commanded the paynim to burn each book to ash and every smallest bone and relict of every holy saint.


  “And so Scoundrel went with him, and served the Devil seven years, and did many cruel deeds.”


  Ruff sat and scratched his ear. “Hey! Is the Devil the good guy in this story? He is always the good guy in the stories told by elfs.”


  The giant said, “You must wait for the telling of it.”


  “Okay! But get to the part with the dog.”


  “The dog is throughout the tale. Listen: Upon a time as Scoundrel and the Devil passed through a straight highway in the desert, the hosts of Hell came upon a tall and fair cross erected by hermits in the wasteland, and the Devil blanched pale, and turned aside, and could not walk past the shadow of the cross, no, nor so much as look on it. Marveling, he demanded of the Devil what it meant. The Devil answered and said, There was a man called Christ, who was hanged on the cross, and when I see his sign, I am sore afeared and flee from wheresomever I find it.


  “Knowing now that this Christ, whomsoever he might be, was stronger than the Devil, Scoundrel sought out the hermit who had raised the cross in the wasteland and was instructed by him.


  “And the hermit said, This Prince whom thou desirest to serve requireth this service that thou must oft fast and on Lenten Days abstain from meat. And Scoundrel said to him Require of me some other thing, and I shall do it. For that which thou requirest I may not do. For the children of Cain eat no grain, but flesh alone, for so our teeth are formed.


  “So the hermit told him of a river where many perished and were lost. Because he was high of stature and strong in his members, Scoundrel was made to dwell by the river and bear over all them that passed there. So he did for seven years.”


  Ruff said, “What is with the ‘seven years’ jazz?”


  “Upon a time a child small and fair came to him and called him as he slept, saying Wake! And bear me over! Out of his hut he came, but saw no man. Again, he slept. Again, the voice came, and again, he woke and saw no man. But the third time he was called and came out, he found a child beside the rivage of the river who prayed him goodly to bear him over the water.


  “And Scoundrel lifted the child on his shoulders, and took his staff, and entered the river for to pass. But the water arose and swelled, and the child was heavy as lead. As with each step, the water grew wilder and wilder, and the child waxed heavy and more heavy, until Scoundrel had great anguish and feared to be drowned. So he called upon Christ to save him in his distress. Lightly, the child took him up by the hair of his head and bore him across the top of the waves to the shore.


  “Scoundrel said Child, thou hast put me in great peril. Thou weighest as much almost as I had had all the world upon me.


  “And the Child answered, Marvel thou not. Thou bearest me, who bearest the weight of the sins of the world. Yours also I will bear.


  “Whereupon the eyes of Reprobus were opened, and he knew him, and he prostrated himself along the ground before him, confessing the many crimes and horrible deeds he had done in the Devil’s service and also in the service of the king in Byzantium. He said How can so small and frail a thing as a child carry off from me so many heavy sins? It is no more possible than this dead stick in my hand should bloom to life again.


  “And no sooner was I done speaking these words than the staff in my hand bloomed into leaves and succulent dates. No other food have I needed since.


  “So I served the Christ seven years and at the end of that time was martyred by a cruel king after many painful torments. After death, my shed blood healed his wounds, so he was converted and baptized, and now he knows eternal life and joy.


  “For I am the Scoundrel of my story.”


  
8. The Reward


  The dog-faced giant said, “My third message is this: You have found favor in the sight of the Queen of Heaven, so, as a reward, I am come to impose greater burdens on you and to require of you a greater feat than you have done erenow.”


  Ruff said, “Hold it! Hold it! How is that a reward?”


  But Gil said, “What Our Lady asks of me, I shall perform.”


  “Will you? There are three duties: first, to eat no meat nor drink no spirits after Shrovetide until Holy Saturday; second, to eat no meat nor drink no spirits between the Feast of Philip and the Nativity of Our Lord.”


  Gil made a mental note to himself to ask his mother when those dates were. Gil said, “And the third duty?”


  “A day will come when one who stands on a bridge you seek to pass will defy you to combat. Answer him with courtesy, meekly, and do not fight. If he strikes you, do not defend yoursel. Do not return the blow, but flee.”


  “Wait– what?”


  The dog-headed giant bristled, and his lips curled back from white, sharp teeth. “The feat is beyond your strength. Shall I tell Our Lady that you refuse her wish? Seven swords of grief have pierced her heart, thou disobedient child. Add you one more?”


