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			For Mira and Helena and Leah and Gailian and all the rest of the unready heroes growing up today, who will open new doors in the course of their lives that I did not even realize were locked in mine.


	

			Chapter One


			To say that the house at 926 Augur Lane was not yet back to normal would be to grossly misrepresent the nature of the house at 926 Augur Lane. At its best, the peculiar property was an abode of the abnormal and a sanctuary for the strange.


			The notion of premeditation did not appear to have been of any concern to the building’s architects, the result of which was an eclectic edifice constructed using all manner of materials and styles. Its columns and cornices, balconies and balustrades all came at one another from unruly angles to form what ought to have been a hideous mess but was somehow beautiful instead. Still a mess, certainly, but a beautiful one.


			From within, the house was more astonishing still. My employer, private investigator R. F. Jackaby, was no average detective, and the proof was packed in every corner of his property. Eldritch mementos from countless curious cases filled the shelves; strange smells swept from his kitchen laboratory, wove through the crooked hallway, spilled into his overstuffed office, and tickled the spines in his lavish library. As I slid past the spiral staircase, I could hear from above me the familiar splash of wings on water, the echoes bouncing down from the duck pond on the third floor, where Douglas, Jackaby’s prior assistant and current resident waterfowl, spent much of his time. 


			Strange as it all might seem, I had come to think of this place as my home. And then my home had been violated.


			I stepped out the back door into the bright summer sunlight, past the pile of broken busts and shattered reliquaries Jackaby had pitched out of his office window as he had tidied up the wreckage during the past weeks. Our investigation had rattled a hornets’ nest, and the hornets had sent giant monsters to rattle ours. Their intrusion had done irreparable damage to our statuaries and plasterwork, but even more to our sense of safety. We had done what we could since the incident. We had swept up the pile of crimson splinters that had once been our cheery red front door, plastered over the worst of the battered masonry, and scooped up the sea of broken glassware in the ravaged laboratory. But the damage had been done.


			The house at 926 Augur Lane was not back to normal. It was not back to abnormal. It was wrong and it felt wrong.


			I came to a stop and fished a hefty iron key out of my pocket. My only consolation was that the culprit behind the destruction was now our captive, locked up securely in Jackaby’s supernaturally safeguarded cellar.


			Morwen Finstern did not look very intimidating as I swung open the door and climbed down the steps into her makeshift prison. She was of average appearance, with strawberry blond hair hanging in tangled waves around her slender face. Her eyes were wide and sad, and I might have felt sorry for her if I had not known she was a malicious nixie, a shape-shifting creature responsible for the brutal deaths of countless innocent victims over the centuries.


			“Shepherd’s pie,” I said, dropping the plate on the dusty table. “It’s not very warm.”


			“I smell onions,” Morwen said.


			“I used extra.”


			“I told you yesterday, I hate onions.”


			“That’s why I used extra.”


			Morwen’s fingers flexed as though she might like to take a swipe at me. The slender chain around her wrist clinked softly with the motion. Tibetan sky iron, Jackaby had called it, enchanted by some manner of sorcery. I did not fully understand the artifact, but I could not deny its effectiveness. So long as the binding held fast, the nixie could take no action against her captor’s will. This did nothing to improve her temperament, but it did render her more or less benign. 


			“I’m thirsty,” she grumbled.


			“There are a couple of grapes on the side of the plate. You can suck on those.”


			“Just a small glass of—”


			“No.” I had seen what Morwen could do with a little water. 


			“What’s the matter? Afraid of little old me?” she jeered.


			“Mortified,” I replied. “Imagine what the neighbors would think if they looked under our house and found you skittering about down here. It would be almost as shameful as finding mice in the walls or mold in the attic.”


			“It’s not your neighbors you should worry about finding me here,” she spat as I turned to go. “The council is coming for me. My father is coming for me!”


			“Well then.” I stepped back up into the daylight, hoping that I sounded as dauntless as I wasn’t. “I guess you had better finish up those onions before he arrives.” As I clicked shut the heavy iron padlock, I could hear her muffled curses through the door. 


			Of course I was afraid. Morwen’s unsettling intrusion into our home had been nothing compared to her father’s trespasses. The self-proclaimed king of the earth and the otherworld had been inside my head. He had controlled me. It made my skin crawl to think of it—and it was far from over. “The age of man has ended,” he had promised. His specific intentions were inscrutable—but not a week passed during which we did not receive word of another unnatural episode or creepy creature emerging from the alleyways of New Fiddleham, and all of the threads led back to the Dire Council and their cryptic king.


			For all the signs and portents, the king and his council might as well have been whispers in the wind. I found myself obsessing fruitlessly, lying awake at night, staring at the cracking plaster of my ceiling until the morning light crept through my window. 


