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Once again to all lovers,
as well as to lovers of fairy tales . . .
and to all who seek wonder.
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Soreword

f you have read the forewords of the first three tales

of my Faery series—Once Upon a Winter’s Night and
Once Upon a Summer Day and Once Upon an Autumn
Eve—you will know my thesis is that once upon a time
many (if not most) fairy tales were epics of love and se-
duction and copious sex and bloody fights and knights
and witches and Dragons and Ogres and Giants and
other fantastic beings all scattered throughout the scope
of the tale as the hero or heroine struggled on.

Bardic sagas were these, but as the minstrels and
troubadours and sonneteers and tale spinners and
bards and other such dwindled, and common folk took
up the task of entertaining one another with these well-
loved epics, | believe bits were omitted—fell by the
wayside—and the stories grew shorter, or fragmented
into several stories, or changed to fit the current culture
or religion or whatever other agendas the tale tellers
might have had.

And so, if I'm right, the grand and sweeping tales
bards used to keep their royal audiences enthralled for
hours on end became less and less as the tales were
spread from mouth to mouth.

As the years went on, the stories continued to dwin-



xiv / FOREWORD

dle, until they became what the collectors of those
tales—Andrew Lang, the Grimm brothers, and others—
finally recorded and produced for others to read . . . or
so it is | contend:

pale reflections of what they once were—
mere fragments—

holding a small portion of the essence—
and so on.

But guess what: they still hold audiences rapt.

They still charm.

They still are much admired by many, and certainly |
am among those.

Even so, | would really like to hear some of these sto-
ries such as | have imagined them once to have been:
long, gripping, romantic, perilous epics of love and hatred
and loss and redemption and revenge and forgiveness
and life and death and other such grand themes.

But told as a fairy tale.

Especially a favorite fairy tale.

Expanded to include all of the above.

With Once Upon a Spring Morn this time | take two
favorites of mine—woven together and mixed with
what | think might have been—to tell the tale as |
would have it be: an epic, a saga, a story of length.

As with my other stories, since it is a romance in ad-
dition to being an adventure, once more you will find
French words sprinkled throughout, for French is well
suited to tales of love.

By the bye, the best-known versions of the two cen-
tral stories are but a few pages long. Once again, |
thought that much too brief, and, as is apparent, | did
lengthen them a bit. But then again, | claim that | am
telling the “real” story, and who is to say | am not?

I hope it holds you enthralled.

Dennis L. McKiernan
Tucson, Arizona, 2006



We are in Faery, my love . . .
Strange are the ways herein.
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Springwood

nlike today, once upon a time Faery wasn’t difficult

to reach. All one had to do was walk through the
boundary—a wall of twilight—between here and there.
That particular twilight wall is rather difficult to find
these days, yet now and again someone stumbles across
and—Ilo!—enters that wondrous place of marvel and
adventure and magic and peril, of mythical and mystical
creatures, of uncommon beings . . . along with ordinary
folk—if anyone who lives in Faery can be said to be or-
dinary. Too, items of magic are found therein—grimoires,
amulets, swords, rings, cloaks, helms, and the like, most
of them quite rare. Even the lands within are numinous,
for Faery itself is composed of many mystical realms,
rather like an enormous but strange jigsaw puzzle, the
individual domains all separated from one another by
great tenebrous walls of twilight that rise up high into
the Faery sky well beyond seeing. And like a mystifying
riddle, some of the realms touch upon many others,
while some touch upon but few. The twilight walls can
be quite tricky to negotiate, for a small error in where
one crosses might take a person to a domain perhaps al-
together different from where one might have intended
to go. Hence, care must be taken when stepping through
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these dusky margins; else one might end up somewhere
hazardous, even deadly, though one could just as easily
find oneself in quite splendid surroundings. Many who
dwell in Faery ofttimes stay put rather than chance
these shadowlight walls, while others—adventurers, ex-
plorers, or the driven—cross from domain to domain.
Some travel well-known paths; others fare along unfa-
miliar routes to cross between realms. There is this as
well: directions in Faery do not seem to be constant;
there may be no true east, south, west, and north,
though occasionally those compass points are spoken of
by newcomers therein; yet when going from one realm
to another, bearings seem to shift. Instead it may be
more accurate to say that east, south, west, and north,
respectively, align with sunup, sunwise, sundown, and
starwise . . . though at times they are also known as
dawnwise, sunwise, duskwise, and starwise. Whether or
not this jigsaw puzzle makes an overall coherent picture
is questionable, for each of the pieces, each of the do-
mains, seems quite unique; after all, 'tis Faery, an endless
place, with uncounted realms all separated from one an-
other by strange walls of shadowlight, and with Faery it-
self separated from the common world by looming
twilight as well.

Among the many remarkable domains within this
mystical place are the Forests of the Seasons. One of
these four woodlands is a place of eternal springtime,
where everlasting meltwater trickles across the ’scape,
where some trees are abud while others are new-leafed,
where early blossoms are abloom though some flowers
yet sleep, where birds call for mates and beetles crawl
through decaying leaves, and mushrooms push up
through soft loam, and where other such signs of a
world coming awake manifest themselves in the gentle,
cool breezes and delicate rains.

On one side of this mystical, springlike realm lies the
mortal world, or at least one path through the twilight
leads there. On the other side, though, and beyond an-
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other great wall of half-light there stands a land of eter-
nal winter, where snow ever lies on the ground, and ice
clads the sleeping trees and covers the still meres or en-
croaches in thin sheets upon the edges of swift-running
streams, and the stars at night glimmer in crystalline
skies when blizzards do not blow.

Beyond that chill realm and through yet another
shadowlight border there is a domain where autumn
lies upon the land; here it is that crops afield remain
ever for the reaping, and vines are overburdened with
their largesse, and trees bear an abundance ripe for the
plucking, and the ground holds rootstock and tubers for
the taking. Yet no matter how often a harvest is gath-
ered, when one isn’t looking the bounty somehow re-
places itself.

Farther still and past that magical realm and sepa-
rated from it by a great wall of twilight is another
equally enigmatic province, a domain graced by eternal
summer; it is a region of forests and fields, of vales and
clearings, of streams and rivers and other such ’scapes,
where soft summer breezes flow across the weald,
though occasionally towering thunderstormes fill the af-
ternoon skies and rain sweeps o’er all.

How such places can be—endless spring, winter, au-
tumn, and summer—is quite mysterious; nevertheless it
is so, for these four provinces are the Springwood and
Winterwood and Autumnwood and Summerwood, a
mere quartet of the many magical domains in the twilit
world of Faery.

And as to these four regions, a prince or a princess
rules each—Céleste, Borel, Liaze, and Alain—siblings
all: the sisters Céleste and Liaze respectively reign o’er
the Spring- and the Autumnwood; likewise, their broth-
ers, Borel and Alain rule the Winter- and the Summer-
wood.

They love one another, these siblings, and seldom do
tribulations come their way. Oh, there was of recent that
trouble with Liaze and the travail on an obsidian moun-
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tain, but she had persevered in spite of the perils. Too,
ere then, there was that strangeness with Borel and his
dagger-filled dreams, yet he had managed to success-
fully deal with that hazardous episode. And earlier still,
there was the mysterious disappearance of Lord Valeray
and Lady Saissa, and the dreadful two curses leveled
upon Prince Alain, but Camille had come along to re-
solve those trials.

But after Liaze’s recent harrowing ordeal, it appeared
trouble was at last held at bay, though the Fates would
have it that there yet loomed a portent of darker days
to come. But at that time joy lay upon the land, for, in
the Summerwood, Camille and Alain were wedded, and
Borel and Michelle had started back from their journey
to Roulan Vale, where they had visited with Chelle’s sire
and dam and had received their blessings; soon Borel
and his truelove would reach the Winterwood, and a
king would be notified and the banns would be posted
and preparations for another wedding would get under
way. And Liaze, with Luc at her side, was on a leisurely
journey back to the Autumnwood, though she had not
yet arrived; but when she and Luc reached the manse,
yet another wedding would take place.

And so, at that time all was well in these Forests of
the Seasons, or so it seemed.

But then ...

... Once upon a spring morn . ..

Leather-clad Céleste, a bow across her lap, a quiver of
green-fletched arrows at her hip, a silver horn at her
side, rested in a fork among the huge branches of a great
oak tree, its everlasting new leaves rustling in the cool
morning breeze sighing across the Springwood. Céleste
called this massive tree her Companion of Quietness,
for here she came whenever she felt a nagging unease,
one that seemed to dwell for days in her heart. In times
such as these, Céleste would ride to this old friend and
climb up within its arms and let it whisper to her of the
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richness of the soil and the luxury of the snowmelt and
the warmth of the sun, and her unrest would abate
somewhat if not disappear entirely. But on this day,
though the oak gently murmured of the awakening of
spring, Céleste yet felt a foreboding, for Liaze had set
out nearly six moons past in the hope of finding her
truelove, and still no falcons had flown from the Autumn-
wood bearing news of her return. And so, lost in her
concern, Céleste fretted over her auburn-haired sister,
and prayed to Mithras that she was well.

Even as she brooded, the Springwood princess be-
came aware of a distant baying and the cry of a far-off
horn. Céleste frowned, for she had not sanctioned a
hunt that day, and yet it seemed one came this way.

Nearer and nearer bayed the dogs, and nearer and
nearer cried the horn. Céleste stood and stepped out-
ward on one of the huge, horizontal branches of the
oak, the great limb easily bearing her, and she turned
toward the oncoming hunt.

Louder and louder sounded the pursuit, and now
Céleste could hear the hammering of hooves. Tethered
below, her horse snorted and pawed at the soft ground,
as if asking the princess to join in the chase.

Of a sudden, a terrified stag burst through the under-
brush and fled past the great oak. A moment later, yelp-
ing dogs raced by, and not far behind, riders galloped
after, the one in the lead—What’s this? A crow upon his
shoulder?—sounding the horn.

Céleste raised her own trump as they came on, and
she blew a call. In the fore the man bearing the bird
glanced 'round and then up as Céleste continued to bell
the clarion. Ruthlessly hauling back on the reins, the
horse screaming in pain, the man wrenched the steed to
a halt at the perimeter of the oak. The other riders—
some dozen in all—momentarily passed him, and then
cruelly hauled their own horses to a stop. They turned
and rode back to mill about this man.

In the distance the bay of the hounds diminished.
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The man looked up at the leather-clad, slender
princess, with her pale blond hair and green eyes ... . and
he grinned. “Well, now, what have we here?”

Céleste stared down at this brown-haired, unshaven,
crow-bearing man, dressed in a red tabard emblazoned
with the sigil of a black bird in flight. On his shoulder
the bird shifted about and with glittering eyes looked up
at her as well, as did the rest of the band, arrayed in red
tabards, all.

