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Vv.The Whed of the Wood

TAMSON HOUSE, OTTAWA, ONTARIO

Extract from " Chapter Threet Mydtica Buildings and Other Structures,” first published inMysterious
North America by Christy Riddell (East Street Press, 1989)

On September 23, 1906, one of Canada's most notorious lumber barons went for an afternoon ridein
the Gatineau Mountains and never came back. He left behind aflourishing lumber businessand an
extengvetrail of theories, rumors and conjectures. He a so left behind the architectura oddity known as
the Tamson House.

To this day, the mysterious whereabouts of Anthony Tamson is no more certain than it was on the day of
his disappearance. Adding to the mystery surrounding one of the major figures of the turn-of-the-century
Canadian business world were the subsequent disappearances of both his son Nathan in 1954 and his
reclusive grandson Jamesin 1982.

Therewasafunerd for James—known in literary circlesas" Jamie Tarns'—but it was a closed-coffin
affair and rumors persst that there was, in fact, no body interred. The current owner, SaraKendell,
James Tamson's niece, is proving to be as much of arecluse aswere her forebearsand israrely seenin
public.

Tamson Houseis Situated in the heart of aresidentia district known asthe Glebe. The house takes up an
entire city block east of Bank Street, is fronted on three sdes by residentia streets, and on the fourth by
Centra Park. The generd appearance from any view isthat of along block of old-fashioned townhouses
st kitty-corner to each other. There are three towers, one each in three of the structure's corners; an
impressve observatory, oddly unaffected by light pollution from the city, occupies the fourth.

Inside, thereisalabyrinth of corridors and rooms, an impressive library and a garden surrounded on al
four sdes by the house, the actual acreage of which is subject to question as evidently no two
measurements have come out equdl.

Beyond the odd disappearances and reclusive nature of most of its owners, not to mention its existence
asan architectura curiosity, Tamson Houseislisted in thisvolume for two further reasons.

Thefirst isthat while much of Ottawas downtown coreis built upon alimestone headland, the area
surrounding Tamson House was origindly fenland, reclaimed by those who settled the area. Before the
arriva of European explorers and settlers, however, the native peoples of the area spoke of a sacred
idand in thefens, the location of which, legend hasit, iswhere Tamson House now stands.

Theidand was consdered agateway to the spiritworld, the place from where the manitou cameto visit
the world of men. Until the coming of the Europeans, theidand was aregular site for thejessakan, or
conjuring lodges, of shaman from locd tribes aswdll asthose from tribesthat lived asfar as athousand
milesaway. Curioudy, there was never any protest made when first Philemon Wright and then Braddish
Billings brought settlersinto the areaiin the early 1800s, subsequently cutting off shamanigtic accessto the
idand.

A more current reason for Tamson Housg'sinclusion in thisvolumeisthat over the years—particularly



from the time that James Tamson took ownership, late in 1954—the house has proved to be a haven for
certain individuaswho might be considered "outsders’ to norma society. It has been home not only to
animpressive array of poets, artists, musicians, scholars and writers, but aso to those not traditionally
considered to beinvolved in the arts, but who still communicate in terms not readily accepted asthe
norm.

So circus performers have lived there, sde by side with thoseinvolved in occult studies; it has been
home to strippers and Bible students, martial artssensal and chefs, gardeners and hedgerow

philosophers; it has been awaystop for travelers from many lands aswell as backpackers and hikers
from closer to home.

What draws them to Tamson Houseis asense of community, the opportunity to collect their strengthsin
asafe haven before they must go out once more to face the world that lies beyond the houseswalls.
Most remain for no more than afew weeks or months, ayear at the most, although there do appear to
be afew permanent residents.

Thereisno hidden sign or handshake required to gain admittance, no secret societa obligation involved
for those who find welcome in Tamson House. The harmony that lies behind its walls gppears to have an
indefinable source, but it has such potency that, according to some previous residents, those who might
bring discord with them fed so uncomfortable once they've stepped through one of the house's many
doorsthat they don't remain long enough to cause any harm.

Regardiess of its higtory, vistorsto Tamson House will certainly be struck by the "fed™ of the

building—a sensation akin to that found in certain other places that we remember forever, our

subconscious memory gtirring in recognition of some hidden facet of mystery that sandsreveded, if only
for amomen.

MERLIN DREAMSIN
THE MONDREAM WOOD

MONDREAM—an Anglo-Saxon word which means the dream of life among men

*

lam Merlin
Who follow the Gleam

—Tennyson, from "Merlin and the Gleam”
("gleam" =inspiration/muse)

In the heart of the house lay agarden.



In the heart of the garden stood atree.

In the heart of the tree lived an old man who wore the shape of ared-haired boy with crackernut eyes
that seemed as bright as sdmon talls glinting up the water.

Hiswas ariddling wisdom, older by far than the ancient oak that housed his body. The green sap was
his blood and leaves grew in his hair. In the winter, he dept. In the spring, the moon harped awindsong
againg his antler tines as the oak's boughs stretched its green buds awake. In the summer, the air was

thick with the droning of bees and the scent of the wildflowersthat grew in slormy profusion where the
fat brown bole became root.

And in the autumn, when the tree loosed its bounty to the ground below, there were hazelnutslying in
among the acorns.

The secrets of a Green Man.

"When | wasakid, | thought it wasaforest,” Sarasaid. She was sitting on the end of her bed, looking
out the window over the garden, her guitar on her 1ap, the quilt bunched up under her knees. Up by the
headboard, Julie Smmsleaned forward from its carved wood to |ook over Sara's shoulder a what could
be seen of the garden from their vantage point.

"It surelooks big enough,” she said.

Saranodded. Her eyes had taken on a dreamy |ook.

In was 1969 and they had decided to form afolk band-Sara on guitar, Julie playing recorder, both of
them singing. They wanted to change the world with music because that was what was happening. In San
Francisco. In London. In Vancouver. So why not in Ottawa?

With their faded bell-bottomed jeans and tie-dyed shirts, they looked just like any of the other
seventeen-year-olds who hung around the War Memoria downtown, or could be found crowded into
coffeehouseslike Le Hibou and Le Monde on the weekends. Their hair was|long—Sara's a cascade of
brown ringlets, Juli¢sawaterfal spill the color of araven'swing; they wore beads and feather earrings
and both eschewed makeup.

"| used to think it spoketo me," Sarasaid.

"What? The garden?

"Umthmm.”

"What did it say?"

The dreaminessin Saras eyes became wistful and she gave Julie arueful amile.

"l can't remember," she said.



It was three years after her parents had died—when she was nine years old—that SaraKendell cameto
live with her Uncle Jamiein his strange rambling house. To an adult perspective, Tamson House was
huge: an enormous, sprawling affair of corridors and rooms and towers that took up the whole of acity
block; to achild of nine, it smply went on forever.

She could wander down corridor after corridor, poking about in the clutter of roomsthat lay spread like
amaze from the northwest tower near Bank Street—where her bed-room was |located—all the way
over to her uncle's study overlooking O'Connor Street on the far Side of the house, but mostly she spent
her timein the Library and in the garden. Sheliked the library because it was like amuseum. There were
walls of books, rising two floors high up to adomed ceiling, but there were aso dozens of glass display
cases scattered about the main floor area, each of which held any number of fascinating objects.

There were insects pinned to velvet and stone artifacts; animal skulls and clay flutes in the shapes of
birds; old manuscripts and hand-drawn maps, the parchment yellowing, theink afaded sepia; Kabuki
masks and a miniature Shinto shrine made of ivory and ebony; corn-husk dolls, Japanesenetsuke and
porcelain miniatures; antique jewelry and African beadwork; Kachinadollsand abrassriddle, haf the
gzeof anormd insrument. ..

The cases were S0 cluttered with interesting things that she could spend awhole day just going through
one case and gtill have something to look at when she went back to it the next day. What interested her
most, however, was that her uncle had a story to go with each and every item in the cases. No matter
what she brought up to his study—atiny ivorynetsuke carved in the shape of abadger crawling out of a
teapot, aflat stone with curious scratches on it that looked like Ogham script—he could spin out atae of
itsorigin that might take them right through the afternoon to suppertime.

That he dreamed up half the stories only made it more entertaining, for then she could try to trip him up
in hisrambling explanations, or even just try to top histal taes.

But if shewasintdlectually precocious, emotionaly she dill carried scars from her parents desth and the
time sheld spent living with her other uncle—her father's brother. For three years Sara had been left in the
care of ananny during the day—amusing hersaf while the woman smoked cigarettes and watched the
sogps—while at night she was put to bed promptly after dinner. It wasn't anormd family life; she could
only find that vicarioudy, in the books she devoured with avoracious appetite.

Coming to live with her Uncle Jamie, then, was like constantly being on holiday. He doted on her, and
on those few occas ons when hewas too busy, she could dways find one of the many housegueststo
gpend sometime with her.

All that marred her new lifein Tamson House was her night fears.

She wasn't frightened of the Houseitself. Nor of bogies or monstersliving in her closet. She knew that
shadows were shadows, creaks and groans were only the House settling when the temperature changed.
What haunted her nights was waking up from a deep deep, shuddering uncontrollably, her pgamas stuck
to her like asecond skin, her heartbeat thundering at twice its norma tempo.

Therewasno logica explanation for the terror that gripped her—once, sometimes twice aweek. It just
came, an awful, indescribable panic that |eft her shivering and unable to deep for the rest of the night.

It was on the days following such nights that she went into the garden. The greenery and flowerbeds and



gtatuary al combined to soothe her. Invariably, she found hersdlf in the very center of the garden, where
an ancient oak tree sood on aknoll and overhung afountain. Lying on the grass sheltered by its boughs,
with the soft |ullaby of the fountain's water murmuring close at hand, she would find what the night fears
had stolen from her the night before.

Shewould deep.

And she would dream the most curious dreams.

"The garden hasaname, too," shetold her uncle when she came in from degping under the oak one day.

The House was s0 big that many of the rooms had been given namesjust so that they could al be kept
draght intheir minds.

"It's called the Mondream Wood," shetold him.

Shetook hislook of surpriseto mean that he didn't know or understand the word.

"It meansthat the treesin it dream that they're people,” she explained.

Her uncle nodded. 'The dream of life among men.' It'sagood name. Did you think it up yourself?'
"No. Melintold me."

"TheMerlin?' her uncle asked with asmile.

Now it was her turn to look surprised.

"What do you meanthe Merlin?' she asked.

Her uncle started to explain, astonished that in dl her reading she hadn't come across areference to

Britain's most famous wizard, but then just gave her acopy of Maory'sLe Morte d' Arthur and, after a
moment's consideration, T. H. WhitesThe Sword in the Sone aswdll.

"Did you ever have an imaginary friend when you were akid?' Saraasked as she finally turned away
from the window.

Julie shrugged. "My mom says | did, but | can't remember. Apparently he was a hedgehog the size of a
toddler named Whatzit."

"I never did. But | can remember that for along time | used to wake up in the middle of the night just
terrified and then | wouldn't be able to deep again for the rest of the night. | used to go into the middie of
the garden the next day and deep under that big oak that grows by the fountain.”

"How pagtord,” Julie said.

Saragrinned. "But thething is, | used to dream that there was aboy living in that tree and his name was
Melin."



"Goon," Julie scoffed.

"No, redly. | mean, | really had these dreams. The boy would just step out of the tree and we'd Sit there
and talk away the afternoon.”

"What did you talk about?"

"I don't remember,” Sarasaid. "Not the details—just the feding. It was dl very magicd and... heding, |
suppose. Jamie said that my having those night fears was just my unconscious mind'sway of dealing with
the trauma of losing my parents and then having to live with my dad's brother who only wanted my
inheritance, not me. | was too young then to know anything about that kind of thing; al I knew was that
when | taked to Merlin, | felt better. The night fears started coming less and less often and then findly
they went away dtogether.”

"| think Merlin took them away for me."

"What happened to him?"

"Who?'

"Theboy inthetree," Juliesaid. "Y our Merlin. When did you stop dreaming about him?"

"l don't redly know. | guesswhen | stopped waking up terrified, | just stopped deeping under thetree
50 | didn't see him anymore. And then | just forgot that he'd ever been there..."

Julie shook her head. ™Y ou know, you can be abit of aflake sometimes."
"Thanksalot. At least | didn't hang around with a giant hedgehog named Whatzit when | wasakid.”
"No. Y ou hung out with tree-boy."

Julie started to giggle and then they both broke up. It was afew moments before either of them could
catch their bregth.

"So what made you think of your tree-boy?" Julie asked.

Another gigglewelled up in Juli€sthroat, but Saras gaze had drifted back out the window and become
al dreamy again.

"l don't know," shesaid. "l wasjust looking out & the garden and | suddenly found mysalf remembering.
| wonder what ever happened to him... 7'

" Jamie gave me some books about a man with the same name asyou," she told the red-haired boy the
next time she saw him. "And after | read them, | went into the Library and found some more. Hewas
quite famous, you know."

"So I'mtold,” the boy said with asmile.

"Butit'sal so confusng,” Sarawent on. "Theresall these different stories, supposedly about the same



man... How are you supposed to know which of themistrue?’

"That'swhat happens when legend and myth meet,” the boy said. "Everything getstangled.”

"Wasthere even areal Merlin, do you think? | mean, besides you."

"A great magician who was eventually trgpped in atree?!

Saranodded.

"I don't think s0," the boy said.

Saradidn't even try to hide her disappointment.

"But that's not to say there was never aman named Merlin,” the boy added. "He might have been a
bard, or afollower of old wisdoms. His enchantments might have been more subtle than the greeat acts of

wizardry ascribed to himin the stories™

"And did heend upin atree?' Saraasked eagerly. "That would make him like you. I've aso read that he
got trapped in acave, but | think atree's much more interesting, don't you?"

Because her Melinlivedin atree.
"Perhapsit wasintheideaof atreg," the boy said.
Sarablinked in confusion. "What do you mean?"

"The stories seem to be saying that one shouldn't teach, or e se the student becomes too knowledgeable
and then turns on the teacher. | don't believe that. It's not the passing on of knowledge that would root
someonelike Melin.”

"Wdl, then what would?"

"Getting too tangled up in hisown quest for understanding. Delving so deeply into the caendaring trees

that he lost track of where he left hisbody until one day he looked around to find that held become what
he was sudying."

"| don't understand.”
Thered-haired boy smiled. "I know. But | can't peak any more clearly.”

"Why not?' Saraasked, her mind till bubbling with the tales of quests and wizards and knights that
sheld been reading. " Wereyou enchanted?Are you trapped in that oak tree?

Shewasfull of curiosity and determined to find out al she could, but in that practiced way that the boy

had, he artfully turned the conversation onto a different track and she never did get an answer to her
questions.

It rained that night, but the next night the skieswere clear. The moon hung above the Mondream Wood



likeafat ball of golden honey; the stars were so bright and close Sarafelt she could just reach up and
pluck one asthough it were an apple, hanging in atree. She had crept from her bedroom in the northwest
tower and gone out into the garden, stepping secretly as a thought through the long darkened corridors of
the House until shewasfindly outsde.

Shewaslooking for magic.

Dreams were one thing. She knew the difference between what you found in adream and when you
were awake; between afey red-haired boy who lived in atree and red boys; between the dreamlike
enchantments of the books she'd been reading—enchantments that lay thick as acorns under an oak
tree—and the redl world where magic was acard trick, or a stage magician pulling arabbit out of a hat
onThe Ed Sullivan Show .

But the books also said that magic came awakein the night. It crept from its secret hidden
places—cadled out by starlight and the moon—and lived until the dawn pinked the eastern skies. She
always dreamed of the red-haired boy when she dept under his oak in the middle of the garden. But
what if he was more than adream? What if a night he stepped out of histree—redly and truly, flesh and
blood and bone redl?

There was only one way to find out.

Sarafelt restless after Julie went home. She put away her guitar and then distractedly set about
straightening up her room. But for every minute she spent on the task, she spent three just looking out the
window at the garden.

| never dream, she thought.

Which couldn't be true. Everything she'd read about dleep research and dreaming said that she had to
dream. People just needed to. Dreams were supposed to be the way your subconscious cleared up the
day's clutter. So, ipso facto, everybody dreamed. She just didn't remember hers,

But | did when | was akid, she thought. Why did | ssop? How could | have forgotten the red-haired
boy in the tree?

Melin.

Dusk fell outside her window to find her sitting on the floor, arms folded on the windowsill, chin resting
on her arms as she looked out over the garden. Asthe twilight deepened, shefinaly stirred. She gave up
the pretense of cleaning up her room. Putting on ajacket, she went downstairs and out into the garden.

Into the Mondream Wood.

Eschewing the paths that patterned the garden, she walked across the dew-wet grass, fingering the
damp leaves of the bushes and the low-hanging branches of the trees. The dew made her remember
Gregor Penev—an old Bulgarian artist who'd been staying in the House when she was alot younger.
He'd been full of odd little stories and explanations for natural occurrences—much like Jamie was, which
was probably why Gregor and her uncle had gotten dong so well.

"Zaplakala e gorata, " he'd replied when sheld asked him where dew came from and what it wasfor.



"Theforest is crying. It remembers the old heroes who lived under its branches—the heroes and the
magicians, al lost and gone now. Robin Hood. Indje VVoivode. Myrddin.”

Myrddin. That was another name for Merlin. She remembered reading somewhere that Robin Hood
was actudly aChrigtianized Merlin, the Anglo version of his name being avariant of his Saxon name of
Rof Breocht Woden—the Bright Strength of Wodan. But if you went back far enough, al the namesand
stories got tangled up in one story. Thetales of the historical Robin Hood, like those of the historical
Merlin of the Borders, had acquired older mythic elements common to the world asawhole by thetime
they were written down. The story that their legends were redlly telling was that of the seasond
hero-king, the May Bride's consort, who with his cloak of leaves and hishorns, and dl hisvarying forms,
was the secret truth that lay in the heart of every forest.

"But those are European heroes," she remembered telling Gregor. "Why would the treesin our forest be
crying for them?'

"All forestsare one," Gregor had told her, hisfeatures seriousfor achange. "They are dl echoes of the
first forest that gave birth to Mystery when the world began.”

She hadn't redlly understood him then, but she was starting to understand him now as she made her way
to the fountain at the center of the garden, where the old oak tree stood guarding its secretsin the heart
of the Mondream Wood. There were two forests for every one you entered. There was the one you
walked in, the physical echo, and then there was the one that was connected to dl the other forests, with
no consideration of distance, or time.

The forest primeva, remembered through the collective memory of every treein the same way that
people remembered myth—through the collective subconscious that Jung mapped, the shared mythic
resonance that lay buried in every human mind. Legend and myth, al tangled in an dphabet of trees,
remembered, not dwayswith understanding, but with wonder. With awe.

Which was why the druids Ogham was also a calendar of trees.

Why Merlin was often considered to be adruid.

Why Robin was the name taken by the leaders of witch covens.

Why the Green Man had antlers—because a stag's tines are like the branches of atree.

Why so many of the early avatars were hung from atree. Odris. Balder. Dionysus. Christ.
Sarastood in the heart of the Mondream Wood and |ooked up at the old oak tree. The moon lay behind
its branches, mysterioudy close. The air wasfilled with an eectric charge, asthough astorm were

approaching, but there wasn't acloud in the sky.

"Now | remember what happened that night,” Sara said softly.

Saragrew to beasmall woman, but a nine years old she was just atiny waif—no bigger than aminute,
as Jamieliked to say. With her diminutive size she could dip soundlesdy through thickets that would
allow no easy egressfor an adult. And that was how she went.



She was a curly-haired gamine, ghosting through the hawthorn hedge that bordered the main path.
Whispering across the smd| glade guarded by the statue of alittle horned man that Jamie said was
Favonius, but she privately thought of as Peter Pan, though he bore no resemblance to the picturesin her
Barrie book. Tiptoeing through the wildflower garden, aregular gdlimaufry of flowering plants, both
common and exotic. And then she was near the fountain. She could see Merlin's oak, looming up above
the rest of the garden likethe lordly treeit was.

And she could hear voices.

She crept nearer, asmall shadow hidden in deeper patches cast by the fat yellow moon.

"—never amatter of choice," aman'svoicewas saying. "Thelines of our livesarelaid out straight asa
dodman's leys, from event to event. Y ou chose your road.”

She couldn't see the speaker, but the timbre of his voice was degp and resonating, like adeep bell. She
couldn't recognizeit, but she did recognize Merlin'swhen he replied to the stranger.

"When | chose my road, there was no road. There was only the trackless wood; the hills, lying crest to
crest like low-backed waves; the glens where the harps were first imagined and later strung.Ca'canny
shetold mewhen | came into the Wood. | thought go gentle meant go easy, not go fey; that the oak
guarded the Borders, marked its boundaries. | never guessed it was adoor."”

"All knowledgeisadoor," the stranger replied. ™Y ou knew that."

"Intheory,” Merlin replied.

"You meddled."

"l was born to meddle. That wasthe part | had to play.”

"But when your part was done," the stranger said, "you continued to meddle.”

"It'sin my nature, Father. Why elsewas| chosen?’

Therewas along silence then. Sarahad an itch on her nose but she didn't dare move ahand to scratch
it. She mulled over what she'd overheard, trying to understand.

It was dl so confusing. From what they were saying it seemed that her Merlinwas the Merlinin the
stories. But if that wastrue, then why did he look like aboy her own age? How could he even ill be
dive?Livingin atreein Jamie's garden and talking to hisfather...

"I'mtired,” Merlin said. "And thisisan old argument, Father. The winters aretoo short. | barely step into
adream and then it's spring again. | need alonger re<t. I've earned alonger rest. The Summer Starscall
tome"

"Love bound you," the stranger said.

"An oak bound me. | never knew she was atree."

"Y ou knew. But you preferred to ignore what you knew because you had to riddleit al. The salmon
wisdom of the hazel wasn't enough. Y ou had to partake of the fruit of every tree"



"I've learned from my error,” Merlin said. "Now set mefree, Father."

"l can't. Only love can unbind you."

"l can't befound, | can't be seen,” Merlin said. "What they remember of meisso tangled upin
Romance, that no one can find the man behind the tales. Who isthere to love me?"

Sarapushed her way out of the thicket where she'd been hiding and stepped into the moonlight.
"Therésme," she began, but then her voice died in her throat.

There was no red-haired boy standing by the tree. Instead, she found an old man with the red-haired
boy's eyes. And astag. The stag turned its antlered head toward her and regarded her with a gaze that
sent shivers scurrying up and down her spine. For along moment its gaze held hers; then it turned, its
flank flashing red in the moonlight, and the darkness swallowed it.

Sarashivered. She wrapped her arms around hersalf, but she couldn't escape the chill.

Thedag...

That wasimpossible. The garden had always been strange, seeming so much larger than its acreage
would alow, but there couldn't possibly be adeer living in it without her having seen it before. Except...
What about aboy becoming an old man overnight? A boy who redlly and truly did livein atreg?

"Sara" the old man said.

It was Merlin'svoice. Merlin's eyes. Her Merlin grown into an old man.

"You... youreold,” shesaid.

"Older than you could imagine.”

n Bljt—"

"| cameto you asyou'd be mogt likely to welcome me."

IIG,].II

"Did you mean what you said?"' he asked.

Memories flooded Sara. She remembered ahundred afternoons of warm companionship. All those
hours of quiet conversation and games. The peace that came from her night fears. If she said yes, then
he'd go away. She'd lose her friend. And the night fears... Who'd be there to make the terrors go away?

Only he had been able to help her. Not Jamie nor anyone else who lived in the House, though they'd dll
tried.

"You'll go away... won't you?' shesad.

He nodded. An old man's nod. But the eyeswere still young. Y oung and old, wiseand slly, dl at the
sametime. Her red-haired boy's eyes.



"I'll go away," hereplied. "And you won't remember me."

"I won't forget," Sarasaid. "l would never forget.”

"Y ouwon't have achoice” Merlin said. ™Y our memories of me would comewith mewhen | go.”
"They'd be... goneforever... 7'

That wasworse than losing afriend. That waslike the friend never having been therein thefirst place.
"Forever," Melinsad. "Unless..."

Hisvoicetrailed off, his gaze turned inward.

"Unlesswhat?' Saraasked findlly.

"l could try to send them back to you when | reach the other sde of theriver."

Sarablinked with confusion. "What do you mean? The other side of what river?”

"The Region of the Summer Starslies across the water that marks the boundary between what isand
what has been. It'salong journey to that place. Sometimesiit takes many lifetimes.”

They were both quiet then. Sara studied the man that her friend had become. The gaze he returned her

was mild. Therewere no demandsin it. Therewas only regret. The sorrow of parting. A fondnessthat
asked for nothing in return.

Sara stepped closer to him, hesitated amoment longer, then hugged him.

"l do loveyou, Merlin," shesaid. "l can't say | don't when | do."

Shefelt hisarms around her, the dry touch of hislips on her brow.

"Go gentle," he said. "But beware the calendaring of the trees.”

And then he was gone.

One moment they were embracing and the next her arms only held air. Shelet them fdl limply to her
gdes. Theweight of an awful sorrow bowed her head. Her throat grew thick, her chest tight. She
swayed where she stood, tears streaming from her eyes.

The painfdt likeit would never go away.

But the next thing she knew she waswaking in her bed in the northwest tower and it was the following
morning. She woke from adreamless deep, clear-eyed and smiling. She didn't know it, but her memories

of Merlin were gone.

But so were her night fears.



The older Sara, still not awoman, but old enough to understand more of the story now, fingered adamp
leaf and looked up into the spreading canopy of the oak above her.

Could any of that redly have happened? she wondered.

The electric charge shed felt in the air when she'd approached the old oak was gone. That pregnant
sense of something about to happen had faded. She was | eft with the moon, hanging lower now, the stars
gtill bright, the garden quiet. 1t was al magicdl, to be sure, but natural magic—not supernatural.

She sighed and kicked at the autumn debris that lay thick about the base of the old tree. Browned
leaves, broad and brittle. And acorns. Hundreds of acorns. Fred the gardener would be collecting them
soon for his compost—at least those that the black squirrels didn't hoard away againgt the winter. She
went down on one knee and picked up ahandful of them, letting them spill out of her hand.

Something different about one of them caught her eye asit fdl, and she plucked it up from the ground. It
was asmall brown ovoid shape, an incongruity in the crowded midst of al the capped acorns. She hed it
up to her eye. Even in the moonlight she could seewhat it was.

A hazdnut.
Samon wisdom locked in a seed.

Had she regained memories, memories returned to her now from a place where the Summer Stars
always shone, or had she just had adream in the Mondream Wood where as a child she'd thought that
the trees dreamed they were people?

Smiling, she pocketed the nut, then dowly made her way back into the House.

ASCIAN IN ROSE

ASCIAN—one who casts no shadow
*

Isaw old Autumn in the misty morn
Stand shadowless like silence,
listening

To silence.

—Thomas Hood, from "Autumn’



ONE
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Shewas running aong adownhill stretch of the Gatineau Parkway, an asphdt ribbon that cut through the
wooded Gatineau Hills. The grass on the verge swallowed the sound of her footsteps, but not the ragged
rasp of her breathing. Panic shrieked through every nerve end. The moon was fat and swollen above her,
but she cast no shadow.

Her mind was empty, except for her fear. She couldn't remember her name. She didn't know where she
was. Shedidn't know who was chasing her. All she knew wasthat they were closing in.

Terror drummed in her ches—a monster that consumed her with awill of its own. It wailed through her
nervous system, a banshee how! that gained intensity with every pace that closed the gap between hersalf
and what shefled.

And then she sumbled.

Shefel with bruising force againg the ground. Failing her arms, she landed in asprawl. One hand
clawed at the grass, trying to stop the force of her momentum. The other was closed in afist so tight that
her knuckles were white.

Sobbing for breath, she began to haul hersalf to her feet, but then they were there, acircle of them
gtanding dl around her.

Not one of them appeared out of breath.

They were squat ugly creatures, body hair covering their lower torso and legslike wiry trousers, their
upper bodies hairless and pale. Wide noses split their flat faces. The heads were triangular, reptilian
amogt. Thick dirty-white hair like a Rastaman's dread-locks hung to their broad shoulders. Their eyes
were adeep green and, in the moonlight, gleamed like the reflective retinas of acat.

Sheturned dowly, panting for air, taking in their watching stance, the grinsthat split thick lips, the utter
slence with which they encircled her. They cast shadows, thick and crouching on the grass. Something in
their eyes, inthe dien set of their features, told her that the chase, by and of itsdlf, held a certain pleasure
for them.

"P-please..." shetried, but knew before she spoke that whatever she said would mean nothing to them.
"l don't... | never... dont..."

Had they been willing to listen, she wouldn't have known what to say. Her mind was empty, filled only
with emotion. Fear. Raw, pardyzing fear.

The circle opened then and another of the creatures walked dowly toward her. There were bones
woven into his hair—small boneslike those of abird, or arodent, or aman'sfingers. His phallus stood
erect between hislegs, itstip shiny. Thelust in hiseyeswas not acarnal lust for her body, but alust for
the hunt. She was the game, those eyestold her, and she had quit the chase too soon.



"Run!" hetold her, the word issuing like agrunt.
"P-please..." shetried again.

He carried a short staff, bedecked with bones and shells and featherstied to it by leather thongs. He
raised it and she cringed, waiting for the blow, but then there was anew sound in the night. A distant
throbbing like thunder. He hesitated, staff il lifted. His nogtrilsflared as he turned his head toward the
source of the sound.

Light blossomed at the top of the hill, the thunder resolving into the roar of an engine. When the machine
topped therise, it appeared to be bathed in ahalo of light. The leader of the creatures grunted—they
were words, but they were unintelligible to her. Like ghosts, for al their bulk, the creatures melted into
the night.

The leader was last to go. He touched her knee with thetip of his staff and pain fired there, lancing up
her thigh. Then he, too, was gone.

She collgpsed forward, crouching on her hands and knees in the damp grass, rough sobs heaving up her
throat. That was the position in which the headbeam of the chopped-down 1958 Harley-Davidson
caught her. The big motor whined down asitsrider brought the machine to a hdt. He shut off the engine,
but the headbeam stayed on, as he had it wired to the bike's accessory termind. With just a six-volt
battery powering it, he had about fifteen minutes of light. Kicking out the stand, he rested the Harley's
weight onit.

"Hw,"

The voice was gentle, but she didn't look up. Therider took off hisblack helmet and laid it on the seat of
the Harley, then stepped cautioudly toward her, approaching her as though she were awild animal that
would flee a the dightest provocation. His gaze darted | eft and right, looking for whatever had |eft her in
this condition, but the night was quiet. The only sound was the cregk of his boots as he knelt down by
her, close, but not close enough to frighten her.

"Hey," hesaid again. "How bad are you hurting?'

Thistime she looked up. She saw a broad-shouldered man, the eagle of aHarley T-shirt stretched tight
againg aweight lifter's build. Hisjeans were greasy, his boots black. Hisface was roughly sculptured, as
though an artist had roughed it out in clay but never gone back to finish it. Long black hair was drawn
back in apony tail. He cast a shadow that stretched out long in front of him, amost touching her.

"P-please..." she mumbled asthough it were the only word she knew. Where was her name? Where
was her past?

She knew enough to know that she should have one, but while she could remember athousand details
about the world, anything persond was smply a blank.

"Nobody's going to hurt you anymore,” the man said.
He reached ahand out to her and she cringed back. Thetightly closed fist opened convulsively and a

small round white disc fell on the grass between them. Moving dowly, he picked it up and held it up to
the light thrown by the Harley's headbeam.



"Shit," he said, looking at that bone disc. His gaze returned to her. "Where did you get this?"

Fear filled her eyes. "I... | don't know."

"That's okay. Nobody's going to hurt you. What's your name?"

Tearsbrimmed. "I don't know."

He studied her for along moment. She was pretty in away he couldn't define—not any onething on its
own, but everything together. There was atanned glow to her skin. Her hair was a chestnut red and tied
back in a French braid. She wore jeans and awhite blouse with afrill around the neckline. Adidas on her

feet. No purse. The big green-gray eyes, wet with tears, regarded him, ill afraid.

"I know | don't look like much," he said, "but | hope you'll believe me when | tell you that | won't hurt
you. Tell mewhere you want to go and I'll take you there, okay?"

"l don't... | don't have anyplace..." Thewordswere barely awhisper.
"You're scared, right?

Numbly, she nodded.

"Do you want to try to trust me?'

A weak shrug.

"Y ou can't stay here on your own."

"Butl...l..."

Thistime he moved forward, and asthe flood of tears broke, he held her againgt his shoulder. At first
she went stiff and pushed weskly at him, but he was too strong. Then shewent limpin hisarms.

"Everything'sgoing to work out,” he said. "It usualy does—though it doesn't seem likeit at thetime." He
spoke soothingly, as though to awounded animal. "My name's Blue—funny namefor aguy, right? But
you should hear what my old lady saddled mewith..."

2

In the bedroom of her smal chaet in Old Chelsea, Emma Fenn woke suddenly to lie staring up at the
pooling shadows of her bedroom ceiling. The three-room building creaked to itsdf. Outside, choruses of
crickets and frogs vied with each other. In the combination living room/kitchen, the metal hands of the old
mantel clock above the fireplace were edging toward midnight.

Emma had owned the chaet for ashort enough timeto still wake each morning with awarm sense of
ownership. She had amortgage, true enough, but the building and its acre and a half of land were till
hers. The sense of proprietorship made up for the haf-hour drive to and from the city where she worked
five days aweek.



But it was dmaost midnight now, not morning, and wheét filled her as she lay staring up a her ceiling was
only an emptiness and nothing more. She sat up, tugging a pillow up behind her. Half-adeep, she became
more and more awake as she explored her fedings—or rather her lack of them.

While she never considered hersalf emotionally unstable, she was still aware of her easy susceptibility to
sudden mood swings. She was either bubbling with happiness, or vivid with anger, or mind-numbingly
bored, or hopeessy sad— but never this. Never just... empty. It wasn't the bleakness of a depression,
gther. There was smply nothing there,

Why am | doing thisto mysdlf? she wondered. Of course I've still got fedings. It's not like someone
cameaongwhilel wasdegping and just golethem al away ...