  Gil bowed low, trying to hide the expression on his face, for his teeth were gritted. “Tell Our Lady that I will obey. I will not fight anyone whom I find blocking my way on a bridge.”


  And he closed his eyes, sighing, for it caused him a great heaviness in his soul to say such a thing.


  Something cold touched the back of his neck, and there was a noise like a fine chain rattling, and something swung and touched his collarbone. “I grant you this medallion, which I bless, that you may finally find your way after being so lost, as did I. Go your way in safety.”


  When Gil opened his eyes, the saint was gone, and Ceingalad was contentedly munching on a carrot left behind on the grass.


  Gil straightened. On a fine chain around his neck hung a Saint Christopher medal.


Chapter Twelve: The Stone of the Polar Peak


  1. First Squire


  Months passed. Gil began to notice that the other non-elfin squires, the Owl-lad, and the Fomorian, and so on, although they had been in training for longer than he (some of them since childhood), learned new maneuvers and tricks at a glacially slow pace and had to practice a sword move or a lance exercise over and over again to get it right. It was as if their nerves and muscles had a great innate resistance to what they were being asked to do, but his had little or none. The two slender elfs, however, only had to be shown something once to pick it up. From spring until summer, Gil found he could keep pace with them only with difficulty.


  In their mock battles with each other in April and May, and in archery and fencing that occupied July and August, Gil was the last and least of the squires.


  But as the weeks passed, when the days were hot and long, something changed in him and grew stronger. He noticed the change only bit by bit; the first time his shield was hung not in the last place, but only second to last, and he was allowed to order the blond Vanir boy to polish his boots for once. The second time when his blunt practice lance struck in the center of the shield of the ferocious Fir Bolg lad, casting him backward out of his saddle.


  And then Gil was winning the swordsmanship duels once out of every four or five times; then it was once every other time; and then he could beat one of the elf squires, the shorter and less mercurial of the two, four times out of five.


  Only the remaining elf squire, whose name was Llyr of Llell, was slightly taller, slightly older, and much slier. He kept his place as first among them, and his shield was displayed at morning parade at the top of a pikestaff, one rung above Gil’s.


  Then, a day came when Gil was pounding laundry by the waterside, and he saw a fish leaping in the stream. Hungry, and acting more by instinct than thought, Gil leaped into the stream, bellowed like a bear, and slapped the fish up onto the bank. Here, just by happenstance, Llyr was walking, and the fish struck him in the face.


  The elf lad said, “That insult will have to be paid for, Four-Months-to-Live.”


  Gil said, “Have you changed my nickname without asking? Go find one of the knights to chastise me. You lack the spirit to beat me; I see doubt in your eye.”


  “Hand me your practice sword,” ordered the elf, snapping his fingers imperiously. “And I shall beat you across your back with it, ten good strokes.”


  The squires were ordered to carry their wasters with them at all times, as real swords would be carried, and to have them by their pallets when they slept. Anyone found at any time without his wooden blade at hand was punished by spending that night atop a greased pole in the center of the practice yard. Gil always had two swords weighing down his hip, one of metal and one of wood, although Dyrnwen he now kept covered in the mist so that the other squires would not see it.


  “Quickly now!” said the elf. “Give me your sword!”


  Gil drew his waster. The wooden sword was not sharp, but it was thicker than his thumb and could break bones. Only the miraculous medical magic of the elfs had so far saved more than one a squire from dying in training.


  With the waster in hand, standing in the middle of the stream, Gil said, “Here it is. Come and take it.”


  The elf drew his own waster. “You defy me?”


  Gil pointed the wooden blade at the elf’s narrow eyes. “Today is different. I will beat you, and every day hereafter. You can hear the truth in the sound of my voice. You know it is true.”


  Rage or fear was in the laughter of the elf as he charged, splashing, into the water, wooden sword high.


  Perhaps something in Gil’s voice did unnerve him, or perhaps he did indeed somehow sense Gil’s growing strength and confidence. Perhaps. Or it could be that fighting thigh-deep in a cold and rushing stream hindered the quicksilver grace of the elf squire’s footwork and allowed Gil to use the greater force from his blows to his advantage.


  Gil, for his part, felt perfectly synchronized with himself, his soul and body acting as one, his instincts and training somehow fitting themselves in place with an effortlessness he had never known before.


