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Faeries tread the Faerie path

One sister lost, another bonds in wedded bliss

Yet shadows gather in the Faerie night

As deadly as a serpents kiss




A half-breed princess torn by doubt

A love betrayed, a promise given to break or keep

As sickness stalks the timeless land

Immortal Realm is drowned in peril deep
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I



Princess Tania stood on the green hilltop, her face to the west and her eyes half closed against the setting sun. For the first time in weeks she felt at peace. She twined her fingers with those of her beloved Edric, and all her burdens washed away on the Faerie air that came in warm from the Western Ocean, sea-scented, pure, and clear.

She opened her eyes again, gazing at Edric, watching the way the breeze lifted his dark blond hair. He turned and smiled, and she lost herself for a few blissful moments in the warmth of his brown eyes.

What are you thinking? he asked.

Nothing at all, Tania replied, squeezing his hand. Im just enjoying having you to myself for a while. She laughed softly, resting her head on his shoulder. When was the last time we were alone together?

I dont remember. Not since you brought Clive and Mary through, thats for sure.

Tania nodded. Thats three weeks, then, she said.


Clive and Mary Palmer: Tanias Mortal parents, the mother and father of the human half of her nature. Oh, but she had caused them such anxiety and fear when all this had started.

First there had been the boating accident on the eve of her sixteenth birthday. Then had come her disappearance from hospital and her reappearance three days later, telling tall tales to hide the truth of what had happened to her. And the second time she had vanished, she had left her home in chaos: a Mercedes Benz crashed in the garden, the back door ripped off its hinges, broken windows, dead starlings strewn over the kitchen floor, and her own bedroom door hacked and split open by sword blows.

And then her sudden return with Edric in the middle of the night. The need to convince her parents to have faith in her despite all that had happened. The four of them in her bedroom, holding hands, her mother desperately anxious, her father about to explode with angerthen that simple side step that had taken them out of the Mortal World and into the Immortal Realm of Faerie.

Tania smiled at the memory. All things considered, Mum and Dad have done really well, she said. When I first got here, I thought this whole place was one big crazy dream.

They had help adjusting, Edric said, slipping his arm around her shoulders. You were all on your ownat the start, anyway.

I guess. Tania fingered the pendant necklace that Edric had given her: a token of true lovea teardrop of black onyx, warm and shiny and smooth to the touch.

The sounds of the festivities carried up to them from the valley that lay at their backs: laughter and music and happy, calling voices.

We should go back soon, I suppose, Edric said. Well be missed.

Not just yet.

Tania pressed herself against him, wrapping her arms around his back, breathing in his scent. She felt his hand stroking her long red hair. She tilted her head. His lips were soft on her forehead, then lightly kissing the closed lids of her green eyes, brushing along her cheek, moving gently to her mouth.

She came out of the kiss and opened her eyes. Turning in the sheltering circle of his arms, she gazed westward over the ocean. She knew that beyond the horizon the foul, sorcerous island of Lyonesse brooded in distant waters. It was almost impossible to believe that only three short weeks ago, she had fought and triumphed over the King of that dreadful land.

And now all she wanted was to be in Edrics arms and to drift away forever on the enchanted Faerie evening.

The sun hung low on the horizon, a golden globe that spilled its burnished light onto the ocean so that the waves seemed flecked with amber fire. At their feet the hill sloped down in rugged terraces to a cliff edge that fell away to tide-washed rocks of ancient granite.


On this momentous evening it seemed as if the sun had turned everything to gold. The air glowed with it, heavy and rich as honey; every grass blade was limned with flaxen light; every pebble along the shoreline seemed gilded.

Tanias heart was almost too full for her to speak. I dont ever want this moment to end, she whispered. This is so perfect.

She felt Edrics arms tighten around her. I want to ask you something, he murmured, his lips close to her ear.

Ask away, she said.

But before he could speak again, the call of bright horns came echoing up from the valley behind them.

Whats that? she asked, breaking loose from Edrics embrace.

