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ed Slippers: the mythical shoes worn by Makir and the other
Lords of Law during the sacred dance that orders all of
Creation. The red slippers on display in the Cultural

Museum closely resemble the ones depicted in the Flying Woman
mosaic that was discovered during the excavation of Feguld.

From Analysis of a Myth: The Story of Faelin and Finn
by Dr. Lewis Hopkins

R
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Prologue

n the beginning there was nothing. Then Makir put on his
red slippers and began to dance.
He danced the stars that seed life and the dreams born from

their dust.
He danced the birth of Time, framework of stories.
He danced the wyrmholes between all our worlds…and then he

danced the Irth young.
Giant masses of ice moved inexorably across the land. He

danced them into life. Thus were the Ice Giants born…

Recorded by Librarian #9543778256331 and posted on the Galaxy
Wide Net at <GWN:ONELIB//CH-PUB/ARK 2152.499372c>

***

I
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hoever wears the red slippers orders the world,'" Faelin
told her doctor. "I heard those words inside my head
the moment I put them on. 'Whoever wears the red

slippers orders the world.' Do you know what that means?"
Dr. Forsythe carefully recorded the phrase in his notebook. His

patient must not see how he is affected by her words. Poor woman!
She would not understand, could not be expected to share his
excitement. This case will open doors for him - publication in the
journals, of course. Perhaps even a book….And to think he nearly
turned it down. It was almost enough to make him believe….

"I unleashed a nightmare when I wore the slippers," Faelin said.
"Why do you think so?"
"Look at my feet!"
They glistened with blood. "Psychogenic purpures," the doctor

wrote.
"Tell me about the slippers," he said.
She remained silent.
"Why do you want to find them?"
She did not reply.
"Tell me about your nightmare then," he said.

***

W
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Chapter 1

he land is full of shadows - was created to hold shadows
and keep them from spilling out into the waking world.
But shadows incarnate into even darker things --

nightmare creatures that threaten the land…and some of those
creatures cast shadows of their own.

Yet, even in this defiled place, the inhabitants cling to hope…the
promise of a magic child who will heal them….

***

The Screaming Mother squats within her nest of bones. Red
eyes. Red mouth. Bare bloody breasts. The blood runs down her
belly and thighs, leaving crimson streaks on her long blue legs. It is
time for Beast to be born. She spreads her great red wings,
extinguishing all the nearby stars. In darkness he will come.

In the land below, worshipping hags gather to await his birth,
smearing themselves with blood not their own, while their familiars
yowl hymns of praise, (secretly grieving for what they have
lost...Sef! Sef! Sef!) Their conjure-wives do not hear their quiet
grief.

It is time for Beast to be born, but in the hour and the minute
and the moment of his birth the Wind Lord's wife, Kaelin, also
delivers a child, born in the silver light of the Faegild tree. When
the Screaming Mother sees his light, she takes her own child and
hides him deep, deep within the growing shadows until the time is

T
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ripe for him to show his face. Then she summons the Unlit Ones to
appear and commands them to kill the Wind Lord's son.

Asthenia, Daemon, Cornu and all the others with ravening eyes,
shake their heads and wail. "We need souls! Souls, souls, souls!"

The Screaming Mother clamps her lips together and replies in a
strangled voice, "You shall have souls. Every soul in the land -
when you bring me the eyes of that brat."

***

Kotha cast her spell on Moonpaw long before he was born.
When the other hags come to the Pit on Hallows Eve to choose their
familiars, they will not choose him. He is already bound. "Why
does she want me?" he asks Mam.

"Why do you think?"
Moonpaw looks at his paw. Unlike the other cats that are pure

black, he has a white moontouched paw. It is why the young ones
won't play with him or let him sleep beside them on the brimstone
shores of the lake.

The older cats scorn him too. "White paws bring bad luck,"
they say, talking amongst themselves while they groom. "Do not
let him touch you with it!" Their words enrage him. He raises his
foot, pretending that he is going to pat them. Their fur bristles and
they hiss. His tail twitches with pleasure when he sees their fear.
Then they turn away.

He watches them smooth down their rough fur with sulfurous
steam, rising from the vents. They are pretending to ignore him,
but he can see their eyes. Their yellow eyes dart, nervously.

"They cannot help how they feel," Mam says.
"Why not?"
She lashes her tail, but otherwise refuses to speak.
"You despise me, too!" he cries.
"You are bound to Kotha," she says, choking on the Conjure-

wife's name. "Your moon-scummed blood is corrupt."
"It is your blood, too," he replies.
"No, it is not! Kotha put you in me and made you grow, but

you are not mine."
"Then where do I come from?"
"She is afraid to tell you," a voice sneers, when his mam does

not respond. Moonpaw flicks his eyes over a group of four or five
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sleek, young cats all looking for trouble. "I know where you come
from," their leader says, winking at the others, "but I won't tell you,
either."

"I do not believe you," says Moonpaw.
"Are you calling me a liar, spellslime?"
"Do not call me that!"
The other cat jumps down from his rock.
Moonpaw tries to back away, but there are rocks behind him.
"What would you like us to call you?" the bully asks, pushing

closer.
Moonpaw says nothing, just cringes lower.
"Answer me!" the other cat demands.
Moonpaw shakes his head.
"See that?" the bully sneers. "He thinks he's too good for us,

and that his white paw makes him special."
"Maybe he thinks he's kin to the White Cat!" one of the other

cats suggests.
"Maybe he thinks he is the White Cat!" another one says.
"Maybe we should all call him Sef," says the bully.
"Sef! Sef! Sef!" they chant as, one by one, they jump down

from their rocks and slowly surround him.
"Leave me alone," he mutters.
"Of course, Great One!" the bully says. "Have you come to free

us?"
Moonpaw glances at Mam. She is not chanting, but her fear-

glazed eyes warn him not to ask for help. Slowly, he raises his
white paw and prepares to defend himself.

"Stop that now!" cries a voice, and they all freeze. A grizzled
old cat leaps down from the shadows and sits beside Moonpaw.
"You should be ashamed," he snarls. Silently, they hang their
heads. "How dare you speak Sef's name with disrespect? Have you
forgotten who he is -- and what he promised us?"

"No, Spook!" they mutter.
"Good," he says. "I am glad you remember something I taught

you. Now go, and leave Spellslime alone."
"Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. We won't do it again."
"See that you do not," he says, "and perhaps, later on, I will tell

you a story."
The young cats slink away. When they are gone, Moonpaw

reaches out and touches Spook on the shoulder.
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"Get your filthy foot off of me," Spook growls, whirling around
to box his ear.

"I just wanted to thank you," says Moonpaw, shaking his head
in shocked surprise.

"For what?"
"Being my friend."
"No one befriends moon-touched cats," says Spook. "I was just

protecting those young fools from themselves."
"What?"
"As far as I'm concerned, they are right. You are spellslime."
Moonpaw's fur bristles. "Then be unchosen!" he cries.
Startled, the old cat steps backward and Moonpaw, feeling

bolder, points his white paw at him.
"Be thou unchosen, false companion!"
Spook's eyes widen. "Why do you speak those words to me?"

he whispers.
Moonpaw looks both puzzled and surprised. His raised fur

flattens against his back. "I do not know. The words just came!"
"No other moon-touched cat ever spoke to me like that before."
"Others? What others?"
"There were eight before you," Spook says and Moonpaw's fur

bristles again, this time in surprise.
"Where are they now?"
Spook shakes his head.
"Tell me," he insists, "or I will speak another curse."
"I doubt you know another curse, or how to unleash the power

that flows through that paw."
"Power?"
Spook does not reply.
"What power?" Moonpaw asks, but Spook ignores him and

begins to wash his face.
Moonpaw snarls and turns away.
Later, when it is time to sleep, he finds a dark corner far from

the other cats. He curls up in a ball and he dreams. He dreams he
is grooming hair. The hair belongs to a woman, not a cat. It is long
and soft and covers her like a cape. He works his teeth carefully
through her red locks, but he cannot find any snarls or mats.

"Coom to me," she sighs, and her milk-white face begins to
change into that of a wrinkled, old hag. Red coils of hair snake
down her back. "Coom to me!" she cries again and her eyes burn.
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Moonpaw tries to look away. "Coom back to me, my magic child!"
Her voice frightens him, and he wakes.

He peers around the cave, with its ceiling lost in shadows darker
than night. The other cats are all sleeping on the brimstone shores
of the lake that burns in the middle of the Pit. Crooked yellow
cliffs rise up out of the black waters. The warm smell of sulfur and
coal tempts Moonpaw, and he wonders if the others will notice if he
approaches the fire. Then he sees Mam, sleeping nearby, and
smells the sour milk oozing from her belly.

He creeps towards her quietly, so as not to waken her, and
begins to chew the clotted milk out of her fur. "Do not bite," she
says, but she does not make him stop. He rushes to finish, before
she changes her mind. After a while she says, "I am sorry I could
not help you."

"There were too many of them."
"I have seen other mothers," she says. "I know what they do for

their young. A mother does not let mere numbers overwhelm her.
If you were my child...."

"You gave birth to me."
"That does not make me your mother."
"You gave birth to me," Moonpaw insists.
"Kotha put you inside of me, but that does not make you mine."
"Then who do I belong to?"
Mam shudders.
"Answer me, Mam! Who made me? Was it Kotha -- or

someone else?"
Mam shakes her head.
"Why won't you tell me?"
"I cannot. Now go to sleep."
"I am not sleepy. Tell me a story!"
"I do not know any stories," she says.
For a moment he is tempted to ask her about his dream. Instead

he says, "Tell me why Kotha hates you."
Mam lashes her tail.
"What did you do to her?"
"Nothing," she replies.
"Everyone is frightened of her. Soon I must go with her and I

do not know what to expect."
"She is a powerful hag," says Mam, "but that was not always

so."
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"Tell me!" Moonpaw begs.
"Once she was a girl named Kaelin. She married the Wind

Lord, Four Eyes. She thought he would teach her how to fly, but he
would not. Then Dark Moon said he would teach her, if she
became his Conjure-wife, so she bound herself to him. That is
when she took the hagname, Kotha. It means the Hollow One."

"What does she look like, Mam? Tell me so that I may know
her when she comes."

"Her hair is a river of blood that flows down her back. Her
hunger burns inside of her and lights her eyes with a fire that
consumes whatever she looks upon."

"Real blood? Real fire?"
"You will see for yourself soon enough."
"Have you ever seen her, Mam?"
"Yes. Of course."
"What did you think?"
"What could I think…after she put on the red slippers?"
"Red slippers?" asks Moonpaw.
She glances around, furtively.
"Mam?"
"Never mind. Go to sleep."
"But I want to know." He waits for her to explain, but she does

not. "Mam?" he finally whispers. "Mam, are you sleeping?"
"She pretends to sleep!" says Spook, "just like she pretends that

there are magic slippers." Moonpaw looks up into the old cat's
sulfurous eyes. "There are no red slippers," he says. "It is a story.
She made it up to explain what happened to her hag."

"I did not know she had a hag."
"Mam's hag was Dark Moon's Bride before he abandoned her

for Kotha."
"What happened to her?" asks Moonpaw.
"Do not ask."
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Chapter 2

ags begin arriving in the Pit early on Hallows Eve.
Moonpaw watches them come and go. When they spot
him sitting alone on his rock, their eyes glitter

maliciously. He hears their muttered insults. "Milk-paw!
Moonslime!" The other cats cast smug looks at him when they are
chosen.

Finally Kotha appears, flying through the air - but not on a
broomstick like other hags. She flies upright, arms rigidly at her
side. Her long red hair streams behind her like the fiery tail of a
comet. Moonpaw remembers the girl in his dreams but, before he
has time to wonder, Kotha dives towards the ground, coming to rest
in a cloud of green smoke just a few feet away from him. The few
remaining hags skitter out of her way, clutching their own cats
close. Ignoring them, she looks only at Moonpaw.

"Coom to me!" she says, and such is the power of that word that
all the cats attempt to obey, clawing at their own hags in order to
reach her. "Coom to me, Moonpaw!" When he hears his name
spoken out loud, Moonpaw jumps into her arms, pressing his face
into her greasy robe. Her sweat smells thick and rich and
intoxicating. He rubs his head against her and she scratches his ear.
Then, suddenly, everything vanishes and they leave the Pit.

Walls form around him and his hag. The room is so cold there's
frost on the floor. For a moment he wishes that he could return to
the shores of the brimstone lake, but he is bound to Kotha now.

H
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She drops him on the floor and picks up a skull bowl sitting on the
table.

Moonpaw looks around the room. There aren't any windows
and the only door is in a tall black cupboard that leans out of the
wall. He wonders how he's supposed to come and go. When Kotha
opens the cupboard he peers inside. The shelves are filled with jars:
glass, stone, wicker and clay. Kotha rummages among them until
she finds the one she wants. The bottle is black with a long neck.
She breaks the seal and pours seven drops of green mucus into the
skull. Then she sets it down in front of Moonpaw. "Drink it." He
hesitates. "Go on!" she says but, before he can obey her, something
screams outside the hut.

"What is that?"
"Never mind the noise."
"Are we under attack?"
"No." She pushes the skull closer. "Drink it now."
Moonpaw sniffs it, suspiciously. "It smells bad."
"By my Law!" she cries. His face falls into the bowl, and the

brew oozes down his throat while she chants:

"I raise power from out thy paw.
Thou must obey -
It is the Law.
Wield naught in thy name,
Yield all to my claim!
Paw, take heed of Dark Moon's Way,
Turn and twist to mock the day.
Be quick to serve,
Hold me in awe.
Thou must obey.
It is the Law."

When she's through, she stomps on his white foot. "By my
paw!" he screams, and a green flame shoots out.

"By my Law!" Kotha shrieks back, waggling her fingers to
dissipate the flame. "Learn why I hate the Wind!" She clenches
her fists. "But for him, there would be no need for moon-touched
cats." Moonpaw cringes against the floor, remembering his dream,
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her eyes and how they burn. "The world we see about us need not
exist, if not for him," she says.

"Why? What did he do to you, Mistress?" he asks, curious in
spite of his fear.

"He took me into his arms and showed me what it is like to fly."
Her voice breaks and he looks up, forgetting to avoid her eyes -- but
they are lost in tangled snarls of red hair.

"There is nothing else like it," she croaks. "He promised to
teach me, but he lied - and so I paid a terrible price."

He starts to ask what it was, but she silences him with a single
gesture. Then, reaching into her sleeve, she pulls out a small vial
that she uncorks. The cloying scent of flowers clogs his throat.
"Open your mouth," she says. He doesn't want to obey her, but he
has no choice. He is not free. If only Sef would come….He opens
his mouth, reluctantly, and she places a single drop of liquid on his
tongue. "Now sleep! Sleep! And when you wake, you will feed
me your dream."

He tries to argue, but the powerful drug seals his voice and he
sinks into the dream.

***

(Sef! Sef! Sef!)
He hears cats chanting so he opens his eyes, hoping to see the

white cat that vowed to free them all from the curse that binds them
to their hags. Instead he sees the pale milk-white face of a woman -
the woman with long red hair.

"Why are you here?" she asks him.
"Kotha sent me."
"No! It is not time."
"Time for what?" he asks.
"Tell Kotha. She will know."
He cocks his head and looks at her with a puzzled expression.
"Go on," she says. "What are you waiting for?"
"I have seen you before," he says, "in my dreams. What is your

name?"
She opens her mouth….

***
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"Wake up!" Kotha says, shaking him roughly. Moonpaw wakes
without hearing the dream woman's reply. Kotha's face looms over
him. He turns away from her half-starved eyes.

"Tell me your dream," she says.
He shakes his head, unable to speak.
"By my Law!"
But, before he can obey, a dark blue shadow appears in the

middle of the room, signaling the appearance of Kotha’s Unlit,
Dark Moon. When Moonpaw smells his rotting corpse stink, he
runs and hides under the table.

"Hello, sweetmeat," Dark Moon says. Moonpaw cannot see his
face, hidden behind a shroud, but when Dark Moon speaks, his
pulpy white lips sprout through a hole in the sheet.

Moonpaw growls deep in his throat.
Red eyes flare in Moonpaw's direction and the cat cringes

against the floor. "Are you pleased with your new familiar?" Dark
Moon asks.

"He is acceptable," says Kotha as Dark Moon takes her into his
arms. "I've brought you a gift," he says, "as I told you I would after
you claimed your final familiar."

Moonpaw cocks his ears.
"I do not see any gift," Kotha mutters.
"Kiss me first, and then I will give it to you." He raises the

lower part of his shroud. Moonpaw sees rotting fangs. Kotha kisses
him once, quickly, then tries to pull away, but Dark Moon does not
release her. He wraps her tightly in his arms. Slime glistens on his
dark blue skin. "Give me a real kiss," he says. She opens her
mouth and the white grub that is his tongue detaches itself from his
mouth and crawls down her throat. Their embrace lasts forever,
until Kotha grows limp. Finally, Dark Moon relinquishes her. She
staggers up against the wall.

"Here is your gift," he says, holding up an old, tarnished
necklace.

"Where did you find that?" Kotha's voice trembles with desire.
"You dropped it in the grove that night you killed your son."
"You've had it all this time?"
Dark Moon shrugs.
"I want it," she cries as he turns away. "Give it to me."
"Patience, sweetmeat," he says, "or I might become jealous."

He dangles the necklace out of reach.
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"Isn't this the locket Four Eyes presented you on your wedding
day?"

Moonpaw's eyes widen.
"That is not why I want it," Kotha says.
"Of course not," he replies. "But I have to wonder why you

were still wearing it that night -- after you had pledged yourself to
me." He drops the necklace on the floor and Kotha snatches it up.
"Go ahead and open it," he tells her.

She fumbles with the clasp until it pops open to reveal a lock of
blue hair.

“The Wind Lord's hair," says Dark Moon. "You can use it to
enslave him. That is what you want, isn't it, sweetcakes?"

Kotha's eyes gleam and she nods her head.
"Then show me how grateful you are!" he whispers, hoarsely,

pulling her towards him again. This time a kiss is not enough. His
hands crawl underneath her smelly robe. She moans, and
Moonpaw wishes he could do something to help her, but Mam said
he must never interfere between Kotha and her Unlit. Growling,
unhappily, he withdraws even deeper into the shadows, curls up in a
ball, and goes to sleep.

***

Later, after Dark Moon leaves, Kotha hobbles over to the
cupboard and pulls out a small wooden box. She makes a pass over
it to dissipate the magic that keeps it locked. The cover springs
open. She reaches inside and removes a pair of red slippers.
Carefully, she slips them on over her naked feet. Then she picks up
the fine leather boots that she made after the magic child died.

Dark Moon told her how to enchant them so she could fly, but
she did not use his magic on the boots and they are not the reason
why she can fly without sitting on a broomstick like other hags.
Instead, she enchanted her already magical red slippers -- slippers
that Dark Moon must never discover on her feet.

Whoever wears the red slippers orders the world. If that is true,
she might escape from her Unlit Master -- but only if her last moon-
touched cat lives long enough to bring her the Mulciber eyes she
needs for her spell. If he dies….Kotha shudders remembering her
contract with Dark Moon. One cat, nine moon-touched lives to do
her bidding. After that, her soul belongs to him. That is the price
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she agreed to pay before she understood what it meant. That is the
price every hag agrees to. Back then, it didn't seem real and now it
is almost too late. Carefully, she slides the leather boots on over
her slippers to hide them. Then, slowly, she rises into the air and
soars around the room, dreaming of how she will free herself from
Dark Moon.

***

"Wake up!" says Kotha. "It is time to earn your keep."
Moonpaw opens his eyes. A feeble morning light creeps

through the cracks between the roughly boarded walls, but does
little to dispel the thick nest of shadows on the floor.

"You have been sleeping long enough."
"I am hungry!" he complains.
"You will eat when your work is finished." She walks over to

the hearth and opens a large clay urn. A spicy scent drifts through
the room. Moonpaw sneezes as Kotha reaches into the urn and
pulls something out.

"What kind of beast is that?" Moonpaw asks, staring at the
corpse of a creature about twice as big as he is. "Is it the product of
a spell?"

"No spell," says Kotha. "Just a Mulciber." She drops the
corpse. Small human-like arms flop against the floor. Human-
shaped breasts reveal the creature's sex. Curly blonde hair covers
her head, but that is where its likeness to a human woman ends.

Stubby horns protrude from her forehead and, instead of skin,
she is covered in thick copper scales. Four reptilian legs end in
long, curved claws.

"Beware those claws," says Kotha. "They can tear you to
shreds."

"I am not afraid," Moonpaw boasts.
"Beware the tail as well. Its power can knock you off your

feet."
"It has the eyes of a bug," says Moonpaw with disgust.
"The eyes house its soul and must be preserved." She nudges

him towards the corpse with her foot. "Go ahead and learn its
scent."

"It stinks!"
"That is because its soul is still trapped inside."
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"Spook says souls are filthy and that is why mortal creatures
die."