  Once and twice the elf blows struck home, cruel and well-aimed. Three times Gil struck the other, shoulder, head, and arm, and the last time, the elf lost his footing in the slippery stream, and Gil grabbed him by the throat and dunked his head under the water again and again, until the poor lad sputtered, coughed, and said, “I yield!”


  That night, as he swaggered to the mess tent, Gil had three swords tucked through his belt: Dyrnwen, his waster, and the waster of the elf lad who was now second squire. Llyr of Llell spent the night clinging sleeplessly to the top of a greased pole. It rained that night.


  The next day and thereafter, Gil saw his shield was the highest on the lance. He practiced and drilled, fenced and tilted with Sir Dwnn, Sir Iaen, and Sir Bertolac.


  Sir Bertolac was the king’s champion for good reason. Sir Dwnn and Sir Iaen, when they handled sword or lance, could do surprising feats, beyond what the best Olympic athlete could do, but to the eye, they seemed to be within the laws of what was physically possible.


  Sir Bertolac was beyond that. His motions with blade or spear were like a symphony of music. Very, very fast music that always ended with Sir Dwnn or Sir Iaen on the ground and gasping for breath.


  
2. The Nightjar


  The nightjar who spied on the conversations in the mansion house for him reported that the three knights talked of Gil.


  Gil was raking brightly colored leaves in the practice yard, and the little bird of prey sat on the bare bough above him, eyes bright, and told him all he heard through the windows.


  “The Swan Lad has learned rapidly and well,” said Dwnn, “More swiftly than is natural. War is in his blood.”


  Iaen said, “This settles one wager, at least. He must be an elf, and not human at all. Only we learn so quickly. Humans drill and practice and practice and drill, thanks to all the weariness of sin and rebellious flesh they inherit from Adam, the first in sin! Our flesh is made of ethereal stuff.”


  But Bertolac said, “Is it indeed? Walk through a locked door, or fly upward like a thistledown, and I will believe your flesh and bone remains ethereal.”


  “Some elfs retain those arts,” Dwnn said crossly. “Cannot the phantom or the jinn through locked doors pass? Or owls can soar the middle airs, or swan maidens the upper?”


  “Not you. Nor I.” Said Bertolac. “We have all lived on Earth too long and grown heavy and thick with our crimes. As for the Swan, autumn will follow winter, and he will depart for that green place I dare not name. No elf has ever returned from there.”


  Iaen said in a cool voice, “I fear me there are those among the Twilight half-breeds who seek the lad’s life. If he fails his rendezvous with the Green Knight at the Yuletide, the court of elfs will become the scorn of the world. What folly possessed you to allow him off the grounds on Sundays? The Cobweb clan is closing in on him. You know the power of the Cobwebs increases in Autumn.”


  Or so the conversation ran, as best the nightjar recalled.


  Gil pondered a moment, leaning on his rake, pondering.


  “This place was as hot as the equator in midwinter,” Gil asked the nightjar. “But now it is acting like the temperate zone.”


  The nightjar said, “You know how the elfs stole all sorts of animals they liked, such as wolves and bears, all the creatures that are succulent or useful they took, leaving none for you, such as Dodo birds, Tasmanian tigers, and Passenger pigeons; but the guilt of exterminating these wild things they put on you. Not only this, they took your territory—the United States used to be maybe twice its size. The states of Absaroka, Deseret, Franklin, Westsylvania, and Kanawha are missing, as are Nickajack and Sequoyah.”


  “I had not realized they stole so much.”


  “Well, they also take your nicest weather, leaving you with little ice ages or long hot spells. They put on you the guilt for disturbing the weather also. That is half the reason the weather in the elfin lands is out of step with human seasons.”


  “And the other half?”


  “The distance between the Night World and the Day World changes when the mist gets thick or thin. When you first came here, Uffern House was near Xochimilco, but with shifts in the mist, now it is in Terrebonne Parish, Louisiana.”


  “How can it move?”


  The bird shrugged. “Time and distance are more like suggestions than really strict rules for elfs. Their geometry is different.”


  
3. The Last Sunday


  Few leaves now hung from the dry and creaking branches of the Backswamp Wood of the Backland, and a cold wind blew. One Sabbath day toward evening Gil on Ceingalad rode back from Houma into the elfish lands.


