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Preface



Some cultures believe that certain stories can only be told in certain seasons. Originally intended to be a winter anthology, A Season for Stories was inspired by this practice, and brings together a handful of tales that happen in that coldest season. We hope you enjoy them and if you happen to be reading this anthology in the wintry months we hope you're nestled into a warm blanket with a mug of your favorite hot beverage. 







  
  

A Lamb's Tale


A Liminal Spaces Short Story, by Laurie Neilsen





December 1939

“Mummy, Rosie won’t go to sleep.” 

Margaret May Blevins put down her novel and sighed. The small boy standing in the doorway to her bedroom wore a pair of green plaid pajamas slightly too large for him. He’d grow out of them faster than she cared to think about. The grey rabbit ears blending into his hair were only visible to their family and those like them, a sign that they were descended from the fae. He yawned, triggering a sympathetic yawn from his mother.

“Jacob, I told you not to tattle on me!” Little Rosie came running up behind Jacob in faded, purple pajamas. They’d need to be replaced soon; one more item for the list. Rosie had the ears and wooly hair of a lamb, again only visible to those with Fae lineage. Her small, dark eyes were kind and inquisitive. Her mother thought she might never stop asking questions.

“Why can’t you sleep, my darling girl?” Margaret put a bookmark into her book and placed it gently on the table next to her bed, careful not to disturb the candles. She had the appearance of a sheep, like her daughter, but was careful to not show favoritism. She wanted her children to know she loved them both equally.

“I don’t like the countryside, Mummy,” her daughter complained. “It’s cold, and there’s a loose shutter outside my window that bangs against the house, and I miss Daddy, and there’s no electricity and no shops, and I want to go home.”

“Oh, wee lamb.” Margaret said. “It’s not safe to go home right now. Some very bad men want to hurt us there with some very big bombs. We’ll go back just as soon as the war is over. Then we’ll see Daddy again.”

“But when will that be?” Jacob asked. By that time, both children were standing at the foot of the bed. Rosie was holding her stuffed toy rabbit she had named “Clever Jacob”.

“I don’t know, my love,” Margaret said. “It could be months. It could be years. But we’re safe in this village, both from the Germans and from mortals, and there are other children for you to play with here.”

“I don’t like the other children,” Rosie muttered.

“You don’t like anybody,” Jacob retorted.

“I like Clever Jacob.” Rosie held up her stuffed rabbit and stuck her tongue out at her brother.

“Children, please,” their mother interrupted. “What will it take for you to sleep tonight? It's getting late, and I have so much to do tomorrow.”

“Tell us a story,” Rosie suggested.

“Oh yes, a story,” echoed Jacob.

“One story and then you’re straight to bed?” their mother asked.

“Yes” and “We promise” chimed her children.

Margaret sighed dramatically and patted the bed on either side of her. Jacob climbed up on her left, Rosie on her right. With much giggling and squirming, both children got under the heirloom quilt for warmth and cuddled up next to their mother.

An angry winter wind blew outside. The loose shutter could be heard faintly from where they all sat. That will need to be dealt with tomorrow, Margaret thought

“What would you like to hear?” Margaret asked. “The Tortoise and the Hare?”

“I love that one,” Jacob said.

“I’m bored of it,” Rosie groaned.

“Bored of it?” Margaret scoffed. “You’re six! How are you bored of anything?”

“I’ve heard everything,” Rosie said emphatically.

“Everything?” her mother asked.

“Yes.” Rosie nodded once.

“The Ants and the Grasshopper?” Margaret suggested.

“Heard it.”

“The Ugly Duckling?”

“He’s a swan.”

“Three Little Pigs?”

“Not again.”

“Henny Penny?”

“The sky is not falling.”

“Well,” Margaret said, “if you’ve heard every story, then you’ll have to go to bed without one.”

“No!” Rosie protested.

“There has to be one we haven’t heard,” Jacob pleaded.

“There may be one, but I don’t know if you’re old enough.” Margaret worried her lower lip.

“We are,” Jacob insisted. “I’m nearly eight!”

“Please, Mummy.” Rosie blinked and looked up at her mother, making her eyes as large and shiny as possible. It was a look that always worked, earning her extra biscuits and other sweets on multiple occasions.

Margaret made a sound halfway between a groan and a whine. “Right,” she said, “I’m going to tell you about the golden apples of Tír na nÓg. Now, this isn't a mere faerie story. Well, it is, because it's about the faeries, but it's also true.”

The children sank further down into the bed, getting ready to hear the tale.

“About three hundred years ago—” Margaret began.

“It’s supposed to be ‘Once upon a time’,” Rosie corrected her.

“Who’s the narrator here, you or me?” her mother said.

“You are,” Rosie said (as she said many things) sheepishly.

“Good. Now, no interrupting.”

Rosie nodded.