“Who gave you permission to hunt in my demesne?”
demanded Céleste.

The calls of the pack hounding the stag grew faint.

The crow turned its head, and it seemed to whisper in
the leader’s ear. The man frowned, and then looked up
and said, “And just who might you be?”

“Céleste, Princesse de la Forét de Printemps.”

The crow ruffled its feathers and turned to the man
and emitted a croak as if to say, “See, | told you she was
the one.”

The man sneered and said, “Well, then, ‘Princess of
the Forest of Spring'—”

But Céleste interrupted him and again demanded, “I
ask, who gave you permission to hunt in my demesne?”

“Bah! We need no permission to take that which we
seek,” sneered the man. “Come down from there, Princess,
for, whether you like it or no, we have been sent to take
you to someone who”—he grinned again—"“wishes to
see you.” Then he barked a laugh and said, “By being
out here alone, as she said you often are, you have saved
us a bit of trouble.”

“Brigand,” spat Céleste, and she nocked an arrow.

The man sniggered, joined by all in his band. “Ah, in-
deed we are brigands, Princess, and sent to fetch you. So
put away your little arrow and come down; else we’ll
have to use our own—yet dead or alive, it matters not to
our mistress, for she would see you either way.”

He signaled to one of his henchmen, and that man
rode forward and reached for his bow.
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“Call off your lapdog,” said Céleste to the man with
the crow. “Else you will be the first to die.”

The brigand leader sighed, and then gestured a com-
mand to the man in the fore, and that henchman nocked
an arrow. As he raised his weapon—Thock!—a cross-
bow quarrel took him in the ear, and he fell from his
horse, dead as he hit the ground.

“Yahhh!” came a cry, and out from the surrounding
trees an armored man in a blue surcoat charged on a
black steed; even as he galloped forward, he swung a
shield up and onto his left arm, and drew a glittering
sword. Laying about to left and right with his gleaming
blade, the rider crashed in among the brigands.

“Well, second to die,” Céleste muttered, and she let
fly her own shaft, and the leader fell slain. As the man
tumbled from his horse, the crow took to wing and cried
out, “Revenge! Revenge!” as it circled up and about, but
Céleste paid it little heed, as she winged arrows into the
mélée below, aiming for those nearest the rider in blue,
especially those behind. Man after man she felled, as the
deadly blade of the swordsman reaped brigands.

Of the thirteen outlaws, only two managed to survive,
and they fled into the forest—one with an arrow in his
side, the other now missing a hand. Most of the brig-
ands’ horses galloped away with the two, though some
of the mounts fled elsewhere, the reek of slaughter
more than they could bear.

In the preternatural silence that followed, far away
the sounds of the hounds vanished, and somewhere a
crow calling for revenge flew beyond hearing.

The man in blue wheeled his horse about and looked
up at Céleste. “Are you well, demoiselle?”

“Indeed, Sieur,” replied Céleste, somewhat breath-
lessly, her heart yet pounding. “And you?”

“I have taken a cut across the leg, but otherwise—"

“Oh, Sieur,” cried Céleste, “let me tend that.” She
shouldered her bow and began scrambling down from
the oak.
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The rider glanced about and then hung his shield
from a saddle hook and dismounted and stepped to the
base of the tree. He set his sword aside and removed his
helmet; a shock of raven-dark hair tumbled out. And as
Céleste came down the last of the trunk he reached up
and featherlight swung her to the ground. She turned
‘round in his embrace and looked up into his dark grey
eyes. He held her closely and returned the gaze. “Oh,
my,” he breathed, “you are so beautiful.”
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With her heart pounding, “Sieur, we must tend to
your leg wound,” said Céleste, dropping her gaze,
knowing a blush filled her features, for in addition to
having dark hair and grey eyes and a handsome face, he
was tall and strong and most certainly brave ... and dan-
gerous in battle, and perhaps otherwise, too . .. the kind
of man she had dreamed of meeting one day, and here
she was in his arms.

“Tis but a scratch,” said the man, a rakish grin filling
his features as he reluctantly released his embrace.

“Sit with your back to my Companion of Quietness,”
said Céleste, gesturing at the trunk of the oak.

The man raised an eyebrow at her name for the tree;
nevertheless he eased himself down and leaned against
its bole.

“Have you a name, Sieur?” asked Céleste, as she
knelt to examine the wound. i

“Roél,” replied the man. “Son of Sieur Emile and
Lady Simone, brother of Sieurs Laurent and Blaise and
of Demoiselle Avélaine.”

“You are a chevalier?” asked Céleste as she peeled
back the edges of the slash through his leg leathers.

“Oui,” said Roél, breathing in the scent of her hair.
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“Oh, my, that is a rather nasty cut,” said Céleste, ex-
amining the wound. She stepped to her horse, and un-
like Roél’s black, her grey was white-eyed, agitated by
the faint smell of spilled blood, mixed with the urine of
released bladders and the feces of loosened bowels of
the slain men. “Shhh ...shhh...,” hushed the princess,
running her hand along the steed’s neck, calming it. She
opened a saddlebag and took out a cloth-wrapped bun-
dle and a small waterskin and returned to the knight.

“Are you hungry?” she asked, and undid the cloth,
revealing cheese and bread and an apple. The food she
handed to him, but she kept the cloth. As blood welled
from the cut, she ripped the fabric in two and laid one
half on the grass. She folded the other and set it aside
as well. Then she poured water on the wound to wash
the blood away, and quickly took up the folded cloth
and pressed it against the cut, and bound it there with
the first piece.

“There, that ought to hold until I can get you to the
manse,” she said.

Yet kneeling, she looked at him, and, dagger in hand,
he offered her a slice of apple. “First, demoiselle, let us
finish this cheese and bread and fruit, for you never
know when we might get to eat again. And, oh, might
you have a bottle of wine in those saddlebags of yours?”

Céleste burst out laughing. Why, she did not know,
though it might have been the incongruity of a wounded
man on a field of battle calmly eating an apple and
speaking of wine. He smiled in return, a gleam in his
eye, and added, “Besides, my sire always told me to never
pass up the chance of a picnic with a lovely demoiselle,
for you never know what might happen.”

Again Céleste felt a flush rising to her cheeks. “Non,
Sieur,” she said, “l have no wine; water must do.”

He sighed. “Ah, me, mere water. Still, | can drink in
your beauty.”

Again Céleste laughed, and she took the apple slice
and sat beside him, her back to the tree as well.
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“And have you a name?” asked Roél.

“Céleste,” replied the princess.

“How perfect, for does it not mean heavenly?” said
Roél, handing her another slice of apple along with a
cut of cheese. Then he tore off two hunks of bread and
handed her one of those as well.

“Did you not hear me call out my name to those brig-
ands?” asked Céleste.

“Non. I heard you call, but | was yet at some distance
away.”

“What brought you?”

“The horns. | heard them and rode this way, and | ar-
rived just as”—Roél gestured toward the slain men—
“one of those bandits moved forward at the behest of
another. It looked as if they were going to slay you out-
right, so | cocked and loaded my crosshow, and”—Roél
shrugged—*the rest is history.”

“Well, Sieur Roél, | am glad that you did.”

They sat in silence for a while, watching Roél’s black
horse placidly crop grass nearby in spite of the smell of
death. But at last Roél said, “Were they your enemies?”

Céleste shrugged. “They said they had been sent to
fetch me to some mistress of theirs. Dead or alive, it
mattered not to her ... or to them.”

Roél frowned. “Then they would have slain you?”

“It seems so.”

“Too bad their mistress was not among them.”

Céleste took a drink of water and passed the skin to
Roél, who drained it and set it aside.

He started to reach for the cheese, but of a sudden—
“Hsst!”

Céleste stopped chewing and listened. A horn cried in
the distance. Roél leapt to his feet and sheathed his dag-
ger and snatched up his helm and slipped it on. He took
up his sword and stepped to the black. “Mount up, my
lady, and make ready to ride; mayhap more brigands re-
turn. If it comes to battle, flee. I will hold them off.”
Sword in hand, he mounted.
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Céleste untethered her grey and swung up into the
saddle. She unlimbered her bow and set an arrow to
string.

Now they could hear the hammer of oncoming
hooves, as of a number of riders.

“Is your manse well fortified?” asked Roél, riding to
Céleste’s side.

“Indeed,” said Céleste.

“Which way?” asked Roél.

Céleste pointed. “Yon.”

“Then we’ll have to circle 'round, for the riders are
"tween here and there.”

An approaching horn cry split the air.

“Let us away!” said Roél, but at this last clarion call
Céleste laughed gaily. She put away her arrow and
raised her own horn to her lips and repeated the call.

Roél frowned. “What ... ?”

“"Tis my own men,” said Céleste.

“Your own men?”’

“From the manor,” replied Céleste. “Riding to the
rescue, | ween.”

Again she sounded the horn, and it was answered,
and in that moment a warband galloped into the open.
And they swirled around the pair and came to a stop,
some with swords, others with bows, and these held aim
on Roél.

“Princess,” called one of the men, “are you well?”

“Oui, Anton,” replied Céleste, springing down from
her horse. Then she called out to the men, “Put away
your weapons, for all brigands are dead save two, and
they have fled away.” She gestured toward the slaughter
at hand and then toward Roél. “This is the knight who
saved me.”

Anton sheathed his sword and turned to the others.
“You heard the princess.”

As the warband followed suit, Roél, sword yet in
hand, dismounted and removed his helm and faced
Céleste. “You are a princess?”
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Céleste smiled. “Oui.”

A look of wonder filled Roél’s face, and for a moment
he stood stunned. But then he swept both helm and
sword wide in a deep bow and said, “My lady.”

Céleste smiled and canted her head in acknowledg-
ment, but then gasped. “Oh, Roél, you are bleeding
again.” She turned to one of the men. “Gilles, did you
bring your bandages and herbs and simples?”

“As always, Princess,” said Gilles, even as he dis-
mounted. He unslung his saddlebags and stepped to
Roél. “Sieur, if you will take a seat by the oak, I will tend
to your wound.”

“Gilles,” said Roél as he moved toward the tree,
“have you a spare clean cloth?” Of a sudden Roél
paled, and perspiration broke out on his forehead. His
helmet slipped from his fingers and fell to the ground,
but Roél didn’t seem to notice. And then he stumbled
and went down on one knee, but caught himself against
the trunk of the oak. Céleste gasped and rushed forward
and took the sword from him and set it aside and helped
him ease down. With a sigh Roél said, “l need to wipe
the blood of the outlaws from Coeur d’Acier.”

“Coeur d’Acier?” said Gilles as he whipped open a
saddlebag.

“My sword,” said Roél, his voice weakening, sweat
now running down his face.