Its the nuptial carillon, Edric said. We need to get down there right away. Its time for Cordelia and Bryn to perform the final ritual of marriage.

Okay, but what were you going to ask me?

It can wait.

Subduing her curiosity, Tania took his hand and together they ran back down the winding earthen path that had brought them up out of the long green valley of Leiderdale.

Tanias heart leaped at the vista that spread out below them.

The wide valley was filled with tents and pavilions of brightly colored silk and satin. The flags and banners of many Houses of Faerie fluttered in the breeze. Above the largest canopy floated the standards of the King and Queen of Faerie. Oberons colorsthe blazing yellow sun on a field of sapphireand the pennant of his wife, Queen Titaniaa white full moon on a background of deep blue.

All of the Faerie court had come here to the Earldom of Dinsel to celebrate the marriage of Princess Cordelia to Bryn Lightfoot. The Royal Palace had emptied and its lords and ladies had traveled to this western promontory to witness the joining of the fourth daughter of the Royal House of Aurealis to the handsome young man from the Earldom of Weir.

Bride and groom had first met only a few short weeks ago in the distant hills of Weir when Bryn had saved Cordelia, Tania, and Edric from the fierce unicorns of Caer Liel. Bryn Lightfoot lived alone on the moors; he had no family to attend the wedding and his only friends had been the beasts and birds of the hills and valleys of his wild homeland. Cordelia loved all animals and had the gift of speaking with them, and an instant rapport had blossomed between her and the wild young man who lived safely and alone among the dangerous northern unicorns.

The whole length of the valley of Leiderdale was hung with garlands of wildflowers, and the air brimmed with their scent while white and pink petals floated in the breeze before settling in the grass, thick as snowdrifts.


Tania and Edric leaped over stones and through long grass as they made their way down into Leiderdale. All the people had gathered in the center of the valley. The close-packed crowd had split into two, leaving a wide grassy aisle that led from the royal canopy all the way to the great gray, flat-topped stone known as the High Chantrelle.

The great Singing Stone of Leiderdale rose out of the grass, its eight sides so sharp and smooth that axes might have hewn them. Its platform rose to shoulder height and glittered with minerals.

The sun was out of sight now, and the long valley was falling into deep, sumptuous shadow. A few torches began mystically to ignite, their light spreading until points of rosy flame could be seen dancing along the entire expanse of Leiderdale.

A hush descended, a quietness threaded through with anticipation and suspense. Happy faces turned toward Tania and Edric as they made their way through the crowd, pressing on hand-in-hand until they came to the front of the congregation.

The tent flaps of the royal canopy were drawn back. The long-awaited moment had come. A flock of white doves burst from the opening, rising high into the sky and circling the tent. At the same moment huge flocks of birds sprang from the hilltops all around, filling the air with their chatter.

Tania gazed upward as the birds wheeled across the darkening sky. They raced over the heads of the watchers, darting from one hilltop to the other, splitting into arrowhead formations that reeled out like spinning threads.

Do you think Cordelia organized all this? Tania said breathlessly. She never mentioned it to me.

I dont think so, Edric replied. The wild birds are here because they love heras do all the animals of Faerie. The bond between the princess and all beasts is strong; theyre celebrating her happiness.

The flocks parted and the sky emptied. The hilltops resounded to the hum of a hundred thousand wings. As quickly as it had begun, the sky-dance was over and the hillsides were black with the birds, silent now, still and watchful.

A lamb emerged from the tent. It turned its woolly head back and bleated once before continuing. In its wake came a procession of other animals: cats and dogs and wolves and martens and foxes and beavers and wild pigs. Small southern unicorns trotted along behind, their hides as blue as snow under the moon, their horns like silver. And with them came ponies and deer and a bear and a twelve-point stag so tall that it had to dip its majestic head to pass under the canopys awning.

And then Cordelia and Bryn appeared, smiling as they walked slowly between two of the wild unicorns of Weir. The crowd erupted into cheering and applause.

