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Accolades and Praise For The Queen's Viper 

 

2016 Semi-Finalist, Kindle Book Awards 

The Queen’s Viper gives us a complex anti-hero—she is both merciless and compassionate, wields considerable powerful yet relies on her cunning. Don’t look for simple good versus evil here. Mixing modern and historical fantasy, The Queen’s Viper has enough magic, action, scheming and political intrigue for a trilogy. 

-Matt Moore, Co-Chair, Ottawa Chiaroscuro Reading Series

[Lesley] should be commended for the level of creativity they employ in this narrative. Crafting a unique fantasy world out of historical fiction is not an easy feat and the author does so here with an opening scene reminiscent of dark horror. Viper also presents a unique anti-hero figure as a female with a predatory demeanor - an interesting choice for the main protagonist and one that bodes well with a unique perspective. 

-Judge’s review, Book Pipeline Competition 

 


For Augusta,

who believes in fairies

 


Gin ye ca’ me imp or elf,

I rede ye look weel to yourself;

Gin ye ca’ me fairy,

I’ll work ye muckle tarrie;

Gin guid neibor ye ca’ me,

Then guid neibor I will be;

But gin y ca’ me seelie wicht,

I’ll be your freend baith day and nicht.

 

Translation: 

 

If you call me imp or elf. 

I counsel you to look to yourself; 

If you call me fairy, 

I’ll cause you much trouble; 

If good neighbour you call me, 

Then good neighbour I will be; 

But if you call me blessed creature, 

I’ll be your friend both day and night. 

 

The Popular Rhymes of Scotland

Robert Chambers, 1870 


Prologue: The Good Neighbours

Albion, an island in the Western sea. 

Many centuries before written history. 

The gods did not say goodbye the night they left the lands of Erta’s children.

A doomed orange moon hung low in the sky. Its beams traced from the riverbank through a freshly cut path to a glade in the ancient forest. Here, Erta’s children dug the last of three concentric rings of post holes for the felled trees that had been shaped into thick boards of equal length. A cluster of green onyx stones, hewn larger than a man’s head, lay on the ground abutted against each other and offset from the middle of the innermost circle. Kaelra knew she would soon see the sunlight of her home beckoning through this, the last useable passageway between Erta and Veyandra.

Kaelra squirreled herself in the shadows as close as she dared. She hoped that the darkness would hide the luminescence of her blue skin, for her gauzy attendant’s clothes did not. The reluctant witness wore her hair, grey as pregnant rainclouds, braided down her back. She hadn’t bothered to smooth the wandering strands since she’d hastened out of her armour. Kaelra wore no adornment indicating her significance to her people, save for a single blue and red amulet around her neck.

A branch cracked on her right-hand side. Kaelra held her breath in case the vapour would reveal her position in the cool night.

A young stag, with antlers too rounded to successfully challenge for leadership of his herd, came to her. Kaelra hugged the animal’s tawny hide, scratching behind his ears. She pulled away and gazed upon him with swirling green and blue eyes. When she saw the flames of the Great Procession reflecting in his deep brown eyes, she ushered him away.

Erta’s children withdrew to the margins of the clearing as the Great Procession of the V’Braed announced itself with a haunting song. The beings whom the humaines called the seelie wicht, the Blessed People, arrived from the entirety of the Western Islands.

Females in silver armour too bright for the night led the column. Known as The Seven, each warrior wore a solid visor over her face, engraved with an eight pointed star. They used senses other than sight to navigate towards the incomplete portal. Their leader stopped at the centre of the clearing, before the ring of stones, and the others filed in, three to each side, forming a crescent between the stones and the innermost set of post holes. They pivoted one at a time and faced the aisle. A sharp margin in the middle of their body armour divided a glyph forged in the red blod metal of the seelie wicht. The rune was a double circle on the chest connected by curved lines to smaller, single circles on either side, above the waist. The blod metal glowed like hot coals. White gems sparkled in the lower portions of the symbol. Only The Seven bore the emblem’s privilege and its responsibility.

A tall man with wide shoulders stepped ahead of the mortal crowd. Animal pelts and boiled leather protected his upper body. A narrow circlet of gold crowned the chieftain’s head. He carried an oak sapling in a clay pot. Two male V’Braed flanking the top of the path crossed their spears in front of him, fresh scars upon their bodies their only armour.

The leader of The Seven gestured to the spearmen, allowing the man access to the middle of the circle. He glanced up at her and presented the tree. She didn’t react. The chieftain planted the container at her feet with a perceptible grunt of disgust. When he took a step back to leave, one of the spearmen restrained him.

The sapling rested at the epicentre of the clearing. The leader of The Seven moved forwards, holding a small knife. She grasped the chieftain’s struggling hand, pulled him to the ring of onyx stones and drew the blade across his palm. The man’s blood dripped onto the nearest stone. The guards shoved the leader of men back among his people.

The chieftain’s blood offering boiled on the surface. Cobalt blue fire spread in either direction around the onyx ring. As it did, each stone raised from the ground and spun mid-air in alternating directions, forming a moon door. Electricity filled the space within. When the hovering gateway rested vertically on the earth, sunshine from Veyandra flooded Erta’s night sky.

Kaelra pressed her face to the bark as she mouthed the lie she knew she would hear.

“Erta’s children,” the leader of The Seven said, her face unseen, “the V’Braed who hath walked amongst humaines as neighbours, now leave, scorned by envy. By thy blood we open the passage and by our blood, we shall not return.” 

The warrior stood over the pot, in front of the moon door. She cut her palm with the same blade and pressed her hand against the trunk of the young plant. As she muttered an enchantment in her guttural tongue, her blod magic, black and thick, melded into the smooth sapling. Without looking back, she left Erta through the moon door. Her armour vanished with a white glare. Five of The Seven added their tithe, repeating the same spell before they walked into the sunshine. The tree expanded in size with each offering, its roots spreading over the dirt.

Kaelra thought her pounding heartbeat would reveal her hiding place when the last of The Seven stepped forwards. Like the others, she performed the ritual. Unlike the others, she was a servant dressed in the clothes of a princess. When the impostor passed through, Kaelra breathed a burdened sigh of relief.

The injured V’Braed borne on litters came next, their bodies a tapestry of misfortune. Kaelra buried herself in her dress, as if the layers of lightweight fabric could keep out the chill of her guilt. She didn’t cause their injuries, nor did she prevent them.

She scanned the procession, searching for one particular face. Kaelra sensed the magic of her lover’s elldyr creft before it wrapped around her.

“I wondered if you would avoid the exodus.” Odran’s deep voice warmed the back of her neck. His kiss made her shiver.

“We are so much like them. How sad that our differences are too vast to live together in harmony,” she replied without turning around. Kaelra had another secret that she wasn’t sure she wanted to share. “Imrana knew the risks of taking my place in order to protect the humaines. Hers is a life-debt I cannot repay.” 

“Humaines?” 

“That is what they name themselves, the children of Erta.” 

“And what of the V’Braed? How shall Veyandra thrive without all of The Seven?” 

In facing Odran, Kaelra revealed more than her tears. She moved aside the outer portion of her dress and placed his hand to the bump on her abdomen. Her glowing belly squirmed, far too soon before her Quickening. Kaelra wondered if her baby sensed the tension between the humaines and the V’Braed. 

“I did what I needed to do to stop him,” she said. Dark portent tainted the joy in her voice.

“Is that?” 

“A girl.” 

Understanding softened Odran’s features. “Then she is the future of our kind.” Odran couldn’t keep his eyes off of Kaelra’s belly. “You would banish her among these humaines?” 

They heard the horns that marshalled the next wave. Kaelra retreated into the woods, her fear setting a rapid pace. She didn’t want to risk being seen by her father, the V’Braed most reluctant to leave.

Odran caught up to her and, taking her arm, turned her around. “Kaelra, there is time to change your mind.” He cupped her cheek. “Until the binding tree fills the moon door, you can go home and take your place among The Seven.” 

Her unlined face revealed greater wisdom than it ought to bear. “I shall do much more than that Odran,” she said. “The humaines shall forget the pretense we conduct today. When they do, and the magic of Veyandra once again blends with Erta’s, so shall my father return. These mortals shall not triumph a second time.” Kaelra pressed her forehead against his. She traced his lower lip with her thumb. “You cannot tell him, not even after he finds out that Imrana took my place,” she said, her voice tremulous.

“Only we know the nobility of her forfeiture. Kaelra, I shall not abandon you.” 

The convincing argument she had practiced for this moment disintegrated on her tongue. Instead, she said simply, “Leave now, and find a way back to us both.” 


Well Rested Inn, Camberwell, London, SE5 7KD

June 3, 2012 

 

Dear Mr. Forrest, 

 

Thank you for your email today regarding the historical value of the garment fragments found in the sinkhole in your hotel parking lot. We will send you a surveyor immediately. He will dispatch members of our London recovery team if your site contains items of significance. The team is currently employed nearby, at an excavation of wooden plinths at Canary Wharf. Their response time will be very fast. 

Atticus Appraisals and Archival provides the highest level of compensation for artefacts found in the UK. We guarantee the most expeditious and least interruptive dig sites in the country. 

Please be advised, that if there are human remains interred in the ground, we must notify the local constabulary. In the absence of criminal activity, you may repair your asphalt as soon as we have cleared the site. 

 

With regards,

Roberta Harding 

Signed electronically

Communications Manager

Atticus Appraisals and Archival 


1: Camberwell, Present

Camberwell, London.

June 3, 2012: dawn.

The unforeseen sinkhole gave birth to four hundred years of hatred. London exchanged its concrete crust for an ancient soul, the prisoner trapped within the oblivion. The hole started as an innocuous golf ball sized pit. A hotel employee in kitchen whites smeared with grease tossed his cigarette butt towards it without notice. Within minutes of his departure, the indentation expanded into a bottomless crater the width of a man’s arm span.

Chunks of asphalt tumbled into the void as bony hands clambered to the surface. Stale earth choked the immortal’s first breath of freedom. Her hacking cough transformed into a bitter cackle. She shielded squinting eyes from the morning sunlight, weak behind heavy clouds, then gasped. Her skin, once captivating with its luminescent hues of purple, bleached to bone-white.

When she adjusted to the light, her new environment replaced the harsh memory of the faces she last saw before powerful magic incarcerated her. The cream-coloured building in front of her, with its rows of windows, wasn’t the same wooden Banqueting Hall of her entrapment. She scanned beyond the small lot and its strange metallic carriages to the houses bound together in rows.

Her instincts told her that this was Camberwell, where her journey to betrayal had started.

Her heart told her how to seek revenge.

The immortal stumbled upon her first step in this unfamiliar world. Her tattered Elizabethan clothes fell away in ragged strips. Sunlight cleaved deep valleys in her emaciated body. Behind her, a solid bottom appeared in the hole, as if protecting itself from her return to its depths.

Her supernatural senses rushed the future that had been denied her into her head. She dropped to her knees, stunned by the barrage of modern sounds: cars on the main road, thick electrical cables humming overhead, the roar of a giant bird with fixed wings in the sky. She didn’t know how long it took her to adapt to the din. One sound in particular caught her attention. At a third floor window, a boy of about seven years of age pressed his hands on the glass. His shallow breaths hammered against her ears.

“Mummy,” the boy didn’t turn away from the immortal as he spoke, “there’s a white lady in the parking lot.” Although the glass muffled what he said, the immortal understood him. She created a psychic connection to the openness of his youthful mind. Through his memory, the immortal perceived Mum sitting on a bed, and Dad in a small room behind a door. Mum stabbed a slender black box at something the boy’s mind called the TV.

“This is London,” his mother said. “It’s full of white people. Come away.”

The fog of the boy’s breathing obscured his view of the immortal. He adjusted his head and squinted through the clearing made by his nose. The immortal wasn’t yet capable of making herself invisible. Through him, she saw herself glaring with hateful, black eyes.

“Uh-uh.” He shook his head, studying her harder. “She doesn’t have a car and there’s something wrong with her eyes.”

He looked at Mum for an answer, but she didn’t reply. Mum found the station that she wanted and settled on the foot of the bed. Flags of white, blue and red decorated her outfit. The immortal recognized the crosses symbolic of St. George and St. Andrew, the patron saints of England and Scotland, combined into one flag the boy knew as the Union Jack.

The boy wiped the window clean with his sleeve for a better view of the immortal. Seeing both his vision and hers in her mind demanded all of her concentration. Long wisps of fragile, grey hair clung to her skull. Unsure of herself, the immortal froze.

“She doesn’t have any clothes.”

“Not now, Willie.” Mum focused on the news announcer detailing the manufacture of the queen’s Jubilee barge. The report cut to a live shot of the royal boat moored on River Thames under less than enthusiastic skies. 

“Oh, honey,” said Mum, tilting her head towards the bathroom door as she spoke to Dad, “come see the boat. It’s so beautiful!”

“Of course it’s beautiful,” he replied in a gruff voice, “it’s the ruddy queen’s. D’you expect her to be floating in a dinghy manning her own pole?”

“Hurry up, would you?” Mum tapped her red shoe on the stained carpet. The words Keep Calm and Carry On glittered across the toes. “I want to get a good spot. I wish you’d let us come yesterday. There’s been people camped out since before midnight.” Thousands of people would ignore the bleak day and line the river’s banks for a glimpse of Queen Elizabeth II on her Diamond anniversary during her Jubilee Flotilla.

“The sun’s just up. We’ll have plenty of time to catch the train. The whole city hasn’t jumped into the river. Let a man curl one off in peace.”

The boy faced into the room, oblivious to his parents’ discord and to the presence of the immortal in his mind. “Mum, you should see what she’s doing.”

His mother’s chest heaved with exasperation. “Is she breaking into a car?”

“No.”

“Is she pointing a gun at you?”

“No.”

“Then I don’t care. We’re here to participate in a monumental day for England, not spy on visually impaired people who live near a hotel.”

Her disregard interrupted his fixation on the too-tall, scary-looking woman in the parking lot. The boy turned from the window and said, “But Mum-”

“No ‘buts.’ Come away right now or I’ll ground you for the rest of the weekend.”

“Oh, man!” He pumped his arms in frustration. Mum had already returned to the pageant coverage. When the boy risked one last peek at the parking lot, he was nose to nose with the face of death.

Death was hollow-cheeked and hungry. Malachite green swirls permeated the blackness of her eyes. The immortal clung to the building on the other side of the glass. Stucco crumbled beneath her elongated nails. The boy yelped and backed away, falling over a hastily unpacked suitcase. His chaotic, fear-filled thoughts broke the immortal’s link to him. She no longer cared.

“William Harry Kingsley, really!” his mother scolded over her shoulder. “Stop fooling around!”

“But Mum, she’s there! There, at the window,” he said, pointing, “and she’s naked, and she has black and green eyes, and she’s not really a lady, and I think she’s very, very bad.”

Mum slapped her hand on the bed. “We’re on the third floor. There couldn’t possibly be a woman with a black eye outside the window!” A large flag slipped from her lap when she rose and stomped towards him.

“Not a black eye, Mum. Two eyes. Black and green. She didn’t even have any white part.” The boy stayed on the floor, knees tight to his chest, eyes wide. He averted the nightmare at the window.

The immortal burst into the room at his mother. Shards of glass slashed at their bodies. The boy dashed to the bathroom. He pounded on the door for his father. The immortal paid no heed to the boy and began feeding from his mother.

Desperation made the immortal devour Mum’s life-magic with such speed that, for a moment, it blinded her. When her vision cleared, Dad had emerged, struggling with his trousers. The immortal summoned enough strength to charge into him. He bashed his head into the wall mirror as she bowled him over. The boy ran into the hall, shrieking for help.

When the immortal knelt over the father’s semi-conscious torso, she saw two words on the TV screen in the fragmented mirror.

Queen Elizabeth. 

Multiple black and white images of Queen Elizabeth II in her Coronation robes loomed over the immortal. Stunned, the immortal stared at the screen. How was it possible that the queen she had left behind bore offspring, offspring so long-lived? The immortal felt like she had been slapped across the face.

Her vengeance found its target.

She heard the stirring of groggy, bewildered people in the hallway. In moments, their curiosity would bring them into the boy’s room and she would be discovered. The immortal escaped through the window and up the exterior of the building to the safety of the roof.

She noticed seven vertical, red beacons reaching high into the sky. Not seen by humans, they marked the prison in the River Thames created for the hateful creature who had captured her.

The immortal wrung her bony hands together with eager anticipation. “You named me Viper,” she said to a long-dead Queen Elizabeth, “so shall the descendants of your loins know my venom.” If Viper’s immortal enemy had been captured at those red beacons, then Viper could kill her and bring an end to the Tudor bloodline on the same day. “Dual success. A fortuitous start to my new life.”

The immortal traversed the rooftops, eastwards to the Thames and central London, the Union Flag of Britain wrapped around her rejuvenating body.


2: Cammerwelle, Past

April 29th, 1548.

Village of Cammerwelle, south-east of London.

The principal trade in Cammerwelle was death. No one spoke of the village’s commerce in such bleak terms, yet the immortal who had lived there for as long as she could remember knew the truth behind Cammerwelle’s prosperity.

To escape the noxious miasmas of London, humaines flocked to the village after the winter floods of the River Thamys receded. Early spring mud sucked at the boots of travelers on the thoroughfare that was once a Roman road from Kent to Westminster. The fertile hills of Cammerwelle parish supplied London’s markets with much of its fruits and vegetables. In exchange, London sent Cammerwelle the people who fled from disease, some tainted beyond saving.

Viper wasn’t the only predator whose emptiness targeted those who escaped London’s contagion. Merchants in the mis-matched black and white buildings that hugged the high street emptied pilgrims’ purses in trade for impotent salves and pastes. St. Giles, the church not far from the village square, consumed the offerings of the rich and impoverished alike. Thieves picked clean the shallow graves of humaines who had perished.

The purple-skinned immortal perched on her favourite spot, the thatched roof of the oldest medieval building at the farthest end of the village. Two stories high, the earthy smell of its wattle and daub walls stirred her recollection of the ancient, low round houses with peaked conical roofs of hazel that centuries of humanity had buried beneath the town.

Along the street behind her, people closed their windows against the oncoming chill of night. Viper’s hunger burned so deeply, she didn’t feel the cold. Her waist-length, white hair gleamed like shafts of moonlight in the dark, and a bleached linen smock swished over her shins. A thick, gold chain wound around her waist, its tail dangling between her legs. Her full sleeves billowed as the wind kissed the clouds goodnight. The demon of Cammerwelle was an angel in white.

To the humaines, Viper was no longer a seelie wicht, a Blessed One. They spoke of the invisible immortal who haunted their homes in hushed tones, afraid to invoke her wrath. Perhaps they would still worship her if she ventured from Cammerwelle for food, but she had little reason to give up what had become her complacent lifestyle. The increasing population of the village, and the constant influx of dying pilgrims, ensured Viper a steady food supply. She fed upon humaine aeir, a life-magic within mortals they didn’t know existed. Viper intentionally selected victims with such poor health, they couldn’t fight her off. Death of the sickly didn’t generate unwanted attention.

In the distance, she caught sight of another poor soul coming to Cammerwelle, craving its healing springs. A woman and her son rushed towards the village, like ghosts on the road under the full moon. With supernatural senses, Viper heard the strain in the woman’s speech, the sound of imminent death.

“Quickly now,” the mother said between bouts of coughing. “If we dally our steps, the Daoine Tor will be upon us.” With her London dialect, she pronounced the old Celtic name Dhee-nè Tor. The woman wiped her mouth with a linen handkerchief as if removing the unspeakable name from her face. She tucked the cloth into the sleeve of her wool dress before her son saw the blood upon the fabric. She wrapped her cloak around him to protect him from the dangers her words might awaken in the shadows. “We must reach the springs tonight.”

Humaines had called Viper one of the Daoine Tor since before the Kings of the Western Isle fought amongst themselves for control. The archaic words meant “the people from the rocky hills,” but Viper had never seen another immortal like herself. Long ago, she learned to bear her loneliness in abject silence. In any case, Viper preferred this old world sobriquet over the modern Tudor label of “demon.”

As the woman and child neared the village, the boy protested with fatigued whining. He dragged his leather boots along the ground. His youth deafened him to the desperation in his mother’s voice when she begged him to carry on. The mother lost her footing. She clung to her son to stop herself from falling over. If Viper didn’t intervene, the woman would die in the streets and leave her boy an orphan of the mud.

The Daoine Tor opened her palm and blew a wisp of her magic at the mother. The hazy purple elldyr creft wrapped around the mortal’s head. Viper instilled the image of Cammerwelle’s largest inn, The Deep Well, into the woman’s mind. The immortal often chose this spot as her hunting ground, a place frequented by those who sought the springs. If the innkeeper noticed the higher frequency of his clients’ deaths compared to that of the rest of the village, he never complained.

“The dead pay better than the living,” he would mutter as he stole what he wanted from the bodies before he paid his dues to the Churchwarden.

The immortal hated that she guided the woman and her son to this particular lair. When Viper claimed the life of his customers, she nourished the innkeeper’s depravity. Although she despised the man’s ethics, her fierce appetite demanded her action.

From the rooftops, Viper matched the pace of the suffering woman and her son. The Deep Well squatted at the end of the merchants’ row. The curving, exposed cruck timbers, painted with tar, formed a black letter A in the white plaster of the outer wall. The inn’s sign, a waving hand that invited exhausted travellers, dangled from the overhanging second storey. Beyond the inn, the small merchants’ square waited for the activity of the morning market.

Viper reclined on the wall of the taller building adjacent to the inn while her prey had a final meal. Death would not let the woman leave on the morrow. The smell of mutton stewed with spring greens and leeks didn’t make the immortal’s mouth water. She hungered for the woman’s aeir.

The bell at St. Giles signaled the end of night prayers. Viper moved aside the straw yelms of thatching she maintained as a secret access to the inn. Few humaines knew how to repair roofing. Viper made sure her alteration never needed their attention.

She lowered herself soundlessly into the narrow hallway of the upper storey. Viper infused her elldyr creft through the crack between the door and its frame and lifted the wooden latch to each room as she searched for the mother and her child. Other people slumbered at the inn. Luckily for them, none were dying.

Viper found her victim on a short bed with a woven reed mattress, head propped against the wall. The boy slept, steadfast in the crook of his mother’s arm.

The woman’s mouth hung open, cheeks sallow from the starvation caused by a tumor eating her up from inside. Her breathing alternated between deep, rapid gasps and long pauses. The mortal’s aeir waned to a feeble flicker. Viper knelt at the bedside, head tilted away from the slanted roof. She lifted the woman’s arm from her son. The last traces of the mother’s aeir dissolved into the ether before Viper could satisfy her hunger.

Cammerwelle’s immortal forced back a scream. She was too late. Frustration crawled on her spine like the itch of a thousand insects. She pressed her palms to the ridges on her face that rose from her neck in silver-tipped flames to her temples. She dug her fingertips into her hairline. Her nails left indentations in skin that now darkened to a deep plum as she considered the fate of the boy.

His effervescent aeir tormented her. She wondered if she dared risk an attack upon him.

Wind sliced between the wood shutters with a high pitched sound. Viper’s hand trembled as she reached for the boy. He stirred when the cool waves of her elldyr creft kissed his half-closed eyelids. She squeezed her eyes tight and hoped that she could overcome the distress consuming his aeir would cause.

“Mother,” he asked, the dimples in his cheeks painfully full of innocence, “is dawn a-risen? Shall we go to the springs?”

“The moon still dances,” Viper whispered, casting a healthy image of his mother into his drowsy mind. “Sleep.” He wouldn’t see the pain churning in the immortal’s deep set malachite eyes. She smoothed his stubborn curls. The eternal void of her hunger still demanded satisfaction. The boy was a burden she wasn’t strong enough to carry and a prey too harsh to attack.

A coin purse lay secreted between the woman’s skirts. The immortal removed a scuffed gold ring adorned with a small pearl from a finger-braided string around the woman’s neck. Viper hid both it and the pouch in the waistband of the boy’s breeches, away from the innkeeper’s probing, grubby fingers.

Viper returned to the hall and her entryway. Rain cried through the hole above, and between the gaps in the wide floor boards to the empty tavern below. The immortal brushed the Earth’s tears from her cheek. With swift movements, she scaled the walls back to the roof. She sealed the yelms behind herself, shoving aside the thought of killing everyone else at the inn, an action which could expose her.

Instead, she sought her sustenance among the dying at St. Giles. Viper leapt across the rooftops, lined up like a roadway in the sky, until she reached the stone tower of the church. Taller than any structure in the village, the Anglo-Saxon tower of St. Giles had been fortified in the 12th Century. Viper settled herself atop the slate roof of the west narthex, an extension added to hold the sickest of Cammerwelle’s patrons. Their murmuring never ceased. A wide oak door opened beneath her perch on the entry portico and two men emerged. Viper peeked over the lip with curiosity.

She had seen the religious man, Fulke, before. His plain, dark brown, wool robes frayed at the hems. The other man wore a long coat embroidered with silk, puffed out on the upper arms. His lantern exposed clean, white stockings on his legs.

The newcomer’s aeir captivated Viper. Usually, aeir presented itself to her as ephemeral fragments hovering over a mortal. This man’s olive green life-magic revealed every detail of his body, from ragged nails to blistered toes. She wanted to wrap herself in the sinewy aeir of his arms.

“Keep these shillings, from my master.” The man seemed as if he would just as soon part with his rich clothes as the money-laden pouch he handed to the clergyman.

“Thank you, John.” The clatter of the coins in Fulke’s hand promised a bountiful donation. “Baron Seymour is most kind to remember us so far from Chelsey.”

“Not so far,” John snapped. “The Baron ordered me to attend to his errand here and then retrieve him at Bankesyde in the same evening.” To Fulke he offered a consolatory smile. “I am pleased to see you after so many years.”

“And I you, brother.” Fulke patted John’s arm.

John faced the road leading to the river, unaware of the immortal who watched him. He turned back and said, “Fulke, ruminate upon my offer. When I think of you among these…” John gestured towards the church’s sick room.

Viper leaned so far out to observe his aeir that she almost lost her balance. She climbed down the stone wall without making a sound and positioned herself behind John. Her feet barely made a dent in the soft grass in front of the church. Although John couldn’t see through her enchantment, he gathered his coat around his shoulders and frowned when she reached for a wisp of his aeir. 

“I am content at St. Giles, where I am truly needed.” The eyes of the clergyman’s less cohesive aeir shone with pride. 

“At Chelsey you would be safe from the sicknesses brought here, and my Lord Seymour’s pay is of good coin.”

“Eight pennies a day is solid employ, I grant you, but we measure value by different scales.” Fulke crossed his arms over his chest, anchoring himself to Cammerwelle. “Indeed, my belly would be full at Chelsey Place, yet my soul would starve for St. Giles.”

Viper fought the urge to drain John’s life-magic. If she did, Fulke would be able to see her when she lost herself in the rapture of the feed. As a pacifist, Fulke couldn’t strike a mortal man. She couldn’t risk that he’d spare an immortal who was killing his brother. Moreover, she wanted to find out why John’s aeir materialized so completely.

“I must away to my master. I thank you for this blessed spring water, and for your prayers for the Baron’s soul,” said John, holding a leather flask. Fine, pleated lace flashed at his wrist.

“And you, John. Always for you, with never a price,” Fulke responded as his brother headed into the night, an unseen predator on his heels.

The Daoine Tor stalked her prey to Baron Seymour’s cutter, moored at the Thamys, the river that led to London. Ahead, the men who manned the boat also sported aeir better than the residents and pilgrims of Cammerwelle.

Viper’s throat closed in apprehension when she beheld the wide, fast-moving waters of the River Thamys, capable of swallowing fields with the change of seasons. Behind her lay the unquestionable security of the life she knew in the village. The temptation of the men’s aeir overcame her caution. She snuck onto the vessel and mounted the wooden canopy above John. The cutter progressed upriver towards the recently re-legitimized stew houses of London’s Bankesyde. Cammerwelle Parish disappeared into the darkness behind her. 


3: Elizabeth of the Second Throne

The River Thames, London.

June 3, 2012: late afternoon.

Viper balanced at the midpoint on the arms of the twin sentinels of Tower Bridge, high above the River Thames. People crammed along the bankside railing like stockyard cattle. They had huddled for hours under chilly, damp skies as they waited for the same queen the Daoine Tor wanted to kill.

The immortal disliked the symmetry of this new bridge. Her London Bridge had long since fallen down. This modern structure, with its pointed, boxy towers, conveyed life without hosting life. Businesses and homes had rested upon the wide berth of the bridge Viper remembered. In her time, it was a convenient hunting ground, especially for dispatching her prey.

She outlined the silvery keloid scars in the revitalized purple skin of her forearms with a long fingernail. Each raised, rune-shaped marking belonged to a bygone place, as strange to Viper as modern London. An updraft caressed her thick, white tresses, restored as full as the moon. Angular lines fleshed out her face, as before. Nevertheless, her insides felt hollow. The immortal ignored the boundless feast laid out before her. She zeroed in on the approaching flotilla, yearning to quench her revenge, a more pressing appetite.

The royal cutter Gloriana led the one-thousand boat flotilla downriver towards Tower Bridge. The grand naval processional reminded Viper of the only Coronation parade and ceremony she had attended. After the first wave of manually powered boats came the largest royal barge the immortal had ever seen. The prow of the Spirit of Chartwell, sculpted with red velvet swags and gold gilding, didn’t impress her. The barge carried Viper’s intended victim, Queen Elizabeth II, the Diamond Queen.

Seven beams of sparkling energy pierced the surface of the water, forming a circle near the base of Tower Bridge. The beacons’ red glow bathed the grey sky and the people below. They couldn’t see Viper, nor the magical energy. Coincidentally, trumpets saluted the queen’s arrival as the elaborate prow of the barge crossed into the enchantment. Viper vaulted from her post and landed soundlessly on the fore deck of the Spirit of Chartwell. A floral arrangement and a golden handrail lay between her and a pair of red velvet thrones adorned with royal heraldry.

Queen Elizabeth stood behind the chairs, underneath a gold canopy. Her face, rounded and blessed by the kindest of aging years, displayed a flicker of panic. She reached across herself slowly and gripped the arm of an elderly man on her right, who wore a dark uniform bedecked with medals.

“Phillip, do you see that?” she whispered out of the corner of her smiling, thin-lipped mouth.

He didn’t respond to her concern. That Queen Elizabeth noted Viper’s arrival piqued the immortal’s curiosity. Everyone else within the charmed area, moved much slower, almost stationary. For the other mortals within the enchantment, and to those beyond its boundary, the queen smiled and waved as if Viper didn’t exist.

“Greetings unto thee, English Queen,” Viper said, with no indication that the queen’s awareness concerned her. The immortal pulled a corner of the British flag away from her body in mock curtsey.

Drops of rain suspended between the powerful females. The queen’s face transformed from dignified to stern. The fire in her eyes invoked a new vigour to her soft, wrinkled face. Her long white coat with its ruffled fringe and raised polka dotted fabric set off the increasing redness in her cheeks.

“Tell me, whose queen art thou?” Viper kept her torso bent low. The flag barely covered her breasts. She raised her head and her predatory expression spurned the queen into reaction.

Queen Elizabeth drew back her shoulders and started towards the front of the thrones with bold steps. “I am not subject to your interrogation. And how dare you wear my nation’s flag so disrespectfully?” When Viper didn’t answer, the queen sat down with her spine stiff and her gloved hands folded tightly in her lap.

The immortal jumped onto the railing in front of the queen, towering over her. “If it offends, then remove it thyself,” Viper said as she dangled one leg lower than the other, flaunting an expanse of purple skin in provocation. The queen maintained her composure. Millions of cameras pointed at the Jubilee Barge. Not one photographed the immortal’s insolence through the beacons’ enchantment. “Whose queen art thou?” 

The queen pursed her lips together until they matched the white of her dress. “I am Queen Elizabeth the Second, born of the House of Windsor. I carry centuries of royal blood in my veins.”

“You humaines, obsessed with thy blood lineage.” The immortal tossed back her hair with indifference.

The queen was not a Tudor descendant, as Viper had thought. This Queen Elizabeth had an aeir that was sometimes here, sometimes there, and always shimmering white. Viper had a fleeting thought to kill the woman on her throne. However, she didn’t want to risk being seen by the throngs of people on, and around, the barge if her feeding rapture lasting longer than the voyage through the beacons.

“Thou say thou art queen, yet no crown rests upon thy head.” Instead, a slanted hat topped the queen’s matching suit dress. Viper eased herself onto the deck and prowled among the group of Nobles behind the thrones to hide her disappointment. These mortals wore less complicated fashions than the garb of the Elizabethan Court. Viper smirked at the queen’s exposed legs. How amoral people would have thought this queen in the past. Today, everyone venerated her. This world had much to teach Viper.

The immortal paused between a woman with straw-coloured hair in a cream outfit, and a younger, very slim brunette in a bright red dress, their hands frozen in mid-wave. “Her hat is bigger than thine,” Viper said of the older woman on her right. The immortal pulled off the mortal’s co-ordinating, wide-brimmed hat and put it on her own head. “Your sister perhaps? No,” Viper mused, “she is too long in the face.”

The queen didn’t rise to Viper’s goading. Viper made a face at the back of the queen’s head and replaced the headpiece, slightly off kilter. She rested her elbows on each of the women’s shoulders as she contemplated her next move. The brunette had dimples in her cheeks, mouth open in mid-sentence to the tall young man on her left in a military uniform and a bright blue sash. Viper rounded behind the mortal, tracing the younger woman’s wide neckline with the back of her hand. She flicked the feathers affixed to the brunette’s hair before she sauntered back to the railing in front of the thrones.

“My question is unanswered. To whom dost thou belong?” Viper reclined casually, disguising her impatience.

“I belong to my people, and you are not welcome here,” Queen Elizabeth replied, as though her eyes penetrated her otherworldly visitor.

The immortal had heard those words of betrayal before. The fury of her past failure possessed her body and she lunged at the queen. Queen Elizabeth rose with unexpected speed. She brandished a red and blue amulet at Viper in defiance. The talisman repulsed the immortal backwards with a fierce, white blast. She grabbed the boat’s edge and stopped herself from tumbling into the river.

Viper hadn’t been able to see the glow of the accursed amulet through the queen’s white aeir. 

“Be careful, creature,” the queen said with an unyielding voice. “Elizabeth Regina left word about you, her Viper, for We, the future Rulers of England. So I say again, you are not welcome here.”

Viper laughed with disdain. “Marry, Viper am I, though Elizabeth’s name for me is not my real name.” The immortal adjusted her posture, hiding both the ache of the impact in her bones, and the discomfort that she didn’t know her real name. “She called everyone as one little animal or another. A trick of words to maintain her superiority. The trinket in thy hand will afford thee no protection. The bearer of the Parhelion can see me whether I would will it or not. There is naught else.”

“You don’t divulge the jewel’s full potency.” Queen Elizabeth lowered her arm but not her guard.

Viper raised an appreciative eyebrow. “Thou art well-schooled. Thus am I exposed a liar. My compliments, Elizabeth of the Second Throne.”

Queen Elizabeth flinched.

“Hath something I said disturbed thee?” Viper asked, probing for leverage against the queen.

“I wonder, is it truly a random occurrence that you address me as such?” Queen Elizabeth's voice wavered for the first time. “You speak words from a prophesy known only to the Rulers of England. Remove the binding, worlds unwinding. One now, one then, one here again. War will be known when Elizabeth sits a Second Throne.”

The Queen rested the Parhelion over her heart. “The first Queen Elizabeth to rule the English Crown kept a treasury box beside her bed. Inside were this amulet and the prophecy, written in her handwriting. Since its discovery upon her death, no Monarch dared name their female heir after the queen whose Golden Age forever changed our country. That is, not until my father, King George. Before he died, he told me that he believed the prophecy was Elizabethan propaganda meant to scare the Spanish. That’s why he didn’t stop my mother from naming me Elizabeth.” Her shoulders drooped slightly.

“What power is there in a name?” Viper pulled a red rose from the floral display on the bow and inhaled deeply. She hid her down-turned mouth behind the fullness of the flower. There was a time when Viper thought she knew all of Elizabeth I’s secrets, save one.

The queen continued with the tone of a patient grandmother. “When I learned of the prophecy, I couldn’t ignore the coincidences before me, regardless of what my father said. I bore Elizabeth’s name and we were nearly the same age at our Coronation. There were two world wars before I became queen. Therefore, I adopted greater caution than my father. I had served in the greatest war humankind had ever seen, and I greatly feared another.” The queen turned the jewel over in her hands, as if seeing it for the first time, her commanding countenance broken.

“I kept this talisman in a covert vault under Edinburg Castle. Given the nature of the amulet’s origin, and the prophecy, I never wore nor displayed the jewel. No one knew of its existence. Or, so I thought.” She fidgeted with the triple strand of pearls around her neck, an atypical habit for a queen. “Last week, a rather odd man with a noticeable gait infiltrated my offices at the House. Quite a feat to be so unseen in one of the most highly guarded palaces in the country. He spoke of the amulet in significant detail.” Queen Elizabeth retrieved a small item wrapped in white silk from a secret compartment in her padded armrest. She faced Viper and said, “The curious man told me that my nation would be in grave danger if I didn’t bring the Parhelion, this amulet, on my flotilla. I would have ignored his request, except that he vanished before I could alert security, which captured my interest. I see that he hoped you would reveal yourself to me, here.” Queen Elizabeth straightened her shoulders and reclaimed her regal dominance. “Are you the portent the prophecy foretold, I wonder? Are my people in danger?”

Viper flung the rose into the river. “Of what import are the prophecies of sheep? It matters not to me.” The perimeter of the enchanted zone drew near. Viper wouldn’t waste time discussing the future of people she couldn’t trust with a queen she didn’t like.

“It should. People will die. Innocents die when the world is at war.”

“Then, ’twould be welcome. War hides my victims,” Viper sneered. Another human sought to command her elldyr creft. This queen would be no ally. “No, Second Queen, this prophesy is thy misfortune. Not mine.” 

“You truly are as ambivalent about humans as Elizabeth Regina implied. I had hoped time would-”

“Kill me?”

“Tame you.” Queen Elizabeth thrust out the silk-wrapped scroll. “Here. I carried this letter with me, in secret, every day since my Coronation. Elizabeth Regina insisted that her successor, or any ruler thereafter who encountered you, should deliver her missive.”

Viper raced to the throne and grasped the armrests. The rolled up message bent against her torso as she leaned in to Queen Elizabeth’s left ear. Viper ensured that the heat of her breath warmed the Monarch’s pale skin.

“Let me feed upon thy family and I will ensure thy country’s victory in your prophesied war.” Viper’s tongue toyed with the grey curls under Elizabeth’s hat. “So many flowers surround thee. Could thou not spare me but a few?”

Queen Elizabeth cleared her throat and twisted away from Viper. She rose abruptly and stepped to the golden railing, gripping it with one hand. She held the scroll towards her intruder with the other.

“I don’t intend to make yours a prolonged acquaintance.” The immortal didn’t mistake the dismissal in the queen’s tone. 

Viper snapped away the scroll with a derisive snort. Brittle and yellowed, it bore red wax impregnated with the insignia of Queen Elizabeth I. The immortal broke the seal and read the last words of the Tudor bloodline.

“Our royal debt to the Tudor Dynasty is now complete,” the modern Queen Elizabeth said. The tension in her shoulders dissipated. “I feel compelled to ask you to share the content of this letter. Your being here during my diamond anniversary cannot be an accident. Perhaps there is something in Elizabeth Regina’s message that will help me protect my people.”

The immortal gave Elizabeth’s parchment to the queen. “Her words are empty. Do what you will with them.” Viper’s expressionless face masked the torment of her true feelings.

The queen scanned the flourished calligraphy. “What of this man of whom she writes?”

“Meaningless!” Viper roared. Flames exploded on the parchment, and around her head. Queen Elizabeth gasped and let go of the letter. A burst of wind swept the smouldering document into the water. Viper mounted the starboard rail of the boat. “Consider thyself blessed, Second Elizabeth. I do not take thee for a pawn of my nemesis, nor do I believe thou art a descendant of Good Queen Bess. Elsewise, you would die.”

“Then, I trust that our paths shall not cross.” Queen Elizabeth retreated to the position Viper had found her, standing beside her husband, behind the thrones. The cheering humans on the bank wouldn’t know that anything had happened on the boat. The bascules of Tower Bridge began lifting.

“If they do,” Viper said, “I shall not be as generous as I am now.”

She plunged into the brown depths of the Thames. Beneath the water, a layer of air surrounded her, allowing her to breathe. Viper swam in opposition to the current to the circle of seven stone monoliths on the riverbed, from which red beacons erupted. Sediment and debris clung to a boulder ten feet long lying at the epicentre. She cleared handfuls of the river’s muck from the recumbent stone.

Entrapped inside this prison, a prison made by elldyr creft magic long ago, Viper hoped to find her nemesis. She would enter the trap and kill the creature inside, the thief of Viper’s life. For the briefest moment, Viper wondered what would happen to her if she, too, became interred. Her hatred of her enemy overcame that fear. Viper was willing to spend an eternity in confinement if it meant she would spend it with the corpse of her enemy.

“Annys, I have waited long for escape. You shall not wait long for your death.”

Viper focused her elldyr into a point at her fingertip and visualized carving glyphs onto the skin of her enemy. She etched runes on the rock surface like a cross, four along a vertical line and two at the outer ends of the horizontal plane. Where the lines met, she engraved the keystone, a symbol unlike any found on her body. Two handles formed along the longest sides of the stone.

The immortal, ready to face her enemy, submitted herself to the recumbent stone. She lay on her back, braced in the current with the hand holds. The carved glyphs aligned with her midline and her outstretched arms. Around her, the beacons retracted into the standing stones. Fiery beams shot out from the inner face of the megaliths and pounded into the recumbent beneath Viper, one at a time. She screamed with pain into the layer of air around her with each caustic impact. Thick fingers of dark stone fastened around her wrists like shackles. Four wide bands of liquid stone spread across her body in pairs that rose up from either side of her midline. Where they met, the bands fused together. Viper began sinking into the recumbent stone. The standing stones, magic spent, crumbled until they were unassuming heaps.

The immortal’s eyes widened with panic, realizing her error. The enchanted beacons shone after four centuries because Annys had not been captured. Viper wasted the last of her energy to gain access to an enemy who still roamed free. She struggled in the restraints. They did not give way. The tears that mourned her short-lived freedom bled into the silted river as her face disappeared beneath the solid, grey rock.


4: Elizabeth of the First Throne

April 30th, 1548.

The Banke Syde, London River.

The cutter had arrived at Bankesyde well past midnight. The plentiful aeir of the man awaiting John rewarded Viper’s impulsiveness. Sir Thomas Seymour, Baron of Chelsea Place, joined John on the cutter. Drunk, Seymour nearly landed on his servant. Viper crouched facing the two men, careful not to bump against the nearest oarsman and reveal her position through her enchantment of invisibility. She shivered with excitement as she listened to Seymour regale John with exploits of bear baiting and gambling with Winchester Geese, the prostitutes of Bankesyde. His aeir, not his stories, thrilled her.

The intense yellow undulations of Seymour’s life-magic reflected in her dark eyes. Seymour’s aeir flowed over his head and limbs. A narrow nose held up his high forehead and receding hairline. His moustache sheltered thin lips before cascading into the triangular waterfall of his beard. Were it not for the enamelled brooch at his elongated throat, his half-circle clock would slide off his peaked shoulders.

“My tales make me hoarse.” Seymour offered John a half-empty bottle of Biddenden wine after taking a large gulp. “Drink. This damp night carries a demon’s bite. How fared thy trip?”

“All went well, my Lord,” John said quietly. He declined the wine.

Viper reached out without touching the men. She sought the sparks in Seymour’s aeir rather than the contents of the bottle.

“Thou hast my thanks master gardener,” Seymour said when John handed over the flask of blessed Cammerwelle spring water. “Did thy brother ask after its purpose?”

“As you would wish it, he believes you hope ’twill guarantee you a son.” John picked at invisible dirt on his hose.

Lord Seymour took a long swig and belched. “My wife has God for that. I have a younger flower in mind for this water.” He placed two gold coins into John’s hand. “The winnings of my stew house gambling shall make a handsome reward for thy silence.”

John fumbled as he caught the earnings with uneasy hands. “You mean to use potion on Lady Elizabeth?”

Seymour remarked, “My gardener does not approve of his master’s plans?” His body swayed on its own waves of wine. Viper felt every intoxicating word from Seymour’s mouth caress her own. Her tongue reached through parted lips for boozy wisps of his aeir.

John didn’t meet his master’s eyes. “I would not like to see any harm come to her. My lady-wife complains bitterly that you keep company with the princess unattended by others.”

“I mean to control my ginger bitch by whatever charm necessary.” Seymour grunted and shifted his hips. “Cammerwelle’s blessed water mixed with oil of rosemary and fenugreek will grant me dominance over Elizabeth’s hotter nature.”

“Might a man ask, most fatherly, to what intent?”

Seymour ducked out from under the canopy towards the stern. He would have tripped on Viper’s legs had she not used the rocking of the boat to hide her scurried actions. She edged to his side and traced the tendrils of his aeir with longing.

He braced himself on the canopy. Untying the drawstrings on his trousers, he cast his words over his shoulder as he urinated overboard.

“Elizabeth is a princess well trained for Court. She doth carry the appetites of both her parents. With my potion in her belly, I will bridle her thusly.” He gesticulated obscenely with his penis. The tillerman grinned at the comment. He turned away quickly when Seymour glared at him.

Seymour fastened his britches and returned to John, with Viper close behind. He plumped up the cushioned seat before he plopped himself onto the bench. The immortal crouched as close to them as her hunger dared let her. “If I hath charge of Elizabeth’s lust, so do I govern her. Through her will I have influence upon Edward.”

“The king?”

“Bah! A child of eleven years, my nephew is no true king. Lord Somerset, my fat-kidneyed brother, coddles the boy-king’s cock and rules in his name.”

Viper caught her breath when Seymour’s pursed lips spat into the blackness around them.

Seymour placed an arm around his gardener. “John, I will tell thee the truth about royal blood.” John squirmed at the action. Seymour continued regardless. “Royal blood cannot be shed save by disloyalty or by enemy. The English Court is full of evil, within and without. If Elizabeth is welcomed at Court, then so too, will my Dowager Katherine and I be welcomed. And, if God sees fit to place my tamed princess upon the English throne, then I would have the same power o’er her which my brother now holds o’er the king.”

Seymour stretched, a jerky, awkward motion, and retracted his arm. “This wine makes me too familiar with my tongue.” He stabbed a finger at his groundskeeper. “Speak naught of my intent, elsewise the words will be thy last.” Seymour drew his fur-lined coat around himself. He slouched with his legs extended between Viper’s feet, laid his head on the stumpy backrest and closed his eyes. His breathing rapidly descended into the rhythmic pattern of sleep. John was less fortunate. He stayed awake until the sun greeted them at their destination.

Lord Seymour woke when his cutter thumped into the wooden dock at Chelsea Place. He shot John a final acerbic glance and disembarked for his home, leaving the groundskeeper behind. Viper hastened after Seymour through the mulberry saplings bordering the widest pathway to an older timber building that framed one end of the garden. Here, the kitchen servants bustled through the doorway, preparing to break the household’s night fast. They had aeir as alluring as those of Seymour and his men on the boat, all imbued with a rarity that stirred Viper’s hunger. With so many resplendent energies at Chelsea Place from which to choose, she no longer had to stop herself from devouring Seymour’s. The immortal plotted how to get him alone.

Chelsea Place was built with red clay bricks that Viper had not seen in the less affluent village of Cammerwelle. Four thin chimneys stroked the sky from second storey embattlements. Narrow windows flanked either side of the open oak door on the main level. Viper followed Seymour inside, up a wide, polished staircase and through a lengthy hallway lined with cabinets and closed doors.

Seymour pushed open the entrance to his personal chambers. Once inside, his attendants began to help him undress. Viper maintained her glamour and they didn’t see her standing in the middle of the room. She wound her elldyr creft about Seymour’s head, invoking a hankering for privacy in his mind.

“Leave me in peace,” he barked at the attendants. “Bring bread, meat and wine from the kitchen. My stomach, not my clothes, craves attention.” When alone, Seymour closed the door behind himself and began stumbling towards his four-poster bed.

Viper materialized, blocking his path. First she let him see her arms, then her legs and torso. His eyes turned into pie dishes when he beheld the curve of her breasts beneath her thin smock. Seymour scrambled backwards to the fireplace’s unlit hearth to get away. The immortal’s violet magic outlined her body, fluctuating with impatience. She shoved her hands onto his chest, propelling him into the carved mantle, as high as his armpit. He flailed his limbs and knocked a ceramic bowl of drying thyme onto the woven reed carpet. The heels of his boots were devoured by the wood ash and coal soot in the hearth.

The Daoine Tor held the humaine effortlessly. She lowered her face into the ethereal energy surrounding his head. Viper half-closed her eyes in ecstasy. Seymour extended his arms and secured his grip on a large frame leaning on the mantle. The gilded portrait started to tilt forward. Viper backhanded it into the bed on the other side of the room before it struck her.

A jewel worn by the woman in the picture caught her eye. She thrust Seymour to his knees in front of the broken frame.

“Who is this woman?” Her demand tore through him.

“My beloved wife, the dowager queen, Katherine,” he croaked. Queen Katherine wore a black, peaked gable hood bedecked with pearls over brown hair that was parted down the middle and drawn back. A sheer partlet descended to the pearl, ruby and gold embroidered trim on her gown. Three loops of pearls circled Katherine’s neck. A small, black, triangular pendant dangled from the middle of the shortest strand. Yellow acanthus leaves spun across the ruddy dance floor of her hooped skirt.

“And what of this amulet?” Viper pointed to a round brooch fastened on the left side of Katherine’s squared-off neckline. Seven thumbnail sized diamonds alternated with an equal number of oversized pearls around twinned red and blue centre jewels. Fine lines of white radiated outwards within each segment of the red and blue gems, like star sapphires. The filigreed setting held Celtic swirls uncharacteristically paired with ivy vines.

“King Henry commissioned this portrait when Katherine was his Queen Consort at Hampton. She wears one of the Crown Jewels.”

“Fetch it to me or meet thy death,” Viper said without hesitation. She moved to thrust him to the door when images of a forgotten event overwhelmed her mind: a feminine voice with pressured speech; large chunks of shattered stones strewn around a circular bank and ditch; faces she couldn’t make out but felt she should know; and the amulet from the painting of Katherine Parr. In Viper’s vision, she reached for the talisman—

A flash of white blinded her and she shrieked in a mixture of fear and pain.

Viper tore off her sleeves. Newly erupted scars flared on her inner forearms like white poppies in a meadow of purple heather. She bore six raised, keloid scars. Each one was a runic symbol, the translation of which she couldn’t fathom. The agony of not knowing their purpose hurt more than the burning in her arms.

Distracted by her shock, Viper didn’t see Seymour sneak to the exit. The door flung open and an attractive girl in a sleeveless smock, with hazel eyes and a notable aquiline nose, ran into him. Flowing red hair hugged him as her body collided with his.

“Princess!”

“My Lord Seymour!” Princess Elizabeth gasped, her teenaged body still pressed into his. “Forgive me! I heard a disruption within and I – oh!” She stopped when she saw the disarray. Seymour’s hands lingered on the pale skin of Elizabeth’s arms as he helped her gain her balance. She leaned over to peek at Viper beyond Seymour’s body. Elizabeth caught sight of the face that, once seen, could never be forgotten. “Is that a painted flirt-gill?” The princess pointed at Viper, referring to a Bankesyde prostitute.

Elizabeth’s aeir equally captivated Viper. The girl’s life-magic flowed with greater magnificence than anyone. The energy replicated every minutiae of Elizabeth’s body, from her fine eyelashes to her straight legs and naked feet. The immortal braced herself with the bed frame, unable to believe her good fortune. Princess Elizabeth was the source of the enhanced aeir of Chelsea Place’s residents.

Elizabeth skirted around Seymour with curiosity, not covering her underclothes. “No. Not a woman. A creature with the appearance of a woman too sharp of bone and too tall of height. So much like us, yet vastly different. As magnificent as an angel, and as fearsome as a demon.” Elizabeth sounded more curious than cautious, more reckless than reverent.

The Daoine Tor laughed, a crackle of a dying bonfire. “To some, hath I been both.”

Elizabeth’s aeir doubled in strength as she set her jaw. “Thou art meaning to harm my uncle?”

“I did come here to feed upon him. Be that as it may, I hath ne’er seen a life force as succulent as thine.” Viper summoned her elldyr and sent it to ensnare Elizabeth with forked, clasping barbs.

Seymour grabbed Elizabeth and moved her aside. “No! She is a child!” Elizabeth’s hair flowed over his arm as he inserted himself between the youth and the immortal. The princess’ face paled beneath the apple red cheeks of her high cheekbones. “Do not touch her!”

Viper bared her teeth and stayed her advance. “Thou dare to feign fatherly care for thy pawn? I o’erheard thy plans. Without her, thou art without influence upon the throne.”

“Lord Thomas?” Elizabeth tried pushing away from him. “What poisoned lies does this viper speak?”

“Name me what e’re thou will, humaine, but call me not a liar.”

“What is your name, then, you abomination?”

“Insolent wretch! To thee I am a viper, so feel my fangs.” Viper’s hands flared with the fire of her elldyr creft, as much at Elizabeth’s contempt as at her own inability to remember her real name.

Seymour raised an unsteady hand to Viper. “I will procure this amulet you desire,” he stammered, beads of sweat on his forehead, “if, by so doing, you spare Elizabeth.”

Viper yanked Seymour apart from the princess with one hand and pushed the girl from him with the other. The immortal spun Seymour around and pinned him to the far wall. A tapestry of men a-hunting furrowed behind him.

“Here stand I with both thy lives at my whim, and thou art fool enough to bargain.” His ambitious cockiness infuriated Viper. Her magic crawled up his shoulders and around his neck.

“Not so much a fool, foul creature,” Elizabeth spoke out from behind Viper, hands on her hips. “For if ye could fetch this item thyself, I believe thou would.” Viper turned her head and narrowed her calculating eyes at Elizabeth’s defiant ones.

The immortal released Seymour, who squirreled to Elizabeth’s side. “Well played, little princess.” Viper strode to the Dowager’s portrait and caressed the painting, proving to herself that the amulet under her fingers was only an image. “I was ignorant of this talisman's existence till now, thou art are correct.” The immortal faced them, eyes heavy with threat. Elizabeth held her breath. “Thomas, if thy Dowager, thy princess, and thy household are to escape unscathed, find this amulet and yield it unto me.”

“Uncle, you must not do as this viper asks.”

Seymour kissed his ward on the forehead and held her tightly. “Elizabeth, think of Katherine and how she suffers at the hand of my brother. She was your father’s last queen. My brother treats her with great disrespect. A bargain with this creature may improve our station. I must obey the demon’s will.”

Elizabeth lowered her eyes without stepping away. “I fear ’twill be your undoing, Sir.”

The immortal heard other people approaching in the hall. “Make haste, Seymour. I will watch for thee.” She summoned her enchantment of concealment just before Katherine entered the room.

The Dowager let loose a string of un-ladylike curses and accusations of infidelity at her husband, who still embraced the princess. Katherine demanded that Seymour immediately move Elizabeth, and the temptation of her youth, far from Chelsey Place, to which Seymour protested that he had not been unfaithful.

As maids withdrew with a crying Elizabeth, Viper stroked her new scars. She promised herself she would have the princess’ aeir in her grasp again. First, she needed Thomas to find the mysterious amulet that provoked her past into her present. In the meantime, she would search for other Daoine Tor, the hazy faces she saw in her vision, determined to find out if they proved friend or foe. 


5: Mouse

Beneath the River Thames, London.

June 3, 2012: early evening.

The sweat of the river on the flat subterranean walls of the prison beneath the Thames reeked of stale water. Viper’s eyes fluttered open. Years of confinement had deconditioned the endurance of the Daoine Tor’s skill. Her exchange with Queen Elizabeth II on the Spirit of Chartwell, and in the stone henge beneath it, unexpectedly drained Viper. She propped herself up on one elbow and produced a weak, purple elldyr creft flame, then surveyed the room with the tiniest hope of seeing her enemy’s wasted body.

Her heart sank when nothing except six blank walls greeted her. A limestone slab wracked with fractures leaned on the seventh wall. Viper dragged herself closer with complaining muscles. The light of her magic grazed the limestone’s surface. She expected to see rolling hills carved into its façade. Fragmentation and heavy mildew greeted her. The immortal came to her knees with a groan and pressed her glowing hands to the stone, willing an exit to form on its surface.

Nothing happened. The mist rising from the cold floor matched the sad swirls in Viper’s eyes. The room had been compromised and the elldyr magic bound to the limestone frieze eradicated. She had no simple means of escape, or of finding help. The thought of being trapped again overwhelmed Viper. She crumpled to the ground in a fine spray of water.

Viper felt, as much as heard, the grinding of metal on stone behind the limestone. She tried rousing a potent elldyr fire. Her power flickered and died. Defenseless, Viper lacked the stamina to protect herself from a potential assailant.

A crowbar eased into the room and jimmied about for attention from the smallest gap behind the limestone. “Mistress,” a quiet male voice inched into the room, “if you would kindly relocate this slab, I would appreciate it very, very much.”

“Mouse!” Viper’s surprise gave her the boost of energy she needed to shift the heavy stone.

Her Foundling, a wiry man with grey hair, crawled out from a modest tunnel. “After all this time, I finally read the signs correctly!” Mouse braced himself against the wall and brushed the dust of khaki trousers with arthritis twisted hands. Both legs bowed outwards as he chittered with excitement. “Whew! That was almost impossible. I have been working for months on getting around that slab.” Dirt shook off him as he gesticulated. “I could have started burrowing from City Hall. City Hall is in the other direction, which is not the side we want to be on. Then again, if I had, I would not be stuck behind the slab, late for your arrival. No matter. You are here!”

Mouse’s wild hair bounced enthusiastically as he hugged Viper. His enlarged head eclipsed his body, with sprawling eyebrows to match. His yellow and jade checkered bow tie clashed with a herringbone jacket in two shades of red. Mouse had aged, simultaneously looking completely unrecognizable and exactly as Viper had left him in 1603.

He held Viper at his arms’ length, and lifting his chin, scrutinized her face with brown eyes over the narrow, rectangular glasses perched on his prominent nose. “You did not have to fight off one of those fish-tailed Merrow, did you? They increased their numbers of late. From the Northern Isles, I reckon. With the Diamond anniversary of Elizabeth’s Coronation coming, your enemy has been strengthening their ranks.”

“The watery wraiths hold no match for me.” Viper shrugged out of his embrace, too weary to be captivated by both Mouse’s streaming words and his arms.

Mouse danced a little jig, his bowed legs surprisingly lithe. “I knew you would come for the Diamond Queen. Oh yes, I knew it. Diamonds on the Second Throne; White Queen on the First. Diamonds are white; She was white. When I could not find you, well, I did not know what I would do. I went to the White Queen and I tried to tell her who I was. She stared out the window, unmoved for hours, even days. She would not, or could not, see me. So, I hid.”

“For all these centuries?”

Mouse scratched his abundant, rogue hair. “Yes. Well, and no. There was one decade… Alas, that is not important.” The memory slowed his jubilant steps. He took his glasses off and cleaned them with his handkerchief. A forlorn emotion touched upon his face. Then, he threw himself on his Mistress, babbling his relief.

Viper disentangled herself from Mouse a second time, impatient to leave. “The display of your affection is neither requested nor desired. I must renew my elldyr power.”

“Yes, yes. That first.” He toddled back into the tunnel. “I am afraid that you are not safe here,” he said, his words muffled from within the darkness. “Someone long ago made sure the walls could be breached. By whom, I do not know. And, I will not be able to drag anyone through the tunnel for you to feed upon as I do not have the strength. I am sorry to tell you that you will have to, ahem, crawl out. I will collapse the room and tunnel behind us when we leave.” He re-emerged, showing her a bag of grey putty and wires. “Explosive devices. Very handy.”

He began affixing them to the walls. “In 1884, the city created a transportation system to carry people under the ground. The cobblestone roads were a disgraceful mess. Queen Victoria reigned at the time. You would have liked her. She reminded me of your Elizabeth, smart and determined, despite her youth. The original design for a tunnel under the Thames would have come right through here. Well, your Mouse stepped in, yes I did. I laid out some hefty bribes to make the surveyors change their plans. The workmen dug a passage several metres east of us. In fact, I spent a lot of time restructuring the designs to suit my needs. From the Gherkin, where I live now, I have…”

Viper glowered at Mouse and he held up his hands in protest. “Yes, yes. Let us go. Humans live longer lives now, but they are still afflicted with illness and cancers. We will find you someone suitable, perhaps at The Royal London Hospital. It is not far.”

“It need not be a dying person,” Viper said. “The aeir of any humaine shall suffice. My recovery proves difficult. Already hath I rashly fed upon healthy humaines.” The luscious tones of Viper’s skin faded.

“Surely you, you do not mean children, Mistress?” Mouse swallowed, his Adam’s apple visible beneath the close-cropped, white beard that starkly contrasted with his hair.

“No, Mouse, spare the youngest. In my adverse reaction to a child’s aeir, I hath not changed.” A headache started behind her eyes as she recalled the boy in the Camberwell hotel.

“In that case, we might come across a Once Under in the Underground before too long. There have been a higher number of individuals throwing themselves in front of trains lately.”

“When I am fully convalesced, then shall you assist me in taking vengeance upon Annys.”

“I am yours, my Mistress,” Mouse said with a bow and a cryptic smile. “I have long prepared for this day. Come, come. It is not far.” He tapped his nose and disappeared down his rabbit hole.

Day turned to night, as it had for centuries, over a city whose buildings no longer turned dark. On the 41st storey of the skyscraper on St. Mary Axe, Viper floated above the land whose deeper layers held her ghosts. After she fed, Mouse had rushed her to the top of his tower to show Viper her new home. The high-rise earned the nickname the “Gherkin” because it roughly resembled a pickle. A lattice of flat, triangulated windows gave the tower its unique conical shape. Seven bands of tinted windows twisted their way into the Heavens. The glass in front of Viper reached from the floor of the uppermost room to the molded glass cone at the top of the structure. No matter which direction she faced, London splayed out beneath her.

Coils of elldyr magic flickered around her flag-draped body. Viper’s skin now flourished from the aeir of the suicidal man she pulled into a service tunnel moments before the train sped past. Devouring the aeir of the Once Under brought her little fulfilment, and restored a modest amount of her power. The potential to feast upon millions of aeir in one location intoxicated her. For now, she refused herself the temptation. After she satisfied her hunger for revenge, Viper could lay the city to waste.

She knew Mouse wanted her to say something about her first complete view of modern London. He observed her from the middle of the room, where a corporate cipher with the letters O and H bedecked the half-circle doors inset into the floor. A mirrored credenza and a trio of pale grey, leather chairs, each accompanied by a small glass table, were the only furnishings in the room.

Police boats trolled the Thames near Tower Bridge for the explanation to Mouse’s underwater explosion. His detonation removed all physical evidence of the supernatural prison. Viper flexed her long limbs and turned away from her view of London’s Tower. The open wounds in her memories wept for the life she had known.

“Mistress,” Mouse started, then stopped himself. He tapped his fingers on his lips. Viper said nothing, content to let the stillness answer him. “Mistress,” he repeated, at length, “do you find the city overwhelming?”

“London is as London was. Full of life and debauchery.” Viper was a nighthawk above the horizon of an uncertain city, seeking her enemy and targeting her next meal.

“Were you satisfied with your recent…? Was the one man enough for your needs?”

“Well enough that I hath regained a satisfactory measure of my elldyr creft.” She brandished a solid violet flame from her hands. The otherworldly fire reflected in the window. “I am alarmed that the magic I absorbed did not make of me whole.”

“Curious,” Mouse said, his deep frown lines almost comical. He limped to the credenza and poured two tumblers of whisky. “One person’s aeir used to invigorate your powers for longer than this.” Viper said nothing as he brought her a glass. She didn’t know whether the fault in her delayed recovery originated within herself, or from the life-magic of this time period.

Mouse avoided the intense green in her eyes. Viper accepted the crystal glass and wandered past him on the polished black floor. Sparkles of iridescence, set off by discreet lights between the window panes, twinkled at her as she glided past on bare feet.

Mouse hobbled to one of the chairs nearer the perimeter, removed his jacket and draped it over the arm. He eased himself into the chair with one hand, then sipped his beverage in small measures. The long comfortable silences they used to share jaded Viper’s nerves. She surveyed the roads and buildings that replaced the forests she once roamed. The view was so chaotic, she couldn’t distinguish one structure from another, much less find many recognizable landmarks.

“Most impressive, this shining glass home of yours. You fared well during my imprisonment.” She drowned her sarcasm with a single swallow. The burning of the whisky made her feel alive.

“I built it for you. To find you.” Mouse’s voice cracked like the ice in his drink. “Do you not remember? Beneath us is St. Helen’s, the church where you left me.” Viper started at him blankly, refusing to allow the hurt to show. He studied his melting ice with brief despondency. “You told me you would come back, so, I waited.”

Viper stepped behind Mouse soundlessly. “I lived at the mercy of strangers,” he continued. “Without you, my unnatural body clashed with the passage of time. I did not have your elldyr creft to correct the deformities that being your Foundling wrought upon me. People sensed an unnatural difference in me that had little to do with my misshapenness. In time, they learned the truth.” Years of suppressed trauma resurfaced in Mouse’s eyes and heaped themselves upon those which he never forgot. “They grew old and feeble when I did not. There were times when the mercy of strangers was not so kind.”

Viper reached for his slumped shoulders and paused. Several angular lines extended above his collar. She slipped her fingertips in the top of his shirt and ran them around the edge as she knelt in front of him. Mouse straightened without meeting her eye. Viper loosened his bow tie and unclasped his top buttons. An irregular hatched pattern of silvery, linear scars, not unlike the lattice of the building he made for her, laced his upper chest. Cicatrices, scars from trauma, circled his body.

“Your life hath been prolonged whilst their bodies withered and died.” Viper’s perfunctory tone expressed little of the dismay she felt at her inability to protect her Foundling. “These scars hold nary a challenge for me to remove.” The runes on her arms started glowing.

“No.” His bulbous fingers gently guided hers away. Tears sprung up in eyes as brown as a newly turned flowerbeds. “No, my Mistress. There are wounds that even you cannot repair.”

Viper tensed with apprehension, confused by his answer. Her lack of understanding of the subversive forces she had faced in Elizabethan England caused her imprisonment. Mouse’s years of anguish resulted from her failure to defend him. She wondered whether Mouse had changed as significantly as the world she knew; if he was no longer the Foundling who loved her unconditionally.

Viper’s eyes steeled and she disguised her bitter shame with indignation. “You question my power, Foundling? With my elldyr creft, I made you what you are!” She pushed back from him, prepared to strike.

He didn’t cower. His reaction startled Viper, though she didn’t lower her arms. Mouse inched out of his chair with a faint grunt of exertion. He fastened his shirt with nimble, ugly fingers, then hobbled past the elldyr which threatened to heal him, or smite him.

“Yes, Mistress, you did. While under your care, I knew little of the cruelty of my fellow man. With your elldyr creft, people could not see the malformations your magic placed upon my body as they do now; as they saw after you left me.”

Her abrupt scorn mingled with turbulent ambivalence. Viper didn’t understand her Foundling’s reluctance. A tinge of regret flirted with her.

She withdrew her elldyr magic, saying, “You were ill-used. You need not carry such pains now. I hath strength enough to make your scars a memory.”

“It is my memories you cannot fix. Forgive me for saying so. That is the curse that came with the blessing of being your Foundling. I do not mind my deformity, the friends I have lost, not even being…” His retrospection claimed his words.

Viper never believed she would live a life without her Mouse, nor his without hers. He faced her, a hopeful smile claiming his tears. “I became a clever Mouse. Oh, so clever. I used my longevity to my advantage. I created a covert empire. My injuries, all of my injuries, gave me as much life as did you.” He opened his arms grandly. “And now, now my Mistress, we will have a life together, here.”

Viper regarded him with cold, black eyes. “I hath no interest in playing wife-maid to your ambitions. I seek retribution, little Mouse, and nothing more.” She no longer recognized the man before her, stronger than she could imagine with capacities she couldn’t comprehend. Viper’s fear that showing him kindness would make her vulnerable, once again, rekindled her ire. “My vengeance will not be obtained in your glittering cage!” Orbs of violet fire burst from her hands and trashed the room. Mouse shielded himself. The credenza exploded and the chairs flew into the walls in a resounding cacophony of metal and crystal shattering. The destruction sent a rumble through the lower floors.

“Oh, oh… I wish you had not done that, Mistress.” Mouse sighed. “They will have heard the impact.” He squinted fretfully towards the centre of the room. “This is not how I wanted you to meet.”

“Of whom do you speak, Mouse?” Viper’s mistrust of her new surroundings intensified. The acidity in her stomach spread through her torso.

“I…well…” Mouse began. A soft humming noise distracted them both. “That is to say… there are humans expecting me below. After a commotion like that they will not hesitate to come to my aid. And, they may, quite honestly, be prepared for a fight.”

“Tell me who!”

Mouse’s fingers drummed on his trousers and his mouth opened to answer. The steel circle in the middle of the room split into two halves and retracted. A platform covered with a domed glass began emerging from the rubble.

“It is too late. Please, Mistress, you must make yourself invisible. I cannot guarantee your safety should they see you when they arrive.” His eyes flicked back and forth from her to the lift.

Viper said nothing as she veiled herself with her glamour. Her elldyr creft seeped between the fingers of her gripped fists, ready to kill whatever human, or creature, came out of the elevator, even if Mouse begged her to stop.


6: The Towyr

March 15th, 1554.

London Towyr.

Rain saturated the Thamys with the blackness of the sky. The river rushed towards London Towyr as if eager to dispose of the humaines traveling upon its back. A slender, two-man wherry sliced through the water’s tumultuous surface. The boat headed for London’s most imposing building and the hidden immortal who crowned its embattlements.

Viper sat among sooty ravens who made the square four-storey stronghold their home. She styled her silver-white hair in a braid around her head. Delicate wisps curled at her temples. The immortal wore a madder-red kirtle so damp that it looked like Mother Nature had painted it upon her body. Her bare, muscular legs dangled against the Towyr’s whitewashed stone through two slashes she had cut in the linen. She tapped her long nails to the steady rhythm of the oarsman as she studied the approaching convoy with curious eyes.

Large raindrops clung to the bushy eyebrows of the broad oarsman. In moments, he would be close enough to London’s imposing Towyr for the soldiers waiting at the water gate below Viper to see him in as much detail as did she. A second man at the stern wrung the end of a thick rope in his hands. The tail of it trailed into the night behind him. A single jerk pulled his hands aft wards. He scanned both banks of the river, and replied with a double pull: all’s clear. 

Eight men in pairs rowed the narrow barge with whom the second man in the lead boat communicated. The longer barge angled towards the water gate, preparing to make its way through the opening. Underneath the unadorned canopy at its stern, Princess Elizabeth huddled in the arms of an older woman. Two men guarded the women from either side of the canopy. Three further boats, bearing ten men each, encircled the barge carrying Elizabeth. The men wore Queen Mary’s insignia, with poised swords ready for action.

Viper tucked her legs up beneath her. The ravens’ throat feathers ruffled as they crowed at the immortal’s movement. She waved them away, intent on the princess. She had heard gossip as she prowled London searching for her kindred. Queen Mary had finally wrangled the worrisome princess to the city, to imprison her at the Towyr. Viper hadn’t seen Elizabeth since they first met at Chelsea six years ago. She never forgot the girl’s tempting magical energy. The time had come to kill Princess Elizabeth.

Elizabeth donned a traveling coat of black wool, its high collar, hem and sleeves trimmed in pale blue. Embroidered in silk, red and white Tudor roses decorated the lighter fabric. She closed the coat against the cold spray that escaped from the river over the low lip of the boat. A white linen coif, as plain an item as could be found in any household, topped off her traveling clothes.

The armoured men treated the princess like a mouse caught in the queen’s fangs. Recalling Elizabeth’s feisty nature, the immortal knew better. Viper had heard that Queen Mary repeatedly ordered her half-sister to Whitehall Palace in London to answer to the charge of treason. Each time, Elizabeth had claimed illness and refused to leave Hatfield Place, where she resided. Finally, a large detail of armed Lords brought her to London for questioning. After pronouncing Elizabeth’s guilt, the queen and her Parliament sent the princess to the Towyr by way of the Thamys at night. Elizabeth was less likely to escape or find assistance on the river route in the dark.

The barge neared and Viper gripped the stone with delight. Elizabeth’s golden yellow aeir lit up the gateway. Waves of her life-magic drifted towards the older woman. Viper heard the men muttering, “Lady Ashley” and “the governess” of Elizabeth’s companion. Where the life-energy of the humaines touched, Lady Ashley’s aeir emboldened with vibrancy.

Viper had never before seen a humaine manipulate his or her aeir. Elizabeth showed no indication of what was happening. The governess wasn’t the only recipient of Elizabeth’s magic. Delicate sparks drifted from Elizabeth to her captors. The soldiers on either side of the water gate straightened up as their aeir absorbed hers when the barge nosed the gate. Viper suspected they wouldn’t be able to explain why they came to attention for the political prisoner.

Towyr workers in clothes as brown and dirty as the exposed earth swung the gate’s heavy double doors inwards. The low tide of the Thamys swished about their shins as it robbed warmth from their legs. The men pulled the barge through the gate to the stone steps that ascended from the muddy riverbed.

Viper descended to the base of the wall with rapid skill. She didn’t want the humaines to kill the princess before she observed the remarkable activity of Elizabeth’s aeir. When the immortal reached the forecourt of the water gate, Viper spread her elldyr creft as broadly as she could. The purple energy encompassed the humaines in the enclosure and on the sentry boats beyond the gate. Then, Viper allowed Elizabeth to see through the glamour of invisibility she imposed upon everyone else.

Viper posed on the stone steps leading to the water, one foot above the other, her hand extended towards the boat. She appeared to beckon Elizabeth into the Towyr.

“Catherine!” Elizabeth blurted in a pressured whisper and gripped Lady Ashley’s hand. Her reaction to Viper coincided with the arrival of the Constable of the Towyr.

The constable came forwards with Queen Mary’s writ in his hands, blind to the powerful immortal on the steps in front of him. “Princess Elizabeth, in the name of Queen Mary, you are hereby commanded into the Towyr for collaboration with Thomas Wyatt in a plot of Protestant sedition against the Crown,” he announced. The formality in his voice matched the tightness of his jerkin. “My Lord Throckmorton,” he said to a well-dressed man on the larger barge, “deliver the prisoner.”

Eyes on Viper, Elizabeth shook her head fiercely. The guards tightened their hold on their weapons.

“My Lady,” Catherine cautioned, “you must do as the queen commands.”

Elizabeth bit her lower lip in thought, and then said, “Though I am a true servant of her Majesty, I will not leave this boat.” Elizabeth directed her words at Viper, although she said them to the constable and Throckmorton.

Viper was pleased that Elizabeth lived up to her reputation of polite insubordination. “Think thee safe from me on the water craft, little princess? Thou art sorely mistaken.” Viper moved to the last step before the waterline. With outstretched arms, she snaked her elldyr creft towards Elizabeth in two arcs until the magic encapsulated the princess.

Viper closed her eyes and imagined an idyllic garden. She cast the image into the mind of the reluctant princess. When Viper opened her eyes, sunlight caressed her face. The Thamys, the Towyr and its soldiers vanished, replaced by a square garden enclosed by granite masonry walls. Hidden, Viper spied from inside the massive iron gates, while Elizabeth acclimatized to the garden that only existed in her mind.

Elizabeth sat on a crystalline throne raised upon a dais at the centre of the garden. Her unbound red hair stirred in a warm breeze. She marvelled at the white taffeta gown upon her body, bedecked with pearls and amethysts. The swish of her dress overpowered the gentle murmur of a summer wind blowing through the iron gates ahead of her. Pomegranate trees lined the wall beyond the throne. Crystal inclusions in the granite sparkled in the sunshine.

Four equidistant paths of white quartz gravel radiated from the throne between resplendent flowerbeds, then joined the wider one alongside the trees. Lady’s Mantle, iris and bleeding heart filled the bed behind Elizabeth to her right. Its twin on her left carried medicinal plants, including comfrey, lungwort and rosemary, which was very rare in England. Turfed benches faced the crystal throne, as if waiting for Elizabeth’s audience to arrive.

“Bloom,” Viper said in a hushed voice to the rose bushes in front of Elizabeth on either side of the path. Pregnant buds, red on one side and white on the other, erupted into velvety blooms. Elizabeth descended the dais and bent over to smell the symbols of her heritage.

Viper flicked the air with her fingertips. Petals from both flowerbeds lifted from the plants and whirled together in a huge vortex, each petal indistinguishable from the next. Unseen by Elizabeth, Viper slid inside the fragrant column.

Elizabeth extended a tentative hand into twirling roses. The petals kissed her like butterflies upon her skin. From within, Viper grasped the princess’ hand.

The veil of roses parted with flair and Viper emerged, each movement of her body promising hidden power. Red and white petals clung to her muscular torso in three swirled bands and her royal purple skin flourished between them. Thinner ribbons of the petals wound around her arms and legs. A white triskelion of whorls formed Viper’s navel, a glowing red circle at its core.

Vertical ridges radiated like heat waves from the triskelion, their tips a white-pale lavender. They softened to lines only perceptible by touch as they reached her limbs. Where the longer ridges reached her neck, they curled like the tongues of flames. The runic keloid scars on her inner arms shone as silvery as her hair. Elizabeth pulled away in embarrassment, making Viper smirk with satisfaction.

“To what kind of Hell hath thou taken me?” Elizabeth said, hands clenched at her sides.

“This place is no place, and every place.” Viper enjoyed Elizabeth’s disquiet as she traced the princess’ chin with a rose-perfumed finger. Single petals drifted from Vipers body onto Elizabeth’s squared neck line. None landed on her pale skin. Viper sauntered past her to the pomegranate trees beyond the throne.