Some, vague memory stirred at that ridiculous thought. She had the oddest fedling that something strange
had happened to her this evening, but she couldn't pinpoint it for the life of her. Getting up from the bed,
she padded barefoot out through the living room to the bathroom. There she flicked on the light and
blinked at its glare. Once her eyes had adjusted to it, she leaned forward to look at herself in the mirror.

Her familiar features|eaned toward her in the mirror. Nothing different there.

She sat down on the tailet, jumping with a start when something touched her bare calves. It was only her
cat, Beng. Lean and black, Beng was a gangly eight-month-old stray that had appeared one morning on
her doorstep not long after she moved in, and never |eft. According to abook she was reading at the
time, "Beng" was a Romany word for the devil, and since the cat |ooked as though he had more than a bit
of thedevil in him, she decided that the namefithimtoaT.

"Do you think it'stime for breakfast?' she asked as she hoisted him onto her 1ap,

Beng purred naisily, pushing his head againgt her arm while kneading her 1gp. Emmagot no pleasure
from the cat's familiar minigrations. After afew moments, she put him down on the floor again and drifted
into the living room. Past twelve. She opened her front door and stared through the screen at the night.

Wheat's wrong with me? she thought. Why do | fedl asthough someone's snuck in and stole away a part
of me?

She called up some memories. Office politics—Ginaplaying her againgt their superivisor—but while she
could perceivethat it wasn't avery nicething to do, she couldn't muster any anger a Ginatonight. All
right. Jmmy dropping her for that anorexic model bimbo of his. That hurt was only three weeks old. But
while she could remember the pain of the moment, and her subsequent anger, right now shedidn't fed

anything.

Thiswas sarting to get scary, she thought, except those emations, too, were more something she
redized sheshould befeding than what she actualywas .

Beng wrapped himsdlf around her legs until she bent down and cradled him in her arms. Closing the
door, she retraced her way to the bathroom, shut off the light, and went back to bed. Shelay therein the
dark, sensing the house around her, the night beyond itswalls, Beng curled up and purring on her
stomach, but till couldn't cal up one genuine feding that wasn't a secondhand memory.

The cat, had he been able to speak, might have mentioned one more oddity to her. When shewasin the
bathroom with the light on, she had cast no shadow. But whatever languages Beng knew, there weren't
any that he shared with hismistress.
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Blue held her until the flood of tears subsided into sniffles. The headbeam on hisHarley had gotten alittle
dimmer. To save his battery, he left her for amoment to shut it off, then came back and sat near her,
keeping his distance now so that she wouldn't fedl threatened.

"Theway | seeit,” he said, "isweve got two choices. Either we camp out here for the night, or | take
you somewhere."

The moonlight was bright enough for him to see her stiffen, evenif he couldn't make out her features.
"l... 1 toldyou..." she began hdtingly.

"Okay," he said quickly. "No problem—or at least nothing we can't handle. | know a place in town
where you can say long as you want. Are you game?"'

She nodded dowly.

"We're going to have to find anamefor you. | can't just go around caling you 'hey you.'"
"I'd like one like yours—acolor."

"Sure. Black and Blue—wouldn't we make apair?’

"But | can't think of aname. 1..."

"Don't forceit," Blue said. Helooked down at the button-sized bone disc in hishand. "Maybe I'll just
cdl you Button." Hissmilewas|ogt in the dark.

"B-button?'

Shewaslike amouse, Blue thought, dl trembling and scared and lost in the middle of afidd. "Sure" he
sad. "Why not?We can think up abetter one later. But first welll find oursalves amore comfortable
place to hang out in—what do you say?"

"Okay."

"Solet'sgo.”

Hefitted her with his spare hdmet, then pushed his own down over histhick hair. Warning her to hang
on, hekicked the bike into life and headed down the parkway, the big engine throbbing under them.

She held on, leaning close againgt him. He could fed her breasts through the thin materid of his T-shirt,
her armstight around hiswaist. Her closeness woke memories he didn't want to deal with, but he
couldn't help redizing how much held missed having someone to care about. Someone to cruise with and
hang around with in the House. Someone who could maybe care for him...

Pushing those fedlings away, he concentrated on the bike, on thewind in his face and the asphalt



unrolling underneath him, but it was hard to ignore her, hanging on to him asif hewas her anchorina
world gone strange. No name. No identity. He could see how that'd screw you up. But sometimes, he
thought, it could be ablessing. It al depended on what you'd been. Who you'd hurt, and how bad. And
maybe how bad you were hurting yourself.

They crossed abridgein Hull, over the Ottawa River into downtown Ottawa The hour was late and
there wasllittle traffic, so hejust took Bank Street al the way down to the Glebe. At Patterson Avenue,
he turned left, gunning the bike up the quiet street to O'Connor. There was acontrol button for agarage
door on O'Connor, mounted on the Harley's handlebars. Blue thumbed it as he turned onto O'Connor,
and the door did open. A moment later he was parking the bike dongside four others and killing the
engine. Thedoor closed automaticaly behind them, rolling smoothing onitsrollers.

"Wdl, herewe are, Button," Bluesad. "End of theline."

His passenger got off and stood uncertainly beside the Harley. Blue removed his helmet, then helped
Button with hers. In the light of the garage they got their first good look at each other. Button spotted the
small gold earringsin each of Blue's ears. She seemed less nervous now. Their gazes met and Blue saw
that something in his eyes seemed to satisfy her that she wasin safe hands,

"l don't know about calling you Button," he said as helooked at her. "It's not that you aren't cute asa...”
And then he noticed something €l se—she wasn't casting a shadow. He kept the shock from hisface as
she spoke.

"| like the name," shetold him. She swayed dightly and put a hand to the seat of the Harley to keep her
balance.

He couldn't stop staring at the floor where his own shadow lay across the cement where hers should
have been. Keep it cool, he told himsdlf. But thiswas someweird shit.

"Tired?' he asked, keeping hisvoiceleve.
She nodded. "What isthis place?"

"Just the garage where | keep my bikes and tools. The place belongsto friends of mine and I'm just sort
of looking after it..." The strangeness of finding her, of the bone disc and her lack of a shadow, dissolved
under aflood of memory. He couldn't stop the look of pain that crossed his features. " On a permanent
basis, lookslike. Come on. I'll show you where you can crash.”

Heled her out of the garage into along hallway that just seemed to go on forever.
"It'shuge" Button said.

Blue nodded. "Takes up awhole block. I1t's called Tarnson House after ... after the guy that owned it.
But he's been—"

Button stumbled and Blue put an arm around her to help keep her on her feet. He was just as happy not
going into why things were the way they were. He glanced back at his lone shadow following them up the
hall, haf surprised that there was any substanceto her at dl. He thought of the late-night movies heloved.
Vampires didn't cast a shadow—not in the old Hammer flicks anyway—but he told himself to can that
shit. Besides, it wasreflectionsin amirror, not shadows. And you didn't find vampires flaked out on the
Sde of the Gatineau Parkway. Y ou didn't find vampires, period, except when he thought of some of the



weird shit hehad seen go down...

With Button leaning heavily against him, he took her upstairsto one of the bedrooms and tucked herin,
dressed as she was. All hetook off were her running shoes. She was adeep before he drew the
comforter up to her chin.

Blue sighed as he looked down at her. He put his hand in his pocket and withdrew the small bone disc
she'd been clutching when held found her. No shadow. No memories. Something was brewing, no doubt
about that. He wondered if bringing her here had been such agood idea. He couldn't have just left her
there, but after what happened the last time he saw one of these little bone discs. ..

He sighed again. There was going to be shit to pay, no doubt about it. Trouble was, he didn't know if he
was up to it—not on hisown.

"But what've you got to lose thistime?" he asked softly. The room swallowed the words and Button
gtirred in her deep. What with one thing and another, held pretty well logt it al before.

Shoving the disc back into hisjeans, heleft the room, closing the door softly behind him. A few doors
down the hall, he turned in to what had been Jamie's study—the room they'd called the Postman's Room
after the mailman who'd hung out there dl through one long mail strike. Jamie's computer sat on the desk,
the green screen glowing like a Cyclopss eyein the dark room. A smal green cursor pulsed in one
corner. Jamie had caled the computer Memoria, but Blue had another namefor it.

There were no messages on the screen as Blue sat down in front of it.

4

Button dept deeply, nesting in the flannel sheet and comforter likeacat. All around her, the vast building
that was Tamson House stirred and creaked. At another time, the curious building, the strange bed, the
unfamiliar noises might have kept her awake. But tonight they Iulled her degping mind, alowing acrack in
thewall that hid her memoriesfrom her to open ever so dightly.

She remembered hersalf as ateenager and ameeting she had one day with another girl the same age as
she was— sixteen going on forty. They bumped into each other as she was coming out of the Classics
Bookshop in the National Arts Centre building and the other girl was coming in. Mumbled "excuse me's'
died in their throats as something sparked between their gazes.

Button was an outgoing persondity, but it was al surface. She hung around with the other kids at schooal,
doing her best tofit in, though dl the while adifferent set of values from dates and proms and boyfriends
filled her head. Sheread Y eats and Dylan Thomas and K. M. Briggs, paying only lip service to whatever
bands were currently popular with her peers. She read the classics and kept ajourna instead of adiary.
She drew whenever she could—fine-line pen-and-inks, sketches, watercolors, dl in the Romantic
tradition of Burne-Jones and William Morris. She held animitic beliefs and was positive that everything
from the moon and seasons and winds to the trees and mountains and lakes had its own individua

persondlity.

Though she could never explain how she knew it at the time, in that chance encounter, in that other girl's
eyes, she saw akindred soul looking back into her own gaze, knowing just as sheknew . In that moment
acurious relationship was born between the two.



The other girl's name was Esmerada Foylan. Her father was Cornish, her mother Spanish, so her name
reflected atouch of ether culture. They exchanged addresses and phone numbers, but when Button went
to call Esmeraldathat night, she found herself setting pen to paper instead. She drew an ink sketch of two
toude-haired waifs on an autumn cliff, the wind blowing their tattered clothestight againgt their thin
bodies. Under it shewrote, "Autumn meets the West Wind on adistant shore," and mailed that instead of

phoning.

Esmeraldadidn't phone either. She wrote poetry and stories, it turned out, and she sent back aletter
addressed to "My Lady of Autumn” and went on to tell astory relating to the drawing Button had sent
her. Shesgned it "aWestlin Wind."

In the yearsthat followed they corresponded regularly-even though they lived in the same city. Button
went on to become acommercid artist, while Esmeraldatook to university lifeand lost hersdlf in her
studies. They saw each other only two or threetimein al those years, and athough they got dong
splendidly, each knew someirretrievably precious thing would belogt if they allowed their relationship to
go too far beyond the exchanging of letters.

What they had was atruly Romantic love, unsullied by physical concerns. Neither had leaningstoward a
lover of the same sex, but what they had went beyond a plantonic relationship. It was something only two
women could share, though it had deeper levels than asmple friendship. They were two souls united by
some curious bond. To see each other, to do things together, would only bring the relationship down to a
mundane level that would stedl its magic.

For magic waswhat it was.

Intimethey drifted gpart, the letters becoming more sporadic, finaly one or the other not replying until
neither had heard from the other in years. But the magic never died. That spark that flew between them at
that first chance meeting lived on, long after the letters stopped. Then one day Button received acard in
the mail. The outsde was areproduction of a Rackham print from hisillustrationsforRip Van Winkle . It
showed araggedy girl, holding a cat, while behind her another figure climbed the boughs of a dead tree
that were hung with red blossoms. It reminded Button of the first drawing sheld sent, dll those years ago.
Insdethecard it said:

My dear Autumn friend,

| heard awhisper on asister Wind. She said the waves have carried a blade of Winter across the seas
and its point isaimed for your heart. Oh, beware, dearheart, beware. The knives of Winter are ever
crud. | fear they will cut you deep.

your Westlin Wind

Button gtirred restlesdy as she dept, remembering, but then her dreams changed from memoriesto those
dreamswe dl have, dreamsthat shift and flow like chameleons and have only as much meaning aswe
wish to put to them. When she woke in the morning, al she retained of them was one word. A name.
Esmerdda
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Blue'sfingers danced on the keyboard and the words HELL O, JAMIE appeared in green letters on the
screen. There was a moment's pause, as the cursor moved to the next line. Blue rested his chin on his
hands and watched the screen as areply appeared under his greeting.

HELLO, BLUE. BROUGHT HOME A GUEST, DID YOU?

"Y ou ever missanything?' Blue asked.

NOT WHEN IT HAPPENS IN THE HOUSE, the computer replied.

There was more to Tamson House than its vast Size-secrets an outsider could never guess. Otherworlds
bordered theworld in which it was origindly built by Jamie Tarnss grandfather. Tamson House straddied
more than one of them. The spirits of Jamie'sfather and grandfather were a part of its essence. When
Jamie died—at the end of that war between the druid Thomas Hengwr and his darker haf—his spirit had
joined those of hisforefathersto become apart of the House with them, living in its foundations and
walls, seeing through itswindows.

Sincethelr return from the Otherworld that last time, Jamie's spirit had been dominant. It was Blue who
discovered that hisfriend could still speak to him through the computer that sat in the Postman's Room.
That computer was never turned off now.

"There's something strange about her," Blue said. " She doesn't have a shadow.”

The cursor pulsed for along moment, as though in thought. Then the word ASCIAN appeared on the
screen.

Bluetypedin ?72.

COMESFROM THE LATIN, Jamiereplied. TWICE A YEAR IN THE TORRID ZONES, THE
SUN ISAT ITSZENITH AND THE PEOPLE LIVING THERE DON'T CAST A MERIDIAN
SHADOW.

"Werenot livingin atorrid zone"

THEN PERHAPS SHE'SA CHANGELING. SOME FAERIE DON'T CAST SHADOWSEITHER.
"And maybe I'm the bogyman,” Blue said. "Come on, Jamie."

YOU'RE TALKING TO A DEAD MAN, AREN'T YOU?

Blue stared at the screen. There was that. He sighed. Taking out the bone disc that Button had been
carrying, he set it on the desk beside the keyboard.

"She was carrying one of those bones,” he said. "Like Hengwr's Weirdin.”
1?

"Yeah. That'swhat | thought, too. Thisone's not like the one Sarafound. It's got what looks like a mask



on one Side and astick or saff on the other."

The computer hummed to itself for amoment; then ablock of information appeared al at once on the
screen.

SECONDARY': FIRST RANK

21. A) THE MASK-PROTECTION, CONCEALMENT, TRANSFORMATION, NONBEING
B) THE WAND—POWER

Blue read the information through, shaking hishead. All he knew about the Weirdin wasthelittle hed
heard from Jamie back when Thomas Hengwr was il aive. It was some kind of an oracular device, like
the Tarot or thelChing , only it had adruidic origin. It was composed of sixty-one two-sded flat round

discs, made of bone, with an image carved on either sde. Each image meant something, but knowing
how to put it al together was a subtle study that Blue had never had enough interest in to work on.

"What'sdl that supposed to mean?' he asked findly.

AT FACE VALUE? Jamiereplied.

"Sure”

IF THE BONE RELATESTO YOUR GUEST, IT MEANS SHE'SEITHER UNDER SOME
ENCHANTMENT, OR SHE DOESN'T EXIST BUT WE'RE SUPPOSED TO THINK THAT SHE
DOES, OR SHE HAS SOME MEASURE OF POWER. PERHAPSIT ALL RELATESTO HER;
PERHAPS NONE OF IT DOES. WHERE DID SHE GET IT?

"She doesn't know. She doesn't know who sheis, or where she'sfrom." In afew brief sentences, Blue
described his encounter with Button and what little he knew of her to date.

SHE HASNO PAST—NO IDENTITY ? Jamie asked. KNOWLEDGE OF THE WORLD, BUT NO
KNOWLEDGE OF WHERE SHE FITSIN?

"That'sabout it," Blue replied. "So what does it mean, Jamie?"'
TROUBLE.
"Yeah. | kind of figured that. But what can we do?"

Therewas along pause. The computer made a humming sound that seemed to resonate throughout the
House. Finally a response appeared on the screen.

WAIT UNTIL SHE WAKES UP?

Blueleaned back in his chair and rubbed the back of his neck. He hated waiting for anything, but he
didn't suppose he had much choice. He couldn't just go roust her after putting her to bed an hour or so
ago. Who the hell knew what she'd been through before he found her? He remembered the fed of her
againg him, the guilelesslook in her eyes...

"Shit," he muttered. Leaning forward again, he sighed off.



GOOD NIGHT, JAMIE.

Directly under that, the cursor flitted across the screen, leaving behind the words, GOOD NIGHT,
BLUE.

Sighing, Blue got up and went to bed. He had the fedling that tomorrow was going to be along day.

6

The night was amost gone when two men walked down into Central Park from where they'd parked
their car on Bank Street. They settled on abench that gave them along view of the south sde of Tamson
House. One of them took out a pack of Export A and shook a cigarette free.

"What do you think, Joey?' Chance asked as helit up. "Isthat some place or what?'

He tossed the match onto the pathway in front of the bench and leaned back, smoke drifting from his
nostrils. Hishair was long and dicked back from a high forehead, his eyes apae blue and close-set. He
wore jeans, atan cotton shirt open at the neck and a summer-weight sports jacket.

"It'ssomething al right,” Joey replied.

At six-foot-four and two hundred and sixty pounds, Joey Martin topped his partner by four inches and
outweighed him by eighty pounds. He was dressed smilarly, though on him the clothes were more
servicegble than stylish. Hishair was cropped short in amilitary style.

"Got to be two hundred rooms," Chance said, shifting hisweight so that he was leaning forward now. "I
mean justiook at the place.”

"When're we gonna start breaking heads?' Joey wanted to know.

"Be cool, Joey. Thisisjust arecon, nothing more. | just wanted to check the place out. We got ajob to
do and that comesfirst. Fact that Farley'sthe loca watchdog isjust icing on the cake—now you
remember that.”

"Y eah, but he owesyou."

"Course he owes me," Chance said. "Everybody owes me something. | just choose my owntimeto
collect it, that's al. So don't push me, Joey. | don't like being pushed.”

Chance turned to face the bigger man. For dl hissize, Joey looked quickly away, hunching his neck into
his shoulders.

"l didn't mean nothing," he mumbled.

Chance pushed him lightly on ameaty shoulder. "I know that, Joey. Y ou just get excited." Hetook a
find drag on hiscigarette and flicked it out onto the grass. "But you have to learn how to be patient. See,
we're businessmen now. Were wearing our colorsin here now"—he tapped his chest—"where only we
can seethem. We don't just go wading into places and break heads anymore. We think things through.
We're looking for the profit, now. The percentages, Joey."



"l don't know about that kind of shit,” Joey said. "All I know's breaking heads and partying, Chance.
That'sdl I know."

"And that'swhy you've got me," Chance said.

Joey nodded happily. "So when're we breaking some heads?'

Chance sighed. He let his gaze follow the length of Tamson House. " Soon enough,” he said. "But not
right now.” He stood up and shook |oose another cigarette. "Right now it'stimeto seeif thisgizmo that
Our Lady of the Night gave uscando itsjob."

Hetook asmall ovd stone from his pocket and pointed it at the House, panning dowly aong itslength.
When it was pointing near the O'Connor Street end, the stone began to glow softly. Chance looked
down at the pale golden glimmer and smiled as he put it away.

"Bingo," hesad. "She'sthere”

"I don't like working for thesefags," Joey sad.

"They're not fags, they're Faerie," Chancetold him.

"Same difference—they're dl queer, right, Chance? I'd like to break their heads.”

Y ou'relike abig dumb dog, Chance thought, looking at his partner. Y ou don't understand shit, dl right,
but | wouldn't swap you for the world.

"Comeon, Joey," hesaid. "Let me buy you adoughnut.”
"A chocolate doughnut?"

Chance lit his cigarette, then led the way out of the park to where their car was parked on Bank Street.
"Sure" hesaid. "Any flavor you want, Joey."

He looked back at the block-long Structure that was Tarnson House one more time before getting into
the Mustang. That's one fucking mongter of a place, he thought. Y ou could hide an army in there. It might
be smart if he renegotiated their fee—upped it to where they could hire some more muscle without it
having to come out of what they were dready getting.

"Who do you know that'slooking for somework?' he asked Joey as he did into the passenger's sedt.

TWO

"Esmerdda" Button said as she cameinto the kitchen.

Blue turned from the stove where he was frying up chopped vegetables for an omelet. Thekitchen had a
name, like most of the roomsin Tamson House. It was called the Silkwater Kitchen, but Blue never
could remember why. It was a bright sunny room, with an old Coca-Colaclock over the door and a



cassette player up on top of one of the cupboards. An lan Tamblyn song was currently spilling from the
pair of Braun speakers on either side of the tape machine.

"Esmerdda?’ Blue asked. "What's that—your name?"

Button shook her head. "I just woke up with it in my head. It's someone | know... | think."
"Doesshelivein town?'

"| seem to remember |etters..."

Blue signed and turned to give the vegetables another dtir. If it was afriend who lived in town, afirgt
name wasn't much to go on. And if it was a correspondent... well, the world was abig place.

"Don't bemad," Button said softly from the table in the nook. She was sitting with her feet up on achair,
hugging her knees.

"Mad?' Bluetook the frying pan off the burner and cameto Sit with her at thetable. "I'm not mad,
Button. What makes you say that?'

Shegavealittle shrug. "'l don't know. Y ou just seem mad.”
"Frudtrated, yeah—butfor you, not at you. | just want to figure out away to find out who you are.”

"Me, too."

Before heredlized what he was doing, Blue covered one of her handswith hisown. "I know, Button,” he
sad.

She clutched his hand tightly, adesperate ook in her eyes. Theintimacy of the moment stirred Blue's
own needs again. He wanted to fold her into hisarms, but instead he gently disengaged their hands and
stood up to return to the stove.

"So—areyou hungry?' he asked in avoice that was alittle too bright.

He scraped the vegetables into abowl. Pouring a stirred egg, herbs and milk mixture into the frying pan,
he waited until it was half-cooked, dumped the vegetables on top of it, then folded the omelet over. By
the time he had their breakfast on the table, a steaming cup of coffee beside each plate, he had hisown
fedings under better control. When helooked a Button, something deep and warm lay waiting in her
gazefor him, but she seemed to know enough to talk of other things.

"Doyou live heredl done?' she asked. "Sort of like a caretaker?'

Blue shook his head. "I guess you could call me a caretaker, but | don't live here done. Ther€'sjust no
one around this weekend. See, Tamson House is astrange sort of aplace. It draws people to it—but
only theright kind of people. They're the kind of people who are alittle different. They don't dwaysfit
the norm, at least not in the outside world, and that can get alittle hairy. Everybody needsabit of aquiet
space oncein awhile, aplace they can just be themselves, and like Jamie dways says, Thisisaplace
where difference isthe norm,’ so nobody hasto try and fit in here because everything fitsin."

" Jami €'s the man who owns the House?"



"No, he's..." Ever snce held discovered that Jami€'s spirit was apart of the House till, that they could
talk to each other through the computer, Blue couldn't say the smplewords"he's dead.” He didn't know
what it was that Jamie was, but it wasn't dead no matter what anybody-Jamie included—had to say
about it.

"The House belongsto SaraKendell," Blue said findly. "She's Jamie's niece, see? Anyway, since she's
off traveling right now, I'm sort of looking after the placefor her." Off traveling. Right. Whichwasavery
smpleway of saying that she wasin one of the Otherworlds with the Welsh bard Taliesin a the moment,
undertaking her own bardic studies.

"What do you do when you're not here?' Button asked around amouthful of omelet. "1 mean, what kind
of ajob do you have?'

"Thisislikeafull-timejob," Blue said with asmile. "Or did you forget the Sze of this place?’

Button smiled back. "That'sright. | felt like | should have amap just to get down here for bregkfast.”
"Il giveyou atour later."

"Great."

They atein slence then, until both their plates were clean. Button blotted up the last of her egg with a
piece of toast, then leaned back in her chair.

"So do you have a, you know, agirlfriend or anything?' she asked offhandedly.

The question hit Blue with aflood of memories. For amoment he was back there at the end of that war
between the druid Hengwr and his monstrous f half. He could remember ... They werein the House,
fighting off the enemy’s creatures, their own aliesamost as strange. Norindian dves. Thelittle manitou
Pukwudiji. A pair of wolves. Not to mention Tucker from the RCMP. Oh, they'd had it all— shaman
magic and bardic magic and just plain guns and duking-it-out fisticuffs—but none of it had been enough.
It had dtill taken Jamie'slifeto end it.

Only Jamie wasn't dead, Blue never stopped trying to tell himsalf. Not like dead was supposed to be.
But things just weren't the same anymore anyway. How could they be? Everything had changed. They'd
been like afamily, only after the casudties there wasn't much of afamily left. Fred had died. And Sam.
And Jamie.

Andwhenit wasall over, Saradidn't stay much in the House, so sheleft it to Blueto look after. And
things didn't work so well between himand Sally ...

"It didn't work out the way it was supposed to," Blue said softly.
"l didn't mean—" Button began.

"That'sokay," Bluesaid. "l want to tell you. The last woman | was close to—her namewas Sdly. Sdly
Timmons. We went through some bad shit that wasn't her fault or mine—we just got caught up in what
waslikeawar. | used to ride with the Devil's Dragon and | wasn't much of ahuman being. Man, | had
the colors and the bike and the Dragon was everything. But the Dragon turned on meand | wason a
downward dide until | ran into Jamie."



"He pulled me up and brought me here and then he and Sara sort of showed mewhat it wasliketo bea
red person—not just some anima cruising with amachine between hislegs, see? Now, I'm not cutting
down my bikes, Button—they're like alifeine for me, out there on the road. Sometimesthey're dl that
keeps me sane. But you can have the chopped-down Harley and not be an animal, you know?'

"So | was doing good, herein the House, learning things about mysdlf, learning about how the world
worksand how | could fit into it—like diding through it, not smashing my way through. By thetime | met
Sdly | was doing pretty good. But then thistrouble cameup and 1. Christ, Button, | scared the shit out
of mysdf.”

"Now | know it was atimefor that kind of thing—we had to fight or die, it was as Smple as that—but
by thetimeit wasdl over | just couldn't handle the way 1'd gone back so quickly to what 1'd been. It was
like the violence was always there inside me, just aching to get out. It'slikeit's always going to be sitting
thereinsgde me."

"When that war was over and we got oursalves back home, | had alot of trouble handling that. | hid it
pretty good from most people—Chrigt, there weren't many |eft to hide it from except for Saraand she
was caught up with her new beau—but | couldn't hideit from Sally. Y ou can't hide that kind of thing from
someone when you're living with them."”

"Sdly tried helping me, but | just couldn't take her concern. Things got real bad between us and she just
had to split...."

Blue had been staring at the table while he talked, the words spilling out of him in an undammed flood.
Suddenly he looked up, straight into Button's gaze. What am | doing? he thought. What am | laying dll
thisshit on her for?

"Look," hesaid. "l guessyou got alittle more than you were asking for with that one smple question. I'm
sorry. | don't usudly run on at the mouth likethis."

"Thet'sdl right."

She st there, looking at him with those guildess green-gray eyes until Blue stood up suddenly from the
table.

"I've got to check afew things on my bike," he said. "The carb'sacting up and..." Hisvoicetrailed off.
All hewanted wasto get away. Motormouth here needs the timeto clear his head, he felt like he should
tell her, but al he added was, "'l won't be that long.”

"I'll do thedishes" Button told him.

"Great. Okay." Heturned abruptly and left the kitchen.

Button stood there for along moment, then set about washing up. When she was done, she wandered
amlessy down one of thelong halways. A doorbell rang just as she reached the rooms fronting

O'Connor Street. She called for Blue, but when there was no answer, she stepped up to the door and
opened it hersdlf.

2



Chance and Joey parked the Mustang on O'Connor Street, near the corner of Clemow. They left it with
its nose pointed north for aquick getaway. Construction on the Centra Park bridge blocked the street

going south.

"Now be coal,” Chancetold his partner asthey approached the nearest door of Tamson House. A few
discreet questionsin the right places had told him what he wanted to know. The girl was what they were
after and there was only Farley living here at the moment. In other words, nothing was going to come up
that he and Joey couldn't handle by themsdlves. "If Farley or anybody else answers, | want them out of
theway, fadt. If it'sthe girl, we snatch her and run. Got it?"

"Yesh, but Farley—"

"We're not getting squat for Farley," Chance said. "If heé'sthere, gresat, we got oursalves abonus. If he's
not, weplay it likel laid it out. Got it?'

"Sure, Chance," Joey said, plainly unhappy, but unwilling to push the paint.

Chance took the seeking stone out of his pocket and pointed it toward the House as they approached. It
glimmered eerily in his hand, brightening as they neared the second doorway north of Clemow. The
House loomed above them, three stories high here and continuing down the block in afacade that made
it look like arow of housestucked snugly one againgt the other, athough it wasin fact al one structure.

"Weé're getting lucky," Chance said.

He hit the bell, then tapped hisfoot impatiently as they waited for someone to come. Joey took up a
position on the other side of the door, atireiron held down beside hisleg where it couldn't be seen by
anyone happening to look at them from acrossthe street.

"Okay," Chance murmured. "Thisisit."

The door opened and he had one quick look at their quarry. She stood framed in the doorway, chestnut
hair tied back in amessy French braid that looked like it had been dept on and wearing blue jeansand a
dusty rose swesatshirt. The soneflared in hishand.

"Grab her!" hecried.

Shoving the stonein his pocket, he snatched the tireiron from Joey's hand and ran for the car. By the
time he had it pulled up to the curb in front of the doorway, Joey was hdf-carrying the girl under onearm
tojoin him. She struggled in Joey's grip, but she might aswell have fought agorillafor dl the good it was
doing her. He had abig meaty hand clamped across her mouth to stop her from screaming.

Joey tossed her into the back of the Mustang. He dapped his seat back into place and got in asthe car
was aready starting to roll. Chance grinned as he booted the gas. The Mustang burned rubber asit tore
north on O'Connor and took a quick right at Patterson.

"Piece of fucking cake!" he cried as the car squealed around the corner.

Behind him, the girl lunged toward the front seat. Joey gave her ashove that sent her floundering back.

"Try that again and helll break your face," Chancetold her. He shook a cigarette free from its pack and



stuck it in the corner of hismouth, eyeing her in the rearview mirror dl the while. Beside him, Joey |eaned
over hisown seat, watching her aswell.

Button cowered under Joey's baleful eye. "P-please,” she said. "What are you—what do you want with
me?'

"We don't want nothing, sweetheart,” Chance said. "But we got somebody who's paying us a pretty
penny to deliver you to her tonight. Let me give you a hint—she's got skin so white you'd think she was
dead, and hair so black it's got to be dyed. Ring any bells?"

Button stared at hiseyesin the rearview mirror, her mind flooding with an image of the huntersthat had
tracked her down last night before Blue had come to rescue her. She hadn't mentioned them to Blue
because, no matter what she didn't know about hersdlf, she knew enough to know that things like that
didn't exist in thered world. She had to have imagined them. But looking into Chance's eyes, hearing
something that was dmost awhisper of awein hisvoice, she knew that those creatures had been redl.
And whatever had sent them after her had sent these men aswell.

"Please" shetried again, but Chance only laughed.
"Therés nothing like hearing awoman beg, right, Joey?"
Joey nodded dowly, his gaze never leaving their captive.”" 'Cept maybe breaking her head," he said.

Button pressed hersdlf into the corner of the backseat on the driver's side of the car, trying to get asfar
asshe could from him.

"l don't know about you," Chance said to his partner. "Y ou never liketo just fuck abroad like an
ordinary guy?'

Joey frowned. "Sure," he said. "l just like to break 'em open when I'm finished, that's all.”

"Y ou don't get asked back to alot of parties with an attitude like that,” Chance told him. He dicked
back his hair with afree hand and laughed again.

3

Blue entered the garage and flicked on the lights. Standing in the doorway, he looked at hisbikes. The
two vintage Harleys stood side by side. A third wasin pieces on the far sde of hisworkbench,
cannibalized for parts. A rebuilt Norton, aBMW and a scooter held been fixing up for Sarawere on
their stands near the Harleys, while two trail bikes and a'Y amaha he was working on for the guy who'd
tracked down the third Harley for him stood in aline aong the back wall.

Sighing, Blue closed the door behind him, then dumped in the car seat that was bolted to the floor

across from hisworkbench. It had come out of the last car he'd owned—a'6 Chevy that he'd sold for
parts, minusthe seat. There was a can of Budweiser on the floor by hisboots. When he picked it up, it
doshed. Half-full. Leaning back, he downed the flat beer, then crushed the can, tossing the empty into the
metd garbage barrel beside hisworkbench.

Nice going, hetold himsdlf. There held been, supposedly helping Button except instead of pumping her
for information—Iike what the hell she was doing out on the parkway last night, and where sheldd got the



Weirdin bone, and how come she didn't have afucking shadow—instead of doing something to help her,
he'd just dumped all his problems on her. Way to go, man.

It had to be her eyes. Every time he looked in them, he just got lost. He wanted to help her, but he saw
something in those eyesthat could help him and like some kid getting laid for the first time, held just shot
hisload, never stopping to think about her.

He wondered what the hell sheld thought of it all. She had to think he wasn't playing with afull deck.
Sheld be having second thoughts about hanging in here where he could maybe help her—and he wanted
to help her. But he wanted her, too, and that was the trouble, wasn't it?

He leaned forward and stared at the concrete floor between his boots. Needed a cleaning. Just like his
head. It wasn't like him to dump his problems on somebody el se, but maybe that was the other problem.
The onething heéd learned from Jamie and Sarawas that you couldn't go through life on your own. Give
and take. And it had to balance out. It was just asimportant to take asto give. Saly had told him as
much, just before the split.

Should have ligened, man, he told himsalf. But he never seemed to learn. Therewere alot of
should-havesin hislife.

Wéll, right now he had to try and dope out Button's problem. He'd lived with his own for so long, alittle
longer sure wasn't going to change anything. As he stood up from the car seet, adoorbell rang. Besides
ringing by the door that they were set into, al the bellswere wired to ring in certain parts of the House.
The Postman's Room. Saras Tower. The garage... They were al tuned different, so he could tell that
thiswas from one of the doors on O'Connor—the second-closest to Clemow.

