








After that, no one heard what they said to each other for the rest of the night. The
woman left, but no one could tell you when, or how many drinks she had or her apparent
mood when she left. Everyone at the bar just nodded and looked the other way. Butch
swore he put the woman's only drink on Alec's tab. Buich vaguely remembered her
saying something about a year and a day.

S S S

Muttering to himself, Alec rode the downtown train. "Promises, promises,” he snarled
at the world, or maybe to anyone who had the power to do anything about them. That was
his life, promises and dreams. He imagined that in anyone else's life, a world of promises
and dreams would be a beautiful thing. Not so for him. He kept promises because he had
to. For the same reason, he kept so many dreams at bay.

At the second stop after the transfer line, the woman with the dewy eyes and long
legs got on the train. She wore a dour gray dress and a raincoat almost the same color as
the dress, only a litlle more blue.

Alec noticed her but paid her no mind. She saw him, but her eyes betrayed no hint of
recognition.

Other people boarded the train, too: ieenagers going home late from friends' houses,
short-order cooks coming off the mid-shift, lawyers who put in long hours. Alec didn't know
any of them. A man in a suit on a cell phone bumped his knee and said, "Sorry, old man."
Alec offered a half-hearted reply, "Promises, promises.” T he man in the suit gave Alec a
curious look that expressed a lack of comprehension, but then turned away and returned to
his cell phone conversation. Alec was obviously senile. Just another nut on the train.

Alec sat in the same seat for the whole trip, his left hand wrapped around the railing
like a tree branch that had grown around an intruding fence post. He kept his right hand
in his pocket, except for the dozen times he brought it out to raise his flask to his lips.

At the south eight stop, the woman with the dewy eyes and long legs got off the train.
Alec left the train, too. She went down the stairs and onto the sireet. Alec followed, 99 steps
behind her, sipping from his flask. She turned left on T hird, left again on Alder and then
right on Sixth. Alec had gone left on Fifth, left again on Holly and then left onto Sixth.

Alec wanted her to have enough time.

When he turned onto Sixth, no one was there. It was too cold to be out long this time
of year, but that was the way Alec liked it. T he bourbon in his flask kept him warm, and he
smoked a cigaretie, clutching it between his fingers, feeling its heat through his cutoff gloves.
That was probably long enough, he reasoned, and took a few steps down the block.

The brownstone he lingered in front of was lit up with cold light, only a few of the
windows displaying any hint of the season's coming holidays. Presently, a couple dressed
in running gear came out the front door, walking a pale-eyed Weimaraner. Alec grabbed
the doorknob before the door closed and pushed his way inside. He found the foyer
damnably warm.

D1. Fourth floor. Alec took the stairs.

As he came 1o the landing on the fourth floor, Alec checked his jacket. There, inside,
he feli the length of polished fluing rowan he carried with him. 1t had always done the
trick in these circumstances. He squinted his eyes and pursed his lips, as if the thought
pained him; the club always helped him fulfill his promises.

Alec Bourbon knocked on the door of D7.




The dewy-eyed woman answered, though the door was chained. She had changed
from her workaday dress into a slouchy sweatshirt and jeans. Blue light emanated from the
room behind her, the television spilling its content, unheeded, awaiting her return.

For a moment, the woman's face looked confused. Then a look of recognition washed
over her features. “lUncle Roy?" she asked.

"That's right, my dear," Alec Bourbon replied. "T've brought your birthday present.”

The woman smiled, elated. She closed the door, and Alec heard the ratile of the
chain on the other side. Then she opened it again, her arms wide to embrace him. He
didn't, but she didn't act snubbed.

Wretched apartment. He was doing her a favor. The TU, he saw, was tuned to the
Mets game (the Mets, of all gamesl!). A cat hunched over its food and water dishes in the
kitchenette. Alec could hear the hum of the microwave, could smell the reek of frozen
food sluggishly thawing and cooking in its heavy sauces.

"Do you want a beer, Uncle Roy?" the woman asked.

