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Translated from the Teret, the compendium of Kindred wisdom:


On the topic of Wee Folk: Do not discount them! 

Wee Folk are common members of the Fae, and come in many varieties. Most have faces and bodies that resemble tiny, thin humans. Often confused with elves, goblins and wisps, they are a unique race. All Wee Folk are smaller than any elf, as elves are generally the size of small adult humans. They are smaller than goblins as well, who can be distinguished by their evil toothy faces, cat-like eyes and ears, as well as their normal height of approximately three feet. Wee Folk can’t be classified as wisps, either. They possess much more intellect, and are larger than wisps. Most significantly, despite their ability to make huge leaps, they completely lack wings. Another clear differential trait is the preference of the Wee Folk to wear clothing like humans. They are not, however, exactly like small humans in appearance. When examining one of their type, a human will often describe them as doll-like. Their faces resemble a caricature of a real human face. Their features are often pulled and exaggerated, with noses like waxy candles, hair like straw, or eyes like glass marbles.

Wee Folk do possess some natural craft with magic. For the most part, their magic is weak, but it’s always helpful in their favorite pastime: trickery. Many have the ability to shape-shift. This shifting ability isn’t uncommon, but it is specific. Most Wee Folk capable of shifting can only change into one thing, usually an animal or other type of small, mundane person. In the vast majority of cases, their shape-shifters can only change into something that is approximately the same size and weight as their original form. The humans refer to such creatures (and to other Faerie capable of similar tricks) as changelings.

Those able to change into human shapes are the most feared of the changelings. Often, the Wee Folk can establish an easy life by simply changing into the shape of a baby or small child, and thus reaping the benefits of a caring human mother indefinitely. Since, in order to succeed, such a scheme requires the kidnapping of the mother’s real infant, it is considered by the humans to be one of the most vile tricks of the many performed regularly by the Faerie. The child in question might be cared for and raised among the Faerie—or equally likely—abandoned to die in some wild place far from home and family. One result is a likely as the other, given the naturally fickle and unpredictable nature of the Faerie.

Although the humans fear them, our people do not. From the point of view of the Kindred, the Wee Folk are generally dismissed as trivial annoyances. Being creatures that favor windy, wild places, they rarely venture deep down into our stone fortresses. We of the Kindred are largely resistant to their tricks and we fall prey to their magicks far less often than do the hapless humans they love to plague. 

However, their kind does pose a potential threat in the mind of this author. Unlike the other varieties of the Faerie, they have the ability to thrive and travel in our world, even in broad daylight. They are not restricted to Faerie mounds, nor do they only haunt specific locales like the ghosts that drift about in any ancient ruin. They come and go as they please and aren’t tethered to their own domain. Equally disturbing, they are common and numerous. 

As a people they are chaotic and totally lacking in organization. According to all accounts, they tend to be solitary individualists, each creature bent only upon achieving its own desires. In their current anti-social state they pose no threat. However, should this strange race ever form a union of some kind, a collective as large as a nation—should they ever appoint their own king—it is the studied opinion of this author that they would become a new and powerful force in our world as well as theirs. An organized army of magical, tricksy Wee Folk is something no other race would ever want to face.

—Jerd of the Talespinners, written circa the Third Era of the Earthlight





Chapter One 

The Giant


One of the last beings in Cmyru to hear that the Pact had been broken was the Deepwood Giant, Twrog. A flittering wisp told him, whispering tinkling words into his huge, flap-like ears. He took a few clumsy swipes at her at first, as if she were some kind of annoying gnat. But after some of her words sank into his thick brain, he gave pause to his hopeless attempts to catch her and listened instead.

“Whut?” he asked with thick lips and teeth as big as walnuts. He wasn’t good at speech. He rarely had anyone to talk to.

The wisps were natural messengers. They loved gossip and flew far and wide with any tidbit of news to tell every creature who would listen. Today, they had important news indeed to spread. The Pact between the River Folk and the Faerie had been broken. The borders of human lands were no longer protected by the word of Lord Oberon. 

Twrog was one of the last to hear about the fateful night that had ended the centuries-long truce between the humans and the Faerie, but he was one of the first to take action. Being a giant rather than one of the Faerie, he didn’t share their cautious nature. The Faerie had incredibly long lifespans, and centuries of experience had taught them to be suspicious of any change in the order of things. One of the keys to a long life, as any oldster will tell you, is to approach life with a fair dose of caution. When they first heard of the broken Pact, they suspected a trick of some kind.

Tricks were, in fact, one of the things the Faerie always expected from others. They lived by trickery, and swore by it. Among themselves, they bragged of every fool they had taken, of every surprise they had sprung. As beings so accustomed to duplicity, they were the very first to suspect its use by others. And so, although they knew that the Pact had been broken, they mistrusted such a huge change. 

For many long years they had been punished by their lord for any transgression into human lands, particularly the lands along the Berrywine River. On the banks of the great river lived the humans known as the River Folk. These were the same accursed humans who had managed to forge the Pact in the first place and had meticulously kept their end of the bargain for more than two centuries. The very events which led to the forging of this Pact were considered by the Faerie to be base trickery. And so when they were told the Pact had ended, many of the Shining Folk mistrusted the news. What new trick did the River Folk have in mind for them? Had they spent the long years of peace preparing some foul surprise? Were they so very confident in their defenses, so contemptuous of the Faerie, they had allowed the treaty to drop? What awaited the first of the Shining Folk who ventured to accost a human maiden, no doubt working a field alone at dusk just to bait a hapless shade into making a horrible mistake?

None of these thoughts occurred to Twrog, however. In the first place, thoughts of such complexity rarely bothered him. Secondly, he was a giant, and his race was a people apart from the Faerie. Trickery was not his strongpoint. He had, however, been bound by the Pact. Part of that agreement stated that the Faerie would hold back creatures such as himself, keeping him from violating the borders of the rich lands of the River Folk. He had been forced to be content with trudging through the Deepwood, satisfying himself with the stringy meat and tough bones of the occasional huntsmen who ventured too deeply into the forests tracking a lung-shot stag.

Today, Twrog stood at the very border of the Deepwood. For long years he had traveled to this spot on the edge of the protected lands of the River Folk. Even the ground here was well-worn, the leaves having been pushed away by his heavy tread. The exposed dirt had been churned into a patch of dust. 

From this vantage point, under a rowan tree on a hillock, he could see the pig farm that had been the object of his daily scrutiny for so long. But it wasn’t the sights of the farm, so much as the smells of it, that drove his heavy jaws to drip and salivate. 

He had not tasted a true corn-fed, farm-raised pig but for once in his life, when he had caught a human with a knapsack that bulged with a salted ham hock. The human had been tasteless and uninteresting, like all his kind. But the ham hock had changed Twrog’s world. How unlike the flavor of his usual fare that ham had tasted! 

Salting a meat and smoking it, these were things beyond Twrog’s capacities. He did often cook his meats, of course. He would spit a good catch and toast it, usually unskinned, so that the fur burnt with the flesh. The flavor was always gamey and half raw, but never salted or smoked. When he did manage to spear a wild boar, he always hoped it would taste like the ham hock, but alas, it never did. Something the River Folk did to those pigs made them delicious. Perhaps it was in the preparation, but he suspected it was the pigs themselves that were different. They were nearly hairless and tame, clearly a different variety of animal compared to the wild ones. 

So it was, in broad daylight, that he stepped out from the rowan tree. A single sweeping stride took him over the border he had never dared pass before. Shouldering a stout oak club, the thickness and weight of which was greater than the fattest man in the Haven, he walked onto the pig farm.

He reached a fence of split rails, about five feet in height, and stepped over it rather than just kicking his way through. It was best to make less noise to summon the farmer, who might have a bow handy. Twrog didn’t really fear a few arrows. He didn’t look forward to their bite, but like a bear raiding a beehive, he accepted that a few stings were to be expected and were simply part of the business. Reasoning that the best course was a direct one, and hardly being capable of reasoning anything more complex, Twrog marched up to the pigpen, which was crowded with very surprised pigs.

They snorted at him and turned up their tiny eyes in a frozen moment of disbelief. Never in their short lives had any of them even scented one of his kind, much less been approached by a giant. He seemed to them to be similar to a man, but muskier, with the odor of blood and the wilds on him. Like the occasional huntsmen that came to visit, they classified him as human, but distrusted him immediately. They trotted away to the far end of their pens and stood there, watching his approach.

It was not until he swung his club and bashed one of them to the ground that they set up a horrible din of squealing.

Chasing them around in the pens, club upraised, Twrog managed to dash three more of them in rapid succession. His last swing, unfortunately, had caught the corner of the roof of their shelter and brought it crashing down. He paused to blink down at the squealing, circling pigs and the smashed roof. Someone would come to investigate this, he was certain.

Compared to catching wild game, this was easy. He could have killed them all. But there was hardly any point to that. Four pigs were already as much as he could easily carry. He stuffed two in his game sack, gripped the third and tucked the fourth under his arm. His free hand still held the oaken club. It was a good club, and had always brought him luck. Today’s kills were further evidence of just how lucky that club was for him.

Twrog marched back toward the Deepwood with a feeling of triumph. His mouth could still recall the flavor of ham hocks, and tonight he promised himself he would cook these pigs properly and enjoy them to the fullest. 

He heard shouts behind him and hunched his shoulders, expecting the sting of an arrow. He tried to move faster, but he couldn’t run while carrying so much meat. 

The first arrow didn’t hit him, it sailed safely by. The second sunk into the rump of the dead pig tucked under his arm. The third, however, struck home. He knew it was a crossbow bolt, those often sunk more deeply into the thick flesh of his back than an arrow could have when propelled by a huntsman’s bow. He winced and dropped the game sack. He briefly considered abandoning it, he could move much faster to the tree line, but the very thought made him angry.

These River Folk had eaten like kings for as long as he could remember, refusing to share with the likes of poor Twrog. Now, even as he was setting things right, they had the gall to shoot at him!

He turned around with a low roar. Three shocked River Folk faced him, all armed with bows. They were in the very act of working their weapons, reloading them to cause him further undeserved harm. 

“Shoot Twrog NO MORE!” he roared at them. They all froze, their faces showing slack-jawed surprise. None of them had ever met a giant, much less heard one speak.

Then Twrog threw his lucky club. He launched it high, so that it flew end-over-end. The humans, who consisted of the farmer, his eldest son and his eldest daughter, paused for a moment in astonishment. When that moment had passed, they dropped their bows and scattered, but it was too late. The huge rotating club was already falling toward them. The club blocked out the sun that rode directly above in flashes of black shadow and brilliant sunlight.

It struck the ground with tremendous force, throwing up a geyser of black earth mixed with clumps of grass. The three humans were sprayed with dirt, but none were yet crushed. 

But the club was not done. It bounced, still flying end-over-end. When it came down a second time, it caught the farmer himself and crushed him down.

Twrog made a great honking sound, a heavy laugh that would forever after haunt the grieving dreams of the farmer’s children. As the giant carried his four pigs into the Deepwood and vanished in the gloom under the trees, he hoped that losing his lucky club had been worth it. 





Chapter Two

The Changeling


Among all the Faerie, the Wee Folk were perhaps the most curious and impetuous. Despite the Pact, they had never stopped playing occasional tricks upon humanity. Because of this, they were well-remembered by the River Folk. Many of the other less common, less adventurous creatures had been all but forgotten. Banshees, for example, had become mythical in the minds of the people of the Haven. But the Wee Folk were very real. No one had forgotten them.

That same curiosity, that same willingness to take a risk, drove many Wee Folk to cross the river to Stone Island and search for victims the moment the Pact was reportedly at an end. Such was their eagerness that some of them had already arrived on the island and had been skulking about, marking likely targets for days before the ceremony itself.

This was nothing new. Each year, there were always rumors among their kind that this would be the last time the humans would escape their tricks. The winged wisps told tinkling tales of the humans’ lack of faithfulness. Each year it was said that surely, the River Folk would not put up another feast. This year, the Faerie would be released from nonsensical Pacts and times would be good again. This year, every porch would have a welcoming clay pot of ale set out, and every infant would be placed in a crib near an open window, easy for the plucking. But alas, despite the rumors, these happy times had never materialized. 

This harvest, however, was different.

Piskin was one of the braver, more dedicated of the Wee Folk. He had made the early trip to Stone Island, hoping. The year itself felt different to Piskin. The air was colder and tinged with the spice of magic. And he had seen so very many years. In fact, he was old enough to well-remember the days before the Pact had been forged. He had enjoyed life much more fully then. All of the humans had been at his disposal. Every night, their farms had been like picnic tables and their young like slow, fat fish in a quiet stream.

Piskin was a changeling. He had only a few magical tricks up his sleeve, but the best one, the only one that really mattered, was the power to shift into the shape of a human infant. Back in the olden times, this single power had made life very sweet indeed. He had never missed a full meal, never gone a week without a delicate, soft-fingered bath, nor had a night ever passed without snuggling against the cushion of a young mother’s breast. 

He longed to return to those happy times. For many, many harvest nights he had watched with teeth-grinding fury as that fool incarnate Oberon had allowed the humans to buy him off with a pathetic pile of earthly goods. What benefit was a single fat feast each year, whilst all the food and comfort of a lifetime lay right there for the taking in any rich woman’s crib? Each year he came to the Haven, and he hoped, and after the Pact was renewed he snarled in disappointment.

But not this year. This year, the vile Pact had been broken, and peace was at an end. 

He wasted no time. He did not even wait until the cover of darkness to move. All he could think was that the fool Oberon would relent. That somehow Myrridin, that cursed wizard, would manage to trick their fool of a lord yet again. Piskin planned to be in a cradle long before nightfall. Even if the Pact lay broken for only a single day, he planned to be back in the arms of a pretty maid.

He had his new young mother all picked out. Lanet Drake was her name. She dwelt in Riverton, the only true town the River Folk had on their island stronghold. Her house was the biggest and finest structure in town, Drake Manor. Freshly married, Piskin’s maid-to-be had long red hair, a perfectly upturned mouth, and a new baby that was barely a season old. Her voice was melodic, her breasts were ample and her squalling brat got the best of everything. Equally important, the father was often away up the river working as a foreman of herdsmen. It was always best, Piskin knew, that the husband was away at first. Sometimes, the fathers became wise to him, but rarely the mothers. And, even if she did begin to suspect the truth, a maid who’s first born was a changeling would protect him instinctively.

He bounded over the absurdly low wall that surrounded Drake Manor and bounced from tree to tree in excitement. It had been so long! He tried to stay low, but so great was his joy that he almost sprang out in front of a guardsman. This last surprised him. He had been all over the manor during the preceding weeks and had never seen an attentive guard on duty. The walls themselves were a joke, of course. They had no wards on them and he doubted they would have kept a three-limbed rhinog out. 

But there he was, a guardsman, eyeing the trees with suspicion. He had a bow in his hands and although he probably couldn’t have hit a cow with it, Piskin eyed the thing with worry. A single arrow could take the life of a Wee One, like a man pole-axed. The humans seemed to have an idea of what was in store for them. Luckily, they were clearly ill-prepared for the likes of him.

Circling the guardsman and staying under cover, Piskin made his stealthy way to a certain third floor window. There, from inside, he could hear the sweet humming of his new maid. He dared not peek inside and gaze at her. There would be plenty of time for that sort of thing later. She would feed the brat by four, he knew, and with any luck he would have completed the switch by then.

There were only two tricky parts to the work of a changeling. The first, of course, was getting the mother to leave the child alone long enough to steal it. Some mothers seemed to hover over their children night and day, it could be quite frustrating. The second part was even harder. He would have to make off with the infant, dispose of it somewhere where it would never be found, and then return to the crib to take its place. His plan in this regard was simple. He would spirit away the child to the nearest cliff overlooking the Berrywine River. A loop of leather around one chubby foot and a hefty stone attached to the leather cord would do the deed. That was all that he needed. They would never find the child. 

Naturally, all of these steps had to be completed quickly and quietly before the mother grew wise. Some changelings worked with an accomplice for this very reason. One would carry off the child, while the second would spring into its bed and shift into the guise of the infant on the instant.

Piskin preferred to work alone. Others of his kind would at best get in the way, or at worst, disrupt the operation. He thought about waiting for nightfall, but his greatest fear was that another of his kind would come along with exactly his plans in mind and beat him to this fresh-faced maid. He had to move fast, before every Wee One in the Haven came for what he already thought of as his infant.

And so it was that when another tiny throat cleared itself nearby, Piskin bared his teeth in way of greeting.

The intruder stood only a few paces away, at the corner of the very ledge Piskin stood on. The other had come around the corner of the building, just as calmly and nonchalantly as you please.

The invader wore a derby hat. He tipped it to Piskin in the manner of one greeting a fellow.

“Sirrah, this window is taken,” hissed Piskin, his lips curling away and his nose crinkling.

The other walked a few steps closer, seemingly unsurprised by Piskin’s mood. 

“Dando’s the name,” he said, offering up a long-fingered hand.

Piskin stared at the hand and fumed. “You’ll not have her,” he growled. “I’ve marked her, she will be mine. No one touches that brat but me.”

Dando eyed him with upraised eyebrows. “No need to be rude about it.”

“Piss….off,” Piskin told him, pronouncing each word with exaggerated slowness and clarity.

“You are a thick one, aren’t you?” Dando said, tapping his candlestick nose.

Piskin stepped forward menacingly. If his rival wanted a fight, he would have one. 

Dando put up a stopping hand in his face and tsked at him. “Foolishness. One sound from me, one bound in that window, and she’ll be wise to us. You’ll never get past her after that.”

Piskin breathed hard and fumed. “What will make you go away?” 

“I want to help,” said Dando. “We will do this together. But after, I must have the child.”

Piskin blinked at him. “You want the child? To what purpose, Sirrah?”

Dando shrugged. “What does it matter to you? I have my own reasons.”

Piskin considered, but at length he gave in. There was no easy way for him to remove Dando from the equation. Worse, if he waited around any longer, more of his kind might show up. He would have to trust that Dando wasn’t a fool, and would escape cleanly with the infant. 

And so it was done as Dando had suggested. When the maid went for a moment to brush her long red locks, the switch was made. Dando carried the infant off and away into the forest, under the very nose of the pathetic guardsman. 

In his new third-floor home Piskin shifted into the form of the baby he had replaced. He pulled the warm swaddling over himself. Happily, he settled in and waited for his four o’clock feeding.

When Lanet Drake returned to the crib to check on her baby for the thousandth time of the day, she cocked her head. She did not frown, but rather looked perplexed. She had not thought that an infant could smile so widely at such a young age. 

But her baby boy was indeed grinning at her. Grinning hugely.





Chapter Three

Blighted


Mari Bowen was seventeen today. This was a fact that everyone in the Bowen household was keenly aware of, because she hadn’t stopped talking about her birthday all morning. Mother had tired of it, promising her sausages, butter and marmaladed pumpkin bread for supper if she would only stop going on about it. 

Mari pouted. What she really wanted was a new calico dress she’d seen in a shop down in Riverton. By bringing up her birthday approximately every two minutes, and the dress perhaps once every eight, she’d hoped to somehow convince her family to buy it for her. Instead, she was sternly ordered out of the house to find an ash leaf with two terminal leaflets. Rather like four-leaf clovers, such ash leaves were rare, but possible to find given a keen eye and enough time. They were considered lucky, but in addition to that they were powerful wards against the Faerie. Mari’s mother worried that her family had no good protection against the little beasties. Mari thought it was a lot of fuss about nothing. So what if a little manling came to steal their pies from the windows, or to drink the cat’s milk? She wouldn’t mind seeing one, if the truth were to be told. 

And so it was that she found herself at the edge of the Haven Woods, where her family farm ended. There was a large stand of ash trees there, so it seemed as good a place as any to start looking. She wanted to find the ward quickly and get back to the house. If such a ward were truly lucky, perhaps it would help her get her new dress. 

She worked her way along the edge of the trees, examining the leaves that still hung on and rattled on the trees first, then pulling back her tresses as she bent to eye each one on the ground. She carefully toed them apart and looked at the ones on the ground critically. She stepped delicately, not wanting to finally find her ward and realize she had crushed it with her foot all at the same time.

An hour passed, perhaps more, and she began to grow frustrated. Her smile had faded and grown into a furrowed frown. Her hands were still in her hair as she examined the leaves on the ground but now they were tightly balled fists. This was a fool’s errand. She slowly, as the second hour was wasted away, came to believe her mother had sent her here to spend her birthday alone on a hilltop. All to save a few pennies. They could have simply bought one of Old Tad’s wards down at the Riverton docks. It was ever so with parents, they appreciated their coins more than their offspring! Toeing leaves with increasing disdain, she had taken to kicking them up into fluttering puffs. 

It was after one such kick that she thought to hear something. She looked up from her search, blinking. Was that the sound of distant pipes? Had some of the boys from the festival come out to play upon the commons again? She thought of the well-dressed Drake boys with their fine cloaks. She also thought of the strapping, if simply dressed, Rabing boys. Both these mental images met with her approval. She smiled, listening to the music, which slowly grew in intensity and volume.

She looked around at the trees that surrounded her, and realized she had stepped inside the grove of ash trees at some point in her search. Her father’s field was only a dozen yards away. A fine spring crop of grain stood ready for harvest outside in the sunlight. Each stalk waved in the breeze. All together, the stalks resembled a thousand cat tails, moving in unison.

She frowned and blinked, eyeing them. Could it be? She thought that the grain moved with the music she was hearing. She watched for a moment to be certain, and soon she was. Could the music just be the sound of the wind? Had some clever soul built a pipe that played as the very wind itself blew through it?

Intrigued, she took two steps toward her family’s field of grain. Then she heard a voice begin to sing behind her.

It was a fine voice, a voice that was pure and clear and which uplifted slowly, more beautifully than any birdsong. The words of the song were unknown to her, but the voice was more beautiful than any human throat she had ever heard, or that any human in history could have produced. Entranced, she turned around slowly.

A smiling boy stood under the ash trees. His skin was pale, and it did in fact seem to glow, just a trifle. He was about her height, and somehow looked both her elder and her junior at the same time. He had a black shock of unruly hair on his head. Around his shoulders a cloak fluttered, having caught the same breeze that waved the grain and made the music. She could see his teeth inside his smile, and each of them was white, square, and perfect.

The sight of him awoke something in her. She felt a rush of heat from her midsection that spread out like an explosion to her limbs and finally her head. She took a deep breath, partly closing her eyes. A heady scent of flowers overwhelmed her. Such freshness, such fine scents! As a farm girl, she rarely had known fragrances that were kind to the nose. Her hand came up and touched her own throat. 

She forced her eyes to open again. She feared that the boy in the cloak would have vanished, but he had not. Some part of her knew what he was. It was clearly an elf. She had been told all the tales of such beings. But it was a very different thing, listening at the knee of oldsters telling warning tales, versus the fact of being right there in an elf’s glorious, intoxicating presence.

She need not have worried about the elf vanishing. In fact, he was closer now. He never took a step forward while she watched, preferring to move when her eyes were shut. 

“Who are you?” she managed to gasp. 

He smiled more broadly. “I’m an old friend of the family,” he said.

She frowned, very slightly. Really, it was only a twitch of her brow. She closed her eyes to concentrate, knowing that when she opened them he would be closer still. “Tell me your name, elf,” she said. She recalled, vaguely now, that knowing the true name of one of the Fair Folk gave you a certain power over them.

The elf chuckled. She opened her eyes again and discovered that he was not only closer, but was off to her left now. He had circled her. She turned to face him again.

“I will tell you my true name,” said the elf, gazing into her eyes, “but first, you must do something for me. You must dance with me while I play my pipes. It has been so long since I’ve danced with a true maiden.”

“Dance?” she asked, feeling almost sleepy.

“Yes girl, dance with me,” he said in a husky whisper, and then he began to play his pipes. 

The music was unlike any she had ever known. Far more powerful than the musical winds she’d heard before, the music erased thoughts from her mind. The very sound of it overwhelmed her senses. She was powerless, swept up in it. She began to move, in random steps and jerks at first, but soon, as the musical tempo increased, she found herself twirling and performing leaps she’d never seen another human manage.

The elf chuckled and praised her. He played and he played and he danced with her, matching her wild movements easily. As they danced, the light grew more dim, and her breath grew heavier. She caught sight of her family grain fields, they were distant now as they had danced further into the woods. 

Then the elf touched her, as they danced. Just a tiny contact to her wrist, or her flying foot as she kicked, or a grasping caress of her hair as it flew freely. Each contact sent a jolt of desire sweeping through Mari. She had never felt these sensations, and each time he touched her, she danced harder.

She knew, in some small part of her mind, that she was lost. This was how it happened, she knew. But she had never understood until now how a person could let themselves become bewitched. Always she had told her siblings that the person in the story was a fool, a weakling, one that could never be like her.

And so it was, as she danced, that they came under a huge ash tree. A thousand leaves carpeted the ground beneath it, and a thousand more hung to flutter overhead from its twisted branches. 

She spun, then spun again, caught up in the dance. She was tired now, more tired than perhaps she’d ever been in her life, but she continued dancing. Nothing else was possible. 

Then, by chance or design, she saw it. A single leaf hung apart from all the others on that greatest father of old ash trees. The leaf hung from the last twig on the longest, lowest branch of all. 

It was a leaf with two points.

Thinking in fact not of the elf at all, but of her mother, and her birthday, she reached out from her wild gyrations and snatched it from the twig. It hung on for a desperate moment, making the twig dip as she tugged. If the leaf tore, it would be of no use, but that didn’t matter to Mari in her dream-like state of mind. She only wanted it to complete her quest. With it, that calico dress down in Riverton might yet be hers. That thought was still so strong in her mind that it won through the enchantment, and allowed her to take this single, snatching action.

The leaf came free, and the music died in her ears. She fell to her knees, holding the leaf in her hands.

The elf stood before her. Even his sides heaved slightly. He was far from winded, but she was strong for a simple River girl, having danced for longer than most.

He reached out gently and touched her chin with his delicate hand. “Are you finished so soon, my dear? Are you ready for me now?”

She looked up at him, almost beyond comprehending his words. She struggled not to pass out upon the moldering bed of leaves. Taking huge, gulping breaths, she slowly met his eyes, and then lifted the leafy ward up to him.

He took in a great breath when he saw it. He did not exactly hiss, it was rather the opposite of that sort of sound, it was the sucking in of air, rather than the heavy expelling of it.

“Where did you manage…?” he asked in exasperation. 

“I want to know your name,” she said, still gulping in air as might a man who had been freshly drowned and reawakened. “We have danced. Now tell me your true name as was our bargain.”

The elf reached with his hands to take up two bunches of his black hair. He pulled at it, and after his hands came away, his hair stayed up in two drooping spikes.

And so it was that the elf told her his true name. The girl shuddered to hear it, for although it wasn’t a name she had heard before such as Oberon, it was still a powerful name. Their bargain complete, the girl regained her feet and walked back to her mother’s house, where marmaladed pumpkin bread awaited her for her birthday supper.

Behind her, standing at the edge of the grove of trees, the elf watched her go. In an act of sheer spite, he lifted a single long finger and let its tip grow black and oily. With that finger, he reached out and touched the crop of grain. 

Every stalk in the field darkened, curled and grew noisome.





Chapter Four

False Wards


Old man Tad Silure was the head of the least reputable clan in all the River Haven. His clan had no proud homestead. Rather than impressive structures, his folk were known for ramshackle cabins that perched along the river front on rickety stilts. They fished by hanging nets down into the flood of the Berrywine, as there was no easier way to put food on their table. Most of their time was spent, however, smoking pipeweed in cheap clay pipes and sipping corn whiskey from rarely corked jugs.

Old Tad had another business on the side: he sold wards against the Faerie. It was easy work, but it only provided him enough coin to purchase a new jug of whiskey every week or so. The one exception to this was the time directly preceding the festival and the annual renewal of the Pact. During that one week, he often outsold the rest of the year put together. Every superstitious farmer, hand-wringing new bride and general idiot worrier came to him then, concerned the Pact had seen its last gasp, and bought a trinket for protection. He considered them all fools, of course. Dammed fools. But they had coin, and he always managed to smile his snaggled teeth at them when they laid it into his fish-smelling palm.

Business was brisk on the night the Pact ended. In fact, he found he was running low on wards even before the disaster out at the Faerie mound. When he heard the news, he trebled his prices immediately. Wards flew from his shelf, and he multiplied the price by ten. His customers snarled at him then, rather than thanking him, but that didn’t bother Old Tad. What did bother him was that he ran out of stock very fast and cursed himself. 

He noted the desperation in the eyes of each additional fool that came to his dirty booth, only to be turned away empty-handed. He had sold out much too cheaply. He could have demanded much more. He thought of buying back some of his stock and redistributing it to the most wealthy in town, demanding titles to land, perhaps. 

It was too late tonight of course, everyone was busy barricading their doors in the midnight hour. No one would venture forth until morning, scared as they were of the Faerie. What an opportunity he’d missed! Certainly, he had the cash now to keep his jug full for two winters at least, but that could have been just the beginning. He saw this as a once-in-a-lifetime chance. If he managed to get these folks what they wanted so badly, naturally at a steep price, he could change the status of the Silure clan itself. He could build a clanhouse if he wanted, on prime property. All those snots who had looked down their long noses at his family could come begging then.

He fumed and smoked as the town shuttered down for the night. 

Then an idea struck him. He smashed his fist into his palm. He stood up on his creaking porch and grinned.

He tipped Slet, his worthless grandson, out of his hammock with a rude toss. Slet scrambled up, ready to fight until he saw it was crazy Old Tad.

“The town had better be on fire,” Slet growled.

“None of that tone now,” said Old Tad. He might have slapped the boy on a different day, but not this night. He needed him. “I’ve got two silvers for you.”

Slet’s expression froze. He eyed the coins disbelievingly as Old Tad slid them under his nose. “What for?” he asked warily.

“I want you to go down to the river shore, this very minute. Take the wheelbarrow and gather me a load of flat stones, about the size of good wards.”

Slet’s eyes flicked to Old Tad’s, then to the coins that stared back at him like two flashing eyes.

“Can it wait till morning? I’ve got a headache.”

Old Tad snatched back his hand and the coins with it. “Oh sure, it can wait. But the coins will be gone by then.”

Slet blinked. “Okay then. I’ll do it, right now.

“That’s a good lad.”

“But stones like that won’t do no good. They’ve got to be natural worn with a hole for the….”

Slam! Old Tad struck him a hard one, right behind the ear. It wasn’t the first time Slet had felt such a blow. Life in his clan had delivered many such hard knocks. But he wasn’t expecting it and as far as he was concerned, he didn’t deserve it.

He got to his feet. “Look, old man—”

But Old Tad cut him off. He stopped the boy’s complaints the best and fastest way possible, by sliding out the hand again, this time with five coins on it. Slet’s voice halted.

“Two now. Three when you finish. And no questions. No word of this to anyone, not ever. Deal?”

Slet rubbed at his head. He nodded, taking the two coins Old Tad gave him. He said not a word. 

“There’s a good lad. Be quick now, or maybe I’ll decide to dock your final payment.”

It took Slet nearly an hour to return, and by that time Old Tad was pacing the creaking boards of his shack with growing impatience. He had already prepared all his tools and counted out every leather cord he had. But there was only so much he could do without having the actual stones in his hands.

When Slet finally rolled up with the load, he sighed in relief, forgetting about his plans to slap him and dock his pay for slowness. Instead, he paid the boy and ordered him out of the place for the night. 

Slet didn’t argue. The boy put the coins at the bottom of his only pocket that for certain had no holes in it, and left.

By morning, Old Tad had drilled and manufactured dozens of new wards. He had, in point of fact, never found a real one. He had never even bothered looking. It was simply too much work. A well-made forgery brought just as much money for a fraction of the effort. When he was found wandering down on the river shoreline, people had always assumed Old Tad was searching for more wards, but in truth he was probably drunk and staggering.

He drilled each hole carefully, as he had done in secret for years. He brushed away the dust from each hole, and made them look worn. Creating them previously had been something of an art form for him. He had long studied the way a naturally worn stone looked and had taught himself to simulate the appearance with a tapping hammer, a file, whetstone and steel brush.

He knew, of course, the wards would do nothing to stop the Faerie. But they would, he was certain, line his pockets with silver in the morning. 

Whistling as he worked, Old Tad labored longer and harder than any time he could remember in his life. He argued with himself cheerfully about what price he would set. Ten silvers? Twenty? He settled on the princely sum of thirty silvers each. After the first dozen wards, he ran out of leather cords. He figured he would drop the price on those by a coin and people could just darned well make their own cords.

When dawn finally broke, he took a deep breath and smiled tiredly. People were already tapping at his shutters. 

He spent the day selling his wards at grossly inflated prices. The Pact had been broken, and that might just have been the best thing that had ever happened to him.





Chapter Five

Sam’s Funeral


Brand was tired and saddened the morning after the Pact had been broken.  In the morning light the remains of Froghollow looked even more dismal than it had after the fire had been put out the night before. Wisps of blue smoke spiraled into the trees and drifted there. The only building of significance that had survived the battle with rhinogs was the barn, but there was no comfort or shelter to be found there. The floor of the barn was a thatch of straw mixed with Sam’s dried blood. 

They were trying to decide how to break the news to their elders when Uncle Tylag, Aunt Suzenna and Barlo had returned to the house. Corbin had to explain to his tearful parents that during the night their house had been attacked and set ablaze. Before the flames had grown too high, they had gone back into the house and saved what they could, but with the coming of daylight, it looked like a pitiful pile of belongings. Even the painting of Brand’s parents had been burnt.

Worst of all, of course, was Sam’s death. In the bright, revealing light of morning, Uncle Tylag and Aunt Suzenna began the process of burying their son. The kitchen table, made of stout oaken beams, was badly scorched, but had survived the fire relatively intact. The house had partially collapsed around it. Tylag and the grim-faced Rabing boys cleared a path through the rubble to drag the table free. Setting it in the yard beside the well, they stretched Sam’s beheaded body upon it. They set his head in its rightful place, using wads of cloth on either side so that it wouldn’t roll off into the dirt. 

At first, the men had kept Aunt Suzenna from her son, but she protested strongly. “I’m no shrinking towngirl. I must be allowed to fix my boy properly,” she said.

With Telyn’s help, she did all the things her mother had taught her. With great care, she bathed the skin and the hair, hid the severed neck with a scarf from her own throat and set coins on each eyelid. To turn away merlings and worse things, she had Barlo dig up a whole clove of garlic in the ruins of the root cellar. This she placed in her son’s dead mouth, which she tied shut with a strip of leather. 

Telyn wrapped a river stone ward in the palm of his hand, tying the thong to the dead, white hand. “Lest the Faerie find you,” she whispered to the corpse. 

For a shroud, they used Sam’s woolen cloak, which was just long enough with the hood sewn shut and the hem cinched tight around his ankles. In the afternoon, they began the procession as properly as they could. As they carried Sam down to the cliffs, Brand’s face was slick and wet with tears. From behind and around him, he heard a dry sobbing, but he didn’t look to see which of his relatives it was. 

Gudrin and Modi, silent during the rituals, followed the procession at a discreet distance. Unlike some of the other clans, the Rabing clan traditionally held very private funerals. Outsiders were rarely allowed. The Battleaxe Folk understood this and respected it.

As was also their tradition, each of the clan members present spoke a few words, recalling Sam in life. When it was Brand’s turn, he didn’t hesitate, but told them all of catching the largest dragonflies he had ever seen with Sam, who knew so well the marshy haunts of such creatures. He described the flittering wings of the blue-greens, the largest and Sam’s favorites. As boys, his cousin had taught him to coax the insects to light upon his finger if he remained very still and held it just so.

Aunt Suzenna’s turn came last, as was custom, since she had birthed the boy. Unexpectedly, she turned to the two Battleaxe Folk. “I would ask that our guests be allowed to speak. With your blessing, of course, Tylag.” 

Uncle Tylag, blinking back a tear, nodded.

Modi looked about uncomfortably. “I apologize, but I have not the craft, my lady.” 

She nodded in understanding. She looked expectantly at Gudrin, who stepped forward.

“I will speak from my own experience, as is your custom,” she said, for once not consulting her book. “Although I did not know your boy, I am no stranger to grief. I was born and raised in the place known as the Earthlight, a great complex of caverns that exist beneath the blue-white peaks of Snowdon itself. There is no sunlight there. Instead, the lurid red glow of the lava flows illuminate the primary caverns. The Great Eastern Cavern was my home. Each day it is illuminated and warmed by light reflected up from the red depths of the mountain. For thirteen hours each day, the huge metalworks that work to shutter and unshutter the light from the rivers of fire stand fully open. It takes an hour each day to open and close the great vents, thus providing the Kindred an hour long dawn and dusk. The great vents were in the slow act of closing during the time which I’m thinking of. 

“Thus it was in the evening dusk of the Earthlight, at the furthest edge of the Eastern Cavern, that I learned of my brother’s death. I lived then where the lava-fires were only a crimson flickering in the distance on my Uncle Hakon’s mushroom farm. We subsisted there on the frontier, far from the city of Subterran, on the edge of the eternal dark that bred the eyeless monsters of the underworld. I was raised on that farm, my Uncle’s farm, as my parents had perished soon after my birth. 

“The day I recall was the day that my older brother Eirik died, my only surviving sibling. He had been killed on the distant surface, which at that time I had never seen,” here she paused, and all could see that she grieved still. 

Brand noted that she didn’t mention how her brother had died, and wondered if it could have been at the hands of the Faerie, or perhaps the hands of men. Could Gudrin recall the centuries-gone wars between men and the Kindred? How old could Gudrin truly be? 

“My clan members and I trudged in silence through the mushroom thickets and the rolling jambles of stonefalls from the distant roof of the cavern to the temple in Subterran. That evening the service went the long and slow way of such temple services. Each of the golden bells was rung in turn by the initiates. Twelve silver hammers were laid upon their anvils and heated to the point of incandescence by the robed and cowled priest-smiths. I was impressed by the appearance of twelve hammers. From my Uncle’s depreciative comments about the expedition that my older brother had gone on, I would have thought Eirik would have rated no more than seven, or perhaps nine hammers, at the most. 