“How do we stand here?” Elizabeth picked a red petal from her bodice. A blotch remained on the taffeta. Elizabeth tried wiping it away. The stain expanded down the front of her corset. “I was in the rain, on the London River.”

“This garden is my creation in thy mind, princess,” Viper replied. “To the other humaines thou sit most stubbornly in the boat, a fear-full, insolent child, who doth refuse to enter the Towyr.” The ghostly coaxing of Elizabeth’s governess whispered beyond the garden walls.

“A child no longer. I am older than one and twenty.” Elizabeth spun towards her captor, jaw set in defiance. She crossed her arms over the stain on her dress.

Viper yanked a ripe pomegranate from a tree along the back wall. “Thou hast grown womanly from when we first met,” she said with a wink at Elizabeth over the red orb, “from when Seymour gambled thy life away with his promise.” Viper inhaled the bitterness of the skin. Her wide strides returned her to Elizabeth, where she offered the fruit to the princess with an equally long smile.

Elizabeth clutched it with slender fingers, her knuckles white. “This is the food Hades offered Persephone to keep her in the Underworld. Thou art come to kill me.” She held the pomegranate in both hands, then lowered them, solemn and dignified. “Lord Seymour foretold me of this day.”

Viper chuckled softly. “Did he? I did not oft see him afore he died. How odd that he should know the manner of thy death when he did not know that his brother would behead him.” Viper kept infrequent watch on Elizabeth’s uncle since the night in Chelsea when he swore he’d find the amulet among the Crown Jewels. “Englishmen are so quick to shed kin-blood, brother killing brother.”

“My uncle died honouring his agreement with thee!” Elizabeth threw the pomegranate at Viper. It missed the immortal’s head and burst open on the white path. Seeds like tiny rubies spilled in a gush of juice among the stones.

Elizabeth rushed forwards, fists raised. Viper caught Elizabeth’s wrists and held her face close. Viper drew in a deep breath, as if the human was a rose to be plucked. Elizabeth struggled, unable to free herself.

Viper tilted her head and beheld the princess’ face with full, green eyes. “I will forever have thee in my grip, Elizabeth.” The Daoine Tor opened her hands with a dismissive laugh. Elizabeth stumbled backwards and onto a turfed bench. Her tears watered blue Forget-Me-Nots.

When the humaine calmed, Viper said, “Did Thomas confide in thee?”

Elizabeth set herself to rights as she recounted Thomas Seymour’s last years. “Thomas discovered that his brother, Lord Somerset, kept the Crown jewels, including your amulet, ensconced at London Towyr for his own wife. Somerset rarely allowed Thomas private audience with the king, my brother. As such, Thomas did not have the secrecy he needed to ask Edward for thy cursed amulet.” She plucked at the tiny petals. “Thomas’s wife, Dowager Queen Katherine, died birthing his daughter. He was afeared that her death was at thy hand as punishment because he was not able to get the amulet from either his brother or Edward.”

Viper softened as she watched the princess’ tortured expressions. “Once Katherine died,” Elizabeth continued, the floodgate of secrecy opened, “Thomas and I were monitored with scrutiny. We were not often left alone. Thus, Thomas petitioned a private moment with me under the ruse of a marriage proposal. ’Twas then that he shared his plan to sneak into the window of Edward’s bedroom from the Privy Garden at Hampton Court and beg Edward for the amulet. On that night, Edward’s dog barked like the hound of Hades at Thomas’ presence. Guards found him o’er Edward’s bed. They marked him a traitor and charged him with an attempt on the life of the king.”

“Seymour was a man of much wit but very little judgement,” Viper offered. The immortal picked up a wedge of the pomegranate, its skin ragged. Red juice dripped along the length of her arm. She held the syrupy fruit to Elizabeth. The princess turned away in disgust. Viper licked her hand before sucking the last remnants from her fingers.

Elizabeth narrowed damp eyes at Viper’s flippant tone and disrespectful actions. “I had counseled Thomas not to enact his plan. Edward arrested me after Thomas proposed, though my imprisonment did not last long. My suspicious brother was then ten and two years old, and not like to swallow the truth about an invisible demon who sought a Crown jewel to find her family.”

Viper perceived angst in Elizabeth’s voice. Nevertheless, she didn’t outwardly react to Elizabeth’s tears. She didn’t envy Elizabeth the position in which Thomas put her. If she confessed forehand knowledge of Thomas’ plan, she’d be labelled as disloyal to the Crown. If she spoke of Viper, Elizabeth would be under suspicion for witchcraft. Either way, Lord Somerset, her uncle, would convince the young King Edward to execute his half-sister.

For a long moment, Viper and Elizabeth didn’t speak. Viper strolled the outer path, strewing pomegranate seeds on freshly tilled earth next to the wall. Where she scattered the seeds, the medlar, a different species of tree, grew. Viper cast her elldyr creft over the short trees until tortuous, counter-clockwise branches appeared.

Elizabeth broke the silence with a hollow laugh. “My future is as crooked as the shrubs you cultivate.” Clusters of large white blossoms tinged with pink opened amid the medlar’s elongated, glossy, oval leaves. “England’s throne is my curse.”

Viper neared the centre of the garden. She had detached a flowering branch and it floated on a sinuous tendril of elldyr creft ahead of her. The immoral paused steps away from Elizabeth.

“Thou art the only queen England needs, and I am thy crucible.” The medlar cutting drifted from Viper to Elizabeth on waves of purple. 

“Speak plain, demon.” Keen interest dried Elizabeth’s eyes. She held out her palms and received Viper’s offering.

Viper moved behind the princess and placed her hand over the humaine’s face. “See not through thine eyes, Elizabeth. Observe with mine.” When she removed her hands, Elizabeth saw her aeir drift outwards from her body. Golden yellow and orange, it sparkled with intensity. Her aeir suspended the medlar branch in front of her.

The hips of the medlar flowers fattened into fruit the size of a child’s fist, with thick skin that transitioned from an olive green to a dark, rusty red. Elizabeth plucked one of these fruits and the branch settled on the ground beside her. Like its botanical cousin the apple, the medlar fruit had a crowned calyx farthest from the stem, obscenely wide in size.

The garden bestirred with life, each animal and insect an extension of Elizabeth’s aeir. Shimmering rabbits made of magic hopped among the shrubs. Fragrant white violets thrived amid stones in the paths.

Viper invited Elizabeth to walk with her towards the gates. “A hunger that can ne’er be satisfied drove me to Chelsea six years ago. ’Twas my intent to claim thy aeir tonight, for long hath I hungered for its richness. What I saw on the barge hath changed my mind.” Viper pointed to the fruit in Elizabeth’s hand. “Thy aeir hath power enough to give birth to an empire.” Viper brought Elizabeth to the entrance. The iron doors swung outwards by themselves. Beyond the walls, rolling hills hinted at untapped resources.

Elizabeth lingered at the gate a moment before she turned her back on the bounty before her. “I cannot be queen until Mary is dead,” she protested.

“If ’tis thy intent to forcibly remove her, the undertaking will be as bitter and intolerant as the white, unripe flesh of the medlar in thy hand.”

“I have as many supporters as does Mary. Wyatt was not the first to attempt to o’erthrow her, not will he be the last.”

“And if the queen has thee executed first?” Viper sneered. “I hath seen thy sister. She carries a sickness in her womb.” The medlar fruit held by Elizabeth turned a coppery brown as it rotted. Viper pinched the skin, which split easily. She dipped her finger inside and scooped out the mushy flesh, now an earthy brown. “Abide thy time, until the tumour in her body claims her life. Then, thy victory will be as simple and sweet as this bletted fruit.”

Viper eased the morsel between her lips. Elizabeth closed her mouth and turned her head away.

“Make thy covenant with me,” Viper said, eyes ablaze. “Seymour failed to crown thee. I will not. Do as I bid and I shall I keep thee safe on the throne for longer days than any English king afore thee.”

“If thy words about Mary prove right, then when she dies, I shall be next on the throne without thy influence.” Elizabeth drew back her shoulders as far as she dared.

“How safe would thou be without me, Elizabeth? Armed soldiers surround thy physical body, e’en now as we speak. Thou art not above the politics of men. Thy Protestant supporters see thee as the womb for the next king. The Catholics would as soon as remove thy head from thy body for thy father’s sins against Rome.”

The crystal throne levitated from the dais, scooped Elizabeth into the air and paraded her around the garden. Animals and plants bent over in homage. When the throne returned to the middle of the garden, it glowed Tyrian purple, the rarest shade of purple on the continent.

Viper knelt at Elizabeth’s feet, eyes lowered in submission. A tendril of her aeir extended onto the petal’s stain on Elizabeth’s corset. The stain lifted like fine rain from the gown.

“What say thee, my queen?”

“I will not sell my soul to the Devil’s viper for the crown,” whispered Elizabeth, cheeks as red as pomegranates with anger.

Viper rolled her eyes. “Thy soul is not of my providence, and thy crown is of no interest to me. I seek thy aeir.” Elizabeth frowned, not understanding. Viper waved an arm over the flourishing garden. “As queen, thy life-magic will enrich thy people. As thy aeir enhances them, so they shall sustain me.”

Elizabeth jumped out of the throne, her face contorted with horror. “Thou would make me the Queen of Death!”

Viper retreated, protesting grandly. “Not I, Elizabeth Queen. Never hath I fed upon a man nor woman who was not marked for the end of life. Such victims raise no suspicion whereupon their death is discovered. I am the answer to pain and suffering. Thus, I live among thy kind as an angel, a demon… a ghost.”

Elizabeth’s breathing quickened as she contemplated her options. “And the amulet that thou desires so highly? I am the queen’s prisoner, and as such I cannot search her properties. Am I to understand that thou would now deny thyself of this treasure thou did seek with such earnest?”

Viper ambled towards the throne, each footfall intentionally slow. “I will never stop my search for the amulet and my kinfolk. Time is not my enemy.” Paused one step beneath the elevated surface, Viper stood nose to nose with Elizabeth.

The princess inhaled deeply. Before reason won over her passion, she said, “Then give unto me a sacred kiss to seal our pact, for from my sister’s wrath, I do fear for my life.”

Viper traced Elizabeth’s full lips with her finger. Her dark elldyr mixed with Elizabeth’s light aeir. Viper closed her eyes and placed her mouth upon Elizabeth’s.

The varying hues of Viper’s elldyr creft surrounded them, first rushing upwards and then into the pair. The magic flowed along the four pathways where it crashed like water upon the walls. The immortal and her queen parted.

The roses lifted from Viper’s body as she faded to invisibility. “Stay true to thy guile my queen-in-waiting. Hold thy breath for Mary’s natural death and thou shall be above suspicion. Never fear for thy life again.” When she was no longer visible, Viper whispered, “I shall guide thee and guard thee.”

The brightness of Elizabeth’s aeir increased. She raised her hand and shielded her eyes. By the time she pulled her hand away, reality replaced Viper's garden. Elizabeth shivered in the small, rain-soaked barge. The vessel rocked her, her governess, and the men with swords pointed at them. Viper perched on one of the oak doors of the water gate, magically cloaked to everyone but Elizabeth.

“We been out here so long, she is wetter than a prostitute’s sheets,” the guard at the stern of the boat muttered of Elizabeth.

“Your men should hold their tongue in front of a Lady so highly born, Master Constable,” Lady Ashley scolded. She placed a soothing hand on the princess’ arm. “The Lady Elizabeth knows well that she lives at the mercy of Her Majesty. We are as humble as the fabric of our clothes. ’Twould displease Queen Mary greatly should these travelling gowns, given unto us by the graciousness of the queen herself, were dragged through the bowels of the Thamys to reach those steps. Mayhap the princess would be amenable to entering the Towyr from the quay side. ’Tis drier there, and suitable an entrance for a royal such as she.”

The constable, whose clothes were now thoroughly soaked, conceded. “Very well, Lady Ashley. Ferryman, meet us straightway at the Towyr quay. The princess is of royal blood and her clothes unaccustomed to the floor of the Thamys. I shall tell her cell keeper to bring unto her the best food and drink the Towyr hath on offer for its royal priso… its royal guests.”

Viper spoke, and only Elizabeth heard her. “Let me prove my fidelity to thee. I shall punish these men most severely.” Elizabeth’s shaking body disguised her nod of consent to all, except Viper.

“How strange,” remarked Lady Ashley as she wiped water from Elizabeth’s distant face when the boat moved back into the river. “I swear that I smell roses above the stink of fish.” Viper and Elizabeth shared conspirators’ smiles, one openly and the other in secret.


7: Ivy 

The Gherkin, London.

June 3, 2012: evening.

Each breath felt raw in Viper’s throat. The intertwined O and H cipher in the floor split in half. A frosted glass dome rose out of the opening. The apprehension of facing a new threat raised hair on the back of the immortal’s neck. Viper surrounded her heart with a darkness so intense that it mocked the night outside. She would not be bested by mortals again. Her body smoldered with crackling elldyr fire.

“I beseech you, do not harm them, Mistress,” said Mouse, mopping his brow. Viper’s Foundling could see her and her fury through the glamour she put on for the newcomers.

“I make no such promises.” Viper barricaded her growing anxiety behind gritted teeth.

In front of her, the passengers in the elevator poised like traps about to spring. An athletic, blonde woman in a V-necked, black blouse wielded a long, thin sword. Her forward leg split her pinstriped, emerald-green pencil skirt beyond her knee. Her sky blue aeir held fast over her face. Viper would have appreciated how the steadiness in the woman’s aeir reflected her self-control, under different circumstances.

A burly man with brush cut auburn hair in a charcoal buttoned shirt and a black utility kilt stood beside her. He swept the space with two hand guns. Viper interpreted the devices as modern firearms, smaller than the Elizabethan musket.

A younger man with an overgrown mop of brown curls completed the trio. His clothes rumpled despite their perfect fit and a haversack slung over his shoulder. He gripped a small dagger in his shaking hand. His glasses perched halfway down his nose as he warily scanned the room.

Scratching his head with one of the pistols, the larger man said, “Ye know boss, yer eccentricities are becoming a wee bit concerning.” His accent had tapped ‘r’s as thick as his neck. The short scars cutting through his hair hinted at an aggressive past. Bulky muscles, and equally bulging veins, escaped his short sleeves. The man’s hazy, canary yellow aeir displayed potently over his legs, with flashes at his hands and shoulders.

Viper studied the humans closely. They had much weaker aeir than their Elizabethan ancestors. The blonde tutted at the Scotsman. Her movement interrupted Viper before the immortal could think about what caused the less vibrant aeir. 

The woman sheathed her blade in the leather scabbard at her waist, then picked her way on three inch high heeled shoes through the debris to Mouse with noteworthy agility. “Mr. Henry, are you alright?” she asked in a voice clipped and tight like her clothes. Her soft, trained curls framed a heart shaped face. Flecks of chestnut brown accented light green eyes full of worry for Mouse. She removed a torn strip of grey leather from Mouse's shoulder.

Viper’s sense of foreboding twisted sharply in her heart as she observed this simple action. Whatever this woman was to Mouse, that he felt protective of the statuesque blonde stirred both jealousy and anguish in Viper.

“Henry?” the immortal snorted. “A pretentious name you hath taken, little Mouse.”

Mouse turned away from Viper, facing Whitehall Palace. “I wanted something of my past.”

 “Your past? Mr. Henry, I don’t understand. That was a brand new credenza. I arranged its purchase myself.” The blonde crossed her arms and followed her employer’s gaze.

“Ivy,” he said, patting her arm gently, “it was a perfectly fine acquisition.” In that moment, he had changed. His posture largely remained the same, but he bore an increased command with his chin held high and his shoulders square. Viper’s sense of unease increased. This was not the same Mouse she remembered.

“Then why, sir, did you destroy it?” Ivy eyed him with suspicion.

“And how did you do it?” the young man asked from the platform. He put the dagger away and tiptoed out of the elevator. His hair dangled into his thick-framed glasses.

“Not with an incendiary device,” said the Scotsman as he evaluated the damage, “and there’s no sign of weapons discharge.” He moved aside large chunks of the credenza, seeking a cause. “Trying out new methods of anger management, Mr. H?” When he didn’t get a reply, the Scotsman muttered to the younger man under his breath, “The old man’s finally gone doolally.”

Mouse cleared his throat. “Mr. Huntly, I can assure you that I’m quite sane. If you’ll join me in the anteroom below, I’ll explain everything.” He smiled at Viper and gestured towards the elevator. She slid past the humans without revealing her existence. Mouse hobbled forwards and joined her on the lift platform. Ivy, the Scotsman and the younger man watched Mouse, perplexed.

“Well,” he asked, pulling a flat device from his inside breast pocket, “aren’t you the least bit curious?”

Mouse positioned himself to prevent them from bumping into Viper. He pressed the remote and the dome closed around them. The elevator descended to the floor below, where the truth awaited.

Half of the dome telescoped into the other side and both recessed into a wall when the elevator stopped at the anteroom. This level transitioned people from the conventional elevators that served the rest of the building to the push-lift one that ascended to the upper floor. Huge black and white graphic images of London’s architecture decorated the dividing wall that split the room in half. Towards the opposite side, groups of low-backed grey and white leather chairs clustered around a circular serving bar made of alabaster stone. Lights beneath the thin layer of alabaster created a warm glow in its surface.

Mouse moved to double doors labelled “Mechanical” in the dividing wall. Viper hesitated behind the group, unsure of what to expect.

“I am not Owain Henry,” he confessed, “the stereotype of an aging, eccentric billionaire. Not truly. That is one of many aliases I’ve created over centuries of living, and hiding, among people.”

Viper thought she saw his shoulders ease, unburdened by the secret he no longer needed to carry. Ivy placed her fingertips to her lips pensively. The young man kept his eyes averted and shifted from foot to foot.

Only the Scotsman was bold enough to question his employer. “Ye’ve been reading too many vampire novels, I reckon, Mr. Henry.”

Mouse didn’t react to the friendly jest. “In one way or another, I’ve groomed you for this day. You have valuable skills upon which I rely a great deal, and you’ve proven your honour and worth to me many times. You also share something beyond my complete trust. You believe the world hosts more than can be explained, or seen.” Mouse unlocked the maintenance doors and swung them wide. “The proof of what I’m saying lies beyond these doors, if you choose to pass through them.”

“In the boiler room?” the Scotsman asked, forehead twisted in confusion. “Sir, yer whole building was shown to the media when it opened. Everyone knows that this level holds the apparatus for the push-lift so it doesn’t spoil the ‘infinity view’ on the uppermost floor.”

“Yes, Graham. That’s not the secret that I’m talking about.” Mouse entered the utility room, without explaining himself further.

Curious, Viper skirted the cluster of mortals. Inside she saw gears and cables not unlike ancient ropes and pulley technology. With a wink at her, Mouse limped to a row of electrical panels. He opened one and flipped switches in a pattern. A bright green light scanned his face. The far wall drifted sideways with a hiss. The fake panel revealed a short, rectangular passageway with travertine marble floors. A three-dimensional, white plaster frieze of Celtic mythological characters topped mahogany walls.

From behind her, Viper heard Graeme whistle and say, “That didn’t make it onto the telly.” She glanced over her shoulder before joining Mouse within, simultaneously impressed and disappointed that all of the humans now entered the boiler room.

Viper turned back and faced double doors painted in a high-sheen red lacquer, above which rested silver words, donec obviam interum, until we meet again. Two giant Celtic dragons with slender bodies, one white and one black, adorned each door. The beasts had wiry upper limbs and broad lower limbs, with thick, sharp nails. The back of the elongated tails curved overtop leathery wings, then scooped under the necks until they crossed to the adjacent door. The heads met at the centre of the entrance, each dragon chomping on the other’s tail. Above the opposite dragon’s head, the last ascending portion of the tail knotted upon itself. The effect formed an infinity symbol that couldn’t be disrupted. 

The dragons regarded each other with turbulent eyes. They shimmered when light refracted off the knot work carved within the scales. Larger patterns encompassed the space around the beasts. Within these, Viper recognized the same runes as on her arms.

Viper edged closer. The dragons opened their mouths. Their heads lifted off the doors and towards her, fangs displayed.

“What is that?” Ivy asked, pointing at the beasts.

The answer escaped Viper’s lips before the word registered in her conscious thought. “A blood enchantment,” she said at the same time as Mouse said the words to Ivy.

Mouse held his hand out to Viper. “It is time for you to rejoin the world, Mistress.”

Viper ignored the sounds of human confusion behind her. She placed her right hand in her Foundling’s. He guided it towards the right-sided dragon’s mouth. Viper felt the sharp tips of the fangs on her palm when Mouse let go. The dragon stared at her with slowly blinking eyes.

Viper eased her hand into the left dragon’s mouth. Her heart skipped several beats when both beasts clamped down simultaneously. Rows of teeth pierced her hands. Viper stifled a yelp. Black blood coated her arms, a sight she wasn’t able to hide from the humans.

The immortal felt her elldyr creft being drawn out of her body as the beasts drank from her soul. Her power raced through the dragons’ spines. Their scales flashed red, to yellow, then green, and finally settled in a deep, indigo blue. Their wings shuddered, leathery and full of life. The dragons flapped, and a draft blew away her glamour. Viper materialized to the humans, first by her blood-covered arms, then by the rest of her body.

“Bloody Hell!” Graeme blurted.

The younger man stumbled backwards and almost tripped over himself. Ivy didn’t move, except to put one hand on the hilt of her sword.

The beasts extricated their teeth from Viper’s hands. They slithered past each other until neither one blocked the space between the doors. When they settled back into place, each tail wound into a labyrinth which created a vertical handle on its own side.

Mouse caught Viper’s hands and kissed her healing palms. He presented her to the group saying, “This is my Mistress, the immortal for whom I’ve been searching for over four hundred years.”

Graeme was the only one unaffected by the presence of the semi-naked, grisly immortal. “Now there’s a quine I can look up to.” He held out a hand formidable enough to carry a Claymore sword single-handedly. “My name’s Graeme. I’m the muscle.”

“Quine may I appear,” she replied, “yet confuse me not for one of thy lesser sex. Words of flattery impress upon me little.”

“Oh, aye. Good thing it’s not my little words that impress,” he said with an over-exaggerated wink. Viper didn’t share his broad smile. 

“Mr. Huntly, really,” Ivy chided, cutting him off with the sharpness of her tone. She straightened her skirt and stepped towards Viper. “If Mr. Henry says we are to extend our services to you, then so be it.” She thrust forward her hand with precision. “I’m Ivy Cauldwell, Mr. Henry’s personal secretary. I speak nine languages fluently. I’m an accomplished fencer. I have a keen interest in cartography and cryptology, which Mr. Henry often finds invaluable.”

Viper noted the woman’s upraised chin, and ignored Ivy’s hand in greeting. “Arrogant females are loathsome. Methinks this one shall be killed first.” Ivy grit her teeth and clasped her hands in front of her, showing great restraint.

“Mistress, please, please be patient,” Mouse cautioned. “You will need everyone on this team until you have adapted to modern London. The world changed quite a bit whilst you were gone. That, alone, is danger enough for you to face.”

“And what of the quiet one in the back? What key purpose does a bumbling boy serve?”

“Dhillon Chessington is young man from Canada who studies Elizabethan history,” Mouse replied. Dhillon flinched when Viper’s eyes devoured him with interest. The narrow-faced youth pushed his wide glasses higher up his nose, saying nothing. “I sponsor his graduate work at the museum. I am sure you will have much to talk about.”

“Mouse,” Viper said, “now is not the time for words. I must find Annys, and the descendants of those who helped her, and make them pay for what they did unto me.”

“Yes, yes. I shall take the boys with me, for there are details I should work out before we depart. In the meantime, Mistress, I procured a wardrobe to your liking. You will find it beyond the doors.” Mouse looked to Ivy, and said authoritatively, “If my Mistress needs anything, anything at all, I’m sure you’ll see to her comfort.” He flip-flopped effortlessly between both of his personae.

In moments, Viper was alone with Ivy. Viper glared at the blonde, then turned away, intending to ignore her until Mouse’s return.

Viper shoved open the unlocked magic doors and let history swallow her.

As she entered, automatic retractable window coverings and lighting revealed the home built for her. Every surface of the room, be it furniture or flooring, bore heavy ornamentation. Silk and wool tapestries, crowded with gardens and birds, hung on the walls. A Chinese Wanli porcelain pitcher, sparingly seen in royal households in England, stood among medieval Italian ceramic dishes on a display case of black walnut. Viper moved through the receiving room, wondering who Mouse planned for her to entertain in the carved oak and walnut chairs.

The Daoine Tor stopped in the doorway of the next room unable to bring herself a step closer to her past. The room Viper faced was an Elizabethan treasure trove of clothes, each outfit highly decorated. Silk embroidery adorned the less formal dresses and outwear. Pearls and precious stones made the gowns glitter. Gold and silver threads accented every feature. Broad velvet sleeves captured the light like cresting water over a waterfall. Delicate lace neck ruffs, and ermine-trimmed cloaks hung from the shoulders of mannequins, forever locked in Courtly poses. Matching jewellery and gloves lined one wall. Viper caressed the soft fabrics, regret hardening her heart. These outfits were meticulous reproductions of the Elizabethan life Viper knew, except for one at the end of the room.

One of Elizabeth’s gowns awaited Viper from behind protective glass, mounted on a mannequin. Seeing the preserved gold and white silk taffeta dress, sewn-in with pearls and emeralds, ripped Viper’s heart into pieces. From behind the dress, amethysts in the over-sized, wired collar twinkled at Viper like jeering, impish eyes through a fine mist.

Viper felt a heaviness in her chest as she faced her invisible queen. The immortal’s heart couldn’t beat without fear until her revenge had been answered. Viper reached out to steady herself. Her arm plunged into gathers of material so deep she thought she’d be smothered by its many layers. She wrenched her arm free and gripped her head, trying to squeeze out the voice of the woman who had banished her.

Her elldyr fired up her arms and out of her hands. Viper shredded the gowns in blind anger using her magical energy. She hoisted mannequins into the air and threw them across the room. Part of her wanted to incinerate everything, to burn away every memory of the life she had known.

The gold and white gown floated in its box, a Phoenix above the ashes. “Never again!” Viper discharged a final blast of elldyr at the preserved Elizabethan garment. The glass exploded and fragments embedded in the walls. In the silence that followed, Viper swore she heard clapping between her laboured breaths.

“I take it these clothes are not to your liking?”

Viper spun around, skin flushed magenta purple, and faced the speaker. Ivy stood in the doorway, arms across her chest, eyebrow raised at the disarray. The sound Viper mistook for applause had been Ivy’s shoes on the floor as she rushed in.

“You must have been responsible for the credenza upstairs as well, judging by the state of this room,” she said. Ivy walked in without invitation and retrieved a feathered hat from the floor. She plucked a swatch of fabric off the hat and adjusted the broken feathers, without success.

“Why art thou here?”

“Mr. Henry asked me to assist you. I can help you find attire more…” she paused as her eyes flicked over the tattered flag on Viper’s body, “appropriate.” Ivy enunciated the last consonant, her gaze as crisp.

They faced each other, politely sizing each other up. Their eyes spoke the words forbade by their mouths.

At length, Viper said, “Thou art loyal to my Foundling.”

“I serve my employer without question, as,” Ivy added with a hint of disdain, “perhaps he does you.”

“Why?”

The human’s answer determined whether or not Viper would let Ivy leave the room.

“I worked as a translator for one of Mr. Henry’s executives many years ago. I was asked to stay late one night to assist with a major acquisition. When I arrived, I realized the only thing the executive wanted to acquire was my body. He didn’t take kindly to my refusal.” Ivy’s eyes clouded over.

“He was not chivalrous?”

Ivy cast piercing eyes upon Viper. “Chivalrous? When I fought back, he laid into me with his fists. If I’d had my rapier with me I would’ve killed him. He left me semi-conscious on the floor when he was done. And then, I felt like I was floating. It was so strange. I saw myself lying there, raped and battered, and I didn’t feel any pain. Mr. Henry found me. He was so gentle, the way he draped his coat over my exposed body. I swore that he knew I was there, hovering over myself. He had genuine concern for me, even though he barely knew me. Mr. Henry is the most generous and kind man that I’ve ever met. He fired the executive and had him prosecuted. I didn’t have to pay for a single medical or psychologist’s bill as I recovered. When I was ready to work, Mr. Henry offered me a job as his personal secretary. I finally confessed my out of body experience to him and he didn’t balk. If anything, it deepened our relationship.”

“Thou art his lover, then?”

A blush rose in Ivy’s face as she avoided Viper’s eyes. The softening of Ivy’s face weighed heavily against Viper’s heart. The Foundling Viper had created belonged only to her, not to this woman. He grew into a man Viper didn’t know in a time she didn’t understand.

“Most certainly not.” Ivy’s light laughter dug into Viper’s pain. “Mr. Henry is like Father Christmas. He’s wonderful and kind, but I wouldn’t sleep with him in a million years. I owe him so much in return for what he has done for me. And,” she paused, every trace of her aeir emboldened, “I would risk my life to protect him.”

Viper felt both relief and affront at the woman’s response. “Then mind thy place and keep thy tongue, and I may yet let thee live.”

A musical jingle interrupted the brewing tension between them. Viper startled. Ivy calmly touched her finger to her ear.

“Yes, Mr. Henry?” She turned her back, a knowing glance at Viper. A small device rested in a rear pocket of her skirt. Ivy listened for a moment then said, “Of course. And where shall I tell her that we are going?”

The immortal surveyed the remnants of her Elizabethan life. Standing above the mess, employing powers Viper didn’t understand, was this woman. Viper admitted to herself that she knew little of the evolution of her Foundling, or of this world. Her heart would have sank were it not for the anger keeping it afloat.

“As you wish, Mr. Henry,” Ivy said. She retrieved the device from behind herself and pressed a manicured nail on the screen. Her thumbs tapped on its surface with great speed. She faced Viper, saying, “Well, it’s time to leave.”

The immortal ignored the woman’s instruction. “With what magic did thou communicate with my Foundling?” Viper eyed Ivy with suspicion.

“No magic. Human technology.” Ivy’s smugness further stirred up Viper’s ire. “It’s a mobile phone. You’ll find that communication has vastly progressed since the time of town criers and parchment. Mr. Henry says there is one last person you’ll need. She lives at a mental health facility north of London, the Longwood House for Girls. I’ll outfit you in some kind of proper attire, and then we’ll be off.”

Viper would not let herself be mastered by this woman, the human who had robbed Viper of the only surviving part of her past that she cherished. “I will find what I need among London’s citizens, as I hath invariably done in this wretched city.”

The Daoine Tor swept out of the room before the mortal could protest. Viper escaped to the streets, hoping her feet would remember their path in the dust of the world that had forgotten her. 

 


8: Woodstock Prison 

June 24th, 1554.

Woodstock, north-west of London.

Centuries of kings had hunted deer in the five converging woods around Woodstock Palace in Oxfordshire, west of London. On this early summer morning, one grizzled man, Lord Henry Bedingfield, denied Viper’s queen-in-waiting the same sport. Viper wanted to kill Elizabeth’s appointed jailer for his decision. The immortal dared not. Doing so threatened Elizabeth’s tenuous status as a political prisoner.

A brisk wind massaged the ancient, creaking trees around Viper. The sounds of life in the merging forests couldn’t drown out the noise of Elizabeth’s shrieking at Bedingfield to Viper’s sensitive hearing, far across the unkempt tilting yards.

The woods were so dense that, wearingly only a simple, green linen overdress, Viper didn’t need to camouflage her vibrant purple skin. The lightweight dress was a cast off from Elizabeth’s wardrobe, originally a gift from the queen. No woman wore this colour in abundance because of its symbolism. A woman who lay on the grass with her lover came away with green stains on her skirts. Humaines associated green with loose sexual morals. Elizabeth refused to wear the dress. She had opened the side seam and incorporated laces for Viper’s taller torso. The fabric snugged itself to Viper’s lean muscles and the too-short hem skimmed her shins.

After two months of further questioning, Queen Mary had sent her politically cataclysmic half-sister from the Towyr to Woodstock, far from Court and the public eye. True to her word, Viper accompanied Elizabeth. When they arrived in the late spring, Viper bemoaned the derelict palace. Queen Mary showed no intention of repairing the virtually inhabitable building. Instead, the queen had ordered Elizabeth to reside in the Gate House, an old servants' residence within a short walk from Woodstock’s main crumbling shell. The Gate House was a dilapidated prison for a discarded princess.

Elizabeth’s spirit dampened with the heavy spring rains. She had been denied her ladies to brighten her spirits. As such, Viper found that she played nursemaid to Elizabeth’s increasingly frequent depressive episodes. The immortal feared that melancholy would take her queen-in-waiting before she could put Elizabeth on the throne of England and find the amulet whose location eluded them at the Towyr. 

Every insult perceived by Elizabeth became an ear-piercing feud between her and Bedingfield. Viper longed for the day when Bedingfield would trust Elizabeth enough to let her take her brisk walks  in the ratty field without a small army at her heels. At the very least, that day would be quieter.

A stag crunched through the underbrush near Viper. The animal regarded her without flinching. She thought she saw a glimmer of recognition in the beast’s eyes. His ear flicked to the left at the same time that Viper heard men approaching the treeline from deeper within the forest. She cast her glamour of invisibility around herself before they saw her.

“Behold that beast!” whispered one man in the group of three. “He must be twelve hands high.” By the simplicity of their clothing, at least two were peasants. Viper recognized Archibald by his azure blue doublet, the uniform of Bedingfield’s retainers. He often accompanied the cofferer, Thomas Parry, to the village to procure supplies.

“Keep your arrows for Bedingfield and his men,” said Archibald.

The third man waggled his stumps at the first man who spoke. “Mark me fingers well, Nicholas. The queen does not take kindly to poachers on her land, e’en if her royal visits hath declined over these many years.”

Archibald weighed in his opinion.  “Gryffyth speaks the right of it. My arrows hunger more for Catholic meat than royal venison.”

“Catholic or Protestant, it matters not to me,” Gryffyth said with a barking laugh so loud it scared off the stag.

“God’s blood, Arch, only you could find a man to stand with you who hath no loyalty, save to himself,” said Nicholas.

“I hath a loyalty to the fingers the queen’s men chopped off, and I mean to strike back at her. If putting Archibald’s Protestant princess on the throne doth give Queen Mary grievous insult, then I am a man upon whom you can count.” Gryffyth slashed at the air, a sword strapped to his hand and forearm with leather fastenings. “The queen’s punishment hath seen fit that I shall not draw my bow as long as I live. By the Heavens, I swear that I shall sink my blade true.”

“Remove your bindings for now, my friend, lest you cut off your manhood when you piss.” Archibald patted him on the shoulder.

“Patience,” Nicholas said. “We cannot o’erthrow Bedingfield alone. They number one hundred to our three. Soon, my brother and his compatriots shall join us. When night a-comes, we will surprise Bedingfield and his men by our stealth, and keep the odds in our favour.”

Viper, unseen by the conspirators, listened to Nicholas detail his plan to free Elizabeth. Her mind raced. Their actions could start a civil war. The immortal had witnessed the commoners’ love for the Protestant princess. Humaines knelt in prayer, offered gifts of sweetened breads and flowers, and cheered for Elizabeth as she travelled through the countryside from the Towyr to Woodstock. Elizabeth’s aeir bolstered the life-magic of those in her proximity. Viper had no doubt that she made the right decision to protected Elizabeth until the young woman could claim her throne.

Nicholas posed a significant obstacle. If he instigated an attack against Bedingfield, a man loyal to the Crown, Elizabeth would be blamed. The queen would lock Elizabeth in the Towyr again. This time, however, Queen Mary might chop off her sister’s head. Viper would lose the one humaine who both improved the aeir of Viper’s prey, and who could help find the mysterious amulet that awoke distant memories.

The thought of meeting failure before her new future had begun infuriated Viper. She had to stop these men. Viper moved closer so slowly, her muscles burned. The growing ache in her body told her that she needed to feed from at least one of these humaines. An insidious desire that she hadn’t felt before demanded that she kill all three.

Nicholas strode unknowingly towards Viper. “Rest yourselves here. I am going to shake the dew off the Lily.”

The predatory immortal followed Nicholas behind a large oak while the men turned away. Viper stalked him from a short distance, calculating the best moment to strike. He unfastened his sword belt and laid his weapon on the side of the tree.

The buck Viper had seen previously bounded past with the rest of the small herd. The animals provided a convenient distraction, their noise loud enough to muffle Viper’s assault. She slammed Nicholas into the tree trunk, catching him off balance. The impact knocked the wind out of him. His sword clattered to the ground. She jumped into the tree with him under her arm, hand clamped over his mouth.

Viper braced herself on a branch and wrapped her legs around Nicholas’ lower limbs. She pinned his torso to hers until his ragged breathing slowed and his body went limp. The humaines below were none the wiser about their unconscious leader. Viper cradled Nicholas in her arms, a picture of lethal serenity as she drained his aeir.

After several minutes, his conspirators noticed his absence. “Hath you not finished watering the trees?” Gryffyth said over his shoulder, a smirk on his face.

The forest, alone, answered his ribald jest. Gryffyth traced Nicholas’ path until he stepped on the man’s sword. “The beggarly scoundrel!”

Archibald caught up with him. “What ails you?”

“We hath been hoodwinked!” Gryffyth showed Archibald the apparently abandoned sword. “I warrant that he left us to bring the guards herein. Mayhap he wants to take your place as Bedingfield’s livery man.”

“Though I be a true Protestant, I would not like to meet my end in an unfair fight,” Archibald said, arms crossed to make his point.

“Nor I, least of which by the deception of a coward. I shall make my retribution against the queen some other way. Come, let us make haste to the village. We shall not stay here and be set upon like penned geese.”

Had either man peered into the tree, they would have seen the Daoine Tor draining Nicholas. His aeir flowed into Viper through the elldyr creft wrapped around his body. She heard the men speaking, and the sounds of their retreat, however, she was so enraptured as she engorged herself, that she paid little attention. By the time she finished, Gryffyth and Archibald were far enough away, that they couldn’t hear her dump Nicholas’ corpse on the ground.

Viper landed soundlessly on the underbrush, seeking out the other mortals. She caught fragmentary glimpses of their aeir through the trees. A shadowy longing stirred beyond the reach of Viper’s conscious thought as she focused on Archibald. He carried two swords now, his and Nicholas’.

She examined her options carefully. Although Viper was unskilled in hand-to-hand combat, she believed she would defeat the two men and their three weapons. However, if she killed Archibald, then it might arouse suspicion among the servants at the Gate House. Humaines were accustomed to the frequent death of peasants, for they often had poorer health. Indentured servants, such as Archibald, lived longer lives than the poor who etched out a living in the fields. Therefore, if Bedingfield’s servant Nicholas went missing, the Nobleman might be wary of a political coup d’état (not suspecting his own man of treason). Bedingfield would further curtail Elizabeth’s meager freedom.

The immortal repressed the newer, corrupted hunger, unsatisfied by her feeding upon Nicholas. She slung his body over her shoulder and headed away from both his companions, and the Gate House. She would leave his body far enough away from Woodstock that if anyone came upon his rotting corpse, they wouldn’t be able to connect his death, or his plot, with Elizabeth.

The night sky blanketed the stone Gate House by the time the Daoine Tor sought out her queen-in-waiting. Viper heard Elizabeth’s shrill tantrum well before the immortal entered, unseen, into the building through the small kitchen. The door to Elizabeth’s room at the top of the worn flagstone steps stood ajar, flanked by two guards. Bedingfield hindered Viper’s view of the wide, Irish oak beams that supported the indigo blue ceiling. Viper stood behind him, her enchantment keeping her invisible to the men, and peered over his shoulder at Elizabeth.

Elizabeth had her hands on her hips. “My good Sir,” she said, her voice stouter than the Lord who crowded her doorway, “I demand of thee a quill and paper! I cannot abide by this isolation any longer.”

“Your Highness, I hath been charged to keep you safe from interference.”

“Thou hast authority over my every movement. Were I any more secure, I would be a jewel locked in a box.” Elizabeth threw her hands into the air. In four strides she moved to the opposite side of the narrow room, rubbing her knuckles against her temple.

“Lady Elizabeth,” Bedingfield began, moving closer, “you are a ward of Her Majesty and I mean to keep you safe.” Viper slipped passed him and observed the interchange from a corner of the room with swirling eyes, and claws ready to defend Elizabeth, if needed.

“A ward? Thy head is full of bombast. No, Sir, I am kept here a prisoner and refused any form of appeal.”

“A princess who is not a prisoner need not write for appeal.”

“And what of the daughter of a king who is kept a pauper? I hath not my Ladies to attend me, nor any luxuries of comfort befitting royalty. E’en when my father did not want me at Court, I was not treated so shamefully. I hath not e’en the freedom to choose my own books to read.” Elizabeth’s tone morphed into one of despair. She kept her back to him and gripped her small writing desk, its surface bare, save for her psalter. “Oh, would that my sister, to whom I owe my life, could see my troubled state. The guilty are loose and the innocent enclosed.” Elizabeth’s violently fluctuating aeir proved to Viper that the humaine’s melancholic state was not a pretense to gain Bedingfield’s empathy.

“I serve my queen as she hath commanded,” Bedingfield replied. His decision hadn’t changed, but his eyes softened. The man’s inner turmoil made his crimson aeir hang heavy over his heart.

Elizabeth faced him after a long pause. Her face bore the disposition of a queen.

“Go to thy men, Sir, and take thy haggardly conscience with thee. I can no longer abide thy sycophancy.”

Bedingfield was unable to challenge the princess’ demand. He bowed curtly and walked backwards out of the door.

As he pulled it shut, he paused. “Your Highness, mayhap you would like the cook to send up some honey tarts after evening Mass? You supped little today.”

Elizabeth retreated to her shuttered window and stared out in silence. Her aeir trembled with fury. When she didn’t answer, Bedingfield shrugged his shoulders and sealed the room.

The princess howled in frustration and threw her psalter at the door. The book sailed at Viper’s head, unbeknownst to Elizabeth. Viper caught it before it collided with her.

“Careful, my queen-in-waiting,” Viper said, her voice low. “Thou art in possession of too few books to read.” The psalter floated in front of Elizabeth. Viper materialized, book in hand.

Elizabeth snatched her psalter from Viper. “Where hast thou been?” she hissed, eyes narrowed.

“I hunted in the countryside,” Viper lied. She had given careful thought as to whether or not she would reveal her escapade in the forest to Elizabeth. If she remained ignorant of what Viper did in the forest, Elizabeth could not be made to confess. Nor could she scold Viper for her decision to kill Nicholas instead of letting him enact his plan. “The longer we stay here, the farther afield I must search for sustenance. What rumours would thy captors sprout if Bedingfield’s men died by my hands?”

“They would not know.”

“Thy mother was accused of witchcraft. If untimely death follows thee because I feed upon the humaines in thy home, so will thy name be accursed.”

“Home? This is no home!” Elizabeth sank onto the edge of the single bed. “Did you not hear my gaoler? He hath no intention of letting me beg of my sister to improve Woodstock. I am a princess sequestered in these servants’ quarters, a building so small that the household staff must live in the village.” The psalter dropped onto the bare floor with a soft thud. “I should hath known this would be my end. Women are never more evil than when they are under threat by another woman. Edward never treated me this way.”

“Strange that thou art bitter-hearted about Mary, with whom thou hath grown up, yet so forgiving of the half-brother whom your father favoured.”

“I mourn the boy Edward was, and the king he could have been.” Elizabeth’s face tightened, as it always did when she spoke of her family. “My father brought Edward to Hatfield Place when I was young. The boy was most phlegmatic. Father thought the country gardens of Hatfield, not the air of London, would remedy Edward. Though he loved me and tolerated Mary, I know that Father saw his past, and his future, in his son. One afternoon, when Edward was much mended, Father and his retinue went a-hunting in the forest. I was allowed to entertain the boy-prince.”

Elizabeth smiled wickedly. “Father preferred that our Catholic half-sister be kept away from the future King of England. Edward fell as he played. I brought him to the fountain and did bathe his little hands. ‘A prince’s hands must to his subjects stay clean,’ said I unto him. He found the water so amusing, that he threw himself into the pool with merry abandon. Then, he stopped, bowed to me and asked, ‘Can water drown a good prince?’ I replied, ‘Only if the prince orders the water to drown him.’ To me, Edward was ever that freckled boy splashing in the fountain, commanding the water out of the basin, and holding Court with the fish.” Elizabeth paused, the smallest sob caught in her throat. “When Edward took ill with consumption, I wanted to be by his side. Such an act of love could mean my death. I was, by my mother’s unfortunate life, well-schooled in Court politics. Edward was a king who might die, and were I at Court upon his death, ’twould seem that I coveted his crown. Hence, I kept away. Turmoil at Court severs royal heads, and I am much attached to mine. I did not see my brother afore a most atypical pox claimed his life.” Elizabeth’s heavy sigh stirred the strands of her auburn hair. “How I wish he had not died.”

Viper touched her finger to her lips. When she pulled away, flames of purple elldyr creft drifted from the tip. She opened the shutters and traced her nail across the diamond-shaped glass set into the lead frame. The immortal etched words into the pane:

Much suspected by me,

Nothing proved can be.

“Commit this mantra to memory, Elizabeth. Speak and act with no other intent. For if you show any allusion of harm towards thy sister, thy life is forfeit.”

 


9: Clare

Berkshire, west of London.

June 4, 2012: early morning.

The morning sun rose into cloud-smeared skies; unsettled weather for Viper’s unsettled mood. London had devoured the medieval countryside. Landmarks and buildings Viper knew had been entombed in concrete. The scabs of modern humanity crusted over the city that once had been her home. Journeying westwards out of this modern monstrosity didn’t improve Viper’s spirits. The eastbound M4 motorway fed London its daily meal of steel and glass, stuffed with morsels of human. Drivers and passengers carried on in both directions, mindlessly following their daily routines. They couldn’t see Viper standing on the rear seats of a cherry-red convertible with a silver jaguar figurehead projecting from its front. If they had, they would marvel at the magic that allowed her to stay upright in the speeding vehicle.

Ivy raced towards the village of Sunninghill, weaving skillfully between cars. Owain occupied the front passenger seat, wearing a coordinated tweed jacket and dark trousers, markedly different to the garish mash of colours he wore previously. Graeme and Dhillon tailed them in a kelly green vehicle that the Scotsman called a “classic 4 seater.” Dhillon explained major changes in England’s countryside as they drove, his voice piped into the convertible by a two-way radio mounted on the dash.

Ivy leaned left as she negotiated the curve for the Egham by-pass. Viper adjusted her footing to compensate for the sharp driving angle with ease.

“Mr. Henry-”

“Owain, please,” Mouse interrupted. He worked on a device he’d called a computer tablet, fingers tapping the screen. When Mouse spoke with his staff, he remained the assertive Owain Henry, though informal now. The letterhead on his screen read, Dr. Douglas Thorton, Chief Psychiatrist, Longwood House for Girls. 

Ivy cleared her throat and started again. “Owain, I still don’t see why your,” she paused with a glimpse in the mirror at Viper, “companion can’t ride properly.”

Viper laughed inwardly. To taunt the woman, Viper thumped the side of Ivy's chair as if regaining her footing. She enjoyed the leathery creak of her newly acquired burgundy-red Doc Martens boots.

During the night, the immortal’s exploration of London brought her to Camden Market. The open countryside of Elizabethan Camden had been buried under human progress. Instead of a solitary inn named The Mother’s Halfway House, Viper found several roads, row houses, shops, and the crammed together stalls of Camden Market.

Here, Viper encountered a man in stale, urine-soaked clothes outside a shop named Revival Survival with hand-written signs in the window that read, “The Best Gothic & Victorian Styled Clothes.” His skin bore the acute jaundice of liver failure. She watch him pry open the door with a crowbar. The hefty physical effort ruptured the bulging varices in his esophagus, and he vomited copious amounts of blood. His aeir almost extinguished before the Daoine Tor absorbed his precious energy. When she finished, she draped his body with the Union Jack flag and entered the store, completely naked. Viper browsed through the eclectic clothes that hearkened to the eras of human life she had missed. Each item made her simultaneously curious and sad.

The immortal had returned to the Gherkin at dawn, wearing a man’s red velvet Regency frock coat, double breasted with long tails. Silver buttons and black piping lined the oversized cuffs and both sides of the front opening. Viper chose black denim trousers slashed horizontally from the thighs to the top of her boots. Beneath the coat, a tank top printed with an urbanized Union Jack hugged Viper’s firm, athletic breasts.

“In honour of your queen,” she had said to Ivy upon her return, with a deep, mocking curtsy. Ivy had rolled her eyes in disgust. Graeme’s deep belly laugh had rebounded off the glass walls of Mouse’s office. Dhillon had blushed. Before the group set out to Longwood House, he had marvelled at how fast Viper moved, given that the Camden market was at least an hour’s walk away by human standards.

“I let no man’s tongue speak for me,” Viper said after banging the seat. “Ask of me thy question directly.”

“Very well,” Ivy responded, undeterred. “Why won’t you sit inside the car? You’ll fit if you stretch out lengthwise.”

Viper squatted, knees wide, and narrowed her eyes menacingly at Ivy in the rear view mirror. Ivy avoided making eye contact.

“A lounging lioness does not kill,” Viper said. She didn’t care to answer truthfully. With her arms extended and the car at full speed, Viper felt like she was flying, and it thrilled her.

“It will not be long till we reach Longwood.” Mouse’s tone pleaded for neutrality. “Shall we make the best of it?” He directed his last words at Ivy.

Viper blew a kiss at the woman. Ivy’s face drained and she tightened her grip.

“Mouse,” Viper said, “tell me of this person whom you seek.”

“Her name is Clare Hainstock,” he replied, eyes distant. “As Owain Henry, I arrange business meetings at large high society functions. Ivy presents herself on my behalf and I monitor negotiations through a camera hidden on her lapel or in a broach. Otherwise, people would notice that I do not age as do they.” Mouse chuckled. “Your magic both warps and fixes my body, Mistress, but I did not have your elldyr creft to hand, until now. I did not ask for this gift of long life, but I would not live without it.”

Viper opened her mouth to apologize, then changed her mind. Her imprisonment was not her fault.

“I dress up as Ivy’s chauffeur and the wealthy ignore me,” Owain continued. “My investors do not complain about Owain being a recluse, as long as their entertainment is on his dime and he makes them bucket loads of money. Eleven years ago, I met a rather unique eight year old at Royal Ascot, a horse racing event.”

“That was my first assignment as your stand-in, wasn’t it Owain?” Ivy added with a confident smile. Viper knew Ivy said it to highlight the blonde woman’s unique involvement with Owain’s life.

“Yes, Ivy, you’re right,” he replied. “Turns out, it was a good thing too. When you were inside, I watched the girl show sketches to people going through the V.I.P. entrance. The lass was smartly dressed and very polite. People glanced at her pictures and moved on. They treated her like a pedlar flogging junk. One man bowled her over as he rushed past and knocked her drawings on the ground. I went over to help her pick them up.

“She introduced herself without any fear of strangers. I’ll never forget the first time I saw her eyes. They showed such depth and poignancy, that I was quite captivated. Clare has heterochromia. One of her eyes is brown and the other is green; both were remarkable. Then, I saw Clare’s pictures. The figures she drew had black eyes. I asked her about it and she said, ‘Mum and Dad say it’s wrong to make the eyes black, but I can’t stop myself.’ I wanted to press Clare further, however her brother, a youth of fourteen or fifteen, stormed over. I imagine that he was gulping pints with his friends because his breath reeked of beer. First, he yelled at me, ‘Piss off back to your car, you paedo!’ Then, he grabbed Clare’s arm and dragged her back inside.” Mouse sighed. Viper studied her Foundling, caught in his memories.

Ivy placed a gentle hand on his arm. “That’s the girl whose pictures you had me purchase?”

Viper’s stomach turned. Mouse should have shared that pinnacle moment with his Mistress rather than his employee.

“Yes. I believed the black eyes revealed that Clare had some connection to my Mistress. As such, I’ve kept a watch on her and protected her welfare. Sadly,” Owain added as the cars turned into the entryway for Longwood House, “that also meant giving her someplace safe to live when her parents wanted to institutionalize her. Longwood was a Georgian estate house I have owned under a pseudonym since I paid for its construction in the Long Wood Forest in the early 19th Century. Thankfully, it didn’t take much for me to turn it into a private care facility.”

Ivy stopped alongside the intercom outside Longwood’s massive iron gates. Impatient, Viper leapt out of the vehicle and scaled the fence. When she landed, the immortal faced the group, expectant hands on her hips. Ivy’s jaw gaped open.

With the others still waiting in their cars for entry, Viper strode up the pebbled drive until she reached a small, grey granite building. Pink rhododendrons surrounded the grounds of the rectangular house. Bricks of alternating grey and brown stone bordered the front windows, five on the upper storey and four on the lower. Pairs of windows flagged the front door. Viper investigated the rear of the building for threats. The backside mirrored the front, except for the plywood over the upper window, second from the right. The back entrance opened onto a patio and well-tended garden.

Viper heard Mouse’s cars pull up. She doubled back to him in time to see a woman in casual clothes emerge from the front door.

The brown-skinned woman unknowingly walked past Viper, her hand extended in greeting to Mouse. “Dr. Thorton,” she said, “we weren’t expecting you so early. Our clients are still asleep. Everything alright?”

Viper’s body twitched as she beheld the woman’s cobalt blue aeir. “Do you understand, Foundling, that I crave the aeir of every person in this building?” she said before Mouse answered the attendant.

Mouse clasped the nurse’s hand. “Perfectly,” he responded in a Yorkshire accent to both his Mistress and the woman. He used a cane, a prop to complete his transformation.

“Then be quick about your business and give unto me no cause to make this humaine see me,” Viper snapped. Her elldyr creft snaked for the lady’s body.

Mouse cleared his throat. “As I said on t’phone, Rupinder, Clare’s parents have requested a family therapy session prior to her 19th birthday.” He handed the nurse his tablet with the forged documentation. As Rupinder read, Mouse pleaded silently with Viper to keep her distance. Viper growled with haughty pride as she complied.

 “I’ll be meeting wi’ them at t’office later today. I wanted to have a private word wi’ t’girl first. I’m afraid traffic was lighter than expected and we’re here rather early.”

Rupinder nodded slowly, peering over his shoulder. “And these people are?”

“My sister, Anne, a doctor at Royal London Hospital,” he said of Ivy. “Over there is my son-in-law, Brian. Their son is studying at Imperial, just around t’corner. Wi’ your permission, I’d like to show my nephew t’success of our model of care. His parents are generous investors in t’facility.”

“I suppose that’ll be fine.” Rupinder gestured towards the house. “I’ll have to get the girls’ consent first, of course. We’re quite protective of our residents, especially Clare. Of the girls, she’s our peacekeeper.”

Viper stepped through the door, unseen, ahead of the others and entered the kitchen immediately on her right. The empty room lacked the hanging herbs and large fireplace of the kitchens she remembered. She moved to the staircase at the back without an invitation. Just before the stairwell, a framed painting of a landscape caught her attention. A cluster of beech trees with thick, pollarded stumps sat atop a grassy hill. Large standing stones occupied spaces between the cropped trees. She made out a red megalith at the centre, visible between the outer stones. “Clare” scrolled in the bottom right corner identified the artist.

Rupinder and the group of humans came in from outside. “Longwood functions like a home rather than a hospital,” she explained. “The girls live here, have chores, and go to lessons, that sort of thing. My colleague is waking them up right now. I’ll put the kettle on.”

Viper started for the upper level. Mouse put his hand over hers on the bannister. She grit her teeth, regretting that she had promised Mouse and his team to see through her glamour at all times.

“No,” Mouse said to Rupinder, with words meant for Viper, “no need. We’ll just wait here for Clare.”

A woman’s alarmed shout for help coming from upstairs changed his plans.

Viper ignored her Foundling and dashed up the steps to the upper hallway. She paused before the row of closed bedroom doors.

“Clare! Oh my God!” The desperate voice came from the open door at the end of the hall.

Viper bounded through the hall past the opening bedroom doors, except the second last one on the right, which stayed closed. She avoided the subsequent collision of bodies as Rupinder, Mouse and the others rushed from the stairwell into the curious residents.

Still invisible, the immortal reached Clare’s room before anyone else. The dark-haired nurse who had raised the alarm knelt beside Clare, her back to the hall. She propped the too-pale girl against the bed like a child’s ragdoll at a tea party.

A long, incision bisected old, horizontal scars along Clare’s inner left arm. Uneven slashes ran across her left palm and fingers. The wound on her arm exposed underlying subcutaneous tissue, narrowly missing sinew and bone. Dark red blood painted the top of the plush white carpet. A bloodied corkscrew lay on the ground beyond Clare’s right hand.

Viper squatted at Clare’s feet without touching the sanguine mess. The other nurse’s flushed face resembled a sunset over her pressed white shirt. She tapped Clare’s shoulder and repeated her name in an effort to rouse her.

The immortal placed her right hand on the floor beside Clare, without revealing herself. She leaned forwards and held her left hand over Clare’s heart. The muscular organ chorused louder than the human struggling to waken its owner. Clare’s aquamarine aeir held fast. The girl wouldn’t die from her injuries. Viper rested on her haunches and, with the flick of her hand, cast the kitchen tool across the room with her elldyr. The corkscrew smashed into the wall as Rupinder reached the door frame.

“Demona,” Rupinder addressed the distraught nurse after she tugged the object from beside the entryway, “what the Hell are you doing?”

“It wasn’t… I didn’t…” Demona stammered. She stared past the growing crowd at the entryway, her eyes fixated on the splintered frame. “When I came in, Clare was cutting herself with the corkscrew. Then she fainted. I managed to catch her before she fell. As for the corkscrew, it, well… after I sat her up, it flew from the ground all by itself.”

Standing behind Rupinder, Mouse regarded Viper questioningly. She raised her right shoulder and eyebrow at the same time in a dismissive answer, then retreated to the window. Mouse and Rupinder swept into the room. Rupinder firmly guided Demona out of the way.

“Get the smelling salts and the first aid kit,” Rupinder said, pushing up her sleeves. Demona didn’t respond. “Now! And the rest of you,” she said over her shoulder to her curious girls crowding the doorway, “follow Demona to the kitchen. Breakfast will be delayed.”

“Let me give you a hand,” Graeme said. He entered the room after Demona ushered the gawking girls to the lower level. He held a bath towel bearing an image of clean-shaven young men and the words “One Direction” that had been hanging on the back of the door. “For the bleeding,” he said. Viper wondered why modern humans used a broad cloth with boys’ faces on it for personal cleansing.

“Right. First, let’s treat her shock,” Rupinder urged. “She’s breathing fine, but she hasn’t come round. We have to lay her on her back, then roll her onto her side. I don’t want her tongue to obstruct her airway.”

They were about to place Clare in a recovery position, when a monumental crash of pots and pans made Rupinder startle so much, she almost lost her grip on Clare.

“Now what?” Rupinder’s exasperation melted her previously steely eyes into pools of liquid panic. Her eyes raced back and forth from the door to Clare as the chaos below increased.

“Nurse, let us take care of t’girl.” Mouse coached Rupinder with an air of professionalism. He nodded to Graeme who lowered Clare to the ground and expertly applied pressure through the towel to Clare’s wounds. “See to t’others. I have a well-stocked first aid kit in t’car.” Rupinder protested and he waived her off. “Anne,” he said to Ivy, “would you grab t’kit for me, please?” After Ivy followed Rupinder downstairs, Mouse morphed from the self-assured Dr. Thorton back into Viper’s dutiful Foundling. “Mistress, oh, Mistress! Please use your elldyr creft and heal her.”

“Why?” Viper replied, one foot cocked up in the windowsill. “In so doing, I will bear her injuries. The girl will yet live without my intervention. Surgeons exist in this age, do they not?”

Mouse placed the unnecessary cane on a nearby desk. “Yes, you are correct. Her wounds are not serious. However, I wish her to be healed to her fullest potential. You see, beloved Mistress, Clare is left-handed, an artist sinister, and that is where her most serious wounds lie.”

“Artists hath I seen aplenty. Only one did make upon me a lasting impression.”

“True, true. However, none created this.” He retrieved a large artist’s pad from the desk beside the bed and handed it to Viper. She saw herself on every page. “She has seen your face her entire life, Mistress. That is why I have followed her, taken care of her, and led you to her.” Mouse opened the door to the dim adjoining room, took Viper’s arm and led her inside. Graeme remained behind instructing Dhillon in the first aid needed to care for Clare.

Mouse flipped on the light. A thousand faces greeted Viper. Her image layered the walls, the closed door to the hall and the boarded up window. The green in Viper’s eyes faded to fragile wisps as she traced pairs of black eyes with her fingertips. Each picture expressed every emotion she had ever known. They entreated her, judged her, and celebrated her. Some pitied her. Standing before these eyes, Viper felt diminutive and alone. Viper steadied herself with Mouse’s shoulder.

“When I found Clare, she proved the conjecture I held for so long. You survived somewhere that I could not reach you.” The pining in his voice resonated in Viper’s heart. “Her gift means something. We need her, Mistress.” Viper followed his gaze to the unconscious girl on the carpet. “You need her.”

Viper disentangled herself and straightened to her full height. “I heal not by your command, Mouse.”

Mouse clasped his hands together. “I do not command, Mistress, only urgently appeal. If the nurses dial emergency services, other humans will arrive. There will be too many questions, too much risk. Your search for Annys will be further delayed.”

Her Foundling had hit upon Viper’s pain point.

She studied Clare. The girl’s long, wavy, chestnut hair matted with sweat. The colour had returned to her cheeks. She had small rings through her left nostril and eyebrow, one of them beaded. Viper moved to Clare’s side in a few strides and budged Graham out of the way. Mouse shifted nervously behind his Mistress, hands twisting together.

Dhillon watched from the end of the bed. “Is she going to be alright? That’s a lot of blood.” His hand clutched the top of his shirt.

Viper shushed him. “Typical. You humaines only see the blood afore thee, not the life within thee. She could bleed five times this amount and not be a-threatened.”

“Let’s give Viper some P and Q, shall we?” Graeme offered. Dhillon procrastinated until Mouse and Graeme directed him into the room full of Clare’s art.

Viper removed her coat. She extended her arms over the girl like a priest offering a blessing. Waves of violet elldyr creft ebbed over Clare’s body. The runes on Viper’s arms shone brilliant white. Each one projected outwards and interlaced into a three dimensional lattice over Clare’s midline. Clare’s aeir spun into tiny vortices, into which a mirage-like shimmer flowed from Viper’s interlocked runes. For a moment, nothing happened. Then, Clare’s lacerations glowed silver-red from within. A red haze left her injuries, then melded into the lattice until it glowed crimson. Her skin regenerated from the bottom up. When Clare’s body revived, each rune disconnected and fused back into Viper’s forearms. The scars resumed their nascent white.

Clare moaned as she came to. She raised a hand to her head, her eyes closed tight.

“Last night,” she murmured as if to herself, “I dreamt of a tree buried upside down. It had roots exposed, surrounded by water. A man pulled it up with one hand. When I woke, I sensed someone coming for me… Something terrible is going to happen.” Clare’s voice sounded slightly muffled, with soft nasal consonants. Her eyes fluttered open and she squinted at Viper. “I’m glad it’s you who came. I didn’t want her, the one with blue eyes, to find me.” She reached for Viper’s facial ridges like a blind woman meeting a stranger. Viper’s breathing quickened and she turned her head away.

“How can thou know me, child?” Viper couldn’t face the dichromatic eyes that reminded her of a man for whom she held affection, although she never told him when he was alive.

 “Hang on a sec. I need my cochlear implants.” From the corner of her eye, Viper saw Clare reach overhead for two round devices attached to molded plugs on the bedside table. She put the molded end in each ear and attached the circular part on her skull, behind her ears.

Clare tapped Viper on the shoulder and gained her full attention. The girl waved her hands and fingers in the air at the same time as she said, “I can’t read lips when your head is turned. Would you please repeat yourself?” Viper glanced at the girl sideways, trying not to see too deeply into her eyes.

Mouse burst into the room. “Mistress! You did it. Thank you!”

“Dr. Thorton?” Clare screwed her face up at the man she knew as her psychiatrist.

“Ah, yes. Clare. I am. Rather, I was.” He fumbled over his sign language, and then for his handkerchief to clean his glasses. Dhillon grinned at the recovering young woman from over Mouse’s shoulder. “There isn’t enough time to explain at present,” Mouse said. “I’d like you to come with us. You’ll be quite safe, I assure you.”

“I know.” Clare smiled with instant acceptance. She reached for Viper’s arm. “I’m safe wherever she goes. Oh! Are you bleeding?” she asked Viper.

Black liquid oozed like hot tar from wounds on Viper’s left forearm and palm. 

 


10: Hampton Court Prison 

July 15th, 1558.

Hampton Court Palace, south-west of London.

Built by an archbishop, Hampton Place was grand enough for an emperor. Reminders of the king who would be a god haunted the buildings. The leisure complexes, expansive kitchens and recreational gardens of the palace echoed the ego of King Henry VIII’s robust years. A giant astrological clock on Queen Anne’s gate, held aloft over an arch joining two octagonal towers, reminded passersby that mortality claimed everyone, royals and servants alike.

“Except me,” Viper mused with delight as she passed beneath the entryway made of red-veneered clay bricks. A cast plaster square with the entwined letters A and H for Elizabeth’s parents, Anne and Henry, decorated the peak of the arch above her. In 1536, King Henry had ordered Anne’s execution by decapitation. Ten years and four wives later, the self-styled god died of natural causes. Now his daughters lived at the palace, one a queen, and the other her prisoner.

Viper rushed across the cobblestones of the inner courtyard to the Great Hall. The room’s oak hammerbeam ceiling felt overbearing despite the bright sunlight of the warm summer afternoon streaming through high, arched windows. Wearing only a white linen tunic, black hose, and simple leather shoes, Viper was underdressed for the most important space in the palace. Too often, she kept watch here, at the end of the row of tapestries, while Elizabeth daydreamed for as long as she dared at her mother’s initials and heraldic falcon still carved in the dark beams.

The immortal wondered what tortured Elizabeth the most, the damp and derelict conditions of her confinement in the Woodstock Gate House, or facing these remembrances of the mother torn from her when Elizabeth was three years old. Either way, Viper was sure Queen Mary knew that restoring Elizabeth to Court was another form of torment for the princess.

Four years ago, Queen Mary married Prince Phillip II, the future Monarch of Spain. In the following year, 1555, Mary’s belly swelled and her monthly bleeding stopped. Catholics rejoiced that their queen would have an heir. Regardless of Viper’s words of patience, Elizabeth fretted about her own claim to the Throne of England.

After nearly one year of imprisonment at Woodstock, Queen Mary had ordered Elizabeth to London for a secret interrogation. Bolstered by Viper’s promise, Elizabeth swore faithfulness to her half-sister. Placated but not forgiving, Mary re-legitimized Elizabeth as a royal and coerced Elizabeth to stay at Court for the imminent birth. Mary wanted her sister to see the child who would deny Elizabeth the Crown. The queen had Parliament name her husband as Crown Regent should she die in childbirth, further distancing Elizabeth from her claim on the throne. Mary actively sought a contract with a non-English royal who would marry Elizabeth and remove the princess from the country. Upon Viper’s advice, Elizabeth refused to marry a foreign Noble.

However, the much anticipated Catholic baby did not arrive. Queen Mary’s belly flattened and she had no choice but to admit her error in believing herself pregnant.

Queen Mary gave Elizabeth the bare courtesy required for a royal, even when she released her sister from Court to live at Hatfield, her childhood home. Elizabeth was never free from Mary's tight grasp. The queen still treated her half-sister as a potential Protestant saboteur. Mary had neither stripped Elizabeth of her fragile royal status, nor repaired her relationship with her sister.

Now, once again hoping for the birth of a royal child, Mary confined Elizabeth to a disused Banqueting House at Hampton Palace. Foul-smelling effluent from the great house of easement, a large toileting room in the palace that twenty-eight lesser courtiers could use at a time, neared the Banqueting House that was set apart from the main building. Viper’s stomach roiled at the mere thought of the odor.

The immortal kept her word, remaining Elizabeth’s secret and constant companion, even when Queen Mary granted her half-sister a small retinue, including Lady Ashley, Elizabeth’s governess. When the immortal and Elizabeth were alone, they often quarreled about whether or not Viper should hasten Mary’s fate. Viper lacked Elizabeth’s sense of urgency. The Daoine Tor became bored with Elizabeth’s impatience over her sister’s continued rule these last years. Viper felt the burden of responsibly for Elizabeth’s well-being most acutely when the temperamental princess ignored her out of spite.

Today was another one of those days. Last night, Viper and Elizabeth had argued over the princess’ future. Elizabeth abruptly stopped talking to Viper. During the day, Elizabeth stayed close to her governess. Viper skulked around Hampton on her own. When she returned to the Elizabeth’s room, she found it empty. A single strand of pearls hung from a nail on the wall, the princess’ symbol that she had left a message for Viper. The immortal had removed the note from a retractable wall panel, read it and started off for the palace in haste.

Viper now clutched the paper in her hand. Mary remains in London, abed with illness, the missive read in Elizabeth’s scrawled handwriting. She calls upon Hampton to make prayers for her pregnancy. I beg you forgive my absence. I must away to the Chapel. I shall come to you anon. E. 

Elizabeth’s words sounded sincere, yet Viper questioned whether the humaine utilized the queen’s directive as an avoidance tactic. Viper didn’t lose her temper, nevertheless she wouldn’t allow Elizabeth to dictate the terms of their alliance. Stemming her anger, Viper decided that she needed to leave the princess at Hampton until such time as Queen Mary died. She wouldn’t wait another minute to tell her troublesome queen-to-be.

Viper pursued Elizabeth to the Chapel Royal, where the immortal smuggled herself into the Royal Pew, commissioned by King Henry VIII. Royals participated in religious services on this balcony, high above the heads of the members of Court. Viper entered through the Queen’s Closet, a small room to the left, intended for Henry’s consort. Queen Mary, as Ruler of England, used the King’s Closet when in residence at Hampton. Today, Viper knew the balcony would be empty. Whether or not the queen was at Hampton, Mary forbade Elizabeth’s use of the Royal Pew.

Viper perched on the railing, invisible to the mortals below. The Chapel Royal smelled of incense and beeswax. Of King Henry’s renovations to Hampton, Viper liked this room the most for its artistry and serenity. The gilded Gothic arches reached into the indigo blue ceiling like gold fingers retrieving stars from the breath of God.

The bottom hem of her tunic flirted with her muscular legs. Woven powder blue silk garter bands secured black hose above her knees. Sunlight painted Viper with colours from the stained glass on either side of her. Momentarily distracted, she traced the amorphous shapes on her shirt. On her right, reds and oranges roared from the image of a lion holding up a wounded front paw in front of a sheep. Blues and greens streamed from a male Indian peafowl on her left, the fanned out eyes of its tail feathers studying her in all their glory. Viper neither felt judged by one creature nor threatened by the other.

A Catholic priest stood at the raised altar on the main floor. Elizabeth knelt on a padded stool in front of him. The farthingale beneath her red silk overgown, embroidered with silver and green filigree, bunched up the material around her. Yellow silk peeked through the slits on her puffed sleeves. Her hair piled high on her head like sunset tinted clouds.

Viper felt impetuous, driven, perhaps, by the decision she had made to leave. “Open your eyes, Elizabeth, and behold how wooden his cross,” she taunted. She knew that Elizabeth didn’t like it when Viper talked to her in front of other humaines, partly because the princess couldn’t openly reply. Elizabeth coughed, hiding her amused reaction to Viper.

The priest interrupted his incantation. “Princess?” The tremor of his hands grew increasingly noticeable each year. Elizabeth turned her head and sputtered over her shoulder. Through her dangling curls, she flashed Viper a warning glance. Viper winked impishly, evoking a subtle, childish smile from Elizabeth. In that silent communication, the Daoine Tor knew that Elizabeth’s written apology had been sincere. She was, once again, amicable to her immortal confidante.

Lady Ashley handed Elizabeth a small goblet of wine and she assumed a penitent grin of thanks at her governess. With Elizabeth’s coughing fit abated, the priest continued in a monotone that blanketed the room like the haze of frankincense.

The vibrancy of Elizabeth’s golden aeir cut through the clouded room and infused into everyone. Elizabeth flexed her neck, eyes closed in prayer. Viper’s anger had cooled, but her gluttony burned. In Cammerwelle, she killed for survival and as a mercy to her victims. The power of Elizabeth’s aeir reformed her. She no longer needed to completely drain her prey, especially when she fed upon a large group of humaines in Elizabeth’s presence. Viper hadn’t shared this new ability with Elizabeth, for the immortal had too few secrets of her own.

Viper opened her arms and extended her elldyr creft over the congregation. Their enhanced aeir rose into her magical energy, then infused through her fingertips faster than the undulating coils of incense smoke. She became lightheaded and warmth permeated her body, signals that her rapture was upon her. Her enchantment of invisibility faded. Viper hid on one knee behind the balcony wall. The priest, and those who assisted him, had turned to the altar to bow to the cross. They couldn’t see Viper’s fingers gripping the railing in ecstasy. Then she lay on the wool carpet, contentedly staring at the colourful display on the ceiling until the service for Queen Mary’s ill-fated pregnancy ended.

Hours later, Viper evaded the guards at the door of the Banqueting House who restricted Elizabeth within. The immortal pressed herself against the narrow hall outside Elizabeth’s two-room suite as Lady Ashley and two young attendants, arms loaded with used washing cloths and basins, passed her imperceptible body on their way to the kitchen. Viper stepped into Elizabeth’s rooms behind them and revealed herself. The loosened strings of Elizabeth’s corset swung wildly as she pushed the door closed.

“We will not have long to speak in private, for handmaids bed sit me, lest some conspirator whisk me from captivity,” Elizabeth said in a low voice. Bounding like a spring lamb, she crossed to a walnut bench and plopped onto velvet cushions. Fragrant lemon balm and sweet fennel, strewn on the carpet of woven rushes, drifted in her wake. She offered Viper a silver bowl of stewed dates seasoned with spices forte, chiefly cinnamon, ginger, cloves and pepper.

Viper declined the mortal snacks. “Those born of royal blood are not oft left unaccompanied.” She pulled a brightly painted chair to face Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth laughed, a sound as thick as the honey in her sweets. “Well versed am I with the bane of my royal heritage.” She reached into her sleeve and withdrew a delicate chain from which dangled a gold letter B, adorned with three teardrop pearls. The charm belonged to her mother; B for Boleyn. “An unguarded royal doth make easy target for slaughter,” she said, then paused. “Or damnable slander.” A tear escaped the fine laughter line at the corner of her eye. Elizabeth tucked up the jewel, dried her face and defiantly raised her chin. “I hath no need to be affrighted, for I hath your powers to protect me against both.”

Viper said nothing as she tilted her head in accession to Elizabeth’s statement. The immortal crossed to the fireplace, pretending to study the flames. Doubt smoldered beneath the righteousness of her earlier decision. If Viper left, the princess would be at the mercy of the politics that could crown her, or kill her.

“Hath I offended you?” The glow of the fireplace highlighted Elizabeth’s hair like a fiery halo.

“No, my queen. You hath my service, as did I promise.”

“Doth it upset you that I hath not been crowned? That we hath not yet found your amulet?” Elizabeth leaned back, held up by the stiffness of her corset.

“The properties of your father that Mary hath not dispatched count beyond fifty. You and I hath explored but three, the Towyr, Woodstock and herein, at Hampton.” A ribbon of purple elldyr creft caressed the princess’ worried face. Viper smiled gently at the humaine whose every year passed ever quicker. “No. These last years of yours are merely a breath in my immortality. My heart is assured that I shall find the amulet, the key to my past, in due time.” Elizabeth stood up as Viper’s elldyr creft split into two arms. From the arms, a wavering figure materialized, its shape fed by trickles of magic from Viper.

Elizabeth danced around the room with her nebulous companion. Viper stayed fireside, waving her arms as she conducted her construct. She spun Elizabeth wildly and knocked over a heavy vase of purple irises. They burst out laughing.

“My Lady?” A soft knock at the door made Elizabeth’s hands fly to her mouth, her eyes wide in shock.

“A moment,” Elizabeth replied. To Viper she whispered, “Waste not your magic for your glamour. Shelter yourself in the room beyond. I shall task my handmaiden with some lengthy errand.”

Viper retreated to the inner room as Elizabeth answered the summons. The larger space held Elizabeth’s bed and, on the other side of an oak partition, her few courtly dresses. Scenes from King Henry VIII’s battle at the Cloth of Gold adorned the divider. A faint ammonia odor from the small garderobe built into the far wall permeated the room, overpowered by headier scents from roses and lavender bunched into vases.

Behind several dress mannequins, Viper spied a figure at the narrow, high window. She squinted in the darkness at the silhouette of a short woman in a wide dress. A pair of round, yellow eyes flickered in her direction.

“Name thyself!” Viper cast a spherical shield of elldyr magic around herself for protection.

The figure didn’t move. Its eyes twinkled mischievously. Viper’s unease grew when she realized she couldn’t see the aeir of the intruder.

“I will kill thee where thou art standing. What is thy name?” Her elldyr doubled. Her threat had no effect on the mysterious female.

“Viper, to whom do you speak with such dissonance?” Elizabeth entered the room at a slow pace, guarding a candle from drafts with her hand.

When Viper turned back to the figure, she surveyed a room without intruders. On the high stone sill, an owl hooted and flew away. Viper dashed to the window and watched the bird glide over lawns dotted with periwinkle, then into the woods.

“The forest keeps her secrets tonight,” she thought. Behind her, Elizabeth lit thin tapers in the fireplace. The crackling fire Elizabeth stoked from embers mocked the immortal. Viper began to speak but the words shriveled in her mouth. She realized that the figure she saw was a dress on a wooden body form, and the eyes those of the owl. Her irrational fear made Viper feel ridiculous.

“’Twas naught but an owl, my queen,” Viper replied, collecting herself before Elizabeth questioned her further.

“I hath seen many of them, of late,” Elizabeth said, removing her corseted overgown. She settled upon cushions by the hearth and pulled a woollen blanket over shoulders. “The Master Forrester did tell me he worries most profoundly that they will scare away the partridges. For my sake, I say let them stay and eat the mice.”