Happiness eternal to the princess and her groom! came a shout. May the stars shine forever upon your joyful union!


More voices called out, wishing bliss on the smiling couple. May the sun and moon bless you for all time!

When Cordelia had first spoken of her intention to marry Bryn, Tania had been taken aback by the speed at which they were moving their relationship forward. Even when she had come to terms with it, she found the idea of all the pomp and ceremony of a Faerie wedding overwhelming.

But now her heart leaped at the sight of her Faerie sister smiling radiantly, dressed for once in something other than her beloved brown dress. Her wedding dress was a full-skirted gown of iridescent silk taffeta that moved with a shimmer of sky blue and gold, embroidered at the bodice with gold thread and studded with sapphires and tawny agates. The sleeves were long, lace-trimmed, and pointed, decorated at the cuff with fine needlework. Resting in her red-gold hair was a coronet of white yarrow blossom. A broad, flowing train glided along behind her, the delicate gauze floating over the grass as she paced solemnly at Bryn Lightfoots side.

Her groom was dressed in a forest green tabard edged with gold and with three unicorns embroidered on the chest. Beneath it he wore a shirt of ivory silk. His leggings were of oakwood brown and his boots of supple leather. Around his unruly black hair he wore a garland of russet ivy, and as he walked the aisle of grass with his bride, his dark eyes shone with joy.


Way to go, Cordie! Tania shouted, lifting her voice above all the others, tears pricking behind her eyes as the procession passed where she and Edric were standing.

Cordelia turned her head, hearing Tanias voice in the throng; then, catching Tanias eye, she pulled a wry face as if to say, Look at me in all this finery. What a sight I must be!

You look beautiful, Tania called.

King Oberon and Queen Titania stood under the shadow of the entrance to the tent, their faces glowing with happiness as they watched bride and groom walk toward the High Chantrelle. Their majesty was undeniable, the King in a white doublet and hose, his Queen in a satin gown that shone like new-fallen snow.

Tania turned, trying to find faces in the crowds. Ah! There. A little way along on the other side of the aisle she could see her sister Hopie with her husband, Lord Brython. And Earl Marshal Cornelius, brother to the King, was close by with his two tall stepsons and their mother, the beautiful Marchioness Lucina.

Love Immortal while Faerie lasts, called Edric. He looked at Tania, his eyes shining. Love for all time!

She laughed for pure joy. Love for all time! she echoed.

She caught sight of her Mortal mother, dressed in a coral-colored Faerie gown, smiling and clapping as Cordelia and Bryn walked past. And just behind her mother, she saw her father, looking a little uncomfortable in his borrowed Faerie clothes. Even at a distance Tania could see that his face was flushed; he had not been well for a few days now. He passed it off as a mild summer cold, but all the same, Tania thought, it must be wretched to be the only ill person in a land where there was no sickness and no disease and where no one ever grew old and died. Poor Dad! As soon as the ceremony was over, shed go and make a fuss over him.

Tania waved, trying to get her parents attention, but there was too much noise and activity for them to notice her. Soon Cordelia and Bryn were almost at the end of the aisle. As they approached the High Chantrelle, the animals split into two lines, one circling the great gray stone from the left, the other from the right, so that by the time bride and groom came to the stone, it was ringed with waiting animals.

Five stone steps led to the wide, polished summit of the rock. Cordelia lifted the hem of her dress and picked her way carefully to the top. Bryn followed behind, gathering her train and then spreading it around her so that it foamed at her feet.

Tania and Edric made their way closer to the High Chantrelle, the people gladly opening a path for them as they moved through the tight-packed crowds.

Cordelia and Bryn turned to face west. They stood side-by-side looking back down the petal-strewn aisle to where Oberon and Titania were standing.


An absolute silence fell.