“Ah, oui, Sieur, a clean cloth I do have,” replied
Gilles, rummaging in the bag. He murmured to Céleste,
“Keep him talking.”

Céleste, her heart pounding in fear for Roél, said,
“Did 1 hear correctly, my knight? Your sword is
named Heart of Steel?”

“Oui,” said Roél, reaching for the silvery blade, but
his hand fell lax, the effort too much.

Tears brimmed in Céleste’s eyes, and though she felt
as if she were babbling, she said, “Oh, Roél, neither iron
nor steel is permitted in Faery except in special circum-
stance.”
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His voice still weaker, “So Geron told me,” said Roél,
“even as he gave me Coeur d’Acier.” He closed his eyes
and fell silent while Gilles pulled loose the bandage.

As the healer began cutting away the leathers about
the wound, “Roél,” said Céleste, “please don’t leave me.
Tell me more.”

Roél murmured, “But Geron also said this blade
would not twist the aethyr—whatever that might be—
for the steel is bound by powerful runes and flashed
with silver. Hence, he said | could bear it into Faery,
for it would aid me in my quest.”

With dread clutching her very soul, Céleste could
hardly get words to leave her mouth. Still she man-
aged—"“You have a quest?”

“Oui,” Roél whispered. “My sister, Avélaine, has been
taken by the Lord of the Changelings, and | would res-
cue her and my brothers as well.”

“There is a story here for the telling,” said Céleste,
her cheeks wet with tears. She again looked at Gilles,
but with a small, cloth-tipped swab he was now fully oc-
cupied probing the wound.

Wincing slightly, his voice faintly strengthening, Roél
whispered, “And tell the tale | will.” And then his head
fell forward onto his chest.

“Oh, Roél,” cried Céleste. She turned to the healer.
“Gilles, is he—?”

“Not yet, my lady, but I fear for him,” said Gilles. He
held up the swab; the cloth tip was covered with dark
grume. “The wound itself is quite minor, you see, but a
poisoned blade made the cut.”
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Awakenings

lease, Roél ... 1...you must not...
...Willhe...?

... Gilles ...
... My lady, he’s...We canonly ...
...travois...weneeda...
...Easy...
... Mithras, please, | beg of you . ..
...Here...inhere...

.. Careful, now . .. more water . ..

Silvery dawnlight filtered in through sheer curtains
when Roél awakened, fragments of urgent conversation
yet clinging to his mind. He was in a bed in a room
somewhere, and someone held his left hand.

Céleste.

She sat in a chair at his side, though, leaning forward,
her head and shoulders resting upon his cover, she slept,
her fingers lightly touching his.

“Ah, my lovely,” whispered Roél, and he freed his hand
and stroked her silky hair; then he, too, slept once more.

When next he awakened, Gilles stood beside the bed,
and dusklight filled the chamber. Of Céleste there was
no sign.
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“Drink?” asked Gilles.

Roél nodded.

Gilles poured a half glass of water from a pitcher,
and then propped Roél up and held the vessel to his
lips.

“It was a close thing, Sieur Roél,” said Gilles as
Roél sipped. “Twice | thought we had lost you, but
twice you rallied. 'Tis good you were fit; else you
would not be among the living.”

“It was such a small cut,” said Roél.

“Qui,” said Gilles, “but such a deadly poison. —More
water?”

“Please.”

Gilles again half filled the glass and aided Roél to
drink.

“Another?”

“Non.” Roél sighed and looked about. “The princess?”

“Ah.We finally had to drag her away,” said Gilles, set-
ting the glass down. “She would not leave your side.”

“How long?”

Gilles eased Roél back down and frowned. “How
long? How long was she at your—? No, wait. | see.
Three days. This is the third day since the skirmish.”

Roél nodded and closed his eyes.

“l need to change your dressing,” said Gilles, and he
drew back the covers and pulled Roél’s nightshirt up to
the chevalier’s thigh, revealing the bandage above the
left knee. “This might sting a bit,” said the healer.

Roél slept in spite of Gilles’ ministrations.

Stars showed through the window when next Roél
opened his eyes. He took a deep breath and turned, and
there was Céleste, again at his side, this time awake, her
face lit by a single candle burning close by.

He smiled, and she took his hand and breathed, “Roél.”

“Princess, in nought but a nightshirt I am not fit to be
presented to you,” said Roél. “Too, | need a bath and a
shave, and—"
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“Pishposh,” said Céleste, shaking her head. “That can
come later. What you need now are food and drink.”

Roél grinned. “Bread and cheese and an apple, | sup-
pose, but, this time, perhaps wine?”

Céleste laughed and released his hand and reached
up beside the bed and tugged a bell cord. Then she
plumped two pillows against the headboard, and Roél
hitched himself to a sitting position. A moment later a
servant appeared. “Broth, Gérard, and croutons. —And
tea. Honey as well, to sweeten it with. And hie.”

As the man rushed away, Roél said, “What, no wine,
no beef, no bread, no gravy?”

“Nothing so heavy this eve, Roél,” said Céleste.
“Gilles’ orders, you see.”

“Ah, my lady, what does a healer know of such
things?”

“Well,” said Céleste, “this healer saved your life.” Of
a sudden, tears brimmed in Céleste’s eyes. “We thought
you lost, Roél, but Gilles—" Céleste took a deep shud-
dering breath and let it out, and wiped away wetness
from her cheeks.

“Do not weep, my lovely,” said Roél, reaching out a
hand, and even as she took it, he realized he had spoken
aloud. “Oh, my lady, I didn’t mean to call you my— Or,
rather, | did mean it, but I-l— | mean, I—"

Roél stuttered to a halt as Céleste broke into laughter.
“Ah, Roél, would you have me call you ‘my handsome’?”

Roél grinned. “I shall have to think on that, Princess.”

“Well, as you are thinking, is there ought else you
need besides food and drink?”

“Is there a privy at hand?”

Céleste smiled. “Oui, as well as a chamber pot under
the bed.”

“I’d rather the privy.”

“I’'ll show you the way,” said Céleste.

“Oh, no, Princess. Have a servant—"

“Folderol,” exclaimed Céleste, interrupting Roél’s
protest. “I am perfectly capable of aiding you.”



18 / DEeNNIS L. MCKIERNAN

Roél sighed and nodded and swung his feet over the
side of the bed.

“Take care,” Céleste cautioned. “Gilles said for you to
beware the first time standing.”

Roél took a deep breath and said, “Oh, my, but | be-
lieve Gilles was right.”

“I’ll fetch the chamber pot,” said Céleste.

“Non, Princess. | would rather not embarrass myself.”
Bracing against the bed, Roél stood, swaying a bit.

Céleste took his arm.

“"Ware, Princess, should | topple, step back as to not
be crushed.”

Céleste, from her five foot three, looked up at Roél’s
slender six one. “l believe | am made of sterner matter,
Sieur.”

“Ha! Though you climb trees, you appear quite frag-
ile to me,” said Roél as Céleste led him across the room
and toward a door. “—And now that | think of it, just
how did you get up that tree, my lady?”

“Perhaps, given my so-called fragile state, | had the
Fairies fly me up,” said Céleste as she opened the door.
In the chamber beyond was a bronze tub for bathing, a
mirrored stand with a basin and a ewer, soaps, towels,
cloths, and a small fireplace. Past the tub stood another
door, this one leading to a chamber-pot throne.

“My lady,” said Roél, “as much as | love your com-
pany, | believe | can essay this on my own.”

“As you will, ‘my handsome,” ” said Céleste, smiling as
she withdrew, closing the doors after. Even so, she stood
by in case he called for aid, for he yet seemed unsteady.

With a knock on the hall door, Gérard and two lads
came bearing trays: Gérard with a tea set and a pot of
honey, along with utensils and napkins; one of the lads
with a tureen of beef broth with a ladle and bowl, and a
second bowl filled with croutons; the other lad with a
bed tray. “My lady,” said the man, after all had been
placed on a sideboard, “Cook says, should you want any,
she has some tasty éclairs, or honeyed biscuits for the
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tea, along with scones and clotted cream and some won-
derful blackberry preserves.”

Céleste smiled. “Oh, Gérard, tell her it sounds most
tasty, but Sieur Roél needs only that which you
brought.”

“What sounds most tasty?” asked Roél, emerging
from the bathing chamber.

“Something perhaps you can have on the morrow,”
said Céleste, “should Gilles agree.”

“A joint of beef for my famished stomach?” asked
Roél, slowly making his way to the bed, his steps now
steady.

Céleste laughed. “Mayhap that, too.”

“My lady, would you have me serve?” asked Gérard.

“Non, Gérard, | will do the honors.”

“That will be all, then, my lady?” he asked.

“Oui, Gérard, and thank you.”

The trio started out the door, and Gérard, last, said,
“Oh, and Mam’selle Henriette says she’ll be just outside
if you need her.”

Céleste sighed and shook her head.

Roél clambered onto the bed, and as Céleste pulled
up the covers and spanned the bed tray across his lap,
he said, “You do not seem pleased that Mam’selle
Henriette stands at the door.”

“She thinks to guard my virtue,” said Céleste.

“Ah, a chaperone?”

“Oui,” said Céleste, now ladling broth into a bowl,
“though I have not needed one for some while.”

Roél raised an eyebrow at this, though the princess’s
back was to him.

The bowl now filled, she sat it on his bed tray, along
with the croutons and a napkin and spoon, and then
stepped back to the sideboard and began pouring tea.
Roél smiled and said, “Although I am sorely wounded
and abed—" Céleste glanced at him, and Roél pressed
the back of his right hand to his forehead and feigned ter-
rible weakness and emitted a prolonged sigh—
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Céleste broke out in giggles and said, “You make me
laugh, Roél, and | love that in a man.”

Roél beamed, but continued: “—We should have one,
Princess—a chaperone, I mean—for | would not sully
your reputation.”

As if to herself Céleste smiled and faintly shook her
head, then laughed again. “Henriette was scandalized
when | had you installed in this bedchamber.”

Roél looked about. “What is special about this
room?”

“It adjoins mine,” said Céleste, nodding at a door on
the far wall as she dropped a dollop of honey in each
cup of tea and stirred, “and is meant for my husband.”

Chapfallen, Roél now truly sighed and glumly said,
“Then you are married, Princess?”

“Non. I should have said it is for my husband-to-be.”

“You are engaged, then,” said Roél.

Céleste placed a cup of tea on the bed tray and then
stepped to the sideboard for her own. She turned and
took a slow sip, her green eyes fixed on him. She set the
cup back in the saucer and said, “Non, I’m not engaged.
Nor am I currently involved.”

“Magnifique!” exclaimed Roél, a great smile lighting
his face, but then he flushed. “Er, that is, not that | have,
um, aspirations, oh, my, I meant . ..” Roél’s words drib-
bled away, and he studiously peered into his broth.