Viper curled around the end of the bedpost, entwined in the velvet drapery. “Snakes eat mice. Would you have a snake manage the pests of Hampton Palace?”

Elizabeth laughed heartily. “Snakes are wiser than owls. Snakes who live in the ground do not lose their homes to men who harvest trees as fuel for fire.”

Memories crashed, unbidden, into Viper’s mind. She saw buildings in flames, men shouting, and blinding light at the centre of a circle of giant stones. With these came a tender voice, incomprehensible and full of fear. Viper’s chest felt like exploding. She tumbled onto the bed with a gasp. Bed curtains drowned her as she struggled from their entanglement. Elizabeth leapt to her feet and rushed to help.

“Keep away!” Viper cried. “I shall not touch you. Your aeir is too potent.” Viper’s hands trembled as she fought dual urges to run from, and to hide in, the princess’ arms.

“Tell me what ails you.” Helplessness furrowed the lines of Elizabeth’s face. She stepped back and collected her blanket from the floor, pulling it snug.

 “Mayhap I hath relieved memories. I am not certain. ’Tis no bother.” Viper kicked the heavy fabric away and backed into the wall, her eyes on the floor, lightheaded. Sighting the owl awoke something terrifying in Viper that she couldn’t verbalize. “I am well recovered,” she lied.

“It troubles me to see my friend so disconcerted.”

“Friend?” Viper raised her eyes, unsure of the reception she would find. The mortal watched her with a mixture of curiosity and concern, one eyebrow inching upwards. The warmth of Elizabeth’s aeir expanded beyond the reach of the fire.

Elizabeth drifted closer, demure and modest. “You hath protected me and guided me. With your elldyr creft you hath taken me to fantastical worlds that only gods hath seen, and artists can but imitate, so that I would not lose myself in the depressiveness of my imprisonment. You keep my confidence and my honour. Marry, how could I name you aught but friend, my seelie wicht?”

The soft hoot of the owl carried across the gardens. Nervousness burned in Viper’s chest. She shouldn’t get emotionally attached to the source of her food. Yet, Viper never had a friend before, and the thought of having a companion appealed to her. The sensation in her chest accumulated until it overpowered that of the fire, and blazed through the timeworn shell around her heart.

“Then, my friend, where shall I take you tonight?” Viper said, blowing Elizabeth a gracious kiss. In the vividly coloured world created by their joint imagination, the psychic embodiment of the ginger-haired mortal and the violet-skinned immortal clasped hands, running in a field of laughing sunflowers. The words of departure which Viper had rehearsed floated on the wings of an owl hunting its prey.

 


11: Leaving Home

Longwood House, Berkshire

June 4, 2012: late morning.

Dartford warblers flittered from the trees of Long Wood Forest to the back door of Clare’s psychiatric residence. Their sweeping, dark brown tails brushed against the ground as they searched for a breakfast of toast crumbs. Finding none, the birds settled onto the grass alongside the driveway at the front of the house. They didn’t hop around or chirp with complaint. Rather, they tilted their blue-grey heads and red-rimmed eyes, watching Mouse and Rupinder in discussion at the front door.

Only Viper made note of the birds’ unusual activity. She stood on the trunk of the Jaguar, hands on her hips. The noises of the humans drowned out her own thoughts. Graeme paced back and forth at the rear of the cars, keeping watch up the driveway. He flipped the safety catch of his gun on and off, hidden beneath his jacket. Ivy tapped manicured nails on the Jag’s steering wheel, each impact a sledgehammer to Viper’s supernatural hearing. In the other car, Dhillon’s heart beat faster than the rest. He watched Clare out of the corner of his hazel eyes with the kind of longing that Viper had seen cast by courtiers upon Elizabeth. Dhillon fiddled with his glasses, rehearsing his greeting to Clare. The girl sat in the back of the Jaguar within Viper’s shadow, goosebumps on her arms.

Clare clutched a large portfolio to her chest. After Viper had healed the girl, Ivy wound bandages around Clare’s arm and hand as if she’d received Dr. Thorton’s first aid skills. Viper removed her Regency coat and left it on the seat. She allowed the girl to see through the glamour, like the others of Mouse’s team.

The girl placed her portfolio beside herself and wrapped herself up. “Does it hurt?” Clare asked of the fading welts on Viper’s left hand and forearm.

Viper didn’t know what disturbed her the most, the familiarity of Clare’s eyes, or the worship within them. Viper’s silence answered Clare with detached coolness. The immortal vaulted from the car and landed among the birds on the grass behind Rupinder. The warblers flew across the front of the house. The distraction ensured that Rupinder wouldn’t see the indentation of Viper’s footprints in the gravel as she approached the nurse from behind. Helping Clare had nearly depleted Viper’s energy. Her body ached with hunger and Rupinder was an easy target.

“I can’t explain Claire’s self-harming,” Rupinder was saying to Mouse. “She hasn’t done it for ages. She’ll be nineteen tomorrow, of course, old enough for discharge. We’re going to miss our resident peace-keeper. She always sees the best in people. Do you think her parents will take her home today, doctor?”

Mouse replied as the Yorkshire Dr. Thorton. “Her parents may be apprehensive for discharge after t’incident this morning.” His eye contact and cool tone didn’t waver. Viper smirked. Mouse had long ago mastered a liar’s quirks.

Rupinder glanced over her shoulder, towards the building. “I’m sorry that things were in such a tizzy this morning.”

Mouse cleared his throat when Viper positioned herself behind Rupinder, eyes devouring her. “As I said, I’m happy to take t’girl to t’doctor’s surgery for you. You have enough to deal wi’ here.”

“I suggest you head to Virginia Water. Our local medical clinic is closed for decontamination. This area of Berkshire has had outbreaks of smallpox, of all things. I thought that disease was eradicated. Give us a bell, and I’ll pick Clare up after she gets her stitches.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Owain replied firmly, his eyes flickering a subtle warning to his Mistress whose greedy elldyr encroached upon Rupinder. Viper hissed in frustration at him, unheard by her potential victim. She bumped her Foundling out of the way as she stormed to the Jag. Rupinder reached out to help when Mouse tipped to the side.

Ivy opened her car door to assist him. Viper slammed it shut.

“Let him alone,” Viper grumbled. The immortal’s nails dug into the polished leather. “Your Owain is not so frail as he doth appear.” Ivy settled back into the car, glowering as Mouse excused his lack of balance on his cane to the nurse.

Viper retreated onto a large branch overhanging the Jaguar. The hunger within her beckoned. If Mouse dallied further, she feared she wouldn’t be able to restrain herself. She distracted herself with observing Dhillon’s attempt to woo Clare.

“I hope Owain’s Mistress doesn’t scare you,” Dhillon said, approaching the girl. He leaned on her door, miscalculated the edge, and nose-dived.

Clare hopped out to help him, giggling. He stood up at the same time and his head glanced off her door. Clare gasped. She bent to check his injury, then collided with Dhillon as he raised himself from the ground. They fell to the ground, laughing.

Viper rolled her eyes in her head, exasperated at the debacle of Dhillon’s flirtation. He was attractive enough for Clare to take a liking to him, Viper supposed. His high forehead and wiry limbs suggested a life of academia and little physical work. Dhillon regained himself and helped Clare to her feet.

He adjusted the haversack on his shoulder. “Well, I’m a dork,” he said to Clare, red-faced.

“No you aren’t,” Clare replied, smiling.

Viper observed the youths with disappointment. Dhillon’s self-deprecation would worm his way into Clare’s favour. The passage of time had seen little change in the pity of women’s hearts.

Clare had Dhillon’s cap in her hand. He reached up to take it from her at the same time as she placed it on his tousled hair, their hands bumping into each other. “Let me,” she said with a giddy laugh. She straightened the hat saying, “I’ve been called names loads of times, so I don’t like to insult other people. And no, I’m not scared. There. Now, you’re dapper chap.”

“What’s on your head?” Dhillon asked of the round objects behind Clare’s ears. Viper listened intently, the talk of technology more fascinating than the flirtation. Human advancement held alluring promise and exceptional threat.

“I had meningitis when I was a baby, and it made me deaf.”

“But, you can hear me.”

“Only when I’m wearing my receivers and transmitters.” Clare pointed to the devices on her head. “These parts,” she said of the curved objects hanging on the back of her ear, “have microphones that pick up ambient noise and turns it into an electrical signal. The signal goes through this cable to here, the transmitter.” She tapped a round object on her skull, behind her ear. “Magnets imbedded in my skull hold the transmitters in place. Then, they send an electrical impulse to the implant in my cochlea, the part of the ear that makes sound. The implant stimulates the nerves in a way that my brain recognizes as sound. I don’t hear everything exactly like you, but it’s really helped with my speech.”

“That’s awesome,” said Dhillon. “I could barely tell. Is everyone who lives here deaf?”

“Uh-uh. Just me. This is a place for girls with mental health disorders. My parents dumped me here when I wouldn’t stop cutting myself. They can’t deal with anything that isn’t perfect, including a deaf daughter who self-harms.”

Viper ran her finger over her left arm, where the injuries of the girl’s older scars and her newer wounds from the corkscrew had vanished.

Clare shrugged deeper into Viper’s coat, as if she felt a chill. “I’m adopted and my parents pretty much gave up on me by the time I turned twelve. I feel accepted here; protected somehow. I can be myself without worrying about disappointing my parents, or inciting my brother’s juvenile taunting.” She returned to the car and held her book out to Dhillon. He leaned on the side of the Jaguar as she showed him the portraits of Viper. “Here, they let me draw whatever I want, which is usually her face.”

The immortal watched from her perch. Each image captured the fluctuations in her skin tones and elldyr creft in exacting detail, from shocking violet to pale lavender.

“Yeah, um, about your pictures,” Dhillon began, retrieving a page from his bag, “when I was in your other room, I saw this one. Why is it different?”

A spiral of glacial blue and white eyes dominated the paper. Red capillaries ran through the sclera until they coalesced into thick scars around the eyes. Outside the mask-like scarring, the paper was Robin’s egg blue. Viper’s head immediately spun with vertigo. She dropped down and braced herself on the tree trunk until the sensation passed.

“You didn’t draw any other features,” Dhillon said, in ignorance of Viper’s descent.

Viper remembered each nuance Clare omitted, from the oval face and rounded cheeks to the kindly, full lips that contorted into a jeering smile.

“You’re such a talented artist that you could’ve revealed the whole face,” Dhillon continued.

“Thanks,” Clare said, blushing. “I made that after watching the news about the smallpox outbreak on the Beebs.”

“I saw that report on the BBC. Sunninghill and Berkshire is this area, right? That’s so close to London. I hope it doesn’t get worse.”

Clouds passed over the clearing. A darker shadow grew on Clare’s face.

“When I drew those eyes, the voices got so loud and disruptive that I couldn’t concentrate. I had to stop.”

Viper’s nervousness spurred her into action. “Voices?” she demanded from across the vehicle. Her elldyr creft rose up and almost touched Clare as Viper bolted to the car. Dhillon put a protective hand on Clare’s shoulder. She glanced at him in panicked embarrassment at revealing her secret. Clare pressed her lips together, as though figuring out what to say to satisfy Viper, and avoid misunderstanding from Dhillon. Viper wouldn’t let the girl rest in silence. “Tell me what thou hast heard.”

Clare leaned back against Dhillon. “Sometimes I hear two voices at the same time, saying the same thing. Nothing they say makes sense.” As Clare spoke, Viper suppressed her elldyr. Her body remained tense. “At first, my parents thought it was an error with my implant. They made me undergo a bunch of procedures. Nothing changed. They thought I was crazy. So, they put me through treatment for early onset schizophrenia and I wound up here. Last week, after the smallpox news, I drew those white and blue eyes, and I heard someone new, melodious and sickly sweet. Then, the dual voices from before sounded, I don’t know, worried.”

“As they should be,” Viper stated with authority. She knew to whom the paired voices belonged, and why this new one relapsed Clare to self-harm. “Mouse! We must leave. Now!” Viper commanded. She faced Dhillon and abandoned any thought of his intent towards Clare. “Take the girl with the Scotsman in the other motorized carriage.” She turned to Ivy and said, “Go with them. I would speak with my Foundling alone.”

“I’ll die before I leave Mr. Henry,” Ivy levelled back at the Daoine Tor. Stunned by the mortal’s insolence, Viper pelted Ivy with tiny sparks of fire. The sparks singed her skirt as Ivy blotted them out with her hands.

Mouse came back to the car in time to prevent retaliation by Ivy. “Mistress, what gives you cause for alarm?” Rupinder had turned back, heading for the doorway.

“I will not offer explanation in front of this, your servant.”

“You may speak freely in front of Ivy, Mistress. Rest assured she will hold your confidence.”

“Should she lose hold of her tongue, I will kill her,” Viper threatened. She wouldn’t admit that she wanted to keep her latest revelation between herself and Mouse in order to gain the upper hand on Ivy. The woman’s relationship with Mouse made the immortal feel that her link to her Foundling had diminished.

“Sitting in the back with you will look odd to the nurse, and possibly raise questions, Mistress,” he said, getting into the front and avoiding his Mistress’ glaring black and green eyes. “Ivy, back out slowly so we don’t raise suspicion.”

Rupinder stopped at the door as the cars started.

What are you doing in that car? her hands signed to Clare.

Getting a ride with the cute guy! Clare signed back with a bright smile as Graeme drove away. Viper didn’t know what messages the women’s hands conveyed. She hoped Clare’s reaction and cheery wave goodbye meant she kept the group’s invisible secret.

When they cleared Long Wood Forest, Viper asked Mouse, “What know you of the girl’s voices?” The immortal sat behind Ivy, leaning towards Mouse in the front, with her arm on the headrest and legs extended over the rest of the backseat.

Mouse replied, “Clare was ten when her parents sought treatment for what they thought were schizophrenic auditory hallucinations. As Dr. Thorton, I intervened. I did not tell them, but I thought the voices some kind of clairvoyance.” Mouse glanced at the car behind them, as if checking to see if Clare could understand what he was saying. “She has been taking a placebo, provided by me.”

“And the third?”

Mouse fiddled with his glasses. “Clare never reported a third voice to me.”

“Methinks this girl hath a connection to Annys, for she hath drawn her visage, then did hear Annys beckon. Woe be unto the girl if she communes with my enemy.” Viper didn’t see Ivy press the ON switch for the radio’s microphone. “For, if she is a servant of Annys, then you hath sheltered a humaine from whom I shall glean information of my enemy by any means.”

Mouse blanched. “Oh no, no. Is that absolutely necessary, Mistress? I cannot believe that I safeguarded her this long for you to hurt her.”

Viper scowled at him, eyes wide with malice. “Be not so yellow-livered, my snivelling Mouse. I will do as I must to find and vanquish Annys.” The immortal didn’t notice the widening gap between Mouse’s cars on the two-lane road.

Mouse clutched Viper’s buttoned sleeve. “Please, Mistress, let me ask the girl about her revelation. Surely, if you talk to Clare without applying your elldyr creft to her, she will remain unharmed and you will have the answers you seek,” he stammered.

“Never question me, Foundling. I hath made you, and so can I unmake you!” Viper’s elldyr flared around her, a ball of violet fire in her raised hand. His eyes widened in fear.

Viper realized that Mouse stared at something over her shoulder, cross-wise in the intersection. A white SUV struck Ivy’s side of the car as Viper turned her head. The impact threw the immortal onto the road. The Jag spun wildly.

The SUV squealed to a stop, its tires inches from Viper’s body. She pushed herself to her hands and knees with a grunt of exertion. The distant bang of a discharged weapon caught her attention. A man leaned out the front passenger window of a second oncoming SUV, his smoking gun pointed towards the Jaguar. Viper jerked upright and thrust out her powers for the moving vehicle. Elldyr magic greater than any she had ever summoned slammed into the truck and knocked it sideways. The vehicle crashed into a mileage sign, and rolled into the ditch. Hanging from their seatbelts, the men in the SUV yelled into sleek headsets.

Successive cracks of gunfire tore through the air. A man and a woman had jumped out of the first SUV beside Viper. They fired shots at Mouse, who hid behind the Jaguar’s passenger side. Slumped over, Ivy didn’t react to him hollering for her to get out of the car.

The first pair of assailants had their backs to Viper. She roundhouse kicked the woman, who sprawled flat. Her gun flew into the verge.

“Bloody Hell?” the man shouted in surprise. Viper grabbed the sides of his head before he turned around. A malignant force, one Viper thought she had left behind in Annys’ prison, made her snap. She tore his head off in one swift motion and flung it over her shoulder. His severed head shattered through the SUV windscreen. The decapitated torso shuddered on the ground.

The woman who fired at them crawled away from her partner’s corpse. The immortal grasped the woman’s legs with blood-soaked hands and flipped her onto her back. Viper straddled the woman and knelt on her shoulders, pinning her.

“Today the garen will not conquer me, nor no humaine best me,” Viper swore. Raging bands of parasitic elldyr erupted from her arms. The Daoine Tor absorbed the woman’s aeir. Viper arched her back with intense pleasure.

Bullets rocketed past Viper as she fed. She frantically searched for the source of the projectiles.

“Mistress!” Mouse cried out. “They can see you!” From the ditch on the other side of the road, the men from the second SUV targeted the immortal’s visible and glowing body.

Graeme had stopped his car in the ditch across the road, and had sent Dhillon and Clare into the woods of Great Windsor Park. He shoulder-charged the shorter man in the second pair of assailants. Together, they sent the other man tumbling. Viper forced herself from rapture and dashed to Graeme’s aid. As he grappled with the short man, Viper encircled the other’s neck with her elldyr and yanked his six-foot tall body several feet off the ground. Her magic engulfed the copper-brown fragments of aeir on his arms. One by one, each segment of his life-energy dissolved into the deeper hue of violet elldyr choking them. Viper discarded the dead man like a rag. Her eyes scoured for the last survivor, whom Graeme restrained.

“Wait!” Mouse shouted from the Jaguar, hovering over Ivy. “We must find out who sent them. They may be in league with Annys.” He tilted Ivy’s head backwards and hobbled towards them.

The Daoine Tor cocked her head with a salacious grin at the man with pockmarked skin and a turned-up nose, crooked from a previous break. Viper grabbed him by the collar, then nudged Graeme away with her index finger. Viper’s captive groaned through swollen, split lips. She dug her nail into the folds between his thick eyebrows. Her elldyr creft penetrated his eyes and his moans escalated into tortured wails.

“Where hides thy Mistress?” Viper demanded, louder than gunfire. The man tried averting the horrific visions he beheld in Viper’s eyes. Mucous saturated with blood gushed from his nose as she infused his brain with images of her nails shredding the skin from his body.

“I swear, I don’t know nuffink. Lemme go,” he begged. “We was hired separately. They was tailin’ your cars to do the hit today. I didn’t ask no questions.”

“Hit on who?” Graeme questioned, gun trained on the assailant.

The man pointed at Mouse.

“What are you doing here?” Mouse stumbled on his bowed legs when he saw the man. Graeme caught his employer’s arm. “This man was at Buckingham Palace when I went there to speak with the Diamond Queen.”

“Thou art one of the queen’s men?” Viper wanted to push her elldyr deeper, to make the man undergo the same excruciating pressure the garen created within her. She hesitated. If she killed him, only the darkness within that threatened to possess her would find satisfaction. Mouse was right: she wouldn’t gain any information about Annys.

“I ain’t no man of the queen! I was hired to spy at Buck Palace until someone like this here strange, little man arrived. Yesterday, I got offered double the dosh to join this team and identify him, so they could take him out.”

“Take him out to where, thou onion-eyed pig?”

“He means to kill me, Mistress” Owain said, clarifying the idiom.

The threat to her Foundling tore apart Viper’s constraint against the grim shadow inside her heart. The furious elldyr flash that erupted from Viper knocked everyone backwards.

“Dead men spill no blood,” she snarled through bared teeth. She slammed the spy into the ground and plunged her hand into his bloody face. When she pulled her arm back, her elldyr wrenched his aeir from his body. She tore his life-magic apart with a screech. Scraps of the energy drifted into the ether, useless.

Through the pounding in her ears, she heard Dhillon yell, “Owain!” He and Clare ran hand in hand from the woods. “People chased us in the woods. They might be heading this way.”

A long range bullet smashed the Jaguar’s windscreen from one of four SUVs gunning towards them in the distance on the cross road.

“Ivy!” Graeme rushed to where she sat, immobile.

Mouse grabbed the dead man’s gun. “Mistress, please take Clare and Dhillon to safety. Do not fret about the rest of us.”

Viper ignored her Foundling. She crouched on the soft shoulder, grabbed two handfuls of dirt, then straddled the median facing the oncoming cars. Clare and Dhillon gawked with amazement.

“Sisters! Hear my call. Hath I been freed only to perish? Annys and her poison taint your land. Marry, may it kill me, I am the end of her tyranny! Take my magic. Preserve me and these humaines.” Viper’s elldyr creft pulsed with increasing speed. She flung her arms over her head and splayed her fingers wide. The soil from her hands suspended above her, boiling mid-air in her magic. The bits of earth glowed violet as they absorbed her power. Fully spent, she collapsed.

A colossal gust of wind blew the hanging elldyr-charged soil at the ground ahead of the oncoming SUVs. Here, a wall of earth, several metres thick, propelled itself skywards. The assailants’ vehicles crashed into an impenetrable bulwark. Spanning the width of the road and into the forest, the protective embankment held.

Leaves shuddered in the tree canopy of Great Windsor Park. A microburst tornado swept from the trees. The winds collected Mouse and his team and lifted them into the air, heading for London.

A slender vortex of wind and debris paused in front of Viper.

“Am I not worth your clemency?”

As her vision faded, she felt the ground drop away.

Viper wondered if she traveled to Heaven or Hell. 

 


12: End of a Princess

January 15th, 1559.

London.

England’s largest city heaved with people. The morning’s chill didn’t dampen the spirits of the crowd that lined the narrow, winding streets along the processional route. Red and white pennants waved from London’s black and white buildings. Decorative banners framing Grasyus street stirred the hearts of the people who hoped to catch a glimpse of the woman Viper made a queen.

Viper thought the roads from the Towyr to Westminster Abbey had never been cleaner. For several weeks ahead of Elizabeth’s Coronation, as had happened for her mother decades before, shop owners and residents along the route had been under royal edict to throw their waste and toilet water into the alleys between the buildings rather than on the thoroughfare. Viper scouted ahead of the Coronation Procession for threats to Elizabeth among the commoners that polluted the street. The smell hadn’t improved much, but the aromatic winter savory, strewn in large quantities on the road in front of St. Bennet’s church, helped mask the scent of humanity.

The woody herb’s perfume reminded Viper of Elizabeth’s early months as queen. Viper’s thoughts drifted to these days, and the whirlwind of activity surrounding her and the queen of her making.

As Viper promised, Queen Mary died before dawn on November 17th, 1558, her last hope for an heir nothing but a womb full of death. At the time, Viper resided with Elizabeth at Hatfield Palace, Elizabeth’s childhood home until her mother’s beheading. After the queen’s last phantom pregnancy earlier that summer, Mary had excused her half-sister from Court, sending Elizabeth back to Hatfield. North of London, Hatfield was less than a day’s ride from the city; far enough from Court that Elizabeth wasn’t a pressing threat, and close enough for timely reports from Mary’s spies.

The day Queen Mary died, Sir Nicholas Throckmorton and his retinue had barged into Hatfield. On that unseasonably dry November afternoon, Elizabeth and her few attendants relaxed in the walled rose garden. Elizabeth wore a brown wool coat trimmed in red. She worked on an embroidery of purple roses. Coal and wood fires burned in braziers between the ladies’ chairs. Servants offered warmed spiced cider from ceramic jugs.

Lord Throckmorton, a man with dark hair and a darker visage, hastened into the garden, accompanied by several armed men. From her vantage point on the roof, Viper, dressed in a simple tunic and trousers, had seen the men en route. She recognized Throckmorton, the man who brought Elizabeth to the Towyr from Whitehall the night she and Elizabeth made their pact. He and his men spoke little as they interrupted the peacefulness of the day by their sudden appearance. Elizabeth stood, tall and slender, glancing with fear at Viper. The immortal nodded her head, prepared to defend her princess if the men drew their swords. Elizabeth’s Ladies squeezed each other’s hands nervously.

Throckmorton dropped to his knee in the path before the princess. “Your Highness, Queen Mary is dead. Long live the queen.” A staunch supporter of Mary, he had sounded regretful instead of repentant. The royal signet ring, the smallest symbol of England’s most important person, perched at the end of his stubby fingers. Upon hearing his proclamation, and the ensuing chorus of, “Long live the queen,” Elizabeth extended her left hand. He placed the ring upon her fourth finger. It wobbled loosely, accustomed to its previous owner. With reverence, she moved it to her middle finger, and then kissed it.

“Laws of nature move me to sorrow for my sister, beloved unto me as she was. Although I am burdened, to my amazement, with this appointment, I am God’s creature and will obey his will.” To everyone around her, Elizabeth cast her appreciative gaze to Heaven. In truth, she had locked eyes with Viper. The immortal genuflected deeply in acknowledgement of their success. “I with my ruling, and you with your service, may make a good account to almighty God, and leave some comfort to our posterity on Earth.”

Elizabeth had immediately relocated to Hampton Palace, where she occupied the royal suite. Princess Elizabeth lived like a prisoner in tight quarters at Hampton. Contrarily, Queen Elizabeth barely had space to conduct herself in airy chambers among the influx of courtiers who flocked to Court and win her favour. The lack of room around the mortal queen made it difficult for Viper to move freely without bumping into someone. Although the immortal constantly glamoured herself from humaine view, she fed well to maintain her concealment without complaint. She didn’t like that she found herself waiting until the latest hours of the day to speak privately with Elizabeth.

Of the hundreds of people who came to Hampton, the first of the Privy Council members to arrive that November was Lord Burghley. With thin grey hair and a long white beard, he had entered Elizabeth’s rooms, and rarely left. Legal papers constantly brimmed in his arms, his form of royal worship. Burghley wasn’t above advising Elizabeth on each matter of State, or of her personal affairs, whether or not she sought his opinion. He often implied that Elizabeth’s transition into her new political life relied upon his involvement.

Burghley and the Privy Council, the group of men who advised the new queen, complained that Elizabeth purposefully avoided making decisions about her Coronation, about a husband, and in particular, about going to war with the Spanish. They didn’t know that Elizabeth discussed every decision with her immortal advisor, which caused the delay.

One afternoon, during an appointment to obtain her signature on routine writs, Burghley had broached the subject of Elizabeth’s Coronation ceremony, as he had from the first day of his arrival. “My good Majesty,” Burghley protested, his whiskers bristling, “surely you know that you will are not, in technicality, the queen until your Coronation.”

Viper sat cross-legged atop a walnut dresser in Elizabeth’s sitting room, viewing him with skepticism. Several ladies-in-waiting and handmaidens had dressed Elizabeth in layers of rich and ornately embroidered fabrics. They lingered at the periphery, ready for Elizabeth’s command as the older man conducted his business, eyes lowered until Elizabeth acknowledged him.

Papers fluttered in Burghley’s withering hands. “I am most appreciative that your preparations demand time. Nonetheless, I fear that holding your Coronation nearly three months hence is too far away. ’Tis time enough for the Catholics to attempt an assassination.” Elizabeth had inherited a country torn apart from within and without by religion since her father split from Rome.

“Really, Lord Burghley?” Elizabeth had chided. “Can you assure me that I will be wholly safe from harm when I am the anointed Queen of England?” Burghley’s face puffed up with rebuke. Elizabeth tutted him to silence. Viper muffled her laughter to prevent Elizabeth from catching the immortal’s merry contagion. “My Court astrologer, Master John Dee, hath consulted his astrological tables. January 15th is the most auspicious date for my Coronation and I will have no other.”

Viper rarely saw the occultist of whom Elizabeth spoke. Elizabeth was so protective of his secrets that she only spoke with him when Viper hunted elsewhere. Elizabeth waved her quill, accenting her words with the feathery sword. “I dare the Spanish to attack me aforehand.”

 “Keep demure as a virgin on her wedding night,” Viper had coached from her roosting spot. “If you are too much a man, like your father, the Lords will plot against you. If you are too much a woman, like your mother, they will scorn you. Be the crown your courtiers wish to wear, but cannot bear. Then will they seek to win you.”

“I assure you,” Elizabeth continued seamlessly to the older man without indicating that she kept council with someone more ancient than he, “I will be kept safe. ’Tis my destiny to be Prince of England. I will do nothing to ruin that fate, nor will God take it from me.”

Viper did not hear further discussion about changing the date from Lord Burghley for the duration of the winter. By January, Elizabeth had relocated her Court to Whitehall Palace, in London. Last night, on the eve of her Coronation, Viper found Elizabeth in her wardrobe, a room attached to her sleeping quarters where she kept her dresses upon their mannequins, with a toileting garderobe off to the side.

Elizabeth wore a white linen smock and matching silk kirtle. She held up the sleeves of her gold silk Coronation gown as if dancing with an imaginary partner. The ornate goldwork, diamonds and pearls on the heavy gown glistened with promise. Elizabeth wanted Viper to wear ornate dresses like the Ladies of her Court. Viper refused, the outfit being too cumbersome. The immortal chose dark red, woolen trousers and a man’s black velvet, skirted doublet. Her skin flourished reverent royal purple, which set off her free-flowing silver-kissed hair. Emeralds embroidered into the collar of the doublet matched the green of Viper’s eyes.

“By the rubor on your face, I wager that tonight you entertain Lord Dudley herein.” Viper had sniggered playfully at one of Elizabeth’s well known secrets. The Earl of Leicester, Lord Robert Dudley, had been friends with Elizabeth since they were children. Viper saw his effect on Elizabeth when he, too, had been imprisoned at the Towyr when Elizabeth was there. The immortal didn’t begrudge Elizabeth her romance with the married man. Next to Viper, Robert was the best tonic for Elizabeth’s depression during her time at the Towyr. Since Mary’s death, Elizabeth kept Robert close at hand.

Elizabeth’s blush over Robert’s pending visit outshone the glow of the clove, honey and cinnamon-infused red wine in her cheeks. “Lord Burghley says if I am to be crowned a virgin, then I must be alone in my Vigil this eventide,” she had said, her limbs flopping in disappointment. “If Burghley had not functioned as counsellor to both Edward and Mary afore me, I would swear the man is more servant to his jealousy of Robert than he is servant to the crown. Burghley is not royal enough to wed me…”

“Nor young enough to bed thee,” Viper had finished coyly, jiggling her breasts under her collar.

“Viper! Shame upon you for speaking so licentiously of the Queen of England.”

“I warrant that it is not I whom you should chastise. You hath sent your ladies away, that you can be alone with Robert, not I.”

The heat of Elizabeth’s lust spread across her chest. “Burghley is a stuffed owl. I do not care for his advice about Robert and his wife. Robert is honest, brave, and loyal. He loves me deeply. His marriage is a necessity, one that I need not consider now that I am queen. Lady Ashley will say naught of my plan. Robert will come to me whilst my Court sleeps and he will leave afore the morning dove. Burghley will be none the wiser, and I shall be more the happier.”

“Then I shall leave you in the company of two men, one to keep your heart and the other your throne as I continue my search for the amulet.”

“You would leave me? Is your love so fickle that you would abandon your friend before her Coronation?” Without her corset to keep her upright, Elizabeth’s shoulders had noticeably drooped.

“I leave not you, my queen, but my emptiness.” A confession wound itself out of Viper slower than the twisting ribbon of green in her eyes. “You hath gained the throne I pledged unto you. Many a year hath passed since I glimpsed the image of the mysterious amulet, and set upon my quest. As you yearn for Robert’s arms, so am I compelled to find the kinfolk who may solve the mystery of my life.” Viper bit her lower lip, preventing herself from saying, and that of a growing wickedness within me. “Your aeir will bolster your people, and well will I thus feed upon them. You are much occupied with royal business, and rightly so. I must seek my home.”

Crestfallen, Elizabeth had placed a hand over her chest. “Can my heart not be your home? I will make you so beloved that you would not wish to part from me, nor will you need another family to cherish you. I hath even chosen a personal motto which speaks, in code, of you and our friendship. Semper Eadem. Always the Same.”

Viper shook her head with a sad smile. “It is the brevity of humaine life which drives humaines to great passion. Fear reaches into the depths of your soul, and therein it finds love’s heat burning so brightly, that all shadows are turned to ash and blown away. I hath not this fire. Before I saw the aeir you infused into others, I lived a life most complacent among the dying of Cammerwelle. What need had I of love, when death was my constant companion?” Viper wanted to hold her friend’s hand and comfort her. Dissatisfied in herself, Viper had turned away and observed the city beyond the window. Night fires twinkled like faeries carousing in the black. “My delicate rose, for your short life hath you been under duress to please others, that they would please themselves with you, or your rank. Do not be fretful over being without the magic of my elldyr creft, for you are the one with power now.”

Elizabeth had stormed across the room and threw herself in a chair with an undignified snort. “I am mocked by the Moirai, those indifferent weavers of fate. The only one who cherishes me without design on my crown or my body is a seelie wicht whose existence I cannot share with others.” The fortitude of Elizabeth’s aeir didn’t match the woefulness of her words, but Viper didn’t doubt Elizabeth’s sincerity. “You brought this Prince to England. I would be lost without you.”

“Fie, ’tis true I did keep you unmolested by politicians and plots,” Viper coaxed, “but you hath proven that your shrewdness can maintain your rule. Your heartbeat is England’s heartbeat. Fear not the loneliness that comes with my departure. Your kingdom kneels to be your beloved companion.”

“Then stay, I beg you, at least till the morrow. Witness my wedlock to the kingdom I love so well, the kingdom which I will make nourish you such that you shall never need to court Death again.”

Elizabeth’s tears ambushed Viper’s willpower. She left Elizabeth to enjoy her secret liaison with Robert, with a promise to join Elizabeth in the morning. When she had returned to the humaine’s side, Viper concealed herself in Elizabeth’s dressing room among clucking ladies-in-waiting, who erroneously believed that Robert possessed the highest of Queen Elizabeth’s favour.

Lord Burghley had arrived early on this, the Coronation morning. The interlinked gold chain of his office accented his heavy black robes. He topped off his outfit with a red cloak that bore the heraldic red and white Tudor rose of Elizabeth’s royal family over the left breast.

Viper listened as Burghley had reviewed the day’s pageantry. He and Elizabeth carefully constructed the propaganda inherent in her ceremony. The Coronation Parade, led by wicker and plaster effigies of the hero Corineus, and the conquered giant Gogmagog, symbolic of London’s ancestral history, had four stopping points. The first was near the Spread Eagle tavern and St. Bennet’s church on Grasyus street.

A thought struck Viper with such clarity that she had almost revealed herself to personally inform Burghley of her epiphany. There would be no better place for a Catholic assassin to strike, than at the site where Elizabeth would re-legitimize her mother, the woman held responsible for dividing King Henry VIII’s heart and his kingdom. Rome’s message, that no Protestant ruler would be safe from their god, would ring louder than the bells at Westminster Abbey.

At that point, Viper departed without saying farewell and hastened east to Grasyus, a street named after its grass market, where she now conducted a lengthy search for threatening persons. She uncovered nothing except scores of excited citizens.

Artillery fire interrupted Viper’s reminiscence. The cannons announced Elizabeth’s departure from the Towyr, and the onset of the procession. The traditional start of a Coronation parade, London’s Towyr was the same place where Viper and Elizabeth began their quest to secure the princess on the throne, thereby improving humaine aeir for Viper’s benefit.

The cannon fire continued for the duration of Elizabeth’s half-hour journey westwards to the massive triumphal arch over Grasyus street. Commoners angled for a glimpse of the oncoming entourage. Fathers hoisted wriggling children up on their shoulders to see Lords and Ladies bedecked in flowing crimson garb, guiding white horses with scarlet reins, as they passed beneath the monumental wooden arch.

Built for Elizabeth’s Coronation, the arch supported three horizontal levels. On the first, roses surrounded statues of Elizabeth’s grandfather, King Henry VII of Lancaster, and his wife, Elizabeth of York. Their robes were as red as the blood spilled by the war of the Plantagenet Kings, the Wars of the Roses, from which Henry VII emerged victorious. Intertwined red and white rose vines wound to the second level leading to Henry VIII, Elizabeth’s father.

Beside him, displayed for the first time in thirty years, was a statue of Elizabeth’s mother, Queen Anne.

As one of her initial actions as queen, Elizabeth had planned on telling her Government to formally renounce the convictions laid upon her disgraced and beheaded mother. Viper had instructed Elizabeth otherwise.

“Elsewise, they may also call you traitorous, e’en though you are the Crown,” Viper had said. “There are enough Catholics in your State that would see you dead. The love you bear your mother need not change in your heart. Only, keep it safely locked away, that nothing will make you regret its influence upon you. Woo your Court with her passion, tempered by your hard-won patience.”

Heeding Viper’s proposal, Elizabeth re-legitimized her mother to English Royalty through symbolism. On the arch, Queen Anne rested within a Tudor rose, high above the crowd. A white eagle, wearing a crown and gripping a gold sceptre in its right talon, perched on a stump above her right shoulder. King Henry VIII held out a large bouquet of red and white roses to his wife. A split pomegranate, the spill of its ruby seeds representing fertility, lay between them.

Elizabeth’s gold-gilded coach approached the arch and her audience roared with delight. The crests of Elizabeth’s ancestors, carved upon the upright supports, reached high above the collective mist from the crowd’s breath. The heraldic display traced Elizabeth’s lineage back to the legendary King Arthur.

Designed by Master Dee, one column of the structure hid a platform attached to a rope and pulleys. In the other, two men waited within a large wheel. Elizabeth’s carriage would pause inside the arch long enough for her to slip, unseen, through a door into the column with the platform. Once inside, the men in the opposite arm would be signalled to start running. The wheel, rope and pulley system would then elevate Elizabeth to the uppermost level.

Elizabeth would appear at the top as if by magic, supported by the historic royals that came before her. Unopened, white lilies, carved from wood and painted in perfect detail, massed around a gold throne in the middle of the arch’s highest level. When Elizabeth sat down, her body weight would activate a second set of pulleys and wires, causing the flowers to open. The lily, a symbol of the Virgin Mary, would bloom out of season in the presence of a virgin queen, in front of St. Bennet’s, a church dedicated to the heavenly virgin. The effect would be tantamount to magic.

Viper surveyed the expectant crowd, as beautified as the street. Dressed in the types of clothes normally reserved for Sunday services and weddings, a mother fussed with her daughter’s unruly hair.

“I would keep my hair free, like the queen must wear hers today,” the girl whined. She pulled off her coif and tossed it on the ground alongside wood fencing that lined the road.

A man, who leaned heavily on a walking stick, bent over and picked up the head covering. “She is not the queen till she hath been anointed by God,” he corrected. He offered the coif to the girl and his hood retracted. His aeir glowed sharp with spite, a phantom ear where his left ear should’ve been.

The mother wrapped her arms around her daughter’s shoulders. “She is near enough anointed.”

With a curt nod, the man retreated into the crowd muttering, “If God wills my hand, it shall not be so.”

Only Viper heard his statement amid enthusiastic shouts from the eager watchers.

Only Viper saw the handle of a small musket beneath his black cloak.

Viper tensed for action. The Daoine Tor didn’t care for the politics of humaine religions. However, she couldn’t let this man kill Elizabeth and put a halt to the feast her queen’s aeir provided.

The man with the missing ear kept his right hand beneath his cloak, on the weapon. He remained calm among the people who hungered for the virgin. Viper checked out the crowd in a frenzy. If she grabbed the assailant, the humaines might be alerted to her existence, since they would see him struggling with an invisible force.

Elizabeth’s carriage entered the arch. Cries of “Gloriana!” erupted from the kerchief-waving crowd. Viper’s heart thumped in her chest.

The assassin pushed through the choking mass of bodies, using his stick to nudge people out of his way. He needed to be closer to Elizabeth to get an accurate shot.

Viper vaulted over the crowd and raced on the roadway in the opposite direction to the mounted Nobles. The horses whinnied without throwing their riders as she sped past. The immortal jumped onto the arch, clinging to Queen Anne’s statue.

Viper overturned the fences next to the structure with her elldyr creft. Onlookers pushed forwards to the base of the arch. In the surge, the assassin couldn’t withdraw his arm to target Elizabeth. Viper intensified her efforts and cast her elldyr towards him.

The mob jostled the man, and her magic drifted, useless, into the empty space behind him. The immortal power-dove at the robed gunman before the oncoming humaines reached the arch. She jammed her fists into his upper body. The impact knocked him onto his backside. Viper somersaulted past him and sprang to her feet. She spun around, grabbed him by the scruff, then dragged him from view into an alley with incredible speed. With their attention solely on the arch, the humaines in the street didn’t notice the man’s disappearance.

Viper flung the assassin into the foul smelling muck between the buildings. “The stench of thy traitorous sweat o’er powers the filth in the street,” she snapped. The immortal abruptly abandoned her concealment. She appeared surrounded by violet flames, talons of elldyr slashing at his body.

“Dominus Christi!” the man gasped. He had a young, scarred, clean-shaven face. He crossed himself, a flash of white at his collar.

“A Catholic priest! Who sent ye to kill the queen?”

“I am a dead man to the world. I travel only for souls, touching neither State nor policy. I hath no such commission, save to serve the will of God.” He pointed his unsteady gun at her.

Viper’s hostility coursed through her elldyr and lit both gun and powder. The priest-assassin’s hand caught fire. Joyous outbursts from the street obscured his cry of pain. Viper descended upon the priest. She grasped his blistering hand and, hoisting him into the air, snuffed the flames between her breasts. His body dangled from his charred limb.

“Men hunger to be gods. Thou cannot have gods without demons.” She dug her nails into the base of his neck with one hand and into the side of his head with the other. Blood slicked his face and spine as he bucked. His legs thrashed, excrement fouling the plastered walls. The priest’s aeir funneled into her.

“No one shall undo what I hath done,” she spat as she tossed his carcass among the refuse.

Viper’s hands hesitated in front of her, as if she’d never seen them before. Crimson stained her palms and clothes. A haunting sensation deep within her rejoiced, its song eerily captivating. She stripped off faeces-smeared clothes, eager to be rid of the stench of violence and humaines.

Viper scaled the building to the roof, and beheld her queen. Elizabeth sat on the throne atop the triumphal arch. The structure wobbled as the crowd below clamoured for her attention. Guards ordered people to retreat, spears held out horizontally against the tide of humanity.

Elizabeth stood among the radiant lilies, her long arms outstretched. “My good people, hear me,” she projected over the crowd. Her resonant, gentle voice subdued the masses. “I am thankful to receive your good will and am most humbled by your love. I pray unto you, turn not to violence. Hath not our countrymen fought amongst one another for far too long? I would see no man, woman or child harmed on this day, the day upon which I give myself unto you. Do not injure yourselves for the attention of your devoted Prince, for I love you all equally. This morning, I did strike my sword upon the London Stone, like my father, and all of England’s Kings, hath done afore me. I am the vessel of England’s glory. Worship not your Prince, but the promise of our golden future together.” Her glowing aeir ebbed over the over-eager assembly.

That a queen pleaded for peace stunned the crowd. For a moment, their silence rang louder than had the cannon fire at the Towyr.

“All hail Good Queen Bess!” a young man bellowed. Men, women and children took up the words, the repeated chorus a balm to their troubles. Subdued by Elizabeth’s love, the people knelt before her. Everyone placed a hand on the person in front of them, and they vowed their fealty to the virginal queen and the bounteous era her Coronation proclaimed. 

 


From: j.horncastle@atticusarchival.co.uk (Jack Horncastle)

Sent: May 15, 2012 15:05

To: b.tarrant@atticusarchival.co.uk (Ben Tarrant)

Subject: woodhenge removal

 

Ben,

 

Now that the water is finally drained from the site, the woodhenge excavation in the Thames has the green light. The company that owns the land wanted us to haul out the wooden plinths and the upside down tree trunk from the middle when they were still submerged. Of course, they don’t know about our additional safety concerns beyond working under water. Enviro says there won’t be any changes to the river flow.

Be careful. I predict that geophys can’t pick up what’s under the exposed roots and trunk. Keep a watch on the water, and its “wildlife.”

I needn’t tell you how much A is keeping an eye on this project.

Jack

 

Jack Horncastle

Senior Site Manager

Atticus Appraisals and Archival

 

From: b.tarrant@atticusarchival.co.uk (Ben Tarrant)

Sent: June 2, 2012. 22:00

To: j.horncastle@atticusarchival.co.uk (Jack Horncastle)

Subject: Re: woodhenge removal

 

You were right! We extracted the trunk and roots. The buried top of the tree is pristine and in BLOOM. Pictures attached – I can’t believe it! Could this be *the* tree??

No activity noted after its removal. Mind you, we can’t shift the rocks around the residual hole and some kind of black liquid is pooling in the middle. I pulled back the crews. The media is glued to the queen’s events, not us. Photography ban done & site secured. Would like you to come out ASAP.

Excavated artifacts are being processed as we speak – mostly junk. Mr. A will be interested in reviewing a few of them. I made those priority alpha like the others.

I have guards on the site overnight, ready for … anything.

B.

-sent from my mobile phone 

 


13: The Old Kent Road 

30 St. Mary Axe, The Gherkin.

June 4, 2012: noon.

Prickling tenderness raked Viper’s right side. She thrust out her hand and ensnared someone’s wrist before she opened her eyes to survey her surroundings. Mid-day sunlight filtered through gauze curtains on the curved bank of triangular windows of her bedroom. Framed maps of pre-industrial London hung on oak panel walls. Two pristine 2nd Life Guard Officer’s swords used in the Coronation of Queen Elizabeth II formed an X above the headboard. Viper lay on her back, a pale, lilac flower about to bloom from earth-toned bedding.

“Let go. You’re hurting me,” Dhillon pleaded at her side. Viper gripped his left wrist.

“Thou would lay hand upon me?” Viper’s eyes undulated with annoyance. She pulled the young man so close, she tasted the dread on his breath. The sensation on her skin spread to her cheek. His aeir shrank from where she held him. Dhillon’s foggy glasses drooped low on his nose. His eyes shifted restlessly, and his right hand stayed behind his back.

Viper thrust him away. He landed backwards on a wooden Elizabethan chair. The leg spindles cracked beneath his weight and he tumbled to the floor.

She pulled back the sheets. Her clothes from Camden Market had been removed, replaced by a dangerously short chemise of periwinkle blue satin. Viper slid her legs from the bed, one at a time, inviting his eyes to linger on her skin. She sauntered to where he lay and loomed over his body.

“Owain sent me to check you.” Dhillon blurted, blinking rapidly. Viper felt the heat of his nervousness through the thin chemise. He braced himself with his right hand behind his torso.

Viper crouched over him, her eyes predatory. “He wishes me harm?” She grasped his chin with her right hand. Threads of elldyr arced between her fingers.

“No! You misunderstand.” Dhillon held up his left hand in protest. “We don’t use the word check as a threat anymore, except when playing chess. To check on someone means to assess their wellbeing.”

Viper analyzed him with a quiet, “hmm,” as she stroked the underside of his chin and neck to his right shoulder. She thrust her hand down Dhillon’s steadying arm and twisted it behind his back. Her elldyr creft surrounded him. Viper straightened and yanked him off of the floor with both hands.

A graceful strand of her magic withdrew the short knife that Dhillon had hidden in his belt at the small of his back. The energy brought the knife between them and pressed it into Dhillon’s neck. A bead of blood trickled into the fine links of the necklace under his shirt.

“Make not my misunderstanding of thy language a ruse for thy smooth-tongued lies.” Supremacy, rather than humility, ruled her face. “If thou art indeed here for an honest task, then why conceal this paltry weapon?”

His voice trembled as much as his body. “You threatened to kill Ivy and now she’s dead. I didn’t know what to expect. Before, on the road, you made the Earth go crazy. When we got back, Owain said Ivy had died. I thought you killed her.”

“Impudent cur!” Viper spun him into the wall and immobilized him with one hand. She plunged the knife beside his head. He clutched for a charm on the necklace under his shirt. Appealing to his god for help would fail him like it had so many others. This time, she would not accept any human’s accusation against her.

“Whilst ’tis true that the fire of my elldyr creft is beloved of no man, nor no woman, I did not kill Ivy. If she is dead, she died by humaine hands.” Viper hated being blamed for the frailties of mortal bodies. She pressed her forehead into Dhillon’s. The swirl in her eyes drank in his cowardice. “I hunger, little man. And for thy insolence, I shall quench my thirst upon thee.”

Viper licked a trickle of sweat at Dhillon’s mouth. Her tongue glided across his teeth. His eyelids half closed and his body softened as curls of elldyr circled his body. The runes on her arms glowed. His aeir cumulated beneath her fingertips.

“Mistress! Please, stop!” Mouse called from the bedroom doorway. He propelled himself into the room with his hopping gait. Viper glowered at her Foundling, unmoved by the large adhesive bandage on his forehead or the scratches on his face. “My lovely Mistress, do not harm the boy, please. He is important. Oh, yes, yes, he is. I primed him for you, but not for this purpose.” Tears brimmed above the bruising of Mouse’s eyes. “Please.”

Viper tossed Dhillon, unharmed, on the carpeted floor at Mouse’s feet. “Here is your pet.”

“You are hungry. Yes, yes.” Mouse helped Dhillon to stand with soothing words. The young man rubbed his head. Mouse scanned him, then turned to Viper. “Together, you and I shall find you sustenance. We must recover your strength quickly. There is much to do. Much to do.”

Mouse transformed into Owain as he ushered Dhillon from the room. The muscles of Owain’s face tightened and his voice sounded bolder. “Get Clare. She’s in the Rose Room, recuperating. Graeme’s in my office. Meet us there in an hour.” Dhillon nodded silently and started for the door.

“Next time, wield bolder mettle.” Viper threw his blade across the room. The weapon sunk into the floor between Dhillon’s feet. He gulped and wriggled the knife free with a worried glance at Viper.

“You art of a double nature, Foundling,” Viper said to Owain when they were alone. “You are as I remember you, yet you carry an authority such as I did not expect in you.”

“I have had to be many things to survive, Mistress. Many, many things.” Mouse’s eyes revealed pains Viper could have prevented. She stepped to him and gently cupped his chin, the silence between them longer than the centuries spent apart. Viper held her hand, aglow with elldyr creft, over his injuries. A laceration formed above her left eye, and a bruise tainted her jaw. Small cuts dotted the vertical ridges of her face. She removed the bandage from his forehead.

“You were much wronged.” Viper kissed the newly healed skin of his enlarged skull. In his eyes, she beheld a picture of the words he longed to say. Before he could speak, she turned towards her dressing room. “I have attire from Camden. You need not attend me whilst I dress, nor whilst I feed. Make your preparations. We shall leave upon my return.”

“As you wish, Mistress. I am yours; yours to command.”

Viper turned and left him standing in the middle of the room, staring through the gauze curtains. She paused at the doorway.

“Mouse?”

“Yes, Mistress?”

“Is your Ivy truly dead?”

Mouse set his jaw. “Graeme is managing the details.” Mouse’s voice cracked his stoicism. Viper let him find his words at his own pace.

“I regret that fate took your companion, much as I did not care for her attachment to you,” said the immortal. She inhaled and held her breath, ready to relinquish the control she held over Mouse for far too long. “I was afeared of the power that giving you a proper name would yield.” A small smile mellowed the angular ridges of her face. “You are a man, not a mouse. Your choice of Owain Henry is apt, and willingly will I honour your name, if that is what you wish.”

“Thank you, Mistress.” Owain pulled his shoulders back with pride. “It is.”

The Daoine Tor turned away, carrying the memory of the happy glint in his eye. She prowled the streets of London wearing a thin, nightshade, woolen pullover that clung to her torso. Its oversized neck cowl served as a deeply recessed hood. The sleeves covered three-quarters the length of her arms, and the shortened sweater exposed her lower midriff. Over this, she wore a theatrical tailcoat with a fine, garnet shimmer, from which she had torn off the sleeves. Its asymmetrical hem dangled over black leggings with silver piping and high-topped ankle boots. She kept her hair loose about her shoulders, parted on the side, as was her favourite.

When Viper came back to the Gherkin a short time later, her skin flourished from the aeir she had absorbed. The surge of energy made her anxious to carry on. Owain insisted they regroup with the others, and she relented.

He brought her to the floor that housed his private rooms, a hydro-therapy pool, and an expansive library with regulated atmospheric settings. Through the glass doors of Owain’s sparsely decorated office, Viper glimpsed a black rectangular conference table. Thin clouds meandering above the bustling afternoon streets appeared in its surface. Graeme sat towards the far end, on the right. He ran his fingers over a screen projecting from the desk. Clare and Dhillon chatted across from him. Clare shaped Dhillon’s fingers into her sign language symbols. He clumsily gesticulated words back.

The doors opened automatically. Viper sauntered into the room, hands on her hips, and a rapacious swing in her step. She felt like the humans watched her for signs of weakness. She afforded them none.

Viper paused and traced the back of Dhillon’s chair with her finger. “Hast thou found thy mettle?” He plopped his hands into his lap. Smiling to herself, she sat on the table next him, enjoying his discomfort at her proximity.

Owain hobbled past Viper to the head of the table. “I know you’ve been through a lot. I am afraid that the attack upon us proves that we are in greater danger than I realized. Graeme, have you found a sliver of evidence from the Yard’s database?”

“About that man with a face like the back end of a bus and his thug-a-day pals?” Graeme rubbed his bristles. “I could nae find anything.” Graeme turned the screen to face the others. Electronic surveillance archives with images identified by numbers and the words Scotland Yard filled the monitor. “My mercenary contacts dinnae know him either. If they’re paid Hard Men, they planked it well.” The Scotsman wore a snug, grey t-shirt and a black utility kilt that hosted several pockets for hidden weapons. An additional leather gun holster wrapped around his waist.

Viper studied Graeme’s photos. Crime scenes flashed before her, two-dimensional humans forever locked in horror. She couldn’t take her eyes from the indecencies that humans inflicted upon each other.

“I might be of better help if I knew something about this enemy we’re after,” Graeme offered.

Owain tapped his smart phone, a piece of technology Viper now recognized without apprehension. “We seek one of the ancient dwellers of Britain,” he said. He activated a monitor on an interior wall, displaying a black and white etching of a woman with wild, black hair and long nails who reached over a thatched roof to the window of a rough-hewn stone cottage. She chased children with screaming mouths and wide eyes.

“The common folk named her Blue Annie,” said Viper. “I know her as Annys. She is an immortal Daoine Tor, such as I. Annys is most masterful at exploiting humaines to her will.” Viper’s spiteful eyes boiled at the betrayal by her kin, and of the humans Annys manipulated.

Dhillon crossed his arms over his chest. “Daoine Tor? You mean Daoine Sidhe,” he corrected, with the pronunciation Dhee-nè shee. Clare looked at him blankly. “In 1850,” he explained, “Thomas Keightley wrote a book about fairy myths. He said Gaelic Scots called faeries the Daoine Sidhe, the folk who live beneath the hills; the Good Neighbours. Only, he shortened the description, calling them simply the sidhe. His name for fairy-folk stuck, even to modern day.”

“Like banshee?” Clare asked.

“Except, banshee is two words put together. It comes from the name of a particular Daoine Sidhe named Ban. Therefore, ‘Ban Sidhe’ meaning, ‘Ban, the Sidhe,’ became the single word banshee used to describe a type of fairy creature.”

“Mr. Keightley took some liberties with the information I provided him,” Owain scoffed. Viper glared at her Foundling and he blushed with embarrassment.

“In Scotland we call a high hill that’s bare and rocky a tor,” Graeme said.

Owain nodded. “It’s an archaic word. They used to spell tor with two ‘r’s in Old English. A sidhe is a mound of earth. The meaning of the words is, essentially, equivalent.”

“The bottom line is that Blue Annie is from fairy tales,” Dhillon said flatly. “You’re hunting a character from folklore, a lie to keep kids in bed at night.”

“Then what would thou say of me, boy?” Viper flared her elldyr at him, taunting his skepticism. “Mayhap thy craven-livered philosophy would diminish me to myth?”

Dhillon blanched, mouth agape.

“You are proof that the truth is more formidable than the lie,” Clare said. She put her hand on Dhillon’s arm. Clare’s shrew diplomacy and generous flattery reminded Viper of Elizabeth’s tactics. “If the other immortal is Blue Annie, then who are you? Which legend are you come to life?”

Viper felt their eyes seeking her innermost secrets, and the truth she could not name. She slid from the table and approached the window saying, “Until I am rid of Annys, I hath only one name of consequence, given to me by Queen Elizabeth I.” She heard the echo of the word in her head before the name escaped from her mouth. “I am Viper.”

Dhillon pressed his hands into the table. “You’re Queen Elizabeth I’s snake?” he squeaked. “I thought she used serpents to represent how well educated she was.”

“What are ye on about, lad?” Graeme asked.

“I can show you with my research,” Dhillon said, his academic nature in full swing for a second time. He pushed out of his chair and reached across for the monitor in front of Graeme. He tapped on the computer and a slideshow of images displayed on the main screen as he spoke.

“Queen Elizabeth I utilized symbolism within her portraiture to convey political propaganda. Scholars still aren’t sure why she used serpentine imagery, because the snake has a dual meaning of wisdom and evil. For example, the Devil’s serpent in the Garden of Eden represents the fall of man and has negative connotations. The cadeus, two snakes wrapped around a staff, is positive, because it means healing and medicine. Queen Elizabeth obviously incorporated snakes in her pictures, like these, the Rainbow and Hardwick Hall Portraits. See how on the Rainbow portrait she has a snake specifically embroidered on the more dominant arm? Here, in the Hardwick portrait there are snakes on her skirt. So, do they represent her wisdom, or her dominance over evil?”

Viper flexed her long fingers, remembering a painting she once presented Elizabeth. She wondered if it survived, equally scrutinized by befuddled historians.

Dhillon continued, with increased passion. “If the queen’s portraits didn’t have actual snakes, they had serpentine, curving cords or pearl strands decorating some part of her body. Even her Coronation portrait has a serpentine curve in the trimming of her cloak.”

Graeme eased the academic away from the table. “Oy, swot,” the Scotsman said, “forget the history lesson. Viper, if we don’t act fast, they’ll get ahead of us and give us a right sore in the bollocks. Tell us how to defeat this Daoine Tor of yours.”

Viper faltered, unable to admit that she didn’t know the answer.

Before the immortal spoke, Clare held up her drawing. “To find your answer, Graeme, we need to go here.” The sketch showed the River Medway bending in the face of the Archbishop’s Palace, at the heart of Maidstone, in Kent.

Viper smiled broadly, an eyebrow raised with amusement. “Owain, you were right to defend the value of this humaine. Clare hath drawn the home of the Sisters of the Maiden Stone, the Daoine Tor who did save us from those attackers. We must away to them with due haste.”

Owain shook his head. “I won’t be joining you. The queen still holds the amulet that you need to overcome Annys. If those attackers knew of me, they’ll know of it. Who knows what’ll happen if it gets into their hands.”

His statement made Viper’s stomach tighten with apprehension. She didn’t want to rely on anyone, however, she conceded that the changes she had seen in technology both amazed and frightened her.

As if he read the trepidation about relying on humans in Viper’s mind, Owain said, “It would be best if I went to the palace alone. I can get in and out silent as a mouse. The rest of you need to go with my Mistress. Clare, I’ve devised a special processor for you that acts as a two-way radio. You’ll be able to keep in touch with me from Kent.”

Viper studied the man who grew up without her, the once adventurous boy locked deep beneath the layers of the lives he had lived in her absence. He gave his instructions without hesitation and spoke kindly to those loyal to him.

Elizabeth would be proud.

 

 

The world closed in around Viper. Compared to the freedom she found standing astride the convertible car, the corporate panel van in which she now rode was a pen on wheels. She longed to see the changes along the Old Kent Road, and the countryside she had known so well. Sorrow crept into her face as she wondered what, if anything, lasted of the years when she last walked the royal road south-east of London to Maidstone.

Resentment brewed at the back of her throat. Annys’ prison had deprived Viper of her liberty and her integrity. After the first time she had been overpowered by human ingenuity, she swore to herself that she would never be in the same position. It was a promise she had failed to keep because she fell prey to Annys’ plans. Viper still didn’t fear harm from humans. However, she felt exposed by her lack of understanding of their technology. She thumped the side panel, then ran her hand over the resulting dent. At least, she could rip apart the van if she wanted.

Graeme had been describing methods of incapacitating an assailant while driving with Dhillon up front. The sound of the impact interrupted the impromptu lesson.

The Scotsman stopped his sharp gesticulation, and said, “Don’t ye worry there, Viper.” He winked at her in the rear view mirror. Compared to Dhillon, Graeme was a mountain of muscle. “I personally designed this van. Boring O & H logo on the outside, steel-reinforced bullet-proof everything on the inside. I’ll keep ye safe.”

“And who will protect thee from me?” Viper replied with palpable sarcasm.

The slightest hint of a blush graced his cheeks. “Malinky Longlegs here’ll do just fine after I’m done training him up.” Graeme guffawed with a light punch to Dhillon’s arm. “If ye want a real man, ye want what’s under me kilt. Aye, there’s the money,” he said with a suggestive pat of his thigh.

Dhillon rolled his eyes and rubbed his deltoid. He peeked over his shoulder at Clare in the furthest back seat, his glance skipping past Viper. Dhillon gave Clare a small wave, then made two fists with his thumbs extended. He touched the thumbs to his chest and rotated his hands away from himself into a “thumbs up” position, curled fingers at his midline.

Hi. How are you? He had signed.

Clare nodded approvingly at him. She repeated the same action with her thumbs, followed by touching the fingertips of her right hand to her chin, then arcing her hand downwards.

I’m fine. Thank you. She signed back with a toothy smile.

Viper wasn’t surprised that the girl flirted with him. Dhillon made an effort to become part of her world and learn how to speak to her without technology. Viper felt a pang of dismay. Clare reacted to Dhillon the way Viper had seen countless young women, including her queen, succumb to flattery. This modern woman wore armour on her head, not her heart.

Clare moved a stubborn lock of hair behind her ear away from her receiver and returned to her newest sketches of Viper’s face. Her aeir brightened momentarily with a softness reminiscent of Viper’s early days with Elizabeth, before the disputes began.

“Tell me child, why art thou unbothered by these strangers, who did take thee from thy home?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Clare reached over the Viper’s seat, showing her the pictures. “Because of you.” Since meeting Viper, Clare enhanced her portraiture, now incorporating the variations in Viper’s green and black eyes. The immortal paused at a version of her face from which tears descended. That was a face she rarely showed, with eyes she didn’t wish to remember.

Short lines of aquamarine aeir crossed the inner aspect of Clare’s right forearm. “Thy arm bore scars from injuries afore I healed thee. Why harm thyself so maliciously?” The wounds the young woman had inflicted upon herself marred her aeir.

“My adoptive parents said they loved me. I never felt it. It didn’t help that they constantly strove to fix me, to make me ‘normal.’ Only two things seemed real to me, you and the pain of cutting myself.” She shrugged a shoulder. “You were intangible. Losing myself in the feeling of the blade slicing my skin buffered the emptiness inside.” Clare pursed her lips together. Viper kneaded her own rune-scars, waiting for the girl to continue. “I’ve seen you my whole life without understanding why. When you finally showed up, I knew I had to follow you.”

Viper gave back the book, her lying face apathetic. A chill seated itself in her core. She didn’t want to explore what connection she had to this humaine, nor any humaine. Seeking revenge had raised too many questions in the world that had forgotten Viper, and her kindred. She raced towards the Daoine Tor who held her best hope for giving her answers, with the worst chance of understanding them. 

 


14: Lady Dudley 

September 8th, 1560.

On the road to Cumnor Place.

The warm morning smelled of prosperity. Beyond the city of Windsor, the road west from Hampton Palace wove through living tapestries of agricultural charm. Children played hide and seek among wheat sheaves while farmers heaved bundles onto ox-pulled wagons. Soon, the peasants would winnow the wheat, separating the grain for the winter’s stores. The aeir of the rural people, enhanced by Elizabeth on the throne, grew ripe for Viper’s harvest.

Viper denied herself the temptation of feeding upon the farmers until she finished the self-designated task that took her into the countryside. She wanted to hasten her pace, but her heavy skirts and the low-lying point of her corset prevented her. The long, black velvet dress, trimmed with red ribbons, was a gift from Elizabeth, as was the accompanying stomacher that pushed Viper’s breasts up to her chin. Beneath these she wore a crimson petticoat and sheer silk chemise. Viper refused to be collared by the stiffened neck ruff that grew in fashion.

She reached behind herself and loosened the laces of the overlying corset. Once freed, Viper’s breath resonated so loudly, she feared the farmers heard her panting. She removed the corset and velvet dress, disguising them in the roadside bushes. She continued on the dusty road towards her target, her shocking state of undress hidden from humaine eyes by her elldyr creft concealment.

As she broached the Cumnor property line, Viper encountered nine people wearing the plain clothes of indentured servants. The ladies wore brown dresses adorned with bright blue hems. A man wore a matching blue vest. The youngest chittered with excitement about their destination, Abington Fair, a celebration of the Virgin Mary.

With a glance over her shoulder, the woman with greying hair at her temples said, “’Tis not fitting for Lady Amy to be left alone without attendants.”

“Mryna,” said the man walking arm in arm with her, “Syderstone, the Lady’s family home, lies in ruin and her husband lies with the queen. Why would the girl want to be with the gossip mongers at the Fair?”

“Since she came to live with Doctor Owen and Sir Forester at Cumnor, Lady Amy hath become recluse,” Myrna said. She kept a quick stride behind the enthusiastic youth ahead of her. “She was happiest at Throcking with Lord Robert.”

“The Lady hath made her choice, Myrna,” the man said. “Keep your mulling for wine. Widow Odingsells, or perhaps Mrs. Owen, shall sup with her in the eventide, as they both remain at the house. Take the gift these ladies of stature hath given unto us and enjoy the day.” He led the matron past Viper so closely, the immortal smelled witch hazel salve on the matron’s skin.

The mention of Amy Dudley caught Viper’s attention. Lady Dudley was the Noblewoman Viper was on her way to kill.

Viper made the decision to kill Lady Dudley after a visit to Elizabeth on her birthday, at Hampton Court yesterday. The immortal had hoped to surprise her friend with a late night visit. Entering the queen’s room from the passageway that ran the length of the royal suite, Viper found Elizabeth moping at the window.

“What makes my friend so sad on the day England was blessed with her existence?”

Elizabeth wore a red linen shift, hemmed white. Her reflection in the warped glass gave the impression of a faerie hovering over a mystical garden. Piled curls crowned her head.

Elizabeth turned to Viper with bloodshot, hazel eyes. “Heavy is the heart which bears the crown,” she had said, hugging a man’s silk jerkin to her chest, “for a prince's heart is not his own when unto his people is it pledged.” Elizabeth often referred to herself as the Prince of England in an attempt to level gender inequality. She paced around the room, arms clasped to her body. “Lord Burghley and the Privy Council want me to be wedded, yet among them they cannot decide which man is to rule beside me. No sooner was my sister dead than her Spanish husband filed his suit for my hand. If I wed my sister’s widowed Spanish husband, my Protestant subjects would be up in arms. France is only marginally less Catholic. An Englishman should rule the English, but of those the Privy Council cannot decide man which is best. None are men of my choosing.”

“And what say you, the woman who is to wed?”

“There is one man who rules my heart. Robert Dudley is the air I breathe.”

At that moment, a handmaid had entered from the far door, her eyes cast on a painted bowl full of water. “Majesty, your bathing water, scented with rosemary, as you like,” she said. Viper instantly concealed herself.

Elizabeth tore the Italian porcelain from the servant and threw it at the fireplace. “I will not wash his scent from me,” she cried out. The splash made the low-burning fire sputter.

“Your Majesty, I-”

“Leave me, Ester. Forestall thy cleaning until the morrow.”

Ester fled the room wordlessly. She had felt the sting of Elizabeth’s slap on her face before and knew better than to disobey.

Alone with Elizabeth, Viper had removed her glamour and said, “Marry Robert and be done with the plotting of your council of men.”

“Aye, there's the rub! I cannot love Robert as I want to love him. He hath a wife, who is much bereft of his company, on account that he stays at Court with me. My time spent with Robert is not as free as I would wish it. Politics govern a queen’s lust, as well I hath learned from my mother’s royal career. Even as Governor of the Church, I cannot separate what God hath joined, for if I do heads may roll for it, e’en mine.” Elizabeth pitched onto her bed and its cloth-of-gold pillows. Viper perched on the down-stuffed mattress. She waited with the patience only an immortal could have.

Viper held her hand over Elizabeth’s sobbing form. The misty green within the immortal’s black eyes grew broad with concern. Elizabeth's aeir curled around Viper’s fingers and flowed up her arms.

The effect upon Viper confused her. She didn't feel the need to feed upon Elizabeth’s enticing aeir, as she thought she would. Surprisingly, the magic energy imbued its intense passion into Viper. The ache of the queen's star-crossed love settled in Viper’s chest. A peculiar, tightness came to Viper’s eyes. She shed tears for the first time in her memory.

Viper wiped fresh dampness away from the facial ridges nearest her eyes as she thought about that poignant moment. By dawn, Elizabeth’s suffering had eased and Viper decided to strike. She would remove Robert's wife from the love triangle. Elizabeth, ignorant of the murder, would remain safely beyond reproach.

Cumnor Place, built in four sections made of stone, beckoned ahead of Viper. Formerly a monastic building, it imposed itself like a grey wart on the grassy landscape. The manor house lay empty of people but not of threat. Viper kept her senses sharp as she entered the main door, unsettled that Lady Dudley had sent away the household servants.

The tall windows of the dining hall should have had their painted shutters removed at dawn. The un-swept wooden floors bore a fine layer of dirt on it from the household’s early morning foot traffic. A caged goldfinch hopped on its perch, squawking as Viper passed. The gentle scent of strewn chamomile wafted in the air.

Viper heard tapping through the ceiling decorated with carved ivy leaves. Next, a scraping sound carried from the level above. Then, the rhythmic noise repeated. This cycle of tap and scrape lead Viper up stone steps to a hallway lit by taper candles on a narrow table. Five rooms branched off the central passage. Three rooms belonged to the front of the house. Viper investigated the quieter, larger rooms that faced gardens in the rear of the building first. In one of these, two women in black clothes slouched in wide chairs, their mouths open in a deep sleep. Ceramic cups beside them held tepid water, pungent with the aroma of valerian root. Someone had given the ladies a sleeping draught.

The immortal continued snooping. By the time Viper reached the last of the smaller front-facing rooms, the seventh episode of tapping ended. She placed her hand against the walnut door and cracked it open as slow as she dared. Even if Viper maintained her glamour, the person inside might catch the movement of the door. Each millimeter of movement felt like it spanned hours.

The woman inside was too preoccupied to notice the door opening by itself. Viper stole in the room and behind a sandalwood dividing screen carved with flowers.

Paintings of rivers and lakes decorated the oak walls. Sunlight streamed through a fist-sized blue crystal dangling in the window. The effect turned the room into an underwater cavern. A portrait of a dignified woman in Tudor dress hung on the far wall. She had a high forehead, and dark blonde hair parted in the middle. Cupid’s bow lips held steadfast beneath a long nose slightly turned up at the end. 1550, the year Amy Robsart married Robert Dudley, had been painted over her right shoulder, and the letters AD rose over her left.

If the woman in the picture represented Amy Dudley, Viper barely recognized her in the wild-haired woman who shoved furniture to the perimeter of the bedroom. Viper stayed behind the divider, unsure of Amy’s fervent actions.

Amy had cleared the floor of coverings and lightweight furnishings. The woman wore a close-fitting kirtle of yellow silk over a white smock. She swept her blonde hair into a rough ponytail at her neck, securing it with a blue ribbon, then gracelessly wiped the dampness from her brow with her clothing. She pushed her sleeves back, like a woman from the kitchens, and surveyed her work.

She had etched seven glyphs into the wooden floor in a circle with some kind of blunted knife that she now held in her hand. The symbols matched those on Viper’s arms. Between these, atop seven iron spikes embedded into the wood, were flat silver saucers. Amy reverently lay a deep, mirrored basin in the middle of the circular arrangement. When she did, the undulating light around the room merged into a single beam traversing from the hanging blue crystal into the wide basin.

Amy whipped aside the velvet bed drapes, exposing carved waterfalls in the foot posts of her bed. The mortal chanted an ascrying spell in a Celtic dialect that Viper had not heard for centuries. Amy swapped her scraping implement with a pitcher from the side table and poured water onto one bedpost, then the other. Defying gravity, the fluid stayed within the confines of the carvings. Amy discarded the empty container on the mattress. She knelt at the foot of the bed, facing the window and the circle of symbols.

Water rippling on the bedposts cascaded past her and into the nearest two bowls on either side. From here, it arced into adjacent saucers until each filled with water. Under the influence of magic, the volume of water increased beyond the amount of fluid in the pitcher. Streams of water threaded upwards from the bowls into a lattice-work dome.

Watery doors opened in front of Amy. She stepped inside without hesitation.

Amy knelt before the mirrored basin. Moisture accumulated around her, swirling together and into the larger bowl. A watery figure emerged at the epicentre.

Viper’s eyes traced its outline, magnetically drawn back to its midline like the sensuous curves of water being poured from a jug. The astonishing power of an otherworldly being who was capable of creating the humanoid avatar both compelled and daunted Viper.

“How now, Amy, favoured of my servants?” Fully formed, the construct’s syrupy voice made Viper feel like she drowned in its spreading arms. “Why ascry for me? Hast thou found the amulet hidden by the Plantagenet Royals amidst their Crown Jewels?”

Viper stifled a gasp, astounded that the magical avatar before her spoke of the same object she sought from Elizabeth.

“Annys, most magnificent, I cannot do your bidding. The queen will not let me by her side. She keeps Robert alone with her at Windsor and claims she protects him from the pox that is here in the countryside. I would gladly tell him that the pox is of your doing, and you will cause him no ill will. This I would do if the queen will give me her leave to be with my husband.” Amy stared at the floor. Her aeir shirked from the figure in front of her.

Thousands of trickles leaked from the saucers. They wound about Amy’s body and lifted her two feet off the ground. Flat ribbons of fluid wrapped around her forehead and twisted her until her nose pressed into the nose of the avatar. Water dripped from Amy’s chin.

“Thy whining vexes me, my little Popinjay.” The avatar’s intense eyes shimmered. It cupped Amy’s chin with its right hand, then swirled around her. As the construct moved, hand after hand formed and retracted, groping Amy’s body. The mortal strained to keep her face clear of the suffocating water. “Need I remind thee of its importance? The amulet can rip a country apart, as well your Plantagenet Kings did discover. The talisman belongs in my safe keeping. We are each other’s salvation. Do not make me regret my faith in thee.”

“Your task is too hard!” Amy’s tears merged into the fluid swimming around her neck.

“How now? Befriend Elizabeth, become part of her retinue and obtain my amulet. This endeavour be not so difficult.”

 “The queen makes of me no friend. I wed Robert to gain access to Elizabeth as you instructed. ’Tis only his company she desires. How am I to apprehend a jewel of the Crown when the queen hath banned me from Court?”

The water coils jerked Amy’s arms and legs, splaying her flat on her back. The avatar floated above her, the watery tendrils of its hair curling in the air like the tentacles of the Kraken. Water dripped from its face to Amy's and she gagged.

“For years I hath heard thee beg for that which my power alone may grant upon thy barren womb.” The honeyed voice of the avatar contradicted its violent actions. “Where is the bravery that made thee ascry for help from a seelie wicht? Now that thou art within reach of thy goal of a blessed life, thou doth cry a coward’s song. Some magic forbids my access to the descendants of the Plantagenet bloodline, thus our ends are united. Get my amulet or die childless...” The last words tortuously dripped from the construct’s full lips. “And unloved.”

Amy spit water from her mouth. “Accept my apologies most humbly, Annys,” she spluttered. “Your will is mine insomuch as my body is yours to command.” The pallor of her skin blanched whiter than the linen of her dress; her aeir as sodden as she.

The avatar returned Amy to the floor as gently as one would a baby, smoothing her clothes as its longest segments moved in reverse into the central basin. “Make haste, for if thou will not get me the amulet, then I shall have the queen killed in thy name. ’Twill be a murder for which Robert will ne’er forgive thee.” The avatar gave Amy a lingering kiss on the forehead before its watery curls returned to the bowl and evapourated into mist.

As soon as Annys’ creation vanished, Viper sprang from behind the divider. Amy cried out in surprise and Viper clutched her shoulders.

“Quiet thy tongue, woman!”

The difference in the two eternal’s deportment startled Amy into submission. “I thought you were Blue Annie back to admonish me. I am mistook. Your voice, ‘tis drier of sound.”

“Indeed, I am not. I give thee my assurance that I am no less powerful a Daoine Tor than she,” Viper said, hoping that her scowl was believably intimidating. “Blue Annie” was the first Daoine Tor that Viper encountered. Annys had knowledge and power that Viper lacked, but this immortal, too, needed humaines to find the talisman. Instinctually, Viper felt that her newly revealed kin couldn’t be trusted, no matter how much Viper wanted to learn from her.

Viper eased her grip and Amy settled onto her heels. She rubbed her arms where Viper had grabbed her and asked, “Then you could bless my womb with a child? In my desperation, I fear that I hath contrived with a devil who seeks a magic amulet for some dark purpose.” She spoke with a collected calm not reflected in her threadbare aeir.

“Where is the amulet?”

“How am I to know?” Amy threw her hands in the air. “Annys’ plan is a-faulted. I am not welcome at Court. Robert is Elizabeth’s favoured confidant, not I. He enjoys more than the ear of that bastard quee-” Her eyes widened as she gauged Viper’s reaction to her treasonous slight. Viper kept her face neutral, leading Amy into a false sense of security. Amy’s shoulders relaxed. “I am unable to attend on her Majesty or have access to her property. Robert is a goodly man. Elizabeth bewitches him like her mother did of Henry. He is my husband, not Elizabeth’s. If I bear him a son afore her, I know he will return to me.”

Viper stepped to the window, her thoughts racing. Water that remained in the silver saucers boiled into vapour as she strode past.