Tania held her breath. She had never witnessed a Faerie marriage before, but she knew that this was the final act, after which her sister and the unicorn friend would be truly bound in wedlock. It had taken three days so far, beginning with the Hand-Fasting Ceremony in the Hall of Light in the Royal Palace. Tania had found that sacrament difficult to watch; it had stirred too many bad memories. She, too, had once been betrothed and had come close to having her own Faerie weddingwith Lord Gabriel Drake of the House of Weir as her groom, a wicked man who had almost brought Faerie to ruin.

Many other ceremonials for Cordelia and Bryn had taken place over the following two days, and then everyone had boarded ships to take them to Dinsel for the final celebration. The Royal Family had sailed aboard the Cloud Scudder, the Kings own galleon with its silver-white decks and spars and sails.

And now all that remained was the Song of Betrothal.

Cordelias voice rang out strongly through the silence. Alas, I cannot sing as well as my beloved sister Zara would have done, she called. But to her sacred memory I dedicate all that takes place here, knowing this to be the region of Faerie that was most dear to her heart.

Tania bit her lip; the death of Zara was still too raw, too vivid in her minds eye for her to think of it without much pain. Edrics fingers tightened around hers in a token of understanding. She was comforted, but even though she knew her valiant, carefree sister was at rest now in the Blessed Land of Avalon, she couldnt help but grieve for her.

Tanias thoughts faded as movements on the surrounding hilltops caught her attention. All along the rolling hills that cupped the valley of Leiderdale, animals were gathering. There were sheep and goats and cattle and oxen; there were deer and wolves and bears and wild boar; and in among them were smaller beasts, foxes and badgers and dogs and wild cats. All of them stood silhouetted against the sky, looking into the valley, paying reverence to the princess who loved and honored them so much.

The Kings deep voice welled out. Sing!

And the Queens voice rang out also. Sing!

And Cordelia and Bryn sang.


With eyes raised to the stars

There is no fear of loss

The light that shines afar

Reveals the bridge to cross

Where lovers meet at last

And never more do part

And seen through a soul of glass

Your warm and beating heart.

And I will guide you there

Beyond this shallow land


What lady is more fair

What lord to take your hand

As ever on we dance

Among high heavens host

And I see at every glance

The one I love the most



As they sang, their voices echoed, growing in strength and cadence, rolling along the valley, splitting into descant and countermelody so that they sounded like a choir of heavenly voices.

And when the song ended, the reverberations of the phantom choir continued to rebound across the valley, gradually fading back to silence under a dusky, star-speckled sky.

Tania snatched a breath, realizing that she had hardly been breathing during the beautiful song.

The silence was broken suddenly by the voices of the animals on the hilltops. They all began at once to bleat and howl and roar and bellow and bark and bay, filling the oncoming night with a riot of noise. Cordelia lifted her arms to them, turning slowly on the High Chantrelle, saluting the animals as they called down to her.

Tania squeezed Edrics hand. Wow! she said.

The sound of the animals died away, and the beasts on the hilltops turned and departed into the night.

There was applause as Cordelia and Bryn stepped hand-in-hand down from the High Chantrelle as husband and wife. Cheering crowds instantly surrounded them.

Theres more to come, Edric told her. Something amazing.

Tania looked at him. More amazing than that?

He nodded. I was present for the wedding of Princess Hopie and Lord Brython, he said, his eyes shining. Watch and wait!

Tania did not have to wait long. She was aware that the crowds were quieting again and moving back to allow someone to pass through. Oberon and Titania climbed up to the High Chantrelle. They stood on the glittering summit, hand-in-hand, turning to the west as Cordelia and Bryn had done.

Here it comes, Edric whispered in her ear.

The King and Queen began to sing, Oberons voice a deep bass, resonant and powerful, while Titanias rose above it in a rich, full-throated contralto.


Blessed be the night!

Blessed be the puissance strong of the sinews of

the land!

Blessed moon and stars!

We call upon the potent powers; we take them in

our hands

Sentinels of the night, singing as stars do sing

The clash of cymbals, the beating of drums

Moon-mad men and merry maids

Leap like rivers into the skies! 