Céleste’s mouth twitched in a brief grin, and then she
took a deep breath and asked, “And you, Roél, have you
someone waiting for you?”

Roél looked up at the princess, a tentative smile on
his face. “Non.”

Céleste’s own features broke into a glorious smile.
“Bon!”

Her green eyes looked into his grey, his grey into her
green, and, as if the aethyr itself tingled in anticipation,
there came between them an unspoken understanding:
he would woo her.

Yet grinning and ignoring the spoon, Roél took up
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the broth and downed it in one long gulp. He held the
bowl out to Céleste and said, “More, please.” As she re-
plenished the vessel, he popped croutons into his mouth
and happily crunched away.



Quest

or his second bowl of broth, Roél used a spoon, but
he had taken only a taste or two when he frowned
and set it aside.

“What is it, my handsome?” asked Céleste, a faint
smile warring with concern on her face. “Why the grim
look?”

“Oh, Princess, | just realized, the moment | am fit
enough, 1 will have to leave you.”

“Leave me?”

“Oui. My quest. | must find Avélaine and Laurent and
Blaise. —Rescue them, | think.”

Céleste sighed, now recalling what he had said—
When was that? Just three days past? It seems much
longer. “Tell me of this mission, Roél.”

Roél took a deep breath and slowly released it, and he
gazed out the window as if seeking an answer somewhere
in the glitter of distant stars beyond. Then he turned to
Céleste and said, “l am the youngest son of Sir Emile and
Lady Simone. I have two brothers and a sister. Laurent is
the eldest, Blaise follows him, our sister, Avélaine, comes
next in birth order, and, of course, | am last. And ever
since | can remember, Avélaine and | have been as dear
to one another as a brother and sister can be.”
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Roél paused, his gaze lost in memory. Finally he
shrugged and said, “Regardless, nearly seven years past,
Avélaine was given to long restless rides, for she was
sore beset by our parents. They had arranged a marriage
for her to someone she did not wish to wed, and she had
wanted to flee ere that day, but she knew it was her duty
to follow our parents’ pact with the parents of the
groom. And so instead of running away, she rode off
from the manor to escape the words of our pére and
mere and to struggle with her feelings. Always | accom-
panied her, for | thought she might need, not only the
mostly silent companionship of someone who sympa-
thized with her, but also someone to protect her from
brigands, should any be lurking about.” Roél faintly
smiled. “Not that there were ever any on our estate, but
you see, | was a squire at the time—no longer a boy but
not yet a man—and in training to become a knight, for
I would follow in the steps of Laurent and Blaise, both
of whom had won their spurs apast. And so, | went
along as her guardian, though I did not tell her that.

“We rode to the outskirts of my sire’s estate, where
deep in the forest there lie the ruins of an ancient tem-
ple. Perhaps once it had been mighty, but these days it
is nought but a tumble of rock, a place our vassals
shunned; even the woodcutters didn’t go near. Never-
theless, Avélaine and | were out there, and at that time
neither of us knew just who or what might have been
worshipped therein. . ..”

Roél slashed and thrust at the air with his rapier to
deal with an imaginary foe. Only half-watching, Avélaine
sat on a block of stone. “Oh, Roél, why did they have to
choose Maslin? It’s not that he isn’t a fine fellow, but for
me he has no, um, no spark.”

Roél paused in his duel with the air and cocked an
eyebrow at his raven-haired sister. “No spark?”

“He does not move me,” said Avélaine.

“Move you?”
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A look of exasperation filled Avélaine’s blue eyes.
“He does not stir my heart.”

“Ah, | see,” said Roél, returning to his battle with the
invisible foe.

Avélaine sat in glum thought, gazing at, but not see-
ing, their two horses placidly cropping grass nearby. Fi-
nally, she heaved a great sigh and said, “Oh, | wish |
were anywhere but in this time and place.”

“Take care, sister of mine,” said Roél as he continued
to slash at the air, “for you know not what magic these
old ruins might hold.”

“Oh, would that they did,” said Avélaine, “for then I
would be gone from here.” She hopped down from the
stone block and turned to look at the tumble, nought
but a vine-covered wrack with thistles growing among
the remains. As if seeing them for the first time,
Avélaine strolled around the remnants, circling widder-
shins in the light of the early-spring midmorning sun.

Roél paused and watched her walk away; then he re-
sumed his cut and thrust at the air. He had just dispatched
the unseen foeman when as from a distance he heard
Avélaine faintly call, “Roél.”

He turned to see her standing there, now nearly all
the way 'round the ruins. Pale, she was, almost ghostly,
and she reached a hand out toward Roél as if pleading.
Just behind and to the left stood a tall, black-haired,
black-eyed man in an ebon cloak limned in scarlet. Over
his left arm something draped, as of wispy dark cloth
featherlight. A sneer of triumph filled his dark aquiline
features as he gazed at Avélaine.

Roél shouted and raised his sword and rushed for-
ward, but in that instant the man embraced Avélaine and
whirled 'round and 'round and 'round and vanished, tak-
ing Avélaine with him, and when Roél came to the place
where they had been, he found nought but empty air.

“What do you mean she’s gone?” demanded Laurent.
“She and the man both vanished,” said Roél.
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“Did you not engage him in battle?”” asked Blaise.

“Even as | went for him, he spun like a dervish and
disappeared and took Avélaine with him,” said Roél, on
the verge of tears. “l searched and searched, but they
were truly gone.”

“Well, if I'd been there,” said Laurent, “I would
have—"

“Oh, leave the boy alone,” cried Lady Simone, again
bursting into tears, even as she stepped to Roél and em-
braced him.

But Roél would have none of that, and he disengaged
his mother’s arms and defiantly faced Laurent. “You
would have done no better than 1.”

“Pah! You little—"

“Laurent!” snapped Sir Emile. “Enough! We are here
to deal with the problem and not to dole out blame.”

“But what can we possibly do?” cried Simone, wiping
her eyes with her kerchief and then using it to blow her
nose.

Emile knitted his brow, pondering, and then said, “I
do not know, my lady. Mayhap Avélaine is lost forever,
for it is clear that a powerful being has abducted her,
most likely the EIf King, for ’tis said he captures mortals
by stealing their shadows from them. No doubt he has
taken her to Faery.”

“Faery!” exclaimed Simone. “Oh, what a horrible
place!” Once more she broke into tears, and Emile em-
braced her.

Roél took a deep breath and said, “Sire, we can con-
sult with Geron the Sage. Perhaps he will know what to
do and where to go.”

Emile nodded. “Ah, you have hit upon it, my boy. One
of us must seek him out.”

“1 will go, Father,” said Roél.

“Pah! You?” sneered Laurent. ““You are nought but a
child, a mere squire. I will go instead.”

“No,” said Blaise. “I will go.”

“I am the eldest,” said Laurent.“Hence it is mine to do.”
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“1 will not accept this blame,” said Roél. “I am the
one to find him.”

Emile called for quiet and said, “Laurent is right. He
is the eldest, so he is the one to go.”

The next morning, arrayed in his fine armor and
armed with the best of weaponry, Laurent mounted up
on his caparisoned steed and said, “No matter what
Sage Geron tells me, whether he has any aid or not, still
will 1 seek Avélaine. It might be a lengthy quest, yet
surely will I find her.”

Roél paused in his telling and took a long sip of tea.
Céleste remained silent and waited for him to continue.
Roél then set his cup down and said, “With tearful au
revoirs, we watched Laurent ride away, my brother the
knight quite magnificent on that great horse of his.”
Roél sighed and said, “But then three years passed, and
we heard nothing of Laurent or Avélaine.

“By that time | had won my own spurs in the lists and
in one-on-one combat as well as in the mélées. Then war
came, and over the next months both Blaise and | ac-
quitted ourselves with honor on the fields of Valens.

“But when we returned home, Blaise set out to find
Laurent and Avélaine, and he rode for Sage Geron’s
cottage to seek advice. | would have gone with him, but
my sire was in ill health, and there were yet foemen
wandering the land. So, to guard my sire and dam, |
stayed behind at the manor.

“Another three years passed, and there came no word
of Blaise, Laurent, or Avélaine. My sire had recovered
his health, and now I would go to find my missing kin-
dred. Mother objected tearfully, for she would not lose
all her get in a futile search. My sire, too, was reluctant
to let me go, yet in the end he acceded, for | was a true
knight, and he could not, would not, gainsay me, his
third and last son, in this honorable quest.

“As did my brothers before me, | set out to seek the
advice of Sage Geron, and a moon or so later | arrived
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at his cote, there nigh the edge of the mortal world, the
cottage but a fortnight from the twilight walls of Faery.
He invited me in and made tea, and we sat at his table
and spoke. ...”

“I’ll tell you what I told your brothers,” said Geron.
“Contrary to popular myth, 'twas no EIf King who took
your sister, but the Lord of the Changelings himself. Ah,
he resembles the EIf King, yet is another altogether. He
stole Avélaine’s shadow, cut it free from her, he did;
hence he captured a key bit of her essence and has her
in his thrall.”

“Then my sire was right about someone stealing a
shadow,” said Roél, “but was wrong about who did it.”

Geron nodded.

“Then that was what he had draped over his arm?
Her shadow?”

Geron nodded again.

Roél sighed. “I thought it but a wisp of dark cloth.”

The sage shook his head. “Nay, lad, "twas her shadow,
stolen away. The Lord of the Changelings at times seeks
out a fair demoiselle to capture, and he does so in this
manner.”

“Speak to me of this Changeling Lord.”

Geron replenished his cup of tea and offered some
to Roél, who with a gesture declined. The sage took
a long sip and set the cup aside and leaned back in
his chair. “Though they are rather Elflike, these beings
are not true Elves, but a race set apart, a race called
Changelings.”

“Changelings,” said Roél. “I've heard of them: babes
exchanged at birth for another child.”

“Oh, non, non”—Geron shook his head—*“that’s but
part of the truth. You see, Changelings are not only
babes, but adults, too. And there is this, my boy: they are
called Changelings for they can alter their shapes.”

“Shift into something they are not?”

“Non, shift into someone they are not, but always
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whoever they become, at heart they are still a Change-
ling.”

“Say on, Sage.”

Geron took another sip of tea. “Just as the Firbolg and
the Sidhe, or better yet the Seelie and the Unseelie, there
are two factions of Changelings, in appearance difficult
to tell apart. Yet though they might be different from
one another, they are closely akin. Regardless as to
whether it is one race or two, both factions take humans
for their own, for now and again they need the strength
of mortal blood to restore the vitality of their kind.”

“Mortal blood? You mean they mate with humans?”

“Oui. Only in this way can they remain a vigorous
folk.”

