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The Fey Queen

Neither of them mentioned
the kiss the next morning. Instead, as they breakfasted on thin
porridge, Elizabeth told the Gray Knight of her homeland.

“It is full of mountains and
hills and standing stones, left from when the giants of old raised
their castles and homes. The mist swirls around everything, masking
the face of the land with its shadow. But when the sun shines, the
grass is green and thick and the heavy mist gives our sheep good
coats. The wool is the warmest in the land and holds the most vivid
colors. The forests are deep and full of magic and the hills ring
with the sound of elf-bells and the mountains echo the laughter of
our people.”

“And it is known as Wyrrid,”
The Gray Knight finished for her.

“How did you know?”

“A knight errant must know
the various lands about him, know which lords have warm tables and
which have cold dungeons.”

“And what does a knight
errant know of Wyrrid.”

“That if you had told me the
name of your land yesterday I would have been tempted to leave you
in your tower.”

“Sir knight!”

“Wyrrid has a worrisome
reputation.” The Gray Knight looked away, “Strange tales flock from
the land instead of wool. The land has become covered in the mist
and only the bravest merchants dare enter. Those that return speak
of terrors just beyond their sight and say the fog never lifts and
swear they will not return, no matter how valuable the
shipment.”

“And this frightens
you?”

“Of course not.” The Gray
Knight grinned, “It is only mildly terrifying. But we shall set it
to rights.”

“And you know the way from
here?”

“First we shall journey to
old Tunny-O-The-Hill. It is only a few days ride from here and I
have friends there who may be able to help us.”

“Help us how?”

“Uh. Helpfully.”

“I meant what can they
provide that will help us?”

The Gray Knight stood up and
this time he was not posing when he spoke, though his eye glinted
with wild humor.

“My dear lady, I haven’t the
faintest clue. But it will leave us no worse off than we are now
and at the very least put a friendly roof over our heads while we
scheme to recover your lands.”

“Oh. You mean you don’t know
how?”

“Haven’t the foggiest, if
you’ll pardon the pun. But in time, we'll figure it out.”

The Gray Knight had the inn
keeper bring his horse to the yard while he counted out nearly all
his remaining coins, dropping the greasy gold tokens into the inn
keepers greedy palm.

“That should settle our
account then. I wish I could say the stay had been a pleasure.”

“Jenny said it was for
some,” the innkeeper leered, causing Elizabeth to blush. The Gray
Knight stepped towards him and innkeeper scuttled for the
kitchens.

“Despicable man. I should
complain to the duke!”

The Gray Knight used his
last gold coin and his saddle to trade for a cushioned side saddle,
and Elizabeth rode from the village in comfort with the Gray
Knight’s armor tied in a bundle behind her while he led the horse.
The morning was bright and clear and the weather held for the next
few days as they traveled to Tunny-On-The-Hill.

#

The name of
Tunny-On-The-Hill was both clear and unclear, for while the
settlement was clearly on a hill, the nature of a “Tunny” was in no
way explained. When Elizabeth asked the Gray Knight about it, he
shrugged and spoke vaguely of a mythical beast.

Yet the people there were
kindly enough and the master of the house, Elroy Fitzwater, greeted
them in person and offered them the hospitality of his home. Noting
the dust of travel on their clothes, Fitzwater immediately summoned
the ladies of the house and Elizabeth was entrusted into their
charge. Elizabeth went with the ladies gladly enough, eager to
spend some time in female company, and the whole party of them was
giggling uproariously before they disappeared back within the main
hall.

“Seems a sound enough
decision, there, eh what?” Fitzwater slapped the Gray Knight
vigorously on the back, “And how is life treating our favorite
knight errant?”

The Gray Knight told him of
his adventures over the past few days.

“I am most relieved for
Elizabeth to be provided with a proper place to stay,” he confessed
at the end of his story. “And most terribly grateful for your
hospitality.”

“Don’t think of it.”
Fitzwater waved the thanks away, “We shall do all we can for you.
Though I fear it may not be as much as you might wish, we can at
least see you rested before you go off adventuring again.”

“I will be in your debt,”
The Gray Knight replied. “Even more than I already am. How are
things here? I noticed the forges were quiet when we rode in.”

“Aye, the demand for our
services is fading. Recently the market has been flooded with
cheap, shoddy trinkets. Imported from Wyrrid is the word and not a
single one of them worth a damn. But people find it easier and
cheaper to replace their things than obtain quality work. Some of
the great lords still patronize us. Some. But we’ll see if that
lasts out the year.” Fitzwater’s mouth turned down in a grimace,
“Forgive me, friend, for talking business. And you not even rested
from your travels! Come, my Grandmother will be more than pleased
to see you and once you are entrusted into her tender care, I can
see to arranging for dinner tonight.”