He started for the door that led into the House proper, but before he could reach it, the lightsin the
garage began to flicker rhythmically. That was Jamiesway of cdling him.

Trouble.

Pushing through the door, he ran down the hall and spotted the open door right off, but by the time he
reached it, dl he could hear was the sound of squealing tires. There was nothing in sight. He ran back
toward the Silkwater Kitchen, calling Button's name. Something knotted in his somach when he got no
response. Wasting no more time, he headed for the Postman's Room, taking the stairstwo at atime.
There was a message pulsing on the screen when he got there.

TWO MEN TOOK YOUR BUTTON RIGHT OFF OUR DOORSTERP, it said. Following that was a
brief description of the men and their car, followed by alicense-plate number. As Blue arted for the
door, the computer beeped loudly. Blue turned back to look at the screen. ITSTOO LATETO
CHASE THEM, Jamie said. YOU'VE GOT TO TRACK DOWN THE CAR AND HOPE IT
WASN'T STOLEN. The plate number was repeated under that, the green letters and numbers pulsing.

"Y ou got any bright ideas asto how we're going to do that?" Blue asked.
Jamie gave one namein reply. TUCKER.
Blue nodded. Right. The intrepid Horseman. "Have we got his number?' he asked.

When the digits flashed on the screen, Blue grabbed the phone from the desk beside the computer and
dialed the number. He didn't want to be doing this. He wanted to be out there, hunting down the suckers



that'd snatched Button.

"Ingpector Tucker," afamiliar voice said as the connection was made.

"Hey, John," Blue sad, "I need some help."

"Glen Farley," Tucker replied. He used Blue'sreal namejust to raz him. "How's the bike biz?"
"l don't have timefor farting around,” Blue said. "'l need afavor—fast.”

"Have you got trouble?" Tucker asked immediately.

Blue could tell by the tone of the inspector's voice that he was remembering the same things that Button's
arriva had woken in Blue. Unspoken was "more of that weird shit.”

"Nothing like before,” Blue said. At least he hoped to Christ it wasn't. "I've got alicense number and |
need aname to go with it—can you do it?"

"What'sit for, Blue?'

"Just something persona—auy ripped something off from my workshop and | want it back."
"Y ou start breaking heads, Blue, and | can't help you."

"It'snothing like that, John."

There was amoment's silence. Come on, Blue thought. We owe each other, man. Finally Tucker sighed
on the other end of theline.

"Shoot," hesaid.

Blue read off the number.

"If it gets back to me that you fucked somebody over,” Tucker said, "I'll come looking for you, Blue."
"Yeah, | know. Wearing anice red jacket and one of those funny flat hats. Isthis going to take long?"
"Give me hdf an hour,” Tucker replied and hung up.

Blue cradled the receiver and rubbed hisknucklesin his eyes.

YOU DID WHAT YOU COULD. Jamie's words dropped from the cursor as it crossed the screen.

"If I'd donewhat | should've donein thefirst place," Blue replied, "she never would've been snatched,
period." He paused, staring at the screen. No, he thought. He'd had to worry about his own problems
ingtead. "Chrigt, Jamie," hesaid. "What'sgoing on?"

Before Jamie could reply, another doorbell rang—one of the ones on Patterson Avenue.

YOU'D BETTER GET GOING, Jamie said.



"What do you see?' Blue asked.
YOURBUTTON ISBACK.

Bluetook off for thefar Sde of the House as the doorbell rang again. By the time he reached the
gppropriate door and flung it open, afamiliar figure wasjust turning away.

"Jesud" Blue cried. "What happened to you, Button?

Theface that turned back to look at him was familiar, too, but at the sametimeit was astranger's face.
Button, but not Button. It wasin the eyes again, Blue redized. These were flat, dmost expressionless.

"Whét... what did you cal me?' the woman said.

Asshetook a haf step back, Blue noted that she didn't cast a shadow.

"Button... 7" he said, no longer so sure. What thehell was going on here?

"Y ou can't... how can you know... 7' She shook her head dowly. "Only my dad ever cdled me..." She
took another step away from him. ™Y ou couldnt..." She clutched a cloth purse to her chest, confusion
painin her features, but her eyes ill registered flat.

Blue stepped out onto the stoop. "Listen,” he began. "I don't know what—"

"Thisisamistake," thewoman said. "'l should never have comehere. I... |..." Sheturned and bolted.

For onelong moment Blue watched her go; then he took off after her. Catching her was no problem. He
didn't likeforcing her, didn't like grabbing her shoulders, using enough force to keep her from dipping
free, but he wasn't going to let her go.

"Weve got to tak," he said as gently as he could.

Helooked into those green-gray eyes, dlill flat, ill expressonless, and a shiver went through him. They
had to be twins. He held her for along moment before the fight went out of her. He let her go then, ready
to grab her if she bolted again, but not wanting to scare her.

"You... you know me, don't you?' she said. Her voice, too, wasflat. Button's voice, but without her
intonations, the way her wordsrose and fell.

"If I don't know you, | know your twin," Blue said.
"l don't have any siblings.
"Weveredly got to talk," Bluetold her. "Do you want to come insgde?"

Shenodded dowly and let him lead her inside.

THREE



1

Therewas a Faerie holt at the northeast end of Gatineau Park's Lac la Peche, asmall wood sacred to the
native manitou that immigrating Faerie had named Rathbabh and taken for their own. It lay inthe
Borderlands between the Sedlie Courts of Kinrowan and Dunlogan, what Faerie called Ottawa, and that
part of the Gatineau Mountains still held by Dunlogan's Laird.

Once asainly place, blessed by the presence of the Good Folk who shaped their spells deasi| rather
than widdershins, it had been abandoned when Kinrowan and Dunlogan fell on hard times and drew their
bordersin closer to their Lairds keeps. Bogans and other unsainly creatures haunted it in the years that
followed until the recent arrival of anew Mistress of the Night to the contingent that Faerie named
Loimauch Og, the West Fields of the Y oung. Her name was Glamorgana and she took that holt for her
own.

She sat now in the dun under Rathbabh's central mound with her bard at her side and impatiencein her
heart. Faerie lights glimmered near the celling, glinting on micaembedded in the dirt wals. Furslined the
floor. Glamorgana sat on afox's pelt, fingering a pellbag of badger fur. Her bard sat on the hide of a
spotted doe, asmdl wire-strung harp in his hands. He played an idle tune, ahaf-smile on hislips.

"l can't 'bidewaiting," his mistress muttered, not for thefirst time that day.
"Your trouble," her bard told her, "isthat you count time by men's reckoning.”

Glamorganaglared a him. "Take care, Taran," she said. "With Durkan beyond my reach, | might well
spill your gutsin hisplace.”

The bard shrugged. "Durkan told you nolies," he replied mildly. "Kinrowanwas ready for the taking. It
wasn't hisfault or minethat the sealed us astray.”

Their voyage across the Atlantic had taken twice the time it should have. When they arrived, expecting
to find Kinrowan an easy replacement for the lands they had lost at home, they found instead aralying
Laird and a Court under the protection of a giant-killing Jack—no match for awood-wife accompanied
only by her bard and asmall pack of unsainly gnashers. Kinrowan's strength was such now that they
dared not even cross her borders, having to send human agentsin their place.

"No," Glamorganaagreed. "It wasn't hisfault—but I'd have his heart dl the same, if he were here, and |
might till have yoursfor spesking up for him."

Taran hid asigh. It was because of that sort of deed that they'd had to flee in thefirst place—and far this
time. Not just from one county to another, acrossaloch or on the far side of amoor. No. Thistime their
flight took them into exile Sraight across the seato Loimauch Og.

The bard was not happy here. The secret resonances of which only abard could be aware were too
unfamiliar in these hills. He had no peers. No one to exchange news or tunes with. No one except for
Glamorganaand her gnashers.

He gave the gnashers aglance. The creatureslay deeping in various hegps dong the far wall of the dun,
al except for one. Smoor was the chief gnasher and he sat upright, fingering the ornaments on his staff
and returning the bard's glance with aglare. Oh, this was fine company for abard, wasit not? A curseon
his mother and father for never blessing him, with water or with fire, so that the only folk to take himin



were unsainly ones such asthese.
"Be content,” he said then, as much to his mistress as to himsdlf.

"Content?" Glamorgana demanded. "With this?' She waved a hand around the poorly furnished dun.
"I've known corpses to have better lodgings.”

"Then dlow meto offer aword of advice," Taran said. "When you have her tonight, play no more
games. Cut her open on agray stone and read what you seek in the spill of her red blood.”

Glamorganas teeth flashed white as she smiled. "Blooodthirsty words for abard.”
"Bardsweary aswdll," hereplied.

Glamorgana reached into her spellbag and drew forth ahandful of Weirdin bones. She let them fal back
into the bag, one by one. She'd stolen them from a druid, long ago, and they had served her well across
the years. But they could tell no futures now. They could point no paths. Not since the fetch had stolen
oneinitsescape. But they'd have it back tonight. The missing bone, the fetch and, in the end, the hidden
talisman, too. She didn't need the bonesto tell her that.

Her teeth gleamed in another smile. "Wearying, are you?' she asked her bard.

Taran met her gaze, wary now, knowing he might have spoken too fredy. Whatever else shewas,
Glamorganawas il hismistress. "Timelies heavy inthisland,” hesaid.

Glamorganas amilewidened. "Y our trouble," shetold him, "isthat you count time by men's reckoning.”

Taran lowered his head, accepting the rebuke. By the back wall, the chief gnasher snorted with laughter
until Glamorganaturned to look at him.

"Benot o quick to laugh,” she said in asoft deadly voice. "It wasn't abard that lost her on the open
green last night.”

Smoor stared down at hisfeet.

Arewe not a happy clan? Taran thought, schooling hisfaceto revea nothing of what hefdt insde. We
bow and scrape before her as though she were the Queen of Faerie she thinks hersdlf to be, rather than
the woodwife sheis. But she had magics—more than either he or the gnashers did—so they did her
bidding. And how will it be when Glamorgana gains her taisman? he wondered. He was surprised to find
himself hoping that the girl would win free so that such aday might never come.

2

Chance found his Faerie Queen on the night of afull moon in late spring. He was cruisng Eardley Road,
up by Lac laPeche, burning off the previous night's partying. Hed dept al day, waking up around six to
ahousefull of crashed-out bikers and their women. He had afoul taste in his mouth that the first cigarette
of the day just made worse. Grabbing a couple of beers, he went out to sit on the front porch of the
farmhouse and Sare at the bikes cluttering its lawn.



The farm was a part of the holdings of the Devil's Dragon—a getaway place where they could party it
up without bringing down any hest. It lay outsde of Saint-Francois-de-Masham, and the closest neighbor
was afew milesto the east. North, west and south were the Gatineau Mountains. Finishing his beers and
athird smoke, he got up suddenly, straddled his bike, and just went cruising. By thetime he pulled in by
Meech Lake, hishead was clear. Taking out a crumpled Export A pack, he dug ajoint out from between
the cigarettes and stuck it in hismouth. 1t was while he was getting hislighter that she came out of the

woods and approached him.

All Chance could do was stare. Shewastall and built like adream, skin creamy white, hair black aswet
tar, with big dark eyesthat just seemed to swalow him up. All she had on was some kind of filmy
nightgown that Ieft nothing about her body to hisimagination. Chance took the joint from between hislips
and blinked hard. She was till there when he opened his eyes. He put his bike on its kickstand and tried
to still the thunder of hisheart. All he wanted to do was jump her, right then and there.

Play it coal, hetold himsdf. Slicking back hishair, he collected himsdlf and lounged on his bike.
"Nice evening for awak,” hesad.

The woman gave him asmile that woke athrob in his crotch. She didn't say aword.

"You're new around here, aren't you?' Chancetried again.

The woman closed the distance between them until she wastrailing her fingers along the chrome of his
bike's extended forks. "New cometo this place, yes," she said, "but older and far stranger than you could
ever imagine”

Therewas aforeign quality to her voice—an accent that Chance couldn't quite place. But he grinned at
the chalengein her words.

"Oh, | got a pretty good imagination, babe," he said.

"Do you now?' shereplied.

Chance didn't get achance for acomeback. The woman opened her mouth and then to his horror, a
snake emerged from between her lips. Not some little noodle, but afucking huge snake, asbig around as
her mouth waswide. It came straight out, unblinking gaze fixed on hisface, then did up dong her nose,
wrapping back into her hair to rise above the top of her head. Thereit studied him again, forked tongue

flicking asthe remainder of its length emerged from her mouth to wrap around her shoulders, thetip of its
tall resting in the hollow of her throat. It had to be three feet long.

"What do you know of Faerie?' she asked him.

“l...uh..."

Chance was stunned. Hisjoint fell from limp fingers. He had avague feding that he should be disgusted
at that thing coming out of her—asnake the color of a corpse's skin-but instead he had a hard-on so big
that it hurt asit strained againgt the crotch of hisjeans.

"L et meteach you," the woman said.

Shetook him by the hand and led him into the woods by the lake. He followed in a daze. The snake



dithered from her shouldersto his, crossing by the bridge their arms made between their bodies. Hewas
hers, long before she stripped him, laid him down on the hard ground and mounted him, the snake
entwining between their bodies. By the time he cameinsde her, he knew he'd do anything for her.

"l need ahuman likeyou," shetold him ashelay there spent, the spill of her black hair tenting over him.
She continued to straddle him, playing with the hair on hischest. "A dark rider—adragon. Will you be
my agent in the lands of men?"

"You... you got it, babe," Chance muttered, his voice hoarse.

He met her gnashers|later, squat ugly creaturesthat didn't look anything likethe fairiesin the Disney
movies hisold lady used to take him to when he was akid, but by then it didn't matter. He was hers,

body and soul.

3

Her name was Emma Fenn.

Blue took her up to the Postman's Room and wouldn't et her talk until he'd served them both up a
steaming mug of tea. That was one of Jamie and Saras things—aways going for the teawhen things
needed talking over. She spped the hot liquid, gaze roaming the room, from the crammed bookshelves
to the single unblinking eye of the computer's screen set into the old rolltop desk where Blue was Sitting.

"You feding abit better?' he asked.

Her gaze | eft the screen to settle on hisface. A cassette was playing a low volumein asmall tape
machine in the corner of the room—a recent Claire Hamill album that was an a cappellainterpretation of
the seasons. Everything, percussion and al, was done only with voices. Blue dways thought better with
music playing. Right now hefigured he needed about thirty abums worth.

"What | fed isstupid,” Emmasaid. She set her teamug down on the Sde table by her chair. "1 don't
redlly know why I'm here”

"There had to be some reason you were ringing our bell.”

"Yes, wdll..." Shepulled her purse up from the floor by her feet and sat with it on her Iap, playing
nervoudy with its button fasteners. "I had afriend who lived herefor awhileand she... well..." She
looked everywhere but at Blue. Y ou're going to think I'm crazy."

“Try meanywey."

Shetook adeep bregth, let it out dowly. "Okay. That'swhy | cameso | might aswell just... | hada
dream a couple of nights ago—afunny kind of adream. Therewerethese... creatures. They grabbed
me, right out of my house, and took me... | don't know. Out into the bush somewhere, to wherethis
couple waswaiting for usin aglade—aguy playing aharp and awoman... honest to God, she looked
like sheld stepped right out of one of those old Hammer flicks.”

"Love'em," Bluesad.



A vague smiletouched her lips. "Well, | guess you know what | mean. Draculas daughter or something.
Black hair, white, white skin, dinky black dress, red-lined cape..." She gave him an gpologetic |ook.

"That's okay—you're doing fine."

"They wanted thistalisman they thought | had. | knew | didn't have whatever it was, but it seemed
familiar at the same time—you know how things make sensein adream, but don't later?"

"Y eah. What kind of atdisman wasit?"

"WEell, they never described it, if that's what you mean. She caled it the Autumnheart—like it was dl one
word— sometimes, but then later she called it Summer's End. It wasweird. That guy was sitting there
playing thislittle harp. Those... creastureswere Sitting around in acircle, just watching. And she had me
pressed up againg this stone outcrop, laughing at me, telling me she knew what | was up to.”

"When | tried to tell her | didn't knowwhat she was going on about, she made me reach into this bag
and pick out alittle bone button that had some symbols on it. The bag wasfull of them. When | opened
my hand to show her the one I'd picked, she got al excited and said to the guy, 'l told you she knows!" "

" 'Wait aminute,’ | told her. But before | could do anything she was grabbing at me and her hand... her
hand... it went right insde me. It was like she was pulling me out of me." Perspiration beaded Emmas
brow as she spoke, her gaze going off into some far distance now. "I hit her— just shoved her ashard as
| could away from me—and took off. There was thisweird wailing sound then, and suddenly | was
running, through the woods, and those creatures of herswere after meand... and..."

"And what?' Blue asked as her voicetrailed off.

"I woke up." She gave him alopsided amile. "I woke up and | was safein my bed, except | ill felt likel
was being chased—somewhere e se. Like the dream was going on, only | wasn't part of it anymore. Y ou
seewhat | mean? Just talking about this makesme think | sound crazy. But I've had the dream
again—two nights running now and | fed... God, this sounds stupid... | redly fed like theré's something
missnginme. It'slikel can't fed thingsanymore. | can't laugh or get mad or... Isthismaking any
sense?!

"It getsworse," Blue sad.

"What do you mean?'

"Y ou checked out your shadow lately?"

"My... 7" Emmalifted ahand up againgt the light coming through the window and her face went pae at
thelack of ashadow. Her gaze, when it lifted to meet Blue's, wasn't so expressionless anymore. Behind
itsflatness was araw stresk of fear.

"Thisfriend of yours," Bluesad. "The onethat lived here. What was her name?"

"Esmerdda" Emmasad. "EsmeradaFoylan.”

"Oh, Chrigt," Blue said. He rubbed hisface with his hands.

"Y ou know her!" Emmacried. "And that's how you know what my dad used to cal me. | must havetold



Esmeraldaonce and she... she..." Her voicetrailed off again as Blue shook his head.

"l want you to meet somebody,” Blue said. "Thisis going to seem weird, but he can help you, so hangin
there

"What. .. what do you mean?'
Blue pointed to the computer screen. "Emma, 1'd like you to meet Jamie.”

The cursor darted across the screen, leaving the words HELLO, EMMA—PLEASED TO MEET
Y OU behind them.

Emmajust stared at the screen, her mouth shaping asoundless"O."

4

Chance never had any doubts about the existence of Faerie—not after that bit with a snake. Glamorgana
showed him her gnashers later—"Usually you can only see Faerie when they wish to be seen,” shetold
him, which was just aswell asfar as Chance was concerned. Christ, they were ugly. He met her bard,
too. Taran, like the Lady hersdlf, could have passed for normd if held just put on somered clothes.
Instead the bard went for soft leather trousers with something that looked like aminidresson top. And a
cloak. Heliked this green cape thing and woreit dl the time like he thought he was some kind of
superhero. Chance didn't much care for the bard. He figured there wasn't anything between the bard and
the Lady, but he till saw Taran as acompetitor for her affections.

Hedid hisfirst job for her aweek or so after they met.

"I want you to fetch meahob,” shetold him.

"A what?'

"Do they teach you nothing in your schools?"

Chance shrugged and lit up asmoke. "They teach al kinds of crap, but who listens?"

"l see" Glamorgana said, hiding her irritation. "Well, ahob, my dragon, isasmdl Sedie Fagrie—alittle
wizened man the Sze of achild. The one | want is named Rutherglen Cam.”

"Sedlie?" Chance asked. "Likewith flippers?”

Glamorgana sighed. "There are two Courts of Faerie," she explained. "The Sedlie and the Unsedlie.
Sedlie means sainly—bless=d.”

"Right," Chance said doubtfully. "Y ou want meto get you a hob. No problem. Wheredo | find him?"

She gave him a seeking stone and explained how its glowing would guide him; then she gave him athin
white rope made of amateria Chance didn't recognize. "Faerieliving so long in the cities of men can't be
bound with either cold iron or the holy word anymore,” shetold him. "But thiswill do—witches rope.”
Chancetook it gingerly. Thelast thing she did was rub an ointment into his eyes so that he could seeinto



Faerie. Chance didn't find that it made any difference until Joey was driving him into Ottawa, and then...
oh, Chrigt, then.

They seemed to be dll over the place. Weird little wizened beings—those were the hobs, he
guessed—and others. Black dogsthat only he could see. Men and women riding little ponies. Things that
looked like they had scalesingtead of skin. All this, Sde by side with the everyday redlity of carsand
buses, skanky secretariesin tight skirts and CFMPs and bozos in their three-pieces.

"Y ou seethat horse there?" he asked Joey once.

They were stopped at ared light, waiting for it to change. Joey looked al around. "What horse?' he
asked.

Chance watched thetall black horse cross the intersection and trot off up the Sparks Street Mall.
"Nothing," he said, rubbing a hiseye. "1 wasjust pulling your leg." Joey gave him an odd look, but then
thelight changed. "Take aright here," Chance said asthey came up to Laurier.

They found the hob in aback dley off Laurier—the seeking stone glimmering brightly in Chance's hand
as he pointed it at what appeared to be arubbie deeping off adrunk in amess of newspaper and trash.

"That'shim," Chancesad. "Get him, Joey."
"But, Chance—"
"Jugt get him!"

The rubbie woke at the sound of their voices, but before he could flee, Joey had him in a headlock and
was dragging him back to the car. Chance quickly bound their captive with the rope Glamorgana had
given him. Joey looked into the backseat where they threw him and saw afrightened old wino, but the
Lady's ointment |let Chance seethe little hob for what he was. Thelittle man acted like the ropeswere
burning him where they touched hisskin.

"What are we doing with thisguy?' Joey asked.

"He'saFaerie" Chancetold him. "We're snatching him for Our Lady of the Night." Chance wasn't
stupid—he hadn't told any of the other Dragons about what he'd found out in the woods near Lac la
Peche—but Joey was different and Chance had told him the whole score. The secret was safe with the
big galoot. Joey'd been his partner since day one, and besides, the poor guy was too stupid to really
understand anyway.

"What does she want with afag?' Joey asked.
Chance shrugged. "Guess we're going to find out. Let's go, Joey."

Glamorgana paid them well—in both gold and, at least for Chance, her favors. It wasagood gig. An
easy one. And that night they got to St in as Glamorgana cut the little hob to pieces. Tough little bugger,
Chance thought, watching the proceedings with interest. All he had to do wastalk, but the little man
wouldn't give up squat. Still, in the end Glamorgana found what she wanted. She was looking for a
power—something she could turn on Kinrowan's Laird and the giant-killing Jack so that she could have
the place for her own. It took time—Chance and Joey brought in two more Kinrowan Faerie before the
Lady's gnashers got a chance sniff of what shewaslooking for in asnug little housein Old Chelsea



Because the house was in the Borderlands between Kinrowan and Dunlogan, the gnashers had done the
Lady'swork for her that time. But it took Joey and me to clean things up, Chance thought with
satisfaction as he checked their captive in the rearview mirror. Nice little piece of ass, thisone. Maybe
the Lady'd give her to Joey if there was anything left of her after tonight.

They pulled into the Dragon's farm outside of Saint-Francois-de-Masham, having the place to
themsalvesfor achange.

"It'salittle stopover,” Chance explained to Button asthey dragged her out of the car. "But don't
worry—thingsre going to pick up red soon.”

Button shivered at the grin that appeared on Joey'slips.

5

Emma exchanged her armchair for a straightback, which she brought over to the desk. Leaning closer to
the computer, she asked Blue, "How did you get it to do that?

"I don't do anything," Blue said. "Jamie€'s got hisown mind."

"Youmeanlike... Artificid Intdligence?'

"You could cdl it that, | guess.”

Emmalooked at the computer. "But that's just an old IBM model—I mean, it'sso small.”

"It's connected to something awholelot bigger,” Blue said. Y eah. Like would you beieve thewhole
frigging house?

Emmashook her head. "I've read about stuff like this— you know, likein that William Gibson
noved—but this..."

"Thisisforred," Bluesad.

ASARE YOUR DREAMS, Jamie added.
Emmanumbly stared at the screen.

"Whét're you talking about, Jamie?" Blue asked.

THERE'SNO OTHER EXPLANATION. WHAT EMMA THINKSTO BE A DREAM HASTO
BE REAL. SOME CREATURE OF FAERIEHASMANAGED TO SPLIT THE TWO
HEMISPHERES OF HER MIND. BUTTON HAS THE RIGHT HEMISPHERE—THE SIDE
THAT'SRESPONSIBLE FOR VISIO-SPATIAL ABILITIES, THE EMOTIONAL OR ARTISTIC
SIDE OF THE BRAIN. EMMA HAS THE LOGICAL HEMISPHERE. EACH OF THEM HAS
SUBSTANCE, HENCE THEIR LACK OF SHADOW. THERE WASONLY SO MUCH
MATERIAL TOWORK WITH.



"That... that'simpossible” Emmasaidin asmal voice. She looked to Blue for confirmation, but hewas
shaking hishead.

"Weve... ah... seenthiskind of thing before," he said, remembering how the druid Thomas Hengwr
had become two separate entities.

"But it's not so cut-and-dried,” Emmasaid. "Y ou can't get by on just one side of your brain—can you?"

| USED THAT DESCRIPTION MERELY TO SIMPLIFY THE EXPLANATION, Jamie replied,
BUT THE THEORY DOESHIT YOUR PRESENT DIFFICULTIES.

Emmalooked away. "Oh, Jesus," she mumbled.
"Look," Bluesaid. "Were going to help you."

"Help me? | haveto beinsaneto be ligening to this."
Blue nodded. " So where's your shadow?"

...t

"Right. And just who the hell was your twin that got snatched out of here just before you arrived?”

"'She woke up this morning with the name Esmeraldain her head,” Blue said. "l guessthat'sjust a
coincidence, too?'

The computer beeped loudly and the words LIGHTEN UP appeared on the screen.

Blue glared at the screen for amoment; then he nodded. "I'm sorry," he said to Emma. "1..." Hedidn't
know how to explain what he felt about Button. Christ, held only just met her. But what she had was
something that called out to him—something Button's twin sitting here beside him didn't have. Right side,
left sde. Who cared about brains. It was something in Button's heart that touched him.

| REMEMBER ESMERALDA FOYLAN. Jamieswords dipped across the screen. SHE STAYED
HERE A LONG TIME AGO—THAT WASBEFORE YOUR TIME, BLUE. | REMEMBER SHE
LEFT USSOMETHING... The computer made a soft humming noise, occasionaly broken by a sound
that was dmost like an old man's cough, asit searched its memory files. YES, | THOUGHT IT HAD
BEEN ENTERED. SHE LEFT USA BOOK ENTITLEDTHE TALE OF THE SEASONS, A
COLLECTION OF ANIMISTIC VERSE—QUITE GOOD, TOO.

"We used to write to each other,” Emmaexplained. "And we took on other personditiesin our letters.”
She fetched her purse and pulled out asheaf of letters, poems and drawings. "l was Autumn and she was
aWedlinWind."

| SENSED THAT IN YOU, Jamie said. AND IN BUTTON, TOO. AND OF COURSE
ESMERALDA-SHEWASLIKE A WIND. NOT FLIGHTY SOMUCH AS... EVERYWHERE AT
ONCE.

Emmalooked surprised. "What?'



THE SPIRITSTHAT MAKE UP THE WORLD SOMETIMES CHOOSE HUMAN HOSTS, Jamie
explaned.

Emmalooked to Bluefor help, but he just reached for the clutter on her 1ap. "Can | seethese?’ he
asked.

"Thetop one camein the mail just aweek or S0 ago,” Emma said as she passed them over. "I hadn't
heard from her in, oh, along long time.”

Blue read the card that Button had dreamed of, then held it up to the window. "Can you seethis,
Jamie?' he asked.

Emma gave him a strange ook, but then Jamie's words began to cross the screen again: IT SEEMSTO
BE A WARNING. SHE KNEW THAT DANGER WAS APPROACHING YOU, EMMA, AND
TRIED TOWARN Y OU.

Emmalooked at the card again. "l remember feding weird when | firgt read it, but we—wsll, | just took
it asasort of poetic way of saying, why don't we get in touch.”

NO, Jamiereplied. FROM THISIT WOULD SEEM THAT YOUR ENEMY—THE WOMAN IN
YOUR DREAM, | SUPPOSE—HASONLY RECENTLY ARRIVED ON OUR SHORES. FROM
YOUR DREAM IT'SOBVIOUS THAT YOU HAVE SOMETHING SHE WANTS. | WONDER
WHAT THISTALISMAN IS.

"Let'sget Button back first,"” Blue said. Emma started at the name and Blue gave her an gpologetic
glance. "l guessit sounds strange to you, but that's just what | called her. We've got to call her something,
right?'

Emmanodded dowly. Then she pulled a sheaf of paper from the pilein Blue's hand. "L ook at thisone,”
shesaid. "Thelast sanza. I've read these dl through again since that dream and this one seemsto... |
don't know... talk about somekind of power. Maybe I'm just making something out of nothing, but..."

Blue wasn't much for poetry, but he dutifully gave it alook, holding it up to the window so that Jamie
could read it, too.

That gift was yours, my heart

to call to leep the trees

and dream their dreams

the berry red and the laden bough

their poetry, your poetry

thelr music, your music

their strengths, your strength through Winter's long

and bitter night



oh, guard that gift, my heart
and guard it well
THAT'SIT, Jamiesaid.
"What iS?" Blue asked.

THE TALISMAN—IT'SA PART OF HER. IT ISHER— OR AT LEAST THE HER SHE WAS.
WHO KNOWS WHICH ONE OF THEM HASIT NOW.

The phone rang suddenly, making both Blue and Emma start.

"Got apen and paper?’ Tucker asked without any preliminaries when Blue answered.
"Y esgh. Shoot."

"Okay. | doubt the car's stolen. It'sa '8 Mustang registered to an Edward Chance.”

Blue hesitated in hiswriting, then added the address that Tucker gave him under the name. "Eddie
Chance?' he asked. "Y ou're sure?'

"| thought you'd recognize the name,” Tucker said. "One of your old pasfrom your biking days. Well,
he's ill riding with the Dragon, at least heis according to a source I've got with the Ottawa cops. | had
him run Chance's name through Ceepik. No outstanding warrants but he's got arecord aslong ashis
arm, Blue. He's one of the new biker breed, now. Y ou know—sports jackets and suits, pushing dope
and women, running scams. Niceguy.”

"Thisisonel oweyou," Bluesaid.

"l seein hisfilewhere you've had arun-in with him before, haven't you? Put him in the hospita just
before you dropped your colors?!

"Y eah, we've had our differences.”

"The guy's scum,” Tucker said, "but | meant what | said before. Y ou fuck him over and I'll have to come
foryou."

"It'snot that kind of problem,” Blue said.

"I'm offering to help, Blue."

"And | gppreciateit. But it'sjust something I've got to handle mysdlf. Thanks, John."

There was amoment's pause and Blue knew that he wasn't kidding the inspector. The only reason Blue
didn't want Tucker's help was because he didn't want his handstied by legalities, and they both knew it.
But they did owe each other. Blue just hoped Tucker would remember that.

"Okay," Tucker sad findly. "Just remember—don't get caught. | don't want to hear about it after.”



The line went dead before Blue could add anything. Cradling the phone, he looked at Emma. "Well, now
we know who snatched Button. His name's Chance. He's abiker that rides with the Dragon and if he's
involved, then his partner Joey Martin is, too. Maybe the whole local chapter.”

"Bikers?' Emmasaid. "What would they want with me?"

THEY MUST BE WORKING FOR THE WOMAN IN YOUR DREAM, Jamiesaid. IF SHE IS
FAERIE, SHE'LL NEED HUMAN AGENTS.

"And what better than the Dragon?' Blue said. He handed Emmaback her package of |etters. "I've got
to go check thisout.”

“I'm com—"

Blue cut her off. "Trust meinthis. Y ou don't want to get involved in what's going down. The best thing
you can do right now iswait here for me. Nothing—and | meannothing's going to hurt you while you
stay inside the House. It's got ways of keeping undesirables out.” And keeping other folk in, he added to
himself. He hoped Jamie knew enough to keep Emmahere until he got back because he didn't want to
have to go out tracking down Emmajust when he got back with Button.

"But..."

"Will you just do this one thing for me—trust usthat far? Y ou can talk to Jamie or explore dl you want,
just say ingdethe House."

"All right."

"Thanks. Believe me, soon as something comes up where you can help, I'll be the first to ask you to step
in, but with what's going down right now, | 'll be able to do a better job by mysdlf wherel don't haveto
worry about anyone dse.”

The words BE CAREFUL appeared on Jami€'s screen.

"Count onit," Bluesaid. "You just take care of things here, Jamie." Ashe got up to go, Emma caught his
am.

"If...if something happensto... Button," she said, "what'll it do to me?'

Blue glanced a Jamie's screen, but the message BE CAREFUL hadn't changed. "Let's hopeto Christ
we never find out,” he said.

Then he stepped out of the room and was gone.

6

The address that Tucker gave Blue wasin Mechanicsville. Been along time, Chance, Blue thought as he
pulled hisbike up in front of the house. He left his hdmet hanging by its strgp from the Harley's
handlebars. The Mustang wasn't in sight, but that didn't necessarily mean anything. Hemeant togoin
hard and fass—Chance would just have to take the hand he'd dealt himsalf and that'd be al she wrote.



When he reached the front door, he kicked the hedl of aboot against the paneling by the lock. The door
gprang open with acrack like agunshot and then Blue was inside, roaming through the house. Come on,
he thought. Be here, for Chrigt's sake. But the house was empty, upstairs and down, with no clue that
Button had ever been brought here.

Outside again, Blue looked up and down the street, but no one paid him any attention. Chance's
neighbors had probably seen the Dragon's bikes pull up too often to get involved with any weird shit
going down here.

Okay, he thought, putting his helmet on again. Where now?

He kicked the Harley into life and headed downtown to make the rounds of the bars and bike shops. He
didn't get lucky until late in the afternoon when he got to Judy Kitt's place in Sandy Hill. It wasabiker's
garage, run out of the garage in back of her house. Judy looked up from the old Norton she was working
on at the sound of his motor.