“Tell me of these two factions.”

“One is ruled over by a queen, and she is proud and
terrible.”

“Terrible? Evil, wicked, you mean?”’

“Non, non. Terrible in her power, in her abilities, and
she does not gladly suffer the follies of humankind. E’en
so, it is she who lures men unto her bed. She does not
steal shadows to do so, but uses her charms instead.”

Roél nodded. “I understand. What of the other fac-
tion?”

“Ah, they are ruled by the Changeling Lord, and he is
also terrible, not only in his power, but in his wickedness
as well. It is he who steals shadows of those he would
bed.”

“He would lie with my sister?”

Geron sighed and nodded.

Roél jumped up and began pacing. “My sister will
never mate with that evil being.”

“My boy, she has no shadow, and thus little will of her
own.”

Roél stopped pacing and turned to Geron. “Why did
he choose her?”

“First, she was near the temple ruins, where she made
a wish, one overheard by the Changeling Lord. And sec-
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ond, she suited his needs, for he requires someone vir-
ginal, someone who has not lain with a man nor an EIf
nor any other male.”

Roél threw himself into his chair. “Then he has al-
ready defiled her?”

“Perhaps, perhaps not, for lore says not only must she
be a virgin; it further declares he cannot force her, for
unless she enters his embrace without resistance, the
seed will not take. Yet e’en if she resists, in time she will
come to his bed, her will sapped, her defiance at last
gone.”

“How much time?”

“That, I do not know.”

“Then perhaps | am already too late.”

Geron shrugged. “Mayhap.”

Roél slammed a fist onto the table, Geron’s teacup
and saucer rattling in response. “Nevertheless,” gritted
Roél, “I will free her.”

They sat in silence for a moment, and then Roél said,
“What of the children of these matings?”

Geron straightened his cup in its saucer. “The Queen
of the Changelings, she woos her humans and they go
willingly to her bed. And the children born of their mat-
ings are blessed.”

“And the Lord of the Changelings?”

Geron shook his head. “He does not woo, but instead
steals shadows, takes something of the soul; hence chil-
dren of these matings lack full souls of their own.”

Roél groaned, “And when these babes are swapped
for human children ... ?”

“Both factions exchange their newborn offspring for
humankind newborns, and they raise the human chil-
dren to live among them. In the queen’s realm, some be-
come bards and poets and thespians and artisans
beyond compare, and others become warriors and they
protect the queen’s borders. Some, a few, return to the
mortal lands and become folk of renown. For those who
stay in the Changeling realm, eventually they take
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mates, and thus the populace is strengthened for a
while. But for some reason | do not understand, at last
the vigor wanes, and more humans are required to re-
store the vitality of the Changelings, and so both the
Queen of the Changelings and the Changeling Lord
must bring in new blood.”

“I see,” said Roél. “And what of the babes who are
raised by the minions of the Changeling Lord?”

“Ah, those,” said Geron. “Even though they are
human, hence have the souls they were born with, most
are raised to become frightful warriors or other dread-
ful beings, and those who return to the mortal land live
in infamy.”

Roél sighed and then said, “And what of the
Changelings who are raised by humans?”

“If it is a blessed child from the queen’s realm, then
only good things come to those whose lives they touch,
but if a nigh-soulless child from the lord’s realm, then
dreadful things befall not only those in that foster
household, but all who come in contact with the
Changeling.”

“Then, if my sister has mated with the Changeling
Lord, the chances of her child turning out good
are...?”

“Lad, you do not want to believe her children will be
evil, yet | say unto you they will be.”

Again Roél slammed a fist to the table. He sat in
brooding silence for a while, but at last he said, “And
you are certain that it was in fact the Changeling Lord
and not the EIf King who stole my sister away?”

“Yes, Roél, I am certain. Let me tell you what he
looked like: he was tall and had black hair and black
eyes, and his features somewhat resembled those of a
hawk.”

“How dressed?” asked Roél.

“Dark clothing, an ebon cloak limned in scarlet.”

“Limned, or instead lined?”

“Limned only,” said Geron.
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Roél sighed. “You have described him exactly as I re-
member.”

Geron nodded. “It is as | say: 'twas the Lord of the
Changelings himself.”

“How know you this?” asked Roél.

“I myself saw him long past when we sages banded to-
gether to destroy that temple of his, the place where he
captured your sister.”

“Those ruins were once a temple to the Lord of the
Changelings?”

“Qui,” said Geron, nodding. “A most wicked being, he
was and is.”

“Then that is why people avoid those ruins?” asked
Roél.

Again Geron nodded, but then shook his head in rue.
“Other than a handful of sages such as me, | suspect no
others yet live who know it once was used thus and still
holds remnants of power. Hence the ruins are now
avoided out of tradition rather than from sure knowl-
edge. It’s unfortunate you didn’t know better than to
loiter about such a place. Unfortunate as well your sis-
ter made a wish there.”

“Mistake or no, what’s done is done,” said Roél,
though regret tinged his words. “What is important now
is to retrieve my sister. —My brothers as well.”

The sage took a deep breath. “As to your brothers,
Roél, | would not hold out hope that they are yet alive,
for when | told them what they must do, they would not
wait.”

“Wait for what?” asked Roél.

Geron got up from the table and stepped to a chest.
He opened it and took from it a sword in a scabbard and
turned to Roél and said, “They would not wait for this.”

“And thatis ... ?”

“Coeur d’Acier,” said Geron.

“Heart of Steel?”

“Qui,” said Geron. “It is a special weapon, years in
the making, for there are powerful runes bound in the
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blade and covered with silver flashing. It was not fin-
ished when your brothers rode through.”

“Were not their own weapons adequate?” asked
Roél. “They were forged from good steel as well.”

“Ah, but you see, the Changeling Lord lives in Faery,
where steel is forbidden except under special circum-
stance. After all, one must not affront the Fairies and
Elves and other such beings therein; else the transgres-
sor might find himself forever cursed.”

“Did my brothers take their steel within?”

“1 do not know,” said Geron. “l advised them to trade
their arms and armor for counterparts of good bronze.”

“Trade?”

“Oui. You see, from here, the city of Rulon is on the
way to Faery, and for a fee the merchants of Rulon will
trade bronze accoutrements for those of steel; travellers
can then retrieve their own when they come back from
Faery . ..assuming they come back within a year. Rulon
is just one of several cities of such welcomed trade.
After all, good steel is harder to come by than good
bronze, and so the merchants gain rather handsomely in
the exchange with those who are fool enough to venture
into Faery.”

Roél took a deep breath and slowly shook his head,
for his brothers had been gone well beyond the re-
quired year. Finally he said, “Tell me what I must do.”

Geron nodded, and he handed Coeur d’Acier to
Roél. “Bear this blade into Faery with you.”

“Is it not made of steel?”

“Oui, it is; yet recall, | said it was steel bound with
runes of power and flashed with silver. This blade will
not twist the aethyr; hence it is safe to take into that
mystical realm.”

Roél frowned in puzzlement, but then shrugged in ac-
ceptance and said, “What else must | do?”

“But for Coeur d’Acier, rid yourself of all iron and
steel—as | say, you can trade for arms and armor of
bronze. Shoe your horse in bronze as well, and change
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out the tack—all fittings must be of bronze instead of
iron.”

Roél nodded and said, “And then what? How do |
find Faery?”

Geron laughed. “Ah, lad, somewhat straight on be-
yond the city of Rulon you will come to a wall of twi-
light looming up into the sky. The wall is there whether
or no it is day or night, for it is one of the many bounds
of Faery. Simply ride through, and you will find yourself
in that wondrous but oft perilous place.”

Roél nodded and asked, “And once | am in
Faery ... ?”

“Then seek the port city of Mizon. Therein lies a well-
known map which, among other things, purports to
show a path to the Changeling realm. It is the only cer-
tain way | know of to find that domain.”

“I have one other question, Geron.”

“Ask away.”

Roél lifted Coeur d’Acier. “Why do you give me such
a valuable blade as this and ask nought in return?”

“Let us just say, my lad, I was driven by the Fates to
do so.” The sage spoke no more of his part in Roél’s
quest, though he talked freely of other things.

Roél rode away from Geron'’s cottage, and days later
he came to the city of Rulon, and there, but for Coeur
d’Acier, he exchanged his arms and armor for those of
bronze. He had the tack of his horse fitted with bronze,
and the shoes replaced with ones of bronze, including
the nails therein. As the merchant put away the old
gear, Roél recognized Laurent’s steel dagger, and
Blaise’s steel helm, but none of their remaining gear did
he see.

A day later he espied the great wall of twilight, and
just beyond the burnt ruins of what had once been a
magnificent manor, he rode through the bound and en-
tered what appeared to be a woodland where spring
seemed burgeoning, though the remains of winter lay
upon the world he had just left.
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Roél drained his cup of tea and said to Céleste, “And
so, Princess, that is my quest, and the tale of how | came
to be in Faery.”

Céleste stood and took up Roél’s cup and stepped to
the sideboard to replenish it. “Oh, Roél, | am so sorry.
Your sister stolen, your brothers missing.”

Abed, Roél nodded bleakly. “Yet all are in Faery, or
so | think.”

“This Lord of the Changelings, he took her shadow,”
said Céleste.

Roél nodded. “Oui. As | said, it was draped over his
arm when last | saw Avélaine.”

Céleste set Roél’s refreshed cup of honey-sweetened
tea on the bed tray and said, “Ah, Roél, it is good that
you came the way you did, for to find your sister you
seek a treasured map in the port city of Mizon.”

Roél looked at Céleste, an unspoken question in his
eyes.

Céleste smiled and said, “I know the way to Mizon.”
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Amour

c ou do? You know the way to the port city?” asked
Roél.

“Oui,” said Céleste, smiling. “I can guide you there.”

“Oh, Princess, there are Changelings involved in my
quest, the Lord of the Changelings, in fact, and | would
not have you in jeopardy.”

“And | would not have you go alone,” said Céleste.

Before Roél could again protest, Gilles strode in.
“Ah, you are awake, Roél. You, too, Princess.” Then he
smiled and glanced at Céleste and added, “Unlike Hen-
riette at the door. Your chaperone, | gather?”

“Oui.”

A wide grin lit up Gilles’ face. “Sound asleep she is,
Princess, an ideal chaperone.”

Yet caught up in her determination to guide Roél to
Mizon, Céleste graced her features with only a small
smile at Gilles’ bon mot.

Gilles stepped to the bedside. “And speaking of sleep,
Sieur Roél, you need to be doing that right now.”

“More sleep? After three days of such?”