      [image: ]About three hundred years ago, the true fae still walked the Earth, though not as often as before. There are those who claim the fae were the first humans, many thousands of years ago. But then, wouldn’t we all be descendants of the fae? There are others who say they were gods, not just here in the United Kingdom but all over the world.

The Irish called them the Tuatha Dé Danann, and later the sidhe. But those are borrowed words. The fae have their own language and their own home, separate from here. For thousands of years, they traveled freely between their world and ours, sharing culture, having children, teaching and learning alike.

But that all started to change when the mortals invented science, when they stopped believing in fantastical things. If they couldn’t explain it, they didn’t believe in it. At the same time, another group of people became more superstitious. They started “witch hunts”, and put women on trial for supposed magic powers and pacts with their devil.

These factors tightened our world like a vice and made it too cold for the fae. Where they once roamed freely, they soon found that setting foot on our land made them grow old. The true fae are ageless. They’re timeless. This could not be!

Fortunately, there grew a tree in the middle of Tír na nÓg. On that tree grew golden apples, and eating one let the fae walk into our world without harm. Now, Tír na nÓg was an island in the fae otherworld under the control of the sidhe. At that time, it was ruled by Morrigan, the Nightmare Queen. It routinely passed between her and her two sisters, but Brigid had been missing for some time by then. So only Morrigan and Mab remained. Anyone wanting to venture to Earth needed to be in their good graces.

As our world grew colder to the true fae, it also became more difficult for their descendants. As you know, only those with strong enough lineage can see our distinctive traits, but that is not all that makes us what we are. There are chemical elements that do not exist in the otherworld. Iron, for example, and nickel started to burn the fae. For you, my dears, it is only an allergy. That is why we do not wear much metal. That is why our village blacksmith trades with the knockers on the other side for their abundant tin and copper, which will not harm us.

As the years went by, more “witches” were…put on trial. The world grew colder with each passing year. Having children with mortals was forbidden. It had been frowned upon by the sidhe for some time, as they considered it beneath them, but phooka, selkies, satyrs, knockers, and many others still mixed with mortals on a regular basis.

Our difficulties culminated in the Age of Enlightenment, a time of great scientific advances for mortals (and where this story takes place). Though somehow, even as they embraced reason and logic, they still hunted witches.


      [image: ]“But Mummy, were there really witches?” Rosie asked.

“No, my lamb,” Margaret said. “Some of them were fae-kind, like us. They did things the mortals couldn’t understand, and that frightened them. That’s why we must keep our gifts a secret. But many of the so-called witches were ordinary women. Fear and paranoia took hold of the people and made them do terrible things. It made them hurt each other.”

“Like the war,” Jacob said.

“Yes, Jacob, like the war.”


      [image: ]It was the middle of the 17th century when a man named Isaac had to leave his studies at Cambridge because of a plague, much like how we had to leave London. He went to his family home called Woolsthorpe Manor, where he was born. They say he was one of the most influential scientists the mortals ever saw, and he shaped much of how they see their world.

Isaac was out in his garden, working on a small device on an early September day much warmer than this when a red squirrel ran past him and up into his favorite apple tree. He wouldn’t have noticed, but the squirrel shook a branch and an apple fell quite close to Isaac’s head. He jumped up and out of the way before another apple came crashing to the ground.

“Vacate my tree at once!” he yelled, and the squirrel seemed to hear him. It ran down the tree and out past the hedge into the orchard. With a “harrumph”, Isaac straightened his clothes and sat back down on the grass, mind on his project once more.

“I find myself wondering,” a strange voice said, “why you have an entire orchard out there, and one rogue apple tree here, sequestered from the rest.”

Isaac flinched at the sudden interruption. The voice had come from the orchard. There stood a handsome young man of university age, like himself, who was approaching in a casual, presumptuous manner. His mode of dress was odd. He wore fitted green breeches but no hose; his bare calves were scandalously visible. Something like short stockings peeked out from his heeled shoes, barely covering his ankles. He had no waistcoat, only a loose-fitting white shirt haphazardly tucked into his breeches and opened so wide at the collar as to show a good portion of the man’s chest. Over all of this, he wore a large, loose coat in a rich green brocade with square pockets and slashed sleeves. He had no hat and no wig. His natural, honey brown hair was straight, and only fell to his ears, not his shoulders.

Isaac, by contrast, was clad in the typical clothing of men in his era. Nearly every inch of his skin was covered. The colors were mostly shades of brown, drab, uninteresting. He wore full hose, breeches, a shirt closed up to his neck, a waistcoat, and a long, fitted coat over everything. His only concession to the relaxation of being at home was a pair of comfortable shoes.

“Are…are you a farmer?” Isaac stammered, backing away from the approaching stranger.

“Do I look like a farmer?”

“I’ve not seen you before, and you trespass on my family’s lands,” Isaac said. “I demand to know who you are and what business you have here!”