This is to those of wonders dove


This is a merry once

This comes on wings of raven sheen

This is the evening dance

Of those who wake in shadows



As they sang, a white light began to grow about them, a swirling, circling light that had flecks of every color in it. It spun around them, growing brighter and moving faster, the colored flecks stretching until they were rainbow rings that almost hid the King and Queen, sheathing them in a whirl of flashing brilliance. And then the column of light exploded up into the night, bathing the sky in washes of color that spread like fluttering curtains.

Tania tilted her head back, her eyes full of the streaming, swooping banners of rainbow light. She had never seen such colors before. The lights frolicked across the sky, weaving and pulsing, twining and threading together, from the deepest of throbbing violets through infinitely shaded blues and greens and yellows to vibrant reds.

And as the flying lights filled the sky, the Faerie folk began to dance, moving through a world that was bathed in shimmering color. Tania became caught up in the dance, laughing with happiness, holding hands with Edric.

She glimpsed one unmoving figure, standing apart on the hillside. Her Mortal father, his expression uneasy, his brows knitted as though the lights hurt his eyes. But she was swept away from him, her eyes full of rainbows, her hair streaming out.

After a timeless whirl of ecstasy, the dance came to an end. The lights faded, and Tania found herself gazing dizzily at the starry sky of a deep Faerie night.

Edric was right: There had been more to come. Something amazing!








II



Tania walked through the crowds, arm-in-arm with her Mortal mother. She had left Edric talking with Titus and Corin, the stepsons of the earl marshalhe had understood that she needed to be alone with her mother for a little while. The wedding celebrations were in full flow, the festivities taking place by the light of torches and blazing bonfires. The last glimmerings of Oberon and Titanias enchanted lights flickered on the hilltops, glossing everything with delicate hues.

The valley was a scene of boisterous and noisy merrymaking. Courtiers danced to the music of lute, rebec, and krumhorns while others applauded the antics of tumblers and jugglers. Still more were being entertained by troubadours, storytellers, and jesters, and some were gathered near the feast tents, enjoying meats roasted on the bone and new-baked bread, succulent sweetmeats and candied delicacies.

Cordelia and Bryn were dancing in a great circle of smiling onlookers. They held each other tightly, spinning across the grass as the music grew, and Cordelias long gossamer train rose and swirled about them like a fluttering banner.

Come, all shall be merry! cried Cordelia, and the audience sprang forward to join in the dance.

Faerie children played everywhere, hovering and flying above the ground on their translucent wings. Tania envied them their freedomshe had memories of flying; they had come to her in dreams or visions, but they had still felt achingly real to her. She knew that when they reached the age of ten or twelve, these childrens wings would wither away and be lost and they would be earthbound like their parents. But for now, as Tania watched them, they darted in and out among the adults, shouting and laughing and turning cartwheels in the air.

So? Tania asked her mother. What do you think of all this so far? Any good?

Her mother smiled. Its overwhelming, she said.

Isnt it, though? She squeezed her mothers arm, trying to quell the anxiety that knotted in her stomach, knowing she needed to tell her mother something huge. Im so glad you and Dad were able to come here and experience it all. She gave her mother a sideways glance. It was still a little odd to see her mothers face above the frills and lacework of a Faerie gown, her slender features framed by short dark curls, her brown eyes intelligent and knowing. Am I forgiven for keeping it secret at first?

What could you have said that we would have believed? her mother replied. We would probably have thought youd gone batty if youd tried to tell us the truth. She paused and looked around. Im standing right here and I can still hardly believe it.

Tell me about it, said Tania. She turned, taking her mother by both hands and looking into her face. Ive been putting this off ever since you came here, she began, wishing there was some way of avoiding this revelation. But theres something I have to tell you.

Her mother gave her a sympathetic smile. I already know, sweetheart, she said.

Tania frowned. You already know what?

That you have to choose between our world and Faerie, said her mother. And that youve chosen Faerie.

Tania stared at her in dismay.