"Spook does not know anything about souls," says Kotha.
"How did the Mulciber die?"
"It does not matter."
"I don't want to die," he says.
"Only Mulcibers will die," she swears, "if you learn how to hunt

them."
Moonpaw aims his paw.
"No! Do not aim your paw directly at them."
"Why not?" he asks.
"Because if you do, they will be consumed by the fire that

comes out."
"But I thought you wanted me to kill them."
"I do, but they must be slain in the prescribed fashion in order to

preserve their eyes."
"But Spook says...."
"It does not matter. Listen to me! Mulciber eyes have great

power - power to make dreams real - and I want them for a spell.
You will get them for me. After you stun them, kill them as you
would any ordinary prey. Then remove their eyes and bring them
to me."

Moonpaw lashes his tail.
"Save your anger for the Mulcibers," she warns him. "They are

fierce fighters, and Four Eyes is their protector. You will often find
him lurking outside their hive. Be wary of him, for he is
dangerous."

"I am not afraid of him either."
"He has sworn to destroy you!"
Moonpaw slashes at the air.
"No!" says Kotha. Something in her voice makes him pause

and look at her, curiously. She clears her throat. "I have my own
plans for him. In the meantime, I forbid you to harm him."

"Then how can I gain entrance to the hive?"
"Their hive has many entrances. He cannot guard them all."
"Why does he protect them?" asks Moonpaw.
"To annoy me. Why else?" she says, picking the Mulciber up by

its tail.
"Spook says...."
"Do not listen to him."
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"But he says...." With an exasperated cry, she swats him across
the head with the corpse. Moonpaw tries to bat it away, but his
claw catches in an eye and it pops, spraying him with putrid
smelling juice. Moonpaw howls.

Kotha drops the Mulciber, and scoops him up off the floor. "It's
all right," she grumbles, rubbing his face with the coarse hem of her
skirt. "I am wiping it off."

"Will I die?"
"Do not be a fool!"
"But I got soul slime on me!"
"You did not."
"By my paw?"
"By my Law! Now, come. There is one more thing you must

see." She pushes aside a rickety board in the wall. "Behold the
woods, Grimly Going," she cries. Relieved to discover that there is
still a world outside Kotha’s windowless hut, Moonpaw rushes to
look. But, when he sees the thrashing, flesh-colored limbs writhing
in agony, and hears their terrible shrieks, his heart withers with
despair.

"Those cannot be real trees!" he says, averting his eyes from the
nightmarish sight.

"They are real," says Kotha.
"But whoever heard of trees with pink bark? It almost looks

like...skin!"
"It was skin once - when they were human."
Moonpaw gulps. "What are those misshapen lumps on their

hides?"
"Malignant growths."
"Do they...hurt?"
She leers.
"What did they do to deserve such wrath?"
"They betrayed me, my pet. Observe them carefully. The same

thing could happen to you!"
"I will never betray you," he vows. Then, to take her mind off

such unpleasant thoughts he asks, "Are they dangerous?"
She waggles her fingers and a crow plunges from the sky. For a

moment it lies motionless on the ground. Then the nearby trees
turn their twisted branches towards the dead bird. Moonpaw
watches with horror as roots snake up through the ground, coiling
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themselves around the crow. Delicate bones splinter and crunch.
Moonpaw shudders.

"Do not worry," says Kotha. "There is nothing to fear. As long
as you keep moving they will not have time to sense you, but do not
stop!" She takes a small pouch out of her pocket and slips it over
his neck. Moonpaw twists away, but the empty bag will not come
off. A dried yellow crust stains the bag and fills his nostrils with
the stench of Mulcibers. "Well," she says. "What are you waiting
for? It is time for you to hunt."

Moonpaw looks at the burning embers in her eyes and hurries
outside.
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Chapter 3

The king of dragons sleeps
Inside his tomb.
Star trash. Dragon treasure.
Only copper hearts can measure
Dragon tears,
Rainbow eyes.
Time, Space, Mass -
All lies!
Nothing is ever what it seems
When dragons sing of Faegild -
And other dreams.

ll worlds come together in his dragon mind. Ten
thousand worlds, ten thousand red dreams from which he
cannot wake. And, in every single dream here in this

land, the Creator's shattered mind manifests itself as Faelin
Everlasting or Ephemeral, Kotha Kind or Cruel.

Ten thousand worlds and names, but names and worlds do not
matter when they meet in his mind, and dreams make no sense
anymore without his wife, the Mulciber queen. She is the only one
who can interpret his dreams so he permits her to harvest his tears.
Those tears are jewels that seep from his eyes.

***

A
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The queen does not deceive herself. She knows her husband
does not love her, but the hive needs eggs and she - and the other
queens who came before her - need her husband's tears: garnets and
sapphires, opals and pearls, rubies, emeralds, onyx and lapis lazuli.
They form the beautiful stone mosaics that decorate the walls of
their hive. The dragon dreams, but only Mulcibers make dreams
real by setting certain dreams into stone.

All worlds come together in the dragon's mind. It is the queen's
task to find those dreams that will help the hive, and it is her task to
design the mosaics her people build. Then, when the last stone is
laid, the dreams that the mosaic depict become real.

Ordinary eyes see a lovely pattern of stones. Only Mulciber
eyes see the secret pictures hidden inside the patterns of gems.
Their multi-faceted prisms capture the light of tomorrow. That's
why Kotha needs their eyes for her spell. But their winged souls
reside in their eyes, Mulcibers believe, and unless their bodies are
burned, their souls cannot be released to fly free.

And so the queen lies in a trance for many months, searching
through ten thousand dreams for the one that will save the hive.
When she finds it, she begins to speak.

"On a bloody, diamond studded night,
Our secret finally comes to light.
Two races will be freed
From a dark obsidian greed...."

Horns twitch anxiously as the other Mulcibers crowd around her
bed. Whenever the queen is in this state, she speaks a language of
oracle and prophecy that they cannot understand. "What is she
saying?" they ask the High Priestess in the clicking language of
their race.

"She speaks of Kotha," the High Priestess says.
"Kotha will never leave us alone until we are all dead," the

queen says, struggling to rise. Gently, the High Priestess restrains
her. She is their queen, and the headboard of her copper bed is
inlaid with the finest jewels, but no queen may rise from bed while
she still dwells in her husband's mind.

"What of the mosaic?" the High Priestess asks.
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"It is called Annihilation," the queen says. She describes the
pattern of stones. "Smoky pearls surrounded by black jade."

"The new mosaic will depict us buried in an urn," the High
Priestess says, anxiously. "Where are the ruby flames? We will
lose our souls unless you find another dream."

The queen sinks back into her pillows. Mulciber horns stiffen,
hopefully, as she slowly closes her eyes. The High Priestess turns
down the gas lamp that lights the chamber and the other Mulcibers
leave. She alone will remain until the Queen begins to wake. More
months pass and this time, when the Queen opens her eyes, she
says, "When chips of green chalcedony flash, then will I wield the
copper knife."

"But it is the weapon of doom," says the High Priestess,
reminding her of the mosaic that the thirteenth queen dreamed in
her time.

"We shall all perish," the queen agrees, "but our souls will be
safe -- and so will our treasure."

She climbs out of bed. No one tries to stop her since she is
finished dreaming. "Bring me the Chief Smith," she says. When
the smith arrives, she tells her how to make the copper knife.

"I know the dragon's power is channeled through copper," says
the smith, "but a knife made purely from that metal will break."

"The Heart of Our Ancestors will give it strength," the queen
says, and she hands the smith a large piece of honey colored amber.
"Place it into the hilt."

"You were right," the smith tells her when she brings the
finished weapon to the queen. "The metal is strong with the amber
Heart to guide it." The queen's jeweled horns twitch with delight.
She dresses in her finest robes. Then she and the smith escort the
knife to the Temple where it is blessed.

Amber Heart of the Ancestors
Holds hope,
Hides dreams
Which we retain.
Grant us courage
Against chalcedony darkness,
Power to prevail
Against the Conjure-wife's reign,
Wings!
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Amber heart,
We give you our lives.
Save our souls!

The Queen listens to the words, remembering the ancestor who
gave the Heart to their first queen. He was her brother and the
Heart Mosaic tells their story. The first queen designed it even
though she was not real. How could she be real? It was only later
when all the stones were laid and the mosaic was complete that she
and her brother stopped being dreams. In her mind's eye, the queen
sees that mosaic, sees how the first queen used gold filament for
their hair…white quartz to depict their skin…blue beryl and
turquoise for their father who had imprisoned them.

But what stones can fix feelings, emotions, and hope? No
stones! No jewels! No gems! They thought they were safe but
illusions are not real either. That queen did not depict them, but the
present queen sometimes imagines a trace of quicksilver underneath
their feet. Surely it was quicksilver that led them to the dragon?

In the Heart Mosaic, the dragon's copper eyes flash in the light
of their ancestors' torch. Ten rubies depict the claws wrapped
around the girl's tiny wrists. Diamond teeth glitter in his open
mouth.

Did she really believe that the dragon would spare them? Even
now, when he cannot wake, he is dangerous, still capable of
destroying them all with his fevered dreams. Then the girl spoke
their names. When the dragon heard who she was, he offered to
spare her life - if she would marry him. She refused. "Then you
and your brother will perish," he roared.

Her brother urged her to accept the dragon's offer. "The only
Law is survival!" he said and, in the mosaic a shower of hard,
glittering white diamonds pours from his mouth. "You must do
whatever it takes," he urged his sister.

He was a sensible boy, the dragon said, and told them he would
permit them ten minutes alone in which to say their good-byes.

The last panel of the mosaic shows the brother pressing a piece
of honey colored amber into his sister's hand. "Look inside," he
whispered. "It holds the secret of Faegild - and other dreams. Do
not let your dragon-husband destroy you. Do whatever you must to
survive."
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She took the amber and she hid it. That night, after the dragon
devoured her brother, she went to her husband's bed - and
discovered she had the power to search his dreams.

When the knife is blessed, the queen slides it into a sheath under
her robe, and waits for her own mosaic to be completed. She,
herself, sets the final gem in place…a moonstone for the white paw
of the ninth - and final - moontouched cat. That night the cat is
born and Annihilation becomes reality.
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Chapter 4

he trees begin shrieking for Moonpaw's blood as soon
as Kotha slides the board shut behind him. Trembling
with fear, he begins to creep among the pink leathery

hides, searching for places where he might tread, careful not to step
on roots. There aren't any paths, for no creatures willingly enter
these woods. Then one of the trees blindly thrusts a root up through
the sour-smelling soil. He trips and falls, breaking a twig. It
sounds like a bone snapping in two. He scrambles to his feet and
begins to run, not stopping to rest until he is out of the woods.

Finally, on a plain of smooth black glass, he pauses to catch his
breath. The glass isn't real glass, but a glassy black rock forged in
the fiery breath of a dragon. Moonpaw remembers hearing the tale
of how that dragon arrived in their land. It was the first story Spook
ever told him and the other familiars when he was still living in the
Pit.

The young familiars had gathered on the shores of the
brimstone lake, for Spook had promised them all a story. They
tried to chase him away, but he refused to leave. "I have a right to
listen, too," he said, and Spook agreed.

"Do you think I tell stories merely to entertain you?" he asked.
"They are lessons you must all learn!" He glowered. "That
includes Moonscum. He may sit in the back row."

Even in the back row, the air was warm. The heat of the fire felt
good on his face. He remembers how the old cat caught his eye,
just before he started to speak.

T
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"This story happened long ago," Spook said, "before the Wind
Lord's eyes began to swirl and his mind began to drift away. In
those days, he was still a breeze who had not yet earned his name,
but even then he had a reputation for seeing twice as much as
anyone else.

"He saw the dragon when it was still between worlds, and flew
to the portal so that he would be there when it opened."

"The portal near the Dragon's Burial Mound?" one of the young
familiars asked.

Spook lashed his tail, irritated by the interruption. "Yes," he
said. "Now, perhaps, while you're showing off how much you
know, you can tell us all exactly what a dragon is?"

The young cat's ears flattened against his head and, suddenly, he
decided that he had to smooth his coat.

"I thought not," said Spook. Then, looking around at all the
cats, he told them about dragons. "Each dragon has two forms," he
said. "Their true form can be anything at all - a hag, a human, or
even a cat. We call them dragons because that is the shape they
take when they travel the wyrmholes between stars. Now, let us
return to the story…."

"The dragon roared into our world and he did not even change
back into his proper form before issuing a challenge. 'Surrender the
thief who stole my treasure,’ he cried, ‘or I will unleash a nightmare
on this land!'

" 'What thief?' the young wind asked.
" 'She is called the Glamoury Girl,' The dragon said.
" 'I know a Wind Lady by that name -- but the only thing she

stole was a foolish Dream Lord's heart.'
" 'She said that she would marry me,' the dragon sobbed and the

breeze laughed, not yet knowing what it is like to love. The sharp
sound cut through the dragon's heart. With an angry roar, he
attacked the breeze."

"What happened then?" one of the other cats had asked, without
thinking, but this time Spook didn't seem to mind.

"A battle ensued," he said. "The young wind won. Yet, when
he struck his final blow -- a deathblow as it turned out -- the dragon
managed to wriggle away. He crawled inside the mountain to die."

"Why didn't the breeze follow him?"
"Winds cannot waft underground," said Spook
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"Then how did he know that the dragon was really dead?”
Moonpaw had asked.

"The dragon's death roars shook the earth like thunder,”
growled Spook, “and the fire from his last gasping breaths poured
out of the mountain all night. Besides, he never came back out."
He glared at Moonpaw, daring him to interrupt with another
question, but Moonpaw kept silent. "The breeze who defeated him
was given the name Four Eyes because he saw twice as much as
anyone else -- until his mind began to froth. If you ever see him,
stay out of his way...especially you, Moonpaw."

"Why?"
"Because the Wind Lord hates all moon-touched cats and has

sworn an oath to destroy you."
"I am not afraid of him!" Moonpaw muttered, and for once the

others did not mock him. Their silence made his skin prickle and a
ridge of fur rose down his spine. When Mam reached over and
tried to groom him, he hissed at her and ran away. She did not
follow him, or attempt to groom him again.
***

Moonpaw picks his way, gingerly across the smooth black rock,
treacherous as ice. Step by careful step he makes his way towards
the Mulciber's hive. The night is dark. Clouds shroud the moon,
but there are stars. He cannot see the mountain, but he can see its
shadow. It rises up to swallow the stars, even though the hive is
still some miles away. Suddenly, a gust of wind almost knocks him
down.

Moonpaw yowls, believing it is Four Eyes, but the wind
continues on its way without responding to him. "By my paw!"
Moonpaw mutters, and green light flashes out of his foot,
disappearing into the night. Something cries out in the distance.
He can hear claws scrabbling uselessly and then a heavy crash.
Moonpaw's heart begins to pound with excitement as he hurries
toward the sound. Then he hears her soft, clicking voice
whispering a prayer. “Grant me courage against chalcedony
darkness,” she says.

“I will grant you death," Moonpaw replies.
Just then the moon comes out, illuminating the white bone

sticking out of her hind leg. Moonpaw snarls in disgust. He will
find no sport with this one. The Mulciber dies before he can slay
her, robbing him of his first kill. Her big eyes stare blindly at the
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stars. Quickly, he removes them from their sockets and drops them
into his pouch. Then he returns to Kotha.

His joy of the hunt was spoiled that night, but there are other
nights and other hunts. Moonpaw sniffs out the cinnamon scented
paths the Mulcibers use when they leave their hive. Green
lightening flashes when he aims his paw. The breezes witness
slaughter. Tales spread on the wind. Moonpaw has declared war.
Kotha's cat does not respect the laws of the hunt. Warriors or
workers, armed or not - if they have the copper colored eyes of a
Mulciber, he slays them. That winter, Kotha's urn fills faster than it
has during the combined lives of all her other moon-touched cats.

At first Moonpaw is proud of his kills; proud, too, of the tales
he hears carried on every breeze that skitters through the night.
"Kotha's cat is fearsome," they say. "Stay away from him!"

"Even Four Eyes is afraid of me," he boasts to Kotha.
"Four Eyes does not fear you," she says.
"Then why does he hide and refuse to fight?"
"Do not delude yourself," she says. "If the Wind Lord seems to

ignore you now, it is just that - a seeming. But he always knows
exactly what you are doing and soon, very soon, his attention will
drift your way."

"It will not be soon enough," Moonpaw says, flexing his claws.
But weeks pass and still Four Eyes does not appear and Mulcibers
continue to die.

"Four Eyes is a coward," Moonpaw says. "He is afraid to face
me because he cannot stop me. He calls himself their Protector but,
by my paw, he cannot protect the Mulcibers from me." And, to
taunt the Wind Lord even further, he stops killing Mulcibers. Little
breezes shriek and night airs shiver when Moonpaw begins to tear
out the Mulciber's eyes, sending them, stumbling blindly, back to
their hive - soulless, but still living.

Then, one foggy night as Moonpaw hurries home, the Wind
Lord roars down from the sky. "Prepare to die!" he howls.

Moonpaw stares at the Wind Lord's coalescing form as Four
Eyes grabs great fistfuls of fog and slams them together to form his
bulging muscles. His long, tangled blue hair is matted with leaves
and branches. Milky white eyes swirl like twin tornadoes. "Do you
know who I am?"

"By my paw, I do. You are the crazy Wind Lord they call Four
Eyes."
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"Then you must know that I have sworn an oath against all
moon-touched cats."

"You swore an oath to protect Mulcibers, too, they say.
'Twould seem the oaths you swear are feeble."

Howling, the Wind Lord grabs Moonpaw by the scruff of his
neck. "Moon-touched things wax and wane," the Wind Lord cries,
shaking him from side to side until Moonpaw's neck aches with the
strain. "Moon-touched things wax and wane like the tides and the
seasons and the cycles of a woman's blood."

Moonpaw hisses with fear and rage and tries to slash Four Eyes
with his claws, but the Wind Lord holds him out of reach.

"Moontouched things wax and wane like birth and death,
spellslime. Didn't Kotha teach you that?"

"By my paw!" Moonpaw cries, summoning his power but,
before he can properly aim it, Four Eyes hurls him up against a rock
and everything turns black.

***

At the sight of Moonpaw’s crumpled body, Four Eyes goes still
and the edges of the body he constructed for himself from fog begin
to dissipate and drift away. The unconscious cat stirs memories of
his dead son. He found his child lying on the sacrificial altar his
wife built underneath the Faegild tree. The boy's crippled hand was
curled tight in death, like the cat's twisted white paw. Four Eyes
takes a deep breath and tries to push the memory away. He must
not froth. He must not behave like his own stepfather who went
mad with grief when Four Eyes' mother died giving birth to the
Glamoury Girl.

His son is dead, his silver light extinguished underneath the
Faegild tree, but his nephew lives. The Glamoury Girl's son still
needs him. He takes another deep, steadying breath, pulls his fog
skin back together -- and glares at Moonpaw. The magic child will
not heal anyone and the Darkness will continue to devour them
because of what Kaelin did. How could she sacrifice their son for
this piece of misbegotten spellslime?

"Look at the boy," Kaelin had said, pointing to his hand. "He is
crippled. What can he heal?"

"The magic child will heal us all," said Four Eyes. "It has been
prophesized."
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"He cannot even heal himself," she cried.
"He was injured because of you," Four Eyes reminded her.
Kaelin drew her red cloak tight to protect herself from the bitter

chill of his words. "You promised to teach me how to fly," she
said.

Moonpaw groans, drawing the Wind Lord's attention away from
red dreams. His paw twitches. Four Eyes stares, unable to tear his
eyes away from the source of the cat's magic power. "He mocks
my son," the Wind Lord says. "She made him that way on purpose
to mock us both." He must not froth -- but there is only one way to
end this nightmare. He must rid the world of this perverted power.
He gusts towards the cat, determined to destroy the wretched
creature once and for all!

Again Moonpaw moans and opens his dark green eyes. Golden
lights flicker deep in those emerald orbs. When Four Eyes sees
them, he swirls back in horror. Yet another mockery. With a roar of
rage he rushes at Moonpaw as the cat vanishes into thin air.

***

Kotha holds Moonpaw by the scruff of his neck. "You would
be dead now but for me."

"By my paw, Mistress…."
"No! By my Law! If I had not peered into my magic glass and

seen you with Four Eyes…." She drops him on the floor. "I was
able to reach out and pull you back this time," she says, "but next
time you may not be so fortunate." Fire flares in her eyes. "I told
you to leave him alone!"

"It was not my fault," says Moonpaw. "He attacked me first."
"What did you expect after the way you have been taunting

him?"
"But Mistress…."
"Never mind! Just give me the pouch."
Moonpaw does not move and his ears flatten against his head.
"The pouch is empty, isn't it?"
"Yes, Mistress," Moonpaw mutters.
"Well, what have you been doing all night besides challenging

the Wind?"
Moonpaw shrugs.
"Answer me!" she snarls, waggling a single finger in the air.
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"The Mulcibers are afraid to come out."
"Then, next time, you must enter their hive."
"No, Mistress!" He rushes to explain. "By my paw, I am not

afraid, but…."
"But, but, but…." Kotha sneers and, before he can argue with

her, a stream of lavender smoke swirls out of nowhere and begins to
fill up the space in front of them. Moonpaw glances at his hag, but
when he sees Kotha’s wrathful eyes, all questions die. Silently he
waits, to see what his Mistress will do.