Years of feeding from Elizabeth’s flourishing kingdom had dulled Viper’s ambition. She hadn’t forgotten the amulet and the memories Dowager Queen Katherine’s portrait had stirred within her, but Viper was loath to leave her life of comfort with Elizabeth. Realizing that another immortal like herself sought the same amulet revived Viper’s sense of purpose. If Annys found the talisman first, Viper might lose her only link to her past, and her home.

“What would Annys do with this amulet?” Viper focused on the Starlings that invaded the empty kitchen garden outside to disguise her deepening turmoil.

“I know not, in truth, save that with it, she will amend my barren womb that I may beget Robert a son.” Amy picked up the basin and examined herself. A trickle of water scored a straight line through her abdomen in the reflection. “Mayhap, he needs to be part of this quest. I know! In a tenderly worded message, I shall convince Robert to secretly retrieve the amulet from the queen. For his service to my desire, I shall promise him aught that he wishes.”

“Thou would have thy husband thieve from thy queen, his lover, to gain thyself a child?” The immortal set herself upon Amy and tore the basin from the woman’s grasp. Viper flung it across the room like a discus. The shallow bowl bisected a waterfall painting with a thunk. 

“If that is the only way I may keep his love, then I would have him steal from the Pope himself!” Amy tugged at the basin until she wrenched it free. The impact had dented the bottom and warped the reflection. “No!” Amy’s chest heaved. Her tears multiplied. The ruined summoning tool pitched from her hands and rolled towards the entryway. “Now I cannot ascry for Annys. She will mark me a failure.”

Viper stood taller than a man, her body aflame with elldyr creft. “A humaine who fails in her sorcery might live. A traitor who acts against my queen must die.”

“I do not understand,” Amy stammered, hand at her throat. “What do you care for the queen?” She leaned to the left, her flighty aeir revealing her intention to run from the room.

Viper snatched the blue ascrying crystal from the window and crushed it in her hands. “You conspire with a Daoine Tor, as does Elizabeth. I am her seelie wicht and she is the queen of my making. I shall have no humaine, nor no immortal, cause her harm.” Viper threw the crystal dust across the room and the glyphs in the floor smouldered.

Tears stained Amy’s pale face. “Stop! You’ll destroy my links to Blue Annie!” Amy clasped her hands together and incoherently prayed for Viper’s mercy.

 With each stride towards the woman, the heat from Viper’s elldyr creft disintegrated the pigments in the landscape paintings. The immortal ran her hands over the carved waterfalls on the bedposts, singeing the wood until it lay smooth under her hands.

Viper widened her fingers, about to cast elldyr flames at Amy. The mortal turned to run. She caught her feet on her dress and tumbled to the ground. Viper’s magic pulse sailed over Amy’s head, into the wall beyond. The tapestries flapped without catching alight with fire.

The Daoine Tor hunched over Amy’s recumbent body. “I am the protector of the queen whose life-magic makes me thrive.” Viper kept her right hand on the floor beside Amy’s head, then raised her left hand in the air, ready to strike. “No mortal shall interfere with her.”

Amy reached out her right hand and grasped the ascrying basin. She swung it with adrenaline-fueled strength into the side of Viper’s head. The impact knocked Viper off balance and onto her back. Amy propelled herself backwards through the door. She flipped over, lifted the hem of her dress, and dashed for the stairs.

Viper pulled herself into an upright position with the languishing speed of a sunbathing cat before she started after Amy. Her longer legs gave her the advantage over the woman’s head start in the hallway. She wanted the mortal to believe she was getting away. The ruse would heighten the malice of Viper’s thrill when Amy realized she was wrong.

Viper caught up with Amy at the top of the staircase. Viper yanked the woman’s ponytail, then pulled her to the floor. Amy’s head smacked the stone floor with a loud crack. Her eyes glazed over momentarily with shock.

“Thou insignificant whore!” Viper bent over the stunned woman. The immortal’s skin fluctuated between deep purple and hot white. “No humaine hath e’er bested me.”

“Then may God grant that I am not the last.” Amy spat in Viper’s face. The spittle fizzled on Viper’s cheek. Amy grit her teeth and scrambled on her hands and knees for the stairs.

 The delicious cruelty Viper experienced on the day of Elizabeth’s Coronation surged within the immortal. Infuriated at the woman’s tenacity, the Daoine Tor grabbed Amy by the scruff of the neck and made her stand to face to face.

Viper’s breathing remained slow and steady. “I hath a new hunger which cannot be satisfied by humaine aeir.” Viper’s malevolence coveted Amy’s simpering body. “Tell me, thou weak and pitiful woman, why should I deny the part of myself which yearns most precipitously to feel flesh tear away from thy body?”

“Because I refuse it of thee!” Amy grabbed a lit candle from the table in the hallway and shoved it in Viper’s eye. Viper screamed and raised her hands to her skull. Amy, now freed, turned and threw herself down the steps. Her body swerved around the tight corner with a shriek.

Viper descended after the humaine two steps at a time. Amy lay at the bottom of the stairs, her head contorted at an unnatural angle. Blood leaked from her mouth. She had sustained a second, fatal injury to the back of her skull.

Amy’s aeir floated above her corpse. The magic’s sallow fragments pointed at Viper in accusation before dissolving into the ether. Viper turned a dusky lavender, her body freezing.

She knelt beside Amy’s lifeless body and pulled the ribbon from Amy’s ponytail. Serosanguinous fluid matted the mortal’s hair. Viper moved slowly as if afraid the dead humaine would come back to life, seeking retribution. Stinging tears flooded the immortal’s eyes. Her heart was full of attrition. Her head battled the gleeful darkness within. Viper realized that the savage streak within her, that had sent her to Cumnor in the first place, was not a protective instinct.

The darkness was something much more sinister.

Viper found it horribly attractive. 


15: The Sisters 

The River Medway, Maidstone.

June 4, 2012: early afternoon.

Viper paused at the halfway point across the footbridge in the heart of Maidstone. A gentle breeze made her long, silver-white tresses ripple like the river below. The modern bridge celebrated the passing of the Millennium, another event in human history missed by the immortal. She faced the Archbishop’s Palace dominating the Medway’s eastern edge. A two-storey structure comprised of ashlar masonry in off-white stones and auburn clay roof tiles, the palace’s watery twin wavered in an overcast reflection. The bubbling of the river that soothed the human ear stirred memories in Viper that made her cringe. Where there was water, Annys could find her. Viper wasn’t prepared for confrontation.

Beside her, Clare said, “It’s like the river turns away from that building, shy of its beauty.”

Viper placed her hands on Clare’s shoulders and guided her to the far end of the bridge. “These treacherous waters came long before the Archbishop. The truth of the bend in the river’s path lies deep under the grounds of the palace, of which I may speak unto you one day. Secrets lie beneath water and earth, one of which will not make ye well met.”

“And the other?” Graeme asked, fingers wrapped around the handle of the dirk on his belt. He disguised his guns beneath a lightweight jacket. A second blade, his sgian dugh, rested in the top of his sock. He and Dhillon walked behind Viper and Clare on a bridge wide enough for them to walk four abreast.

Viper flashed him an angular smile. “That depends on how desired they are to meet thee.” She led the way to a rectangular field behind All Saints College, south of the Archbishop’s Palace. Ravens darted through the branches as the group walked between the young oaks lining the perimeter of the playing field.

The immortal stopped in the middle of the green. The ravens took flight and massed around her, cawing madly. Clare raised her hands and covered the microphones in her auditory processors. Dhillon protectively put his arm across her chest.

Viper maintained her stance and raised her hand to the humans. “Be not perturbed. This unkindness of ravens intends thee no harm. They are the eyes and ears of the Sisters.” Viper pushed her fingertips into the grass, voice low. “Sisters! Should your winged companions tear out my tongue afore you hear my utterance, then you are like to be ill-fated as once was I. By a power unknown, I hath escaped Annys’ prison. If she can bind me, then woe betide unto us all.”

The ravens flew around Viper in widening circles, forcing the humans backwards to the fringe of the clearing. With a final squawking chorus, they fled to the trees. Dhillon wrapped his arms around Clare. Graeme unsheathed his dirk.

Hundreds of thin vines grew out of the ground, winding counter clockwise around Viper’s limbs. She held still. Several of the vines intertwined horizontally into a crescent shape on her back. A thicker vine wormed over Viper’s left shoulder, wove under the crescent, turned ninety degrees and then crossed over the right side of the crescent, before curling over her right shoulder. The vegetation formed a glyph that looked like an inverted chevron entwined in an arch.

Clare pushed away from Dhillon and rushed forwards. As she did, the ground between them bulged. The rising pile of earth knocked Dhillon off of his feet. Six additional mounds, eight feet tall and almost as wide, formed in a circle around Viper and Clare. Stems of thrashing vines as broad as Graeme’s thighs erupted from the mounds. Delicate, pink, conical flowers bloomed amidst heart-shaped leaves.

“Bloody Hell, it’s weed henge!” Graeme sputtered. “Those columns are made of bindweed.”

Dhillon rushed for Clare. Before he reached her, the pillars split into eight parts. The top of each segment curved to the ground with a thump, becoming the legs of faceless, spider-like Greenwardens.

A Greenwarden thrust out a vine and pulled Dhillon into its outer layers. “I have to get in there!” he yelled.

Graeme hacked at the plant restraining Dhillon. Long arms from the adjacent guardian bound Graeme’s arms behind his back and encircled his throat. The arachnoid creation dragged the struggling man into its core.

“Harm it not!” Viper bellowed. Only her head remained free of the twisting plants. “’Tis Devil’s Garters, a binding spell of the Sisters. He who doth fight the Greenwardens finds their green garters wrapped about his neck till he is strangled of life.”

“Clare is being eaten by the bindweed!” Dhillon protested, leaves in his face.

“She freely gives herself to the ground, thus she lives. Thou may be less fortunate.” Viper’s voice disappeared as vegetation and earth swallowed her and Clare.

Viper rapidly adjusted to the sudden undergloom. Rich minerals in the soil permeated the air. She sighed with pleasure at the familiar scent, so natural compared to the fumes of London. She saw Clare crouched on the ground, her breath shallow as she listened to the scratching sounds in the subterranean tunnel.

The immortal opened her hand and illuminated the space with her elldyr flame. She and Clare arrived in a roughly circular room, its walls and ceiling supported by intertwined roots. Four subterranean paths continued in opposing directions. Viper looked over her shoulder at the route that led to the Archbishop’s Palace. She didn’t want Clare to know of the mysteries underneath the historical building.

To Viper’s relief, a floating white stream of elldyr magic forked its way towards them from the passage furthest away from the Archbishop’s Palace. The long wisp transformed into a pair of hands. One caressed the visitors’ faces and the other invited them deeper. Clare pulled back. Viper took the girl’s elbow and coaxed her into the wide passageway.

Dangling roots brushed Clare’s face. “Is this why you’re the people under the rocks, because you live underground?” She crinkled her nose in disgust while moving into the unknown.

The immortal couldn’t bring herself to reveal the depressing truth to the woman who followed her blindly. Viper did not know her own history.

“I once thought myself most alone in the world. Some event in the Sisters’ lives drove them down here long afore my life with Elizabeth led them unto me. The Earth doth hide and nourish them.” Viper’s forlorn green and black eyes didn’t reflect the levity of the ethereal white magic she followed. She nudged aside a large stone with her boot so that Clare wouldn’t trip. The immortal sensed a loyalty in the young woman, reminiscent of Princess Elizabeth. Clare’s unsolicited devotion worried Viper. “Ask of me no supplementary questions. My memory is a companion which serves only to flame my animus.” Viper continued through the short tunnel in silence, her dark silhouette leading Clare.

Two female voices greeted them simultaneously before Viper and Clare cleared the passage. “Four to the door, and two come through. Enter, and be welcomed, or be forsaken.”

Hanging roots blocking the way split apart on their own. Viper and Clare entered a tall, seven-sided room lined with Kentish ragstone. Known for its toughness, the variegated grey ragstone walls were twice as high as they were long. Glow worms nestled in fine mesh balls suspended from the ceiling. Roots criss-crossed everywhere, forming nooks and shelves. Nesting robins chirped in a corner. A giant fire opal with smoothed corners occupied the centre of the room held within a matrix of vegetation and stone. The colourful inclusions in the stone glittered with life.

Six of the walls bore white limestone blocks as tall as a man, framed by roots. The elldyr creft hands, living fingers of moonlight, caressed five limestone slabs, each bearing a deep-relief landscape carving. The sixth limestone block was split in two by a ragged crevice.

The elldyr creft hands retreated into two embracing Daoine Tor. The Sisters of the Maiden Stone sat on an earthen bench turfed with grass and wildflowers. Two pairs of leather shoes peeked out from beneath matching long, black wool skirts. The white elldyr magic of the immortals shimmered over their lower garments, the gathers of which were so full that each of the Sisters was indistinct to the other.

Viper grasped the outer hands of the kinfolk she had not seen for centuries. They had identical heights and builds, with distinctly unique features. One Sister wore a flint grey, loose-knit sweater like a cloud drifting over her earthy skin. Long laugh lines emphasized the hills and valleys of her face beneath carefully sewn rows of black braids. The other Sister’s snug shirt, in green shades of field and forest, turned her back-combed hair into a dandelion seed head flouncing in a gust of wind over grass. Her skin was the colour of striped sandstone. Both had heart-shaped faces, downturned eyes and narrow lips. Neither smiled.

“It warms my cockles to see you so unchanged,” Viper said tenderly. Scant amounts of black showed in her eyes as she beheld the Daoine Tor she once revered. The sclera of the lighter skinned Sister’s eyes were red and the other’s yellow. Black circles pulsed calmly from the centres of both.

Only one Sister moved her mouth at a time, with both voices combined. “One seeks Us as One left Us. We are One within the circle.” The deeper voice grounded the lighter, while the airy one softened the tones. They still spoke in riddles.

Viper compelled herself to stay calm and humble. They had not forgotten the harshness of her time with them. “Friends, long was I entrapped in Annys’ prison, lost to time and the world. I come afore you to beg of your charity. I know the last words I spake unto you were less than kind. I thought I had an abundance of time to make amends for my shameful departure. Then Annys bound me with magic and did keep me from you. You hath saved the humaines who travel with me by using your magic upon the earth and wind. For that I owe unto you a great debt. Be that as it may, e’en now I hath little time to be with you in this, your retreat from the world.”

“Humaines above and below; within and without. A protector and a lover; one false, one true.”

The roots in the ceiling acknowledged the statement with a quiet shake.

Viper glanced at Clare behind her. The young woman studied the limestone carvings, seemingly unaware of the other immortals in the room. Viper doubted this girl would be any more immune to the need to be loved than had been Elizabeth. If Dhillon was the false lover, Viper could do little to stop him from breaking Clare’s heart. However, Viper could stop the Sisters from killing him to keep Clare happy.

“For success in my attack upon Annys, I am burdened with humaines. I thank you for permitting the girl’s entrance into your domain. I must ask of you to free the men. Mind you, should a faulted romance arise betwixt one of them and the girl, it is of little consequence unto me.”

The Sisters regarded Viper. The years in their faces weighed in upon her.

“If they are free, the girl is at harm. She will stay with One and be safe,” they said.

“We will not hide underground from Annys,” Viper protested with a scowl. Some part of her wanted to keep Clare and her intriguing past for herself. The Sisters each held a single finger in the air to stop the conversation. Viper knew they were as stubborn as stone and wouldn’t hear her plea until they investigated Clare for themselves.

Moving in unison, with their arms still around each other’s waist, the Sisters stood up and gestured to Viper to move aside. She dug her nails into her palms and let them pass. If Clare had been paying attention, she would have found it unusual that the Sisters moved in such an awkward way. Viper knew the reason. The Sisters were joined at the hip and torso, two souls sharing one body.

“We live widowed of time. One is too long alone,” the Sisters said to Clare as they came up behind her.

“These reliefs of the British countryside are captivating,” Clare said to the Sisters in awe, as though they had been in the middle of a discussion. “That stone circle landscape is like a painting I made that hangs in the kitchen at my group home. I was there, in Scotland, during one of the few times I went on vacation with my family. I’ve read that limestone is a soft rock which carves easily, but I never imagined this level of detail.” She traced her hand over the bark of a chiselled tree. Its leaves quivered at her touch. Deer sculpted of stone that had been grazing in the field fled into the woods.

“The stone breathes magic. Magic imbues life,” the Sisters said. They each placed a hand to either side of Clare’s. Radiating elldyr creft flooded the atypical canvas. Woodland creatures came out of hiding, nuzzling the energy. “Your eyes are his eyes. Your hands remember the life he shaped.”

“What? Who?” Clare’s inquiry dissolved when a host of white sparrows popped out of the panel towards her and into the room. The robins joined them in a flying race around the room before the sparrows returned to an adjacent panel. Clare tracked the birds with delight and bumped into the Sisters. All three burst into spontaneous giggles.

“Enough cavorting.” Viper’s haste swelled her anger. The robins hid in their nests. The Sisters positioned themselves between Clare and Viper. “Speak unto me how I can defeat Annys. When Annys hath met her peril, I will give you the girl. Then wield your power upon her unhindered by the press of time.”

The Sisters’ elldyr creft flashed like lightening against the ragstone walls. “One remains impetuous. The heart of One’s past will fix One in the present.” An additional turfed bench formed, sprouting flowers like jewels in sunshine. A winding staircase of roots descended from a newly formed hole in the ceiling. The robins flew through the exit as fresh air wafted into the interior from outside. “With Us, One is strong. Apart from Us, One is weak.”

The refrain Viper had heard over and over in the past reached her ears. “I say unto you now as I hath said afore. I do not wish to live like an animal buried under your roof.”

“One’s arrogance makes One fall. One’s envy leads to One’s failure.”

“Why can you not yield unto me a simple answer?” Viper lamented and threw her hands into the air with exasperation.

The vivid elldyr of the Sisters waned to nothingness. “One is here. One is there.” They moved aside, which both cleared Viper’s line of sight to Clare, and permitted Clare’s access the stairs. “The Medway holds the beginning. At the midway, find the end.”

“Your cryptic words are thin of meaning and thus serve me little purpose,” Viper said with frustration, “as they hath ever done.” She reached for Clare and, grabbing her, made for the exit. Pale roots wove together in front of them, barring their way. Viper whipped around. The limestone animals regarded her with intense white eyes.

“The Glass of Mort Lake masters One, although the sage is dead,” the Sisters cautioned, in a rare moment of clarity. “Make haste, for another One seeks its power from beneath our stones.” In a water-side landscape, a pelican in its nest nodded its head before it pierced its breast to feed its younglings.

Viper muttered the words Mort Lake. That was the home of Elizabeth’s sage, whom Viper hated, and the place where she could have changed everything, had she understood the capacity of humaines.

Somehow, the Sisters found and hid the Sage’s Glass. If Viper had access to the Mort Lake Glass, she could overcome Annys. Spurred on by the hope that she would finally best her enemy, Viper ushered Clare out of opening. The dirt sealed behind them.

They emerged beside a concrete amphitheatre alongside the river, downstream from the College green. Viper's first breath above the Sisters’ underworld exploded into laughter. The longer she laughed, the more she wanted to cry.

“What is it?” Clare asked Viper, her eyebrows in an uneasy furrow.

“The Sisters,” Viper began and faltered, catching herself on the verge of a sob of relief.

“Yes?”

“They hath finally delivered information of use unto me and I do not know how to follow their advice.”

“Why not?”

“The last I saw of the Mort Lake Glass, it trapped me in Annys’ prison. The Sisters hath suggested I use the tools of the sage, but I do not know where to find them.”

Two spidery Greenwardens bustled through the trees. They spat Graeme and Dhillon at Viper’s feet before descending into the earth.

Graeme jumped to his feet, dirk in his hand. “What the bloody Hell just happened?”

Clare rushed to Dhillon asking, “Are you OK?”

 “I can’t believe that the sentinels let us go,” he replied, wiping dirt from Clare’s face after she helped him stand. “I thought you were dead. I’m glad that I’m wrong.” Viper rolled her eyes when the youths embraced.

A gust of wind from the Sisters urged them in the direction of the Millennium footbridge. Viper pulled Dhillon and Clare apart before he could plant a kiss on the girl’s cheek.

“We must not dally,” she said sharply. “The Sisters warned that someone else searches for the Sage’s Glass. They must speak of Annys.” With a brisk step, Viper headed back upriver to the pedestrian bridge, dragging Dhillon by the scruff of his collar. Graeme and Clare followed as close as they could.

“What Sisters?” Dhillon endeavoured in earnest to keep step with Viper. “What glass?” Viper stared ahead with determination. “What sage?”

Clare fought to keep her hair under control in the updraft. “There are two immortals like Viper down there!” she said, loud enough that both Viper and Dhillon heard her. “And their magic… phenomenal! They said to search for something called Mort Lake Glass.” Viper reached the footbridge and let go of Dhillon. Clare and Graeme caught up, panting.

“OMG!” Clare burst out. “I just realized… the Sisters… it’s their voices I heard all my life. Two together, speaking in riddles.” She glanced back towards the Sisters’ home with longing. “When I was underground, I felt so comfortable, that their oddity didn’t even register.”

“What did they say?” asked Dhillon and Graeme simultaneously.

“The Medway holds the beginning. At the midway, find the end,” Clare answered. “Does that mean anything to either of you?”

Graeme said, “The beginning of what? This river is the Medway. I believe it starts at the High Heath and ends at the Thames Estuary.” He ran a calloused hand through his hair. “And where’s the midway? If that’s a riddle, it’s beyond my ken.”

“Mort Lake is nowhere near the Medway,” Dhillon said and pushed his glasses higher up his nose. “Maybe it means we begin searching from this point on the river. That would make the Medway the beginning of our quest, and our destination is midway between here and one of the ends of the river. We could split up. We’ll cover ground better that way.” He winked at Clare. “That’s a good pun, eh, because we’ll be searching water.”

Viper patted Dhillon’s head like she had seen humans pet their dogs for good behaviour. “Thy suggestion is worth a merit weightier than thy paltry joke. We head north, together. I do not trust that a humaine can withstand Annys’ influence. Clare, with thy device, inform Owain of our route.” The group started across the bridge towards the van they’d left in a movie theatre parking lot on the far bank.

Clare activated the two-way communication in her auditory processors. “Owain? Are you there?” She waited for a response. The group reached the mid-point of the bridge. Clare’s face became greyer than the clouds. She grabbed the railing and steadied herself. “He’s not answering. And…”

“What is it?” Graeme asked, slightly ahead of them.

Viper tensed. She read the violence in Clare’s agonized face before the girl explained.

“I heard,” Clare swallowed, tears in her frightened eyes, “gun shots.” Dhillon squeezed her shoulder. Her next words sent a chill through Viper’s heart.

“Owain is being attacked.”

 


16: Magic at Hampton 

September 29th, 1561.

Hampton Palace.

King Henry himself had not thrown a grander feast. Vast quantities of meats cooked with rare spices bespoke England’s wealth in the Great Hall at Hampton Court. Elizabeth packed the grandest hall of Hampton Palace with her favourite stuffed foods and equally puffed up Ambassadors. Little did the courtiers know that the St. Michaelmas celebration whetted Viper’s appetite more than it did theirs, as their collective humaine aeir flourished in Elizabeth’s company.

The Daoine Tor skulked in the rising candle smoke drifting amid the broad timbers of the carved hammerbeam ceiling. Her glamour hid her from the humaines. From time to time she descended among them to let the wisp of someone’s aeir waft over her. She didn’t dare sample the intoxicating energy, or the humaines, and Elizabeth, would see her.

Besides, she was woefully underdressed for a ball. Viper wore a pale yellow smock she plundered from a field where it had been left to bleach in the sun. The linen undergarment hung to her shins, her legs and feet bare. Elizabeth draped the finest of fabrics upon herself and her attendants, and she expected the same of Viper. The immortal didn’t care about her appearance. No one could see her.

Her elldyr creft couldn’t conceal the truth from herself, however. Part of her longed to belong to the humaine world and feast with them, not upon them. Viper retreated into the rafters, a secret, unwelcome beggar seeking scraps from the feast.

Elizabeth’s Court dined upon spit-roasted boar glazed with pear, ground pepper and rosemary, accompanied by clove and honey spiced wine. Dogs sniffed the ground for crumbs of the rabbit and current tarts favoured by the Ambassador of France. Stubble goose packed with a whole quail, then dressed in swan feathers, swam abed mounds of mashed carrots, braised leeks and savory. Dancing, minstrels and dramatic performances separated the ten courses in the Autumnal festivities.

The most sought after morsel was Elizabeth. Throughout the day, Viper watched courtiers prowl around the twenty-seven year old queen like feral animals. Men hoped for her favour and women vied for her love. Elizabeth danced, laughed and flirted with her Court with ceaseless energy until the smallest hours of the night.

Only Elizabeth, her chosen guards, a smattering of servants and a group of minstrels remained. Elizabeth raised the hem of her cloth-of-gold gown and jauntily sauntered to the minstrels. Emeralds and pearls in geometric patterns bedecked the dress. A wired veil of sheer silk protruded from shoulder to shoulder, held away from her torso as it cascaded down her back. Small amethysts winked in the upper portions of the see-through fabric and in upright points on the wire. They swayed when she moved. The sheer partlet across her breasts had a wide slit in the middle, closed by an amethyst pin at her neck. Elizabeth was a celestial goddess among mortals.

“Come now,” Elizabeth said to the musicians, “can you not play an extra ditty for your queen?” As her sparkling aeir infused into theirs, the droopy-eyed musicians perked up. The first chords of Three Ravens began and Elizabeth smiled radiantly. She held her fragrant nosegay up to her face with a wistful sniff. The performers sang the down, a down, hey down, hey down, and with a down, derrie, derrie, derrie down, down choruses with a brighter lilt than Viper had heard in London’s taverns. Elizabeth held out her arms to an imaginary partner, twirling to the street tune about a faithful mistress.

 

There were three ravens sat on a tree,

They were as black as black they might be.

The one of them said to his mate,

“Where shall we our breakfast take?”

“Down in yonder green field,

There lies a Knight slain under his shield,

His hounds they lie down at his feet,

So well they can their Master keep,

His Hawks they fly so eagerly,

There’s no fowl dare him come nigh.

Down there comes a fallow Doe,

As great with young as she might go,

She lifted up his bloody head,

And kissed his wounds that were so red.

She got him up upon her back,

And carried him to earthen lake.

She buried him before the prime.

She was dead herself ere eve’n song time.”

“God send every gentleman,

Such hawks, such hounds and such a Leman.”

 

Elizabeth clapped her hands. The musicians, now fully energized, asked the queen what song she would have next.

Viper stretched in her roost, having tortured herself with being so close to Elizabeth and her aeir for long enough. The Daoine Tor summoned her strength. Hanging from the rafter using one hand, she waved the other over the hall. Her elldyr creft eclipsed the room.

The frilled white cuffs of Elizabeth’s gown reflected the violet glow. The purple magic haze wrapped itself around the minstrels, the servants and Elizabeth’s guards. The humaines slumped to the floor, deep in slumber. Elizabeth stood awake in the middle of the hall. She strode for the main entryway with hasty steps.

“You hath neglected me for long hours, Elizabeth,” Viper said, half scolding. She lowered herself from the rafters with waves of magic in front of the fleeing mortal.

“’Tis shorter than the year you hath made me await for your return.” Elizabeth crossed her arms over her chest. Any sign of the wistful dancer had vanished.

When Elizabeth found out about Viper’s role in Lady Dudley’s death, she had lost her temper at Viper and banished the immortal from her sight. Lord Robert was, the entire of last year’s Michaelmas term, accused and judged in court for his potential role in Amy’s death. However, none could be proven. Elizabeth faced similar scrutiny, albeit with less fervor. No humaines suspected the involvement of a creature like the Daoine Tor.

“Hath a year not cooled your anger, Faerie Queen?” Viper’s sarcasm disguised her pain. She curtseyed grandly, widening the hem of her tattered chemise.

“Why mock me both with your tone and your state of dress?” Elizabeth threw her nosegay at Viper’s travel-worn feet. “I wear a gown which honours your radiant elldyr creft and, when you finally bring yourself before me, you present yourself a beggar? Hath you no sense of propriety?”

“I hath seen you wash the feet of beggars at the Royal Maundy before Eastertide. Do I so offend that you would not oblige me of the same respect?”

Elizabeth softened, but only marginally. “You are cross at how we parted, at what I said unto you.” She tucked her fingers between the partlet and the top of her corset. “I thought you acted with undue haste. You killed Amy without my consent. Robert’s wife was no threat to my crown, only my heart. Surely you know the difference betwixt them.”

Being queen suited Elizabeth. She commanded with savvy wit while hiding her most sincere feelings. Viper wanted to remind the mortal that she only ruled over humaines. The immortal turned her back on Elizabeth, something a humaine would never do. Elizabeth’s protest drowned in Viper’s wake.

The immortal strode towards the cushioned throne, set upon a dais at the far end of the hall, as if it belonged to her. “She posed a greater threat than against your heart.” Viper dangled her legs over one ornately carved arm, exposing the length of her purple-skinned legs, then invited Elizabeth to join her with a crooked finger.

“Explain,” Elizabeth requested, ignoring Viper’s gross violation of protocol. She lowered herself onto the padded stool in front of her seelie wicht.

Viper leaned close to Elizabeth’s face, her eyes a malachite mist. Elizabeth’s aeir grazed the immortal’s skin. Viper pulled back, unable to formulate her thoughts in the heady life-magic.

When her head cleared, she continued. “Elizabeth, your rage did not permit my explanation at the time of Lady Dudley’s death. I confess I did set out that morrow to remove Robert’s wife from your lover’s tryst. I would do for you what you could not do for yourself. Yet, I found an evil in Cumnor deeper than humaine jealousy.”

The memory stirred the acid of unease in Viper’s heart. “There was another of my kind in Amy’s home, a Daoine Tor named Annys. She knew about me, Elizabeth. Unto both of us did she wish a harmful intent, although, for what reason, I cannot guess. Amy was to be the conduit of that grievance.”

“You did kill Robert’s wife to protect me?” Elizabeth’s aeir wavered.

“In protecting you, I fear I damned myself,” Viper admitted, her voice barely above a whisper. She stepped down from the throne, hoping physical movement would stop her from confessing herself further.

Amy’s death resulted from the darkness Viper first felt at Woodstock, when she killed the Protestant conspirator, and then again with the Catholic priest in London. The immortal resisted the evil temptation for several weeks after Amy’s murder. She had starved herself intentionally, trying to end her own life. Viper entombed herself in the earth to avoid humaines. She failed. Her ache for humaine aeir, both for sustenance and sport, drove her to London. She would ravage several people in a row, unable to satiate the new emptiness inside of her. Criminals avoided certain alleys in the city for fear of the mysterious, and fatal, illness she wrought. Children were spared her feeding frenzy, only because she experienced immense pain when she attempted to consume their aeir.

When Elizabeth came to the city during her progression through Southern England, Viper fled for the countryside, unable to admit her gluttony to her friend. At length, the immortal disciplined her bouts of voraciousness, but the hollow sensation remained. Something intangible within her still craved satisfaction.

“What fool am I to punish you for the love you bear your queen!” Elizabeth buried her head in her hands and sobbed. “Amidst the members of my Court I am, at times, dreadfully lonely. I hath been heart-sickened for your company. Dare I risk your forgiveness?”

Viper slowly knelt in front Elizabeth, her hand hovering over the woman’s head. “You shall have it, for all time.” The mortal’s aeir bathed Viper’s shaking fingertips. More than ever before, the immortal feared touching Elizabeth. Viper didn’t know if she could stop the impulse to gorge herself on Elizabeth’s entrancing aeir.

Elizabeth’s relieved smile rivalled the strength in her life-magic. “Then shall we be confidants again, dear Viper, for no other King of England hath known so selfless a protector as I hath in you.” Elizabeth leaned on the throne cushion and leveraged herself, without assistance, into a standing position. “I mean to make amends unto you tonight.”

Rejuvenated with glee, Elizabeth dashed towards her royal apartments like a young child, calling for Viper to chase her. They dashed through the halls of Hampton Palace, Viper racing ahead to waylay any humaines they encountered.

“I hath,” Elizabeth began when they arrived at the second storey room, “been hoping… for your… arrival…” Panting halted her announcement. Elizabeth untied the side lacing of her corset and her breathing improved. For a moment, Viper saw the reckless teen with remarkable insight whom she’d first met at Chelsea Place. Viper’s heart warmed at the mature woman in front of her. “I hath been hoping for your arrival unto me for some time. Tonight you shall have that which you hath desired these thirteen years.”

Viper followed Elizabeth into chambers empty of people and brimming with the trappings of royalty. The immortal moved to the fireplace of the first room and stirred coal embers to life with a poker. New wood caught quickly, revealing the warmth of the room.

A fine porcelain wash-basin and pitcher waited for Elizabeth on a stand beside the hearth. Walnut furniture rested upon a new, thick rug of English wool. Elizabeth continued past her writing desk to a tapestry on the oak panel wall between the rooms of her suite. The hanging depicted a Royal Hunt with men on horseback in pursuit of a unicorn. A maiden with loose red hair barred the men with one hand, within which was a twisting snake. Her other hand stayed low, in deference to the unicorn. The unicorn, wounded and bleeding, touched its horn to the maiden’s fingertip. Leather-collared dogs and monkeys played in the flower-strewn field around the girl.

Elizabeth lifted a corner of the tapestry, exposing a metal lock, carved like the face of a castle. She inserted a small key into the bridge and lowered the unlocked flap like a drawbridge.

The immortal couldn’t see past Elizabeth’s elaborate wired veil. “Now you a-rise my curiosity higher than a cock’s song.” Viper heard her friend shift a wooden panel to one side.

“I hath found your amulet,” Elizabeth said, turning as she presented the glowing talisman.

Viper blinked in awe. She cautiously extended her hand. Her fingertip grazed the surface of the amulet. A powerful shock ran up her arm. Viper’s runes ignited, painfully white. She sucked breath through clenched teeth and jerked back her hand.

The room seemed to spin around Viper and she reeled backwards. She envisioned shining glyphs carved into the rocks of a stone circle. A soft female voice, her foreign words melding together, made Viper feel a morose ache in her chest. Then, a tearing sensation ripped through her torso. After a blinding moment of darkness, Viper saw someone with glyph-scarred arms reach for the amulet. She couldn’t determine if the arm in her patchy memory belonged to her or not. In her mind’s eye, the amulet spun faster, suspended above a second pair of hands. Two additional pairs of hands interlinked beneath. A circular portal opened beyond the reach of the unidentified persons. The portal beguiled her. Viper’s heart broke, the sharpness in her chest far too visceral. She was so close to the object of her desire, unable to touch it either in reality or in her memory.

Viper’s mind cleared as if she had woken from a dream and couldn’t make out the details. She had fallen to her hands and knees. Elizabeth knelt on the floor nearby, staring at her in confusion.

“You hath my only hope of redemption,” Viper said, stunned. She rubbed her arms slowly with tremulous hands, her face a carefully constructed mask of serenity. “The amulet hath granted me a vision that unlocks my future as it opens the door unto my past.”

Viper wanted to seek physical comfort from the woman in front of her, and she might have, were it not for the ominous waves of heat emanating from the amulet in Elizabeth’s lap. “Well hath your aeir made your people prosper, Elizabeth. Hold to thy own self, Faerie Queen. E’en after I travel through the portal which the amulet opens, so shall you remain the truest King of England.”

“And you my truest friend,” Elizabeth replied with a royal smile.

 

 

Viper led Elizabeth to the Chapel Royal, the quietest room at Hampton. All of the day’s prayers had been said during the Michaelmas feast. Most humaines at Hampton were still asleep, undeterred by the precipitous stirring of wind outside. Beneath the judging eyes of the stained glass saints, Viper ignited tallow candles with a taper. The high sheen in the clay tiles, mahogany pigment accented by ochre shapes, reflected the candles’ luminescence.

“Why wish you to use the amulet in this place of Christian worship?” Elizabeth moved around the chapel nervously, as if she expected the clergymen to descend through the wind-battered windows with a flaming crucifix. She had changed into a simple dress of lightweight wool. “Surely there are constructs of the Daoine Tor intended for your ceremony?”

“Those who serve and guard you are abed. E’en now the kitchens prepare the breads and meats for breaking your guests’ night fast. If the Court wakes and finds you here, they will idealize you as a most pious queen to be at prayer so early before the dawn after so late a night of revelry.” Viper didn’t want to tell Elizabeth that she didn’t have enough power to put the whole palace to sleep.

“In my year away from you,” Viper said, “I was not so fortunate to find others of my kind. I hath felt their magic at ancient circles of stone. The nearest of these lies on the Medway, too afar from Hampton. If we go therein to the stones, goat-bearded Burghley would have the castle up in arms were he to find you missing. We must attempt the use of the amulet here.” She held her hand over the iron handles of the chapel doors, wondering if she should try and seal the entrance shut. “Besides, this chapel doth make me a-comforted.” She gazed upon the images of the peacock and lion in the windows for what she hoped was the last time. “When I open the amulet’s portal, I hope to find the peace promised in the stars above. Place the amulet on the floor,” she instructed Elizabeth.

“How amazing that it should glow thusly. When I uncovered it at Nonsuch Palace, the gems were of purpure and rouge.”

Elizabeth’s comment about the change in the amulet’s colours caused a niggling apprehension. Viper wondered what the change from red and purple to white meant. Impatience tugged at her uncertainty. The immortal busied herself with the task of remembering the details that touching the amulet bestowed upon her. In a circle around the amulet, she carved seven glyphs into the floor tiles with an elldyr creft enhanced fingernail. Nothing happened.

“Mayhap my passion to put the amulet to use is ill-advised,” she said. The tight grip of anxiety worked its way into her head. Her vision narrowed slightly and her heart rate picked up.

Elizabeth placed her hands on her hips “Be not so yellow-livered, my friend. How come you to this delay when, moments ago, your conviction did not waiver?” She offered Viper a flinty, thin smile.

“I am become too much like my indecisive queen,” Viper responded, her dismay disguised behind the long bangs of her hair.

Elizabeth stepped to Viper’s side and reached out to draw back the long locks. Viper reared her head.

“Please, do not. I cannot bear your touch when my heart is so troubled.”

“You should not haunt yourself so,” said Elizabeth. The candlelight in her eyes made her as beautiful as a goddess. “You hath the right of it. I would beg of you to stay to please my own ego. The plate of woe on your table is less palatable than mine. If you hesitate on my account, you need not. I hath hired a spy named Lord Walsingham. With him in my employ, I am as secure as any mortal on this Earth. I would see you happy in your own kingdom, Viper, as you hath given me mine. Take your amulet and find your home.”

“I cannot.”

“’Twould be foolish to refuse me.”

“Elizabeth, I am misunderstood. I cannot touch the amulet,” Viper confessed. Her hand, which had touched the amulet earlier, ached.

“Then I shall be your conduit.” Elizabeth entered the circle and picked up the amulet. For the first time, Elizabeth saw her own aeir. She startled in wonder as it radiated into the etched runes, which, in turn, smoldered with emerald brilliance. A radiant thread of green elldyr creft coursed between the symbols until it enclosed Elizabeth. She raised her head and nodded to Viper with confidence.

Viper functioned instinctually and archaic words spilled from her mouth. “Eruditae ama beodian, t’ae ahn vordat ess, ilma rekhat morhta. V’braed taead. V’braed daead.”

Elizabeth froze as the amulet turned a violent scarlet. “Viper,” Elizabeth lost the assertiveness in her voice, “is this what you hath seen in your vision?”

Viper didn’t know how to answer. She didn’t know what she had said or the impact of her actions. Her pounding heart rattled her ears louder than the winds thrashing the windows.

“I… I know not, my queen,” Viper replied, unsure of herself and embarrassed over her hasty error. “There was a portal, which I do not now see. The amulet glowed, marry, but ’twas not an angry red such as that.”

“Then what you have done in huggermugger is too green an action!”

The amulet exploded with light. Elizabeth wailed and dropped to the ground in a fetal position, arms clutched across her belly. The talisman floated innocently above her, sucking up her aeir.

“Elizabeth!” Viper bolted to help. An unseen force from the amulet rocketed her backwards.

“Forgive me, Oh Lord, for my sins are many,” Elizabeth petitioned aloud. Her abdomen swelled. Viper grimaced as her friend rolled on the floor in agony.

The windows imploded. Viper felt a sharp stabbing in her ears with the accompanying change in air pressure. She threw up her hands. Coloured shards embedded themselves into the underside of her forearms. The glass halted mid-air around Elizabeth, swirled upwards, then settled gently on the floor.

Thick sinuous vines wound into the room from the window that had housed the peacock before it shattered. The vegetation molded into a curved staircase. Two strangers entered the opening. Viper observed two pairs of eyes that matched hers in formation. The Daoine Tor proceeded into the room from the makeshift entrance, their feet alighting on each step in unison as it formed. They moved with their arms about each other’s waists. Behind them, a humaine male loitered at the window. Viper froze, unsure whether to attack them, or to welcome them.

The immortals, one dark brown skinned, and the other with skin the colour of light sandstone, approached the whimpering mortal queen. “Our ears hath heard One on the wind. Our eyes hath seen One from the wings.”

“Do not lay hand upon her!” Viper yelled. She rushed at the duo. A vaporous, white elldyr creft originating from the earth-toned skinned visitor wound around Viper, holding her back.

“V’Braed taead. V’Braed daeah,” the paired immortals said to each other simultaneously. Viper sensed they condemned her wanton actions. The newcomers pointed at the amulet that floated in mid-air when Viper did not respond. “One spoke words without giving of Oneself. The Parhelion exchanges, not replaces,” they chastised. Viper felt small beneath their scrutiny.

The strangers knelt adjacent to the circle of runes. The pale immortal touched the tile as the earthier one spoke the same language Viper used to cast her spell. With a delicate shimmer, the tiles smoothed their surface, erasing any sign of Viper’s carvings. The enchantment ceased and the Parhelion amulet dropped onto Elizabeth.

Viper struggled. “Let me be, that I may help my queen!” The other Daoine Tor tightened their hold. Viper’s eyes flashed with anger.

“One skirts the fierce pull of the garen. Help her if One dares.”

The magic binding Viper uncoiled. Her body tensed to respond to Elizabeth’s needs.

Viper hesitated. She imagined herself draining her friend’s aeir, the intense rush of temptation racing her heart.

“How can I be conflicted thusly? If I touch Elizabeth, I would surely kill her.”

Elizabeth’s aeir trickled back towards her body from the Parhelion like honey drizzling from a sliver of honeycomb.

Viper wrung her hands. “I know not what I do. I merely sought a way to find thee, my kin-sisters and our home. Tell me, what did I do unto my friend?”

Elizabeth tried pushing herself off the floor, wrestling with her distended abdomen.

“No virgin birth for the virgin queen. One makes life when One makes love,” said the conjoined Daoine Tor. 

“The trick of thy words does make my head ache,” Viper moaned.

The man at the window spoke for the first time, his words alarmed. “Mistresses! The palace wakens. Guards hath been a-stirred from their bunkhouses. They come in search of the queen.”

The immortal strangers retreated as mysteriously as they had arrived, on a rising platform as the vegetation receded. The wind carried the Daoine Tor’s parting words to Viper.

“One is Us. She is none.”

Viper power jumped onto the remnants of the staircase and raced to the top. She reached the broken lead frame and concealed herself with her glamour. The servants of Hampton Palace burst into the Chapel Royal, led by Elizabeth’s former governess, Lady Katherine Ashley.

“Don’t go. Don’t go,” Elizabeth mewled, head tilted in Viper’s direction.

Lady Ashley responded to words meant for Viper as the governess bundled Elizabeth’s weakened body into her arms. “I will not leave you, Majesty. I shall see to your every comfort until God in his mercy finds you convalesced from this ailment.”

Viper turned from the touching scene and searched at the shattered window for the mysterious Daoine Tor. She dug her nails into her palm, dripping tar-black blood onto the broken fastenings.

“I will come to you anon, Faerie Queen,” the immortal promised in a whisper before she hastened into the breaking dawn after her kin in search of answers only they could provide. 

 


17: Near Drowning 

The River Medway, Maidstone.

June 4, 2012: moments later.

A pair of mute swans flapped their wings furiously in the bridge’s shadow. They propelled themselves forwards, running across the surface of the water. The rising swirl of the river’s eddies swallowed the trail left by the swans’ launch into the air. Viper watched the birds fly downstream towards the Sisters’ green. In Viper’s time, swans belonged to the wealthy. Now, they lived in public playgrounds. A thought flashed, unbidden, into her head. She wondered how much her significance, like that of the swans, diminished in this modern world. The acidity of anxiety burned her chest. As bleak a thought as it was, exacting vengeance upon Annys was Viper’s sole purpose, even at the expense of Owain’s life.

The immortal remained true to her decision. “I cannot delay my progress to find the Mort Lake Glass. Graeme, do what thou can to save thy master. I will see thee to thy carriage, then set out for the Sage’s Glass.”

Graeme nodded the nod of a man used to giving and receiving orders. Viper started walking with him towards the van. Dhillon reached out past Clare and grasped Viper’s wrist. The immortal balked at the audacity of the young man’s action. Since he was one of Owain’s team, she refrained from ripping off his arm.

Viper shoved his hand away with a snarl. “Never touch me.” Elldyr smouldered in her fists.

Dhillon blinked rapidly. “You won’t go to Owain?” he asked with incredulity. He clasped one hand to the strap of his haversack as if it he would swing it at her to defend himself. His other hand fumbled for the chain beneath his shirt. Clare had reached out to stop Dhillon when he moved towards Viper, then stopped herself. The girl’s eyes flickered from him to Viper with indecision.

“Dhillon, man, what ye doin’?” Graeme had turned when he heard Viper’s growl. He stood at least ten feet away.

“You healed Clare’s wounds,” Dhillon said to Viper, a crescendo rinsing in his voice. “If the Sisters carried us in the air from Berkshire to London, why can’t we ask them to take us back to London and you can save Owain?”

Viper bared her teeth at his suggestion. “My path lies along the Medway, not London. I must retrieve the Mort Lake Glass before Annys. You heard mention of the pox in Sunninghill. The pox is the mark of Annys. She comes ever closer to the South.”

Dhillon raised his voice above the increasing rush of water beneath them. “If Annys is as dangerous as you say she is, she probably already has the Mort Lake Glass. Please, get us out of here and help Owain. I’ll do anything you ask.”

“Should Owain be under attack from gunfire as Clare doth report, then his wounds are like to be fatal. As such, if I employ my elldyr creft, ’twill render me near death. Then, ’twould be no challenge for Annys to capture me, whether or not she holds the power of the Glass.”

“Are you so selfish that you’d let Owain die just to get your way, even though he loves you so much?” Dhillon said, his voice shrill.

A memory of another beloved’s call for help burned in her mind. Viper wouldn’t be caught in the trap of caring for others again.

“A concept I learned from a humaine, rest thee assured.” The deepest grooves in the ridges on Viper’s skin darkened to mulberry, a purple that was almost black. Her unsettled elldyr creft made her long hair and coat tails flare up. Her malachite eyes shot with fearsome black.

“Stop arguing, both of you,” Clare insisted. “I have a feeling we’re at the midway, because that looks like the end of us!”

She pointed to the foaming fifteen-foot high wave that rushed towards them. The water reared up but it didn’t break over the bridge. Watery horses bearing dark riders surfaced from within the wall.

“Merrows!” Viper bellowed. She wiped the spray from her face. “We hath tarried too long.” The immortal wound her elldyr creft around the two youngest humans and began pushing them towards Graeme. “Make for the end of the bridge. Quickly!”

A column of water crashed on the footbridge between Graeme and everyone else. When the excess water spilled back into the river, a Water Horse remained, blocking the path. The oversized magical beast had blazing yellow eyes, and damp, sickly green hair. Its sinewy muscles churned like brown, silted water. A fine spray of water smelling of rotting fish burst from its nose.

A male Merrow with an elongated fish tail sat side-saddle on the Water Horse. Beneath his spiked black hair and yellow-red head fin, he had blue-green skin coated with tiny grey barnacles. Thin nasal slits opened and closed with each breath, exposing blood-red mucosa inside. He held aloft a three-pronged trident of rusted metal and river debris.

Viper widened her stance. Elldyr creft curled around her hands, ready for the offensive. Dhillon caught Clare’s arm and dragged her away from the beast and behind Viper. He stayed in front of Clare, eyes ranging across the tsunami of riders poised for attack.

The Merrow’s voice gurgled when he spoke, a sound as ugly as his face. “My Mistress, Annys of the Blue Waters, welcomes you to her country,” he pointed his weapon at Viper, “and demands your death.”

Battle chants erupted from the other Merrow. The females, with flawless pearlescent faces, had upper bodies with smooth skin in hues more green than blue. Cherry red, branching fins ran from the top of their heads along their spines. Their teeth, black and crooked, were no less dangerous than the males’, despite the beauty in their feminine faces. The Merrows wore stiff kelp-patterned armour, in shades of rust and brown. They flaunted spears, saw-toothed blades and tridents constructed from the river’s cast offs.

“It is a weak Mistress, indeed, who sends her damned creations to do her bidding.” Viper’s hands ignited with orange fire. The ground dried beneath her.

She threw a crackling fireball at the Merrow on the bridge in front of her. The sphere knocked him to the ground. He rolled around and howled in pain. His armour bubbled. The Water Horse charged Viper without its rider. She created an elldyr barrier in front of herself. The conjured beast exploded into a vile grey-brown froth when it stuck Viper’s defensive magic.

Graeme had his pistol trained on the fallen Merrow, who trashed his tail and grasped at the ground with one hand in a vain attempt to pull himself into the water. Viper flipped the rider over by the tail and stomped on his chest until he stopped moving. His eyes bulged as he died.

“Heed me well,” she said to the other Merrows. Tails twitched and hands tightened on their weapons. “My fight lies with Annys, not with thee. Mistake me not. I will not hesitate to kill thee, nor is thy aeir free from my powers. Stay thy hand or perish by mine!”

A screech from one of the females incited a thunderous cry like the roar of a waterfall from the others. The first wave of Merrows stormed the bridge, three towards Viper and two at Graeme. The others remained in the safety of the wave, vaguely interested in Clare and Dhillon.

Graeme fired his pistol repeatedly. “Run!” he ordered the youths.

“I can’t!” Dhillon yelled back. He held his small dagger in his hand. Clare clutched his arm in fear.

Viper blasted her trio of attackers with a cyclone of fire. The lead rider caught the worst of the flames. Her skin charred and cracked. Heat in the air strangled her scream into silence. The Merrow’s destrier boiled until it vaporized beneath its rider’s blackened body.

Viper encircled the Merrow at the back right of the formation with bindings of magic. The elldyr creft rings contracted until his ribcage audibly crushed. Viper tore his polearm from his grip. She drove it, imbued with elldyr, through the heart of his Water Horse. The beast reared up on its hind legs. Its screech of misery ended in a splatter of muck. Viper broke off the pointed end of the polearm and threw it like a javelin into the third Merrow’s heart. He died instantaneously.

Gun shots grabbed Viper’s attention before she dealt with the third Water Horse.

“Bullets go right through the horse things!” Graeme hollered. He’d been knocked to the ground by his attackers. A trident between his legs pinned his kilt to the bridge. A dying Merrow convulsed beside him, spewing watery green blood into the Medway. The horse waved its hooves savagely above Graeme. Bullets killed the riders, not the Water Horses.

Viper pummelled the remaining three Water Horses, including the one overtop of Graeme, with a barrage of dark purple elldyr entwined with orange-red fire. She didn’t stop until her magic blasted the beasts to foggy wisps.

“One destroys conjured creatures with magic, or with weapons altered by magic,” she said.

The second Merrow from the assault who had targeted Graeme had jumped from his mount before it disappeared. His saw-toothed blade had scuttled from his grasp. He had landed within an arm’s reach of Graeme. The Merrow’s face hardened. He slapped the pistol from Graeme’s hand with the end of his tail. Graeme grabbed the fin as it neared him for a second strike and held tight. Viper wrenched the trident from between Graeme’s legs. She plunged the trident into the Merrow’s tail.

“Like for like,” she hissed at the wailing mer-man.

Graeme flipped his dirk in his hand and kneeled on the Merrow’s arm before he sliced off a panel of armour. He thrust the blade into the exposed chest. Green fluid spurted from around the knife into the air as the Merrow flailed his arms uselessly.

The Scotsman wiped the watery mess from his face. “Keep it up, Lassie. I might not be magic enough to hurt the horses, but I can scale a fish!”

A fist of water tore the bridge from its footings on the opposite side, nearer Clare and Dhillon. Everyone scrambled. The rest of the Merrows streamed at Viper and Graeme in the wake of the distraction.

Clare’s hand slipped off the railing. “Viper! Don’t let me drown!” Her legs neared the water. Viper fired at Merrows with her magic to reach Clare.

Dhillon pulled himself up the railing in front of Viper’s path. “I’ll get Clare. You stop them.”

A bone-tipped spear sliced Viper’s arm and narrowly missed Dhillon. The clang of metal on metal demanded her aid. With a brisk nod, Viper turned back. She pulled a Merrow from its watery steed by his tail, then lobbed him towards the riverbank. The Merrow smashed through the windshield of a parked delivery van.

Viper glanced over her shoulder. Dhillon had secured himself against the section of rail that projected above water. He extended his satchel to Clare.

“Grab it!” he coached. Clare reached for Dhillon’s strap. Seeing that the girl would be safe gave Viper a surge of energy. With a double thrust of elldyr fire, Viper vapourised two Water Horses. Of the riders, she burned one and left the other for Graeme. Then Viper lassoed the last three attackers and pulled them from their steeds before destroying the watery beasts. She tossed the stunned Merrows at Graeme’s feet.

“Here, fishmonger,” she said. Graeme laughed heartily. A smile of triumph broke Viper’s austere countenance.

“Viper!”

The sound of her name being drowned made Viper feel like she responded in slow motion. A broken leather strap lay in Dhillon’s white-knuckled hand. The Medway swelled like an accomplice for the Merrow who had kidnapped Clare and swam downstream with her. Viper saw the flash of red and yellow fins submerge beneath the surface of the river before she snapped out of her shock.

She dove into the water in pursuit, knowing that she could navigate the waters faster than the humans despite her injuries. The immortal didn’t travel far before she encountered a toroidal bubble near the riverbed, in which Clare floated on air, semi-conscious. A Merrow in the centre of the ring cast the enchantment with a long driftwood baton etched with glyphs.

The Merrow held out her palm and invited Viper forwards. Viper progressed into the air with caution. The ring of air within which she breathed started above her ankles and barely enclosed her head. Her feet sank a little into the muck of the riverbed. She didn’t pass through to the watery middle.

The Merrow lowered her amber eyes in reverent greeting. “I am Zia, of the High Weald.” Her voice hummed in Viper’s ears. “We don’t have long to speak.” Combs of freshwater muscle shells and the leaves of river weeds adorned her braids. On the crown of her head, additional bony processes flanked the feathery fins whose under water ballet undulated with the current. Elongated spine fins wrapped around her naked, human torso like scarves. Her lengthy tail bifurcated at the end into sparkling red and blue fins.

“The humaine, Clare. She is unharmed?”

Zia smiled with seaweed coloured lips so beautiful, they removed the threat from her fangs. “I don’t want her to witness our conversation. The girl’s under an enrapture spell. When she breathes free air, she’ll awaken and remember nothing after she fell into the water.”

“Fell in? I saw thee abscond with her.”

“I rescued her. She would’ve drowned if I weren’t watching nearby.”

Viper crossed her arms over her chest, unconvinced.

“You don’t know me,” Zia continued, “but you knew Melazine. She was the Elizabethan Merrow who imparted the hope we needed to survive Annys’ tyranny. In secret, we whisper: Of land, Melania born; she awoke, a slave, in water. Delivered from men by a snake; Remember, Melazine’s daughters! Our bargains with Annys turn us into these half-human Merrow and we are oath-magic bound to do her bidding.” The Merrow shrugged slyly. “Some measure of our minds are our own.”

Viper had long forgotten her first chance meeting with the Merrow named Melazine. She glowered at Zia, incredulous that the brief interaction impacted the present.

“If ’tis true that magic binds thee to Annys, why did not thee fight on the bridge?”

“Those Merrows are warriors.” Zia caressed her baton with dysphoric eyes. “I am one of the few water witches, as was Melazine before me. Our tasks are more insidious.” Outside the ring, a surge of water rushed past them. Zia cocked her head to one side, attuned to the messages in the currents. “Reinforcements approach. Annys wants this girl, but for what reason she will not say. Take her and escape the Medway. I’ll redirect the others downstream.”

“What is thy wish in exchange?”

“Our transformation from human to Merrow cannot be undone. So long as Annys lives, we are hers. Give the Merrow freedom as you once promised.”

“Annys’ tortures know no limits.” Viper extended her hand into the water at the centre of the ring. She and Zia clasped each other’s forearms. “By my troth, I swear you shall be free.”

Viper stared at the water witch’s eyes. The human Zia had once been stared back. The immortal couldn’t tell if Zia was crying in the water. Viper turned her head, unwilling to sink farther into the grief in the Merrow’s eyes.

Zia squeezed Viper’s arm before she let go. “You cannot go back to the footbridge. I’m sure the broken bridge and the Merrows’ bodies have generated unwanted attention.” Zia placed her palm on the interface between wall and water. An image of Graeme and Dhillon in a boat floated between her and Viper. “Your friends escaped and are searching for you. Let me take you to them.” She swam upriver, moving the ring and its passengers with her baton. “Viper, what will you do?”

Annys would know if Viper stayed near water. She bit her lip and rationalised turning to the Sisters for help a third time. If she didn’t swallow her hubris, she would lose another conflict.

“I shall go to the west bank,” Viper said, ready to pursue her only option.

“The Water Horses can follow you on land,” Zia cautioned.

“Not through the passageway I intend. If I am fortunate, I shall escape your warriors afore they arrive.”

The hull of the boat carrying Graeme and Dhillon floated directly above them, not far where they fought the Merrow. Zia held the baton straight up and spun in place, as did the air in the toroidal bubble. When the ring of air broke the surface, Viper treaded water with Clare under one arm. Graeme and Dhillon lifted Clare into the boat and Viper hauled herself inside. Clare took a deep breath and coughed a little. As Zia promised, the girl didn’t have any knowledge of the events underwater.

“Guide the boat alongside that amphitheatre to the west,” Viper instructed Graeme before he asked what happened. They landed, and, with one last check of the river, the Daoine Tor jumped from the boat. She rushed to the grass behind the row of almshouses facing the landing site. The men climbed out, then helped Clare to do the same.

In the middle of the large rectangular lawn, Viper took a deep breath, preparing herself for resignation. “Sisters, forgive my arrogant outburst. I was too rash. At the midway of the river you foretold of an end. I do not know if you meant of my life, or that of my Foundling, for thereupon I learned that Annys dares attack him whilst her Merrows did the same of me. I must retrieve the Mort Lake Glass and Owain needs me. I cannot accomplish both tasks. I beg of you, help me, please.”

A horizontal slab of stone flecked with white quartz rose from the ground. Two vertical sarsen pillars on either end pushed it clear of the soil. Graeme and Dhillon arrived at the open space, supporting Clare, as the trilithon of stones formed.

“Now’s not the time for landscaping, love.” Graeme’s face glowed triumphantly beneath the mingling sweat and blood from a cut above his eye.

“This is the Sisters’ stone magic.” Viper wiped dirt off the surface and exposed markings similar to the runes on her arms. “The trilithon will take me to the Mort Lake Glass.”

“You’re still going to get some stupid glass?” Dhillon threw his bag on the ground. He clutched his pendant beneath his shirt. “Owain’s probably dead, Clare’s been attacked, and you’re going to leave?”

The group heard the Sisters’ voices on the flutter of birds’ wings. “Two paths. One choice.” A murmuration of black Starlings undulated overhead.

Viper chuckled. The Sisters’ message was abundantly clear, for once.

“Therein thou hath thy answer. Once choice for each of us,” she said.

What are you saying? Clare signed, her face full of confusion. She pointed to her receivers and said, “I can’t hear you. Water shorted out everything.”

Viper evaluated the bedraggled young woman with her damp, goose-bumped skin. Though the immortal feared taking on the burden, Viper knew she couldn’t leave Clare at the mercy of Annys. Both her adversary and the Sisters valued this girl. That wasn’t a co-incidence.

“Except Clare. I hath made her choice. She comes with me.”

“That’s crazy!” Dhillon protested. “She should be in London.”

“Why?”

Dhillon stammered, unable to provide Viper with a solid answer. Graeme put his hands on his hips. Viper knew that he’d go to London to protect Owain without encouragement.

“C’mon Dhillon,” Graeme said. He reached for Dhillon. The younger man brushed him off. “Hey, it doesn’t matter where Clare goes. Viper will keep her safe. Let’s go help Owain, yeah?”

Viper’s intuition overran her patience. “Sisters! We hath chosen. Take the men away to London. Clare and I shall journey through your passageway.”

“What?” Dhillon shouted. “No!”

He was too late. The swooping cloud of birds swallowed him and Graeme. White elldyr creft swirled among them. The cyclone lifted the men off the ground, heading to London.

“Fly little bird,” Viper sneered at Dhillon’s cursing face. She blew him a kiss and waggled her fingers in goodbye. The boy and his romantic pursuit of Clare was harmless enough, she supposed. At the very least, removing him guaranteed her a less annoying progression to the Mort Lake Glass.

Viper smiled at Clare reassuringly. They approached the trilithon hand in hand. A hint of ozone, crisp and electric, surrounded the standing stones. Viper extended her elldyr creft. The purple magic infused into the glyphs on the stone’s surface, turning them a golden-white.

“Après moi, le deluge,” she said towards the river, as if to Annys herself, repeating the last words she had heard before her confinement in Annys’ prison four hundred years ago. 

 


18: Blue Annie 

October 18th, 1562.

Croydon cum Clopton, Cambridgeshire.

The bustle of a harvest market no longer brought calm to Viper. She cursed the simple lives of the farmers preparing their wares for the St. Crispin’s Day festivities nearer the month’s end. England’s fields flourished as much as did the aeir of the farmers under the influence of Elizabeth’s powerful energy during her summer progressions across the southern part of the country.

When Viper had lived in Cammerwelle, she freely haunted the rooftops. Now, in the crowded and thriving village of Croydon cum Clopton, she squeezed into the narrow space between the newly built timber shops framing the main square. Viper, accustomed to going wherever her lithe body wanted, feared that a mortal on the bustling street would bump into her bulky clothes.

Humaines called the passageway a close, and with good reason. The layers of white silk and black velvet of Viper’s puffed-out dress almost touched both sides of the dim alleyway, the name of which rhymed with the morose feeling it conveyed. She had refused to wear the corset and farthingale customary among the women of Elizabeth’s Court. As it was, the cumbersome clothes prevented Viper from climbing buildings with ease.

Viper and Elizabeth didn’t speak of the Parhelion, and the magic Viper bungled, in the weeks following Elizabeth’s recovery. Elizabeth’s swollen belly generated gossip that she had secretly given birth to Robert’s lovechild. Unable to speak the truth about Viper, Elizabeth grew detached. Her pride undertook more damage than her body. Her fickle temper towards her favourites was well known. Viper never thought she would be its target. Elizabeth often gave Viper curt answers, and refused to be alone with the immortal. As a final insult, Elizabeth banned Viper from feeding upon courtiers or royal livery.

To appease Elizabeth, Viper wore elaborate Court dresses instead of the simple tunic and leggings she preferred. Even without the added width from the wood and linen Spanish farthingale, a structure meant to billow out the skirt, Viper felt suffocated in the close. She pulled the starched, ruffled collar from her neck and threw it out of the alleyway. The ruff landed in front of the butcher’s shop next to a bowl of congealing blood collected from a freshly hung goose.

The rest of the geese, with feet wrapped in tar and linen, honked loudly from an adjacent wattle pen, as if warning mortals of Viper’s growing irritation. The butcher didn’t notice the birds or the discarded ruff next to his collection for goose-blood pudding. He chopped the head off of another bird and exchanged the dripping body for coins given to him by a dirt-smeared youth. The young man carried the beheaded bird to a small, black bear tethered to a pole in the centre of the market square.

He taunted the bear with the dead goose. Thick saliva streamed from the beast’s mouth. Mangy fur hung over sharp ribs and withered muscles. The bear lunged forwards and snatched away the goose when the youth turned his head to boast to his friends. The ragtag beast narrowly missed chomping off the youth’s hand. The bear’s handler jerked on chains as filthy as his own clothes.

Iron spikes strangled the bear’s throat and he relinquished his prize. The mocking youth grabbed a stick from a passing cart, swung it at the animal and missed. The surging crowd groaned in disappointment. Friends of the youth paid the bear keeper with pennies for their turn against the beast.

Viper gagged at the acrid smell of the bear’s urine, mixed with the ferric odor of blood, and foul goose manure. Watching humaines torture the bear made her momentarily forget her frustration with Elizabeth. The immortal opened and closed her fist, imagining that she squeezed the handler’s throat. She felt the violence of the garen possess her, a malevolent power spoken of by the two Daoine Tor she had encountered at Hampton Palace. Viper counted to one hundred through teeth clamped together so tightly that her temples ached. If Viper succumbed, she would rip apart the youth and the handler, leaving their bodies for the bear to eat. Her muscles tensed as she foolishly prepared to strike.

Someone tapped her on the shoulder. Viper scaled the walls between the butcher’s shop and the adjacent building with such speed that she tore a hole through the layers of her long skirts.

A man in a faded, lapis blue coat, with a hooded shoulder wrap of grey, stood below her. “I did not realize that the Daoine Tor were so agile,” he said, his mouth open in surprise.

“Turstin!” Viper’s body sank with relief. “I did not expect you until eventide.” The tatters of her dress fluttered around her legs when she jumped down. The heat of the garen vanished as she beheld the man for whom she waited. For the first time, she spoke to Turstin without his Mistresses. She had dubbed the duo “the Sisters” because they refused to refer to themselves by anything other than “Us” or “We.”

“My apologies, Eternal One for startling you.” Turstin greeted Viper with a formal bow. She returned his greeting with a gentle nod. “I forget that you are unaccustomed to a companion such as me.”

Turstin had not changed since the night Viper first saw him, when he kept watch from the broken chapel window at Hampton Palace. Since he could see through her veil of invisibility, Viper supposed that she underestimated the man who outwardly appeared as average as any Englishman. With his square face, long nose and thick eyebrows, Turstin had dark features and a fair soul. His aeir revealed that he developed mild kyphosis in his spine, disguised beneath layers of wool. His eyes didn’t match. One green and one brown, they regarded Viper without a trace of fear.

Turstin rubbed his trimmed beard. “A horrible game, bear baiting.”

“Indeed. That that humaines rejoice in such cruelties causes me much gall,” Viper replied, soft eyes on the animal. “I do not know why Elizabeth favours the sport. Humaines treat the bear like a thing to be broken with nary any respect for its nature-given power. See how they feel emboldened enough to strike only when it hath iron spikes piercing its neck? The legacy of mankind is victory through suffering, and strength over the weak. In a month, that starving creature will be carrion in the woodland. The fertility of the world rests upon the blood man hath shed.” She cringed from another whack upon the bear’s skull. The impact left a bleeding wound in its matted fur.

“They do not know the veracity of what they do,” Turstin said, his voice unforgiving. “My Mistresses empathize with the ordeals that humaines cast upon the flora and fauna, as is my Mistresses’ gift, and their curse. Sometimes, I wish they would stir up insurgency.”

Viper shook her head. “Mutiny is not in their nature. Your Mistresses are so pacified, they are petrified.”

“Your time with us hath taught you much,” Turstin said, the corners of his mouth threatening a smile, “and you are most wise to say so only in their absence.”

“The Sisters do not accompany you?”

“My Mistresses hath sent me alone. Troubling business in Biddenden doth keep them most occupied. I daresay, I find them loathe to travel from the Maiden’s Stone of late. Their pursuit in Biddenden is of utmost importance to them.”

“Then am I anxious for when we three shall meet again,” said Viper.

“Your Mistresses were most gracious to welcome me at their home after my mishap with Elizabeth and the Parhelion at Hampton,” Viper confided, “e’en though they hath not explained much about our kinfolk. Little hath I learned from them beyond this.” Viper displayed her palm and small flame lit within her hand. Turstin nodded with keen approval.

The Sisters had helped Viper develop her elldyr creft. When Viper asked about her past, her immortal kin yielded cryptic answers, most of which Viper couldn’t decipher.

Of Annys, the Sisters said, “One turns to pain when One is lost. Pain will be found when One mends the truth.”

The crowd erupted with joy in the market square behind Viper. She reluctantly closed her fingers over her delicate fireball. Two humaines arrived with their hunting dogs, ready for a fight. Viper felt the heat of acrimony rising in her face.

“Does the queen still question the time you spend with my Mistresses?” Turstin laid a gentle hand on her arm. His question pointedly distracted her from the bear-baiting, and the allure of the garen. “Is that why you hath asked me to make her a present?”

“Elizabeth and I hath an understanding. If I cannot use the Parhelion to open the portal I hath seen in my visions, then I must visit with the Sisters to obtain that which I hath forgot. So long as I feed when I am away from Court, she forgives my long absences.” Viper frequently clashed with Elizabeth’s mercurial behaviour, yet she couldn’t bring herself to abandon her queen.

“Might I suggest that you prefer her company to ours?”

Thinking him a servant of a sort, Viper hadn’t talked to Turstin often when in the Sister’s company. His perceptiveness and frank observation unnerved her.

“’Tis a wonder that you see me when other humaines cannot,” she said without answering his question. “You steal upon me quiet as a church mouse, withal. Why hath you such abilities?”

 “My Mistresses would not have you know. I am not wholly human.”

Turstin’s revelation blindsided Viper. “Speak you with candor?”

“To my own fault,” he laughed, a hearty sound lost amid the cacophony of the geese and the marketplace crowd. He offered his arm to Viper. “There is a disused farmstead betwixt here and Michaelham, wherein the stones of travel lie. Your gift is not so small a thing that I could carry it with me.”

Viper took his hand, intrigued. “Then, take me therein and as we journey, tell me what the Sisters do not wish me to know about you.”

They turned their backs on the market square and headed up the close. Behind them, one of the hounds nipped at the bear. The dog’s owner wrestled with the tug of his mutt’s lead. The bear handler tripped over the second dog when it dove in for another bite. The bear reared back on its haunches and swung his huge paw. He bashed the first dog into its master. Blind with fury, the hound sank its teeth into its owner’s arm and tore out a chunk of flesh.

 

 

Turstin and Viper parted ways before the main road crossed the forests surrounding Hampton Palace. She watched Elizabeth race on horseback away from Hampton on her usual afternoon ride, surpassing the gaggle of sycophants who flocked around her. Viper smuggled the large, burlap-wrapped gift through the sparsely occupied halls into Elizabeth’s apartments on the second floor. She propped the package in front of the windows that overlooked the gardens Elizabeth loved, and the Banqueting Hall that prickled the former princess’ dreams.

Elizabeth had not made significant changes to the royal apartments. A stack of oversized pillows, upon which the ladies who accompanied Elizabeth lounged and embroidered during the quieter moments of the day, threatened to spill over in one corner. Crimson drapes, of prized English wool, flanked the windows. Elizabeth’s desk rested by the bay of windows, lost beneath books. A ceramic vase of rosemary stems, and a silver platter with fresh, red apples occupied one corner of the desk.

Viper heard the swish of the taffeta-clad army of women who accompanied Elizabeth, the tell-tale sign that Elizabeth approached. The immortal made herself invisible and squatted atop a cabinet. Bodies crammed the space as Elizabeth, her chest wracked with cough, burst into the room. When her coughing spasm stopped, she demanded her entourage and servants leave her, except for one noblewoman, Lady Sidney, and a blonde girl, a handmaiden named Emma.

“Lady Sidney,” Elizabeth remarked to a woman whose many wrinkles added to the absurdity of her highly plucked hairline, “thank you for preparing my chambers with such haste. Lord Burghley disapproved of my riding today, so gripping is the cough that settles in my chest. Methinks the old owl was correct.” She pulled off the long fingers of her riding gloves, white leather with triangular cuffs, bearing her monogram couched in gold thread.

“I am most humbly available to attend upon Your Majesty.” Lady Mary Sidney recently gave birth to a daughter. Her skin still bore a post-partum pallor, sickly next to Elizabeth’s radiant skin. If she were absent from Elizabeth for too long, the queen might favour another one of her ladies-in-waiting. Lady Sidney helped Elizabeth remove her riding coat, decorated with garden insects and butterflies, handing items to Emma, the most recent addition to Elizabeth’s private servants. Viper had heard the eleven year old swear to other handmaids that she would remain a virgin so long as did her queen.

Elizabeth surreptitiously peered over Lady Sidney’s shoulder at Viper. “I hath no need of you at present, Mary. I shall be a-bed resting. I wish to be left alone.” Lady Sidney ushered Emma from the room and retreated backwards towards the door.

“Lady Sidney,” Elizabeth said as she opened the collar of her cream coloured, brocade dress.

“Yes, Your Majesty?”

“Seek out the apothecary. A dose of lungswort and aqua vitae may stay this congestion in my chest.” The queen secured the door behind Lady Sidney and Emma. “You deign to spent time with this mere mortal?” Her playful sarcasm acknowledged Viper as the mortal turned around.

“Did not I, your dearest friend, promise to forevermore return unto you?” Viper hopped from the furniture, then tickled Elizabeth’s chin with an encircling purple tendril of elldyr. Elizabeth laughed, giddy despite her illness. “This time, I hath come bearing a gift.”

Viper pulled back the burlap, revealing a gilded gold frame carved with snakes weaving through Tudor roses. “The Sisters whom I visit hath a companion, a man named Turstin. He is a virtuoso of sculpture and painting. With the briefest glance of your divine beauty, he hath created this masterpiece.”

The oil portrait of Elizabeth danced on the canvas. The folds of her purple taffeta gown reflected light from an unseen source. Strands of gold and ruby necklaces draped across her corseted bosom. Delicately painted red and white roses adorned free-flowing, auburn hair. Her left hand displayed the Parhelion mounted on a sceptre. She patted a little, white dog with her right.

Elizabeth reached out and traced the rows of painted pearls beading the gown as if they were real. An image of Viper in a form-fitting dress, with a black velvet bodice and white damask sleeves, dwelt behind the painted Elizabeth. Both gowns had matching appliques of their first initials monogrammed together. Semper Eadem, Elizabeth’s personal motto, floated above their heads.

The beauty of the portrait brought tears to Elizabeth.

“Our friendship hath been much laboured this last year,” said Viper. “This painting is a reminder that my bond to you is unchanged.” Only the painted version of herself dared to touch Elizabeth’s shoulder. 

Elizabeth swallowed with disquiet. “This is a gift for which I am unworthy.”

“Why say you such a thing as this?”

Elizabeth withdrew the silver platter from beneath the apples. The fruit bounced on the floor and rolled in all directions.

“I was afeared you would not come back, and that if you did, you would refuse me of the request I would make.” Elizabeth paused, lower lip quivering. She toyed with a loose strand of hair, tucking it behind her ear. “Under Master Dee’s instruction, I used this mirrored platter and ascryed for Amy Dudley’s Blue Annie.”

Viper felt the colour drain from her skin. “Elizabeth, no.”

“I hath kept my counsellors from war and my divided clergy from self-destruction. I believe I am skillful enough a negotiator to make a deal with Annys. I contacted her successfully with the ascrying tool. She is to arrive momentarily.”

“What hath she promised unto you?”

Elizabeth held her head high, a queen on her throne. “A virgin birth. I heard those others immortals, your Maiden Stone Sisters, speak of it when we used the Parhelion last autumn. There is a cult of women who worship me as I am, without a master or husband. They will not marry if I do not. If I am with child, with my maidenhead intact, then England would have its heir – an heir from God.” The fervor in Elizabeth’s face made Viper’s heart race.

She couldn’t stop herself from growling, “What will you yield for her gift?”

Elizabeth didn’t answer. She held the platter in trembling hands, staring at her reflection.

Viper’s stomach turned. “Elizabeth, what promise gave you?”

The humaine lifted her head, face smeared with tears. “The Parhelion,” she whispered.

A blue rope of elldyr creft shot out from the corridor behind Elizabeth. The energy wound around her body and dragged her to the bedchamber beyond as the platter fell to the floor.

Viper chased after Elizabeth and braced herself against the doorway in shock. Here, in Elizabeth’s bedchamber, was Blue Annie.

Annys leaned on the wooden frame of Elizabeth’s four poster bed. A phony smile coasted amid wavy facial ridges. White pearls, sapphires and diamonds adorned her black hair, which moved in the elldyr creft around her as if she were submerged in water. Her oval face invited worship with its beauty, except for her eyes. Viper grimaced at red scars, like Elizabeth’s sealing wax, which framed Annys’ deep set eyes, white adrift on a sea of blue, as Viper’s were green on black.

Intricate, white lace sleeves floated on Annys’ azure skin like an ice floe on a summer river. She wore a corseted gown of white taffeta embellished with sapphires. The plunging gap in the front panel of her corset revealed full, rounded breasts. The curves of the bodice augmented those of her body, unlike the straight, unyielding Tudor corset. Annys held one of several thin, silver necklaces that descended from her neck to her lower torso, a narrow blade dangling from the chain. With her other hand, Annys casually conducted her elldyr creft around Elizabeth’s body like a puppeteer. Elizabeth and her aeir squirmed in the bindings that suspended her in the middle of the room, out of Viper’s reach.

“I am most pleased to make thy acquaintance after these many years,” Annys said to Viper in the same coy, deadly voice of the watery avatar Viper had seen in Amy Dudley’s house. Annys vacillated her small blade like a pendulum. “Thou art lovely to behold, albeit scrawny. Thou art not so formidable an opponent as did I anticipate.”

“Not so weak that I will not rescue my friend,” Viper retorted with clenched, burning fists.

“Friend? The V’Braed do not befriend our prey, my dear.”