“Oui,” said Gilles. He held the back of his hand to
Roél’s forehead a moment and then nodded in satisfac-
tion. “I told you before, it was a very virulent poison, and
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I would have you rest well this night.” He glanced at
Céleste. “—You, too, Princess.” He then measured the
chevalier’s pulse. As he released Roél’s wrist, he eyed
the bowl of broth and asked, “Have you eaten yet?”

“This is my second,” said Roél.

“Finish it now, for I have a sleep-medick to give you.”

Roél looked at Céleste and shrugged, and took up the
broth and drank it down.

Gilles crumbled three dried petals into Roél’s cup,
and poured in fresh tea. He stirred it a moment and set
it before the knight. Gilles then turned to the princess
and took her cup and did the same. When he returned it
to her, Gilles glanced back and forth between the two
and said, “The longer it stands, the worse it tastes.”

Roél sighed and raised his cup to Céleste in salute, a
salute she returned, and they drank it down, each mak-
ing a moue in response to the flavor. “Gilles,” said
Céleste, “you could have at least sweetened it with
honey.”

Gilles grinned and said, “Ah, but, my lady, where
would be the pleasure in that?”

Céleste laughed, and Gilles said, “And now, Princess,
our patient needs his rest, as do you. There will be
goodly time on the morrow and in the days after for you
two to speak of whatever you will.”

Céleste sighed and stood. “Good eve, Sieur Knight.
Rest well.”

“My lady, on the morrow, then,” replied Roél.

Céleste made her way to the door leading to her own
quarters, and as she opened it she said, “Oh, Gilles.
Waken Henriette and tell her that she can now retire,
for 1 am safe in my own bed.” Smiling, Céleste closed
the door behind.

Gilles pulled the bell cord, and Gérard and two lads
appeared, and they carried away the tea set and the
tureen and bowls and the bed tray and utensils. Gilles
took up the candle and said, “I bid you good night as
well, Sieur Roél.” And so saying, he left.
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Lying abed, Roél peered out the window, the glitter of
stars now diminished by the light of the just-risen moon.
Céleste filled his thoughts—her beautiful face, her slen-
der form, her gentle but determined way—and he knew
it would be a while ere he would fall asleep . .. and the
next he knew—

—there came a knock on the door.

Roél opened his eyes to see daylight streaming in
through the window. Again came the knock, and Gilles
entered. “Breakfast is awaiting, Roél, and you are ex-
pected.”

Roél sat up.

“How do you feel?”” asked Gilles.

“Quite good, though starved, Gilles.”

“No dizziness?”

“Non, though I haven’t taken to my feet yet.”

“Then | suggest you do so and be on your way.”

“But | have no clothes, and | need a bath and a
shave,” said Roél.

Gilles grinned, and he stepped to a tall chifforobe and
flung it open and gestured within. On one side hung
clothes, and beneath the garments sat shoes. “Seam-
stresses have been at work ever since | said you would
live. Cobblers, too.” Gilles pulled open drawers on the
other side. “Undergarments and socks and the like are
in here.”

Roél eased out of bed and cautiously stood. No dizzi-
ness assaulted him. “Will they fit?”

Gilles laughed. “Oh, yes. You see, they measured you
two days past, while you still had not awakened. | must
say, the ladies, they found you quite, um, how shall | say?
Ah, yes, utterly pleasing. Indeed, quite the man.”

Redness crept into Roél’s face.

Gilles smiled and said, “Now, about that shave and a
bath, as long as we keep your wound out of the
water ...”

He tugged on the bell cord, and moments later
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Gérard and a string of lads came bustling in, steaming
pails in hand.

After finishing his third helping of eggs and rashers
and well-buttered toast slathered with blackberry pre-
serves, along with slices of apple and cheese and several
cups of hot tea, Roél sighed in satisfaction and leaned
back in his chair.

“Ah, Roél, | love to see a man eat. In that, you are
much like my brothers,” said Céleste.

“We are all pigs, eh?” said Roél, grinning.

Céleste laughed. “Non. Instead, you all have healthy
appetites.”

“1 was famished, Princess, three days with nought but
thin broth and bread crumbs. "Tis not the best way to a
man’s heart.”

Roél was dressed in a dark grey cotton shirt, grey to
match his eyes. His black breeks were cinched by a
silver-buckled black belt, and he was shod in black
boots. Bathed and clean-shaven, his shoulder-length
raven-dark hair yet a bit damp, he cut quite a handsome
figure, and Céleste often found she was staring.

As for herself, Céleste wore a long-sleeved, pale
green gown, and up and across a narrow inset white
bodice panel, green laces zigzagged from waist to low
neckline. Striking, she was, and her face and form took
Roél’s breath away, and his gaze oft met hers.

They sat across from one another at a small table in
a secluded, walled garden. Crocuses bloomed among
moss-covered stones through which water trickled
into a clear pool. A small willow tree leaned over the
mere, its dangling branches astir in the springlike
zephyr that had managed to climb o’er the vine-
covered wall. Somewhere nearby a finch called for a
mate, and was answered by the flutter of wings. And in
the pale glancing light of the midmorning sun, Roél
and Céleste looked upon one another, their two
hearts beating as one.
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“Princess, 1—"

“Roél, I—"

They both spoke at once, and—

“After you—"

“After you—"

They did it again.

Roél made a motion as if buttoning his lip and
pointed at Céleste, and she burst out laughing, as did he.
And finally, palm up, he gestured to her, inviting her to
speak.

“l don’t know what | was going to say,” said Céleste,
and again they both broke into laughter.

“Let’s go for a walk,” said Roél. ““You can show me
this estate of yours.”

“Oh, Roél, are you certain you can? You might re-
open your wound.”

“Five stitches,” said Roél as he stood and stepped
‘round the table. “That’s all it took for Gilles to sew me
up, rather much like darning a sock. As I said, it was but
a scratch, and surely | can take a stroll. After all, it was
no short journey from my bed to this table.”

“But what of the poison?” asked Céleste, looking up
at him.

“Ah, Gilles’ vile potions seem to have entirely rid me
of that. Come, let us stroll awhile.”

Roél stepped behind Céleste’s chair and pulled it
back and handed her up. And then she was in his arms,
and he leaned down and gently kissed her.

*“Oh, Princess, | didn’t mean—or rather I did, but—"

She kissed him again, and passion flared, and hearts
hammered, and Céleste felt a glorious fire sweeping
throughout her body.

Ignoring the fact that he felt himself coming erect,
Roél pulled her tight against him and kissed her deeply,
and he wanted nothing more than to take her then and
there.

And Céleste wanted nothing more than to be taken
then and there.
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“Ahem,” sounded a polite cough.

They broke apart and turned to see an older man
standing at hand.

“Yes, Louis?” asked Céleste, somewhat breathlessly,
her heart yet racing madly.

“Shall I clear the table, madam?” asked Louis, dis-
creetly staring off at something beyond the garden wall.

Roél only half paid attention to what Céleste was say-
ing as she took him on a wide-ranging tour. And for her
part, Céleste seemed greatly distracted as she pointed
out trivialities and failed to mention key points con-
cerning the grounds and the splendid chéateau.

Céleste directed Roél’s attention to the striations in
the marble floor of the grand welcoming foyer, but said
nought of the great circular seal centered within the
stone depicting a cherry tree in full blossom. Nor did
she say ought of the skylight above, the leaded glass de-
picting the very same thing.

Broad staircases swept up and around each side of
the hall and to the floor above, and on the third floor
beyond, balconies looked down from the embracing
rooms, but Céleste managed to speak of only the knurls
on the balusters.

They visited an extensive library with hundreds of
books and scrolls and tomes, and Céleste pointed out
her favorite chair.

She took him to a game room, where portraits of her
pere and mére and brothers and sister looked out from
gilt frames. The room was furnished with tables and
chairs, and ready for play were taroc cards and échiquiers
for dames and échecs; Céleste showed Roél her favorite
piece, a red hierophant with a bent miter.

In the music room laden with viols and flutes and
harpsichords and drums and other such, Céleste ges-
tured at a small violin, the one she played as a child.

Outside she walked him through the gardens, and
talked of plying a trowel. She showed him the stables,
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and there Roél found his black placidly munching on
oats. The horse seemed more interested in his next
mouthful than in his knight.

They strolled past gazebos and fountains and sundials
and other such objects of the manor. Although Roél
now and then paid close attention, he spent most of his
time admiring Céleste.

Roél was introduced to gardeners and stablemen, to
servants and seamstresses, to the smith and farrier, to
laundresses and hunters, to the keeper of the mews
where messenger falcons were housed, and to many of
the other staff of the considerable manor. But the only
name that remained in his mind was Céleste, Céleste,
Céleste. Try as he would to remember the names of the
people he met, they went glimmering away in the sun-
beams of this most glorious day.

And though Céleste knew she was babbling but could
not seem to stop, and though Roél tried to attend but
failed, they basked in one another’s company, as if noth-
ing else in the world mattered but the presence of the
other.

And neither could forget the burning passion of their
kiss, the desire set aflame, the wanting of one another. It
was as an unquenchable fire.

That evening they had dinner in an intimate chamber,
one with a table just for two. What they ate, neither
could say, for they were completely entranced with one
another. Later, dressed against the chill of the spring
night, they sat in a gazebo and watched the moon rise.

Finally, they returned to the manor, and in the hall-
way they espied Henriette lurking in the shadows, wait-
ing for Céleste’s safe return. Roél escorted Céleste to
her chamber door and with a rather chaste kiss he bade
her good night. Roél then stepped into his own room,
and reliving Céleste’s every move, every gesture, every
smile, he made ready for bed. He crawled under his cov-
ers and spent a long while staring at the silver moonlit
world beyond his windows.
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And then the door between his chamber and Cé-
leste’s opened, and dressed in nought but a filmy negli-
gee, the princess came padding in, moonlight revealing,
then shadows concealing, as she passed in and out of
the silvery beams.

“My lady?” said Roél, starting up, but she gestured
for him to remain abed.

“Sieur, I was not satisfied by that peck at my door,”
said Céleste, crawling in beside him. She curled into his
embrace, and he kissed her gently and then fiercely and
she hungrily responded in kind. His manhood was hard
and pressing against her, and she could feel the beat of
his pulse. Céleste paused a moment to pull her negligee
up and off and cast it to the floor. And as he doffed his
nightshirt, the garment falling aside neglected, she
whisked the covers away. And she lay back and looked
at him now above her.

“Beloved,” he whispered, and momentarily paused,
gazing into her sweet face in the diffuse radiance of
moonglow. And he softly kissed her, and she him, and
then he slipped inside her. She moaned in pleasure, as
did he, and they slowly began making love.

Some moments later and outside the door, Henriette
leaned forward in her chair and covered her ears
against the sounds coming from within, and she mut-
tered to herself over and over, “I’m not hearing this. I'm
not hearing this. I'm not, I'm not, I'm not. ...”