			I took a deep breath and straightened my skirts as I crossed the garden. The king had trespassed in my mind, but I refused to let him take up permanent residence there. There was still work to be done. I trod around the side of the house, busying my mind with more productive tasks.


			Jackaby’s weathered wooden fence was inscribed all around with protective words and symbols, and the branches of his trees were hung with feathers and cords tied in intricate knots. The old willow’s foliage had faded from bright green to pale gold in the past week, and leaves spun around me as I untangled a few of the wards that hung from their branches. I dusted off stone totems and pulled stray twigs out of the ring of salt that ran along the foundation of the house. As I watered the fragrant rosemary and the budding yellow witch hazel, I gazed up at the brickwork, noting the myriad symbols hiding in the masonry like sly old friends. There, by the eaves, was the eye of Ra, there, the hammer of Thor, and there, the seal of Solomon. I brushed my palm over a faded shamrock relief as I rounded the front of the house.


			Hanging over the entry was the same wrought iron sign that had greeted me so many months ago when I first came trudging up the icy cobblestones of Augur Lane in that cold January of 1892.


			

			investigative services


			private detection & consultations:


			unexplained phenomena our specialty


			


			Beneath this stood the detective himself, hammering in the final nail to rehang his horseshoe door knocker. The new door was a bit wider and sturdier than its predecessor, but it was already painted the same brilliant red. Built into the frame above it was a new narrow window as well—a single pane of frosted glass, into which were etched the words:


			

			r. f. jackaby


			private detective


			


			“Good morning, Mr. Jackaby,” I said. “The new entryway looks lovely.” 


			“Contextual relevancy,” he said, although the words had to wend their way through a mouthful of spare tacks.


			“Come again?”


			He spat the nails into his hand. “The transom. Here, come closer.”


			I stepped up to the landing, and the frosted glass clouded over momentarily, clearing just as quickly to reveal a revised set of words:


			

			r. f. jackaby


			mentor & employer


			


			“That’s incredible!” I said.


			“Bit of a special order. The limited clairvoyant effect is achieved through a psychic crystal suffusion in the glass. It senses the needs and expectations of each caller and generates a respective title. Come, see it from the inside.”


			I followed him in. The letters should have been reversed, but the transom read the same from within as it did from without. 


			“The house now knows what our potential clients really think of my services before we even open the door,” he said. “I thought that might be a convenient forewarning, given a few of our most recent visitors.”


			“A wise precaution.”


			“Yes. I took the liberty of having them enchant it with a glamour-inhibitor charm, as well. I have no trouble telling who is what and what is who, but I thought you might appreciate knowing who you’re dealing with. Now then, speaking of visitors,” he said, depositing his hammer and spare nails casually into a drawer marked Receipts, “have you fed our unwilling guest this morning?”


			“Yes, sir. And I locked up tight behind myself.”


			“Good. Checked the exterior wards?”


			“Just now, sir.”


			“It’s Tuesday. Be sure you leave a saucer of honeyed milk out for the pixies.”


			“Wednesday, sir. And I already put out fresh strawberries for the sprites.”


			Jackaby gave a satisfied nod. “Excellent. Get yourself ready, then. We leave within the hour.”


			“Yes, sir. Where are we going today?”


			“Seeley’s Square, and from there through the veil to see a king about a council.”


			“The king of the Annwyn?” My breath caught in my throat. A pair of blood red eyes burned in my memory. “Sir, we aren’t remotely prepared yet!”


			“What?” Jackaby said. “Oh, not that king. There are as many kings in the otherworld as there are kings on earth. As many bad kings and as many good, but there has never been one king to rule them all, in spite of what that nasty nixie’s father says. No, no. It has taken some time, but I finally arranged a meeting with a king of a very different sort. If there is anyone in the Annwyn with a vested interest in protecting the barrier between that world and this one, it is the Fair King, Arawn. His emissaries will meet us at noon precisely to escort us through the veil-gate.”


			“I suppose at this point I shouldn’t be surprised to learn you’re friends with the magical king of the good fairies,” I said. I occasionally wondered if  I would ever wake up from my bizarre life in New Fiddleham to find I had really just dozed off on a pile of storybooks and scientific journals, and that I was back home in Portchester, still in England, where life made sense and fairy tales were fiction.


			“Friends is not necessarily the term I would use,” said Jackaby. “I am in Lord Arawn’s debt. He presented me with the dossier of the Seer when I was a boy, just as he had presented it to the Seer before me. I would know nothing of the history of my gifts if it were not for—” Jackaby froze and looked up at the open door.