“Once the last horn had blown and the last dirge had been played, the empty urn that represented Eirik’s lost remains was hoisted up the rocky hillside toward the lava-pits. I and my Uncle carried one side of the pavilion, my Aunt Syla and my eldest cousin lugged the other. Sweating due to the intense heat of the lurid lava chamber ahead, we bore our burden silently. We stopped before a vent that spewed up heated gasses from the depths of the Earth, allowing these hot winds to instantly dry and sear our sweat-beaded brows. Uncle Hakon mumbled a memorized passage from the Teret and together we all heaved the urn into position and sent it sliding down into the fiery heart of the Earthlight. 

“I lingered, despite the intense heat, to watch the urn be consumed in a plume of yellow fire. There was such power there, I could feel it. Then I followed the others back down to the temple. Soon after, tired and sullen, I and my relatives trudged back to the stone farmhouse. We carried lanterns as the Earthlight vents were now just three glimmering red lines in the distance, and even the eyes of the Kindred need some light to see by.”

Here Gudrin paused to hold her hands, palms outward, toward those assembled. “I speak these words to tell you how close are the Kindred to the River Folk. Here, you are about to cast beloved Sam’s remains from a cliff into the great flood of the Berrywine, much as I did cast my own brother’s remains into the Earthlight. We of the Kindred see the Earth and its depths as our origins and our finally resting place, just as the River Folk feel that they belong to the watery depths.” 

Aunt Suzenna finally spoke then, as it was clear that Gudrin had finished. “Thank you, Gudrin. We agree that the Kindred and the River Folk are closely related peoples. Both of us, may I add, perform this type of service to keep the Faerie from performing mischief with our dead. A month ago, I would not have taken our death rituals as anything but empty gestures. Now I know such rituals are ancient wisdom.”

As everyone had finished, Suzenna looked to Tylag, and both nodded with tears in their eyes. It was time to send their son into the water for his final journey. The body, weighted now with stones, was cast into the green-white flood of the Berrywine.

As Gudrin had gazed into the Earthlight countless years earlier, Brand and Corbin lingered on the cliffs. They heard the thunder of the rapids and felt the cold gusts that blew up from the distant river. 





Chapter Six

Dando’s Trick


As they were the last to leave the cliffs, they were the only ones to hear the baby’s cry. At first, Brand wondered if the family cat had followed them out on the procession. After a moment, he recognized the sounds of an infant and his eyes searched the woods. He saw nothing.

“Do you hear it too?” asked Corbin, standing at his side. 

Brand’s eyes darkened with a new thought. “If this is some new trick of the Faerie, I for one do not plan to cooperate.”

Corbin’s face twisted. Brand saw a much darker emotion, that of murderous intent, on his cousin’s face. After all, it had been the Faerie who had just caused him to send his brother into the floods. 

Moving with quite intensity, the two paced apart and moved into the trees in the direction of the sounds. If it was one of the Faerie having a bit of fun, they were talented. They came to a thick towering pine that rustled in the breeze from the cliffs. Each circling around the tree in a crouch, they came upon that which they least expected to find.

It was an infant, kicking and crying weakly in the dust at the bottom of the tree. The child had few clothes on. They stared down upon it, and felt pity in their hearts.

“Where did you come from?” asked Brand kneeling beside the child. It looked at him curiously.

Corbin did not kneel. He eyed the woods around them suspiciously. 

Brand took off his cloak and wrapped the child in it. Could someone have abandoned it here, hoping that their family would take care of it?

“Maybe you ought not touch it, Brand,” said Corbin.

“Why not?”

“Have you thought this through? The Pact is freshly broken. Never before have we found a babe in these woods, but after a very strange night, we find our first today.”

Brand looked at him in growing concern. He jumped to his feet. “By the River!” he shouted. “If this is a changeling, I’m shocked by how convincing they can be!”

Corbin snorted. It was his turn to kneel and study the child…if that’s what it was. 

“They could hardly be successful at their business if they weren’t highly convincing,” he pointed out reasonably. He leaned forward and spoke to the thing wrapped up in Brand’s cloak. “If you are a changeling, know this, foul creature. You will regret this trick for a long while!”

He took up a stick and moved as if to prod the child.

“That will be quite enough!” said Telyn, appearing on the instant and surprising everyone. She slapped Corbin’s wrist and frowned at him. She studied the baby closely.

“He looks human enough to me,” she said.

“Where did you come from?” Brand asked her.

“Where did you get lost in the woods?” she asked. “That’s what I asked myself when I realized that you hadn’t followed us for an extended time. I came looking, and it was a good thing. Here I walk up and find Corbin about to poke an infant with a sharp stick.”

“We’re not sure—” started Corbin.

“Yes, yes, I know, you think it’s a changeling. Only, this isn’t how they usually operate, is it?”

The child, while they talked about it, took a great interest in Corbin’s stick and gripped it, chewing hungrily on the offending point.

“Think about it, Telyn,” said Brand, “is it not the perfect plan? Aunt Suzenna has just suffered the loss of her son, how better to gain her trust than to appear here now, in her moment of weakness, as a replacement child?”

At this, a tiny chuckle was heard by all of them. Everyone looked up, into the branches of the great pine. 

Dando stood upon a thick branch over their heads. He leaned nonchalantly against the pine’s thick trunk with one hand. He looked down at their gaping faces and tsked at them.

“My, I had not thought River Folk were so suspicious. Poking babies with sticks after a single bad night, is it? But I must say, that scheme you laid out boy, capitalizing on a woman’s grief, that’s genius! I must pass that one on.”

They all glared at him. Telyn slipped her bow off her back. 

“Have a care, girl!” Dando said, putting a stopping hand out to her. “You all should be thanking me.”

“For what, manling?” asked Corbin, “for burning down my house and slaying my brother?”

Dando gave his head a vigorous shake. “I had little to do with either. But this babe, that was indeed my doing.”

“So, you admit to stealing a child? Did we thwart your vile plans by coming out to this remote spot?” asked Telyn, nocking an arrow in her bow.

“Hold, hold! Allow a hero to explain himself!”

“A hero!” said Corbin, he snorted, scandalized.

“More a hero than you, babe-prodding lout!”

Brand put up his hands to stop his friends before things got out of control. 

“Dando, please explain yourself without baiting us further, or things might not go well.”

Briefly, Dando explained that he had come upon one of his own kind stealing a babe for his own purposes, and who had planned to cast the child into the river at this very spot, with one tiny foot weighted. Telyn gasped in outrage at this, while the boys glowered.

“So you helped out a changeling,” said Brand.

“No, I saved a child from the Berrywine,” he said. “Perhaps I misunderstood your kind, but I was under the impression you protect your own young.”

“Of course we do,” hissed Telyn. Corbin had the child in his arms now and the two of them were trying to quiet it. Corbin offered it a bit of cheese from his pockets, but the baby only squeezed that to mush and cried harder.

 “Why did you return the child to us?”

“Recall what I once told you, man-child. Friendship must be earned, not given.”

“So,” said Corbin, ticking off points on his fingers as he spoke, “you steal a child and return it, insult us all profusely, and expect us to be grateful? Are we such moon-calves? Why don’t you light my boots on fire and then offer to extinguish the flames? Surely, that would make us close confidants!”

“You do me a disservice, fat one.”

“Fat one!” exclaimed Corbin in annoyance.

“Shush, let him speak,” interrupted Brand.

“Yes,” said Dando huffily. “I want you to know, I have taken no offense at your rude remarks. I, of course, did not steal the infant. I rescued it from where it had been abandoned in the woods.”

“I see. And who did steal it then?”

“Why, the changeling who lies even now nestled in its mother’s loving arms, of course.”

“So, you deny that you are a changeling?”

Dando shrugged. “I deny that I can take the form of a human, infant or otherwise. There is another of my kind, a less civilized fellow, who has usurped this child’s cradle.”

Now that they knew it was a true babe, they carried it back toward Froghollow to look for something to feed it. Dando followed them, staying safely up in the trees, of course.

“No gratitude? None at all?” he demanded.

“Dando, we are warily grateful,” explained Corbin, “But you must understand we don’t know your motives yet. Why did you return the child? If it was to gain our trust, then perhaps you simply stole it with this scheme in mind.”

“Diabolical, but I can prove my good faith.”

He explained who the babe was, where he had gotten it, and exactly what they would find in the crib eating the child’s lunch. 

“Okay, we will investigate,” Brand told him, “I can see you are trying hard to earn our friendship. Might I ask why?”

“Because, you and I have great futures ahead of us.”

“You and I?” Brand smiled. He found it hard to think that any two creatures had less in common.

“Yes, just so,” said Dando seriously. “Right now, neither of us appears to be important to anyone. We are just going through our daily routines in life. We are not notables. But, some know the truth. Like those that burned you out of house and home.”

Brand frowned and blinked. He really didn’t know what to make of what the manling was saying, but he couldn’t deny that someone out there thought he was important.

“And so, I think that two individuals like us, two who are rising stars, so to speak,” said Dando, beginning to strut back and forth upon a high branch as he spoke. Brand was reminded of proud rooster at dawn. “Such folk might be in a position to help each other. Such folk may well find common cause.”

“Okay, so why are we so important?” asked Brand.

Dando smiled at them all with a very broad smile. “I believe that will become evident in time.” With that, he tipped his hat and bid them farewell. He bounded off into the woods. Just as he was about to vanish from sight, he caused a brilliant blue flash that lit up the forest. Then he was gone.

They walked back to Froghollow. Corbin muttered distrustfully of magical midgets and eyed every branch on every tree as they went. Arriving at the smoking remains of the farm, Aunt Suzenna did indeed make a fuss over the baby. They soon began packing up what they could in the cart, having decided to head to Riverton to return the child and find lodging. There was little left for them at Froghollow. They couldn’t reasonably hope to begin rebuilding until spring. 

While the others prepared to leave, Brand wandered off into the forest to rest against the great oak tree that had been cut open by Ambros the Golden the night before. He plucked at the fallen leaves there, deep in thought. He found disturbing truth in Dando’s words. It seemed clear to him now that the Dark Ones wanted to slay him. Why else would they have come here in numbers? Nowhere else in the Haven had they attacked in such force, although rumors abounded of changelings and fairy rings that had led away young folk. It did seem to him that he had indeed somehow brought a great curse to his clan and to all the River Haven. What had Oberon said? That he was both a great potential ally and enemy at the same time. He couldn’t understand how this could be, but that mattered little. If the Dark Ones believed it, then they would keep coming until he was dead—or worse. 

Gudrin came out among the trees with him and sat upon an old weathered stump. She took out her bearhead pipe and puffed on it. “Your thoughts are troubled, boy.” 

Brand nodded. “I think I must leave Stone Island. I can’t understand it, but somehow my presence is threatening all the River Haven.” 

“And why do you think this?”

“The dark bard followed me first. Oberon and Dando both hinted that Herla has some dark purpose for pursuing me. The attack last night was too much. That was far more than sour milk and the like. Tylag says that no attacks of such ferocity have occurred anywhere else on the island yet. What if the Wild Hunt had arrived? Would we all have perished, impaled on their boarspears?” 

“Where will you go?”

“I don’t know,” said Brand, but even as he said it, he was stricken with a thought. “No, I do know. I will accompany you to find Myrrdin and beg him to help reinstate the Pact. That is, if you and Modi will have me.”

Gudrin took a moment to tap out her pipe and refill it. She relit it and took a puff. Blue smoke wound up like a transparent snake into the sky. “We’d be honored to have you, but what of your family and friends?” 

“I will go alone,” said Brand. “It was me that Voynod came after each time he appeared. Oberon has indirectly confirmed this. I’m the source of the trouble, my friends are blameless. I wouldn’t want to lead them into danger, that is the whole reason I’m leaving.” 

Gudrin nodded sagely. “Don’t you think you should ask them about that?”

Brand frowned, then heard a twig snap behind him. He turned and saw that Corbin was perhaps a score of yards away, listening and trying to sneak closer. He was about to yell at him for eavesdropping when he felt a tap at his shoulder. Telyn was there, she had been hiding behind the oak’s trunk. 

“How long have you been there?” he asked in exasperation.

She laughed. In spite of his displeasure, he had to grin a bit at her. It was good to see her laugh.

“If Corbin hadn’t come crashing nearer, you might have written your will right here and caused me to burst out laughing.”  

Brand made a half-hearted grab for her, but she danced away. 

Brand looked to Gudrin, and her eyes were shining with amusement. “I feel like a fool,” he said, sitting back down. “But I must do it, I must leave the island. And I won’t be going back to Rabing Isle, either.” 

“Then you will take us along,” said Corbin. He took this moment to come forward and join them. “We are all in this together, Brand. It was my brother who was killed.”

“But I am the source of the trouble. Why follow the source? Why not stay home and be safe with your families?” argued Brand. “Telyn, you could answer the muster. Corbin, your family needs you to help rebuild Froghollow. If you follow me, you are placing in danger two of the people that I most want to protect by leaving!”

“I believe it’s true that the dark ones last night were out to destroy clan Rabing, and have come primarily for Brand,” said Gudrin, and all their eyes swung to her. “But this will not be the case for long. The Pact is broken, and the old dark times of the past have returned. It will not take long for the ancient ones to recall their ancient ways. Changelings will again appear in cradles. Crops and livestock will again be hexed, the fairy rings will abduct the young and the trusting. Worse things, too, such as the Shining Lady and the Wild Hunt will come.” 

“But why me?” asked Brand in exasperation.

“I’m not sure on this point. I do know that Myrrdin has always thought very highly of your clan. I know too, that among his captains of old, some of his greatest champions were known by the name Rabing.”

“You mean our ancestors were important?” asked Corbin.

“Of course,” said Gudrin. “Did you not all hear my tale? You are all descendants of Myrrdin’s original army. Clearly, the Enemy recalls the name Rabing from those days.”

“So my clan is being pursued for something heroic done by our forbearers? Something which we can’t even remember?”

Gudrin nodded. “Recall that for Herla, each year is as a day, until the bloodhound alights. The point is that Brand’s leaving will not return the River Haven to peace. It will only distract the Dark Ones that are charged with hunting him. The only thing that will bring peace will be the recovery of the Pact. Or the forging of a new one.” 

“So we should all go, to help you, our friends among the Kindred, to find Myrrdin,” said Corbin. “Too bad Jak is injured. We could use his hand on the skiff’s tiller.”

“Someone must manage Rabing Isle,” said Brand. He stood and faced them all. For the first time he noticed that Modi was there too, off among the trees, listening to their talk. It seemed that everyone was in on this. “Okay, I know when I’m beaten. If I were to try to go alone, you would find some way to stow away or follow in another boat, I know you too well. But I say this!  We must all have Tylag’s blessing, for he is the leader of clan Rabing and he may have need of us.” 

They all agreed to this and went to consult with Tylag. Tylag was distraught by the loss of his home, but he listened to them seriously. Barlo snorted in disbelief once as they told their tale, but his father silenced him with a scowl.

“So you have decided to leave in search of Myrrdin. I see that I have lost a son, and now must risk another. Where will you go?” asked Tylag.

At this, they were at a loss. Gudrin stepped forward. “I think we will follow the river north into the Deepwood and on toward Snowdon. Last I heard he was in that region.”

“It seems an opportune moment to say that we, the Riverton Council, finally received word from Myrrdin last night,” said Tylag. “News of my son’s death has driven the thought from my head until now.”

“Myrrdin lives?” said Brand. “This is good news indeed.”

“Where is he?” demanded Gudrin.

“A messenger came from the village of North End. Myrrdin wandered out of the High Marshes two nights ago, on the eve of the Harvest Moon, in fact. He had been waylaid, lost his horse, and was on foot. He had not eaten or slept in weeks, but still attempted to gain passage to Riverton. He did intend to reach Stone Island and perform the ceremony, but he was too late. The village hetman convinced him that he would not arrive until the day after the ceremony. Once he realized the truth, the messenger says he collapsed in their arms and had to be borne away to rest.” 

“Is he injured?” asked Brand.

Tylag shook his head. “We don’t know.”

“We must go and consult with him,” said Gudrin. “We must leave before dark tonight.” 

“I give my blessing to your journey. The River Haven would be better served by learning all there is to be learned from Myrrdin than by a few extra bowmen in the militia,” said Tylag. “May the River guide your boat.”

Brand had one more person to consult: Jak. He went to the wagon, where Jak had been stretched out in the shade. He was still far too injured to help them. 

“Hello, Jak,” said Brand, feeling like a runaway, a deserter. Jak needed him to keep up Rabing Isle, now more than ever. 

Jak’s eyes opened. “Hello, brother. I feel useless today, of all days.”

Brand knew no easy way, so he simply blurted out his words. “I’m leaving with the Battleaxe Folk to find Myrrdin.”

Jak nodded. “Go then. I only wish I were well enough to go with you.” 

“But the Isle, Jak—what will you do?”  Brand asked.

“It doesn’t matter. You must try to heal the rift, to mend the Pact. There is no more worthy quest.” 

Thus it was decided, and they worked the rest of the day to make their preparations. It seemed to Brand that all the world was soot and ashes and twists of blue smoke. He felt sad and guilty to be leaving his clansmen in such a time of dire need, but in his heart he knew he could better serve them on this mission. In the afternoon they set out on the road to Riverton. There were many hugs, handshakes and tears. Not an eye was dry, with the exception of Modi’s, who only appeared anxious to get moving. 





Chapter Seven

Twrog’s Tree


After losing his club, Twrog was despondent. At the moment, it had seemed like a fine idea to throw it. He did not regret killing the farmer, nor the stinging arrows the River Folk had left in his hide—but he came to regret the loss of his lucky club. 

As always when he felt poorly, his thoughts turned to a special, secret spot in the Deepwood only he knew about. This spot was open to the sky, yet surrounded by overgrown thickets of thorny plants. Not even deer liked to enter the region for fear of being pierced by the stabbing needles that every twisted vine seemed to produce. It was a private place for Twrog, a spot where he could gather his thoughts and think at his own pace. Barely thinking about it, he set out for the secret glade. He had not been there in many seasons. 

As Twrog strode through the woods, he thought to hear the subtle sounds of pursuit. He glanced back over his shoulder. Something or someone followed him. Probably, the smell of pig’s blood had attracted a scavenger. He still carried three of the pigs he had stolen from the farmer’s pens. He increased his pace through the trees, no longer ambling, but now striding with purpose. His pursuer kept up with him.

Twrog was not frightened. Rather, he was cunning. He wanted to know the nature of the thing that dared shadow him. By speeding up and discovering the pursuit continued, he knew the other was at the very least persistent. 

After night had fallen, Twrog found a spot strewn with stones and a fallen tree. He halted his march and decided to cook one of the pigs. The odor of seared pig often drove animals mad. With luck, if it was a bear or a dire wolf, the creature would attack and that would be the end of it.

He labored for minutes with flint and tinder, finally managing to spark a cookfire. This being a large pig, he required a spit of hardwood. He chopped loose a branch of beech with a knife the size of a short sword and whittled the point until it was as sharp as a lance. Poking the pig through end-to-end, he hung it over the fire and turned it now and then. He built the fire up higher, then went to gather wood from the region. Frequently, he flicked his eyes back to the sizzling pig. The smoke and fine smells filled the forest with aromatic clouds. The unguarded pig still remained upon its spit however, unmolested.

Twrog returned to his camp with an armload of wood and stoked the fire into a fine blaze. He nodded and muttered to himself. Whatever his stalker was—it was a patient creature. Most likely, it was not a beast. Few could have suffered this long in the presence of fresh meat without having revealed themselves.

After an hour or so of cooking, Twrog ripped loose a meaty haunch. Juices flowed from the rest of the beast into the fire. The fat made the flames sizzle, flare and pop. He opened his mouth, but paused, not placing the meat within. Instead, he turned his head this way and that, and held the haunch high overhead. 

“I call to thee,” he said carefully, “I give thee leave to share my fire, whatever yea may be.”

Nothing happened. He set about eating the haunch noisily. He did not know if his invitation had been heard and understood, but he listened closely while not seeming to. At last, as he finished the first haunch and reached for the second, a stealthy rustling met his ears.

Twrog shifted his flapping ears toward the trees behind him. He glanced back to see what it was that approached. There was a faint glimmer. Could it be then one of the Fae? He knew a short moment of concern. If he had invited and elf or one of the shining Dead….

But no. The shine of it, reflecting the unseen moonlight that shone down upon the leaves overhead, proved it was one of the Fae. Seeing the rest of the creature made Twrog snort in amusement. It was no great lord that had stalked him. There was nothing to fear from this one. The creature that emerged was small, with cat-like features and smooth, green skin. It was a lone goblin. 

Twrog shook his head bemusedly. He had never sat at camp with a goblin. Had he known…but he had not, and the invitation had been issued and accepted. There was nothing for it. By the rules of honor which almost all creatures in Cymru adhered to, he was bound to tolerate its presence.

The goblin slunk forward, ears twitching. It nosed the air and flicked its eyes everywhere, suspecting duplicity. Twrog continued eating and chuckled to himself. He could not believe his foolishness at having invited a goblin to dine with him. 

“Name?” asked Twrog.

The goblin hesitated. No doubt, it considered a dozen lies. “Frakir,” it said at last. The eyes flickered uncomfortably.

“Twrog,” Twrog said.

When the other came at last to rest on the opposite side of the fire, the giant handed a foreleg to his guest.

“Here,” Twrog said. When Frakir did not reach for it quickly enough, Twrog grunted and shook it at him. Hot grease splattered his hand and the goblin’s face. Finally, the frightened, scowling goblin took the meat and sniffed it suspiciously as if he believed it might be laden with poison.

Twrog snorted again. “Meat good! Not even have salt on it, fool goblin!”

“I have your word it is good?” asked Frakir in a sibilant voice.

“You speak to Twrog? Good. Boring guest is one that can’t make speech with me.”

The goblin’s eyes narrowed. “The meat is good?” he asked again.

“Yeah, yeah!” roared Twrog in sudden irritation. “No more ask that! I will eat it myself, if you don’t do!”

Frakir’s ears folded down, but he took the offered foreleg in both hands and ripped into it with the sharp, rippled teeth of his kind. They were teeth clearly made to eat meat and nothing else.

For a time, the two beings ate hot pig meat. Finally, however, after the second haunch, Twrog threw the bone down into the fire. Sparks loomed, coals and ash blew up as if thrown. The goblin hopped to its feet and crouched warily.

“Not the same!” shouted the giant.

Frakir cocked his head wonderingly. 

Twrog pointed to the half-eaten carcass that was now white with showers of ash. “Taste! Not the same taste! Is not fair. The River Folk tricked Twrog.”

The goblin’s tongue snaked out and whipped back into his mouth. He eyed the rest of the pig.

Twrog made a wild, sweeping gesture with both hands. “Eat more! Is garbage!” he roared. Then he stood up and walked away. Internally, he raged. The taste was good, but it was not the taste of a ham hock. Somehow, the humans had misled him. They were tricky, and they hid their best meats. They kept them from Twrog. He would make them pay for their cruel deceptions.

The giant left the goblin, the pig and the fire behind and made his way into the forest. He was tired, it was late, and he really should find a spot to sleep. But he did not. He wanted to see the tree in the glade more than ever. He had gotten his lucky club there. It had grown upon the hugest oak he’d ever found. There, in the center of that strange glade, the lone tree was a huge oak and the club had been ripped free by Twrog after an hour’s work, sweating and heaving to pry it loose.

The journey took nearly until dawn. He was tired and grumpy by the time he reached the spot, but also exultant. He knew the spot well, and always when he came here it filled him with memories of his youth. He’d played here by himself among these same silent trees two centuries ago. In particular, he’d played upon the great oak.

At last he found it. The thicket surrounding it was, if anything, more profuse and tangled than he remembered. He circled around twice before finding the secret entrance: a tunnel in the greenery which allowed entry without a thousand spiny stings. He slipped through and after suffering no more than a dozen pokes and scratches, he reached the center of the glade.

Inside the ring of thickets was an open area where a great tree grew. A massive oak tree loomed high overhead, the dark, dead branches clawing at the sky. So large was the oak that it dwarfed even Twrog. The tree itself had been broken, the top half having long ago been torn away. Like a broken black tower, the trunk stood alone in the glade. The giant rested his back comfortably against the trunk and settled amongst the black, snake-like roots.

His earliest memories were of this place. He had been born here, as far as he could determine. For the giant, this secret retreat was home. 

He dozed until dawn, when one eye snapped awake. His ears twitched. Could it be? Did he hear a rustling nearby? He turned his head a fraction and stared into the thickets. A stealthy shape moved there. It was hard to tell one goblin from the next, but Twrog felt sure it was Frakir. Each step he took was performed with exaggerated care. Like a tiny, stalking predator, the goblin circled the glade at the edge of the thicket.

Twrog let his head roll back. He appeared to be dozing, or uncaring. Every minute or so, he let an eye open to a slit to check on the goblin’s progress.

When the goblin had made a half-circuit around the glade, and was thus was as far from the entrance as it was possible to be, Twrog jumped up and trotted to block the only exit. He looked back around, eyes wide, lips flaring. 

But the glade was empty. Could the creature have escaped him? He peered in the growing sunlight. 

“Come forth, Frakir,” he boomed.

Nothing occurred for a full minute. A second minute passed, and then Twrog thought to see movement. There, behind the trunk of the huge oak. A single ear and a single matching slitted eye peeped around to look at him.

“Come out,” the giant said.

“I call upon your honor,” said the goblin. “I am your guest.”

Twrog snorted. “You a spy!”

“You have offered me sanctuary.”

“Fire and pig. Nothing more.”

“Do not dishonor yourself in this fashion, Twrog,” the goblin said. It tsked and tutted. “I grieve for your kind. I hope none of them ever learn of this travesty.”

Twrog’s eyes drew to slits. He did not know what a travesty was, but he was sure he didn’t like the goblin’s tone. “No my dishonor. You dishonor.”

Frakir revealed his full head now, but kept his body behind the tree trunk. “How so? You offered me friendship, Twrog. You brought me here to this strange spot. How can I be blamed for—”

“QUIET!” roared Twrog. Such was the power and volume of his shout that a nearby flock of ravens took flight, squawking their way up into the sky. “Twrog called to fire. Not here. This my place.”

Frakir had retreated fully behind the oak when the giant boomed. His voice came from the other side of the tree as he spoke now: “I apologize, dear Twrog. I was wrong to come here. I misunderstood the nature of your invitation. I hope you will accept my apologies.”

Twrog nodded slowly after thinking it over. “Yes,” he said. He stepped away from the exit.

Frakir peeped out again. Seeing Twrog no longer blocked his way, he came out from behind the tree and stepped forward. He walked confidently toward the hole in the vines where the thorns were thinnest. Twrog watched him and waited.

When the goblin came near and tried to pass by, putting up his hand in an easy salute, Twrog’s big hand flashed out with surprising speed. Frakir was caught and squawked in surprise. 

“What is the meaning of this?” he demanded.

“It means you die,” said Twrog calmly.

“Old Hob will hear of this! You will be named a goblin enemy for all time!”

“No,” said Twrog, shaking his great head. “You came to spy on Twrog. Old Hob must never hear of this place. That is why you die.”

Twrog felt Frakir’s stringy body struggle and writhe in his hand. The creature bit him. Bright blood flowed as those triangular sharks’ teeth made a rippled pattern in the giant’s leathery palm. 

“Rawrg!” roared Twrog, but he did not let go. Instead, he squeezed. The goblin’s ribs snapped, but he did not stop struggling. He did not stop biting, either. In the end, Twrog pulled Frakir’s head from his body. It popped loose and took part of the spine with it. The strings, cords and gushing blood warmed the giant’s wounded hand. 

Twrog threw the head into the thicket, where it bounced and rolled a hundred paces or more. He threw the tiny green body after the head, then went to look for something to clean himself with. 





Chapter Eight

Exorcism


For Brand, the trip to Riverton was strange. People met them on the road, but shouted no greeting. Most of them hurried by, with many fearful glances. When Riverton was in sight, they met the elderly Fiona Thunderfoot, out from Hamlet. Most of the Thunderfoot clan had made their home in the Haven Wood on the east bank, but a goodly portion of them had settled in Hamlet on the west bank, her poor, missing son Arlon among them. Fiona had doubtless come to see the festival. She wore the dark cloak of mourning, her face hooded. She wore a mourning ring, a hoop of gold that expanded at the shoulders where there was a hinged bezel with the designs of her clan in black enamel. The hoop was inscribed: In memory of beloved Arlon. The bezel would contain, they knew, a picture of her son. Arlon had been presumed dead. Tylag, who had come with the party to see them off at the docks, attempted to express his sympathies. She would have none of him, turning away and then giving them all a venomous glare over her shoulder. She stood at the side of the road as they passed, her back to them, her body trembling as she wept in grief.

“Isn’t that poor Arlon’s mother?” asked Telyn as they passed out of her hearing. “It seems that she blames us for her son’s disappearance.”

“She is distraught over her loss,” said Tylag.

“Everyone seems to be blaming us for everything,” observed Corbin in a grim voice.

“It will pass,” said Tylag, although Brand thought he heard worry in his voice. 

In Riverton they drove down the cobbled main street and passed by Drake Manor. Brand was stunned to see that the hinges of the old iron gate had been oiled and worked so that they now were closed and locked. This was the first time in any of their memories that such a thing had been done. Further, two guards had been posted, wearing the powder blue cloaks of the Riverton Constabulary. They came to attention as Tylag stopped in front of the gates, and he acknowledged this with a nod.

Tylag, Brand and Telyn took the baby up to Drake Manor. Telyn insisted on carrying the baby herself. She pointedly stated that she didn’t trust Brand to carry the boy, and wanted Corbin nowhere near him. She still seemed ruffled about the stick-prodding, even though the men took pains to point out that they had never actually poked the child. 

Tylag knocked once, and reached to knock again, but found the door had popped open. Thilfox Drake poked out his head with eyebrows riding high. He ran his eyes over Brand and Telyn, standing together with a baby in the girl’s arms. His eyebrows, although Brand might have sworn it was not possible raised even higher. He cleared his throat and looked at Tylag.

“My good sir,” he said. “I’ve heard the news. Let me offer my condolences to you and Suzenna.”

“Yes, we sent our son Sam out into the flood this afternoon.”

“A terrible thing. And the news about Froghollow is almost as horrible. I’m wondering if you would be needing lodging?”

“Ah,” said Tylag, “we planned to stay at the Inn for a bit, or with our cousins out south of the commons. We can’t really rebuild until the winter has passed.”

Thilfox shook his head, he would hear nothing of it. “Nonsense, you’ll stay with us. Half of this place is empty, you know,” he said, waving at the rambling manor. Four stories of it stretched behind him, enough room for twenty families. Brand knew that he spoke the truth, only half the apartments were filled. 

“That’s very generous of you,” said Tylag, having some difficulty accepting charity, even when he needed it. Brand knew it must sting his pride.

“Again, nonsense. We’ve got work to do, desperate work. Defense of the River Haven, nightly meetings on the topic, that’s what I’m planning. We’ll not be sitting about sipping sherry and smoking pipeweed all winter, I’m afraid.”

Tylag nodded. “I suppose we need a headquarters, and your place is the obvious choice since we lack a keep.”

“A keep,” said Thilfox wistfully. “I never thought I’d see the day when we wished we had one. Come inside, there’s a chill wind blowing upriver.”

They followed him into one of the private parlors on the second floor. A cherrywood fire burned merrily on the hearth, and Brand felt the welcome warmth of it sinking into his bones immediately.

Thilfox bent toward them after he’d slid the door shut and spoke in a hushed voice. “I see that you have another problem at hand,” he said, flicking his eyes to Brand, Telyn and the baby. He smiled a flickering, knowing smile.

Tylag frowned. “Um, yes and no. We do have a delicate matter to discuss.”

“Indeed!” laughed Thilfox.

Tylag looked annoyed, and Brand realized that he might well get insulted and angry at any moment. Thilfox was suggesting the child was an illegitimate surprise to the Rabing family. He didn’t want his uncle to throw a fit and get himself kicked out of the manor with winter about to set in, so he jumped into the conversation. 

“Uncle,” said Brand, “don’t you think you should check on Aunt Suzenna? She probably should be told the welcome news.”

“What news?” barked Tylag. Thilfox frowned at him, not quite understanding his mood.

“About your plans to stay here at the manor for the winter. She’s probably at the Inn with Corbin arranging long-term lodging now.”

Tylag’s mouth opened, then snapped shut. “Good thinking, Brand,” he said. He summoned up what graciousness he had left and thanked Thilfox. He leaned close to Brand, saying, “you can give him the good news yourself then.”

Brand nodded and Tylag let himself out.

“Is the good news what I assume it to be?” asked Thilfox, looking bemused. He pointed with his chin to the child in Telyn’s arms.

“Um, in a manner of speaking, yes, but it’s not what you might imagine,” said Telyn.

Thilfox threw up his hands. “Nonsense girl, I’ve had a number of children myself, you know! I’m no stranger to the process. And there is no need for any shamed faces here. Not in my house, and especially not on this year. What we need now are more young, strong mouths to feed.”

They tried to break in, but he wasn’t listening. Telyn turned bright red. Brand felt his own face heat up as well. He stole a glance at Telyn and hoped she wouldn’t blow up at Thilfox, after all, he meant well.

“Now, let me think, you two will of course be needing your own apartments,” said Thilfox, rubbing his chin in thought. “It will have to be the fourth floor, I’m afraid.”

“Clanmaster Drake,” said Brand, trying to interrupt.

“Now, you two are married, right?” he asked, he knew the answer from their shocked, embarrassed faces. “I see. Not even a moonlight ceremony out on the mound? Well, that won’t do. I’ll perform the ceremony myself tonight. We must at least keep that level of decorum, don’t you think?”

“Clanmaster Drake, please listen,” demanded Telyn. She held the child out to him. “This child isn’t ours. It’s yours. It’s your grandson.”

Thilfox’s face registered shock. He blinked at the child, then squinted. “I do believe you’re right. That’s Lanet’s boy. However—”

“He was stolen, we found him in the woods,” explained Brand, thinking it best to leave Dando out of it for now. “There is a changeling in his place.”

Sick understanding and shock came over Thilfox’s face. “I see it all now. I’ve been the fool. The delicate situation was our situation.”

“Lanet must be told.”

“Of course. We can’t let that thing spin enchantments for one more second. I really hadn’t thought they would come so quickly. I should have more wards out.”

As they followed him up the stairs, they saw Thilfox Drake strap a dagger onto his belt and loosen it in its sheath. Brand and Telyn exchanged worried glances. 

By the time Thilfox arrived outside Lanet’s apartment, he looked resolute. He was scowling. They could hear Lanet inside, singing softly to what she no doubt believed was her beloved baby.

“How do we handle this?” Telyn wondered aloud in the hallway.

Thilfox glowered and shrugged. “She’ll be so heart-broken. She’ll be under the thing’s spell. But what must be done, shall be done.”

He rapped smartly on the door. After a moment, Lanet answered. They were all relieved to see she didn’t carry the changeling in her arms.

“Lanet, could you come out into the hallway for a moment?” asked Thilfox calmly.

“What is it? I don’t like to leave—” 

“Of course not, we’ll only be a moment.”

Brand glanced into the apartment. Near the window, he saw what must be the cradle. As the door swung shut, he thought to see a tiny face, looking at them with one eye overtop the blankets.

“Telyn, if you please,” said Thilfox, gesturing.

Telyn held out the child for his mother to see. 

“Who?” asked Lanet, pausing with her hands up before her, “what is that?”

“I want you to look at this child closely. Who is it, my dear?”

“Grandfather,” she said, almost as if in a dream. “It’s a baby.”

“Who’s baby?”

She peered at the child, coming close. She blinked and after a moment her face broke into a smile. “Why, he’s my baby.”

“That’s right,” said Thilfox, he nodded to Telyn, who handed the baby over to its mother. 

“He’s hungry,” said Telyn, “let’s take him downstairs for a moment.”

She led Lanet down the stairs with her child. She walked slowly still, as if she had just awakened. 

Thilfox turned to Brand, and his face was grim. “Quickly now, let’s do what must be done before she gets wise.”

They entered the apartment and let the door click shut behind them. Brand eyed Thilfox worriedly. Would he really be able to thrust that dagger into something that so resembled his own beloved grandson? He hoped that he would never be faced with such a task.

Thilfox slid the window shut, then stood over the crib with his hands on hips. He frowned down into the crib. 

The baby inside was the twin of the other. Brand shook his head. The only difference he could detect was the eyes. Their nature was too knowing, too wise for an infant. But the changeling did put on a great show, kicking its feet and cooing at the old man.

“You’ll not find our folk so easy to fool as all that, manling,” said Thilfox in a quiet, threatening voice.

The changeling eyed him and the dagger which had now appeared in his hand. In an instant, it’s manner changed drastically. It sucked in a great gout of air and bellowed with wild cries and screams. Outside on the landing, they heard running footsteps. Lanet was at the door. She rattled the knob, but of course Thilfox had locked it.

“Please father, don’t hurt him.”

“Go downstairs, daughter,” he said in a commanding voice. 

Brand heard Telyn talking to Lanet, but she wouldn’t be consoled. She pounded on the door again.

“You must be skilled, to so convince my daughter so quickly,” said Thilfox.

“Sir,” said Brand at his shoulder. “Should we prep an egg? don’t we need to perform an exorcism?”

Thilfox smiled grimly and shook his head. He slapped his dagger into his palm. “There is no need. We have the child back.”

At this news, the changeling waited no longer. It sprang out of the cradle and raced around the room. Thilfox slashed the air behind the creature. Still in the guise of his grandson, as it flew about the place in great leaps and hops. 

Brand made a grab for it, but it ducked and slipped under him. In a moment, it had found the second window, which they had not thought to secure. It flew out into the courtyard. They leaned out after it, and watched it bound by the befuddled guardsman. He’d never seen a naked baby, performing ten foot leaps as it cleared the outer wall and disappeared into the forest.

“We lost it,” said Brand, “I’m sorry about that, sir.”

“You have nothing to be sorry about. I dithered, rather than striking at once. I suppose, I just wanted to be sure. I am in your debt, Brand Rabing.”