"Hey, Blue," she said, wiping her hands on her greasy jeans. "How'sit hanging?'

Shewasaskinny little thing with afrizz of blond hair held back with a hairband. Blue liked the way she
handled herself. Even the biggest badasses backed down when she got on their case.

"I'm doing okay," he said. "Nice bike—yours?'

"Nah. I'm fixing it up for Hacker. | like the way these English bikesride, but | hate the way you haveto
baby them." She checked out his Harley with an experienced eye. "Don't tell me you're bringing that in to
me"

Bluelaughed. "No. I'm trying to run down a guy—name of Chance. Runswith the Dragon."

Judy nodded. "Y eah. I've seen him around. Sick-looking guy. He's dways got that big ape with him."
"Gives methe creeps, that guy.”

"Know wherel can find them?"

Judy gave him ahard look. "Thought you were finished messing around with the Dragon, Blue."
"Who's saying I'm messing around? | just want to find aguy.”

"Sure. But your eyes say it's ass-kicking time when you do."

"So what'sit to you?"

Judy held up her hands between them. "Hey, back down, big boy. Thisisme. Judy. Y our friend,
remember?’

"They snatched agirl—right in front of the House, Judy. I've got to get her back. I've been running
around the better part of the afternoon trying to get aline on him and come up with zip-all."



"Y ou tried the Dragons themsalves?'
Blue shook hishead. "I'm not exactly on their list of favorite people.”

Judy started to walk back into her garage. Opening asmall icebox, she tossed Blue a beer, then took
one out hersalf. Popping the can open, shetook along swig.

"] needed that," she said. She closed her toolbox and sat down onitslid. "Let methink aminute.”

She closed her eyes and leaned back against thewall. Blue sat down on an upended crate across from
her and worked on his own beer while he waited. After afew minutes Judy sat up again. Her gaze settled
onhim.

"They've got aplacein Quebec,” she said findly. "Up around Saint-Francois-de-Masham. Be agood
place to take someone you'd snatched.”

Saint-Francois-de-Masham, Blue thought. Up on Highway 366. To reach it, you had to go up old
Highway 105 past Old Chelsea. That had to be the place.

"Could you tell me how to get out to the farm?' he asked. "I've heard of the place, now that you've
mentioned it, but I've never been out there.”

"I'll draw you amap,” Judy said. Shetook the stub of apencil out of her back pocket and, ripping the
labdl off an oil container, started to draw on the back of it.

"Judy," Blue said when shewas done. "Y oure adream.” He folded the map and put it in his pocket,
then gave her aquick kiss on the forehead, before he went for hisbike.

"Hey!" Judy cried. When Blue turned, she was rubbing her forehead with agreasy hand. "Watch that
smooching suff, bugter.”

Blue grinned as he got back on the Harley. "Put it on my tab," he called back.

"You don't have atab,” Judy told him, but held dready kicked hisbikeinto life so he couldn't hear her.
"Don' let the bastards catch you on their home turf," she added as he drove away. She watched him go
down the gtreet with afrown. Then, sighing, she finished her beer and went back to work on the Norton.

v

Emma couldn't stay in the Postman's Room with the computer. The way it talked like areal person just
gave her the creeps. She wandered down the long hdlls of Tamson House, fedling like shed gotten lost in
afun house. The hdlsand roomsjust went on and on, asif there were no end to them. Findly she
couldn't takeit anymore. Making her way downgtairs, sheran to thefirst door she saw. Shetried to fling
it open, but it wouldn't budge. Fiddling with the lock didn't help either.

Trapped.

The weight of the House around her, the sheer strangeness of it al made her panic—but it was a strange



sort of panic. Her head wasfilled with awelter of confusion, but at the same time a part of her mind had
her logically waking down the hall, trying door after door. By the tenth one, shelooked around for
something to throw through awindow. A large vase was close at hand. She picked it up, approached the
casement with the vase upraised, and then thingsjust got weirder.

Theair moved around her, swirling like awind, pushing her back from the window. Shetried to throw
the vase as she was forced back, but the thrust of the air pushed it aside with astrong gust. It shattered
on thefloor of the hadlway, shards spraying around her. She flung up her handsto protect hersdlf, then
stopped when she held them up against the light. She turned to look behind her. No shadow.

"Oh, Jesus..."

Thelightsin the halway began to flicker and she heard a distant beeping sound. Backing away from the
mess sheld made, she returned dowly to the Postman's Room, following the computer's high-pitched
signal. When she reached the room, she stayed by the door, staring at the machine.

"Please,” shesaid. "Just et me go.”

Words appeared on the screen. She was determined not to go closer to read them, but after long
moments she knew she might aswell. She sure wasn't going anywhere. Crossing the room, she sat down
by the keyboard. WE ONLY WANT TO HELP Y OU, the message said.

"l don't want any part of this," shetoldit.
THISISNOT SOMETHING WE BEGAN, Jamie replied.

She picked up the sheaf of Esmeraldas letters and flipped through them. "I've got to be crazy,” she said.
Shelooked at the screen, the way she would have looked at another person if thered been oneinthe
room. "How can something | dreamed be red ?*

FAERIE HAVE GLAMOURS TO CLOUD PEOPLE'SMINDS, Jamietold her. | BELIEVE THAT
WHAT YOU THINK WAS A DREAM ACTUALLY HAPPENED. IT'SONLY BY THE
MACHINATIONS OF YOUR FOE THAT YOU REMEMBER IT ASA DREAM.

"Right," Emmasaid. "If | can talk to some Wizard of Oz sentient computer, dreams might aswell bered,
too." Shelooked around the room. "Come on. Own up. There's something running that computer, but |
just can't see you—tight?'

YOU ARE PARTIALLY CORRECT, Jamiereplied. I'M NOT PART OF THE COMPUTER. |
MERELY USEIT TO COMMUNICATE.

"So whereareyou hiding?'

There was along pause; then finaly thewords I'M NOT HIDING—I AM THE HOUSE ITSELF
appeared on the screen.

Emma stared numbly at them. "I had to ask," she muttered.
| HAVEN'T SEEN ESMERALDA IN A VERY LONG TIME, Jamie went on, obvioudy intent on

taking their communication dong anew dant. SHE LIVED HERE FOR ONLY A YEAR OR SO, BUT
WE GREW VERY CLOSE IN THAT TIME. I'VE OFTEN THOUGHT OF HER, HOPING SHE



WOULD COME BACK ONE DAY ...

Jesus, Emmathought, rubbing her face. Thiswas dl she needed: anostalgic computer.
HOW IS SHE?

"We haven't redly kept intouch,” Emmasaid. "That card wasthefirst I'd heard from her in ages.”

WAS THERE AN ADDRESS ON THE CARD OR ITSENVELOPE?

Emmanodded her head, then remembered what it was she was talking to. "Just a Post Office box
number,” she said doud.

TOO BAD. IFWE COULD CONTACT HER... The cursor paused for amoment, before continuing

on across the screen. IT'SPOSSIBLE THAT SHE KNOWS MORE THAN COULD HELP US,
BUT SENDING A LETTERWOULD TAKE TOO LONG.

"The box isin London, anyway," Emmasad.

ONTARIO?

"No. England. It's not much help, | guess.”

The screen stayed blank for along time then and Emma began to be afraid that whatever it was that was

communicating to her had gone away. The computer gave her the cregps, but even it was better
company than being dl doneinthisplace.

"S0," shesaid. "How'd you... ah... end up being ahouse?'

What an insane question. But it was an insane Situation.

THAT'SA LONG AND NOT ALTOGETHER PLEASANT STORY, Jamie replied after amoment
Oor 0.

"Weve got lots of time. At least, it doesn't look like I'm going anywhere.”

"Think again.”

Emmajumped at the sound of the voice, turning in her chair as though sheld been shot.
"Jesud" she cried when she saw Bluein the doorway. "Y ou scared me hdf to death.”

Sheld never even heard him come in. He stood there with a black |egther jacket on over his T-shirt.
There was a set of binoculars around his neck and he held a shotgun in one hand.

"I know where they've got her."

"Y ou do? Where?'

"Up around where you live. The Dragon'sgot afarm up in the Gatineaus. It's the only place they
could've taken her."



"Areyou going there now?"'
Blue nodded.
"Areyou taking me?'

"Areyou game?' he asked. "I've got the fedling you should be there. | mean, if you and Button are two
halves of the same person..."

He frowned and Emmawas pleased to see that the whole concept bothered him aswell. Then she
wondered just what had gone on between her other half and him.

"Well, it just makes sense for you to come," Blue added. "But if you don't feel you can handleit..."
Emmastood up quickly. "Let's go before you change your mind,” she said. "I'm going batty in here."

The computer beeped loudly before they could leave the room. Blue crossed over to read the message
onitsscreen. WHY ARE YOU TAKING THAT SHOTGUN?

"Come on, Jamie. Y ou think they're just going to hand her over if | ask them nicey?"

THE LAST TIME—

Blue cut the words off before they could flow across the screen. "1 know what happened the last time.”
In the Otherworld. When held gone berserk fighting those creatures. He still couldn't handle the way the
violence had come back to him so easily. Likeit'd never gone away. "Maybethisisjust what | am,

Jamie," he said after amoment. "Maybe what | know best is violence and the shit that goeswithiit."

YOU USED TOWORK ON GENTLER ARTS. YOU AND SARA. YOU TAUGHT HER AS
MUCH ASSHE TAUGHT YOU.

Blue could amost hear Jami€'s voice as the words touched the screen. It would be gently reprimanding.
"I'm not giving up one for the other,” Blue said softly. "And Sara's not here anymore." Wasthat another
of his problems? he wondered as the words I eft his mouth. Did he fed that he'd been deserted—first by
Jamie, then by Saraand Sdly? Or did hefed held driven them away?

DO WHAT YOU HAVE TO, Jamie replied.

Blue nodded, hearing the regret that would have been there if Jamie could speak. He turned dowly
away. "Comeon," he said to Emma. "How did you get here?' he added as he led the way to the garage.

"| drove."
"Y ou're parked on Patterson?’
She nodded.

"Okay. Well get my bikeand I'll drop you off at your car. Then you can follow me out. Can you take
thiswith you in the car?' He handed her the shotgun. "I won't get ten blocks with it on the bike—copsl|



stop me, sure as shit.”
Shetook it gingerly.
"This could get rough,” he warned her.

She swallowed thickly. "I guess... | guessthat'sjust sinking in." The weapon was heavy in her hand.
"What are you planning to do?

"Did you ever hear the legend of St. George?' Blue asked her.
Emma nodded.

"WEell, that's you and me, Emma. Were going up againgt a Dragon—just like hedid.”

8

Judy took the Norton out for aspin when she was finished working on it. When she got back, she
readjusted the carburetor until it was finaly running as smoothly as she wanted it to. Shutting off the
engine, she went to get hersalf abeer. As she was popping the tab, she thought about Blue's vist.

The Dragon. Snatched some girl. And wouldn't you know that Blued have to go out like some knight in
greasy armor to get her back.

"Aw dhit, Blue," she muttered.

Putting down the beer, she went over to the wall and picked up the phone.

FOUR
1

The room they put Button in was on the second floor of the farmhouse. It had a bed with crumpled dirty
sheets and an old blanket; and awindow that was painted shut, overlooking the backyard. Past the yard
were fidds with the Gatineau Mountains risng up green behind them. The floor was alitter of cigarette
butts, beer cans and other trash.

Joey shoved her into the room, then dammed and locked the door. Button staggered, arms pinwhedling
for balance. When she came up againgt awall, she leaned againgt it for along moment and caught her
breath. Shetook in her surroundings distastefully, then made for the window. Clearing a space on the
floor in front of it, she knelt down and stared out &t the freedom of the fields and mountains that couldn't
be hers. She leaned her arms on the windowsill, her head on her arms, and the afternoon passed.

What made the waiting hardest was not knowing what her captors meant to do with her. At least they
werent last night's creatures, she thought. No. They were bikers. Maybe that was worse. She was ill
flushed from the remarks of the men downstairs who had greeted her arrival with whoops and catcdls;
the deazy women, with their cold appraising eyes.



But thinking of bikers brought Blue to mind. With no past to retreat to, she went over and over her
memories of the little time sheld spent with him in that big strange house he was looking after. Sometimes
she hdf-expected to hear him come roaring up to the farmhouse on his bike to rescue her—just like he
had last night—but then shed redlize that he didn't even know where sheld been taken. He might even
think that she'd just taken off.

She wondered if she'd ever known anybody like him before. God, it was hard to have nothing to
connect her to the rest of the world. The world was there ins de her—knowledge of everything from
current events and history to how to make her way around Ottawa. But it wasimpersonal. Like
something she'd read about, not places sheld actually been. She could cal the city up, Street by street,
but not where shefitintoiit.

Maybe she was married and had kids, though that didn't fed right. Even having aboyfriend didn't fed
right. So did she just live on her own?What did she do for aliving? And what in God's name did these
men want with her?

She twisted the bottom of her sweatshirt in her hands, then looked down at it. Even it wasn't hers. She
hadn't wanted to put on her dirty blouse this morning, so she'd poked about in the closet of the room
Blue had lft her in until shed found something sheliked. It was comfortable. She probably liked casud
clothes. She—

"Oh, Blue," she said softly. "I wish you'd come get me."

She put her head back down on her arms and stared listlessly out the window. The afternoon passed,
time dragging like acloud's dow movement on awindless day. But then she heard footsteps on the sairs,
her door being unlocked, and everything started to move in aconfusing blur again.

"Okay, babe," Chance said from the doorway. Joey loomed up behind him, aferd glitter in hiseyesthat
gave hisdull festures afrightening cast. "Timeto get this show on theroad.”

2

Blue and Emma stopped in at her place so that she could change into clothing more suitable for the bush,
then headed off to the Dragons farmhouse, Blue leading the way, Emmafollowing in her car. At the
turnoff to the farmhouse, Blue kept right on going. He didn't stop until they were well beyond the
buildings. Pulling his bike off the road, he indicated to Emmathat she should just park by the sde. When
shejoined him, she was carrying the shotgun.

The spot Blue had chosen had agood vantage point from which they could overlook the farm. He gave
the place adow once-over with the binoculars, marking the various cars and bikes parked on the lawn
and by the barn. There were some rusted hulks off to one side of the barn, but the Mustang was there,
right in front of the house, aong with a pickup truck and a best-up Trans Am. He counted nine bikes.
Four or five Dragons were lounging on the farmhouse's porch. Thered be moreinside, he knew.

"The car'sthere," he said, turning back to Emma.

"What are we going to do?"

Blue rubbed hisface. "Play it by ear, | guess. There'stoo many of them for meto take them



head-on—best to wait until it gets dark, anyway. I'll go down then, seeif | can sneak her out, or maybe
get the drop on them.”

"What about me?"

"1 wanted you to keep watch. If things get hairy, | need you to get out of here and go for help. I've got a
friend you can contact,” He pulled a scrap of paper out of his pocket. On the back of it, hewrotein
Tucker's home and business phone numbers. "But I'm hoping we can pull this off without any fireworks.”

"God, I'm scared," Emma said. She held up her hand. "L ook at me shake."

Blue nodded. "1 know the feding.”

Somehow, knowing that he was nervous, too, just made Emmafed worse. Blue studied the farm again
through the binoculars.

"I've been wondering,” he said as he turned back to her.

"About what?'

"Wdl, why they were chasing just Button and not you, too."

Emmadidn't have an answer for that. Shrugging, Blue turned his attention back to the farm. It was past

gx by thetimethey got into place. Asthe hands of Emmals wrist-watch dowly reached seven, Blue
diffened suddenly.

"What's happening?'

"| seeher," Blue said, hisvoice grim.

Through the binoculars, he could see Button being led out between Chance and Joey. When Chance got
on hishike, Joey shoved Button toward it. She got on the back with ajerky motion. Scared. Once she
wasin place, Joey got onto athree-wheder with acar engine behind the seat. Blue held his gaze on the
scene asthe two bikes started up, waiting until he was sure the two men were leaving on their own. He

nodded to himsaf asthe bikes turned in their direction.

"Somebody's smiling on us," he said. Dropping the binoculars so that they bounced againgt his chest, he
turned to Emma. "Let'sgo."

"Will you tell me what's happening?'

"Chance and hisbuddy are taking her awvay on their bikes and you and me, Emma, are going after
them.”

He ran down toward his own machine, letting Emmafollow at her own pace, ill carrying the shotgun.
When they reached the trees where Blue had hidden his Harley, he waited for her to catch up.

"Oncethey go by," he said, "get ready to move out fast.”

"Shouldn't we just stop them on the road?' Emmaasked. She held up the shotgun.



"Wouldn't | loveto," Blue said, but he shook his head.

"Troubleis, at the speed they'll be going, there's too much chance that Button'll get hurt. We've got to
follow and look for a spot to take them out.”

Just then the bikes roared by—Chance with Button on the back in the lead, Joey's three-whedler right
behind. As Blue had expected, neither man paid any attention to Emmals car parked on the side of the
road. He knew what they were thinking—who was going to messwith the Dragon?

"Let'sgo!" hecried.

He started up his Harley and headed for the road, dirt spitting behind its rear whedl asit sought traction
in the rough sod. By the time he was on the road, Emmahad just gotten into her car. Putting the shotgun
on thefloor by the passenger's seet, she started it up and sped of f after Blue's already diminishing figure.

3

It was Chance who spotted them first. Checking his rear-view to look at Joey, he saw the bike and car
coming up behind them. He flashed on the car—the way it'd been parked a ongside the road. Just waiting
for them to go by. He didn't know who was driving it, but the biker had to be Blue. He wasn't sure how
Blued tracked them down, but it couldn't be anyone else.

Just like the last time, he thought. Y ou, me and agirl, Blue. But | got ahole card like you won't believe.
He grinned, thinking of what the Lady's gnasherswould do to Blue; then he redlized that she wouldn't be
too happy with him bringing shit down on her home turf.

Helifted his hand to get Joey's attention. Nice thing about a three-whedler. It was hard to unbalance.
Not like aHarley. He pointed behind them, nodding to himsalf when he was sure that Joey had seen their
pursuit and would take care of them. The three-whedler fell away as Joey dowed down, then went into a
skidding 180. Joey aimed his machineright at the oncoming bike and car, front end lifting from the
ground as he cranked up the gas.

Chance fed more gasinto his own bike with ahard twist of hiswrist and he shot ahead, leaving them all
behind.

4

Weasd laid hishead back against the steps of the farmhouse, grinning as he watched Shotgun and Ruthie
getting ready to go at it. Helooked like his namesake, lean and dangerous, with aknife-hilt protruding
above the top of ether boot, thin brown hair and along scar that ran down the side of his|eft cheek.

Man, those girlswerelike apair of cats, he thought. Always at each other'sthroats. Shotgun was abig
blonde, jeansfitting like asecond skin, her large breastsjostling in atorn T-shirt that was a couple of
sizestoo big. Ruthie was small and dark-haired, built amost like aboy, but who cared, the way sheld go
down on aguy—any guy, S0 long as he had the Dragon colors on the back of hisvest.

"Two-to-one Shotgun gets creamed,” Beard said from behind him. He was like a Tennessee mountain
man, awild thatch of dirty blond hair sprouting everywhere. Even his arms and shoulders were covered
with apet of hairy growth.



"Comeon," Weasd sad. "All she'sgot to do is smother Ruthie with her tits."
"Y ou been counting how much brew Shotgun's been putting back today?"

Before Weasd could respond, they all heard the roar of engines coming up the road. The two women
looked away from each other.

"Guessthe boys are..." Beard'svoicetrailed off asastring of motorcyclesturned into the yard. Not one
of theriderswas wearing colors.

Weasd stared, jaw hanging dack. He lost count of how many bikes there were after the first fifteen or
0. There had to be twice that number. And then three pickup trucks pulled up in the rear.

"What the fuck?' he muttered, standing up.

Shotgun and Ruthie drifted toward the porch, their fight forgotten. Beard stood up and wasjoined by the
rest of the Dragonsingde the farmhouse.

We arein deep shit, Weasd thought as he did aquick calculation asto how many bodies they could
fidd againg thisinvasion. Theroar of bikeswas like thunder in the farmyard. Then, one by one, theriders
shut their machines down. In the forefront, awoman in black lesther reveded afrizz of blond hair as she
took off her hedmet. With the hemet off, Weasd had no trouble recognizing her.

"Youtired of living, Judy?' he asked.

Recovering from his surprise, he swaggered over to where she straddled her bike. She gave him acold
stare back, then jerked athumb over her shoulder.

"It took me an hour to get this crew together,” she said. "Give me alittle moretime and | can put
together three timesthismany."

"Y ou got somekind of aproblem?’ Weasd asked.

Beard was standing beside him now, the other Dragons spreading out acrossthe yard, but Christ, there
were only twelve of them here, including the women. Course they had the guns, if some of these
dumbfucks were smart enough to bring 'em out. He shot aquick glance to either side and was happy to
seethat at least Danny and Stern had used their heads. Danny was carrying arepest shotgun, Stern a
hunting rifle. He could see that Judy hadn't missed the wegpons either.

"Let'skeep thisred smple,” she said. "Eddie Chance and Joey Martin snatched Blue's girl. We want her
back."

Weasd dtarted to laugh, but she cut him off.
"Think about it, asshole,” she said. "Y ou want the city closed off to you?”
"Somebody been feeding you happy pills?' Weasdl asked. " Fer-crissakes, you'd think—"

"No garage or shop'll deal with you. No bar'll serveyou."”



"Every time you set up aded, the man'll be breathing up your ass. Are you starting to get the picture?’
"Ligten, bitch. You try to pull any of that shit and you're dead mest."

Judy put her bike up on its kickstand, and got off. Tossing her helmet onto the ground, she walked right
up to Weasdl.

"Comeon,” shesaid, afera look in her eyes. "Let'syou and me get it on, Weasd."

She stood in front of him, relaxed, ready. Her face told him she didn't give a shit. He thought about the
things he'd heard about her and hesitated. Even if something got started, there were il too many of them
for the Dragons to come out aheed.

"You and me, Weasdl. Let'sgo.”

"Just what the fuck do you want?'

"Thegirl."

"She's not here. Chance just took off with her.”

"Then how's about this," Judy said. "Y ou stay out of it and we Stay out of it. We leave it between
Chance and Blue. Whatever happens, happens, and we al go on the way we were going—business as

Weasd glanced a Beard and the big man shrugged. " Chance's pretty full of himself,” Beard said.
"Always saying he can handle anything.”

Weasdl nodded. They'd come up hereto party, not to get fucked over like this. And seeing how Chance
wouldn't even share that little piece of ass held snatched—uwell, fuck him.

"You've got aded," Beard told Judy.
"Y ou come after any one of usand that dedl's off," she said.
"I'm saying you got aded," Beard said, hisvoice lowering. "Don't push your luck.”

Judy nodded. "Okay." Whatever else Beard was, he was a man who kept hisword. "Y ou seen Blue
around?' shetried.

"What do you think?'

"Right." Judy went back to her bike. Picking up her helmet, she took the machine off itskickstand. The
large man who sat on the Norton beside her leaned close.

"What now?"' Hacker asked softly.

"Wdll, we didn't seethem comingin, so | guesswelll just see where the road takes us going the other
way."

"Can wetrus them?"



Judy looked at Beard. "'l think s0." Kicking her bikeinto life, she gave the Dragons awave, then led the
way out of the farmyard.

"Arewe |etting them get away with this?' Weasdl asked Beard.
The big man looked at him. "Chancethat big afriend of yours?' he asked.
"Herideswith us"

Beard nodded. "Y eah. He wears his colors alot—under that sports jacket he's got on half the time.
Besides, | gave them my word.”

"Turk isn't going to like this. Chance's been bringing in alot of bread.”
Turk was the president of the Ottawa chapter of the Dragon.

"It'sthe bread Turk likes, not so much Chance,”" Beard said. "Chance did his bit to set things up, but
now that the business end of thingsis running smoothly, well, the guy's too fucking ambitious—you
know? We only got room for one main man, Weasdl. What goes down today, it could solve alot of
future problems." He laughed at Weasdl's frown. "Come on, man. Lighten the fuck up, would you?

Weasdl nodded.
"Who's for more brew?' Beard called to the other Dragons.

One by one they made their way back to the farmhouse.

5

Blue didn't have timeto think. By thetime he redlized that Joey was turning, the big man was dready
roaring down the road toward them. Blue hit the brakes, swerving into the ditch as Joey came at him.
The Harley skidded in the dirt. Before the bike could trap him under it, Blue jumped free. Bushes broke
hisfal, but he dill hit hard.

Farther down the road, Joey played chicken with Emmals car, running her into the ditch aswell. The car
cameto adead stop. Emmadumped in the seat and the car staled. Oh, Christ, Blue thought. If she's
hurt... He started for the car at arun, pain lancing in hisside. Might've cracked arib.

By the time he reached Emmas car, Joey had turned around and was coming back. Bluereached in
across Emmaslimp form and came up with the shotgun. As Joey came up broadside, Blue turned and
fired, aming low. The blast caught out the front whedl and the bike spun out of control, skidding
sdeways down the road until it spilled over in the ditch. Joey went flying.

Blue ran up to where Joey lay and thrust the barrels of the shotgun into hisface. "Wher€e's he taking
her?' he demanded.

"Fuck—fuck you."



Joey wasin bad shape. One leg was twisted under him, broken for sure. Some ribs were probably
broken, too.

"Y ou can ill comeout of thisdive" Bluetold him.
Pure hate blazed in Joey's eyes. "We... we got magic on our Sde,” he said. "The fagsll make me better.”

Blue didn't know what he was talking about. He sat back on his hedls, laying the shotgun across his
knees. He didn't think he could use it on Joey, but Jesus, hehad to get after Chance.

"GuessI'll just St here and watch you die," he said, making out like he thought Joey's wounds were
worse than they were. "Anybody comes adong to help you, and I'll blow aholein them.”

"Chance... Chancell get 'emto fix me up. Hell..."

Hiswordstrailed off as helooked past Blue's shoulder. Blue turned fast, bringing up the shotgun, then
saw it wasonly Emma.

"You," Joey sad. "You're..." Hisface clouded with confusion as helooked at her. ™Y ou're supposed to
be at thelake with... with Chance."

Blue grinned. "Thanks, Joey," he said as he stood up. He took Emma by the arm. "Let's go—we're
losngtime"

"Wha... 7'

"Areyou dl right?'

" Shook up, but—what happened?’

Blue got her into the passenger's side of the car and took the whed himself. The ditch wasn't deep and

he didn't think he'd have a problem just backing the car out. " Joey thought you were Button and it
screwed him up. Good thing, too. He might be stupid, but he's stubborn as hell. Hed never havetold us

anything."
"l didn't hear himtell you anything.”

"He said Chance was taking her to the lake—closest oneto hereis La Peche. That's got to beit. Come
on," he added to the car when it wouldn't sart.

"Arewejust going to leave him... lying there?' Emmaasked.

The enginefindly turned over, coughed and started. "What do you think?' Blue asked. It took some
rocking back and forth before he could back the car out. ™Y ou want to bring him dong?!

"Wéll, no. But-"

"Hang on," Blue said. He booted the gas, power-shifting until they were barreling along the road in fourth
gear.



6

Judy brought the long cava cade to a hat when they reached the wrecked bikes. She shut off her engine
and the othersfollowed suit. In the ensuing quiet, she walked over to where Joey lay, blinking up at her
likeahurt animdl.

"Blue's bike's over here," Hacker called.
Judy bent over Joey. "What happened?' she asked, but the big man wouldn't answer.
"He'sin bad shape," Hacker said ashe joined her.

Judy nodded. "Let's clean up after Blueand cdl it aday," she said. "WEell load the bikesin a couple of
the pickups and drop Joey here off with the Dragons.”

"What about Blue?' one of the other riders asked.
"| think this evensthe odds,” Judy replied. She turned to them dl. "Hey, thanks for backing me up."

They hauled the bikes onto the beds of the pickups. Joey protested, but they put him in the back of the
third truck.

"Y ou coming?' Hacker asked.

Judy was looking on down theroad. "This goes on to Lac |a Peche, doesn't it?" she said.
Hacker nodded.

"I think maybe I'll check out how thingsend.”

"Y ou want some company?"

Judy smiled. "Not a crowd—but you'd be welcome.”

They waited until therest of the group was ready to go. When the long line of bikestook off, followed
by the three pickups, they stayed behind, watching them go.

"Y ou think Blue's okay?' Hacker asked.
Judy nodded. "I just figure he might be wanting aride home."

Starting up their own machines, they headed off down the road.

FIVE
1

Twilight was thickening in Rathbabh when Glamorganas gnashers bound Button to asquat granite



outcrop. Smoor stood nearby, staff in hand, glaring at Chance, who was watching the proceedings with a
smirk. Soft music came from Taran's harp where he sat in the degpening shadow of an old mapletree.
The bard's eyes were express onless as he watched Glamorgana approach. The woodwife carried a
naked knife in one hand. Its blade was |ong and findly honed, with two blood grooves running closeto its
fdseedge.

The gnashers stepped away from the stone at an abrupt motion of Smoor's saff. Using the edge of the
knife, Glamorgana cut open Button's sweatshirt, baring her upper torso.

"Isthe metd so cold?' the woodwife asked pleasantly at Button's shiver.
Taran withdrew his hands from the strings of his harp and a deep quiet settled over the glade.

"I've had time to worry at thisriddle of the hidden talisman,” Glamorgana continued, "but it took my
bard'swordsto give me the answer. Spill her red blood on agray stone, hetold me, and then | knew.
Thetdisman isyour heart, siweet thing." Cutting through Button's bra, Glamorganalaid her hand on
Button's bared breast. "That pulsing organ that beats so wildly under my hand.”

Taran frowned and laid aside his harp, remembering the words spoken that couldn't be recdled. Hed
spoken rashly, letting his bardic spirit unrave the riddle through him, but he wasn't pleased. He had no
stomach for more bloodspilling. Not like Glamorganas human agent. He watched under hooded eyes as
Chancetook afew steps closer to the stone. The biker dicked back his hair with aquick motion of his
hand, alook of anticipation on hisface.

"And it needed to be your heart, sweet thing," Glamorgana said. "The wild heart—the heart that knows
no logic, only emoation. | think | knew it al dong, or why let your other haf go?'

She played thetip of the knife across Button's belly as she spoke, smiling as the somach muscles
contracted at the contact.

"| canfed themoment growing,”" Glamorganasaid. "Thetimeisripeto free the talisman from its pretty
sheath." She bent over, her face close to Button's. "Surely you fed it too?"

Button's eyes were huge with raw panic. She strained againgt her bonds, the ropes burning at her wrists
and ankles. Glamorganakissed her lightly on the brow, then straightened, the blade held ready in her
hand. Then the gnashers raised nogtrilsto the air.

"Don't eventry it," avoice sad, dark with anger.

Glamorganaturned dowly from the stone to see Blue standing &t the edge of the trees, the shotgunin his
hands, bore trained on her. Behind him was atwin to the woman her gnashers had bound to the
rock—the wild heart'slogicd half.

"What'sthis?' Glamorganasaid lightly. "A rescue?’ But shelaid the knife down on the stone beside
Button.

Taran stood up under the maple. Glamorgana mocked the man in his grease-stained jeans and leather
jacket, but the bard in Taran saw beyond the man's smple anger and plain garb. Thiswas ahero,
stepped straight from the old tales. An old heart beat in that young breast.

"Take care" he said, so softly that the words carried no farther than his own ears. And he didn't know if



he spoke to the man or to his mistress.

2

They had spotted Chance's bike as soon asthey pulled in by Lac la Peche. Blue parked the car beside it
and killed the engine. Stepping out of the car, helooked al around them for some clue asto where the
biker had taken Button.

"Ligen," Emmasad.

That was when Blue heard the harping that led them to the glade where Button was bound to an old gray
stone. The music made Bluethink of Taiesin, and for one moment he thought he saw Saras bard
standing there under the maple, the smal harp a hisfeet. But then he aimed the shotgun at the woman
with the knife, araw red fire burning up through his nerves. He amost pulled the trigger when the woman
mocked him.

"Step away,” he said, making asmall motion with hisweapon.

But the tall woodwife merely regarded him, one hand straying to abag a her sde. "So forceful,” she
said. "And he seesinto Faerie, too. Can he see my gnashersaswel | ?

She made asmall motion with her hand, but Blue had been ready for it. Hed spied the gnashers straight
off. Asthey moved forward a her sgnd, he turned dightly, fired a them, then pumped anew shell into
the breech. The bore siwung back to cover Glamorgana, Chance and the bard before they had achance
to make aplay.

But Blue wasn't prepared for the effect of his shot on the gnashers. Hed just wanted to scare them off.
They were standing far enough back so that they'd get stung by thelittle stedl pellets, but not badly.
Insteed, they were howling asif held shot them from close up. It wastheiron in the sted pellets. And
Faerie can't abide iron—not Faerie such as these, unused to the haunts of men.

A humorless smile tugged at Blue'slips as he saw the woman's dismay. He turned dightly toward the
gnashers, saw them thrashing about, clawing at where the pellets had struck them, but still approaching
him. He fired a second time, smoothly pumping up anew shdll again. Thistime they backed away.

"I'll only ask you one moretime," he said. " Step away from the stone."

"Oh, | think not,” Glamorgana said.

Her hand lifted from her spellbag, cold witchfire flickering in her closed fist. But before she could throw
it, before Blue could shoot, Taran sprang forward. One hand tore the spellbag from her shoulder so that
it fell to the ground, the other closed about the fist that wielded the witchfire.

"You fool!" Glamorganacried.

She spun out of hisgrip, but the witchfire ran down her arm. The flames charred Taran's hand, but only
the smallest spark had touched him. Glamorgana screamed, the witch-fire enveloping her in asheet of

white flame. She stumbled against Chance and the two staggered in amacabre dance that lasted only
moments before the witchfire consumed them. Theflare of their dying blinded every one of them



watching. When they could see again, it was to see acloud of ash settling where they'd stood.
"Jesus Chrigt," Blue said softly.

The gnashers howled. When Blue turned to them, shotgun raised, Smoor tossed down his saff and the
creaturesfled.

Emmaclutched Blugsarm. "Blue... 7"

Helooked at her, seeing his own shock mirrored in her face; then he shook his head dowly. "Button,”" he
sad softly.