			I followed his gaze to see a white-haired old man stumbling up to the landing panting heavily, his skin wan. He reached out to steady himself on the door frame, but missed, collapsing to his knees on the threshold.


			Above him, the cloudy glass of the transom window was already clearing.


			

			R. F. Jackaby


			Desperate last resort


			


	

			Chapter Two


			The devil’s come for me,” the old man wheezed. “He’s come for me at last!”


			Jackaby knelt beside him, offering him a steady hand. “There are no devils here,” he said. “Catch your breath a moment. That’s it.” His eyes narrowed. “Hold on, now—you’re familiar.”


			“We have met, Detective,” the man croaked. “The church—” But he collapsed into a fit of dry coughs.


			Recognition dawned and Jackaby cocked his head, startled. “My word! It’s Gustaf, isn’t it? No, Grossman? Grafton!” The old man nodded weakly. “Father Grafton. Yes. Good God, you’ve grown old!”


			“Sir,” I chided.


			“Miss Rook, allow me to introduce Father Grafton. We last met—what was it—three years ago? When Douglas and I were investigating a rather grisly series of killings on the outskirts of town.”


			“Not my doing,” Grafton managed. “The killings.”


			“No,” confirmed Jackaby. “The pastor was doing everything in his power to prevent any further harm from befalling his parishioners. Made a good show of it, too. Of course, he was at least thirty years younger then.” He whipped back to the old man. “Three decades in just three years? Have you been meddling with the occult? You know firsthand how dangerous that is! I’ll have you know Douglas hasn’t been the same since he left that church of yours!”


			“Put the fear in him, did it?”


			“A bit. Mostly it turned him into an aquatic bird.”


			“D-dim hud.” The man’s eyes seemed to be having trouble focusing. He shook his head, blinking. “No magic. Not anymore.” A patch of wispy white hair fell from his head and drifted to the floorboards.


			Jackaby peered intensely at Father Grafton. “You’re getting older by the second!”


			Grafton nodded weakly.


			“I don’t understand.” Jackaby peered into Grafton’s ear and then took a sniff of his wispy hair. “I don’t see any sign of a curse, no traces of paranormal poisons, no visible enchantments. Who did this to you?”


			“Time,” Grafton rasped. “Not much time.” Wrinkles cut across the man’s face like scars and milky white cataracts formed in his eyes. His shoulders shook. “Harfau o Hafgan,” he breathed.


			“Harfau o Hafgan? What does that mean? Is that Welsh?”


			“Mae’r coron, waywffon, a darian,” Grafton mumbled, his head drooping with each word—and then he lurched up so suddenly it made me jump. He clutched Jackaby’s arm. “The crown, the spear, the shield. You cannot let him collect them. He has already taken the crown. The spear . . . it was destroyed, but I fear it has been remade. The shield . . . the shield . . .” He was gasping with each breath, his whole body shuddering. His eyes were wide and wild. “He trusted me. Now I have to trust you. The shield is in the Bible. The Bible of the zealot.”


			“The shield is in a Bible?” said Jackaby. “What Bible? Whose? Are you the zealot?”


			“Not much time. The shield. In the Bible. You must stop—stop—stopiwch y brenin.” Father Grafton crumpled to the floor, and with one last rattling breath, he was still.


			Jackaby delicately turned him over. Grafton’s skin had gone as dry as parchment. The old man’s body looked as though he had been mummified. I put a hand over my mouth.


			“Is he—” I whispered.


			“Quite,” said Jackaby.


			“How?” I gulped.


			“It doesn’t make sense.” Jackaby scowled. 


			He stood and began to pace at Father Grafton’s head.


			“He wasn’t charmed or hexed. There was a somewhat ethereal aura about him, but no more than I might expect from a man of the cloth. There’s nothing about him that should have caused this! It’s as though he was just taken by a sudden and inexplicable bout of old age. If I had not seen it happen—if I had only stumbled across him—I would say this was the corpse of a man who died decades ago of natural causes.”


			“What about that was natural?” I asked.


			Jackaby shook his head, vexed. “Did you catch everything he said?” he asked.


			“Yes. I think so.”


			“Jot it all down for our records, then. It seems we have been hired for another case, Miss Rook, and the good father has already paid us with his life.”


			We managed to maneuver the body inside before it could draw attention from the neighbors. I would like to say it was the first body that Jackaby and I had ever deposited on the old wooden bench in our foyer, or that it would be the last, but neither would be true.


			“What should we do with him now?” I asked.


			“I have a decent coffin in the attic that should suit the gentleman well enough. I’ll just need to find somewhere else to store my encyclopedias.” Jackaby paced the threadbare carpet. “We should search his church immediately. It’s a smallish parish on the outskirts of the city. He said the shield was in a Bible. Whatever the shield is, I expect we’ll find it there—and if the devil really is after Father Grafton, then I’d rather find it before he does.”