Mrs. Palmer laughed softly. What did you think Titania and I have been talking about these past weeks, the weather? She gripped Tanias hands. Its okay, sweetheart, really it is. Who wouldnt choose all this? Listen, your dad and I were fully expecting you to go away to university soon, anywayand then youd have wanted to set yourself up in a place of your own. She laughed. Youre just leaving home a little sooner than we anticipated, and youre going a bit farther away than we expected. I had been hoping for Oxford or Edinburgh. Oxford would have been nice; we could have driven up to see you quite easily. Her eyes sparkled. I dont suppose driving to Faerie is an option.

Tania felt a huge burst of love for her mother. She hugged her tightly. Mumyoure totally amazing!

Arent I, though? Mrs. Palmer said. And Im looking on the positive side: At least you wont be arriving on our doorstep once a month with a great big sack of laundry like most kids do when they first leave home. At least, I hope you wont; I have no idea how to wash these Faerie clothes.

Ill come home as often as I can, Tania said, ignoring the people who were coming and going all around them, not caring that her eyes were brimming with tears. But what are we going to tell everyone? What am I going to tell Jade? In the Mortal World, Jade Anderson was Tanias best friend. Before all this craziness had happened, Tania and Jade had always confided everything to each other.

How do you stay best friends with someone when a whole huge part of your life has to be kept secret from them? she wondered. I cant tell her. Theres no way shed be able to keep something like this to herself. But if I dont tell her

Her mother patted her shoulder. Well think of something.

You dont understand. Jade will know if Im keeping stuff from her. She has a total radar for that kind of thing. Shell hate me if she thinks Im shutting her out. And its not just her, is it? What do we tell the people at school next term? Theyll want to know why Ive suddenly stopped turning up.

We can tell everyone youre taking a year abroad, said her mother. Well say youve gone sheep farming in New Zealand or that youre getting work experience on an oil rig or doing scientific research in the Arctic. She looked into Tanias eyes. Listen, youve had to cope with a whole lot of impossible stuff over the last couple of months. Dont try and figure everything out in one goitll drive you crazy. Take things one at a time. She smiled gently. Thats what your father and I are doing.

Tania frowned at the mention of her Mortal father. Where is Dad? Hows he doing?

There was a burst of laughter and applause. They were passing a crowd gathered around a troop of acrobats. The tumblers had formed two tall pyramids, the uppermost performer of each pyramid balancing upside down on the heads of two others while their feet juggled gold and silver balls with liquid precision.

I think he went to lie down in our tent, her mother replied, clapping with the crowd. Hes feeling a bit sorry for himself. You know what hes like when hes got one of his colds.

But how is he doing in general? Tania asked as they moved on through the festivities. Hows he coping with all this?

Mrs. Palmer pursed her lips. Hes struggling a bit, but what do you expect? Youve always been his little girland now it turns out you have another father in another world, and to top it all, your new father is an Immortal King. Youve got to admit, thats a lot for any dad to assimilate. Most fathers freak out when their daughter brings her first boyfriend homebut in your case Edric wasnt the half of it!

I think maybe I should go and talk to him.

Hed like that. Just dont get impatient with him if he doesnt seem to be warming to the whole princess thing.

Tania looked anxiously at her mother. Why? Doesnt he like it here? Whats he said?

Not so very much, her mother replied gently. You know him: He likes things to be just so, and this is all a bit too unpredictable for him. But dont worry. He loves you to bits. Hell come to terms with it all in the end.

Will you be okay on your own for a while? Tania asked.

Yes, Ill be fine. I wanted to go and visit the crche tent, anyway. Her face clouded. There was a babyhe seemed a bit hot and feverish when your dad and I were in there earlier this afternoon.

Tania smiled. You worry too much, Mum. You know people dont get sick in Faerie. Theres a reason why its called the Immortal Realm.

Yes, well, if you say so, sweetheart, her mother replied. But even in Faerie, youll find that babies need a good deal of care and attention.

They kissed a quick good-bye, and Tania watched as her mother weaved through the crowds toward the great white pavilion that was being used during the wedding as a nursery and play area for the smallest of the Faerie children.