“Are you not hot in all those layers?” The man continued to advance, chasing Isaac backwards around the apple tree.

“I am—my comfort is not in question, good sir. Will you tell me your name?”

“There’s a lot of power in names, you know?” 

“Must you answer every question with a question?”

“I suppose not, no.” The man stopped walking and offered Isaac a bow that slightly resembled a curtsy. “You may call me…Zane.”

“Zane,” Isaac said with a smile. “Is that your name?”

“Now who’s answering a question with a question?”

“Apologies. My name is Isaac, and this is my family’s estate. You still have not told me why I should not escort you off of it.”

“I was simply admiring your…apples.” Zane reached into his pocket and pulled out a large apple, taking a bite and grinning smugly at Isaac.

Isaac took a step closer to him. “So you are not just a trespasser but also a thief!”

“I am no thief!” Zane held his hands up in surrender. “Observe.” He held his apple out for Isaac to see. It was far larger than any that grew in the Woolsthorpe orchard. Not only was the skin a luminous golden hue, but so was the flesh. It sparkled in the dappled sunlight beneath the tree where they both stood.

“This is a wonder,” Isaac said. “I have never seen its like.”

“Nor are you likely to,” Zane boasted. “It came from an isolated orchard.” He tossed it in the air once, caught it, and put it back in his pocket.

“Gravity,” muttered Isaac.

“What was that?” Zane asked.

“Just a concept I’ve been pondering.”

“Is it related to that?” Zane pointed to the device Isaac had been working on.

“Hm?” Isaac looked back at his work, as if in a trance. “Oh, only in the grandest scheme of things.” He sat down next to the device, and Zane followed, sitting almost uncomfortably close to him. 

“This is a sundial,” Isaac said. “It can show the hour using the shadow cast from the Sun, but it is riddled with flaws. I have constructed many in an attempt to improve upon the design.”

“Ah,” Zane said, “I think I saw them in Greece when they were new.”

“That is hardly possible,” Isaac scoffed. “Shadow clocks have been in use for well over a thousand years.”

“My mistake.” Zane waved his hand. “I travel so much, it becomes difficult to remember what I have seen and when.”

“You strike me as an odd fellow, indeed.”

“You strike me as the type who enjoys the company of the odd,” Zane retorted.

Isaac smiled. “It is, by far, greater than the company of the mediocre.”

“Is it their company you avoid by sitting in this garden alone?”

“I find I prefer solitude.”

“Would you prefer I leave?” Zane prepared to stand.

“No!” Isaac said quickly. “I believe you are not here to rob me. I know not your intentions, but you may stay.”

“You have my gratitude. May I ask, apart from improving shadow clocks, what you do with your time?”

“I am a scholar,” Isaac replied as he resumed tinkering with his sundial.

“Do scholars not typically attend schools?”

“Typically, yes. However, my school is near London, and we have all been sent away, due to the Great Plague. I must pursue my studies here.”

“Ah of course, the plague. I sense a note of contempt in your statement,” Zane observed.

“My mother dwells here, and her other children. She wanted to mold me into a farmer. Can you imagine? I have other goals. I seek to unravel the mysteries of the universe. Why does an apple fall? What keeps the Moon in her orbit? What is the nature of light?”

“Is that all?” Zane leaned back slightly and took his apple out for another bite. “Does everything need an explanation? Would that not take wonder from the world?”

“Just the opposite!” Isaac beamed. “I must obtain the glass to confirm it, but I wish to demonstrate that white light is composed of many other colors. How is that not wondrous? Astronomers in ancient times were able to calculate the timing of an upcoming eclipse to the very hour. How is that not marvelous? My studies will not erase the beauty of this world but add to it. Each new detail I learn about the world only increases my curiosity to learn more.”

Zane smiled, feeling a kind of warmth in Isaac’s enthusiasm. “Tell me more.”

For the next few hours, Isaac spoke at length about his studies of natural philosophy (the term for physics at the time), higher mathematics, astronomy, optics, and more. Zane hung on every word. It was rare to meet a mortal with such enthusiasm. The other fae had all told him that science was what made the world cold. It was what made them incapable of walking freely on the Earth. Perhaps they were wrong.

When it was time for the evening meal, Zane took his leave. 

“Will I see you again?” Isaac asked.

“I may call upon you overmorrow,” Zane replied.

“If you arrive after sunset,” Isaac suggested, “I shall have my new lenses. Have you ever gazed into a telescope?”

“I can not say I have had the pleasure.”

“I am working to improve upon Galileo’s design. You may join me for my experiments, if you wish.”

“Of course you are.” Zane smiled. “I would be honored to.” With that, he bowed deeply and walked back to the orchard.

