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Fenric stopped when he ran into the quiet. Breathing hard, he sought the strangeness. A few steps back, he’d heard birds, distant chirps and songs and calls. Here, all was silent.

Fae sense gave him the living heartbeats all around, a few close and beating rapidly. He peered at the trees and saw little birds tucked close to the trunks, hiding from a predatory owl or a raptor.

Then he smelled blood and ran toward it rather than away, as only Faerie sentinels roaming Sherwood did. The coppery stench overwhelmed all other odors.

Ahead, sunlight blazed into a clearing. There, the trouble was there. Fenric slowed.

He skirted the clearing, looking for movement. An odd enchantment hovered, shimmering the light. With an intent stare he scoped the clearing, but he couldn’t see anything but the grasses. Assured of no one lurking, he eased through the verge, slipping between vines tangled over two dead bushes. The enchantment resisted him, but it broke under his pressure. The shimmering light faded. The spell wasn’t strong. That eased his caution—until he saw the dead deer.

Two does, pale of hide. Beyond them, a fawn. Brought down by arrows, then their throats slit. Blood soaked the ground. He studied the arrows’ fletching, but he didn’t recognize it. This foul deed, then, was not the work of Robin’s outlaws or the sheriff’s rangers that roamed Sherwood.

He seized an arrow and drew it out.

Magic erupted from the arrowhead as soon as it cleared skin. The sickly green energy flickered then vanished, gone between one breath and the next, flitting away to dissipate in little sparks of evil.

Fenric shuddered. He had to be careful with the next arrow. Hoping to trap that foul energy, he set a sphere of magic where the arrow penetrated the skin. The arrowhead eased into the sphere. It still exploded when it left the deer, but his sphere caught the foul spell before it escaped into the air.

Breaking off the iron arrowhead below his sphere, he dropped the arrow with the other one, discarded on the ground. He peered closely at the spell. It dissipated as he studied it, as quickly as the other had, but he caught the spell’s purpose, to fly straight to the deer, to sink deep into a vital organ, not to kill but to incapacitate.

The spellweaver had wanted to use a knife for the actual death.

He gathered up both arrows then went to the fawn, the sphere bobbing along. The little deer was so young, too young to flee when its mother fell. No arrow had brought it down. The weaver had seized it then killed it. A quick death.

He hated the spellweaver.

He blasted the arrows apart. Only the iron arrowhead escaped his magic. He set a slower spell over the three dead deer, to hasten their decay. They would bypass rot. Their flesh and organs would crumble into ash before any predators feasted upon them. Only their hides would remain, flattened over the bones, hidden by the quick-growing grasses.

Then a stag bugled.

Fenric straightened.

At the edge of the clearing, between the two bushes that Fenric had threaded through, stood a white hart. A majestic rack crowned his head, attesting to the hart’s health and power.

Blood crossed the stag’s chest, but no wound marred its hide.

Then Fenric saw blood on the highest antler tips. The stag had charged the spellweaver and inflicted wounds. Had he trampled the enchanter?

The stag picked his way into the clearing, giving Fenric a chance to see the hooves were unblooded.

The white hart reached the first doe, her hide already sunken as Fenric’s spell worked its magic. The stag nosed the doe’s body. He snorted. Then he stepped gingerly to the fawn, little more than hide and bones as it decayed more rapidly than its mother. The stag turned to Fenric and bugled again.

Not enough blood stained the antler tips to have penetrated deeply. To gain that bloody stain across his chest, the stag must have barreled into the spellweaver.

He saluted the stag. “Hail, O great king of the forest. You fought a brave battle against an enchanter.”

The stag didn’t move. He stared down his snout at Fenric.

“I would find this enchanter. We two can have revenge for this foul deed.”

The stag lowered his head with that large rack of antlers. Fenric didn’t move as the antlers closed around him. The veriest touch to his shoulders, then the stag backed away. In a blinding flash of white, the stag sprang from the clearing.

Fenric ran after the white hart.

The deer ran for a mile, for longer, then stopped abruptly. Fenric pounded up, hard-pressed to match the hart’s pace.

On the trail beyond the hart was blood.

He saw burnt leaves and scorched bark. The enchanter had fought back. Again he scanned the hart but still saw no wounds.

The fire would have caused the stag to retreat. Even magical animals feared flames.

But the hart had gifted to him the enchanter’s blood. He touched a stain on his tunic.

A flicker of that foul magic woke. It gave a trace of direction. North, northwest. A labored heartbeat, heavy breaths, a halting gait. The enchanter would have used the lifeforce stolen from the deer to protect himself and to heal himself. His venture into Sherwood to steal power had turned futile. He would flee Sherwood now, returning to his lair until his healing was complete.