Kotha raises her hand to stop the hag who steps out of the
dissipating smoke. "Who are you?" she asks.

Moonpaw's eyes widen with astonishment -- but not because the
hag ignores Kotha's warding and continues to approach. Neither is
he surprised by her appearance, although she is the oddest hag he
has ever seen with her pouffy, purple hair and swishing black skirt
embroidered with green apples all along the hem. No, her familiar
shocks him.

"What are you doing here?" he asks.
Spook shrugs.
"I never dreamed that you would be chosen," says Moonpaw.
"Why, because of your mewling curse?"
"No, because you are so old!"
"My hag values experience."
"I asked you a question," says Kotha. "Who are you?"
"My name is Starbelle,” the hag titters, adjusting a poppy over

her ear. Its cloying scent makes Moonpaw sneeze. She turns and
smiles at him. “Bless you!” she says, and a chill runs down his
spine.

Kotha frowns. “I did not summon you to me."
"Since when do sisters need an invitation to visit?"
"You are not my sister," Kotha says.
Starbelle's skin changes color from lavender to blueberry and

finally to tangerine. "All hags are sisters," she declares, flouncing
her gown and making the apples bob.

"She is a clown," says Moonpaw, contemptuously.
"Appearances can be deceiving," says Spook.
Moonpaw turns towards the hags. Spook's mistress is babbling

on about a song with just five notes.
"Why do you speak of this to me?" asks Kotha.
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"Do not pretend that you are not interested," says Starbelle. "I
know you have been searching for a certain spell."

"Some knowledge can be dangerous," says Kotha. "In any case,
what makes you think I would align myself with you?"

"I am the only one who can sing all five notes," says Starbelle.
"Sing them for me," says Kotha.
"Not here. Not now."
"By my Law!" Kotha cries, making a magical pass with her

hand. Starbelle emits a quavery shriek and flies up into the air.
"Put me down!" she cries, dangling from the ceiling.
Kotha wriggles her finger and Starbelle drops to the floor, all

tangled up in her long skirts. "Leave now," says Kotha, “before I
turn you into a toad.”

Starbelle's skin flashes ice blue, lemon, and strawberry as she
scrambles to her feet. "You should not have refused my help," she
says. She beckons to her cat. He hurries to her side without
glancing at Moonpaw. Then she and Spook disappear in a cloud of
plum-colored smoke.

"There is something strange about that hag," Kotha mutters.
Moonpaw cocks his ears.
"She claims to serve the Harvest Moon, but I do not believe her.

She had unripe apples on her gown!"
"What did she want?" Moonpaw asks.
"That is not important," Kotha says, but her fingers move to

make a sign of warding.

***

The Screaming Mother crouches in a nest of bones. Scraps of
rotting meat litter the bottom of her nest. Hags make contracts with
their Unlit Masters and, when those contracts end, the Unlit Ones
claim their souls. But the bodies of those hags are her portion.
Their flesh is her food. Their half-picked bones and their entrails
make a sacred nest among the darkest stars.

Perched in her nest, she rules over the Darkness that is slowly
and inexorably swallowing them all. For a little while after the
magic child came, she had feared the Darkness would be defeated
but, with Dark Moon's help, her own child had found a way to
destroy him. For awhile then, she had thought they were safe --
until she started having the dreams.
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"I dreamed a dragon has entered our world from Faegild," she
tells Dark Moon, he whom she has raised over all the other Unlit.

"Who is the dragon?" Dark Moon asks.
Slowly she flexes her long blue legs before she replies. "I did

not see her face,” she says, “but I saw her weapon. It is the silver
scythe -- the only weapon able to destroy my son."

Dark Moon shudders.
"By the blood on our Creator's feet," the Screaming Mother

vows, "we will find the weapon -- and the dragon who wields it --
and we will destroy them both." Then, summoning the other Unlit
Ones, she commands them to find the weapon and bring it to her.

Asthenia, Daemon, Cornu and all the others with ravening eyes,
shake their heads and moan. "The silver will burn us. We need
souls to make us strong. Give us souls. Souls, souls, souls!"

"You shall have souls," the Screaming Mother says. "Every
soul in the land -- after you bring me the silver scythe.”

They swarm out of her nest like rats, but the dragon shrouds
herself in a blinding light that renders her invisible to them. And
though they scour the land, they cannot find the scythe. "The
dragon must have disguised it," they say, explaining their failure to
their red queen.

"That is no excuse," the Screaming Mother says. "Search again,
and this time do not return empty handed."

The Unlit Ones search everywhere. They find a constellation of
silver stars in the shape of a scythe, a stream of silver water curved
like a scythe, a wolf with silver fur and scythe-like fangs. But they
do not find the magical dream scythe.

When they return to the Screaming Mother's nest again - still
without the scythe - her screams of rage and fear are lashes from a
studded whip. They tear the rotting flesh from the back of her
throat. Blood explodes from her mouth and rains down upon the
land.

Dark Moon does not try to stop the flood but, when she is
through he says, "Kotha's body is the path that the magic child took
to enter our world."

The Screaming Mother stares at him thoughtfully. "Paths run
both ways," she says.

"We will use my hag's body to enter Faegild," he replies.
"Faelin will rue the moment she decided to betray me," the

Screaming Mother says.
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***

"I stood outside the bedroom today - my son's bedroom that is,"
Faelin tells her doctor. "I wanted to open the door but, in the end, I
could not do it."

"What stopped you?" Dr. Forsythe asks.
"It was not time."
Slowly, he removes his glasses and begins to clean them.

Faelin smiles. "What do you find so amusing?" the doctor asks, but
she just shrugs. Carefully he sets the glasses down on the small
table beside his chair, picks up his notebook and waits for Faelin to
speak. When she does not, he asks, "What do you think will
happen if you open that door?"

"Dreams will collide," she says, and her bare feet begin to
bleed.

***

All worlds come together in his dragon mind. Ten thousand
worlds, ten thousand names, ten thousand red dreams…and there
are ten thousand blood red rubies in the Mosaic of Annihilation, the
queen of the Mulcibers thinks as she walks through the tunnels of
her hive.
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Chapter 5

Child of daylight and darkness,
Enchantment and flight,
Harbinger of myths reborn
And loyalties forsworn,
Son of the Wind
Undying, you die.
Blessed and blamed,
Your choice to fly.

he Mulciber queen sings the magic child's song. She sings
the song to honor the child who was beloved by those who
became the Mulcibers' own Ancestors. She sings the song

to remind herself that the magic child once lived -- even though he
was not real. How could he be real, she asks herself, when there are
no pictures of him on the walls of their hive? For, to Mulcibers,
nothing is real or substantial unless it appears inside one of their
mosaics.

Even her friend Breeze only exists in an insubstantial fashion
since there are no pictures to make him real either. And so she
sings the magic child's song to honor Breeze, as well. The queen
sighs. It makes her sad to think of Breeze's unreality, even though
it was done to protect him. And yet…

She slips her hand into her pocket and caresses the brass ring
inside.

T
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Just then Breeze gusts into the small dark cave where she waits.
"I came as fast as I could," he says. "Why did you want to see

me?"
His words are a figure of speech. He knows she cannot

properly see him or any other insubstantial form.
She peers towards the sound of his voice. If only she and

Breeze could meet inside her hive, instead of this cave. The hive is
clean and smells sweet. The air in this cave carries the stench of
rotting souls, but it is the only cave where Winds can waft
underground -- thanks to the air that flows in through crevices in
the wall. But even the gently wafting air cannot carry away the
stink that permeates the air around them. All living beings have
souls, but the souls in this cave belong to worms and other
primitive creatures that do not invade their hive. Those simple
creatures do not know how to release their own souls when they
die, so they lie in the earth and rot -- unless released by other
beings.

To the queen's eyes those souls appear as strips of pale maggot
skin that twist and curl through different layers of reality. Silently,
she contemplates the spoiling spirits. Finally she says, "Death
should burn like the copper soul of the dragon."

"What?" says Breeze.
"Bodies must be cremated if their spirits are to fly away. When

they are not, souls decay. You have been a good friend to us. You
saved our Ancestors when they were prisoners in this very cave.
Without you, we would not exist. It disturbs me that we cannot
make you real."

"I am real!" says Breeze.
"You are not set in stone."
"I thought we agreed that it is safer that way. If my uncle

knew...."
"I am glad you understand," she says, "but in a mosaic you

would have sapphire eyes to look upon death without flinching."
"No one is going to die," he says, firmly.
"All creatures must. I am not afraid."
"Your time will not come for many years, Majesty."
"My time is soon, Breeze, and all my people with me."
Breeze gusts with fear. "What are you talking about?" he cries.
"I have dreamed the Mosaic of Annihilation."
"No!"
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"Kotha's cat will give us wings!" the queen says.
"Not if I slay him first."
"The stones forbid you."
"I do not care what your stones say," says Breeze.
"If you interfere in this, you will become like Four Eyes. He

refuses to let us dream our own dreams."
"He just wants to protect you," says Breeze.
"We are not his children."
"But he cannot forget -- or forgive himself for what he did to

your Ancestors."
"We do not have time for this now," she says sharply. "There

are ten thousand rubies in the Mosaic of Annihilation. Alone, we
cannot resist those red dreams. We need your help...."

Breeze sighs. "What do you want me to do?"
She pulls the copper knife out of its sheath and shows him the

large piece of amber in the hilt. "It was a gift from our first queen."
"I remember her," says Breeze, and a smile drifts across his

face.
"Do you remember what you promised her?"
"Not to seek revenge," he replies.
"I, too, require an oath from you. Will you swear to help

Kotha's cat?"
"Never. He is your foe. How can you even ask?"
"I do not ask. The stones demand. We do not know the reason

why, but he will need your help when our souls have taken flight."
Breeze gusts back in horror and dismay. "If Moonpaw kills any

more of you, I swear that I will destroy him!"
"Do not swear that." The queen speaks calmly, in spite of the

fear that rushes through her when she hears his rash vow. "Listen
to me!" she says. "Through death we Mulcibers will find our
salvation, but Moonpaw will be in danger. It will be your task to
save him -- just as you once saved our Ancestors."

"I had no choice then," mutters Breeze. "Not when I saw what
Four Eyes had done to them."

"That does not matter now. Reality itself may crumble if Four
Eyes is here when the cat releases the power of his green
chalcedony paw."

Breeze wafts still, stubbornly refusing to agree.
"You are our only hope and friend," she whispers.
Breeze sighs. "What must I do?"
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"Four Eyes must not interfere in our dreams," says the queen.
"Find a way to lure him away from our hive -- and do not let him
return until we are gone."

"Perhaps…if I can convince him I know where to find Faegild
seeds."

"Do you?" the queen asks.
“Not really," he says, "but my mother wore the Dream Lord's

silver locket and she brought the seeds into our world. The Wind
Lord will believe me, I think."

"There is nothing in our stories about a silver locket," says the
queen, firmly. "It must not be real."

"Only Mulciber reality requires the existence of stones," says
Breeze.

The queen twitches her horns, scarcely able to conceive of a
reality outside of the one her people create with their mosaics.
"How do your people create what is real?" she finally asks Breeze.

"We leave that to Makir and the other Lords of Creation," he
says. "They dance the worlds and all that is on them whenever they
put on their red slippers. And yet…."

Patiently, she waits for him to continue.
"Sometimes I think that we are like them," he says. "We take

our dreams and weave them into stories and -- sometimes -- those
stories come to life, if the speaker has a gift…."

The queen nods her head thoughtfully. In her mind's eyes she
sees a mosaic depicting the silver locket. If she were to design that
mosaic, she would use small chips of fool's gold for the Faegild
seeds. "How many seeds were there?" she asks.

Breeze shrugs.
"Tell me the story," says the queen.
"I do not know the whole story," says Breeze, "and I do not

have the storyteller's gift, but I will tell you what I know.
"The Lord of Dreams fell in love. The Wind Woman who stole

his heart had gone to him for help. She was a lonely exile in a land
where Wind Lords do not sing, and she wished to return to her own
world. The Dream Lord said he would show her the way -- for a
price. She said she would do anything, so he showed her how to
open up a wyrmhole, and that night he took her to his bed. It was
then that she saw the beautiful silver locket that he wore around his
neck. It seemed to call to her. She waited for him to fall asleep.
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Then she removed the locket from around his neck and she fled,
using the wyrmhole that he'd shown her how to open.

"Her father's people welcomed her back," says Breeze, "but
there was a young wind who warned them about danger…an angry
dragon….

"The others laughed and ignored him for he was young,
untested, and did not even have a name yet, but he did not let their
laughter stop him. He flew to the portal and waited for the dragon
to emerge. When the dragon saw that the young wind was of the
same race as the woman who had stolen his treasure, he roared
angrily and attacked without even waiting to change back into his
proper form. A terrible battle ensued."

"I know this battle!" the queen says. "It was depicted in the
ninth queen's mosaic. Four Eyes has blue beryl eyes and the
dragon…your uncle wounded him. He crawled into our mountain
to die, trapped inside the dragon's form which those of power
assume whenever they travel between the worlds."

"The dragon's body became your hive," says Breeze.
"That story is not set in stone," the queen replies. "Tell me

what happened to the locket."
"The breeze was given the name of Four Eyes because he could

see twice as far as anyone else. He and the Wind Woman fell in
love. He asked her to marry him, and she gave him the Dream
Lord's locket as a token of her love.

"Then, in the tradition of the Wind, the couple went to the Clan
Chiefs and announced their intent to wed but, when the Clan Chiefs
heard the woman's lineage, they forbade it. 'It would be a crime for
you to join,' they said, 'for you two are kin.'

"They told Four Eyes that the Wind Woman was his own half
sister: daughter of his mother who died giving birth to her and of
his mother's second husband. When his mother died, his step
father, mad with grief, went frothing to another world, taking their
child with him."

"Then this Wind Woman…." says the queen.
"Was my mother," says Breeze. "They called her the Glamoury

Girl."
"And your father?"
"I never knew him" Breeze says, stiffly. "As for the locket, my

mother let Four Eyes keep it. Later, when he married Kaelin, he
gave it to her."
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"What about the seeds?"
Breeze shrugs. "Four Eyes and Kaelin planted a seed when they

wed. I know there was at least one more, but I don't know what
happened to it."

"I wonder if the Wind Lord knows," says the queen.
"I doubt it," says Breeze. "If he did, he would have planted it, I

think. He would do anything to see his child return."
"He will be furious when he finds out that you tricked him."
"I am not afraid," says Breeze. "As long as Four Eyes thinks I

can lead him to Faegild, he will follow me anywhere. I will keep
him occupied -- and away from you."

"Perhaps this will help." The queen reaches into her pocket,
takes out the ring and blindly thrusts it towards Breeze. "I will
never be able to build a mosaic for you but, if I did, I would give
you brave, sapphire eyes. Since I cannot, I would like to give you
this ring instead. Will you wear it for me?"

Breeze stares at the simple brass ring, so unlike any of the
intricate, handcrafted weapons or jewelry that the Mulcibers are
famous for making. As if reading his mind she says, "We did not
craft it."

"Where did it come from?"
"The Cauldron of the White Sow."
Breeze shudders.
"You are wise to be frightened," she says. "It is filled with

dangerous power."
"Then why do you want me to have it?"
"I think you will need it. Also…it is your one chance to grow

real."
"I told you before, I am real." He gazes at the ring and his hand

reaches out for it. "How do I command its power?" he asks.
"You cannot," she replies. "You can only allow it to command

you."
Breeze shivers. Yet his hand continues to drift towards the ring.
"Wait!" says the queen as a finger starts to slip through the hole.

"There is something else that I must tell you…a warning."
"What?" he asks.
“Once you put this ring on, you can never take it off,” she says.

“If you do, you will die.”
Breeze slips his finger through the hole, without asking any

more questions.
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***

After the queen leaves, Breeze rushes out of the cave. He can
feel the power of the brass ring swirling through his currents as he
wafts up the side of the mountain. When he reaches the summit he
calls his uncle, but the Wind Lord refuses to come out of the black
cloud that shrouds the top of the mountain. "What do you want?"
he asks. "Why are you here? You know I do not wish for
company," says Four Eyes.

"I want to talk to you."
"I have nothing to say," says Four Eyes.
"But I do," says Breeze, drifting closer to the cloud. "You want

to hear me out, I think. It's about the Faegild seed."
For a moment, the air is very still. Then Four Eyes gusts out of

the cloud. Black tendrils hang from his arms like strips of funeral
cloth. Black clouds swirl through this eyes, turning them into
whirling pits of midnight blue. A thick layer of ash coats his skin,
flaking off like leprous scales. The Wind Lord’s ghastly
appearance shatters Breeze's new confidence and, almost, he
dissipates. Then he remembers that the queen is counting on him
and he pulls himself together for her. "I have been thinking about
something my mother told me," he says.

Storm clouds darken the Wind Lord's brow. "Your mother
brought the dragon's wrath upon us."

"She told me how you killed him,” says Breeze.
"What else did she tell you?"
"She talked about the Faegild seed," says Breeze. He sings the

name as dragons do. "She called it the heart of dreaming."
"Your mother stole the Dream Lord's heart. That is why he

followed her to our world."
"I thought he wanted his Faegild back," says Breeze.
"He wanted her to love him," Four Eyes says.
The grief in his voice makes Breeze shiver and, for a moment,

the young wind cannot speak. Then he takes a deep breath.
"Uncle?"

"What?"
"Is it true the magic child is born whenever Faegild blooms?"
"Where did you hear that?"
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"My mother told me the magic child will return someday.
When I asked her how she knew, she took me to the Land of
Powdered Bones -- and showed me where she planted a Faegild
seed."

The Wind Lord's ears billow out to catch his nephew's next
words.

“I can show you where to find it."

***

He never should have married Kaelin, Four Eyes thinks, as he
and Breeze fly towards the frozen lands of the north. If not for her,
he would be a leader of his clan, but first she tricked him into
marrying her and then she convinced him to plant the Faegild seed
in front of their house in Cos. "When it blooms, the magic child
will be born," she told him. His coming was supposed to heal their
land of the Darkness that had been consuming it, ever since its
creation. Instead, Kaelin sacrificed their son to Dark Moon
because he promised he would teach her how to fly.

That night, when Four Eyes discovered what she'd done, he'd
torn the locket off her neck and flung it away….

"Your mother never told me there were other seeds," Four Eyes
says after they have been flying for awhile. “Why do you think that
was?"

"I do not know," says Breeze.
"Then how do you know that she planted Faegild?"
"Because she said that she did," Breeze replies, "and the

Glamoury Girl does not lie."
The Wind Lord's eyes darken, but he only says, "Describe the

seed that you saw."
"I did not actually see the seed," says Breeze, "only the spot

where my mother planted it."
False dreams of love…. He was a fool to believe that Kaelin

ever loved him. She only married him because she thought that he
would teach her how to fly. She had never loved him…but he had
loved her…loved her dearly. But, no matter how dearly he had
loved her, he could not divulge the secrets of the Wind. She
refused to understand that, yet he continued to hope and to dream
that she would -- until she finally betrayed them.

The Wind Lord glances at Breeze. "There is something else
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that I would like to know," he says, noticing how his nephew's eyes
do not look directly at him when he speaks. He waits, but Breeze
remains silent. "Why did your mother plant Faegild in the frozen
north where no tree can grow?"

Breeze gusts, nervously, but his voice remains calm when he
speaks. "Well, Uncle, perhaps my mother did not want the tree to
grow just yet. Perhaps she just wanted to make sure that it stayed
well hidden. Or - perhaps - it does not matter where it is planted.
Perhaps, when it is time, it will blossom anywhere."

"Perhaps," Four Eyes agrees, and does not speak again until
they're deep into Cos.

The golden fields of Cos are one of the few places where the
Darkness still does not reach, thanks to the Winds who come
together here to mingle air and dance on the ancient plains of their
homeland. Their dances are wonderfully wild and fierce for no
hills or trees break the flow of their air. The tall grass ripples in
every direction. In Cos the dancing never stops, but Four Eyes has
no wish to join his kin and so he and Breeze soar above the clouds.

He has no wish to remember that it was here, in Cos, where he
brought Kaelin after they were married. It was here, in Cos where
they planted the Faegild, and it was here, in its silver light, that their
youngest child was born. But he was not the only one.

Kaelin also bore him twins, a boy and a girl with hair like the
sun and eyes that held the sky. Kaelin's cruel sacrifice destroyed
them, too.

If only he had stayed home that night! It is a foolish thought, he
tells himself. Kaelin would only have waited for another night to
do what she did. Yet he came as fast as he could when he saw the
smoke from the burning Faegild tree. The twins set it on fire as a
signal to him, but it was too late. The magic child, their brother,
was already dead.

As for the twins -- he failed to save them as well. Kaelin
discovered where he had hidden them. She must have, he thinks.
How else could he explain that empty cave, the wide open door of
the cage where he'd put them for their own protection?

***

"Uncle?"
"What?
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"Can't we stop and rest for awhile? I am so tired," says Breeze.
Four Eyes shakes his head. "We don't have time," he says but,

for a few hours, he permits them to coast along. Early the next
morning they fly over the chain of mountains that separates Cos
from the Land of Powdered Bones.