Declarations

overed in perspiration in the aftermath of making
love for the third time, Céleste and Roél lay abed

in moonlight streaming through the window, Roél on
his back, Céleste on her side and propped on one
elbow and gazing at him. “My lady,” whispered Roél as
with one finger she traced the line of his jaw, “you are
insatiable.”

“As are you, Sieur Knight,” she replied.

“If she is yet at the door,” said Roél, “what must your
chaperone think?”

“That we are well in love,” said Céleste, smiling.

Though neither knew it, Henriette, her face flushed,
her own heart racing, had long since fled to her quarters.

“l do love you, Princess,” said Roél, now hitching
about to look at her, “and have done so since | lifted
you down from your oak tree.”

“Do you recall what you said?” asked Céleste.

Roél nodded. “I said, ‘Oh, my, you are so beautiful.’”

Céleste smiled. “That was the moment | gave you my
heart.”

Roél reached over and pulled her to him and engaged
in a long, lingering kiss.

Céleste then retrieved and spread the covers over
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them both, and she went to sleep cradled in his arms.
Roél stayed awake scant moments longer, gazing at this
remarkable woman and wondering why she had chosen
him. But even as he marveled, he fell asleep as well.

The next morn after breakfast, Gilles met the lovers
and insisted Roél accompany him for a change of band-
age and a dose of a needed medick.

“Another tasty concoction?” asked Roél.

“Oh, even better than those | have given you ere
now,” said Gilles, rubbing his hands together and cack-
ling.

Roél looked at Céleste, and she said, “Take your
medicine, Sieur Knight. Mg, | have business to attend to
with Captain Anton.”

After Gilles” ministrations and another odious drink,
at Roél’s request the healer led the knight to the armory,
and there Roél found his leathers waiting—cleaned
and ready to wear. Several of the bronze plates—plates
damaged during the mélée with the outlaws—had been
replaced on his armored jacket, and the cut on his leg-
gings had been repaired as well.

“I'm feeling a bit out of practice, Gilles. Would it be
acceptable for me to exercise at swords?”

Gilles frowned. “No swift moves, Roél. No great ef-
fort expended.”

Roél spent much of the morning slow-stepping
through his sword drill; he did so under the eyes of
Gilles and two of the stableboys, who spent much of the
time clapping and oohing and ahhing over Roél’s silver-
flashed sword.

Just ere the noontide, a page came looking for Roél.
“Sieur,” the lad said, “my lady the princess requests
your company on a ride through the woodland. She
waits in the stable.”

Roél’s black and Céleste’s grey were saddled and
ready when Roél arrived.
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Anton and a number of men stood by; a frown of
worry stood stark upon the captain’s face. “My lady,” he
said, “I suggest we fare with you.”

Céleste smiled and shook her head. “Roél alone is
ward enough, armed and armored as he is. Besides, |
have my bow and a full quiver of arrows, and surely that
will be enough to deter anyone who thinks otherwise.”

“But there might be more brigands abroad,” said
Anton.

“In which case | shall sound my horn,” said Céleste.

“As you will, my lady,” said Anton.

And with that, Roél and Céleste set forth from the
stable.

The moment they were out of sight, Anton and his men
saddled their horses and followed at a discreet distance.

“They are trailing us, you know,” said Roél.

Céleste sighed and nodded. “Anton has ever been
overprotective. Usually | have to steal away to find soli-
tude.”

“You are a treasure not to be lost,” said Roél.

Céleste laughed, and onward they rode.

They passed by the great oak, and all signs of battle
were gone. Two furlongs or so beyond, they came upon a
mass grave; Anton and his men had dragged the brigands
this far to be well away from Céleste’s Companion of
Quietness; here they had unceremoniously buried them.
Without comment, Céleste and Roél rode on.

Letting the horses walk for the most part, the two
spent much of the time speaking of their childhoods and
their dreams for children of their own. But all was pred-
icated on Roél surviving the search for Avélaine and
Laurent and Blaise.

Now and again they would dismount and lead the
horses, though once in a while they raced at breakneck
speed across an open dell.

And always behind, but well within a swift gallop,
trailed Anton and his warband.
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And the lovers rode among groves of wild cherry,
their pink blossoms bursting in glory, and a storm of
petals swirled about them in a roil of air.

“When will the cherries ripen?” asked Roél.

“For these trees, never,” said Céleste. “And although
they lose their petals in the turning breeze, when no
one is looking they replenish themselves and begin
anew.”

“Anew?”

“Oui. These particular trees are ever petaled, for this
is the Forét de Printemps, my love, where spring is never
ending.”

“You mean the season is somehow arrested?”

Céleste nodded. “Endless, undying, perpetual.”

“How strange,” said Roél, looking about, wonder in
his eyes. “Why then isn’t the ground ’'neath them piled
neck-high in petals?”

Céleste laughed. “No one knows, my love; it is but an-
other mystery of the Springwood.”

“Magic, | would say,” said Roél. “—Is all of the forest
like this? Ever caught in the season?”

“Oui, it is.”

“Oh, my,” said Roél. “How marvelous. A woodland
ever wakening. "Tis a unique wonder.”

Céleste smiled and said, “Let me tell you of the Win-
terwood, the Autumnwood, and the Summerwood.”

As she spoke of these other domains and their own
miraculous attributes, they passed among white-
flowering dogwoods and across fields of purple cro-
cuses, and places where mushrooms pushed up through
layers of decaying leaves. They forded rushing streams
and galloped by new-budding trees, and o’er fields of
grasses turning green as they rode among spring ever-
lasting.

Céleste and Roél stopped for a picnic lunch along the
banks of a stream running swiftly with snowmelt. And
above the burble, Roél frowned and cocked an ear.
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“What is it, my love?” asked Céleste.

“I hear a rustling.”

Céleste laughed. “Ah, it is but the wee folk.”

“Wee folk? Fairies you mean? Or Elves?”

“Oh, non. Fairies are quite like you and me, though
perhaps a bit smaller in stature. Not Elves either, for they
match us in size as well. Non, my love, the wee folk are
tiny.” Céleste held a hand some six or so inches above the
ground. “Some smaller, some larger, some winged, others
not. Perhaps you would call some of them Sprites and
others Pixies, though those are but two kinds of wee
folk.”

Roél looked about, and now and again he caught a
glimpse of furtive movement in the undergrowth. “Are
we trespassing in their demesne? Is that why they
gather 'round?”

A tiny giggle sounded and more rustling, and some-
thing or someone at the edge of Roél’s peripheral vision
dashed from behind a rock to behind a tree.

Céleste laughed. “Non, Roél. They gather because |
am their nominal liege lord, and they come to pay their
respects.”

“You are their liege?”

“Qui. The whole of the Springwood is my demesne.”

“The entire wood?”

“Oui.”

Roél slowly shook his head. “Why, then, Princess,
would you choose someone as me—the poor third son
of a common knight, and not the prince or the king you
deserve?”

Céleste took Roél’'s hand. “You are no common
knight, Roél, but are the man | have dreamed of.”

“You have nightmares, eh?”

Céleste broke into laughter.

It was late in the day when they returned to the
manor, Anton and his men yet trailing, and even as the
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two handed their horses over to the stable master and
his boys, Gérard came and discreetly waited.

As Céleste spoke to the hostler, Gérard stepped to
Roél and said, “My lord, it is—"

“Oh, Gérard, | am no lord.”

“Nevertheless, my lord,” said Gérard, stubbornly, “it
is time to make ready for dinner this eve. Your bath
awaits, and | will dress you.”

“Dress me, Gérard?”

“Oui, my lord,” said the tall, gaunt, bald-headed man.
“lI am assigned as your valet de chambre.” Gérard’s
smile lit up his face, for he was truly happy at his change
of station.

Dinner was held in a large dining hall, Céleste at the
head of the lengthy cherrywood table, Roél at the foot.
Others were ranged along the sides, among whom were
Vidal, tall and spare and with silver hair, steward of
Springwood Manor; Anton, a stocky redhead, captain of
the Springwood warband; Theon, brown-haired and
wiry and of average height, captain of the houseguard;
Gilles, the healer, dark of hair and eye; and brown-
haired Henriette, petite and sharp-eyed, chaperone to
the princess. Three other ladies were present, but Roél
could not place their names.

And all were dressed in finery, the women in satiny
gowns of topaz, of emerald, of sienna, and of azure, the
men in shades of russet and grey and auburn and deep
blue. Céleste wore topaz and white, with matching rib-
bons loosely entwined in her hair. Roél wore indigo—
trews, hose, his shirt with puffed sleeves inset with pale
lavender diamonds. Even his silver-buckled shoes were
dark blue.

Marielle, a blonde sitting to Roél’s right cooed, “Oh,
Sieur Knight, do tell us of your rescue of our beloved
princess.”

Roél smiled and said, “Mayhap you have that back-
wards, my lady, for | think it was she who rescued me.”
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At Marielle’s puzzled frown, Roél said, “You see,
I rashly charged in among the brigands and found
myself within a seething mélée, and it was Princess
Céleste who made certain that none came at me from
arear. Had she not done so, I likely would not be here
tonight.”

“But surely, Sieur,” said Marielle, “you slew nearly all.”

“Oh, non, mademoiselle, 'twas the princess who took
many down. In fact I imagine she slew more than did 1.”

Marielle made a moue, and Anton said, “Of the thir-
teen slain, seven were by sword, six by arrow.”

“Thirteen?” asked Roél. “But two escaped.”

“No, Sieur Roél. Of the pair who fled, we later found
both dead in the woods, one with a missing hand, the
other with an arrow in his side. Both bled to death.”

“Ah, | see,” said Roél. “What else did you discover?”

“We searched them thoroughly and, other than their
arms and armor and steeds, we found gear for living off
the land and a few coppers and some silvers, and little
else. Their weapons and such we added to our armory;
their steeds and tack are in our stables.”

Roél frowned. “Were there no papers? The princess
tells me that someone sent those brigands to fetch her—
dead or alive, it mattered not. It seems to me that they
might have had perhaps a written description, or at least
amap.”

“Non,” replied Anton. “No papers, no map, no orders.
I would be surprised if any of them could read, base out-
laws that they were. All we have are the words of the
brigand leader that their mistress sent them.”

“Are there any notions as to just who this mistress
might be?” asked Roél.

Anton looked at Princess Céleste, and she said,
“There are three sisters, three witches, foe of my family
entire. Perhaps it is one of them.”

“Three witches?” asked Roél.

“Oui, though once there were four: Hradian, Rhen-
sibé, Iniqui, and Nefasi. But my brother Borel slew
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Rhensibé—or rather did his Wolves—and now there
are only three.”