Tania made her way to where rows of small tents had been set up at the western end of the valley. According to what her mother had said, thats where shed find her dad. Edric would be fine with the earl marshals stepsons for the time being. Still, she did wonder what it was that Edric had been meaning to ask her earlier up on the hill.

Maybe he wants to take me on a grand tour of Faerie, she thought. That would be really cool! She had traveled the length of the land a few weeks ago, but her journey had been an urgent one and danger had dogged her footsteps. It would be nice to wander without any pressure.

And she also harbored the hope that memories of her Faerie childhood might return if she was shown places that she had visited in her life as a princess. She could remember nothing of the life she had led before that fateful night when she and her sister Rathina had made the mistake of experimenting with Tanias gift and she had walked between the worlds and become lost for five hundred years in the Mortal World.

Even among all the glories and delights of Faerie, she still felt achingly distanced from her royal mother and father and from her sistersSome newfound Faerie memories would mean so much to her!

Tania pushed her head through the closed flaps of the small lilac-colored tent, which was oblong and just large enough to accommodate two bunk beds and a deep oak chest for clothing and other possessions. A lantern hung from the roof pole, filling the tent with soft yellow light.

Room service, sir, she said. Here at the Leiderdale Hotel, if theres anything you need, you only have to ask. She stepped into the stuffy interior of the tent. Just dont expect a minibar; they dont do alcohol in Faerie.

Tanias father was lying on one of the beds, propped on pillows, reading a book. He had kicked off his shoes, but apart from that he was fully clothed in the Faerie garments that she and her mother had chosen for him.

Although she would never have told him so, she thought his face looked a little comical poking out from the white linen Faerie shirt with its pleated neck ruffles and fine embroidered needlework. He was also wearing the traditional puffed and slashed breeches, olive green with a lining of lime silk, and an embroidered doublet, clasped down the front with buttons of green marbled stone.

Hello there, he croaked, laying down his book and smiling. Come to visit the sick and ailing?

Thats just about it.

Theres no need. Its nothing, really.

Theyll put that on your gravestone! Tania scolded him gently. Here lies Clive Palmer: died of nothing really.

Tania sat on the edge of the bed and rested the back of her hand across his forehead.

You dont look well, Dad, she said. She frowned at him. Typical you, getting ill at the worst possible time. Remember that holiday in Greece?

He nodded. Sweltering outside and I was stuck in bed with a head cold, he said, lifting her hand from his forehead and clasping it in both of his. At least I got to see a Faerie wedding, eh?

Spectacular, wasnt it?

Remarkable, he said without enthusiasm.

Tania picked up on her dads tone of voice. I wish you seemed more comfortable with this, she said. Its real, Dad; its not going to go away. This is who I am. And this is where I belong. Cant you be happy for me?

He sat up, coughing a little. Im a science teacher, Tania, he said. My life and my work are based on certain solid principles, like the laws of physics, like the basic idea that if you add one and one together you end up with two every time. This world doesnt conform to any of the rules I use for making sense of the universe. For all I know this whole experience could be the result of a chemical imbalance in my brain. He coughed again. I could be lying unconscious in a hospital bed. At least that would make more sense.

You cant seriously think this isnt real.

No, I cant, her father said heavily. But Id love it if I could.

Tania took his hands in both of hers. Is it really that hard for you?

There was a pause as her father seemed to gather his thoughts. He stared out through a gap in the opening of the tent. Tania followed his eyes, seeing a sliver of the valley alive with lights and with the reveling folk of Faerie. How do you see things progressing here, Tania? he asked. What exactly do you intend to do with your life?

Tania laughed. Are you kidding me? There are a million things to do here. I have a whole new family to get to know, for a start. And Id like to travelto find out all there is to know about this place.

Before all this happened you were talking about taking a year after school to tour Europe and America, her father said. And then if your grades were good enough, you were set on going to university. He looked closely at her. You told me you were thinking of training as a journalist. Remember that?