			“So much for meeting the fairy king at noon,” I said. “I guess Lord Arawn will have to wait.”


			“Oh hell,” Jackaby said. “No, I can’t miss my rendezvous. The fair folk don’t take kindly to social improprieties, and I can’t afford to wait for another meeting.”


			“Well then, I’ll go.”


			“Absolutely not. Arawn’s emissaries expect me. They would never grant you the meeting without me.”


			“I mean I’ll go to look for the Bible.”


			“What? Out of the question,” Jackaby said. “The last assistant I sent into that church alone has been eating bugs and bread crumbs out of the grass ever since.”


			“I won’t go alone; I’ll bring Charlie.” Officer Charlie Barker, formerly Charlie Cane, was the finest companion I could ask for on a job like this. In addition to being a top-notch and highly trained detective in his own right, Charlie was also—well—special. Descended from an ancient family of shape-shifters called the Om Caini, Charlie could transform at will into a powerful hound. He had saved my life and that of countless others, although he had been forced to live in hiding ever since his secret inhuman heritage had been revealed. A great affection had grown between Charlie and me—though his nature, the need to conceal it, and the pace of the unbelievable events unfolding around us made our situation . . . complicated. 


			“Charlie is on special assignment for Marlowe again,” said Jackaby. “Left Douglas in charge of his dog and took off just before dawn this morning. Lord knows when the commissioner will be done with him this time—he needs all the help he can get. The whole of New Fiddleham is a boiling mess. I think I preferred it when Mayor Spade just pretended the supernatural didn’t exist. Now he’s causing more trouble than he’s averting with his ludicrous witch hunt. Marlowe can barely keep up.”


			I couldn’t entirely blame Mayor Spade. The nasty nixie in our cellar had spent the better part of the past ten years masquerading as Spade’s doting wife, manipulating and using him all the while. The truth of this had not come gently to the mayor. His world had turned upside down overnight, and in the weeks since, he had launched his own personal crusade to set it right, with little regard to how he might set it wrong in the process.


			Charlie had been covertly helping Commissioner Marlowe smooth out the prickliest situations caused by Spade’s creature-catching campaign. It was thankless work, but Charlie was stubbornly noble, risking his hide for a city that would just as soon label him one of the monsters. His stalwart nature made him gallant—but it also made him absent, which did little to help me right at the moment.


			“Why don’t you send me?” Jackaby and I both turned to see Jenny Cavanaugh, the ghost of Augur Lane, hovering in the doorway. She was translucent, her edges wavering ever so slightly, her silvery hair floating behind her. The loathsome Morwen Finstern had taken poor Jenny’s life over a decade ago, but Jenny had firmly taken back her afterlife. Around her neck now hung a pewter locket. Inside it was a simple inscription, From Howard with love, and a pinch of brick dust. Howard Carson had been Jenny’s past. The brick dust was her future. By carrying with her that small piece of her home and the place of her death, Jenny had made herself free to explore the world once again in her ghostly form.


			“It’s too dangerous,” Jackaby said.


			“Then it’s a good thing I can’t be killed again.” 


			At length Jackaby relented. “Grafton said the shield was in the Bible. Look for a Bible with a crest on the cover,” he said. “Or perhaps one with something tucked inside. Just”—Jackaby met Jenny’s eyes—“be careful.”


			Jenny smiled softly at the detective. “And you.”


	

			Chapter Three


			Mother had always told me that it was prudent to be prepared—although I imagine she would have preferred that I equip myself with spare silk handkerchiefs and sun hats and leave the silver daggers and vials of holy water at home. By the time Jackaby swept into my room, I had finished loading the pockets of my skirts with supplies and safeguards: a sprig of wolfsbane, a small talisman, a silver coin. The weight of my knife and scabbard on one hip was balanced by that of my leather-bound notebook on the other. 


			My modest collection was nothing compared to the walking arsenal of artifacts that was my employer. The overstuffed pockets of his long duster clinked and jingled, and he smelled pleasantly of cloves. “Ready, Miss Rook?” 


			“Whenever you are, sir.”


			“Then let’s be off. Our carriage is waiting out front.”


			“You’ve chartered a driver for the trip?” Jackaby almost never summoned a cab if he could manage on foot.


			“No,” said Jackaby. “Didn’t I mention? I have hired one on a more permanent basis. Well, semipermanent. Really quite temporary—call it a trial period. I retain the right to give her the sack as soon as the world is no longer in imminent peril. For the time being, it seemed convenient to retain reliable transportation.”