“We are not cut from the same cloth,” Viper said, thrown off that Annys knew the otherworldly name for their kind when she did not (nor had the Sisters told her). The vehemence in Viper’s reaction also stemmed from the unsettling prospect that Annys sensed the garen in her, and how it revelled in Annys’ heinous presence.

“I order thee to let me go!” Elizabeth straightened up as much as she dared within Annys’ magical grasp.

“Hush little ewe,” Annys rebuked gently, as if to a child. “I am not thine to command. ’Twas thee that brought-” Annys interrupted herself. “’Tis so easy to forget one’s manners in this humaine society. How do I address thee?” she asked of Viper. “Do you remember thy name?”

“The only name I need is Viper.”

“With a temper so quick to strike, ’tis apt. Yet, I see that thou art without fangs. What is a snake who lacks teeth?” Annys threw a bolt of elldyr at Viper’s head, striking her left eye. Viper covered that side of her face, biting back the stinging pain. “Behold, virgin queen,” Annys said with a self-satisfied chuckle, “a one-eyed worm. Robert Dudley hath shown you his, did he not? For he did not often let my little bird, his wife Amy, go a-hunting for his trouser-worm, much to her dismay.”

“Make a mockery of my love if thou must,” Elizabeth replied, voice raised, “but inflict not thy scorn on Viper, my trusted ally.”

Annys’ laugh carried the music of a bubbling brook and the threat of a deluge. “An ally who hath been seeking kinship with her own, the V’Braed, these last months? Is that not why you did ascry for me, Queen of the English?” Elizabeth protested. Annys tutted her into silence.

Lady Sidney knocked at the outer doors to the receiving room, catching the attention of the immortals. Flash fire raged on Viper’s face. Her hair glowed orange for the briefest of moments.

“Elizabeth! Alert your guard!” Viper hurled herself towards Annys, hoping to gain the upper hand. Annys twisted the full capacity of her elldyr creft away from Elizabeth and cast her magic into a barrier from wall to wall. Elizabeth crashed to the floor. A loud crack sounded from her ankle and she screamed. Lady Sidney shouted for the Queen’s Guard from the hallway.

“What a mess thou hath caused, little garden snake,” Annys chided. “Thy queen cannot flee and thou art unable to retrieve her.”

“Lady Sidney hath alerted Elizabeth’s soldiers. They will break down the doors.” Viper helplessly thumped the shield of blue energy, her own elldyr creft arcing from her hands.

“Angry men with weapons make poor choices,” Annys cautioned. “They would kill us with not so much as a by thy leave.” Viper suspected that both she and Annys would both put up one Hell of a fight first. Annys smiled sweetly at Elizabeth. “Give me the Parhelion, stolen by thy ancestor, the Plantagenet King. I will take my leave of thee and thy pet viper shall escape, unharmed, afore thy guards breech this chamber.”

“No!” Viper begged from her knees. The energy hovering over her palms faded as her hope dwindled. Viper felt an emptiness widening beneath her as if the ground itself would swallow her whole. A tear traced a path along the ridges of her face. “If Annys takes the amulet, then I lose all hope of uncovering my home.”

The sound of axes thunking into the locked doors reached them. “Decide, humaine queen, for soon thy men shall be upon us. Thy amulet or thy snake’s life.”

Elizabeth wouldn’t make eye contact with Viper. “Annys speaks with exactitude,” she said, tearfully. “To my guards you, too, are a monster. If they see you, your destruction is assured.” Viper threw a hateful glare at Annys’ triumphant face. To her captor, the queen said, “Make me not endure another insult. Thou hast crushed my spirit as thou hath broken my ankle.” She withdrew the shining amulet from a chain hidden within her bodice. “Retrieve thy prize.”

Annys maintained her barrier as she stood over Elizabeth. Viper muttered threats beneath her breath. With glee, Annys grasped the Parhelion. The amulet’s power deflected her, propelling her back. The elldyr creft wall disintegrated.

“What witchcraft is this?” Annys shrieked. She held her wounded hand in front of her and tore off the lace sleeve to examine the damage. Her arm bore keloid scars shaped like those on Viper’s forearms.

Viper didn’t have time to process the meaning of the similarities between them. She hastened to Elizabeth’s side. Fearing the garen, the immortal didn’t touch her. Viper heard the splintering of the oak doors. The soldier’s voices grew louder.

“Humaine hands alone may touch this talisman, vile creature,” Elizabeth said to Annys. “Be gone or face my guards.”

“You shall die as did your brother!” Annys yelled.

Viper rushed her enemy. Annys’ elldyr creft threw Viper away from Elizabeth and into the outer stone wall. The impact winded Viper. She lay stunned on the ground. Through fluttering eyes, she saw Annys grip Elizabeth’s neck, chanting a curse.

Viper splayed out her fingers. She set Annys’ trailing skirt aflame with every ounce of concentration. Her enemy’s gown lit up with a whump. Annys shrieked and threw Elizabeth backwards. Annys conjured a heavy mist around herself but it wasn’t strong enough to douse the elldyr-fuelled flames. Her exposed skin charred. Eyes white with fury, Annys charged at Viper, blade in hand. Viper vaulted off the floor and onto a tall dresser beside Elizabeth’s bed. Annys collided with the wall.

The guards passed through the outer doors with the clatter of swords. Annys shoved open the window and escaped into the garden. From her vantage point, Viper saw her attacker, consumed by fire, dive into the Thames before anyone saw her. Annys did not re-emerge from the brown water. Below Viper, soldiers raced between the rooms, in pursuit of an intruder.

“Be at your ease, good Sirs,” said Lady Sidney as she cradled a faint Elizabeth in her arms. She had followed the armed men into the room. The Lady dropped the dried lungswort and aqua vitae when she took to her knees to help the crumpled queen. “There is no assassin. The queen hath tripped trying to reach her bed. She hath been the victim of a miasma. Behold,” the noblewoman exposed Elizabeth’s throat, “she hath the mark of the pox upon her.” The characteristic red skin and lumps of smallpox ravaged Elizabeth’s neck and upper chest. The men stepped back, protecting their mouths with their hands. “Pray that our Diana chooses Asclepius as her mate. Elsewise, Queen Elizabeth’s recovery is in the hands of God.”

Aqua vitae, the water of life, dripped from the leather flask into the carpet. 

 


19: Dugan Mound 

Maidstone, Kent.

June 4, 2012: afternoon.

Viper and Clare stepped under the horizontal lintel of the Sisters’ unearthed trilithon. Viper placed her forearm against the glowing glyphs on the massive upright stone. Red sparks spewed from the glyphs on the stone nearest the runic scars on her arm. Warm air blew at them from the portal, drying their clothes. Viper clasped the girl’s elbow when Clare retreated a step backwards. Smoke emitting from the ancient glyphs engulfed them. The immortal urged the human through the trilithon into the mist on the other side of the portal.

On Viper’s second step, vertigo spun the world that should be still. The Daoine Tor kept a firm hold on the girl. The babble of thousands of voices swirled around them, dense as the fog itself. An uncomfortable pressure in Viper’s ears progressively dulled the chaotic sound until both the sensation of deafness and disorientation became almost unbearable.

Viper took her third step forwards. The world around them cleared and her senses resumed as before. Transit through the portal felt like a short moment, but hours had passed. The sun hung low in the twilight sky. They had arrived on a crest of the chalky North Downs near the River Medway, some five miles north of Maidstone. The untended hill overlooked a small village where electric lights and stucco row houses replaced the vast, Kentish fields of Viper’s memory.

Viper’s heart skipped a beat when she saw unexpected bleakness where she expected to arrive. Long before the Sisters retreated beneath Maidstone, they had created this place to channel the aeir of the land and animals. The pristine double-ringed megalithic stone circle had been decimated. Her hands turned cold, and she unconsciously set Clare down. Clare took a moment longer to recover, sitting on the ground with her head in her hands. The portal sank back into the dirt behind them without a trace.

Only one of the original four outer trilithons remained. Its top lintel stone lay on the ground, where it had fallen long ago. Pockets of cup-shaped indentations, made by centuries of rainwater, scarred the exposed moss-covered side. Where they still existed, submerged remnants of the other upright sarsen boulders stuck out like boils on the ground. Seven narrow obelisks of black onyx and white quartz once stood between the trilithons, markers for the solstices and equinoxes of both Earth’s seasons and of V’Braed magic. They had vanished.

The more Viper took in, the more she found herself struggling to believe her eyes. She picked her way to the centre past cigarette butts, crushed beer cans, and scattered firework shells. Coarse grasses within the site refused to be trodden flat by local sightseers and delinquents. The inner ring of stones should have been comprised of four wide, rectangular, bluestone boulders around a solitary fire opal pillar, like the one in the Sisters’ hovel. Only one upright bluestone remained. Where once there was marginal space to shuffle between the inner circle of stones, the centre now lay splayed open and vulnerable. A concrete post rose from the middle, scarred by graffiti.

Viper grabbed a handful of gravel, the shattered remnants of one of the inner monoliths. “Worthless!” She threw the debris across the circle towards where the portal had returned, as if she could injure the Sisters through the absent passageway.

Clare gasped when the pebbles ricocheted around her feet. In her shock, Viper had forgotten about the girl. The immortal wordlessly examined Clare’s aeir with a brevity that centuries of expertise provided. Clare wasn’t harmed from her trip through the magical gateway. She sustained only minor injuries from the incident with the Merrows.

“Your wounds needs must wait.” Viper pointed to the trash lying around her. “If I am to find the Mort Lake Glass, I need to lend what remains of my magic to this ravaged place.”

“I can’t hear you,” Clare responded, shaking her head. “The water shorted out my electronics, remember? Where are we?” Her hands signed her words simultaneously.

Viper faced Clare. It wasn’t her fault that the Merrow dragged her under water. Viper preferred the modern approach to curing hearing loss over the medieval application of crushed, dried earwigs and rabbit urine in the ear canal, even if the technology wasn’t waterproof. She was willing to be patient with the deaf girl.

“I know this place as Dugan’s Bode,” Viper explained, making her words and facial expression clearly visible. “The stones guard one of the Sisters’ dwellings beneath the surface. I hath been here once before, then compelled to…leave.” The quiet of the abandoned circle raised disquiet in her.

Clare touched the stones gingerly as she explored the ruins. “I’ve never been here before, but this place is familiar, as were the landscapes in the Sisters’ home. There,” she said, pointing to a sign. “Tourist information from the local council.” Clare read aloud, “Dugan Mound, nestled above Soester Village, is one of seven groups of megaliths and burrows in the Medway valley built by Neolithic man for ceremonial and burial purposes.” She glanced to the nearby habitation. “That’s Soester.”

“Humaines hath credited themselves with creating the magnificence of a place wrought by the elldyr creft of the V’Braed?” Viper’s disgust flared from the darkest recesses of her eyes. “How expected of humaines, using their arrogance to justify the rape of magic in the land. For if humaines claim ownership of the stones’ construction, so can they assert their right to its destruction.”

Clare toed an empty bottle of Buckfast wine. “Funny how this site isn’t as well-known as Stonehenge. I love places like this. Dugan Mound…” Clare interrupted herself before Viper scoffed at the name. “I’m sorry. Dugan’s Bode must have been beautiful in its day. If people knew the truth about these places, they wouldn’t treat it like a garbage dump. You could show us.”

“Are you so naïve?” Viper almost turned her head away, but her growing annoyance pushed her into an open stare. “Humaines live to obtain and wield power. They hath no respect for the world within which they live, nor the power within themselves. When I am done with Annys, I hath a mind to punish humaines for that which they hath robbed from the Daoine Tor. My castigation shall be most severe.”

“Have you no love for anyone?” Clare asked, her voice defiant. “Are you so full of resentment that you would condemn me too?”

“Bah!” Viper threw her hands up at the girl, unable to find a satisfactory retort.

“You can’t keep pushing people away. I’ve committed myself to helping you, and so have the others. If you give humans a chance, you’ll find that we have so much to offer, flawed as we are.”

The garen surging within Viper threatened to answer on her behalf. She grimaced and said nothing as she scaled the six-foot concrete post at the centre of the ruins. The height was as much distance as she could put between herself and the shrewd girl. Viper didn’t know whether it was the silence between them or the chill of the oncoming evening that dispirited her.

Clare raised her voice to be heard from the perimeter. “Revenge against Annys, or humans, won’t complete you.” Viper cast a warning look at Clare, who wouldn’t desist. “Are you sure that some of your indignation isn’t you being sore at yourself for leaving Owain to fend for himself in London?”

The honesty of Clare’s words killed Viper’s righteousness. The girl spoke of the self-doubt Viper concealed from Mouse and his companions.

Viper turned her back on Clare. “If he is wronged by my choices, my vengeance shall be hollow, indeed,” she confessed, knowing the girl couldn’t hear.

The turbulence of Viper’s conflicting emotions crashed in upon her heart. “I command you, open!” she roared at the ancient site. Viper fired elldyr creft where the stones should have been, trying to spawn the missing pieces into existence. The hilltop lit up in brilliant flashes of purple. The land didn’t respond to her invocation. Her heart raced faster than the magic pulsing from her body.

“This cannot be!” she wailed. A solid beam of deep violet erupted from her hands, cut across the ruins and through the sky above Soester. Her eyes swirled rapidly in uncharacteristic confusion, unaware of the camera flashes from within the village. “Why hath you sent me here, where there is no magic?” she demanded of the wind.

“You have to have faith that the Sisters sent you here for a reason,” Clare offered in response to Viper’s body language, as much as her words.

Viper jumped to the ground and tore out the concrete pillar. Soil lay powerless beneath it. With two hands, Viper heaved the pillar towards Soester. The object smashed apart when it crashed through high hedges and into the road at the base of the hill. A passing car skidded around the wreckage.

“Faith in what?” Viper yelled at Clare, her body quaked with fury. She pounded the unyielding stone. “Riddles? Humanity? Fate? Ever since I escaped from Annys’ prison, my every step hath been thwarted.” Her body alternated its purple hues. Fire dripped from her hands and she paced recklessly through the ruins.

Clare bit her lip in thought. After several minutes, she said, “What if the Sisters didn’t know that this site was so barren? They said the Mort Lake Glass was under their stones, which I’m guessing are this group of Medway stones. Remember: ‘The Medway holds the beginning.’ This could be the beginning of your quest. We have to be in the right place.”

Neither Viper consumed by anger, nor Clare lost in introspection, noticed the cerulean mist accumulating around the hole where Viper had pulled out the concrete post. The vapour spread outwards to the margin of the ruins and around Viper’s ankles. She jumped towards Clare to protect her. The mist enrobed and entangled Viper’s arms and legs until she couldn’t move. Startled, Clare tripped and scuttled backwards, far beyond the miasma’s reach.

Water dripped upwards from the ground until a liquid dome formed over the outer ring of Dugan Mound, enclosing Viper within. The immortal tossed her head, fending off the droplets that blocked her mouth and nose. Layers of ultramarine, lenticular clouds formed above Dugan Mound. Silent lightning coursed between the dome and the flattened disc-shaped clouds.

Annys’ watery avatar materialized from a cyclone at the centre of the ruins. Sea-blue hair cascaded over rounded shoulders and a full bosom. Its hands settled on ample, curved hips. Rivulets of water wound upwards, like arm bangles, towards its smug, oval face. The dagged ends of its flowing strapless dress morphed into a dozen additional chains.

The bonds strengthened those lashed around Viper. They pulled her arms over her head and held her spread-eagled between the upright stones of the outer trilithon until she was unable to touch the ground. The avatar coasted nose to nose with Viper. Its hands swam around the immortal’s face. Panic threatened to overwhelm Viper.

“Hello, my Silver One,” Annys’ voice crooned from her translucent construct. Each syllable uttered by the full lips dripped smoothly into Viper’s ears.

“Annys,” Viper responded in accusation rather than acknowledgment. She struggled to free herself without success. The runes on her arms glowed hotly. A burning sensation from the shapes radiated through her body.

“I must admit,” the avatar said with a grand smile, “you’ve impressed me. You escaped my prison and you bested my Merrows. That’s no small accomplishment.”

On the outside of the magical half-sphere, Clare yelled, “Let her go!” She struck her hands on the outer surface. The avatar flicked its wrist and a water burst shoved Clare farther away.

“Humans,” Annys’ avatar said with a sardonic tone that felt oddly conspiratorial to Viper, “the most important creatures on Earth. Well, we V’Braed know better, don’t we, my dear?”

“How is it that thou art so changed of speech?” The sincerity in her own voice shocked Viper. She was glad Clare couldn’t hear her. The immortal never expected to be interested in her nemesis. That Annys conducted such power from an unknown distance bewildered Viper. Some part of her yearned to know the other Daoine Tor’s secrets and whether she could apply them to her own abilities. Annys’ beguiling personality made camaraderie a sore temptation.

“Cultorum lingua,” the conjured image said, its rolled ‘r’s elongated. It liked its lips with a gaudy display. “The worshipper’s tongue. Join me, Viper, and live like a Goddess instead of a queen’s plaything.”

Viper pushed aside the thought of joining Annys, blaming the urge on centuries of isolation.

“Thou art no god,” Viper hissed with as much enmity as she could vocalize.

The avatar’s colour intensified to glacial blue at the rebuke. “Am I not? I am eternal, I have incredible power, and I walk on water.” Fluid pooled beneath the avatar lifted so high, Viper strained her neck to make eye contact.

“Humaines hath gods aplenty. Why should they worship you?” Invasive trickles of water slid from Viper’s sodden hair and down her back.

“Bless the gods of the humans.” The avatar put its hands together in mock prayer. Tiny tendrils of water created fluttering eyelashes in its face. “Forgive me Father, for I love to sin in your name.” The eyes opened. “The way in which they speak may have altered, but time hasn’t changed humanity. Throughout the centuries, humans pit one god against the other; brother against brother. They’re about to destroy themselves.” She gestured with her left hand and a sphere of water floated in front of her, the geography of Earth visible on its surface. “When they do, I’ll come forward and cleanse the world with my tides.” The avatar kissed the globe and the oceans pulsed green-blue before they flooded the continents. “The survivors will worship me, and offer up sacrificial aeir unto their Earth Mother, as once they did before. The woes of the world shall be washed away, and a better life will begin anew.”

“Thou art no giver of life. Thy touch brings only plague. I am the Daoine Tor who hath the ability to heal.”

The avatar hurtled the globe at Viper, striking her in the face. Viper sputtered and her body trembled with anger. Air heavy with moisture invaded Viper’s lungs with each breath.

“You are too much among the humans if you use that bastard name for yourself,” it said, showing cracks in Annys’ genial persona. “You don’t deserve to be V’Braed.”

Viper spit at the avatar.

Annys’ avatar wiped the spittle from her dress and sucked it from her fingers. “You might be able to fix what’s broken in a human,” it said with a kind voice that didn’t match its evil expression, “but water gives humans life. I am mistress over the veins of their world. If I take water away from them, your healing skill would amount to… nothing.”

Clare stomped towards the exterior of the dome, armed with a thick branch. She battered the magical barrier in futility. Viper melded her mind into the girl’s, hoping to find a way to tell the girl to run for safety, even though Viper couldn’t communicate telepathically.

The immortal witnessed the world through Clare’s eyes. She saw herself strung up between the stones, her lilac body drained of colour and insignificant compared to that of the avatar. The sight of herself, exposed and pitiful, made Viper recoil into her own mind, in horror. Clare stopped shouting so she could lip-read the avatar’s words.

“I don’t despise you, not really” the avatar said. It flowed around Viper on its platform. “We are so much the same, that hating you would be like self-loathing.”

“I am nothing such as thee.”

“We have different powers, and I’m robust and delicious to behold while you’re, well, you’re a walking stick with muscles, aren’t you? Sadly, you’re one of four immortals on these lands, and that makes you more like me than you care to admit.”

Viper’s body betrayed her when it shivered at the mention of the conjoined V’Braed sisters.

“Oh,” Annys’ avatar said with a pout, “did you honestly think that I didn’t know about the others? I’m the reason they went into hiding.” The construct sighed. “Unfortunately for me, they are onerous as a pair. I can’t break through their Greenwardens and safeguards.” It clapped its hands together with a sloshing sound. “Let us use the tools of the Mort Lake Sage. Together we could overpower those reticent twins,” it said with unexpected joy.

“I will never join thee.” Viper had no intention of revealing that she’d failed to find the Mort Lake Glass.

“I will never join you,” the avatar corrected. “Oh, I do miss the relationship status implied in the antiquated use of thee and thou.” The image flipped its hair dismissively. “As you wish. I don’t need you. I’ve waited centuries for synchronicity in the magic of Earth’s solar solstice and V’Braed elldyr creft. Soon enough, I’ll have the strength to deal with the twins on my own. Besides, you took everything that should have been mine. To be honest, I don’t feel like sharing.”

The avatar crooked a finger towards Viper. Manacles of water rose from the ground and grabbed her. They jerked her across the ground to the solitary bluestone near the middle of the ring. Viper dug her heels into the mud ineffectively.

“Oh,” the avatar sang in mock sympathy over Viper’s shoulder as water lashed Viper to the stone, “where is your marvellous strength now, my friend? Is that why you brought the human? To replenish yourself after you open the entrance to the Sisters’ subterranean hovel? She is scrumptious.”

“She is none of thy concern.” Viper twisted her head in an effort to see Clare. The girl ran to the section of the dome closest to the standing boulder.

The avatar plummeted from the platform like a waterfall. It reshaped itself into Annys so close to Viper that she could feel a fine spray on her face.

“That’s for me to decide, after you die.” The avatar tapped its chin in thought. Groundwater seeping up through the dirt and dripping from the dome’s inner surface pooled around Viper’s ankles like an incoming tide. The avatar’s lips brushed Viper’s cheek. “I promise you,” it whispered in Viper’s ear, “I’ll savour every bit of her life-magic.”

Viper generated a flash fire around her head. The avatar pulled back, steam belching from its face. The construct rippled and repaired itself. Annys’ thin laughter filled Viper with revulsion and contempt, eradicating any trace of benevolence towards her kin.

“You have a soft spot for humans. I hope she’s worth dying for.” The biting cold of the water reached Viper’s hips. “This time, I won’t make the same oversight. I’ll kill you myself.”

A towering wave pounded Viper. The undertow buried her deep, even as the liquid chains melded into the turbulence. Viper felt a rush in her ears and her vision narrowed. The pounding of Clare’s hands on the dome resonated through Viper’s slowing heartbeat.

If Viper had any hope of saving herself, she had to ignite what little oxygen remained in the dome. Her fight for freedom could be her last. Viper clawed for the standing stone when her hands grazed its surface. She hauled herself above the waterline, her body ablaze with elldyr creft.

“Damned be thy power!” Viper exploded into flames. Clare protected her eyes as Viper’s magic flared. Annys’ avatar dissipated with a deafening sizzle. Clouds of steam saturated the interior of the dome.

“Viper!” Clare ran around the perimeter, seeking a point of entry. The heavy fog refused to unveil its secrets. “Viper! Are you still in there? Show me you’re OK.” Clare pushed against the barrier with open palms.

Viper slapped glowing hands on the boundary between herself and Clare. The immortal sagged to her knees, desperate eyes cast upon the human girl.

“So brave, and yet, so foolish.” Annys’ voice drifted in the straggling vapours. “Even if you evaporated all of the water on this hill, you couldn’t stop me. Don’t you understand?” The thick haze organized itself into fingers that gripped Viper’s throat from behind. “Fire can be extinguished. So long as there is water on this planet, I can reach you, and you can’t hurt me.”

“Don’t let her win, Viper! Please,” Clare begged, ragged and hoarse. “Fight back!” The young woman kept her hands against Viper’s palms. “Tell me what to do.”

Viper’s eyes, a hint of malachite lost in a dark cave, met Clare’s. “I beg you forgive my weakness.” Viper hoped she conveyed her sincerity in the words the girl lip-read. Clare’s streaming tears lifted from her face, unwittingly reinforcing the dome. “Run,” Viper said. “Cannot fight. Run!”

The fingers around Viper’s neck further solidified as the avatar’s hands and arms took shape. Viper mouthed Now! to Clare. Before her head drooped, Viper saw Clare escaping in the direction of Soester.

A high-pitched boom produced ripples in the dome. A second sonic pulse fired, closer this time. Both the dome and the avatar collapsed with a monumental splash around Viper. Armed soldiers in camouflage fatigues swarmed Dugan Mound like ants. Electrified netting confined Viper, thrown from a helicopter hovering above the hill, and a cannon-like projection pointed at her from its open side door. Soldiers dangling from the chopper trained guns on Viper, while others escorted Clare to the far side of the hill, steering well clear of the electrified puddles. Viper clamped her hands to her head and screamed into the mud around her. Clare wouldn’t need her cochlear implants to hear Viper’s agony. 

 


20: The Sage of Mort Lake 

June 21st, 1570.

Dugan’s Bode, Kent.

The blazing reflection of the setting sun turned the River Medway into a flame that snaked through the Kent valley, where the chalky hills of the North Downs met the river. Fields of hops and barley had flourished after a recent run of wet days, their colour the same lush green dominating Viper’s preoccupied eyes. Before the sun set, she had a choice to make. She could enter Dugan’s Bode and live forever safely hidden from mankind, as did the Sisters of the Maiden Stone, or return to Elizabeth and face the risk of combat with Annys.

The midsummer solstice bathed her purple body in hues of warm marigold orange and honey yellow. Viper’s long, moonlight hair clung to her naked body like a lover. She’d left her traveling clothes on the thick flowering gorse, steps away. She didn’t want to ruin the last gifts given to her by Elizabeth.

Viper drummed her nails on the nearest of four trilithons in the outer ring of the dual-ringed henge crowning Dugan’s Bode. The rhythmic tapping calmed her nerves. The electrifying power within the stones hewn by the Sisters’ elldyr creft raised the hair on her arms and made her rune-scars shimmer.

Ancient humaines built large sarsen stones of their own in the valley around Dugan’s Bode. However, none of their constructs escaped the ravages of time and humaine occupation as did the magic-imbued stones of Dugan’s Bode. To the west of the river lay the unshapely rock heaps of the Coldrum and Addington Long Barrows, disused and abandoned. The Chestnuts prevailed, upright and intact, but the plain rocks remained silent. On the east side of the river, not far from Dugan’s Bode, lay Katigern’s Coty and what had come to be called The Countless Stones.

Every time Viper passed The Countless Stones en route to the Sisters’ home in Maidstone, she changed the number of boulder fragments. Humaine endeavours to make a record of the number of stones never rendered the same final number. Local superstition held that ill fortune would befall anyone who successfully repeated their count. Other humaine-made henges and megaliths had been lost beneath the soil long ago.

Viper raised her hand against the sunset. She blew a sorrowful kiss westwards to the queen she left behind. The answers to Viper’s origin, the ache of which she could no longer deny, would not be found in the company of mankind. She had to renounce her present friendship to understand the past.

Four trilithons of grey sarsen stone defined the perimeter of Dugan’s Bode. Pairs of narrow black onyx marked the points on the outer circle where the sun passed through Earth’s summer and winter solstices. Triplet white quartz indicated the peak moment of Daoine Tor magic. At the heart of the henge, four wide bluestone boulders, thicker than a triple hand span and taller than two men, surrounded a red, fire opal pillar. A late afternoon rain gave the Welsh bluestone a blue-grey hue. The three foot high fire opal could only be activated by the elldyr creft of the V’Braed, when the solstices of the black onyx and the triplet of white quartz aligned.

Viper had waited years to wield her elldyr creft at the Bode and uncover that which the Sisters would not tell her.

She stepped between the twin onyx stones and blocked the fading summer solstice light with her body. Waning sunlight warmed her back. She laid her hands upon the top of the onyx and triggered the Sisters’ protective enchantment. White aeir curled around the onyx and Viper’s arms. Winds rushed from beneath the arches of the outer trilithons towards the middle of the circle, carrying with them scents from different lands. Her hair streamed forwards, sucked to the middle by magic. Had she been humaine, Viper would have been pulled across the circle, into a trilithon on the other side, then thrust through it into another part of the world.

The bluster of wind calmed. Viper collapsed on her hands and knees, spent. For long moments, she paused, the hammering of her heartbeat the only sound. She braced herself upon the onyx to rise to her feet, then stumbled towards the bluestones. The Welsh bluestones had not moved.

“Why do you not let me wield my power?” she cried, tears layering her face. “Hath I not suffered long enough without answers?”

Viper felt a searing pain through her torso. A bolt of white light burst from her sternum into one of the centre boulders. The bluestone tilted towards her like a drawbridge until it came to a rest on the ground. The other three likewise retracted and spread into a platform around the fire opal. Multi-coloured inclusions in the opal glowed, despite the oncoming night. Viper swore she could make out faces in the iridescent illuminations.

Glyphs projected from the surfaces of the rectangular bluestones. The symbols twisted together like gears and she felt a tremor beneath her feet. Viper leapt back as the flat boulders began to spin, slowly at first, then with unbelievable speed. Clumps of sod flew from the ground as the stones descended like an auger. The opal formed the axis of a descending staircase.

A breeze the smell of fresh grass, sent by the Sisters, coaxed her forwards. Viper lit her path with an elldyr creft flaming hand. She began moving down the steps.

Nothingness ate her foot.

The darkness raced up Viper’s leg to her pelvis. She grasped for the fire opal, breaking off fingernails. The immortal tried lashing her magic around an outer trilithon to hoist herself out of the widening gulf. She failed. When she cried out for help, blackness bubbled out of her mouth and swallowed her head. The stars vanished.

Viper lost complete sense of her body. She screamed soundlessly. A pinpoint of white popped into existence on the left side of her. Or, perhaps it was her right. She moved with what she thought was a turn of her head. The glow danced ahead, then behind. Her eyes burned as the light grew in size. She ran and her feet carried her nowhere. The brightness dot exploded into a searing flash and Viper guarded her face.

The ringing in Viper’s ears subsided and Viper heard Elizabeth’s voice.

“Magnificently done, Master Dee!”

Thick, rapid thumping followed. Viper instinctively used her elldyr creft to hide herself from humaine sight. She opened her eyes, unable to see through the grey smoke that smelled of rotten eggs. The immortal blinked with watering eyes until the haze in the room cleared. Something had transported her to a humaine dwelling crowded with all manner of contraptions and a greater number of books than she had ever seen in one place.

A jubilant Elizabeth stood in front of Viper, clapping leather-gloved hands with enthusiasm. The flames of a few dozen candles twinkled in the jewels appliquéd on her white silk bodice, embroidered in black. Annys’ attack had scarred Elizabeth’s throat. To hide the marks, she wore a high, frilled neck ruff of fine lawne linen, and painted her skin impossibly white using ceruse, a lead powder and vinegar mixture. Ground black kohl lined her eyes and red vermilion brightened her lips. England’s queen had become a living marble statue of Diana, or of the Virgin Mary, depending upon which pantheon of gods her subjects cast her. Most humaines had forgotten the island’s original gods.

As Elizabeth turned to speak to the man in the room, the swirl of her brown damask skirt brushed over several scorched glyphs on the wooden floor that encircled Viper. Two rows of these symbols lead from her feet to a polished obsidian oval, as high as a child, mounted into the floor. Between the obsidian ascrying stone and Viper, was a glass convex circle with an uneven surface held in a frame of metal straps and wires. A small plate on a wooden box rested between the glass and the obsidian, upon which lay smouldering saltpeter ash.

The strange man Elizabeth addressed measured the residue on the plate with calipers. Ghost-white handprints dusted his black scholar’s robes. He retrieved an oblong piece of solid copper, split through the middle for one half of its length. The sage murmured to himself as he tapped the obsidian and glass lightly with the object. Each time, he held the forked metal to his ear and listened to the sound it made. He consulted the sextant on the table behind him and recorded his observations in a chart. Several glass bowls of different sizes containing varying amounts of water clustered around his notes.

Viper opened her mouth to question Elizabeth. The mortal queen held up a finger to shush the immortal, and said, “Doctor Dee, did not you hear my words?” Elizabeth coached the older man to pay attention to his queen. “My seelie wicht is here. Your experiment hath succeeded.” The muted gleam of the Parhelion showed from under Elizabeth’s outermost layer.

“Here, and yet, not here, Your Majesty,” John Dee replied. Since he didn’t wear the amulet, Dee couldn’t see the immortal. “The flash of saltpeter did not make your seelie wicht visible to my eyes. It is not truly an accomplishment if I cannot see the being of whom you speak.”

Viper didn’t need to recognize the man’s pale narrow face and long nose to know his identity. Dee was the only one of Elizabeth’s courtiers who loved the pursuit of the unknown over the loyalty he bore the Crown. He was Elizabeth’s advisor in matters related to science and the occult. Viper originally thought him harmless, since he preferred quenching his thirst for knowledge in the four thousand books at his home at Mort Lake over the lavish life Elizabeth offered in her Court.

Dee stroked the wiry beard that was twice the length of his face. “I must need another elemental factor for better regulation of the ascrying process.” Deep crow’s feet, from hours of squinting through manuscripts, spawned from the corners of brooding eyes. Flecks of red spotted his cheeks. His tall lean body showed no signs of manual labour in his forty-three years, although substantial dirt existed under his split nails.

He intently surveyed the glyphs in the floor around Viper, without seeing her, and said dreamily, “To behold a Daoine Tor with each of my senses…” His face lit up and he threw his splayed hands into the air. “Atticus! Atticus spoke of using the senses in his response to Praeparatio Evangelica.” He muttered among densely packed codices, searching for something.

Shadows taunted Viper from each corner of the room as Dee rambled in and around the maze created by his precariously balanced treasures. The man’s ability to control her actions, and his unknown intention, made Viper’s skin crawl with revulsion.

Books and strange objects packed the room, stifling the air with the smell of parchment and leather. Crystal balls of differing sizes and set in ornate holders lined his bookshelves. Dee pushed papers off a heavy, black chair with a sturdy, boxy base and placed a large candle in its holder upon the exposed seat. He settled himself on the floor with a sizeable, bound manuscript. His fingers traced scribbled glosses of red ink in the sidebars.

Elizabeth twirled in the only wide space of the congested room with a bottle of wine. She stopped, took a heady gulp, and then caught Viper’s eye. The disgust in Viper’s glare was as stark as the nakedness of her body.

“Oh, Viper, you are like to whine, yet I have wine to like. Throw off your scorn and toast to the Doctor with me.” Elizabeth ignored both Viper’s disapproving stare and her lack of clothes. Viper, unaccustomed to being so openly addressed by Elizabeth in front of other humaines, didn’t reply. “Be not offended by his inattentiveness. He is bewitched with bewilderment,” Elizabeth said with a girlish giggle.

Elizabeth’s flippancy didn’t impress Viper. “What is this magic your sage hath cast upon me, Elizabeth?” Viper’s elldyr creft flew outwards from her and knocked over the device that brought her to Mort Lake from Dugan’s Bode.

The shockwave shoved Elizabeth into a table. Her bottle thumped the furniture without shattering. Dee scrambled from the floor. He rushed to his apparatus and righted it in earnest.

“Be at ease, my friend,” Elizabeth said to Viper. She gestured to Dee that she was alright. She picked up a goblet from the table. “You forbade me to ascry on my own, and so hath I taken your words unto my heart.” The bottle clattered on the drinking vessel as Elizabeth emptied the contents. She offered the glass to Viper, who refused. Elizabeth shook her head at the rejection, then drank the entire glass. She flicked her glass with her free hand. “Oh, how I would that our friendship hath such perfect clarity as that sound.” Dee halted his fumbling in the wake of the crystal’s hauntingly soft reverb.

“Friends request a visitation,” Viper said through gritted teeth. “They do not command.” She ignored the sage’s newfound interest in the different tones of crystals and water-filled vases. She turned her back on Elizabeth, unwilling to move in case the sage would apply some other magic.

“I command who I wish to befriend, and I befriend whom I wish to command,” Elizabeth said, her scathing words disguised in coy timbre.

“Your rhetoric works magic on your courtiers, Faerie Queen. It hath not any power to make me fawn over your affection.”

“For my affection? Your words are rich-laden.” Elizabeth’s shrill laughter made Viper face her in surprise. A storm flashed up in Elizabeth’s face. “Long has it been since you hath sought my companionship.”

“Why speak you so unfairly? It has been naught but a short season.” Viper’s mind raced as she tried to remember when she last came to Court.

“You hath been away from me for ten years. You left, intent to ask the Sisters if they knew a way to prevent Annys’ pox. When I neither saw of you, nor heard from you, I afeared that I could no longer count upon your assistance to thwart my enemies, be they man or monster.”

“Elizabeth, you know time is of little consequence to me. You had your new spy Walsingham and Lord Burghley to keep you safe from humaine plots. With the Parhelion to defend you, your Court to love you, and me far from your presence, what hath you to fear?”

“I was lonely!” Elizabeth blurted out. She adjusted the wig on her head even though it needed no alteration. “I rule over my Court, yet cannot rule over my heart.” Elizabeth paced in the room, as much as the narrow paths among the clutter would allow her. “My Court complained that I was too much awake at night. They did not know that, in secret, I wished for your company.” She laid her hand over her bodice and the hidden amulet. “Three years ago, a new star formed in the night sky. I asked Master Dee to Court for his observations.

“I remember,” Dee said, partly to himself and partly to Elizabeth from his table, “a sign of good fortune, to be sure.”

Elizabeth continued, “Doctor Dee chanced upon me when I was alone and crying. ’Twas then that I confided unto him of my wretched solitude. Your time with me stayed much of my melancholy. Without your company to hand, I was distracted and uninterested in the business of my kingdom. I left much of the workings of my politics to my Privy Council and spent many hours sequestered from my Court. Distraught beyond measure, I confessed unto Master Dee my familiarity with a Daoine Tor. He was most interested to observe you, and I had not the means to bring you before him. Thus, I set him a task to find and deliver you.” Elizabeth smiled grandly and held her arms open wide to Viper. “And through the use of his Mort Lake Glass, and this marvellous invention, here you are!”

Dee addressed the empty space adjacent to Viper. “If you would show yourself unto me, ’twould be a confirmation of my proposition. I believe there are other planes of existence beyond this realm and you are my proof. Perhaps, we can be of help to each other?”

Viper ignored him.

“I am not an animal such as the ones you keep chained at London Towyr to put on display at your whim,” she yelled at Elizabeth. “How dare you reveal our intimate friendship to this charlatan?”

“Master Dee is my confidant,” Elizabeth retorted, her cheeks aflame through the lead paste. “He, too, foretold my Crown when I was a Mary’s prisoner at the Towyr. Who else except a man of the occult would understand my allegiance to a puissant creature who honours no laws of Church, nor State?”

Dee fumbled with crystals of various shapes, colours and polished surfaces, trying to see Viper. His pale blue aeir spread out in every possible direction as he jumbled them in his arms.

“Tell her…” An irregularly shaped crystal toppled from his hands to the floor and splintered into four pieces. He fumbled as he picked up the shards. “Tell her that I, of all men, appreciate the complexity of her nature. If she would share her expertise with me, I will create a wisdom within the British Empire that is illuminated beyond any teachings of any church, to the betterment of mankind.”

Viper removed her enchantment of concealment with explosive righteousness. She towered over Dee’s crouching body. Elldyr fire roiled from skin so tainted by ire that its eggplant colour neared black. The sage froze.

“What would thee examine first, Doctor, my body or my fire?” Viper snarled. She roped her elldyr creft around him and hoisted him in the air. He tilted to the left, crystals clutched to his chest. Parchments and small objects stirred in slow motion around the room. Dee’s legs thrashed and he knocked over a vase. The water flooded his writings. Viper’s elldyr creft writhed with intrinsic loathing of the man who sought jurisdiction over her, casting a deep red-fuscia hue on her hair.

“Seek the fire in my magic and thou shalt be burned!” Viper made the crystals in Dee’s arms reach unbearable temperatures. He tossed them from his scalded hands. The stones floated in the swirling field of debris around him, glowing as white-hot as her fury. The growing magic sucked up the flames of the candles until they snuffed out.

“Viper, stop!” Lost in the din, Elizabeth’s commanding voice sounded like the kiss of an infant. She held the Parhelion in shaking hands. Even from this distance, the immortal sensed the defensive power of the amulet.

“I trusted you, Elizabeth, and you forsake me.” Viper wound a tendril of elldyr creft around Elizabeth, careful not to touch the Parhelion. She hooked the back of Elizabeth’s ruff with her magic and pulled the accessory upwards. Elizabeth wasn’t so high that her feet left the floor, but neither was she comfortable. Viper wanted to teach Elizabeth a lesson, and it took the full measure of the immortal’s self-control not to wring Elizabeth’s neck with her own clothes.

“I appointed Dee as my Noble Intelligentsia that his freedom of any study might one day be of service unto you,” Elizabeth said, pulling the bulky fabric away from her neck before she choked.

“I thought you knew better the nature of men, as you hath shown in your politics.” Viper knew her targeted words would hurt Elizabeth deeper than the feeble strangulation. “This sorcerer’s interests are no different than the shallow love of your suitors. Mankind seeks to conquer that which they say they honour, be it knowledge, women or gods. He, too, will overmaster you.”

The runes from Viper’s arms floated above her skin, ready to receive Dee’s life force. The pallor of death threatened Dee as his aeir trickled towards Viper.

“Blame not the servant of my heart, I entreat you.” Tears carved lines through Elizabeth’s make-up. “You know well enough that am I driven by my heart as much as my head. If you are angry with me, then take up your quarrel with me.”

Viper studied her friend with questioning eyes. Elizabeth’s stately demeanour had crumbled. Dee’s aeir hovered within Viper’s reach.

“Viper! Please!”

Viper shrieked in frustration and liberated her captives. Dee toppled to the ground, alive but unconscious. His aeir floated back into his body. Elizabeth braced herself on a chair with relief, calming her breath. Objects that Viper’s power had churned up fell with a clatter. The room turned completely dark, save for the burning embers of elldyr creft in Viper’s hands and the innocent radiance of the Parhelion.

In the stillness, Viper heard Elizabeth’s halting voice. “You have my thanks,” she whispered. “I swear unto you, he shall never use this device again, save by my assent.”

“Destroy it, Elizabeth,” Viper replied flatly. “Trust not this zealot. Should he manipulate the magic of Daoine Tor, I fear ’twill be the end of you.”

“What of you? Will you stay with me?”

To Viper’s eyes, Elizabeth’s golden aeir infused the room with warmth. Dee’s workshop lay in shambles. It would take him months to organise his study effectively. Viper reached for her friend in apology, then stopped. Elizabeth’s aeir trickled towards Dee and their aeir merged. The man moaned as he stirred from unconsciousness. Elizabeth stumbled over the debris to raise her sage’s head.

Spite reigned over Viper’s heart. “If I remain with you, then your magician must go.”

Dabbing Dee’s face with her damask skirt, Elizabeth shook her head. “I cannot in good conscience send him away. What manner of queen would I be to my people if I hath not so well-learned a man in my retinue? I risk all for my kingdom that I would not put my kingdom at risk.”

“Then so shall we part ways, Faerie Queen.” Viper burned out Dee’s runes in the floor with fire from her hands. “I will seek out the Sisters and join them. Do not expect my return.”

“I do not give you my leave to go!” Elizabeth ordered Viper as she marched for the exit.

“I do not take it.”

Viper left through the door leading to Mort Lake with Elizabeth cradling the head of her sage in a sea of destruction.
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21: The Tower of London 

The Tower of London.

June 5, 2012: late morning.

The air around Viper smelled of forgotten memories. Royal antiquities choked the room, a large cavern hewn from the bedrock of the River Thames. Leather-bound books rested on drooping shelves. Tracks in the thick dust led to portraits that had been moved beside a glass cabinet to make room for Viper’s cell. She recognized one with a gold-gilded framed carved with Tudor roses that surrounded a black background. Of the figure inside, the immortal made out the edge of an upright, wired, sheer veil, adorned with gold filigree embroidery and black pearls. Other paintings blocked the rest of her view. Fifty feet above her, tourists at the Tower of London photographed nine ravens at the historical attraction. During the night, the military had dragged Viper past the birds and into the bowels of the Tower. The ravens had been hopping about with agitation ever since.

In Viper’s time, this part of the dungeon held the least respected of the Tower prisoners. She had kept Princess Elizabeth away from the human decay penetrating through the chamber door, the smell of ferric blood indistinguishable from the erosive iron clamps. Heavy chains still wove through two rows of sizeable iron keyholes that pierced the wall. A disused British Army uniform from the Georgian-era hung from an upper rung, floating like a bloodstained ghost. Viper pressed her forehead against the cold bars of her unforgiving cage. LED lights in the ceiling revealed medieval graffiti scratched into the rock. Wide and rough, the carvings captured the last vestiges of the former captives’ existence. If prisoners had died here, the evidence had long since faded.

Annys’ prison was a place of the earth, yet not on the Earth. There, Viper felt lost in a void. She had overextended her senses, sorely unsatisfied. She wished for that absence of feeling now. The Daoine Tor’s hands bore mending bruises. She had pummeled her fists upon the broad bars of her cage for hours. The metal did not buckle. Viper’s weakness grew as time passed without feeding. Her skeleton wanted to leap out of her skin and dismantle devices set beyond her reach that amplified her frailty and prevented her escape. The runes on Viper's arms felt like they were going to tear themselves off sluggish limbs.

The debilitating barrier emitted from four spinning crystals floating above gold and silver boxes, positioned beyond the corners of her cage. Through clear panes set into the sides, she saw gears spin in puzzling rates and directions. Delicate copper wires wound around metallic projections from the top and sides. Electrical arcs spanned the space between the contraptions. The crystals moved so fast that Viper couldn’t define their shape. Energy radiating from them overlapped into a sphere with a honeycomb surface. When Viper reached through the bars and touched this magic, she writhed in pain.

The chamber’s solid door opened with the grinding of metal on stone. Four armed guards wearing charcoal black tactical gear marched into the room. Their unit insignia matched that of the armed soldiers who had apprehended Viper at Dugan Mound. They took up a perimeter, guns drawn. Queen Elizabeth II entered with her commanding footfall. With her unadorned head high, she didn’t need a crown to identify her authority. Her periwinkle blue suit-dress starkly contrasted the dingy room. The queen’s face revealed no hint of her intention towards Viper.

“Prisoner: kneel for Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth,” the ebony-skinned man closest to the queen barked.

“Thank you, Captain.” The queen raised a small hand, gloved in white cotton. “The usual formalities are not necessary. And, you may lower your rifles as well, I should think.”

“Ma'am…” the guard started to object. Her piercing gaze cut him off.

“One thing I am not accustomed to, Captain Ellis, is explaining myself,” Queen Elizabeth said.

“Yes Ma’am.” Ellis nodded with respect. He lowered his rifle, intense eyes trained on Viper. His aeir concentrated itself around his hands, ready for immediate response. His drive to protect his queen and his duty to obey her battled for dominance. If this man was anything like the soldiers Viper had seen before, he dared not disobey his Commander-in-Chief, even if he disagreed with her decision. He told his team to follow suit.

Viper smiled at the queen’s subtle dominance. This queen maintained her age better than her historical namesake, but she showed the same strength behind her years. The Monarch hadn’t changed her calm outward expression. Her aeir swirled fiercely. Viper wondered if she’d be able to befriend this royal.

That hope plummeted when Queen Elizabeth shifted her stern gaze to Viper. “You needn’t smile, creature. I didn’t reproach Captain Ellis for your benefit. I’ve been watching you through the CCTV,” she said, pointing to a wall-mounted camera in the corner of the room. The electronic eye held as solid as the queen’s. “You’re weakened by the apparatus around you. I have no intention of turning it off.”

“Methinks my apprehension was preordained.” Viper retreated two steps, hands wide in supplication. Her runes cried for attention. She neglected them. “Why hold me captive, Diamond Queen?”

“There was an unusual incursion at Buckingham Palace yesterday. Thankfully, I was not in the House and my guards performed their duties admirably. Tell me, what do you know about the assault?” The queen pulled off each finger of her gloves with meticulous care. She folded them and laid them on the display case, next to shrouded furniture.

“Less than thee, to be sure.” Viper grit her teeth with dread. She thought of the safety of her Foundling. At Clare’s last report Owain was at the palace being attacked, perhaps by the queen. If Viper shared her fear over his safety, she’d reveal her weakness. The immortal didn’t know whether or not she could trust this queen.

“Unmanned car-bombs rammed the front gates of the House,” Queen Elizabeth reported. “A ridiculous strategy, given Buckingham Palace’s front-end security. The building wasn’t breeched, or so we thought. When I returned to my office, something was amiss.”

The guards stood as stagnant as the uniform hanging on the wall. Viper yearned to drain the soldiers’ aeir, each of whom had a life-magic as diverse as the soldiers appeared the same. She made herself listen to Queen Elizabeth, despite increasing dizziness in the presence of fresh food sources.

“You see, a grandfather clock stands in my office. Queen Victoria commissioned it to honour her husband, Prince Albert, on the tenth anniversary of his death. Inside, there’s a hidden storage space where I had secured the amulet that morning. The back panel had scratches and a corner had been pried open. The exploding cars were evidently a diversion. Someone desperately wanted what was inside the clock.”

Viper assumed that the Parhelion had been stolen. “Then I am lost.” Weak magic emitted from her body. She sank against the back wall. The stone’s cold ebbed into her spine and Viper thought she heard the echo of a haunting laugh through the bedrock. “Did thy soldiers find the culprit?”

She closed her eyes shut and braced for news about Owain, that he had been caught during the raid and held as a prisoner. Scuffling and the quiet exertional grunting of the soldiers reached her ears. Viper imagined Owain being brought into the room, bound to a chair, bruised and bleeding from the tortuous ways humans extracted information from each other. The immortal’s shoulders drooped and her head flopped. The scars she’d seen on Owain the night he recovered her from the Thames spoke of horrors which he wouldn’t. The heaviness in her chest grew. She had once again failed to protect her Foundling.

The sound stopped and Viper begrudgingly opened her eyes. She beheld a wooden throne, stained black-red, on a metallic platform that had been dragged into the room by the soldiers. They placed the throne in front of her cage. Her Foundling wasn’t in the chair. A tiny smile of relief graced Viper’s lips. The action didn’t go unnoticed.

“You know this throne?” Queen Elizabeth commented without answering Viper’s previous query. The immortal recognized the Tudor roses carved into the backrest and lower panels of the box seat. The flowers showed evidence of repair. Paint a shade brighter than the rest of the pigment covered nicks in the wood. Wide armrests ended in ball and claw carvings stylized with humanoid hands, one in flames and the other with waves. The chair’s plush crimson cushion, trimmed in gold, showed little signs of wear.

Viper hastened back to an impassive face. “’Tis a grotesque piece of furniture.” She rolled her eyes into her head as she lied. Viper had seen the throne briefly, among strewn objects she upended from John Dee’s supply wagon before his last visit to Hampton Palace.

“There’s a superstition about this chair. Whosoever sits in it dies.”

Viper unexpectedly worried that her Elizabeth had occupied the throne. The immortal compelled herself to stay calm.

After a pause, the queen continued. “Elizabeth’s successor, James VI found the throne in 1625, during a building project at Richmond Place. He sat in it one time, and died shortly thereafter. His grandson, King Charles II, wanted the throne hidden away, without being damaged. King Charles was very superstitious, and now I understand why. In fact, he’s the king who ordered that ravens with clipped wings will be kept at the Tower, lest the kingdom fall. It’s a tradition maintained to this day.”

Viper shrugged a shoulder with feigned disinterest. “No doubt those captives are better kept than am I.”

At first glance, the throne’s carvings suggested elaborate, yet innocent, detail. With further surreptitious examination, Viper noted fine, asymmetrical proportions, as if multiple masters carved the ornamentation. Viper deduced that John Dee himself mastered the final assembly.

The Tudor roses grew on vines resembling wild brambles. The vegetation intertwined across the backrest. Drips of dark lacquer hung from its sharp thorns.

“Let me explain how I found it,” the modern queen said. “In 1992 there was a fire at Windsor Castle that caused £36.5 million in damage.” The queen’s aeir paled at the memory. “One of the destroyed walls revealed a hidden treasury of mysterious items, including this throne. The Castle Museum’s curator wanted to renovate this throne for Windsor’s re-opening. He and his team discovered that the resin on the thorns is made of an exceptionally potent poison. Some became ill because of it.

“Thankfully, the affected staffers received prompt medical attention. We’ve kept the throne at the Tower to prevent accidental contact. Publically, King Charles II died of uremia. Unpublished records said he was poisoned after he scratched himself on thorns during a fever induced delirium at Windsor, presumably from the throne’s toxin. I image that’s why it was locked away.”

“What should the death of Kings matter to me?” Viper maintained a disdainful tone, heedless of Captain Ellis’ glare.

“Do you care about the death of queens?”

The Monarch tilted the cushion forwards. The letters ER embossed within a Tudor rose, beneath a crown of gold, confirmed Viper’s Elizabeth as the throne’s owner. Viper imagined Elizabeth gasping for breath with her hands at her throat after sitting in the sabotaged throne. The immortal willed her tears into abeyance at the thought of the horrific death.

“Be that how Elizabeth died?” Viper startled herself with her sincerity. The temperamental, red-headed queen was the first friend Viper had known.

“No.” Queen Elizabeth paused before she continued, as if deciding whether or not to explain further.

She did not.

“Then, why art thou showing me this throne?” Viper’s inwardly-directed hurt evolved into seething outrage. “Is it thy intent to use it to end my life? I would not bet heavily upon thy success.”

“I want information,” the modern queen replied. “I won’t be caught out. There is too much that I don’t understand about you, or objects related to your past, and what of your world ties into the prophecy. I will not harm you. That being said, I cannot let you roam freely. Recent events in the South of England, namely the earthquake and tornado near Sunninghill, the tidal wave that took out a footbridge in Maidstone, and an abundance of smallpox, make me indisposed to align myself with you.”

Viper knew of her involvement in the first two events the queen mentioned. The resurgence of the pox proved that Annys closed in on London. Viper considered warning Queen Elizabeth about Annys’ intention to flood the land.

She did not.

“You kidnapped one of my citizens, a girl named Clare Hainstock,” the Monarch continued, stoic and immovable. “She’s been reported missing from a psychiatric group home near the atypical environmental incident in Berkshire. My soldiers say she has Stockholm syndrome, for she empathises with you. I think you’ve cast some sort of spell over her. I don’t believe I can trust you.”

This assertion ripped apart any hope of partnership between the immortal and the queen.

The queen withdrew a royal blue, velvet pouch from her handbag. “My Jubilee celebration has been unexpectedly eventful, on account of meeting you.” She held out her purse out without removing her eyes from Viper and Ellis retrieved it for her. “After meeting you, I reviewed my private files about obscure royal artifacts, objects few people know about. I wondered if there was an additional tool, or weapon, that my people could use to defend themselves from you and your kind. I have the Parhelion amulet to protect me. My people have nothing, and I cannot allow that.”

The queen removed the Parhelion from the sachet. Viper shielded her eyes from its luminosity. Viper didn’t know whether to feel scared or relieved that the talisman hadn’t been stolen after all. The humans were unaffected by the radiance of the amulet.

“I presume there’s magic imbued in Elizabeth Regina’s throne, because it’s impervious to modern investigations,” the queen said, her eyes moving between Viper and the chair. Queen Elizabeth pushed on the centre of the largest of the Tudor roses at the crown of the headrest. The red and white roses popped outwards like two separate dials. “During the throne’s restoration, this locking mechanism was the only part my historians could examine without risk of poisoning. Even master locksmiths couldn’t figure out the combination. Oddly enough, when I came across a photograph of this throne while wearing the amulet, the most curious thing happened. I suddenly knew how to unlock the chair’s secrets.” Queen Elizabeth turned each one in a series of left and right spins. She pressed the double flower back into place. “I wasn’t in the habit of wearing the Parhelion before. Perhaps that’s why I didn’t have this understanding until now.”

“How fortuitous for thee,” Viper sneered.

The brambles came to life with a gentle hiss. Thorns retracted into the curved branches. Vines reorganized into a shallow ledge sticking out from the backrest. Queen Elizabeth placed the Parhelion face up on the extension. The amulet’s glow seeped through the vines to the arm rests. The clawed hands rotated and presented the spheres they cupped. The upper portion of the ball popped open, exposing empty storage spaces.

Simultaneously, the seat of the chair retracted and an apparatus lifted from the compartment beneath. Tiny metal gears elevated four rectangular containers. Each box was slightly larger than the crystals which spun at the corners of Viper’s cell.

“Inside the box seat,” the queen said, “were four crystals accompanied by an old parchment, the document that provided instructions for these restraining devices.”

Viper barely heard the mortal’s explanation, madly trying to stop herself from wondering aloud why a chair designed by John Dee could be activated by the V’Braed amulet.

“As it was, my engineers barely completed these devices, and the sonic cannon they used at Dugan Mound. I must apologize about their use of the barbaric electric netting. I had no other choice. The humanoid fish bodies, dare I say Merfolk, found at the wreckage of the Maidstone footbridge, necessitated that I intervene as quickly as possible. After our interchange on my Jubilee barge, I created a shadow division within MI6 to monitor Britain for activity as it might relate to you and your kind. I do not like being caught off guard. When the people of Soester posted pictures of bizarre lights and lenticular clouds at Dugan Mound on social media, I dispatched my covert soldiers to seize whoever, or whatever, they found at the top.”

A horrible realization struck Viper, and her temper doubled with unease. If the Sisters never had the Sage’s Glass beneath their standing stones, then why did they send her to Dugan’s Bode? The devices of Elizabeth’s sage trapped Viper again, and this modern queen had the Mort Lake Glass that Viper needed. Viper didn’t know who to trust.

Violet elldyr creft sparked around her as she grasped for the queen with a growl of resentment. Viper’s irate magic clashed with the Dee’s barrier with brilliant incandescence. The guards raised their guns. The dense ceiling pressed down upon her as she realized she might never escape.

“The denial of freedom o’erpowers the pain of physical torture,” Viper stated, retreating backwards in despair. The queen nodded in silence. Her eyes convinced Viper that nothing she said would grant her freedom. Futility rang in Viper’s ears.

Queen Elizabeth moved forwards. Captain Ellis tailed his Monarch.

“Tell me, creature, if these crystals were in the boxes, what was in the spherical containers of the ball and claw armrests?” Queen Elizabeth prodded. Viper responded with a blank expression. She would not have told the queen even if she knew the answer.

“If you are unwilling to share your information,” Queen Elizabeth said, coolly, “then I shall leave you here, in solitary confinement, until you’re feeling cooperative.” She collected the Parhelion and turned to leave. The chair’s moving parts resumed their sinister docility.

Viper called out, “What of the young woman?”

“The deaf girl, Clare?” The queen paused at the door, flanked by her guards. “We’ve contacted her family and they’re coming to fetch her. I don’t know what you want with her, but I intend to keep her safe from you.”

The Daoine Tor squeezed her eyes tight and keened with such force that the glass case shattered. Her elldyr creft rocketed her frustration beyond the walls of the chamber. The tourists standing in the long queue for a glimpse of the Crown Jewels felt a wave of vertigo as the unseen magic passed through them.

When Viper opened her eyes, she was alone.

 


22: Records and Rules 

March 25th, 1580.

Biddenden, Kent.

Small, night-flying butterflies flitted out of hiding, drawn to the heady scent of the catchfly plants that grew among the rock wall outside Biddenden Church. The slim, pink-white bladed petals, like flat spokes in a wagon wheel, flowered early this year. They opened for a third and final evening, curling backwards, exposing the nectar within. Viper waved her hand over the tall, nodding stems and inhaled the plant’s tantalizing perfume. The carnivorous Silene nutans absorbed the nutrients of insects trapped along the sticky hairs on the green parts of the plant. Tomorrow, the petals would shrivel up and fall away, and the Silene would put its remaining efforts energy into the development of pollinated seeds. The cycle of life would continue in Viper’s absence. Tonight, she completed the final task assigned to her by the Sisters. She couldn’t be happier.

Unencumbered by her wool skirt and tunic, she climbed the side of the building to the Church’s sacristy. Churchwarden Aelford jumped when Viper, cloaked by her glamour, swung the window shutters outwards. She snuck inside the modest room before he came to the window and scanned the clearing around the church with a dubious glance. Biddenden was not known for thieves and scoundrels, and no winds blew tonight. Aelford reached over his profound belly with a huff and secured the window.

With Aelford distracted, Viper knocked over the oak gall ink pot on his desk. The dark brown liquid saturated his latest research, seeping over the double underscored words “Chulkhurst Twins.” Viper smirked, pleased with her sabotage of the man upon whom she had been spying. Aelford had been balancing his time between the preparations for the upcoming Biddenden Eastertide Bread and Cheese Charity with his personal project, the recording of his Parish’s ancestry. He anticipated the Archdeacon of Canterbury at this year’s event, and Aelford’s sacristy overflowed with the extra paraphernalia for the Archdeacon’s visit.

In four waddling strides, he returned to his desk. At seeing the mess, Aelford slumped into weary submission, saying, “If this information be lost, then that is your will, oh Lord.” He mopped at the ink with the linen rag he usually used on his balding head.

“Therein lies the rub, Master Churchwarden.” Viper slipped out of the shadows.

The Churchwarden startled and tripped into his chair, gripping it with white knuckles. His aeir shirked at Viper’s approach. The fear in his eyes sent a thrill through her. Damp patches leaked through the armpits of Aelford’s chestnut brown clergy robes. He opened his mouth to pray, and only managed unintelligible babbling.

From across the desk, Viper protruded her breasts at him as she reached behind herself and untied the drawstring of her skirt. The fabric slid to the floor with a swish. She pulled her simple tunic over her head. An aura of lavender magic radiated from her naked, iridescent purple body and intertwined with his red aeir. He blushed when a tendril of elldyr creft draped across his upper thigh, dangerously close to his crotch.

“Lord, in this my darkest hour, protect your humble servant,” he stammered. He gripped the wooden crucifix on his chest. The acrid smell of his fear didn’t deter Viper. She crawled over the desk through the ink blot. Her elldyr creft wrapped around the chair and dragged him close.

The predatory immortal leaned forwards and licked the sweat off his face. “Thy skin tastes of the tears of God. Art thou art afraid of dying, church man?” Aelford nodded his head fervently. Viper placed an inky hand on his chest, where his aeir was weakest. The garen stirred and she knew Aelford saw his death in her malachite eyes. He recoiled in horror and prayed for his life.

Viper pointed at him. “Fate hath already found thee, for thy heart is full of death. ’Twill come upon thee in a day, or mayhap a fortnight.” She gripped herself in a mockery of human suffering as she described his impending mortality. “Thou shalt feel a stabbing pain, with a profound weight on thy chest, and thy breath will not come easy.” She rested on her knees, arms wide like the wooden carving of Christ above the altar in the apse. She tempted him with her embrace. Her runes projected from her arms in greedy anticipation. “Or, choose the peaceful sleep that I offer thee.”

Viper grasped a lit candle from the desk. She kissed the flame without injury before she dripped wax on her skin above the white triskelion with a red centre at her navel. A coil of elldyr creft wrapped around Aelford’s wrist, forcing his hand into extension. Her energy placed his finger in the hot wax and lowered it over the soft curve of her belly. Aelford’s aeir melted into the space between them.

He wrenched his hand back and covered his face. “Begone creature of Satan! I will not hear of thy temptations, nor feast upon thee with mine eyes.”

Viper used her magic and dragged the man up the desk and over her breasts until she held him at eye level. “There is none like me in Heaven, nor in Hell.” She brushed her lips against his cheeks and her aura enclosed him. Aelford squeezed his eyes shut. His breath came in rapid bursts.

“The Mistresses hath instructed that Aelford should live,” Turstin’s solemn voice cut through Viper’s mischievous taunt. She sneered over her shoulder at the Foundling whose approach she had not heard. His arms bulged with the weight of the books he carried. He wore the clothes of a Kentish tenant farmer, a blue wool coat and woven leg bindings around the shins of his trousers. Unlike the work-a-day peasant, there wasn’t a speck of dirt on his clothing. A grey wool cap sat askew on his head, as if placed there as an afterthought. He didn’t turn away when Viper turned on him.

The immortal let go of Aelford, who keeled over, unresponsive. “How dare you spy upon me?” She bit her tongue, preventing herself from giving in to the garen that first stirred upon seeing the dread in Aelford’s eyes. Viper dared not harm the Sisters’ Foundling.

Turstin lumbered into the room, in patient opposition to Viper’s hostility. He set the books aside and assessed Aelford. Satisfied that the clergyman was unharmed, Turstin rifled through the papers on the desk.

Adding to his pile, he said, “I thank you for your assistance. I hath all the Churchwarden’s notes now. We shall return to my Mistresses with the last of the Kent historical records.”

“This task they hath assigned me is a menial one, to be sure.”

“Perhaps. Would you otherwise prefer to wait underground with them?” he asked. Viper scoffed at the suggestion. Turstin, calm and practical as ever, gathered the books and stepped around Aelford, towards a second exit. A large damp patch had spread over Aelford’s groin. “Why torment the man’s sexual nature? You know he hath given himself to God.”

“Thy Mistresses offer me naught, save despair and ennui,” Viper replied dolefully. She mimicked the speech pattern of her kin saying, “What else is One to do to entertain Oneself?” She kicked open the shutters and prowled the honeyed night in search of a preferential victim.

Hours later, Viper ran down a spiral staircase as fast as it materialized. She had entered the Sisters’ domain from the Seven Sisters stone circle, a henge of stones nestled at the foot of a chalky hill far outside Maidstone, overseen by a giant white horse carved into the ground. The shades of Viper’s skin intensified, having recently fed upon a man left for dead by highway robbers. The underground landing at the bottom of the stairs led to a wide bridge cut from the bedrock over a yawning chasm. She held her fire-glowing hand ahead of her, her echoing footsteps accompanying her through the subterranean raving.

Viper entered an oval room with niched-filled walls. Nagging stillness framed the eremites’ home. The Sisters sat on a bench composed of tree roots. One of the stolen Biddenden Parish records lay open on their laps between them as they both read. Tallow candles hung in a chandelier made of vegetation. Cooling wax dangled the living candleholder hung like stalactites. Seven rabbits chewed leaves strewn on the floor. On the far side, Turstin carved a limestone slab with a hammer and chisel.

With a simple wave of her hand, Viper lit the candles tucked into the walls. The interlacing patterns made by the roots usually offered calming meditation when life with the Sisters became too tense. In her excitement, Viper barely noticed the shadows’ dance.

Tonight’s break-in at Aelford’s church was her last night of raiding Kent on behalf of the Sisters. Viper crossed her arms, tapping her nails into her skin with impatience. Typical of the Sisters when they were engrossed in their pursuit of history, they didn’t acknowledge Viper’s arrival. She set her jaw and restlessly circled the room. Every nook and cranny of the ceiling and walls held some kind of humaine artifact. Her impatience gnawed away at her brewing anger.

“Long hath you sought Turstin’s twin sister, Gwynllian, your other Foundling, the one of whom you never speak,” Viper said, knowing how to get the twins’ attention. She removed a piece of floral silk from its display stand on a high shelf. The fabric was a remnant of Gwynllian’s dress. The Sisters cherished this item above their other knickknacks. With a wicked smile, she ignited a flame on her fingertip, to which she held the silk precariously close. “Why should I find historical records for you when you hath kept my history from me?”

A hazy, white hand plucked the material from her. The extension of the Sisters’ magic settled it back on its pedestal and smoothed the furrowed seams with care before retreating back into the Sisters’ bodies.

They did not raise their heads when they spoke. “Questions are answered when tasks are complete. Understanding means little without a full perspective.”

The news displeased Viper greatly. “You would deny me now, after I hath fulfilled every task that you hath asked of me?” She wouldn’t let them get away with withholding their knowledge any longer. “For these last ten years I was your faithful cousin. Your pains hath been mine. Your joys hath I celebrated. At your insistence hath I stayed away from Elizabeth, who is akin to a daughter and a sister unto me. I hath given you the records of every church and officiary in Kent, without question.”

The Sisters closed Churchwarden Aelford’s book using opposite hands with indifference to the aggressiveness that underlined the desperation in Viper’s voice. They tilted their heads and the tree roots above them untangled. The vegetation blended into the walls, becoming sconces. The rabbits circled the Sisters when they took to their feet.

In unison, the Sisters said, “A musician masters his time with measures. The bars are the same e’en if the songs differ.” The rabbits hopped around madly. The magic flowing between the animals and the sisters was undistinguishable. The Sisters didn’t feed upon the aeir of humans. In a symbiotic relationship, the conjoined V’Braed infused the flora and fauna with elldyr creft even as they were sustained by the aeir of the plants and animals. When the rabbits stopped, they had swapped places while still encircling the Sisters.

Viper’s anger wore through her resistance. She succumbed to the garen that had threatened her in Biddenden. Shrieking, Viper fired her elldyr creft across the cavern at Turstin. He cried out when she hauled him into her clutches, but he didn’t fight back. The rabbits scurried into tunnels when his body flew past them.

Viper raised her hand to Turstin’s throat. “Reveal unto me that which I wish to know, or I shall destroy the only Foundling you hath left on this Earth!” she yelled, spit flying from her mouth. Her eyes seethed a bottomless black and her skin burned eggplant purple.

The Sisters said nothing to Viper, for the mix of trepidation and resentment on their faces spoke volumes. Holding each other tightly about the waist, a silent communication passed between them. Bold serenity replaced their indignation.

“The garen alone threatens Our fate. If One finds answers, One will find Us.” The Sisters walked with unhurried steps to a curtain of moss, which parted and revealed an alcove. The Sisters invited Viper to join them. She shoved Turstin away and hurried inside, eager to break the fetters on her memory.

A plain, rectangular slab of limestone slab as tall as Viper rose from the alcove floor. One sister touched the stone with her hand as the other blew across its surface. A raised circle appeared in the top third of the stone. A broken line comprised of four segments divided the circle on a sharp angle through the centre, with its highest point on the right-hand side, and the lowest on the left. The two farthest segments crossed the circle’s margin. A second circle formed, off-centre to the first, its perimeter connecting the two innermost segments on its right-hand side.

Viper moved past the Sisters and placed a tremulous hand on the glyph. She read aloud words etched below the circle:

 

Gawr Madoc lied to mankind

When he was dethroned.

Soft! His downfall stayed behind

On Erta: the Oriel stone.

V’Braed elldyr and human aeir,

Be the same when day is done.

Forgive, forget, do not despair

The sacrifice of One.

 

The Sisters studied her with expectation. Viper’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment. By the shock on their faces, something should have happened.

“This V’Braed message speaks of long ago. The enchantment, its power, kept in rhyme.” The dual voices of the Sisters grated on Viper’s nerves. She hated that those who communicated in the most cryptic way knew more than she.

Viper backed away from the monument. “You give unto me an answer which does little else than raise questions.” She resisted the urgency to run away from the pair of staring, swirling eyes. “Why I am fraught with such fruitlessness?” Tears dried in salty tracks on her hot cheeks. Ten years of a meager existence underground with the Sisters brought her no further understanding than when she had lived contentedly with Elizabeth.

“One sought One’s past beneath the ground. This is not the future One sought.”

Viper bolted from the alcove, nearly bumping into Turstin in the middle of the main room. He held his hammer tightly, poised to defend his Mistresses. Pity and disappointment mixed in his eyes. The dismay in Viper’s heart overcame the paralysis in her legs. She dashed away, Turstin shouting her name behind her.

Viper heard him pursue her as she charged across the bridge of hewn rock and back up the staircase to the Seven Sisters stone circle at the surface. She climbed to the top of the widest of the sarsens and hollered into the rain until she was hoarse. Her resilience left her. Shattered, Viper rocked herself atop the stone, her legs tucked beneath her chin as she sobbed.

Turstin walked up the staircase, the earth closing behind him. Drizzle made the white horse carving glisten upon the chalkstone hill before damp clouds obscured the full moon. The smell of dirt and stone permeated the air. Turstin shivered and wordlessly set about making a fire within the henge.

“I hath wronged you, Turstin,” Viper said, her voice barely audible above the night song of the crickets.

“If m’Lady would make amends, I would ask you for your help.” He gestured at his struggling fire.

“I am no Lady.” Viper snorted at the honourific title he gave her. She straightened up and cupped the air. When she blew a wisp of elldyr fire at the soggy bundle of sticks, a bonfire ignited. She stepped off the stone and landed silently on the ground. “I stand afore you a creature; a thing unloved by humaines who is a questioning fool tolerated by her kin.”

“And one indebted to by a Foundling for giving life to a dying fire,” Turstin added with a hopeful poke at the damp bundle before him.

Viper’s laugh warmed her as much as her sizeable fire did Turstin. She settled beside him.

“You art kind Turstin, and patient.” She mediated over the flames before saying, “Tell me, am I of unsound mind, so driven to volatility by the garen that I am whilst living with the Sisters?”

“They speak of the garen and its dangers with frankness, for I hath seen it myself. In the year 1455, an abhorrent sickness haunted two branches of the Royal Plantagenet household, a miasma which made men tear each other limb from limb.”

“I hath heard of it, the Wars of the Roses,” Viper said of the feud. “I lived in Cammerwelle with blithe indifference during those three decades. Many humaines flocked to Cammerwelle for respite from the Yorkist and Lancastrian forces, and I was replete.”

“’Twas not a civil war among cousins for the English Crown as many believed,” Turstin said. “Annys made the men turn on each to satisfy the lust of her garen. The Sisters feared Annys, yet would not stop her, though I did beg of them to intervene. So, I took a V’Braed amulet from my Mistresses and gave it to a courtier named Owain Tewdwr. I wanted to help Owain entrap Annys and stop her bloodshed.” Turstin’s confession grew darker than the shadows generated by the flames.”

“You purloined the Parhelion,” Viper whispered in awe.

“I did what I thought was best.”

“Then ’twas not a Plantagenet King as Annys hath said?”

“No, Owain Tewdwr was not a king, but the Parhelion begat him a king. His grandsire was Henry Tudor, who became King Henry VII.”

“Elizabeth’s grandfather!”

Turstin’s nod added fuel to the fire of his story. “I could not leave my Mistresses for long, so I left the Parhelion with Owain. His grandson sequestered Annys between worlds, thus stopping her perversion of men’s ambition. For it, he was named King Henry I of England. Regretfully, ’twas only for a short time.”

“Shorter a time than I hath endured dwelling with your Mistresses?” Viper’s sarcasm spilled out before she could stop herself.

Turstin chuckled, his dimples showing. “You remind me of my twin sister, Gwynllian. She, too, did find our life with the Sisters tedious. We moved betwixt Biddenden and Maidstone, disguising our extended life span, as the centuries commanded.” Tears brewed in his eyes. “Gwynllian wished to travel the rest of the England, and the lands beyond. She wanted a lover and children. The Sisters refused her, on account of the unnatural manner of our being. Perchance they were afraid of what they had created; of what the offspring of a Foundling might become. I am convinced that it is one of the reasons they kept the Parhelion hidden from Annys.”

“Did Gwynllian ever return to you?”

 “For a time she lived in Biddenden, happily married to an apothecary. I wish my Mistresses had seen her children, before the Black Death came.” Turstin dried his eyes on his sleeve and Viper let the soothing sounds of the night comfort his sorrow. “Only one of her children survived the plague: a girl with chestnut hair curly as a pig’s tail. Of Gwynllian we found no trace.”

“And what of her daughter?”

The melancholic shrug of Turstin’s shoulders broke Viper’s heart. “The records that you and I hath obtained o’er this last decade are unclear. The girl was orphaned. Mayhap she was taken to a poor house, worked as a servant in a tenant farmer’s field, or served the appetites of men who purchase women. We may never know.”

“Yet you persist in your search for Gwynllian and her children, who are, most likely, dead?”

“So long as my heart beats, I hath hope.” Turstin laid a gentle hand on Viper’s arm. “Viper, go to Elizabeth. The taciturn nature of my Mistresses did drive my sister away. They will not impart much information unto you, or if they do, ’twill take a hundred years. On the continent, a hundred young Catholic men are being trained as martyrs to kill your Elizabeth. I hath told you that the Pope Pius V’s Papal Bull of Excommunication says any action, no matter how violent, taken to unseat the queen has the blessing of Rome and of God. Elizabeth is not safe without you.”

“When last Elizabeth and I parted…” The words turned to ash in Viper’s mouth. The bitterness of renouncing Elizabeth stung. “I would stay with you and the irksome Sisters afore I take my wounded pride back to Elizabeth’s capricious tongue.”

Dawn’s light bleached the colours of the flames. Turstin came to his feet and stretched with a groan. When he looked down upon her, Viper saw no judgement upon his face.

“Gwynllian’s absence taught me that one cannot be whole with a heart full of resentment,” he said softly. “And if your heart is not complete, you cannot love.” He bowed to Viper, set his pouch straight on his belt, and left the Daoine Tor pondering her future among the standing sisters. 

 


23: Escape to the Tube 

The Tower of London.

June 5, 2012: late morning.

Each receding footfall hammered coffin nails into Viper’s head. The immortal extended her powers and tried to smash one of the restrictive contraptions. Her elldyr power exploded in a shower of sparks against the barrier surrounding the cage. John Dee’s Mort Lake Glass rotated, intact, beyond Viper’s reach. A ghostly memory of Elizabeth laughed at her from the mysterious wooden throne at the far side of the room.

Viper’s stalwart legs failed. She slid down the bars, fingers pressed to her temples. Her hunger sang out in harmony with nagging apprehension. She wasn’t afraid of starving while imprisoned beneath the Tower of London. Viper had survived four hundred years without consuming human aeir. A more grievous fear gripped her heart.

Viper didn’t want to lose herself in the garen.

The Sisters had warned her about the seductive enmity that lurked within. “This power is the lover who hurts. ’Tis the hurt that loves.” She didn’t understand the full meaning of their words until Annys had locked her away from the human world for hundreds of years.

In the emptiness of Annys’ confinement, Viper couldn’t see or feel her body. When she had shouted for help into the void, no sound emitted from her mouth as her lungs bled air. She would have torn Annys’ prison apart until her hands bled, if she could have sensed her hands or any solid surface.

Love and compassion were the first feelings Viper abandoned in that magical darkness. Rage at her captors replaced her need to feed. Thoughts of revenge sustained her. When malice was the only emotion Viper had left, the garen found her and pacified her. Faced with unending bleakness, Viper gave into temptation.