Brand nodded, not knowing what else to say.

At the door, Lanet finally made her way in. She held her real child, but still felt the hurt of losing the other. Tears ran down her face.

“You were bewitched, my daughter,” said Thilfox gently, “but we’ve chased the faker out. We must be more careful.”

“But I had wards,” said Lanet. Telyn inspected her wards. There was indeed a flat river rock on a fresh thong in the child’s cradle. She looked at it closely.

“This hole,” she said, “it’s been drilled. Where did you get it?”

“I don’t know…my husband bought it for me before he went away.”

Telyn and Brand exchanged glances. Both knew there was only one man who sold wards in Riverton.





Chapter Nine

The Riot


They spent a relatively peaceful night at Drake Manor. The beds were warm and the sheets fresh. There seemed to be no end to the fresh food. In the morning, however, they heard that many bad events had occurred over the evening across the Haven. 

A giant had killed a farmer, young people had been led astray, changelings were discovered. Every mother in the Haven eyed her own infant with suspicion and sick worry. 

Before midday, Tylag struck out with Brand and his companions to the docks. They would set off from the harbor to search for Myrddin immediately. There were no surprises on the trip to the docks until they passed into the winding section of road where the rickety houses of the Hoots and the Silures were perched. There they met a great party of folk dressed in the simple dirty garments of dockworkers and miners. They had gathered around Old Tad Silure’s shack, and they were in an ugly mood.

As they rolled their cart down the road past Old Tad’s place, the oldster himself pointed them out to the crowd. “There they are! They provided me with the wards! Seek your refunds from them!”

The crowd surged forward to surround them. 

“What do you want?” demanded Brand, speaking in a commanding voice as he thought his brother Jak might have.

One among them was Slet, the skinny unkempt dock worker that had gotten into an argument with Jak back at the Spotted Hog a few days ago. Brand could tell that it was partly due to his humiliation on that day that he headed up this mob now. “We are arresting you!  That Fob girl is a cheat and a witch!” he said, pointing to Telyn.

Brand took a step toward him. He controlled himself with great difficulty.

“You others are guilty of witchery, too. By your foul craft you have ended the Pact, which is treason against the River Haven,” finished Slet. He looked a bit nervous, but there was rage in his voice and his courage was bolstered by the support of the mob around him. There were snarls and catcalls from the crowd.

Tylag, who had been walking behind the others, leading Tator with their supplies, stepped forward. “Where is your writ? I am of the council, and no one has come to me with such a request.”  

Old Man Tad Silure stepped further out of the shadows of his dilapidated old shack. “I have scribed such a writ!”  he cried loudly. “They are in league with the Faerie, I tell you!”

 “You forget that I was once Chief of the Constabulary.  It takes three signatures from the council even for the writ to be legal. Who has signed it besides the Hoots and the Silures?” 

“Bah!”  roared Old Tad. “You are no longer a Constable, Tylag.  Take them, boys!”  In response to his command, many of the younger men surged forward. They slowed however, as Tylag’s clear, calm voice rose above the clamor. 

“Without the third signature even the arrest is illegal, and all of you are guilty, not us. Where are the Riverton Constabulary among you to perform the arrest?”  demanded Tylag. 

“The writ is legal, there will be no weaseling out of this, Rabing,” shouted Old Tad. “What’s more, Rabing Isle will be forfeited as payment for damages, after these witches are cast into prison! Forward!  Take them lads!” 

The front of the crowd surged hesitantly. Brand tensed for a fight. They were only rabble from the shacks along the docks, made up mostly of Silures and Hoots, but there were a lot of them. Then Modi raised his battleaxe and gave them pause. Gudrin waded forward, holding aloft her Teret, her book of the Kindred. 

“I am Gudrin of the Talespinners. Among the Kindred, the Talespinners hold the books of law. It rests with us to judge the guilt or innocence of our kinsfolk. I have sat in judgment over many of my folk. I can say from centuries of experience that you people want nothing of justice. What you want is a scapegoat.”  She gazed out upon the mob. Somehow, she seemed taller than a man then, and she burned the minds of those that met her eyes. 

“You are of the Battleaxe Folk!” shouted Old Tad, shaking with rage. “Your words bear no weight here, story-teller!”

Gudrin affixed him with her gaze, and Old Tad all but swallowed his tongue. “You are the guilty one here!” accused Gudrin, leveling her finger upon Old Tad. “Speak if you dare to deny that you have misled these fine honest folk with your dark-loving words of fear. Speak if you did not drill these false wards yourself!”  Gudrin demanded. While she spoke, she held his gaze, burning into Old Tad’s head. Old Tad’s eyes appeared to be starting from his head and his lips worked, but no sound issued forth. Gudrin too, fell silent, while she and Old Tad strove against one another’s wills. 

Tylag took this moment to speak further. “I am loathe to say it, but Old Tad seeks only his own personal gain in this, good folk. He divides us against ourselves, and in the very face of the true enemy, which are the Dark Ones among the Faerie. Last night my home at Froghollow was razed and burnt to the ground. My eldest and strongest son Sam was killed. What horrors will this night bring to your homes while we stand here deciding who is to blame? On behalf of the Clan Council, I ask you all to pull together, set aside your recriminations, and answer the muster of the River Haven. Only united can we hope to stand against those that will come against us in the night. Behold!  Twilight is almost upon us!  Tonight the War Beacons will be lit, for the first time in a century!  Have you all readied your wards? Are your homes bolted and stocked with weapons and supplies? Go now, and see to your families!” 

There was a stirring at the back of the crowd, and even before he had finished it was clear that many had quietly deserted Old Tad. They fell back, muttering among themselves, some arguing that it was indeed almost twilight, others claiming that they were being bluffed and that trickery was afoot. Old Tad, who had been unable to speak, regained his voice and screamed that he had been enchanted, that Gudrin was a witch and a Faerie to boot. 

Things might still have gone poorly, had not a knot of folk including a squadron of the Riverton Constabulary appeared in the road. They were marching down from Riverton, and were being led by several of the Fobs, Telyn’s relatives. 

Tylag lay his hand on Brand and Corbin’s shoulders and spoke with urgency. “Go now, my lads, while you have the chance. Farewell and good luck to thee,” he said, squeezing them with almost painful force. Brand thought to see his eyes mist over with tears, but he didn’t weep. Then they had broken through the evaporating mob and were headed to the docks. Modi, Gudrin and Telyn walked with them, their steps hurried.

Quietly, they boarded their skiff. They swiftly unloaded their packs from Tator and turned him loose. “Go home, that’s a good boy!” said Corbin, slapping his rump. The horse trotted upslope a ways, then turned as if to see them off, tossing his head.

And so, with few words spoken between them, the four young River Folk and the two Kindred slipped into the waters of the harbor and out into the open river, turning north. The winds were up and their sails billowed full, catching the early evening breeze. To the west the sun was setting, and its dying light turned the waters to jet-black, shot through with dancing threads of silver and gold. The western sky was orange and lavender, while in the east it turned to blue then finally black as night stole forth. 

Thus they left Stone Island to the unknown fate of nightfall, and their hearts were heavy.


* * *


That night they made it to the big fork in the river, one leg of which led up to Rabing Isle, the other of which led to North End. They swung northeast and headed for North End. Brand stared long and hard to the northwest where his home lay just a few miles off.

“It’s time we found a place to camp,” said Gudrin after a time.

“Yes, it’s dangerous to sail the river at night, even for those of us who know it so well,” agreed Brand. “But where can we stop and camp that would be sheltered from the Faerie?” 

Telyn spoke first. “Skydrop Falls!  They are quite near—we will be hearing them soon. They are surrounded by the Haven Woods, where there are no fairy mounds.” 

“Still, I would not like to sleep exposed beneath the stars if we can help it. If a pack of rhinogs came upon us we would be lost,” said Corbin.

“We can sleep under the falls,” said Telyn. “Remember, when we were kids, we would go on hiking trips through the Haven Woods? There is a big cave behind the falls. We can camp there, where the Faerie may hesitate to enter.”

The idea met with approval, and Corbin, who sat at the tiller, set course for the falls. In time the roar filled their ears. When they could feel the water move faster and cold mist touched their faces, they poled swiftly for the shore. Brand leapt to the land and made the skiff fast with heavy ropes. They all climbed out and walked beneath the dark canopy of the Haven Wood. 

Burning lanterns and walking carefully, the group slipped behind the falls and entered a wide, flat cave. The walls were wet with mist, but the sandy bottom was dry enough for comfort. They lit a small fire and Corbin cooked a fine dinner of leeks and toasted shellfish with a dessert of dried peaches prepared during the summer.

“I’ll say this,” Modi chuckled, slipping a notch on his belt. “You River Folk certainly know how to feed yourselves.”

“At least Corbin does,” added Brand, to which they all laughed and saluted Corbin’s excellent cooking and preparation.

Corbin accepted the compliments with a smile and a nod. His mouth was too full of dried peaches to allow anything else.

Modi took the first watch. They bedded down and the night passed swiftly with only one interruption. Brand awoke to find Modi standing at the cave entrance, looking out into the night. He came and stood at the warrior’s side. Noticing him, Modi pointed out the cave mouth into the woods. There, beneath the dark canopy of the trees, tiny lights circled and darted.

“The Faerie…” breathed Brand. “Here in the Haven Wood!”

Modi nodded, gesturing for him to be silent. Brand watched them for a time, then returned to his bed. They appeared to be of the harmless sort, and soon enough it would be his turn at watch. It was when he was coming back to bed that he saw the little man stealing their food.

He grabbed up a stick from the woodpile and charged after the manling, who turned and fled with great bounds that carried him over the sleeping figures of Telyn and Gudrin. He wore a waistcoat of bright blue and carried an armful of dried peaches from their supplies. One or two of them fell upon the sleeping figures. 

Brand gave chase, but it was hopeless, the Wee Folk were far too swift for a man to catch on foot. With a final act of frustration mixed with amusement, he hurled the stick after the creature, which thumbed its nose at him as it disappeared into a hole that doubtlessly led to the surface. Shaking his head, Brand returned to his bed and after a time slept again. 


* * *


In the morning they found that their boat had been ransacked. The sails were gone as were the poles. The plugs at the bottom of the vessel had been pulled and it had half-sunk, scudding along the bottom in the current. 

“Merlings!” cried Brand. “First the Fae, and now the Merlings plague us as well!” 

“It would only make sense,” Gudrin told him. “For the creatures you call ‘Merlings’ have never been happy with your dominance of the River Haven. They see it as their home, and now that the Faerie plague you, they will crawl forth from their dens and stake their claims upon your lands as well.”

“But we are familiar with Merlings,” complained Corbin. “Why have they always beleaguered us even when the Pact was in force?”

“Because the Pact only provides protection against the Faerie and various monsters they consort with,” explained Gudrin. “The merlings are a simple mortal race, and not bound to Oberon.”

Brand sourly inspected the damage. Only the thick ropes, which had apparently defied the attempts of the web-handed Merlings to untie them, had kept the skiff from drifting over the falls as they slept. 

“Damned nuisance!” complained Brand as they hauled back in their damaged boat and began to bail. It took hours to repair it and cut new poles. It was half way to noon by the time they set out, all poling hard to keep from being sucked over the roaring falls. Brand looked out upon the beautiful Haven Wood, so friendly during his childhood. Now what was to become of it?

The group worked the poles and sweated. It would take them another day or two yet to reach North End without sails. Brand hoped that Myrrdin had some answers. He wished to return his home to the way it had been. 





Chapter Ten

Myrrdin


North End was a small village bordered by Old Hob’s Marsh to the west and the Faerie Wood to the east. Further north were the Dead Kingdoms, a vast region once thickly inhabited by humans. The Dead Kingdoms were outside the protected boundaries of the River Haven. Now none lived there but ghosts, ghouls and darker things. Even the Faerie and the Wandering Folk avoided the area as it was as full of ancient evils as ancient glories. 

North End was primarily a fishing settlement, and a fleet of sailing sloops loaded with fine-woven nets thronged the docks. The tallest building in the town was an Inn called the Blue Lantern, which stood three stories high. Thrusting up from the sole muddy street, it was built of orange bricks that were weathered and pock-marked. Swinging and creaking in the ever-present wind, the Blue Lantern’s namesake glowed above the entrance and guided travelers into its common room. 

Brand and the others came up from the docks and followed the blue glow of the huge lantern that gave the Inn its name. They entered and were quickly ushered to a table by the rotund innkeeper, Pompolo. He, like most of the folk in North End, was of the Sonner clan. Pompolo had only one hand, the other having been lost long ago in a boating accident that had ended his career as a fisherman and brought him into a new career: inn-keeping. Always good-natured, he claimed that the hook the physician had attached to his severed wrist worked better than his old hand as he could gather the handles of more empty ale tankards with it. 

“Pompolo!  My good man!  Never has a sight been more welcome to my eyes than your round face!” said Brand as he took his place.

“Ah!  Master Brand and Master Corbin!  Excellent to see you lads!  It has been months since you came to taste my beer!” said Pompolo, placing great frothing mugs of his home brew in front of them without even asking. His eyes passed over Telyn and the two Battleaxe Folk, and his smile faded, then came back on, full force. “But you must tell me, where is your brother Jak? And what’s this news I hear that something has gone amiss with the Pact?” 

Brand and the others exchanged glances. He cleared his throat. He briefly explained the events of the past nights, leaving out the details of the fighting at Froghollow and the suspicions of many that the Rabing and Fob clans had caused it all. That news would come to North End soon enough. 

“Oh!  Such grim tidings!  Whatever will we do with the Wee Folk running amok in our village!  My beer will sour and the fish will slip our nets as if oiled!” cried Pompolo, slapping his hand to his forehead. 

Brand took a good slug of the beer, not bothering to wait for the foam to subside. It was excellent. His new mustache of white bubbles made the others smile. “It will take more than an army of the Wee Folk to sour this beer, Pompolo,” he declared. 

Pompolo dipped his head to the complement, beaming. He waved to one of his two barmaids, the one called Serena, Brand thought. She came to take their orders for food.

“We are searching for Myrrdin, whom we heard might be lodging here,” said Gudrin. “Where could we find him?”

Pompolo took on a look of great thought. “He is here, indeed, somewhere in North End, although I can’t say that I could pinpoint his whereabouts just now. I’ve been so busy, what with all the traffic to the Harvest Moon festival and all.”

“So he is up and about, fully recovered? This is good news,” said Gudrin. “If you see him, be sure that you tell him we wish to have words with him.”

Pompolo assured him that he would.

Brand drank more of the beer. It was strong brew, and on his empty stomach the warm feeling of it was already spreading through him pleasantly. “I should introduce my friends,” he said, waving to Telyn and the two Kindred. “First, this lady is Telyn Fob, of Riverton—” 

“Everyone calls me Scraper,” she announced, interrupting.

“—And this is Gudrin of the Talespinners and her companion, Modi of the Warriors. They are friends of the River Folk and already have used their strong hands and quick minds in defense of the River Haven.”

Pompolo took all this in with a sweep of his eyes. Brand watched him, knowing that he was sharper than most people credited. He was, in fact, the Hetman of North End, although he didn’t put on airs. There were many questions in his eyes. He made a few polite inquiries as to the health of Jak, then said: “The defense of the River Haven? You sound as though we were at war, lad.” 

“You are,” said Modi, draining his mug with a gulp and wiping his mouth and bristling beard with the back of his hand.

Pompolo flicked his eyes at him, then shifted his attentions to Gudrin. “Well, madam, did I hear correctly that you are a talespinner?” 

Gudrin nodded, smiling.

“Excellent!  Far and wide reaches the reputation of the Talespinners of the Battleaxe Folk!  It is said that the Faerie themselves will put aside their mischief to listen to one of your stories!” Pompolo swept up Modi’s empty tankard with his hook and replaced it with a fresh one even as he spoke, “Should you feel moved to tell the folk here one of your tales, your food and lodging will be free for the night.” 

Gudrin stroked her hair. “If we have the time, and if the mood is right, I will do so,” she said after a moment’s contemplation. 

“As you say milady, as you say!” gushed Pompolo. He excused himself then and rushed to a knot of fisherman as they entered the common room. 

Corbin chuckled and leaned close to Brand’s ear. “I have the feeling Gudrin might have told a tale even if not asked,” he whispered. 

Brand smiled and nodded back. “Right you are, Corbin, the beer is excellent.”

The food came soon after, and they set to devouring a load of fried trout and river cod. Tubers from Old Hob’s Marsh were on hand as well, and they didn’t taste quite as bland as usual to the hungry travelers. Brand took a moment to notice the others in the common room. They were mostly fishermen, with a few foresters and flap-footed marshmen among them. The fin-like marsh shoes of the marshmen were stacked along the wall at the entrance. One old granddaddy of a marshman sat in the corner by the fire warming the chill from his bones. 

The conversation fell to where Myrrdin might be, and how he could be reached. Modi spoke little, but seemed the most distrustful of Myrrdin’s motives for not showing up, suggesting that he knew the Pact would not be remade. “A battle not fought is a battle not lost for one such as Myrrdin, but we all lose just the same,” he grunted.

Brand looked out the window and thought about the unpleasant changes that were overtaking the River Haven. Outside the inn dusk stole over the land. The people of North End vanished with the dying light, closing up shops and locking their doors. A few harried-looking souls trotted down the muddy street, hoods pulled low, trying to get home quickly. Brand frowned and shook his head, it was wrong that people should so fear twilight. 

“Where is Myrrdin?” demanded a voice loudly. Brand turned from the dimming scene outside to see it was the granddaddy marshman at the fire who spoke. “Not only has he missed the Harvest Moon, but he has yet to appear and make his excuses!”  There was muttered agreement around the common room. He held aloft the stick he had been poking the fire with and waved it in the air. 

“Where is he? Does he stalk the fair maidens of North End, playing upon their honest new fears of darkness and the Shining Folk? Or perhaps he has even fled as far as Hamlet by now, shirking his duties to the Haven and now pretends to be some other wandering personage!” 

All eyes in the common room were now upon the old marshman, who stood with stooped back and hooded face. He made sweeping gestures with his walking stick, causing those near him to duck their heads and raise their hands to shield themselves. Brand glanced at Gudrin and Modi, who looked annoyed. 

“You don’t know what you’re talking about,” said Gudrin. “Myrrdin would not abandon these folk.”

The marshman wheeled on them, very spry on his feet for one so aged and bent. His long white beard flew about his head as he advanced on their table. Taking everyone by surprise, he swung his walking stick and struck the table a resounding blow. The stick came down between the two Kindred, the loud crack of it making everyone jump. There was a flash of fire and a wisp of smoke rose up from the table, which was blackened where the stick had landed. Orange sparks leapt about the table. One fell in Brand’s mug of beer and sizzled there. Brand blinked in wonderment and could only imagine that the tip of the stick had been burned to coals by the fire. 

Modi was not amused. With a roar of challenge, he stood, his chair springing away from his legs. His hand flew to the haft of his battleaxe, which was now revealed to all as he swept back his cloak. The double-curved blades gleamed redly in the firelight, echoing the killing light in his eyes. 

Gudrin gestured for him to be seated, but for once he ignored the talespinner. Modi and the marshman faced one another. 

With a fluid motion of change, the oldster seemed to grow before them. His back straightened and his shoulders rose. Finally, he threw back his hood. The craggy, weathered face beneath had white brows and flowing white hair. The face was like that of a hawk, complete with a hooked nose and dark, shining eyes. 

“Myrrdin!” shouted Gudrin, coming to her feet and stepping toward the man, who was indeed Myrrdin. A clamor arose from the common room around them as people exclaimed in surprise. 

“The Clanless One,” breathed Telyn, looking as she had when first seeing the Faerie.

Only Modi seemed unmoved by the revelation. He continued to eye Myrrdin angrily. “You don’t take my duties seriously enough, Wanderer.”

Myrrdin returned his gaze. Amusement danced in his eyes. “Why, Modi of the Warriors, you seem less than happy to see me.”

Modi shrugged, his huge shoulders rising and falling. “I spotted you at the fire when we first entered.”

Myrrdin cocked his head, eyeing Modi for a moment. He nodded. “I do believe you did, hmm…interesting,” he said, sounding less than pleased. “And so your goading remarks make more sense.”

Gudrin could contain herself no longer. She pushed forward and clasped Myrrdin’s hand in both of her own. She ushered him to a spot beside hers at the table and called for more beer. Pompolo himself hurried over with fresh mugs for all. 

Modi, clearly disapproving of Myrrdin’s antics, waited until all the others were seated before he eased his bulk into a chair. His face was grim and he maintained a stony silence. Brand noted to himself that Modi didn’t have much of a sense of humor. 

The group exchanged greetings and introductions for a time, and all the River Folk were surprised when Myrrdin recognized each of them. With ease he named each of their parents and close clansmen. He even seemed to have foreknowledge of their personalities, which Brand found most fascinating.

Myrrdin turned his gaze to Brand last, and Brand felt something of the sensation that he felt when he met Gudrin’s eyes. There was power in them, perhaps even more so than was the case with the talespinner, but it was a gentler power. He stood up to it unflinchingly, and thought to see Myrrdin give a tiny nod of approval. 

“Nothing about this party surprises me, save one thing,” said Myrrdin. “Where is your brother Jak?”

Brand told him, then began to describe the events of the last few days, telling Myrrdin far more than they had told Pompolo. He found that without even considering it, he was speaking of things that he had edited previously. Corbin reached under the table and crushed his foot briefly with his huge boot, but after only a momentary glance of confusion at his cousin, he went on speaking rapidly. When he got to the attack by the rhinogs at Froghollow, Myrrdin stopped him with an upraised hand. 

Brand stopped and blinked. He noted with embarrassment that he had the attention of everyone in the common room. Shocked looks, hidden gestures and buzzing conversation swept the room. He had been speaking of fighting with the Faerie firsthand, an idea both foreign and terrifying to simple people such as those of North End. It wasn’t this that bothered him the most, however, for they were sure to learn the dark truth in the next few days anyway. What annoyed him was his lack of control. He blamed it on the beer partly, but that did little to make him feel better. He chided himself not to fall under Myrrdin’s more subtle influences so easily again. He was no child, not any longer. 

“Perhaps this is something best discussed in private,” suggested Myrrdin, and the others all agreed, many with relief.

After a bit of lighter talk, they moved to the large sleeping room that Pompolo had provided for them. The North End folk watched them go with a mixture of suspicion, relief and disappointment. After checking the doors and windows, and making sure no one was eavesdropping, Myrrdin bade Brand to finish his tale. Brand did so, and when he stopped Myrrdin heaved a great sigh. Again he looked old and worn, but soon he brightened and sprang to his feet with new vitality. 

“Things are bad!  Worse than I or any of us had imagined!” he said, but looking bright of eye all the same. “But I believe here in this chamber there are answers for many of our problems, should we all listen and think.”

Brand smiled, liking him for his optimism. He wondered just how old Myrrdin was, and wondered at the way he seemed both old and young at the same time. “Could you tell us your tale now, Myrrdin?”

Myrrdin rose up to his full height, which was greater than any there save Brand himself. He grinned at the River Folk and the Kindred alike. “Finally, the question comes!”

Then he collapsed in a chair, kicking up a footstool to place under his feet with a precise movement. He sighed, suddenly appearing old all over again. Brand shook his head bemusedly. 

“It is a sad tale. The grim tidings from the north attracted me, as no doubt these good folk have told you about,” he said, gesturing to Gudrin and Modi.

“We have heard some dark tidings from the north,” said Corbin, speaking slowly and clearly. “But not from Gudrin and Modi.”

“What!” shouted Myrrdin, and Brand half expected him to leap to his feet again. This time he only straightened bolt upright and faced the Battleaxe Folk. “You haven’t told them of the wars in Snowdonia!”

“There was no need to frighten them further,” said Modi. “They’ve been trembling like rabbits just at the hints and the casual contact with the enemy they’ve had.”

Telyn scowled. “I believe we fought the rhinogs rather well for rabbits.”

Modi glowered at her for a moment, then nodded grudgingly. “Your courage was true, I admit. But you don’t yet comprehend what you face.” 

“And what would that be?” asked Corbin.

“Numberless great black ships come across the sea each day from the land of Eire. They bear goblins and their broods of rhinogs from the dark castles on that nearby island. Led by their goblin sires, rhinogs spawned in Eire war with the Kindred. We’ve fought them in the Black Mountains and even upon the very heights of Snowdon itself,” said Gudrin, meeting no one’s eyes. “The surface is for the most part under their control now. Only the great caverns are still ruled by the Kindred. Most of our strength lies below ground, but still the situation is not good.” 

“But your strongholds beneath the mountains are legendary,” interrupted Telyn. “Surely, they will not fall.”

“The mountain fortresses are vast and self-sustaining. They are all but impregnable, it’s true,” said Gudrin. “But they are divided and unable to support one another. If all of Herla’s forces gather to destroy one of the fortresses, the others can do nothing to stop them. One by one, the great halls will fall.” 

“Nothing is fated!” interrupted Modi. “The Kindred may all perish in one hall, but they shall inflict such great losses that the enemy army shall be broken!” 

Myrrdin nodded, but looked grim. “We have no way of knowing how things will progress, but we do know that the enemy are great in number and their ranks swell daily. If they can gather enough strength, the Kindred will be rooted out and slain, one fortress at a time.” 

The River Folk looked from one to another, stunned. All of them had the same thought: if the enemy was so great as to overcome the Kindred, what chance did the peaceful River Haven Folk have? With the Pact broken, they were at the mercy of the Faerie and the rhinogs.

“And so now you can imagine my reasons for delay,” said Myrrdin. “I managed to slip by the enemy host and into Snowdon, only to find the Kindred garrison even weaker than I had feared. Although your craft at making tools for war are great, Gudrin, I fear your people aren’t prolific enough to replace the soldiers you lose in battle. Ten rhinogs may fall to each of the Kindred, but this may not be enough. 

“In any case, when I left to come to the River Haven, over a month ago, I was greatly slowed by the presence of the enemy army. I dared not come down the Berrywine, because it was being watched by archers. I was forced to turn east, into the Deepwood, and then I crossed the river and went south through the Dead Kingdoms to reach this marsh. 

“Still, I might have made the meeting had not that damnable storm come so early and turned Old Hob’s Marsh to frozen slush.” 

“I don’t know what you could have done,” said Gudrin. “Oberon was not there, and clearly you weren’t expected either. The ceremony was a farce, a chance for the Faerie to stuff themselves one last time at the expense of the River Folk.” 

“Perhaps you are right,” said Myrrdin, heaving a sigh. “Perhaps I could have done nothing.”

“I was asked to stand in your stead,” said Gudrin. “Although this wasn’t my real purpose in coming here.”

“I understand,” said Myrrdin. “Thank you.”

“So what, exactly, are you here for, Gudrin?” asked Brand.

Gudrin and Modi moved uneasily at that, and exchanged glances. Gudrin finally answered. “I suppose there are no more secrets to hold back now. We came for two purposes. We wish to add the Kindred to the Pact, making it a three-way alliance for mutual protection. I am greatly saddened to see that there is no more Pact for us to join.”

“All is not lost, Gudrin,” said Myrrdin. “A new Pact may yet be forged.”

All eyes swung to him. “A new Pact? Can’t we just reinstate the old one?” asked Corbin in concern. He voiced the thoughts of all the River Folk, who had always assumed that somehow the Pact would be remade and things would go on as before. Anything else was too painful to bear thinking about.

Myrrdin shook his head. “Everything is different now. The old Pact is broken, a new one, if it is to be forged, will be entirely distinct from the first. The Faerie are fickle and capricious. Rarely do they perform predictably.”

“What I fail to understand is Oberon’s lack of interest in maintaining the Pact,” said Gudrin. “He must fear Herla nearly as much as the rest of us. No one is hated by the all the Wild Hunt more than Oberon, who stole their very lives from them.” 

“That is a puzzle,” said Myrrdin. “And I believe now, after hearing Brand’s tale, that I have an answer.”

Myrrdin paused here, knowing that he had their full attention. He took the time to weigh his walking stick and rub its ashen tip before speaking. Brand noted in surprise that his stick, which had clearly been burnt in the inn’s fire earlier, was only coated by a thin layer of ash. After a bit of rubbing, it was all brightly polished wood once again.

“I believe that Oberon has lost Lavatis,” said Myrrdin in a low whisper. 

“The Blue Jewel?” gasped Telyn.

“Of course,” said Gudrin. “That would explain his ending of the Pact. He has not the strength to maintain it.”

“But then who has it? The Jewel, I mean?” demanded Brand, half-expecting Myrrdin to produce it from the depths of his shaggy beard.

Myrrdin turned to him. “Good question!  That is indeed the question, and the riddle that must be answered to forge a new Pact.” 

“Could Herla have it?” asked Brand.

“Let us pray not,” said Gudrin, “for if he does, all is already lost.”

“Only if his grip on it is firm,” added Myrrdin. “He must attune himself to the Jewel in order to wield it.”

“Let me understand this,” said Corbin, the slow logic of his mind clearly engaged. “Oberon has lost his greatest source of power, Lavatis. Thus, he can no longer hold Herla at bay, who seems to wield a great power of his own. But if we can recover it, we can bargain its return for a new and more favorable Pact with the Faerie.” 

“Well summarized as usual, Corbin,” said Telyn, not without kindness. “My mind is already leaping to new concepts, however. We must find the Blue Jewel first, and win it, in any way we can. The thought of stealing such a prize makes me glad for every apple I ever palmed from a farmer’s cart at market.”

Brand shifted in his chair and looked embarrassed for her, but no one else seemed to notice. Something occurred to him. “But you said, Gudrin, that you came to the River Haven for two reasons.”

“Aye. We also came on the behalf of King Thrane of the Kindred to find a new bearer for the Jewel Ambros. Besides parlaying our way into the Pact, we are to return with a new Champion who could wield the axe and slay the armies that besiege the Earthlight.” 

“But why not select a Champion among the Kindred?” asked Corbin.

“Humans have ever made the best Champions, and the best of humanity is known to be here in the River Haven,” said Gudrin. Modi’s eyes rolled up to the ceiling as she spoke. “I had hoped that with Myrrdin’s counsel, one could be found.” 

“It seems to me that my counsel is hardly needed,” said Myrrdin. 

“What do you mean?” asked Gudrin.

“Why Gudrin, your judgment is legendary!  Can you not see? Your Champion is in this very room!”

At this, they all became deathly silent. Modi took a half step forward, and his eyes were alight. His hands made grasping motions in the air. “What do you mean?” he demanded. 

“The River Folk!” cried Myrrdin, as though they all had to be blind. “What better selection could one ask for? Two of the Clan Rabing, one of the Clan Fob. You know your histories as well as I!  Knights once rode to battle beneath the banners of their ancestors!  Already they have met the enemy and done well. You have only the final decision to make.” 

“Bah!  What utter nonsense!” roared Modi. He made a sweeping gesture of disgust and turned to stump away to the door. He crossed his arms and leaned his weight against the door, which brought a groan of protest from the old wood. 

“Modi is of the opinion that since the axe bearing the Jewel Ambros has long been held by the Kindred, it should be wielded by one of the Kindred,” explained Gudrin. “This is a compelling argument, but history shows its dangers.”

Myrrdin nodded sagely. “Your King is wise. The freshness of spirit needed to contain the fury of the weapon is hard to find among the elder races. I imagine that even for you, great among the wise of your folk, Ambros is a heavy burden.” 

Gudrin looked pained. “Yes. Ever the Jewel weighs upon me. It wants nothing more than to slay, and senses danger and evil where none exist. Only by sheer force of will have I stayed my hands from murder until now.”

Brand thought of the night in the woods when Gudrin had turned upon him, with clear murderous intent in her eyes. He shuddered to think that it had been the Jewel that had looked out through Gudrin’s eyes and desired his death. 

“Do you then agree with my assessment?” asked Myrrdin, indicating the three River Folk with a wave of his hand.

Gudrin rubbed her cheek for a time, holding her Teret clamped to her body. She eyed each of them in turn. Brand felt the intensity of her gaze, and it was painful. “Yes.” 

Modi made an exasperated sound, but said nothing.

“Which is it, then?” asked Myrrdin quietly.

All eyes were now on the three River Folk, who sat dumbfounded. Corbin opened his mouth, but no words issued forth.

Telyn was the first to find her voice. “I don’t wish to wield the axe. If it were a knife or a bow,” she said quietly, “Perhaps it would be different.” 

“Women have been Champions in the past, Telyn,” said Myrrdin gently.

She shook her head. Then all eyes turned to Corbin and Brand. Brand felt his heart race in his chest. His throat was suddenly dry and taunt. It was difficult to swallow.

Finally, Modi could contain himself no longer. “These are but weak children!” he burst out. “Surely Gudrin, you can’t be serious!  Neither of them has yet seen twenty summers!  By the white peaks of Snowdon, kinswoman, I beg you to reconsider!” 

Gudrin now stood angrily. She faced Modi and held her Teret aloft. She slapped it soundly. “I sit as judge among the Kindred!  You have sworn to escort me on this mission, ordered by our king!  Perform your duties as sworn, or it is you I shall next pass judgment upon!” 

The two stared at one another, and the battle of wills was such that Brand began to feel oddly unwell. It twisted at his gut and made his stomach, still full of good food and beer, roil inside him. Finally, Modi dipped his head and stepped back.

“My duty is clear,” he rumbled.

Gudrin took a step forward, once again face to face with the warrior. “It is my decision to give the choice to you, as the wiser judge of warriors. Which one of these two boys shall be our Champion?” 

Modi blinked in surprise. His hand went to his chin, and he turned to view the River Folk anew. His eye traveled from one to the other of them. “Corbin has more the natural build for the axe, but Brand is more skilled,” he said, echoing his words from days ago. “What is more important, Corbin is more thoughtful, while Brand exhibits more qualities of leadership. It is clear that between them, I would make Brand the Champion and Corbin his Second.” 

Gudrin nodded. “I agree,” she said. “If Brand accepts, of course.”

Brand opened his mouth, then closed it. “I suppose…” he trailed off. He paused, wondering what new course river-boy his life was about to take. He felt his brother Jak there, telling him he was no Champion, only a, a farmer steeped in muck up to his waist and with rainwater for blood. Then he glanced at Telyn, who brightened visibly. She was flushed with excitement, clearly overjoyed that he might be given this honor. It came to him that she would be infatuated with a man who wielded such an unknown power. 

“I accept,” he heard himself say.

“All is settled then!” said Myrrdin, springing again to his feet. He stood among them with his hands on his hips, beaming. He made a sudden movement, and Brand felt a pressure against his chest. He looked down and saw that Myrrdin’s walking stick was pressing against him there. He noted that the tip now showed no signs at all of having been burnt in the fireplace of the common room. He swallowed, wondering if Myrrdin were indeed a wizard. 

“You,” said Myrrdin, poking the stick against him. Brand pushed it away. Myrrdin smiled. “You are to be the bearer of Ambros the Golden. I think it is best to tell you that the axe isn’t always willing to accept a new bearer. If it finds you lacking, it will rid itself of you, probably in an act of terrific mayhem.”

Brand felt his face whiten. He distantly recalled the normal days of his life. Only a week ago he had worried about the heat of the sun upon the berrywine casks. The quiet sounds of the river had been all that came to him in his sleep. Now he was to be tested by one of the Jewels of Power.

“The axe will want to test you,” said Gudrin. “I think it is best that we counsel you for a time, allowing you to decide to accept the axe and allowing it to decide to accept you—”

“Yes,” agreed Myrrdin, interrupting. “There must be a period of attunement before you take up the axe.”

Gudrin looked annoyed with the interruption. “Yes, attunement. In time you shall bear the axe as I do. After a time, you will learn its tricks and build a resistance to its power. Only then should you pit your will against Ambros and attempt to wield it.” 

“As with all the Jewels, there is a period of attunement, followed by a struggle of wills,” interjected Myrrdin again. “Rightfully, Brand needs years of training before taking up the axe. It is unfortunate that we may not have so long.” 

“So,” said Brand carefully, “you are saying that I might learn to wield the axe, but not be able to control it.”

“Exactly. Gudrin shall continue to bear the axe until you are ready,” replied Myrrdin solemnly. Then, with another rapid change of expression and demeanor, he whirled to face the others. “But now there is another question for us to ponder. Where might we hunt for Oberon’s lost Jewel?” 

“Can’t you tell us?” asked Corbin. He had a knowing look that was familiar to Brand. Brand wondered what he had figured out. 

Myrrdin tilted his head, a smile playing about his lips. “Perhaps,” he admitted. 

“Let me see,” said Corbin, taking on his expression of deep thought. “We know Oberon would not give up his greatest treasure willingly. And he is  too wise to lose so great a prize in a wager. Therefore, it must have been stolen from him.”

Myrrdin was nodding in approval. He returned to his chair quietly and closed his eyes as if asleep.

“It would take a great thief for such a crime, and there are no greater thieves than the Faerie. Many among them are known for their thieving ways, but probably the goblins and the Wee Folk are the most accomplished.”

Brand smiled now, watching Myrrdin’s eyebrows raise a twitch over his closed eyes. It was fun to see others when they were first faced with Corbin’s methodical wits.

“However, a goblin would attract too much attention if he were to come close to Oberon. I would think that the likely culprit would be one of the Wee Folk,” finished Corbin.

Slowly, Myrrdin’s eyes turned to slits then opened widely. “Are you quite finished, sir?”

“For now,” said Corbin thoughtfully. He began to munch upon a sackload of marsh tubers he had brought up from the dining room.

“Astounding!” shouted Myrrdin. He shot up out of his chair and bounded into the center of the room. Modi, who had been in the midst of yawning, lurched and blinked. He shook his head in annoyance.

“Simply astounding!  What an excellently logical mind you have, my good Corbin. I concur with your conclusions. The Jewel had to have been stolen, for if Herla had taken it by force, Oberon would have to be dead, and he would never dare wager it. Thievery would then be the most likely answer, and the Wee Folk the most likely culprits, as you point out. Now, what other treasures will your mind grind out for us, good Corbin?”

Corbin pondered. Two of the marsh tubers disappeared, followed by most of a third. “I would say that Herla doesn’t have Lavatis in his hands yet. It would seem more likely that the Wee Folk still have it.”