Isaac stood confounded for a moment. He had failed to ask where Zane’s home was. Perhaps it was shorter to walk through the orchard, but it felt like something he should discourage. He walked briskly to the gap in the hedge where his new friend had disappeared only a moment before, but he saw no sign of him. The trees were not so tightly packed that he could be hidden between them. How very odd, he thought. He walked back into the house, shaking his head. There was something about this man he couldn’t put his finger on, but he found himself desperately hoping he would see him the night after next.


      [image: ]Margaret expected her children to be asleep by now, but they were rapt. She had heard this story many times before and did her best to tell it faithfully. Oral storytelling was an important tradition in their community that she worked to uphold. She worried that radio plays and moving pictures would soon displace it, though that was far from her largest concern at the moment. 

She had already lived through The War to End All Wars. Now the world was at war again, and The Great War felt like a mere precursor to this. Would man ever cease fighting? Would she see her husband by the end of this?

“Mummy?” Rosie said. “What happens next?”

Margaret shook her head. “I’m sorry, my darling. Where was I?”

“Zane just disappeared,” Jacob said.

“And Issac didn’t know if he’d see him again,” Rosie added, “but I think he will.”

“Why do you think that?” her mother asked.

“Because this is a love story,” Rosie answered.

“No, it isn’t,” argued Jacob.

“Yes, it is!” insisted Rosie.

Margaret put her hands up to quiet her children down. “How about I tell the whole thing, and then you decide what kind of story it was. Does that sound fair?”

Both children nodded, so she continued.


      [image: ]When the time came, Isaac found himself nervously pacing the grounds. He had barely touched his supper that evening, nor spoken a word to his mother or his half-siblings. The lenses the courier had delivered from the glass maker were of exquisite quality. He had been afraid to fit them into his telescope. What if it didn’t work? What if Zane didn’t come? What if he did and the telescope didn’t impress him? Why did he care so deeply about this?

He walked back and forth near his apple tree, watching the sun slowly set over the horizon and waiting for Zane to say…

“Good evening.”

Isaac turned and smiled. He felt his breath hitch and his cheeks flush. “Well met! You’ve arrived just in time.”

Zane sauntered over from the orchard hedge, taking a bite from another golden apple. He was dressed in a similar manner as the first time they’d met, only in different colors, dark blues to match the night sky, with details in sparkling silver. As he came closer, Isaac saw that the elegant brocade was in fact an embroidery of constellations, but not any that he recognized. In fact, he didn’t even recognize the pattern of stars. Overtaken with curiosity, Isaac walked around Zane and examined his coat.

“This is an intriguing design,” he observed. “On what sky is it based?”

“Oh,” Zane demurred, “it is a foreign land, one you could not have seen.”

“I should like to.”

“Perhaps some day. You said you wanted to show me a ‘tell and scope’?”

“A telescope.” Isaac laughed. “Have you truly not heard of them?”

“We are not creatures of science where I live.”

“Then by all means, you must follow me.” Isaac led Zane to the field where he had set up a few telescopes on stands. Lanterns sat in the short grass to mark the spot.

Zane walked around the instruments, careful not to disturb them or the lanterns. “What do they do?” he asked.

“Come see.” Isaac waved. “You look through here, and it greatly magnifies the object at which it is directed. This one is…now pointed at the Moon. It’s nearly full tonight.”

Zane did as Isaac said and looked through the telescope at the Moon. After a second, he jumped back, startled. “What sorcery?”

Isaac laughed again. “No sorcery, I assure you. Simple magnification. I am, however, bedeviled. Look again.”

Zane looked through the telescope. “What am I looking for? I merely see the Moon in far more detail than I have ever seen her before.”

“The image is distorted,” Isaac complained. “It should be clearer. These are the best lenses I could acquire, yet there still exists a chromatic aberration.”

“Ah, of course,” Zane nodded, “the chronomic abnegation.”

Isaac sighed and smiled. “Chromatic…any lens powerful enough for magnification will also act as a prism. Do you know what a prism is?”

“Yes!” Zane said with confidence. “That is where they put the criminals.”

“You are fortunate to be fair of face.”

“You find me fair of face?” Zane batted his eyelashes and stepped closer to Isaac.

“I…that is…you…” Isaac sputtered.

“I feel the same,” Zane said quietly. He cleared his throat, then looked up. “Now, tell me of your constellations.”

They spent the next few hours looking through telescopes at the sky, Isaac teaching Zane about the stars, the movements of the planets around the Sun, and the Moon around the Earth. He found it odd that his new friend seemed to have never learned any of this before, but Zane was a willing pupil. They ended up lying on the grass side-by-side, Isaac pointing up at the sky, telling Zane about the constellations. Before they knew it, it was dawn, and Isaac had told Zane most of his life story.

Isaac shook his head as if waking from a trance. “Is it daybreak?”

Zane lifted his head to look about. “It may be so. I should return.”

“How far off is your estate?” Isaac asked as he stood. “There is no dwelling nearby for some distance.”