At first, the garen was a teasing sound just out of reach, like a blacksmith’s hammer upon an anvil heard from the edge of town. The brief rhythm promised life and industry in the same beat.

When she sought its source within Annys’ prison, the music of the garen vanished.

Viper had held her breath, intangible as breathing was in the emptiness, and listened for any audible clue. The garen remained elusive. This cycle of glimpse and search enhanced Viper’s thirst for the sound. When the garen was absent for extended periods, Viper had urged herself to mimic its rhythm, to be the living heartbeat in the dead space around her. She didn’t sleep, nor did she have any concept of time except for the painful stillness between the garen’s pulsating kisses.

When Viper invited the garen into herself, the garen thrived upon her hatred. The rhythm intensified. Viper had no clemency from the exhausting power. Waves of reverberation carried off her protests before she could speak. She felt like hiding, but had no legs to move, and nowhere to run. Annys’ vast and empty prison constricted Viper until she no longer welcomed the garen’s forceful pressure upon the body she couldn’t feel.

The day Viper had escaped into modern London, she had sensed an intermittent, low-pitched hum. She imagined herself struggling through the ether towards the new noise. The garen thrust her aside, its shock waves preventing her escape. The immortal didn’t know what caused the exotic sound, or whether or not it was safe. She didn’t care. Viper wanted to get away from the garen at any cost. She pushed herself towards the unknown.

Then, Viper felt solid ground beneath her fingers for the first time in centuries. She tasted the real world at the back of her throat and with it, her salvation. Dawn had warmed her body as she escaped from the sinkhole to the sounds of cars on the road next to the hotel. Viper had claimed a foothold on the land from which she had been expunged.

Momentarily defeated, the garen had shied away from the softer emotions Viper had felt when she re-united with Mouse under the Thames. She knew that horrible essence dwelt within, woven into the fabric of her vengeance. In Queen Elizabeth’s prison, the garen’s invigorated undercurrent dragged Viper’s thoughts into the recesses of her hostility. Her mind reeled with consequences. If she allowed herself to tumble into its maw now, the garen would consume her.

Viper put a trembling hand to her mouth to stop herself from crying. The fast-paced rhythm she heard above the rush of blood in her ears made her freeze. A whisper crawled up the back of her neck.

“Succumb.”

Panicked, she retreated into a corner of the cage, only to be repulsed by Dee’s contraption. Viper landed in the middle of the cell with a thump. She pushed herself up in search of the voice. The garen never uttered any words to her before. Her ears ached for the sound her heart dreaded to hear.

“Let me alone!” Viper implored of the empty room, almost against her will. Her words echoed uselessly upon the rough stone.

The voice that was not a voice repeated its command.

“Succumb.”

Viper blanched, her empress purple fading to the faintest lavender. She wrapped her head with her arms, trying to shut out the next behest. Her runes glowed red next to her face. Her wail couldn’t drown out the sound of the pulse, faster now, and faster still.

The world lurched beneath her, as though she was being swallowed. The garen would find her and vanquish her self-control. Viper would die freed from Annys’ prison, and lost in the depravity of the garen. 

Viper flung her head up when she felt a sharp poke in her calf. Clare knelt on the other side of the cage holding the hanger she had used to get the immortal’s attention. The old uniform lay discarded on the floor.

“Shh!” Clare gesticulated for silence, somewhat out of breath. Her hands signed as she talked. “I told the soldiers that I’m deaf and pretended that I couldn’t lip read,” she explained. “So, they didn’t hide their faces from me when they talked. I faked being asleep, and they left to get some kind of counsellor to talk to me.”

Viper faced Clare. “You were not under guard?”

“I’m not the bad guy,” Clare said with a sly grin. “I’m just her helper. I’m under a spell, don’t you know.” The girl pulled at the locked door of the cage. “I saw them take you into this room when they brought us here. I ran here as fast as I could.” Her adrenaline-fuelled face glowed proudly. “How do I get you out?”

“The devices,” Viper said, her body sagging with relief, “at the corners. Stop the spinning crystals.”

Clare nodded with understanding. She rushed to the apparatus nearest her and reached for the stone, then hesitated. “There’s a huge vibration coming off this thing.” The crystal spun too quickly to grab it safely. Clare swung the hanger into the box beneath the crystal until it toppled over. The crystal immediately ceased moving and floated with a pulsating glow.

“Stay your hand,” Viper called out, waving her hand at Clare to catch her eye as the girl moved to retrieve the glowing stone. “First destroy the others.” Clare kicked over the boxes, one by one. Glass shattered and gears flew. Four crystals levitated in mid-air. The girl watched them with curiosity, head tilted. She turned to Viper to ask a question but halted upon seeing the immortal.

A cyclone of elldyr creft magic surrounded Viper. With Dee’s barrier disrupted, the steel bars couldn’t hold her. She blasted the prison door across the room. It smashed into the blanketed display cabinet. The adjacent portraits toppled over.

Viper moved between the remnants of the cage and separated a frame leafed with gold from the others. Her heart needed to see the portrait before she could progress on her quest.

“Do you recognize it?” Clare asked. She signed as she spoke, her thoughts and hands acting as one. The crystals floated inactive in the air behind her.

Viper traced the graceful curves of the carved roses in the frame, remembering the day when Turstin presented her with the painting. “’Tis the gift I commissioned for my Elizabeth,” she replied, her voice as distant as her memory. “At least, it once was.”

Viper’s supernatural eyesight distinguished between the overlying pigments and those of Turstin’s original painting underneath. Elizabeth, the Queen of Propaganda, had replaced Turstin’s portrait, representative of her friendship with Viper, with a solitary image of herself.

This newer version of Elizabeth, an older and unattractively gaunt queen, dominated a black background. The words Semper Eadem floated above her head. Elizabeth wore a satin gown, embroidered with gold threads and precious stones. She had pearls set throughout a sheer veil, a further mark of her kingdom’s wealth and stature. In her right hand, Elizabeth held a small bouquet of bending white roses between her thumb and extended fingers. Viper knew the lead-white paint obscured the image beneath, one symbolic of herself.

The final change in the portrait filled Viper with monumental disgust. With simple flowers, Elizabeth had painted Viper out of existence. The immortal hissed at the portrait, as if Elizabeth herself were in the room, fingers around Viper’s neck instead of the flowers. She was so appalled at the audacity of her Faerie Queen that Viper let the picture tumble to the floor.

The immortal held Clare’s shoulders in a way that the young woman could lip-read Viper’s pressured words. “We must make a hasty retreat. No Queen of England can be trusted. Your queen hath a cunning that I did not, at first, accredit her.” Viper pointed to the wall-mounted camera. “There are eyes through the walls of this dungeon keeping a-watch, and I do not doubt the queen’s men will be upon us.” She retrieved the red military coat and gave it to Clare. “Gather the floating crystals. I am afeared to touch them. If the stones bear magic to restrain me, so may I use them against Annys.”

Clare hastily collected the Mort Lake Glass. Viper heard the distant echo of voices approaching from the hallway.

The immortal placed her hand on Clare’s shoulder before she took the last crystal. “I hath strength enough to defend us from a few of the queen’s men. Our success depends upon our immediate departure. Lend me your aeir. With it, I will be your ears to hear and arms to fight.” Viper out her palm, unsure whether or not the human would be willing to offer up a portion of herself.

Clare’s aquamarine aeir curled around Viper’s arm, giving its consent before the young woman put her hand in the immortal’s. The Daoine Tor tilted her head back, enjoying the exquisite warmth that consuming human magic bestowed upon her. Viper’s rapture replaced the heat of the garen, but she had not forgotten the risk of the vile power. She gazed at the innocent mortal and lost herself in Clare’s trusting blue and green eyes. This girl didn’t deserve to die. Viper pulled herself away from the seductive magic. She had absorbed just enough of Clare’s aeir to face combat.

The soldiers closed in, mere steps away. “Be mindful,” Viper directed Clare to the back of the room as she hastened for the door. “I shall hide myself with my glamour. The soldiers are mole-blind of me without Elizabeth’s amulet to reveal my presence. They need not the eyes of a hawk to see you.”

The hallway had been narrowed by wooden crates removed from the dungeon to make room Viper’s cell. Service pipes and electrical cables ran the length of the hall. Viper, invisible to the soldiers, quickly assessed her attackers. A woman led two men in a triangular formation, their movement judicious, guns poised.

The Daoine Tor drove her shoulder into the female’s belly and knocked her to the ground. The human fired blindly before her skull impacted upon the rock floor. Her eyes rolled into her head, unconscious.

A ricocheted bullet grazed Viper’s leg and tore a hole in her trousers. Thick blood oozed along her leg. Her roar of pain encompassed the room so completely, that the soldiers didn’t know where to aim.

One of the men prepared to shoot at what he thought was Viper’s location. The immortal lashed out at him with talons of elldyr magic. She wrenched off his trigger hand. He collapsed, his body shaking with shock. The third soldier bellowed a war cry. He fired a spray of bullets over his fallen team members, littering the floor with fragments of shattered boxes and rubble.

Viper jumped up to avoid the bullets and clung to a broad pipe. She waited until he passed beneath her, then swung down and slammed her boots into the man’s back. He pitched forwards, arms out, and lost his rifle.

The immortal heard chains dragging on stone and Clare grunting from beyond the soldiers. She flicked dubious eyes towards the dungeon room. These armed soldiers may have been a decoy to draw her out and capture the girl she left behind.

Distracted, Viper didn’t notice the last man grab a fist full of debris from the floor. He rolled onto his back and threw it where he’d been standing before Viper kicked him. A layer of dust outlined Viper’s body. He grabbed his pistol from its belt holster and held it in two hands, ready to fire.

“Got you, now, you slag,” he muttered, oblivious to the movement behind him.

Clare wrapped an iron chain around the soldier’s neck before he pulled the trigger. He reached his gun over his head with one hand. Before he could pistol-whip Clare, Viper tackled him. She shoved the girl aside, grabbed the chain and twisted tight. The soldier clawed against Viper. His lips turned dusky blue as his body slackened.

“Don’t kill him!” Clare had pressed herself to the wall, pale and in shock at Viper’s violence. “He’s just doing what he was trained to do to protect his queen. I’m sure you can understand that.”

Viper’s ferocity buzzed around her like a hornet. The need to bring swift reprisal to the humans who captured her stirred the allure of the garen. Every muscle in her body yearned for the sadistic pleasure that the garen coaxed into her. The request of the terrified girl challenged Viper. The immortal bit her lip to stay calm. Blood dripped from the corner of her mouth. She didn’t know whether she or the solider had caused the wound.

Every moment since her emergence in London denied her gratification. The more she accepted this reality, the more she hated it.

With a grunt of dissatisfaction, Viper tossed the chain aside. The unconscious soldier’s aeir waivered, weak but steady.

“Fetch the sage’s crystals,” Viper barked. Her chest heaved as she pushed herself to regain composure. Clare ran back to the dungeon, past the man whose hand Viper had ripped off.

The aeir of the amputated man was a thready strand hovering over his face and shoulders, the colour of bleached sunshine. He would die if Viper didn’t intervene. For the first time, the immortal experienced the smallest pang of regret for harming a human.

She crouched beside the amputated man. His blood had splattered in Viper’s silvery hair. She bent over the soldier that was both victim and patient. Viper placed her hand on the stump of his forearm. Fire erupted from her hand. The smell of burning flesh filled the hallway as she cauterized his wound and staunched the bleeding.

Not Viper’s hunger, her revenge, nor the garen would be content with the outcome of this fight.

Viper sensed someone watching her. Clare had returned, the red coat and crystals in her arms.

“Thank you for not killing them,” the girl said, a nervous smile on her face.

“This humaine shall live, should surgeons tend to his wounds in quick order.”

“Lieutenant Thompson, report!” Captain Ellis’ voice pierced the hall from the fallen guard’s radio. Viper leapt to her feet, ready to run. Clare’s hopeful face vanished.

They sped away, Viper guiding Clare through the repurposed tunnels, both recognizable and new. The sound of soldiers came from the corridor ahead of them. Viper pulled Clare through a door marked Storage into a large room that didn’t exist during the Elizabethan era. Steel sheets reinforced the walls. Mismatched odds and ends from decades of tourism at the Tower cluttered the room. Viper closed the door behind them.

Clare fumbled about in the blackness until she flipped on a light switch, marked ON and OFF. “I’m deaf, not blind,” she admonished kindly. “Push this black knob to OFF when I’m hidden behind that stuff along the far wall.”

Viper turned off the light before soldiers ran past the room, Ellis’ orders in rapid fire over their radios. Magic glowed form Viper’s hands, ready to strike if anyone opened the door.

She was about to turn away when a trio of footsteps, two heavy and one lighter, paused outside the door. Viper tensed, barely breathing. Urgent human voices drifted through the door, markedly quiet. None of the humans speaking identified the other.

“They can’t have gone far,” said a male with an unusual twang in his voice.

“Ellis sealed off the exits. We’ll find the asset,” confirmed a second man, Mediterranean by Viper's guess.

“What about the queen?”

“She’s with Ellis. He won’t leave her.”

“Il ne sait rien faire de ses dix doigts, celui-là,” said a woman.

“Madame?”

“A French expression: he does not know what to do with his ten fingers. It means he is useless. Never mind. What about the machines?”

“Broken and secure with us. We should be able to retrofit our devices.”

“Très bien. Alpha One will reward your success,” she said, pausing for a beat, “and be terribly disappointed with you if you fail.”

The humans moved away without further discussion. Viper put her hand on the door handle, intending to follow the humans to prevent them from re-creating Dee’s devices.

“Wait!” The urgency in Clare’s hushed voice stopped Viper. “There’s a door back here and it's moving.” The Daoine Tor flipped the light on and Clare backed away from a metal door they had missed amid the clutter of the room.

They had nowhere to hide. Leaving meant potential discovery by roaming soldiers. Viper dashed past the girl to the opening door and, retracting it, reached inside for the intruder.

Clare’s eyes brimmed with delight when Dhillon landed in a heap in the middle of the room. She threw her arms around him. He embraced her tightly, reciprocating her greeting with a long kiss on her forehead. They gazed into each other’s eyes in relieved contemplation.

Graeme swaggered through the doorway, arms open wide to Viper. “What? No such greeting for me?”

Amused by the man’s boldness, Viper raised a single eyebrow. “Thou would brave my kiss, Highlander?”

“I’ve seen Hell’s fury, and she wasn’t worth dying for.” Graeme puckered his lips and headed for Viper. “Unlike you.”

“I see that humaines enjoy sexual conquest as much now as they did in my day,” Viper said with unbridled sarcasm. She had never taken a human lover and she didn’t intend to start now.

“You’d be surprised,” he countered. Unlike a human, Viper was tempted by his robust aeir, inches away from her, and not the sculpted leg muscles he valued so highly.

A protector and a lover; one false, one true. Viper wondered which man was which.

“We hath not the leisure for this banal pursuit,” she chastised with greater effort than she had intended. Graeme stopped and tucked his thumbs in the top of his kilt, an amused smirk on his face. Dhillon separated from Clare abruptly. His eyes peered at Viper from beneath his tumbled bangs. His glasses steamed up where they met his blushing cheeks.

Clare clasped his hand. “We’re good to go,” she said to Viper, a gentle reproach on her face. Viper felt snubbed by the young woman’s attraction to Dhillon.

She suppressed her feelings and focused on the task at hand. “How did you find us?”

Graeme’s face sharpened with open distress. “You mean you weren’t coming out this way?” He removed his pistol from its holster.

“I knew not of this room.”

“No, you wouldn’t,” Dhillon said with academic authority. “This was an air raid shelter made during the bombing raids in World War II, when you were in captivity. Owain connected it to the Underground and his network of tunnels. That’s how we got here.”

Viper marvelled that she hadn’t seen the disguised entry. The seams around Owain’s entrance made it appear as part of the reinforced walls. The technique reminded her of the hidden panels and passages in King Henry’s palaces.

“My clever little Mouse,” Viper beamed with pride.

Graeme added, “You’ll be pleased to know that Owain is alive. He has cameras everywhere and after he saw that you’d been brought to the Tower, he sent us to rescue you.”

“’Twas Clare who saved me from the queen’s jail cell,” Viper said, guiding the girl to the forefront and away from Dhillon.

“If we don’t disturb anything in here, they’ll never know we were here,” said the young man. He headed for the mouth of Owain’s tunnel and extended his hand to Clare.

He was nothing if not determined, Viper thought.

“Then ’tis high time we depart.” She squared her eyes at him, challenging him to deny her. “Lead the way, young Master Dhillon,” Viper said with the most respectful sarcasm she could muster.

Graeme secured the locks from inside once they had passed into Owain’s tunnel and they fled to safety. London Tower kept her secrets buried beneath the throng of visitors on her skirts.

 


24: Homecoming 

August 7th, 1582.

Nonsuch Palace, Surrey.

Viper lasted two additional years living underground with the Sisters before she set her pride aside and sought out Elizabeth. The immortal found her estranged friend at Nonsuch Palace, the luxurious home built by King Henry. He didn’t die here, but this is where he had left his heart.

As Viper approached the palace, she was amazed at the gall of the man who broke with Rome, only to re-create its ambience in his proverbial back garden, with himself as the king of gods. Two five-storey turrets flanked the front face of Nonsuch, with spires that pierced the clouds. The white exterior of the building cut through the night’s drizzle like a beacon of hope. Viper, dressed in a loose, crimson wool dress, her hair plaited down her back, hearkened to its signal. Nonsuch displayed mythological allegories of strength and wisdom unlike that of any of Henry’s other palaces. Six-hundred and ninety-five stucco panels in the Italian Renaissance style adorned the exterior walls of the double quadrangle building, and both of its interior courtyards. Gold painted slabs of slate, six inches across and etched with intricate, repeating guilloche patterns, filled in the gaps between each tableau.

Viper ascended the steps through the rectangular gate house between the courtyards, surprised to find Elizabeth in the inner yard, a pale statue in the bleak night. There was no need for Elizabeth to be outdoors. King Henry had installed fireplaces in each of the five magnificent palaces he created in order to keep his guests comfortable in the renowned damp English weather. Three ladies-in-waiting watched Elizabeth from the arch of an entryway through fatigued eyes.

The immortal kept her body invisible to Elizabeth’s audience, and her emotions sheltered from the woman who might deny her. Hanging around Elizabeth’s neck, the Parhelion glimmered a brilliant white. Its luminescence gave her simple nightgown an angelic shimmer.

“I am surprised at your presence, though not by your presence am I surprised,” Elizabeth said under her breath. She didn’t relocate her focus from the statue of her father and Edward, her half-brother, which dominated the royal entrance to the palace. Statues of Roman emperors lined the inside walls of the courtyard on the same side as the Henry’s effigy, equating him with the Holy Rulers. The opposite walls, on the royal consort’s side of the building, hosted the goddesses of antiquity. They cried for the queen below who could not confess her tears.

Viper knelt in the muddy gravel in front of Elizabeth. Mud seeped through Viper’s dress. Like Elizabeth’s sleeping smock, Viper’s clothes lay slack upon her body in the rain. Viper beheld her friend with fragile humility.

Elizabeth tightened a wool shawl around bony shoulders. Her voice had aged with her body, although she didn’t sound frail. Grey streaked through Elizabeth’s thinning hair from her plucked, high forehead. Viper could tell that the intense auburn of her hair, for which Elizabeth was famous, lacked its lustre. The wrinkles at the corners of her eyes were as stiff as her greeting. Fine lines worried their way across Elizabeth’s brow. Rain washed away the ceruse Elizabeth used to hide the imperfections in her skin. The scars on her throat from Annys’ attack had faded to a silvery-pink. Their memory burned in Viper as harshly as ever. Elizabeth’s golden aeir remained unchanged, outshining the Parhelion.

Viper hoped her silent greeting showed her sincere wish to be forgiven.

“My father demonstrated his love through his buildings,” Elizabeth said, at length. “He built Beaulieu for his first wife, Catherine of Aragon. For my mother, Father constructed Whitehall, the grandest and most robust of his palaces. For Edward, Nonsuch.” Elizabeth sighed heavily. “What love did he show unto me?”

Swollen raindrops landed with loud plops on the slate roof tiles. 

Viper had learned of King Henry’s extravagances, and of his intense yearning for a male heir. “You hath said that you were favoured of his daughters,” Viper offered. If she eased Elizabeth’s melancholy, perhaps Elizabeth would be amenable to resurrecting their friendship.

“I was his favourite bastard,” Elizabeth said. The heavier rain hid her tears. “Father always got what he wanted, and he wanted a son, which he could not get from my mother. So, when Edward was born, Father evicted the entire village of Coddington and built this hunting palace in its place. He named it Nonsuch, for no such place like it exists on Earth and there was no such greater joy to him as a male child. And ’twas all for naught, for Father never saw the completion of this palace, this epitome of his legacy built for his perfect heir, an heir who died without a legacy of his own.”

One of the shivering attendants clustered under the drier porch called out, “Your Majesty, please, this weather is most foul. You shall catch your death of cold.”

Elizabeth wiped her nose, a futile effort in the rain. “Lady Anne,” she said, setting her shoulders back, “Go within and awaken my Court. Tell them their queen will arise Apollo from his bed and bring an early end this irksome night.” She would not hear any protest from her attendants when she insisted on being left alone. Elizabeth headed towards the chapel saying, “Let us hasten to speak in private, for ’tis a building separate from the main.”

They crossed a short bridge over a creek to the small chapel at the rear of the property. The air inside was no warmer than outside. Viper lit the candles in the chapel with a flick of her wrist.

Here, Elizabeth’s father displayed an arrogance grander than the Vatican itself. In each of the stained glass windows, the king, his last wife, and his son danced in costly pigments of purple and blue. Oil on canvas portraits and alabaster statues of biblical figures adorned the walls, mostly naked, like the art of the Italian masters. Behind the altar, a single portrait dominated the wall.

A stout, straight-faced King Henry VIII, resplendent in ermine-trimmed hunting clothes, straddled a white steed. A white church with a Tudor rose in its main window, representing the Church of England, crested a rolling hilltop in the background over his right shoulder. On this same side, a youthful Queen Jane, Henry’s last wife, reclined semi-nude on river rocks, baby Edward to her exposed breast. White lilies blossomed around her. The artist painted a trick of Henry’s eyes to follow the observer as the person moved in the room. The king’s right hand rested on a partially drawn longsword, implying potency in war. In the distance behind Henry’s left shoulder, a thunderstorm tormented a domed cathedral on dried-up hills. The building represented St. Peter’s Basilica, the seat of Catholic worship, and the religion Henry ousted from England for the sake of Elizabeth’s mother, and his own lust.

The daughter King Henry did not want, the Prince that he dreamed of having, stood with her hands pressed against the altar. Her seelie wicht waited on the barren floor for Elizabeth to speak.

“My father sits there in judgement upon me, yet I do not know what he would decide of me.” Water pooled beneath Elizabeth. She faced into the room, eyes brimming with tears. “I hath killed nearly as many Catholics as did my bloody half-sister kill Protestants.” Goosebumps raised Elizabeth’s skin. Whether they were from the cold or her confession, Viper couldn’t say. “Walsingham and Burghley wish to create a Bond of Association, wherein they may arrest and torture any person who plots against me. With it, they will press me to execute my cousin, Mary Stuart of Scotland, a Catholic who covets my Crown. They would tarry my name with the death of a royal. My enemies are numerous, within and without.” Elizabeth rubbed her palms with unease. “Have you, too, come to kill the queen?”

The deep hues of Viper’s skin lovingly reflected the warm candlelight. “I am returned to you, Elizabeth. My motivations remain my own. You may rest assured that you are my Faerie Queen.”

“If I am to accept you, there shall be rules.” Elizabeth eased her grip on her herself. She appeared no less pale than she did outside.

“’Tis understandable, my queen.” Still penitent, Viper cast her malachite eyes cast to the floor. Her ploy had worked.

Elizabeth’s scowl dissolved into a broad smile. She looked no less attractive despite the several missing teeth at the back of her gums.

“But the rules shall be broken, in earnest and very often!” Elizabeth darted towards Viper with open arms.

Viper took a quick step back and lifted Elizabeth aloft with her elldyr creft. “I shall break any rule you ask Elizabeth, save for one. I cannot lay hand on your skin.”

“E’en after all these years?” Elizabeth asked, her dismay palpable.

Viper set her friend on the tiled floor with reverence, just beyond her own reach. “I would not see you wounded by me. I hath mastered the garen within me, or so I do believe. My hunger, however, would not be satisfied by a mere taste of your aeir.”

“If Walsingham wishes to expose a threat to my person, he need only seek a Daoine Tor stalking the countryside.” Elizabeth laughed heartily. Viper’s brow knit with hurt and confusion. Elizabeth’s face softened in apology. Viper saw the innocent princess she once protected in the Towyr. “Now, good Viper, you must know that but I jest. Your youth hath been unchanged through these many years. Let not your timeless beauty become crestfallen and haggard. I do not suggest that you mean harm unto me. You may hath been far from my sight, but ne’er from my mind.”

“Oh, that the wish of my flesh to give you an apology was stronger than my fear of your chastisement. I would bring myself herein sooner, if ’twas the case.”

“Of that, then, we both carry guilt,” Elizabeth said quietly.

Viper’s eyes narrowed. Elizabeth turned away and raised a hand to her hair, as if straightening one of her wigs. Elizabeth had aged. Her tell-tale habits had not. Viper recognized the subtle hint that an uncomfortable revelation burdened her Faerie Queen.

 “I hath allowed Master Dee to continue his research into ascrying with his Mort Lake Glass.”

Viper’s blood froze in her boiling veins. “The man who did transport me from Dugan Bode? How could you allow him to pursue a means by which he could hunt me?”

Elizabeth turned callous, a response Viper did not expect. “Not hunt, but find,” she said, her voice rising with anger. “You destroyed Dee’s laboratory, not I. I did not know where you were, or if you had been attacked by Annys. You yielded no quarter in my battle for your friendship.” Elizabeth pointed accusingly at Viper as she pressed the immortal closer to the door.

“You may hath granted me the Crown, but I hath been master of my destiny since I claimed it. I hath given up my womanhood, my opportunity for love, and any hope of legacy through bearing children. If I were to let go of my friendship with you, something that no humaine would understand, then ’twould be my end. If you could not come to me,” Elizabeth swallowed and held her commanding chin high, “then I would have my sage bring you before me.”

Viper paced around the room like a caged animal, trying to soothe her rising ire, until she blocked the altar. Henry, the egotistical man whose blood ran in Elizabeth’s veins, stared at the immortal challengingly, an expression Viper often recognized in his daughter. Viper was wrong. This queen could have no friend.

 “Patience is ne’er thy best trait when thou art desired of something.” The Daoine Tor used the address of thou, as one would to an underling, instead of the intimate you, to remind Elizabeth which of them had true power. “I hath said unto thee before, what seems as lengthy years for thee is merely a moment of my breath. How could thou, a simple humaine, understand how a godly immortal like me measures time?”

Viper raised herself to her full height in front of the altar, blocking Elizabeth’s view of her father. Purple elldyr creft encircled the immortal, its implied threat more terrifying than the bruised emotions of Britannia’s Queen.

Elizabeth took to her knees facing Viper, hands clasped together. “For my sins, I am forlorn. I would have your love and your guidance.”

“I do not live to serve thy ego.”

The garen pounded in Viper’s head and spread through her like wildfire. Elizabeth quivered below. The candle flames flickered wildly. The timber beams of the chapel cracked with the room’s rising heat. Viper bared her teeth, calculating the amount of pain she would have to overcome if she tore the Parhelion from Elizabeth and devoured her aeir.

“Please,” Elizabeth begged of Viper, her voice and countenance broken, “forgive me the errors of my ways.”

A boom ricocheted in the chapel. Red blossomed over Elizabeth’s heart. Her eyes rolled back into her head and she plummeted onto her side. Stray buckshot had impacted into the altar beside Viper, missing her body. Her head whipped up.

Through the harquebus’ smoke, Viper saw a man in a black robe at the chapel doorway. With the garen’s rhythm in her ears, she had not heard his approach. Either it was too hazy for him to see her, or Viper was inadvertently glamoured, for he didn’t react to her.

“Why confess your sins? You will rot in Hell, witch.” He spat at Elizabeth’s dying body and ran away, his black robe flapping as if to expedite his escape.

“Elizabeth!”

Viper’s shock resonated through the palace. Elizabeth’s hand was extended on the ground, slickened red with blood. The sanguine fluid had started pooling underneath her. Elizabeth didn’t answer. Viper watched Elizabeth’s aeir wane for the first time in her life.

Viper knelt beside her dying friend and instinctively reached for the gunshot wound. The Parhelion flashed and repelled Viper to the wall. Her impact knocked over several candles. They ignited hanging banners embroidered with King Henry’s heraldry. A heaviness settled into Viper’s limbs. She laboured to get off the ground and crawled back to Elizabeth.

A high-pitched noise from the Parhelion deafened Viper. She attempted to remove the amulet from Elizabeth’s body. Once again, its power repelled her.

Viper surveyed her hands, crippled with pain. Faint elldyr creft burnished in her palms. She dug deep within herself for any reserves of magic that she had left. With a monumental effort, Viper cast a protective enchantment around herself.

She cupped the Parhelion in both hands. Agony possessed her limbs until she could not feel them. Still, she held on to the talisman with screaming muscles. Viper tugged on the Parhelion, trying to break the chain from which it dangled. The necklace cut into Elizabeth’s faint scars, bleeding them anew. One link began separating. Black smoke rose from Viper’s hands and her black-tar blood dripped to the ground. The room smelled of charred flesh and desperation. With a grunt, she jerked the chain. It snapped. Viper hurled the Parhelion towards the portrait of Henry, where it imbedded in his robust torso.

Fire ignited around them. With blistered, charred hands, Viper tore open the top of Elizabeth’s nightgown. The humaine’s blood pulsed from her chest, slower now. Viper laid her left hand on Elizabeth’s sternum, the other on her pallid forehead. Viper couldn’t stop the shudder in her hands.

“I do not give you my leave to go,” she whispered to Elizabeth through hot tears. Viper’s runes glowed and projected into an interlacing pattern over Elizabeth’s body. Elizabeth’s aeir spun itself into the smallest of golden whirlpools. Trickles of Viper’s curative power found their way into Elizabeth’s body. With silver-red energy radiating from within, Elizabeth’s organs and tissues began regenerating from the inside out.

Elizabeth’s body demanded Viper’s magic. The immortal became lightheaded. An unbearable pain jolted through her chest. Viper pushed herself onwards. She drove her elldyr creft into Elizabeth, crying, “I do not give you my leave to go!”

The deathly pallor of Elizabeth’s face faded, replaced by a faint pink glow. The queen’s wounds improved, as did her breathing, in small measures. She had lost a large volume from her arteries, which Viper couldn’t replace. Elizabeth’s aeir fortified. She hadn’t regained consciousness.

Viper gasped when her body adopted Elizabeth’s injuries. The immortal ripped off the bottom hem of her tunic and pressed it into the wound that now bled on her own chest. Lines of black blood trickled down her own back from the assimilated entry wounds. Viper’s ability to self-heal made the damage less egregious than they had been for Elizabeth, save for the pain.

The immortal clutched one hand to her chest and dragged Elizabeth to safety beyond the chapel doors on the creek’s bank with the other. Each motion felt like a javelin tearing through Viper’s lungs. She heard a woodpecker tapping on tree trunk, atypical for a bird normally active in the daytime. Viper clenched her jaw with disgust. The Sisters observed her struggle through the bird without intervening. When the bird caught Viper’s eyes, it flew away.

“If you will not help, then why witness?” she yelled between raspy breaths at the retreating spy.

Alarmed shouts for water alerted her to the approaching courtiers. Doubled over, Viper raced back to the blazing chapel. She staggered to the middle of the room, her hair and eyes wild. The effort of rescuing Elizabeth from the fire over-powered Viper’s ability to overcome her inherited wounds. She had to stop her own hemorrhaging or she would die.

“Fire! I am thy Mistress. Come unto me and cease this bleeding.”

The roaring flames coalesced into a swirling column that crashed into Viper, becoming one with her. The heat cauterized the irregularly shaped open wound in her chest and the smaller entry wounds in her back. Over time, Viper’s body would heal. Unexpectedly, the fire rekindled her magic. As long as she had power enough to stand, she had magic enough to hunt Elizabeth’s would-be assassin.

She blasted apart the chapel wall with a mixture of fire and elldyr creft. Viper scaled the chapel exterior searching for the aeir of the unknown man. He hadn’t run far. She spotted the gunman in the forest behind the chapel, where a herd of deer scattered in front of him. He tripped, stumbled, then hollered in shock and discomfort. Viper hoped he had broken his ankle, for it would give the advantage she needed to surpass his head start.

She negotiated the forest with ease and reached him as he tested his weight on his injured foot. Viper hauled him into the air by the scruff of the neck before his toes touched the ground. The man cried out at the immortal in front of him, taller than him by a head. Viper clamped her hand over his mouth. His pleading eyes darted to the forest beyond.

“Thou hast conspirators?” she asked the struggling assailant. The panic in his face answered her, and inflamed the garen. “I will make short work of thy friends,” she sneered, so close to his ear that she could bite it off, “but not before they see what I shall do to thee.”

The dense trees concealed her approach to a clearing with four other men. With Viper’s hand firmly over his mouth, the assassin couldn’t warn them. They paced nervously, candle lanterns rattling in their hands. Sleepy horses, saddled for riding, milled nearby. Viper had expected to see the Spanish-trained assassin-priests Turstin had described. Beneath their black robes, these men wore the fitted, embroidered clothes of English petty nobles. None of them were priests. Their faces were hungry with ambition.

Viper lobbed the man she carried into the middle of the clearing. He landed on his arm with a loud crack and yelped in pain. The horses whinnied and reared up in fear.

“To arms!” The leader of the group tracked the tree line nervously. “Atticus spoke true. Elizabeth’s demon is here.” He unsheathed a rapier sword. Beside him, one of two men grabbed an arbalest crossbow, and a second man raised a musket. The last of the four men fumbled with his long dagger from beneath his cloak.

Viper vaulted into the air, fully possessed by the power of the garen. At the peak of her ascent, she revealed herself. Her elldyr creft draped from her arms like wings of purple fire. She descended upon Elizabeth’s assassin, driving her knee into his sternum and her fist into his face. Both shattered with sickening crunches.

Viper scowled at them from her crouched position, eyes flared black with rancor. “I am no demon.” She came to her feet, her elldyr fire looming. “And when I kill, I hide behind no god.” The dead assassin’s boiling blood dripped from her fingers.

Dagger-man traded his weapon for reins and fled through the woods on horseback. Viper blasted the remaining men with her magic. One smashed his head into a thick oak tree. A red smear stained the bark and lay on the ground, immobile. The leader fell to the ground, his rapier strewn several feet away.

The man with the crossbow managed to remain standing. He loosed an arrow at her. The projectile ripped across her outer thigh. She charged him and grabbed his throat. His carotid artery pulsed rapidly beneath her fingers. She tore out his windpipe and held it to his dying face.

Behind her, the leader raised his recovered blade. “What manner of monster are you?”

She hurled the dead man into him without answering. His blade plunged into the body. The leader let go of his sword hilt as if it burned him. Viper bound him with coils of magic. She prowled towards her prisoner, her lean body showing through the burnt out patches in her dress.

She leaned in to his face and grabbed the corners of his jawbone when he recoiled. Viper sucked on his lower lip, tasting humaine flesh for the first time.

“I am V’Braed, and for whatever that doth make me, thou hast made me a seelie wicht with a reason to hate mankind.” Viper’s blackened eyes bore into his mind as she showed him the tortures she intended for him. The man yelped and lost control of his bladder. Viper dug her nails beneath his jaw, preparing to tear his mandible from his skull. She heard the crunch of forest underbrush moments before stag antlers erupted from the man’s chest.

The stag who had entered the clearing from behind the leader yanked him from Viper’s grip. The man convulsed and died. The mighty animal tossed his head to the side and the leader’s body flopped into a heap on the ground.

“Damned be your meddling!” Viper screeched at the animal. “He was mine to kill.”

Unmoved by Viper’s offense, the stag galloped forwards and pinned her to a wide tree. A white glow emanated from his antlers. He snorted at her in consternation as she struggled against him.

A doe with a white star-shaped whorl on her brow entered the clearing and sniffed the dead bodies. Dagger-man draped over her back. He gazed upon Viper with dreamy, spell-bound eyes. The animal bent her neck, setting the humaine on the ground.

A warm wind passed through the trees, and with it came the voices of the Sisters. “One’s guardians hath heard. The Herd will not let the garen wound One anew.”

The doe raised her head, ears turned to the swishing sound. She bleated at her mate, who restrained Viper. He resisted. The doe nudged the stag with her nose. He stamped the ground. She repeated her demand with fervent tones. With a short bark of contestation, he freed Viper from his antlers and their magic hold.

Viper threated him with a glowing hand. The doe’s shaking head made her stop. With a soft hoof, the doe rolled over the dazed man she had returned to the clearing.

His aeir floated above him. The stag prevented Viper from killing the leader with her garen fueled rage. Now, these unusual animals, from some unknown Herd, offered her another humaine life. Understanding shocked Viper into compliance. She was meant to feed upon Dagger-man to repair herself, not fuel the garen. She collapsed against the tree trunk under the watchful eyes of the stag and doe wondering how close she had come to losing herself in the garen and being like Annys. The immortal buried her face in her hands and cried until she felt numb, her distraught emotions unrelenting. By the time Viper calmed, Apollo guided his chariot across the sky. She extended her arms over the living conspirator, ready to address the wounds caused by the assassin’s bullet, and of her failure.

 


25: Under the Underground 

The London Underground.

June 5, 2012: early afternoon.

The older layers of earth belched forth decades of coal dust. Viper’s Faerie Queen had used coal in the fireplaces of her palaces to keep the hearth hot long after the wood burned into ash. The immortal choked on the nostalgia the odor evoked in her. She had never been so happy to be underground.

Using her innate ability to sense humans in the darkened passage, she chose to keep watch for pursuing soldiers from the back of the group. Graeme took the lead, flashlight in hand. Dhillon followed behind, guiding Clare forwards, the beam of his light aimed in front of her.

Clare crinkled her nose. “This place smells.” Without her cochlear implants, she spoke louder than usual. She kept the crystals bundled in the red military uniform close to her chest. “Where are we?”

Dhillon slowed his pace and shone the light to his face allowing Clare to read his lips. “These are service corridors from the original Victorian underground trains. Owain sealed them off during renovations decades ago. Nobody knows they exist.” He sounded proud of the old man’s ingenuity.

“We’re heading towards Aldgate station,” Graeme announced over his shoulder, “and we’re not stopping until we get there. Five minutes longer, as the bird flies.” Viper marked his ease of authority.

Dhillon repeated Graeme’s statement to Clare, facing her as he spoke. He stumbled frequently, trying to step over the loose ballast on the floor at the same time as shining the light on his face.

Clare placed her hand on his chest. “I can’t make sense of what you’re saying,” she said apologetically. “You’re moving too much and the light is all over the place. Let’s wait until we get to wherever it is we’re going.” Dhillon nodded and resumed his place at her side, with an arm around her to help her balance.

Convinced that no one followed them from the Tower, Viper joined Graeme at the front. “Clare’s safety vexes me. Marry, the girl is brave. Without the deftness of a fighter, for her deafness, she poses a significant target.” Viper kept her voice low.

“Yer nae wrong. She’s a braw lass, but she’ll need protecting during a scrap.”

“I hath no doubt that the queen’s men will come in search of the Mort Lake Glass I hath taken. The crystals activate John Dee’s mechanisms. Your queen will ne’er grant me freedom. She will use them, should she reclaim them.”

Graeme’s eyes darkened and his brow furrowed deeply. “Humans have evolved in many ways, Viper. I’m sad to say that freedom is a lovely ideal, which not everyone enjoys.” His steps sounded heavier in the ground rubble.

They traveled the rest of the way in contemplative silence.

Far beneath the underbelly of Aldgate station, the tunnel sloped downwards and narrowed until they could touch the walls with outstretched arms. The dank air didn’t stir. Graeme stopped at a sheet of metal riveted into the wall, not unlike several other sections they had already passed.

“Why do we cease walking?” Viper asked the Scotsman. “We hath not come upon a dead end.”

Graeme tapped his finger on the side of his nose, as if to tease Viper that he knew something she did not. He pressed his hand against the middle the wall. A thin blue light scanned his palm within a luminescent outline of his hand. The panel recessed and slid open with a whirr. Viper nodded her head in appreciation before she led them inside.

A wrought iron staircase spiraled to the lower level. Glazed ceramic tiles, pristine moss green and white, led to a small room at the bottom where wooden panelling and matching furniture greeted them. Viper stepped onto a plush, maroon carpet, on top of which were four upholstered benches. Highly polished Celtic knots snaked across every surface. The benches formed a semi-circle on the round rug, facing the staircase.

Graeme was the last to leave the steps. “Nae bad for a dead end, ye ken?” He moved to a secretarial desk at the far side of the seating area and lifted the lid. From inside, he flipped a switch and warm, fern green light bathed the room.

“This is it?” Clare said, with a hint of incredulity in her voice. “After the Gherkin, I was expecting a James Bond-y secret hideout.”

Graeme and Dhillon grinned in unison. Dhillon invited Clare to sit, then joined her. Viper stood nonplussed, arms crossed, facing the benches.

“Ye might want to sit for this part,” Graeme said. Viper refused, eyes wary. “Nae any bother to me. However, I’ll miss yer pretty head when we get going.” He waggled his eyebrows at her. Graeme pressed a button inside the console. Silver railings lifted from beneath the floor around the seating area. Dhillon held Clare close.

An electronic hum tickled Viper’s hyper-sensitive ears. The seating area rose with a jarring bump and became a floating dais. Clare’s hand flew to her mouth, then she laughed when she saw Dhillon’s amused smile. Viper had stopped herself from crying out with surprise.

Behind the benches, the wall divided, revealing a low-ceilinged tunnel bathed in the same green light. The hovering platform rotated, then shot into the passageway. Viper crouched instinctively. She realized the danger of bashing her head on the oncoming ceiling mere seconds before it was too late. She caught Graeme’s smug, good-natured, snicker and decided that she should heed him in the future.

“The Underground floods often,” Graeme explained after he stopped chuckling at Viper’s near decapitation. “Owain designed this baby to travel over water and land. Quadratic propulsion.” The same rectangular tiles as in the stairwell lined the tunnel walls. Inclusions in the glaze sparkled as the cart passed.

Viper reclined upon the armrest of the closest bench, clutching the railing to soothe her jitters. She hid her distress from the others behind her. Her world had changed so much over the past day and a half. The capacity of modern humans to overcome the forces of nature, and of her magic, astounded and frightened her. Technology elevated humans into indomitable adversaries. She wondered what possible chance had to reclaim the life that had been taken from her. Where could she exist peaceably if she did?

Dhillon had been explaining his arrival to London from Maidstone to Clare. “The Sisters’ murmuration of starlings carried us to London, on the far side of St. James’ Park,” he said, clearly pronouncing and pacing his words for Clare’s benefit.

“The flock practically wrecked a charity petting zoo of deer. In the chaos, we managed to head towards Buckingham Palace before people realized we had been inside the tornado of birds. That’s when we found Owain, or rather, when he found us. It was incredible! There were all these alarms going off at the palace, and loads of sirens tearing through the streets. Cops were everywhere! Graeme was freaking out about hiding his weapons.” Dhillon stopped when Graeme cleared his throat at him. “Well, he wasn’t really freaking out, but it wouldn’t be good for him to have a concealed gun during a bombing. That’s when, calm as anything, Owain shows up. ‘Hello, boys, where’ve you been?’ he’d said, like we were supposed to be meeting him in the park with calamity around us.”

“During the Victorian era, Owain built a safe house beneath what used to be St. Mary’s Underground station on the Hammersmith & City line,” Graeme offered. “In the Thirties, that’s the 1930s,” he said to Viper, “he orchestrated the closure of St. Mary’s station. Only Ivy and I knew of his safe house, until now.” His expression pinched at the mention of the woman’s name. Graeme nodded at the double arch the platform approached. “We’re coming up on the entrance.”

The platform locked into place in a cavernous room. Well below the demolished Underground stop, they may as well have traveled into another world.

They walked up glass steps illuminated red. The group looked like time-lost vagrants in a futuristic mansion. The space was more expansive than Viper would have expected for a subterranean dwelling, with diffusely lit, vaulted ceilings. Owain had decorated the room with the lightest colours and most reflective surfaces. Photos of London in simple frames adorned white walls so smooth that the immortal couldn’t discern structural seams. Across the empty, acrylic floor, scoop vinyl chairs grouped around a round, glass table. Viper fingered the tattered corners of her red tailcoat, conscious of her unkempt state.

On an elevated walkway made of glass, Owain had been working beneath an elongated bank of computer monitors. The CCTV-captured images of the Underground and London’s streets flickered in the reflective surfaces of the room like a phantom population.

Owain stood, applauded joyfully, then leaned heavily on a cane. “I’m so pleased they found you, Mistress. I’m afraid I underestimated our queen’s resources.” He wore a plaid sports coat in shades of blue and yellow, a pear-green buttoned shirt, and chestnut corduroy trousers that mismatched horribly. Viper wondered how he ever moved about the city unnoticed with such noticeable apparel. His deep bow and deeper smile warmed Viper’s heart.

Her Foundling negotiated the steps to the main level. He limped forward in haste and lurched precariously. Graeme caught his employer before Owain landed on the ground.

“I’m alright,” the older man said. “Don’t fret.”

It concerned Viper that Owain hadn’t relied upon a cane before. He straightened his glasses, patted Graeme’s arm and continued towards Viper. He hugged her tightly, his bright orange aeir likewise flowed around her.

Viper became aware that the others watched their reunion. Graeme grinned broadly with a dimple in his cheek that she hadn’t seen before. Clare had a hand to her mouth, smiling. Dhillon watched Viper with an unreadable expression.

The immortal stiffened and eased Owain away. Only Clare had seen Viper debilitated, first by Annys’ avatar, then crumpled in the cage at the Tower. Viper didn’t want the mortals to know how happy she was that her Foundling wasn’t harmed, for emotional attachment could be used against her. She had to be severe, to be dominant, if she had any hope of survival. However, she kept her hand on Owain’s shoulder as he moved closer to the monitors.

“How came you by the knowledge that the Second Elizabeth kept me prisoner?” Viper surveyed the vast quantity of digital images before her. “Did you use these monitoring tools, eyes like the queen’s eyes that can see through walls?”

“Yes, yes! You are a quick study, Mistress,” Owain replied. “You shall have answers. Well, some answers. First, indulge me for a moment longer.” He shuffled to the glass table and retrieved a plastic box. From it, he handed Clare a new pair of cochlear receivers. Owain waited until Clare attached the receivers to the magnets in her head. “How’s that, my dear?” Clare nodded with a grateful smile. “Dhillon told me what happened at the Medway. I don’t want you to miss out on the discussion. These new receivers aren’t waterproof, but they can take a big splash.”

“When did you get these?” Clare asked, her voice back to normal volume.

“I had extra bits and bobs made up for you, anticipating that you would be part of our team. Even if you go back to Longwood, or to your parents, you know the truth about the world, and your place in it.”

“I don’t ever want to leave,” the girl said, glancing to Viper and Owain in veneration.

Owain raised a finger in the air. “Now, on to pressing matters.” He pulled a remote from his pocket and pointed it at the screens. One image expanded until each monitor represented a different portion of a larger picture. “England stands at the precipice of paranoia.”

He showed them recorded coverage of the attack on Buckingham Palace yesterday. A woman with swept-up hair and conservatively painted lips spoke to the camera. The positive impact of her sunny scarf failed in the wet evening. Behind her, blue Police lights bounced off the palace’s facade.

“When I snuck into the queen’s home, neither she nor the Parhelion were there, although it looked like someone tried to break into the Grandfather clock where she often hides little treasures. As I left the palace, a bomb rocked its gates. I speculate it was a ruse to draw security to the front of the building and away from her offices.”

“Then that’s what I heard through the two-way receivers before the Merrows attacked us at Maidstone?”

“Indeed, Clare. You must have heard the shots the Queen's Guards fired at the unmanned car. I’m sorry for any difficulties overhearing that event caused you.”

Viper caught Dhillon staring with spite at her from the corner of her eye, obviously still sore at her decision not to help Owain in London, despite Owain’s obvious wellness. The screen’s image changed to footage of several deer running wild through St. James Park.

“That’s the petting zoo’s animals,” Dhillon said, turning to the replay after Viper glared back at him.

“Several of them haven’t been found,” Owain confirmed. “Between the cyclone of birds and the loose herd, animal control had their hands full.”

“At least it helped to hide our arrival,” said Graeme.

“And my departure from the palace,” Owain added.

The news displayed Smallpox in South London: Terrorism or Outbreak? on the bottom of the screen.

“Then, there’s this: the issue of the smallpox resurgence,” said Owain.

Viper recoiled. “The mark of Annys.”

“Yes, Mistress. That is my assessment as well. Several adults and children became afflicted over the last week, regardless of vaccination status. I’m afraid Annys moves ever closer to London. She will be upon us within a day, or less.”

“What about the Sisters?” Graeme asked. “I reckon they have the power over earth, wind, plants and animals. Can’t they stop her?”

 “They will not stop her,” Viper said, dissatisfied. “I cannot explain their reluctance to intervene, except to say the Sisters serve only their own intentions.”

Pictures and amateur footage of the Sisters’ earthen bulwark and cyclones in Sunninghill interspersed between those of the washed out footbridge in Maidstone, and the clouds above Dugan’s Mound. “Newscasters report on these events like they are unrelated,” said Graeme with a snort. “They dinnae ken how wrong they are!”

“Nor will they,” Owain scolded quickly. “It’s best that people don’t make the connections between what they read and hear, and reality. The last time Britain underwent a fervent interest in the mysteries of the seelie wicht, I had to distract the empire by instigating the industrial revolution. Look at where that got us!”

“I don’t mind the modern world,” Clare remarked with a toothy smile. Her improved ability to participate in the conversation returned her youthful zest. The young woman’s aeir swirled with enhanced vigor. Her aeir momentarily touched Dhillon’s. A shimmer coursed through the both and the youths spontaneously beheld the other’s gaze with open attraction.

A protector and a lover, Viper heard in her head, unbidden.

“Something's troubling me,” Owain said, surveying the monitors and interrupting Viper’s train of thought. The British people continued in their daily routines, oblivious to the monsters plotting against them. “Why would Annys hire armed men to attack you on the road from Longwood, but send Merrows at Maidstone? With her magic, and an army of Merrows at her command, she could’ve captured Queen Elizabeth at any time on her Flotilla Parade instead of bombing Buckingham Palace.”

Viper considered Owain’s statement and ignored the distracting aeir of the youths. With Queen Elizabeth II as a new adversary, and Annys nearing London, Viper needed to pay heed to her own agenda and pay less attention to protecting the heart of the human girl. If Dhillon was the false lover, Clare would have to manage it on her own.

“These are trivialities that no longer render worriment,” Viper said, “for I hath the tools of Annys’ undoing. I hath John Dee’s Mort Lake Glass.”

“Who’s he?” asked Graeme.

“He was an advisor to Queen Elizabeth I,” said Dhillon, jumping in. “A master of astrology, astronomy, alchemy, geometry, the occult, basically everything to do with Elizabethan science. He spent hours scrying, or ascrying as it was known in Viper’s day, by staring into a highly polished obsidian stone, crystal ball, or a mirrored plate, trying to speak with beings from a higher plane.”

“So, he was a psychic?” Graeme asked, poorly hiding his mocking tone.

“No, he was a genius. Don’t forget, science, religion, and the occult were mixed up back then. Elizabeth relied on John Dee a great deal. What better way to rule a kingdom than by knowing the future? Dee coined the phrase The British Empire, formulated nautical maps for the queen’s adventurers to the new world, and he designed the Globe Theatre. He even wanted to create a new calendar, something to do the energy levels of the otherworldly beings he sought. Sadly, Elizabeth didn’t accept his proposition. Dee was a remarkable man, when you think of it.”

“He was the self-serving sage of Mort Lake.” Viper’s fury came too late to kill the man who had ensnared her with his devices.

“What happened to him?” Clare asked.

“By the early 1580s, Walsingham and Burghley didn’t trust him. They advised Elizabeth to dismiss him from Court. He fled to Poland with his medium, a man named Edward Kelley, and their wives. His home and workshop at Mort Lake were ransacked by Walsingham’s men. The plague killed his wife and most of his children. Dee died a pauper in 1603. One of his sons grew up into adulthood and trained as a doctor.”

“No doubt to continue his father’s ascrying studies.” A knot tightened in Viper’s stomach. “And do the descendants of his son live?” Her heartbeat quickened at the thought of finally having success in this modern world.

“Ye cannae be hot to go after his descendants?” Graeme interrupted Viper’s singular, vengeful thought to seek out the children born of John Dee’s lineage and eradicate his bloodline.

“Why should I not? The reach of his Mort Lake Glass extends beyond his grave, so should mine.”

“Because,” Graeme said, crossing his arms, “it’s not the right thing to do. We’ll help ye find the man’s equipment-“

“And his research,” Dhillon chimed in.

“Oh aye, and his books. If Dee or his son were a threat to ye before, that danger has faded by now. It’s been four hundred years. Any of Dee’s offspring who might have the same interests in yer kind has already popped their clogs.”

Viper wasn’t surprised that the humans defended their own. Nothing in this modern age proved to her that humans had truly changed. One false, one true. Her suspicions ran wild.

“Wait a sec,” Clare said, her face screwed up with confusion. “Are those Mort Lake things we took from the Tower crystals, stones, or glass?” She dashed to the floating dais where she had left the stones wrapped in the military coat.

Dhillon tapped himself on the forehead. “Of course! To the average person at the Elizabethan court, the words crystal and glass were synonymous. In the Old Saxon language, glas meant something that shines. Turning sand into glass has been part of human cultures before written history. An object made of glass was also identified as ‘glass’ because it reflects light.”

Clare walked over and held up a stone from the folded coat. “So, a polished crystal like this one would be ‘glass’ too?”

“It’s likely,” Dhillon said.

“Glass is also ubiquitous for vessel or container,” Owain said, rubbing his eyebrows in thought.

“Like the glass we drink from,” Graeme chimed in before Dhillon could offer another academic lecture.

Owain took the crystal from Clare, raised it to eye level and turned it over in his hands. He hobbled to the glass table. Refusing Graeme’s help, he eased himself into the chair

“If Queen Elizabeth, or Annys, or,” Owain paused, “whomever, can utilize the Mort Lake Glass then we have a serious problem facing us.” He placed the elongated crystal upon the table on its narrow edge. The Mort Lake Glass righted itself and spun vertically above the tabletop, maintaining its velocity without tumbling over or losing speed. Viper squinted at the crystal with trepidation.

“We have another problem,” Clare said in a tiny voice. With bleary eyes and shaking hands, she placed the red coat on the table and splayed it open. “I only have three crystals.”

 


26: The Sage and the Medium 

August 8th, 1583.

Hampton Palace.

“Again!” Elizabeth ordered. She drew her longbow to its fullest, her well-trained muscles rigid. In the distance, a man slapped the rump of a horse. Guided by its rider, the charger galloped down the thirty-nine metre length of the tilt yard. Elizabeth adjusted her position as she tracked her target.

“Bess,” one of her older ladies-in-waiting breathed the queen’s name in caution. A select group of courtiers watched Elizabeth from rugs and pillows strewn upon the grass. She had chosen the women because they were aged or ugly and the men because they fawned on her.

Viper had been banned from feeding upon any of the sycophants who thrived on the queen’s favour. She skulked behind a tree wishing she could use her enchantment of concealment to hide the lemony satin gown she donned to appease Elizabeth from herself. A French farthingale, a stiff reed frame stuffed at the hips with cotton and cloth, jutted the ornately embroidered fabric outwards from her waist. She looked like her legs had been shoved into a glazed sweet bun. Viper couldn’t conduct herself with her usual lithe precision. Elizabeth’s Courtly fashion reduced Viper’s supernatural movement to that of a simpering humaine.

“Patience,” Elizabeth murmured. The jousting horse thundered closer to her. Her eyes never left her prey. With her extra layer of ceruse and her corseted white dress, Elizabeth was a living alabaster statue.

“Majesty,” the Dutch Ambassador, Noël de Caron began, the linearity of his face worsened by his frown, “you need not hold the tension so long.”

The waxed bowstring blanched lines into Elizabeth’s lead-painted fingers and the sinew cord pushed into her nose as firmly as her right thumb did against the side of her face. Her left arm remained taut. The small dangling straps of her leather vambrace fluttered in the gentle breeze.

“One more word of advisement, Lord Noël, and I will let loose my arrow into you.”

The steed had progressed over half of the jousting field. Its unarmoured rider spurred the horse farther with his heels.

Elizabeth opened her fingers around the knock and string. The arrow zipped through the air towards her objective, striking soundly. The rider pulled upon the reins, forcing his horse to a stop.

“Huzzah!” the jousting marshal joined in the crowd’s cheer. He ran for Elizabeth’s target and raised it aloft. “A better landing could not be made, Majesty.” The marshal held a simulated badger, consisting of a leather ball stuffed with hay, dressed in black and grey striped fur, which had been dragged behind the horse on a wheeled platform.

“’Tis a wondrous contraption that your Master Dee hath designed, Majesty,” de Caron said after adorning his hostess with congratulatory kisses. “And what skill you hath shown that you did not hit the man or his mount.” A wooden fence split the tilt yard in half lengthwise with a rope and pulley system running along its middle, attached to the horse’s harness. An older squire, chased by a group of children, ran with the pretend animal to the far end of the rectangular yard. Horse and rider trotted, unharmed, back to their starting point. The man patted his steed horse on its neck, crooning equally flattering words to the animal.

 “Yes,” Viper sneered, her sarcasm heard by Elizabeth’s ears alone. “Dee is a man of many a talent. What other mechanisms hath he devised of late?” Embers of her sullen mood tainted the warm sun and sunnier entertainments of the day.

“Would you draw once more, Majesty?” Lord Robert Dudley held out an arrow to Elizabeth. Viper scoffed aloud at the man whose eyes twinkled above his elongated moustache and moderate, triangular beard. The Earl of Leicester remained among Elizabeth’s favourite courtiers, if not her closest, and Viper didn’t question Elizabeth’s choice. Swarthy and virile, Robert kept his health in good state and his relationship with his queen in a healthier state. In lieu of marrying him, Elizabeth had endowed him with titles, political duties and personal privileges.

Elizabeth brightened, pointedly ignoring Viper, as she often did in Robert’s company. “Oh, sweet Robin, if it is your intent to pierce me with Cupid’s arrow, I suggest you aim a little higher.” She took the tip of the arrow and placed it to the plumpness of her breast, above her corset, easing it gently into her skin. Men guffawed and woman giggled. Elizabeth glanced at the crowd, her eyes briefly making contact with Viper’s. “Or,” Elizabeth said with a sultry smile at Robert, “perhaps you should set yourself a loftier goal?” She pointed the end of the arrow to the elongated tip of her corset, nearest her crotch. Robert didn’t hide his carnal grin.

“Lower!” a younger Lord of the Court cajoled. “Be sure to shoot hard!”

“And straight,” barked another.

Viper rolled her eyes in her head and stormed away.

In words heard by everyone, which Viper knew were meant for her, Elizabeth heartily said, “Let not it be said that the Virgin Queen of England hath not the full measure of a king’s appetite.” She broke into a song written by her father, in the early years of his rein.

 

Past time with good company

I love and shall until I die.

Grudge who lust, but none deny,

So God be pleased thus live will I.

For my pastance, hunt sing and dance

My heart is set.

All goodly sport, for my comfort

Who shall me let.

 

The courtiers joined Elizabeth in the rest of the well-known ballad. The verses’ echoes taunted Viper even after she retreated under the heavy canvas flaps of the crimson and gold tent set up on the lawn beyond the jousting yard.

By the time Elizabeth retreated to her tent, Viper had removed the lavish gown and threw it onto the floor. She wore a white smock, sleeves rolled to the elbow, and her red taffeta petticoat. The farthingale lay in tatters, strewn across the carpeted ground.

A gust of wind escorted Elizabeth into the dimly lit room. It stirred the stems of lavender displayed in a Chinese glazed porcelain vase mounted in English silver. The rare Wanli porcelain, with blue birds nesting in ornate trees on a white background, was finer than any English pottery.

“I cannot bear that outfit any longer!” Viper crossed her arms over her chest. Her skin fluctuated its shades of purple beneath her smock. “Shall I hide the Trojan army beneath my skirts?” Fluffs of cotton batting from the farthingale rolled in front of Elizabeth.

“May I enter, Majesty?” came the voice of the handmaiden Emma before Elizabeth answered.

Viper mouthed, No.

Elizabeth said, “Of course, child.”

Viper scowled with fury and undertook her glamour, unwilling to yield her place in Elizabeth’s tent for the sake of mortal visitors.

Emma entered, followed by two younger girls. Now a woman in her 20s, she had risen to the head of Elizabeth’s personal attendants. As usual, the maidservant kept her braided hair up under a coif and the front of her dress closed high under her neck. She expected the same of her underlings. The two younger maids had much less appealing complexions. They saw the gown and shredded farthingale but not the invisible Daoine Tor. Confused, they fussed about the damaged item.

“Hath there been some assault?” Emma asked, face worried. “Shall I fetch Lord Burghley?”

Elizabeth waved her off. “I am sure, ’twas a harmless animal. There is no threat here.” As Emma and the girls gathered the tatters of the gown and farthingale, Elizabeth said, “My Ladies make their way here to attend upon me. Tell them that I neither sleep, nor wish for company. I shall read at my leisure. The guards shall mind me from a distance. My Ladies should take their rest, for I expect them in the Grand Hall this evening to dance several Galliards.”

Emma nodded and ushered the other servants from the queen’s tent.

“Do you recall her?” Elizabeth said of Emma, unclasping the clasps of her vambrace. “The girl hath remained faithful to me. ’Tis why I keep her about me. Her youthful appearance tempts many a man, and she remains a virgin to honour me. On top of everything, she has ne’er lied to me, which is more than I may say of you.”

The immortal scorned her friend’s latest tactic of addressing Viper with the same contrived rhetoric Elizabeth used on her politicians and courtiers. “I hath agreed to dress as one of thy flatterers, but I do not show the fig such as they. My words hath always been honest.”

“You tell me that my Court likens me to Diana to my face, yet say I am haggard when I am not present. I do not deny that I am older of years. Nevertheless, I conduct myself as youthfully as ever. No soul herein matches my daily pace. I hath no proof of their deception, save by your word, which you hath broken.” Elizabeth plopped the vambrace on a table with a loud thump.

“Speak not in riddles and roundabouts, Elizabeth, for I hath not the stomach for it, so made ill am I at your egregious preening in the tilt yard.”

“I forbade you to interfere with Master Dee, did I not?”

Viper lounged on the rope bed, set up in the tent for Elizabeth’s rest, or for when she entertained Lord Robert. With a sombre shrug of her shoulders, the immortal confessed, “’Twas only his obsidian I hath damaged. The man himself is, regretfully, wholly sound.”

The day before, Viper had ambushed the caravan of wagons bringing Dee’s instruments and belongings for an extended stay at Court. She had startled the horses and upturned the carts, hoping to injure the man. He wasn’t there. His servants currently prepared his guest room, despite Viper’s attempt to thwart his arrival.

Elizabeth poured herself a glass of sekanjabin, an over-sweetened drink of mint and honey mixed with wine vinegar. “He is due on the morrow. What am I to tell him of his broken obsidian?”

“I care not,” Viper responded flatly. She had shattered the polished volcanic glass into which Dee gazed for hours ascrying for Viper and her kind. “Your sage’s interest in the V’Braed is unnatural. I am thusly compelled to deter him by any means necessary.” The thought of the man made Viper’s skin prickle with distaste.

“I sparked his studies when I consulted him to seek you out. Master Dee did not act against you or the other Daoine Tor, of that put your mind at ease.” Elizabeth emptied her drink, followed by the involuntary ahh that accompanied her gulping the sour drink. She poured a glass for Viper.

Viper shook her head, for she preferred the bite of whisky. She thought back to the night when Dee transported her from Dugan’s Bode to his house on Mort Lake, the last time Elizabeth drank wine in any notable quantity. Viper abhorred the sensation of helplessness Dee had created with his apparatus. If he continued his experimentation, his success threatened Viper’s autonomy. She would never be free.

To Elizabeth, the man was a tutor and mentor, a mage who helped shape her Coronation and guided her through the years of Viper’s absence. If Viper had known how dangerous the sage would become to her wellbeing, she would have killed him when Elizabeth asked him to cast her horoscope in the Towyr.

“Do you trust me?” Elizabeth occupied the high backed chair across from Viper. The immortal sought some sign in the woman’s face of the intimate friendship they once shared.

Viper’s eyes misted over as she descended into the depths of Elizabeth’s hazel ones. “I trust your devotion.”

“Master Dee hath advised me in matters of politics when you would not intervene. He comes to Court to propose a change in our calendar, and to gift unto me a new throne, one he hath devised for my protection. I shall hold a private audience with him, whereupon you may ask of him about his ascrying. If his answers are not to your liking, then I shall have him desist in matters related to his search for the V’Braed. If he doth prove himself innocent, as I do judge he will, then you must let him alone.”

The misgivings in Viper’s chest refused to be eased by Elizabeth’s soothing words. Viper and Elizabeth stared at each other in uncomfortable silence, the fate of the sage suspended amid the splendid comforts of Elizabeth’s kingdom.

John Dee arrived by the River Thamys two days later than expected. Miserable weather and a heavy blanket of fog made travel by water next to impossible. Viper had spent the anxious days skulking through the interior corridors of Hampton Palace. The hallways protected Elizabeth’s Court from the inclement weather but did little to shield them from the storm raging within Viper.

Tonight, Elizabeth and her guests frolicked in her Privy garden under the first quarter moon. The newly formed acting company, Queen Elizabeth’s Men, finished performing the stage play A Looking Glass for London and England. The crowd hooted and hollered with glee.

During the performance, a young servant from the dock whispered to Lady Anne, one of Elizabeth’s ladies-in-waiting that the lights of John Dee’s barge approached. Before Lady Anne shared the information with her queen, Viper raced from Elizabeth’s side.

The immortal stalked the queen’s sage from the top of the octagonal gateway on the River’s side. The predatory Daoine Tor clothed herself in snug britches with a striped doublet in contrasting shades of blue, open from her neck to her waist, beneath which she wore a sheer silk shirt. A Court gown wouldn’t curtail her tonight.

Dee strolled from his modest barge at the dock towards the palace, unaware of Viper. His arms punctuated the air with fervor as he conversed with another man. Like twins, they dressed in matching black scholars’ robes, with wild, sparse hair and long, grey beards. Behind them, house servants heaved an oak chest secured with an iron lock up the path. Dee’s other belongings had arrived by road yesterday, after the repair of the cart Viper had upended.

“We shall put it to Elizabeth,” Dee said, the volume of his words barely decipherable between the swell of the Thamys and the raucousness of Elizabeth’s celebrations. “If she sees what we hath accomplished, ‘twixt my alchemy and your adept handling of the ascrying orbs, she may continue her patronage of our research.”

The other man clutched a thick book to his chest. He kept his voice lowered. Through the din, Viper barely made out his words, except the final one, which made her heart shudder: “capture.”

“My dearest Kelley, in the year we hath known each other, we hath progressed so far in understanding the Daoine Tor which plain men cannot see. The Nobles Albertus Alasco and Robert Dudley did hang on our every word when we dined with them in Dudley’s chambers. Would Alasco invite us to call him Lasky, as do his friends, if he did not entrust our wisdom? Lasky would have us travel to the Polish Royal Court with him and show him. I reckon our wives would rather stay here.” Dee stopped and placed his hands on Kelley’s shoulders.

They faced each other like a reflection. One held the book of their faith and the other preached it. Even the details in the aeir of the two men were mirror opposites.

“We are not plain men, Edward. Our eyes hath been opened to another world, a world which we can, and will, find, mark me well.”

Kelley’s mouth moved, his quiet, mumbled words obscured to Viper by Dee’s body.

“You are correct,” Dee answered. “I will petition the queen to receive Atticus, too. Mark my words,” the sage continued, resuming his path to the gatehouse, “Burghley and Walsingham fear us not because we hath too much power, but because we hath too much knowledge. I have the highest confidence that Lord Dudley believes in our work, and he is near enough the king consort.” He patted the wooden chest affectionately when the panting servants caught up with them. “When Elizabeth’s Council sees what we hath brought, all will be forgiven and forgotten, rest you assured.”

Dee and Kelley paused at the gate for the steward to permit their entry. They stood immediately below Viper, these humaines who planned her abduction. She was so irate, her heartbeat drowned out the sounds of the men. Viper compelled herself to keep her breathing paced as she tried to make out the rest of their conversation.

If she killed them right now and disposed their bodies into the river, it would be as if they had never arrived. She would release the barge and overturn it farther downstream, then kill the humaines who bore witness to the arrival of these dark men with a darker purpose.

The garen sang its rejoice within her.

Viper lowered herself along handholds in the wall, avoiding the windows which banked the upper and lower floors of the building. She reached the top of the entrance and held her breath, preparing to let go of the wall and descend upon John Dee.

An empyrean light grew from beneath the arch. “Master Dee, you hath finally arrived!” Elizabeth’s voice froze Viper’s movements. “And you hath brought a guest?”

Viper couldn’t see Elizabeth, protected beneath the tower’s arch. The rustle of other gowns indicated she had a number of attendants with her.

Dee bowed deeply towards the entryway. “Queen Elizabeth, may I humbly present unto you Mister Edward Kelley, my medium and, I hope, future adventurer into a brave, new world.” Kelley likewise genuflected.

Viper pictured Elizabeth standing ahead of her women in taffeta, herself in a courtly gown, under which lay the damned farthingale. The dress would be bedecked with jewels and pearls. She would have her right arm extended, ringed fingers draped downwards, expectantly waiting for either Dee or Kelley to place his forearm under her palm.

Elizabeth asked, “Why do not you both join me?” Viper recognized the gentle command that couldn’t be ignored. “My acting company is about to present a new Interlude for the start of their winter season. The play is The Lady and the Snake and they hath assured me that it is a most arousing performance.” The Ladies muffled giddy laughter at her double entendre.

At the queen’s insistence, Kelley placed his leather-bound book on the crate behind him and moved into the archway to embrace her. He didn’t re-emerge from the recesses of the gatehouse arch. Viper knew Elizabeth clasped his hand, giving him both her companionship and her protection from the immortal.

Viper hissed under her breath as Dee and Kelley accompanied Elizabeth and her attendants back to the garden. The stone ledge under the Daoine Tor’s fingers crumbled in her grip.

The house servants left Dee’s trunk behind, presumably to find fresher arms to lift the box. Viper landed noiselessly on a patch of fragrant creeping thyme winding through the gravel path.

Nothing about the chest suggested wrongdoing. Waxed rope handles on the sides showed little signs of use. No occult glyphs or other protective charms guarded the hinge and plate of the lock. A square placard had been riveted into its top bearing a metal engraving of a symbol. The etching bore a circle flanked by two crescents facing opposite directions. Viper traced it without feeling any hint of magic within the design.

She picked up Kelley’s forgotten leather-bound book, a tome much older than she’d first thought. A dagger vertically driven into an arched line embossed the surface. Calfskin vellum pages turned as stiffly as the panels of a woman’s corset. Barely legible handwriting, along with drawings, illuminations, and calculations filled the interior. Slipped between the pages like an orgy of lovers, Kelley had inserted pages of his own interpretations of the book’s contents.

Rapid footfalls approached from the courtyard on the other side of the gatehouse. Holding an oil soaked torch aloft, Kelley ran towards Viper. Her actions unseen, she placed the book to the top of the chest before he reached her.

Panting, and being careful not to let the flaming drips of oil land in his book, he flipped through it quickly with one hand. He secured the book to his chest and set off towards the palace. A single loose page drifted to the ground on the evening breeze.

Viper squatted over the paper, whereupon she made out Latin words in relief amid charcoal smudges.

 

Et sicut res omnes fuerunt ab inferiori, ita supra… omnes fuerunt ab uno, sic omnes res natae ab hac una…

 

She repeated the words in her head. “And as all things were from below, so above… are made from one being, so all things have their birth from this one.”

The immortal was so lost in the mysterious phrase, that she didn’t register Kelley’s return for the fallen page until his torch cut into her visual field. The rush of flames temporarily blinded the immortal and she reeled backwards. Viper wondered if Kelley sensed rather than saw her because he took another step forwards, swinging wildly into open space.

“I know thou art here!” He paused, listening for a response among the crickets. Receiving none, he swept the torch around himself one last time before he retrieved the paper.

In his haste, the book fumbled out of his hands, and split open when it struck the ground. A gust of wind blew several pages towards the river. He chased after them, catching some alight in the process.

Viper watched the farce play out before her. Her fear of Dee and his medium evaporated as she laughed at the ranting man who chased meaningless scribble. She decided to leave Elizabeth alone with her misguided sage and his bumbling medium. 

What harm could the two men cause? 

 


June 5, 2012 

 

Madam, 

Forgive me for intruding upon the busy schedule of your Jubilee celebrations. It has been long since your gracious Majesty has graced my home. I still hold the honour of being your Senior Archeologist at the Ministry of Defense, and it is that role which has placed me into a spot of trouble. 

I wish to speak with you about a matter of such great secrecy that I cannot put pen to paper to fully detail it. I can only trust you. I hope you are aware of the Thames excavation of a series of wooden plinth circles at Canary Wharf by Atticus Archival and Appraisals. They tampered with an ancient site, that is, I feel, of great importance. I have been surreptitiously monitoring their actions. 

Or so I thought. After the start of disturbing occurrences at their site, the company approached me with a proposition that I couldn’t accept, yet am under great peril should I refuse. I am afraid that either men or monsters threaten Britain. I hope, if I say that war may be upon your kingdom, that I convey my great sense of urgency. 

Please send your response via my trusted courier who awaits your reply.  Burn this letter after you have read it. The cloak and dagger is, sadly, quite necessary. 

I am at your disposal, day or night.

 

Your old friend, 

George Reed, Cpt. 

 


27: Broken Glass

London, beneath St. Mary's Station

June 5, 2012: afternoon

Rumbling vibrated the walls around them. The ceiling lights flicked momentarily, giving life to the darker corners of the room. Viper expected an attack from the queen’s soldiers, or worse, Annys. She raised her elldyr enflamed hands in defense. Clare sought Dhillon’s arms for safety.

“We need not fear,” said Owain. “There is an old Underground service line above. Sometimes they use it for running machinery. We are quite secure here, I assure you.”

“From mere humaines, mayhap,” Viper said and suppressed her magic. “Without the fourth Mort Lake Glass, we hath no defense. I hath escaped prison only to enter Hell.” Overwhelming hopelessness shattered the last vestiges of Viper’s dominance. Before she realized it, she had crumpled to the ground, sobbing. Her grief devoured the fury that drove her revenge.

Clare burst into tears. “I’m so sorry!” Her voice cracked. “I know I grabbed four. Between the fighting, hiding and running away, I don’t know where I could’ve lost one. Maybe I lost it when we were going through the tunnels.” She wiped her eyes dry and pulled Dhillon towards the dais that brought them to the safe house. “We should retrace my steps.”

“That won’t do much good,” Dhillon said.

 Clare pinched herself. “Viper needs the crystals. You didn’t see that monster who attacked us at Dugan Mound.” Her nails left angry welts on her skin.

Graeme stepped forwards, simultaneously imposing and gentle. “Dhillon, take the lassie to the sleeping quarters for a wee wash-up. Get some food in the kitchenette while ye can.” Dhillon opened his mouth to refuse. “That was an order, not a suggestion, ye ken?” Graeme set his chin.

Dhillon escorted Clare from the room, with one last reluctant glance at Owain before he left. Owain stood, free hand stroking his beard in thought. He didn’t show any indication that he needed Dhillon to stay. The Foundling kept his full attention on his Mistress.

When the youths left, Graeme knelt in front of Viper. “What’s for ye, will not pass ye,” he said to her. “If ye don’t mind my boldness, ye need to buck up. Sure, everything’s gone a bit pear-shaped for ye since ye got here.” He rubbed the scar that cut through his eyebrow as he collected his words. “Whatever else we are to ye, we’ll help ye succeed. But, we cannae do it alone, not against that Daoine Tor. Search for that part of yerself which has a wee bit of fight left. Ye have to take the crap that’s pushing ye down and leave it at the door, because if ye give up now, then ye’ll have lost yer battle before it’s begun.”

Viper’s flat countenance was as unresponsive as her body. She was a moth affixed to a display board. Crushing heaviness settled in her chest. She shrank beneath Graeme’s examination and the pitying gaze from her Foundling. Viper lost the capacity to speak, for if she did, she would beg Graeme to end her life and deliver her from the unforgiving fate ahead of her.

All three were so engrossed in the fallout from the missing crystal that they didn’t notice the stag that stepped into the room from a second, narrower passageway beside the dais.

“What the Hell? That’s one of the deer from St. James Park.” Graeme balked at the arrival of the forest animal in the starkly modern hideaway. He started forward to catch the buck. The beast startled, but didn’t flee.

“A moment, Graeme.” Owain had placed his cane across Graeme’s path and moved him aside. The mature red deer had several thick, sharp projections on its antlers, like grasping claws. A creamy, four-pointed whorl of hair sat high on his head. Light enhanced the pigments in his tawny fur so much that it seemed like he was on fire. The stag glanced over his shoulder at the secondary entrance. Six additional male deer entered. They surrounded Viper, who had her legs drawn legs up to her chest. She hugged herself, forehead on her knees.

The bucks lowered their heads. Their antlers enclosed Viper like a giant floating crown of thorns. Silvery orbs emanated within each pair of antlers, then transformed into shimmering glyphs. Tiny blue-white points of luminescence danced between each animal. Some of these lights flew above Viper, then rained upon her.

The Mort Lake Glass rotated so fast that it appeared immobile. The crystal coasted across the room until it hovered high above Viper’s body. Each of the stags raised their head, one at a time. Their glyphs drifted up and merged with the crystal.