“And why is this?” demanded Myrrdin. As he spoke, he went to the room’s only large window and threw up the sash. A gust of cold air blew into the room. The fire guttered, but no one protested as the room had been getting a bit too warm.

Corbin shrugged. “Would not Herla have already swept us all from his path if he bore two Jewels?” 

Myrrdin shrugged in return. “Possibly, although history tells me that attuning oneself to two Jewels is somewhat like adopting two jealous wives…the results aren’t always as one would envision.” 

“Presuming it has been stolen, and presuming that the Wee Folk have it,” continued Corbin unconcernedly, “then we must find them and take it back.” 

“A tall order indeed,” muttered Gudrin.

“Absurd,” said Modi. “I, for one, don’t wish to tramp through swamps and forests grabbing for manlings.” 

“Could you be so good as to close the window now, Myrrdin?” asked Telyn, pulling her cloak around her shoulders.

“Certainly, my dear,” replied Myrrdin, but he made no move toward the window.

“There is something that I might add about the Wee Folk,” Myrrdin said loudly, speaking with his head directed upward now, as if he addressed the ceiling. He strutted back and forth before them, seemingly oblivious to the cold draft that was stealing the warmth from the room. The River Folk began to glance toward the window. Brand considered moving to close it. He began to get up.

Myrrdin paused before him and Brand sat back down. “I have a great secret to impart to all of you concerning the Wee Folk!  A secret that many of the Shining Ones themselves don’t know!” 

“Well, impart it!” Modi said gruffly.

In response, Myrrdin strode to the window with two quick, bird-like strides. He turned toward them and whispered, “They aren’t just the best thieves, but accomplished spies as well!” 

“What?” grunted Modi.

But Myrrdin never answered. With a movement like that of a stork darting its beak down to snap up a marsh frog, he stooped and thrust his arm out the window. There was a squawk and a scrabbling sound. The long arm returned and in its grasp was the struggling form of one of the Wee Folk.

“A spy!” shouted Modi, grabbing up his battleaxe. “I’ll make quick work of him!”

Gudrin and Myrrdin both raised their hands. “Hold warrior!” said Gudrin.

“Indeed, hold!”

The manling, clearly terrified, increased its struggles as Modi approached. After closing the window, Myrrdin placed it on the center table and quickly looped a gray cord around its waist, pinning its arms. He held carefully to the end of the cord. After several mad attempts to bound away, it ceased its struggles and stood as if relaxed upon the tabletop.

The manling was dressed in the garb of a marshman, only in miniature. Its feet bore overlarge, flapping shoes, a tunic of sewn, colorless skins covered its body and a leather rain hat topped its head. Its glass-like doll’s eyes regarded them, returning their curiosity. 





Chapter Eleven

The Will-O-Wisp


Outside the Blue Lantern the town of North End was quiet, as if in uneasy anticipation. The moon had crept up over the town to hang in the night sky, and now shone into the window. The shine of it was in their captive’s eyes and reflected from the manling’s skin.

Telyn clapped her hands with excitement. “I’ve never seen one of them up close!” 

Corbin glowered at the manling uncharacteristically. Brand knew he was thinking of Dando and his brother. He doubted Corbin would ever be amused by their tricks again.

The manling, saying nothing, studied each of them with intense curiosity. Somewhere beyond the open window a startled bird squawked angrily. Brand wondered if another of the Wee Folk even now worked to steal the bird’s clutch of eggs. 

“Well, what are we going to do with him?” asked Gudrin aloud.

“Let’s interrogate him,” said Corbin darkly.

“How do we know he knows anything useful?” asked Telyn.

“Let’s go to sleep with one less spy in the River Haven to worry about,” grunted Modi. 

“Well, whatever we do, I don’t suppose we can let him go,” said Brand. He was already trying to come up with something to imprison the thing. An old crate in one corner of the room that served the inn as an end-table caught his eye.

“Of course we’re going to let him go,” said Myrrdin. The others looked at him askance, except for the manling, who was now studying Telyn with the quiet intensity of a cat studying a songbird. Its head tilted to one side whenever she moved or spoke.

“First, however, I must make a fetish,” continued Myrrdin. While the others looked on, he produced a leather pouch and filled it with a variety of ingredients. Many different withered herbs and colored powders were placed inside. Next, he took the pouch with him to one corner of the chamber and there, turned away from the others, performed some kind of ritual. There was a flash of pale green radiance. Brand was surprised by it, and for a moment wondered if he had imagined it. 

Telyn gasped and looked entranced. “The Eye of Vaul,” she whispered to him. “He has caused it to blink.” 

“A witch he is!  Sorcery, he works!  Kill thee all, he will!” screeched the manling suddenly. They all turned to it, and saw that it had untied the first knot and was working on the second and third. There was a sudden desperation in its manner that belied its earlier lack of concern. “Devil!  Tomkin will be no bond-servant to a half-man hedge-wizard!” 

Corbin reached out and grabbed the thing around its midsection. In a flash, the manling bit him, seeming to open the whole of its head to sink in a row of sharp white teeth. Instantly, Corbin withdrew the hand. Blood welled up and dripped to the floor of the chamber.

Modi stepped forward with a gruff sound of decision.

“Hold!” said Myrrdin, coming forward with the packet he had been laboring over. The creature’s struggles increased. Myrrdin stood over it, glowering down at the tiny spy. “I have captured you and made you captive, fairly and doubtless,” he chanted to it, as if reading from a book of laws. “If you wish your freedom, you must grant me a boon, or your life is forfeit.” 

Glaring, the manling stilled. It replied in a similar, lawful tone. “Tomkin disagrees. There was no thing fair in my capture. No man could move with such speed and stealth. Thou art no man, but a foreign creature that walks in the lands of men. I call thee a cheat.” 

“It is all the same to me,” shrugged Myrrdin. “A cheat such as myself has no difficulty in committing another crime—that of base murder.” 

The manling growled in its throat, the sound a small animal makes when its food is threatened. “I wish my freedom, and will grant thee thy boon, witch. But I demand a smaller boon in return, as is my right.” 

“Name it.”

“I cannot, until I’ve heard of thy—no doubt grossly unjust—demands.” 

Myrrdin shrugged again. He held aloft the pouch he had prepared. “You, Tomkin of the Wee Folk, must swear to wear this pouch, night and day, dusk and dawn, for a year and a day. Ever you must hide it, and in no way shall you communicate its existence to your fellows or your masters.” 

The creature gave another cat’s growl of unease. “Surely you jest!  Two pieces of faerie gold would be too great a boon for such-like as thee, cheating witch!” 

Myrrdin raised his walking-stick meaningfully. “Freedom or death? Choose now!”

“‘Tis a geas, plain as the moon in a marsh pool at midnight!”

Myrrdin sighed. “I have no more time to waste upon you.”  He nodded significantly to Modi, who grimly took his axe from his belt. 

“But what of my boon?” demanded the manling.

“Let us hear it,” said Myrrdin impatiently.

A crafty look came over the creature’s doll-like face. Its eyes slid to Corbin’s hand, which was being worked on by Gudrin and Telyn now. The white strip of cloth they used for a bandage was stained the bright red of blood. 

“I’ve tasted of River Folk tonight, and I always know best what I taste. Tonight I wish to taste of thee, cheating witch, so I may know what it is that flows in thy veins that makes thee as quick as an adder.”

Modi snorted. Telyn and Brand looked concerned. Corbin rubbed at his bandage. A muscle in his cheek jumped.

As quickly as a snake, Myrrdin bared his left arm and thrust it out toward the tiny creature. For the first time since its capture, it smiled. 

“The wound will be unclean,” admonished Gudrin.

Myrrdin locked gazes with the manling as it sidled forward, beginning to grin now. “Get on with your boon, servant,” he said.

Again, the whole top of the thing’s head seemed to come unhinged and it snapped its pointed white teeth into the bare flesh of the offered forearm. Myrrdin grimaced, as did everyone else, save Modi and Corbin, who simply glared.

After the spilt blood was cleaned from the floor and the table, and after Gudrin had staunched the flow from Myrrdin’s veins, Tomkin was still rubbing his face and licking his palms. Brand now looked at the creature with disgust. “He’s not like Dando, the one other I’ve met of the Wee Folk. He’s more animal, more feral.”

“Yes,” agreed Myrrdin, gritting his teeth as Gudrin’s strong hands tied off the red-soaked bandages. “He is one of the more barbaric types that inhabit swamps and barrens rather than clean forests and farmlands.”

At this, Tomkin chuckled. “If that’s not a strange insult from a half-breed cheat!  I know thee now by the blood in thy veins, witch!  I know thou hast as much kin with Tomkin as these prattling River Folk!”

“Silence now, my servant,” demanded Myrrdin. “It is time for you to don your new keepsake.”  He produced the pouch and handed it to the manling. Tomkin snapped his sharp teeth at Myrrdin’s fingers once, just to make him jump. Myrrdin did jump, and his brows furrowed darkly. 

“You are indeed tainted by the darkest of your ilk,” he said.

With ill grace, Tomkin donned the pouch. Beady eyes glared at Myrrdin.

“Now, my servant, you shall rejoin your clan and report back to me any news of that which Oberon has lost. Even if you hear nothing, you shall report back to us every week hence for the next year and a day,” said Myrrdin. He turned to Corbin, who held the creature’s cord. “Free him.” 

“But you have not asked him about what he already knows,” protested Corbin.

Tomkin waited no longer, but seized the rope and began chewing through it. The others made as if to stop the manling, but Myrrdin restrained them. “Let him go. I can only ask him to do things afresh. Old knowledge he is free to twist and lie about.” 

Reluctantly, they watched Tomkin free himself and bound to the window sill. He crouched there for the moment, framed by the open window. He turned and touched his thumb to his nose. Then with a great bound, he disappeared into the night. 

“Can we trust him?” asked Brand.

Modi snorted.

“He is one of the Wee Folk, and a wild one at that. We can trust his greed, his malicious nature and his instinct for self-preservation,” said Gudrin.

“And,” added Myrrdin, “we can trust his sworn word, to a point—and the effects of my poultice.”

Modi grunted and stumped to the window. He looked out into the cold night. “He’s gone. Either he’ll lose the pouch and his memory, or his clansmen will drown him in the marsh for treachery.”

“Possibly,” admitted Myrrdin with a shrug. “Time will tell. A week, to be exact.”

“But, what do we do in the meantime?” 

“I suggest we seek out the merlings and see what they know,” said Myrrdin.

The River Folk were stunned. “What? Are you mad?” demanded Brand. He quickly recovered. “I’m sorry, but no one in the River Haven ever seeks out a merling…unless it is for revenge.”

“Which, of course, does little to endear them to our plight,” agreed Myrrdin.

Even Telyn was aghast. “The Faerie are one thing,” she said, “at least we can make deals with them. But the merlings are nothing other than evil, baby-stealing animals.”

“No!” said Myrrdin, “as I’ve said before, they aren’t unintelligent. Just primitive. They have no lost love of the River Folk, it’s true. But the Pact has benefited them as much as the humans in the Haven, and I think they would do almost anything to get it restored…even parlay with us.” 

After Tomkin’s departure, the party readied themselves for bed. Sleep came slowly to Brand, and once it did finally take him, his mind was filled with dreams of ice-white teeth and snapping jaws.


* * *


Tomkin bounded out the window with his heart soaring. He still drew breath! The River Folk had been fools not to slay him. His first flying leap carried him from the second story window sill of the Blue Lantern all the way to the thatched roof of a marshman’s hut, which was across a narrow alley. Being light and small, he didn’t crash through the roof, but rather crunched into it. The landing made a sound not unlike that a tomcat might make after a similar leap. Tomkin heard the marsh people below, stirring in their beds. He did not wait for them to come out and see what had been thrown atop their roof. He bounded again, this time to their chimney, which still smoked faintly. Trotting over the crumbling mud-brick chimney, he gave a single wheezing cough and launched himself to the next roof, which covered a stable. The horses within nickered and shuffled, sensing Tomkin’s nature. Domesticated animals feared his kind even more than the cowardly River Folk. Still happy with his escape, Tomkin leapt again to yet another roof. This time, a baby awoke at the sound and began squalling. 

Traveling across the town of North End roof-to-roof, he began to enjoy the experience. It had been too long since he’d played games with the River Folk. Perhaps that should change…. His broad mouth spread wider and curved up at the corners. He would play games with them! What was the wording of the foul witch’s enchantment? He must rejoin his clan and report back. Well, he needed something to report, then! He would give the River Folk events to ponder! They would not be so quick to enslave one of his kind when he was done!

Leaping from the roof of a fletcher to a wet, green field beyond, he raced out of the town toward the marsh he called home. He ran as fast as he could, knowing he had little time to waste. It was already near midnight and dawn was barely five hours off.

Finding Wee Folk in a swamp is a difficult task for any creature, but Tomkin knew his people well. He did not race about calling for them, that would only cause them to hide or possibly attack him. By his people’s calendar, which revolved around moon phases and varieties of trees, this was the month of Ngetal, the month of the reed. Very fortunate indeed, he realized now. His kind would gather where the reeds were thickest, and of course, where else would that be other than a marsh?

Tomkin knew the difficulty in finding a group of his kind would not be in finding a large area of reeds. Being a marsh, they were plentiful. The trouble was in finding the right reeds. He thought he knew the place, however. There was a spot northwest of North End where the reeds were thick on an island of birch. The Wee Folk liked birch in particular, although Tomkin didn’t share their taste for them.

Heading for the island, Tomkin reflected that he had not been in contact with his own kind for many years now. The River Folk had called him crude and barbaric. Perhaps they were right, he reflected. Maybe it was time to rejoin his people tonight and share in their nightly festivals.

Tomkin heard the music first. Fiddles and pipes. At a distance, one could mistake the sweet sounds for the sighing of the wind, but as he grew closer, he knew the truth. The sounds of the Fae frightened and enchanted humans, but to Tomkin they were natural and homey. 

He saw the lights next. They floated over the murky pools of bog-water and cast up reflections of magenta, azure and reddish-gold. They were wisps, he knew. The flittering creatures never could resist a good party, and if nothing else they provided some welcome illumination. 

Tomkin reached the edge of the island and hesitated. The group that piped and fiddled in the midst of the three clustered birches were not known to him. They might not like his intrusion. Myrrdin had ordered him to find his clansmen and report on their activities, but the joke was on him, as Tomkin had no clan to call his own! At the time, Tomkin had thought this was a fine jest and that he would return each week to report nothing, exactly as the week before, because there was no clan to report upon. But the geas was too strong for that. Whatever guiding spirit held his reins, he was not allowed to ignore his commitments. The term clan was widened in meaning to include all Wee Folk, and thus he’d been forced to seek them out. The situation was most unfair, but there it was. 

He took another few steps forward onto the island, and paused again. The fiddling and piping continued. He could see their shadows now, flickering as they leapt in circles amidst the birches.

Suddenly, he heard a rustling behind him. Another telltale splash, a tiny sound from pools to his left, finished the scenario. Tomkin turned and leapt high, but he was too late.

Two of his own kind leapt up to meet him. Like a group of mad hares, they met in midair and commenced a vicious fight. The other two wore top hats and tails, they were town-types, unlike him. The type of Wee Folk that liked to ape humanity. Unfortunately for Tomkin, in addition to their clothing, the others carried stout cudgels of gnarled hardwood. They swung them with urgency. 

One cudgel crashed into Tomkin’s scalp, while the other popped him on the back. Tomkin was knocked from the air and splashed down into a bubbling pool, but he was not out of the fight. The other two laughed and saluted one another.

“He’s down, Dando!” shouted one.

“Let us crack him again!” returned the one known as Dando.

They lifted their staves, but Tomkin launched up from the mud and into their faces. He had in his hands a glittering knife. His shockingly large mouth opened, and his teeth caught one of the cudgels before it could be brought down upon him. The bitten wood snapped and the staff fell in two halves.

Tomkin put the knife under Dando’s chin.

Dando dropped his cudgel immediately and looked shocked. “It was only a bit of fun, brother!” he said.

Tomkin growled in response. For a cold few seconds, they regarded one another. Two ruffians of the soft life faced a feral, clanless Wee One of the marshes. Tomkin could see they were suddenly fearful. He enjoyed the taste of their fear, and decided he would taste their blood as well. Let them savor this moment—

No! said a voice in Tomkin’s mind. He knew instantly it was the spirit enforcing the geas. It felt to him as if it squeezed his mind. He gave a twisting, snarling howl of frustration. He wanted to cut these two, but he could not. The two Wee Folk looked on warily, not knowing what form of madman they’d had the misfortune to meet. The pipes and fiddles came to a halt and several others stepped forward and gathered around and see what was amiss. 

“He’s a wild one, step lightly!” said one of the pipers.

“It will take all of us to bring him to justice after poor Dando’s brought down!”

Dando sputtered at this talk. “Nonsense!” he cried, trying desperately to sound confident. “It’s only a long-lost cousin, attracted back to share our feast and festival. Make him welcome, everyone!”

None of the others moved. Tomkin’s face continued to writhe as he fought his own muscles for control of his body. His tiny knife, however, remained under Dando’s chin as if glued there.

“Be you a mad thing?” asked Dando in a hushed voice. His eyes were huge and gleaming. “A mindless assassin?” 

Finally, Tomkin mastered himself enough to speak coherently. He shook his head. He stared at Dando quizzically. “Who art thee, miserable fop, to be believing thou warrants an assassin?”

Dando shook his head a fraction, but as the movement made the blade at his neck saw against his skin, he froze again. “No one, sirrah.”

“How can this party be?” asked Tomkin with growing suspicion. He could not recall such a large gathering of his people in the marsh. Not ever.

“What is your meaning, brother?”

“So many of our kind. In my marsh. Why does this occur?”

“It is a party,” called another Wee One who worn a lavender hat as tall as half-pint mug. “We dance in Dando’s honor!”

Tomkin eyed the fancy creature called Dando with slitted eyes. He did not look important in Tomkin’s eyes. Could this gathering truly be to honor such a scoundrel? He’d never had a party thrown for him by anyone. He eyed the crowd that had gathered around and didn’t like any of them. They were of a different breed entirely. They thought him a wild lout—while he considered them conceited and foolish.

“This swamp is my home,” Tomkin growled. “I’ve come to my island and discovered ruffians. I’ve been attacked, and did nothing but defend myself.”

Several of the Wee Folk sputtered protests. They said he could not claim this land, as it was clearly sacred ground for all the Folk. Dando waved a silencing hand at them desperately, all the while keeping his gaze locked upon Tomkin. 

“I apologize profusely!” Dando said. He spoke quickly in an ingratiating tone. “I am abject in my error! We are all sorrowful, and would be boundlessly in your debt fine sir—if you would only allow us use of your lands!”

Tomkin found his groveling disgusting, but he listened. The other Wee Folk huffed and snorted.

“Boundlessly in my debt?” asked Tomkin, tilting his head in a manner that was suddenly predatory.

Dando licked his lips. His eyes flashed to his comrades, who looked sour. 

“Well, I can only speak for myself. But what is it you came for? Companionship?”

Tomkin stared at him for several long seconds. His hand, which held the knife, wanted to cut them all. But he could not, due to the pouch that hung like a slave’s collar around his neck. He hissed vexedly.

“Companionship,” he said at last. “Yes. I will partake of that.”

Dando dared a fluttering smile. “Will you join us in festival then, this lovely eve?”

“No,” Tomkin said. “Instead, thee shall join me. We will work our charms upon the town nearby. The River Folk have offended me personally. I have declared an imbalance, and it must be settled.”

“Tonight?” asked Dando. “We have not done a raid on a town for so very long. Perhaps another—” Dando broke off with a squeak, as Tomkin’s knife pressed closer. A thin pink line appeared upon his skinny throat.

“Yes!” said Dando instantly. “Tonight would be excellent! I promise and do hereby swear: I will aid thee to make this night a special memory for the River Folk.”

Tomkin nodded finally and gave them all a final, snarling curl of his lips. He meant it as a smile, but such expressions were not natural to him. He removed the blade from Dando’s throat and the throng relaxed. 

The pipes and the fiddles immediately began to play again. The colored wisps rose up and circled, brightening their glow in tune with the lighter mood. Everyone cheered and sang—except for Tomkin, who stood grumpily on the outer shore of the island.

Dando threw his arm around Tomkin and gave him a conspiratorial wink. “You had me going there for a moment, brother! You know, I could use a fellow like you at my side.”

“Remove thy skinny fingers, or I’ll have that hand off,” Tomkin replied.

Dando’s hand vanished, but his smile broadened. “Sorry! Just trying to be friendly, you understand?”

“No,” Tomkin answered, staring with slitted eyes. “We shall go now.”

“Where?”

“To North End.”

“Oh yes, that,” said Dando, looking annoyed. He sighed. “It will take most of the night, will it not?”

“Until dawn, I should think,” Tomkin said.

Dando looked toward the party wistfully. There were Wee Folk maids there, and Dando obviously loathed leaving them. Suddenly, he brightened.

“Everyone! Everyone, may I have your attention please?”

Tomkin looked after Dando in irritation. What kind of delay would this weasel attempt now?

“I have a boon for you all,” Dando said, throwing his voice suddenly downward into a low, conspiratorial tone. “We shall raid this town near us. We shall do as we have not done in two centuries! The Pact has fallen, and we need no longer cavort amongst lonely trees on swampy isles! Let’s do as our elders did before us, as those who are aged may still remember. Let us play—with the River Folk serving as our toys!”

The Wee Folk considered his words with glassy eyes and waxy skins shining in the night. Suddenly, with a whoop, they began to bound into the air and shouted together: “Yes! Yes! Yes, we shall play!” 

Within minutes, a troop of Wee Folk were bounding toward North End. They giggled, flipped and twisted in mid-air as they went. When they reached the sleeping village, they quieted and went about their tricks and mischief as stealthily and quickly as they could.





Chapter Twelve

The Marsh


Brand and his comrades awoke to a gloomy marsh morning. The sun was a red disk that could not burn through the mist rising from the swamp that surrounded North End. After groaning and climbing out of bed shortly after dawn, the group all ate a dull breakfast of watercress and fish that tasted of grit. When the complained about the poor fare, they learned there had been a rash of small tricks and hexes performed during the night. Cows had gone dry, whole wracks of smoked fish had been stolen and spoiled. One woman even claimed that her child had been replaced by a changeling, but Myrrdin, after a very serious inspection of the squalling child, pronounced that it was only a mild case of rickets. He prescribed a remedy of acidic fruits and by ten o’clock they were ready to depart. 

“It is well known that the merlings have a hidden stronghold in Old Hob’s Marsh outside North End,” Myrrdin said. “It is there that I propose to parlay with them.” 

The others, rather unenthusiastically, agreed to accompany him. Brand was silently thankful that Jak had not come with them, as he doubted that his brother would have readily agreed to doing anything with merlings that didn’t involve killing some of them.

They purchased marshshoes for the journey, but decided to head into the backwaters of the marsh by poling up the slow waterways on their skiff, rather than going in by foot. Myrrdin cut and fashioned a parlay staff of hickory, with three long ribbons attached, two green and one white. This universal symbol of diplomatic intentions was fixed to the prow of the skiff, where the three ribbons wafted in the slow, dank breezes of the marsh. Brand wondered whether the merlings were sophisticated enough to even recognize the parlay staff. Modi commented that the thing would only encourage attack by stating the group’s probable lack of weapons. 

After sailing upstream on the Berrywine into the entrance of a wide slow tributary, the skiff soon lost its wind and had to be poled. Gray-green reeds and lilies clustered around the boat, clinging to the prow and to their poles. Heavy frogs made odd, croaking cries and plopped in the water as they approached. 

Brand and Corbin manned the poles in the prow and were soon sweating profusely despite the cool mists. In the stern, Gudrin and Myrrdin debated the relative natures of the Wee Folk, comparing one variety to another. Brand decided it was a good moment to talk to his cousin about recent events. “I can tell that you hate all the Wee Folk, now,” he said. 

Corbin glanced at him, his face grim. He made no reply.

“Dando didn’t kill Sam.”

“No, Dando didn’t kill Sam,” said Corbin. “But he did mock my brother in death. He toyed with his corpse. He played an evil prank.”

Brand nodded. For all Corbin’s usually easy-going nature, he wasn’t one to forgive a real hurt. “I’m sure that if the little monster had danced upon Jak’s head, I would feel the same. But I do hope that your spirit and nature aren’t changed forever by this. I would miss the old jolly Corbin.”

They poled on in silence for a time, and it seemed to Brand that the marsh was becoming increasingly still and cold. He shivered as the cool mists of the swamp stole into his cloak and chilled the sweat on his skin. 

“It’s just that—” broke in Corbin, suddenly. “—it’s just that everything seems so wrong, now.”  He heaved a great sigh. “I don’t know. My home was burned and my brother killed. It’s difficult to accept that the stories of olden times have come to be realities again. It seems unfair, somehow, that a week ago the world was perfect.” 

“Ah, but it wasn’t,” said Brand. “Recall the Dark Rider and the strange winter full of rainbows and all the rumors from the borders of the Haven. Myrrdin was late, everything felt wrong. All the evidence was there, but we refused to see it. We knew what was coming, we could feel it.” 

Corbin nodded. “Yes, I admit that I saw and felt strange things. Then, of course, they seemed minor and inconsequential. I only wonder what we could have done differently.” 

“Nothing,” Brand said flatly. He could see the ugly head of self-recrimination rearing up, and he wanted to kill it right away before Corbin found a way to blame himself for Sam’s death.

“Nothing?”

“Nothing. Because we can’t go back and change it. Things were as they were then, and therefore they had to happen the way that they did. All we can do is learn from it and thus alter the future.” 

“Hmm,” said Corbin. “I thought I was the thinker in this group…”

Brand laughed aloud, an alien sound in the silent cold mists, but he was glad to do it. Corbin had not made a joke of any kind for days.

Corbin glanced back at Myrrdin and Gudrin. Brand followed his gaze and they both eyed Gudrin’s backpack with curiosity. “So, you are to bear one of the Color Jewels,” whispered Corbin. “You’ll have more magic on you than most of the Faerie!” 

“Jealous?” asked Brand with a smile, not wanting his cousin’s improved mood to falter.

“Me? Ha!” said Corbin. Then he lowered his voice to a bare hiss that Brand could hardly catch. “I’m not the jealous one.”

Brand glanced back toward Modi, who was busy sharpening his weapon with a wetstone and cloth. He nodded, as if to himself, but he knew that Corbin caught the gesture. They had known one another too long, and been involved in so many youthful secrets, that their communication went far beyond words. Often when hunting or working the River or hiding something from Corbin’s parents, they could move together with just a nod, working as a team with a single purpose in mind. 

Brand wondered at their connection. He had always been more in tune with Corbin than anyone, even more than Jak, his own brother. Perhaps the fact that Jak was older and had far greater responsibilities made the difference.

Brand was jolted out of his reveries when the skiff bumped into something. He stumbled forward, but was too much of a boatsman to be thrown overboard, even when surprised.

“What is it?”

“Some kind of rope,” muttered Corbin.

“Rope?” shouted Myrrdin from the stern. He sprang up and ran lightly forward. Leaning between the two heavier river-boys, he thrust his staff down into the muck and heaved up. With an expression of disgust, Brand reached into the green slimy water and helped him. Soon a rope, encrusted with gray-green growths, rose above the waters. It dripped and steamed and felt like a giant worm.

“Not just a rope!” said Myrrdin, pointing out the twisted lines of cord that hung down from the rope at even intervals. “It is a net!” 

Brand released the thing and it slapped back down in the stinking waters. “We can go over it. But why is it here?”

Myrrdin shrugged. “It’s a barrier, I have no doubt.”

“Not much of a barrier against a flat-bottomed craft,” remarked Corbin.

Myrrdin waved his staff in the air. The river-boys ducked a spray of muddy splatter. “No, no!  Not to stop boats. Since when do merlings use boats?”

“You mean the net is to stop merlings?” asked Brand. He cast his eyes about the marsh with greater concern.

“Certainly. The tribes aren’t all friendly to one another, you know. It’s a good thing for you River Folk that they aren’t, too. They’d give you much more trouble if they were organized into a single kingdom.”

“Do you think they know that we’re here?” asked Brand.

“Of course!  They’ve known since the moment we turned into their part of the marsh, I suspect. I’m certain they have their eyes on us right now.”

In response, Brand and Corbin both hunkered down in the skiff. They gripped their poles like weapons.

“Why have they not attacked?” boomed Modi. Brand looked over his shoulder to see the hulking Kindred sitting at the center of the skiff, his battleaxe across his thick knees. He scanned the shifting mists around them for signs of any threat.

Again, Myrrdin shrugged. “Perhaps they are curious, or they respect the parlay symbol,” he said. “Or perhaps they simply aren’t ready yet.”

As no bulging pair of submerged eyes showed themselves, they soon relaxed and worked the skiff over the barrier. They proceeded deeper into the marsh with more caution. Brand spoke less and shivered more. Often he wished he had Jak with his crossbow at his side. After a long day of work and tension, the sunlight began to falter. They found a relatively dry, sandy island, and decided to camp for the night. 


* * *


Tomkin had enjoyed the experience of working with his fellows on a common goal. He had rarely known companionship of any kind. After a night of pranks and snickers, he felt something had changed within his heart. They had played every trick they’d known and many they’d only heard about upon the hapless marshmen while they slept in their moist beds. By dawn there was hardly an edible substance in the entire village the Wee Folk had not sampled and then spoiled. They had considered firing the town, but decided against it. Sorrow and grief were not as amusing as surprise and helpless rage. They wanted to impress the River Folk, to plague and harass them—not kill them. Where would be fun in that? Who would rebuild and be waiting to be tricked again the next time the Folk wanted a party?

The throng of them left just as dawn pinked the skies, as was the way of their people. Everyone went their separate ways, with nothing left behind other than a wavering reed in the marshland to attest to their passing. Tomkin was left wondering the next day about Dando and the others. The Folk had feted Dando, and seemed to hold him in the highest regard. How was it that Dando seemed to warrant a vaunted spot among his kind, while Tomkin was unworthy of their spittle? 

After rubbing his chin thoughtfully, standing all the while on a farmer’s barn roof, he heard a voice shout up at him. The gazed down into the yard to see the white-haired farmer walking up from the house with two pails. No doubt, he planned to do some milking. Tomkin grinned at him.

“Hey there, get off my roof, you!” shouted the farmer.

Tomkin bowed, an unfamiliar affectation he’d learned from his Folk the night before. He did it with exaggerated movements, making the gesture mocking and insincere. “Be my guest, sirrah!” he shouted down from the roof. “Milk them well, with my blessing!”

So saying, Tomkin scuttled off the roof and raced out into the reeds. He paused to listen, however, for the farmer’s shouts of dismay. They were not long in coming. Along with his brothers, Tomkin had spent the better part of an hour working the cows until they were full of nothing but thick cream near to butter. 

When the farmer’s outrage met his ears, Tomkin hooted. He’d rarely felt so good. He charged off into the reeds and disappeared from North End. 

He wandered for the rest of the day through his swamplands. He felt oddly deflated. He did not seek shelter and sleep, although he was tired. He did not take pleasure in the foodstuffs he found. Birds’ eggs, toasted lizards and the like seemed coarse fare after the delicacies he’d enjoyed the night before. His comrades had carried no less than three jugs of Fae wine with them. He had tried them all, the pomegranate, the persimmon and the gooseberry. In his opinion, the gooseberry had been the finest. 

In time, he found himself returning to the isle where he’d found his Folk the night before. The place looked far less enchanting in the cold light of day. The pools were mud holes. The wisps had vanished and the three birches looked sickly with twisted branches and half-peeled trunks.

Tomkin walked half-way around the island before he realized there were eyes upon him. He froze and cast his gaze this way and that. Could one of his Folk have returned? Might there be another party this eve? The breaking of the Pact might cause a revival of sorts, he dared hope. Perhaps his people would return to the lands of the Haven in droves, anxious to make up for lost time.

The towering figure his eyes finally landed upon was a horseman—it most definitely was not one of his brothers. At first, Tomkin thought he might be gazing upon a man. But the absolute stillness of the stranger soon set that thought to rest. No man could sit upon a horse so motionlessly. No horse, for that matter, could stand like a statute for so long without so much as a sidestep or a whickering snort.

Tomkin did not flee, however. It was not his way to run immediately in the face of the unknown. He knew such instincts had served his people well for countless centuries, but it simply was not in his character. For one of the Wee Folk, he was remarkably brave.

After another minute, Tomkin began to wonder if he faced a statue or a scarecrow. Could his own wild Folk have left this manikin here, as a final jest to frighten him? Then, as he continued his scrutiny, he thought to hear soft music. He saw too, that the eyes did move. They were not natural eyes, being tiny dancing flames in the sockets. He knew then what it was he faced, and he would have rather faced the greatest knight of the River Folk—if they even had knights nowadays. 

“So,” Tomkin said, addressing the thing that sat upon its horse with infinite patience. “What does one of the Dead do in my marsh?”

“It is not your marsh, brash creature,” answered the dead-thing.

“Thou art of the Wild Hunt, I take it?” 

“Observant, but it is you who shall be answering the questions this day.”

“What is it thou seeks?”

“I seek one of the Fae, one of the River Folk, and one that is both together.”

Tomkin licked his lips. He seriously hoped he was not the person listed as one of the Fae which this creature claimed to seek. “I saw such a trio not an hour’s march north of this very spot!” he said with a mocking laugh.

The other was silent. It still did not move. Tomkin wondered if he had offended it. 

“Well,” Tomkin said after an uncomfortable silence had passed, “I’ve got many appointments to keep this day. I bid thee farewell, and wish thee luck in thy quest.”

The music stopped. There was a rasping sound. Tomkin saw a long length of fine steel reflecting in the sun as it was drawn.

Tomkin turned and ran. 

Hooves thundered behind him. So close! The dead-thing which had sat so still was incredibly fast. He should never have sought to yank its beard in the first place. A thousand self-recriminations ran through his head, even as his legs pumped and his feet made wild-flying leaps over flowered clumps of stichwort, muddy pools and occasional boulders. Quail burst out of hiding as he sailed over an insect-eating patch of sundew plants, then he darted under the stilted roots of a pond-ash tree.

He listened intently as the hooves thundered by and splashed away. Could he have lost the dead-thing? He dared not peep out. For all his bravado, Tomkin knew he was no bigger than a surly child to this horseman. Even the thought of sticking his blade into its desiccated flesh—or worse yet, biting into it—made him ill.

The silence went on, but the natural sounds of the bog did not return. The insects did not chirrup. The birds did not cry for mates nor warn one another away from their territory. The marsh was abnormally quiescent. 

After another full minute, Tomkin poked his long nose out from under the tree roots. Immediately, a length of blade, silver-white and made of fine steel, appeared at his chest. The length of blade led up to a hand encased in a crumbling glove. Tomkin retreated from the tip of the sword, but the tip followed him. 

“All right,” he said, crossing his arms and walking out into the open. The sword tip followed him closely. “I would know thy name.”

“Voynod.”

Tomkin blinked, what could the Dark Bard want of him? “What is it thou desires, dead man?”

“As I’ve said,” replied Voynod, “I seek three beings: one of the Fae, one of the River Folk, and one that is both together.” 

Tomkin eyed the dead-thing with vast distrust. Could this creature be thinking of Brand and his friends? What did they have that would so interest the Wild Hunt? He could give them up, of course. It was well within his rights. They were clearly of interest: a half-breed traveling with a group of River Folk. Not exactly as the Huntsman described, but close enough. But Tomkin did not like this creature’s manner. He did not like to be bullied by anyone. Although he had no love of Myrrdin, he would sooner trust the sneaky wizard than a pack of dead-things. He decided to avoid giving information. This was a natural attitude for him and took no special effort.

“Do they travel together?” Tomkin asked.

“Possibly.”

“I have not seen such a trio. On this I swear.”

The sword tip pressed closer to his chest. Tomkin stood firmly, angrily. The dead-thing suggested by its probing it did not believe him. Tomkin took this as an insult. He had seen no such party, and his word was his bond.

At last, after a tiny spot of blood showed on Tomkin’s tunic, the sword was withdrawn. 

“Interesting,” Voynod said, studying Tomkin. “I have more questions.”

“And I have prices,” Tomkin said quickly.

“Why did you come here? What brought you to this place?”

Tomkin hesitated. It was a mistake, and he knew it, but he wanted to tell this creature about his gathering folk even less than he wanted to tell it about Brand and his crew.

“What do you hide from me?” asked the Bard, leaning down from his creaking saddle.

“It is the month of the Ngetal—the month of the reed. At times, my people gather here during such evenings.”

Voynod inclined his head and withdrew his person, sitting high upon his saddle again. “I found evidence of a celebration. Tiny, broken mugs and the like. You have spoken truth to me.”

Tomkin shrugged. “Of course I have.”

“Would your Folk be gathering here again tonight?”

Tomkin eyed him and shook his head. “I doubt it. It is not our way to be predictable.”

Voynod murmured in agreement. He reached to his belt and tossed down a flashing, gold disk. Tomkin caught it and frowned at the object. He saw it was an old coin. Minted a millennium ago, the Faerie gold showed the head of a long dead king on its face.

“There is more gold to be had if you should help me,” Voynod said.

“What would I do with this?” asked Tomkin. He did not like the weight of the coin. It would slow him. If he buried it, as his people often did, he would have to worry about its location and safety.

“Buy whatever pleases one of your kind,” said Voynod, sounding surprised. “Buy yourself a top hat, at the very least. You resemble a beggar.”

Tomkin hurled the coin back up at Voynod, who caught it effortlessly. “I have no need for thy trinkets! I don’t like being in the employ or debt of another—and I hate top hats.” 

“Interesting,” said Voynod. He turned his horse without another word then and glided off across the swamp. 

Tomkin watched him leave. His horse galloped, but did not quite touch the earth with its hooves. That was how the Bard had managed to double-back and approach in silence. Tomkin nodded and wondered about the coin. Should he have kept it? Perhaps he had no use for it, but another of his kind—perhaps one of the ladies of his Folk—might have.