"Where do we go now?" Four Eyes asks.
"I…think we turn east," says Breeze.
"Don't you know?"
"It has been a long time, but I remember a cove of water."
“There are many coves,” says Four Eyes. “What else do you

recall?”
"The sky was filled with red lights."
"Was it now?" The Wind Lord's voice is strangely quiet.
"My mother used to say that those lights were the blood which

the White Pig sheds for us," says Breeze.
"If you saw red lights in the sky," says Four Eyes, "then you

were near the Portal of Bones. That is the only place that red lights
appear."

"Then perhaps I am mistaken," says Breeze, cursing himself
silently. The Portal of Bones opens near a glacier and the ground
there is too frozen to dig. It is the one place where his mother
couldn't have planted the Faegild. His eyes drift towards the Wind
Lord's face. "It happened long ago," he says.

"Indeed," Four Eyes says, and then he starts to laugh. Breeze
shudders when he hears that cold, chilling sound. "I think the time
has come for you to witness a Wind Lord's true power," his uncle
declares. Then he unhinges his jaws. His mouth fall open to his
knees, and a thin whistling sound fills the cold air as Four Eyes
begins to inhale.

Breeze watches in horror as the Wind Lord grows bigger and
bigger. Slowly, he begins to spin counter-clockwise, then faster
and faster. The whistling becomes a wail, soft at first, then
becoming louder and louder as Four Eyes picks up speed. With a
great shout, he leaps up into the sky, sucking his nephew along in
his wake.

"Let me go!" Breeze begs, but his uncle does not reply.
“Please,” he cries, struggling to free himself, but his own air
currents are submerged beneath the Wind Lord's turbulence. "You
have to let me go.”
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Many miles later Four Eyes finally replies. "First you will
confess how you betrayed me."

"Betrayed you?" Breeze whispers. "Never."
Four Eyes plunges towards the ground.
"No!" cries Breeze. "Wait….I…I…just wanted to help…."
"Help?" his uncle asks, coldly.
"The Mulcibers," Breeze explains.
"And how, pray tell, are you helping them?"
Breeze wafts as still as he possibly can.
"Answer me!" Four Eyes commands.
"They…they do not want you on their mountain anymore,"

Breeze mutters, resentfully. "They -- asked me to take you away
and I agreed…We…we owe it to them," he adds, "after what you
did."

The Wind Lord slows down slightly. "After what I did?"
"To their -- Ancestors."
"Be very careful of your next words." His uncle warns him

softly.
A tremor of fear runs through Breeze but he continues, bravely.

"It was not right…."
"You dare to question me?"
"What happened to them…."
"What do you know?" says Four Eyes.
"I was there," Breeze whispers. "I saw what happened…what

you made happen…and I…I helped them escape."
Far below them, Breeze can see the huge white glacier that

marks the location of the wyrmhole they call the Portal of Bones
and he knows that, no matter how much he tries to explain, it will
never be enough to satisfy his uncle. "I tried to make them leave
the cave," he says, "but they refused. "They were afraid…."

"Enough!" says Four Eyes.
"Afraid of you -- Uncle."
With an angry roar, Four Eyes plunges towards the earth,

slamming his nephew deep, deep into the snow.

***
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he greatest of the ice giants was so tall that his head
touched the sky. He was called the Ebony Giant and his
wife was known as Endless Night. Their daughter was a

comet who traversed the space between them.
One day, when she flew over the sea, her shining presence

sparked the Formless Potential within it, causing it to become self-
aware, and making it separate into individual consciousnesses that
named themselves -- Maw, Croaker, Asthenia, Kin-Slayer, Sigh,
Cornu, Daemon….

The ice giants were afraid and would not permit these new
beings to leave their ocean home. But the Giant's daughter took pity
on them and gave them wings….

Recorded by Librarian #9543778256331 and posted on the Galaxy
Wide Net at <GWN:ONELIB//CH-PUB/ARK 3332.677428c>
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Chapter 6

he Mulciber queen leaves the huge central cave where her
people sort and store their stones. This chamber is the
heart of the hive and is joined to the other rooms through

an intricate system of tunnels that function like arteries. Usually
the tunnels are crowded with Mulcibers busily carrying stones, but
today the tunnels are empty. The time for carrying stones is past.

Behind her she can hear the priestesses chittering over their
plans. "Do not forget to turn off the lamps in the tunnels," she says.
"Only those in the main chamber should be burning when he
comes."

"All will be done as you have dreamed it," the High Priestess
replies.

The queen bows her head, knowing the courage it takes for her
to speak those words. Bodies cling to life, yet her people have
chosen to sacrifice their own lives in order to preserve their
treasure. She touches the copper knife underneath her robes. The
warm metal fills her with calmness. At least their spirits will
survive, she tells herself. It is more than most worms can hope for.

She walks through the tunnels without pausing to look at the
beautiful mosaics that surround her. They have served their
purposes of fixing particular realities. Only one reality still needs
to be ensured...to find the moonstone cat and lure him into their
hive so that he may release his chalcedony death upon them.

In spite of this terrifying mission, the queen cannot help feeling
a thrill of anticipation and excitement as she nears the end of the
tunnel that will take her outside. No Mulciber queen has ever left

T
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the hive. No Mulciber queen has ever seen the sun. She will be the
first.

She tells herself that she must not expect too much. The golden
orb does not shine every day and, even when it does peer out from
behind the clouds, its light is often dim from the pollution that is
swallowing them. Still, she would like to see it. Perhaps, if she
succeeds in her mission, Makir and the other Lords of Law will
reward her with a glimpse.

***

Moonpaw crosses the glass plain that separates Grimly Going
from the Dragon's Burial Mound. Spook says the shiny black glass-
like rock was once a river of molten lava. It poured across the land
when the White Pig danced their creation. Red lava flowed from
her feet like blood, says Spook, but he never said anything about
the Mulcibers: where they came from or why they built their hive.

Once, when he asked Kotha, she just frowned. "Anyone can see
that they are mutant creatures spawned from the dying dragon's
blood. That is why their eyes possess power."

Perhaps Kotha is right, he thinks. Perhaps Mulciber magic is
tied to the dragon's grave, and that is why they do not like to
wander far from it.

He slinks through the thick fog, trying not to make any noise
that will alert the Mulcibers to his presence. Hunting has not been
good in recent nights, and he dares not return to Kotha again with
an empty pouch.

"Child of daylight and darkness, enchantment and flight...."
Moonpaw shivers when he hears the Mulciber's voice. Songs

and stories of the magic child have always made him uneasy, but
her thick, spicy scent lures him on. Then, suddenly, he sees her
standing in the sun as it bursts out from behind the clouds. A
radiant smile spreads across her awestruck face. Moonpaw smiles
too -- and leaps. Claws scrabble against the smooth glass rock and
he slips. Tearing her eyes away from the sky, the Mulciber begins
to run. Moonpaw scrambles to his feet and chases after her as she
disappears into the hive.

At first her scent is easy to track, but as he makes his way
deeper inside, he finds himself slowing down, then backtracking to
search again for her special scent. There are too many Mulciber
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trails to follow. With a dejected sigh, he sits down. In the distance
he can hear the Mulciber chittering softly. There is a faint hiss. He
smells gas. Suddenly, one of the tunnels blazes with light reflecting
from a million jewels. They cover every inch of the walls, blinding
him with their brilliance. The Mulciber chitters again. Her scent
wafts back through the tunnel and, even knowing that it is a trap, he
follows her in.

The tunnel ends in a huge cave that has no mosaics. Moonpaw
lingers near the door and studies the room. A few gas lamps,
mounted on the walls of the cave provide enough light for him to
see that he is standing in a storeroom of gems. They are stacked in
piles and sorted by color and type: green jasper, blue agates, brown
tigerstones, black opals and pearls. But where are the Mulcibers
who should be guarding them? Moonpaw looks up at the walls of
the cave. They are honeycombed with tunnels and all of them are
dark. Suddenly, the queen steps out from behind a glittering hill of
diamonds. Moonpaw starts eagerly towards her, then spots the
copper knife clasped in her hand.

Slowly, he raises his white paw and aims it at her but, before he
can unleash its power, she runs toward him. "For Faegild!" she
screams, plunging her blade into his foot.

The soft copper breaks. Moontouched magic explodes and
twists around the broken knife and he can hear the cries of the other
Mulcibers all around him, as they swarm out of the darkened
tunnels rimming the cave. Moonpaw shrieks with pain, rage and
fear. He grabs the blade with his teeth and yanks it out of his paw.
Blood spatters the queen's face and hair but she does not blink. She
laughs.

"By my paw," cries Moonpaw, and moontouched fire pours out
with the spurting blood. Without thinking, Moonpaw waves his
paw around the room, releasing a firestorm of fatal chalcedony
magic. The Mulcibers wear hideous grins as they rush into the
green flames. Their death songs are full of joy. Their hands are
clasped in prayer, and Moonpaw sees that none of them are
carrying any weapons. He shakes his head in confusion and turns
to look at the queen's burning corpse.

What he sees makes all his hair stand on end. For something is
emerging from her eyes, like a chrysalis breaking free from its
cocoon. It is a blaze of copper-colored light so dense at its center as
to be solid. It floats in the flames of the corpse, yet is not consumed
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and, as the flames die, the copper light softens. Slowly, it begins to
pulse.

Moonpaw watches in awestruck horror as delicate copper wings
unfurl from the light. The queen's face glimmers from within and
Moonpaw knows that he is looking at the Mulciber's soul. But how
can soul-slime look lovely? The queen smiles at him, as if reading
his thoughts, but does not answer him. Then, at last, she leaves her
now completely consumed body and goes to join the great swarm of
Mulciber souls that is gathering in the center of the chamber.

Moonpaw looks around the room. Small flames still flicker, but
most of the corpses have been consumed. It is only then that he
finally understands what he has done and, as the Mulciber souls fly
off through the ceiling and into the stars, Moonpaw reels with the
shock and faints to the ground.

His wounded paw lands on the hilt of the copper knife. The
magical touch of the amber sends a healing warmth through his
wounded paw, and he hears a voice say, "Look into the Heart of our
Ancestors, and you will find the secret of Faegild and other
dreams." He does not know what the voice means, but the words
are a lullaby that sends him deep into healing sleep until another
more familiar voice shrieks through his head.

"By my Law!" cries Kotha and he wakes to feel her hand grab
him, magically, by the scruff of his neck and yank him back home.

***

"What have you done?" Kotha cries. Moonpaw cringes against
the floor. He can hear the Wind outside the hut. "Surrender
Moonscum to me!" Four Eyes screams, tearing a huge tree out of
the ground and heaving it at the roof. Kotha's hut shudders and she
scurries around the room shoring up the walls with magical
incantations.

"By my Law!" she commands him. "Tell me what you have
done to anger the Wind."

"It was an accident," Moonpaw mutters, as Four Eyes releases a
rain of hail the size of eggs.

"What was an accident?" she asks. Four Eyes uproots another
large tree and hurls it at the hut. Squirming pink roots and branches
grip the walls, working their way in through the cracks, but Kotha
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waggles her fingers and the tree lets go. "What kind of accident, I
said?"

"I saw their winged spirits soar...."
Kotha's face turns pale green. "Are my Mulcibers -- dead?"
Moonpaw nods.
"All -- dead?"
"Yes, Mistress."
"Even the queen?" she croaks.
The look on Moonpaw's face is all the answer she requires. Her

strangled sob tears through the room, tears through the magic that
holds her hut together. The rickety walls collapse. The roof falls
and a rotting beam lands on Kotha. She crumples to the floor -- and
Four Eyes rushes in.

"Get away from her!" Moonpaw snarls as the Wind Lord
hurries over to Kotha and gathers her up in his arms. Moonpaw jabs
his paw at the Wind. "I am warning you! Put her down."

Four Eyes sneers.
"By my paw!" Moonpaw screams, but nothing happens. He

shakes his paw and tries again.
"What is wrong?" asks Four Eyes. "Can't you dream without

her help?"
Moonpaw stares at his white paw in confusion and the Wind

Lord laughs. Then, grabbing the cat, he tosses him onto Kotha's lap
and begins to systematically destroy the hut and everything inside
of it. Moonpaw crawls up inside Kotha's cloak and buries his head
in the pit of her arm, but there is no comfort in her smell and the
sound of her fluttering heart reminds him of a caged bat. When
Four Eyes is finally finished, he picks them both up and he leaves.
They fly all night until they come to the charred and petrified ruins
of a tree. There, Four eyes sets Kotha down.

"This was our home," he tells Moonpaw. "This is where we
lived - and loved - and where she finally betrayed us." He glares at
the cat. "She thought I did not know what she did, but I watched
her from the air. Sometimes, when she danced, it seemed that she
had wings…but humans are not meant to fly and so she fell. She
was carrying our youngest son." Four Eyes sighs. "He was the
magic child whose coming was foretold, but the fall injured him.
When our baby was born, his left hand was twisted." He glares at
the cat. "She ruined him. For how could he heal the land or
anything else with that deformity?" He stares at Kotha, pitilessly.
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"When she wakes up, tell her I said it is time to keep her promise to
me!"

"What promise?" Moonpaw asks.
"She vowed to make Faegild bloom again."
"But the magic child is dead!" cries Kotha's cat.
"Tell her what I said, spellslime. Tell her I will return in three

days!"
When he is gone, Moonpaw turns and pats Kotha's withered

cheek. "Wake up!" he whispers, but she does not stir. He sniffs her
skin, but does not smell death. Then, not knowing what else he can
do, he settles down beside her to wait. Above him, stars twinkle
their dreams. He watches them through half closed eyes until the
one called the Cat suddenly flares. (Sef! Sef! Sef!)

Seeing it, Moonpaw's heart begins to pound. "Mistress?" he
calls, but Kotha does not reply. "I know how you hunger for secret
knowledge," he tells her, "and so I will make a bargain with you.
Mistress? Listen to me! If you promise to wake up afterwards, I
will tell you a story that no other hag has ever heard.

***

"An Unlit One called Binder once lived in the Screaming
Mother's nest. One night, he smelled the pumpkin scent of a human
being offering itself to him. The sweet smell made his mouth
water, and he rushed towards it. He found a woman called
Crincella. 'Why do you summon me?' he asked.

" 'Because I want power,' she replied.
" 'What will you give me in exchange?'
"She said that she would give him her soul, so Binder took her

for his conjure-wife. 'Where's my wedding gift?' she asked him that
night. He gave her a cat, but she complained. 'All hags have cats
for familiars,' she said. 'I want something special.'

" 'Sef is special,' he said. 'I will show you. Make a wish!'
" 'I want a flying broom,' she said.
" 'So be it,' said Sef and he vanished. When he reappeared, a

few moments later, he had a bundle of birch twigs bound to an ash
staff.

"Crincella reached for her new broom. 'Wait a moment,' said
Binder. 'There is a price.'

" 'What is the price?' she asked.
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" 'Each time you make a wish, you must give me one of your
fingers.'

"She looked at the broom, and the more she looked, the more
she desired. 'Why not?' she said at last. 'After all, I have ten
fingers.'

" 'Then Sef will grant you ten wishes,' Binder said. 'When they
are gone, I will come for you.' To this she agreed.

"It wasn't long before she was the most powerful hag in the
land. In addition to her flying broom, she had a talking bone to
warn her of danger, a cauldron that could chant its own
incantations, a cloak of invisibility, a magic hat full of endless
ingredients for her spells, a book containing all known incantations,
and eyes that could see anywhere.

"The other hags were afraid of her. When the talking bone
warned her of their plot to kill her, Crincella sacrificed her eighth
finger to change them into standing stones. Then, for two hundred
years, she stopped making wishes.

"One Hallows Eve, Binder appeared. 'When will you use your
other two wishes?' he asked.

" 'Maybe never!' she said, so he pointed his finger at Sef. He
fell down as if dead.

" 'What have you done?' she screamed.
" 'Do not fear,' said Binder. 'He is only sleeping. He will sleep

for seven days, but on the eighth day he will die -- unless you wish
for his life.' Then he disappeared in a cloud of smelly smoke that
lingered in her hut for days like old boiled cabbage, to remind
Crincella of her Unlit master's threat.

"Crincella pored through her book of spells, but found no words
to undo Binder's mischief so, on the seventh day, she cut off her
thumb and wished and wished for the life of her cat. 'You should
not have done that,' Sef said, when he woke.

" 'I did not have any choice,' she replied, scooping him up in her
arms. Then, for the first time, Sef knew that she loved him. 'I wish
there was a way we could escape,' she said. 'You know I would do
anything!'

" 'There is one way,' Sef whispered, 'but it is dangerous.' Binder
had once spoken of a world where magic was only a dream. 'The
Unlit Ones have no power there,' Sef said. 'If we can reach it we
will be safe, but the journey could cost our lives.'
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"Crincella said she was willing to try so they made plans. 'First
you must release all the hags from your spell,' said Sef, so she did.
Then, while she prepared for the journey, he left to say goodbye to
his best friend, another cat who was like a brother to him.

"That night, when he returned, Crincella built a bonfire and
tossed everything she owned into the flames: her broom, her bone,
her cauldron, her cloak, her magic eyes, her pointed hat, and her
book of spells. As each item burned, the light of the fire grew
hotter. 'Now it is your turn,' said Sef.

" 'Come with me,' she begged.
" 'Birth is a solitary experience,' he replied, ' -- but do not be

afraid. I will follow you.'
"He watched her body being consumed but, before he could

follow her, Binder appeared. With him was Sef's friend. When he
saw the other cat, Sef knew he was betrayed. 'Be thou unchosen,
false companion!' he cried. The cat trembled with fear, but Binder
only laughed and his laugh was a curse that turned Sef's friend the
color of a starless sky, a night without hopes or dreams.

" 'Your new color suits you well,' Binder said. Then he seized
Sef by the scruff of his neck. 'From this day forth, all familiars will
be black,' he declared, 'and they will be bound to Unlit Laws.' Then
he chained Sef to a star.

"That star, which never moves, is called the Cat," says
Moonpaw, "but Spook says it has another name known only to
familiars. Spook says that it is called Crincella's Fire. Someday,
when Sef escapes, he will pass through that fire. But first, Spook
says, he will set us free."

Moonpaw peers at Kotha. "Mistress? Mistress, was that not a
fine story?" But Kotha does not reply.
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Chapter 7

aelin knew the red slippers were meant for her as soon as
she saw them sitting in her father's shop. He was the best
shoemaker in the land, but the fine stitching on those

slippers surpassed anything she had ever seen him do. "I want
those slippers," she told him.

"What slippers?" he asked.
"The ones in the window, of course."
He'd put no slippers in the window. He'd made no red slippers

either, he said, so she brought him to the front room of the shop and
showed them to him. "That is not my work. Those are not my
slippers."

"Then where did they come from, Father?"
"I do not know."
"Maybe you forgot you made them."
"I would not forget making slippers like that! But the truth is, I

could never make such fine shoes."
"Then how did they get here?" she asked.
"Maybe the fairies brought them!" he said.
"Maybe they brought them for me!" she replied. "After all, they

are my size."
"They are too fine for you, child, and the money we will get for

selling them will feed us for a year!" That night, when he fell
asleep, she took the slippers and fled.

She traveled to Cos where she saw Four Eyes dance. He was
not graceful or light on his feet, but that did not matter to her. He
could soar higher and whirl faster than any of the other Winds who

K
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were dancing that day. He did not grow tired either. Even after the
other Winds had all drifted into stillness, he continued to spin faster
and faster. At last he was the only one dancing. Kaelin smiled at
him, but he did not look at her and his long legs kept on whirling.

Then she put on her red slippers for the first time and -- for the
first time -- she heard those words inside her head. (Whoever wears
the red slippers orders the world.) She started to dance -- and Four
Eyes flew to her side. She permitted him to take her into his arms
and, together, they soared through the air. Later he asked her to
marry him and be his dancing partner forever. "Will you teach me
how to fly?" she asked.

"We shall fly together as husband and wife!" he promised her.
On their wedding day, they planted a Faegild seed in their yard.

"As a symbol of our love," said Four Eyes, "for when Faegild
blooms, the magic child will come. Think on it, Kaelin. Through
our love for each other, we will help to heal the land."

But even though she dutifully planted the Faegild and did all
else that he required of her, he refused to show her how to fly.

"You promised me!" she cried.
"You mistook my meaning," he said.
"Then what did you mean?"
"You are my queen, and I will carry you wherever you desire --

but you are also a daughter of Man -- and I may not divulge the
secrets of my Kin."

Let him have his secrets, she thought; she would have secrets,
too. It was then that she decided to study magic, determined to
learn the secret of flight. One night she came across a text that
claimed her slippers belonged to Makir. He and the other Lords of
Law wore red slippers to dance Form and Order out of Chaos, but
there were other steps that could be danced. Each one was a
different spell. Kaelin learned them all, but still she could not fly.
She and Four Eyes had been married a few years when she gave
birth to twins, but Faegild did not bloom so she knew that neither
one of them was the magic child.