  The stone bridge was hours behind him. Before him was the bridge of wood. This was a covered bridge whose roof was green. There were no walls. The pillars holding up the roof were carved and painted to look like oak, ash, and elm trees. In their branches lodged wooden birds, brightly painted, with glass eyes and gilded beaks and claws. Words in the loops and curls of the elfish letters (which twisted oddly in the eyesight unless pinned with a direct gaze) were written over the archway.


  Beneath the archway was what seemed to be a hunched shape squatting. It was gloomy, but Gil’s eyes were sharp. The figure stirred and stood, rising up and up until the crown of his head brushed the green roof.


  Fur like an ape covered his whole body, with a mane of thicker hair like a wolf’s on his neck and shoulders. The great collar of fur made his slanted skull seem small. Atop his head was a cap of shining metal topped by a knob of black crystalline rock. He stood on crooked legs which ended in a second pair of hairy hands. In one upper hand was a great two-headed ax of bronze, and the bronze metal caught the light of sunset and flashed like fire.


  But Gil could see the one thing he had previously had no power to see: Hidden as if in a colorless shadow of mist, a great silver cloak woven of hair and held in place with three great pins swathed the mighty limbs of the great beast. It was the same hue as Gil’s own hair, shining and shimmering like moonlightshine on snow. Only the hood was not complete. Two sides of a tall collar stood up about the ears of the monster and were pinned to the brim of his bronze cap, for the silver fabric was not great enough to meet over his head.


  Looking on Gil, he smiled. His left tusk was whole, but the right was missing and gave his lipless ape-mouth a lopsided and sarcastic look, as if he were sneering in mirth.


  Gil pulled on the reins. Ceingalad neighed. “What is the meaning of this? We must make haste to outpace the coming night! Why would you halt?”


  Gil said to Ruff, “What do you see on the bridge?”


  Ruff peered and sniffed. “Oh, no! Oh, no! A woses was here! I can smell ’em! He’s near! He’s near! I am sure of it!”


  Gil donned his helm and took up his shield. “Guynglaff the Yeti is standing before us on the bridge. He is wearing a cloak woven of my mother’s hair, and mist and shadow is round about him.”


  Guynglaff laughed. “Your pooka can neither see nor hear me!” Then, the monster squinted in puzzlement. “How can you bespeak him when he is not in his talking cap?”


  Ceingalad snorted. “There is no one here!” and stepped forward, hooves clopping on the wooden slats of the bridge.


  Without a word, Guynglaff slashed the ax across the neck of the horse. The horse reared back, slipped on his own blood, and fell. Gil adroitly leaped backward out of the saddle, somehow landing with his feet under him, his heavy mail clanging and clashing. He straightened up and drew his sword. Guynglaff with a second blow stove in the skull of the horse. Ceingalad toppled hugely backward, kicking through the railing of the bridge as he died. Guynglaff put his shoulder to the noble steed, heaved, and threw the dead horse’s body into the rushing river. The dark waters swallowed it.


  Gil was shocked and sickened at the death of the brave steed. In his heart he was burning with wrath. Gil said to Ruff, “Run. You cannot help me now.”


  Ruff barked, “Help you! I’ll save you! Just watch! Just watch!” But then he turned and pelted away into the leafless trees, running at remarkable speed, barking madly.


  Guynglaff smiled his lopsided, one-tusked smile. “It was a long time tracking you down, little Heretic-killer! Had you stayed at Uffern House, deep in the Night World, I might never have found the trail.”


  Gil put his shield before him. He held his sword as he had been taught, with his elbow high and the blade hidden behind his body, to prevent the foe from seeing whence the blow would come. He began breathing in slow, steady breaths. He set his feet, bent his knees, and began the lightfooted motion, almost like a shuffling dance, preparatory to rushing his foe.


  His shield he kept in motion ready to meet the foe’s ax head without directly blocking it. He had been taught to imagine the foe’s weapon as a lantern and to hold the shield far from his body so that the imaginary shadow it cast covered as much of him as might be. He also remembered the tricks he had learned to use his shield to pull or deflect the enemy blade out of line and to create an opening for the counterblow.


  He felt the pebbles and dry grass under his boots. Guynglaff was still on the bridge.


  Gil stepped backward then, still with his shield high and sword at the ready. “I have spared your life. It was the bargain I had with Erlkoenig.”