He shrugged. What was done was done. He headed on his way, choosing to journey in the opposite direction Voynod had taken. He wanted nothing more to do with the dead-thing. 

As he trotted through his marsh, he noted the natural sounds of things returned. Bird sang and whistled. Insects buzzed. Badgers and voles scrabbled in the underbrush. He was glad to hear it all, as it meant to him the dead-thing was far away. 

He wondered about Voynod’s quest. It seemed clear the Bard sought Dando, Myrrdin and the River Folk. Tomkin thought it might be worth finding Dando first. He should at least give his brethren warning—if he did, he might be invited to future gatherings and pranks. 

Also, he could not help but wonder: what was so interesting about those three?





Chapter Thirteen

The Axe


For Brand and his companions, the journey into the marsh went without incident for some days. It was slow-going, with many wrong-turns and wide boggy areas where the river seemed to disappear into marshy ground for miles. Often, they were forced to get out of the skiff and drag it behind them, slogging through endless sucking mud. 

Several nights later, Brand awoke with a start. He immediately felt uneasy. Something was wrong…. He rose in his bedroll, which was shivery-cold in the dank night air. Leaning on one elbow, he peered about himself. The dying embers of the fire glowed and crackled nearby. 

The fire!  It was supposed to be kept going all night. Perhaps the cold had awakened him. 

“Who’s on watch?” he asked quietly. No one replied. The swamp was silent, save for the scrabbling crickets and the hoarse cries of the frogs. His breathing increased as he felt for the woodaxe that had been at his side. It was gone.

His first thought was to shout for the others, but he dared not, as he wasn’t sure what was happening. If they were under attack, perhaps it was better if the merlings did not yet know he was awake. Trying to be silent, he slipped out of his bedroll and pulled on his river boots. With an odd twinge of homesickness, he noted that they were still new and stiff. A few days ago he had not wanted to soil them, now such thoughts seemed trivial. He reached over to shake Corbin awake, and his mind froze over. Corbin was missing. There was nothing on his bedroll but a cold patch of slimy mud.

“Corbin? Gudrin? Telyn?” he hissed into the blackness around him. The mists swallowed the sound of his voice.

He rose into a crouch, realizing now that he might be alone. Over the sounds of his breathing and his pounding heart, he made out the slapping of flat feet on mud. A stealthy gurgling sound came from the opposite direction.

“Merlings!” shouted Brand. He broke and ran for the boat. Something on the dark ground moved and tripped him. He went down sprawling. His hands reached out and found it wasn’t a merling, nor one of his companions. It was a leather knapsack. He grabbed at it reflexively, and ran with it in his hands. Something inside it shifted, and he almost dropped it in surprise. It felt as if a small, trapped animal were inside, struggling to get out. He remembered the axe; it must be Gudrin’s knapsack. He thought that it might be of use so he kept his grip on it and moved in the direction that he hoped the boat might be found. 

At the shoreline, he found no boat, but he could see the dim outline of it, a few feet from shore. His first thought was that it had been cut adrift. He charged out into the marsh after it. Behind him, flat feet splashed and something hissed in excitement. The hairs on the back of his neck rose up as he feared that he might be cut down from behind.

He slogged forward, wading after the skiff. Unseen things clutched at his feet and the mud threatened to suck his boots away. Suddenly, he remembered the axe that he carried in his arms. It seemed heavier now, more deadly. He had an almost overwhelming urge to turn and face his pursuers and wield the axe. In his mind he could see their bulging eyes popping with terror, their alien skins and bones spilled open and their broken bodies floating in the stinking waters, righteously hewn down. 

Then his train of thought was broken as his free hand reached the skiff. He hauled himself over the side. He scrambled up and was surprised to see a figure at the tiller. It was Telyn. 

“Telyn!” he gasped. She made no reply, and her eyes stared fixedly ahead. He blinked back the red haze of the axe and forgot about slaughter and mayhem. Slipping twice on his muddy boots, he clambered to her side. He panted there, listening for the splashing of a merling arm as it came over the side of the boat, but he heard only a distant, rhythmic rippling sound. It seemed that they were content to swim after the skiff, perhaps not yet ready to board her. Merlings were always weaker and slower on boats and land than humans. They preferred to tackle only sleeping or unwary men in the darkness and close to water into which they could be easily dragged. 

“Telyn? Where are the others?”

She didn’t look at him, but only pointed over the prow of the skiff. Brand peered ahead, but could see nothing but blackness and drifting mists. He couldn’t even tell which direction they were headed in. He laid his hands on her shoulders and was about to shake her, when he saw a light. It was a white ball of light, tinged with green. Shimmering through the fog, it danced and wavered in slow circles ahead of them. Just as quickly as it had appeared, it winked out again. 

“Did you see?” asked Telyn in a hushed voice.

“Yes, I saw floating lights,” answered Brand. “What were they? Where are the others?”

“Old Hob’s green lantern,” said Telyn.

“What?”

“The Will-O-Wisp, the dancing lights of the marshes.”

“The Will-O-Wisp?” gasped Brand. He looked back into the darkness with his eyes wide. The light blinked on again, an indistinct ball of cold dancing fire. There was something about it, he could see now…. A beauty that made one want to follow it and see the magical loveliness that it had to be up close. No one in the River Haven knew what the Will-O-Wisp was, exactly, except that it was definitely related to the faerie and often led the unwary into danger.

Brand looked back and watched it with Telyn for a moment. It winked out suddenly, and he was left wishing it would return. He shook his head and looked around him, recalling the merlings and his missing companions. He became alarmed when he realized that the skiff had grounded, and was now far from the sandy island. Was the Will-O-Wisp bewitching him, as it appeared to be doing with Telyn? The softness of it belied the danger it represented. 

“Telyn, what happened to the others? What about Corbin and Myrrdin? Did the merlings take them?”

Telyn said nothing. She continued to stare straight ahead. She raised her arm to point into the mists. Brand followed her gesture and saw the Will-O-Wisp again, this time much closer. There was more than one of them now, perhaps six, and they were bigger and brighter than ever. White ones, yellow ones and a single green one revolved around one another. Despite himself, Brand was entranced. They possessed a cold, silent beauty. Looking at them made sounds of music sing in his head and filled his nostrils with strong smells of spice and hot mead made from fresh honey. 

He looked again to Telyn, and she was gone. She had already sprung out of the boat and was heading through the marsh toward the wisps, silent and intent.

“Telyn!” cried Brand, and sprang after her. Something tugged at his hand and he struggled briefly before realizing that it was the straps of Gudrin’s knapsack. Somehow, the straps had entangled his hand. Almost as an afterthought, he took the knapsack with him. 

A chase began. He felt the part of the lumbering ox, splashing through bogs and crashing through dense growths of reeds and fleshy swamp ferns. She ran as lightly as a fox, circuiting the thickets he stumbled through, silent where he made a great racket, quick and agile where he was desperate and strong. 

As quickly as they had loomed close, the wisps vanished from before them only to reappear moments later, this time off to the left and at a much greater distance. Brand realized that they were being led astray. He recalled his grandmother’s old songs of warning, the songs that every river child was rocked to sleep by in their cradles, but it did him no good. If Telyn was bewitched, he would never give her up. And so he fell as neatly into the web as had Telyn herself.

As he struggled and panted to keep her in sight, he sometimes lost her and was forced to stand stock-still, waiting for the quiet sound of her footfall or the flittering of the dancing lights. When he received such a sign, it always seemed to be far off and at an angle to his current direction, so that he was left to charge blindly into the dark marshes to save his love. 

My love? he thought. Yes. For it was then and there, splashing about in the marshes outside of North End, that he decided—nay, admitted to himself—that he loved Telyn. What other explanation could there be? Why else would he risk everything for this uncontainable woman? He asked himself this and much more during the chase, which went on for an unknowable time. 

Finally, there came a moment when he could no longer see the lights, nor could he detect any sound nor sign of Telyn. Two minutes he waited, listening and casting about for any hint. Five minutes more passed, and he struck out in a random direction. Ten more passed and he halted. He despaired, his sobs, part grief, part fear and part fatigue escaped him as hoarse, choked cries. He had lost his beloved, just when he had decided that she was his beloved.

Finding himself exhausted by the rigors of marching through the endless marsh, Brand found a relatively dry spot and sat down to rest with his back to a gnarled tree. The tree’s roots were twisted and exposed. Against his back they felt like the fingerbones of a dead, rotting hand.

 He sat there for a time, in the blackness, hearing nothing but the nightbirds and the burbling of slow-moving waters. He head lolled, he snapped back awake. He forced himself to shake off sleep and stand up; he could not give up on his love. He was at a loss.

Between his legs lay the backpack and within it slept what Gudrin called her burden. He became curious about it. He still found it hard to believe that he held one of the ancient Jewels between his legs, one of the six colors of the rainbow. Each Jewel was said to embody the pure essence of its color. This one, Ambros, had been wrought long ago into a weapon by the Kindred. 

Could Ambros help him? He felt sure that it could guide him, if only he were attuned to it. But he was no wizard!  He had never even fashioned a charm or practiced a schoolboy hex!  How could he hope to wield one of the six shards of the rainbow? 

Pushing the idea and the knapsack aside, he tried to forget about it. In the morning, which could not be long in coming, he would backtrack to where he had lost Telyn and follow her trail as best he might. 

Follow her trail? Through the marsh? 

It was true, he admitted to himself, he had never tracked anything in a marsh before. 

There is water. Water, water, everywhere. Not even a hound can track across water. 

He would do it, somehow. He had to. 

“But what if you can’t?” 

Brand gave a start. He peered around himself in the darkness, sure that he had heard a voice speak aloud. Nothing met his eyes or ears except the night sounds. Not even the Will-O-Wisp had come back to collect him. He sighed, thinking that he had been dreaming. 

Old Hob’s Lantern. 

Green. Mostly Green, and yellow and a bit of dull white. That’s what it was. It had led Telyn off into the night. What dangers did she face even now? 

She’s in water. 

He didn’t even know if she was dead or alive. He might find her tomorrow, floating in the marsh, her lovely face down and her long dark hair matted and wet. 

Up to her knees, and getting deeper. The Wisp is almost done with its game. Soon it will grow bored and drown her. 

Brand gave another start. He found that the knapsack was in his arms now and that he had hugged it tightly to his chest. His mouth was open, his jaws were slack. A cold thread of spittle ran down his chin. 

Save your beloved. 

In a loving fashion, he rubbed his cheek against the rough leather of the knapsack’s tightly cinched mouth. 

Save her.

With sudden, urgent movements, he grabbed hold of the knapsack and worked at the knot. It unraveled easily, as if by its own accord, giving his blind, fumbling fingers no difficulty.

Hurry.

Brilliant golden light, like the last dying light of a summer afternoon, streamed out to stain the gnarled trees. The trees seemed almost to strain away from it, contorting their twisted branches and shuddering. A single gray-brown leaf fell fluttering down to the marsh floor.

He paused there for a moment, stricken even as were the trees, by the beauty of it.

Hurry.

Brand reached into the sack and grasped the handle.





Chapter Fourteen

Old Hob’s Green Lantern


Brand stood woodenly. In his hand he wielded frozen sunlight. The cold mists drew back from the blazing light of the exposed Jewel. The last tattered leaves that clung to the bony marsh trees fluttered as if pained by brilliance. Brand closed his eyes for a moment and willed the axe to tell him where his beloved faced mortal danger. 

He felt nothing.

Confused, he turned about slowly, in a circle, trying to feel something, anything. All he could feel was the enemy. Enemies, many enemies. It seemed that the world teemed with them. But there was one powerful one…not too far off….

It was the Will-O-Wisp. Turning sharply on his heel, he headed off into the darkness. He felt no fatigue. He felt little, not the slippery mud beneath his tread, nor the dank cold of the night. All he felt was the cool pressure of the axe’s flat, broad blades, which he rubbed against his stubbly cheek to soothe himself. The cold touch of it seemed to clear his head of sleep and uncertainty. 

Behind him, forgotten in the dark, lay Gudrin’s empty knapsack.


* * *


For an unknown time, he trudged through the marsh, oblivious to everything in his path. Twice, unthinkingly, he swung the axe, felling trees that barred his way rather than stepping around them. He was focused, he and the axe, focused upon a single objective. Little else could penetrate their collective thoughts.

His stride was long and purposeful. He passed over a great deal of ground with each step and never paused or wavered. When he finally saw the wisp—the first glimmer of green, drifting light—there was no change in his step. He didn’t increase or decrease his pace, but rather continued on with deadly purpose. The axe now rode his shoulder, the haft of it feeling good on his collarbone. He touched the blades to his cheek again and felt the surge of coolness run through his body and his mind. 

He smiled then, and it was a wicked thing, not a smile of gladness. It was a thin, curving slit in his face, like a wound. Rather than happiness, it spoke of slaughter, gore and rapine.

He finally came to a large open body of water. Above it, six dancing, blinking balls of fuzzy light drifted. All of them were white or yellow, the green one was not present. Like glowbugs in June, the things winked on and off and flittered about with seemingly aimlessness movements. Always, however, their drifting was taking them farther out over the waters.

Telyn was there. He could see her now, wading up to her neck in the slimy pond. It was around her head that the wisps did dance, summoning her, guiding her, dragging her deeper still. As one of the lights danced close, almost touching her drowning face, Brand saw her hair floating free on the surface of the still pond. Her face was white and vague. She gave no sign of recognizing him, or her plight. 

Brand never broke his stride. He never spoke. He simply walked out into the waters where the Faerie were toying with his love. The stinking water came to his knees, then his thighs, then flowed into his high boots in a slippery flood. Behind him his cloak floated on the surface. Reaching his love, he grasped her unceremoniously by the hair and yanked her back.

She gasped and struggled, but his grip was firm. He backed up, hauling her toward the shore. Around him, the wisps moved with greater agitation. They blinked in and out rapidly and drifted around the two humans. Their reflections glimmered and rippled on the surface of the cold water.

One came close enough to Brand for him to examine it. For a moment, he was stricken. He had seen the like of it before, he realized. It was a tiny, nude female. Her form was exquisite, perfect, beyond nature. She had wings of gossamer that flittered like those of a large dragonfly. Despite her impossibly small size, she somehow exuded lust. Brand’s breath quickened and his backpedaling halted. 

Standing as if frozen, chest-deep in the pond, he gazed up in wonder at the creature. She caressed her own cheeks and ran her tiny hands over her body in a smooth, languid fashion. Still held by the hair in Brand’s inexorable grip, Telyn sought to free herself. He stared at the Faerie female in open-mouthed wonder, for the moment completely unaware of Telyn or anything else. Gradually, the other wisps began to come closer, circling around, revealing themselves to him. Each was female, each was perfect, but unique, like rare shining jewels exhumed from the hearts of individual mountains. 

Then, quite by accident it seemed, Brand touched his cheek to the axe once again. A cold shock ran through him. It was as if he had been tossed into a snowbank while in a deep, warm sleep. 

He staggered, almost losing his grip on his beloved’s hair. The tiny nude nymph floated away, shaking her head with terrible sorrow. She felt him leaving her possession, and it pained her. Her pain was almost too much for him to bear. He took a step forward, still dragging Telyn. 

“No,” he croaked, “don’t leave.”

Then the axe brushed his cheek again and his face twisted into a snarl. He saw not a tiny beauty, but a wicked cunning creature that sought to destroy him. 

For the first time, he swung the axe in anger, and it flashed with the light of the sun when it struck. The tiny nymph fell into the pond with a small shriek, one of her wings shorn cleanly off. In that instant, the other nymphs winked out and vanished. The Will-O-Wisp that they had formed together ceased to be. 

Telyn grabbed for the fallen creature, echoing the nymph’s shriek with one of her own. Brand glared down at it, and saw that it would most likely live. He let go of Telyn’s hair and reached for it, lifting the axe for a second, killing stroke.

“No, Brand!” cried Telyn. “You can’t kill her!”  She clutched the nymph to her breast and held it tightly. Then she saw Brand’s face and the shimmering light of the axe, and her face changed to one of mortal fear. 

Enemies.

Brand paused.

Evil. Slay them both.

Brand’s arm rose. The Golden Eye of Ambros blinked then, filling the pond with the brilliance of day for a moment— like the strike of silent, amber lightning. Telyn, expecting death, cried out and shut her eyes. She protected the wounded nymph as a mother would a child.

Brand’s arm rose higher still, but the axe did not fall. Within his mind and spirit a struggle went on. With a gasp, he released his grip upon the axe, and it splashed into the pond. It sank down into the stinking waters reluctantly; its light fading from brilliance to a glimmer, then a dull glow. 

Taking hold of Telyn around her shoulders, he made for the shoreline. When they neared the water’s edge, he turned back for the axe.

“Leave it!” cried Telyn.

“I can’t,” said Brand.

“Brand, you all but killed me!”  said Telyn. “The axe is evil, it urges you to kill!”

Brand looked at her, then back toward the yellow glimmering spot that marked the waiting axe. His tongue snaked out and wet his lips. He wondered no more at Modi’s longing for the axe. Perhaps the warrior had touched it once. Perhaps it had caressed his cheek, and had let him feel its cold bright power.

“…Brand!” Telyn cried. He realized she had been speaking to him, but that he had heard none of it. “The wisps, Brand!” 

Brand found he had been gazing down and had waded forward to the axe, and was now much closer to it. But the Will-O-Wisp had returned, with a new member. 

As Brand watched in horror, the new wisp rose up from the depths of pond. At first, it was nothing but a green glimmer, then a bright glow, finally, it broke the surface not a dozen paces from him. 

The green wisp was not the same, however. The green wisp was male, as perfectly formed as the females, and only slightly larger. He was caged in an old lantern of black, woven iron. His bright green glow was thus cut into many squares of shining light. Holding the lantern aloft was a gnarled hand of darker green. For a moment Brand watched as the lantern approached, shining its green light. Of Old Hob, for the moment, all that was visible was his upraised arm, holding aloft the lantern from the depths of the stinking waters. Slowly, the arm and the lantern drew closer. Around the male in his cage drifted the other remaining wisps, circling excitedly. 

Brand quailed. He shrank back, looked toward the axe—so close. He paused. His mind froze over, his will to flee the terror that approached battling with the overwhelming desire to possess the axe once more. 

“You must leave it!  Don’t touch it, you’ll lose your sanity!” cried Telyn, sensing Brand’s thoughts. 

Still, Brand hesitated.

With a sound of desperation and fear, Brand heard Telyn coming up behind him. He blinked in surprise as he saw her reach down for the axe, using her cloak to wrap it in.

“It’s mine!” cried Brand, grabbing it from her. Telyn staggered back from him, still clutching the nymph in her other hand.

It was then that Old Hob, eldest of all goblins, spoke to them. “Pray tell,” he gargled in a watery voice. “Who has stolen my youngest ward?” 

Brand and Telyn turned to face him, and knew true fear. Old Hob loomed above them, one of the grimmest of the Dark Faerie that ever was mentioned by mother to child. The figure beneath the cowl and the robe was indistinct, but seemed to be made all of random lumps and twists, with no symmetry or natural repetition of form. The exposed arm was mottled and discolored, with horn-like growths and rough-textured bumps running the length of it. The face was cowled and invisible but for the dark crook of flesh that protruded from it. This flesh was, Brand surmised, a large nose or perhaps a narrow, pointed chin. 

“Your ward? You mean the wisp?” asked Telyn, being first to regain her voice.

Brand felt little but for the urging of the axe to take it up and strike down this monstrosity that threatened him and his beloved. For the moment, he was beyond speech.

“Yes, the wisp, child,” came the odd, watery reply. Hob took another half-step closer. The River Folk took a half-step back. “I require the seventh wisp. Her husband and sisters would be sad without her.” 

The other Faerie floated in lazy circles around them, curious and listening intently. Their reflections shimmered upon the water like a half-dozen full moons. 

“You have imprisoned their male?” asked Telyn in disgust. “You keep them all in bondage this way?”

Old Hob shifted his lantern, for a moment partly illuminating the gloom beneath his dripping cowl. Brand saw a hint of inhuman eyes. They were the yellow eyes of an animal—perhaps that of a snake. 

“They are my possessions, child. Return the wisp.”

“They are such exquisite creatures,” said Telyn, cradling the wounded wisp. “I would not feel right to hand a slave back to her master.” 

“Enough!” cried Hob. He stood suddenly, and the River Folk learned that he had been hunkering down in the water, and only now rose to his true height. The vast, dripping form towered above them, standing perhaps twice the height of Brand. The indistinct form beneath the robe now took on new menace, being of greater bulk than they had previously imagined. A wave of stinking water lapped over them, and they staggered back in shock. 

“The wisp!” rumbled Old Hob, extending a grossly deformed arm that ended in a twisted, dripping claw.

“We must parlay first,” said Brand, finding his voice.

“Parlay?” roared Old Hob. His arm swung to grasp his vast mid-section. He roared with unnatural laughter. “An insect seeks to parlay with Hob? In Hob’s waters?”

“Yes,” said Brand. He gripped the axe now, holding it through two layers of Telyn’s cloak. He hoped it was enough to keep it from taking over his mind. He felt sure that if it had its way, there would be a bath of blood that would deepen this disgusting pond by a good measure. 

“Ah, yes, the Eye of Ambros,” rumbled Hob. “The other item that I require. It was good of thee to bring it into my domain. Now, cast it into the center of my pond and remove thy clothing, manling. It has been too long since I have devoured one of the River Folk— Or sired a squirming litter of rhinogs!” this last he directed at Telyn, giving her a yellow-eyed wink.

Brand and Telyn took another two steps back in unison.

“Ah now, I don’t fancy a chase!” said Old Hob. He chuckled then and the sound was menacing beyond any they had ever known. “I promise a clean kill for obedience, it is my custom.”

“I will neither run, nor yield,” said Brand, holding aloft the axe. He knew that he must seem firm, hoping that Old Hob, like all other goblins, would shy from an open and fair fight. “Should you take another step, by the Golden Eye of Ambros, I will hack your foul limbs from your body and stuff your grotesque head into that iron lantern you carry. Again, I ask to parlay.” 

Both Telyn and Old Hob seemed a trifle surprised by Brand’s words. The wisps circled with more speed and several of them began to blink in and out of sight. 

“A child wields the axe?” asked Old Hob in disbelief. 

“I am a man.” 

“It is not yet attuned to thy spirit, fool,” returned the eldest goblin. 

“It is attuned enough. Gudrin and Myrrdin have instructed me.” 

“The child wields names to impress Old Hob, even as it claims to wield one of the Nine Jewels,” said the monster. He held his lantern to his face and spoke to the green wisp inside. “What say thee, Ganleon?” 

Inside, the wisp shrank back from his master. 

Old Hob suddenly glared back at the two River Folk. “It is agreed then. First we parlay, then I shall devour the upstart and produce a fine litter by the half-breed temptress. I bade thee to speak.”

“Great Hob—” began Telyn, but he swung his great iron lantern at her so that she had to duck. 

“Silence!  I will speak only with the axe-bearer. I will hear enough of thy pitiful cries later, girl.”

Brand held his axe tightly and battled for his will. Fatigue, the axe and his natural terror fought against him. He tried to come up with something to say.

Old Hob, sensing hesitation, leaned forward meaningfully. “Hast thou no words?”

“Yes, I will speak,” said Brand. “Why did your offspring attack my clan?”

“Thou hast the idiocy to threaten me with Ambros and still ask why we sought to claim it?” snorted the goblin. A gush of discharge fired from beneath his cowl. The dark slime splattered the pond’s placid surface and clung there, refusing to sink. The River Folk wondered what other disgusting things they were wading in and felt ill. 

“If we return the wisp and promise that the River Folk won’t harm any goblin if they aren’t harmed first, will you drop your alliance with Herla?” 

“You dare speak of the Wild Huntsman so plainly, eh?” said Hob, sounding impressed. His free claw reached up into his cowl and touched his unseen face. “How is it that you speak in this matter for all the River Folk?” 

“I do speak for the River Folk,” bluffed Brand resolutely. He wondered if the axe gave him courage and put steel into his words, even when it wasn’t touching his flesh. “My Uncle Tylag is the head of Clan Rabing. I’ve been selected to bear the axe as the champion of the River Folk.” 

“Ha!” roared Hob. “Could they not have found someone younger? A teat-suckling whelp, perhaps? What hast thou, boy, twenty summers? I wager thou hast yet to bed this fine wench!” said Hob, gesturing with his free claw toward Telyn. He leaned forward a bit, his great form looming over them. The dark protruding lump that thrust out of his cowl made snuffling sounds. Brand felt sure now that it was the monster’s nose. “Yes, she has a pure smell. I’ll enjoy myself all the more after my meal. Our parlance is finished!  Now it’s time to remove thy clothing, axe-bearer!” 

“You haven’t answered my query,” said Brand. “Will the goblins cease to perform as Herla’s army?”

“The goblins wield no Jewel,” said Hob. “That changes tonight. Despite thy impudence, I will grant thee a boon of quick death, axe-bearer, for bringing me this unexpected prize—and as a fee for providing my evening entertainment.”

“You evade the question, Hob,” said Brand. “Don’t you control your people? Does Herla rule the goblin sires and their offspring, or do you?”

Hob roared in anger. His lantern swept back, then swept forward like a great mace aimed at Brand’s head. The wisp inside gripped the iron cage and fluttered his wings. His green light brightened, illuminating the trees along the shoreline. Standing waist-deep in the pond, there was little Brand could do but wield the axe. Without thought, he raised the weapon. There was another flash of yellow light and a sound like the clashing of great swords. Brand’s arms were stunned by the impact and he all but dropped the axe. Somehow, he managed to cling to it, or perhaps it clung to him. 

Brand looked up, sure to see Hob’s maw stooping to devour a foolish river-boy. Instead, he saw the bottom of the lantern had been shorn free from the rest of it, and now the green wisp was free and floating away with the circling crowd of excited females. 

Roaring with anguish, Hob now followed his own Will-O-Wisp, which led him deeper into the pond. Taking this opportunity to escape, Brand and Telyn splashed their way toward the shoreline. Another roar of anguish came up from Old Hob as he discovered their escape.

“Thou hast wronged me!” roared Hob toward their retreating backs. “No goblin shall rest until thy bones simmer in my stewpot!  And thee, wench!  Thy rhinog offspring shall feed upon their own mother one day hence!” 

Once they felt they were safely away into the trees, they paused to rest. Their breath came in painful sobs and their hearts and heads hammered with exertion.

Brand was the first to speak. “You could have left me, Telyn. I was mad to go back for the axe.”

“Wrong on both counts, river-boy,” returned Telyn in a ragged gasp. “We did Old Hob an injury, rather than making him a gift of the axe.”

“I did not mean to make more enemies for the Haven.”

“He will never be anything other than an enemy. As for leaving you, I couldn’t leave the one who had followed me on my foolish way through all this forsaken swamp!”

She came close then, and kissed his sweaty cheek. “As you would not leave me, nor would I leave you, Brand,” she whispered in his ear. She squeezed his arm. A shock of heat ran through him. Her kiss and touch were as powerful in their own way as the cold touch of the axe.

Brand looked at the axe. He thought of putting it down on the ground, but could not. The weight of it, when he wasn’t touching it directly, seemed almost too much to bear. Now he understood why Gudrin had carried it tucked away in her knapsack and why it always seemed to burden her. 

“What scares me is that I know I couldn’t have left it for my life, Telyn. The River help me Telyn, but I do love it so!” said Brand, his voice hushed and shamed. 

Telyn put her arms around him and hugged him. As she did so, a tiny squeak came from her tunic. 

“The wisp!” she cried. “I forgot about her!”  She produced the wounded creature and stretched her out upon her palm so that her legs dangled over her wrist. She was only barely glimmering with a pale radiance now.

Brand felt ashamed to know that he had harmed such a beautiful creature. 

“Don’t be glum, Brand,” said Telyn, reading his thoughts. “Even if this wisp dies, you freed her and her family from slavery.”

Brand nodded. Still, it made his eyes burn to see the wisp hurt. It was like seeing the broken body of a child and a beautiful woman, all at once.

 “Look!” Telyn hissed to him. He followed her gesture and saw lights glimmering in the trees behind them. “Hob follows us!”

Brand knew another thrill of panic. “Could Old Hob have recaptured his wisps so quickly?” he asked in a hushed voice.

“We don’t know what powers he might have over them,” replied Telyn. “The lights are approaching, we must flee.”

Brand groaned and began stumbling after her. Fleet-footed, she headed into the thickest stand of trees in sight. The only light they had was the glimmering of the axe, but it was enough to see by. Soon, they had lost themselves in a forest of vegetation. Ferns grew here in wild profusion. Giant fronds came up out of the darkness and brushed their faces like giant, caressing feathers. 

For a moment, the wisps were gone. “Have we lost him?” asked Brand. 

“I think not, he must know this land far better than we.”

“How then can we escape this monster?”

“Perhaps if we keep fleeing until dawn, he will concede the chase. Goblins rarely venture forth in the light of day.” 

Brand groaned aloud. “I’m weary beyond belief, Telyn. I fear I might collapse. Perhaps we should make our stand on a spot of our own choosing before I lose all my strength.”

Telyn looked at him in concern. “The sun should rise in two hours, maybe less.”

Brand shook his head. He knew in his bones that he couldn’t walk the swamp for two hours more. “I don’t think I can make it. Besides, if he did catch up, we might be trapped in a bad spot, too fatigued to fight.”

“You mean too fatigued to wield the axe,” said Telyn. Her face was lined with worry. “In fact, you intend to wield it. Does it call to you, Brand? Does it want you to fight Old Hob?”

Brand blinked at her, thinking about it. “Yes, I believe that it does.” 

“I’m not sure that we should trust it.”

“I’m sure that we shouldn’t.”

“It seems to want nothing but bloodshed, and tends to see everyone as a potential enemy. Like a man whose only tool is a hammer, it tends to see many nails—” Telyn broke off and pointed over his shoulder. He saw the look of fear in her eyes and fully expected to see Old Hob looming above him as he whirled. Instead, it was the green wisp, the male. He floated over the ferns, lighting them with his soft, green glow. Telyn turned to run in the opposite direction.

“Wait!” he cried to her. “They might be herding us into a trap like sheep!”

Telyn suddenly veered to the left, having just encountered another wisp, this time a female of the familiar yellow-white shade. Brand crashed through the ferns after her. He now felt convinced that the wisps had encircled them and were herding them into Hob’s waiting arms. He made a grab for Telyn’s cloak, but grabbed only big leafy fronds.

The desire to take hold of the naked haft of the axe became almost overwhelming. Slowing to a walk, he held it aloft before himself, so that the broad double-bladed head filled his vision. In the heart of the two blades shimmered the brilliant amber Jewel. In its light he saw a purity of color that had never been matched upon the earth or the heavens above. 

The Golden Eye of Ambros brightened under his scrutiny. Some small, distant part of his mind wondered if the final decision to wield the axe would be his last conscious act of will.

Something loomed up to his right, a green glowing thing. He thought to see Hob’s face. His enemy was there, the enemy that must be struck down.

Cut down the fiend.

He felt a yearning to see his enemy cut and bloody and dead at his feet. 

You must wield the axe.

Old Hob had threatened to make Telyn sire his foul offspring. This couldn’t be allowed. Death for everyone was preferable.

You must…

“—Brand?” came a distant voice. He couldn’t identify it right away, although it seemed familiar.

… wield the axe.

“Brand, they’re friendly!  Put down the axe!”

Telyn!  He had it now. That’s who it was. She was the one who must be saved. Her words, however, were lost on him.

Then, suddenly, something darted between his eyes and the Eye of Ambros, into which he had been staring most deeply. He blinked, and a flash of anger ran through him. With a growl, he moved to cut down the flittering thing.

Then he stopped. As if awakening from a dream, he found himself standing in the lush ferns, surrounded by wisps and Telyn. A tiny, beautiful female wisp had darted between his eyes and the Eye of Ambros. With a sick feeling, he looked about wildly.

“Did I kill her? I swear, I was not myself!”

“No, no, Brand,” said Telyn, putting her soothing hands on his shoulders from behind. She hugged his broad back. “You harmed no one.”

Brand looked up to see the wisp float closer to him again. She had risked her life to break the spell by passing between his eyes and Jewel. He felt ashamed to have threatened such a wonderful creature.

“But what of Hob?” he asked.

“He has retreated to his pond, I hope,” answered Telyn. “These wisps followed us. I believe they want the injured one returned to them.”

Brand nodded. Telyn produced the tiny wisp from her pocket and instantly the male wisp swooped down and took her away. His family followed him. He paused, looking back at the humans. He gestured to one of the yellow wisps, who separated herself from the others and returned to hover just inches from Brand’s cheek.

Brand was entranced and his face, which had scowled death’s own mask a minute earlier, now was wreathed with smiles.

“Not even the white lady could possess such beauty,” he said in wonder. Telyn made a sound of delight as well.

The wisp curtsied in mid-air, as if to acknowledge the compliment. She then pointed off into the swamp and made a series of short flights in that direction. Each time she returned to them and repeated the action.

Brand and Telyn looked at one another.

“Normally,” said Telyn. “I wouldn’t be the first to suggest that we follow a wisp, but this is a special circumstance.”

Brand nodded. “Indeed. This is the first time that I ever thought any of the Faerie could be trusted. I guess it is with them as Dando said, ‘Friendship is always earned, never given.’”

So saying, the two of them followed the wisp out of the fern forest and into the rest of Old Hob’s Marsh, going they knew not where. 

They followed the wisp until dawn began to lighten the sky. Ever they begged her to rest, but she urged them onward. They didn’t know where she was leading them, but hoped it was to their companions, or a way out of the swamp, or just to the cabin of a marshman who could help them. 

Just before dawn the wisp halted and pointed East, in the direction they had been going. They took it to mean that they should continue forward. To Telyn, she flittered close and caressed her cheek. Telyn smiled and touched the spot delicately. To their amazement the spot on her cheek and her hand where she touched it glowed for a time with the same radiance as the wisp.

When they looked up, they found she had gone. They cast about them for some sign of her, but could find nothing, not even a distant glimmer.

“She’s gone back to her family,” said Telyn. She still gazed down on the tiny spot, now fading, that glowed upon her fingertips.

“They are clearly creatures of the night rather than the day,” agreed Brand heartily. He sat down upon a relatively dry spot and leaned back against a gnarled tangle of tree roots. To him they were as comfortable as a featherbed.

“Ah!  I’d thought she would lead us to Snowdon before she was done,” he sighed.

“Perhaps we should keep going,” said Telyn worriedly, looking to the East. “Perhaps the others need us.”

“Surely you jest, milady,” mumbled Brand through thick lips. Already his eyes had closed. “I, unlike the wisps, am a creature of day. Also unlike them, and yourself, I need sleep.”

“But the others, Brand.”

“If they have suffered the night, they can hold another hour. I have no strength left to rescue them now, if that’s what they are needing. Besides, we don’t really know what the wisp was leading us to. Maybe this is just a garden spot of the swamp to her, and she wanted to show it to us!” said Brand, making a clumsy, sweeping gesture that indicated their drab surroundings. Even while gesturing, his eyes stayed shut. The brightening skies of dawn seemed painful to his weary eyes. 

With a sigh, Telyn sat beside him. 





Chapter Fifteen

Merlings


In the light of morning, he awoke, shivering. The tree roots had cruelly dug their way into his back and ribs, causing a dozen sharp aches and cramps. He eyed the marshlands around himself blearily, realizing that for perhaps the first time in his life he was truly and utterly lost. 

Then he noted the only source of warmth that touched him. He looked down upon Telyn, asleep upon his shoulder, and smiled. Although the weight of her slightly discomforted him and the roots that dug into his back from behind made him want to stretch, he did not move. This was a moment to dream of. Telyn slept on his shoulder, touching him. A thrill of pride and contentment and protectiveness shot through him.

The sleep had done him a world of good. He lay back and breathed deeply of the morning air. It stank, but he didn’t care. Out on his own like this, with Telyn, he felt more like a man than he ever had. It was exciting and daunting, all at the same time.

Soon, he could stand the pinching of his shoulder no longer. To relieve it, he rolled it slightly under her weight. To his disappointment she awakened almost instantly. She made a small sleep-sound that made him smile again, then she blinked at the world. She yawned and it seemed to him that even her yawn was attractive somehow. 

“Morning,” he said quietly.

“We’ve slept for hours!” she exclaimed, staggering up.

Brand winced at the pain in his shoulder and back, but tried not to let on. “Yes, we should be moving.”

“You should have awakened me, Brand,” she scolded, picking up her things. She emptied out her knapsack, which she still had after all this time, and handed it to him.

“What’s this?”

“Put the axe in it.”

“Right,” said Brand, thinking of the axe for the first time. He felt a pang of worry, but quickly found it leaning against the tree beside him. “I’ll look like Gudrin’s over-grown son with this thing moving about like a full game-bag on my back.”

The axe barely fit into the knapsack, and Brand worried that its razor-edged blades would cut through the leather. The handle poked out of the top so that there was no way to hide it.

“Well, people are going to know what you have,” said Telyn, putting her things into various pockets of her muddy cloak and tunic. “But at least there is less chance of you getting bewitched again by accident.”

“Yes. Now if I wield the axe, there will be no question that it was my choice to do so.”

Telyn glanced at him sharply. She nodded. “Let us hope so.”

After making a poor breakfast of the odds and ends from Telyn’s tunic and a few swallows from Brand’s waterskin, they set off in the direction of the rising sun. Soon, they came upon signs of merlings: a woven mesh of reeds designed to trap and drown six-legged muckfish, a clutch of sucked-dry bird’s eggs and last a totem made of a skull. The skull had braided strips of hide and was decorated with chips of colored glass. Brand recognized the totem as a crude effigy of Herla.

Brand felt a sudden urge to crush the effigy. He advanced on it, a growl emanating from his throat.

“Brand!” hissed Telyn. “Don’t!  We can’t afford the noise or any obvious signs of our presence!”

Brand halted, shoulders hunched. He sighed. “Sorry, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

Telyn nodded with pursed lips. She gave the axehandle that rode his back a long, mistrustful look. Then she continued eastward and Brand followed, feeling sheepish.

Speaking only in whispers and moving with stealth they approached what could only be a merling village. Brand had never seen one before, but knew that the best time to venture near one was in the brightest light of day, when the merlings were at their most sluggish. 