The hairs on Viper’s arms stood on end as the crystal charged. The images on the monitors scrambled. The ceiling lights intensified. Viper tilted her head up and opened her eyes, now fully black with despair. The luminous crystal reflected in her gaze.

The stags lowered their antlers, spikes aimed at Viper. A sinuous white magic wound from the crystal, seeking the middle of Viper’s chest. She recoiled backwards from its touch and pierced herself on the tip of an antler. The stags stomped their hooves and bleated with nervous agitation.

Graeme bolted forwards to help her. The stag nearest him kicked out its hind leg, knocking him on his backside. He pushed himself up on his elbows and drew his pistol. The crystal shot out a beam of red light at the weapon. The gun flew from his hand. It smashed into a television screen, sparks flying. Graeme positioned his knees beneath himself, ready to pounce.

Owain’s cane, handled with surprising skill, held Graeme back. “Don’t interfere. This may be the work of the Sisters.”

“What if they are sianach?”

“Even if they are the same violent, mystical deer you encountered in your youth, I suspect they won’t harm her,” Owain insisted, wide-eyed with fascination, “unless they need to stop her.”

“How do we ken which one?”

“We don’t.”

The animals’ barks and snorts rose in crescendo as Viper tried to free herself from their entrapment. Scratches marred her arms as she deflected the swings of their antlers. Elldyr fire erupted from her body and collided into the majestic beasts without effect. A buck’s antler punctured her foot, securing it to the floor. Viper howled with pain and anger. Owain winced. Beside him, Graeme swore.

Another stag, then another, speared her body with their antlers and immobilized her limbs to the ground. She thrashed within the living restrains. The heat and smell of the animals mixed with her own sweat and blood. Once again, winding magic emanated from the Mort Lake Glass, aiming for Viper’s chest.

“I beg of you, do not end my life.” Glistening tears descended into the smeared mess on the floor. “The humaine, Graeme, hath the right of it. I wish to fight. I want to live!”

The crystal plunged from above Viper into her sternum as if drawn there by a magnet. She arched against the antlers. Her nails dug into the floor and her eyes turned white. The immortal’s body became lifeless, moving only when the stags extracted their black-tipped antlers from her limbs.

The first stag gazed upon Owain and Graeme with huge, unforgiving eyes. “Men with guns are coming. Protect her as the Herd protect her. Die for her as the Herd will die for her.”

Graeme’s mouth gaped. “What the-?”

“Buck?” completed Owain. He extended a low, upturned palm. The stag nuzzled his hand. “Thank you, new friends. We shall see my Mistress safe.” The stag nodded its head approvingly. “Graeme, let’s get the safe house back up and running. We need to initiate lockdown and get the perimeter cameras back online.”

In a daze, Graeme responded, “Right. Right, boss.”

They relocated to the bank of damaged computers, and the stag returned to Viper. She had lifted her head, and moved her bloodied limbs cautiously. Her wounds started to knit together.

“Generations of sianach herds have watched over the Oriel stone since it became bound to Erta. The stone must be made whole.”

“I hath heard of that stone, the Oriel, but know not of such a thing.” Viper’s head throbbed. Pins and needles wracked her arms and legs. Her eyes became malachite swirls again.

“As above, so below. From One are all things borne,” the stag said, quoting Edward Kelly’s book. Viper gingerly ran her finger over a fresh half-moon glyph-scar where the crystal had pierced her chest. Drying blood crusted the wound. “I must show you something.” The stag offered his antlers to assist her from the ground. She teetered like a newborn foal. Together they moved away from Owain and Graeme sorting out the console.

Braced on the body of the sianach, Viper followed the long meticulous hallway past the kitchen towards the bedrooms. “I have encountered other animals like you, whom I thought acted in partnership with the Sisters.”

“Our history minders say the sianach have aided you before,” he replied. “We are warriors who roamed these lands when Erta’s children were young.”

“Then you know of my origin?”

“Much of your past is not mine to know, nor have you time enough to learn mine. We must amend that which was broken.”

The hall ended in a wide rectangle with five rooms, two on each side and one at the end. The open doorway on the right led to a room decorated in earthy tones. A row of swords adorned the wall, narrow metallic teeth poised to devour intruders. Ivy’s fencing suit rested on a mannequin outside the closet door. Viper regretted that she had been hostile to the woman. With her sharp steel and sharper tongue Ivy would have been a formidable companion. Viper felt a wave of nausea and backed into the hall. As if Ivy’s ghost guarded the room, the door closed with a swish and clicked shut. The glass turned opaque black.

Viper recognized the intended occupants of the next three rooms by their contents. Each generously sized space had accompanying en suite bathrooms, affording the most modern amenities to those hiding in the bowels of London.

Across from Ivy’s room, Graeme’s quarters had minimal decoration, in shades of navy blue. Tight sheets and blankets secured his bed. His dresser held three framed photos of himself posing with men in matching desert brown uniforms holding rifles in front of armoured vehicles. Closest to his bed, protecting him as he slept, was a picture of Graeme in the arms of another half-naked man, with Graeme’s eyes closed in pleasure.

Viper laughed despite herself. Here was the falseness of which the Sisters spoke. For all the manly charm he lavished on Viper, Graeme loved men.

She explored the remaining rooms with a lighter heart. Owain’s room was a miniature version of his grander apartment in the skyscraper. Objects from every century since the Elizabethan Era cluttered the shelves. On a broad desk, Viper flipped through maps in which he detailed possible locations of her imprisonment. Unchanged place names tore at her heart even as the modern web of roads bastardized what she remembered of England’s geography.

The immortal headed for the door. A humidity controlled box caught her eye. The box held a hand-stitched doll of wool and cotton, wearing a black and white silk gown, decorated with semi-precious stones and pearls. Each detail precisely replicated Elizabethan Court fashion. The face had been sewn with the utmost care. Its Cupid’s bow lips beckoned for a kiss, the vibrancy of their red silk strands long since faded. Ringlets of real auburn hair topped the doll’s head. Viper thought about the day when she cut the locks from its owner beneath the largest oak tree of Hampton Palace. She felt the sting of regret in her chest as she studied the effigy of Elizabeth.

The sianach tapped his antler on the frame, urging Viper onwards. “Marriage bed, blood red, Bessy had a son. Bloodshed, unwed, Bessy’s son is gone.” The beast repeated the rhyme, words Viper had not heard for hundreds of years.

Viper paused at the doorway of the room recently occupied by Dhillon. Sparingly furnished and without a distinct personality, she concluded Ivy had created this room for any unexpected guest. Dhillon had turned it into his flop house. His dirty clothes from Maidstone haphazardly occupied the floor. Only the satchel on his bed appeared deliberately placed, a flaw in the kaleidoscope created by the indiscriminately strewn belongings. The bag lay flat, its flap closed and latched. He’d folded the strap on the top.

The door at the end of the hallway was shut. Viper placed her hand to the switch and the glass whooshed open. The room had the same trimmed presentation as Dhillon’s. A dual trail of clothes, topped by what Viper assumed were Dhillon’s underpants, led to the tiled floor of the bathroom. The sounds of moaning told Viper what to expect if she progressed farther. The stag nudged her with his cold, wet nose in her lower back. Her bullheaded eyes scolded the stag.

“You need to remember,” said the magical beast.

“What am I to recall by spying on these two as they dance the beginning of the world?”

If the stag could have shrugged, as if to say, “It’s your choice,” he would have before he turned and left Viper alone at the threshold of the bedroom.

She tiptoed into the room wondering what connection that humans making love had to her quest, her history, or the Oriel stone she knew nothing about.

Viper imagined that the youths had nestled on Clare’s bed, Dhillon comforting the girl about the loss of the fourth crystal. Her cheeks would’ve been flushed red, her eyes worried as she sought redemption. With his head in her hands, he would lower his voice, smooth and soft in his approach.

He’d test her responsiveness first by wiping her tears away with his thumb. Then, when she edged her face further into his hand, he’d kiss away the tears on her opposite cheek. Clare’s gasp and uplifted breasts would encourage him to slide his lips to her exposed neck. The simplest of his actions would bring him substantial rewards. His praise of her bravery would quickly turn to amorous worship. Gauging by their substantial mutual moans of delight, Clare reciprocated his desire, perhaps by placing her hand high on his thigh as he nibbled on the delicate skin behind her ear.

Viper held her breath tight in her lungs and watched them through the bedroom mirror. Then, her immortal heart did something unexpected.

Her heartbeat quickened and her breath matched its pace to theirs. Living for thousands of years among humans, Viper wasn’t unaccustomed to their sexual habits. She had impassively witnessed Elizabeth and Robert explore each other’s bodies several times. She couldn’t explain why coming upon Clare and Dhillon in such an intimate situation provoked such embarrassment and curiosity.

Viper felt the warmth of passion spread through her body as she spied on the youths’ foreplay in the shower. The immortal’s body refused to let her be a disconnected observer. Each movement of the lovers imprinted on her mind, as if she longed for someone to show her the same tenderness.

Dhillon and Clare embraced under the shower head. Water sluiced away the trauma of the day and any regrets they might have about their hurried coupling. Their actions displayed the eager enthusiasm of new lovers perverted by the awkwardness of haste.

Clare clung to him like the soaked shirt he still wore. She pulled him closer. The action made his nose poke her in the eye. Viper blushed at their affectionate giggle, spontaneous and beautiful. The youths pressed their foreheads together and eased into an open mouthed kiss. Their tongues made the apologies their bodies didn’t need to make. Dhillon cupped Clare’s breast, the squeeze of his palm as firm as his kisses upon her body.

Viper tiptoed, still unseen, as close as she dared to experience the surging sensuality inside. Viper felt every stroke of Dhillon’s hand on Clare as if it were on her own body. When Clare ran her nails up Dhillon’s back and into his hair, Viper wanted the same sensation on her own skin. Clare reached beneath Dhillon’s shirt. He quickly guided it lower. Her hand cusped the modest curve of his buttock before she grasped his penis.

Clare’s gasp of pleasure when Dhillon entered her broke Viper’s spell. She tried to steady her thoughts and calm her emotions. Viper pressed her hand on a newly formed glyph-scar where the stone had penetrated her chest. Her world spun with the conflicting sensations of shame and of need that arose within her. The Mort Lake Glass in her body had transposed her.

Viper felt a longing inside that wouldn’t be satisfied by feeding alone, and an ache that wouldn’t be answered by being alone.

The Daoine Tor caught her reflection. Her skin glimmered with a rich purple that she’d never seen before. The glyph on her chest shone crimson. Arousal inflamed the dusky ridges on her body like living flames.

Confused, and suddenly humiliated, she squeezed her eyes shut. The image of Clare and Dhillon making love wouldn’t leave her mind, nor would the pull of the new cravings within her. Viper stumbled as she made for the door. She knocked what clothes lay on the bed to the floor. The immortal glamoured herself and glanced to the bathroom door. Neither of the young humans had heard her blunder. When Viper gathered the clothes, her fingertips grazed an object on the carpet.

She picked up a flat black stone on a silver chain. Viper recognized the necklace. The pendant was the item Dhillon clutched under his shirt so often.

Something about the costume jewelry nagged her like a word just out of reach. Viper felt like she shouldn’t trust Dhillon, although he’d done nothing to deserve her mistrust. He was, at best, someone who could help her transition to the new world. At worst, he was a bumbling hindrance.

The lights flickered and blacked out momentarily. Viper cast her eyes about, anticipating a new threat. She tossed the pendant back on the crumpled clothes, intending to ask Dhillon about it at a future date. It would not matter if Dhillon was a false lover or true protector if Viper, Owain, and the others weren’t safe underground. Viper hastened to the command centre, eager to claim her role as leader of this, her team, for the first time.

 


28: Elizabeth’s Tree 

August Solstice, 1584.

The Forest, Hampton Court Palace.

Two kestrels burst from the burgeoning forest canopy around Hampton Court Palace, the female noticeably larger than the male. With pale brown, spotted plumage, they soared in the clear sky high above the adjacent clearing with eyes sharply watching for voles in the long grasses. Able to identify vole urine in the sunlight, the birds of prey stalked the entrance to a subterranean burrow not far from the tree line from high in the air. The vole scurried out of its burrow, unaware of the danger overhead. The male kestrel made a short steep dive towards its small, black prey.

Before the bird could snatch its unsuspecting victim, a pure, white destrier stampeded from between trees. The kestrel swerved, finding the upstream wind to take it to safety. A second horse, a dappled grey courser, followed at a distance after the first, both racing to the giant oak that once marked the limit of Princess Elizabeth’s boundary at Hampton Palace.

Viper watched Elizabeth gallop ahead of Robert from the upper branches of Elizabeth’s tree. The immortal had abandoned her Court gown in preference for a red linen kirtle with a thigh-high slit up the front, over which she wore a hip-length leather jerkin with full sleeves. Studs etched with Celtic triskeles decorated the seams. Viper braced her riding boot against the tree trunk, her body tense.

Today, she would enact her revised plan for the mortal queen.

First to arrive, Elizabeth rounded her horse beneath Viper with a hearty, “Huzzah!” She patted her destrier’s neck with ornate, calf-skin riding gloves. Her clothes, by comparison, were uncharacteristically plain. In the warmer than usual summer morning, she had abandoned her riding coat, wearing only a structured, white bodice embroidered with gold and green ivy to accompany her pale, silk underdress. Her brocade black and brown skirt lacked ornamentation.

Elizabeth’s horse fidgeted, as though sensing Viper’s angst. An expert horsewoman, Elizabeth clamped her leg to the upright horn of the side saddle to steady herself. With coaxing words, she brought the animal to heel before Robert Dudley reined in alongside her.

“Your Majesty, queen of my too-strained heart,” he scolded gently, “you still ride too a-spirited! The horse will throw you.”

“Ease your misgivings, my Eyes,” Elizabeth said, glancing at Viper. “The beast was affrighted by a snake. Be not alarmed. ’Tis nothing I cannot control.”

Viper knew the full rise and fall of the woman’s chest had less to do with Elizabeth’s riding than it did with her anticipation of what was to come. The immortal gripped the branches, worried that Elizabeth would back out of their latest accord.

Robert threw his leg over his horse and dismounted. “Everything in your kingdom is under your command, Bess.” He ran his hands up Elizabeth’s torso to help from her horse without straining himself. Despite his fifty some odd years of age, he had kept himself fit, and lived longer than most Englishmen.

She made her nose graze his as she slid down the front of his body. “Everything Robert? Including you?”

They breathed as one.

Viper saw the love that kept them young. They were, at that moment, unhindered by the passage of time. The decades that wrinkled their faces and softened their muscles melted away.

“For all time, my queen.”

“Really?” Elizabeth put her hand on his arm, preventing him from turning away from her. “Is that why you married Lady Lettice Knolls without my consent?” she asked with a coy, firm smile.

Robert cleared his throat, face flushed at Elizabeth’s stinging barb. “If I sought your consent, Elizabeth, you would not give it me. You promised yourself to your kingdom and swore not to take a husband.” He moved away and looped the reins over the horses’ necks before he set them to pasture. When he faced his queen, Robert’s eyes aged with weariness. “What else could I do? Of your beauty, I would sing from now until the end of time. You are the Faerie Queen, but I am only a man.” He plopped himself onto the ground, unable to engage in their tired rhetoric.

Viper sniggered above the ill-fated lovers. In proclaiming herself the Virgin Queen, mistress to no man, Elizabeth had marred her own future. She would never take Robert as a husband, thus, Elizabeth would forever be alone on her throne.

Elizabeth wore her insecurity bravely. She lay on the ground next to Robert and placed her head in his lap.

“Bess,” he scolded softly, “you will green your skirts.”

“Let the Court wag their chins.” Elizabeth took his hand and placed it on the sheer partlet, on top of her upper breast, above her corset. “Why should I be troubled if they are loose-lipped about us, my sweet Robin? I hath spent greater than half my life on the throne with my cuckolds in tow.” She kissed away his protests. He opened his hand under hers, pressing the heat of his palm against her.

Elizabeth met Viper’s eyes in the leaves above. The Daoine Tor nodded, unwilling to let the romance between two mortals stand in the way of her objective. Elizabeth’s tears, like rain on white rose petals, glistened on her whitened cheek.

“How now, turtle dove? Surely you did not have me join you this morning in secret for melancholy.”

“Your heart is my heart, Robert. Your eyes are my eyes. I hath brought you here to give unto you a gift long deserved. I am afeared that ’tis one you shall ne’er remember.”

“Bess, you speak in riddles.” His questioning brow made her tears spill without reservation. Viper landed behind him, so quietly that he didn’t hear her above his own thoughts. Before Elizabeth could answer, Viper cast a sleeping enchantment upon him.

“Dry your womanly brine, Elizabeth,” Viper chastised. “He is not dead. When we are prepared, we shall wake him, and when we hath finished, he shall remember this moment as if in a dream. He will hath made love to the Faerie Queen in her treetop fortress. You could wish upon him no sweeter memory.”

Elizabeth’s sad sigh offered little argument in the face of Viper’s prose. She rose to her feet and held out the Parhelion. The unrest in her eyes flickered in its glow.

“If your elldyr magic should fail…” The uncomfortable memory of their previous dalliance with the Parhelion hung between them.

“’Twill not fail me this time.” Viper began burning the same glyphs in the ground around Elizabeth as she had in the chapel when they first used the amulet. Robert lay nearby, outside the magical ring. “The Parhelion will take up your aeir. This time,” she said, setting Elizabeth within the circle, “I shall send my elldyr creft into it as well.”

The tantalizing draw of Elizabeth’s aeir made doubt surge in Viper. She pushed herself to carry on. Viper continued, the lie on her face calm and steady. “In the years I lived with the Sisters, I hath learned how I did err afore. I spake words of creation, a spell which opens a door upon a new life, not to a new place as I had thought. At that time, your body was preparing for a magical childbirth. Without a child influenced by Daoine Tor magic in your womb, the enchantment failed. With my elldyr creft and your aeir together, we hath the power to create a Foundling.” Viper hoped she sounded confident.

She had seen the resentment now present in Elizabeth’s face before, during the many discussions about her marital status with her Privy Council early in Reign. Viper was afraid her friend would change her mind.

The Parhelion rested in Elizabeth’s palms. Viper cupped her hands underneath Elizabeth’s without touching her skin. The heat of the amulet felt like raw sunshine to Viper. With a compelling wish for a Foundling of her own, the immoral would not move.

“I do not know whether or not I shall find my home,” she pressed Elizabeth further. “I do know that after your life hath ended, I shall be alone. I hath waited a year for you to commit to this day, Elizabeth, when the solstice powers of Earth and the V’Braed are paralleled. The Sisters hath said the magic will not be so aligned for some four hundred years. If you deny me, you will be long dead afore I may come upon this opportunity, if ever it comes again.”

Elizabeth glanced in the direction of the palace. “’Twill not be long afore the courtiers will arise and come in search of Robert and I,” she said resignedly. Elizabeth had held a grand ball the night before, filling the hall and her courtiers with liberal quantities of wine and spirits. Everyone except Elizabeth and Robert drank heartily. The courtiers had remained in their beds as she and Robert met discretely for their pre-arranged morning rendezvous. “Cast your magic that we will finish afore the Court comes a-searching for me.”

Viper repeated the incantation she spoke at Hatfield. A clover green circle linked the glyphs, fed by Elizabeth’s aeir. The Parhelion rose above them, taking with it Elizabeth’s energy. Elizabeth shifted her position slightly and Viper thought the humaine would run away in panic.

Elizabeth stopped squirming when she saw Viper’s arm runes shine startling white, not red as they had during this spell last time. The glyphs projected from the immortal’s body, floating on a purple elldyr river around the amulet.

Elldyr and aeir spun around the Parhelion in opposite directions until they melded into one silvery-gold energy. Viper grasped Elizabeth’s hands. She realized that she had never touched her friend before today. The thought both excited and saddened her.

“Elizabeth, I…” Viper started.

The Parhelion unleashed its magic upon them both, incapacitating them in a blinding flash.

Viper opened her eyes upon a dull, quiet world. She heard the cry of the kestrels overhead, faint and uninteresting. She raised a bone-white hand, dying to itch her scalp. A thick wig of wiry humaine hair in tight coils blocked her way. Viper studied her fingers. They were long, delicate and devoid of the hues of her beloved purple.

Viper inhabited Elizabeth’s body. This was not what Viper had expected. Viper-as-Elizabeth kept her shock behind closed lips.

Called the Spirits of Saturn, the ceruse that camouflaged the aging brown spots on Elizabeth’s skin felt anything but light. Even the restrictive corset didn’t make Viper feel as suffocated as did being in Elizabeth’s skin. The Parhelion, glowing a delicate lavender, lay harmless on Viper-as-Elizabeth’s chest. Inwardly, she cursed how her recklessness had influenced her actions, yet again.

“Encroyable!” Elizabeth-as-Viper leapt in the field beyond the circle like a young doe, freed from her aging body. “Your body feels more and vibrant than mine did at twenty years of age. And the sights and sounds around me are so exalted!”

Viper’s experience was the opposite. Elizabeth’s human body had stripped Viper of her otherworldly senses. Viper felt dead.

Elizabeth-as-Viper ran her hands in the grass, then did a somersault. She completed her roll and elldyr fire burst from her hands, accidentally striking the shoulder of her horse. The destrier reared overtop her, threatening her with its powerful forelimbs and hooves. Elizabeth-as-Viper raised her arms with humaine instinct as the animal bore down upon her.

With the expertise of the physical memory within a rider’s body, Viper-as-Elizabeth rushed forwards. She grabbed the reins and tugged the horse away from the body that had been hers, then calmed the animal with soothing tones. Accustomed to the queen’s body, voice and commands, the white horse responded to what he thought was his Mistress.

“Elizabeth,” Viper-as-queen warned the woman in her body, “you must take care! You hath both my body and my magic. If harm should come to either of us when we are thusly switched, so may we be forever locked in these bodies, or worse, face death.”

“You might die in my body.” Elizabeth-as-Viper unclasped her jerkin and clutched the upturned breasts of the body she inhabited. “I could live forever! Oh, that I should keep the vitality of this body and be young for as long as the sun doth shine. My ageless soul would live in a house without creaks and cracks in its timbers.” She ran her transfigured hands over Viper’s muscular torso.

“And be eternally accursed, your youth wasted on the shadows.” Viper’s words with Elizabeth’s compelling voice made Elizabeth-as-Viper stop prancing. “You would find no comfort among humaines, for they would either fear you or hate you. If you make yourself known to just one, one in whom you find compassion, instead of loathing, then you would live out her days waiting for your heart to break. With all your magic, nothing you could do, no enchantment you could cast, would prevent the day of reaping that comes for all mortals.” Viper-as-Elizabeth felt an uncomfortable stinging as tears brewed in her eyes.

“Is this why you doth wish to create this Foundling-child? To replace me?” Elizabeth-as-Viper’s downcast face appeared all too human.

Viper-as-Elizabeth pointed at the still sleeping Robert. “Elizabeth, you hath the love of your many courtiers. You volley your favour among them like a sport. I only desire to keep some small part of you with me.”

“If I stay in your body, Robert would not love me, would he?”

“Mayhap he would be unlike other men. Mayhap not. His love for you belongs to the body which stands afore you. Believe you that he would love both woman and monster?”

With the softest touch, Elizabeth-as-Viper crouched on the ground beside Robert’s head and kissed his lips. He did not stir. She withdrew to her knees, her torso as straight as when she commanded from her throne.

“Then I abdicate this body back to you, for I cannot live without Robert’s love.”

Viper-as-Elizabeth smiled brightly, setting her clothes straight. “Place your fingers upon his temples. When you feel his aeir wrap itself around your hands, will him to open his eyes. He shall awaken in a dream turned real.”

Elizabeth-as-Viper’s hands quivered and she choked back a sob. “And when he does, he shall make love to you instead of me?”

“Mull not upon it. Only we shall be the wiser. Make haste. If you hath my senses, then you must know the waking palace will not be far behind us. We hath precious little time. Be sure you are concealed before he comes to.”

“Forgive me, my love.” Elizabeth-as-Viper traced a heart on Robert’s cheek. She kissed him on the mouth and forehead before she removed his sleeping enchantment.

Robert pushed himself up on his elbows, eyes dazed.

Viper-as-queen descended upon him, smothering his face with emphatic kisses she did not feel before Elizabeth could stop her. “Robin!” Viper breathed with Elizabeth’s voice, “you hath been unhorsed. You lay so still, I was affrighted that you left me for Heaven.” His moustache and beard felt like rough hay to her. At Viper’s flawless portrayal of the Queen of England’s intimacy, the real Elizabeth skulked behind the security of the boundary tree.

“How can I fly to Heaven when my angel is here?” Robert embraced her tightly. Viper-as-queen rolled her eyes from over his shoulder. Elizabeth-as-Viper flinched.

Viper-as-Elizabeth pressed her body to Robert’s chest. She took his hand as she had seen Elizabeth do hundreds of times. This time, she pressed it beneath the widened lacings of her partlet, to the skin of her left breast.

“See how my heart races with worriment o’er you, my sweet Robin? Even afore I named you Master of Horses, you hath warned me to ride with caution. I ne’er thought that my aggressive riding would cause you to be unhorsed. How folly-full am I!”

The fabric of Robert’s groin stretched, seeking treasures beneath the queen’s bodice. Viper-as-Elizabeth changed her tone, her intent unquestionable. She untied the front lacings of his jerkin. “Let us not make flirtatious jest of Horse Rider and Horse Master as we hath done in the past. Your heart is my heart, Robert, as it hath been since we were young. Let our hearts race as one as together we race our bodies.” With a seductive grin, she rubbed the front of his trousers. “Or shall your queen order you to dance the beginning of the Earth with her?”

Robert needed no further invitation.

Viper-as-Elizabeth held out her overdress ties. Robert loosened the outermost layer, then the one beneath. When she hastened out of the corset, his eyes plunged into the valley between her breasts, past the long hidden scars of Annys’ attack. The immortal knew what Robert expected and widened the neckline of her smock. She shivered from the draft of the warm breeze sliding on her changed skin moreso than the than pressure of his lips on the long neck of Elizabeth’s body. Robert showed no indication that he knew the difference. Viper-as-Elizabeth feigned delicate moans when he reached inside and fondled the breasts of the woman he had loved for years. Robert lowered his head and pinched her nipple between his lips. Viper closed her eyes, shutting out Elizabeth’s wounded stare.

Robert alternated the pressure of his kisses, from affectionate to demanding. Viper-as-Elizabeth responded in kind, forcing her actions through the human body within which she was confined. When he slowed to enjoy her body, she gasped and arched her back as he would expect of Elizabeth. She reached into his trousers and stroked his bulging manhood.

“You need not groom this mare afore you ride,” Viper-as-Elizabeth said, eager to speed his tempo. Together they hitched up her skirts and removed her small clothes. Robert’s exposed chest pressed into her as he clutched her close. When he entered her, the womanly dampness of Elizabeth’s body spurred on his thrusting. The emotions of the immortal herself remained ambivalent, even though she grabbed a fistful of his hair in mock desire. She wrapped the legs of her borrowed body around his buttocks. Robert let out a final gasp of pleasure. Viper-as-Elizabeth felt his penis spasm within her.

“Bess,” he murmured into her ear as he lay atop her, “my sweet loving Bess. We hath before lain together, but ne’er been together. How long hath I dreamed of this moment.” He pulled back to take her in.

“Now is the time, Elizabeth,” Viper-as-Elizabeth said to the fuming queen who spied on them. Robert balked when he saw Elizabeth-as-Viper emerge from behind the oak. He frowned at the womanly form beneath him in confusion. Elizabeth-as-Viper set her hands to his temples, and his gaze became hazy. Both Viper and Elizabeth eased him off the queen’s body.

Elizabeth’s tears stained Viper’s face.

“He did not do what he did not want to do.”

“Robert wanted me,” Elizabeth shouted, regret tainting her anger. “He hath always wanted me!”

“Then, if you wish, mount him when you and I are to our own bodies returned. He will know no difference. I swear unto you, I felt nothing.”

“Yes, Queen Mab, as ’twas evidenced far too clearly.” Ugly sarcasm enflamed the face of Elizabeth-as-Viper. She knelt beside Robert and cradled his sleep-enchanted body.

“Elizabeth,” Viper-as-Elizabeth began, gathering the cloths and water for cleaning which she had hidden by the tree earlier, “I hath witnessed your bedroom dalliances with Robert for longer than I care to remember. So well doth Robert know you, that if I did not fully participate in his arousal, he would hath found me false.” She freshened the queen’s body with rosemary-infused water and patted the skin dry, then blended additional ceruse where Elizabeth’s body paint had been rubbed away.

Viper-as-queen stepped to Robert to conceal the evidence of their love making.

“You hath laid enough of your hand upon him,” Elizabeth-as-Viper snapped. She shoved her own humaine body back from her lover with a pulse of elldyr.

“As you wish, my queen.” Viper, knocked to the ground, restrained herself from matching Elizabeth’s contempt. Jilted, she set about dressing Elizabeth’s body by herself.

Elizabeth-as-Viper restored Robert’s dignity with loving, proficient hands. When she was done, he was as peaceful as any baby in slumber. Standing, Elizabeth-as-Viper placed her hands on her hips and stared at her counterpart with disgust.

“Hath it been so long since you hath helped me dress that you doth forget how to dress a queen with the proper care?”

Viper-as-Elizabeth had been fumbling with the side lacings of the queen’s bodice, unable to secure it tightly. The flat panel of the overskirt bulged forwards. The Parhelion pulsed with its own rapid beat.

“It worked!” Viper-as-queen clutched her friend’s hands and placed them to her swelling lower belly. “Feel your womb. You are with child.”

“So soon? ’Tis unnatural!” The colour faded from Elizabeth-as-Viper’s skin.

“No, ’tis the magic of the Parhelion.” Viper-as-Elizabeth spun in jubilation. “My elldyr creft hastens your pregnancy.” She threw her head back, simultaneously laughing and crying.

“Viper!” the immortal heard her own voice say above her dizzying celebration.

They were both several feet from the ground. The Parhelion floated in the air between, taut on the necklace around Viper-as-Elizabeth’s neck. The immortal removed the talisman and it rose high above them.

Viper’s elldyr and Elizabeth’s aeir left their physical bodies, as they had before, and wound around the amulet. The entwined energies passed through the Parhelion and the talisman divided each like light passing through a prism. Elldyr and aeir re-entered its original host. As Viper and Elizabeth regained their proper body, the amulet set them upon the ground. The Parhelion hovered at shoulder height between them.

Elizabeth scooped her hands around the expanding curves of her abdomen. Her face glowed beneath the layer of white make-up and tears brimmed in her eyes.

“A child,” she said, rubbing the new roundness of her body, “born of a Virgin.” She bore a broader smile than she did on her Coronation Day. “This is what I wanted of Annys, when I could not find you. We shall raise the baby together, Viper. My child shall be wiser than its mother and greater than its grandfather. My kingdom and Rome shall worship me, the Virgin Queen, and my country shall know war no longer. My child shall live on, forever the king of an empire.”

Elizabeth’s last words aroused Viper’s revulsion. The immortal knew she had to change the future that Elizabeth intended for the Foundling. With her elldyr creft fully restored to her, Viper took a deep breath and held it. She was about to make herself forever hated by her Faerie Queen.

“Forgive me, Elizabeth,” she whispered under her breath before she cast an enchantment of slumber upon the celebratory queen.

Elizabeth awoke several minutes later, her head in Lord Robert’s lap.

“Robert?” Elizabeth asked, eyes searching for Viper as she sat up. “You are awakened?” The overhead leaves camouflaged the immortal.

Robert caressed Elizabeth’s brow and gave her a soothing grin. “Me? My sweet Bess, you are the one who hath been a-sleeping. I came upon you here, on the ground. You hath fallen from your horse, as oft I afeared you would.”

Elizabeth jumped up and Robert steadied her. She brushed away his hand and checked her flatted abdomen. The swelling of her womb had disappeared. Her clothes bound her as tightly as they had before, dirtied by grass stains.

“How could I hath been so feather-brained?” Elizabeth wailed, hands clasped to her empty womb.

Robert peered over her shoulder to the forest, then took both her hands, saying, “Bess, calm yourself. De Caron and his retinue doth approach.” Elizabeth nodded, averting his eyes.

The Dutch Ambassador reined in alongside them. “How now, m’Lord? Is the queen well?”

“Not e’en a goose egg bump for our hard-headed queen. She is so much the Mistress of the land that the ground cradled her when she spilled from her horse.”

Facing the concerned gawking of her courtiers, Elizabeth regained her composure. “A mishap, naught else. Come good Sirs and Ladies, let us sojourn to the palace, lest the spies at Court claim me dead and proclaim the next king.” Robert helped her onto her horse. She jerked on the reins, preparing to leave.

“Your Majesty,” he said, “this jewel must hath escaped the comfort of your neck when you fell from your destrier. ’Twas upon the ground.”

She accepted the Parhelion, the revealing glow visible only to her and Viper. “I hath not a need of it,” she replied and threw it across the field without seeking Viper’s hiding place. “’Tis a thing accursed. I wish never to see it again.”

Viper watched the riders speed back towards the palace from the security of Elizabeth’s tree. When she was alone, she scaled down the branches with one hold, holding her bundled jerkin to her chest. Her long sigh did little to soothe her nerves. In throwing away the Parhelion, Elizabeth had forsaken Viper. The immortal had expected nothing less from her mortal friend.

Something in the jerkin wiggled. Viper pulled back a corner of the leather and tickled the Foundling born of magic with a lock of red hair she had snipped from beneath Elizabeth’s wig before waking the queen. A baby boy with hazel eyes and a mop of ginger curls gurgled at her, and she forgot the amulet as she beheld his innocent smile. 

 


29: The Final Wave 

The Safe House Under St. Mary’s Station, London.

June 5, 2012: afternoon.

The unexpected thrill and intrigue of discovering new sensations gave way to jitters when the safe house plunged into darkness. Viper ran through the hallway to the main room. In the dim emergency lighting, Owain’s body looked years older as he figured out how to protect his Mistress. Her heart sank, wondering if he would ever be safe, this child she brought into the world.

“They’ve cut off the power,” Owain informed her with a brave smile. “We’re OK for now.”

Viper started removing her coat. “Put me to any task. I wish to be of assistance.”

“We are on backup systems,” Graeme remarked from the elevated walkway. He swooshed along the railing to the ground level. “Thankfully, we managed to get the computers up and running.” He eased Viper’s bloodied coat back onto her shoulders. “Stay warm. There’s nae any heat until we get the gennies up and running. We’ll find some better clothes for ye when we have everything sussed out.”

Viper held out her hand and let flames dance on her palm for him. “The cold bothers me not.” Graeme’s embarrassed laugh was contagious. She suppressed the fire and placed her hands on her hips. “Neither am I offended by my dishcloth outfit.”

A short while later, Dhillon ran into the room, out of breath. “Who cut the power?” The strap of his haversack scrunched up the front of his mis-buttoned shirt and water dripped from his earlobe. Viper saw his silver chain dangling from his closed fist before he tucked it into his trouser pocket.

“Dinnae ken,” Graeme said. “The stag said armed men are coming. He dinnae say who.”

“Stag?” Dhillon mouthed to Clare as she joined him from the hall. She shrugged beneath damp hair.

Viper made eye contact with Clare, who had a worried frown. If Clare knew that Viper had spied upon the young couple in the shower, she gave no indication.

“Aye,” Graeme replied. “Here they come now.”

The stag with the star on his head and one other buck galloped in from the darkness of the main tunnel.

Dhillon stuttered, “St…st…st…”

“Stags,” Graeme finished as naturally as saying his own name.

“We posted sentries in the tunnels,” the star-bearing stag said.

Dhillon re-adjusted his glasses. “It…it…it…”

“Talks,” Graeme said with amusement, waggling eyebrows as high as Dhillon’s voice.

“Attend to me!” The leader of the sianach stamped his hoof on the ground. “We will lead the men away. They will not stay away for long. You must escape, to the surface if necessary. Hurry, Viper. You and your herd do not have long until the hunt.” The animals reared up and returned to the tunnel. The sound of splashing water echoed after them.

Owain hobbled down the steps and to a storage locker beneath the end of the platform. He entered the code 1584, the year of his birth, into the keypad. After the magnetic lock disengaged, Graeme motioned Dhillon and Clare closer, then stepped back. The Scotsman gave them flack vests and offered one to his boss. Owain accepted it, but didn’t put it on.

To Viper, Graeme said, “I dinnae ken if bullets can affect yer kind. Ye might want a protective vest.” She raised her hand in disdain. “At least take a weapon to protect yerself against humans,” he said, offering her a pistol, butt end first.

Graeme steadied himself as Viper swiftly glided past him into the storage locker, then re-emerged with Ivy’s rapier in her hand. She wrapped her fingers around the spiraled handle within a filigreed basket-hilt. The polished metal gleamed when she unsheathed it from its leather and metal scabbard.

The immortal held the blade to her palm. “With my blod magic, the blade cannot be broken by mortal tools.” Viper sliced open her hand and her tarry blood enchanted the sword with elldyr from handle to tip. She stepped back and arced the rapier over her head with a flourish, radiating vibrant purple elldyr from the sword.

“Fancy.” Graeme’s placidity showed he was unimpressed with her showmanship. “Ye might want to modernize. Swinging yer arms around like that w’nae help ye if there’s a bullet flying towards yer head.” He stepped farther away from the locker and held out the projectile weapon.

Viper’s challenging laughter made Graeme lower the gun. “Assume you that ’tis so easy to prick me?” she said. She tossed the rapier in the air, whirled around and simultaneously removed her coat. The coat landed at Graeme’s feet. Viper poised with her muscles taut and sword raised. The dare on her face spoke volumes.

Clare began to object, but Dhillon stopped her. Owain rested his hands on his cane with interest.

“I know ye get about faster than a mortal, and I don’t doubt ye would put up a stonking fight, but maybe ye don’t understand. Bullets are, well, bullets. You could nae outrun them. Just take the gun.”

“Try your best, Scotsman.” Viper levelled her eyes and her sword at him.

“Yer off yer head. Viper, I cannae shoot ye.”

“Try!”

A cracking eruption and muzzle flash filled the room. Viper immediately arced her sword. Clare yelped and pulled the receivers from her head.

Dhillon hesitated in the doorway of the locker, in the faintest haze of gunpowder.

“What did you do?” Clare screeched at him, her voice as loud as the gunfire. His weapon clattered to the floor. Graeme had two guns trained on Dhillon, fingers tense around the triggers.

The tableau would have lasted infinitesimally had it not been for Owain’s enthusiastic applause.

“She said to do it,” Dhillon protested to the group.

With a discordant tilt her head, Viper ambled towards him, carving a thin line in the floor behind her with her trailing sword. She opened her hand right in front of his face. His bullet lay on her palm, split in two.

The immortal bent over him, her lips touching the young man’s ear. “Try harder.” Her fierce whisper made him shudder.

“Huzzah, Mistress! You still have a fast eye.”

“And a faster hand.” Viper whipped her elldyr-glowing rapier a sliver’s breadth away from Dhillon’s Adam’s apple. He swallowed and the blade scratched his skin. A blob of red trickled down the metal.

“Ye immortals are a daft bunch,” said Graeme, holstering his guns, “but ye’ve made yer point.”

“May I remind you Graeme, that whilst I am long lived, I am not immortal.” Owain wagged his index finger, a stern professor too polite to swear.

“I still think yer daft.”

“You probably have a point,” Owain stated with a grin. Viper let Dhillon ease himself from beneath sword-point, having made her point.

“Didn’t the stag say we should be leaving?” the youth asked, rubbing his throat with his sleeve. He reached for Clare’s hand after she re-adjusted her receivers. She put her arms behind her back and took a step away from him, aloof. Her quiet admonishment of Dhillon gave Viper great pleasure.

“Right you are, my smart lad,” said Owain. “Enough standing around. Graeme, let’s see if we can find a secure route out of here.”

Clare joined Owain and Graeme on the upper level, at the bank of glowing machines. “Owain, what parts of your safe house does the backup power supply serve?” she asked. Viper marvelled at the calm poise of the young woman who spurned the youth with whom she made love moments ago.

“Security cameras and doors, ventilation, emergency lighting; the basics we need for food and shelter,” Owain rhymed off the systems.

“What does it matter, Clare?” Dhillon’s growing brashness raked Viper’s nerves. He paced on the lower level, keeping his distance from the immortal.

Clare ignored him. “Water pumps?”

“No, no. My water pumps aren’t essential systems,” Owain replied. “We’ll rely on the London Water Service for now. They pump thirty million gallons of water from the Underground every day. What’s a little bit more?”

Viper didn’t know if it was Clare’s determination or the ghostly wash of the electronic haze on the girl’s face that made the immortal feel the stomach-churning onset of apprehension as she followed Clare’s line of thought.

Clare asked, “What happens if the LWS pumps don’t remove the water from here fast enough, now that yours aren’t working?”

Viper heard the rush of water a second before it exploded from the tunnel and pounded her, face first, into the far wall. Water that had accumulated when the power went out streamed over her head. She inhaled and choked on fluid.

“Then, little morsel, you have much to worry about,” Annys’ voice echoed through the room with a sweetness that rotted Viper’s insides.

The water surrounding Viper flipped her over while restraining her against the wall. Annys drifted into the room upon a second surge. A fan of water splayed behind her. A gold mask covered three quarters of her face, mostly on the left. Swirls, glyphs, and waves etched the surface. The undulating bottom margin of the mask swept from her right cheekbone and over her nose, then hovered on her upper lip, and, finally, kissed her left jawline. Her full lips remained unsettlingly blue. Beneath the ocular holes, Viper made out the crimson scars that surrounded Annys’ swirling eyes of frost white and piercing blue.

Annys lashed out at Owain with a cirrus of water, knocking him off his feet. “What a surprise! The rumors about Good Queen Bess’ lost baby are true, after a fashion. I had my doubts about your existence, Foundling.”

Owain managed to cling to the railing. His feet dangled from the walkway precariously close to the water which rose towards the live electrical panels. Graeme was out of Owain’s reach, with Clare protectively behind him. Viper was so focused on the arrival of her enemy, she didn’t turn her head in search of Dhillon.

Annys had updated her appearance. Her hourglass sensuality remained timeless. She had cropped her black hair into long, irregular spikes adorned with fine gold chains. Her low-cut, charcoal coloured bodysuit hid the glyph scars that Viper knew matched her own. Annys wore leather armour dyed seaweed-green with blod magic glyphs embossed on its surface. The top margin of her chest piece curved above her breasts like the asymmetrical edge of a freshwater mollusk, sloping upwards to the left. A pauldron covered her right shoulder, rising like the crest of a wave to shield the side of her head.

Half under and half over her armour, she wore a sheer, iridescent layer of fabric trimmed in pearls and diamonds. At the neck, the filmy dress formed a curved gorget, a hand-span high. Long swatches of fabric dangled from her wrists from beneath her vambrances. Fine chain-mail shielded her hands and bejeweled fingers. The bulk of the dress flowed from underneath the waist of her articulated torso armour, then spilled like a split waterfall over her leg greaves. A wide, trailing hem drifted on the water behind her. Her feet were bare. Viper could make out the handles of two bladed weapons behind Annys’ shoulders, one to either side. A sea horse crafted from elldyr and water jumped excitedly around its Mistress.

Annys curtseyed in mock respect to Viper, the blue skin of her ample breasts clearly visible beneath the see-through dress. “You’ve achieved something I’ve never been able to do with my Merrows,” Annys said to Viper with a menacing smile. “You created a Foundling of your own. How fascinating.”

Graeme guided Clare towards a ladder along the far wall, above the water. As they moved, he fired shots at Annys. A broad wall of water erupted in front of him and swallowed the bullets before they hit their target.

The intruder laughed with delight. “It’s incredible, Viper, how much one can learn about human technology if one isn’t incarcerated for four hundred years. They’ve improved upon the musket. These new guns carry more power than all the horses of a royal carriage.” Annys kept her white and blue eyes on Graeme. “But, bullets still can’t overcome the power of nature.”

With a flick of Annys’ hand, the seahorse swam towards Clare, who had started to climb the ladder. It squirted water on the railing on which she stood, then plunged beneath Annys’ feet. Clare lost her footing and slipped to the bottom rung. Annys faked a sympathetic grimace when the girl cried out.

Graeme fired. The watery barrier defeated him a second time.

Annys tutted at the Scotsman like a mother to her mischievous child. “A 0.50 calibre rifle loses most of its energy in the first three feet of water. I can also change the structure of water and bolster it, or give it a life of its own, so to speak.” Her magical seahorse dove at Graeme and whacked his face repeatedly with its body. He stumbled into the counter behind him, waving his hands to fend it off.

“While you were away, Viper,” Annys continued, gossiping as if they were old friends, “humaines created something they named electricity, a kind of lightning they control. Ironically, greater numbers of people die from this unnatural human force than from lightning strikes.” She gestured with her left hand and grasping fingers of water reached up for Owain’s feet. “That’s better for me, for electricity travels very well through water. Humans made it far too easy to kill them.”

Viper wrestled with the watery bindings, realizing Annys’ intent to electrocute everyone when the rising water reached the open electrical panel behind Owain.

“Stop!” Dhillon shouted from across the room. His legs were shin deep in water beside the glass table, the top of which remained above the liquid’s surface. “We were warned by a stag that there are men coming. I get that you think you’re untouchable with your wall of water and,” he brushed away the curious seahorse that cruised around the table, “your aggressive little pet. If they’re coming for Viper, they’re coming for you. So, you better let us go. You’re can’t fight those stags, the men, and us, at the same time.” The seahorse struck the small of his back, felling him to his knees with a splash.

Annys sped towards Dhillon, furniture churning in her wake. “Do you want to attack me, boy?” Her seahorse sprayed water in his gagging face. Annys leaned into the young man and seized his chin. “How could an insignificant human like you defeat me?”

“He cannot,” Viper said, with renewed vibrancy.

Annys spun like a cyclone. She hadn’t noticed that Graeme helped pull Viper far enough from the water that she could use her elldyr to propel herself from its grip completely. Everyone except Dhillon had reached the dry, elevated portion of the room.

Subtle flames enrobed Viper’s steaming torso. She brandished a thick, live wire from the electrical panel. “But, I can.” Viper threatened Annys with the cable’s sparking venom.

“You must have water in your ears,” Annys scolded Viper like a petulant child. “Electricity travels through water. All water. If you let go of the wire, you’ll electrify this human. He will die.”

“Well,” Viper shrugged evasively, “he did try to shoot me.”

Dhillon’s face blanched. “Don’t, please.” His whisper of fear barely reached Viper’s ears.

She opened her hand. The cable plummeted and touched the surface of the water. Forked electricity arced in every direction. Annys’ hands rushed to her face. Her water barrier cascaded into a puddle.

Graeme fired one shot at Annys in the strobing light. The bullet ripped across her thigh, then tore through the seahorse. Dosed with Annys’ blood, the projectile blew the magical construct apart.

“Three feet of water my arse,” Graeme muttered before shadows devoured the room.

Someone was crying in the dark. Viper edged closer to the sound. The crying turned into a cackle. Viper lit the room with her elldyr fire. Dhillon had jumped onto the non-conductive table, protected from the electrical surge. Clare had pulled Owain away from the railing. They huddled together at the base of the ladder. Graeme swept the room with his gun until he found Annys.

“Save your bullets,” Viper cautioned him. “They will not scathe her.”

“You surprise me, Viper,” Annys said in the dim violet hue. Through the torn leg of Annys’ greaves, Viper saw the gunshot wound reconstructing. “You’re willing to kill a human to destroy me. I’m impressed. Too bad it didn’t work.”

Annys crossed her arms over her head and withdrew two heavy swords that had been sheathed on her back. Each had a flawless sphere at the pommel, one of obsidian and the other of gold. Waves of searing yellow elldyr emanated from her body. “You have to muddy your hands if you want to best me.”

Graeme vaulted over the railing and took up Ivy’s elldyr-imbued sword from a puddle. “Catch!” he yelled, throwing it to Viper. She launched her attack from the upper level, grabbing her sword mid-air.

Annys retaliated, two swords to one. Viper met each of Annys’ parries with surprising energy. The immortals’ elldyr grappled with the other in the surrounding ether.

“Your elldyr magic hath changed,” Viper said with a grunt, shoving Annys from her with a sideways kick.

“Obviously.” The other immortal chuckled as if she had heard a pleasant joke. She swayed from side to side in front of Viper, flaunting her swords. “With these trinkets of Elizabeth’s sage,” Annys said of the gold and obsidian pommels, “I honed the garen. It enhanced me.”

These were the missing parts within the spherical compartments of John Dee’s poisonous throne. Viper had no time to wonder how Annys came to possess them.

Annys flipped like a dolphin over Viper’s head to avoid a rapier thrust. Annys landed on her feet in a column of water that twisted, easing her to the ground until she faced Viper’s back. Viper avoided her enemy’s slashing double-sword attack with a front handspring. She rolled and spun around into a crouched position, rapier hovering to the side and at the ready.

“Made thee vicious,” Viper said. She caught movement from the corner of her eye. The others were trying to escape up the ladder. Viper needed to disguise their escape. She thrust flames everywhere. Damp furniture nearby ignited with thick smoke, enough to hide the humans. Viper lashed out at Annys with horizontal shafts of elldyr.

Annys chuckled with delight. “Whoever told you that nonsense?” she asked, each syllable partnered by a swipe of her sword as she cut off the heads of Viper’s besieging elldyr. Annys sliced Viper’s skin, close to her runes. Viper didn’t know how much of her magic was tied into the rune-scars, but she knew she wouldn’t be able to heal anyone without them.

“The Sisters and Turstin,” Viper said. She wanted to keep Annys’ attention away from the fleeing humans.

Annys righted her shoulders with indignation and she charged at Viper. They pushed in opposition to each other, equally matched. Viper forced the blade of her narrow rapier horizontally against the crossed broadswords wielded by Annys. Black oozed along Viper’s blade and down her arm. The sight invigorated her, knowing that her blood-magic reinforced her weapon. She shoved Annys forcibly, making her reel backwards. “Turstin stole the Parhelion. He gave it to Henry Tudor’s grandfather, thwarting your Wars of the Roses,” Viper gloated.

“Turstin? That nosey Foundling who sought his sister among my Merrows?” Annys pitched a chair at Viper. Viper deflected it with her left shoulder. “I should’ve known. He was far smarter than he let on.”

Viper flung the glass table at Annys using elldyr magic. The table squashed her against the wall farthest from the ladder. Viper forced her power into the table delighting in cruel pleasure. Annys wheezed beneath its weight. Elldyr flared in Annys’ hands, her palms to the surface and the table shattered.

Water rushed Annys’ fallen swords to her side. “That Foundling wouldn’t give up his Mistresses.” The glass had cut her exposed cheek, and blood trickled from the healing wound. “Not even when he begged for his life.”

The thought of Turstin dying at Annys’ hand incensed Viper. She focused all her magic into her rapier. It burned Tyrian purple. She swung wildly and charged.

Viper and Annys collided, too close together to strike each other effectively. Fire and water clashed between them. The V’Braed grunted and wrestled, neither gaining the upper hand.

A surge of elldyr from Viper thrust Annys onto her back. Viper leapt forwards, sword held downwards to stab Annys in the heart. Annys crossed her weapons over herself. She jerked Viper’s blade from her hands with a scissoring motion. Annys propelled herself overtop of Viper and landed on Viper’s back.

A black rivulet of blood trickled from Viper’s nose when her face smashed into the floor. Annys stomped between Viper’s shoulders. Viper turned her head, her cheek to the ground. Annys’ blades crossed on either side of Viper’s neck. If she pushed away from the floor, she would decapitate herself.

The pressure on Viper’s back eased. “Look at me!” Annys commanded ominously. Viper had no other alternative except to comply. She rolled over, careful not to cut herself on Annys’ swords.

Annys’ beautiful mask had been removed, revealing the gaping wound on her left cheek. “You set me on fire. I was beloved, even when humans feared me. You absconded with my tithes, and then, to further remind me of your viciousness, gave me this.” Her short, frequent breaths were as ragged as her harsh face. “In over four hundred years, this wound and my heartache have never healed. I thought I would find peace when I planned your entrapment. Imprisoning you isn’t the answer.” Annys made her blades dig into the upper layers of Viper’s skin. “I will make you suffer, intimately and infinitely.”

Viper couldn’t stop the hot tears on her face. “Thou hath hated me since afore I knew of thy existence. What did I ever do unto thee?”

“From One, are all things borne.”

“I understand not what that means!”

“And that makes you blameless?”

“Accuse me of a crime or leave me be.”

“Your crime is your life.”

The might of Graeme’s body rocketed into Annys’ chest. He knocked her to the ground. The swords flew upwards and out of Annys’ hands. One of them nicked Viper’s neck as it slid along her skin. Annys’ head impacted the floor with a monumental crack and she didn’t stir.

Viper crawled to her knees, her body sapped as her spirts improved. Blood trickled from her latest neck wound to her chest. Graeme hauled himself to his feet and reached for his gun.

She held her hand up to waylay him. “I would vanquish my enemy myself,” she said.

“Shouldn’t we escape?” Dhillon called out from the ladder.

“Yer off yer head, mate!” Graeme said, gun pointed at Annys.

“Viper said bullets won’t work,” Dhillon argued. “The electricity didn’t kill her. What about those other guys the stag spoke of? The men who are coming? Let them finish her off, or die trying.”

For an eternal moment, Graeme’s knuckles gleamed white against the grip of his pistol. “Damn.” He lowered his gun. “The lad’s right,” he said to Viper, helping her stand upright. “Let’s get out of here. Owain managed to get part way up the ladder, but his legs are shot. If ye carry him the rest of the way, I’ll keep my trigger warm in case the Missus here wakes up.”

From farther up the ladder shaft, Viper heard Clare coax Owain to hold tight as best as the girl’s over-taxed spirit could manage. Viper knew that if she faced Annys in combat and lost, her enemy would not let the humans survive. Annys moaned, eyes closed. She opened and closed her hand.

“Discharge your weapon in Annys’ head if she wakes up,” she said to Graeme. Dhillon moved aside and Viper scuttled up the ladder past Clare to assist Owain. “You hath been in harm’s way enough, my friend,” she said to him. “’Tis time I should protect you.” She cradled her Foundling with arms of magic and ascended the ladder, following the rising smoke to the Underground. 

 


30: His Last Letter

September 2nd, 1588.

Wealas River, Oxfordshire.

“Who are my parents?”

The question barely registered above the breeze in the rushes around them. Viper gripped the stern of a shallow boat, ready to push it into the small river. A boy of eight years of age rested nearer the front, small oars in his hands. Elldyr creft influenced his growth. If he were fully human, Mouse would have been four years old.

To Viper, the darkness of the heavy clouds suddenly threatened the peace of the dawning morning. Something thrashed in the slow-moving water and she flinched.

“’Tis merely a fish jumping, Mistress. Just a fish.”

“There are darker things in the water than the eels we hunt, Mouse.” She pushed his boat into the stream. “Best we not tarry.”

Mouse expertly steadied the craft against the river’s gentle flow. Ovoid-shaped traps made of thin willow branches, narrow at one end and bell-shaped at the other, occupied the boat. A rope wound around the neck of each trap. The smell of late summer, full of abundance, overcame the aroma of rotting fish inside the baskets, bait for the river’s bottom dwellers.

“Please, will you not sit with me?”

Every time they went fishing he asked, and every time she gave the same reply.

“I shall keep watch on the shore.” Viper never joined Mouse on the child-sized skiff, such was her fear of what lay beneath the water’s gentle surface.

They moved in easy silence, him in the boat and her guiding him with a length of rope from the land. He preferred fishing to stealing for food, even though they didn’t pay the royal fee to obtain resources from the river. Viper and Mouse lived beyond the law of humaines.

While Viper fed upon the inhabitants of surrounding villages, inhabitants fully enriched by Elizabeth’s aeir, Mouse scavenged clothes and food for himself. He followed Viper’s instructions without question. Mouse also insisted upon gifting something back to those from whom they looted, such as fish he caught or wool fleeces he had liberated from a rich merchant or Lord.

The immortal knew Mouse liked these trips to towns the most, when he could venture among the thriving English marketplaces with his invisible protectress keeping him from harm. Elizabeth and her country flourished in Viper’s absence. A rising merchant class with access to abundant resources drove England’s economy, best known for its wool export. Across the Atlantic Ocean, Sir Walter Raleigh, another of Elizabeth’s favourites, founded Roanoke Colony. He named the new world Virginia in honour of his virgin queen. Elizabeth’s people enjoyed a time of wealth and prosperity such as they’d never known.

Viper’s Towyr promise had come to pass.

Viper and Mouse reached the first set of traps lain in a shady eddy yesterday. He hoisted one into the boat and water splashed around his feet. With a wary tension that made her muscles hurt, the Daoine Tor maintained her surveillance. The thought of an immortal existence wracked with mistrust played upon her mind. She didn’t know how long she needed to continue having an intense distrust of the natural elements. Annys would not have forgotten her.

Viper relaxed, but only marginally, as Mouse emptied the second basket. Two muddy brown eels slithered out. Long and muscular, they propelled themselves to the low-lying gunwale. Mouse grabbed the slime-coated fish and plopped them in a damp sack of coarse linen. Later, he would behead them and pull their tough skin from their tubular bodies. The tanned skin made useful straps for belts and satchels. Mouse impressed Viper with his increasing self-sufficiency.

At the second location, each of the three traps held two or three eels. As Mouse put the fish into his sack, one wriggled out of his hand and back beneath the water. He squealed delightedly at the sensation across his palm.

Viper smiled, despite her jitters. Mouse’s pure joy in life enchanted her. He deserved protection from the horrors caused by humaines for as long as possible. She hoped, in busying himself with the task of wrangling live animals that he had forgotten his request.

He did not.

They hid the boat in deep brush beside the river, then started walking back to the one room cottage they shared in a thick copse an hour’s walk away.

Mouse cleared his throat. “Mistress, you hath had time aplenty to stew upon my question. I wish to meet my parents. You say they are alive, yet withhold their identity. In Dudcotte, I hath heard people speak of faerie changelings. Am I one of these? Did you exchange me with thy natural-born babe?”

As before, Viper kept mum. Even with his young years, Mouse tolerated her long periods of silence better than did Elizabeth. Where Elizabeth’s impatience brewed into unrelenting anger, Mouse bided his time until he found the next opportunity to discuss his point.

Viper picked her way through along an overgrown path forgotten by humaines and Mouse followed. At one time, there had been a settlement on this hill. She couldn’t remember its name or the people who had lived there. Too many centuries of bodies crowded her memory.

“You art as much my child as any humaine’s. Why would you ask this of me?” Viper chose a different trail with every visit to the river, ensuring that no one could trace them back to their home.

Mouse selected his words as carefully as Viper did her route. “I resemble them more than I resemble you. ’Tis obvious that I am not Daoine Tor. Would you not want to be with your own kindred, were our positions reversed? I do not seek a new life. I simply wish to know the history of the life I have.”

Her hasty decision on the summer morning of Mouse’s birth tormented Viper. She had been protecting Mouse from her own past, from the threat of her kindred, and from the expectation of Britain’s future. He had every ounce of his mother’s zest for life and his father’s loyalty. Viper succumbed to the earnest hazel eyes she sensed watching her.

“Your father was, until last winter, in the Netherlands. By the queen’s command, he led troops in support of the Danish Protestants against the Catholic Spanish.”

“He is a soldier?”

“The queen prefers to place him in command, farther afield from the infantry. He faced the Spanish Armada from the shore in July.”

Viper hesitated. Her Foundling was born of royal blood, and the politics of his birth right could ruin his innocence. The religious conflict begun by Elizabeth’s father, that infected each of his children’s reign, threatened to destroy the country’s future. Elizabeth had not married herself to Spain, nor converted England back to Catholicism. Pope Pius V of Rome gave King Philip II of Spain sanction to overthrow Elizabeth and name the next Ruler of England. The Spanish came to conquer, and the English feared the worst.

Viper lost her train of thought in guilty memories. When Viper had heard rumours of the Armada’s arrival at the Eddystone Rocks, the mouth of the Channel, she experienced a pang of remorse. The immortal had abandoned Elizabeth and taken her son. Now, her friend faced her most serious challenge. Viper had rushed to London, where she encountered Elizabeth rehearsing a speech at Whitehall Palace.

Elizabeth, draped in an ermine-trimmed cloak, paced in a walled garden by herself, late at night. “Let tyrants fear,” she had said. “Betwixt all of my decisions hath I consistently placed the safeguard and fortitude of the loyal hearts, and good-will, of my subjects as my chiefest concern. Therefore, I am come among you, not for my amusement, but resolved, in the midst and heat of battle, to live and die alongside you.”

Her words had moved Viper as they would stir the love of those who took up arms for her. The immortal was about to remove her concealment and reveal herself when her Faerie Queen stunned her.

“Viper!” she beckoned, turning this way and that as she appealed to the seemingly empty night. “I am most needful of your power. Without the Parhelion, I do seek you out each night but hath not found you, withal. I rehearse my speech for the troops at Tilbury. In truth, I have no faith in it. I am heart-sore for my kingdom’s future.” The fountain bubbled beside Elizabeth, her only responsive audience. “My fleet outnumbers the Spanish, although, dare I admit, it is less powerful and under-manned. We shall be defeated by Philip’s Armada. You promised unto me a fruitful kingdom. When the Spanish invade my waters and o’ercome my army, that land and my life will be forfeit. I demand that you go forth to Spain and kill King Philip! ’Tis the least you should do for absconding with my child,” Elizabeth yelled.

Angered that Elizabeth had reduced their relationship to master and assassin, Viper did not heed the mortal’s call. She also feared that if she left Mouse in Elizabeth’s care, Elizabeth would never release him. War threatened Elizabeth when Viper lived at peace with herself the first time since she had met the red-head. Viper had left her Faerie Queen begging for help, without answering.

After a summer of skirmishes, treacherous weather in the Channel devastated the Spanish fleet as if Elizabeth herself ruled the water. Greater numbers of Spanish men perished at the hand of unsavoury weather and the Tilbury shallows than did those who died fighting the English. After a final engagement at Grave’s End, the last war-torn ships of the Spanish Armada had retreated.

“Then he is strong?” Mouse’s eager inquisition plucked Viper from her forlorn reverie.

“He hath more strength of character than of muscle, for long hath he negotiated the craft of Elizabeth’s Court and her bedroom with much success.” Viper exhaled slowly before the words crossed her lips, as if the breath would be her last. She stopped in the thigh-high grass and faced the boy she might lose when she confessed, “Your father is the Earl of Leicester, Lord Robert Dudley.”

“Why, ’twas said he visited Dudcotte the same day we were there, on his way to the Buxton baths!” Twitching in Mouse’s shoulders matched the crescendo and diminish in his voice when he realized that his opportunity to meet his father had passed. “He sought remedies for cramps in his stomach. You said nothing.”

Bile rose in Viper’s throat. “Buxton is not far afield from here. If his is a malady within my power to remedy, then so will I do this for you.”

Mouse threw his arms around her from behind, throwing her stride off balance. His joyful hooting stirred pheasants from the underbrush. Viper’s dolor broke upon the waves of Mouse’s laughter.

Two days later, they came upon Cornbury Park, Robert’s property within the Unton family’s landholdings. At the old stone guards’ gate, occupied by watchmen with drowsy heads full of ale, Viper held Mouse back. She checked the main road, wide enough for a stately carriage, for potential hazards. Tudor expansions of red brick to the hunting lodge clustered among the original white buildings. Robert had built two-storey residential quarters with twisted chimneys, a kitchen wing, and servants’ accommodations.

Servants and livery staff busied themselves around the grounds. Smoke drifted in a straight line from the scullery stack in the calm afternoon. The smell of roasting meat wafted towards them. To the side of the main building, the doors of the stables propped open. Younger pages and squires mucked out the stalls, occasionally throwing fistfuls of straw at each other.

“Robert must be a-hunting in Wychwood,” Viper said and pointed at the dense forest beyond. “You should learn to ride. Both your parents are proficient.”

Mouse nodded distractedly. He kept his eyes trained on the house, as if expecting his father to appear with open arms.

“Remember,” Viper continued, “what I hath taught you about humaines. They do not see and hear that which is around them, e’en though they hath eyes to see and ears to hear. Your skill of evading detection is as effective as my concealment. Let us await your Lord-father in his rooms. When he is alone, we shall reveal ourselves to him.”

Unseen, Viper and Mouse slipped past the gardens and stables. They entered the house through the kitchen with its bare, worn floor. Inside the main building, wool carpets warmed the house and tapestries blocked drafts from the walls. The narrow stairs of Buxton-on-the-Hill were made of carved oak, with squared corners, and ornamented posts at the end of each railing.

Mouse dashed into a cupboard under the stairs when two women descended from above, one older and one younger. Glamoured, Viper protected the door of the cubby space.

“I did not forget,” the younger woman protested. “I delivered Master Leicester’s letter for Her Majesty and the parcel with it, as was I instructed. Only, I did not mention it upon my return for his poorly condition shocked me so.”

The older woman crossed herself and held up a finger, until they reached the main floor. “Enfetter not thy brow, Abigail.” Her face was a lean as her lips were thin. “The man in that room hath not the robustness of our dear Lord Leicester. I do hope the willow tisane from Dudcotte helps him. I am afeared for his life, so bold is the fever in him. He may ne’er reach Buxton’s healing springs.”

A chill trickled along Viper’s spine. She had heard such talk among humaines before. Robert’s body flirted with Death.

“I am glad we propped him upright against the pillows.” Abigail tucked a lock of hair under her coif. “Lying flat is the repose of the dead.”

“The final dance finds us all, no matter how grand or small. Now, come along. We shall gather cress and Alexanders in the kitchen garden for his Lordship’s evening salad. E’en poorly, Lord Leicester will not eat much meat, nor drink a drop of wine, as he hath ever done.”

Viper could tell the woman believed herself well versed in the way a man should behave, and be cured. The older lady clucked about the negative effects of eating too many green leaves and not meat as the humaines walked away.

“Mistress? I do not hear any voices. Shall I come out?”

Viper’s curled hand poised above the handle. She squeezed her fingers tighter, then pressed her fist along the ridges of her temple.

If Mouse asked her to heal Robert, he would stay by his father’s side. She considered using elldyr magic to put Mouse in a sleeping state, sequestered in the cupboard, then easing Robert to his death. Viper imagined herself racing upstairs with supernatural speed to steal Robert’s aeir before she brought Mouse to his father. If Robert died before Mouse met him, Mouse could not ask her to heal him. Surely, Mouse would grieve for the man, yet Viper concluded that the boy would recover quickly, having never known Robert or his paternal love. It would be a calculated risk.

If Mouse should ever find out what she had done, he would never forgive her.

There were too many ways Viper could lose Mouse forever.

Viper opened the door, her face a blank slate. “Quickly now. Your father is gravely sick.”

They entered Leicester’s bedroom prepared to encounter his household staff. However, Viper and Mouse were the only ones present, except for what remained of the once vibrant Robert Dudley.

Vapours from rosemary stems burning in braziers beside Robert’s bed infused acrid smoke into the room. A suspended rectangular canopy overlaid his bed, attached to the wall at the head; over the foot, by chains from the ceiling. The servants had closed the drapery and the end of the bed, and along his left side. Herb-smoke wafted over Robert’s body from his right, past the open bed curtains.

Robert’s face hung slack, his mouth open like the letter O. The sheen on his skin exacerbated its pallor. His breathing, shallow and rapid, felt hot to touch when Viper caressed his cracked lips. His short beard was grey and tatty, a far cry from its usual comeliness.

Viper barely made out his feeble aeir through the heavy layers of bedding heaped upon him. Deeply orange, his energy swirled in a counter-clockwise vortex over his stomach. At its epicentre was a fiery red ball of aeir. This fragmented portion indicated that a cancer devoured both his body and aeir from within. The tumor would not be cured by tinctures and inhalations.

“Is he going to die?” Mouse’s voice sounded smaller than the squeak of his namesake.

Viper spoke quickly, drawing up the sleeves of her blouse. “If I remedy him, then I shall take on his malady, for a length of time that I cannot predict. He will awaken and be shocked at your presence in his room. Perchance, he shall see me as I perform this task. I do not know.” She took Mouse’s face in her hands, trying to keep her voice calm. “I do this for you, Mouse. If he does harm unto me and you do not stop him, then you shall rue the day you asked it of me.”

At her direction, he barricaded the door. Viper knelt beside Robert’s bed. Mouse stood behind her. She extended her arms and the runes lifted above her scars, hovering interlinked over his body. Silver recuperative elldyr drifted towards the angry whirl of aeir. When her power touched the cancerous area, the red zone repulsed her magic. Her runes retreated and she turned her arms over in disbelief at her failure. Mouse put his hand on her shoulder, his hope coursing through Viper like lightening.

She turned her head up to him, the infant who trusted her implicitly, now grown into a youth worthy of the respect she held too close to her heart. Without realizing it, a branch of her elldyr extended itself and brushed away the tears on Mouse’s face.

Viper summoned every strand of willpower in her body. She thrust her elldyr-charged hand into the rotting part of Robert’s aeir and clamped her claws around the ball. Red bulged between her purple fingers. She wrenched the cancerous aeir away from the rest of his matrix. The red energy roped itself up her arm until it soaked into her runes. Her arm felt icy and stiff. Knives of pain spread from her scars to her torso.

Robert gasped and bolted upright as Viper doubled over, clutching her stomach. He stretched heartily, then caught sight of the Daoine Tor and the boy.

Mouse cowered on his knees, hands held out in supplication. “We will not harm you,” he pleaded. “I beg of you, hear me.”

“Hear us,” Viper muttered hoarsely. She reached out for the mattress. Robert pushed her off the bed with revulsion. The immortal tumbled to the side, where Mouse caught her fall. Viper regained her breath and held out her palm. “We come with due sincerity,” she said with a gasp, left hand pressed to her belly. “I hath only enough strength to show you the truth.” Elldyr silhouettes of Elizabeth and Robert formed in her right hand. His eyes widened when the phantasmal figures made love, as they had under Elizabeth’s tree four years ago.

“These are the ghosts of my dreams,” he said. The Robert figure threw his head back its head in orgasm. The real Robert shifted awkwardly under the bedding.

“Not a dream, but a memory, of sorts.” Viper considered how much to tell him. “I enacted a magic upon you and Elizabeth, much with her permission.” His replenished colour heightened as she spoke of that summer’s day.

“Bess told me about a spell she cast with a seelie wicht four years ago.” He untangled himself from the blankets and let his legs dangle. He watched the figures embrace before they fizzled away. “She did say unto me that we hath a son. I… I never did believe her.” Elizabeth’s lover took Mouse by the torso and set the lad on the mattress. Studying Mouse, Robert saw Elizabeth’s eyes within the face of his younger self. “I thought you were another of Bess’ manipulations to keep me at her side. How could I be so wrong?”

Viper eased herself away and slumped into a chair along the paneled wall. Robert clasped his arms around Mouse. Her Foundling’s smile eased the gnawing ache in her stomach.

“My son,” Robert cried with joy. “You are the boy I wanted.” He held Mouse at his arm’s length, and placed a hand against Elizabeth’s auburn curls on Mouse’s head. “Bess’ son. Hath you met your mother? No? Then we shall go unto her together. How pleased will be my Titania!” He swung Mouse around with unadulterated delight. Boy and father laughed with mutual affection, mirrors of each other.

Robert stopped without warning. He set Mouse down abruptly, then doubled over, hands on his knees. “This cloudy air, ’tis too smothering.” His eyebrows knit together with anxiety. “It makes a great heaviness in my chest.” Hand over his heart, his shallow breaths became hungry gulps for air. His face drained of colour. Fear doused his forehead. “The window. Open the window,” he said between gasps, anxiously scanning the room for some measure of comfort.

Viper squeezed her eyes shut, unwilling to see Robert’s rapidly waning aeir. She had been so intent on the offending tumor that she didn’t recognize the clogging of his arteries. His heart couldn’t handle the increased blood flow from his excitement and dancing. The whomp of his body hitting the floor echoed in her ears. Mouse’s appeals for her help stabbed Viper’s heart.

“I hath not the strength to best the Reaper,” she whispered to her Foundling. “I am so very sorry.”

Viper gently banged her head on the wall, wishing the steady rhythm belonged to Robert’s heart instead of the pounding of Mouse’s fists on the floor in a tantrum of grief.


31: The Wrath 

The Underground, Hammersmith & City Line.

June 5, 2012: moments later.

The nearest fluorescent light in the tunnel towards Aldgate East flickered as it clung to life. A thick framework of Victorian girders pressed upon them from the ceiling above. Strangled cables mounted the walls to either ends of the curving tunnel. Viper’s hands burned with fire so hot she melted the steel of the access hatch at track level. Behind her, the humans breathed sighs of relief as the smoke cleared.

“I hath sealed the panel with fire and blod magic.” Small wounds marked Viper’s palms from where she had dragged her nails across her hand to enact the enchantment. Charcoal and ash dusted the cuffs of her hooded sweater. She eased herself onto the black ballast, depleted.

Owain found his footing, moving with an unsteady gait without his cane. His bowed legs threatened his stability.

“I built several flood gates around the safe house,” he said. “I don’t know how long they will hold Annys. She found her way in. No doubt she can find her way out when she comes to.”

“The men, those armed men that the stag spoke of, they’ll take care of her,” Dhillon said. His voice didn’t sound as optimistic as his words.

“Let’s hope,” Graeme said. He raised his head and canvassed the perimeter of the tunnel with sharp eyes.

Clare scooted to Viper’s side, offering her hand to help the immortal stand. “You were amazing! No offense,” Clare added when Viper frowned at her quizzically, “but when you faced Annys’ avatar at Dugan’s Bode, you could barely hold your own against it.”

“I do not take any,” Viper said, without taking the girl’s assistance. Viper didn’t feel like moving. She noted to herself that Clare didn’t mention Viper’s recent defeat.

“Yes, Mistress,” Owain said, “you are different since the crystal implanted itself into your chest.”

The immortal nodded. “My strength hath markedly improved, of that am I a-certain.” Viper didn’t speak of the other feelings the crystal had provoked. She sat up abruptly. “The sage’s other Glass! We left them down there, with Annys!” She crawled for the hatch she had just sealed. “No! No! No!” Viper pounded her hands on the impenetrable barrier.

“I…I have them,” Dhillon said, taking the satchel off his shoulder.

“You?” Viper didn’t know whether to be awash with relief or disbelief. “How?”

“Clare and I thought it best that I carry the Mort Lake Glass. She didn’t want the rest to fall out from the coat she used.”

“OMG! I could kiss you!” Clare jumped up and into Dhillon’s arms. Any trace of her previous disapproval in him vanished when her lips landed on his.

Owain patted Dhillon on the shoulder, interrupting the mushy embrace. “Well, my boy, that was very clever, indeed.”

Graeme said, “Viper’s suped-up rapier is still in the safe house. Modern weapons we can get in a goodly amount, but they won’t set the heather alight. You transformed that sword into a special jobbie.”

Viper’s eyes widened with excitement. “Aye, there’s the rub!”

“What’s that?”

“Transformation! The crystal in my chest hath enhanced me. I shall not use the Glass to capture Annys. I shall absorb the rest of the crystals and become so invincible that I can destroy her.” Viper held out her hand to Dhillon. “Yield them unto me.”

His eyes darted to Owain, who nodded in approval. Dhillon pulled two crystals from his satchel.

The magic stones didn’t leap to life as the other stone had done in the safe house. “Lay them on the ground,” Viper said. She enclosed the crystals with her elldyr. When her magic wouldn’t touch their surface, Viper snatched one of the crystals like a starving beggar with complete disregard as to how it might affect her. The sage’s Glass remained dormant in her hand. “Do something!” she yelled at the inert object. Her mind raced with the possible outcomes if she challenged Annys in the future without additional skill buffs.

“Why isn’t it working?”

With her head so full of questions of her own, Viper couldn’t tell which of the men spoke.

“I know not. Unless…” She absentmindedly held the Mort Lake Glass to her lips, mediating over the Parhelion. She remembered how the amulet activated suppressed memories the first time she saw its image. The V’Braed talisman exhibited significant magical power. Perhaps the Parhelion, the item that plagued her centuries, had another role to play.

“I thought only frogs transform with a kiss,” Graeme said good-naturedly.

Viper gripped the crystal with such intensity, she thought her fingers might break against the unyielding stone. “You must take me to the Queen of the Second Throne,” she demanded, without acknowledging Graeme’s attempt at charm.

“Why?” Clare protested. “She imprisoned you.”

“Your queen will not do so now. I was too stubborn when she spake to me afore. I did not tell her what I knew of the V’Braed, or of Annys and her devious plan.”

“Pride goeth before a fall,” muttered Dhillon. Viper’s new plan fired so rapidly in her brain that she failed to respond to the proverb.

Graeme didn’t. “Hold yer wheesht,” he said, with a smack to the back of Dhillon’s head.

Viper gave back the crystal without any sign that she’d heard his quip. He took it and, picking up the one from the ground, secured the Glass in his bag.

“Elizabeth acted only for the sake of her kingdom. We shall go unto your queen and explain in earnest. She holds the Parhelion. Mayhap she will use it on my behalf, that it may grant me a vision of how to make the other Mort Lake crystals enter my body.”

“We’re still missing one,” Clare said sheepishly.

“For now I must be content with the two we carry and the one in my body,” Viper said. “As for the fourth, we may yet find it. Come, let us make hay whilst the sun shines.” The immortal placed her hand upon the large chunks of coal-black ballast stones on the ground, then paused. “These metal rods, they doth convey modern machines?” she asked of the rails on either side of the tunnel.

Owain confirmed her observation. “The thickest rail is electrified. Best not to touch it, Mistress, just in case.”

“They are for trains, large transportation vehicles,” Graeme said before academic Dhillon chimed in. “The backbone of Britain.”

Viper felt the vibration of the oncoming train through the ground and she heard its rumble, inaudible to the humans. “Britain’s backbone doth approach.”

“The train is ahead of schedule,” Owain said, checking his pocket watch.

Graeme swore as Clare asked, “Which way do we go?”