Yes, of course I do. She remembered it, but it was like looking at things down the wrong end of a telescope. All her previous dreams, hopes, and ambitions seemed very small and far away. She couldnt bring herself to say that to her father. It would have been like telling him that all the things they had discussed together over the past few years were meaningless to her now.

So? he said quietly. Do you intend to finish your education?

She gazed at him, noticing his flushed cheeks and the sheen of sweat on his forehead. I hadnt thought about it. She looked at the crumpled sheets of his bed. Get up for a minute, she said. You cant be comfortable like this. Ill straighten the covers for you.

The new term starts in September, he said, heaving himself off the bed. Why not come back home after the summer? Do your exams. Go to university; get some qualifications under your belt. What harm can it do? And then if you still feel you belong here, wellyou can make your final decision then. She moved around the narrow bed, tugging at the sheets, smoothing the blankets. She picked up his pillow and plumped it between her hands. His hot fingers touched her wrist. She turned to see his eyes burning into hers. All this must have put your head in a spin, Tania. Im concerned that youre not giving yourself the time to take a step back and think it through properly.

You make it sound like I have a choice, Dad, she said slowly. As if I get to pick whether to be Anita Palmer or Princess Tania. Its not like that at all. I love you and Mum, but the person I am with you twoshes only half of who I really am.

And exactly who is this other half? asked her father. You told me yourself you dont remember anything about her.

I might, given time. She placed the pillow back on the bed and gestured for him to lie down again. He sank onto the mattress, sighing as he settled himself.

And in a world where people are Immortal, he said, puffing, how exactly does a princess give herself a sense of purpose, Tania? A hint of impatience came into his voice. I know this place must seem wonderful to you at this moment, but eventually youre going to have to decide what you want to do with your life. He took hold of her hand, his skin hot and damp against hers. Youre in a fairy story right now, Tania, but what happens on the morning after happy ever after?


Tania pulled her hand out of his. She didnt know what to say to him. Why couldnt he just go with the flow? Why did he have to analyze the joy out of everything? Why did this have to be so hard?

He began to cough, breaking the awkward silence.

She used the moment to change the subject. We should have brought some lozenges through for you.

Dont fuss. Ill be fine. His voice became brisk and teasing; it was clear he wanted to break the tension just as much as she did. Now look here, young lady, you shouldnt be stuck in here, getting my germs all over you. Dont princesses have any duties or responsibilities in this world? Get out there and mingle.

I dont want to leave you here on your own.

He picked up his book. Im never alone with a new physics textbook, he joked. Besides, Ill just finish this chapter and then Ill come out. I promise. Your mums threatened to teach me one of those peculiar dances.

Id like to see that.

Tania got up, leaning over quickly to kiss his hot forehead. Feel better, all right? she said. Thats an order.

Women! muttered her father, his nose already in the book.

Men! she retorted, pushing out into the starry night.

Tania made her way back into the heart of the valley. All around her, lanterns and torches and bonfires sent shadows dancing. Minstrels filled the night with sweet music; folk danced in rings and formal Faerie squares or formed long sinuous lines, hand over hand, that wound through the crowds following the rhythm of the pipe and drum.

Tania paused to watch a pair of jugglers, a man and a woman dressed in black and white diamond-patterned suits, who stood on a high dais and sang as they threw to each other balls that kept changing color: red and greensilver and blackorange and blue.

Tania was totally absorbed in the performance until a voice whispered close into her ear.

Ive been looking for you.

Edric! She threw her arms around his neck and kissed him. I went to see my dad. She wrinkled her nose. It was a bit awkward. He thinks all this has turned my head a bit. Hes worried Im going to waste my life. He suggested I should

He put a finger to her lips. She looked at him in surprise.

I want to ask you something, he said, drawing her away from the densely packed crowd around the two jugglers.

Is this the same something you wanted to ask me before?

He nodded, his face wreathed in a smile. Tania, will you make this perfect day complete for me? Will you marry
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