They came close enough to see the earthen mounds before the River Folk quailed. Telyn sank down behind a gnarled tree trunk and Brand knelt by her. Brand studied the village with interest. The entire encampment was difficult to spot unless you knew what you were looking for. All surrounded by a central pond, he counted six of the long, low lodges made of muck and woven sticks. All of the lodges abutted trees and seemed like unnatural extensions of the trees’ root systems. Each of the squat, cancerous mounds would have multiple secret tunnels that led into the surrounding pond.

“What do we do?” Telyn hissed.

“The wisp wouldn’t have led us here without a reason. One or more of our companions have got to be here.” 

Grabbing him, Telyn pointed to a fluttering object near one of the great mounds. It was a staff of hickory with three ribbons fluttering from it, two green and one white. One of the green ribbons was torn and partially missing.

“Our parlay symbol. If they live, they are here,” she hissed. “We must rescue them somehow.” 

“I agree,” whispered Brand. Despite the seriousness of the situation he found that it was pleasant to whisper into her ear. He enjoyed the opportunity for his lips to touch her skin. “But if they are nothing but bones in a stewpot,” —he shuddered at the thought— “I don’t wish to join them.” 

Nodding, Telyn rose up. “Wait here, I have an idea,” she said, and headed off to the right. Brand half-reached to restrain her, but as usual her thoughts and actions were one and she was already in motion. He watched her closely from concealment until she disappeared from sight behind one of the mounds. 

He sighed quietly, wondering if he would need to wield the axe again. The axe was suddenly alive in his knapsack, and almost caused him to cry out, thinking a merling was pawing him. It had shifted its weight of its own accord, as he had seen it do upon Gudrin’s back. It made his skin crawl to think of it. It was unnatural and beyond his experience. Such a thing would have sent him off screaming a month ago, but now it seemed only odd and discomforting. He reflected upon the breaking of the Pact and the great changes it had wrought upon his world. 

His thoughts were broken by a burbling sound followed by a splash. He craned his neck around the tree trunk. Telyn was a master of stealth, but she had perhaps met her match with the merlings. They had come upon her from behind, showing only their bulbous eyes above the surface of their placid pond. Lurching up out of the water with croaking sounds of dubious meaning, they stalked her. Telyn was in the middle of investigating one of the mounds, looking and listening for signs of captive humans. She turned to run, but found herself cut off.

Brand rose up and reached for the axe. Again it shifted its weight, as if eager to be out of the dark knapsack. He hesitated, wondering if he could control it this time. He drew in a breath to call to Telyn. Perhaps if he could distract the merlings, she could yet escape. He watched as she reached first for her bow, then realizing they were too close, drew her knife instead. The approaching merlings paused, hissing. It was not their way to face an armed human in daylight. They themselves clutched tridents and weighted cords from which dozens of sharp, barbed hooks dangled. These cords they slowly began to whirl over their heads. Used like a whip, they could bring a human down, tearing up an ankle or forearm in the process. 

Brand ran now, but the merlings hadn’t noticed him yet, so intent were they on stalking Telyn. They advanced slowly, allowing time for reinforcements to slither up from the pond. Telyn backed to the end of the spit of land she was on and looked with desperation to the water on both sides. 

Brand felt her fear. “No!  Not the water!  Keep to the land!” he cried out.

The merlings whirled to look at him. Telyn took this moment to slash at one of them. It’s arm oozed and it croaked in dismay. The pack of them retreated one step, then two.

More of them rose up from the pond and Brand saw he had no choice but to wield the axe once more. They were not going to give her up without a fight. With a silent pray to the River to guide him, he reached back over his shoulder. He had no need to grope for the axehandle. It slapped itself into his hand.

Ecstasy coursed through him. It began in his fingertips, ran up the palm of his hand and forearm, then seemed to linger a moment in his bicep before racing hotly into his head. His head filled with the coppery scent of hot blood. 

He ripped Ambros from the pack, not bothering with the flaps. The blades slid through the leather with ease and sang as they blazed into the gray light of the morning. Brand charged at the merlings, his face split wide with a toothy grin. Most of them fled into the safe waters of their pond, slipping into the muck and filth that meant home and safety to them. Two sought to stand before him. The first swung its weighted cord laced with gleaming hooks. Ambros slipped forward and severed the cord first, then the neck of its wielder. The creature’s head and the weighted end of the cord both flew out to splash into the murky waters of the pond. The second merling fared no better and fell into the mud clutching its spilled vitals. 

Ambros gleamed happily as it drank their small lives. These killings did not slake its thirst, however, but only brought its desire to a furious boil. Whooping, Brand felt detached from himself. Almost by itself, the axe swept gracefully at Telyn’s white neck. Brand turned the axe from slaying her with a deft twist, almost an afterthought, before he waded into the pond itself after the enemy. From his lips erupted an ancient battlesong, one he could not recall having heard before, in a tongue that was only remotely recognizable to him. 

In the water, however, the slothful merlings became quick and graceful. They fled from him with rapid flips of their limbs. One even broke the surface and flew through the air in its haste to avoid him, like a salmon leaping from the cold water of the river. Left without enemies, Brand headed for the nearest of the lodges. Standing over it, he hewed out great chunks of the thick walls. Woven sticks and muck flew everywhere. Inside, females and their offspring squirmed in the unfamiliar sunlight. Two clutches of eggs were in evidence. One of the females that brooded over them didn’t flee. She hunkered over her eggs protectively. An odd growl emanated from her throat.

Brand paused for the first time. He raised the axe and it winked. The lightning-like flash of light blinded the merlings so that they cried out, shielding their eyes. The sight of these creatures, so many maggots swarming upon meat, filled him with disgust, but still he did not strike.

The stewpot.

Brand blinked in confusion.

Look at the stewpot. It was there that they cooked your friends.

Brand looked at the crude stewpot that sat in the middle of the torn-open lodge. It was empty, but he knew that in just such stewpots, many humans had ended their lives, often boiled alive and screaming. Still, the female held her ground, protecting her young, and hissed at him. Still, Brand did not strike. 

It was here that they boiled your parents. Their skin sloughed from their bubbling flesh. 

Brand made an odd sound. He lifted the axe for a killing blow. Then, without warming, something struck his wrists and the axe dropped from his grasp. 

Treachery—-!  the word screamed in his mind as the axe fell.

 “What’s wrong with you, Brand?” yelled Telyn in his ear. “They’re coming with catapults!  They’ll pepper us with bolts from the safety of the pond!  We must flee!” 

Brand whirled on her. “You must not touch the axe!”

Telyn looked at him for a moment, then grabbed up the axe with her cloak, careful not to touch it with her bare hands. She ran with it toward the shore, splashing through the shallowest part of the pond.

“THIEF!” roared Brand, chasing her. He ignored the catapults that snapped and sang around him. Murder shown in his eyes. 

He chased Telyn into the forest, quickly outdistancing the merlings on land. When he finally caught up with her, the madness had left him.

“I—” he panted, “I’m sorry—”

“It’s okay,” she gasped out, letting the axe drop to the wet ground. “I shouldn’t have run off by myself. By the River, the thing is heavy!” 

Brand nodded. “It is heavy when it does not want to go with you, but as light as straw when you slay with it.”  He looked at Telyn. “We could have been killed, you know.”

Telyn nodded. She chewed her lip and her eyes were wide with fright. 

“I killed merlings.” he said in wonder. “It was almost like killing men. It was terribly easy, Telyn. Part of me—part of me enjoyed it.”

She just stared at him. Then he opened his arms, and they embraced, standing over the axe.

“I must learn to control it,” he whispered into her ear.

“Yes,” she said softly.

They both looked at the axe that lay at their feet. The mud of the marsh wouldn’t stick to the Jewel or the blade. As the River Folk watched, the muck seemed to turn to liquid and crawl from the surface of the gleaming blades. Brand wondered if it would eventually kill his friends…or even him. 


* * *


Tomkin searched for days before he caught up with Dando again. He’d taken to questioning wisps, who had attended the party in the marsh. Wisps were notoriously gossipy and unreliable. They did not maliciously lie, but they definitely did embellish when pressed for details. They didn’t like to disappoint their questioners, and tended make things up, lost in the moment of excitement, improving a tale to the point of distortion. 

After being led to foxholes in the dead of night, circles of stones at the bottom of waterfalls and lost Fae mounds in the Deepwood, he finally got a tip from a vermilion wisp. Grumbling and suspicious, he followed her to the foot of the Black Mountains. There, he realized she was flittering straight up a rocky cliff. That was all very well when one had wings, but the climb looked long indeed and it was barely two hours before dawn broke.

Tomkin hesitated there, staring up into the starry night after the reddish ball of color which was the wisp. She was oblivious to whether he still followed or not, so excited was she to have the attention of another of the Fae. The wisps considered themselves to be very low in status, and so accounted the Wee Folk as gentile and impressive, when to all others they were only sneer-worthy. The attitude was endearing, but consistent failures had embittered Tomkin. He sighed, staring upward after the wisp. 

He considered abandoning the quest for the night, but then something caught his eye. Was that a flash up above? There it was again! A flicker of light from on high. Something way up, perhaps on the very mountaintop…on the roof of the world. The winds and feel of the night wasn’t right for a storm. There was no thunder. If this were lightning, then it was silent lightning. Taking in a great breath, he began the climb. Perhaps, when he got there, he would at least witness something of interest.

 The climb was worse than he had imagined. When he finally reached the summit, he found a bald expanse of rock, black as pitch in the night. There was no moon riding overhead, and starlight was all he had to guide him as he walked over the mountaintop. The wisp had departed by then—her kind never had anything resembling patience. She had probably forgotten who she had led to this lonely place the moment he was out of sight, and had buzzed away to irritate another fool.

Tomkin kicked at loose pebbles and wandered the mountaintop. Then he saw it again—up close and brilliant. It was a flash of such intense blue that it appeared white. He squawked and called out: “Hullo?”

Silence met his call. He stepped forward cautiously. If it was some kind of elemental he met with, something invisible perhaps, which now hovered overhead, he had to be very circumspect. 

Suddenly, like a jackrabbit bursting from cover when a hound comes too near, a figure bounded out of hiding and sprinted with great leaps toward the cliffs.

“Dando?” Tomkin cried after the retreating figure. 

The other stopped and turned. He crouched upon a boulder and stared back at Tomkin.

“Who goes?” Dando called back.

“‘Tis I, Tomkin of the marshes.”

Dando warily leaned forward. He all but sniffed the air. He did not rush forward in welcome, which disappointed Tomkin. He had hoped at the very least to be greeted as an acquaintance. Could the other have forgotten their night of fun so quickly? Tomkin wondered what was it like to have so many friends you could forget one of them.

“Tomkin?” asked Dando. “The bumpkin from the marsh, you say? What do you want?”

Tomkin hesitated. He decided not to ask about more parties and pranks with his fellows. Somehow, if that was his purpose, he felt it would make him feel small in the eyes of the other.

“I have news. Something seeks thee.”

Dando laughed. The sound was sudden and bitter. “That I know bumpkin—better than I wish to!”

“Perhaps my efforts to find thee were a waste of time,” Tomkin said, becoming annoyed. “Good night.”

“No, no,” said Dando, hopping closer. He was off his boulder and quickly covered half the distance between them. “Speak, please.”

Tomkin huffed. “There is something—a dead-thing—that wishes to find you and two others. Its name is Voynod.”

Dando gave a sudden, sharp intake of breath. “The Dark Bard. Yes, I know he seeks me. I do not seek him, however.”

“Pity,” said Tomkin, turning to leave. He could see clearly there would be no party to be had tonight.

“Wait!” cried Dando. “What dealings have you had with this other? Does it follow? Are you in its service…or its debt?”

“Neither.”

“Then tell me your tale.”

Tomkin told him how he had met the Bard standing at the very spot of their party the day after they’d met. Dando seemed worried as the meeting was detailed.

“They are so close behind now,” he said. “I don’t think they will give me the time I need.”

“What?” Tomkin asked.

Dando shook his head, but stepped closer. “Tomkin? Have you ever thought of changing things?”

“Like what?”

“Like our lot in life. The role of all Wee Folk. We are the fools of the Fae, you know. Not even the River Folk consider us more than nuisances.”

Tomkin shrugged. “Better than being a wisp.”

“Perhaps,” conceded Dando. “But I believe we are capable of much more. I have found power, Tomkin. I—I seek to wield it for the good of our Folk.”

“Power?”

“Think!” Dando said, coming close now. He reached a hand out toward the heavens. His other hand, Tomkin noted, stayed tucked into his tunic. There was a bulge there Tomkin had not noticed before. 

“Think of the world as a different place,” Dando shouted. “A place where we are not the rabbits of Cymru! Must we forever run from anything that threatens us?”

“Fast rabbits live long lives.”

“Perhaps,” said Dando disdainfully. “But they are humiliating, fearful lives. Do you know why we play our tricks? Why we delight in them so?”

Tomkin considered. “Because they are so much fun?”

“But why are they so fun to us?”

Tomkin shrugged.

“Because, my friend of the fields, we seek revenge.”

“Revenge? For what?”

“For every slight given us over the centuries! For every scrap tossed down to us! Long have we been dogs under the tables of the masters. We have been the butt of every joke since the dawn of time, and our only way to fix things up until now, the only way to balance our accounting, has been through trickery and pranks played in the night.”

Tomkin considered the other’s words seriously. They did ring true to him. Had he not enjoyed the pranks immensely? Had he not sought Dando far and wide, precisely to feel that sensation of comradery and power as a Folk again? He looked at Dando with new appreciation and nodded slowly. “What is better than tricks played by moonlight?”

Dando threw an arm around Tomkin, and although it made Tomkin want to squirm, he allowed it. 

“Power, Tomkin. True power. That is what I speak of. You are not like the others. There is steel in your spine. Can I call upon you when the time comes? In my hour of need?”

“Will there still be parties and pranks?” Tomkin asked.

“Absolutely!”

“Then yes,” Tomkin said slowly, uncertain as to what he promised.

“Excellent!” Dando cried, clapping him on the back. 

Tomkin turned him a flat stare, which the other seemed oblivious to. Dando strutted now upon the dark rocks. His excited eyes shone with reflected starlight.

“Leave me now to my work, Tomkin,” he said.

Tomkin cocked his head and appraised him closely. “Which Jewel hast thou?” 

Dando looked startled. “Jewel?” he sputtered. “I’m sure I don’t know what you speak of!”

“May I see it?”

“No!” Dando said, hopping backward.

“Very well,” Tomkin said, nodding. “Be careful, brother. Do not let it consume thy soul.” With that, he left Dando on the roof of the world and began the long descent, hopping down from rock to rock. Pebbles dislodged and trickled down with grit from the cliffs, but never did he stumble.

Dando looked after him with disquiet.





Chapter Sixteen

Tomkin Returns


Days later, Brand and Telyn were still lost in the endless swamp. It was morning and Brand awoke with a groan to another day of gray skies and bone-chilling cold. Telyn was already up, having taken the last watch. She had a smoky fire going, and worked hard to keep a stinking mass of wet wood and dried peat moss alight. Several large gigged frogs roasted on a spit over the flame. One of the frogs spasmed when the flames seared its dead foot. The frogs made Brand think of the merlings he had slaughtered. Vaguely, he wondered if merlings and frogs tasted alike. He hoped he would never find out. Despite a slight feeling of disgust, he salivated at the smell of the roasting frogs. They had been on slim rations since they had lost the skiff. 

When the frogs had been seared and smoked to edibility, Telyn sawed off a leg and tossed it to him. “Toasted to perfection!” she said.

“Thanks,” sighed Brand. He gnawed the half-raw, half-charred meat hungrily. 

“Shhhh!” hissed Telyn, gesturing for him to be quiet.

“Wha—?” began Brand.

Telyn made the shushing gesture more furiously. She was eyeing the marsh around them intently. Brand ate faster, wanting to fill his belly while he could. He too, eyed the trees with unease. He had learned to trust Telyn’s senses as they were keener than his own. 

“Something stalks us,” she whispered after a time.

Brand only nodded. He took a grip upon the knapsack, hoping he would not need to lift the axe again and wondering if he would kill Telyn this time if he did. Who stalked them? More merlings? Old Hob himself? Some other darkling Faerie, intent upon the power of the axe?

Both of them heard a sound at the fire. They whirled around to find a tiny figure standing on its tiptoes, sawing away at their food. A frogleg came loose and the creature sat down and began munching contentedly on their breakfast.

“Tomkin!” cried Telyn softly.

“What are you doing here?” demanded Brand. He felt protective of their meager supply of food.

The manling shrugged, then grinned. Too many white teeth were shown. “Hast thou already forgotten? ‘Tis the week’s end.”

The River Folk nodded in sudden comprehension. “But what of Myrrdin? Why did you come to us instead?”

Again, the manling shrugged. He paused to swallow a great lump of frog meat before speaking. “Thy great clumping feet are the simplest to follow.”

“Yes,” Telyn said. “The spell wasn’t specific as to who he should report back to.”

Tomkin made no response, but simply ate more of the meat. Suddenly concerned that he might want more of their meager supplies, Brand hacked off another leg for himself and set to work on it. While he was up, he rotated the spit again so that the rest of the meat wouldn’t burn while they talked.

“So, Tomkin, make your report!” urged Brand.

The manling slid its eyes to meet his, taking another great bite of the frog meat as he did so. He finished the meal, licking the bone clean. Rather than discarding it into the fire as Brand had done with his first one, however, he waved it in the air instead.

“What dost thou wish to know?”

Brand frowned. The creature was not going to make this easy. “Who has Lavatis?” he asked.

“I know not.”

“You mean you haven’t seen the Jewel?”

“I have seen wielded.”

“Then who has it?”

“I know not.”

Brand glared and began to make an angry retort. Telyn raised her slim hand to calm him.

“Tomkin, who had the Jewel when you last saw it?” she asked.

Tomkin slid his eyes first to Telyn, then to Brand. He gave Brand a smirk. “Dando.”

“Dando has the Blue Jewel?” said Brand, almost shouting.

“I know not,” said Tomkin, grinning now.

“What do you mean, you—” began Brand, enraged. The axe that still rested in the knapsack on his back shifted suggestively. It was as if to say: Slay the little liar.

Again, Telyn intervened. “Brand, he means he saw Dando with it, but he can’t know who has it now, as that was probably days ago.”

Brand sat back down in disgust. He took another frog leg from the fire with a ripping motion, not bothering with a knife this time. Juices dribbled down into the fire, causing it to hiss and spit.

Tomkin said nothing, but now put the bone he had held into his mouth and crunched down on it. His powerful jaws flexed and the bone cracked. He sucked the marrow out loudly.

“I give up, Telyn,” grumbled Brand. “You talk to him.”

“Where is the Jewel now?” she asked.

“I know not.”

“I mean, where was the Jewel when you last saw it?”

Tomkin made a vague gesture over his shoulder. “Out yonder, across the swamp.”

Brand grunted in displeasure.

“Tomkin, where was Dando when you last saw him? Was he alone? Were there others there besides you and him?”

“Out yonder. No. No.”

It was Telyn’s turn to sigh. She organized her thoughts before continuing. Tomkin’s black eyes reflected the dancing firelight like two tiny jewels. “Were there other Wee Folk with him, besides yourself?”

“No.”

“Were there merlings with him?”

Tomkin shuffled his feet. “No.”

“Was Myrrdin or any other member of our party with him?”

Tomkin looked uncomfortable. “Yes, and no.”

Brand growled like an animal. “Why are you being so difficult, manling?” he demanded.

Tomkin turned on him as if surprised. He pulled the pouch Myrrdin had forced him to wear out of his shirt and waggled it at him. “When thou art tied with a leash, child of the River, Tomkin will enjoy watching as thy red tongue joyfully licks mine hand as thy revered master.” 

Brand strove to remain calm. He shook his head as if to clear it. Anger came so easily to him now, perhaps it was some sorcery of the axe. “Look. Let’s work together. The Wee Folk have Lavitis, is this not so?” 

Tomkin shrugged. “Dando does, at any rate.”

“Okay, then. And we have Ambros, correct?”

Tomkin narrowed his eyes. “What ship crosses thy mind, human?”

“Well, we have a Jewel, and so do you, and while Herla wants both….”

Tomkin grinned. Strips of frog meat showed in his sharp white teeth. “An alliance?” he gave an odd hoot of derisive laughter. 

Brand held back his rising anger. “No, nothing so grand. Not an alliance, but rather a temporary, mutual agreement of sorts.”

Seeing that Brand was doing well enough, Telyn took this opportunity to cut loose another frog leg and began to eat. She sat back and watched them with raised eyebrows.

“Speak thy mind plainly,” said the manling. He stood up to take another frog leg.

Brand frowned at the little man who so freely took his food, but managed to say: “Help yourself.”

Tomkin looked surprised that the food was offered. He sniffed it suspiciously. After a time he seemed more trusting and sat back down. While he ate Brand organized his thoughts. “Herla wants all the Jewels. Until recently, neither the River Folk nor the Wee Folk have possessed one. Our holds over them are weak, we aren’t yet fully attuned. At least, I know this is the case with Ambros.” 

Tomkin said nothing now, but continued eyeing him with surprise. Brand figured that he was probably shocked that Brand was so foolishly offering this information. Brand decided he had to offer something or the manling’s information would be so difficult to extract and untrustworthy as to be close to worthless.

“What I’m suggesting is that we pool what information we can more openly, more as a trade, with the purpose of keeping our prizes to ourselves.”

Tomkin snorted. “How can thy meager knowledge help Tomkin and the Wee Folk?”

Brand shrugged. “Would you say that it is better for us that you have Lavitis rather than Herla, and better for you that I wield Ambros rather than the Dead? The Wild Huntsmen will only use their power to gain dominion over more of the Jewels.” 

“Agreed.”

“So, anything we can do to protect one another helps both sides.”

Having gnawed the second frog leg down to the bone, Tomkin waggled it at him. “But there is no reason to trust the River Folk. Tomkin knows better than that.”

“Let’s start small. Friendship is never given, but always earned,” he said, repeating Dando’s words.

“It is always so,” agreed Tomkin, looking at Brand with new respect.

“I suggest an exchange of information. Question for question, answer for answer. The more complete your answers are, the more mine will be as well. Agreed?”

“If my question comes first.”

Brand hesitated. What would the creature ask him? What would he be betraying with his answer? Tomkin eyed him with great intensity as he debated with himself, which didn’t make it any easier. Finally, he sighed. “Agreed.” 

Tomkin bounded to stand on his feet on the rock he had been using as a seat. He peered up at Brand like a merchant eyeing a fool with a fat purse. Little seemed to delight one of the Wee Folk more than a battle of wits. “No dissembling, now!” he shouted.

Brand shook his head. Tomkin leaned forward, so much so that it seemed impossible that he did not topple to the ground…but he did not. In Brand’s knapsack, which lay at his feet, the axe twitched as the manling’s shadow fell over it. Brand nudged it with his foot to quiet it, as one might calm a growling dog. 

Tomkin tossed the frog bone into the fire with a flourish. He rubbed his hands together and performed a series of standing hops. “What to ask? What knowledge to be gained?” 

Brand waited in increasing apprehension. He looked to Telyn, but she only watched Tomkin with the same fascination, if not quite the usual delight, that she displayed when in the presence of any of the Fae.

Tomkin whirled upon Brand, jabbing the frog bone at his eyes. “How many times hast thou wielded the axe?”

Brand blinked in surprise. He had expected a question about the strength of the Riverton Constabulary, or perhaps something about Myrrdin’s activities as the first question. “Ah, let me think….”

“No thinking!  No fabricating!  No deceptions!” screeched the manling. He bounded about from foot to foot upon the rocks now, the smoky firelight reflecting in his shiny black eyes. 

“No, no. I just don’t recall right away. Let’s see, the first time was when I went looking for Telyn and found…ah, found her. The second time I almost wielded it against the wisps, but the spell was broken….”

“Wisps?” interjected Tomkin. “But did you wield it?”

“No…no, I wanted to, but didn’t. Then there was this last time, at the merling village…I’ve wielded it twice now, I guess.”

“Twice!” shouted Tomkin. He was hopping about now, extremely agitated. He slashed at the air with the frog bone and Brand had to crane his neck to follow his movements about their crude campsite. “Tomkin is a fool, thou ken! Tomkin will believe cats dance on pins! Tomkin wouldn’t know a lie if you yanked his furry ears, would he?”

“You don’t believe me?” asked Brand in surprise. “It didn’t seem such an amazing thing, after all.”

“Cheat! Liar!” screeched the furious manling. “Thou hast forfeited thy question! The game is at an end!”

“But he did wield it twice, Tomkin,” said Telyn gently.

Tomkin whirled to face her. In a single bound, he cleared the fire and stood in front of her. “Why should Tomkin believe the word of a troublesome woodwench?”

“Because it’s true,” she said simply and evenly, facing him without flinching.

Tomkin stared at her for a moment longer, and Brand felt an urge to defend Telyn. The axe twitched at his feet, as if to offer him a solution to his difficulties. He wondered if it truly sensed his emotions. 

Brand held his anger in check again and soon Tomkin came back around to his side of the fire. He did it in three conservative leaps, almost hops, the last ending with him in a thoughtful sitting position back on the rock he had originally claimed.

“Do you believe me?” asked Brand. 

“Ah, thou hast asked thy first question,” said Tomkin, eyes shining again. 

“No, no,” said Brand. “I just wanted to know if we could continue now.”

“Tomkin will believe—for now.”

Brand thought for a moment. “What is the best course for us to rejoin our companions?” 

Tomkin spread out his tiny hands in surprise. “First, find them. Then hail them as friends, and perhaps walk together out of this marsh.”

“That’s no answer!” barked Brand. “Look, if we are going to trade information, it must be done in a way that helps one another. If you want more from us, you must give me more than that. Remember, with all our party collected, the Jewel is doubtless safer from the Huntsman than it is now.”

Tomkin produced a tiny bright blade and set to work carving a frog bone. “Very well, thy friends are holding court, if such a thing it can be called, with the merling king. That is where to find them.”

“But which direction? How do we find them?”

Tomkin trimmed off the ends of the frog bone to form a hollow tube. He made an off-handed gesture. “Too much for one question.” 

“I asked what course we should take,” argued Brand stubbornly. Again he felt a red heat rising up his neck. The creature was being almost as difficult as before.

“Follow the river upstream until it is but a trickle. It lies to the east.” 

Brand sat back, taking a deep breath. Now all he needed was a night clear enough to see the stars and he could navigate his way back to his companions. Later, he might even be able to get out of this miserable swamp.

“Tomkin’s turn,” said the manling as he drilled a tiny hole into the white bone. “How many hast thou slain with the axe?” 

Brand eyed him in surprise. Again, the question was not what he was expecting. The manling was busy with his flute, or whatever it was he was making, but Brand sensed his tension underneath. He really wanted to know the answer.

“I’ve killed two merlings, but no men.”

At his words Tomkin bared his teeth. They were as white and wet as the tiny bone he worked. “Two times. Two slain,” he said aloud. He shook his head as if in disbelief, but this time he didn’t call Brand a liar.

“My turn,” said Brand. “Is Myrrdin a prisoner, or is he free to go from the merling king’s court?”

Tomkin grinned. “A little of both, child of man. A little of both.”

“What do you mean?”

“He is not in a cage, but neither would he dare to leave right now from the king’s nightly feast table.”

“Is Dando with him?”

“Ah, ah, ah!” said Tomkin, shaking his head and tsking. “Mine question first.”

Brand sighed, but said nothing.

“Twice thou hast wielded Ambros, and twice thou hast slain with it. Clearly, thy will is great enough not to wield it now, though the urge is plain to see in thy gross hands. Hast thou ever put it aside, once wielded, by thy own will?”

Brand had to think again. “Yes, the first time I did. The first time, the axe urged me to kill Telyn, but I managed to let it fall from my grasp. The second time, Telyn aided me again by knocking it from my grasp.” 

Tomkin tossed a curious look at Telyn, then slid his eyes back to Brand. “I see. Thou hast a second—as it must be.” 

“A second? Oh, yes, Myrrdin did speak of that,” said Brand, rubbing his stubbly chin. “Since you seem to be so interested in the axe, I will ask about Lavatis. Had Dando already stolen the Jewel from Oberon when we met him in the hayloft?”

Tomkin’s demeanor changed as Brand spoke. Instead of casual interest, he now seemed intent on delivering his answer. He hugged his odd, knobby knees up to his body and stared at Brand. “Stolen is a tricksy word. The Wee Folk are ever accused on account of it.”

“But did he have it at that time?” repeated Brand.

“Of course.”

Brand nodded and smiled at Telyn. “That’s why he was there, then. He was on some kind of mission for the Wee Folk, he had the Blue Jewel, and even then was scouting out the Amber Jewel.” 

“Do you think he meant to steal it, too?” she asked.

Brand shrugged. “Possibly, although I’m hard put to envision such ambition. The axe is dangerous and twice the size of any weapon the Wee Folk could hope to weild. Maybe he was just spying, or trying to aid us so that Herla didn’t have too easy of a time.”

“Perhaps we should just ask our friend here,” said Telyn, nodding to Tomkin.

“Turn and turn-about,” replied Tomkin to their questioning glances. “This turn is mine, river-boy. What odd tricks has the axe performed thus far?”

“Ever back to the axe,” sighed Brand. “Let’s see. It has tempted me to slay my friends—make that anyone I meet, if they seem unfriendly in the slightest.”

“And…?”

“And it flashes occasionally. It gives off a great flash of light that blinds everyone around but me.”

Tomkin nodded slowly. “The wink of Ambros’ Golden Eye,” he said. He gestured for Brand to continue.

“Well, that’s about it.”

Tomkin’s face wrinkled. “The crime of omission is as grave as any other!”

Brand shrugged, liking the creature less by the minute. He felt an urge to smash the manling, but contained himself. “It does seem to affect my emotions, if that’s what you mean. Right now I feel like cutting you in two.” 

Telyn made a tsking sound, but Tomkin only chuckled. His next question he asked in a hushed whisper. “Does it ever speak to thee?”

Brand shuffled his feet and stirred the fire with a blackened stick he’d been using as a poker. “Not exactly.” 

“Evasion!” accused Tomkin. He bounded up from the rock and flourished the flute he had fashioned from the frog bone. The tip of it he held leveled at Brand’s frowning eyes.

“Okay, yes,” said Brand. “I’d hoped not to mention it, but yes, it does communicate words to me, now and then. I’m not sure how.”

Tomkin nodded, calm again. He returned to his perch upon his rock and began to play his bone flute. While they listened to the odd, beautiful music, Brand and Telyn ate the rest of the toasted frog meat. The tiny notes warbled and thrilled, playing one lonely tune after another. None of them were known to the River Folk, but yet each seemed somehow familiar. It was as if wind, rain, sun and stones played the songs of their lives. Brand felt as though he had heard the music on every first fresh day of spring in this life, but always before with his heart rather than his ears. 

Brand gave a start when the fire popped and sizzled while consuming a wet pocket in the peat. It had burned down low somehow, and looked like it was close to going out. Had he dozed off? He looked around in surprise. At first, he couldn’t see Tomkin at all, but then he spotted him, rummaging through Telyn’s gamebag. Then he thought of the axe. Had the little thief somehow made off with it? He looked down and was surprised to see that the straps of the knapsack were wrapped around his ankle. The axehandle was still there, sticking out of the cut flaps and resting on his shins like a sleeping pet. Brand couldn’t recall having put it there. 

At his attention, the axe twitched—just a fraction of an inch—but it was enough to set Brand’s skin to crawling. 

“Tomkin!” Brand shouted with great volume. He was gratified to see the manling give a startled hop. “What are you doing, man? You have another question to answer!”

Telyn, almost as startled as the manling, slipped and almost fell forward into the fire. She had been dozing with her chin on her hands. She shook her head and spotted Tomkin as well, making a sound of disgust. “That little trickster! He charmed us and now makes free with our meager supplies!”

Tomkin glared at them. “Tomkin had accepted thy invitation to dine,” he said sternly. “If that invitation is now withdrawn, then this meeting is now done.”  So saying, he gathered up his flute and headed for the thickets.

“Not so fast!” shouted Brand. “You owe us a question yet!”

Tomkin made a dismissive gesture. “Not so. The first question was a gift. The game is at an end.”

“So! You have all the answers you care for,” said Brand slowly, putting it together as he thought Corbin might have. “Now you wish to skip out without honoring the last of the bargain. You seek to break your word.”

Tomkin reacted as if stung. “Have a care, river-boy,” the manling growled, showing his teeth.

“Will you answer our last question?” demanded Brand.

With poor grace, the manling returned to his perch. Glumly, he tossed the frog bone flute into the fire. To Brand’s surprise, it caught and flared up into a tiny blue eye of flame that soon burned away to nothing.

“Has Dando yet dared to touch the Jewel Lavatis, to wield it?”

Tomkin studied him intently for a time, cocking his head as if listening for something. He grinned then, showing those teeth that had tasted of both Corbin’s flesh and Myrrdin’s. “In truth, I can’t be sure. But I fear that he has. Lavatis is no less seductive than Ambros…perhaps it is even more so.”

Stunned by the detail and honesty of Tomkin’s reply, Brand was quiet for a moment, mulling it over. “Is the game at an end then, or do you wish to pose another question?”

Tomkin sighed. “The game is at an end.”

“Before you go, however,” spoke up Telyn, “I have another proposal.”

Tomkin eyed her curiously. It seemed that the offer of a bargain always intrigued the Wee Folk. Brand filed that fact away for future use.

“Speak, witch,” said Tomkin.

“I propose that you lead us to Myrrdin and Dando, that we travel together.”

Tomkin hooted with laughter. His whole demeanor changed in an instant. He bounded about the camp, laughing derisively.

“Now hold!” Telyn shouted at the bounding form. “We have something to offer! Your freedom!”

Tomkin halted his bounding and sprang to alight before her. He crouched there, wiry knees bent as if to leap away again. “Speak!” 

“I propose that if we reach Myrrdin, you will be freed of your geas.”

“Thou hast not the craft, witch!” screeched the manling, suddenly enraged. “Promise not that which thee cannot deliver!” 

“Ah, but I think I can!” Telyn shouted back. “Brand here is the Axe-Bearer, the Champion of Ambros the Golden! You know this to be true.” 

Tomkin whirled to eye Brand speculatively, then whirled back to face Telyn.

“We aren’t powerless. We will both swear to honor the bargain. I propose that we do all we can to break this spell, with Myrrdin’s help or without. I’m sure he will honor our agreement, in any case.” 

Tomkin’s eyes slid back and forth. His hands moved up to his chest, but didn’t touch the bag that hung around his neck. It was plain that the thing pained him, that wearing it hurt his pride greatly.

“Well?” asked Brand. “Will you be a slave for the next year or a free creature of the fields?”

“Thou must try to free Tomkin first!” he said.

Brand shook his head. “That would be risky. I’d suggest we try to find Myrrdin first.” 

There was a long moment of silence between them as Tomkin considered the bargain. “Tomkin agrees…” he said at length, “but, since my freedom is not certain, a boon shall I claim.”

Brand glared at the manling. “You will not taste of my blood as well, you wretched creature.”

Tomkin chuckled. “No, the frog meat was enough. My wish is to see the axe…to gaze into the depths of Ambros.”

“But why?” Brand asked suspiciously. The axe twitched at his feet, roused like a growling dog.

Tomkin saw the twitch and seemed fascinated by it. Taking slow, cautious steps, he approached the knapsack. “Tomkin has reasons.”

“No,” said Brand. Suddenly, he hated the vile creature more than ever and the urge to pull out the axe and strike it dead was almost overwhelming. 

“Brand,” said Telyn. “We need his help. It is a small thing. There is no danger.”

Brand blinked several times and bared his teeth. “Yes,” he growled finally. “I’ll allow it.”

Tomkin’s face split wide with a savage grin then, and the yellow light of inhuman desire shown in his black, glass-like eyes.

Not daring to touch the haft of the axe, Brand moved with great care to ease the weapon partly from the knapsack. The axe remained quiet until the Jewel at the heart of it was revealed in the gray morning light. Then it flared into heatless incandescence. Amber light glared into their faces and lit up the swamp around them. Each of them cast giant shadows upon the encircling trees. Brand squinted and gritted his teeth, but didn’t take his eyes from Tomkin lest the creature choose this moment to attempt some deception.

Tomkin was clearly not in the mood for deception. He halted his approach and took two short, blind hops backward. He hissed as if the light burned his skin. The leather sleeves of his tunic covered his eyes and only his white teeth showed, grimacing. “Stop the light!” he cried.

“I can’t control it,” said Brand. “Wait, it will die down in a moment.”

Even as he spoke, the flaring light weakened and died down to a dull, amber glimmering. Tomkin resumed his approach. He took even greater care than before. His hands worked and rubbed at one another nervously as he came close to the axe. 

Brand was almost amused by Tomkin’s trepidation. “If it frightens you so, why bother with it?” he asked.

Tomkin only snarled at him and continued his terrified approach. He stood before the axe finally, or rather crouched there. The amber light of the Jewel reflected in lusty yellow glints from his eyes. A thread of saliva slipped from his sharp white teeth as he gazed into the depths of the Jewel.

Brand felt tension take hold of him. He realized now that Tomkin was a demon, an imp, a creature of darkness daring to creep forth to touch the forbidden light of day. When Tomkin’s trembling hand extended a long thin finger and snaked forward slowly to touch the Jewel, Brand made an involuntary sound of disgust and rage. Tomkin seemed to hear nothing.

“No Brand!” shouted Telyn, standing and taking a step forward. Brand looked down to see that his hand had reached down of its own accord, and now held itself poised above the haft of the axe. Right then he knew, with crystal cold clarity, that if the little devil defiled the Amber Jewel with its unwelcome touch, he would wield the axe and strike it dead for its gross presumption.

Just then the axe shifted. It was not so much of a twitch this time, but more of a lurch. Like a wounded creature trying to regain its feet, the axe heaved up its haft and left it wavering, close to Brand’s waiting palm.