Owain pointed east, past the curve. “Head to Aldgate East. It’s under renovation and we shan’t be discovered.” Graeme wrapped his arm around Owain’s torso and they shuffled quickly towards the faint light originating from the station. Clare and Dhillon ran ahead of them. Capable of moving past the humans, Viper stayed with Owain, intermittently turning her head over her shoulder. She sensed the increasing wind pressure, a sign of the train coming closer.

Dhillon stumbled, then stopped. “Why are we rushing? Isn’t there enough room for us to stand to one side?”

“The track narrows here, on the curve,” Owain said between breaths. “If two trains pass at the same time, we’ll be rather squished.”

“Point taken,” the young man puffed. He set off with extra effort.

The air sweeping forwards by the oncoming train urged them into the station. The increasing rumble of the train was unlike anything Viper had experienced before. Light seeped around the corner from behind them, and the train blasted its horn.

Terror spurred her onwards.

She bundled Clare and Dhillon under her arms, bounded up the tunnel, then hoisted the youths onto an empty platform. Behind them, tiles had been removed from the wall. Bits of renovation rubble scattered around the floor. Plastic sheeting hung from gaping holes in the ceiling, and bars covered the stairwells.

A second horn sounded. The Westbound train approached Aldgate East from the far end of the station. The Eastbound train rounded the corner. Viper faced the closer train and saw the driver staring at her. His shock at seeing her too-tall, purple body made him freeze. Viper doubted that either train would stop.

Graeme and Owain hobble-ran towards the station like a three legged mule. Viper reached them in a blur of speed. She scooped Owain from Graeme and hoisted her Foundling over her shoulder, then lifted Graeme off of the ground with elldyr, cast from her free arm. Viper propelled him adjacent to the platform, where he swung himself out of harm’s way. She sprinted into the station and delivered Owain to Graeme’s waiting hands.

The dual trains were upon her.

Owain and Graeme inadvertently blocked the platform in front of Viper. She instinctively jumped backwards and onto the opposite platform just before the trains crossed where she had been standing.

The trains thundered through the station trumpeting their deafening warnings. Viper didn’t have any strength left for her concealment glamour. The vehicles were moving so fast that if the humans saw her, she couldn’t tell. She felt exposed and vulnerable.

When the last portion of the eastbound train cleared, bullets riddled the wall beside Viper’s head. She scrambled into a predatory crouch.

“Hold your fire!” hollered a tall man with broad shoulders in a black armoured suit and helmet.

The stairwell gates had been blown open from the outside when the trains had rocketed past Viper. Ten heavily armed fighters now swarmed the opposite platform. Four men strong-armed Graeme against fencing near the tunnel’s mouth. His gun lay several feet away. Clare and Dhillon faced the wall, guarded by two men, while two others unceremoniously hauled Owain away from Graeme. The one who’d fired at Viper kept his trigger finger tight and his laser sight over Viper’s heart.

These were not the queen’s men. They didn’t bear any royal insignias on their black tactical gear. Darkened visors covered their eyes, across which electronic data flickered. The leader’s face was the only one not completely covered by a helmet. His lips were as commanding as his tone, presiding over rough stubble and a deep cleft in his chin.

“If you hurt the old man, I’ll kill you!” Dhillon swore.

“Shut up!” A gunman punched Dhillon’s shoulder. The assailant’s voice sounded tinny through the speaker in his helmet. “Next time, you get a bullet.”

The man on Graeme’s left laughed when the youth yelped with pain. Taking advantage of the attacker’s distraction, Graeme freed his right arm. He cross-punched the laughing man and sent him tumbling into the rails. Graeme roundhouse kicked two of the three men holding him onto the floor. The fourth man pinned Graeme’s left arm to the pedestrian barrier.

The leader fired a Taser at Graeme’s chest. His muscles contracted involuntarily. Both the Scotsman and the man touching him keeled over, convulsing and swearing.

“Delta Four,” the leader said to the man on the tracks who Graeme hit, “you have a choice. Go over there with it,” he thrust his chin at Viper, “or get your ass back up here and help Delta Six.” Viper couldn’t place his accent but she knew his type, domineering without forgiveness.

“Yes, Delta One, sir!” Delta Four opted to assist his electrified squad member and climbed up from the tracks.

Graeme pushed himself up to his knees with a groan. Delta One shocked him a second, then a third time when Graeme fought the effect of the electro-weapon. The leader threw the spent Taser on his body.

“Delta Five, Seven, bring him to me,” he ordered to the men Graeme had knocked over.

“With pleasure, sir,” Delta Five replied, kicking Graeme in the stomach. Graeme didn’t respond.

“Stop it!” Clare cried out. Viper clenched her teeth at the pressure with which Clare’s guard crammed her face into the wall with his gun. Concrete chips pressed into the girl’s cheek.

Elldyr burned beneath Viper’s palms, a faint purple haze on the smooth platform. She was too weak to strike. Delta One tilted his head, noting her reaction.

Deltas Five and Seven had dragged Graeme in front of Delta One. The leader toed at the Scotsman’s unconscious body.

“Does the little lady have a soft spot for the big lug?” Delta One sneered at Clare. Dhillon’s hand curled into a fist. The action didn’t escape the wide attention of Delta One. “No. She’s into book worms. Geek is the new chic, right lads?” He laughed, a sneering malicious sound. The Deltas cheered like barking foxes over a kill. Viper couldn’t place their countries of origin by their accents.

Delta One turned silent. He signalled to the Deltas guarding Clare and Dhillon. One man pulled Clare’s arms behind her back and spun her facing into the station. The other yanked Dhillon from the wall and thrust him onto his stomach in front of her.

“You know,” Delta One said to Viper as he hovered his toes over Dhillon’s left fingers, “I’ve never seen a creature like you traveling with humans, much less helping them.” He pressed his heavy boot into the ground.

Dhillon’s bones cracked and he screamed. His body thrashed. He ineffectively struck Delta One’s boot with his right hand. A Delta kicked Dhillon’s moving arm away from his body and stepped on it to keep it still.

The words a creature like you reverberated in Viper’s head. This man had seen other V’Braed! Her heart skipped a beat. Since Annys and the Sisters didn’t interact with people, Viper wondered what others of her kindred this mercenary meant, and what men like him had done to them.

“What care hath I for humaines?” she growled, playing cat and mouse with him as she lied. Her nails dug into the floor tile.

The scowl on his lips brightened with self-satisfaction. “Do you hear that dialect Deltas? We’ve caught ourselves another old one.”

If she was like an old V’Braed, whom had they previously captured?

Or worse, killed?

Her head desired calm, trying to understand the meaning of his words, but the garen clamoured for the Deltas’ life-force in the most heinous manner possible.

“I like to give my soldiers choice, as you saw.” Delta One’s gruff sarcasm was anything except affable. “Tell you what, I’ll extend the same courtesy to you. You come with us willingly, and we’ll let your companions leave, unharmed.” Delta One applied additional pressure to Dhillon’s hand.

“Stop, please!” Dhillon sobbed. Clare’s tears silently beseeched Viper to intervene.

“Mostly unharmed,” Delta One continued with a nonchalant shrug. “Put up any kind of fight, and I’ll let my team open fire, starting with the boyfriend.”

Clare murmured, “No, no, no,” as best as she could with her face smushed against the wall.

“You see, she’ll suffer more that way. Then, you’ll suffer more. That wouldn’t be a very good choice.”

“Why dost thou think me incapable of destroying thee and thy men?” The pressure in Viper’s chest mounted.

“The Rho and Gamma teams scouted out your other exits. Nasty business with some stags. Rho radioed before we broke into the station. They found signs of a pretty significant fight in your underground hidey-hole. Quite a messy romp by the sounds of it. I know your kind, monster. You consume the energy of people to use your powers. Right now, you look pretty knackered.” With a grandiose motion he said, “Can’t say as I see too many humans here who’d let you prey upon them, hey lads?” The men shook their heads in agreement with their leader. Delta One nodded curtly to one of the gunmen. The man cocked his weapon and pointed it at Dhillon’s thigh. “You have to the count of three to comply. One. Two…”

Delta One pulled his trigger. A bullet punctured Dhillon’s thigh and he fainted from shock. Viper pushed up from her crouch and projected herself at the intruders. Mid-air, halfway between the tracks, an invisible sonic wave impacted into her. She lost her trajectory and plunged to the ground.

“Idiot! You almost made the asset contact the electrified rail.” Delta One shot the foot of the man who had fired at Viper. His team member swore in pain. “We need it intact and alive.”

Viper felt sluggish. Her muscles required every ounce of effort for the smallest movement. She raised herself onto her hands, then flopped back onto the ground. The stale smell of the ballast made her gag. Her body lay still, mind reeling.

Delta One glowered over her from the edge of the platform. “Did you like that? We call it ‘Little A.’ Don’t ask me how it works. It’s some sort of sonic weapon the folks in tech dreamed up.” He extended a gloved hand. The leather creaked as he unfurled his fingers. “I’ll give you one last opportunity. Are you going to comply, or do I aim for the boy’s skull?”

Dust swirled around her mouth as she answered.

Delta One tapped the side of his helmet. “What was that? I didn’t quite hear you.”

“God save the queen,” Viper said through gritted teeth. She summoned the energy to throw dirt and stones into Delta One’s face. He jerked backwards coughing on the rubble.

“Little A” had partially paralyzed Viper’s muscles, but her senses had gone into overdrive. She had heard Captain Ellis and a battalion of the queen’s soldiers approaching long before Delta One and his team became aware of them. Ellis’ soldiers lobbed gas grenades into the station from the tunnel at the far end.

Delta One regained himself. “High and low! Fire at will!” he ordered. The Deltas formed two lines across the platform, five standing and five on one knee. They fired blindly towards the far end of the station. The sounds of battle exploded in the station. Stray bullets ricocheted off the walls. Tile fragments peppered anyone nearby. With a barked order from Delta One, he and his men dove through the smoke towards the stairwell.

Clare and Owain rushed to assist Dhillon. Graeme rubbed his hand on the back of his head with a moan as he gained consciousness. Viper managed to stand up and grip the station floor. Fatigue and vertigo overwhelmed her. She started to sink back towards the tracks.

“I’ve got you.” Confident hands eased her onto the platform. “We’ve got them on the retreat,” Ellis said, face grim. “We could use your help, if you’re up to it.”

Viper braced herself against his offered arm. She filtered through the noises around her, gunfire, hand-to-hand combat, and the footfall of the queen’s men running up the stairs, until she singled out the sound of Delta One’s radio communications.

“The leader hath ordered his men into a branching tunnel,” she said, in short gasps. “They doth travel to the East. Recall thy men from the stairs. That escape route is a rouse.”

Ellis repeated the instruction to his second in command and took a step towards the escaping attackers. “You coming?” he asked Viper. She moved to follow him.

“Mistress, wait,” Owain implored, voice broken. He knelt beside Dhillon and cinched a belt above his gunshot wound. Dhillon’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, barely responsive. Beneath the tourniquet, Owain had used his shirt on both the entry and exit wounds as meager bandages. Clare had thrown herself across Dhillon’s chest, begging him to live.

“You can’t leave Dhillon like this,” Owain croaked out. Scars from being whipped criss-crossed his exposed torso. Something other than the irritant in the gas caused the bleariness in Owain’s eyes. “By the time the medics arrive, he will have bled to death.”

“With all due respect, Mister, without her assistance, we could lose the men who attacked you,” Ellis insisted. Shots echoed from the tunnel as Ellis’ men clashed with the Deltas.

 “Dhillon is my son,” Owain confessed. Tears rolled down his cheeks. His hands pressed into the saturated, makeshift compress on Dhillon’s thigh. “Save him, Mistress. Please.”

The simple request weighed upon Viper’s heart. When her Foundling had asked Viper to meet his parents, Fate had forsaken her. Owain’s plea for his son’s life was as naked and heartbreaking as his torso. His scars reminded Viper of the tortures he endured when she was imprisoned.

Viper would not fail her Mouse again.

She knelt beside Owain and cupped his hand to her cheek. Dhillon’s blood trickled from Owain’s palm onto Viper’s face.

“Marry, ’twill take a great deal of my magic to heal your son,” she said. “My body may not withstand the demand, given my current state. Should I die from this wound, forget not how I cared for you. There is as much of me in you as there was her.” The immortal moved her hand to Owain’s disfigured chest. “If I could hath saved you from this persecution…”

“You owe me no apology,” Owain uttered, his eyes searching hers. “My scars are in the past. Restore my boy and save me from a trauma from which I cannot recover. I cannot bury my son.”

Owain moved out of the way and Viper settled alongside Dhillon’s body. His skin had the same sick, grey hue as the gaseous blanket around them. He had the faintest trickle of aeir. Viper applied firm pressure on Clare’s shoulders. The girl wouldn’t be deterred until Owain cradled her against himself.

Viper inhaled, shallow and hesitant. She didn’t know if she had enough magical strength to prevent Dhillon’s death after being crippled by the Delta team’s mysterious weapon. Not even a hint of the garen roused within her.

One hand hovered over Dhillon’s sternum, the other above his bleeding thigh. Ellis muttered shocked obscenities under his breath as Viper’s elldyr surrounded her body. Her runes floated above her arms. Feeble at first, they drifted, unorganized, above Dhillon. His barely perceptible aeir didn’t respond to her magic.

The immortal closed her eyes and concentrated. In her mind, she saw the Mort Lake Glass that had lodged itself in her chest. The imagined crystal pulsed with the warmth of the stone deep within her. Viper felt herself being guided further into her body. The sounds of the skirmish and of Clare’s crying evapourated.

Viper entered a nirvana, unable to feel herself or the ground supporting her. Her turmoil, her pain, and every sense of her self departed.

A low-pitched, rhythmic sound framed the nothingness. Dwindling and increasingly erratic, it was Dhillon’s heart thumping. Viper remembered the enlivening, metronomic beat of the Joyssans Galliard, one of Elizabeth’s favourite dances. The immortal hummed the tune, and Dhillon’s pulse embraced the song’s driving cadence.

In the space that was not space, Viper sang to the heartbeat that was music to her ears.

 


32: Fish Out of Water 

June 12th, 1601.

Ald Gate, London’s city walls.

The English countryside fed the city of London damp bodies and heavily loaded wagons. The sinuous progression through the twin arches of London’s Ald Gate stirred the layers of brown muck created by the morning’s incessant rainfall. Despite the cold and wet morning, people eagerly anticipated the upcoming Michaelmas Fair. Cart upon cart of geese, food, fabrics and market supplies surged into the city unhindered by the persistent drizzle. Residents of the stout, three storey gate crowded at their windows, gaping at rows of tents that had sprouted in the fields beyond London’s walls.

No one noticed Viper and her Foundling. If they had, they would only see a common lad with uncommonly keen hazel eyes and soggy auburn hair. Viper and Mouse crouched like gargoyles, elbows resting on splayed knees.

The Daoine Tor wore only the outer layer of a black Merchant wife’s dress and a red satin petticoat. The coat snugged around her torso, showing her bare midriff where she had left the buttons open beneath her breasts. She plaited her hair in double herringbone rows. Beneath his chestnut brown wool coat, Mouse’s buttocks, clad in trews of matching colour, barely touched the top of the crenelated stones that crowned the gate.

“Mistress,” Mouse asked, taking in every detail of the traffic below, “why are the Ald Gate entryways barely wide enough for a cart? Behold the people crowding together to pass through, just there.” He stood as tall as his warped spine allowed. The serpentine curve started the day Robert died. Mouse believed it was a punishment for killing his father. Nothing Viper could say changed his mind.

“A narrow entryway clusters the enemy in one spot,” she answered, pleased that he valued her insight. “Thus, ’tis easier to pour boiling oil on an invading army. The mechanics of its defence are as old as the gate itself. Anglo-Saxons built the first Ald Gate closer to where the city centre now lies. ’Twas smaller, then, as once was London. The Ald Gate was the Easternmost of three entryways into Londinium from bygone Roman-time, till the days of your great-grandfather, King Henry I.”

Mouse thought about this a moment, his pink tongue sticking out. “Surely London was not lesser a city than this? The great jewel of the English Empire?”

Viper smiled inwardly, relieved at, rather than annoyed by, the return of his inquisitive nature.

In the four years after Robert Dudley died of a heart attack, Mouse didn’t speak of his parents. He believed that meeting with his father had killed the man, and he abandoned his quest for lineage. Mouse appeared twelve years old, however, his self-assurance and maturity had relapsed into the behaviour of a boy of seven.

When Mouse became sullen and withdrawn, Viper brought him to London, a city fecund with diversions. By the constant beam on his face, and the increasing hours he spent hidden among the books at the library in Westminster Abbey, Viper knew Mouse thrived.

“London hath stood here long before thy birth, and many times hath she been conquered. Her soul is as old as the land itself. The farther back in time, the more diminutive London’s footprint.” Viper pried out a chunk of mortar with her nail. She held it up in front of him and crumbled it in her fingers as she spoke until she rendered it into the tiniest grain. “London. Londinium. Trinovantum. Caer Lud. Troia Nova. Each were places of great importance, founded upon the one that came before.” 

“And the first?”

Viper’s memory of England clashed with her earliest recollection. “Vey… veyan… ” She didn’t know why she couldn’t fully recall the answer. A nagging twinge started in her lower eyelid.

“You know everything about the world.” Mouse sighed unaware that Viper didn’t complete her answer. He lowered his bottom onto the stone, arms flopping to his sides.

“As, one day, shall you,” she assured him. The gaps in her memory haunted her. Seeking her history exposed Viper to great dangers before her journey granted her the precious Foundling before her. She didn’t think she could travel the uneven path of the unknown past afresh.

Her Foundling’s wide, innocent eyes drank in her promise. “I want to know everything, everything!” He jumped up with enthusiasm, dangerously close the edge of the uppermost part of the gate. Viper grabbed Mouse by the waist and lowered him to the sheltered area behind the crenellations. Viper released him and softened her face.

“Hath you forgot what I hath taught you?” she said with gentle severity. “Keep yourself hidden. People will not see what they are not shown. Be as a mouse, and you shall find entry where lions cannot go.” Viper twirled her fingers in Mouse’s auburn curls and tickled his ribs with a lavender tendril of elldyr. “A mouse is not invisible, and yet, it is rarely seen.”

“And if they cannot see me, they cannot hurt me,” he said, reproaching himself. A reminiscent gloom prevailed over the veneer of his youthful bravado, a sign that that Mouse yearned for Viper’s concealment ability.

On a foggy night last winter, Viper had been stalking a thief in an alley in London. She heard Mouse crying and whimpering from blocks away. When she found Mouse, an innkeeper was beating him with a broomstick.

“Begone you malformed thing, before you beshrew my business!” The man lashed out at Mouse with abusive curses and equally wicked strikes. He had broken the boy’s arm and lacerated his head. Viper pummelled the innkeep until he had no recognizable face left. She then posed as a violent ghost and chased out his customers. Once she had restored Mouse’s body, she let him feast on the food in the larder. Viper swore that she would never let anyone hurt her Foundling again, after she chastised him for his recklessness at being seen.

Mouse waved off Viper’s caress, the shadow of this memory on his face. “I wish to leave now, Mistress.” He straightened his hunched shoulders with determination. The ache in his voice didn’t escape Viper’s sensitive hearing. Mouse scrambled away without her answer. He lost his balance when he stumbled into a poorly kept section of the wall, adjacent to a flight of stone stairs.

Small chunks of masonry cascaded onto the city guard patrolling at the steps below. The impact on his metal helmet jarred him and he bellowed. Mouse yelped in guilty surprise, revealing his location. The guard dashed to the top of the stairs in pursuit of the wastrel who had assaulted him.

Viper caught the man before he snagged Mouse. She grabbed the guard by his collar and britches, then threw him over the wall. He landed in the city’s growing debris pit with a thud, head crooked at a fatal angle. Feral dogs snapped at each other as the smell of his blood attracted them.

Mouse kept running, now along the muddy street. The boy’s head stayed down, following any open space before him. A woman carrying a wooden bowl of offal stepped in front of him. He careened into her and the grisly mess doused her white apron.

His tears, like those of an urchin seeking alms from the queen’s revised Poor Law, had little effect on the woman’s pity. She tried boxing his ears. He ducked out of the way and dashed into a close sandwiched between two buildings.

Closing in with easy strides, Viper reached the narrow passage that opened into a dim enclave. Overhead, ropes for dying leather garrotted the precipitous clouds. Ammonia from the adjacent tannery clogged the air. Three men in dark cloaks entered through an aisle on the opposite side. They toted a bulky object wrapped in coarsely woven burlap. The largest of the men lost his grip when Mouse bounced off the man’s side. His end of the item landed in the dirt with a soft thump.

“God’s blood!” the burly man swore. “What manner of unnatural cankerworm are you?” He reached out with a hand so scabbed, that Viper couldn’t distinguish his skin. One of his companions hollered for help and the man paused.

“Malcolm! Her tail!” yelled the shortest man, his arms wrapped around the middle of the undisclosed item.

The end on the ground jerked violently. A giant, slender fish tail flopped out from a gap in the wrappings, then curled up and repeatedly whacked the captor at the far end. Scales scuffed the face of the short man in the middle when the tail clouted his companion’s nose.

Malcolm spurred into action. He turned from Mouse to secure the thrashing aquatic creature. Mouse backed into Viper.

She whirled him about and knelt to meet his eyes saying, “Go now and hide yourself. These men are not to be trusted.” Fear possessed every part of her body. She dared not show her Foundling.

“Yes, yes. But what about the man who stands behind you?” he asked, chin quivering. Viper spun about and protected Mouse with her body. For a moment, she didn’t recognize the man in the wide hat and scraggy clothes. A patch covered his left eye.

“Turstin?”

“Mistress Viper?” Turstin glanced at the boy quizzically before he peeked past the immortal to the men in black. “I did not expect you in London, nor to meet you upon my tracking of this Merrow,” he whispered.

“Merrow?”

The men in the enclave beyond Viper grunted with effort in their continued struggle with the creature. Turstin pressed his body against the wall, avoiding detection.

“Go,” she said to Mouse and ushered him up the alley with a hasty squeeze on his arm. “I will find you anon, at the Ald Gate.”

“Your Foundling?” Turstin asked when Mouse ran away. Viper nodded without explanation. “He shall need that spine attended. My Mistresses can show you how.”

From the yard, Malcom barked, “It is done. Let us get inside.”

Turstin remained in the shadows, while Viper observed hidden by her glamour. The tall man with the bleeding nose wiped his face with the back of his hand after they had hitched up the tail. Red smeared across a tattoo above his wrist that Viper recognized as the same symbol on Edward Kelley’s book, a knife stuck into an arched line.

“What is it?” Viper asked of the captured aquatic creature as the men lumbered inside.

“A sad thing that was once a person. Then, some madness did make her turn to ascrying for help. Annys finds them, the downcast.”

Turstin checked the windows to see if anyone observed the Merrow’s abduction before he moved to doorway the men entered. Viper raised her fists, ready to smash through the door.

“Not there. I know this place. There is another way. Come.” He led her to the adjacent building and an entryway that was mortared closed, then whitewashed to disguise it. “This one.” The increasing blanket of rain muffled the sound of Viper splintering through the wood with her elldyr. 

The interior was as wide as Viper’s arm span and too short for her to stand. “This is an abandoned Priest’s hole,” Turstin said. The immortal never imagined she would be on her knees in one of the secret sanctuaries of the Catholic priests. “The street-front façade only has one door. These walls and that entrance behind us do not exist when one views the building from the street.” The mis-matched beams framing the space indicated it had once been part of the neighbouring building, into which the men took the Merrow. “Your Elizabeth hath ordered every one of the Catholics out of the country,” he said, working on a rusted latch in the ceiling. “Why would they stay in England at the cost of twenty pounds monthly? ’Tis twice the yearly rental fee of a London residence.”

“Better to flee the country than die for heresy.”

“For some. For most, better to serve the needs of the soul and hide for free,” he said as the hatch opened and a rope ladder unravelled towards them. He climbed up, and a moment later, re-emerged, waving at Viper to join him.

“There hath been many a Merrow in the southern rivers of late,” he whispered in the covert space that once hid the vestments and vessels of Catholic mass. Viper used her elldyr creft and brightened the room that now sheltered dust and mice.

The added height in this space, designed to keep wall-hook hung religious robes from dragging on the floor, allowed Viper to stand upright. They heard the men wrestle the Merrow up a wooden staircase. Turstin lifted the leather flap that disguised a spy hole in the plaster. He pressed his eye to the wall.

“The Merrow travel as do fish, in schools, except this one. She did see me with the enchanted stones my Mistresses hath erected on the bed of the Thamys, near the Towyr. She swam away, I thought, to bring the news of my actions to Annys. I later came upon her picking through the plague bodies on the Isle of Dogs father along the river, where only wild dogs dare live. Those men seized her afore I could find out what she doth know of my plans.”

“Which be?”

“A prison for Annys. I hath convinced my Mistresses that Annys cannot be left free to roam among the humaines. Her pox is too deadly and her ambition worse.”

“She kills the population I made thrive.” Viper’s right hand was incandescent with resentment, ready to strike. “The Sisters would not be affected by Annys’ pox, and they do not feed upon humaines. Why would they imprison her?”

Turstin’s face contorted when he removed his eye patch. The light from Viper’s elldyr trickled into the shrivelled hole where his eye should have been.

“She set upon me to draw my Mistresses out of hiding. Annys hungers for their magic.”

A bang from the other side of the wall made him freeze. The brick chimney wall next to her warmed and the smell of burning wood eased into the cubby. Turstin held a finger to his lips and peeked through the spy hole. “These are no civilized men. See how they enfetter the Merrow.” He offered up his place at the wall. “They mean to kill her.”

Viper peered through the opening.

Lit by the fireplace’s glow, an abundance of greenwood smoke drifted through the room. The haze did little to obscure the perversion Malcom tied to the long table that acted as an altarpiece before it served as a torture bed.

Malcolm wrenched on the knotted rope and secured the Merrow’s tail. Her scales, dark silver shot with blue, blended into a woman’s sea green body, bastardized by angry purple bruises. The tall man bound her slender human wrists to the table legs, arms over her head. Heavy chains, still damp from her capture, had been looped around her waist and tail, and re-locked under the table. The Merrow’s blue lips cracked and bled around the dirty rags that had been stuffed in her mouth. The man at the top of the table yanked a red, ruffled fin plume from her head. Silver tears streamed down her pearlescent face from humaine eyes.

Malcolm wielded a red-hot poker from the fireplace. “Where is Blue Annie?” He ripped off the remains of the Merrow’s shirt and pressed the glowing iron into her side at the transition zone of her skin textures. Her scales blackened and her softer surfaces bubbled. The zealot’s fervor didn’t allow the Merrow to respond before he shoved deeper. The gag in her mouth muffled her protestation.

“We know not whether she speaks the language of men, Malcolm,” the third, smaller man said from somewhere on the other side of the wall. Viper pictured him crouched by the hearth where the heat of the fire could burn away his guilt.

Malcolm yanked out the poker and the Merrow’s green-brown clotting blood showered the floor. “This abomination is neither a she nor a he, Dafydd.” He spit into the gaping wound. “It neither deserves our pity nor our patience.” Malcolm tossed the tool towards the hearth. “More heat!”

The tallest man barked like a dog. “See the Initiate’s womanly flinch, Malcolm? You will never earn your ring if you remain such a geck, Initiate. Our ancestors hath charged us with protecting our race. Gelded weakness such as you display hath allowed a multitude of unholy infestations to pollute the minds of humans.”

“And desecrate our lands,” Malcolm added. His eyes dissected the struggling Merrow.

“Let me make my words clear.” Dafydd stepped into Viper’s field of view, his Robin’s egg blue aeir centered over his heart. “Hath not we learned from years of religious persecution by Catholic and Protestant ruler alike?” Unchallenged, Dafydd shuffled to the table. “A man tortured on the rack will confess to any profane act simply to end the misery heaped upon him. We cannot trust the words of this creature if we obtain them by brutality.”

Dafydd pulled out the gag before Malcolm could stop him. The Merrow immediately sang to her captors. The tune evoked intoxicating feelings of despondency in Viper. Tears stained her face before plopping into the dust at her feet. Beside her, Turstin sobbed silently into his sleeve.

The Merrow’s song had the opposite effect on the humaines. The melody aroused the men like wet kisses. The nameless man swayed, eyes closed with his hand over his erection. Malcolm gripped the back of a chair. His chest heaved in ecstasy.

Only Dafydd was unaffected. He removed his hands from the sides of his head. Wax he had softened by the fire plugged the opening of his ear canals. Dafydd grabbed a chair, broke off the leg and drove it into the left side of the tall man. Bubbling pink foam erupted from his mouth before he toppled to the floor, gasping.

Malcolm tore himself away from the Merrow’s beckoning rapture with an angry roar. He flipped the table over and crushed the Merrow beneath its weight. Her spell broke when her face smashed upon the floor boards.

“Son of a whore!” Malcolm leapt over the table at Dafydd. “You false knave!” He punched Dafydd in the face and the smaller man crumpled, arms raised for protection. Malcolm straddled him and hammered his fists into Dafydd’s ribs. “Atticus shall hear of thy betrayal!”

With her head cleared, Viper burst from the hiding spot with her power, obliterating the wall. She clamped her elldyr around Malcolm’s head. With a flick of her hands, her claws of magic hauled him in front of her, dragging his toes on the floor.

Malcom was dead before she laid her hands upon him.

Turstin pried Malcolm’s eyelids open. “Belladonna,” the Foundling confirmed. Malcolm’s pupils were fully dilated. Turstin pulled the chewed remnants of the toxic fruit from the man’s mouth. “This must hath been a particularly deadly strain of the plant.” Malcolm had kept the poison in his mouth and committed suicide before Viper could interrogate him.

Turstin attended to Dafydd as Viper freed the Merrow. The bone of the fish-woman’s upper arm jutted out from her skin like the mast of a ship. She startled when she saw Viper, recognition on face.

“You are an immortal, like the Mistress,” the Merrow said. “I hath displeased her and you hath come to kill me.”

“Fear not any harm from me, if you do not mean harm unto me,” Viper said. The Merrow’s face contortioned to a cry of agony when she clamped her fractured arm to her torso. Turstin helped Dafydd drag himself to her side. His dusky skin and fading aeir predicted impending death.

“Melania, my love. I hath failed thee.” The small man took even smaller breaths. Viper watched in bewildered fascination as the lovers overcame their broken bodies for a final embrace. Dafydd collapsed in Melania’s arms, his chest immobile.

“Dafydd! Husband!” The Merrow cried her husband’s name repeatedly, as though her reaffirmation could give him back his life. “What hath I done to thee?”

Turstin eased her away from Dafydd’s corpse after she wept with such intensity that no sounds emitted from her mouth. After several minutes, the Merrow calmed enough to speak.

“How did you come to this?” Turstin asked.

“Dafydd was called by the queen to fight against the Spanish Armada in the Channel. I afeared for his life. This country was so war-torn over religion that I turned to the ancient gods, from the time before the prayers of men became weapons of war.” A sob wracked her body before she continued. “A seelie wicht named Blue Annie promised that she would give unto me the power to save Dafydd. For her help, I would remain in this form, reborn as Melazine, half fish, half woman, and every bit her slave.”

“Blue Annie is a Daoine Tor whose name is Annys,” Turstin said gently.

“Marry, well did I become acquainted.” Melazine’s eyes became distant. “For her blessing, I did sacrifice my liberty and my humanity. I joined her army of Merrows, mostly women like myself. The enchantment of our songs caused the Spanish ships much delay. ’Twas not enough. Driven by their righteousness, they did not turn back. To stop them, Annys created terrible waves that dashed the Armada into the shallows at Tilbury. We toppled ships and drowned sailors. Saving our men gave the queen victory.” The Merrow’s voice broke as her gaze rested upon her husband. “Some men returned to their homes, but not my Dafydd, for whom I hath been searching among London’s dead on the Isle of Dogs. Had I known he infiltrated this group of brigands, in order to protect me from them…”

Viper’s spirits crumbled, her own heartache preventing her from hearing the Merrow’s following words. Elizabeth sought the aid she needed to beat the Spanish from the same enemy who had attacked and scarred her many years ago.

“Annys helped Elizabeth?” Viper asked in shock, interrupting Melazine.

“In the face of such a powerful foe as the Spanish king, and the might of Rome behind him, Queen Elizabeth could do little else.” Melazine’s tail slapped the floor. “What choice had any of us if our men were to come home? Now, hath I neither husband, nor home. I am woebegone.”

Viper’s malachite eyes caught Turstin’s polychromatic ones. Before he finished nodding his silent understanding, she said to Melazine, “If you speak not of the stone circle you hath seen in the Thamys, I shall mend your wounds and give you back to the river. For your husband, it is too late. You shall find your home where you would make it, and there, you will find freedom.”

“Why would you do this?”

Viper held her arms over Melazine, ready to mend her bones. “Annys is of my kin, yet we are not of the same kind. An enemy of mine is an enemy of thine.” The immortal paused. “Turstin, these assailants hath spoken most threateningly of otherworldly beings like you and I. My Foundling and I shall retreat with you to the Sister’s abode. There shall we be safe until Mouse is man enough to defend himself. Afterwards, I shall learn about these men and the threat they pose to the V’Braed. Unlike Elizabeth, I will not seek to befriend any enemy.”

A nagging distemper seated itself in the immortal’s mind as she mended the Merrow. Though she concentrated on Melazine’s wound, all Viper could visualize was her Faerie Queen standing with her nemesis on the English coast at Tilbury as, together, Elizabeth and Annys vanquished the Spanish fleet.

 


33: Old Secrets 

30 St. Mary Axe.

June 6, 2012: late afternoon.

Rain drenched centuries of London’s buildings, the unyielding tears of a rebuked lover. Low ceiling clouds offered little hope for a change in the weather. Water owned the city, washing away the ground fog. Everything recognizable to Viper drowned in mist, or had been submerged beneath London’s skin long ago.

Her memories were anchored in the footprints of this city. Her past threatened her future. When she had bonded herself to a human princess at London’s white Tower, the immortal V’Braed never imagined that she would be this lost or confused. She tore herself away from the comfort of the old world and the appealing sight of the aeir swimming beneath the umbrellas below. Behind her, Owain and his son stood expectantly. A little flutter of nervousness escaped the tight armour of her heart when she saw Owain’s hopeful face.

“Then, you aren’t mad about my son?”

“My immortality was not yours for sharing,” she said, with neither disdain, nor anger.

“The centuries were lonely without you, Mistress,” Owain said, adjusting his striped bow tie. “Dhillon’s birth was unexpected. How could I obtain your blessing? His mother came to England on a backpacking holiday. She returned to Canada with my heart and a piece of my soul.”

“Did she know the truth?”

“She believed what I told her.”

“Which was?”

“Enough for me to come here and find my father after she died,” Dhillon offered diplomatically. “I know that I am like him. I’m not completely human.”

Viper nodded, unsure what to say. She couldn’t begrudge Owain’s need for companionship.

“I am so very grateful to you for saving him,” Owain said.

“Yes, thanks.” Dhillon shuffled his feet. “That was unexpected.” His leg had healed, as had Viper’s after several hours during which she remained semi-conscious with fever.

A ticking clock debated the theory of infinity with itself in the silence of her room.

At length, Owain said, “Captain Ellis is in the anteroom.”

“The soldier who shared his aeir that I would recuperate?” She barely remembered being carried back to the Gherkin on a gurney by the queen’s soldiers, or her moments of lucidity when she had absorbed small portions of life-magic from Ellis, volunteers among unit, and Graeme to aid her recovery. “Why?”

“He says Queen Elizabeth summons you to Buckingham Palace.”

“As a prisoner?” Viper turned her back on her Foundling.

“No, as a guest.” Owain’s nose wrinkled from the fluff of soot that puffed into the air when Viper moved. The lustre of her silver-white hair was as lost to the filth of the Underground as was the fourth crystal. When she didn’t reply, Owain said, “Mistress, you should go. Though I dare say, a shower might be in order first.”

“What if Annys should attack me in there?” Viper asked, ashamed for feeling vulnerable.

Owain tried to assuage her fears. “Remember how Delta One mentioned that they had caught another old one? Maybe that means that they’ve caught Annys. We’ve heard nothing of her, no signs of the pox or any other unusual water related disturbances.”

“Perchance, you are correct, and it is time to begin anew.”

After Owain and Dhillon left, Viper stepped into the steaming shower stall, an anachronism in the Elizabethan-styled décor of her bathroom. The showerhead massaged her aching muscles as the last few days played out in her mind. Her original intent had been to destroy Annys, ending the centuries-long animosity between them. Viper had failed miserably. She envisaged Annys suffering at the hands of the Deltas. Mostly, Viper was pleased at the possibility. Yet, the tiniest part of her felt sad for her immortal kin, no matter Annys’ hatefulness. Tears flowed, unbidden, until Viper’s eyes burned. Her wound-up tension loosened and her vengefulness abated as she found peace for the first time since she had escaped Annys’ prison.

She stopped the shower, then stood naked in front of the gilded mirror, beautifully carved with Tudor roses. Viper almost expected to see a portrait of her Elizabeth staring back at her as the humidity on the glass cleared. A twinge of worry tainted the immortal’s calm. The nagging concern grew, increasing her body temperature and inadvertently drying the water on her skin.

The Mort Lake Glass had changed her. Viper’s improved strength and agility coupled with a wider depth of emotions. She had been made more of herself, but faced with this unknown power of human technology, both old and new, she felt less like of herself than ever before. She doubled over with anxiety, gripping the rim of the gold wash basin. Her vision narrowed. Sharp pangs riddled her chest and she couldn’t catch her breath. She felt faint and willed herself to stay upright with the loudest voice she could muster.

In reality, she barely whispered, “Stay on your feet. Stay on your feet.” The glyph on her breastbone shone ruby-red.

At length, someone knocked at the door. “Mistress?” Owain called - her faithful Foundling. “Are you alright? You’ve been in there for quite some time. I’m a bit concerned.”

Viper didn’t realize that her rapid descent into uncontrollable helplessness took hold of her for so long. She made a mental note to be mindful to the mortal passage of time.

“Yes, Owain,” she replied, throat parched. Viper was no longer convinced that she wanted to insert the remaining crystals into her body if her increased abilities came with such dramatic emotional weakness. “I did but loose myself in time,” she lied.

“Captain Ellis wonders if you’re ready,” Owain said without pressing her further about the delay. The immortal replied with few words. When she let go of the basin, the metal had melted under her palms.

Viper dressed herself in a long-sleeved dress with heavy, blue lacework that covered her arms, shoulders, and torso before it cascaded to her shins, interspersed with gores of iridescent, sheer fabric. The dress gave her an ethereal appearance, despite its awkward fit and too-long appearance of her limbs.

She met Owain and Graeme in the common anteroom. The kilted Scotsman had a black eye and a swollen upper lip. Her Foundling leaned on a striated rosewood cane topped with a rabbit’s head carved in white onyx. His fingers wrapped around the flattened ears. Both men wore their finery better than they did their battle scars. Viper walked to the lift where Captain Ellis saluted her. The gesture reminded her of when Elizabeth’s armoured knights on horseback raised their visors in greeting.

Owain asked. “Why the salute, Captain? My mistress isn’t one of your officers.”

“Out of respect, sir,” Ellis replied, his eyes lowered. He placed his hands behind his stiff back. Viper saw a newly obtained, ragged scab above his left eyebrow. His olive green aeir floated over his torso, a brave shield. “And by way of an apology. Our first meeting was turbulent.”

 “Brood not upon it, good Captain,” Viper waved her hand magnanimously. “You hath proven yourself loyal to your queen. Loyalty is a rare quality not shared by all humaines.” Ellis straightened as if she had adorned him with an award of honour. The immortal asked, “Clare and Dhillon?”

“Dhillon’s having a kip,” replied Owain. “He’s sleeping,” he clarified when Viper frowned.

“And the girl?”

“Clare said she felt too famished to join us.”

“Royalty is wasted upon the youth, hey?” Graeme chuckled. “Let’s go meet the queen.”

Queen Elizabeth was not, in fact, waiting for Viper when they arrived outside the Throne Room on the second floor of the queen’s residence.

“Her Majesty will be here shortly,” Captain Ellis said, withdrawing his hand from the communication device in his ear. “She’s addressing a problem within the Ministry of Defense. Buck Palace isn’t open to the public for tours this late in the day, so we’ll be undisturbed. This way.”

He escorted Viper, Owain and Graeme past mirrored, gold-framed doors into a spacious scarlet and gold room that would have made Viper’s Elizabeth green with envy. Viper rolled her eyes at the persistent ostentatiousness of royal pomp.

The larger portion of the vaulted ceiling held a diamond pattern decorated with gold-gilded Tudor rosettes and the heraldic crests of England’s Rulers. A giant cut-crystal chandelier with five tiers hung from the ceiling. Four miniature versions of the light fixture occupied lower positions in the corners. To Viper’s left, two additional chandeliers dangled on longer chains from a separate, domed ceiling over Queen Elizabeth’s Chairs of State. Each scarlet and gold throne bore the initials of the queen and her husband embroidered on the backrest, ER and P. Canopied curtains and a red carpeted dais set these Chairs of State apart from the other pairs of thrones in the room. Viper understood the purpose of the fanciful décor of this stage-like area. The platform held the Royal Presence, the place reserved for the queen and her invited companions, elevated above the masses.

Twin white statues of Victory, robed in long tunics with one breast exposed, took flight at the corners of the proscenium arch that defined the Royal Presence. Two lengthy gold garlands dangled between each winged Victory. Four carved giltwood trophies, each representing the four seasons, dominated the wall panels in pairs to either side of the Chairs of State.

If a wall wasn’t elaborately sculpted and gold-leafed, it was coated with crimson silk wallpaper, decorated with red ivy leaves in a diamond pattern. Cream coloured plaster friezes of fighting men divided the walls from the gold ceiling as if the blood of the warring men coloured the wall.

Graeme stepped to one of two older thrones that flanked the Royal Presence. “Dinnae seem that comfortable,” he said of the gold chair set on top of a gold Sphinx before he plonked himself its velvet cushion. Ellis cleared his throat. Graeme shrugged his shoulders boyishly.

Viper faced the towering, heavily draped windows that overlooked the palace’s interior courtyard. In the fresco overhead, she recognized the heraldry of the Plantagenet households involved in the Wars of the Roses. One hooded figure caught her attention, positioned with a tree that grew from within a giant stone. Both natural objects, tree and stone, had feminine curves. The figure held a small package out to another man who had Tewdwr inscribed into the ground at his feet.

Owain moved to her side. “You’re lost in history.”

“By my troth, that is Turstin,” Viper said, pointing at the disguised character.

“It is. I was one of the craftsmen when Buckingham Palace was built. It’s my little contribution to the legacy told by the sculptures in this room: Turstin presenting Owain Tewdwr with the Parhelion.”

A sad smile touched upon Viper’s face. “He was only part humaine, yet he defied his creators to save a nation of humaines.”

“And in so doing, he gave rise to the mightiest royal dynasty since the Norman Conquest.” Queen Elizabeth’s voice, soft and regal, easily carried across the room. The queen’s unexpected entrance had an enigmatic feel in the theatrical décor. A curved, secret door in the corner of the room beside clicked shut behind her.

Captain Ellis snapped to attention. Owain bowed deeply from the waist. Viper stayed standing and tilted her chin with respect.

Graeme flew out of the sphinx throne, nearly bumping into the queen. “I… Ye were supposed to be… that is…” He bowed hastily. “Yer Majesty.”

Queen Elizabeth hid her amusement very well. “I suppose you were expecting me to have a grander appearance. Fanfare perhaps?” Viper saw the upturning corner of the queen’s mouth. Graeme introduced himself to her, bumbling apologies.

In contrast to the room, the queen’s casual manner of dress and entry without being announced lacked ceremony. She approached Owain with a slight limp, wearing flat leather shoes, a black and charcoal herringbone skirt, and a sage green blouse. She had a diamond and ruby broach pinned onto the left side of her off-white cardigan. Queen Elizabeth still didn’t wear a crown.

“At ease, Captain,” she said to Ellis, then extended her hand in greeting to Owain. “May I formally welcome you to the House, Mr.?”

“Owain Henry, Your Majesty,” he said with pride, as if he had never used the name in public before.

“Indeed.” Her eyes flicked to the Tudor heraldry above their heads. “I sense that you and Viper both have a significant interest in our country’s history. We shall speak together in the future. Presently we must turn our attention to other matters. Captain Ellis?”

“Yes Ma’am.”

“What is your report about the men I tasked you to find?”

Ellis stood with his legs at shoulders’ width apart, hands behind his back. He made brief eye contact with the queen, then said, “We tracked them to Aldgate East Tube Station where we engaged in combat to protect the safety of Viper and her companions. My team cornered two of the men. However, the leader shot his subordinate at point blank range in the heart before he turned the gun on himself. He said, ‘For the love of Atticus,’ before he committed suicide, but I haven’t a Scooby what he was talking about.” Queen Elizabeth looked at him questioningly. “Sorry Ma’am. I mean I don’t know what he meant.”

The queen clasped her hands, decorated with more age spots than jewels, in front of her. Dark circles had appeared under tired eyes and her hair was less meticulously quaffed than before.

“Then, I have no choice.” She inhaled pensively and approached the Royal Presence.

“Ma’am?”

The queen stepped onto the short platform and pulled back the curtain behind her Chair of State. Behind it was a wide door, solid black and without ornamentation, beside which hung a braided gold cord.

“Please, come onto the dais.” Queen Elizabeth watched until everyone had moved up the steps and joined her at the top level of the platform. “All together?”

Instead of opening the black door, the queen pulled on the dangling cord. With a massive creak, the dais telescoped downwards until it became an elevator that lowered them with short jerking motions.

“Don’t worry,” Queen Elizabeth said, “the lift is very old, but sturdy. It doesn’t get much use, otherwise it would be difficult to hide it from the eight hundred or so people who work here. Mr. Huntly, do close your mouth.”

The doors of the elevator opened onto a dimly lit semi-circular room. “Welcome to the Crux.” She strode forwards and guards flanking the elevator saluted her. “The previous Kings of England built places from which to wage wars. So have I.”

A handful of smartly dressed humans between rows of high-end computers stood up upon her arrival. She waved a hand and they resumed their study of giant screens and illuminated maps of England, riddled with demarcations. Hallways branched off from further within the room.

The queen retrieved a palm-sized painting from the pocket of her cardigan and presented it to Viper. The immortal recognized the wooden object as a memento meant to be worn as a pendant. In the miniature oil portrait, she beheld a man in a black coat with a wide, lace collar. He clasped a woman’s hand descending from a cloud above his right shoulder. The young man had tight, light brown curls and a narrow, bearded face. A tall, feathered hat, typical of men in Elizabeth’s Court, topped his head.

To the right of his head were the words Attici Amoris Ergo painted in gold; on his left, the date 1588.

“We’ve determined that this miniature was painted by Nicholas Hilliard, likely under royal commission. However, we don’t know the identity of the man in the portrait. We presume he was a guest of Elizabeth Regina’s Court. I quite forgot about the miniature until I read the name Atticus on your letter from Queen Elizabeth the day I encountered you on my Jubilee barge.”

Attici Amoris Ergo. Through the love of Atticus.

Atticus.

The name scribed by the Faerie Queen in her last letter to Viper.

The man whom John Dee’s medium, Edward Kelley, wanted to introduce to Elizabeth.

The word of portend that stabbed Viper’s heart.

“Why bring me unto this place and show me this miniature?”

“Captain George Reed, my senior archeologist at the Ministry of Defence, went missing shortly after he sent me a letter about the sinister activity of the Atticus Archival group.”

“Atticus Archival is the country’s largest independent archeological retrieval and storage company,” Owain explained to Viper, holding his hand out to examine the miniature. “They’re well connected. I’ve contemplated investing in the company. They don’t need the capital but I’m sure we’ve competed for historical resources in the past. Your Majesty, I don’t understand the connection.”

“George is my old friend, from the war. He has very particular interests in England’s ancient history. In his message, he mentioned an impending conflict involving monsters. Daoine Tor perhaps? He implied that someone threatened his life if he didn’t comply with the company’s proposition.”

“Which was?” Graeme asked.

“George was abducted before he could tell me.”

Viper guffawed with such inappropriate zest that the queen took a hesitant step backwards. The sound of the immortal’s laughter echoed through the subterranean room.

“You want me to find this group, their leader Atticus, and act as your weapon?” Viper’s hair flew wild over her shoulders without a breath of air in the room. “Let not my incredulity at your behest lessen the little respect I hath gained of you in these last days.” Owain put his hand on her arm to caution her. She brushed him off. “I hath never been, nor will I ever be, a pawn for a queen, nor a king. I hath faced my enemy, and though I did not conquer her as I had intended, she is now held by Atticus, your enemy. If I o’erthrow him, you may win your war. If Annys is free, you will lose your country.”

Queen Elizabeth reached into the pocket of her pullover and retrieved the Parhelion. Viper squinted in the amulet’s white light, brighter than the room’s electricity.

“Atticus is a threat to you as well,” said the queen, chin held high. “You wanted this magical object before and I kept it from you. If you help me, if you serve Britain, the Parhelion is yours.”

Owain breathed, “Mistress!” from beside Viper.

“Ma’am, no,” Ellis butted in, disregarding the age-old code of a soldier’s silence. “Begging your pardon, I doubt Viper would hurt you, but if you release that amulet, you’ll be defenseless against other immortals, won’t you?”

“Every ruler must make sacrifices.” Queen Elizabeth held the amulet, dangling from its chain. The Parhelion, starburst stones mounted with gems and pearls, circled like a divining pendulum. “Remove the binding, worlds unwinding. One now, one then, one here again. War will be known when Elizabeth sits a Second Throne. These words press upon me with urgency. I cannot ignore them.”

Viper thought of Turstin, and of what he had forfeit when he snatched the Parhelion from the Sisters almost a hundred years before she knew of its existence. She had no concrete memory of England’s earliest years, and what distant recollections she did have were of fire, chaos, and overwhelming pain. Her eagerness to find the Parhelion and unleash its magic had only brought her to ruin. Viper glanced at Owain. Tears formed in her eyes when she beheld his misshapen head, bowed legs and scarred body. The one good thing the Parhelion brought her was her Foundling. The same power that had created him also damned him.

Viper closed her eyes and warmed her skin. Her tears dried before they trickled down her cheeks. When she opened them, spoke directly to Queen Elizabeth.

“I want no part of your sacrifice.”

The queen’s dangling pearls earrings bobbled. She pursed her lips together.

Viper and Queen Elizabeth squared off underground, much as they had on water.

A muted electronic warning bell sounded from a nearby panel. Ellis checked a display monitoring the hallway outside the Throne Room. A pretty staffer with shoulder length, brown hair, and the nameplate “Miranda” on her uniform, knocked at the doors to the Throne Room. Her tapping barely reached the ears of the mortals hidden below.

“Captain,” Queen Elizabeth said, drawing herself upright. “I believe Mr. Owain’s car has arrived for him. Please see my guests to their limousine.”

 

 

Viper, Owain, and Graeme rode the Gherkin’s central elevator up to the secondary residential level on the third-to-last floor. The immortal had retreated into her own mind, saying nothing during the trip back from Buckingham Palace. Like her, Owain said little.

The elevator doors retracted open and Graeme said, “Well, if you winnae be needing me…”

“Thank God, you’re back!” Clare called out with enthusiasm from the open-plan kitchen. “I need to order pizza.” Viper faced Graeme, who shrugged. They stepped out of the elevator into the shared space between the guest apartments.

Clare sat at a white table surrounded by empty plates and glasses. An array of crumbs and remnants of food cartons sullied the bleached alabaster stone island counter and frosted glass cupboards.

“What did ye do, lassie?” Graeme’s jaw dropped to the ground floor of the building. “I said help yerself, but this is a wee bit ridiculous.”

“I haven’t been able to stop eating since you left,” Clare joked without joking. She wore one of Ivy’s crisp blouses, stained with mustard. “Is it natural to be so hungry after everything we’ve been through?”

Viper surveyed the girl’s body. “There is a magic most strong acting upon the girl.” Clare eased herself out of the chair, her black pants taut over a slightly rounded belly. Viper saw a rapidly pulsing aeir layered behind the aeir of the young woman. “She is with child.”

“Now that’s ridiculous!” Clare scoffed. Her flushing skin barely kept its pink hue as she paled with awareness. “I only slept with Dhillon once.” She tugged on her hair distractedly.

Graeme screwed his face up with disbelief. “Ye shagged the swot?”

“I’m only human,” she snapped with the full resentfulness of her youth.

“Unless, you’re not,” Owain interjected. Everyone stared at him. He hobbled to the kitchen island and removed a bottle of white wine from the fridge. “I don’t know why I didn’t see it before.” He retrieved a glass from the cupboard. His hand trembled so much that he spilled wine over the lip of his glass.

Viper reached over and steadied him. “She is Gwynllian’s descendant?”

“If she is, that could explain her connection to the Sisters, and you,” Owain said with academic satisfaction. “With your permission, Clare, we’ll dig into your adoption records and ancestry. Imagine, if we could find other people like you; like me.”

Clare nodded. “I have to tell Dhillon,” she said and rushed from the room with the  abrupt resolution of her youth.

The Daoine Tor studied the concerned faces of Owain and Graeme. Clare had been through a greater amount of stress in the last few days than she had in the entirety of her difficult life. A pregnancy inadvertently caused by elldyr creft would require them to rally around Clare. The men felt protective of the girl, perhaps as a daughter or sister.

Viper’s heart uplifted. London was not the home she sought when she first chanced upon the mystery of the Parhelion. She never found her family or her home. Viper paused in thought. The magic-touched youths, the Scotsman, and Viper’s Foundling could be her adoptive clan as much as the elusive Sisters, or even the spiteful Annys. As the descendants of Foundlings, if elldyr creft affected Clare and Dhillon’s baby, then the child deserved Viper’s protection. Viper smiled, heart-warmed by the thought of living with her new collective. She didn’t have the answers to her past, but she had fresh hope for her future.

Clare’s emphatic crying disrupted Viper’s new-found serenity. “He’s gone!” The girl yelled as she ran into the room. She gripped a letter in one hand, and Dhillon’s pendant in the other. “Read this!” She slammed the letter and an old book on the kitchen island, then tossed the pendant alongside. Viper lifted the obsidian without remark about the scratch marks on Clare’s arm that had not been there moments earlier.

Owain picked up the letter and read aloud:

 

Don’t hate me. I don’t have much time to explain. I have the crystals. At first, I snuck one away from you in the tunnel. Then you gave me the other two to hold. It’s like I’m meant to carry out my plan. Annys wasn’t captured by the Deltas. Before you and I met, I agreed to help her get rid of Viper and fix my dad’s disfigurements. He’s been tortured by Viper and the effect of her damned magic for too long. I have to give the crystals to Annys. I want you to be with me. Use the scrying pendant with the instructions I’ve marked out in this book and it’ll guide you to me. Do not tell anyone. I wish I could say this in person. Come to me and I’ll make it up to you. 

Dhillon xo 

 

“A protector and a lover; One false, one true,” Viper said under her breath. She stared at the treacherous Thames beyond the window. Graeme re-read the letter, as if his ears lied to him. Clare sobbed in Owain’s compassionate embrace.

The thought of Annys being free and enhanced by Mort Lake Glass enraged Viper.

“You cannot go to him,” Viper stated.

“What if Dhillon finds out that I’m pregnant, and Annys makes him come for the baby?” Clare asked as she wept.

The reflection of sheet lighting flickered in Viper’s eyes. Thunder rumbled the windows. Rivulets of water sliced the glass like talons sent from her enemy. Viper extended her arm and held out the stone pendant. The volcanic glass-like stone randomly swung back and forth. Before it divined her destiny, Viper closed the obsidian in her fiery grip.

“Contact Elizabeth. It is time for us to unite in our sacrifice.”

 


34: Endings and Beginnings 

January 20th, 1603.

St. Helen’s Church, London.

Rank coal fog clung to London’s bones. Stale, unmoving air reduced visibility to a mere ten feet. Grey clouds promised a cold, cleansing rain. Viper’s hair, stark and straight, gleamed like sunshine in the mist. The murkiness corrupted the sounds of London stirring to life around her, like vague, unveiled threats. The church reminded her of St. Bennet in the grass market, where a lifetime ago she saved Elizabeth and her royal era on her Coronation day.

Viper dressed for her queen. The immortal wore a damask silk underdress of green and white, decorated with pearls set in a diamond pattern. Over this, her damask cloth-of-gold gown had slashed sleeves through which she had pulled the underlying silk. Her fitted bodice buttoned up from her waist to her sheer partlet. A modest ruff circled her neck. She kept her hair loose, as Elizabeth did for Coronation.

Viper still would not wear a farthingale.

Beside her, Mouse tapped his fingers on the scrolled hilt of the backsword strapped to his thigh. He appeared a man in his early twenties, and every bit a gentleman, except for his anxious disposition. Mouse shuffled his weight from foot to foot in highly polished black boots. A crimson velvet cape, couched with silk cords, swung from his left shoulder. Viper didn’t know if Mouse’s nerves were related to the weapon, in which he wasn’t proficient, despite his training, or to the proximity of their destination.

Mouse adjusted the embossed leather sword strap around his waist for the twentieth time since they had started the walk to Whitehall Palace. The right shoulder of his quilted red doublet sagged above its tight sleeve.

Viper puffed the material out to its fullest extent. “We should appropriate clothes tailored to your size. You wear your vestments like a sack.” She held back the choke in her voice that would expose her insecurity. “Your face hath not enough hair on it. Elizabeth prefers maturity in her men’s beards. Yours bears a meagre growth. Let us take a fortnight, or e’en another month, to sprout it manly.”

They had discussed this day several times. Each time, Viper found a reason to delay Mouse’s meeting with Elizabeth. To further stall him, Viper and Turstin gave Mouse a gentleman’s education before introducing him to Elizabeth.

Living hidden from the world, Viper and her Foundling faced no further threat from men like Melazine’s captors. Being with Turstin had helped Mouse cope with his bereavement over his father. The Sisters’ Foundling was the link to the humaines that Mouse sought, the father-figure that he needed.

“No, no. I would be no less comfortable in finery that fits me better. As for my face,” Mouse said, the moisture of his breath swirling above the fine stubble on his chin, “our queen governs like a king, though she needs not a beard to prove it; nor do I to prove my manhood. Mistress, believe me, my queen-mother will see as much of herself in me as she will of Lord Robert. Oh, yes. She will know me to be true and accept me.”

“Elizabeth may carry the strength of a man, but she hath the heart of a woman.” Viper risked one last appeal. “Deliberate upon the fragility of her emotional state. Many of her life-long companions hath died. And what of the petty Nobles’ gossip? After Robert’s death Elizabeth locked herself in her room for days and spake unto no one. ’Twas a depressive episode worse than her melancholy over her execution of her Catholic cousin, Queen Mary.” Mouse averted his eyes. Viper pressed him farther, determined to break through his resolve. “Mayhap she is not recovered from the treason of Lord Robert’s stepson, the Earl of Essex, and of his execution. Elizabeth may fear you are another of Robert’s sons come to woo her heart only to plot against her throne.” In preparing to introduce Mouse to Elizabeth, Viper had kept her ear to Court gossip and educated Mouse accordingly.

Mouse countered with the perfect rebuttal. “Then there is no problem, for I do not want to be a member of the Court and live the life of a Prince. No, not I. I only wish to lay claim to a portion of Elizabeth’s heart, and stay at her side, in secret, until her cousin becomes King of England.” He spoke of King James VI of Scotland, the Protestant who inherited the Scottish Throne after the beheading of the Catholic Queen Mary of Scotland. Elizabeth had been grooming James as her successor since his Coronation. “Elizabeth’s son should be with her when Fate comes for her, do you not think?”

Viper grasped at any form of rational thought she could argue. “If the Court, or those annoying Lords of the Parliament who are gaining power, scrutinize your years and notice that you do not change such as they, Elizabeth would be accused of witchcraft.”

Mouse wouldn’t let her cancel this auspicious day again. “Mistress, our life of comfort,” he said, his hand over hers, “hath come with the burden of isolation. Without making peace with my past, how am I to understand my present, or plan for my prolonged future? Your beauty and strength do remain unchanged in each of my years. I grow faster than a man doth grow, and you hath assured me that I shall not die sooner than they. You mend my wounds and the perversions of your elldyr creft upon my body. I hath nothing to offer you but that which is already my bond and duty: my body and life, to be as ready to yield itself for your service, as from you it hath received all good things. With that in mind, my beloved Mistress, neither am I human nor Daoine Tor. Without the benefit of my past, so am I broken. I ask that you mend this wound within me.”

Tears brimmed in Viper’s eyes. Her view shifted over his shoulder in the direction of the Towyr, her line of sight as blurred as her relationship with his mother. Viper didn’t know who’s righteousness was correct any longer, hers or the queen she had crowned.

The time for disclosure had arrived. “Elizabeth wanted you, the child she had promised to me,” Viper said, slowly wringing her hands. “In refusing herself a husband, she denied herself the love she could give unto a child of her own. Elizabeth knew no true family. Her mother was killed when Elizabeth was three years old and her father disregarded her. She would have raised you as her Prince, yet I took you from her. I would not let Elizabeth, nor any humaine, tarnish my magic within you. I am confident that she hates me for it. For, why else would she seek my enemy to win the battle in the Channel? Or, if she is under the control of Annys, then both our lives are at risk.”

Mouse paled at her confession. Viper had never told him about how he came into her guardianship, especially after his reaction to Robert’s death.

“I hath no other secrets.” Viper straightened the lines of her gown. “Stay here. I sent a message to Elizabeth of my arrival, with words a-humbled and kind. It is your petition I entreat before her, not my own. Unto you do I promise that if ’tis safe, I will take you to her. Though she may be fickle, Elizabeth loves ideals and ideally loves. To her, you will be perfection. You hath her spirit, Robert’s body, and my magic.” She turned away from Mouse, unwilling to show him her tears. “Fear not. She will not reject you.”

Viper strode to Whitehall Palace in central London without his answer, her footfall muffled like a thief’s upon the stone. The fog blocked her view of Mouse, protecting her from the emotions on his face.

Her reluctant feet carried her through the skeletal, cold passages of Whitehall until she came upon the addition built by Elizabeth for her marriage negotiation with the French Duke of Anjou over two decades ago. The grandiose room, named the Banqueting House, echoed with emptiness.

Elizabeth would soon depart for Richmond, a building warmer and drier than Whitehall, as she had every winter after her Coronation. Every furnishing she wanted had been sent on ahead via the Thamys when the river’s frost cleared and allowed passage for her heavily laden barges.

Sculpted plaster panels of dancing men and women in brightly coloured costumes bedecked the double high walls, permanent guests in gay repose. A wooden divider, carved with hundreds of roses on snaking vines, segregated a narrow portion of the room off from the rest. Elizabeth once flirted through the holes in the screen with the large-nosed Duke of Anjou hidden behind it, much to Lord Robert’s disgust and Viper’s amusement. The building survived the failed courtship with the French Duke. Viper wished she could say the same of her friendship with Elizabeth as she could of the structure.

A gilded portrait leaned on the wall across from the main entrance. Viper instantly recognized the frame of Tudor roses. She took a moment to do the same with the subject of the portrait. The words Semper Eadem, Always the Same, floated above the head of a gaunt, aged Elizabeth on a black background. Turstin’s painting of Viper and a younger Elizabeth had been eradicated, the newer paint strokes firm and precise, without Turstin’s elldyr-enhanced realism. The posed Elizabeth wore her typical display of England’s wealth in a cloth-of-gold dress, embroidered, slashed, and augmented with gems and peals. A gold-trimmed ruff encircled her neck and the sheerest silk veil dangled from her crown.

Elizabeth gripped a small black snake in her right fist, a reptile representative of Viper.

Viper’s body turned colder than Death’s kiss. Not only had Elizabeth removed her from the portrait, the humaine had reduced Viper’s significance to a mere beast Elizabeth could strangle.

A woman’s scolding voice caught Viper’s attention from outside the hall. Viper concealed herself with her glamour. A woman, with an unflattering face that showed her many years in great detail, chased after an older yet more agile Elizabeth. Neither of them reacted to Viper.

“Majesty, you hath recently o’ercome a bad cold. You cannot conduct yourself about the palace with your bodice so open!”

Elizabeth wore a damask dress of black and white shot with silver thread. Crimson taffeta pulled through the slashed sleeves. The front of her bodice opened beyond the waist, exposing her sagging breasts. She twisted and pulled at the several strands of pears around her wrists as she swept past Viper into the banqueting room. Her ceruse-caked skin looked dead.

Viper didn’t recognize the other woman. The manner of her clothes and sycophantic tone, suggested that she was one of Elizabeth’s ladies-in-waiting.

“I know you feel the heat flash of an older woman’s years,” the Lady said. “If you let your surgeon bleed you, you will be much improved. Let him bring your humors back into balance.” When she reached the doorway, the woman’s tone softened. “My queen, you hath outlived eight Popes, four French Kings, and many assassination plots. The French Ambassador writes most unflatteringly of your late life changes, Bess. I warrant that you might not survive the poison of his pen.”

Elizabeth spun on her heel and the bite in her eyes crushed her attendant’s demeanour. “God reward thee treble fold for thy keen observation of my deportment!” Elizabeth gesticulated with increasing swings of her arms. “How is it that I am not free in my own palaces to conduct myself as ’twould please myself? I do not wish to eat or drink, and yet it is thrust upon me. My Privy Council defied me about Mary, Essex plotted against me, and now the women who attend me chastise my virtue!” she yelled. Her wig, festooned with vibrant red curls and shining diamonds, careened to one side as she spoke. The other woman reached forwards to adjust her queen’s disheveled appearance. Elizabeth slapped her hand away. “I have no need of you. Be gone!”

Elizabeth may as well have slapped the Lady-in-Waiting in the face, judging by her reaction. Viper didn’t doubt that Elizabeth had done exactly that on at least one occasion. The woman curtsied, her head low, then retreated from the room, facing Elizabeth until her feet reached the hall. Then the Lady bustled back to her own rooms, snivelling.

“Few maids escape to seventy years such as hath I lived.” Elizabeth’s bitter voice echoed across the barren wooden floor. She turned away from the entrance and walked to the plaster sculptures, where she traced her finger on the painted shoe of a dancing maid. “If I had birthed babies and raised palatial structures, as had my father had afore me, how infinite would be my legacy? As long as the immortality of the magic child you spirited away from me?”

Viper no longer held pretense at her presence. “You knew I was here?” She kept her voice neutral, hiding her conflicted emotions.

When Elizabeth turned, she held the Parhelion in her hand. “I was aforewarned.”

Viper’s skin turned as pale as Elizabeth’s. “The amulet. How? You threw it away.”

“Robert retrieved the Parhelion from the field during the latter part of the same day you ripped a child from my womb. Knowing well the variability of my temper, he kept it with his person. In thanks for the medicine and doctors I hath sent unto him upon his illness after the battle in the Channel, he returned the amulet with his unending love and humble gratitude.” Recounting her life-long friend, lover and key member of her Court, made Elizabeth’s chin quiver. “The last missive he wrote unto me was the last letter he would ever write me, arriving, as it did, days after his death. Little would he know, the Parhelion came too late.”

“Too late because you hath colluded with my enemy?”

“I sold my soul to a V’Braed demon long before Annys conquered the Spanish Armada,” Elizabeth spat. Her anger flushed through the lead mixture on her skin.

Any love Viper held for Elizabeth boiled off. The immortal leapt forwards, long nails ready to tear her old friend apart.

The Parhelion bombarded Viper with its powerful protection before she reached her target. Her body flew across the room and her back collided into the carved divider. Viper pitched forwards at a sharp angle, piling into the floor planks. Dark blood trickled from a jagged laceration at her temple.

Elizabeth’s upper lip curled into a sneer. “Annys spake true. You do not care for me, elsewise you would offer your sympathies at the loss of my beloved, my Robin, not attack me with your asperity like a wild boar.” Elizabeth brandished the Parhelion like a knight’s shield in front of her. A searing energy beam, fed by Elizabeth’s aeir, exploded from the talisman into the floorboards. The smell of burning lacquer curled Viper’s nose. Elizabeth advanced upon her seelie wicht. The power of the Parhelion burned a line in the floor ahead of Elizabeth’s steps.

“You wanted me to be Queen of England to satisfy your hunger upon the people of my kingdom. I was more your pawn than any man, or woman, was a pawn of mine.” She swung her arm and the Parhelion’s brilliant light arced on the floor beside the immortal. Viper retracted her left arm and howled in agony. A long mark had scorched the ground. Its twin burned her left arm. Erupting blisters stuck to her the tatters of her clothes.

Elizabeth’s eyes flashed with loathing. “Hath you come upon me now, to feed upon me in my late years? I am not so feeble as the rumours would make me. You are not welcome here. I belong to my people, not to your gluttony.”

Viper pushed herself up with her good arm. “I saved your life!”

“You cursed my life!” Elizabeth open and closed her empty hand, leaving deepening nail marks with each reflexive action. She circled Viper like a predator. “Burghley wanted me wed and you pushed me to indecision. My womb was not barren by nature, but by your unnatural influence.”

“Merry, your kingdom hath bettered for it.”

“Did it?” Elizabeth wielded the amulet’s power. The energy passed behind Viper and pigeonholed her where the two lines crossed. “You are not the one who o’erthrew the Spanish for me.” Lines of sweat tore apart Elizabeth’s makeup.

Viper realized she couldn’t reason with Elizabeth’s escalating madness. The immortal thought of Mouse and his request to meet his mother. If Viper wounded Elizabeth, Mouse would never forgive his guardian.

Viper placed her hands on the polished floor. She eased herself up onto her knees. Elizabeth slashed a third time, searing a line into the floor on Viper’s right. A segment of her overskirt lay on the other side of the line, where it had been cut off by the beam.

“Elizabeth,” Viper whispered, the queen’s name her final plea.

Elizabeth glowered in front of her and scored the fourth line of the trap with the power of the Parhelion, slow and intentional. A yellow flame smelling of sulphur, erupted around Viper when the four lines connected. Viper realized too late: this was a trap.

The Sage of Mort Lake jumped out from behind the dividing wall. “Marvellous, Your Majesty!” John Dee had arms full of equipment and glass objects of varying shapes. “My alchemic mixture and your amulet hath brought forth your seelie wicht to my eyes.” Traces of the sulphur powder that had been disguised on the floor dusted his knees and black robes. A flat, polished obsidian pendant hung low from a chain around his neck atop a lengthy grey beard. Thick white hairs jutted out from his eyebrows like claws.

“Him!” Viper’s stomach turned to lead. Dee leaned in to examine her, despite her vehement reaction. A sphere of obsidian rolled out from among the objects he carried. He fumbled to catch the ball and a polished gold ball slipped to the ground without denting. Viper would have laughed at the man’s folly, if she didn’t hate him so much. Spheres rescued without damage, he set up his equipment around her. A second, unidentified man loomed in the shadows beyond the screen.

“Elizabeth sent thee from her Court after that night you brought your Medium to Hampton, charlatan,” Viper growled, disgusted that Elizabeth still kept the company of this magus. “Burghley would turn over in his grave if he saw thee here.”

“How dare you speak Lord Burghley’s name?” Elizabeth’s tears doubled. “He was as near a father to me as I had ever wanted. In his last months, I fed him porridge by the spoonful and read to him when his eyesight failed. I wonder now what life, what legacy, would be mine, had I lived in deference to him, not you.” A sob made her chest heave. “A husband and children may hath stayed my tears, that I would not end my days so alone.”

Viper seized her opportunity. “You hath a child, Elizabeth.” She eased herself upwards.

“Who? The man who styled himself my bastard because the Spanish fished him out of the waters in San Sebastien?” Elizabeth didn’t hide the scorn in her laugh. “Arthur Dudley was a pigeon of King Phillip for three years. I never met him, nor hath I a care to know him. He, and his false claim, vanished from Walsingham’s network of spies some thirteen years ago. Or,” she said with her hands on her hips, “do you speak of the child you put in my womb, then did reave from my body? The selfsame infant I could not prove to his father existed whilst his father lived? That child was never mine to love.”

The lengthy answer distracted both Elizabeth and Dee long enough for Viper to bring herself into a crouch beneath the fullness of her skirt. She extended her powerful legs and aimed for the ceiling. Her left fingertips grazed a painted roof beam. The injured arm was too weak to grasp the wood. Viper extended her elldyr creft from her right hand as she descended towards the floor. Like a rope and grapple hook, the purple energy fastened around a decorative corner of the beam. She suspended high above the floor, straining with effort.

Elizabeth threw the strands of pearls from her wrists at the Daoine Tor who had once been her closest ally. “I am your queen! I command you to come here!” The strands split when they impacted upon Viper and her elldyr, raining pearls upon Elizabeth below.

Elizabeth thrashed her hands over her head in protection and her wig slipped off, exposing thinned hair that had recessed into the crown of her head. Old age had eclipsed England’s virgin moon goddess.

Viper swept the banqueting room with elldyr from her left hand. The swath of magic blew apart two of the contraptions Dee had built, then knocked him over a third. Without the imminent threat of the sage’s instruments, Viper lowered herself to the ground facing the dividing wall.

The spheres of obsidian and gold rolled through the Banqueting House, past Viper’s feet. Her eyes never left Elizabeth and Dee. Viper didn’t notice that the wood boards inside the square had been turned to white ash.

“Call a truce, Elizabeth.” Viper’s eyes raged black and the flames of her elldyr turned the hall a royal purple. With the garen about to set its stakes in her heart, she forgot her promise to Mouse.

Elizabeth put her hand against Dee, keeping him back. Her aeir held every ounce of vigor in its magic that her physical body lacked. She stepped forward. Balding head high with defiance, drooping breasts exposed when she put her hands on her squared hips, Elizabeth and her life-magic had never appeared more majestic.

“I hath a truce, albeit not with thee,” she retorted. “My legacy shall be legend. Après moi, le deluge.”

Viper understood the French words, “After me, the flood,” but she realized Elizabeth’s implication too late.

A haze of blue elldyr wrapped around Viper’s torso and squeezed so tightly that she couldn’t breathe. The waves of magic clashed in bright white flashes where it touched Viper’s flames of purple until her elldyr fire was drowned. With her arms clamped to her sides, Viper couldn’t defend herself. She tried to run away. Her feet scrambled over the strewn pearls.

Viper landed face first on the ground. Dark black oozed from her nose. The sensation of floating startled the immortal. Her eyes fluttered open. Annys and her magic held Viper upside down so close to the hem of Annys’ wide satin gown that the fabric brushed Viper’s face.

Annys raised the defeated Viper higher. The mouth of Viper’s enemy crept upwards in a triumphant smile. To Viper, Annys’ mouth bore an ugly frown.

Annys lifted her arms and Viper simultaneously moved as if swaying on a boat until she was hovering over the sulfur ashes of the trap that Elizabeth had carved on the floor with the Parhelion. Her enemy’s blue elldyr creft surrounded the square and watery glyphs replaced the sulphuric flames around the perimeter of the trap. The floor sank through a widening hole in the middle of the enchanted area, like grains of sand in an hour glass. Viper’s body lowered towards the hole, now wider than her shoulders. She craned her neck, trying to see where she was going. Unending blackness welcomed her.

The staring face of a proud Queen Elizabeth, and the sound of Annys’ conquering laugh stayed with Viper even after the prison sealed itself behind her.

 


Epilogue: Her Last Letter 

March 23rd, 1603 

My very dear Viper, 

You will have no occasion to accuse me of fraud after you read this letter. The heinous act performed upon you in my Banqueting House does not make me guilty if my mind carries no guilt. If it were not impossible that one should forget her own heart, I fear you suspect that I had drunk of the waters of Lethe and dwelled in its oblivion. 

I did what I had to do for my people, and for that, I carry no shame. I bargained with Annys that she would win me the war against the Spanish and their o’er powering Armada in exchange for your life and for two divining spheres, one of gold and one of obsidian, belonging to my sage. Thus, I sought out my Master Dee when I received word of your arrival. 

I thought, by use of the Parhelion, Dee and I could control Annys’ movements and, once done, I would free you from John Dee’s entrapment. I did not account for my temper, nor for Annys’ double-cross that she would bind you with her own magic! 

What curse hath I placed upon you? 

See how, with all our strife, we still collide as passing stars in the sky? You are Prometheus to my Crown and I am unworthy to govern such a Kingdom as you hath given me. There is a tender womanly heart breaking in me. I would say nothing of men cut in pieces in my name, if the cries of pregnant women strangled with the wails of their infants did not stir me. Likewise I would sooner pass over in silence your sallow murders on my land than write a word of Annys’ triumphant horrors in water. What rhubarb concoction could purge away the melancholic horrors which her tyrannies engender? 

I hath one further confession. After the death of my Sweet Robin, my councillors thought me of sight too dim, of hearing too deaf, and of spirit too improvident. They were, at least in the matter of Atticus, correct in their observations. 

Master Dee and his henchman, the Medium named Edward Kelley, attempted a capture of Annys when you disappeared. They did not aforehand ask of my consent. Too late did I discover their wrongful intent. 

They work for a man named Atticus of the Salvatores Hominum, whom I welcomed in my Court, for a time. I assure you, in good faith, that I had no knowledge of their plan before the night you were imprisoned at the hands of Annys. Atticus would capture the Daoine Tor, so much does he hate the seelie wicht. He would not explain the history of his vehemence unto me before he vanished from my sight. With Annys I made an error. In inviting Atticus into my confidence, I made a grave mistake. 

Abundans cautela non nocet. Abundant caution does no harm.

Trust only yourself. For hours hath I stood at the reflective windows of my palace ascrying for you, all to no avail. I did not dare use a bowl of water, for Dee and Kelley were not successful in their entrapment of Annys, and she yet roams the waters of England. 

I am dying without you, my seelie wicht.

My Ladies hath made me comforted upon cushions on the floor. My lonely bones cannot stir themselves to dally with the quill any longer. The burning, which now holds me entirely in its grasp, forces my hand. 

I wish that we should meet again in loving amity, either in the gardens of my palaces or in the whimsical gardens of your creation. 

I am the last of my bloodline, a queen forever alone, like her Viper. 

Donec obviam interim. Until we meet again.

I remain most truly and faithfully yours, 

Elizabeth 
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