Then, one night, she discovered the Dance of Unmaking. "This
dance is one of the Dances of Creation," she read, "for nothing can
be Unmade without Making something else to take its place." She
pored over the words, eagerly consuming them and then, because
Four Eyes was still absent, she put on her red slippers and began to
dance.
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She danced long and she danced hard, so hard she fell into a
trance and, in her trance, she dreamed that she danced herself all the
way to Faegild where she saw Faelin standing in front of a brass
mirror.

"Give me my slippers," Faelin commanded and -- surprisingly -
- she did. Faelin put the slippers on her own feet and then the two
of them danced together. Around and around the room they
whirled until they both collapsed into a heap.

The next morning, when she woke, the slippers were back on
her feet, Four Eyes was in her bed…and every branch of the
Faegild tree was covered in silver blossoms the size of apple
blossoms. Kaelin's heart began to pound. She did not need the
local wise woman to tell her she was pregnant. With a triumphant
smile she turned to the Wind. "Come!" she said. "Dance with me
now, Four Eyes. Let us show the world how happy we are."

But Four Eyes would not dance with her. "We will dance when
the magic child is born," he said. "Until then you must be careful.
You carry something precious to our world, and nothing must be
allowed to happen to him."

Month after month he continued to nag. "You must rest. Do
not take any unnecessary chances." But, when he was gone, she put
on her red slippers and she danced around the Faegild tree. Then,
one morning, while dancing, she slipped on the dew-covered grass.

That night she gave birth. When the child was born, they saw
that he had a twisted left hand. Four Eyes said it was her fault. He
had seen her dancing. She was careless, he said.

The bitterness between them grew and, when Dark Moon came
to her with his promise of power and flight, she listened to him.
Then the magic child died. Four Eyes took the twins and left -- and
she became the Conjure-wife, Kotha.

She had not been a conjure-wife for very long when she decided
to return to her native village to see her father but, when she
arrived, he was gone. The house was empty and boarded up.
"Where is the shoemaker?" she asked an old woman outside.

"Dead. Murdered by his only child."
"That is a lie."
"No, it is true," she said. "His wicked daughter poisoned him

and fled, but the shoemaker did not die right away. I saw him
stagger out of the house, clutching his chest and crying, 'Why,
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Kaelin? Why?' That is how we knew what she did. By the time
the boneman arrived, he was gone."

"What happened to the girl?" she asked.
The old woman spat on the ground, barely missing Kotha’s

boots. When she jumped out of the way, her hood slipped off,
exposing her long, red hair. The old woman's eyes grew large. "It
is you!" she gasped, quickly backing away. On the street, people
turned and stared. "It is her!" the old woman cried. "The
shoemaker's daughter."

She heard angry shouts. Then someone picked up a stone and
threw it at her. Blood ran down her cheek. "Wait!" she cried.
"Listen to me!" But they refused and pelted her with stones until, at
last, she fell down in a bloody heap.

When she came to, she found they had bound her hands. They
had gagged her mouth and put a rope around her neck. They forced
her to stand on a stool and tied the rope around the branch of a tree.

She wept and pleaded with them through her gag. They just
laughed. And the children threw muck and clods of offal in her
face.

"It is the Law," the sheriff said as he read the accusation against
her and pronounced sentence. "And it is by our law and the law of
our village that you will be hanged."

She moaned in terror and in pain and silently called upon Dark
Moon. A dark blue light shone out of Kotha's skin. Her bindings
fell off and, for the first time, she uttered words that Dark Moon
had taught her. "By My Law!" she screamed…and the villagers
turned into trees.

Feet became roots. Skin turned into thick and tumorous bark.
Fingers stiffened into twigs. Hair became rustling leaves.

"Have pity!" they cried.
“I will show you pity, more pity than you ever showed me,” she

said. She let them keep their voices. Then she built her hut in their
midst, so that she could savor their screams.

Eons later, she still has not tired of listening to them. Their
agonized cries filled her ears and soothed the hollowness within her
until the night Four Eyes attacked her hut. Now they are strangely
silent. Why?

(Whoever wears the red slippers orders the world.)
Something is not right. She can feel it in her toes and in her

stomach. Why is she wandering helplessly through her dreams like
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a foolish maid? She is Kotha who is joined to Dark Moon. No one
-- not even Four Eyes -- may tell her what to do.

(Whoever wears the red slippers orders the world.)
The red slippers are still on her feet. Suddenly, Kotha's eyes

spring wide open.
"By my paw, Mistress!" Moonpaw cries, leaping to his feet.

Kotha looks around her, sees where she is and glares at her cat.
"By my Law!" she replies. Then she scoops him up into her

arms and they disappear in a cloud of sulfurous smoke.
They return to the Woods Grimly Going. When she sees the

heap of broken boards that is all that remains of her hut, her shriek
silences the trees. With a trembling voice, Moonpaw whispers the
Wind Lord's message to her. Kotha does not speak.

She stands among the ruins and surveys the scene. Shards of
glass from broken jars poke out of the ground like porcupine quills,
impaling torn pages from her book of spells. Hundreds of other
pages lie like dead leaves on the ground. Her beautiful broomstick,
with the carving of Dark Moon on its handle, has been snapped in
two. Even her cauldron lies shattered. She tries to fit the pieces
back together, but they do not match up. Finally, she heaves them
at the trees. Leaves rustle, ominously.

"Four Eyes will pay dearly for this work," she says.
"What will you do to him, Mistress?" Moonpaw asks.
"Watch, listen and learn!" She reaches into her greasy bodice

and pulls out a silver locket. Then, wrapping the chain around and
around her hand, she begins to chant.

"Rise, Wind Lord!
Coom thou to me!
Take thou my hand,
Take thou my hand."

Her yellow eyes begin to burn. As always, the sight disturbs
Moonpaw and he makes a sound in his throat that is part growl and
part moan. Kotha ignores him. "Coom, Wind Lord," she cries as
Moonpaw huddles against her ankles.

"O'er land and sea.
Heed my command,
Heed my command."
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She keeps chanting the words, until Four Eyes arrives in a
whirlwind of despair.

"Release me!" he wails.
She sneers and shows him the necklace.
"Where did you find that?" he cries, gusting towards her.
She skitters back, almost tripping over Moonpaw. He yowls

once but, frightened of the trees, he will not leave her side.
"Give it to me!" says Four Eyes.
"No."
"You have no right to it," the Wind Lord cries.
"Do you remember when you placed it around my neck?" she

asks him.
"I loved you then."
"That does not matter. Only Power matters. You had it once.

Now it is mine, and while I hold this necklace I hold you.”
"What are you going to do?" the Wind Lord asks.
Kotha beckons to him and his arms drift towards her,

reluctantly. Moonpaw cringes back, lest Four Eyes should touch
him, but the Wind Lord's eyes are focused only on Kotha.

"Tell me what you said the day we met," she commands.
"I said I loved you, Kaelin, and it was true then."
"Love is an illusion!" she cries. "You said that you would teach

me how to fly. It was the promise of our combined power that
made Faegild bloom."

"Faegild is dead," says Four Eyes, "and so is the magic child."
Moonpaw shudders, but still Kotha ignores him. "They died

because you did not keep your promise to me. Join with me now,
Four Eyes, and you will see that Death is only a dream -- like
everything else."

Moonpaw shakes his head.
"Only a dream," Kotha repeats. She moves towards Four Eyes.
"No!" he cries. "Stay back!" He tries to pull away, but she

clenches her fingers around the locket and holds him becalmed.
"By my Law, we will join," she says, "whether you wish it or

not."
The thought of his enemy joined to his Mistress makes

Moonpaw's gorge rise. "I need you, Four Eyes," he hears Kotha say
and then she laughs. "Or perhaps I should say that I need your far-
seeing eyes for my spell, now that the Mulcibers are dead."
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The Wind Lord howls an anguished protest.
"Do not be afraid," she says, soothingly. "I will not kill you.

That is why we are going to join."
"By my paw, Mistress," Moonpaw whispers, quietly. "Do not

do it or he will destroy you. He will destroy us both."
Kotha ignores him. "By my Law!" she cries a second time.
"No. By my paw, no." Moonpaw whispers.
Streams of water pour off the Wind Lord's face as he struggles

to break free, but Kotha just tightens her grip on the locket and
slowly pulls her clenched fist in towards her chest.

Her mouth opens wide. "By my Law!" she shrieks for the third
and final time. "Let nothing come between us again."

Shadows roil and there is a terrible sucking sound as Four Eyes
is drawn into her gaping mouth.

"No!" screams Moonpaw. "No!" Terrified by what is
happening, he points his white paw at them both and shouts. "By
my paw, no!" The power that rips out knocks him backwards and
blasts Kotha and Four Eyes apart before their joining is complete.
Moonpaw does not see what happens to Four Eyes. The Wind
Lord's insubstantial body is easily dissipated, but Kotha….

Moonpaw stares at her crumpled form. Is she dead? Timidly,
he reaches out a paw to touch her nose. He can feel no breath.
What has he done?

The sound of rustling leaves sends a chill up his spine. He
looks up in time to see a large branch skittering towards him across
the ground like a mutant centipede with pink flesh and green spines.

"No," he moans, huddling against Kotha. "Stay away from me."
The branch ignores him and, like a giant spider, it pounces upon
Kotha's chest and crouches there as, all around them, the trees send
their limbs crawling towards his hag.

Slowly, Moonpaw backs away from her and from them. As he
watches, they begin to wrap her up in vines, like spiders preserving
prey. Moonpaw is horrified, but what can he do against so many?
"Besides," he tells himself, "she is already dead."

"You killed her!" a small voice whispers from within. "You
killed your hag! Do you know what the penalty is for that?" With
a sad yowl, Moonpaw begins to run and he does not stop running
until he is out of the woods. High above him, he can see Sef's star
peering down from the shadows of the Screaming Mother's nest.
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"By my paw," he whispers to the mighty white cat, "if there is
anything that I can do…."

A bright light flashes across the sky. Moonpaw's heart begins
to pound. He cannot believe what he has just seen. It is a sign -
surely the sign that he and all the other familiars have been waiting
for, ever since Binder first cast his spell on them all. Sef has
escaped!

He watches the star streak towards the earth, carefully noting
where it lands.
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Chapter 8

here is a song for every situation," the Glamoury Girl
once told her son, Breeze.
"Do you know them all?" he had asked.

"No one knows them all," she had replied. "But I know the
ones I am likely to need."

"Will you teach them to me?"
"Someday, perhaps." But now "someday perhaps" would never

come.
It was summer and they were in Cos…just the two of them like

always, yet also like never before. For they had been together since
his birth, but today his mother was leaving him.

"I cannot tell you where I am going," she said, "or when or even
if I will come back."

"It is not fair," Breeze complained.
"We have already discussed this."
It was a warm day. The fields were green and silver and the late

afternoon light shimmered across his mother's ever shifting face.
"Will you tell me who my father is?"
"I have already told you why I cannot."
"But what if something happens to you?" said Breeze.
"Four Eyes will take care of you," she replied.
“Four Eyes hates me!” he cried.
“He is your uncle. He will do his duty by you.”

T
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“I don’t want you to leave. It is not fair.”
"That's not how a dragon talks,” his mother said, sternly.
"Am I a dragon?"
"You will not know until you try to travel between worlds. If

you are, you will assume the dragon's form."
"What if I am not?"
"Then you will probably die.”
"I think I am already dead."
Suddenly, the green fields of Cos vanish and Breeze finds

himself drifting with his mother near the Portal of Bones. "Dead --
or dreaming -- and all alone. You are not really here," he says.

"And you are not really dead," his mother replies. "Not
yet…but you will die if you don't wake up."

"I am too cold."
"That is no surprise, considering where you are."
"And it's hard to breathe," says Breeze.
"Then do something to free yourself."
"Do what?" he moans.
At first his mother does not reply. Then she says, "Remember

the song I taught you."
He tries to shake his head, to tell her he cannot. He needs her to

help him, only her. He is still a breeze, he wants to say, but she has
vanished again, leaving him to make his own way just like she did
before.

For a moment he feels the pain of her leaving all over again.
Then, in his memory, he hears her say, "Listen to this song. It is
called 'For Faegild's Sake.' Dragons sing it whenever they face
danger."

He remembers how her silver tongue shaped each sound and
how she made him practice the notes and words separately until she
was satisfied with his performance. Only then would she allow him
put the words and the notes together. "Do not ever sing this song
unless you know you will do it perfectly," she had warned him.
"You must not make a single mistake or terrible things will happen.
Dragons will not die, but fragile creatures may."

"What if I am not sure?" he asked. "I might be injured -- or
dying?"

"If you are not sure that you can do it, then accept your death!"
she told him, severely. "Never think that your life is more precious
than any other creature's - no matter how small that creature is."
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Remembering her words, Breeze does not rush to sing, but
attempts instead to compose his mind. It is not easy. When Four
Eyes plunged to the ground, he buried Breeze deep beneath the
snow. Fortunately, Breeze managed to fill himself with air, enough
air to sustain him for a little while in his prison, but when that air is
gone…. He tries not to think about that now as he concentrates
upon the song and, after awhile, he can feel the notes begin to stir.
At first they waver unevenly but, as he continues to wait, they
gradually gain strength. Finally he opens his mouth and sings, but
even though each note is perfect his voice is weak. He tries again.
Just four notes….

"For Faegild's sake!" (And for the sake of the Mulcibers, he
adds silently, remembering his promise to the queen.) That
memory gives him the strength to sing even louder. "For Faegild's
sake!"

Faelin stirs uneasily in her sleep, and dreams that she is a raven,
clawing at the sky, trying to break the membrane that separates the
worlds.

***

In the Land of Powdered Bones, ribbons of red light slash
across the heavens. Finally, the sky tears. Blood rains down,
washing away the snow and freeing Breeze from his prison. He
drifts near the ground, watching the stars overhead as, slowly, he
gathers his strength. Suddenly one of the stars breaks loose from its
appointed place and falls across the night heavens. Breeze follows
its arcing path into Thule.

***

"Sef is free," the Screaming Mother tells Dark Moon. "Do you
know what that means?"

"Only the Raven has the power to free Sef," Dark Moon replies,
"but she is powerless now, isn't she?"

"Makir took most of her memories away when she created us,
but that does not mean she is without power," the Screaming
Mother says. "It does mean she is not always free to act."

"Once we invade Faegild, she will not be able to stop us at all,"
says Dark Moon.
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"And, by my claw, she will not stop us now either," the
Screaming Mother swears. Then she summons the Unlit Ones into
her presence and orders them to find the white cat. "This time,
when you capture him, show no mercy!"

"We need souls!" they whine. "Souls, souls, souls! That is what
you promised us."

"Find Sef," she howls, "or there will not be any souls for any of
us!" They swarm out of her nest like a cloud of black flies. When
they are gone, she turns back to Dark Moon. "It is time to prepare
the path," she says.

***

Faelin stares at Dr. Forsythe. The hour is almost over and, so
far, she has not spoken once. She is required to see him as often as
he thinks necessary. The judge made that a condition of her release
-- but she is not required to speak to him…

The doctor sighs and she -- finally -- takes pity on him. "My
son is real," she says.

"I know you believe it," he replies, "but what is the truth?"
"I remember giving birth."
"There is no record of a birth."
"I did not go to the hospital," she says. "I was alone -- no

doctor or…or wise woman to help me then, but…."
"Faelin…Faelin, listen to yourself! Wise woman? Do you

mean a midwife?"
"That is not what we called them then."
He makes a note in his book, then removes his glasses and rubs

his eyes. "How old do you think your 'child' was when he died?"
"Six years old," she says decisively.
"And how many years have passed since then?"
"I…do not know. It is confusing. Time flows differently now,

but I heard him cry…milk leaked from my breasts and stained the
front of my dress." She looks down at her bare feet. "He was a real
child," she says.

"The doctors examined you," he reminds her gently. "Do you
remember?"

She curls her toes, anxiously.
"What did they say?"
She shakes her head.
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"What did they say?" he asks her again.
"They said I did not…could not have a child," she whispers.

"But…."
"And why did they say that?" he wants to know.
She stares at her feet, refusing to speak.
"If you wish to get well, then you must acknowledge the truth.

Why isn't it possible for you to have given birth, Faelin?"
"They said…they said I couldn't because…because I am still a

virgin," she sobs, "but that's why Kotha…." She clamps her mouth
shut, unable or unwilling to say anymore.

After a moment the doctor says, "Look at your feet." For the
first time since they made her start seeing him, there is no blood
when she speaks of her son. "I think we have made progress here
today," he tells her and adds another sentence to his notes.

***

Late that afternoon, she stands outside her son's bedroom door,
remembering how all the tabloids reported his death.

"Young Tot Sacrificed to Satan"
"Police Perplexed by Confusing Clues"
"Grisly Murder Is a Hoax"
Those doctors had never met her yet they appeared on TV,

eager to promote their own fantastic theories about her.
A book was even written by a woman who claimed to channel

Faelin's son. She said the boy spoke through her. She said that
creatures from another planet were holding him prisoner on the
dark side of the moon. Their queen was a giant bird-woman who
wore long blue stockings, she said.

She sold her book and they made a movie….
(Open the door.)
No.
Faelin looks down at her feet, remembering…remembering.

There was blood that night, so much blood on the floor that she
could not help getting it all over herself when she ran in. What if
she opens the door and sees his blood?

There will not be any blood this time, she tells herself.
(Don't you want your son to come back?)
"Oh yes…."
(Then open the door -- or he will not be able to return.)
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The thought of her beautiful child -- alive and well…she grasps
the knob and throws the door open as wide as she can.

The room is empty. Everything is neat and clean, even the
coverlet on his bed. Clean and white with the jester doll she made
for him still sitting against the pillow next to a stuffed bird. And
there…on the coverlet…two golden marbles glinting in the light of
the afternoon sun as it shines through the stained glass window.
Where did they come from, she wonders. She steps into the room
to get a better look -- and the marbles change into her son's golden
eyes.

***

All worlds come together in the dragon's mind. Ten thousand
worlds, ten thousand dreams....and, in one of those dreams, Four
Eyes rises up from deep unconsciousness. Every molecule of air
vibrates with the pain of Moonpaw's attack. He shakes his head to
clear away the fog of pain and broken memories. "That cursed
cat…"

"…saved your life!"
Four Eyes whirls towards the familiar sounding voice. "Sister!"

he cries. "What are you doing here?" He drifts towards the
Glamoury Girl, and her long pale hair ripples under the light touch
of his fingers. "I thought you were dead," he says.

"It was necessary to let you and everyone else think I was," the
Glamoury Girl replies.

"Have you seen your son?"
Her delicate skin shimmers with lights, constantly changing

color. "Breeze must not know that I am back -- not yet."
"But…."
She touches a slender finger to his lips. "We will speak

together later. Now we must help Kotha."
She points to a spot behind him and he turns to see the hag

hanging from a tree. A thick green vine is knotted around her neck.
A million leaves rustle with malice. Four Eyes rushes to her side.
"Release her now!" he commands the Woods Grimly Going, but the
trees do not stir.

"I said, release her -- or I will tear you up by the roots and split
your trunks apart with lightning."
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Green knots loosen, reluctantly, freeing Kotha. Four Eyes
catches her in his arms as she drops to the ground.

"Come," says the Wind Lord's sister. "Let us leave here now."
"Wait," says Four Eyes. "First tell me why you are here. Is it to

take revenge?"
"No," she says. "Never that."
"Then why?"
"Can you not guess?"
Four Eyes gazes into the Glamoury Girl's soft silver eyes.
"You look different now," he says. "Not so -- angry,

somehow."
"I was never as angry as you would believe."
"But you blamed me…."
"No."
"Then why did you leave?"
"I had to find a way to end this terrible nightmare," she says,

"not only for you and Breeze -- but for all of us."
"And did you?" he asks, scarcely daring to hope or believe.
"I did." She drifts towards him.
"What about her?" Four Eyes asks, indicating Kotha.
"I know a place where she will be safe," the Glamoury Girl

says. The soft light of her skin reflects off something in Kotha's
hand.

"Wait," says Four Eyes. He pries the locket out of the hag's grip
and hands it to his sister. "You had better take this. I never should
have kept it from you in the first place."

The Glamoury Girl's smile pierces through the clouds in the
Wind Lord's eyes, scattering them. "Thank you," she whispers and,
for one brief moment, the color of her shimmery skin turns as silver
as the moon.
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Chapter 9

otha's fingers twitch. Then her eyes pop open and she
stares at her hand. "Where is my locket?" she croaks.
"Four Eyes said nothing about a locket when he brought

you here," Starbelle replies from her chair next to the bed.
"Four Eyes brought me here? Why?"
"Because you needed help -- and I was nearby."
Kotha rubs her neck.
"Your trees tried to hang you," says Starbelle. "I cast a healing

spell, but it takes time to work." She holds a bowl of tea to Kotha's
lips, but the Conjure-wife pushes it away. "If I didn't know better, I
would think you still cared for Four Eyes," Starbelle adds.

"Do not be a fool."
"You talked in your sleep -- murmured the Wind Lord's name."
"He took something that belongs to me," says Kotha, angrily.
"Would you like me to help you get it back?"
"If I want it back, I'll get it myself. I do not need your help."
"Maybe not now," Starbelle agrees, "but that will change on

Hallows Eve."
"I don't know what you mean," says Kotha.
"You wear the red slippers underneath your boots," says

Starbelle. "I think you plan to do the Red Dance."
Kotha turns pale. "Why are you telling me this?" she asks.
"Because I am your friend," says Starbelle.
"I do not need any friends.”