Whatever spell Tomkin had been under broke then, and he leapt back from the axe like a cat springing away from a striking snake. Landing a dozen feet off, he hissed and sputtered, speechless.

Brand stared down at his hand and the haft of the axe, just bare inches apart. Sweat sprouted upon his brow.

“Brand,” came a soft whisper in his ear. “Kiss me instead.”

Brand turned his head slightly, and there was Telyn, at his side. Her hand now gently clasped his wrist. He let his arm relax and the axe dropped back to the ground in defeat. Then he turned and he did kiss his beloved, deeply.

Tomkin’s snide chuckle brought them back to themselves. “Now Tomkin sees how your second operates!” he declared, hooting with laughter. “What a novel way to distract him from the bloodthirsty spell of the axe! Impressive, it is!”

Ignoring him, Brand bent down and gently nudged the axe back into the knapsack. He unwound the straps of it from his ankle and slung it on his back. Again, it was heavy, a dead weight that pulled at his shoulders.

“Saved your life I did, Wee One,” commented Telyn.

“That might be, witch,” agreed Tomkin. “Let’s be off, the sooner to remove this accursed millstone from my neck.”

The others agreed. They gathered what gear they had and broke camp, setting off across a steaming bog. Soon they were lost in the gray morning mists.





Chapter Seventeen

The Redcap


With a curse, Brand stomped on yet another hissing snake, jumping over its writhing coils. It escaped his boot and splashed away into a bubbling pool of steamy water that showed the location of one of the numerous hot springs in the area.

“Another snake!  May the River drown them all!” Brand complained.

“At least that one wasn’t so large that it chased us off!” said Telyn brightly as she sloshed by him. 

Eyeing her, rather than the treacherous muck, Brand stepped upon an orange, fleshy, bulb-shaped pod. It popped beneath his heavy tread. A vile gray discharge sprayed his boots. The stench was overwhelming. 

“Aggh!” he cried aloud. “I crushed another of those disgusting pods!”

“Human skulls, they were once,” commented Tomkin from up ahead. He stood lightly upon another of the large pods and tapped at it with his walking stick. His weight wasn’t enough to break one open. “Legend says that these growths are the final remains of thy ancestors. ‘Twas here they fought the Faerie upon this last of battlefields before being driven from their strongholds to the north.” 

“Driven?” asked Brand. “So the Dead Kingdoms to the north are conquered ground, taken by the Faerie?”

Tomkin made an airy gesture with his walking stick. Brand wished that the pod beneath him would suddenly give way and coat him with the clinging goop inside. “That’s one view. But only the darkest of the Faerie dwell there now. Only Wraiths, ghosts, bogies and worse things….”

“As I understand it—” interjected Telyn,  “—war and magic destroyed the land and so ravaged all life there that wheat won’t grow, nor can sheep graze. People moved to the Haven and settled it as a matter of choice.”

Brand grunted in reply. He was busy making sure that he stepped on nothing even more vile in these northern reaches of Old Hob’s Marsh. The Dead Kingdoms. That would explain why the land seemed more sickened with each step they slogged forward into the Marsh. The mud was past ankle deep and felt like cold porridge. If it was all like this, no wonder his ancestors had left their ancient homes and fled to the Haven. 

“How can even the merlings like it here?” he asked aloud. “With each step the land grows worse. Wetland it is, but everything here rots and withers.”

“Few human hunters are here to break open their lodges and slay their young,” commented Tomkin. He bounded ahead, crossing two or three of Brand’s paces from one flotsam to the next without so much as soiling his boots.

“Fair enough,” muttered Brand.

Morning shifted into afternoon, then approached evening. Taking few breaks, they began hunting for a relatively dry and wholesome place to pass the night.

“What’s that?” asked Telyn, pointing off into the deepening mists of twilight. A darker shadow hulked among the skinny web-work of tree trunks.

“Looks like a building of some kind,” replied Brand. “Ruins, doubtless.”

“Better to spend the night in a tree,” said Tomkin, looking at the ruins with distrust.

“Well said for you, but I weigh more than a skinny housecat,” replied Brand. “These trees are too frail and rotten to support my weight, to say nothing of comfort.”

Tomkin only shrugged and smiled with his unsettling rows of sharp white teeth. He followed them toward the ruin, but now no longer led the way through the marsh. Brand forgave him his cowardice; he was no stout warrior, after all.

The ruin was that of a fallen tower they surmised after inspecting it in the failing gray light. Raised mounds running off to the north and east indicated that walls had once been attached to it. 

“These old walls once faced the river,” commented Brand, patting the blackened chunks of stone that still protruded like broken teeth from the ground. It gave him a certain sense of pride mixed with sadness that humans had once built such structures.

Tomkin still stood at the foot of the dry land that bordered the ruin. He fidgeted there uncomfortably.

“Come on, Tomkin,” called Brand. “There seems to be nothing to fear. The knights all died centuries ago.”

Tsking in irritation, Tomkin bounded up the slope. “We’d best leave here,” he said. One of the ancient blocks of stone crumbled a bit beneath even his light tread. He skittered back from the falling stone nervously.

“Ha!” laughed Brand, putting his hand on his waist and grinning widely. “A human creation that makes the Faerie nervous!  I like this place!” he declared. 

Indeed, he did like it. It had a feel of home to it, a feel of something lost that he’d never felt the loss of until now, when he’d rediscovered it. The axe too, liked it here. He could sense its moods now, after bearing it for several days. It seemed buoyed up in his knapsack, almost floating of its own accord, rather than weighing him down like a great stone across his back. 

Tomkin studied him closely for a second or two. He nodded curtly, making a decision. “It is a human place. Tomkin will not stay.”  So saying, he bounded back down into the marsh and toward the sounds of the river to the west.

“Wait!” called Brand. “Ho there, what of our bargain?”

“Tomkin will return on the morrow!” cried the disappearing figure. Already he was only a faint moving shadow in the mists. “If a morrow there will be for thee!”

As Tomkin vanished into the fog and his voice became faint with the muffling effects of the clinging mists, he cried the final words, “Watch for redcaps…”

Telyn appeared at Brand’s shoulder and they looked together after Tomkin, who was gone. “Perhaps we should find a better place, Brand,” she said in concern. “I don’t know what a redcap is, but I don’t want to find out.”

“Nonsense,” snorted Brand. “I’ll not be put out of the only dry land in ten leagues by the words of a coward such as that.” 

“Is the axe affecting you?” she asked quietly. She looked up at him in concern and he softened. 

“A bit, perhaps,” he admitted, “but aren’t you curious about this place? This is a lost piece of our history. It is a part of us, Telyn.”

Telyn’s eyes traveled the shrinking circle of space that she could see in the growing darkness. She sighed. “We’d best be getting a fire going before we lose all of our light.”

“Right,” he agreed, almost giddy at the prospect. He slapped his gloves together and knocked the muck from them. “Ah, but it’s good to not be sliding with every step I take.”

They made camp quickly inside the broken tower. The walls only rose up twenty feet or so at the highest, but inside they were relatively warm and sheltered from the winds that came up along the river. They built a fire and the light flickered upon walls that had perhaps not known such a human presence for many long centuries. 

“There must be a reason why we have never heard of such a place in the Haven before,” said Telyn after they had eaten such rations as they had left.

“There is,” said Brand, eyeing the walls. He reached out and ran his finger around one of the great stone blocks, drawing its outline. Dry moss peeled away at his touch. “I believe we are just outside the borders of the Haven,” he said quietly.

Telyn gasped. “You’re right. Somehow, I don’t know how, but I know that you’re right.”

“There’s no need for fright,” said Brand lightly. “Since the Pact ended, one side of the Haven’s border is as safe as the other.” 

“Perhaps,” said Telyn, sounding less than convinced. She huddled forward as if trying to gather more heat from their tiny fire. 

The night passed uneventfully until Brand awoke with a start sometime after midnight. He wondered groggily what had awakened him until he felt another light rapping upon his shoulder.

He turned with the beginnings of a smile. Perhaps Telyn had changed her mind about waiting and wished for his attentions, clumsy and oafish although they might be. He groped behind him, but found that Telyn was not there. 

The haft of the axe shifted again, right before his eyes, rapping him on the shoulders, once, twice. Then it lay still. With a sharp intake of breath, he came more awake, but didn’t cry out. He was used to its fitful slumbering by now.

Lying there, he wondered vaguely what had disturbed it. Had a field mouse threatened the campsite? Perhaps it had sensed a low-flying owl or a croaking frog.

As he laid there, almost dozing off again, he became aware of a sound. It was a wet, lapping sound—very quiet. It was not unlike that of a pet cat drinking from a saucer of cream. 

He rose to one elbow slowly, quietly, and looked about. The fire had burned low, but still cast good light. The red coals reflected heat from the tower’s walls. Telyn was on the other side of the fire, asleep. Brand frowned at this. It should have been her turn at watch, unless she had fallen asleep and had never awakened him for his turn. But that was unlike her, she was not the slothful type and seemed to rarely sleep in any case. 

His eyes widened as he saw the thing bent down before her. It resembled one of the Kindred, but was smaller. It definitely wasn’t a goblin or a Wee Folk, being heavier-built than that. In one hand it carried what looked like a small mace. In its free hand was an object of some kind, which it was dipping down toward Telyn’s arms. 

With a roar Brand heaved himself erect and lunged for the creature, stepping right through the dying fire as he did so. The fire flared up as he passed through its heat briefly. Sparks and smoke shot up around his boots, and he was glad all in an instant that he had not removed them to sleep more comfortably. 

The thing turned and snarled at him. It was a manling of sorts, but with far less human features than Tomkin. It’s face was charcoal, its eyes a sickly yellow. It raised its small mace in challenge and struck at his knees. Surprise and pain flashed through Brand; the creature was much stronger than it looked. Then he fell, and the thing was on him. He grappled with it, trying to keep it from his face. Growling like a feral dog it snapped and swung his mace at him. There was no time to free the axe, so Brand dug his thumbs into the corded muscle that served it for a neck. 

There was a deafening crash and his vision left him for a second. The creature had brained him with its mace. He clung to consciousness and strove to shake off the blow. He squeezed harder, while it sought to bite his hands and tear with its claws. 

Brand felt it gouge his hands. He rolled the thing into the fire, still holding it at arms length. It made a keening sound and struggled free of his grasp. A shower of sparks and looming flame gave Brand a good look at its face. It seemed mad, animal, even demonic. Telyn’s blood flecked its dark lips. Once free, it climbed the walls of the tower like a squirrel and crouched there, glowering down. 

Watching it, Brand checked Telyn’s wounds. He saw with great relief that she was not dead. Her chest still rose and fell. Blood spilled over her cut wrist. The creature had been dipping its cap into her blood and drinking it. Besides the blood running from her wrist, which he quickly stanched with a tourniquet, there was a sticky spot on the side of her head. It was clear that she had been knocked senseless. 

Brand made ready to draw forth his axe should the creature show any signs of attacking again. He tossed its small mace into the fire and added more wood as well. The creature had also left its cap behind, the only scrap of clothing that it appeared to wear. The cap was thick and wet with Telyn’s fresh blood. Brand was disgusted to think that the creature had dipped its cap into her blood to drink. Brand tossed the cap into the flames to burn with the mace. Something in the shadows above him hissed in hatred. 

The rest of the night passed uncomfortably and sleeplessly. Brand watched the tower walls all night in nervous anticipation, but the redcap did not return. By dawn Telyn was conscious and Brand no longer cared for the ruins.





Chapter Eighteen

The Dark Bard


“A merry good mornin’ to thee!” cried Tomkin, coming through a breach in the stone walls. The first pink light of dawn was at his back. He grinned at them.

Telyn and Brand jumped at his greeting. They still watched the tower walls with bleary-eyed suspicion. “Thanks for the warning,” said Brand bitterly. “The red cap nearly killed Telyn.”

“Oh, did it now?” said the manling with mock concern. “Ah, and I see thou hast learned the reason for its curious name.”

Telyn tugged at her crude bandage, reworking it in the brightening light of day. She had very little fresh cloth left as they had spent so long in the marshes now and the muck seemed to penetrate everything. 

After they made no reply, the manling continued on, “Tomkin’s never seen a redcap up close, but there are many legends of them. Believe it or not, thy luck was good last night that thine eyes can see the morning today.” 

“No thanks to you!” shouted Brand. “You could have stayed on, helped us guard against the beast, but no, you could think only of yourself.”

Tomkin looked honestly surprised. He hopped forward and perched upon a tumbled stone block that was big enough for a Wee Folk dance floor. “What of it? Kinfolk of mine would expect no more, so why should thee?” 

“What good is a companion that knows of danger yet skips out with barely a warning at the first sign of trouble?” asked Brand, seeing that the creature really didn’t understand and seemed curious about his reasoning. “A group, a team, works together for the benefit of all.”

“Why? This is one of the things most puzzling about thy breed. Such an arrangement might work well for sheep, but what could possibly keep thinking beings from abandoning one another in the face of any real threat to the—herd?” asked Tomkin, eyes glimmering in amusement.

Brand frowned at the reference to people as thoughtless sheep, but tried to ignore it. “It is as you say, our Folk stick together. We are social and trustworthy by nature, and despise treachery as among the worst of crimes.”

“Fascinating!” exclaimed Tomkin. “So the natural act of any thinking creature is considered a wrongful thing.”

“In a sense, yes,” admitted Brand. “For the good of the group, each individual suffers something. It is like an unspoken bargain between us all.”

Tomkin nodded. “This explains somewhat why thy Folk could maintain the Pact. Ever it has seemed a mystery to the Faerie.”

Brand nodded. This time he was surprised. He had not considered Tomkin a thinking creature. He had seemed more animal than anything else before, but now seemed to be intrigued by the philosophies of humans as much as any of the Faerie he had encountered. Brand was beginning to wonder if the Faerie were as curious about and mystified by humanity as humans were by them.

“Since we seem to be trading questions again, Tomkin has one,” said Tomkin offhandedly.

Brand glanced at him, and then nodded.

Tomkin crept closer, crossing his stone block perch to the very limits and leaning over the edge toward them. “Did thee, by chance, wield the Eye of Ambros again last night?” 

“No,” replied Brand.

Tomkin studied him for a moment then retreated again, frowning. Brand wondered why he looked dissatisfied. Could it be that he had set them up, wanting Brand to be forced to wield the axe again? It seemed far-fetched, but Brand stored the thought for the future. Tomkin, if there ever was a doubt, couldn’t be trusted beyond his own self-preservation.

After a meager breakfast of waterleeks from the river and safe mushrooms from the marsh, Telyn declared herself fit to travel. She still looked a bit pale in Brand’s critical eye, but he supposed it was better to move on than to stay in the ruins. They broke camp and followed the mounds that were the fallen western walls of the ruins. As they marched upriver, their backs crawled with the scrutiny of unseen baleful, eyes. Brand felt sure that the redcap watched them from some dim crevice among the tumbled stone blocks.

The walls went on for a great distance, and Brand began to wonder at the size of the place. It seemed bigger than all Riverton!  “I believe all the people of the Haven could reside within these walls, if this one we march along is matched in length by the others.” 

“‘Tis true, thy breed is far less common now than in olden times,” agreed Tomkin.

“We are mice rattling about in the bones of dead giant,” said Telyn. 

For a time they trudged in silence, the only sounds were those of their boots scuffling on mossy stone and dead leaves. But then something else drifted on the wind to their ears.

“What’s that sound?” asked Telyn.

“‘Tis music!” declared Tomkin, springing up with sudden energy. “It took thee long enough to pick it out!”

“Yes, I think it is music,” said Telyn. She stopped marching and turned toward the river.

“I still hear nothing,” said Brand, straining. He was not in the least surprised to learn that his ears couldn’t match Telyn’s. He’d known that since childhood.

Then part of the natural sounds of the world around him shifted. It seemed that the wind’s random sounds melted in to the chatter of the water passing over rocks and the creaking of the swaying trees. Slowly the music grew until it became clear to him—a dark melody of somber beauty. It spoke of death and decay and the rebirth from the dark soil of new green shoots. Vaguely, he knew that this couldn’t be the work of men or merlings. None had the craft it took to make music that was so entrancing. 

Abruptly, the music stopped. All of them blinked in surprise. There before them, at the water’s edge, shrouded in white mists, stood a tall figure on a horse of dappled gray. It was the dark man that Brand had seen days before on the cliffs above the river. It was Herla’s lieutenant, the bard of the Wild Hunt. 

“The dark bard,” whispered Telyn aloud.

“Pleased to meet you all,” replied Voynod. His voice was courtly and rang with even tones in their ears.

Brand looked around to see if others of the Wild Hunt were possibly approaching, but saw nothing. In fact, he saw nothing of Tomkin, either. Evidently, the Wee One’s sense of self-preservation had taken precedence once again. 

“I wish a word with you, if I might,” said Voynod.

“We are on a journey, sir, and must be off,” said Brand. He shouldered his pack and began to make his way along the fallen walls. After a moment’s hesitation, Telyn followed him.

Voynod walked his horse along the shoreline of the river, pacing them. Brand wondered if he knocked the bard from his mount if he would truly turn to dust as Gudrin’s story had foretold.

“I wish to discuss the axe,” said the bard after an uncomfortable silence.

“Do you speak for your master?” asked Brand.

“I do.”

“What message do you have from him?”

“My master wishes to know if you account yourself the Bearer of Ambros…or the Wielder of Ambros.”

Brand hesitated only a moment before replying. “Gudrin was the Bearer of Ambros. I am the Wielder of Ambros.”  Upon his back, the axe seemed to shift slightly, and even lighten itself somehow. Yes, definitely—Brand felt lighter on his feet. He wondered if it was changing its own weight or perhaps giving his legs more strength. As his legs still ached from the night spent on the tower’s stone floor, he suspected the former.

“You realize that you are but a boy of the Haven?”

“Yes,” admitted Brand.

“You’ve had virtually no training at arms, nor have you had much time to attune yourself to the Jewel. Declaring yourself a Champion seems a trifle—shall we say—overreaching.” 

Brand shrugged. “How is it that you know so much of me?” he asked, attempting to apply the lessons he had learned from Tomkin. The trick of conversing with these beings was to gather more information than you gave. 

“A sprinkle of silver, a sprinkle of fear. A few muffled screams in the night. Such information is easy to obtain.” 

Brand felt a chill. For the thousandth time in the last week he wondered what events now transpired back home in Riverton and across the Haven. What evil deeds had Herla and his huntsmen performed in pursuing him and his companions?

“Do you wish to discuss the formation of a new Pact?” asked Brand on impulse.

Voynod laughed. “Surely you jest. My master has worked for centuries to end the last one!”

“Yes, but a new Pact with different terms may be more to his liking,” said Brand.

Brand was startled by a quiet voice that erupted seemingly at his feet. 

“Now who speaks of treachery, river-boy?” muttered Tomkin, who had appeared again beside him. He moved in Brand’s larger shadow, just inside the ruined walls so that Voynod couldn’t see him.

“Ha! What’s that?” cried Voynod from the shoreline. “Did my ears detect a squeaking? Yes, long we have thought that you have had help from our least trustworthy of allies.” 

“It seems you have many untrustworthy allies,” said Brand, thinking of Old Hob.

“Alas! ‘Tis true. So many of the Faerie are fearful of darklings, shades that were once human. They suspect that we have as much humanity in us as we do Faerie. And perhaps they are right.”

Brand thought that he himself was more akin to the Faerie than to cursed Dead such as the Wild Huntsmen, but he held his tongue.

“But to answer your question: no. My master does not wish to reforge a new Pact with the Haven at this time. What I am here to ask for is the surrender of the axe. In return, my master has offered to allow you and your companions to return to the Haven unmolested.”

Brand snorted. He felt the axe shift on his back. It grew tense like a dog bristling for a fight. “What of the Haven’s borders? Will they be respected as before by the Huntsmen?”

“Alas, we cannot promise that,” said the bard, putting the sound of real feeling into his words. “After all, we must feed.”

Brand’s mind was brought hard around to thoughts of Gudrin’s stories. The hound that Herla carried and forever waited to alight would drink only fresh human blood. Murdering cannibals they had all become, deepening their damnation. The thought of them running free in the Haven, hunting men and women like stags, filled him with revulsion and anger.

“Then we have nothing to discuss!” he shouted. “I would sooner slay the lot of you than let one hoof of your accursed horses stand free in the Haven!” Upon his back, the axe squirmed like a thing alive. But he didn’t reach for it, not yet.

Brand stood facing Voynod. The dark bard paused now too, and stood motionless on the shoreline. Brand noted that no steaming white puffs of breath came from the horse, nor the rider. It dawned on him that neither of them were breathing at all.

The silence lasted for only a few seconds, but it seemed an eternity. Brand felt waves of hatred and evil strength, willing him to stand aside, to cower, to yield the axe, but he stood firm. The growing anger in him was becoming a rage. He bared his teeth with an animal desire to battle the bard.

“So be it,” said Voynod.

The horse reared, then came down and set off in a gallop. The huntsman charged. Hooves thundered, kicking up great clots of rotting earth. The mists swirled and churned around the horse and rider, and something flashed silver as Voynod drew his sword. An unearthly cry erupted from his hidden mouth.

Brand backed two paces, to the far side of the wall. He knew nothing of how to face a horseman on foot. The only logical thing seemed to be to jump aside at the last moment and swing the axe as the rider passed. Surely, the horse would have to slow as it got to the top of the mound where stone blocks jutted up like broken teeth from and old man’s gums. But even of this, he could not be sure. He wouldn’t have been surprised if the Huntsman had taken off into the air and flown, still galloping. 

Brand saw the tiny, bounding form of Tomkin, disappearing into the mists. He could hardly blame the creature for taking flight, but still, it was disheartening to be so wantonly abandoned. Brand looked to Telyn, never having felt greater fear than this moment. The Faerie and the merlings, they had been almost wholesome when compared to this cursed, animated corpse. Their eyes met, and he saw his fears mirrored in her eyes. She struggled with her bow. She tried to ready it, but her injured wrist was making it difficult. It seemed inevitable that he would be forced to wield the axe again this day. He hoped that they all survived it. 

Brand reached up for the axe, but hesitated. He could feel the haft straining to meet his gloved hand. Voynod was almost upon him, charging up the slope to the fallen walls. Making the decision that he would have to wield the weapon, come what may, Brand reached for it.

But the rider was slowing. Unexpectedly, a blue twist of glowing light ran across the horse’s chest and flashed up into Voynod’s face. The horse and rider together made unnatural, undulating sounds. More bolts of magical light leapt up from the very ground the horse tread upon and chased one another about the bard’s body. The horse was slowed to a straining walk. Brand realized that the castle walls must have some protective spell upon them that the bard had awakened.

“Slay him!” urged a voice at Brand’s feet. “Slay the bard now, whilst he is preoccupied!”

Brand glanced down at Tomkin, then at the huntsman. He realized that the manling was right, there would likely be no better opportunity, but somehow the fact that the huntsman was no longer a deadly threat stayed his hand. Besides, there was Telyn, who was also urgently speaking to him.

“— don’t, Brand!  I don’t trust this little blighter,” she said, indicating Tomkin with the toe of her boot. “All he seems to want is for you to wield that axe. Perhaps that is Voynod’s purpose as well.”

Brand nodded, and let his hand drop a fraction. Voynod, by this time, had given up trying to overcome whatever charmed barrier the old walls held against his passing. Hissing his displeasure, he and his unbreathing horse withdrew down the slope to the shoreline again.

“Clever, river-boy,” he said, “no doubt well-planned. It is to your credit that I had forgotten of Castle Rabing’s ward. But my master has tricks of his own to overcome such ancient charms. They will not stop his powers. You can’t hide forever in the fortresses of your dead ancestors.” 

With that, he galloped off into the mists, heading upriver. Soon, the sounds of the horse’s hooves faded into the chatter of the river.

“Castle Rabing?” asked Brand, aghast.

Telyn spread her hands and shook her head. Both of them looked to Tomkin, who perched nearby in a stunted tree upon a twisted black branch.

“So quickly does thy breed forget thy own roots!” he cackled.

“So you knew what this place was?” demanded Brand. “Again, you have withheld valuable information.”

Tomkin cocked his head and gazed at him unconcernedly. He seemed curious as to what Brand was going to do about it.

“And no, I’m not going to take up the axe and cut you in two for this, either. Although I’d rather enjoy it,” said Brand.

“Castle Rabing,” said Telyn, as if tasting the words. “Brand! Here, you are a lord!” 

Brand looked about the place. The sun was a glowing disk in the sky now, trying to burn through the heavy layers of mist. It was having a tough time of it. He wondered if it was true, that his ancestors had owned and ruled this place. He had thought it had been only the influence of the axe that had led him to like it before, but now he wondered.





Chapter Nineteen

The March of the Rainbow


Soon after facing Voynod they reached the final tower along the riverfront. Ahead stretched an endless expanse of mist-shrouded swamp. The stench of rot was worse now than before. The trees were fewer and all looked like twisted black skeletons. Their imploring branches reached to the gray skies but found no relief there.

“This truly must be the Dead Kingdoms,” said Brand, gazing down into the dismal scene.

“Indeed,” said Tomkin. “‘Tis not a lovely place.”

“How can anything live here?” demanded Telyn of Tomkin. “Where is this merling king? Where are you leading us, trickster?”

“Tomkin is leading the way to the merling town!” said Tomkin indignantly. “Never are the Wee Folk believed!  Ever is our word questioned!” 

“Okay, which way is it, then?” asked Brand, leaning on the walls of the last fallen tower.

“Upriver!  ‘Tis almost to the headwaters we go!”

“But how can anything live?” demanded Telyn.

“The river still runs sweet and pure at its source,” said the manling, his voice almost a growl. “There, the merlings can live and there they are safe from attack as no sane being would cross this swamp to pester them.” 

The humans had to concede the logic of this argument, and so with heavy hearts they agreed to follow Tomkin back down into the swamp once again. Before they had gone a hundred paces, Brand was already casting wistful glances back at Castle Rabing, which seemed an oasis by comparison. The redcap seemed less terrible with each step he took. 

They marched much of the day through the endless swamp. After a time, subtle undulations began to appear in the land. Soon after they came upon low green hills cut with gullies filled with inky scum-coated water. Their spirits rose as it seemed they might escape the accursed swamp. 

As they topped a ridge, there were signs that a storm brewed ahead of them. A cold, wet wind blew in their faces and the clouds overhead moved in an unusual circular pattern. Tomkin seemed concerned over these developments. He mumbled to himself and spoke no more to them. He took to trotting over the dryer land, bounding like a hare from stone to stone. Brand and Telyn were hard put to keep up with the tireless manling. They called to him, but their words were sucked up and devoured by the growing winds. Finally, the storm clouds let go their bounty and lashed them with rain. Lightning flashed and boomed. 

“Where is he going?” shouted Telyn. 

“I don’t know, but we can’t lose him now!” Brand shouted back into the storm. “Finding the merling stronghold is one thing, we can do that without him, but getting our fellows back is quite another!” 

“Look!” cried Telyn pointing to the east. A great flashing grew in the east and loomed closer each moment. It was as if lightning there had somehow been gathered up and held in a fist. As it moved closer, the lightning lashed out, twisted and rumbled, as if trying to free itself. 

Brand and Telyn climbed to the top of a rise upon which Tomkin had halted. From this vantage point, the stronghold of the merlings was finally revealed. To all sides lay higher and higher hills, where the headwaters of the river that fed the marshes began. Lying surrounded by these hills was a great wetland filled with the low mounds of the merlings. Brand was surprised by the number of them. There were perhaps as many mounds as there were homes in Riverton. Encircling the wetland was an earthen wall, ranging from ten to perhaps twenty feet in height. The top of the wall bristled with spear-like shafts to discourage anyone trying to scale them. The only break in the walls was the great gate of woven reeds that spanned the river. Brand supposed that for the aquatic creatures, the river was the only road in or out that mattered. 

Tomkin ignored the town. He faced the east, where the fistful of lightning approached. He threw up his tiny hands to the skies, as if beseeching the heavens. Wind-driven rain lashed him but he stood firm, crying out words that Telyn and Brand didn’t understand. “Dando!  Dando!” he cried over and over again, mixed with a torrent of what sounded like curses and lamentations. 

“What’s wrong? What’s happening?” shouted Telyn, kneeling beside the creature in concern. He ignored her and continued to cry aloud in distress. 

It was then that Brand saw the leading elements of the Wild Hunt. Just as Riverton children imitated each spring festival, the Hunt was led by a host of the Wee Folk, runners like hounds that bounded about with reckless speed before the hunters. 

The first of the shadowy hunters followed, then a burst of coursers came up the very rise that they stood upon. Brand grabbed Telyn and toed Tomkin with his boot. He pointed toward the approaching host and Tomkin seemed to come back to himself. He gave a look of surprise to Brand, clearly not having expected the warning. He led the way to the far side of the rise where a tumble of rocks, trees and thick brush served to cover them. They took cover and watched as the Wild Hunt flowed by on all sides of them toward the merling town. 

The Wild Huntsmen came silently. They wore skins that flapped and fluttered about them. Some wore helms, but most had wide, low-brimmed hats that hid their faces. They carried boarspears and swords of gleaming metal. With reckless speed, the Wild Hunt swept up to them. Brand could hear nothing of them until they were engulfed by them. It was not until the coursers were but ten paces away that their sounds crashed over them like an ocean wave. There was nothing but deafening sound, the roar of what seemed a thousand hooves thundered and shook the ground so that speech was impossible. Frozen with fear, the three of them huddled in their shelter, praying that they would live through it. 

One courser paused near them on the top of the rise. Brand eyed him in wonder. Black cloaks fluttered over him and his horse. Atop his shoulders rode the head of a great stag, its antlers boasting a score of points. All his face was hidden but for the eyes, which shown a ghostly shade of lavender. There was a second, smaller, dimmer set of crimson eyes of another creature that crouched upon the back of the horse. They turned of their own accord and those evil eyes met Brand’s.

Then the courser put an odd, curved horn to his lips. Tatters of flesh from whatever great beast’s skull the horn had been torn from still clung to it. The courser winded the horn. A long, clear note rang across the merling town, cutting through the rumble of hooves and the drumming of the rain. Then the figure was gone, rejoining the charge down to the walls of the merling town. 

Brand knew he had laid eyes upon Herla, and that the bloodhound that had shared his horse with him for nine hundred years had laid eyes upon him. He was speechless with terror. Never had he felt such malevolence emanating from a creature. 

When they could hear one another speak again, Telyn and Brand plied Tomkin with questions. “What’s happening?” demanded Brand. He reached out to grab and shake the manling, but paused at the savage glower he received. 

Tomkin bared his teeth at him, and then spoke. “The Wild Hunt comes, is it not clear?” 

“What about the storm? Is Dando wielding Lavatis?” asked Telyn. 

Tomkin grabbed up his hair in both hands and tugged wildly. “The fool!” he cried. “He has not the craft!  He’ll go feral and all will be lost!” 

Down below, they watched as the coursers passed over the walls. They didn’t even pause at the fortifications, but simply leapt into the air and sailed over the walls. In a steady flow, the coursers swept over the walls as if jumping a fallen log. 

“How can they do that?” cried Brand. “Why couldn’t we hear them until they were upon us? What magic do they possess?” 

“Herla wields Osang, fool!” Tomkin snarled at him. “Embedded in the Dragon’s Horn!  Osang is the Lavender Jewel, the Shadow Jewel, which rules sight, sound and movement!  Hast thou been taught nothing of the world?” 

A crash nearby brought their attention back to the bundle of lightning, which marched down now toward the merling town. Brand gazed into the heart of the lightning, and after a moment he knew what he was seeing. 

“The Rainbow!” he gasped. Telyn looked to him in shock. “He has summoned the Rainbow!  Just as Oberon did in Gudrin’s story!” 

“It marches to meet Herla,” said Telyn. “It is the most terrible beauty I’ve ever seen.”

Indeed, thought Brand, it was a beautiful thing. A shimmering giant that shown with every color, the Rainbow was the entity that dragged the reluctant lightning with it. It was the eye of the storm. It came to the walls and passed over them without breaking stride. With each footfall lightning struck, blasting to blackened husks trees, mounds and merlings alike. 

Tomkin made a strangled sound. He sprang up and ran out into the lashing storm and down the slope toward the walls.

Brand started after him, but Telyn tried to stop him. “It’s too dangerous, Brand!  We can’t face such powerful beings!”

“We must not lose him!” exclaimed Brand. “If Corbin and the others are with Dando, then perhaps we can slip by and help them escape in the confusion.”

“You’re mad, Brand!  The axe is addling your wits again!” cried Telyn.

Her words were lost on his back. He heard them, and knew the truth of them, but the call of Ambros was too great. The battle of its siblings had perhaps excited and strengthened it. He was all but helpless to resist it. 

As he rushed down the slope in the rain, half-falling, half-running, his eyes rarely left the towering image of the Marching Rainbow. The only part of it that didn’t rapidly shift colors was its eyes, which shone a steady blue. Brand knew in his heart that the pure, deep blue of its eyes exactly matched the color of the Jewel Lavatis. 

He was hard put to keep up with the bounding form of Tomkin. Even Telyn couldn’t have run with greater speed or agility. Tomkin bounded like a wild hare, like a hunted deer fleeing for its life. He headed not for the gates that crossed the river as if it were a road, but instead toward the spot where the Rainbow had stepped into the town. There, its foot must have brushed the wall, for the top of it had been blasted by lightning, and great chunks of steaming earth were all that remained in the breach. 

Brand reached the breach and plunged through it, running into a sludgy marsh of interconnected ponds. Running not as roads, but as boundaries between property lines perhaps, were relatively dry pathways a few feet across. Brand raced after Tomkin along these toward the center of the town, where the lodges were larger and multi-story and where the Rainbow stood now, laying about with its great fists. 

In the center of town, the Wild Hunt met with the Rainbow. Stooping to smite the galloping horsemen, the creature blasted craters in the earth and muck of the merling town. The largest lodge in the town was splattered with flying mud and wet burning sticks. Clouds of white smoke and steam rose from the scene, but Brand could make out the relatively tiny forms of the huntsmen, slashing and stabbing at the shimmering stuff of the Rainbow’s legs. Hunks of flashing intangible flesh were cut from the creature’s legs. The gauzy material lay steaming and shimmering in the mud, the chasing colors of it dying slowly, dimming like a guttering lamp that drinks and burns the last of its oil. 

Brand was close now, so close that one of the coursers galloped past him, and could easily have struck him down from behind. But the huntsman was clearly intent on charging the Rainbow’s legs. Shrieking a weird, inhuman battle cry, it thrust its boarspear into the mass of the leg. A swinging fist swooped low as the huntsman passed and swept the rider from his mount with an explosive blow. Brand watched as the rider melted, still shrieking, into the earth. The undying horse, now riderless, took a few trotting steps before it too, stumbled on brittle legs and turned into a heap of dust on the wet earth. Brand vowed silently to never doubt the truth of Gudrin’s stories again, should he be so fortunate as to hear another. 

Brand soon was near enough to the Rainbow to make out the tiny figure that stood beneath it. Between the vast spread of its shimmering legs, Dando stood, working his limbs even as the Rainbow itself did. It was as if the Rainbow were a great puppet and Dando its puppeteer. 

Then Brand saw the Jewel in the amulet that Dando bore on his breast and which flashed rhythmically, perhaps with the beat of the Wee One’s heart. As if in response to the sight of its sibling, the axe squirmed in his knapsack. 

Take it.

Brand licked his lips. Abruptly, it seemed to him that the rest of the battle quieted and dimmed. Ghost-like, the huntsmen continued to circle and cut at the legs. The Rainbow twisted and stooped, swinging its great limbs at them. Brand saw all this only as a set of flickering, dream-like images. Nothing other than the throbbing light of Lavatis mattered. 

Cut the Rainbow’s feet from under it and take the Jewel.

Brand’s hand moved up of its own accord to hover over the haft of the axe. He paused there, trembling. 

“Hold it, Brand,” said a voice in his ear.

Startled, he twisted around. A leering face met his eyes, and he wanted to strike it, but soon recognition set in.

“Myrrdin?” he asked. Then he felt a strong hand clasping his wrist. Twisting the other way, he was shocked again. “Corbin?”

They paused only to smile before urging him to take cover with them behind the blasted ruins of a great merling hall. Modi was there too, and gave a rare slow smile at Brand’s gaping mouth.

“How did you escape?” asked Brand.

“How did you find us?” asked Corbin in amusement.

“I followed the Rainbow,” said Brand with a grin. He pointed up at the monster that all of them gazed at.

“Shhhh!” admonished Myrrdin. “If you can contain yourselves, we might yet live through this day!  Watch the waters at our backs!” 

Even as the reunited party hunkered down, the merlings finally made a counterattack against these invaders of their town. A jostling, croaking horde of them rose up from the waters of the nearby ponds and charged into the whirling melee. They fought bravely, but most of them were quickly cut down as if out of hand by the huntsmen. A few perished beneath the swinging limbs of the Rainbow. A few managed to thrust their weapons into the Rainbow and once three of them pulled down a huntsman with their barbed cords. Horse and rider melted together into the earth, but the merlings knew this victory only briefly, and were soon routed from the scene. The few that splashed out into the safety of the waters dragged their flopping wounded and dead comrades with them. 

“A brave assault for merlings. It does them credit,” said Myrrdin.

“Better that they all die so that we’d be free of them,” grunted Modi.

“Perhaps we should find a way to retire before one side or the other wins this fight,” suggested Corbin. “It seems that there is little we can do.”

“I could wield the axe,” said Brand. He couldn’t hold back the words. The urge to charge in and face two of Ambros’ siblings in open conflict was all but overwhelming.

Myrrdin looked at him with great concern. “No, no. You aren’t ready yet. Have you wielded it on your journey here?”

“Yes, twice,” replied Brand. He eyed the Rainbow speculatively. The axe had great cutting power. A few low sweeps could perhaps sever the monster’s foot. Then finishing it would be easy. 

“Twice!” exclaimed Myrrdin, shocked. “Have you slain with it?”

“Yes, two merlings.”

Myrrdin shook his head in amazement. “It is indeed a wonder that you live. You have not yet been attuned to the Jewel fully. To attempt to use it again without proper instruction will almost certainly drive the Jewel feral and leave you dead soon after.” 