“Oh.” Zane’s eyes darted to the side as he withdrew the apple from his pocket and took a bite. “It is a long way off.” He got to his feet and feigned interest in the telescopes.

“I should like to see it some day.” Isaac said.

“Perhaps you shall,” Zane responded. He turned back to Isaac with a smile. “For now, I really must be going. Thank you for teaching me about the stars. It was truly enlightening.”

“You are an excellent student. Perhaps next time I can teach you about prisms and refraction. I have an excellent demonstration set up in my chambers. You are welcome back any time.”

“Your chambers?” Zane blushed. “I would certainly like to see that, the demonstration I mean.” He looked at the ground then back at Isaac. “I shall visit when I am able.”

“We all attend church on Sundays,” Isaac said, a sudden boldness coming from nowhere. “And my mother takes her other children to the market on Tuesdays. They are gone for most of the day.”

“What of your father?”

“My father died before my birth. My stepfather is a reverend and always occupied with God. He is rarely at home.” Isaac flashed Zane a sly smirk.

“I see,” Zane said. “What day is today?”

“Saturday.”

“Then I shall return in three days, to learn about prisms, of course. I do not wish to disturb your family.”

“Of course. I look forward to the lesson.”

They parted awkwardly, not knowing whether or not to embrace. Isaac started to pack up his telescopes, and Zane walked in the direction from which he had come. When Isaac turned to watch him go, all he saw was a small bird flying away.


      [image: ]“Wow,” Jacob said, “Isaac was so embarrassed by his family.”

“If I had a new friend, Mummy,” Rosie added, “I would want him to meet you.”

“You two are so sweet.” Margaret smiled. And so innocent, she thought.


      [image: ]The following Tuesday, Isaac bid his mother and half-siblings farewell when they left for the market. His stepfather had gone to the church early in the morning, and would not return until dusk. A red squirrel hopped merrily around the yard, stopping near Isaac’s feet as the family disappeared into the distance. Isaac watched it with curiosity.

“You had best leave my apples alone,” Isaac admonished.

As before, the squirrel ran off in the direction of the orchard. Moments later, Zane came walking along from that same direction. This time he was in shades of red and orange, not unlike the squirrel. Isaac let out a chuckle as he approached.

“Do I amuse you?” Zane asked.

“You remind me of someone.”

“I do?”

“A certain apple-dropping squirrel from my garden.”

“How odd indeed.” Zane blushed. “Are you prepared for my science lesson today? I can return later if you are not.”

“Of course I am!” Isaac insisted. “Come this way.”

They walked through the house, Zane taking much interest in the rooms and furnishing. When they got to Isaac’s bedroom, his hand shook as he opened the door.

“Isaac,” Zane said, “I am simply a student of natural philosophy, here to learn about light prisons—”

“Prisms,” Isaac corrected him.

“Right. There is no reason to be nervous. If you are uncomfortable, I can go.”

“No!” Isaac took a breath. “No, please. I must practice before I bring this demonstration back to Cambridge. You will be aiding me.”

With that, he opened the door assertively, and they both walked in. A small window with a step before it illuminated the room. Zane went to it and noticed he could see the apple tree in the garden from there. That brought a smile to his face. A wooden table had been placed in the center of the room, and on it sat a number of scientific-looking instruments and drawings.

“Would you be so kind as to draw the shade?” Isaac asked Zane.

Zane looked about the window, but didn’t know what he was looking for. Isaac walked over to him.

“Here,” he said quietly, pulling the shade across the window, blocking out most of the light.

A small hole had been poked in the shade, letting in a thin beam, which hit a triangular piece of glass on the table. Isaac delicately moved the glass, and suddenly a rainbow of light appeared on a white block next to it. Zane stepped down from the window to admire the effect.

“This is like the arch in the sky after the rain,” he remarked.

“So it is,” Isaac said, “though I know not how to make it appear in the sky. Now, see this.” He placed another prism in the path of the second beam of light, and it condensed back down into white light again.

“Remarkable,” Zane said.

“There is so much more!” Isaac was delighted. He showed Zane several more experiments, explaining his theory of light being made of “corpuscles” and each color having a different degree of “refrangibility”. Some of the experiments used a small mirror to reflect light, in addition to the prisms refracting it.

Zane took a close look at the rainbow at one point. “I think I saw this in your telescope,” he said. “It was around the edges of the image, these colors.”

“Yes!” Isaac exclaimed. “That is my vexing problem.”

“Can you not eliminate the curves to make the colors disappear?”

“If I did, the telescope would no longer work.”

“That is unfortunate.” Zane had picked up the mirror and was examining his reflection in it, not so much from vanity as from the rarity of holding such an item.

“If only…” Isaac said. “Of course!” He grabbed the mirror from Zane’s hand. “Mirrors!”

Zane looked at him blankly.