			I followed my employer down the spiral stairs, through the winding hallway, and out the front door. Waiting on the street was not a sleek black hansom cab, but an exceedingly battered one-horse vendor’s carriage with the words Dr. Emerson’s Enervating Elixir—also good for cats! written in peeling paint along the side.


			“Who is Dr. Emerson?” I asked.


			“A fellow whose tonic, it seems, did not sell well enough to merit the expense of his vehicle. He was willing to part with it for a reasonable figure.”


			A tall, dark woman stepped down from the driver’s box. She was dressed in a neat black skirt and matching jacket with a prim bow at the neck of her crisp white shirtwaist, and she wore a rosy bonnet pinned up in the curls of her hair. Her shoulders were broad and her jawline hard, but she moved with all the grace of a dancer. I knew her at once. Miss Lydia Lee.


			“Miss Lee!” I called out. “How delightful to see you again!”


			“Likewise, Miss Rook. And very kind of you to say.” Lydia Lee smiled a little nervously, tugging at the hem of her jacket. She opened the door and stood up straight like a proper valet.


			“Thank you, Miss Lee,” Jackaby said. “Up you go, Rook.”


			“Have you much experience working with horses?” I asked Miss Lee, climbing up the creaking step. Within, the coach smelled strongly of garlic and peaches. Behind our seats was a storage area, where a few empty bottles of Dr. Emerson’s Elixir clinked about on the floor.


			Miss Lee pursed her lips, looking less than confident as she clicked shut the door for us. “She’ll be fine,” Jackaby assured me. “The stable master taught her all about bits and bridles and all that business yesterday when we bought the old stallion off him. Miss Lee was of the opinion that she was woefully unqualified at first, but as I explained to her then, the best way to become qualified is to do. How’s it coming along, Miss Lee?”


			Miss Lee shrugged. “This old plug and I are getting used to each other, I guess,” she said, giving the dappled gray a pat before she climbed back up to take the reins. “The Duke’s only nipped at me two or three times this morning.”


			“Splendid progress. Seeley’s Square, please. We have a king to question.”


			When we arrived at the vibrant park in the center of New Fiddleham, the clock atop the Stapleton building read five minutes to twelve. My stomach had begun to flutter with the anxious excitement that every new case with Jackaby seemed to elicit. Admittedly, the feeling may have been exacerbated by the fact that the Duke seemed unwilling to take the winding curves of New Fiddleham’s streets at anything less than a full gallop no matter how desperately Miss Lee pulled at the reins. By the time we arrived, I was more than eager to step down from the coach and into Seeley’s Square. Mr. Jackaby bade Miss Lee good-bye as I took a few deep breaths and regained my bearings. 


			The park before us was a beautiful expanse of green grass and healthy foliage. Butterflies fluttered about over the bushes and birds twittered in the treetops. A handful of businessmen took their lunches on park benches, and a woman pushed a stroller along the path while twin girls in bright petticoats ran circles around her. 


			Jackaby ambled away from all of them, heading off the path and through the less manicured brush toward a grove at the very center of Seeley’s Square. I had not noticed it at first, but in the dead center of the park stood a cluster of trees that grew in an unnaturally tight circle. Jackaby drew to a stop in front of them.


			“Is this where we will be meeting the . . . er . . . them?” I asked.


			“I believe we are meant to enter the ring first,” he replied. 


			I tried to peer between the trunks to see what might lie within, but no matter how I craned my neck, I could not seem to catch the right angle. The trees did not appear to be touching one another, but it was almost as though they kept leaning closer so that no matter where I peeked the inside of the circle was just out of view.


			“How are we meant to do that?” I asked.


			“Hm.” Jackaby reached out a hand and touched the nearest tree. It responded by remaining a tree. Jackaby began to rummage through his pockets. “The Jericho doorbell is no good on a living wall. Magic beans would get us over the top and then some, but it seems rather a waste.”


			While he pondered, I strode around the perimeter of the grove. It was fifteen or twenty feet in diameter, growing with perfect geometric precision. “It’s no good,” I said. “They’re just the same, all the way around the—” As I finished walking the full circle I froze. Jackaby had vanished. 


			“Sir?” I called. I hurried back the way I had come in case he had followed behind me. “Mr. Jackaby?” As I came to the front again I jumped. Standing where I had last seen my employer was a new figure, dressed in green. Over a pale olive tunic, he wore forest green robes that just brushed the tips of the grass. He stood with confidence, although his frame was slight and he stood no taller than myself. His hair was a tawny yellow, tucked behind pointed ears and hanging straight and long down his slender back.


			“You accompany the Seer?” His voice was soft.


			“Erm, yes,” I said. “Yes, I am Mr. Jackaby’s assistant. Abigail Rook. A pleasure to meet you.”