  Guynglaff said, “Did I yield to you? Did I cry quarter or surrender?”


  Gil said, “Your Winter King cried it on your behalf. He cried for the gentle right.”


  The monster grinned, and its beastly little eyes narrowed in a mass of wrinkles. “The gentle right is to allow me to regain my feet and ready my weapons. I am on my feet again.”


  Gil said, “You dishonor your lord. He made a deal with me.”


  “I did not yield, so this is merely a continuation of our first fight, which began before the Erlkoenig spoke. This fight will continue until one of us yields, and only after it is finally ended will the bargain made between Erlkoenig and you apply.”


  Gil said, “That is rather convoluted logic.”


  Guynglaff shrugged. “I spoke with my lawyer. He said the reasoning was sound.”


  Gil blinked. “Bigfoot has a lawyer?”


  “Twilight Folk cannot break our oaths anymore than elfs can.”


  Gil said, “Don’t tell me. All the lawyers work for the elfs, too, right?.”


  “I heard that they work for the Devil, who is their prince. When you see him, you can ask him.”


  Gil said, “I fear we cannot fight. I am under orders. Unless you would care to step over to those trees, other there? Otherwise, I have to run away.”


  “You cannot outrun me on those puny little legs. I killed your mount for killing mine. Now I owe you for my two brothers. After I am done with you, I will hunt down your mother!”


  Gil opened his mouth to ask how Guynglaff knew his mother, but then closed it again. He himself had just admitted it, right in front of his enemy. He is wearing a cloak woven of my mother’s hair. Gil felt his heartbeat pulsing his face as he blushed in rage.


  Guynglaff said, “I am your true father. Haven’t you noticed you are stronger than other boys? Your small patch of fur is invulnerable? Yes, I enjoyed the succulent, sweet love of your mother’s fertile body and planted my seed in he…”


  Gil heard no more, but rushed him, sword and shield in constant motion.


  The monster was crouching with one shoulder nearly touching a pillar to his left. He held the ax high, its head pointed at Gil, in a pose that would let him strike left or right, high or low without warning. There was also a spike at the head of the weapon, meaning he could foin or thrust. The roof would prevent Guynglaff from any over-the-head blows, but his apelike muscles were so strong he hardly needed to employ such a blow. And the banisters and post of the bridge would prevent Gil from anything but a straightforward attack. But the creature had both longer arms and a longer weapon.


  The first blow Gil deflected with the shield, drawing the ax handle out of line and cutting for the monster’s elbow joint, where his invulnerable fur looked thin. The blade bounced off, and Gil bounced back, barely evading the yeti’s counter stroke. The yeti tried to catch him about the ankle with a prehensile foot, but Gil was alert for trips and tricks.


  Gil tried again, hiding his sword arm behind his shield for a moment, feinting, and then striking at Guynglaff’s groin. But Guynglaff also feinted, reversed the ax, and struck Gil’s arm with the ax handle while Gil was in mid-lunge. Gil yielded to the blow, so his arm was hit but glancingly, and his vambrace and brassart rang. Diamonds were scattered on the floor as mail links broke. Pain like electricity jumped from elbow to shoulder. The monster spun the bronze ax head toward the spot between the bottom of his mail skirt and his greave, trying to cut off his leg.


  The creature was quick and strong and fluid in motion. The fighting style Gil had been taught was also meant to be quick, brutal, and efficient, using strength, speed, parries, and counterblows, indirection and deception. But here he was both weaker and slower, and his silvery armor afforded less protection than the monster’s invulnerable fur. Where could he strike? The palms of Guynglaff’s hands? The sole of his foot? A lucky shot at eye or mouth?


  Gil twisted, deflecting the ax blade with his shield into the floor slats and whipped his blade overtop of the shield at Guynglaff’s exposed hand, hoping to sever his naked fingers. His missed. Guynglaff ran forward, yanked the ax upward with a swift jerk, and drove the butt of his ax handle into Gil’s stomach, or tried to, as Gil failed to deflect the blow properly with his shield and was rewarded with a blow on his shoulder. He heard a crack he hoped was his father’s armor and not a bone.


  The pain and rage mingled in his body made him unable or unwilling to notice how hurt he was or what a battering he was taking.