He went to the stone and cut her free, enfolding her in hisarms.
"| prayed you'd come," she mumbled into his shoulder. "I didn't believe you would, but God | prayed.”

Blue took off hisjacket and wrapped it around her. "Y ou think I'd let them just take you?" he asked.
Button didn't answer. Shejust hugged him tighter. "It's going to be okay now," hetold her. "Can you
hang in for amoment? | want to see to the guy that saved our asses.”

When she nodded, he left her leaning against the stone, his jacket wrapped tight around her, and moved
to where the bard knelt, clutching his burnt hand. Laying down the shotgun, Blue went down on one knee
so that their faceswerelevd.

A twisted smiletouched Taran'slips. “I'll be... I'll be playing no songs of this night'swork," he said.
"We owe you abig one, man,” Bluetold him. "L et me see that hand.”

Taran held out the hand. It was shriveled and black—abird's talon now, not a human hand. It wouldn't
be fingering a harp's strings anymore.

"Witchfireburns... clean,” the bard said. "But painful.”
Ilmll

While Blue talked to the bard, Emmadowly approached the stone. She stared at her twin'sface. As
Button's gaze met her own, something fired between them. Gingerly, Emmareached out to touch her
twin. Likeamovement in amirror, Button lifted her own arms. When their hands met, they each felt their
gazes spin. A rushing sound filled Emmas ears. Vertigo overcame her so that she fell to her knees, eyes
shut fast. When she opened them again, Button was gone and she was clutching a dusty rose sweetshirt
and aleather jacket.

"What the hell.... ?* she heard Blue say.

Sheturned to him, tearsin her eyes. She could fed again, though it wasn't quite the same as before.
Therewas asense of sharing present inside her now. The memories she had for the past two days were
doubled, strangely imposed on each other. She looked at Blue and saw him through Button's eyes. Her
eyes. Their eyes.

"She... she'snot gone, Blug," she said softly. "But it's not just Button anymore.”



She hugged the jacket and sweatshirt against her chest. She wanted him to say everything was okay
again, but she wasn't sure that it was. Button wanted him, but she didn't even know him.

"l guessit'sgot to belike... garting over again,” hesaid findly.

She nodded, not trusting hersalf to spesk. Shelooked up at the darkening sky through the boughs of the
holt'strees and felt something else stir insde her aswell. The wild heart. That power that Glamorgana
had sought, that could never have been hers. A wind touched her cheek, blowing in from the west.

Be strong, my heart, she thought she heard it say in avoice low and husky, as she remembered
Esmeraddasto be.Guard that gift and use it well .

Useit? she thought. She could fed the stir of tree roots underfoot, could dmost understand the words
spoken above her, legf to leaf. They told her what to do. She rose from where she knelt and went to the
bard. When she touched his hand, that Autumn Gift drew the pain away. She couldn't hedl, but she could
ease. Taran looked up, his eyes shining as his bardic nature recognized what moved through her. Then
sheturned to Blue.

Holding the jacket and swestshirt close in the crook of one hand, shelifted a hand to touch his cheek
and could fed the tenson easein him aswell.

He closed hisfingers around hers and squeezed them lightly before letting her hand go. "Look," he said.

The moon had risen, cagting itslight into the glade. Emma looked at where he pointed, then shook her
heed.

"What isit?" she asked.

"Y ou've got your shadow back."

SIX
1

"Isthisaprivate party, or can anyonejoinin?"

Blue looked over to Emmals car asthey came out of the woods and saw Judy sitting on the hood.
Hacker leaned up againgt a headlight, one hedl hooked onto the bumper. Their bikes stood beside
Chance's.

"What the hell are you doing here, Judy?' Blue asked.

Judy did down from the hood. " Cleaning up your messes,” shereplied. "Wetook your bike into town
and dropped Joey off with the Dragons.”

"Thanks."

"l seeyou found her." Judy was plainly curious about both Emmaand Taran.



"Yeah. We got lucky," Bluereplied. Found her and lost her again, dl in afew minutes. Real lucky. Got
himself aone-handed bard, too, and awoodwife's spellbag, complete with aset of Weirdin. That'd

please Jamie, anyway.
"Anybody need aride?’

Blue shook his head. "I'll take Chance's bike into town. Taran here needs aplace to stay and | think the
Houseisjust what he'slooking for. But | wouldn't mind the company. "

"Yougotit," Judy said. "Ah, aout Chance. You didnt... ?'

"1 never touched him."

"It'sjust that we heard gunshots..."

"l wasjust scaring off somewildlife. But Chanceisgoneand | don't think helll be back.”

He gave Judy Taran's harp to strap onto the back of her bike and put Glamorganas spellbag in hisown
saddlebag. Then he turned to look at Emma.

"Areyou going to be okay?' he asked.

She nodded.

"Widll... seeyou around then."

He started to get on his bike, when she caled his name. He turned Sowly.
"Come see me tomorrow?" she asked. "For dinner?'

"Y ou sure?'

"I'msure.” Shetouched his jacket, which she was wearing now. ™Y ou can pick this up then."
Blue smiled. "Y ou got adate.”

"And Blue?' She handed him the cut-up swesatshirt. "Thanksfor being there.”
Blue held the sweatshirt in his hand and watched her walk to her car.

"Do | hear those heartstrings soaring?' Judy asked Hacker in a stage whisper.

Blue turned to her but he didn't have the energy to summon up the growl she deserved. "L et'sride," he
sad.

He got onto hisbike, Taran perching uncomfortably behind him, and they followed Emmas car out from
the lake and down the road.



WESTLIN WIND

O wild West Wind, thou art of Autumn's being,
Thou, from whose unseen presence the leaves dead
Are driven, like ghosts from an enchanter fleeing...

—Percy Bysshe Shelley, from "Ode to the West Wind"

O Western wind, when wilt thou blow?—Anonymous, from "O West Wind,"

And when you come,
will you remember me?

—Chrigty Riddle, from "The Old Friends that Autumn Sends'

ONE

She'd forgotten just how big the House was.

It stretched the length of the long block in afacade of old-fashioned town houses that were set
kitty-corner to each other, expertly disguising the undterable fact that it was one enormous building. The
illusion was completed by each facade having its own stonework stoop and working front door. She let
her gaze drift over the steep gables running from cornice to ridge, the well-worn eaves overhung with
vines, the odd dormer window thrusting out from the top floor. Towers rose from three of its corners, but
she could only see two from where she stood on Patterson Avenue.

Sheld forgotten its Size, but not its comfort. Nor its mystery.

In dreams she had come back to walk the long hals and rooms, sometimes empty, sometimesfilled with
people of every shape and creative persuasion, drawn to the House as once she had been, for the refuge
it offered from the lessforgiving confines of the world outsde. No matter how far she traveled—in
distance, or in time—she could never forget any of it. Not the secret park inside with its disconcerting
tendency to gppear so much larger than it was. Not the Postman's Room and the long talks with Jamie
over tea. Not the Library, where sheld spent longer hours still, reading and writing.

She chose adoor a random, her |eather-soled shoes clicking softly on the stonework stoop. The scent
of lilacs drifted toward her from the clump of blossomed trees two entrances down. Laying the palm of
her hand againgt the door, she felt the swirl of the wood grain press againgt her skin. Her reflection
looked smokily back at her from leaded windows set in the polished wood.

"Helo, Jamie," she said softly. "Do you remember me?"



For she was no longer the young girl who'd once found refuge in Tamson House. Theimage the
windows cast back was of atal woman, gold and brown hair faling to the smal of her back, gray eyes
seriousin afine-boned face. Her faded blue raincoat |ooked washed-out in the reflection. The lesther
carpetbag at her feet was no more than a smudge of shadow. She had changed in so many ways. In
others, she hadn't changed at dll.

When she took her palm away from the wood, the door siwung silently open. A small wind rose up at
her feet, tossing her hair. Not until it gusted away did she Step insde.

It was very much like waking into the reflection. The sense of smokiness was deeper here. The
building's age lay warm and thick inthe air. It smelled as comfortable as the scent of afavorite old shirt,
brought out of a drawer scented with a potpourri gathered and dried in the degps of autumn. The
wallpaper was afading Morris design. The carpet wasworn, but still plush underfoot. A hallway
stretched for asfar as she could seein either direction.

Cocking her head, she appeared to listen to some unseen speaker. She touched a hand to the pocket of
her raincoat. A rustle of paper answered her touch; then she turned to her left and began to walk down
thelong hallway.

2

The elders of the Djibwe taught that there were three parts to aman:wiyo , the corporeal body;
udjitchog , the soul, which isthe seat of the will and alows him to perceive things, to reason about them,
and to remember them; andudjibbom , the shadow, which isthe eye of the soul, awakening to its
perception and knowledge. When aman travels, his soul ranges before or behind him, but his shadow
wakswith him.

AsMigiz of the Black Duck totem set about constructinghigessakan , his conjuring lodge, his soul
rested by a stand of honeysuckle nearby, looking to the west. The sweet smell of the honeysuckle
reached Migizi where he worked, but stronger was the scent of sweetgrass and dirt underfoot. He thrust
four birch polesinto the soft ground, one for each of the cardina points. These he connected with shorter
lengths of cedar, fastening them to the poles with lesther thongs. Four connecting one pole to another,
then four and four and four again. Sixteenindl.

On one pole, that which faced Nanibush, the ruler of the west, he fastened a smadll pine bough. Between
the north and east poles, he strung a strand of braided leather festooned withmigis shdlls, the small bones
of birds, and wooden beads that rattled against each other whenever the wind moved them. Over the
east and south poles, he hung anumber of deerskins, stitched together and so perfectly cured that they
were as supple as cloth. Insde the lodge, he placed hisbuankik , hiswater drum—a hollowed cedar log
covered with deerhide and partialy filled with water.

His shadow was thefirst to become aware of the new presence approaching hisjessakan , warning him
with atwitch that started at the nape of his neck, then traveled up, behind his eyes. His soul turned to
look down from under the honeysuckles. The shells, bones and beads of the conjuring lodgerattled ina
stronger gust of wind; the deerskins flapped. Migizi himsdf could feel not a breeth of that wind, though he
stood no more than two feet from the eastern pole.

"Nanabozho," he murmured.



But he knew it wasn't the great uncle manitou playing atrick on him. Migizi wasfamiliar with the
manitou, enough to recognize and put anameto al the mysteries, great and smal. Some came—wind
shadows, small thunders—for the smoke of the tobacco Migizi offered from his spirit pipe: they told him
secretsin return. Others came only to watch, though they, too, would accept his tobacco.

This manitou took no tobacco, and told no secrets. It came only to watch, drawn to Migizi'sside
whether he conducted a ceremony or not. Like the other manitou, it brought only its shadow into his
company. Unlike the others, it brushed up against hisleathery brown skin and touched his moose-hide
shirt and leggingswith airy fingers. It traced the beadwork designs of the bandolier that held his sacred
tobacco pouch and spirit pipe. It fingered hislong graying braids. It whispered in his ear, but the words it
spoke were of alanguage that no Djibwe knew.

It had no name. Nonethat Migizi knew. None, he was sure, that it even knew itsdlf.

It was because of this manitou that Migizi had constructed his conjuring lodge today. He meant to ask
Nanibush if this manitou was an errant soul, lost from Epanggishimuk, the spirit land in the west where
Nanibush ruled and the spiritstraveled after death. For sometimes, because of its strangeness, that was
what Migizi perceived it to be. A lost soul of adead manitou. Not the shadow of aliving one. He meant
to ask Nanibush to guideit home so that it might be born again, the line of its clan unbroken.

For manitou, like men, had amadijimadzuin—a moving line, an earthly Milky Way connecting those
who had gone before with those who followed. The Milky Way starsthat rode the skies at night were
part of an enormous bucket-handle that held the earth in place. If ever it broke, the world would cometo
an end. So it waswith the chain of madjimadzuin . When it broke, aclan ended.

His conjuring lodge shook again, shells and bones and beads rattling, deerskins dapping against the
poles. Taking out his spirit pipe, hefilled its sogpstone bowl with a pinch of tobacco, which helit from the
coal that he carried in asmal clay jar for that purpose.

"Bepatient,” Migizi said, not unkindly, to the strange manitou. "I mean to help you.”

He left the smoke as an offering for it, then settled himsalf on the ground ingde thejessakan |, legs
crossed, eyes closed, his shadow settling like a cloak upon his shoulders. He drew the deerskins down
until he was enclosed in awarm, dark cocoon. Now the smell of sweetgrass and freshly turned earth was
very srong.

"Me-we-yan, ha, ha, ha," he sang softly. | go into the conjuring lodge to see the medicine.

Filling his spirit pipe again, he set it on the ground in front of him. Helet adtilinessfdl over him, aquiet
that had its source in hisskibdagan , the medicine bag that hung from his belt where the dream objects of
histotem lay hidden from prying eyes. Untying the bag, he set it down by hisknee and fingered the
wadjigan insde, one by one.

A carved stone. Black duck feathers gathered together with atwist of leather. The polished shell of a
baby turtle. Bone beads. The claw of alynx. A small piece of wood, rubbed smooth by the stones of a
river. Clamshell charms, filled with herbs and salves, kept sealed with pine-treeresin.

Tapping the water drum with his other hand, he sang again.

"Ka-ka-mi-ni-ni-ta." We spirits are talking together.



Helit the spirit pipe and the conjuring lodge filled with its smoke. He aternated then, between the pipe
and the drum, the dream objects of hisskibdagan and the chant.

Thewadjigan spoke to histotem, Nenshib, the Black Duck. The drum talked to theanimiki , the
thunders, and asked for their aid in speeding his message to where the sun, moon and stars set. The
smoke called to Nanibush, the grandson of Grandmother Toad and ruler of the west.

His shadow lay across his shoulders, listening. Outside, the unusua manitou circled hisjessakan , making
its deerskins flap. By the honeysuckles, his soul looked westward once more.

3

The Postman's Room was on the second floor, in the part of the House that faced O'Connor Street.
Laying her carpetbag on the floor against the wall in the hallway outside, she stood in the doorway and
looked in. The rush of memoriesthat stirred in her now was the strongest sheld felt since sheld entered
Tamson House.

The room hadn't changed at dl.

The old rolltop desk that housed Jamie's computer, Memoria, shared the west wall with ahearth and
mantel, and a sdeboard laden with knickknacks and curios. A window overlooking O'Connor Street
was set in the middle of the east wall. The remaining wall space was taken up with bookshelves, stuffed
to overflowing with fat volumes and dim folios. In front of the desk was an ol d-fashioned wooden
secretaria chair with aswivel seat, faded green cushions and wooden arms. The other furnishings
consisted of apair of oversiuffed club chairs near the window, each of which had asmall fat ottoman
beforeit, the low table between the chairs, and the double floor lamp behind them, its brass base and
gtand gleaming in the light that came through the window.

Her memories were so strong she could almost see Jamie Sitting there in one of the club chairs, looking
up a her appearance in the doorway, smiling awelcome as though sheld never |eft. Asthough he were
dill dive

She's never redlized just how much sheld missed him.

By thewindow, aset of smdl slver chimestinkled, though the window was closed. Her hand returned
to the pocket of her raincoat to touch the letter there.

But then he wasn't redlly dead, was he? At least not in the common sense of the word. Because hewas
gill here, inthe House. A part of itswalls and foundations. Sensing, hearing, smelling, tasting through its
wood and stone. Seeing through its windows. And here, in the Postman's Room, his presence was
stronger than ever. Asthough thiswasthe heart of the House. And that was how it should be. Jamie
aways had been its heart.

The computer made a beeping sound to get her attention. When she looked &t it, the cursor moved
across the screen, leaving behind it ashort trail of words. She started to step into the room when avoice

stopped her.

"l wouldn't go in there."

A wind rose up at her fedt, rustling the cloth of her skirt and raincoat, flicking the ends of her hair against



the small of her back. She turned quickly to find ayoung man in the hal beside her who took afast step
back at her sudden movement.

His hair was short and dyed an extreme blond, with aquarter-inch of black roots showing. Dark eyes
watched her carefully. He had adender frame and wore jeans and a Billy Bragg T-shirt with thearms
torn off. The T-shirt had alogo that read " Taking with the Taxman About Poetry." He gppeared to bein
hislate teens.

He stopped moving when she faced him, but looked ready to bolt. She found asmile.

"I'm sorry,” shesaid. "Y ou startled me." Her voice had the faint cadence of a British accent. "What did
you say?"

Her amile and the soft tone of her voice calmed him.
"It'sjust—you shouldn't go in there. Blue doesn't like it and it makes the House act weird.”
"Act weird?' she asked. "What do you mean?"

He shrugged. "Lights gart flickering and sometimesit can fed like there's an earthquake or something,
shaking thingsup downinthe cdlar. Y oure new here, right?'

She shook her head. "1 used to live here—along time ago. Thisroom and | are old friends."

"Well, it'syour funerd. | just thought I'd tell you. And Blue's not going to like your poking around in
there

"WhoisthisBlue?'

"l guessit wasarea long time ago that you lived here— everybody tells me that he's been hereforever.
Hekind of runsthe place, though the House itsalf has got away of |etting you know where you can go
and what you can do. It'slike there's al these people staying here and nobody messes things up.”

She nodded. "1 remember that." Some things never changed. " Are there many guests staying herejust
now?'

"Therésafew full-timers—like me and Blue and this weird one-handed guy who spends most of his
timein the garden. Right now | guesstheres maybe, | don't know, twenty people?”

"And isthis Blue around?'

"No. He's a the hospital. His girlfriend came down with something weird a couple of weeks ago and
he's been sitting with her, so he hasn't been around much lately.”

"l see." She pushed aloose strand of hair away from her shoulder so that it fell down her back once
more.

"Thisisgoing to sound weird," he said, ""but when you first turned around there was thiswind... ?'

She gave him ablank look, then remembered. "It must have been adraft,” she said with asmile. "Old
houses like this get them, you know. What's your name?”



"Tim Gavin. I'mwriting aplay. A musicd. It's about what happensto kids when their parents split up. |

know that sounds depressing, and I'm keeping it serious, but it's not going to be all downbeat. I'm going
tolighteniit up some.”

His eyestook on area glow as he described the project.

"It sounds like it could be awinner,” she said.

"Wadl, maybe. Nobody's much interested in it—I've got no credibility, you know, ‘causethisisjust my
first one. That'swhy I'm staying here. If | had to pay rent somewhere, I'd be too busy working some
dead-end job to do any writing."

"1 know exactly what you mean.”

"Do you write, too?"

"Sometimes. Mogtly just the kinds of things that have avery limited audience of one: me." She smiled.
"My name's Esmeradda Foylan.”

"Areyou hereto do somewriting, too?"

Esmeralda shook her head. "'I'm here to see some old friends—and perhaps make some new ones.”

She offered him her hand. Giving her aquick grin, Tim stepped forward and shook.

"Do you want to come have some coffee or tea?' he asked. "Most people are using the Lobo Kitchen
on the north side of the building, but | keep my stuff with Blue'sin the Silkwater Kitchen—that'sthe one
that overlooksthe garden.”

"I remember it," Esmeradasaid. She smiled, hearing the old familiar room names of the House dropping
s0 casudly from Tim'slips. "After the long drive from the airport, some teawould belovely. But first |
haveto talk to someone.”

Tim followed her gaze asit went into the Postman’'s Room. "There's aphone in the kitchen," he said.

"The person | want to talk toisin here," she said.

"But therésno onein—"

"Y ou go ahead and put the water on—I shouldn't be long.”

Tim gave her an uncomfortable look. He hesitated in the hallway, flinching dightly as she entered the
study. When nothing happened, he moved to the doorway and looked in.

Esmeradadidn't look up as she sat down in front of the computer. "I won't be long," she repeated.
"Okay," Timsaid. "l cantakeahint. But Blues—"

"Judt going to haveto livewithit," she said.



Shewaited until she sensed him walking down the hallway before turning her attention to the words that
were till on the screen.

THANK YOU FOR COMING, they said.
"Not even ahdlo, Jamie?' she asked.

The chimes by the window tinkled again, and then anew series of words spilled out from behind the
cursor asit dropped two lines and sped across the screen.
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Smoor had changed in the months since his mistress had been dain. Unlike his brothers, who had fled
into the hillsthe night of her death, fled not to return, he had crept back into the glade once the humans
were gone. He took up the ashes of his mistress and her human puppet in his hands and spat on them,
then smeared some of the mixture on hisface and torso. More of it he had swallowed, and then the
convulsons dropped him to the ground, pain like afireinsde, burning behind his eyes, shrieking asit
swept like lavathrough his nervous system. He wept and tore at the grass, howling and gnashing his
teeth, until finaly, with the dawn, the pain left him.

And he was changed.

No longer the Ssmple squat gnasher, with aface like atoad'sand amind so smpleit could only follow,
never lead. Like a phoenix, knowledge had risen up from the ashes of the dead to wing into hismind. The
woodwife knowledge of his dain mistress. The human knowledge of her pet.

Autumn sped by and the long months of winter. By the time spring touched the Gatineau Hills, he was
ready to leave the solitary holt where held hidden away for haf ayear. In that time he had assmilated
what the ashes had given to him.

And he was changed.

He could bide the touch of iron now and understood the ways of men—that a gift from his mistresss
human puppet. From the ashes of his mistress herself, he had acquired awoodwife's Faerielore. He
could farsee. He could change his shape to walk among men or Faerie as one of their own. Hisown
srengths were undiminished.

There was only one price set by the shades of hismistress and her puppet: in payment for what they had
given him, the Autumn Heart and her friends must die. It was an easy debt for him to discharge for he had
his own score to settle with them.

So now he walked in human form down a corridor of Ottawas Generd Hospital. He paused at the
doorway of aprivate room and looked insgde. The woman on the bed lay very ill, an 1V tubein one
pale arm, the lights of monitoring units blinking behind her. The man stting by the bed looked up, eyes
bloodshot and haunted.

What the man saw was an orderly in hospital greens, pausing at the door. What Smoor saw were two
victims, one dready half-dead. He gave the man a solemn nod, then moved on down the hdl, athin smile
touching hislips once hewas out of sight.



Soon, he thought. Within hours, the Autumn Heart would belong to him.
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It was abizarre tale that Jamie related, the words appearing on his screen amost faster than Esmeralda
could read them. Some of it she had known aready. She had been there at the beginning—three
thousand miles away, but aware enough to send her warning acrossthe Atlantic. And she had been there
at theend. Briefly. Like amurmur of wind, fanning the spark of Emmas Autumn Gift into aglow. But she
hadn't known the detail s that fell between her warning and the tale's resol ution. She hadn't watched the
glowing ember subsequently fade, the spark die, the darkness return. Thefirst she knew that al was not
asit should be cameto her in awaking dream that showed Emmals familiar face, the features now pae
and drawn, the promise of the gift that lay within no longer hidden, but fled. Then the letter arrived at her
Chelseaflat, aletter from adead man, and she knew that it wastoo late for warnings and that words
could not be enough.

And s0 she had come. Returned to the city of her youth. To the strange rambling house that now served
asthe body of one of her dearest friends.

Sheread thelast of what was on the screen, then leaned back in the chair, absorbing what sheld been
told. Her gaze strayed, not quite focused, until it fell upon asmal leather bag that lay on the desk's
blotter. Here were the Weirdin that Blue had brought back from the glade.

Blue, she thought. Who was this man? Jamie's friend, Emmals|lover. Shefdt asthough she should know
him, but knew they'd never met. Not on thisturn of the world'swhed!.

The bone discs clicked againgt each other with amuffled sound when she picked up the bag. She'd
found referencesto them in druidic texts, studied the meanings of the symbolsinscribed on elther Sde,
understanding them with afamiliarity that had long since ceased to surprise her. It was often that way for
her with old things—ancient languages, the placement of stone circles, the bardic caendars of the trees,
oracular devices. Sheld dways had an ingtinctive grasp of their meanings, their relationships with the padt,
and with the world asit was now and might cometo be.

The bones were worn and smooth to the touch. She could feel the ridges of their inscriptions, smoothed
aswadll. By time. And much use. Their agetingled againgt her fingers, the yearsrising up from them
through the pores of her skin to spark and flicker in her mind.

A quick glimpse, she thought. Not afull reading, just aglimpse into where we are. Where we're going.

She drew three of the bones out of the bag and laid them out in arow on the blotter.

Secondary, First Rank: The Acorn, or Hazelnut. For hidden wisdom and friendship.

That was Emma. Or herself. Perhaps both.

Secondary, Second Rank: The Forest. A place of testing and unknown peril.

The peril wasEmmas... unless... It depended on who was being tested, she redlized.



Tertiary, Mobile: The Eagle. Release from bondage.

Who was imprisoned? Emmain her coma? Or were the bones riddling deeper than that? Release could
mean many things. A rdeasefromaway of life. Rdease from lifeitsdf.

The computer beeped and she looked at the screen. It went blank for amoment; then Jamie's words
appeared.

THE TROUBLE WITH ORACULAR DEVICESISTHAT WITHOUT A CLEAR QUESTION
THEY TEND TOMUDDY THE ISSUE.

Esmerada nodded. " And sometimes the best thinking is done when you're not thinking at dl.”
EXACTLY.
"What do you think this means?' she asked, pointing to the bones.

THAT THEY ARE TELLING USSOMETHING VERY PRECISE WHICH WE AREN'T
CLEARHEADED ENOUGH, OR WISE ENOUGH, TO UNDERSTAND AT THE PRESENT.

"In other words, What was the question?"
WHEN YOU DON'T DO A FULL READING, IT HELPSTO BE VERY SPECIFIC.

Esmeradalooked at the bones for long moments, clearing her head of al thoughtsto let an intuitive legp
comeif it would, but she had too many questions tangled up insde her to be able to attain the required
inner quiet. Sighing, she replaced the bonesin their bag.

"I need to think," she said, "without thinking. A cup of teawith aplaywright sounds about right at the

YOUR OLD ROOM'SWAITING FOR YOU.

She amiled. "The Blue Dancer's Room," she said softly. "High in the southwest tower. | used to dream
about princesin there, Jamie, and they all looked like you. Did you know | had a crush on you? | think
haf the women staying here a thetime did.”

UM...

"An embarrassed computer. A blushing house." Her smile widened as she rose from the chair. "I'll talk to
you later, Jamie."

Her good humor lasted dl the way down to the Silkwater Kitchen and through her visit with Tim, but
when shefinally took her carpetbag up to her old room in the southwest tower, not even the room's
familiarity could stop itsfading. Instead, it added to her growing sense of disquiet.

The Blue Dancer's Room, like the rest of what she'd seen of the House so far, hadn't changed at al. By
now she shouldn't have been surprised, but the room was almost too familiar. The books she'd |eft
behind when she went away were still on the bookshelf. One of Emma's watercolors hung above the
mantel. Below it was a clay South American whistlein the shape of abird that shed borrowed from
Jamie one night before sheleft. The patchwork quilt that her grandmother had given her was till on the



bed. The room was neat, and dust-free. And it looked as though sheld just Ieft it this morning. Asthough
al the intervening years were just adream. Pagesin someone elsg's journa that she'd read instead of
lived.

Shefdt didocated from hersdlf. Taking to Jamie had woken old fedings that she'd thought shed
forgotten. And the House, thisroom... She had traveled three thousand milesto help afriend. Now she
felt asthough sheld traveled through time aswell. Into the past.

She stayed long enough to put away the contents of her carpetbag, then went back downgtairs, troubled
by more than what had initidly brought her here.

6

A deep quiet lay insgde Migizi. He dreamed awake, his gaze traveling far beyond the confines of his
conjuring lodge. He tapped his water drum and chanted. He spoke to his totem through the fingering of
the dream objects of hisskibdagan . West his gaze ranged, and farther west, beyond the sight of his soul.
Helit the spirit pipe again, but Nanibush remained hidden, refusing the invitation of smoke that Migizi
offered.

The deerskins of hislodge findly shook in responseto his seeking, but it wasn't the ruler of the west
approaching. He heard a puckish laughter. His eyesflickered open in time to see the head and upper
torso of asmdl, thin, brown figure poke into the lodge. Its wizened face, bewhiskered likeacat's,
flashed agrinin hisdirection asit drew the sacred smoke into itslungs, then the little being was gone, and
the deerskins|ay 4ill.

Memegwesi, Migizi thought. The sound of their laughter diminished asthe little band of mischievous
manitou | eft the area of hig essakan . Helifted adeerskin flap in time to seethe last of them dip away into
the woods.

"Choose another old man to play your trickson!" he caled after them. " This one has serious businessto
conduct.”

There was no response, but he hadn't expected any. He retied his medicine bag to the beaded belt at his
waist and replaced his pipe and tobacco pouch in hisbandolier. As heleft the lodge and stood erect,
muscles ftill supple despite his Sixty-three winters, he caught another glimpse of motion from the corner of
hiseye.

Like thememegwesi , the Strange manitou was leaving as well.

"I will try again,” Migizi told it. By the honeysuckles, his soul stirred and drifted down toward the lodge.
"Dreamswalk quicker by moonlight, following Nokomisslight west. | will ask her to bear our message
to her grandson.”

The strange manitou paused as though listening to him, then faded in among the trees and was gone. But
it would be back. Whether he spoke to the west or not, it would return. Troubled and aone. The discord
within it setting up an echoing disturbance that distressed the balance of bird and animal, plant and stone,
in ever-widening ripples.

It was the manitou's presence that kept him from reaching Nanibush, Migizi redized. Hewould need a



stronger medicine to overcomeits influence—a medicine he didn't have, unless the moon's light would
add enough strength to his call.Wabigwanigizis would be her aspect tonight—a moon of blossoms. Not
the strongest moon, but strong enough if she would help.

Hewaked up the dopeto the hilltop and sat down cross-legged, his shadow resting beside him, his soul
ranging in the shadows of the woods at his back. Birch and pine, maple and cedar. Their sap could
dready hear the cal of Nokomisslight, edging the eastern horizon, waiting for old man Mishomisto set
inthewes.

Migizi touched his medicine pouch and closed hiseyes. Hewould try again.

v

Esmeraldawaited for Blue in the garage where he kept his motorcycles. She sat on the '67 Chevy car
seet that was bolted to the floor across from his workbench and looked around at the organized mess of
tools and machines. She found it odd that Emmawould have ended up with a biker, though he had to be
more than that if hewas aso atrusted friend of Jami€'s.

Shetried to imagine what held ook like, talk like, who he was. She pictured the kidsin their lesthersin
London's East End, then the Stereotypica bikers from B-movies, and findly gave up trying. Closing her
eyes, she leaned her head back against the car seat and |ooked for the silences hidden within. Not to
dream. Just to be quiet.

She was s0 successful that when the garage door suddenly opened, she started upright, disoriented. A
gust of wind fluttered somelitter at her feet, then rose to wind her hair about her neck and face. The roar
of the big Harley-Davidson as it entered only served to confuse her more. It was followed by a second
meachine

Esmerada pulled the hair from her face and forced hersdlf to St quietly. When the two machineswere
turned off and the garage door had rumbled shut again, shelet out asigh of rdlief for the blessed silence
that followed. She watched the riders as they removed their helmets.

The man had to be Blue. He was big, broad shoulders bulging tightly in ablack T-shirt, long black hair
pulled back in aponytail. His features were roughly chisded. Gold earrings glinted in each earlobe. The
woman looked tiny compared to him. Shewasdl in black leather with acloud of frizzy blond hair and
ddicate birdlike features. She was the firgt to notice Esmerada sitting there watching them.

She touched her companion'sarm. "Blue?'

Heturned to look, afrown creasing his face when he saw Esmerdda "Who the hell areyou?' he
demanded.

"I could be afriend."

He balanced his helmet on the seat of his Harley and shook his head. " Friends are people you know.
And they don't show up in your space, hanging around like they owned the place.

Thiswas Emmaslover?



"I'm afriend of Jamie's"” shesad. "An old friend."
Some of the suspicion left hisface. "Wdl why didn't you say soin thefirst place?!
"Y ou never redly gave her any time" his companion told him.

"Sweetness and light hereis Judy,” Blue said, mationing to his blond woman with athumb. "But she's
right. I've never had awholelot of patience and I'm wired alittle tight these days, but that's no excuse.
It'sjust that people don't usually comein here. The House knowsit'smy..." Hisvoicetralled off. "I guess
you haven't been around for awhile, right? It'sjust that Jamie—"

"I know what's happened to him. He told me.”
"He... ?'
"He'sthe onethat said | should wait for you here."

From theway Tim had acted earlier that day, Esmerada had aready garnered that not too many people
were aware of Jamie's continuing presence in Tamson House. Blue's confusion now confirmed that.

"I'm here about Emma," she added. "My name's Esmerdda.”
"Esmerdda? Y ou're the one with the poems who sent Emmathat warning?"
She nodded.

Helooked at her with an expression that she couldn't read. "Let'sgo grab abeer,” he said, "and I'll fill
youin."

After picking up asix-pack of Millersfrom the fridge in the Silkwater Kitchen, they went up to the
Postman's Room to talk. Esmeradaand Judy sat in the club chairs, while Blue pulled the swivel chair
away from the desk, positioning it so that he could comfortably talk to them and look at Jamie's screen at
the sametime,

"After it dl went down last year," he said, "Emmaand | ended up together. It wasn't the quickest
romance on record, and not the smoothest at the start, but I've screwed up enough relationshipsin my
time. Thistime| was going to stick it out—it was that important to me, you know?"

"Anyway, things were going good, except for one thing— Jamiefilled you in on what happened with
Glamorganaand everything, right?"

Esmeradanodded.

"Well, what happened was, Emma acted like it never went down. Not any of it. She just couldn't
remember anything about splitting into two different people, about Glamorgana—none of it. It'slikeit
went right out of her mind. What she remembered was getting messed up by some bikers and me and
Judy and Hacker just happened to show up to pull her out. | mean, she sees Taran here around the
House—Glamorganas bard, right?—and she honestly bdlievesthat the first time she met him was here.”



"That kind of thing happens,” Esmerddasaid. "It's adefense mechanism of the mind. When eventsare
too disturbing, or they smply don't fit into one's worldview, the mind convincesitself that they never

happened.”