			“You may call me Virgule.”


			“Grand. Virgule. So, you’re really a . . . ” Even in the face of one I had difficulty accepting that this was an honest-to-goodness fairy.


			“A liaison,” he finished. “Your master requests your presence with him within the ring.”


			“Well, good. Shall we, then?”


			“No.” His expression remained flat. “You may bring no items with you that might do harm to the Fair King.”


			“Oh,” I said. “Yes, of course.” I removed the silver dagger from my pocket and presented it to Virgule.


			Virgule took the knife. He slid it from its sheath and then back. He returned it to me. “This blade is of no consequence. It is not the offending item.”


			“Then what?” I emptied my pockets item by item, wondering how on earth Jackaby had managed to complete this process before me. I presented the vial of holy water, my notepad, the padlock key.


			“There. Iron. Place the implement in here, please. It will be returned to you in due time.” He gestured to a knothole that I was quite certain had not been there a moment before, and I deposited the key within it. “Now,” said Virgule, “you may enter.”


			As I watched, he approached the wall of living wood ahead of me, took a steadfast step, and was simply and suddenly inside the circle. The nearest tree abruptly became the farthest, leaving an obvious gap directly in front of me, as though the impenetrable barrier had been nothing but a trick of the eye all along.


			I shook my head and followed, a lady of science and reason strolling into an impossible fairy ring.


			The sounds of the bustling city all around us melted away. The grove was cool and shady, with a faint hint of vanilla and citrus in the air. Jackaby acknowledged me with a nod. He stood in the middle of the clearing, the light from the noonday sun finding its way through the circle of branches above us to bathe him in a column of golden light. All around him little flecks of pure white danced and spun through the sunbeams.


			Virgule crossed the grass to stand beside another willowy figure. She wore robes of deep blue in contrast to Virgule’s greens. Her hair was honey blond and her features were even more graceful than her counterpart’s, save for a pearl white scar running from one high cheekbone down to the corner of her lips. She stood with a military bearing and an emotionless expression. “Seer,” she said. “It has been many years.”


			“Thank you for granting us an audience,” said Jackaby. “Miss Rook, allow me to introduce General Serif and Captain Virgule, emissaries to Lord Arawn.”


			“Charmed,” I said.


			“Not noticeably,” said Virgule. “Is it a passive enchantment?”


			Serif cleared her throat. “Whether we will escort you anywhere remains to be decided,” she said. “Lord Arawn does not waste his time lightly on the tribulations of humans.”


			“He will have time for this,” said Jackaby. “It concerns the Dire Council.”


			“The Dire Council has long been disbanded,” she told him. “You’re chasing shadows.”


			“One of those shadows is currently locked in my root cellar,” Jackaby replied. “She killed a lot of innocent people before we put her there, and she wasn’t working alone. Her father remains at large, and he has recently claimed dominion over the earth and Annwyn, which concerns both our homelands.”


			All around him, the little flecks of light in the sunbeams had begun to circle, orbiting the detective, gradually moving faster and faster.


			“The Dire King,” Virgule whispered timorously.


			Serif shot him a cold glare. “Rumors,” she said. “You have testified to nothing about which the Fair King is not fully aware.”


			“Your rumors have been leaving a trail of corpses across my city,” Jackaby insisted. “And they’ve been recruiting from your side of the veil to do it. Redcaps, vampires, nixies.”


			Serif was impassive. “Your city is of little concern to us, Seer, and a handful of Unseelie nuisances are nothing that the Fair King cannot quell. If you have nothing further—”


			The beads of white spinning around Jackaby suddenly collided at a single point, bursting into a brilliant, blinding flash. I shielded my eyes, and when I looked up again, blinking in surprise, an archway had opened in midair. It was rimmed with sparkling light, and beyond it I could see a room lined with heavy columns. Serif’s words appeared to be caught in her throat. Virgule found his voice before she did. “Our master will see you now.”


	

			Chapter Four


			The council room of Arawn, the Fair King and lord of the Seelie fae, was not bathed in golden light, it was not cool and airy, and it definitely did not smell of vanilla and gentle citrus. The room in which we found ourselves as we crossed through the portal appeared to be part of a medieval castle. The walls were hewn of massive stones and hung with heavy tapestries depicting all manner of humans and beasts engaged in war, in sport, and in activities that would have made my mother blush. Above us the columns gave way to vaulted ceilings that might have looked equally at home in a cathedral. A wide fire occupied most of one wall, and in spite of the cavernous space, the air was hot and heavy. At one end of the room was a terraced rostrum, like the pulpit of a church, and on this stood a tall throne embedded with gems that sparkled violet in the crackling firelight. The throne stood empty, but on either side of it sat twin hunting hounds, milky white with vivid crimson ears. They lifted their heads to watch us as we filed into the room.