He must be dealt with before then.

Fenric didn’t fear the enchanter. Fae magic was more powerful than any spell a pathetic human would weave. He’d heard tales of the great enchanter Merlin, the most powerful human that Faeries knew. Even Merlin’s spells were nothing against Faeries.

Yet the enchanter might have other tricks to use. Iron, silver and salt, an extract of poppy, mirrors to confuse. Should his hunt take him into a human town, Fenric would need a glamour to hide himself from other humans, splitting the power he wielded against the enchanter.

But none of that would stop Fenric.

“I will track him, O king. I will bring him back for your punishment or kill him where he lairs. You will have vengeance.”
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The blood sense tracked along forest trails until it met the Great North Way. The spellweaver abandoned that road when it veered out of the forest, choosing a less-traveled byway. When that became an animal trail, Fenric worried that the enchanter had sensed pursuit and evoked a misdirection spell.

Yet he didn’t sense any spells on the ground.

Caution kept him from evoking a glamour for concealment. That Fae magic would be sensed by the enchanter, just as Fenric would sense any spells woven by the enchanter. Power might be a trap. Mortal weapons and a sentinel’s stealth would suffice.

He quickly caught up to the enchanter, staying well out of sight. He caught an occasional glimpse of the spellweaver when he slowed to navigate a tricky pass around fallen limbs or a tangle of vines in the undergrowth. The cloaked figure walked steadily, not rapidly, unhurried ... as if the enchanter was safe on this byway.

At sunset the trail crossed a trickling brook. He thought he lost the deer-killer, but the track picked up a few feet from the running water. The enchanter traveled with no caution to his backtrail. He had no expectation of pursuit. His prey occasionally flagged, but the pace soon resumed. And Fenric grinned evilly, for safety had vanished.

Whoever this enchanter was, they had no fear of the sheriff’s rangers. They were far from the usual trails of the outlaws.

This creeping trail wove between forest and tilled ground. It crossed a meadow or field and ventured to a distant stand of trees, an offshoot from Sherwood. Fenric lost sense of the Faerie realm of Underhill when he ventured across the man-tilled land, yet the Fae energy returned as soon as he re-entered the bright wood.

As they ventured farther along the forest verge, the acrid smell of soot crowded in. Fenric slowed. The enchanter continued without pause into a meadow. The odor strengthened. There, nestled beyond the trees, was a burnt-out cottage.

Blackened roof beams had tumbled into the ruins. The rock-built chimney leaned inward, edging toward a fall. Fenric had a good look at the cottage, for the forest bent around the meadow, little more than an old clearing. The trees arching over the cottage stood away from the forest propre although their canopies linked with Sherwood. The upper limbs showed fire damage, limbs burned at the tips, leaves lost or scorched or burnt away.

The trees’ connection to Sherwood felt stunted, cut and weeping, hurt and sap-deprived, tangible but ebbing. Eventually, without the life of the forest, the trees would fall, dying at their tops, hollowed inside the trunks, empty.

The enchanter headed for the cottage. He stopped before the gaping hole where a door had stood. And he tossed back his hood.

White-headed. An old man, then, one who should know not to blood deer for spells. Gauged against the height of a remaining cottage wall, he stood taller than most.

Fenric crept closer, hoping for a better view of his prey.

The man had a strong profile, with a sharp nose and a high brow, a jutting chin above his thin neck. His skin was pale. He avoided the good sun.

He lifted his hands, long-fingered with bony wrists. He wove a spell in the air then cast it over the cottage ... and the smoke smell vanished. A haze came over the ruined building, blending the cottage into the trees around it.

The enchanter lowered his hands, nodded, then crossed the rest of the meadow and returned to the forest.

Fenric gaped at the vanished cottage. Here, in the disappearance of the ruins, hidden from sight and smell, here was evidence of the enchanter’s power, stronger than Fenric had expected.. When the chimney fell, the crash would attract attention, if anyone heard it. No doubt a walker might stumble into the ruins, breaking the spell—if anyone came this way. By his reckoning, they were far from Nottingham, the wilder forest at his back, uninhabited lands before him, cleared long ago. Deaths in the dispute between King Stephen and Empress Maud had stained the free-held lands, and few humans had returned to inhabit them.

Without sight and smell, who would find this cottage?

The spell had also masked any corpse that kept its rest in the ashes and charred wreckage.

A breeze too cold for summer wafted over him. Fenric shivered. Aye, the enchanter hid this black deed that was more than arson.

He sped
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