Alec gritted his bark-textured teeth. "No, dear, I've brought my own." He took out his
flask and took a deep swig, glancing at her out of the corner of his eye. Then he put his
flask away, without bothering o offer her any.

She smiled anyway and took a bottle of diet ginger ale out of the refrigerator.
Pouring herself a juice glass full of the stuff, she went over to the couch, the television
grabbing her attention again. "What's this about a birthday present?” she called over her
shoulder. "1 don't see anything wrapped.

"You have three quesses, dearest. If you can quess what it is, 1 won't give it to you.”

The woman took her eyes away from the TD again and looked at him. "That's a
strange qift to give. You won 't give it to me if 1 quess what it is?"

"That's right. Now what's your first quess?"

"That doesn't make any sense," she said, intriqued by the weird, unconventional nature
of the present. She hadn't even planned on celebrating her birthday. No one at the office
knew today was the day, and she was tired anyway. Maybe she and some of the girls
could get together this weekend.

"Just indulge your Uncle Roy, sweetheart.”

"1s it Mets tickets?" She came over to stand with him in the kitchenette, hoping to gain
a clue, 1o see if he held something that might give away some of the surprise.

Alec Bourbon rolled his eyes. "No, it's not Mets tickets.”
"Is ita CO?"

“No, it's not a CD. 1 wouldn't know what music to get you. All your music sounds like
racket to me anyway.”

She laughed as the microwave beep-beep-beeped that it was done. "1s it a collar for
Robespierre?”

Robespierre? What the hell kind of name is that for a cat? Alec wondered. "No, it's
not that. So now 1 have to give it to you" He sighed heavily as he drew the length of wood
from inside his jacket.

She made a confused face — just as all the women always did — and he swung the
club at her face with such ferocity that it burst her nose and mouth at once. A spatter of
blood showered across the linoleum floor and the countertops.




The confused look remained on her face, but her eyes bulged with pain and welled
with tears.

Alec Bourbon struck her again, and she fell. And then again. And again and again
and again. She didn't move, slumping awkwardly against the lower cabinets, her legs
splayed out at a painful angle and her sweatshirt sopping up some of the spilled blood.

Alec Bourbon locked the door, chained it and sat down on the threadbare loveseat,
his head in his hands, unmoving, his tears oozing slowly like sap from a tree's severed
limb. "Robespierre, clean up some of that goddamn mess in there, would you?" The cat
licked its paw twice, then went into the bedroom and curled up on the hamper.

By the time the game had wound down, Alec Bourbon was drunk as a lord, but he
still had work to do. He pulled himself up from the loveseat with a suppressed sob and
returned to the small kitchen to clean up the remains.

The blood on the floor was gone, but the blood that soaked into the sweatshirt still
stained it, a crimson blemish. The woman's body had vanished. In its place sat a rudely
made corn dolly. In place of the doll's head, a severed rabbit's head had been tacked
to the poppet. The rabbit's face wore a hideous rictus, and one of its eyes was clouded
over. Everything smelled of wax and lacquer.

Alec Bourbon gathered these as quickly as his clumsy stupor would let him
and stuffed them into a trash baqg. Then he put an additional scoop of cat food in
Robespierre's bowl. Taking up the bag, he climbed out of the window and clattered
gracelessly down the fire escape into the alley.

S S <

"l had a promise o keep, if it's any of your business, you mop-headed young
fuckface," Alec Bourbon told Buich, behind the bar. "1 need a constitutional. I'll have a
beer and a shot on the side.”

Everyone at the bar roared. Alec drinking beer! 1t happened only once or twice a
year, and he always made a face like an old woman birthing a live snake. He never told
anybody why he ordered beer once or twice a year, so they respected that, but they
teased him about it insofar as he'd let them. Old Dom said, “Don't treat him special. Pour
him that same piss you pour everyone else.’

They laughed and sang and somebody played "Jackie Wilson Said," whereupon
Alec called out, " Alec Bourbon said, tug your tonquel” and everyone tugged their
tonques and laughed some more. The bar might have been cold, but everyone's minds
and blood were warm.

"Whatsinna bag?" some loutish younq ratso from down the street asked Alec, seeing
the trash bag at his feet as he sat at his rugged stool.