Blue nodded. "Y eah, Jamie said something like that. It'sjust weird. Because | remember. Taran'sliving
proof that it went down..."

"What about you, Judy?' Esmeralda asked.

Judy shrugged. "'l wasn't there—not for the weird stuff.”
"So what do you make of it?"

"l keep an open mind.”

"It happened,” Blue said flatly.

"I bedieveyou," Esmerddasad. "Inaway, | wasthere mysdlf." Judy's eyebrows lifted questioningly, but
Esmerdda smply went on. "What happened after that?"

"Wadll, | sopped going on about it to her," Blue said. "I figured, what's the point? What difference doesit
make? But then she started getting more withdrawn over the winter. Moody, first. | thought maybe it was
cabin fever—Ottawa winters can do that to a person.”

"I remember.”

"But it didn't go away when the weather warmed up. Got worse, in fact. So then a couple of weeks ago
| was supposed to meet her to go to an opening at agalery—"

Esmerddadidnt blink at that, but she revised her opinion of him again. There was definitly moreto him
than the face he presented to most of the world.

"—only she never showed. | tried calling her. No answer. Findly | drove up to her place and found her
lying in her bed like shewas dead. | didn't know what to think. | thought maybe shed OD'd on
something, so | brought her into town. | didn't want to take her to the hospital in Hull— I don't spesk
French and | didn't want to get somekind of runaround. So | brought her to the Genera and she's been
there ever since”

"The doctors say she'sin acoma, but they don't know how it came on, they don't why, and they don't
know when or even if she's ever going to come out of it."

"Do you spend alot of time there?' Esmeralda asked.

"Asmuch asthey let me. Judy came by to sit with me tonight—other nights, some of the other guys
comeby."

Esmerada smiled. Judy looked very feminineto her. It was odd considering her as"one of the guys."
"And how does she seem to you?"

It was Judy who answered. "Lost. You look at her face and you know there's no one home.”



"It'sstarting again, isn't it?" Blue asked. "The same business as before? Someone's stolen part of her like
Glamorganadid, only thistime they took so much that there's nothing left for her to run on.”

"Not necessarily. | think Judy had theright idea. She'slogt.”
"Lost? Lost where?!
Esmeraldasighed. "I don't know. But someone's going to haveto go find her."

No one spoke for long moments. Blue finished off his beer and opened a second. The others were il
working ontheir first.

"Do you know how to do that?' Blue asked findly.
"Intheory. I'll have to make some preparations.”
"Likewhat? How long will they take? When can we go?'
"Not we—me."

Blue shook his head. "Not agood idea.”

" Someone has to be here for when she gets back,” Esmerdda said. " Someone she knowswell and
trusts. Someone that loves her. Soit's either you or me that goes. Do you know what to do?”

"No, but | don't like the idea of—"

The computer beeped and Blue looked at the screen.

TRUST HER, Jamie said.

Before Jamie could say more, or Blue could argue, the phone rang. Blue scooped up the receiver.
"Y eah, speaking,” he said into the phone. "What'sthe big... 7'

Watching him, the two women saw dl the blood drain from hisface. Around Esmeraldasfeet, agust of
wind stirred.
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Smoor had the taste of ashesin his mouth as heleft the corridor and walked into the private room to
stand over the bed. When he used his dead mistresss spdlls, they always burned like cold firein hismind
and rose like ashesin histhroat. He looked down at the woman, remembering. That night and his pain.
The death of hismistress, consumed by her own witchfire. And al that remained, scattered on the
grass...

Thetaste of ashes grew stronger on histongue.



Leaving the bedside, he went to the window and drew ataon-like fingernail dong its edges, peding
back the weether stripping. Once al around, and he pulled the huge window from itsframe, not even
graining with itsweight. He leaned it up against awall.

Returning to the bedside, he wet afinger on histongue, then drew symbols on the woman'sface, the
sdivagligtening like phosphorescence whereit lay on her skin. Peeling back the sheets, he drew more
symbols on the pams of her hands, her belly and the soles of her feet. Not until they were dry, sill
shimmering, but with ahard cold light now, did he remove her from the IV and monitoring equipment.

By thetime anurse arrived in the room, summoned by aflashing light at her station once the monitors
were disconnected, he had aready crawled crablike down the side of the building, the woman hoisted
under one arm, and disappeared into the woods that bordered the hospital's grounds. He waited, hidden
inthetrees, until therewasalull in the traffic on Smyth Road, then loaded his burden into the back of a
stolen Buick Skylark and got behind the whedl. The Buick's plates had been exchanged earlier inthe
evening with those from another car in a shopping-center parking lot.

"Spellswill keep you dive," hetold his unconscious captive, looking over the seet at where shelay

sprawled in the back. "But not for long." He grinned as he turned frontward and started up the Buick.
"Long's not needed anymore—not for you, my pretty thing." The Autumn Heart washis.
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Blue hung up the phone with anumb expression, missing the cradle and fumbling the receiver until he got
it set properly in place. Then he just stared blankly at a spot equidistant between the two women.

"What isit, Blue?" Judy asked.

Esmeradadidn't speak. The wind had spoken to her. She dready knew.

"ItsEmma," he said dowly. "She's gone. Either shejudt. .. just got up and walked away, or somebody's
kidnapped her." He sat for another couple of moments, alost Iook in his eyes, then shook himsdlf likea
big dog and rose from his seet. "I gottago find her.”

"Blue," Esmerddasaid quietly, but it was enough to stop him in histracks. He turned dowly to look at
her. "Wherewill you look?" she asked.

"Chrigt, | don't know. I'll start at the hospital, then work it out from there."
Judy set her beer asde and rose aswell. "I'll get hold of Hacker and some of the other guys.”

"Wait amoment,” Esmeraldasaid. Again her quiet voice stopped movement. "Where will you look?" she
repeated.

Blue blinked for amoment, then frowned at her. "1 told you, | don'tknow . But I'm not just going to Sit
around here and—"

Esmeraldaheld up ahand. Winds stirred briefly about her, touding her hair. Judy's eyes widened.

"Think for amoment," Esmeralda said. "Who could have taken her? For what purpose?’



"If | knew that—"
"She'sright,” Judy said. "If we can figure that out, we cut out alot of running around.”

Bluelooked from her to Esmerada, then dowly made hisway back to his seat. "Okay," hesaid. "I'm
thinking. Y ou got any bright ideas?"

Esmeradaforgave his brusque manner. She was beginning to get a measure of him. It wasworry that
was shortening histemper.

"I could track her," she said, "but I'm attuned to her spirit, not her body, so any farseeing I might do
would be of no help in this aspect of our present Situation.”

The computer beeped, and they turned to look at Jamie's screen. Words darted across its green
background.

LOGIC DICTATESTHAT THISISCONNECTED TO HER EARLIER TROUBLES, they read.
"They're both dead,” Blue said. "Chance and the witch. | saw them die.”
AND THE WITCH'S CREATURES?

Understanding sparked across Blue's features, waking agrim darkness. "Jesus! Thosethings. They just
ran off."

EXACTLY, Jamiesad. NOBODY SAW THEM DIE.
"But whét the hell would they want with Emma?”’

In the ensuing silence, Esmeraldas quiet voice seemed loud.
"Vengeance?' she asked.

Blue's gaze locked on her own; then he nodded. "It's got to be them that grabbed her," he said. "And |
know where we can start looking for them—L ac |a Peche, where Chance and his witch bought it."

Herose again, Judy following. Thistime no one caled out to stop him, but he paused at the door.
"You coming?' he asked Esmerdda

She shook her head. "There's another part of her that's still lost that 1'm better equipped to look for.
Godspeed.”

She could see both of them remembering the wind rising up about her, awind that had only touched her.
Blue nodded. "Y ou, too," he said, and then they were gone.
Esmeradarubbed at her temples, then shifted to the swive chair, which she pulled up in front of the

computer screen. "'I'll need somethings, Jamie," she said. "Maybe you could tel me whereto go look for
them to save my wadting any moretime.”



WHATEVER WE HAVE ISYOURS, Jamiereplied.
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Hidden from the moon's light by the deerskin flgps of his conjuring lodge, Migizi sat gathering silence
from the quiet placeswithin his spirit. His shadow lay upon his shoulders. His soul watched from outside
thej essakan, leaning againgt its birch poles and deerskins, listening to the soft sound of the water drum
caling the grandfather thunders, the chanting that asked Grandmother Toad for her aid.

Theair was close inside the lodge, thick with sacred smoke. High above the glade, Nokomis's blossom
moonwabigwanigizs rode the sky, listening to Migizi, accepting his smoke. When Migizi stepped
outside the lodge, she bathed him with her light, adding her strength to his strength, and then they came.
A band of manitou, Nanibush's spirit guides, waked themeekunnaug , the Path of Soulsthat the spirits
of the dead travel to reach the west. The moon came down to be by Migizi's sde, Grandmother Toad
standing there, holding hiswrinkled brown hand in one of hers, the hand of hissoul in her other. The spirit
guides were dressed in their finest white buckskins, their braids bedecked with feathers and shells, their
shirtswith complex beadwork designs. Spirit drums sounded quietly in the darkness.
"K'neekaunissinaun, ani-maudjauh,” they called softly. Our brother, heisleaving.

"Not 1," Migiz replied oftly.

Grandmother Toad turned from Migizi then to face the woods. Drawn by the kindness that the moonlight
showed in her festures, the strange manitou drifted from the woods to join them in the glade.

"Webring you asister tonight,” Migizi said, for he saw now, with Nokomiss strength joined to his, that
thismanitou wasfemde. "Sheislog.”

The sound of spirit drumming was a soft thunder al around them. Sacred smoke given sound. Animiki

Spesking.

"Comewith us, Sgter,” the piritssaid.
The strange manitou hesitated.
"Comewith us" the spirits called.

Grandmother Toad crossed the glade to take the manitou's hand. "1 will show you the way,nici'men ,"
shesad, cdling her "little sigter.”

A moment longer the strange manitou hesitated; then she let Grandmother Toad lead her onto the Path
of Souls. Migizi watched them go, the spirit guideswalking al around them, the sound of spirit drums
following them asthey traveled wes.

"Goin peace, littleone," he said. "K'gah odaessi-niko. "'Y ou will be welcome.

When they were gone, he lifted his gaze to the moon of blossoms, thanking her, then returned to his



conjuring lodge for his spirit pipe. Hefilled it with tobacco and took it with him to where his soul sat
under the honeysuckles waiting for him. He raised the pipe skyward.

"Saemauh k'weekaunissimikonaun," he caled softly to the manitou. Tobacco makes usfriends.

His shadow nestled against his back. His soul looked westward. He lit the pipe with peace in his heart.
He thought of the naming ceremony the next day would bring. Some might think it was hisdue, asa
grandfathermede of his people, to name the daughter of Bebon-Waushih and Misheekaehnquae, but they
were not he. Migizi considered it not his due, but agreat honor that the child's parents would ask him to
help her find her name.

The finding of a name was a sacred task, so0 he offered smoke to the thunders and asked for their
blessng.

TWO
1

Esmeraddasat donein the Silkwater Kitchen. She had changed into jeans, aflannd shirt and sturdy
walking shoes. On achair beside her lay agray leather jacket that someone had left behind in the House
when they moved away. Jamie had told her to go ahead and borrow it as she had brought nothing

suitable with her. Besde it wasasmall leather bag, stuffed full of the things she felt she might need,
collected from her carpetbag and various parts of the House. There were herbs and candlesin it, charms
and fetishes. And because this was no longer England, tobacco aswell, for she knew her journey would
be taking her into the pirit realms where the native manitou dwelled.

Onthetablein front of her was the copy of The Tale of the Seasons—the old poetry journal that she'd
left behind in the House's Library when sheld gone away years before. It had ablue leather cover and the
pages were stiff and cream-colored, covered with tidy handwritten words in green ink. She had been
leafing through it, topping to read a verse here, another there. Now she looked out the kitchen window
at the dark garden, the words thrumming in her head.
Iknow where | walk you can't always go
for all my strange talk, you can't always know

there'sa madness in my soul, a demon in my head
a power born of hollow hills, gold and twilight-led
| know where | walk Great Pan is not dead

She didn't know the person who'd written those words. Not anymore. At the same time, she knew that
girl very well. The words she had written spoke of atime when the winds that moved insde her werea
source of confusion and fear. They dated to atime before she had learned to ride their currents, to when

she dtill fought the strangeness that they had brought into her life.

I know that my ways don't always seem kind sky-clad



| grew once, root, leaf and vine
if I speak of love now, speak of love for you
gather in the harvest, reap the brambles too
I know that my ways lead now to you
Too often she had made of them a pretense, thought of them as something that was charming and
whimsical, and even mystical, but not resll—just as Emmahad. AsEmmadtill did. They had seemed to
be a source of creative energy, amuse, but not something to steer one'slife by. She had drunk at then-
well in those days, but made no payment in return.
there was a star once, o how it did shine
fell into the shadows, time out of mind
there've been so many stars that did fall
hear the strains of madness, hear the demon's call
there was a star once, now the dark is all
And now? she thought, looking out to where the night lay on the House's garden. She had moved out of
the shadows, risen from the darkness, to study, to explore, to learn. How the spirits moved. The sources
of their powers. The vessalsthey choseto residein. She had cloistered hersdlf in years of study. Passing
on the lore to those who asked, to those who cameto drink at her well. She had embraced the beauty
and the mystery, yet how often had she walked back into the shadows to sow the mysteries seedsin the
darkness?
Well, shewas doing it now. Horned Lord, Mother Moon. She was doing it now.
"L eaving SO soon?"
Shelooked up to find Tim standing by the kitchen counter with an empty teamug in his hand.
"For atime," shesaid. "But it'll beashort journey thistime." In how we reckon time, she thought. Who
knew what distances she would travel, moving through the spirit reelms? "Have you been working?' she
added.

"I live on teawhen I'm writing." He took the cozy from the tegpot and filled his mug, then held the pot
up, offering her some.

She shook her head. "Y ou've reminded methat it wastime | wasgoing.”

Closing her old poetry journd, sheleft it where it lay and rose from the table. She put on the borrowed
jacket and dung the bag over her shoulder. Tim called to her as she went to the door.

"Y ou're going the wrong way—that just leadsinto the gardens. | guess you forgot. The gardens are
surrounded on al sdes by the House. Y ou can't get to the street that way."



"Thejourney I'm taking won't take me out of the House," she said. At least not by routes he would
know.

He gave her an odd look, then nodded. "Like meditation?"
"Something likethat. Hopefully, I'll seeyou inthe morning, Tim."
"Sure." Heraised ahand. "Happy trails."

"Thank you."

She stepped out into the night and closed the door before he could say anything more.

The gardens enclosed in the protective embrace of Tarnson House dways seemed far larger than their
actua acreage should alow. They were riddled with paths that twisted and wound around deep stands of
trees and bushes. Statues hid in the greenery. Flowerbeds lay thick with spring growths. Little nooks with
benches appeared out of nowhere, only to be swallowed again when one walked on. The paths all led to
the central knoll that was Esmeralda's destination.

It was quiet there. The fountain hadn't been turned on yet and the city beyond the walls of the House
might never have existed, its presence was so little felt here. Esmeralda sat on the stonelip of the
fountain, her bag on her Iap, and collected her thoughts. Above her, an ancient oak overhung the fountain
with the wide spread of its branches. The quiet she nurtured inside soon echoed that of the tree above
her, the gardens around her. Her taw, the silencethat islike music, filled her with its potent strength.
When she heard footsteps approaching, they seemed loud, for al that the man who came out of the trees
walked softly likeacat.

He stood and regarded her, and she him. In the moonlight they could make out little more than genera
features.

"A drangenight,” the newcomer said quietly. "I never thought to find one of the Powersin thisplace,
Lady, but then thisrath delightsin surprise.”

"Youmust be Taran," shesaid. "The bard."

A sad name, she thought, for it meant achild not blessed by fire and water. An outcast. He moved
closer and lifted one arm. The moonlight shone on alesther glove stretched tightly around a.clawlike
appendage that had once been a hand.

"Bard no more," he said.

Esmeraldashook her head. "That's something that can't be put on or taken off like acloak.”
"Without music..."

"Your heart isslent?"

He thought before answering. "No," he said findly. "But without a channd, the fire burns dim. Half of any



cregtive gift isin how it communicatesto others.”

"There are musics you can make with only one hand,” she said. ™Y ou should ask Blue about
synthesizers"

He gave her apuzzled look.

"Never mind. I'll show you what | mean when | get back.”

He nodded. "Y ou mean to wak the Middle Kingdom?'

"I wish | was. | know it better than the spirit relms of thisland.”

"It'sdl thesameredm,” Taran said. "That'swhat the trees taught us."

"But the dwellers change.”

"Or perhapsit's just how we seethem.” He smiled. "I've missed this sort of talk. | speak with the
rath—with Jamie— but it's not the same as speech with flesh and blood. Barrierslie like hidden reefsin
the written word.”

"Voiceslie, too—sometimesit's easer to follow what's written down."

"Thisistrue." He glanced at the bag she carried, obvioudy sensing some resonance emanating fromiit.
"You travel well prepared.”

"I'm going to look for Emma—Bluéesfriend. Do you know her?"

He nodded. "1 was a part of those who did her ill. Though she doesn't remember, | can't forget.”
"You aso saved her life" Esmerddasaid.

Taran shifted uncomfortably &t that.

"It'strue," she added. "'l wasthere—at theend.”

"I remember... awind..."He gave her asad smile. "I'll leave you to your business, Lady, and wish you
the moon'sown luck."

"Well speek again,” Esmerddasaid. "When | return.”

"I would be honored, Lady."

"Cdl meEsmerdda”

He shook his head."Gaoth an lor," he named her. Wind of the West.

Hewaked away, vanishing into the woods with his catlike quickness and silence, before she could reply.

"Well spesk of namesagain," she said softly, then turned once more to the business at hand.



Her taw was easier to reach thistime, cloaking her with its quiet strength in moments. She attuned hersdlf
likeadivining rod to Emmas spirit and the Autumn Heart that lay insde her lost friend. Memories of the
Weirdin shedd drawn rose up in her. The Acorn. The Forest. The Eagle. She bound them to her seeking
with threads of thought, then let thewinds arise.

They gusted around her feet, risng and circling about her, carrying the scents of the garden with them,

filling her with aspinning array of perceptions. Blossom scent. Moonlight. The call of astag on adistant
hill. The sweet taste of wild strawberries. Feathery touches on her skin.

Her hair whipped loosdly about her head. Errant leaves, dried and escaped from last autumn, whirled in
adance around her. Sherose from her seat at the edge of the fountain, bag clasped against her stomach,
and took a step. Another. Thethird step she took was out of the garden, out of itsworld, following the
ribbon of light that connected her to Emmals Autumn Heart.

Behind her, by the fountain, leaves drifted down to settle on the stones where she'd been sitting. The
moonlight looked down through the trees, but if it looked for her, it was disappointed, for she was gone

2

They sat in Judy's garage in Sandy Hill while they waited for Hacker and Ernie Collins, another friend of
theirs, to show. The garage wasfilled with motorcyclesin various sates of repair, the air heavy with the
metallic smells of grease and machine oil. Judy lounged on abench tinkering with aHarley carb and
watching Blue reassemble the shotgun that he'd taken apart to fit in his saddlebags for the bike ride over.
"How comeyou're riding Esmerddaso hard?' she asked finally.

Blue shrugged. "I don't know. She pisses me off for some reason.”

"Because she's 0 salf-possessed?”

"Seems more cold to me."

"C'mon, Blue. Don't shit ashitter. What's redlly the problem?"

He snapped the last piece into place and looked up from the shotgun. "What's she doing here?' he
asked.

"Heping Emma—just like us."

"Y eah, but why now? Why didn't she show up before Emma ended up in the hospital? Why wasn't she
here last year when all that weird shit was going down? Instead she sends this cryptic message that you'd
have to be somebody like Tdl or Sarato figure out.”

"Areyou dways there when people need you?"

"| try to be."

"WEell, maybe that'swhat she's doing now. Chrit, Blue. Shelivesin England. Sheflew dl the way over
hereto help.”



"l know, | know."

Judy sighed. "Has it got something to do with how close they used to be?!

"What do you mean?"
"Well, like were they an item or something?"

Blue didn't take offense at that. Unlike alot of his contemporaries he had nothing againgt gays. If
Emmald been into that before shed met him, that was her business.

"They had more of a... | don't know, platonic kind of athing going," he said findly. "Emmanever redly
wanted to talk about her much.”

" Something happened between them?”
"Not so's| can figure. They just drifted apart. They had aweird kind of arelationship anyway—»both of

them living in the same city and just writing lettersinstead of hanging out with each other. | think it bugs
Emma, talking about Esmeralda now. It waslike Esmerddareminds her of al the stuff that Emmawants

toforget.”
"Likethe dedl with Chance."
"More like with Chance's witch—Glamorgana.”

Blue began to load the shotgun, inserting shellsin the loading gate, one after the other. Each one made a
sharp click asit entered the breech.

"That stuff redly went down, huh?* Judy asked after afew moments.

Blue nodded. "Y ou've been in the House—you've seen the kinds of stuff that can go on."
"Y eah, things can get alittle spooky. But witches and Fegrie..."

"I've seen weirder."

Judy leaned back, putting the carb aside. "Redlly makes you wonder sometimes, doesn't it? | mean, you
read about some wacko spotting little green Martians, or getting taken away by a UFO, and you've just
got to laugh. But what we've got hereisn't awholelot different. Not really.”

"Except it'sredl. | don't know shit about space invaders, Judy, but this stuff'sfor redl. If you don't takeit
serioudy, it cankill you."

"Oh, I know something's going down,” Judy said. "l just don't know what the hell itis, and I'm
wondering out loud—that'sal. But I'minfor the duration.”

Blueloaded the last couple of shellsthat the shotgun would take, then dumped the remainder in the
pocket of hisjacket. He gave Judy along, considering look.

"Why?" hesdd finaly.



"Why what?'

"Y ou don't redly believein this shit, so why're you coming dong?'

"l believeinyou, Blue"

Ernie Collinss Ford Bronco pulled into Judy's driveway then, with Ernie and Hacker in the front sest,
and the two of them rose to meet the newcorners. Ernie was alittle guy with big shoulders who had the
same dicked-back hairstyle hed worn back when the Big Bopper was making records. Beside him,
Hacker looked immense—a mountain man, all beard and hair and bulk, squeezed into apair of Levisand
afaded blue workshirt. Hacker's gaze drifted to the shotgun Blue was holding.

"Aw, shit," he said. "Arewe going to need that?"

"Probably."

Hacker tugged at his beard—a motion so habitua that he wasn't even aware of doing it. "Judy didn't say
much—just that your girl got herself nabbed again. Y ou ought to keep an eye on her, Blue.
Good-looking woman like that—too bad she's got this bad habit of attracting the wrong kind of interest.”

"Hell," Ernie said. "She hangs out with Blue, doesn't she, so what do you expect?'

Something flickered in Blue's eyes. "If you don't want to—"

"Lighten up,”" Judy said from beside him, giving him apokein theribs.

"Yeah," Hacker said. "We're here, aren't we?!

Blue rubbed hisface then nodded dowly. "Y esh. Thanksfor coming. I'm just so wired up right now..."
"Let'sjust go," Judy said, leading the way to the Bronco. " Save that shit for your analy<.”

She turned and gave Blue agrin. He nodded, but couldn't find asmileto give her back. Working the
tension out of hismuscleswith arolling motion of his shoulders, he passed her the shotgun, then climbed
into the backseat with her.

"Same place?' Hacker asked ashegot in.

Blue thought of something Sara's bard Tdiesin had told him once, that everything isapart of awhed.
Thingsmovein acircular pattern. Y ou've been there once, you'll bethere again, evenif it al looks
different. Everything fits on some whed. Thetrick wasto figure out which one. Wdll, if they wereona
wheel now, then it was carrying them back into some familiar territory.

How many times did you have to do something before you got to move onto anew whed ?

"Blue?' Hacker tried again.

Blue looked up and nodded. "Y eah,” he said. "Same place.”

Thewhed turns, he thought, but when tonight was over he planned to find them anew one. Who needed



any more of thiskind of shit?

"Lac laPeche, James," Hacker told Erniein the front seat, mangling a hoity-toity accent. "And be so
good asto step oniit, would you?"

3

Following thetrail of Emmals spirit, Esmeralda stepped from one night into another, from garden to
glade. A shadowed forest loomed dl around her. The clear dark sky above held starsthat were crystal
sharp, amoon full and rounded. The glowing ribbon connecting her to Emmahad led her into aspirit
realm—aMiddle Kingdom of North Americas Native People.

Her night-wise gaze settled on the small curious structure standing nearby. Four polesthrust into the
ground, connected by supporting branches. She took in the deerskin flaps, the pine bough on the west
pole, the string of braided leather with its cowrie shells. Then her gaze traveled west, up adope to where
honeysuckles grew thick, and she saw the old man, a shadow lying on his shoulderslike a cloak, his soul
gtanding beside him.

The old man came dowly down the dope, his dow movements due not to age, but caution. His soul
preceded him, passed her by, asdid he. Esmeradda stood quietly, waiting, then turned.

Sheld heard of this belief among some of the Native People. When you met aman, you shouldn't
address him until you had passed him by. Thislet your souls continue on while only your bodies and
shadows conversed. She knew of the belief, but didn't know why it was held.

When the old man turned, she called agreeting to him, but he shook his head. When he spoke, his
words meant aslittle to her. Closing her eyes, shetried to remember what little shed learned of sign
language while briefly staying with a Plains medicine woman out west. Esmerdda had agift for language,
and the movements came back quickly.

Sheraised both hands, pamsfacing outward. Then, lowering them dightly, she directed them toward the
old man.

Blessyou, her Sgning said.

The old man smiled. He extended both of his open handsin aforward direction, pams down, then
lowered them until hisarmswere perpendicular to hisbody. His right hand rose to hisforehead, pam
turned inward, middle and index fingers spread out and pointing up, the other fingers closed. The hand
rose higher and made a clockwise circular motion. Then he held both hands horizontdly in front of his
chest, pams down, fingers together and pointing forward, and made a shaking motion.

Esmera da concentrated, then nodded as she understood.

Thank you, manitou of the windwas what he had said.

She thought amoment, then began to sign again.|seek the spirit of a friend .

Her signing wasn't as quick and smooth asit once had been, but it was enough to get her meaning
across. Hisown signing told her that thiswasn't hisusua form of communication ether.



There was a manitou, his hands said. She walked west with your brothers.

Esmeraldalooked in that direction. She closed her eyes, seeking that ribboned thread of light that
connected her with Emmals spirit, but the thread ended here. In this place. What did he mean, walked
west with her brothers? Emmawas an only child, while Esmerdda hersdf had no siblings.

I don't understand, she Sgned.
The spirit guides of the west, he replied. Grandmother Toad took her in their company .
Grandmother Toad? Again she signed her confusion.

He made anew sign, thumb and index finger of hisleft hand extended with the other fingers closed, pam
facing her. He added the sign for night and pointed up to the moon. *Nokomis," he said doud while his
hands shaped the signs for grandmother and toad again.

The Moon Mother, Esmerddaredized. Brigit. She had taken Emma. .. where? West. But the thread
ended here. What lay west? And then she knew. The Land of Souls. Did that mean that Blue had been
too late? Had Emma died and her soul now fled to the land of the dead?

The old man waiched her, waiting. Peering over his shoulder, like the hood of aclosk given life, she
could see the head of his shadow, watching too. Behind him his soul stood, looking eastward, into the
forest.

Can we call her? she dgned.

The old man made asign of questioning. It was plain what he meant. Call who? The errant spirit or the
moon?

Esmerada stood quietly, letting the sllence inside her rise up to clear her mind. Then she reached into her
shoulder bag and took out the tobacco pouch that she'd borrowed from a Belgian student in the House.
Sherolled acigarette, fingers awkward. It had been years since she'd smoked. When she had made the
cigarette, shelit it with alighter, so borrowed, and drew the acrid smokeinsde. Careful not to cough,
for dl that it teared her eyes and made her throat fedl raw, she offered the cigarette to the old man.

4

The being with which Migizi conversed was unlike any he had heard of before. Shewaslike aflame, the
light of her medicine shining strong inside her. Her skin was so pale, her hair awaterfdl of glimmering
gold in the moonlight, her clothing so strange. But he knew her for what she was when he first looked
down the dope to see her stlanding beside hisjessakan .

When she offered him the sacred smoke, he hesitated at first, surprised that she used no spirit pipe,
more surprised till a how she woke fire from her fingers. But she was amanitou, and the ways of
manitou were different from those of men.

The sign language they were using to speak to each other he had learned from abaun of the Sinebaun,
the Stone Medicine Men, who in turn had learned it from the tribes who dwelled on the distant western



plains. By this, he knew her to be amanitou of the windmaker Nibanegishik, her charge being the winds
of the west.

So he accepted her smoke."Saemauh k 'weekaunaehnaun ," he said, and repeated the wordsin sign
language. Tobacco is our friend .

She signed back, Tobacco makes us friends .

"Waussae/aukonae k'weeyow," hereplied. " K'okomis-sinaunik k 'gah ondinimowaunaunih.” He
repeated it with Sgns.Bright with flame is your body. A mystery derived from our grandmother .

| would meet with her, she signed back.To seek my lost sister .

Ah, Migizi thought. So that strange lost manitou now walking themeekunnaug was her kin. No wonder
she had seemed so different to him. But this one—she was not lost. She walked unfamiliar roads,
perhaps, but she was not lost.

Listen, hesgned.

She cocked her head and heard now what his soul had heard long before either of them. Spirit drums
talking. Smdl thundersin the night.

She comes now, he sgned. Returning from the spirit land in the west .

The new manitou turned and awind started up at her feet as Nokomis stepped from the Path of Soulsto
walk among the honeysuckles, descending the dope to stand before them. Migizi touched thewind
manitou's shoulder.

Soeak with her, he sgned when sheturned to look at him.Grandmother Toad knows the path your
sister has taken. She can take you to her .

The new manitou nodded her thanks and turned again to where the moon stood, gleaming with her inner

light.

5

Esmerada had never seen awoman as beautiful as the one who stood before her now—nor aspirit that
shone with such strength. Light gleamed from her, aninner light that lent afire to her coppery skin. Her
hair was the pure white of moonlight, her body dender under awhite doeskin dress. She appeared as
young asawoman in her early twenties, yet by her eyes Esmeraldaknew she had looked upon the world
whileit was dill being formed.

Grandmother Toad. What aname for abeing such asthis. The Weirdin named the toad as awielder of
evil power, asdid the Native beliefs of many of the Eastern woodlands tribes. She knew that much. But
she saw now that thiswasin fact the greatest agpect of the Moon's power. Swallowing evil and
trandforming it into light.

"Welcome, daughter,” the woman said. "1 have watched you from afar for many years.”



Esmeraldawasn't sure what language Grandmother Toad spoke—a | she knew was that she understood
it.

"You... know me?’

The woman smiled. "Of course | know you. Did you think | was only grandmother to the Djibwe? 1 am
whatever | am needed to be. To the Djibwe | am Nokomis—Grandmother Toad who livesin the moon.

Toyou | am Brigit. To those who wish to believein nothing. .. | am nothing for them.”

"I dwaysknew that,” Esmeraldasaid, redizing the truth of what she said only as she spokeit. "l just
never stopped to think about it..."

"Y our spirit grows," Grandmother Toad said. Y ou have studied long."

"One can dwayslearn."

"True. But there comes atime for lessonsto be put aside and for oneto do .

The voice of her conscience given flesh and blood, Esmeralda thought as Grandmother Toad'sword
fgﬂl:)nzd the redlizations she had cometo while gitting in the Silkwater Kitchen, leafing through her poetry

"I'm trying now," she said. "To do somethingand learn at the sametime.”

Grandmother Toad nodded. " Seeking your sister who dropped like afdlen star, from what she wasto
be reborn.”

"She's... Isshedead, then? Am | too late?"

"Somewhere, her body breathes, but not for long. Her soul has aready gone on to the spirit lands.”

Esmeralda shook her head. "It's too soon.”

"It was what she wanted."

" She doesn't redlly knowwhat she wanted. Please, Grandmother. Bring her back. It's partly my fault. |
went on ahead in the journey, expecting her to catch up when she lagged, instead of stopping to help her
S0 that we could travel together.”

Grandmother Toad appeared to consider that. "Three chances of choice she had—when you first met,
last year when her Autumn Gift was woken once more, and then this night's journey west. But perhaps. ..
perhaps your being here was to be her third choice."

"Please... just let metak to her."

"I can't bring her to you—you must go to her. Will you dare the journey dong the Path of Souls?’

Esmeralda nodded.

"If you fail, therewill be no return for you e'ther—you understand that?"



Again Esmeralda nodded.

"Then come," Grandmother Toad said, offering her hand. "We must travel quickly, for if her body fails
whileyou are till inmy grandson'sredm, it will bethe same asyour failing in thistask."

Esmerddadidn't need to think. She took Grandmother Toad's hand in her own, marveling &t the spark
of warmth that sped up her arm at the contact of their skin. The spirit drums sounded louder. She sensed

shifting shapes moving around them. Then the world where the old man had constructed his conjuring
lodge faded behind them and they were walking into deeper spirit realms.

6

They approached the parking lot at Lac |laPeche without lights, the Bronco coasting in for the last few
hundred yards, engine dead. Ernie put on the brakes.

"Shit," he said quietly asthe Bronco cameto ahdlt. "I forgot that the brake lightsd show.”

"It'sokay," Bluetold him. "The action's out in the woods."

Therewas only one other car in the lot—aBuick Skylark. Blue went to check it out while Hacker
reached into the space behind the backsesat of the Bronco and took out a Blue Jays basebal | cap, which
he pushed down over hisunruly hair, the sun visor pointing backward. Grabbing a couple of baseball
bats, he joined the rest of them in the parking lot.

"The Skylark'sclean,” Blue said.

"Y ou figurethey camein that?' Ernie asked.

Blue shrugged. "They had to comein something.”

But he was remembering how the creatures had been afraid of theiron in his shotgun's pdletslast time
and was wondering what new human agents they had helping them now. He had asick, desperate fedling
insde. They weren't going to makeit. It didn't matter how strong he was, how much he cared about her,

what hetried, Emmawas going to die.