“If I use curved mirrors instead of lenses,” Isaac continued, “there will be no chromatic aberration!” He was so excited, he danced around the room. Zane was caught up in the excitement and joined him.

“Thank you, Zane!” Isaac exclaimed. “You’re like a muse!” He grabbed Zane and planted a kiss on his lips. Isaac pulled back and gasped. Perhaps that was too forward. Zane answered his doubt by pulling him forward and kissing him again. And then…


      [image: ]And then Margaret realized she was telling this story to two very young children. She knew there was a reason not to share it with them yet.

“And then,” she continued, “they had a very pleasant afternoon.”

“Ew, kissing.” Jacob scrunched up his nose in disgust.

“I think it’s romantic.” Rosie swooned.

“It was romantic, Rosie,” her mother agreed. “They had fallen in love. Jacob, I’ll try to keep the mentions of kissing to a minimum.”


      [image: ]Zane left before Isaac’s family returned, and Isaac got to work on his new design for a telescope. The next year passed in much the same way. Isaac toiled away, trying to find just the right mirrors for his breakthrough invention. Zane came to visit him once or twice a week but never interacted with Isaac’s mother, stepfather, or half-siblings.

Isaac was surprised by how swiftly and silently Zane was able to sneak through the house. There were times when they were almost discovered, but Zane was able to depart without being detected. Isaac didn’t even see him running through the garden. He only ever spied a bird or small mammal crossing through to the orchard.

Any time Isaac asked about seeing Zane’s home, the conversation was quickly turned to something else. Since Isaac was so busy with his work, it was easy to distract him. Not only was he working tirelessly to invent and fully construct a completely new scientific instrument in his reflecting telescope, but he was also filling page after page with notes that left Zane baffled when he tried to read them. They were full of drawings and symbols that may as well have been written in some ancient tongue. Zane recognized a few Greek symbols here and there but could only guess at their application. When Isaac tried to explain them, his excitement for the subjects was the only thing that kept Zane from needing to eat a golden apple the entire time.

It was once again September, and the two were in Isaac’s chamber, when Zane asked Isaac, “What happens when you return to Cambridge?”

“I hope I shall have my telescope perfected by then,” Isaac responded, “along with expanding my notations on mathematics and gravitation.”

“That is my hope as well,” Zane said, “but what of us? Shall I still be free to visit you there?”

“I should think so. Perhaps you can attend one of the colleges as well. Though you have told me nothing of your family or background.”

“I do not believe they would approve,” Zane said sadly.

“I could speak with them, tell them of all the school has to offer.”

“That most definitely can not happen.”

“We need not disclose the particulars of our relationship,” Issac said. “I am certain they would be as disapproving as my own family. I can merely be your good friend.”

“I fear they would see through us to the truth.” Zane sighed. “I should not be here at all, but I find myself bewitched by you. I will find a way to follow you. Worry not. I could never stay away.”

There was a noise by the open window. Zane sat up and saw what appeared to be a small bird, possibly a swallow, hopping on the windowsill before flying away.

“I beg your pardon,” he said quickly. “I must return home.”

“So soon?” Isaac protested. “My family should not be here for some time yet.”

“I do apologize,” Zane said, sliding off the bed and hurriedly…prepared to leave. “There is something to which I must attend. I should—I shall return—for your next telescope test.” He bent over the bed to kiss Isaac, then slipped his shoes on his feet. “Farewell, my dearest love.”

Zane ran out of the bedroom, but the sound of his footsteps faded quickly, replaced by the flapping of wings.

He had transformed into one of his favorite forms, that of a swift. It was one of the fastest birds, and he assumed that’s how it was named. He flew up high, scanning the area for Cerise, his sister. Making a wide circle over the estate, he spied her in the form of a swallow, headed back for the faerie mound out past the orchard. He dove and raced to catch up with her.

Cerise was in no hurry, so Zane was able to cut her off before she reached her goal. He spread his wings and screeched at her in a language that only they could understand, “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same question,” she spat back. “Cavorting with a mortal? Have you lost all sense and reason?”

“Have you forgotten your time in Greece?”

“That was centuries ago! You know the decrees. This is forbidden!”

“We can produce no offspring.”

“That matters not. If Mab or Morrigan were told—”

“Who would tell them? You?”

“Why should I not?”

“You are my sister.” Zane tried to make a plaintive face, but they were still birds. He let out a small cry of frustration and flew through the mound into Faerie. His sister followed.

Once safely within their own realm, they shifted back into their true forms.

Children, you should know that full-blooded phooka do not look like you and I do. They have the ability to transform into any animal they wish. Their true form is more like that of the mythical chimera, a combination of several animals but in the basic shape of a person.

Cerise’s head was adorned with beautiful, iridescent green feathers like a peacock, and she had the train of a peacock as well, which she could fan out should she so choose. (Typically, only males have that colorful plumage, but faerie biology is often unconcerned with the limitations of sex and gender.) She had the legs and arms of a cheetah, and her torso was covered with the scales of a snake.