“Given the brigand’s words,” said silver-haired Vidal,
“surely this points toward one of that nefarious trio.”

Céleste nodded. “Oui, Vidal, | think you are right, for
the bird did cry out for revenge.”

“Bird?” asked Amélie, a rather staid woman with
chestnut hair, Vidal’s wife. “There was a bird?”

“The leader had a crow or a raven on his shoulder,”
said Céleste, “and when | slew that brigand, the bird
took to flight and kept crying out for revenge.”

Henriette gasped, “Mithras protect us all,” and she
and Marielle both made warding signs.

“Perhaps it was the crow that guided the brigands
here,” said Darci, a ginger-haired tall girl to Theon’s left.

“An ensorcelled bird?” Theon asked.

Darci nodded. “Bewitched by one of the sisters.”

“Oh,” said Henriette, fluttering her hands about,
“please let us talk of something other than bewitch-
ments and death.”

A silence fell on the gathering, and finally Gilles said,
“I hear you are on a quest, Sieur Roél.”

“Oui. My sister and two brothers are missing, and | go
to find them.”

“Missing?” said Marielle. “Oh, how thrilling. Where
are you bound?”

“Wherever they are bound is where | am bound,” said
Roél.

Marielle frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Gilles smiled and said, “ "Tis a play on words, Mari-
elle. Bound and bound—one means confined or im-
prisoned; the other means where one is headed. Ah,
and there are also the meanings ‘to leap’ and ‘to set a
limit,” but they do not apply to Roél’s words. Only ‘con-
fined’ and ‘going’ are relevant: he is bound where they
are bound.”

“Oh, | see,” said Darci, giggling, but Marielle still
looked on blankly.
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Roél took pity. “When Gilles will let me, | am head-
ing south, for that’s the direction a sage named Geron
told me to go, once | entered Faery, that is.”

“South?” asked Marielle.

Roél looked about and took a bearing and then
pointed.

“Ah, sunwise,” said Marielle.

Now it was Roél who looked puzzled. “Sunwise?”

“Directions are uncertain in Faery,” said Gilles. “So
we name them sunup, sunwise, sundown, and starwise.
Sunup and sundown are self-explanatory as to where
they lie; sunwise is in general the direction of the sun at
the noontide; starwise is the opposite.”

“The Springwood border you head toward,” said
Vidal, “is very tricky—it leads to many different do-
mains. If you cross just a few feet off course, you’ll end
up somewhere altogether different from where you in-
tend, and many of those realms are quite perilous to life
and limb.”

“That’s why we intend to escort you, Roél,” said
Céleste. “Else you’ll not likely reach the port city of
Mizon.”

Roél shook his head. “Princess, as | said, | cannot ask
you to share my peril, for there are Changelings in-
volved.”

“Changelings!” shrieked Henriette, her spoon clatter-
ing to her plate. “Oh, Mithras!” Again she made a ward-
ing sign, as did Marielle and Darci.

“The princess and | have conferred,” said Anton,
glancing at Vidal, who nodded. “We intend to take the
warband and accompany you.”

Roél held up a hand of negation. “I repeat, | would
not have the princess in peril.”

“Did you not say that | had saved your life, Roél?”
asked Céleste.

All the guests looked at Roél.

“You did, my lady, for you have great skill with the
bow.”
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Rather like spectators at a badminton match, the
guests turned toward Céleste.

“And if | were a man with that skill, would you object
to my guiding you?” she asked.

Following the shuttlecock, they looked at Roél . ..

“Princess, you are not a man.”

... and back to Céleste.

“I am well aware that | am not a man, Roél, just as
most surely are you. Even so, that does not answer my
question; hence I ask it again: if | were a man with that
skill, would you object to my guiding you?”

The guests waited for Roél’s reply.

“Nay, my lady, a man with your skill would be wel-
comed.”

“You object only because of my gender?”

“l object because | would not see you in dire straits
and because you are my beloved.”

A muttering went 'round the table, the women sigh-
ing, the men looking at one another somewhat startled,
though they nodded in agreement with Roél’s words, es-
pecially Captains Anton and Theon.

“Just as | would not see you in peril either, Roél,” said
Céleste. “You need my skill; thus I will go, for you are
my very heart.”

Marielle squealed and clapped her hands, and Darci
pressed a palm to her own breast and said, “Oh, my.”
Henriette glanced about with a smug smile, and
Amélie looked across at Vidal, pleasure in her eyes.
Vidal grinned, for he had long wished the princess
would find love, while both Anton and Theon looked
at one another and then at Roél and grinned. Gilles
laughed aloud and stood, goblet in hand. He raised the
drink first to Céleste and then to Roél and said, “To
the madness of love!”

Madness! shouted Anton and Theon together, stand-
ing as well and hoisting their goblets and then downing
their wine in one gulp.

Gaiety filled the room, and even dignified Vidal and
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staid Amélie joined in the many following salutes.
Céleste laughed and Roél smiled, but in the back of his
mind, he knew though Céleste would ride with him; into
peril they would go.



T 77
Joyll

“You do not play échecs, my love?”
“Non, Princess. | have often thought I would
find the time to learn, but | never did.”

“Then | will teach you, Roél, for it is a splendid pas-
time.”

“Then let us have at it, Céleste.”

They quickly finished their breakfast, and then hur-
ried to the game room. “Choose the color of your doom,
Roél,” said Céleste, gesturing at several tables, the
échiquiers arrayed with men.

“Well, if it’s my doom, I suppose black is as good a
color as any.”

The princess smiled. “Ah, then, let us sit here. | will
play ebon, you the ivory.”

“Ah, | see, then: you are my doom, eh?”

“Ever, my love. Ever.”

After they had taken seats, Céleste said, “These are
the names of the piéces: here arrayed in a row along the
front are the spearmen, eight altogether; here in the
back row, these two on the outside are the towers; next
to those are the chevaliers, sometimes known as cava-
liers; followed by the hierophants; and then the roi and
reine—the king and queen—though the queen is also
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known as the dame. And this is the way each moves, and
how they capture opposing pieces. . ..”

“Argh!” exclaimed Roél, “six defeats in a row. | will
never master this game.”

“Master échecs in six tries?”” Céleste laughed. “I have
spent many a candlemark at it, and still I am but a
novice.”

Roél frowned. “But all other games | have essayed
have come easily to me. This one, though, the possibili-
ties are endless.”

“Ah, but you lasted much longer, my love” said
Céleste.

“Only because you coached me, Princess.”

Céleste grinned. “As was | coached by my brother
Borel. He’s much better than 1.”

“That is hard to believe, Céleste,” said Roél, setting
the pieces up for another game.

“Borel defeated the Fairy King at échecs” said
Céleste. “No one had ever done that before. Yet, heed,
Borel is not the best of us.”

“Not the best? Then who?”

“Camille, Alain’s beloved. She defeated Borel handily.”

“Remind me to never play against her,” said Roél,
grinning and moving his roi’s spearman forward two.

That evening, in the soft light of paper lanterns, they
sat in the gazebo out on the front lawn, Céleste with a
violin, Roél with a lute. Also under the roof were
Marielle with a flute and Laurette, a fair-haired, petite
demoiselle, playing a small harp. Gathered about on the
lawn were members of the staff of the manor, those who
were free of duty, all sitting and sipping wine at this
impromptu concert. And they oft applauded over a
well-executed, difficult riff, and over the sweet voice of
Céleste as she sang ballades, as well as the baritone of
Roél as he sang humorous ditties, mostly of knights bet-
tered by wily maidens.
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When it came Roél’s turn again to sing of knightly ex-
ploits, he set his wineglass aside and announced, “The
Crafty Maid.”

Some in the audience laughed, while others looked
on puzzled.

Roél struck a chord on his lute, and then began a
merry tune, accompanied by Marielle and her flute, who
seemed the only one other than Roél who knew the air:

Come listen awhile and I'll sing you a song

Of three merry chevaliers riding along.

They met a fair maid and one to her did say,

“I fear this cold morning will do you some wrong.”

“Oh no, kind sir,” said the maid, “you are mistaken
To think this cold morn some harm will do me.
There’s one thing I crave, and it lies twixt your legs.
If you’ll just give me that, then warm I will be.”

“Since you crave it, my dear, it is yours,” said he,

“If you’ll just come with me to yonder green tree.
Then since you do crave it, my dear you shall have it.
These two chevaliers my witness will be.”

The chevalier lighted beneath the green tree,

And straightaway she mounted, laughing in glee.
“You knew not my meaning, you wrong understood.”
And galloping away she right swiftly did flee.

“Oh ... chevaliers, stop laughing and take me up,
That we might ride after her down the long lane.
If we overtake her, I'll warrant I'll make her
Return unto me my horse back again.”

But soon as this fair maiden she saw them acoming,
She instantly took her dagger in hand.

Crying, “Doubt not my skill, it’s him I would kill;
I'd have you fall back or he’s a dead man.”
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Said one, “Oh ... why do we spend time galloping, talking?
Why do we spend time speaking in vain?

He’ll give you a silver; it’s all you deserve;

And then you can give him his horse back again.”

“Oh no, kind sir, you are vastly mistaken.

If it is his loss well then, it is my gain,

And you did witness that he gave it to me.”
And away she went galloping over the plain.

And so my fine gentlemen be wary of maidens,
For clever they are, and crafty they be.

If one offers something too good to be true,
Then surely too good to be true it does be.

Oh, surely too good to be true it . . . does . . . be!

With a final twang of the lute strings, Roél broke out
in laughter, as did the gathering, Céleste applauding
and laughing as well. Roél leaned over and whispered
loud enough for her to hear, “Present company ex-
cepted.”

Céleste feigned a look of innocence. ““Your meaning,
Sieur?”

“You, my lady, are most certainly too good to be
true,” whispered Roél.

“Ah, my love,” said Céleste, “we shall see about that
anon.” And then she broke out in laughter again.

For another sevenday or so, Roél and Céleste for the
most part idled the time away, waiting for Gilles to re-
move the stitches from Roél’s wound, for then he would
be fit for strenuous duty, and hence could resume his
quest. However, when he set out again, Céleste and the
Springwood warband would accompany him . . . “But
only to the port city of Mizon,” or so Roél insisted, for
he would not put anyone other than himself in peril, es-
pecially not Céleste. The princess, though, had made up
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her mind that she would stay with him to the end, say-
ing, “Whither thou goest, go 1.”

And during this time Anton and the warband made
ready for the journey—selecting horses, food stock, wa-
terskins, cooking gear, weapons, armor, and the like.
They chose the brigands’ horses as pack animals, and al-
located riding horses from the Springwood stables for
themselves, Roche, the hostler, aiding them in their
choices.

To Céleste’s delight, in échecs Roél improved signifi-
cantly. And in dames, he was the better player of the
two