"Hereyou go, dugger,” Hacker said, tossing Judy one of the bats. "Bases are loaded—I et's give 'em
hel."

"What are you doing with that cap?’ she asked.
"Wheat doesit look like I'm doing? I'm playing bdl."

"What are we looking at here anyway?" Ernie asked Blue. "How many do you think we're going up
agang?' Hehad atireiron in his hand that he'd pulled from under the driver's sedt.

Blue shook hishead. "I'm trying to remember how many there were thelast time. Thing is, | figure weve
got to finish them dl or Emma'sjust going to be going through this same shit over and over again.”

He saw the whed! turning in hismind's eye, going around in along dow spin...



"Y ou think these fairies had something to do with her coma, too?" Judy asked.

"Fairies?' Ernie demanded. "Jesus H. Chrigt. | thought we were taking down some of the Dragon.”

"These guys are worse-looking than any bikers" Blue said.

"Great. A bunch of ugly homos. What the hell are they doing with your woman anyway?"

"Not fary likein gay," Judy told him. "Faerielikein goblins and thingsthat go bump inthe night."
"Isthisfor red, Blue? Are we chasing down some spooks or is Judy just shitting me again?”'

Blue wished they'd stop horsing around. On one level he knew it wasjust their way of dedling with the
Stuation, but al he could think of was Emma out there in the woods somewhere, the witch's creatures
doing Chrigt knew whét to her. He pumped a shell into the firing chamber of his shotgun.

"Let'sgo," hesad, leading the way into the woods.

"Don't you just love it when he playsthe strong silent type?' Hacker asked Ernie as they followed.
"What's this shit about fairies?' Ernie wanted to know.

"Canit, youguys" Judy told them.

Though it had been months since held been there, Blue sill remembered the way to the glade where hed
found Emmacthe last time. Once they were closeto it, he got down low, crawling forward with the
shotgun held in his hands, using his elbowsto drag himsdlf aong. The others followed suit, quiet now that

the businesswas at hand.

When Blue paused, then found shelter benind afat pine bole, Judy crept up on hisright, the other pair on
hisleft.

"See anything?' she breathed in hisear.

Blue pointed. Looking down, they could al seethe stone in the center of the glade, the pdeformina
skimpy hospita gown lying on top of it. From where they were, they could just barely see that some kind
of glowing designs had been painted on her skin. A vague sickly yellow light emanated from her body.

The hopelessfeding grew in Blue, just looking at her. Hang in there, Emma, he thought. He raked the
glade with a desperate gaze, trying to find the creatures. If they were just waiting for him to make his
move, he wouldn't keep them guessing for long. Only where the fuck were they?

"l don't see anybody," Hacker whispered.

"They're here,” Bluereplied. "l canfed them and I'm not waiting.”

"What the hell's that glow around her?" Ernie wanted to know.

"I don't know. But I'm going to find—"



Judy gripped hisarm suddenly and they dl saw it then. It was asquat ugly cresture, thick body hair
covering itslower torso like trousers. White uncombed braids of hair framed itsfaceto fal down to past
itsshoulders. It carried a short staff, bedecked with bones and feathers, initsleft hand. Initsright, it
carried adagger. Like another staff, its erect penis swayed back and forth asit crossed the grassto
where Emmalay.

"Oh, Jesus," Ernie muttered. "What the fuckis thet thing?'

Judy and Hacker stared wide-eyed aong with him, dumbstruck at the undeniablealienness of the
creature. Blue recognized it asthe leader of the creatures. Didn't matter where the others were. Not
when he had thisonein hissghts.

"Noway!" hecried, rigng to hisfeet. "No way you'e getting her, pa!"

He ran toward the stone, bringing the shotgun to bear, then hit an invisible wall and went sprawling. He
lost his grip on the shotgun and rolled toward where it had fallen. By that time the others had reached
him. They approached the unseen barrier more cautioudy. As Blue got to hisfeet, the reclaimed shotgun
back in his hands, they al pushed at thewall with their hands, looking for al the world like a group of
mimes pretending that they were fedling the confines of an invisble box.

"Look," Judy said.

She pointed at their feet. A thin strip of phosphorescence lay on the grass, running off in either direction
for asfar asthey could see, curving inward, obviousy enclosing the glade in acircle of protection.
Hacker tried to touch it with the end of his bat, but it was protected by theinvisible barrier.

"We can't get through,” he said.

"Weve got to get through!" Blue cried, desperation now creeping into hisvoice.

He hit the barrier with the stock of the shotgun, again and again, so hard that his hands began to sting
from theimpact, but it wouldn't give. By now the creature below had taken notice of them and was

gpproaching.
"Cometo waich therites, did you?" it asked, grinning malicioudy at their helplessness. "I'll chew your

pretty little thing's heart, won't I?I'll suck the marrow from her sweetmeat bones. And then I'll comefor
you, don't you doubt it. Then I'll come for you."

It turned away to return to where Emmalay, laughter trailing behind it. Blue howled and threw himself at
the barrier, too far goneto listen to anything now.

"Hacker," Judy said quickly, "you take the left—Ernie, go right. Test thisthing every couple of feet and
shout out if you find away through.”

Wasting no time, both men set out, dapping their weapons againgt the barrier asthey went.
"Blue," Judy tried, pulling a hiswarm. "Blue! For Chrigt's sake, will you listen to me?"
When he turned, she thought he was going to have ago at her. His eyeswere crazy. The shotgun went

up likeaclub. Shelifted her bat to ward off the blow, but then he gave arattling cough and leaned
weekly againg the barrier, the arm holding the shotgun faling limply to hisside.



"It'sno good," he said hollowly. His eyes shone with frustrated tears.
"Giveme aboogt," Judy said.
He gave her anumb look. "What?"

"A boogt, for Christ's sske—up that tree.” She pointed to a pine that the phosphorescent trail circled
around. "Depending on how high that barrier is, | might be able to get over it by climbing up thetree and
diding down one of the branches."

She watched hope flicker deep in his eyes, and then they were running for the pine.

v

After atime of walking through trackless forests, Grandmother Toad led Esmerddato aplace where
mists grew thick between the trees. Tendrils curled up to touch Esmera da's cheek; the wind that
followed her brushed them away. Against the soft sound of spirit drumming, she heard the occasional
drop of moisturefaling to the leaves. In the distance an owl hooted.

"Thisismeekunnaug ," Grandmother Toad said. "The Path of Souls." She indicated awide path that
gppeared through the midts, tal treesrising on ether side of it. "Y ou must follow it until you cometo a
river—your sster will be on its opposite bank."

"| understand.”

"Remember: If you fail, you remain here. If your sister's body ceases to breathe in the Outer World, you
will both remain here. Thisis aplace where the dead walk, daughter. My light dlowsyou to trave it in
theflesh, but if you abide too long, if the moon sets before you have returned, you will both remain here
forever."

Esmeralda nodded. Grandmother Toad gave her hand a squeeze and kissed her cheek, then loosed the
hold she had on Esmeraldas fingers and stepped back.

"Go now, daughter,” she said. "And be quick.”

Esmerada hesitated one long moment, then started down the mist-strewn path. In moments
Grandmother Toad waslogt to Sght. The spirit drums till sounded, but very faintly now. Shefdtinvisble
presences on the path with her, brushing close to her in the thick mist. Not spirit guides, these. These
were the spirits of the deed, traveling west.

She walked until aface appeared suddenly out of the mist on her right. Pausing, she saw that it was
carved from the living wood of atree—an old man'sface, his braids descending into bark below his
perfectly crafted features. When she stopped, the carving's eyes opened and the face spoke to her.

"Give up thishopeless quest,” it told her. "The one you seek is content as sheis. If you burden your soul
with thistrid whileyou il live, you will retain the memory of that sorrow in Epanggishimuk when you die
and never know peace.”



"Shedidn't know what shewas doing,” Esmeraddatold the face.

But the features had grown till once more. She touched its cheek and felt only wood under her
fingertips. The mists swirled up between her and the tree. When the wind that followed her cleared them
away once more, no face remained. Only rough bark, a knothole where she had seen amouth. Two
more where she had seen eyes. The stub of a branch, where she had seen anose.

Turning from it, she continued down the path.

The sound of the spirit drumswas so faint now, she might have only been listening to the blood movein
her own veins. A second face appeared out of the mist—thistime on her |eft, an old woman'sface
carved from agranite outcrop that rosetal and gray, its heightslost in the haziness. She stopped before it
and once again inanimate eyes opened, the face speaking.

"Destiny governs parts of our lives," it said, "permitting certain events, preventing others. The whed
turns. Accept what has been apportioned to you and your sister.”

Esmerada shook her head. "Emma made the choice—awrong choice. There's nothing preordained
about this"

She turned and continued on before the face lost its mobility and became smply stone asthe facein the
tree had earlier. She hurried now, sensing the night winding away from her, the moon setting,
Grandmother Toad's protection waning.

The spirit drums had falen silent. The only sound she heard now was that of her own breath and her
footfals on the Path of Souls. One part of her feared this surred journey, another reveled in its mystery.

Just don't forget why you're here, shetold hersdlf. It would be so easy, and time was running out.

She smelled the river through the mist, before she reached it. At its banks, she paused again. The mists
cleared enough for her to look acrossits vast width, and she knew one long unhappy moment of failure
before spying the canoe that was pulled up among the reeds and rushes close at hand. A loon caled from
somewhere on the water—the sound of its cry ringing eerie and distant. Hesitating for only amoment
longer, Esmeradalaunched the canoe and began to paddle across theriver.

Strange glowing shapes under the surface of the water caught her attention as she made her way through
the stands of rushesthat choked the river's banks. She looked over the side of the canoe and saw faces
lying in the water, looking upward, watching her. When she paused in midstroke, one of them roseto the
surface and spoke to her.

"Go back," it said. "We understand your sorrow, but you do not belong here. All beings grieve when
good ends, when what ought to be comes to nothing, but there is anew whedl for each that ends. Go
back and build anew upon the ruins of what you have lost. Forget this well-intended yet foolish quest.”

"Never," Esmerddatoldit.

She turned her face away and looked forward over the bow of the canoe, dipping her paddle with hard
sure strokes so that her craft shot forward, out of the rushes and onto the open water of theriver. In her
mind her inner clock counted the moments that were dipping by al too rapidly and she paddied harder.
The migts came drifting in again, but she caled up her wind to blow them away. She couldn't risk losing
her sense of direction now. Time wastoo precious.



She could sense other canoes on the water with her. The spirits of the dead. Like her, they were il
traveling west. To what lay on the far banks—Epanggishimuk, the Land of Souls.

Asthe shore approached, she studied it carefully. Birch woods marched back into athicker forest of
cedar and maple, m and pine. Close by the rushes, willows grew in deep thickets. She aimed her craft
to where ameadow lay againgt the riverbank, landing the canoe on atiny beach of mud and clay. She
pulled the canoe up onto the shore, stowing the paddle insde it, then stood up to study the new land she
wasin.

With time dipping away, moment by inexorable moment, she had fretted about where to even begin to
gtart looking, but she needn't have worried. Emma stood on the bank above her, smiling down at her.

"Oh, Esmerdda,” she said. "What areyoudoing here?'

8
Spiritsweretaking.Animiki grumbling their drum talk in the sky.

Migizi had dismantled his conjuring lodge, rolling the polesin his deerskins, tying the bundle with the
leather thongs that had bound the cedar branches to the birch. As he worked, his thoughts turned from
the naming ceremony he would perform tomorrow to what the voices of the thunders were saying. He
listened to them gossip about aliving being who walked the Path of Souls and how she would remain
there.

It was afuture they saw.

Migizi could il taste the wind manitou's smokein hislungs and he sat now, facing west, looking where
Nokomis had taken her. The bundled lodge lay beside him, hiswater drum by hisknee. He thought of
the manitou and looked for other futures for her and her Ster.

Most he saw were what theanimiki drummed.

His shadow pressed close againgt his shoulders. His soul reminded him that he and the wind manitou had
shared smoke.

Saemauh k'weekaunissimikonaun, she had signed to him. Tobacco makes usfriends.

Bringing hiswater drum to hand, Migizi let hisfingerswalk upon its skin to spesk his own messageto the
Spirit world.

THREE
1

"I've comefor you," Esmerddatold Emma. "To take you home."



They sat on theriverbank, looking out across the water through the mists. Thethick grasswaslike a
cushion underneath them. Wildflowers degpened the air with thelr rich scents. By the shore something
splashed. A frog. Perhaps afish, surfacing for an insect. Across the water, the loon called again.

"But | don't want to go back,” Emmasaid.
Esmeradda sighed. She turned from the view to take Emmals hand. Their gazes met.
"Why not?' Esmerddaasked.

Emma disengaged their hands. "I don't fit back there. All thisweirdness... It wasfun when wewere
kids. That sense of magic, Autumn Lady and Westlin Wind, my drawings and your poetry. I'd never
want to have missed any of that. But | never redlly thought it wasreal. Specid, yes. Magica. Wonderful.
But not red.”

"Isit such abad thing?'

"It's not aquestion of good or bad—it's aquestion of my not being equipped to ded withit. If it'snot
justagame, if itisredl... then it'stoo dangerous. For me, at least.”

"If you learned to use your gift..."

Emmaturned sharply. "Learn? Where do you learn about thiskind of thing, Esmeralda? | sand inline at
the supermarket and read al that crap on thetabloids and | think, That'swhat | want to be? Some flake
that getswritten up inThe Enquire r? Am | supposed to get a subscription to one of them and learn from
thet?"

"Y our knowing o littleismy fault,” Esmeraldasaid. "I went on—I didn't wait for you. | thought you
were going to follow."

"Follow you where?'

"Into the myderies. Y ou have agift—"

"A gift! Totak to trees?'

"Remember last year?' Esmerddaasked gently. "When your two haves were joined again? My winds
werethere. | fet you use your gift through them. Y ou eased the bard's pain. Y ou understood the
workings of the spirit world. Y ou saw how it could be."

"l remember." Emmals voice was a soft whisper.

"With your gift you can ease the aging hearts of people before they enter the winter of therr lives,”
Esmeraldawent on. "Y ou can give them the hope they need to carry on. Y ou and |—people with our
gifts—we're here to spesk of the mysteries, Emma."

"When people are born, they're fill at one with the world, but they lose that harmony asthey grow
older. They shut their eyes, their hearts, their minds to everything that's around them. We're here to show

them the way back. | speak the language of the wind; yoursisthat of the trees— the old bardic
mygeries”



"It'sall amystery to me" Emmasaid. "Don't you see, Esmeralda? It'sall clear and laid out for you, but it
doesn't work that way for me. God—just look at you coming here after me. That'sthe kind of person |
am. When | get in deep, | need help. | can't do things on my own. | need you. | need the Blues of the
world."

"We dl need each other's hel p—that's what we're here for. To preserve the harmony.”

"I need more hel p than anybody's got aright to ask for."

"Isthat why you turned away from what happened last year?' Esmerddaasked. "Why you stilled the gift
when it woke again?"

"It felt like agift at thetime. For aday or so. But then it just seemed to fray. | started remembering it like
adream. It judt... faded on me."

"l won't go away thistime," Esmerddasaid. "Thistimel'll stay, Emma. | promiseyou that."

Emma shook her head. "I can't go back. How could | face anybody? Can you imagine what Blued think
if I cameto himwith thiskind of astory?'Well, you see, Blue, I'm redlly herein thisworld to talk to the
trees and use their wisdom to help everybody get along better.' "

"| think Blue understandsit better than you do.”

"It'sno good. | can't go back. Everything's too jumbled and confused back there. Not the real world. |
can handle my job and people and dl that kind of thing. It's the weirdness—this gift stuff. Winds and
trees. Being herésthefirg timel've fdt sanein months™

"Youll just be postponing theinevitable," Esmerddasaid.

"What do you mean by that?"

"You'll come back, be born again on the same whesdl, and have to deal with it dl then. The gift's not
going to go away. What we are doesn't change, Emma—it doesn't matter what shape we wear."

"l... | cantdoit,” Emmasad. "I'm sorry, Esmerada. Maybe next time around I'll be better equipped to
handleit, but not thistime.”

Esmeradasaid nothing of what Grandmother Toad had told her, how she would have to remain here
with Emmalif she couldn't convince Emmato return. She could fed thetimeticking away insde her, the
seconds draining away, being used up, one after the other, never to be repeated. No caling them back.

"I never thought you'd take the easy route out,” she said findly.

"What do you mean?"

"Suicide”

"I'm not killing mysdf."

"Oh, no?Y our body's still dive back in the Outer World. If you don't get back to it soon, that'sit.
Youvekilled yoursdf."



Emma shook her head. "I just went away. | just came here, that's al.”
"Euphemisms don't change the truth. Y our spirit |eft your body and your body went into acoma. That
witch's creatures kidnapped your body—Blue and some of hisfriends are trying to get it back right

now—>but that doesn't change the fact that none of thiswould have happened if you hadn't made the
choiceyou did."

"Witch's crestures?’

"The same one who got you the last time."

"But Glamorganas dead.”

"Apparently. But her creatures aren't, and they've gone after you."
"And Blue's gone after them?'

Esmeralda nodded.

Emma pushed her hands againgt her face. "Why doesn't it stop?' she demanded. "Why doesthisjust go
on and on and on?"

"Becauseit takesyou to stop it.”

Emma stood up and walked afew paces away from theriver to stare into the forest.
"Please, Emma. Things can be good again.”

Emmadidn't turn around. "Why do you even care about me?' she asked. "I'm so wesk..."

Esmerddaroseto join her. "Because you're like asister to me. My other hadf. | love you—that's why.
And you're not weak. You'rejust in over your head. Needing help and accepting it doesn't make you
wesak. Turning your back on what you are, giving up—that's weakness. That's the easy way out.”

"Youll redly say and help?"

"l promise. I'll have my things sent from England. Jamie's kept my room in the tower for me dl these
years. Itll belikel never left.”

Emmaturned to look at her. "Isthiswhatyou want, Esmeralda? Y ou're not just doing it for me?"

"I'm doing it partly for you—but I'm doing it for myself aswell. I've taken the easy road, too,
Emma—not the one you took, but the end result's somewhat the same. | |et the acquiring of knowledge
overpower the help | should have been giving. Not just to you, but to everything under my charge. | only
helped when it was convenient to my schedule, or when someone was so desperate that there was no
one esethey could turn to. But our gifts are acongtant thing—not something we can turn on and off like

afaucet."

Emmalooked at her for along moment. Esmerada couldn't tell what she wasthinking. All she knew was
that time was running oui. ..



"All right," Emmasad findly. "I'll come back with you."

She gave Esmeraldaaquick hug, then led the way down to where the canoe was il pulled up to the
shore. She turned back when she reached the water's edge.

"Aren't you coming?"' she asked when she saw Esmeraldajust standing in the meadow, ableak ook in
her eyes.

Insde Esmerddatheticking clock had findly runits course. She could fed the moon set in the Outer
World, Grandmother Toad's protection fading.

"WEe'retoo late," shesad.

The road home was closed to them now.

2

Even when she stood on Blug's shoulders, the lowest branch of the pine was too high for Judy to reach.
"Stand on my hands," Bluetold her.

Holding the tree for balance, Judy lifted one foot, then the other, while Blue dipped his hands under her
feet. Grunting with the effort, he straight-armed her up until she could reach the branch.

"Got it," she cdled down.

She hoisted hersdlf onto the branch, straddling it while she caught her breath. She had her baseball bat
stuck in her belt behind her, the knob caught in the belt to keep it from dipping out. Checking to make
sureit was dtill in place, she stood up on the branch and began to edge her way outward, her fingers just
brushing the next branch up to keep her balance.

Watching her go, Blue held his breeth. "Come on," he muttered. "Just afew steps more.”

Then she was above the barrier and moving past it.

"Youdidit!" hecdled up.

Now al she had to do was get down to the ground and see if the phosphorescent ribbon that wasthe
barrier's source could be erased from the insde. He watched her edge aong the branch toward its end,
her weight making it dip. It was till along jump. Then he glanced toward the stone and saw that the
cresture had become aware of what they were doing.

"Heads up!" he called to her, pointing toward the creature when Judy |ooked down.

She nodded and kept on moving. But now the creature was heading in their direction. Cursing, Bluelaid

his shotgun on the ground. He took afew steps back and then ran at the tree. He legpt up, got agrip on
thefat bole, and began to shimmy hisway to the branch, his hands getting gummy with pineresin.



The branch had dipped low enough for Judy to try jumping. She dropped her bat to the ground, then got
agrip on the branch with her hands and let herself down. She swung for amoment or two, then dropped,
knees bent to take the impact. She rolled when she hit the ground, hardly shaken at dl, and scrambled
for the bat. By the time she had it in hand, the creature was only a haf-dozen yards away. Too lateto try
the barrier now, sheredized.

It had left behind both its knife and staff. Spitting on its hands, it came a her, arms outspreed, sdiva
glistening on its palms with the same glow as the phosphorescent ribbon from which the barrier grew.

Judy stood her ground, pulse doubling as adrenaline surged through her system. The creature wasn't dl

that much taller than her, but if it ever got those paws on her... Shewaited until just beforeit cameinto
range; then she swung the bat, ducking in low under itsarms and aiming for one of itslegs. If she could
crippleit, they might have a better chance at taking it down. But the creature was faster than sheld
believed possible.

It caught the bat in midblow—the hardwood smoking where the saliva on its palms touched the wood.
Ripping it from her hands, it tossed the bat aside. Blue wasjust getting onto the branch that had let Judy
into the glade—too far away to help. Hacker and Ernie weren't in sight. She was on her own.

She thought of that sdlivaon the creature's palms, burning her skin like acid, never mind that the sucker

looked tough enough to tear her in two without working up aswest. She took a ssumbling step
backward.

I'm going to die, she redized numbly.

3

"Too late?' Emmasaid. "What do you mean weretoo late?’

"I didn't get here on my own,” Esmerdda said. "Grandmother Toad helped me." At Emma's blank look
she explained. "That's how she's known in these spirit realms. She's an aspect of the moon—DBirigit,
Gdata, Albion, Metra, Mary, Maya. .. whatever name you want to give her, they al describe the same
mystery. She showed me how to find the Path of Soulsthat brought me here, but there was atime limit
on her help. We had until the moon set in the Outer World."

"So we haveto wait until sherisesagain tonight?'

Esmeraldashook her head. "We wait until we're born again.” Or at least Emmawould. Present as she
wasin her corporeal form, Esmeralda didn't know what would become of hersdlf in this place.

"Y ou go on without methen,” Emmasaid.

"Y ou're not listening—I said we're both staying here. 1t'sno longer in our hands now."
"Esmeradda, | don't want you to sacrifice your life just because of my mistakes."

"I made my choice" Esmerddasad. "Just as you made yours."

"Why didn't you tell me about the time limit right away?"



"Y ou had to come with me becauseyou wanted to—not out of some sense of dlegianceto me or
anyone ese—and | couldn't leave without you. | accepted that when | chose to come.”

Emma sank to her knees by the riverbank, not caring that she knelt in mud. "I'veredly doneit thistime,
haven't 1?7 Only now I've dragged you down with me."

"Emma, | wanted to come. | told you, | had something to learn on thisjourney aswell."
"Only trouble is, whatever we've learned, we've both learned it too late.”

Esmeralda sat on the grass near where Emmaknelt. "At least we're together,” she said. "I don't regret
coming. I've missed you, Emma.”

"I've missed you, too. |..." She broke off, head cocked as though she heard something.

"What isit?"

"Ligen."

Then Esmeraldaheard it, too. Drumming. So faint asto be dmost inaudible.

"Spirit drumming,” shesad.

Emmanodded. "But not just any spirit drumming—can't you hear it? Something's calling to us.”

Esmeradaswinds tirred as hope lifted insde her. "The old man,” she said. "It hasto be him. The
shaman in the glade who brought Grandmother Toad to me."

"He brought her to measwell,” Emmasaid. "l wastoo scared to go on the path by mysdlf, but then she
cameto help me. Can you understand what he's saying?"

Esmerada shook her head.

"l can,” Emmasaid. "Thewood of hisdrum'strandating it for me. It's saying, 'Follow me home, lost
Spirits.""

"| don't know. Grandmother Toad said—"

"Who'sgiving up now?' Emmaasked. "We can at least try, can't we? Come on, Esmeralda. Get in the

Esmeradalooked at the river, where the mists now lay so thick that it wasimpossible to see morethan a
few yardsinto them. She let her winds rise up to sweep the heavy haze away, but they made no
difference. If anything, the mists degpened.

"You get inthefront,” Emmasaid, "and I'll Seer.”

Esmerada could sensethe familiarity of the drumming, hear the old man'svoiceinitsfant tone, but she
could perceive no sense of direction fromit. Yet if Emmacould...



She got into the bow of the canoe. Emma shoved off and jumped aboard, the canoe swaying
dangeroudy, then dowly settling in the water. They each took apaddie and dipped them in the river's il
water, propelling the craft forward.

In moments the mists had swallowed them, so thick now that Emma couldn't see her companion
anymore. But she could hear the drum. Its sound cast athread that she held firmly with her mind. She
was determined to follow it home. Esmera da had shown her the importance of persevering, by her
sdflessloydty asmuch asby her logic.

But now the water grew rougher. From acalm, dow-moving surface, it became aoruptly violent. The
canoe lurched in the turbulence. Sudden eddies spun themin circles, huge jutting rocks rose up out of
nowhere. Esmeral da pushed the canoe away from the rocks with her paddie until the paddle snapped.
Water sprayed over them and it was al Emma could do to steer aclear way. Then awave, bigger than
any other, rose up in front of them, lunging at them like abehemoth exploding from the migts.

"Eamerdda" Emmacried.

Asthe wave crashed down upon them she threw hersdlf forward to grip her friend's hand; then they
were washed out of the canoe and dropped into a spinning maelstrom of dark rushing water. Emmaheld
on to Esmerdda's hand with a strength born of desperation. She fought the urge to breathe in alungful of
water, and concentrated on finding the thread of drumming once more. She knew it was till there,
sounding inside her on aspirit leve for dl that its physica presence had long since been drowned by the
violence of the sudden storm on the river. When shefindly snared it, sheheld onto it just as desperately
asshe did Esmeralda’s hand.

Imagining it to be afishing line, she hauled them adong itslength, away from the river's depths, away into
the outer spirit relmsto where an old man was drumming their rescue.

4

The creature struck, moving like lightning, but fear lent Judy the speed to dodge the full impact of its
blow. Still, its glancing force was enough to make her lose her balance and go ssumbling toward the pine.
The leather of her jacket burned where the creature's sdiva had touched it—the heat searing her skin.
Off balance aswdll from the impetus of his swing, the creature recovered only moments after Judy. She
was running for the barrier, hand outstretched to wipe away the ribbon supporting it, when the cresture
brought her down. The stink of burning leather arose again, followed by areeking wave of the creature's
heavy body odor. The force of its grip on either arm hurt as much asthe heat that was now burning
through her jacket to sear her skin.

The creature started to turn her over, but then its weight suddenly |eft her body.

Sherolled freeto see that Blue had jumped down from the branch and pulled the cresture off, heaving it
to one side. She scrabbled out of the way asit roseto itsfeet to face Blue. She reached the barrier,
finding it by fed. Using the ebow of her jacket, she broke the solidity of the phosphorescent ribbon.
When shetried the barrier again, it was gone.

"Got something!" she heard someone call on the far Sde of the glade—Hacker or Ernie, she wasn't sure
which and she didn't have timeto go look.



"Over herel" she cried and then she went after the shotgun.

Behind her, the creature charged Blue. It came at him, arms widespread to clasp him in abear hug. Blue
dodged, moving fast, but the creature was fagter. It caught Blue by one arm and threw him toward the
trunk of the pine.

Blue hit hard, the deeve of hisjacket burning, hisarm feding like it was on fire, head ringing. The
cregture spat at him and he dodged the saliva, hearing its burning hiss asit splattered on the bark beside
his head. Asthe creature charged him again, he rose to mest its attack.

Judy arrived with the shotgun, but the two combatants were too close to each other now for her to
chance ashot. All she could do was stand helplesdy by as they grappled.

5

Emmaallowed her mind to focus on only two things: the grip she had of Esmeraldas hand and the thread
of drumming that was their only chance of escaping Epanggishimuk now that Grandmother Toad's
protection was withdrawn with the setting of the moon in the Outer World. She followed the thread,
drawing them out of the maglstrom of theriver to theflat rock of anidand that jutted from itsturbulent
waters.

Waves crashed againg the shore, rising high, but not high enough to wash them off. Esmeraldais winds
blew them back. They lay on the hard stone like apair of bedraggled cats, gasping for breath. The mists
thickened around them, making an impenetrable wall of haze.

"Where... where arewe?' Esmerddaasked as she finally caught her breath.

She had lost her shoes in the water, but worse, sheld lost her shoulder bag with itsfetishes and charms.
She sat up and peeled off her socks, sticking them in the pockets of her borrowed jacket.

"We haven't left theinner redms," Emmasaid.
"The drumming?'
" can dill hear it—but it'sfaint.”

Esmeradalooked out at the mists. Waves continued to crash againgt the rocks, spraying them. What
little they could see of the river beyond the rock was a storm of spinning waters.

"Well haveto go back in theriver,” she said. "We haveto crossit to get out.”

Emmanodded dully. Her head ached from the strain of bringing them thisfar on the threads of the
drumming. But the longer they sat here, the fainter the drumming grew.

"I'mnot giving up,” she said.
Esmerddasmiled a her. "That's the Emmal remember—we come back."

Emmawrung the water from her hair, but a new wave rose up and the spray that wasn't driven back by



Esmeraldas winds soaked her again.
"Timeto go," shesad.

They helped each other stand and stood with their arms around each other's waists to keep their
baance. The thread of drumming sounded suddenly louder, but then Emmaredlized that it was coming
out of the mist. A new drumming. Not the thread that had been leading them home,

"Esmerada...” she began, but she didn't need to spesk.

The heads of two enormous serpents rose out of the water. They had huge eyes, round as moons. One
was black, the roof of its head capped with antlers. The other was white, its brow smooth. The new
sound of the spirit drums that accompanied the crestures joined the rhythm of the drumming that they had
been following.

"Mishiginebek," Emmabreathed. The drumming whispered the name of the serpentsto her.
Mishiginebek lived to punish those who mocked the manitou, who used their medicinefor evil, by
devouring their souls after degth.

I've mocked the spirits, Emmathought. | refused to believe in them, refused to accept their redlity.

The great beasts watched them with unblinking gazes, unmoved by the storm of waters from which they
rose. Emma shuddered at the forked tongues that flickered from their mouths. She could already fed the
convulsive motion of their throats, drawing Esmerddaand her down into their bellies...

Esmerdda stepped forward, drawing Emmawith her.
"No," Emma protested.
"They're hereto help us" Esmerada said. "Don't you see? The shaman sent them.”

And then Emma saw an image of the old medicine man in each of their eyes. She couldn't read the Sign
language his hands were shaping, but the drumming told her what Esmeralda could read. The serpents
were his patrons, as the Black Duck was histotem. They had come, summoned by hiswater drum to
help them.

Emmaturned away to look at her companion; then the two of them held hands and jumped into the
roaring waters.

6

When the creature spat at Blue'sface, Judy thought her heart would stop. But Blue turned his head just
enough so that the gob of salivawent by his ear. His cheek and hair smoked from its accompanying
spray. The pain was enough to lend him the strength to wrench himsdlf free. Judy brought up the shotgun,
now that she had aclear shot, but suddenly Ernie wasthere, histire iron upraised, then flashing down.

It bit into the creature's head with awet popping sound, bresking through the bone of the creature's
skull. Blood sprayed and the cresture dropped to its knees. Before it could rise, Hacker wasthere as
well and the two men each hit the creature again. When they stood back, it lay ill on the ground



between them. Judy stepped forward and fired a shot into its chest for good measure.
"Jesus, Jesus," Ernie was saying, staring down at the thing. "What the fuck isit?’

Blue wiped the sde of his head with adeeve of hisjacket and stepped dowly forward. His cheek was
pocked with red burns.

"Itsdead," hesadflaly. "That'sdl itis"

"Arethere more of them?' Hacker asked.

"Therewerethelast time."

"Great."

But Blue wasn't listening anymore. He turned his back on the dead creature and went on down the
hollow to where Emmalay on the gray stone. Judy fed another shell into the shotgun and trailed dong
behind him. When she reached the stone, Blue was trying to wipe the glowing symbols from Emmas
face. Whatever they had been painted on with wouldn't come off.

"God, she'so dill," Judy said.

"|s she dead?' Hacker asked, coming up behind her.

Blue shook hishead numbly. " Jesus, man. | just don't know."

He put his head to her chest and heard the faint sound of a heartbest.

"Shelsdive!"

He started to gather her up in hisarms.

"Should you be moving her likethat?' Ernie asked.

Bluejust looked at him like hewas crazy. "Weve got to get her to ahospitd,” he said.

He hoisted her up, but then Judy touched hisarm.

"Look," she said, pointing to just beyond the stone.

A pair of pale shapes stood there, ill-defined so that their features couldn't be made out, but human
shapesdl the same.

v

The serpents bore them out of theriver, up into the sky to where the mists were deepest. The spirit
drums spoke like thunder al around them. Astheir bodies were borne by the twin beadts, they lost all
sense of physical awareness and seemed to be drifting in agray place. For their spirits, motion had
ceased. Thetrees of aghostly forest rose al around them. Seated directly before them wasthe old
shaman. He, too, seemed to be made of mist. Helooked up at them, ghostly hands leaving the skin of his



water drum.

Welcome, manitou, he signed to them.

Asshetook in their surroundings, Esmera da's thoughts turned to the Weirdin that shed read in Jamie's
study. Three old bones, drawn from their bag. A futuretold in their carved faces. That moment seemed
like ahundred years ago now. But she could gtill see them asthough they lay in her pam.

The Forest. A place of testing an unknown peril.

She and Emma had been tested and known peril tonight.

The Acorn, or Hazelnut. For hidden wisdom and friendship.

They'd both found wisdom and deegpened their friendship.

And the last bone? She looked at the old shaman.