Zane had a lion’s mane and legs. His arms were powerful bird’s wings, and he had a large squirrel’s tail. All of these parts would have looked incongruous, had they not all been black as night. When he first started visiting the mortal world, he did so as a man with dark skin. This wasn’t a problem for many centuries, but it became a problem later. Suddenly, the people with pale skin treated him differently. When he made his appearance match theirs, the problem went away. It was in that paler guise that he first approached Isaac. It bothered him that such subterfuge was effective, but in all his years of observing mortals, he never fully understood why it had become necessary.

As Zane and Cerise walked over the rolling hills of Faerie toward their homes, but also in the direction of the island of Tír na nÓg, Zane grew increasingly nervous.

“I beg of you, sister,” he pleaded, “please listen to me. There is nothing to report to the queens. I have done nothing wrong.”

“If you have done nothing wrong,” she replied, “then why should you fear their judgment?”

“It is not their judgment I fear, but their temperament,” he whispered. “You know how they are.”

The two walked in silence for several minutes. Cerise could not deny the fiery nature of the faerie queens. She had seen how they doled out punishment for even minor offenses and could not bear the thought of what they might do to her brother.

The siblings parted with the agreement that Cerise would remain silent so long as Zane was merely playing with the mortal. She reminded him that mortals’ lives are short, and the fae should not become attached. The poor things should be seen as pets, nothing more. Zane was somber after this reminder, and expressed contrition.


      [image: ]“Mummy, what’s contrition?” Rosie asked.

“That’s when you act sorry, my lamb,” her mother replied. “That was an awfully big word, wasn’t it?”

“That’s okay, Mummy, I accept your contrition,” Rosie said.


      [image: ]Zane returned to Isaac a few nights later at sunset. He was quiet and wringing his hands. Isaac smiled when he saw him but seemed to notice something was wrong.

“There you are!” he exclaimed. “I believe this telescope will be much improved on the last. Are you quite well? You appear ill at ease.”

“I am well,” Zane assured him. “I am well. I do not wish to dwell on dreary subjects. Will you show me your latest design?”

At that, Isaac stepped aside to reveal the wooden device on the stand behind him. It was still in a rough shape, assembled more for functionality than form.

“May I look through it?” Zane asked.

“You may.”

He looked into the small eyepiece on the side. “It is astonishing.”

“Very nearly perfect,” Isaac said. “Only a few small changes, and it will be ready to present to my fellow scholars at Cambridge.”

“Are you leaving soon?” Zane asked, trying to keep emotion from his voice.

“I do not know,” Isaac replied. “Most are saying the worst of the plague has passed, but I am not taking chances yet. Many who returned to London too early paid the price with their lives. I will wait.”

“Is Cambridge in London?”

“It is nearby. I think I told you. Why do you ask?”

“I wish to know where I will be going when I follow you there,” Zane said carefully.

Isaac’s face split into an enormous smile, and he hugged Zane, lifting him off the ground. He spun him around in a circle, narrowly missing the telescope. When he set him down, laughing with glee, Isaac asked, “Do you speak the truth? Will you come with me?”

“I will,” Zane said. “You are a singular, remarkable soul with a brilliant mind. I can not imagine how you are able to invent such wonders.”

“There is an adage,” Isaac said. “‘If I have seen further it is by standing on the shoulders of Giants.’ I have only added to the teachings of those who came before me.”

“Would you like to stand on the shoulders of real giants?” Zane asked.

“Some of your jests,” Isaac scoffed, “would lead one to believe you are mad.”

“Indeed!” Zane laughed off the idea of giants, of bringing his beloved to the fae otherworld.

They continued to look at objects through the telescope, and Zane listened adoringly as Isaac went on about what little tweaks he would need to make on the next model. Before they parted for the night, they agreed that Zane would find a way to travel to Cambridge with Isaac, so he would not need to rely on maps to find his way there. 

They said goodbye with a kiss (sorry, Jacob) and a promise to see each other in a few days, not knowing what was about to happen.

Zane returned to Faerie with a plan and newfound optimism. Rather than going straight home, he went to Tír na nÓg, hoping to execute the first stage of his plan under the cover of darkness. 

As soon as the island was in sight, he transformed into a jet black swift. He flew into the tree at the center of the island and listened carefully. Hearing no other sounds, he pecked away at the stem of an apple and let it fall to the ground with a “thunk”. A moment later, he went down to grab the stem and fly off with his prize. A shadow fell over him, cutting off the light from the fae moons.

“Why do you trespass in my garden so late in the night, little one?”

Zane began to tremble, and turned his small head to look up at the imposing form of Queen Morrigan. Her wavy, mahogany hair fell past her shoulders, her pale skin almost luminescent in the dark. She wore a long, pewter-colored gown, which took on the appearance of armor on her regal form.