  Guynglaff chopped down viciously, disengaged, and then brought the double-bladed ax directly back up. Had the blow landed in Gil’s armpit, it might have taken off his whole arm. As it was, he parried with the edge of his shield, but there was a feint within the field, for now Guynglaff had the heel of the ax bit caught on the rear edge of the shield, and Guynglaff yanked Gil’s left arm forward and attempted to grapple him.


  Gil was too close for swordwork. Gil thrust his shield point first into the monster’s armpit to prevent his apelike arm from curling around him. On a man it would have been a crippling blow, but the armpit fur was thicker than elsewhere, so the blow did no harm. Gil also smote Guynglaff in the face with the pommel of his sword and was rewarded with a hiss of pain and the sight of blood running from both of the flat nostrils of the creature, where there was no fur. Gil raised his knee, snap-kicked the monster in the chest, and then danced lightly backward out of reach of those powerful arms.


  Guynglaff dropped the ax and attempted a bear hug, trusting his apish strength to crush the boy and his fur to ward off any blows. Gil’s shield prevented the monster’s arm from circling him, and he drove the silver wings of his helmet into the monster’s broken nose, butting like a ram.


  Now the cloak which protected Guynglaff was an obstacle because its surface was slippery like silk, and Guynglaff, despite his greater strength and longer arms, could not find leverage. Gil felt his ribs bruise under the monster’s hand grip, but he ducked his helmet under the monster’s armpit and slid behind him, quick as a salmon. Gil landed a successful blow on Guynglaff’s foot, severing two of his hairless finger-like toes. Guynglaff grunted in pain as he spun to face Gil.


  The sword ignited. Gil laughed a wild laugh. In the light from the burning sword, Gil now saw two things:


  First, that in places the hairs of Guynglaff were gray with age. It was only a little bit, here and there, above his ears or across his chest like salt and pepper mixed.


  Second, he saw that when he struck, it was the misty silver cloak, half-unseen like a protective aura swirling about the monster’s limbs, that turned the blade: the cloak, not the fur.


  Then only did Gil wonder. Why would a Bigfoot with magically swordproof fur have abducted his mother in the first place?


  Ygraine’s very words came back to him: to cover his great carcass and render himself immune to swords. Bigfoot was aging, growing old, and shedding. Gil remembered seeing the monster bareheaded. The crown of his head was hairless.


  “An Achilles’ head!” Gil muttered, grinning beneath his helm.


  Guynglaff lunged and reached for Gil’s neck. Gil threw his shield overhead, foining and slashing at Guynglaff’s feet to make the monster dance. Gil used several knee blows to the groin. The fur was thick there, and the blows did no harm but kept the monster off balance. Gil swept Guynglaff’s feet out from under him and threw him heavily to the bridge slats. The wood cracked. Gil could see the black waters far below rushing past, white where they brushed the feet of the bridge.


  Guynglaff rolled with simian grace backward and somersaulted to his feet again, leaving a bloody left footprint behind him. Gil was having trouble breathing from the rib-pain, and some blow to his helm he had not even noticed had given him two black eyes, which were starting to swell. Gil rushed the creature again, but his blows were deflected by Guynglaff’s forearm.


  Gil bashed him in the face with the shield, deliberately exposing his shield arm for a half-instant too long. Guynglaff immediately grasped Gil by the arm and shoulder. Guynglaff would have twisted it out of the socket, save that the pauldron of elfin steel around his shoulder would not permit it. Guynglaff put his shoulder to Gil’s shield and thrust with his feet, pushing Gil off balance. As Gil had hoped, the monster lowered his apelike head while shifting his weight.


  Gil now smote down onto the bronze cap of Guynglaff with enough force to break an inch-thick plate of steel, or any harder metal.


  He felt a moment of glorious triumph.


  But the blow never fell. Instead, an invisible force seized Gil’s blade and yanked it against the black crystal knob that topped the bronze cap. It rang and clanged and clung. Gil yanked the sword back; the cap stuck tenaciously, as if magnetized.


  Guynglaff’s bald head was glistening with sweat, and his whole face a mass of wrinkles around his eyes, bleeding nose, lopsided and leering maw. With his unwounded foot he reached up, grasped the roofbeam, and swung himself onto the roof and out of sight. Only his voice came down, “Helm of Grim, which strengthens thew and limb! Thy cursed brim I pour within, the heavy weight of all my sin! Hildigrimur hrifr-vithr!”