“What do you mean?”

“When the wielder of a Jewel isn’t strong enough to tame it, the Jewel takes over, going feral. It performs with mindless aggression in most cases until it destroys its master. Ambros is particularly famous for acts of savagery that eventually kill its champion. But we have no time for this talk now, we must retreat. Where is Telyn?” 

Brand blinked in surprise. He had all but forgotten his beloved. This bothered him, as it showed the intense grip the Jewel had over him. “I—I left her in the hills outside the town—”

A great crash interrupted him. The merling king’s palace had fallen in upon itself and now burned with great choking clouds of steamy smoke. Flaming sticks and smoldering chunks of earth splashed over the battlefield. Dando was taken by surprise and hurled to the ground. The huntsmen took this opportunity to dash in and hack desperately at the creature’s legs. One of them finally gave way at the ankle and the Rainbow dropped to one knee. It grasped about itself like a fallen man, destroying whatever it touched. A howling sound, like that of a hurricane wind whipping around stone crags, erupted from it. It seemed to go mad then, flailing with its limbs. Grabbing up merlings and burning them with its very touch, it hurled their crushed, smoking bodies far out into the outlying ponds of the town. 

Beneath the monster, Dando struggled up and moved again. A shock ran through the Rainbow. It reached down beneath itself and grabbed up Dando. Brand thought he could hear a tiny shriek of pain, but it might have been the wind. In a long sweep, the arm rose up to the gaping maw. Dando disappeared within it. Brand gave a gasp, wondering what it might be like to tumble down that cavernous, incorporeal throat. 

The Rainbow shuddered again and struggled to rise. Its missing foot made it topple again. Reaching down, it grabbed its lost foot and placed it back onto the end of its leg. The torn, shimmering material of its body flowed together. Making smoothing motions, it melted the leg and foot back together again as if molding clay. In moments the foot was reattached.

“How does one kill such a thing?” asked Brand in a hushed voice.

“Elemental spirits can’t really die,” replied Myrrdin. “How can you kill a rain cloud? How do you destroy a gleam of sunlight? It is the same with the Rainbow.”

“But what will it do now that Dando is dead? Will it carry the Jewel in its belly forever?”

“No. If Dando dies, the creature will soon lose form.”

“If?” said Modi with a grunt of amusement. “How can you say if? How could anything live after having been devoured by a monster?”

Myrrdin shrugged. “I’ve never been in the belly of the Rainbow myself, so I can’t say.”

“Stranger things have happened while one bears a Jewel,” agreed Gudrin solemnly.

“Whether Dando is dead or not, it seems clear that the creature no longer has a master, and thus knows not what to do,” added Corbin.

“Yes, it has gone feral,” agreed Myrrdin, his face grim.

There was no doubt of that. 





Chapter Twenty

Escape


They watched as the gigantic living rainbow rose up again to its full height. A look of uncomprehending agony remained fixed on its face. It gave off a wailing sound like that of storm winds over sea rocks then set off toward the river. Each tremendous foot swept forward as it picked up speed into an incredible run. Every footfall shook the earth and sent up explosions of sparks, water and mud. The Wild Hunt gave chase, their mounts gliding over the waterways and ponds as if they galloped across hard earth. Herla winded Osang again and its long, clear note rang from the walls and the hills beyond. Brand was reminded of hunters chasing down one of the rare great elk that were sometimes found in the Deepwood. 

“How can they do that?” exclaimed Corbin. “What keeps the Wild Hunt from sinking into the mire as any creature should do?”

“Osang does,” replied Brand, bringing startled looks from Myrrdin and Gudrin. “Herla wields the Lavender Jewel, which has power over sight, sound and movement.”

“Well said,” Myrrdin grinned. “You have learned a thing or two since last we talked, Champion.”

Modi gave a grunt of disgust at the title and began to stump off toward the river. “We’d best be after them,” he said.

Myrrdin looked after him. “Quite true, but I believe it will take special aid for us to catch them before events have come to a conclusion beyond our control.”

They all looked at him. He made no further comment, but set off at a loping run toward the river. All of them followed.

Brand watched as the chase led the huntsman right into the river itself. The Rainbow crashed through the town gates and waded downriver. Only the Wee Folk seemed fleet enough of foot to catch up to the creature. They circled it and even ran ahead of it, playing at death with the great crashing feet. They urged and dared one another to dash across its path even as each tremendous step was taken. 

“Tomkin!” shouted Brand, pointing.

“Where?” asked Telyn, running alongside him.

“There, playing tag with the others at the Rainbow’s feet!  I —” he faltered. “Telyn!  Where did you come from?” 

“Did you think I would let you chase Wee Folk, the Wild Hunt and the marching Rainbow all by yourself?” she laughed.

Brand grinned. “I’m glad you didn’t.”

“What about Tomkin?”

“I saw him at the Rainbow’s feet. At least, I thought it was him. He was the only one wearing dappled fawnskin rather than a top hat and waistcoat.” 

“But I see several like that,” said Telyn.

Brand shook his head. “I don’t know then, perhaps I was mistaken.” 

“Or perhaps our little companion is just as big of a traitor as we suspected at first,” said Telyn with uncharacteristic cynicism.

The group panted as they reached the river’s edge. Myrrdin was already there and was hard at work waving his staff over a large fallen tree that lay half in the river. 

“The creature must have smashed this one down as he passed,” commented Corbin. 

Brand nodded. The tree looked as if it had been struck by lightning and blasted from its roots. The upper part of the tree still looked normal, but near the bottom of the trunk it was twisted black and smoldering. Brand marveled that just a glancing blow could deliver so much destructive force.

“Watch!” exclaimed Telyn excitedly in Brand’s ear. “Myrrdin is about to work truly powerful magic!  I can feel it gathering.”

Brand felt it too. It was like the coming of a storm or the rising of a fresh breeze on a hot summer’s day. 

“Is this wise, Myrrdin?” asked Gudrin in concern. “If you reveal yourself to Herla now, might he not decide to attack us instead, judging us easier prey than the crazed Rainbow?”

Myrrdin, intent on his work, made no reply. With a look of fantastic concentration, he drew a line the length of the tree’s trunk with the tip of his staff. He then skipped up to the leafy branches and with a flourish and a great thrust, plunged the staff into the trunk. 

The fallen tree shuddered. Moments later, as they all watched, the line Myrrdin had cut into the trunk widened into a slash, then a gap, then a great hollow. The leaves and branches at the tree’s crown curled up like fingers and wove themselves together to form a green serpentine head.

“It’s a boat!” cried Telyn with delight. Not hesitating an instant, she clambered up into the hollow, which now bore benches grown over with tree bark. “Come on!” she shouted to the others. “Let’s cast off and chase them!” 

Myrrdin beamed at her proudly, continuing his handiwork. His staff had turned into a mast of sorts now, and he was busy working up this mast a sail of woven green leaves.

Shaking his great head, Modi put his shoulder to the stern of the odd craft and shoved. Myrrdin and Telyn swayed a bit as the boat shifted.

Brand and Corbin grinned as they put their shoulders into it. Gudrin joined them and in few moments the craft was afloat on the rising flood of the river. Climbing aboard the marvelous boat with the others, Brand smiled as he watched Telyn all but dance about them. The rain in her face and hair, he reflected, made her all the more beautiful when she was happy.

“Nothing delights you more than magic, does it?” he asked her when she drifted near, running her hands lightly over the rough bark of the deck and gunwales.

Still eyeing the craft, she smiled and gave her head a tiny shake. “You do,” she said quietly. She lifted her head up and gave him a tiny kiss.

Brand decided that, live or die this day, he would remember her kiss to his last moments.

The sails suddenly caught the wind and tugged. Brand wondered that the breeze should be so strong and steady and going in the right direction. He supposed he should not have wondered about good sailing conditions when sitting in a ship magically formed from a fallen tree.

The merlings, miserable in their smashed town, watched them leave without molesting them. Brand felt sorry for them, caught up as they were in a conflict which most of them probably had no knowledge of. So many of their homes were smashed and so many of their people dead. He resolved that, should he somehow have a hand in reforging a new Pact with Faerie, the merlings should be part of it. For too long men and merlings had hunted one another in a silent war. Too many babies had been stolen, pelts taken and eggs smashed. 

He turned then to see that Telyn was studying his face.

“You feel for them, don’t you?” she asked.

Brand nodded. “I can’t help but think of when I gazed down into one of their homes, about to kill a female and her young. Who was the monster at that moment?”

Telyn nodded, still looking at him.

“Any creature that protects its young and builds a town shouldn’t be hunted as an animal,” he said.

She gave his hand a squeeze, and it felt almost as good as the kiss had.

“Well, I don’t suppose my opinion counts for much,” he said. “The rest of the River Folk will take some convincing.”

Telyn gave him another squeeze. “If anyone can do it, you can.”

Sailing out of the ruined town, Brand felt good to be on the water again. A shifting deck under his feet and clean water all around felt like home to him. Fresh rain washed the sweat, grime and trials of the last few days from his face. Soon, however, he began to become alarmed as they picked up speed. The boat’s hull was furling back water like a cast spear.

“Are we caught in rapids?” he asked Corbin.

“No, the water is swift and deep, but not so that it could possibly account for this speed,” he replied. “I don’t understand it, but it must be Myrrdin’s doing.” 

They looked to Myrrdin, who stood at the prow, his arms wrapped around his staff-turned-mast and his intent gaze directed ahead. 

“Myrrdin!” cried Brand over the rising winds. “What if we hit something, man! We’ll go over in a thrice!”

Myrrdin shouted something back, but the wind carried it off.

Brand climbed past Modi’s bulk. The warrior glared at him, unhappy as usual to be in another damnable boat. He reached up to grasp Myrrdin’s shoulder. During the time it took to traverse the length of the craft their speed had increased nearly two-fold. Looking to the shore, Brand suspected that they moved faster than a horse could gallop.

“Myrrdin! Have you gone mad, man!” he shouted into his ear.

Keeping his eyes on the water ahead, Myrrdin simply uncrooked a finger, the rest of which he kept tightly upon his staff, and pointed ahead.

Brand’s eyes followed the finger and ahead of them he saw the towering form of the Rainbow ahead. They were gaining on it, slowly. 

Brand shook his head and sat back down on the bark-covered benches that had grown so fortuitously for human backsides to sit upon. Normally at home in any craft, he felt out of his league now. He looked over the side and marveled at the pace with which the water was pushed from the tapered prow. Never had he seen a boat move half as fast, excepting perhaps a canoe that fell over a waterfall in the spring floods. He reflected that after the breaking of the Pact magic had become commonplace around him. He wondered if it had always been abundant, but hidden, just beneath the river’s surface or inches beyond the borders of the Haven. 

The chase went on for some time. The Rainbow seemed tireless, as did the huntsmen. Slowly, they did gain. Brand wondered what they would do if they caught up with the hunters. As they drew closer to the fleeing Rainbow, the storm grew worse again. Soon the rainfall was so great that they had to bail to keep the vessel riding lightly on the water’s surface. 

Then, without warning, the Rainbow stumbled and fell. They were not close enough to see why, but now that it had stopped running, they caught up very quickly. In moments the circling horsemen could be seen, then the darting Wee Folk, some of whom had the audacity to take wild leaps over the fallen shimmering form. Although it had fallen, the Rainbow still flailed about at its attackers. Brand saw one of the Wee Folk miscalculate and get caught by a sweeping hand. The tiny figure flew off into the river like a swatted insect. The huntsmen charged in, thrusting home their boarspears and hacking fearlessly with their broadswords. Brand wondered if they had ever faced a larger, more terrifying foe. He shivered to think that perhaps, sometime in their centuries-long existence, they had. 

Finally, the Rainbow ceased its struggles. It lay half in the river and half on the fetid land of the swamp. Myrrdin slowed their craft as they approached the scene. 

“We are too late,” said Corbin behind Brand. “We can’t fight all the Wild Hunt for the Jewel. They have captured Lavatis at last.” 

As the Rainbow died, its shimmering form, never entirely substantial to begin with, began to melt and fade. Runnels of bright color flowed away from it to form glistening puddles that slowly darkened. Brand saw Herla, his stag head towering over the others, trot his horse up to the melting creature and begin hacking at the great belly. All around him and the dissolving corpse the Wee Folk pranced and cavorted, like hunting dogs baying and worrying the fallen prey. 

Reminding Brand of a snowman under a steady stream of hot water, the Rainbow melted quickly. The storm clouds overhead stopped their pelting downpour and slowed to a light drizzle. 

A shout went up from the Huntsmen. Brand knew that they had found the Jewel. His heart sank. He had hoped it might be lost somehow in the river.

Herla turned then and his lavender eyes fell upon Brand and his companions. His dead horse raised a hoof and scraped the ground. Brand knew dread as he met his enemy’s eyes. With a certainty beyond any he had ever known, Brand realized that the Wild Hunt would pursue him next, for his Jewel, and Myrrdin for his. Soon, he would be as dead and forlorn as the melting Rainbow. 

We must fight!

Brand despaired. At any moment Herla would raise his fist aloft and claim another of the Jewels of Power. The axe upon his back twitched. 

Have we no stomach for battle?

Herla was poking about for the Jewel now, having dug a hole into the shimmering guts of the creature. It was time to face him now, before he could master a second Jewel. Brand knew the truth of it. His only hope lay in the power and the sharpness of the axe that rode his back. 

“Brand, look!” said Telyn.

Brand’s hand reached up for the axe. Something grabbed his wrist. He twisted and snarled, expecting to see Herla’s lavender eyes burning down into his. Instead he found Corbin holding to his wrist with both hands. Corbin shook his head. Brand’s other hand formed into a fist.

“Brand, it’s Tomkin!” said Telyn again, tugging at him. “Look, he’s running away with something!”

Brand blinked in confusion. Telyn’s voice somehow dug through the haze in his mind and he saw Corbin again.

“Sorry,” he said to Corbin.

“No problem, cousin,” said Corbin, releasing his grip. Brand realized that he needed his friends, badly.

He gazed the way Telyn was frantically indicating. One of the Wee Folk, perhaps Tomkin, perhaps not, was bounding way into the swamp, away from the rest of the hunters.

Moments later, Herla shouted something to his fellows. They circled and pointed in various directions. Some of them pointed to Brand and his party, but most pointed after Tomkin.

The entire company was relieved to see the Wild Hunt launch into pursuit again, this time charging after the manling that had deserted them.

“Could it have been Tomkin?” asked Telyn.

“More importantly, could he have stolen Lavatis?” asked Myrrdin. “I felt no shift of power, I believe Herla didn’t get the Jewel.”

“If he had, he would have come after us,” said Brand.

Myrrdin looked at him. “Yes, I believe you are right. Let’s sail to the scene.” 

The craft moved forward again. Soon they beached the boat alongside the last shimmering, melting fragments of the Rainbow. Telyn was the first to jump out of the boat. She immediately grabbed up a handful of the Rainbow’s fading flesh. 

“It feels odd,” she said. Brilliant colored liquids ran over her hand and dripped down to the ground where they glowed for a moment before disappearing. “It’s almost as if you have nothing in your hands. It’s like a wad of smooth, fleshy cotton.” 

Brand ignored the glimmering remains and sought with the others for some sign of the Jewel. They found Dando’s body instead. The tiny, twisted form was burnt and mangled. 

Thinking him dead, Brand lifted the manling and laid him upon a dry grassy spot. He was shocked to see one eye flutter open.

“Dando lives!” he told the others, and they gathered around.

Dando managed a crooked smile. “Not for long, I fear,” he coughed, “tell me of the Jewel.”

“It’s gone,” Brand told him.

The last of his strength seemed to ebb from Dando at the news. He closed his eyes and Brand suspected he would never open them again. 

“Pity,” he rasped, “such a lovely thing. I had dreams of treating with you, Brand. Like my folk, your people have lived for so long as nothing, as slaves and fools for greater folk.”

“Perhaps your dreams will yet come true, Dando,” said Brand, “this struggle is not yet over.”

Dando smiled, managed a slight nod, then died.

“He looks like a broken doll,” said Brand. “How do you suppose he lived so long inside the creature’s belly?”

“The Wee Folk are hard to kill,” said Gudrin. “Interesting for one of his kind to have such a grand design. He was unusual for one of the Wee Ones.” 

She took out her Teret and made a sign over it and Dando’s corpse. “I am saddened to see one who has lived so very long lying in death.” 

“The question now is, what do we do next?” asked Corbin.

“I think Tomkin has the Jewel,” said Telyn.

Brand looked at her. “Yes, and we must follow him.”

“But where would he go?” asked Telyn.

Brand knew in an instant. He believed that he now knew how the Wee Folk thought. It  was always in terms of clever trickery. “Castle Rabing. Where Herla’s huntsmen couldn’t follow. I suggest we go there in any case, as we will be safe there to rest and think.”

“But that’s on the other side of the river,” objected Gudrin, “he ran off into the swamp on this side.”

“Never underestimate the trickery of the Wee Folk,” said Brand, “I’d bet he’s planning on doubling back on them like a fox and taking refuge in the castle.”

Gudrin frowned at being lectured to by a stripling, but she nodded in agreement. 

Myrrdin beamed at him proudly. He slapped him on the back. “I never could have taught you so much in so few days. The world has done my work for me.” 

“Anything that involves a rest sounds like an excellent plan,” said Corbin, “I, for one, could use a fully cooked meal.”

As they all tumbled back into Myrrdin’s magical craft to cross the river, Corbin approached Brand. “Tomkin? Castle Rabing? Clearly, we must have a talk, Brand.”

Brand grinned. “We have much to discuss,” he agreed.



End of Sky Magic
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Translated from the Teret, the compendium of Kindred wisdom:


I will begin by pointing out that magic, in all its forms, is the greatest mover of land and folk alike in our world. The history of magic in Cmyru, and in all of greater Albion, seems ever to twist and turn. But always it returns to the omnipresent themes of color and light. Digging deeper, the hooded scholarly Talespinners of Snowdon, Cardiff and Harlech come almost without fail to the bedrock legends of the Jewels of Power. Each of the Jewels harness a flavor of magic in a pure form, split apart from the others into the variety of hues that now exist.

Having established that most magic has at its source one or another of the colored Jewels, the next question is clear: From whence came the Jewels themselves? There are two legends that are most often quoted to answer this question. The version ascribed to by the Kindred, of course, involves the demise of the Sun Dragon. According to our legends, the Sun Dragon spawned nine lesser dragons which devoured their parent for the power the elder possessed. These young dragons fought for choice bits of the Sun Dragon, but each only managed to eat a portion, thus giving them specific powers. Over time, these foul dragons were each hunted down and slain by heroes of old. When their bodies rotted away, their bodies decomposed except for one jewel, the lens of each dragon’s left eye. These came to be known as the Nine Eyes, or Nine Jewels, and each possesses the power of the original dragon.

The other often quoted story involves a Fallen Sunstone and its fragmenting. The River Folk claim that Cewri, the ancient Troll King of Gynwedd, broke the Sunstone into shards. Supposedly, Cewri struck the Sunstone asunder with a great blow from his hammer, the haft of which was made of a single whole trunk of a mighty oak and the head of which was forged from a mountain’s heart. The place where this occurred, Cewri’s home valley, is now known as the Vale of Flowers. According to the legend, the sundering of the Sunstone released a rainbow of colors onto the land that resulted in the lush growths of beautiful flowers that grow there in such profusion to this day. Some of these flowers were so pure of aspect, that when picked, they formed the Jewels as we now know them.

These topics might seem to young, yawning minds as worthy only of theological or theoretical debate. Others of a more fanatical bent might believe that seeking out answers to these questions is akin to blasphemy, and will result in the ruination of the Kindred through the awakening of sleeping enemies. I assure readers that neither of these proposals are fact! The Jewels exist and are physically evident, as are their effects upon our world and daily lives. Understanding the truth of their origins can only serve to better our lives through our increased wisdom.

—Jerd of the Talespinners, written circa the Third Era of the Earthlight





Chapter One

Twrog Returns


The giant known as Twrog had stolen four pigs on his first visit to the farm. But these had not sated him for long. He felt no more need for revenge, that particular thirst had been quenched by the blood of the farmer he had smashed flat with a single cast of his lucky club. All that drove him now was hunger. He had already devoured the last of the pigs days ago. He had skinned them, an extra effort he rarely bothered with, and roasted them to perfection on a spit over an open fire of elmwood. They had indeed filled his belly and provided excellent flavor. Rarely had he dined so well. He had finished off the last hogshead and forelegs for breakfast on the third morning.

They had been fine-flavored, but not quite as good as the ham hock he had tasted once, the taste he had slavered over all these long years. That flavor still evaded him, still haunted him. He dreamed of it, even as he gorged himself upon the fresh pigs. What was it that made the ham different? He could not say. But it was beyond his primitive cooking skills, which amounted to little more than searing flesh, to achieve. And so it was that when the last of the fresh pork was gone, his mind went back to the farm. Could there be, somewhere on that farm, a better flavor still?

Soon after having this thought he found himself under his favorite Rowan tree, eyeing the farm once more. His belly rumbled. Somehow, the game he trapped did not compare to the sweet meats that came from the farm. Those tame, farm fed pigs made his normal diet seem rough and dull. Worse still was the tormenting memory of those ham hocks. Another detail had brought him back as well: the loss of his lucky club seemed to be hampering his hunting. He had not found it so easy to feed himself. The game seemed more scarce, agile and wary. 

The truly galling thing was the sight of his lucky club, sitting right there where it had come to rest in the middle of an open field. The club lay in the midst of a large area of disturbed earth. He wondered, vaguely, if his club could have possibly turned up so much dirt, or if perhaps the strange River Folk had buried the farmer right there. In any case, the fact that it lay in plain sight was goading him. If only he could retrieve it, he felt sure, his luck would return and his larder would be full again.

Still, he hesitated. He was not a genius, not even for one of his kind. But one thing he did know was that robbing the same folk many times was asking for trouble. They soon grew wise and tricksy.

Before midday, he had given up on subtleties and postponement. His stomach noise, once a gurgle, had become a full-throated growl. He marched downslope to the farm, determined to regain his club at the very least. And if one of those excellently flavored pigs happened by…well, a giant could not control his appetite forever.

The first minute or so of the raid went very well indeed. No one was in evidence, in fact, the farm looked deserted. Only a few pigs milled about in the damaged pens. Of the River Folk and their accursed crossbows he saw nothing. 

Greed split his huge shaggy face with a grin. He had worried for nothing. He would get his club and have the run of the place. Clearly, the humans had been so terrorized by his first visit they had quit the farm and left it all to him!

He took another step, reaching his club. His hand never made it to his lucky weapon, however, because as soon as he stepped into the area of black disturbed earth, he fell. At first, he had no idea how this thing was possible. Had the land itself opened up some magical doorway to devour poor Twrog?

Then a stake shoved its way through his foot, and he unleashed a grating sound, a roar of pain. They had laid a trap for him! As if he were the game and they were the hunters! The wrongness of this crashed through to Twrog, who barely managed to keep from falling face-first into the trap. Had he done so, he realized, he might have been killed, for there were dozens of thick stakes planted down there. 

Fortunately, the trap was only waist-deep. Possibly, they had not had time to finish it, or they had underestimated his size. In either case, his shock and hurt quickly turned to rage. He retrieved his club and heaved himself painfully out of the hole. 

He pulled the stake out of his foot with another roar of pain. He threw it at the farmhouse, but it fell far short of the mark. Hefting his lucky club, he began to limp back toward the Deepwood. 

Twrog stood, rubbing at his bloody foot. His brow furrowed. He couldn’t simply slink away from these vicious farmers. He knew they might have other surprises awaiting him, oh yes, Twrog knew that very well. But he was hungry, and angry. This is not a safe combination when giants are involved.

So he limped not to the safety of the forest, but rather toward the pigpens and the farmhouse. First, he crashed in the roof of the pigpen just for spite. But he didn’t tarry there, having other things in mind. He headed with a humping gait for the farmhouse. Sure enough, just as he suspected, several River Folk came out and pelted him with arrows. He grunted at their sting, but knowing he could not easily catch his tormentors when he had a bad foot, he focused on the house itself. 

He smashed in the roof with a tremendous roaring swing. The chimney crumbled, and somewhere inside a high-pitched keening began. This brought a fresh grin of satisfaction to his face. He hoped he’d crushed another of the farmer’s family members inside. People, including little ones, came running out the windows and doors. He raised his club to smash down a child as it wriggled out of a second story window, but a scent he caught then made him freeze.

Was it? Could it be? Yes! He smelled that which he had thought lost for all these long years. It could only be one thing, ham hocks. He paused, sniffing, idly swishing his club at men who got to close and thought to frighten him with pitchforks and torches. 

His nose led him to limp over to the far side of the house. There, he found a small outbuilding with smoke trailing out of the roof. With a quick swipe, he removed the roof from the place. A smell of smoking wood and succulent pork met him. He reached inside and found the place full of hams.

Twrog had found his first smokehouse. He filled his game sack with all it would carry, while the River Folk tried to put out the fire that had erupted in the house and worked to save the children crawling out the windows. 

Dragging the game sack behind him, he soon vanished into the cool gloom of the Deepwood. His club rode his shoulder again. His foot hurt badly, but he would wrap it in a poultice and eat well. Overall, he accounted the raid a grand success.





Chapter Two

Little Timmy Hoot


After Thilfox Drake had chased him from his freshly gained cradle, the changeling named Piskin fell into despondency. He had managed no better than a few hours with his pretty maid, and had gotten no more than a single meal at her breast before disaster had struck. How had the River Folk gotten wise to him so quickly?

There was only one likely reason, Piskin’s eyes narrowed to slits as he whispered the name to himself as a witch might whisper a curse: Dando.

Bitter, bitter Piskin! Oh, how the fates had shifted against him! Oh, how he hated that little monster Dando. He still was not sure whether Dando had failed in his task of disposing of the babe, or if he had committed a base act of treachery. Was he a simpleton or a conniving devil? The results were the same in either case; the River Folk were wise to him now. His own folk, he reflected, made the very worst of friends and the most vicious of enemies. 

He tried to sneak his way into more windows, of course. But every human in Riverton now scrambled to lock their doors and ward chimneys. He searched, but all the easy spots had been taken. Ever it was that when he finally found a tiny bed with a cooing infant ensconced, that prospective babe turned a leering eye and thumbed its nose at him when the mother’s back was turned. Every cradle in town was strictly guarded, or had already been claimed by another changeling.

He was driven from the best houses down to the worst. Skinny brats with boils and bruises, their sort he found plentiful in stilted shacks that huddled around the fish-smelling docks. Their mothers were frazzle-haired and twisted of lip. Kind words were few, and buffets many. Still, he had to take what there was. Even a cold crib and a sneering mother was better than life in the woods.

And so it was that he managed to pluck a year-old child from a sour-smelling cradle. The mother’s name was Beatrice Hoot, and she had a pack of seven older children to worry about. Stealing the babe, little Timmy Hoot, was likely the easiest job Piskin had ever bothered with. Wanting to make it quick—and since he was only half-hearted in the task at best—he simply launched the child out the nearest window. It fell like a stone into the Berrywine that flowed under the shack and floated away with all the other refuse. 

Sighing with resignation, Piskin transformed into a vague semblance of the child he’d disposed of and winced in distaste as he pulled the stained bedclothes up to his neck. 

Soon after, Beatrice Hoot slapped open the door and marched up, staring down at Piskin. So sour was her expression, Piskin felt sure at first that she had witnessed his abduction.

“Quiet today, ain’t you Timmy?” she asked.

She dug at the foot of the bed and lifted aloft a stone ward. Piskin sucked in his breath at the sight of it, but realized almost instantly that the ward was a false one. It had been drilled through, and had no power. He almost snorted, but managed to hold back the un-babe like sound. Not all the River Folk were so wise yet!

Seeing that the ward was still there, Beatrice’s face softened and she tucked it back into place. She gathered up Piskin to her breast. “There now, little Timmy, time for some lunch.”

Piskin opened his mouth and smiled. At least, this was something. 

His shock was unimaginable when a cold nasty substance was rammed into his open mouth on a hard spoon. He choked and sputtered. Fish-paste? What’s more, it was cold fish-paste!

He spit it out, and she cuffed him. The second spoonful came, and he choked it down.

The door creaked open. 

“Mama?” asked a boy at the door.

“What? Can’t you see mama’s busy? Go work the nets, boy.”

“That’s just it, mama! I’ve caught something special.”

Beatrice cocked her head to look, as did Piskin.

The boy held aloft a dripping baby. “Look what came up in the net! It’s brother Timmy! He must have fallen out the window.”

After a stunned moment they both shared, Piskin felt Beatrice’s fingers squeeze like iron bands into his flesh. 

By the time Piskin had escaped that foul shack, Beatrice Hoot’s fingers bled and his head had many lumps and bruises. He barely made it out with his life. Still spitting fish-paste, he was forced to leap out into the river itself and float away with the rest of the local waste.

When at last he managed to drag himself onto the shore like a half-drowned alley cat, he hung his head and fumed. 

Not long after, when twilight came to the land, a flittering wisp came to whisper him a tale. He batted at her, not in the mood for gossip. But she was excited and insistent. Finally, heaving a sigh, he listened to her news.

As he listened, hearing of the great battle at the merling stronghold, hearing of the Wee One who had stolen Lavatis from Oberon himself, he was impressed. There, he thought, was a kinsman who knew what he was about!

But, as the tale turned dark and full of woe, he learned that this fellow had wielded the Blue Jewel poorly, and had been devoured by the very Rainbow he had summoned. Lastly, he learned another of the Wee Folk had stolen the Jewel yet again. The entire story could scarcely be believed.

As he questioned the wisp, one final detail changed everything for Piskin. That detail was the name of the Wee One who had wielded the Jewel. The name was that of Dando.

Piskin bounced a foot into the air. The wisp backed away, her wings buzzing. Piskin breathed through clenched teeth. Something was up. Something big. Some conspiracy had brushed by him and he had been too thick, just as Dando had said, to even notice it. A conspiracy, perhaps, of impossible proportions. 

He learned the name of the second Wee One, the barbaric one who now purportedly possessed the Jewel: Tomkin. 

There were great plans afoot up in the north, in the marshes where dead things thrived. Piskin knew in an instant that all his misfortune was wrapped up in this tale somehow.  He had been a dupe, a fool, the ignoramus of the story. He swore to himself by the silver light of the Moon that he would get to the bottom of all this. And when he did, there would be repayment.

He turned north and headed up the riverbank with great, determined strides. Each bounding step carried him further than any human had ever managed to leap. 





Chapter Three

The Elf in the Wood


Mari Bowen never got the calico dress she had wanted for her birthday. She had, however, escaped the elf in the woods with her soul and her life, and she accounted this as an even better birthday gift. 

After moping about her birthday disappointments, she considered telling her mother about the elf she’d met under the ash trees. The more she thought about it, the more convinced she became that telling mother would be a bad idea. Her parents were already rattled with gossipy stories about a giant killing a farmer up near the border of the Deepwood. And, of course, there were many claims of changeling children being discovered all over Riverton. 

Mari thought that probably not all the stories were true, but she felt sure that some of them had to be. After having met an elf herself, she knew such creatures were real, and they were dangerous.

The elf. She couldn’t stop thinking about him—that was the real truth. She had danced with him, he had touched her, and she had felt things awaken in her she had never known were there. 

Oh certainly, she was not entirely innocent. She had known some boys. She had been kissed and chased. But the elf was different. She had felt real desire with him. She had wanted to give her virginity to him—he who was not even a man.

She was no fool. She knew that she had been in mortal danger. Quite possibly her encounter could have ended when her heart exploded in her chest, like that of a horse ridden to ground by a drunk rider who wields his whip with abandon. But maybe, just maybe, it would have ended differently. She might have lain with the elf sweetly, under the spreading branches of the silent ash trees.

Mari sighed. Her household chores seemed more stiflingly dull than usual. She felt like slumping over her broom. She tired at the very thought of churning milk. Morning dragged, turning into an eternity of folding bed sheets, hauling water and stacking firewood. 

By the time she was freed for lunch, she had already made up her mind. She would head up the hill—but not to go into the forest. Elves liked the cover of trees too much. She would be safer in the open fields.

She went to her dresser and after a few quick glances about to make sure none of her siblings watched, she had pulled out the ash leaf ward she had found when she had first met the elf. She secreted it under her shawl and hurried out into the sunlight. She affixed the ward around her neck with a loop of braided yarn. The leaf fluttered against her chest and she felt braver knowing it was there.

When she found the spot where she had first met the elf, she stood in her father’s field aghast. She put her hands to her face and stared in open-mouthed disbelief. Every stalk of the field was blackened and curled with blight. She had not a moment’s doubt where this curse had come from.

Mari called to the elf, her anger growing. She knew how hard Father had worked to grow that grain. The elf had spoiled it, just for spite. Just because she had resisted him. She marched to the edge of the woods, and she called him. She demanded that he come forth. 

There was no response. The slight breeze that ruffled her dress and her hair, but carried no music with it. She felt a pang of regret, even through her anger. Would she ever see her elf again? Had he found another girl to accost, at the next farm perhaps? For some reason she could not quite understand, this thought upset her. It caused her pain.

She called out again, stepping into the green cool gloom under the trees. There was no response. 

She finally did what she knew she should not do. She called the elf by his true name. She walked deeper into the wood and called his true name, over and over.

“You?” said a soft voice from behind her. She turned, and saw him. Some of her anger evaporated. It was hard to stay angry with one who was so beautiful to gaze upon.

“Yes, me.”

“Why do you shout my name as a bird might sing of worms in the Earth?” asked the elf, walking around her. He was clearly vexed. His manner was anything but seductive this time.

Mari turned to keep facing him. She held her ward tightly. She pointed to her father’s blackened field. “You did this, didn’t you?”

Half his mouth smirked. “You summoned me from my home to file a complaint, girl?”

“Why did you wreck our crops?”

The elf shrugged. “I owe you no explanations. My folk do as they will here. Our Pact is broken, remember?”

“You and I made a bargain. We danced. Both halves of the bargain were completed. You had no cause for spite.”

The elf finally looked troubled. She knew that bargains and wagers were important points of honor for his folk. 

“What will we eat when the snows come and there is nothing for the mill?” she said, scolding him as her mother might. She put her hands on her hips. “Had you thought of that?”

“Hardly,” he said, “but you have a point concerning idle malice after a bargain is complete.”

He gazed at her, bemused at her manner. He smiled. He began to circle her again, slowly. 

She turned her head to watch him. “What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I’m thinking that you didn’t come here to complain about a blighted field. I’m thinking that you came here to dance with me again.”

Mari crossed her arms. “I came here to see if you still haunted these woods,” she admitted, “but all such thoughts were driven from my mind when I found the sorry mess you made.”

The elf had stepped behind her. Suddenly, his face and breath were at her shoulder, whispering hotly into her ear. “Let us make a new bargain,” he said.

“What bargain?”

“I will repair your father’s fields. The grain will wave yellow and pure again in the breezes. All you need to do is put aside that dirty leaf you wear.”

She rolled her eyes and turned to him, shaking her head. She pushed her face almost into his, teasingly. “Not likely. Try again!”

He stepped back from her, surprised. She was glad to see him look surprised for a change. She felt a touch of pride, she had faced one of the Fair Folk and she could plainly see he was not her master.

“You intrigue me, child,” he said, smiling anew, “I will offer you a fair bargain, something I’ve never done with one of your kind. Let us just dance together. That’s all, just dance. And neither shall owe the other anything when the dance is done.”

“With my ward on?”

“Naturally.”

“And at a normal pace?”

He chuckled. “It will be most gentle and slow, I assure you. Stately, even.”

And so she agreed and Puck did play his pipes, and they did dance together under the ash trees. Mari felt her heart quicken at his gentle touch. She had danced before, of course. But the thumping tread of boot-wearing farm boys was nothing like this. 

The elf was gentle and seemed to be enjoying her company just for what it was. Neither of them had further designs, she felt. He played sweet music that did not intoxicate her mind, but simply made her happy with its clear sounds. They danced together, for the joy of it. His touch was light and kind, but it did not make her burn. She could still think. She could still decide.

After they had danced to many songs, the elf finally stopped. Twilight had begun to fall over the land. 

“Milady,” he said, “I must take my leave of thee. It has been sweet, but time is pressing.”

Mari felt a pang. She knew that he meant that it was the twilight hour, the time when his kind could most freely move about. He would seek out another to dance with. She knew this, as that was the way of his people.

“I have another bargain to suggest,” she said quietly, coming to a decision. “I wish to lay with you. And neither shall owe the other anything when we are finished.”

The elf looked very surprised indeed, and she was glad to see his expression. Perhaps no other had freely made such an offer to him. He recovered quickly, however, and began to circle her again. This time she let him step behind her, without turning to face him.

“Such unions are forbidden, for your people and for mine.”

“I thought the Fair Folk did as they pleased.”

“That’s true,” he said, and he stood still. He blinked at her, uncertain. It made her heart glad to see he felt conflicted. 

She began to step around him, while he stood in thought.

“You will wear the ward?” he asked.

“Naturally.”

He laughed, noticing her circling and the reversal of roles. It was clear to them both that he was now the hunted. 

“And we will proceed at a normal pace?” he asked, eyes sparkling as he repeated the question she had asked earlier.

“It will be gentle and slow,” she said laughing in return. 

“Stately, even?”

“Yes.” 

And so it was that they both came to realize he was as entranced with her as she was with him. She let him lay her down. She felt the cool leaves on her back and in her hair. Events took their natural course, and she would never forget them.

When darkness had fully fallen over the land, Mari Bowen hurried home again, knowing her mother would be crying and her father would be looking for a switch. Behind her, the field of grain was whole and wholesome again. She sighed to see it and to see Puck, who stood at the very edge of the wood, his skin shining slightly with reflected moonlight. This time, she left Puck wistful and restless, rather than the other way around.

What she did not know was that she was already with child. 

For, you see, surviving such close contact with one of the Fair Folk was exceedingly rare. But when both parties agreed to such a union, and both lived through the experience, there was always a half-fae child born. This fact had a great deal to do with why such willing unions were strictly forbidden by both peoples.
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