“I did not wish to disturb you in the daytime, your Majesty,” he croaked out.

As fast as lightning, she reached down and captured him in her hand, bringing him up to the level of her face. “You think I do not know the primary rule of your kind? Phookas lie.”

“I-I-I was not—”

“Silence!” she bellowed. “I’ll fix it so you can not lie to me.”

She touched a fingertip from her other hand to his forehead, and Zane felt her magic take effect. His tongue was literally looser, and he could not stop the torrent of words from coming out.

“I’m in love, your Majesty! With a human, but he’s not what you think. He’s a man of science, but he’s brilliant, and he invents devices you can’t imagine. He’s so warm, and so kind, and I want to spend the rest of eternity with him. I was going to stockpile some apples to take them back to the mortal realm and feed him a little bit at a time, not enough to enchant him, just enough to lengthen his lifespan another hundred years or so. Humanity deserves it. I deserve it. I can’t live without him. I’ve never met another like him—”

“Enough!” With that one word, Morrigan effortlessly commanded Zane to stop, and he found he could no longer speak. He opened his beak, and nothing came out. She tightened her grip on him, and his delicate bones ached under the strain.

“You are well aware of the rules we have set forth. They are for your protection as much as ours, and that of the…mortals.” She spit out the last word. “Imagine how their kind would react to one living well beyond its natural lifespan. I know how they slaughter each other. What do you think they would do to you if you were discovered? What harm could they cause if they got hold of our apples? No, the risk is too great.”

Zane started to relax, thinking his punishment wouldn’t be so bad.

“And then,” Morrigan continued, “there is the issue of your theft. I can neither afford to look weak nor lenient before my subjects. I know this is not the first time you have taken an apple without asking. You have visited my tree many times of late. I have indulged it because your family is one of high regard in our court. However, I can not let this stand.”

Without another word of explanation, she strode into the castle, continuing to hold Zane in her iron grip. She made her way through the winding passages, down to the dungeons. There, she held a hand against a smooth, crystal wall until it turned clear and a small opening appeared.

“I do this because I must,” she sighed, then shoved Zane through the hole, quickly sealing it shut after he was inside the cell.

Once inside, he was able to transform back into his true self. He pounded on the clear wall, but it was impenetrable. He watched Morrigan walk away, leaving him utterly alone.

Zane spent the first few days trying to escape. He turned into a bull and tried to crash his way out. His horns didn’t even chip the crystal. As a fox, he tried to dig into the ground, but only a foot below the soft earth was more crystal. As a small fly, he tried to find a crack tiny enough to fit through, but there were none. It was the perfect prison. There was no escape.

After a week, he had his first visitor. His sister Cerise walked into the dungeons wearing a mourning shroud. She kneeled in front of the clear wall and placed her hand on it.

“Brother.” Her voice sounded clearer than he expected. “I have asked Morrigan to show mercy. She will not be moved.”

“Cerise!” he exclaimed. When she did not respond, he stumbled to the wall and placed his hand on it, trying again. “Cerise! Isaac will be wondering where I am. Can you tell him I am delayed?”

She shook her head solemnly. “We are to have no more contact with the mortal with whom you had the dalliance, by punishment of death.”

“No!” he cried. “The queens must see! He’s different. He’s making the world warm again. He can make it like it was! He could be The One. Please, I have to talk to them.”

“They will not speak with you. I am surprised they even let me see you. Are you comfortable? Is there anything you need?”

“Only my freedom.”

Cerise hung her head. There was nothing she could do for her brother. She had been assured by Morrigan that he would not starve or die. He would merely be locked away. She did not say for how long.

It is a myth that time does not pass in Faerie, or that it passes differently than it does in the mortal realm. In fact, time passes there at the exact same rate as here. Were a mortal to stumble into a faerie mound, they might risk becoming lost. In some parts of Faerie, a mortal might not feel the passage of time and might waste away as they feel neither hunger nor thirst. The fae are not in such peril. They—we—feel the passage of time.

So it was that Zane felt every day of the next hundred years.


      [image: ]“A hundred years?” Rosie gasped.

“That’s forever!” Jacob exclaimed.

“Not to a faerie,” Margaret said. “He was thousands of years old by then.”

“But it’s so cruel,” Rosie said. “He must have been so lonely.”

“He must have gone mad,” said Jacob.

“Yes,” his mother agreed, “I think he did.”


      [image: ]Then, one day, the clear front wall of Zane’s crystal prison simply opened. He didn’t believe it at first. He crawled, hesitating, toward the open space, reaching out with his hand. When he found nothing blocking his progress, he stood, slowly, cautiously. In the hallway, he had enough room to stretch his wings for the first time in decades. Seizing the opportunity, he ran up through the halls, turning this way and that, eventually finding his way to open air.
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