"Losing lottery tickets. Jou want to buy some?" Alec ribbed the kid right back.
“Naw way, old man," the kid replied.
"GQood on you," Alec said.

Just then, the door opened, and a dewy-eyed woman with long, strong legs walked
in. She wore a royal blue dress and a bright green wool coat to fend off the outside cold.
A chill wind blew in through the open door, and everyone in the place wanted to say,
"Shut that goddamn door!” but everyone also knew not to say anything.

The woman walked to the bar where Alec sat. He downed his beer and waved
Butch away.
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he rubbed her hand. It had stopped bleeding, but it
still ached. More like itched. The scratches on her
legs were swelling, too, and every step made her toes
slither together.
Blood was collecting in her sneakers.
She'd been calling out to him for hours. She'd been
yelling his name. She'd followed him into the $arden,and
she was planning on really ¢iving hipd the bu§iness because
he knew he wasn't to be out after dark. Butfiow hereshe was in
a part of the woods she'd never seen before, all cutup from
the thorns. She'd lost the path an‘hour ago, and she'd
been calling out his name ever since, allin¢ out. ..
...hisname. What was his name?
She stopped@dnd shook her head. His name
was there,in her brain, and she knew it. She knew
her cdt8name (Pengdin) and she knew her employ-
ers' names (Brian and Stella)and she knew rheircat’s
name (Fusi) but what theliéll' was the kid's name?
She keptwalking, toes still wet from blood, hand
still itchingfrom thescratch. She was walking slower now.
She was,confused, having trouble catching her breath or
maybe henthoughts —
= and when théface appeared, she nearly screamed.
“Goback!” Theface had a head behind it and a body un-
derit, and it looked#ather familiar, kindoflike the ¢irl who'd drowned last year.
“Aren’t you dead?” sheasked.
The ¢irl-thing — it didn’freally look like the ¢irl, just from a certain angle —
shook its head vielently. “Notime! Go back! The path’s behind you just a few steps!”
“Buf T'have to find.». him.”
The ¢irl4hing shut its eyes tight, as though trying to block out pain. It was silent
for alongmoment. And then it said, “He’s back at home already”
She started 10 protest, but then found she didn't have the energy. She walked a few
paceésback.Found the path. Went back to the house.
Latet, her employers would ask her why she left Danny — rAarwas his name!
— alone for so long. Why she'd ¢one walking through the rose bushes (because where
elsethad those scratches come from?). But all she could think of was the ¢irl-thing,
and how sad and scared it looked, and why it had been wearing a do¢’s collar.
And why Danny seemed ra/lernow than he had that morning, and why he didn’t
know his cat’s name.
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— “T'HE NIXIE OF THE MILL-POND,
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We all grow up on fairy tales. Our first exposure
to them these days is often in a somewhat light-hearted,
“child-friendly” form. The good fairies bless the heroes so
they can overcome their challenges, and the wicked fairies,
curses ultimately come to naught. Everyone lives hap
ever after.

But as we start to find the older fairy tales in their orig-
inal form, things turn out differently. Blood and sex creep
into the tales. People come to bad ends. These storie
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re born. Changed in
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r as they often call themselves, the Lost.
from their human lives as children or adults,
y spent what seemed like years or even centuries in
Faerie, chattel to beautiful but inhuman lords and ladies.
Fed on faerie food and drink, they gradually became more
fae themselves, their bodies shifting slightly to reflect their

foused

roles. Some, however, managed to escape. Holding on to
their memorie home, they found their way through the
winding edge, the barrier between the mor-
visted Faerie.

. was all too bittersweet. Some
eyd first vanished, even though
at long to them in Faerie. Others
adulthood in Arcadia found that they re-
few hours after their abduction. And almost
ibly enough, that they weren’t missed. The
ad been thorough. Left in the stead of each abducted
eling was a replica, a simulacrum, a thing that looked

ng their lives and nowhere to go, the Lost must find their
own way in the world that was stolen from them.
Changeling deals with the struggles and dreams of
people who are no longer what they were, their mortal flesh
interwoven with fae magic. An illusion called the Mask ob-
scures their remade physical bodies, allowing them to pass
for humans — a word that doesn’t apply to them any more.
The contrast between the reality of the mortal world and
the unreality of Faerie colors their stories, in ways that of-
ten express as beauty, madness or both.