K
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"Perhaps not." Starbelle smoothes her salmon-colored skirt
with its silhouettes of black cats running around the hem. "But you
will need a partner in the dance.”

Kotha snorts. "What do you know about the dance?"
Coral lips form a perfect circle. Then Starbelle sings a note that

makes the hairs rise on Kotha's neck.
"What was that?” asks Kotha.
"The first note of the song that must be sung during your ritual."
"Where did you learn to sing like that?" Kotha grudgingly asks.
"I found the score when I was a girl -- and thought I could use it

for healing."
"I do not care about healing," Kotha says. She looks down at

her boots. "I just want to free myself from Dark Moon."
"I will help you escape."
"Why would you help me?"
"Because," says Starbelle, "when I do, you will give me your

cat, Moonpaw."
"He is a useless creature."
"I do not mind," Starbelle says.
"You cannot even trust him."
"That does not matter to me."
"Why do you want him?" asks Kotha.
"He has special powers," Starbelle says.
Kotha shrugs. "Sing the song for me on Hallows Eve , and

when I am safely in Faegild you may do whatever you please with
my cat."

"All right," says Starbelle, offering her tea bowl to Kotha again.
This time Kotha drains it to the dregs. Starbelle waits for her to fall
asleep, then quietly leaves the hut.

***

Spook watches his Mistress go but, even after she's gone, he
does not emerge from his hiding place underneath her bed. After
all those years…to finally be chosen and bound to a hag of his own.
He was happy and proud, but she…it is obvious that she is not
happy with him. She wants Moonpaw! Moonpaw, that cursed
piece of spellslime. And, when she claims him, he - Spook - will
be sent back to the Pit. He cannot -- he will not -- permit that to



73

happen. He must protect his hag…even if it means telling the
Screaming Mother what she is planning to do.

***

Unlit Ones…They are a cloud of locusts, a flock of crows, a
swarm of poisonous bees, a flood of black toads.

They seethe. They roil. They teem. They hunger for souls, but
those are not permitted…until they find Sef.

"I can help you," says Spook. "I have news. Take me to the
Screaming Mother's nest." And they do.

"This familiar has something to tell you,” says Asthenia,
dropping Spook at the Queen’s blue feet.

Nervously, Spook licks his lips, averting his gaze from the
Screaming Mother's blood-filled eyes.

"Well?" she shrieks. "What do you have to say for yourself?"
Suddenly his plan to rid himself of Moonpaw does not seem so

wise. "I…I…I…." He stammers.
She cocks her head. "Your name is Spook." It is not a question

so he does not reply. He just waits. "Who is your hag?"
"Her name is Starbelle," he says. "She…she serves Reaper --

the Harvest Moon."
The Screaming Mother points a bloody claw-like finger towards

Asthenia. "She brought you to me. Why? Why didn't you
ask…Reaper? It is customary, is it not?"

"I could not do that, Mistress. I…I have never seen my hag's
Unlit."

Red eyes narrow. "Continue," the Screaming Mother says.
"I…I was hiding underneath my hag's b...b...bed," stammers

Spook, "when K...Kotha suddenly arrived. They did not know I
was in the room."

"What happened?" the Screaming Mother asks.
Spook gulps. "I heard KKKotha tell my hag that she will

escape from D...D...Dark Moon."
"And did she say how she intends to do that?"
"She will do the Red Dance!"
"When?" the Screaming Mother shrieks, spraying him with her

bloody spittle.
"On Hallows Eve," says Spook.
"Will your hag help her?"
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"She…she pretended that she would," he admits, "but it was just
a trick, of course."

"Of course." The Screaming Mother takes a deep breath. "You
were right to come and tell me what you heard. Now leave. Return
to your hag's cottage before she discovers that you were here."

Spook slinks away. Suddenly, he turns back. "My hag has not
done anything wrong," he says. "It was Kotha -- and her cat."

"Do not worry," the Screaming Mother says. "I will take care
of them."

***

"It's happening again," the Screaming Mother tells Dark Moon
after Spook leaves. "Just as it did with Crincella."

"Crincella is no more," Dark Moon says. "But that cat,
Spook…."

"He is jealous, that is all…it is his hag who concerns me."
"She is bound to Reaper," Dark Moon says.
"There is no Unlit One by that name," the Screaming Mother

tells him. "As for Kotha…." She spits blood. "I wish you had not
made her your Bride."

"Her long red hair is a river of blood.”
"Is that all you can think about?"
"And her ginger eyes...."
"Her eyes will not matter," the Screaming Mother says, as blood

drips from her clenched fists, "come the terrible dragon."
"The magic child was a dragon -- and he is dead."
"If only I could be sure."
"I saw his body," says Dark Moon.
“You saw a body, that is true, but how can you be sure that it

was his?”
“What are you trying to say?”
"Kotha might have replaced her son with another."
“Why would she do that?” asks Dark Moon.
"A mother will do anything to save her child."
“Not Kotha.”
“You lust after her,” the Screaming Mother says, “but that is no

reason to let her deceive you.”
“If you are right," says Dark Moon, "then how do you explain

her magic boots?”
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The Screaming Mother frowns and looks confused.
“Have you forgotten?" says Dark Moon. "It was your idea. She

wanted to fly, so I showed her how to -- use -- the magic child.”
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Chapter 10

oonpaw plunges into the swamp. Great blades of saw-
toothed grass slash his face. Raising his white foot, he
whispers, "By my paw," and the blades part to let him

pass. He must find Sef! The white cat is the only one who can
protect him now. If Dark Moon finds him first….He trembles with
fear. The punishment for killing his hag is not only death. First he
will be stripped of power. Then his claws will be torn out one by
one….

“Watch out for the quicksand,” says a voice.
Startled by the unexpected sound, Moonpaw leaps into the air,

landing near a pool of sticky, yellow mud.
The stranger laughs.
Moonpaw snarls and flattens his ears.
"Sorry," the stranger replies. "The ground is all right behind

you, if you want to step back."
"Who are you?" Moonpaw asks, moving back, gingerly.
"Call me a friend."
"I have no friends," says Moonpaw.
"Nonetheless…."
"Let me see your face," Moonpaw insists.
"I would rather not show myself to you just yet."
"Then how do I know that you are a friend?"
"I did warn you about the quicksand."
Moonpaw shrugs. "That could have been a trick."
"Oh, all right," the voice sighs. "I'll come out!" Moonpaw feels

a gust of air. Then Breeze appears, clothing himself with a few

M
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handfuls of dead grass. A wilted flower sticks out of his spiky blue
hair.

"You are no friend!" Moonpaw cries. "You are the Wind Lord's
spy!" He aims his paw at Breeze.

"I am not a spy!" Breeze rushes to speak before dark dreams
can flare.

"Then why are you here?"
"I was following a star that fell." Moonpaw's ears perk up. "It

landed not far from here," Breeze adds, noting the cat's interest.
"Would you like me to show you where?"

***

They set off through the Thulian Swamp - a wild, inhospitable
place of pale, purple bladed grass and blood-red bushes full of
thorns. Above them, the sky glows a sickly green.

"My uncle says there's something evil in the air here," says
Breeze. "At night the pools of quicksand glow so bright that you
don't need the moon to make your way."

"I never need the moon to see where I am going," says
Moonpaw.

"My uncle says that is why Thulian snakes do not have eyes."
Moonpaw shrugs.
"And the frogs have extra legs."
"It is obvious some hag has cast a spell over this place," says

Moonpaw.
"No!" says Breeze. "This is not the Woods Grimly Going."

Moonpaw does not reply. Breeze gusts around and around, stirring
up the air. "Can't you smell the fumes?" he finally cries. "My
uncle says they are what turns normal creatures into freaks."

"I am not afraid of -- fumes," says Moonpaw.
"Neither am I," says Breeze, "but if Four Eyes finds out that I

came here, he will be furious."
"Aren't Winds immune to the poison of Thule?"
"We are," says Breeze. "Though we can infect others, if we are

not careful. That is not why my uncle told me to stay away from
this place." When Moonpaw does not question him, he adds, "It is
because of Kotha. She likes to come here.”

“How do you know that?”
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“My uncle has seen her many times -- sneaking around with her
sack."

"She was probably gathering herbs."
"Then why is her sack always empty when she leaves? My

uncle thinks this is where she buries her cats. He says she only
comes here after one of them has died.”

Moonpaw whisks his tail back and forth. "Your uncle says a
lot," he growls. “Can’t you just show me where you found the
star?"

"It was over there," says Breeze. "Next to that rock." They
push their way through the grass towards a large rectangular stone
standing almost twice as tall as Kotha. "This is where the star
landed," says Breeze, pointing to a crater in the ground. He pauses,
dramatically. “It is also where Kotha buries -- whatever is in her
bag -- my uncle says."

Moonpaw walks towards the hole.
"Be careful!" says Breeze. "Star scraps have a magic all their

own."
Moonpaw wonders what he means. But, before he can ask, a

hand appears as if from nowhere and grabs him by the neck. He
disappears into thin air, and Breeze is alone.

***

"You tried to kill me!" Kotha shrieks, shaking him, violently.
"By my paw," Moonpaw whimpers. "I did not mean to harm

you."
"Is that why you fled?"
"I thought...."
"You thought the trees would finish me off, didn't you? You

thought I was helpless after Four Eyes destroyed my hut." She
throws him against the wall. "Look around you, spellslime!” She
waves her arm around the room. “I have my hut -- my cauldron and
my broom!" She picks up the staff, the same staff that Four Eyes
broke. Moonpaw recognizes Dark Moon’s sigil carved in the
wood. But how is that possible? "You underestimate my power to
dream," she says. (Whoever wears the red slippers orders the
world). “You underestimate me, Milkpaw.” She searches through
the objects lying on her newly reconstructed table. When she finds
what she is looking for, she holds it up.
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"Wh...wh...what are you going to do?" Moonpaw whispers,
staring at the straight-edged razor in her hand.

She presses the blade against his neck. "Do not be afraid,” she
says. "I will be merciful. You will not die." Then, slowly and
methodically, she scrapes the blade over him. When she is
finished, his bare skin is full of nicks and cuts. "That fraud will not
want you anymore when she sees what I have done, and even if she
does, you will not be able to use the power of your moon-touched
paw until your fur grows back."

She pushes him off her lap and he huddles at her feet with his
naked tail curled between his legs. "If not for your cursed paw,"
she snarls, "the Mulcibers would still be alive, and I would have
their eyes for dreaming true.”

Suddenly, Dark Moon's shadow appears in the middle of the
room. Seeing it, Moonpaw runs and hides, ashamed for an Unlit
One to see him stripped of power. Kotha watches him go, then
turns to greet her Conjure-husband.

"I heard a story that disturbs me," he says, looking down
pointedly at her boots.

Fear flickers deep, deep in her eyes. "There are always stories
and rumors," she replies.

"Rumors that your son is still alive?"
"You know that is impossible."
"How would I know that?"
"You saw his body," she reminds him.
"I saw a dead child, but how can I be sure that he was yours?"
"He had the magic child's golden eyes."
"I saw two round yellow stones," Dark Moon says.
"It was a spell -- to keep him from seeing. I explained it to

you."
"Yes, but did you tell me the truth?" He sidles over to her.

"Who are you, sweetbuns?"
"You know who I am," she whispers.
"What are you, sweetcakes?"
She holds out her arms. "I am your Bride," she says, and the

sweet smell of Faegild wafts out from her. It is not the pumpkin
scent of other hags, but the potent smell of a man's tears mixed with
the scent of ripe fruit and the soul-infested world that bears its
name.
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Smelling it drives Dark Moon wild, and he rushes into Kotha's
waiting arms.

Later, when he wakes, Kotha is gone -- and the scent of Faegild
with her.

***

Moonpaw does not wait for Dark Moon to wake up. As soon as
Kotha leaves he crawls out of his hiding place under the table,
determined to escape and continue his quest for the white cat. But
first he must return to the Pit and talk to Mam.

Laws of Magic do not forbid him from going back, but the only
cats who ever do are those who have been banished or abandoned
by their hags. When Mam sees him appear in front of her, she
naturally assumes the worst. "What happened to you?" she asks,
staring at his naked skin. "Did Kotha banish you?"

"She stripped me of my moontouched magic," he admits.
"Why? What did you do?"
"I…I almost killed her," he says. "But she did not banish me. I

am still her cat -- for now."
Her eyes grow big. "Then why are you here?"
"I need your help."
She glances at the other cats, quietly listening. "You should not

have come here," she says. "You make them nervous. You make
me nervous, too."

"I will leave when I have what I have come for," Moonpaw
says.

"What do you want?"
"An answer to a question, that is all." He takes a step towards

her. "Why am I different?"
Mam glances, nervously, at the other cats. "I…cannot help

you," she says.
"What you say could help Sef."
"How is that possible?"
"He has escaped from his bonds." His words echo through the

room. (Sef! Sef! Sef!) "I witnessed it myself!" Moonpaw adds.
"Where is he now?" asks Mam, as the other cats begin to gather

around.
(Sef! Sef! Sef!)
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"He is in Thule. I'm on my way to join him now, but I need
your help."

"Does Kotha know what you are doing?"
Moonpaw shakes his head. "The white cat has returned to free

us -- just as he once promised. I'm going to help him, Mam, but in
order to do so, I must know who I am."

"Only Kotha knows the truth," says Mam, shifting her gaze
away from his face.

"I think you know, too."
She does not reply.
"You know something, don't you?"
"Yes," she finally admits. "Yes, I do."
"Then -- for Sef's sake -- tell me."
(Sef! Sef! Sef!)
The other cats cock their ears. Mam glares at them defiantly.

"In spite of what you believe, I did not kill my hag. If I had," she
says, quickly, before they can interrupt, "I would not be alive. You
know the punishment for killing your hag. Death is a blessing after
you are flayed."

"Is your hag still alive?" asks Moonpaw.
"No…but I was not the one who slew her."
"Then who did?"
"Judge for yourself!" Her gaze passes over each cat and her

eyes kindle with long forgotten pride. "My hag was Dark Moon's
first -- and only true -- Bride until the Wind Lord's wife seduced
him. She had the scent of Faegild all over her after she and Four
Eyes planted their seed." Sadly, she gazes at Moonpaw. "Unlit
Ones cannot resist the smell of that soul-infested world," she says.
"Naturally, Dark Moon desired her.

"One night, My Mistress smelled the Faegild all over him when
he came to her and she was furious. I begged her to ignore it, but
she would not. The next day she went to the Wind Lord's house
and accused Kaelin of stealing her Unlit."

"What happened?" Moonpaw asks.
"Kaelin laughed at her and told her to leave. That night, while

we were gathering herbs, someone attacked -- and killed -- my
hag."

"Was it the Wind Lord's wife?”
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"I do not say that it was, but I saw the killer’s knife. It was the
same one Kaelin used just a few nights later when she sacrificed the
magic child."

"You witnessed that rite?"
"She did not know that I was watching."
Moonpaw hisses in disbelief.
"It is true," Mam swears. "She cut out the magic child's eyes,

like Dark Moon had instructed her to, but when he appeared she
gave him two golden stones instead.”

“What did she do with the eyes?” asks Moonpaw.
"She cut them up and put them in her pouch," says Mam. "And

she fed them to me, piece by piece, whenever it was time for
another moontouched cat to be born."

Moonpaw swallows the sick feeling rising in his throat. “Why
would she do that?” he asks.

“There are those who believe that the soul resides in the eyes,”
Mam says.

“Then I am infected with soul slime.”
“Part of the magic child’s soul rests in each of you.”
"Tell me why," Moonpaw growls.
“I do not know,” she admits. "Maybe, in her own perverted

way, Kotha tried to save her son. Maybe she thought she could
make him whole again.”

(Sef! Sef! Sef!)
Moonpaw flicks his ears, as if to shake the word out of his head.

Then he bids his mother goodbye.

***

The Unlit Ones wrap their dark wings around themselves for
warmth. "What is the breeze doing here?" Asthenia asks, speaking
mind to mind to the other Unlit who are crouched in the tall grass
beside her.

"Maybe he is guarding Sef?" Cornu suggests. His dark, soulless
eyes reflect no light.

"Guarding him from what?"
"From - us!"
Daemon giggles. "They have brought the stars to the water," he

whispers out loud, and Breeze glances toward the sound.
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“Hush!” says Cornu, stroking Daemon’s feathers with his long,
black, leathery fingers until his brother settles down. "Now is not
the time to call upon the Shining One."

“In any case,” says Asthenia, “Sef is our familiar, not his.”
"How can we be sure that Sef is still here?" asks Cornu.
"That breeze would not still be here if Sef was gone."
"Maybe Sef is his prisoner!"
Asthenia shakes her head, impatiently. Her dark hair is tangled

with weeds and stardust. Daemon reaches for a dead flower. She
pushes his hand away and he sighs.

Breeze hears the sound of a snake slithering through the dry
grass. The strange noises of the swamp make him nervous.

"What do you think we should do?" Cornu asks but, before
Asthenia can reply, Moonpaw appears in a burst of green light.

"What happened to you?" Breeze cries, staring at Moonpaw's
naked skin in frank astonishment.

Daemon chitters and Moonpaw glances towards the sound.
"Some creature," says Breeze. "Maybe snakes."
Moonpaw sniffs the air. "It is not snakes."
"Then what?"
He shakes his head, unwilling to give them a name. “Come,” he

says, hurrying over to the crater. He crouches over the edge of the
hole and peers inside.

"What are you going to do?" Breeze asks.
Moonpaw peers at the jumbled heap of bones lying inside.

"You were right. This is a grave." He jumps inside and turns over
a skull. "A grave for cats -- moon-touched cats." He starts digging
through the bones.

"What are you looking for?" asks Breeze.
"I am not sure. I will know when I see it."
"Pretty star," Daemon whispers, crawling towards the crater.

Cornu grabs his leg and tries to pull him back. Daemon kicks and
squirms until he finally wriggles loose. "They have brought the
stars to the water," he whispers again.

"No," whispers Moonpaw. "No. No. No."
"What is the matter?" asks Breeze.
"Sef is not here," Moonpaw says.
"Did you really think that he would be?" asks Breeze.
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Moonpaw holds up a small lump of misshapen iron. "This is all
that remains of his star," he says, sadly, closing his paw tightly
around the stone.

"Careful," says Breeze.
"He did not survive," says Moonpaw in a stunned voice.
"Please," says Breeze. "You do not know…."
"He cannot free us."
"Star scraps have power, my uncle says -- magic all their own."
"By my paw," Breeze sobs in despair.
Silver light flashes. Breeze gusts away from the crater. A

moment later, a child steps up out of the hole. Breeze gasps when
he sees the pure silver light that shines from him. It sears the Unlit
Ones as they flee.
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Chapter 11

he Screaming Mother glares at Dark Moon. "What do
you mean, Kotha got away?"
"She tricked me," he snarls.

She peers at his rumpled robes. "Hags are for our pleasure," she
reminds him, sharply. "We do not succumb to their petty wiles."

"I will find her," he says. "And when I do...."
"You will do nothing! Absolutely nothing!" Nostrils flare,

revealing thin red lines of blood inside her nose. "Let Kotha
believe she has outsmarted us," the Screaming Mother says. "I
want her to think that she can escape."

"She treats me like a fool."
"Let her -- for now."
"But...."
"When we enter Faegild you will have your revenge," she says.
"The Unlit Ones are asking questions about your son. They

want to know where Beast is -- and if he is alive. They have not
seen him since his birth."

"They will see him when the time is ripe," she says.
"When will that be?"
"When we capture Faelin - and make her his Bride. Until then,

he will stay where he is. It is safer that way."
"Faelin's hair is even more beautiful than Kotha's," says Dark

Moon. Before the Screaming Mother can respond, the Unlit Ones

T
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return from Thule. They are covered with burns that glow with a
pale, silver light and they gibber nonsense about Kotha's cat.

***

The child puts the starscrap inside Moonpaw's pouch. Then he
turns to Breeze with a bewildered look in his golden eyes. "What
just happened to me?"

"Don't you know?"
The silver light that emanates from his skin grows more intense.

"I remember some things -- a knife." He touches his chest. "My
mother cut me," he whispers, feeling the soft, smooth skin over his
heart. There are no scars. His eyes grow big as he notices his left
hand. He flexes the fingers, and then he smiles. "Look!" he says.
"There is nothing wrong with them anymore."

"No, you are…perfect," says Breeze. "I can't believe that you
and Moonpaw…that you were Moonpaw!"

The child laughs. "Moonpaw and I are not one," he says. "It
was only when the bones of all nine moontouched cats came
together that I felt my soul -- restored to me."

"Do you have a name?"
The child does not reply.
"What do they call you?" Breeze asks.
"My father had a special name for me," he says. "But I do not

remember it now." Then, shaking his moon-white hair, he resumes
the naked shape of Kotha's cat.