			A wide oak table stood before the dais, and around this two figures were seated, quarreling. Both wore brown robes and neither looked especially regal. “A trade embargo with the Northern Elflands won’t accomplish anything,” said the first, a dour fellow with round spectacles. His hair was tied in a no-nonsense knot at the back of his head. “Lord Arawn is well aware that King Freyr has no authority over the dark elves. We would only strain one of our strongest alliances. Appealing to the dwarves is the best way.”


			“You want to drive the kingdom deeper into debt to those filthy pit-breeders?” interrupted the other. He had a weaselly, angular face. “I’d almost rather see the stinking swarts keep robbing us blind than hand it over willingly to the ruddy longbeards.”


			“Leave us.” The voice came from behind us. It was deep and firm.


			There was no doubt in my mind, as I turned to see who had spoken, that I was now in the presence of royalty. Although Jackaby was taller, Lord Arawn seemed to tower over everyone in the room. His regal stature suggested that at any moment an artist might pop out from behind a pillar to finish up an oil painting of him. His features were graceful, but his frame was sturdier than those of his subjects, and his jawline was harder. His flaxen hair was topped with a polished bronze circlet, and around his shoulders was draped a cloak of deep, velvety purple clasped with a golden pendant engraved with a sunburst.


			“My liege.” Serif knelt. “The Seer begs an audience.”


			“Thank you, General,” Arawn said. “I am aware. Please escort Ampersand and Kern to the aldermen’s hall. They can conclude their discussion without me.” The pair at the table had ceased their bickering and were already hastily packing up their papers. Serif bowed low.


			“Captain.” The king turned to Virgule as Serif and the others filed out. “You may oversee the veil-gate.”


			“Yes, my liege,” said Virgule, positioning himself ceremonially beside the portal.


			“From within the fairy ring, if you please,” Arawn amended with a practiced calm.


			“Yes, my liege.” Virgule nodded and then stepped back through the glowing doorway into the grove in Seeley’s Square. Behind him, the portal shimmered and then vanished with a faint pop like a soap bubble.


			Jackaby and I found ourselves alone with Lord Arawn. The fire crackled away.


			“Well,” Jackaby said. “You and I have different taste in decor, but I can’t argue with the entryway—a door like that gives quite the first impression. Nowhere to hang a knocker, though. Or a horseshoe.”


			“In a thousand years,” Lord Arawn said, “that veil-gate has never been opened for a human. You may be the first mortals to ever cross through it.”


			“It is quite an honor, sir,” I said. “Er—your majesty. It’s quite an honor, your majesty, sir.” I immediately wished I had remained silent.


			“And what is she?” Arawn regarded me with detached amusement.


			“She is my associate,” Jackaby answered. “And she is generally quite sharp. Usually. Sometimes. She’ll surprise you from time to time.”


			“I’m sure she will,” said Arawn. “You humans never do exactly what one expects. I kept one in my castle for an entire year once.”


			“A human?”


			“Yes. I let him wear my glamour and everything. He left to go be a prince of some petty kingdom in the end. A shame. I rather liked him.”


			“We’re here on rather urgent business, I’m afraid.”


			“So I understand.” Arawn sauntered toward the dais at the end of the room. “You have concerns about the old Dire Council?”


			Jackaby nodded. “More than concerns. The council has risen again. They’re active. My associates and I have managed to incapacitate a vampire and to nick a nixie at the heart of their ranks, but the Dire King remains at large, planning his next murderous maneuver.”


			Arawn turned lazily as he reached his throne. “Such an excitable species, you humans. So rash. There is no Dire King lurking out there.”


			“There is,” I said. “I’ve seen him.”


			Arawn’s eyes fixed on me as he slid into his chair. “Have you?”


			I screwed up my confidence. “I’ve seen his eyes,” I said, “glowing red in the darkness. He said that the age of man has ended, and that he is tired of waiting. He intends to destroy the barrier between the earth and the Annwyn and rule over whatever is left as king of both realms.”


			Unimpressed, Arawn reached a hand down and absently stroked one of his snowy white hounds between its crimson ears. “At any moment, there are almost certain to be a dozen scurrilous seditionists who intend to destroy my barrier, a hundred who intend to usurp my throne, a thousand who intend to see the age of man come crumbling to an end. Let the rabble continue to amuse themselves with their idle intentions.”


			“It’s only an idle intention until it becomes a reality,” said Jackaby.


			Arawn rolled his eyes. “It is an absurd fantasy.”


			Said the fairy king to a traveler with magic beans in his pockets, I thought, but I kept the observation to myself.