The beauty referred to almost goes without saying. Fa-
erie is beautiful. It isn’t kindly, or nurturing or benevolent,
but it is wondrously beautiful. The same is true for its chil-
dren, both those who were born of its unreal matter and
those mortals who were abducted and nursed on its magic.
Even a hideous Ogre may have some strangely sketched art-
istry to its asymmetrical features, and even a Darkling of
disturbing mien may have an elegantly hypnotic grace or
cold, frank sexuality. But as the Lost move among the mor-
tal world, trying to recover their old lives or draw enough
Glamour to sustain themselves, they become aware of the
beautiful things that mortals often take for granted. To a
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changeling, there is beauty in the grief hanging over the
funeral of a good man, or in the awkward way a young
girl twists her hands at a school dance. They see things
nobody else does — not simply because they can, but be-
cause they try.

The madness inherent to a changeling’s existence is
also twofold. Part is external. Changelings too often cross
paths with things of Faerie and the Hedge — strange, creep-
ing things that should not be, that defy human rationality.
The Others themselves can only be described as “mad,” for
surely they subscribe to no mortal definition of sanity. But
an equally great threat comes from within. The threshold
between dream and reality, between Faerie and mortality,
is easily crossed... and a changeling doesn’t always know

which side of the threshold she stands on.
THEME

The prevailing theme of Changeling is the quest to
find one’s way home. For some, this may mean reclaiming
the mortal lives they were stolen away from as best they
can. For others, it means finding a new home among the
freeholds and Courts of the Lost. Some hope to be fortu-
nate and determined enough to achieve both, findi

who are determined to find their way to a place they'd be
willing to call “home.” It’s no simple journey, 3 ies
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ageous position over their enemies, and most con-
ained when they must give their word. In that, they are
very like the fae of legend, and the “faerie tales” of their
lives have a hauntingly familiar refrain.

MOOD

The mood of a Changeling chronicle can shift many
times, reflecting the mercurial nature of the fae. The pre-
vailing mood, however, is bittersweet. The Lost walk
through an unseen world of wonder tinged with danger and
deceit. The beauty of the fae is often sinister. Tk
is alluring, and offers both succor and dang
that changelings work is wondro
catches and costs. And yet, fo
the suspicion of betrayal and the
Lost still feel the glory
colors of fae magic. Both bitter
tial to this world.
things, as weak a
meant to shelter c
that the world wa

, more akin to a
than the place it actu-
so wonder. For all the
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the potential to be almost anything.
are strong enough to show them the

a part of the mortal world upon their return
sible. For some, the possibility of reclaiming their for-
or bonding once more with their loved ones is the
greatest aspiration. Others give up on their former identities
and forge entirely new mortal lives for themselves in the ar-
eas where they can prosper without too much scrutiny. They
may become art dealers, club owners, crime lords. And the
Lost can use their fae gifts to protect those important to
these new lives, making the best of their transformation.

But changelings are indubitably not what they were,
and many embrace that change as best they can. They
wear the marks of their captivity with pride, strengthen the
power of their Wyrd and focus on their identities as citizens
of Lost society. For these proud survivors, the human world
is where they play at mortality and gather strength. They
are most comfortable among the freeholds and Courts, and
swear pacts of deepest friendship and love to their change-
ling kin.

Neither life is superior to the other. In order to keep an
unclouded perspective between mortal solidity and dream-
like fae madness, the Lost must acknowledge both sides of
their nature. Motleys gather out of friendship and pledge to
aid one another in rebuilding their mortal lives, just as they
promise to stand beside one another and achieve standing,
power and safety among the changeling courts. The hows
and whys of their journeys, the lives they will forge or re-
forge for themselves — these are the stories that will unfold
in Changeling: The Lost.
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