"Must you take that form?" asks Breeze.
"I think it will be safer for me this way," the cat replies.
"What if Kotha finds out?"
The cat shrugs.
“She is your mother,” says Breeze.
"I know. I have the memories of all nine cats now. I remember

what she did to me and – the others -- and it feels strange to think
of her that way.”

"Perhaps you should not think of her just yet," says Breeze.
“Perhaps you are right…but the others -- my sister and my

brother – I would like to know what happened to them."
Breeze gusts, nervously.
"Do you know where they are?" the cat asks.
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"Dead,” says Breeze, blurting out the truth in his nervousness.
“I’m sorry, but they are dead, both dead.”

"Did Kotha kill them, too?"
Breeze shakes his head. "It was Four Eyes," he says.
"I don't believe you," says the cat. "My father would never do

that."
"He blamed himself for your death," says Breeze, "and he swore

that nothing like that would happen to them."
"What happened?"
Breeze shakes his head.
"I have to know," the cat insists.
"He took them to the Dragon's Burial Mound," says Breeze.

"He said it was the only way to keep them safe from Kotha."
"Then the Mulcibers…."
"There were no Mulcibers then."
"I do not understand."
"I will explain," says Breeze. His eyes drift back into the past.

"I was riding in the Wind Lord's wake one day," he says. "He did
not know I was there."

"Were you spying on him?”
"I was curious," says Breeze. I wanted to know where he went,

what he did, why he would not talk to any of us. I saw him gust
into a cave, so I hid. I waited a long time for him to come out.
Finally he did. There was something about his face…his
eyes…they looked like storm clouds about to break. He made a
soft wailing noise, and then he began to whirl faster and faster and
he started to shriek and then -- suddenly -- he lifted up into the sky
and he fled.

"I waited some more, crouched down under some thick bushes
so he would not sense me and, when I was sure that he was gone, I
crept inside the cave. I had to see what it was that drove the Wind
Lord mad with grief.

"I found your siblings in a cage," Breeze says. "Their faces
were covered with ashes and their yellow hair was streaked with
soot and matted with burnt bits of bark and leaves."

"But why?" asks the cat. "Why would my father do that to
them?"

"I think he was trying to protect them from Kotha," says Breeze.
"Maybe he thought the burnt Faegild still had some kind of magical
power."
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"What happened to them?"
"I found the key Four Eyes hid in the cave and I opened their

cage. At first they refused to come out. They said they did not feel
safe outside. I told them they had to go before Four Eyes returned
so, finally, they ran down one of the tunnels. That was the last time
I saw them,” he says, “but years later when the Mulcibers appeared
with their yellow hair -- I became their friend and the Queen told
me what had happened."

The cat yowls, sadly.
"The Mulcibers called your brother and sister their Golden

Ancestors,” says Breeze.
The cat shudders.
"What is wrong?"
"I heard a voice…or rather Moonpaw did. It was back in the

Mulciber's hive -- after the queen stabbed him. There was blood
everywhere. He almost died. That is when he heard it whispering."

"What did it say?"
The cat takes a deep breath. "Look into the heart of the

Ancestors, and you will find the secret of Faegild and other
dreams."

"Did you -- he -- do it?" asks Breeze.
"Do what?"
"Look into the Heart like the voice said?"
"He did not know what it meant."
Breeze gusts close to the cat. "Heart of the Ancestors is what

the Mulcibers called the amber piece that was set into the queen’s
copper knife. She showed it to me once."

"What does it look like?"
Breeze shrugs. "It is just a stone, but the Mulcibers valued it

because it was a gift from your brother."
The cat ponders Breeze's words. "Perhaps the amber itself was

not the true gift," he says.
"What do you mean?"
"Amber is not really a stone. It is sap that hardens around a

piece of flower or a bug."
"So?"
"So I wonder what was inside the Heart."
Breeze shakes his head. "I do not know."
"Then we must find out," the cat says.
"How can we do that?" asks Breeze.
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"We will return to the Mulciber's hive."

***

"There is the tunnel you want," says Breeze, casting his finger
toward the back wall of the cave where he used to meet with the
queen. "I wish I could go with you, but Winds cannot waft
underground."

"It’s all right,” says the cat. "I will not be long."
While he waits, Breeze dreams about the name his uncle will

proudly bestow on him when he returns with the Wind Lord's son:
Heart of Cos, Star Guardian, Restorer. They are names any wind
would be proud of.

But dreams scatter like windblown leaves when he hears a
familiar voice speaking outside the cave.

Wafting quietly to the door, he peers out and sees Kotha
painting a red circle on the ground with her broom. "By my Law!"
she cries, dipping the broom into a kettle of blood. Suddenly, she
turns around and peers at the cave. Breeze wafts still, hoping she
will not feel the slightest current of air drifting towards her. When
she finally turns away, he heaves a sigh of relief. Then he hears
another voice; Kotha is not alone.

"Where is Moonpaw?" he hears Starbelle ask. "You said he
would arrive on Hallows Eve, but I do not see him."

"Hallows Eve does not arrive until tonight. Do not worry, he
will be here."

"See that he is," says Starbelle, "or I will not sing."
"If you do not sing, then I will bind the Screaming Mother by

myself," Kotha declares. "Now, go away and leave me alone. I do
not require you until tonight." She waits for Starbelle to leave, then
pulls off her boots. "By my Law," she whispers, softly, and small
flesh-colored wings unfold at each red ankle. The wings begin to
beat, lifting her high into the air. Soaring and swooping in
uncontrolled passion, she screeches the first note of Starbelle's
song, recklessly adding other notes to see how they sound together.

Breeze's breath catches in his throat and he grows dizzy just
watching her, but he cannot tear his eyes away from her feet. Was
this how she snared his uncle, he wonders as, with a wrenching
effort, he forces his own eyes away from the hag. The effort sends
him reeling. Feeling the sudden gust of air, Kotha freezes. "Who is
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there?" she croaks. When no one replies, she swoops down to the
ground, grabs her boots and vanishes.
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Chapter 12

amiliars revere Sef, remembering the devotion he had for
his hag and how he was punished by her Unlit. They do
not remember the cat that betrayed him. The reason is

this. That cat simply never mentioned his own name when he told
stories to the young cats in the Pit. Familiars may have forgotten
who he was, but he has never forgotten what he did….

***

Spook sits by the fire, waiting for Starbelle to return. It will not
be easy to face her, but he will face her and he will confess. He
must confess…and then he will leave. She will not want him to
linger after she hears what he has done. He yowls, unhappily,
unable to believe how wicked he has been.

"We are both guilty of wickedness," Starbelle says.
Spook looks up with a startled look. "I did not hear you enter."
"You were deep in thought." She bends down and scratches

him behind his ears. "Have you never wondered why, of all cats, I
chose you?” she says.

Spook averts his eyes and does not speak.
“I know who you are, my dear false companion.”
Spook hangs his head. "There has never been another cat like

Sef," he says. "He was loyal and true to his hag and he trusted me
and I…."

"I know what you did. That is why I chose you.”
“I do not understand," croaks Spook.

F
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“I, too, have made mistakes," she says, "but now we both have
a chance to put things right.”

“I swore that I would not be false a second time," Spook says,
miserably, "but I was." He shakes his head. "I think, for me, it is
too late."

"Not yet too late," she assures him. Then she gathers him up in
her arms and whispers into his ear. At last she sets him down on
the floor. "It will not be easy," she says. "The nightmare that is
coming…."

“I am not afraid."
“When it is over…."
He waits quietly, afraid to dream.
"We will be together," she says and he breathes a great sigh of

relief. She waits for Spook to depart, then opens the chest at the
foot of her bed and takes out a piece of old, yellow parchment. A
few black musical notes lie sprinkled across the top of the page. She
does not need to read them. She knows the notes by heart, but she
likes to look at them. They have a pleasing symmetry upon the
page.

There was a time when she believed the music would heal her
father. She was young and did not know he had no wish to be
healed. He was a Wind Lord, but after her mother died he left Cos
and took her with him. They flew through a wyrmhole and into
Faegild. When her father met the soul-less winds of that world he
laughed, but there was no joy in the sound. That is where she grew
up, and the constant presence of those soul-less winds filled her
with despair.

Then, one morning when she woke up, she heard the first note
of the song. It was the note for compelling attention.

At first she thought her father was playing a game with her and
she hoped that meant he would stop feeling sad. She told him that
she liked his game. He told her that he didn't know what she was
talking about -- but, the next morning, she heard another note. It
was the note that signals an alteration of familiar paths. She
followed it as far as she could and, on the third day, she heard the
note for dreams.

The fourth note was a warning and on the fifth day…on the fifth
day she learned how to see. That was when she realized that by
singing those five notes she could change the world in fundamental
ways.
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The first thing she tried to do was sing the song to her father.
She wanted to heal his pain. He listened to the first two notes.
Then storm clouds gathered in his eyes.

"What gives you the right?" he roared.
She sang the third note -- a dream of heart's ease. He erupted

into a maelstrom…and she fled.
Her air currents eddied almost uncontrollably, but she managed

to gust in a single direction until she reached a grove of trees.
Unable to go any further, she drifted down beneath the branches,
and there she lay becalmed in sleep.

It was then that she entered the Dream Lord's realm and asked
him to help her return to her own land. He agreed to help her -- for
a price -- and she did not begrudge his price, for that one night had
given her a son. If only she could talk to him, but that would be too
dangerous.

With a sigh, Starbelle places the music back inside her chest
and smoothes her pouffy, purple hair. For her son's sake, she will
endure this silly disguise a while longer. She would do anything
for her child -- anything at all -- but the one thing he wants is the
one thing she can never give him -- his father. If only they could
meet. The Dream Lord would be proud of him.

***

“The time has come for you to meet my son," the Screaming
Mother tells the Unlit Ones who are reluctantly gathered around her
nest.

"We need souls," they whimper, "souls, souls, souls! You said
that they will make us shine."

The Screaming Mother opens her bloody mouth but, before she
can speak, a voice roars out from the bottom of her nest.

"You shall have souls -- all the souls in Faegild -- when you
help me claim my Bride."

His words are a noose of bloody, half-devoured guts that he
strings around the Unlit Ones. Throats clench in fear and they
cannot speak.

The Screaming Mother rakes through the bones in the bottom of
her nest, using her powerful blue feet to open up a path for her
child. Bones snap like dry sticks and a pale white shadow fills the
nest.
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"Behold my son's dear face," she cries, and the Unlit Ones
quiver with fear. For a moment more she permits them to gaze upon
him. Then she pushes her son back down into the nest and covers
him up with bones.

"He must stay hidden for a little while longer," she says. "And
then…." The Screaming Mother's eyes glitter. "Well," she says,
proudly, "my child is magic, too."

***

"You do not believe me," Faelin tells her doctor, "but it is true.
"Kotha came to see me that night." She pauses. "She was not
called Kotha then. It was before she bound herself to Dark Moon."

The doctor makes a note. Then he asks, "How did she arrive?"
"She danced into my room through a portal between our two

worlds. I know it sounds fantastic."
The doctor looks at her calmly, and waits.
"You do not understand," she says. "We had to Un-make my

son. It was the only way we could save him. We danced the Dance
of Un-making together that night."

She walks over to the window and looks out at the moon.
"There was a red harvest moon that night, too," she says. "Big red
moon…The Screaming Mother was furious…but my word was
Law." Blood seeps through the soles of her feet. "And so…I
murdered my son." She turns and looks at him. "That's what
you've been wanting me to say, is it not? I murdered my magic
child -- not Kotha or…or Beast. It was me all along. The red
slippers were on my feet. Whoever wears them orders the world."
Anxiously, she begins to pace around the room. Her footprints
form a red circle on the floor.

***

"I am the Conjure-wife!" Kotha reminds the assembled hags as
she paces around and around the blood-drawn circle. "My word is
Law!"

"Starbelle is the one who summoned us here," a hag mutters,
rebelliously, "and she made us promise not to start the ritual
without her."
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"Something terrible will happen if we do not obey her," another
hag adds.

Kotha glares at her...glares at them all, huddled inside the circle
like a flock of frightened crows while their familiars crouch at their
feet, defiantly glaring at her. "What are you afraid of?" she sneers.

Eyes dart back and forth, and each hag waits for another one to
speak first. Finally one of them says, "They say that Beast has
risen…."

"She speaks the truth," a familiar growls. "Look at the sky."
Kotha glares at the moon, sees the bulging red blister growing

out of its side.
"It is the Screaming Mother's son," a hag murmurs, fearfully.
"He controls the Unlit," another hag says, "even those to whom

we are wed."
"Why was I not told that Beast has risen?" Kotha demands,

grabbing a hag's scrawny arm.
The hag's familiar growls a warning but, before Kotha can

respond, the swelling on the face of the moon explodes, sending a
spray of blood raining down on them all.

The hags moan. "She sees us -- and she is angry!"
"Silence!" Kotha cries but, though the hags fall still, the air is

rent by screaming as roots rip out of the ground and the earth
shakes as if being split in two.

"Beast is raising an army of trees," says one of the cats.
"Grimly Going is possessed by the Unlit."

"We cannot wait for Starbelle," Kotha says and, when a hag
begins to protest, she shrieks. “The trees have feet. What do you
think they will do to us if we are still here when they arrive?"

"We did not create Grimly Going," a hag mutters rebelliously.
"They will not be angry with us."

"Starbelle did not tell you why we have gathered here, did she?"
Kotha asks.

The hags glance at each other. "She said she would explain
everything when she arrived."

"She is helping me escape from my Unlit," Kotha declares.
"What do you think your Unlit Ones will do to you when they
discover that you helped me?"

Reluctantly, the hags join hands and form another circle inside
the one drawn in blood. "It seems we have no choice but to help
you now," one of them grumbles.
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Kotha glares at the moon. "Let shadows fall!" she screams, and
the moon disappears behind thick clouds. Hags moan in terror, but
Kotha ignores them. She clenches her fists and beats her hollow
chest as she walks around the circle and chants:

"Come, the terrible dragon!
Come, the terrible dragon!
Come, the terrible dragon!
I bind Screaming Mother Moon!
I bind Screaming Mother Moon!
I bind Screaming Mother Moon
With magic pins and grammery.
Come, the terrible dragon,
Come, the terrible dragon,
I bind Screaming Mother Moon.
Shall any here deny her doom?
Shall any here deny her doom?
Shall any here deny her doom,
Come the terrible dragon?"

Hags shake their heads, tentatively, until she glares at them.
"Not I!" one of them finally mutters. "By blackthorn staff I ride to
aid and serve the Dark Moon Bride."

Kotha nods in approval. "Let all uncanny things be done," she
says, wending her way from hag to hag and staring each one in the
eye. "Let horses be hag-ridden dead and vultures fly and ravens
come. Let priests be choked upon their bread and babes go early to
the tomb. Let screaming from a severed head scare others from
their mothers' womb. Shall any now deny the doom?" She jabs her
finger at a hag.

"Not I!" the hag stammers. "By eggshell boat I ride to aid and
serve the Dark Moon Bride."

"Who is your Mother and your Queen?" shrieks Kotha.
"That bright and darkling globe, the Moon!"
"Who is the crone that none has seen?"
"Our Lady who shall send us doom!"
"And what shall be your conjure-keen?"
"By blood and darkness we shall croon!"
"Shall any yet deny the doom?"



97

"Not we!" they cry in a single, screeching voice. "By darkness
we shall ride to aid and serve the Dark Moon Bride."

"Then listen to me," she says. "By blood and darkness are you
bound. If you will aid and serve the Bride, then we must seek to
split the ground...so bid your servants raise the Tide."

"Do whatever she commands -- and do it quickly!" the hags
order their familiars as the ground beneath them begins to split open
under the pounding footsteps of the approaching trees.

"Bring me babies' fat and blood," says Kotha. "The body of a
yearling foal...." She begins to count each item off on her fingers.
"A toad encased in ancient mud, the breathing head from off a mule
and take the skull that screams at night, a serpent's tongue and
nightshade root and other herbs of second sight." She scowls at the
familiars. "Hurry, servants, swift of foot."

They vanish instantly to fetch the objects in various magical
ways. She grabs each one as it appears and drops it into the kettle.
Then, stretching her arms toward the sky, she begins to chant,
making her voice throb like a drum. "Coom! Coom! Coom!" The
hags begin to dance, and slowly the moon creeps out from behind
the clouds.

Kotha shrieks and the red moon begins to pulse. Hags falter in
their steps. "Keep dancing!" she commands, and they do -- until a
trickle of lavender smoke appears among them.

"Starbelle!" they sob in relief.
"No," says one of their familiars. "It is her cat."
"Why are you here?" Kotha snarls when Spook appears, but he

does not answer her. Instead, he stares at the other hags.
"You promised my Mistress that you would wait!"
"We cannot wait," one of them cries. "The trees have feet and

they march against us."
"They will destroy us!" says another.
"We must help Kotha. If we don't, we will die!"
"You will die if Kotha does the ritual without the protection of

my Mistress's song."
"Is that true?" asks a hag.
"Do not listen to him," says Kotha. "He is wasting our time."
"The Beast and his mother are going to invade Faegild," says

Spook. "Kotha is their tool…."
"Liar!" Kotha screams.
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Spook points at the Moon. "Do you really think you can hide
from her? Even now she sees what you do."

"By my Law, I bind Screaming Mother Moon!"
"But you cannot bind Beast," says Spook.
The hags look uncertain.
"Ignore him," Kotha says. "Listen to me. We must complete

the ritual now."
"Wait! I have something else to say," says Spook.
"We have heard enough out of you," Kotha cries, pointing her

finger at him.
"Do not point at me like that," he says. "Or my hag...."
"I do not know who Starbelle really is," Kotha sneers, "but she

is not a true hag!" Nonetheless, her finger drops.
"Where is Moonpaw?" Spook asks. "He should be here."
She does not reply. Instead, she reaches into her pocket.
"My Mistress will expect to see him when she arrives," says

Spook as Kotha pulls out the final, secret ingredient of her spell --
the remaining eyes of the Mulcibers -- eyes that can see Faegild and
guide her down its path! She mutters some words and prepares to
drop them into the pot but, before she can, Spook leaps at her,
sinking his old, worn teeth deep into her hand. With a scream of
pain and surprise, Kotha drops the eyes and they roll away into the
dirt.

"By my Law!" she shrieks, grabbing Spook by the throat.
The old cat looks surprised and his eyes fill with fear as he feels

Kotha's fingers tighten around his throat. Then he recalls
Starbelle's promise to him. 'One more nightmare,' she had
said…and then they would be together. He clings to her bright
promise until he dies.

Familiars hiss with rage as Kotha tosses Spook's body into her
kettle along with everything else. Hags are forbidden to kill them
but, before the cats can decide what to do, Screaming Mother Moon
begins to move across the sky, devouring all the stars that lie in her
path and raining blood upon the hags.

"Summon Starbelle now!" the hags beg Kotha. "Tell her she
must sing before it is too late."

"I told you before, we do not need her," Kotha says, stubbornly.
Then she takes off her boots and begins the part of the ritual known
as The Red Dance.
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Chapter 13

he child, still in the form of Kotha's naked cat Moonpaw,
lurches through the large storage chamber of the
Mulciber's old cave. The tremors that have been shaking

the earth all afternoon have become increasingly more violent and,
with every rumble of the ground, stones come crashing down the
gemstone hills. The jewels bounce across the floor like hailstones:
emeralds, diamonds and rubies, lapis lazuli, opals and pearls. They
glitter red, blue, green, yellow, and white in the light of the gas
lamps still burning on the wall.

Whenever the earth roars, he imagines that the dragon has risen
and is threatening to break free from his prison. Briefly, he
remembers Breeze. Hours have passed since the two of them
parted. He wonders if Breeze continues to wait for him -- or
whether he was forced to flee the impending earthquake. If only he
knew where to find the knife!

Slowly he peers around the cave, trying to remember where the
queen was standing when she dropped it, but nothing looks the
same anymore.

("Never mind how it looks," a voice says.)
Startled, he looks up.
("Why are you looking out there?" the voice asks. "I am not out

there.")
"Then where are you? Who are you?" the cat asks.
"Don't you know?"
"Would I ask you if I did?"
The voice does not reply.

T
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"I…I think I've heard your voice before," the cat admits. "It
was in a dream."

"It was no dream…is no dream."
The cat peers around the room.
"I told you," says the voice, "I am not out there. I am down

here -- inside the knife."
"Inside the knife?" The cat's heart begins to pound as he lets his

eyes rove over the stones.
"Can't you search a little faster?" the voice finally asks, with a

hint of exasperation.
"If you want me to hurry, then why don't you help?"
The voice does not reply.
"Talk to me," the cat says. "Then I'll know where to look."
"I will recite a poem," the voice finally says. It makes a noise,

as if clearing its throat, then recites. "One of two gold as the sun,
lost to oblivion...."

"Keep talking," says the cat, cocking his ears.
"Keeper of the magic seed that makes the dancing dreamer

bleed...."
The cat uses his paw to bat stones across the floor, in order to

see what lies underneath.
"Brother devoured," the voice says. "Sister wed..."
The cat pushes a small pile of stones with his nose and they roll

across the floor.
"All their future children dead."
Then he looks down and sees the knife. The long copper blade

is snapped in two and the metal is badly scratched and dull, but the
smooth honey-colored stone called Heart of the Ancestors still rests
in the hilt. The cat picks it up and peers at the amber. Tiny bubbles
of air surround a tear-shaped seed floating inside the hardened sap.