Fitzwater led the Gray
Knight deep into the hall, to the western wing. The air became
stuffy, heavy with heat and perfume, and the paneling on the walls
grew more and more refined. At first it was merely hand-carved
motifs drawn from the deep mythology of the island, but as they
walked further the carvings were gilded with gold and the creatures
of yore glared at them with eyes of precious stones.

They stopped before a heavy
oaken door that was without adornment, aside from a single brass
ring, set in the door to act as a knocker. Fitzwater swung it
against the wood, once, twice, and the hollow boom echoed down the
hall. The door swung inward.

“I told you she’d be happy
to see you,” said The Gray Knight’s host, “Sometimes she will
ignore me for days on end!” He turned and strode back down the
corridor the way they had come, whistling a cheerful tune.

The Gray Knight took a
breath and walked into the room, eyes cast down. He took a half a
dozen paces, then dropped to one knee, one hand on the hilt of his
sword and the other palm down on the tiled floor.

“My lady Morganna, your
servant presents himself to do your bidding.” He kept his eyes on
the floor and his head bowed.

“Yes, of course. What else
would you do?” Morganna’s voice was petulant but there was a smug
happiness behind the petulance that belied any actual displeasure.
“Whatever happened to warriors who stood like men and boasted of
their past triumphs and future conquests?”

“It went out of fashion, My
Lady,” The Gray Knight replied. “Though if it is your bidding, I
shall seek to reverse the wheels of social acceptability and lead
us back to that mode of behavior. I am certain that none shall be
able to resist my charm and will follow me as rats to a pipe.”

The Lady Morgana laughed,
her voice clear and light as crystal. “So you have retained your
good humor, sir knight! I am well pleased. Very well pleased. Rise
and sit with me. I would have you entertain me with that dry wit of
yours for a while. Good humor has been lacking here for some time
now and I yearn for the revels of my youth.”

“Such revels as that must be
bright in your memory, not having time to fade away.” The Gray
Knight rose to his feet and moved to sit on the bench set in front
of Morgana.

The lady herself was just as
awe inspiring as he had last seen her. She seemed ancient and yet
her eyes were full of the vitality of youth and her body was not
wrinkled with age. She moved her with fragile grace, and careful
consideration but the Gray Knight knew that was merely camouflage
for the fiery spark that was contained within her. She wore a long
dress of the deepest green trimmed with red-gold fabric. Her
sleeves clung to her upper arms and then fell in arching drapes
from her elbows. Bracelets of electrum and bronze circled her
wrists and the ends of the sleeves were bound to them, so as to
keep them from dragging on the floor.

He hair was golden and
bright, falling to her waist where it escaped the headdress of
silver cord that covered her head and held her veil, now thrown
back, in place. She wore the trinkets and clothes of queens, and
gave the attire a grace and power that the Gray Knight had never
seen bested. Especially not by the child his late king had married.
Rumors had already spread of her wandering eyes and the Gray Knight
was glad of his shift in allegiance.

“Forgive me, fair lady,” he
shook such thoughts from his mind, “For appearing before you filthy
from travel. Your grandson advised me that you would desire my
presence at once.”

“It is nothing,” Morgana
smiled. “Elroy is, as ever, considerately inconsiderate. It is a
family trait and has many uses. Tell me now, how fares your
questing since you last departed my little holding here?”

“It fares,” The Gray Knight
allowed, before describing the events of the past few days.

“How delightfully exciting.
And intriguing," Morgana's smile deepened. "So now you journey to
Wyrrid, to combat this dread sorcerer and win the young lady her
dukedom?”

“As you command, My Lady,”
The Gray Knight said. “I had hoped for your counsel in this matter.
Bandits, monsters, and villainous innkeepers I can defeat with
valor and what little cunning I have. Magicians are of a completely
different sort.”

Morgana looked sharply at
him. “What has happened? What did you leave out of your tale. You
are not the same knight who gave his sword to me in the Spring of
last year and your account does not account for the change.”

The Gray Knight flushed and
reluctantly explained the awkward night spent in the inn. Morgana
sat back in her seat and gazed at him with a distant fondness.

“My dear knight,” She
chuckled. “You really are a paragon of virtue, are you not?”

“Nay, my lady. I merely make
the attempt. I do not always succeed. Hence this tunic of gray, to
remind me that I am not possessed of true purity.”

“True purity,” Morgana
snorted. “Is anyone? It is no matter. You will rest here for a time
and avail yourself of my hospitality. All your strength will be
needed to emerge victorious over the Wizard of Wyrrid.”

“What can you tell me of
him?”

“A great deal,” Morgana
smiled. “But today I will only tell you that he was a one time
student of mine, until he betrayed me. There is something far more
important you must turn your attention to.”

“The girl.”

“You are too modest, sir
knight. You speak of having little cunning and yet you have more
than the sharpest dogs in my stable.”

The Gray Knight inclined his
head to the vaguely insulting compliment. One of the first things
he had learned as her vassal was to never settle for one statement
when you could make two.

Morgana’s voice lost its
teasing quality and took on the crack of command. “You must
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