			“You’re being a fool.” Jackaby took a step toward the dais. The twin hounds raised their milky white heads and their eyes narrowed. “Your veil is not impervious. Unseelie creatures have already slipped through the cracks—as I’m sure you’re well aware. Innocent people are dying while you reassure yourself you’re in control!” The hounds began to growl, and Jackaby drew to a stop, just a few paces from the king. “I’m at the heart of this now, whether you help me or not. More people will die. People I care about will die. Don’t let your ego blind you. Don’t wait for the veil to fall and for people you care about to start dying before you take this seriously.”


			“Very forward, Seer,” said Arawn coldly. “You do not know your place.”


			“No, I don’t. I’ve been told it’s one of my most endearing qualities,” Jackaby replied.


			Arawn smirked in spite of himself. “One of your only,” he said. “Yes, there are cracks in any wall. Cracks can be mended. What you’re describing is something else entirely. It is laughable.”


			“Humor me, then. Please.”


			Arawn eyed Jackaby. “Very well, if it sets you at ease. Let us imagine the impossible. I will speak slowly. Do try to keep up.”


			Arawn gave a casual wave of his hand, and the heavy oaken tabletop beside me shuddered. Before my eyes, the surface rippled and rose unevenly, forming hills and plains and sprouting miniature wooden towers with paper-thin pennants.


			“Anyone intent on destroying the barrier would need to subdue my army first,” Arawn drawled. 


			As I watched, transfixed, miniature oaken figures rose out of the wood grain and snapped to attention, forming row after row of tiny soldiers. 


			“The Seelie forces are the most powerful army in this or any realm,” Arawn continued, “and they have one sworn duty—to protect the veil. A rebel king would need to rally a legion equal to my own, the likes of which has never been seen. The Unseelie, unlike my forces, are the most capricious and unruly creatures in the Annwyn. Preventing even a paltry horde of these brutes from tearing each other apart would be nothing short of extraordinary, and mobilizing an entire army of them toward a common goal would be nearly impossible.”


			Chips and splinters had begun to peek out of the tabletop, circling the oaken army like wolves in the underbrush. 


			“But I am humoring you,” said Arawn dryly. “So let’s take this preposterous pretense a step further.”


			The wolves attacked. Wave after wave of jagged monsters fell upon the soldiers. Toothpick javelins flew and wood-shaving shields crumpled. When the sawdust settled, the wooden army lay still. It had been a massacre in miniature.


			“Supposing your would-be king could achieve the impossible and overcome my army, he still would not possess the raw power to bring down the veil. The magical potential required to unhinge the established enchantments holding the barrier in place would call for more focused energy than all of the strongest mages in my army could produce combined.”


			The table rattled. Inch by inch, the wolfish shards and broken soldiers began to slide along the surface. Concentric circles formed as the armies were dragged across the wood in opposite directions, the bristly horde spinning clockwise and the fallen soldiers sliding widdershins. From the center of these orbits rose a solitary figure. A tiny jagged crown sat atop its wooden head.


			“Supposing it could be done,” said Arawn, “unimaginable raw power would need to be focused toward a single goal, to be channeled through a single mind.”


			The rumble of the tabletop had become an unsettling hum. It made my teeth hurt. The tabletop began to splinter at the edges. Around and around the circles spun, faster and faster until, with a crack, the figure in the center exploded into a burst of wood shards. I shielded my eyes with my arm, and when I looked again, the table had returned to normal, its surface smooth and polished, minus one rough gouge in the center.


			Arawn leaned back in his throne. “It cannot be done. The veil is safe. The Dire King is dead.”


			“Dead?” I said. “Then there was a Dire King?” Arawn’s half-lidded eyes flicked in my direction.


			“There was,” he conceded. With slow, deliberate movements, the king rose and stepped down from the dais toward me. “Until there wasn’t. Do you want to know what came in between?”


			I nodded.


			“Me.” He drew so close I could see my own nervous face in the reflection of his circlet. “The Dire King was a formidable opponent, but he was outmatched. I have the wretch’s crown in my trophy room,” Arawn said. “Removed from his lifeless head as his corpse lay cooling on the field of battle. He’s dead.”


			“His crown?” Jackaby’s eyes flashed with a sudden thought. “I don’t suppose you’ve ever met a fellow called Father Grafton?”


			“The name is meaningless to me,” said Arawn. “Is he a mortal?”


			“Decidedly mortal. Downright mort,” said Jackaby. “Shuffled off the old coil on our doorstep just this morning, as a matter of fact. He mentioned a crown right before he died. A spear and a shield, as well. He called them the harfau o Hafgan. Is that meaningless to you as well?”
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