"Magic child...."
The cat does not reply.
"Magic child, still unknown…."
The cat continues to stare at the seed.
"Bring the crimson slippers home!" the seed cries.
"Why do you speak in rhymes?" the cat finally asks.
"Poetry is magic," the seed replies.
" I don't know what you mean."
"I will explain everything to you," the seed says, "but first you

must give me a kiss."



101

The cat's eyes grow big. "Kiss you?"
"Kisses are magical, too," the seed says, primly.
The cat sighs and presses his mouth firmly against the amber.

Something makes his lips tingle and he jumps back as a waking
dream explodes inside his head.

"Do you see it?" asks the seed.
The cat does not speak.
"Well?"
"I see the Faegild tree burning outside our home," the cat says.

"And I see my brother...." He chokes back a sob.
"What is he doing?" asks the seed.
"Gathering the tree's blood while the branches burn. Why is he

doing that?"
"He wants to protect me," says the seed. "Hide me from

Kotha."
"I don't understand."
"He is the one who set the tree on fire," says the seed. "It was

the only way to get your father's attention -- call him home to stop
Kotha from sacrificing you to Dark Moon. Your father did not
arrive in time but, as the tree was burning, a golden fruit magically
appeared on one of the branches. He was a clever boy, your
brother. He knew right away what it meant -- that there would be a
seed inside the fruit. So he picked the fruit and he gathered the sap
and he made the amber heart to hide me from Kotha."

The cat nods his head. Then, hooking the leather thong around
his neck on a stone, he slips his pouch off, opens the bag with his
teeth, and removes the magic starscrap from inside. Holding it in
his mouth, he presses it against the amber. The stone cracks and
splits open to expose the Faegild seed. Suddenly, the ground
screams. The cat folds his paw around the seed and holds it tight as
a big hole opens up in the ground, and the earth reaches out to
swallow him.

***

This is the power of the slippers, that once the Red Dance
begins it cannot stop for anything until the terrible dragon appears.
That title, like all dragon titles, does not rest with any one dragon.
Whichever one best answers the need of the dancer will appear --
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and that dragon is called terrible because an answer always holds
the seeds of destruction.

Kotha is still dancing when the trees of Grimly Going arrive.
They stagger into the clearing on mutilated roots, unwilling
prisoners of the Unlit Ones who possess them. “Souls, souls, souls!
Give us souls!" they cry.

The hags look at Kotha. Her dancing feet make deep fissures in
the ground, and when she shakes her fist at the moon, they all feel
brave. “Come the terrible dragon! Come the terrible dragon!” she
screeches, defiantly. But, when Dark Moon steps out from behind
the trees, she falters in her steps. He is not bound to the trees like
the other Unlit and, unlike them, he still retains his own form. But
though Kotha's limbs grow weak, she cannot stop. The red slippers
will not permit it.

Dark Moon leers. "I shall enjoy the bite of your ginger soul,"
he says, pretending to scoop out her eyes. Then he turns his eyes
on the other hags. "My quarrel is not with you," he says. "Be
sensible and let me into your circle." They stare down at the
ground, afraid to speak or meet his gaze, but they do not break the
ring. "Let me in or you will all die!" he roars, running around to the
other side.

One of the hags starts to let go of her sister's hand. "Mistress,
no!" her familiar begs, and she tightens her grip. Then the familiar
turns to Dark Moon. "You have no right to address my hag that
way," he says.

Dark Moon howls but, before he can act, there is a puff of
lavender smoke and Starbelle appears, holding Four Eyes by the
hand and singing the first note of her song. Dark Moon shudders at
the sound. "Who are you?" he cries, and Starbelle slowly passes
her pudgy hand across her face. The air around her sparkles like
sunlight on the water and the glamour that has hidden her
dissipates. The ridiculous looking hag is gone. In her place drifts a
Wind woman with silver hair and skin.

"Mother?" whispers Breeze.
The Glamoury Girl's long, silver finger drifts towards Dark

Moon. "He is an imposter," she declares, and the red moon halts
her journey across the sky.

Kotha’s eyes widen with surprise, but she cannot ask any
questions. Lips can only chant red words while the slippers
command, but they don’t command the other hags.
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"If what you say is true," one of them says, "then tell us who he
is -- and what he has done to the real Dark Moon."

"As to that, I cannot say, but I would guess that he has slain him
-- probably before he falsely claimed Kotha. As to who he really is
-- that is easy enough to discover."

"Don't touch him," the Screaming Mother shrieks from her nest,
as the Glamoury Girl's silver hand reaches for his winding sheet.

Dark Moon laughs but, nonetheless, he is careful to step back
from the touch of silver. "It is time they met their king," he says,
"and I am not afraid to show my true face." He reaches up to
unwind the cloth. Slowly, it falls to reveal a sack of rotting
remains, all that is left of the true Dark Moon.

Hags groan and as Dark Moon's discarded shape melts away,
the thing that has been inhabiting it mushrooms up to swallow the
night.

"Come, the terrible dragon!" Kotha sobs.
"He cannot come," Beast cries. "He is dead! Do you not recall?

You murdered him, sweetmeat."

***

Faelin stops pacing in a circle and turns to look at the doctor. "I
know what you are thinking," she says, "although you think that I
do not." She watches him remove his glasses and set them down on
his desk and she gives a little laugh. "Even that," she says. "I know
why you do that." But she does not explain. Instead, she says,
“You talk to the nurse when you think I am not listening. But I am
not deaf...and I do not want your pity.'Poor woman,' you said."

He shakes his head.
"Yes!" she insists, fiercely. I heard you. 'Poor woman. She is

still not out of the woods.' I thought about what you said."
He waits.
"But the fact is…you cannot see what is really happening to me

-- to us! How can you, when you do not believe?"
"Belief is not a requirement in order to see what is before our

eyes," the doctor points out.
"Is it not?"
He does not reply.
"And so I have to wonder," she says. "How can you help me --

or anyone else -- if you do not have faith?"
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"Faith in what?"
"Anything," she cries.
"What do you believe in, Faelin?"
She does not pause to think. "I believe in the magic child," she

says. "I believe that he has risen from the dead."
The doctor writes it down in his book.
"He appears as a cat with thick white fur that shines like the

stars." "And," she quietly concludes, "I believe that by wearing a
pair of red slippers, I can change the world in fundamental ways."

The doctor glances down at her feet.
"Real slippers," Faelin murmurs. "Not -- what you see. You

must have faith. Without it, you will die. I pray that you remember
that -- when the time comes."

"What time?" he asks.
Faelin shakes her head and slowly begins to move her feet in an

intricate pattern of steps. "Whoever wears the red slippers orders
the world," she says, as blood oozes up from under her skin to
cover her feet.

"Why do you want to hurt yourself?" the doctor asks.
Ignoring his question, she walks over to the door. "I have to go

home now," she says.
"But -- your session isn't over," he tells her.
"It doesn't matter," Faelin replies. "I must stop Kotha now --

before she opens a path."

***

"Give us souls!" the trees howl in the voices of the Unlit.
"You shall have souls!" Beast roars and, for a moment, they

hear the true voice of Grimly Going as the sound of digiridoos
moans through the woods. "You shall have souls," he says again.
"All the souls in Faegild -- when Kotha opens the path." The Unlit
Ones shriek with joy, violently shaking the branches of the trees
they possess. Blood-red autumn leaves shower the ground.

"Take out your scythe now," Four Eyes urges his sister, and the
digiridoo voices of the trees fall silent.

"Not yet," she says, watching Kotha dance.
The conjure-wife's long red hair hangs in tangled sweat-covered

knots as she drags her feet through the final steps of the dance.
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"We must stop her now," Four Eyes insists. "In a moment, it
will be too late. He pulls out the silver scythe which his sister has
hidden beneath her cloak and rushes toward Kotha.

"No!" screams the Glamoury Girl, and the scythe screams, too,
as the Wind Lord swings the weapon through the air. The silver
handle reflects the bloody color of the moon and then real blood
pours off the blade as Four Eyes lops off Kotha's feet.

With a long, pain-filled shriek, she falls to the ground. Fingers
gesture magically to stop the red flow, but even as Kotha works to
staunch the bleeding, her eyes are fixed on her severed feet, dancing
still.

Seeing them, the Glamoury Girl sings the second note of her
song.

"Stop!" Beast cries, lunging at her. She falls beneath his
slavering weight, unable to protect herself without her scythe.

"Get away from my mother!" Breeze shouts as he whirls out of
the cave, snatching up rocks and sticks and hurling them at Beast.

Snarling with annoyance, Beast turns to face the young wind.
When he sees that Breeze is weaponless he leers, and slowly begins
to advance on him.

"Here!" Four Eyes shouts, throwing the silver scythe to his
nephew. Breeze grabs it with one hand. For a moment Beast
pauses. Then, with a roar, he charges the Wind.

Breeze swings the scythe, but it misses its target. "Help your
King!" the Screaming Mother commands the Unlit Ones but, before
the trees can go to his aid, the Glamoury Girl extends her arms
towards them and sends her silver light into their trunks. The sound
of splitting wood fills the air as the Unlit Ones escape from their
prison. They flee into the night, eager to escape the burning light,
and leaving the trees of Grimly Going rooted silently in shock.

With an angry roar, Beast lunges towards Breeze, causing him
to wobble backwards. He flails his arms, wildly, trying to regain
his balance. "Fool!" Beast screams -- and the Glamoury Girl sings
the third note of her song. The air vibrates like glass that's about to
shatter and -- suddenly -- all the cats from the Pit materialize just
outside the circle.

Beast ignores them and lunges towards Breeze again.
"No!" Four Eyes screams, whirling towards Beast and

slamming him in the back as hard as he can.
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"Come the terrible dragon," Kotha sobs, but the slippers are still
dancing so she knows that it's not the Wind Lord.

"Your eyes look delicious," Beast says, turning towards Four
Eyes and clawing his face. Clumps of fog-skin tear loose and drift
away. "I shall enjoy devouring them," he adds, ripping a hole in the
Wind Lord's chest. Four Eyes bleeds air. The Glamoury Girl
moans and Breeze rushes to his uncle's aid, wielding the silver
scythe. When Beast sees him coming, he starts to laugh. "Little
fool," he says, and opens his mouth wide and wider yet until all any
of them can see is a great black maw.

That is when they finally recognize him for who -- and what --
he truly is…not Dark Moon's rotting corpse, not the monster that
inhabited him…but the Shadow that is devouring their land.

Breeze wails with fear, and the scythe starts to slip from his
hand.

"Come the terrible dragon!" Kotha cries.
"I am Come!" Beast howls and leaps towards Breeze.
Then a cat darts out of the shadows in front of him. "For my

mistress and the true Dark Moon!" Mam cries.
For a moment Beast just looks surprised. Then his mouth slams

shut and he falls to his knees.
"Quickly now!" the Glamoury Girl urges her son, and Breeze

grasps the scythe firmly in both hands. Then, still sobbing with
fear, he swings the scythe at Beast's neck, partially severing it.
Again and again he hacks, until the head is completely severed.

The Screaming Mother shrieks, "My son. My magic son." And
the bloated red moon explodes as though in grief, raining blood
down upon them all.

And still the red slippers continue their dance….

***

All worlds come together in the dragon's mind. Ten thousand
worlds, ten thousand dreams, ten thousand names -- but only one
mind, lost and confused and wandering amidst the dreams that are
born in his own kingdom. Dreams of Faegild…Irth…Urtha.
Broken dreams of Faelin Everlasting or Ephemeral, Kotha Kind or
Cruel and the Screaming Mother who will -- one day -- fall
eternally silent; dreams, too, of those who search his eyes, harvest
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his tears, come to his bed calling themselves his wives until, one
day, they do not come.

The Dream Lord stirs. When he looks into his dreams, he finds
their winged spirits soaring through the stars. He longs to follow
them, but the young ones closed the old way long ago, and made
the new tunnels too small for him to walk through. They could not
permit him to leave, they said. Reality would not let him fight the
Wind. Reality required him to dream -- so he did -- dreamed red
dreams of death. Death for the Wind who stole his Faegild -- and
death for her brother, that young Wind who had wounded him.

Bright yellow tears slide from the dragon's eyes when he
remembers how he almost died. He should have died, he thinks,
remembering how, still locked inside his dragon from, he'd crawled
into the mountain. Infection crept into his wounds and, in the fever
that raged, he forgot who he was; forgot, too, all the songs that
dragons are taught; forgot where he came from and why;
remembered only that it was a wind who first betrayed him, tried to
slay him, a wind who had imprisoned him inside the mountain.
And his dream became a nightmare from which he could never
fully wake…until now. The dragon opens his eyes.

He kicks the yellow stones across the floor. Their bright color
reminds him of his first wife's hair, yellow like the sun. Since then
he has had at least a hundred "wives," all with the same color hair.
Some of them were quite beautiful, but they did not please him.
None of them ever pleased him, not even the first one, although he
rejoiced to take her to his bed. She was the daughter of his enemy
but he did not know that when she and her brother first stumbled
into his lair. He only knew that he could not let them escape. The
Wind thought he was dead, but if they talked....The fever raged
through his brain, making him insane.

He went to strike, but the girl pleaded for their lives. When she
told him their names, the dragon laughed. It shames him now to
remember his joy. He shudders when he recalls what he did to
them. He wanted revenge -- not because the Wind tried to kill him,
but because he helped the Glamoury Girl. The Wind Lord's own
daughter was not so lucky.

He remembers how she struggled in his limbs until he ate her
brother. Only then did she submit but, when she bore his children,
they were born with soft skin. He ate them all, and made her try
again. He dreamed of raising an army of powerful males that he
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could send against the Wind, but the next litter consisted only of
puny females. He permitted one to live -- and waited for her to
grow up.

The children he had by her were females, too, but they were
born with copper scales. The litter after them had claws instead of
feet. Then his wives started laying eggs and the dragon found
himself growing fond of them. He stopped eating them, but his first
wife, who was a very old woman by then, accused him of raising
monsters. They were not monsters, he told her. Their souls had
wings even if they did not.

She continued to shriek so he chewed out her tongue. It was
quiet after that, too quiet. He tried to leave the hive, only to
discover that his children had sealed the tunnel by which he had
come in.

"The stones do not permit you to leave," they told him. And so
he went from being their guard to being their prisoner, and still the
fever raged. Slowly, he lost himself in dreams from which he could
not wake -- until now. If only he could remember the song that
summons help.

The dragon opens his mouth and screams a single bass note
that rocks the earth. Chunks of dirt pelt his copper scales. Rocks
shake loose from the walls, and then the ceiling caves in! A naked
cat falls through the hole and lands on his feet in front of him.
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Chapter 14

ho are you?" asks the cat.
"Who are you?" the dragon replies. "And how did you
find your way into my lair?"

The cat holds out his paw so that the dragon can see the Faegild
seed caught between the pads of his foot. Copper eyes fill with
tears -- real tears, not trashy jewels. They rain down on the cat's
naked skin, washing away the curse placed on all cats by Crincella's
Unlit. White fur begins to grow. It shines like starlight in the dark
cave.

The dragon's eyes grow big as he recognizes the magic child
and he kneels down to let him climb up on his back. Neither of
them see the Faegild seed slip out of the cat's paw. It falls on the
rocky ground where, unbeknownst to either of them, the Mulcibers
have hidden their greatest treasure. And, as they make their way
out of the Mulciber's hive, following the old tunnel reopened by the
shifting ground, they are unaware of how Mulciber reality has been
changed now for all time.

("Only Mulciber reality requires the existence of stones," the
queen told her people, forcing her voice to remain perfectly calm as
she expressed the heretical thought garnered from Breeze. "If we
want our eggs to be safe from Kotha and her cat, we must not set
them in stone."

"But then the hatchlings will not be real," the high priestess
argued. "They may not even be true Mulcibers."

"That does not matter," said the Queen. " They will still be our
children."

W
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In the end, her people agreed. The only way to stop Kotha from
hunting them was to convince her all the Mulcibers were dead. The
only way to keep their future children safe was to leave no record of
them in their stones.

The Faegild seed took root in that stony soil and, when the
eggs hatch, the new Mulcibers are different from those who
sacrificed their lives for them. For, among them, there are true
males….)

***

Blood no longer rains down on the hags or their familiars, but
the death of Beast has paralyzed them all -- except for Kotha. The
conjure-wife scrambles over the ground on her hands and knees
until she manages to grab one of the dancing slipper-clad feet. "My
wings!" she sobs, holding the squirming foot up to show the other
hags. "My precious wings!" She strokes the twitching wing-
shaped flesh, magically stitched to the heel of her red slipper. "He
said the magic child's skin would teach me how to fly," she sobs.
"That is why I bound myself to Dark Moon."

Carefully, she sets the slipper down on the ground. For a
moment it continues to dance with its mate. Then, in the middle of
a step, the slippers suddenly stop. Kotha jabs her finger towards the
broken ground that was the Mulciber's hive. "Behold the terrible
dragon!" she cries as the dragon's great head rears up through a hole
in the earth. Then a white cat appears, riding on the dragon's back.
The hags hiss through their teeth. "Which one of them is the
terrible dragon?"

"Maybe they both are," the Glamoury Girl replies as the
familiars chant. "Sef! Sef! Sef!"

Four Eyes swirls in confusion. "Why are they calling him
that?" he asks his sister.

"They have their own stories," she tells him.
"But that was the name…." He sobs and the Glamoury Girl

takes his hand. Then the cat turns and looks at him with the magic
child's big, golden eyes and Four Eyes sees the truth for himself.
His son is back. The knowledge brings him peace and the
Glamoury Girl sings the fourth note of her song. It turns the trees
of Grimly Going back into human beings. Pink hide becomes
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pliable human flesh. Twisted roots become human legs. Leafy
branches change back into hair -- but it remains green.

The frightened men and women huddle in a group.
"Go now," says the Glamoury Girl. Confused, they just stare at

her. "There is a land in the south where you may begin anew. It
will take but three or four days to travel there." She waves her hand
in that direction. "Travel until you reach the drylands, then turn
towards the west. When you come to a wide river, follow it until
you reach the green plains. The land there is good -- and there are
no hags."

Slowly they nod their heads and shuffle away. Suddenly, Kotha
wails. Everyone turns and looks. "My slippers," she sobs, pointing
to her unclad, severed feet. "My slippers are gone!"

***

Faelin looks down at her feet, now clad in the magical red
slippers. Their sudden re-appearance in her world comes as no
surprise, but she is relieved to see that the wings Kotha added to the
slippers are no longer attached to them. It is time…time for her to
open the door. (But what if there is blood?)

She pushes all fear away and walks up the stairs and down the
long hall that leads to her son's bedroom. (Whoever wears the red
slippers orders the world.)

"Do not be afraid," she tells herself. "Just open the door."
(But what if Dr. Forsythe is right and there is no child?)
"If you do not open the door, he will not find his way back!" she

says. Then she takes a deep breath....

***

When the Glamoury Girl sings the final note of her song, four
new stars explode in the sky like four sparks from Crincella's fire.
They mark the corners of a door.

Seeing them, Sef climbs down from the dragon's back and
begins to walk towards the stars.

"Where do you think you are going?" says Kotha.
Sef does not reply
"Answer me!" she commands, but he just ignores her.
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"You are the magic child, and I am your mother! If it wasn't for
me you would not even be alive," she says.

"You murdered me," Sef replies.
"I had no choice. Now, coom to me!"
He stops in his tracks. Such is still the power of that word.

Then, with a great effort of will, he forces himself to walk away
from her.

"Wait!" she croaks. He turns and looks at her one more time.
"Faelin sent you to me. Don't you understand? That makes you

mine."
He turns away and begins to leave.
"Coom back to me," she pleads and he stops. "Coom back to

me, my magic child."
He turns around, takes a step towards her, then the familiars

begin to chant -- Sef! Sef! Sef! Their voices give him the courage
he needs to defy her.

"By my Law," she sobs, "I do not wish to lose you."
"By my paw," he says, "you already have." He looks at the

other cats. "We are not servants to the Unlit or their hags. By the
power of my Paw, I declare that we are all free."

"He speaks the truth," the dragon says, "but there is more. If
you truly want to be free, then you must hunt your own food and
find your own shelter. It was the way of all cats once -- before
Binder enslaved you."

The cats look unsure. "What about our hags?" one of them
finally asks. "They need us!"

"They do not need you," the dragon replies sternly. Then, more
gently, he adds, "Befriend them if you wish, but dream your own
dreams."

And so, one by one or in pairs, the familiars begin to leave
Kotha's circle. And, as each one takes the first steps into freedom,
their fur changes back to the color it was meant to be: gray, orange
or white, red, brown, black or striped.

"What about you?" the dragon asks Sef.
"It is time for me to jump into the fire now," he says.
"But the door is still closed."
"Not for long." The white cat looks at the stars. Then, taking a

deep breath, he jumps -- as Faelin grasps the handle of her son’s
bedroom door and opens it wide.
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