  Gil was tugging at the bronze cap, wincing as he burned his fingers, but trying to dislodge it from the blade, when Guynglaff spoke these words.


  Immediately, the cap grew as heavy as a parked car. A parked car set afire by vandals, that is. The cap fell to the bridge slats, which creaked and groaned under the weight, and he could not pull the blade free. Nor could he sheath the sword, which was the only way he knew to quench the flames.


  His helm limited his vision; he could not crane his neck to look upward, not while yanking with both hands and both feet to unloose the magnetized bronze cap from off his sword. His eyes were swollen now, and his lungs stabbed him with pain each time he drew a breath, and both arms were swimming in pain from the monstrous blows and grasps he had endured.


  Guynglaff said mockingly, “Here is the stone which comes from the taproot of the magnetic mountain covering the north pole of the world, and it draws all iron to it. Such a stone has power over even such metal as the sword of Weyland. Are you the same man who broke my tooth and took it and buried me alive? The charms that protect me kept my flesh intact, in deadliest thirst the whole time, trapped in a small cell with the ghosts of my victims mocking me. Seven hundred days I was living in my grave before my brothers dug me up. Are you he? Or do I seek another?”


  Gil let go of Dyrnwen and drew his waster. He said, “Liar! You said I was your son! Now you ask if I took your tooth…? Coward! Come down and face me….”


  But the monster had only been waiting for him to speak to mark his position. Agile as a thunderbolt, the yeti grasped the eaves of the roof with two hands and one wounded foot, and swung himself in a great circle to strike Gil from behind, and with a kick of his unwounded foot, and all the momentum of his body—for he let go of the eave at the nadir of his arc—and rammed into Gil with the force of a pile driver.


  The shock of the blow made Gil’s vision swim and sent a dizzy sensation through his head. He could no longer feel his feet. But no, he realized dimly that he was in midair, sailing out over the water, broken splinters of his broken wooden blade toppling gracefully through the air with him.


  The bridge was a tall one, and the shock of the water was a bludgeon blow. Gil tried to move his bruised limbs, but new pains added to the aches in his arms and ribs made that impossible. Nonetheless, he fought to paddle and kick himself toward the air for which his bruised lungs so badly ached. But then, in the darkness, he could not see in which direction the surface lay. Was he swimming downward?


  He struggled.


  The cold water ate his strength. The cold armor was too heavy.


  He failed.


  Down and down he went.


  
4. The Kiss


  Then, he felt nimble fingers at his throat, undoing his helmet buckles. Someone pulled his helmet off. Something touched his head, clung, and spread, and the crown of his head turned cold. It was a cap that had somehow glued itself to his hair and scalp. Little streamers of cold, refreshing, sank into this head and neck, down his throat, and into his lungs.


  He drew in a great breath. He could breathe! No, he could not. It was water in his lungs, but somehow it was sustaining him. He still could not see. Perhaps night had fallen, perhaps his eyes had swollen shut, or perhaps he was about to faint from the pain.


  Soft arms wound around his chest. “Stop struggling. I have put my cohuleen-druith on you, my mermaid cap. Its peculiarity is this: you will not die while submerged, despite your wounds. But more than this! My father, Glaucon, is a great physician, and wove many runes of power into its weaving. Open your mouth. I have herbs to give you, mixed with panaceas of the deep. Lucky for you Daddy makes me lug this bag around.”


  It was the voice of Nerea.


  Gil said, “Can I talk underwater, now?”


  She said, “Certainly not! Shut your mouth! Now, open your mouth, like I said.”


  “…the surface. Have to kill the Bigfoot…”


  “Stop talking! Tell me! How did your pooka dog know where to find me?”


  “…kill Bigfoot… my mother… he said… kill….”


  “That fight is over. I saw him bounding away through the treetops, lighting leaves on fire. Now shut your mouth before I do something drastic!”


  “…my sword…”


  She kissed him. It was like a lightning bolt of pure pleasure traveled up and down his spine. He could taste the lemon and chili peppers of the bitter herb in her mouth. She breathed life into his lungs, adding the power of the herb to that of the mermaid cap.


  He stopped struggling, stopped talking.


  The girl took him in her soft arms and soared through the nocturnal waters, swifter than a dolphin, towing him along.


  The darkness, the floating weightlessness, the weariness, were too much. His consciousness fled.


  
    * * *
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