Among certain tribes aman did not speak his own name, so she couldn't ask their benefactor his, and

there was no third party present to speak it for him. But there was till one Weirdin unaccounted for, and
she thought she knew now both its meaning and their benefactor's name.

Shelet go of Emmals hand and faced the shaman. Extending her arms, she waved her handsin imitation
of the beating of wings, pams down, fingers outstretched. Then she brought her right hand near her nose,
curving it dightly to suggest abird's besk.

Eagle, shesgned.

The Eagle. Release from bondage.

The old shaman smiled as his name came from her hands.

You must go, manitou, he signed. Your own world calls you .

Esmeralda nodded. But she wanted to show her respect for him.lhave a friend , she sgned quickly,in
need of histrue name. Will you help himfind it ?

Migiz's smile broadened.Iwould be honored .

His pamsreturned to the skin of hiswater drum and the sound of its voice rumbled through the ghostly
glade. As Esmerddatook Emmas hand once more, agreat rushing sound filled her ears, hard on the
heds of Migizi'sdrumming. The place of mist tattered like smoke. There was amoment of vertigo, and
then they were standing in awooded clearing in the Outer World, drawn to the place where Emmals
body awaited the return of her spirit.

They saw Blue holding Emmals body, Judy Kitt with a shotgun in her hands, and two Strangers. For one
long moment they held to their spirit forms; then Esmeralda’s flesh returned to cloak her spirit while

Emmasfled into her body. She stirred in Blug's arms, the symbols on her skin fading, evaporating away,
into the late-night air, until they were gone.

"Jesuson aHarley!" Ernie Collins said softly. "Now |I've seen everything.”



8

It was just after dawn when Esmeradareturned to the knoll in the center of Tamson House's gardens.
The bird choruswasin full song al around her, the sun'slight just rising over the gables of the east sde of
the house.

"Gaoth an lar," avoice said softly. Wind of the West. Y ou've returned from your journey.”
Esmeralda amiled at the crippled bard. "Journeys never end,” she said. ™Y ou must know that.”
"Yet your feet are dill."

Windsroseto toude her hair and his. She touched ahand to her chest.

"Only when the heart is il isthejourney over,” shesad. "And eventhen...”

"There areriversto cross."

Esmerddasmiled. The old Cets aso believed that one crossed a grest river when they died. So much
seemed different in the world only to be proved that it was the same thing, merely wearing an unfamiliar

shape.

"I met aman last night,” she said, "who knows your true name. Will you come with meto hear it from his
lips?'

"And then?'

Esmeraldalooked beyond the garden to where she could see the roofline of the House through the
garden'strees. "Then well return to this place.” She amiled. "It can be as much an inspiration as arefuge,

you know."

She could dready hear the music that his one hand would cal forth from the synthesi zer that Blue was
going to pick up thismorning. But the bard would need histrue name to make that music. And when she
had eased the winter of his heart? There would be othersfor her to help. She and Emma. There would

aways be others.

Rising, she offered him her hand. By the time the young playwright Tim Gavin had made hisway to the
garden'sknall, to cdl themin for acelebratory breakfast, there was only agtirring of leavesto show
where they'd been.

GHOSTWOOD

There was a child went forth every day,



And the first object he looked upon,
That object he became...

—Wdt Whitman

There are wildflowers in the woods, there are owls who wake and guard

the forest paths.
—Susan Musgrave,
The Charcoal Burners

LEAD INTO GOLD

The Cave—entrance to the Otherworld
—Weirdindisc;
Secondary: Second Rank,
36.a
To agreater force, andto a
better nature, you, free, are subject,
and that creates the mind in you,
which the heavens have not in their charge.
Therefore if the present world go astray,
the causeisinyou, inyouitisto be
sought.

—Dante Alighieri The Divine Comedy

It wastimeto die.

Albert Watkins|ooked out the window of the house that he and hiswife Eleanor were renting on
Clemow Avenue. Across the street, stretching either way to the end of the block, was the enormous bulk
of Tamson House. The facade it presented to the world of being along row of town houses meant no
more to him than it did to any long-term resident of the neighborhood. Everyone knew that it wasal just
one building; for them, the secret its facade hid was merely the odd turn of mind of the man who'd



originally commissioned the building and had then overseen its curious congtruction. But Watkins knew
the true secret itsfacade hid:

Tamson House was a place of power. It was a door to Otherworlds and magic breathed in itswalls,
mystery dept restlesdy in its enclosed garden. In aworld where the ancient mystery traditions had been
mostly relegated to bad plot devicesin Hollywood films or New Age fantasiesin equally painful novels,
Tamson House presented irrefutable proof that more lay beyond the scope of the shallow world than
most men and women could perceive with their degping senses.

To comprehend the power that lay in the House's walls—the potent forces of energy matriced in theley
linesthat collected under its foundations as though the building were some ancient stonework, rather than
acurious, overly large structure— required amind that demanded more of itself and its body than the
autopilot thought processes and reactions with which maost of humanity confronted the world. Therewas
no one in this neighborhood awake enough to appreciate its potency. There were even peoplelivinginits
maze of halways and roomswho hadn't thefirgt inkling of what lay underfoot, of what hummed withinits
walls and was stored in its perfect puzzle of stonework, glass and wood.

But Watkins knew. Reading the works of a namesake, Alfred Watkins—the name was close enough to
his own to make no difference to Watkinss way of thinking—he'd first begun to understand the
complexity of the earth linesthat gave the sacred sites of the world their potency. From ley lines and their
mystic crossroads he'd delved into the lore that accompanied them.

Common knowledge and quaint folktales had led him into a study of ever more arcane texts and findly,
through perseverance—"The superior man hegps up smdl thingsin order to achieve something high and
great," thel Ching said—through studies and interviews with various spiritua teachers—Native American
shaman, Eastern swami, cabbdigts, Western mystics—but mostly through the sheer audacity of hisown
wit, he learned how the world worked. He learned of the otherworldly powersthat lay waiting in this
world's hidden places. He learned how to tap into their potency and so quicken his own resources. And
ultimately, helearned how he could haveit dl.

It required one's own degth, but repaid that death a hundredfold with eternity—but not in some nebulous
after-world. What use was that? No, the dividend that sacrifice repaid was areturn to thisworld and the
promise that one could be whatever one wanted, have whatever one wanted.

Forever.

Watkins was nearing the end of his naturd life. The past years of his searching had taken on afine edge
of desperation. He knew the power was herein thisworld, waiting for the man or woman brave—or
foolhardy—enough to take it up, and he had found its hiding places. A stonework in the Hebrides,
another in Brittany. A mountaintop shrinein Tibet, another in the Andes. A jungle pool in Sumatra, ariver
in Oregon. But they were all too well protected. Their guardians were fierce and dangerous beyond
compare for they swallowed not the bodies, but the souls of those who came with plunder in their heart,
rather than respect.

And then Watkins found Tamson House. It, too, had aguardian, but his guardianship was eroding. He
was new to histask—anovice, and an untutored one aswell. His mind was still too enwrapped in the
human concerns of the life he had led before held acquired his responsbility. The guardian of Tamson
House had yet to learn how to focus on the task at hand to the exclusion of al else.

Waking had no such difficulty. He had but one thing on his mind. When helooked at the
night-silhouetted skyline of the building, he saw neither its darkened gables nor the shadowed outline of



itsroof, but the sparking glow of its power, ashimmering aura of power just waiting to be harvested that
glimmered and spun webs of fairy-gold light from roof ridge to chimney, corniceto gutter.

Tonight it would dl behis.

It was growing late. Dawn would soon be washing the eastern sky with its soft pastel light. But he knew
that before the first pale ghosts of the sun'slight could stregk the sky, he would be dead, his spirit
embracing the mystery that was Tarnson House.

He had been monitoring the guardian'sincreasing distress with heightened eagerness. The whys of that
distresswere immaterid to Watkinss concerns. What interested him was that the guardian was
attempting to reach out from the confines of his guardianship—reaching, stretching himsdlf thin,
thinner—until tonight his hold on the House was so0 vague that Watkins knew that any moment now the
guardian would lose his grip on the House and be gone.

Where he would go was also irrelevant to Watkins. All that was important was that for atime—perhaps
it would only be amoment—the House would be unprotected. A moment was all that Watkins would
need to dip in and take contral.

He turned from the window and went to it on the edge of the bed, lifting aglass of clear liquid from the
nightstand.

"Y ou don't have the courage to fulfill your potentid,” a so-called wise man had told him once. "The art of
what we pursueis not to gain power, but to become more complete, to fully understand the complex
samplicity that makes uswhat we are and by doing so, understand the mysteries of the world of which we
areanintegra part. Acquiring power is child's play—any half-wit can accomplish that; it takes courage to
forgo the concept of self and take onesrightful placein the natural scheme of things.”

Watkins held hisglassup to thelight.

"Thistakes more courage,”" he said softly.

Theliquid was adidtillation from the fruit and roots of the hemlock.

"And offers greater return,” he added.

He wasn't frightened. There was no room in the tight focus of hismind for fear or doubt. He closed his
eyes, hismind monitoring the spirit of the House's guardian across the street asit tugged and stretched
itsdlf away from itsrespongbilities. The guardian was pulled taut now, every point of hisbeing
concentrating on his effort, just as Watkins was entirely focused on his own task.

The guardian pulled free from one tower.

Watkins smiled.

There was amomentary hesitation on the part of the guardian; then he strained again and suddenly he
wasfree.

Gone.

The House unprotected.



Watkinslifted the glassto hislips. It would be like akind of achemy, he thought, his passage from life,
into the mystery held by the House, and then back again. Transformed.

Hiswife appeared in the door to the bedroom and he smiled at her.
"It'stime, in't it?" Eleanor said.
"Timeindeed," Watkinsreplied.

Thefear and doubt that could find no purchasein hismind lay creased in the worry lines of her features
likethe oil and grime encrusted in amechanic's hands.

"I'll be back," Watkinstold her. "I'll never forsake you. I'll be young again, Eleanor.” He paused, then
added the lie, "WeEll be young again. Y oung forever."

Before she could speak, he swallowed the bitter liquid. He set the glass down on the table and lay back
asthefirg shiver of pain lanced through him. Eleanor crossed quickly to the bed and sat beside him.

Ignoring the pain, he crossed his arms upon his chest and closed his eyes, concentrating on the defenses
his body would require while his spirit was straying.

When he stopped breathing, Eleanor gave asmal gasp. She reached out to touch him, but someinvisible
force repelled her hand. It pushed her fingersforcefully away just before she could touch him. Small
gparksflickered and the smell of anise briefly stung the air.

It wasjust as he said it would be, she thought, looking down at her husband's composed features. God
help them...

She rose and went to the window, seeing only the dark bulk of the strange building across the street.
She could see no magic aura, no mystic energy, no sign of her husband.

God help them, she thought again, then redized what sheld been thinking.
They had strayed too far from God's garden to expect Hisaid now.
"Just come back," she whispered.

She straightened her back then, determined to alow herself no more fear. Albert was depending on her
to be strong. There was nothing she could do anyway.

Except wait.

The utter freedom of leaving his body behind amost seduced Watkinsinto smply letting himself go. He
found himsdlf surrounded by darkness except for asmal glowing spark that seemed to lie far before him,
asthough it wasthelight at the end of atunnd. That light woke ayearning in him that was dmost
impossibleto ignore. It took al hiswill to turn from it and send his spirit into Tamson House.



With the guardian gone, it was child's play to enter the building. He raced through the matrices formed
by itswalls and hallways, exulting in the power that lespt and crackled in welcometo his presence. He
drew it to himsdlf and could fed himsdf begin to swell with its potency.

Take care, take care, he warned himsdf.

Too much, too soon, and he wouldn't be able to assmilate it before it consumed him. And that wasn't
the only danger. He had not been aone in watching the guardian depart. Other presences clamored for
the power that the guardian had |eft behind unprotected.

Hewasn't done, but hewasfirs.

In the same way that he'd protected his body, he now sedled off the House, using the immense power
that crackled so intensely through every particle of hisbeing to shape a new Otherworld to house the
building and dl within it— an Otherworld sealed away from the greedy attentions of hisrivals. He then
seeded that world with a protector of his own making—the ghost of aprimeva memory—so that if any
spirit should manageto dip through his sedls, they would still be dedlt with.

Only then did he dlow himsdlf to drift away, high onto amountaintop in his newly crested world. There
he floated in the dark night air, a pentacle shape, arms and legs outstretched, the five points of his body
each touching the inner perimeter of yet another safeguard—athird circle of power to protect him.

He had time now to gather the full power of the House a hisleisure—dowly, surely, without risk to
himsdlf. When that was done, he would turn his attention to finding a suitable victim to take the place of
the sacrifice he had made of his own body.

Human sacrifice had away's been the ultimate cost of such magicking, but it was afair price, he thought,
for the rewards one could gain. Especidly considering how he would soon regain dl that he had lost with
the subsequent death of that proxy he had still to choose.

For al hisknowledge and self-acquired insght, he was unaware of how much, in such aminute fraction
of time, the power had dready corrupted him. He thought only of the alchemy he worked, the
transformation he was undergoing.

As he congratulated himself on his success, he dso deceived himsdlf into believing that everything that
exigted revolved soldly around him. Had he been with one of those spiritua teachers he had forsaken,
they would surely have argued the point with him, little redlizing that, in this pocket world he had

created—neatly joined to al those myriad layers of time and place that encompassed the
Otherworld—he was not so far from the mark.

THE HOODED MAN

The Forest—place of testing

and unknown peril



—Werdindisc;

Secondary: Second Rank, 29.a

Blow out the lights. Listen. You can hear the willow

dancing. —Ingrid Karklins

1

Something wasn't right.

Tim Gavin lifted his head, cocking it like acat who'd just heard something but couldn't quite decide
what, if anything, it wasthat he'd heard. He'd just turned twenty on the weekend, but he looked
younger—athin ascetic in jeans and an old "Radio Clash” T-shirt, his dyed blond hair cut so short that it
was only abristle upon his scap.

Hed been trimming the profusion of vinesthat had lately threstened to swallow the minotaur Satue by
which he kndt. Laying aside his clippers, he looked around the garden. There wasn't much he could see
from his vantage point. Trees enclosed the small glade he wasworking in, cutting off hisview of the rest
of the garden. It wasn't Smply those trees that stopped him from seeing the whole of the property.

Although it only took up some three and a half acres— enclosed on all four sides by the various rooms
and corridors of Tamson House—the garden had dways given him theimpression of having amuch
larger acreage. So much larger that Tim sometimes got the curious notion that it wasn't So much agarden
inthe middle of ahouse the size of acity block asadoor to some... other place. What kind of other
place he didn't know. An ancient forest, maybe. A place familiar, but strange.

But then the House itsdlf waslike that: strange.

Hed comefor an evening's visit afew years ago with some older friends, then ended up moving in when
he decided that he redlly wanted to make ago of writing plays. He'd thrived in the House's odd
environment, with its tangled maze of rooms and halways and its unique sense of place , and especidly
liked the ever-changing cast of charactersthat could be found wandering through its corridors at any time
of the day and night.

It was sort of like acommune, he supposed, but nothing like the image he used to carry in his head of
burned-out hippie Socidistsliving on the fringes of society. While the House definitely catered to an
dternate kind of life-style, the people here didn't drift indolently through a dope-haze. Rather, they
seemed to have a sense of purposeto their existence. Most of them were crestive people—musicians,
artigts, writers—using the House as a stepping-stone, a place where they could find the timeto create, to
get agtart on their careers, without having to scrabble about trying to make aliving at the sametime.

There was dso what Tim referred to as the Mondo Weird Contingent—the onesthat Blue caled the
Pagan Party, asthough they were somekind of politica movement, which inaway, Tim supposed, they



were. Hejust didn't have as much patience for them as Blue did. They were the kind of people who
believed everything that Charles Fort or Whitley Streiber had to say, or were into old religions—pagans,
Wicca, those kind of folks. Still, he could see what drew them here as well. The House had the fedling of
awizard's sanctum about it and there was definitely a sense of mystery—giveit acapital "M"—locked in
itswalls.

And running looseinits garden.

Hed never met the woman who owned the building. She was always abroad, it seemed—for some
reason, the peoplein the know usualy had afunny look in their eyes when they said that—but he
certainly appreciated what she was doing for the people she let stay here. HEd never felt so inspired...
so ready to work... as he had when he moved in. But oddly, his priorities shifted the longer he stayed.

He still worked on his plays, yet now—as had happened with some of the other long-term residents like
Blue, or Ginny, or Esmerada—he found himsalf devoting more and more of histimeto the House's
maintenance. And not resenting those hours stolen from hiswriting, either. Which wasweird, particularly
since what hed taken upon himsalf was the responsbility for the garden's upkeep and held never liked
gardening in thefirst place. Still, day after day, he'd be out here trimming and weeding and the like, while
at night he read up on various gardening techniques in the magazines and books that Ginny located for
him in the House's huge library.

And he was enjoying himsdlf; feding as much of a sense of purpose doing thiskind of work as he did
when he was writing.

He'd devel oped awhole Tao for what he did—approaching the garden with akind of Zen crestivity that
utilized what was a hand, each thing inits place, sculpting, editing, adding, but dwaysretaining the
garden'sorigind flavor. Because what the place didn't need was alook out of someBetter Homes and
Gardens glossy spread. Hejust saw to it that the overgrown flowerbeds were brought back to their
origina beauty, the hedges were clipped where they were supposed to be, allowed to run rampant where
that seemed more appropriate—that kind of thing. And then there were parts of the garden—what he
thought of asthe Wild Walks— where he didn't trim atwig. There he just sort of tiptoed about, soaking
up the ambience of the place, not evenwanting to change—to tame—asingle solitary lesf.

"Y ou would haveliked Fred," Bluetold him once.

Fred was before Tim'stime, but from al Tim had heard of the old man's devotion to hiswork, he could
only agree. Apparently it was Fred who, back in thefifties, had set himself the monumental task of
making some sense of the jungled garden that had been let run wild for thirty years. When Tim saw what
had been happening after just afew years of neglect since Fred's death, he couldn't begin to imagine
where Fred had even started.

But start he had; sarted, and maintained, and finally |eft alegacy of which any woman or man would be
proud.

Sometimes Tim could amost fee—which brought him dangeroudy close to the Mondo Weird
Contingent, he knew, but what can you do?—that Fred was till herein the garden with him: guiding his
hands, or speaking softly in hisear.

It brought Tim a sense of, not so much peace, as... companionship.

What he heard—sensed—now wasn't that familiar spirit. It wasn't the garden's memories of the old



measter's hands at work, but something else that had stopped Tim in the middle of histask. An anomaly:
something not quite Snister, but not quite right elther; something that, well, yes, it might belong in aplace
like this—but more to its Wild Walks than to the cultivated aress.

When thefedling wouldn't go away, Tim finally stood up. He brushed the dirt from the knees of hisjeans
and started walking—no precise destination in mind, just letting himsdlf wander, |etting his subconscious
become a dowsing rod focused on that oddness he felt and so steer him inits genera vicinity.

When he reached the center of the garden, where an ancient oak overhung the fountain, he stopped
dead in histracks and wished he/d never come. He wanted to look away, but couldn't tear his gaze from
thesght.

Hanging there, from the lowest boughs of the tree, were three naked children. Three dead children. Two
boys and a girl—the oldest couldn't have been older than eight or nine.

They were thin-limbed, with knobby joints. Their skin was akind of leaf-green, their hair the dark brown
of freshly turned sod. Their dead eyes bulged froglike from their sockets. Wrapped around their necks
werevines and it was from these that the children dangled like awful fruit from the boughs of the oak.

It took Tim dl of ahandful of secondsto seethis, to have the image frozen on hisretinas, burned there
for dl time. He saw the green skin, but it didn't register asbeing dien or wrong. All heredly saw were
three dead children. Children that someone had killed, hanging them up here to be found by thefirst
unfortunate person who happened to come by.

And then hefled.

Back through the garden, now grown mysterious with amore maevolent mystery than it had ever held
for him before.

Back to the House, where, ssumbling and out of breath, he found Ohn Kenstaran sitting on the stone
bench by the door that led into the Silkwater Kitchen.

Hewas playing azither. He was bent over the instrument, long brown hair faling forward to hide his
features, one hand—a hedthy hand that had a harper's dexterity and skill in every joint and
muscle—plucking amelody that belled and rang forth as though it came from an insirument three times
the zither's S ze. His other hand was awithered claw, incgpable of finger movement, hidden from sight in
athin brown leather glove. He used it to steady the zither on hislap.

Helooked up at Tim's sudden approach, his features creasing with worry when he saw the state Tim
wasin.

"Therés... they... | saw..." Tim began, making ajumble of the words as he tried to get them out.
"Easy," Ohnsad.
He st the zither aside and motioned Tim to Sit beside him.

"Takeabreath," he said, hisgood right hand resting on Tim's shoulder. "Hold it in—that'sit. Steady,
steady. Now let it out, but dowly. And again.”

Ohn'simperturbable presence helped Tim stabilize the thunder of his heartbeat as much asthe dow



breething did.

"Therdsthesekids,” Tim said when hefindly stopped hyperventilating. "Out by the fountain.
Somebody's..."

Theimage burned into hisretinas flashed in hismind's eye, bringing back arush of panic.
"You'd better show me," Ohn said.

The older man led the way back to the center of the garden, back to where the oak's branches overhung
the fountain, Tim following reluctantly on his hedls. When they reached the knoll on which the oak stood,
there were no children dangling from its boughs.

Tim stared, the memory of what he'd seen till too fresh, too strong to be forgotten. He turned to Ohn.
"Oh, man. They were just hanging there. Three dead kids..."

"Thisisan old forest," Ohn told him. "Haunted with ghosts. Perhaps what you saw was some memory
cdled up from the tangle of itsdow dreams.”

"Forest?' Timsad. "What'reyou..."

Hisvoicetrailed off. He thought about what he called the Wild Walks, about Fred's ghost and how the
garden always seemed so much bigger than it actudly was, like it was afinger of some primordid forest,
thrusting through space and time to lay an echo of its mystery on its garden, never mind that it was tucked
away inthe middle of amodern city.

"Great," hesaid. "Now I've joined the Contingent.”
It was Ohn'sturn to look confused.

"Thewha?"' he asked.

"“The Mondo—never mind."

Tim didn't know Ohn well, but what little he knew of him, he liked. Hed been told that Ohn used to play
the harp, but then he had this accident with his hand—Tim didn't know the details—and he'd refused to
touch one since. HeE'd had a different name back then, too, Ginny had said one day when Tim asked her
about the harper. Ginny seemed to know everything about everybody, for al that she spent ninety-nine
percent of her time moled away in thelibrary. Shetold him that Ohn's name used to be Taran— that was
what his present surname, Kenstaran, meant, "once named Taran"—but he'd gone off with Esmeralda
one day to some kind of naming ceremony and come back with the new name.

Tim remembered Ohn as a pronounced depressive back then, dways moping around and not big on
talking to anybody. That had al changed when he came back. Maybe the new name had cheered him up,
or maybe he'd brought back some good humor along with the new name; whichever. Ohn, for dl that he
was agood head these days, was gill aprime candidate for the Contingent and Tim didn't fed like
insulting the guy.

He looked back up to where held seen the dead children hanging earlier.



A memory called up from the forest's dreams, wasiit?
Sure. Why not. Better that then it having been redl.

But as he and Ohn headed back to the House, he had to ask himsdlf, if it hadn't been redl, then how
comeit dillfelt so damned real? The memory of it was awholelot clearer than stuff he knew for sure had
happened. And how come the whole garden felt different now, like it was dl apart of the Wild Walks?
Was he going to keep seeing weird things? Maybe spaceships next? Or Elvis, Sitting on one of the stone
benches, crooning "Love Me Tender"?

| don't need this, he thought.

He stayed out of the garden for the rest of the day. Sitting in the nook of the Silkwater Kitchen, he drank
endless cups of teaand just Stared out the window at the garden until night findly fell and the familiar
shapes of the garden'strees and shrubberies blurred into one large smudge of shadow.

But if he couldn't see—from the it kitchen out into the darkened garden—he could still be seen. Hidden
in athicket of hawthorn whereit nested up against astand of slver birchesjust alawn'slength from the
House, three children watched him; children with eyestoo old for their age and too ferd to be human,
muffling giggles with their knobby green knuckles pressed up againgt their mouths.
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There were maybe thirty-five, forty people staying in Tamson house that summer—not afull house, but
more than enough o that there was dways someone interesting to hang out with if you wanted the
company. They were as good a bunch as had ever been guestsin the place: old friends, new friends, a
few strangers who'd probably become friends because that was the kind of place the House was—it just
drew theright kind of peopletoit.

But Blue didn't want company tonight.

He was supposed to be helping Judy work on Hacker's bike—his old Norton that seemed to bein the
shop more often than it was out, not the new Kawasaki Hacker drove around town. When Judy got
evicted from her place earlier that year, Blue had turned over a spare garage to her to be her workshop
and shed moved her persona gear into one of the empty rooms on the south side of the House. He liked
having her around, usually liked working with her, but not tonight. Fed up with his antsy mood, sheld
findly sent him off ahalf hour ago.

"Look," shesad, "if you're not going to help, at least make yoursalf useful and get us acouple of brews."
Hed started for the Silkwater Kitchen, but ended up in Sara's Tower.

Tamson House had three towers. There were two of them on the east side of the building, one on the
south corner, near the ballroom, the other on the north. The observatory was in the latter, complete with
telescope, star maps lining the walls and a nineteenth-century English orrery that till worked. Saraswas
in the northwest corner of the house and it was the one place, dong with Jamie's study, that was off limits

to the houseguests.

Unlocking the door, held gonein and sat down on the fat sofain Sara's downstairs room. There he



douched againgt the cushions and stared moodily at the poster on the wall acrossfrom him. It dated back
to when Saraand Tal were still gigging around town, before Ta got too wired on modern life and had
taken off into the Otherworld with Saraiin tow. The poster had a picture of the two of
them—high-contragt, sepiaink on akind of ivory parchment background, her holding her guitar, Td with
his harp. Above the picture were their names, below it were the words "Welsh harp and guitar” and the
date of thegig.

Been along time since they played agig, Blue thought. Unless that was what they were doing wherever
they were now.

Wherever they were now.
Heran ahand through hislong black hair, combing it with hisfingers.
Jesus, he missed her.

Hefound it hard to describe their relationship to people who didn't know her. 1t was sort of
father/daughter, brother/ sster, maybe most important, friend/friend. He'd watched her grow up, hung out
with her; taught her, learned from her; protected her—

Missed her.

Y ou're being an asshole, hetold himsdlf. Shel's got her own lifeto live. It's nobody's fault that it doesn't
happen to connect with your own right now. Shell be back.

Sure. Someday. But he hadn't seen her since her last vist—which was, like, over ayear ago now—and
maybe he was being maudlin, but held surelike to have her walk in through that door right now.

He sat on the sofafor awhile longer, hisbig frame douching deeper into its cushions, and continued to
dare a the poster, asthough, if he looked at it hard enough and wished—reallywished—he might be
ableto call Saraback from wherever shed gone. Not forever. Just for avisit. Just so he could know that
shewas ill okay.

Needless to say, he remained the sole occupant of the room.

Findly he got up and started to walk around, looking at pictures, fingering knickknacks, remembering.
He smiled at the painting of the fox he'd done for her—Jesus, hadn't she been surprised when held given
it to her? He paused longer in front of the small photo of her and Jamie. Look at her. She couldn't have
been more than fourteen at the time.

He drifted from there into her workroom, gaze taking in the collage of old photos that were thumbtacked
on thewall above thelong worktable, before it caught and held on the opposite wall.

What the-?

When he caught the sonovabitch who'd snuck in here to make thismess...

He walked dowly across the room and stared at the marks that had been smeared on thewall. There
was an order to them—they weren't just random smears, but akind of graffiti, or maybe ideographs,

though what they meant he couldn't begin to guess. They had afamiliar look about them, like an dusive
word that lay on the tip of oné'stongue, but he couldn't place where held seen this particular kind of



marks before.

Wheat he did know was that someone had gotten in here—how , he'd like to know, seeing as how he
had the only key to the tower—and went spray-can crazy. Except...

He took acloser look at the markings. No, this had been brushed on. In fact—avague chill started up in
the base of his spine—thislooked awhole lot like dried blood.

Oh, man. What the hell was going on now?

Maybe Esmeradda would know, he thought as he backed out of the room, gaze till locked on what he
thought of as a desecration of Saras private space.
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She had an audience of copper-skinned children, watching her go through the dow, deliberate postures
of her morning ritud.

Chii.

Exciting the breath.

Shen.

Gathered the spirit insde.

Focus. Focus.

The children had followed her from the camp, out past the birches to where the sun sought and found the
freckles of micain the old stone by theriver. It waswarm, here in the morning sun. She was stripped
downtojust a T-shirt and shorts, her long curly hair tied back with aribbon. Drops of perspiration
beaded her brow. Her muscles shivered with tremors, although to the casual observer she seemed to be
doing very little.

The children sat in the shade of the birches and watched.

Shewas used to their scrutiny. They were like apack of unruly manitou, teasing little mysteries, forever
following her about, asking questions, laying tricks, meeting her accusing looks with their guileless open
gazes. Only in the morning, when she danced the song of the thirteen postures-

Moving, yet ill.

Likeamountain.

Likeagreat river.

—were they quiet, content to observe. A covey of dender forms, dark-haired, darker-eyed, poised

motionlesslike quail before they stormed into motion again. She could put them from her mind and
concentrate solely on contemplation of her taw, the heart of her own mystery, that place of inner stillness



from which strength was gained and where magic was borne.
But not from avacuum.
Cause and effect.

There was no gain, without conscientious effort expended. Concentration was required. Focusing.
Attachment without attachments. To become nothing and so become all.

It was along journey and after years, she was till not so far from the beginning of the road, but she was
patient. And she felt no sense of hurry. Already the years had provided her with ample rewards.

In the court of the body, mind and breath ruled. Spirit. What the children's elders called Beauty. But
each required the support of the other.

Chin.

Internal strength, stored up within like adrawn bow.
Focus. Focus.

Fa chin.

The energy released. Like an arrow. The body relaxes, the mind so awake, so aware, that each blade of
each stem of grass can be differentiated, one from the other.

She began the dow dance into another posture, her taw growing warm and strong deep inside her,
waking. Awareness spreading so that while she looked ahead, she could see behind. Could sense...
could sense...

A vague anxiety touched her, like arumor making the rounds of her body's court, and it woke aripple of
uneasiness that spread through her, making her lose her concentration. It came from the children.

Sheturned dowly to look at them, not angry, more disappointed that they should intrude upon her
morning ritua, but then saw that they themsalveswere not the cause, but an effect.

A stranger stood by the birches, closer to the children than to her. A tall form in ahooded cloak. A
hooded man. Seevesjoined in front of him, handsinvisiblein their folds. The cloak stretching to the
ground, its hem damp with dew.

Shelet her amsfall to her sdes and waited as he approached her. He seemed to aimost float above the
grass, rather than walk uponiit.

"l am sorry tointrude," he said.
His voice was deep, resonating. And unfamiliar.
She peered under the hood, trying to make out his features, but the shadows lay deep there. Too deep.

Then, with the clarity of sight that her taw brought to her, she redized that there were only shadows
under the hood. The man had no face.



She shivered, her perspiration clinging cold to her skin though the sun was ill warm.

"Who areyou?' she asked.

Better yet, she added to hersalf,what are you?

"Itistime" washisreply.

"Time... ?'

She glanced at the children, half-minded that thiswas some new trick of theirs, but they were watching
the encounter with wide eyes, untouched by any persona association to the hooded man's presence. All
she could seein their features was the same confusion she felt hersalf. And the finger of fear that tapped

nervoudy againgt the base of her spine.

"Y ou must return to the Wood," the hooded man said. "To the Heart of the Wood where once you trod.
Thereisaneed.”

Shefelt an odd sense of dissociation from the moment, as though she were with the children, one of
them, watching and listening under the shelter of the birches, not sanding here on her own in the glade,
the sole object of the stranger's riddling words.

She cleared her throat.

"Y ou're going to haveto, ah, be alittle more clear,” she said. "I don't know what you're talking about.”

"Thereisaneed,” the hooded man said again.

The way he repeated the words made her think of a phonograph record, stuck on agroove. It wasthe
exact same phrasing, same intonation.

"Yegh. But—"

She broke off, her own eyes widening, asthe hooded cloak suddenly fell in upon itself and crumpledto
aheap on the ground. Startled, she took a step back. By the birches, the children exploded into motion
like the covey of quail they'd reminded her of earlier. In moments, they were gone, running barefoot back
to the camp. Their retreat was oddly slent.

They left her done by the old stone, the sun ill warm, though she now had a chill that cut deep inside
her dl the way to the marrow of her bone. She tracked their retrest, then looked down at the empty
cloak that lay puddied in the grass by her fet.

"| hate it when thiskind of thing happens," she said softly.

Shewastrying to lighten her mood, to ease the sudden tenseness that had her muscles dl in knots.

But it didn't help.
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"You know what | don't like?' Emmasaid. "It'swhen you're reading a book and just nothing happensin
it"

Fifty pagesinto the new Caitlin Midhir nove, she put it asde and stared into the fire. The Templehouse
Room wascozy , deep with shadows except for the pools of light cast by their reading lamps and the
warm glow from the hearth. It waslate in the year for afire, but the night had gathered a chill toits
bosom, and they both liked how the coa's made the room seem more intimate.

"Not redly," Esmeraddasaid. "It depends on what sort of abook 1'm reading. Some books don't need
things to be happening to have things happen.”

Emmatook amoment to digest that.
"l guessI'mjust bored,” shesad findly.

"Wher€s Blue?' Esmeradaasked. "'l thought you two were going into the finds of the World's
Ping-Pong Championshipstonight.”

"That'slater—first he's doing biker stuff with Judy down in her workshop."

Esmeralda set her own book aside—astudy of the totemic influence of birds by the Cornish occultist
Peter Goninan that Emma knew, if she was reading it, would have her faling adeep hadfway through the
first page.

"What's the matter?' Esmerada asked. " Are things not working out between you and Blue?!

Emma shook her head. "No. Everything'sfine. It'sjust— I'm not jealous or anything. | mean, | know he
just happensto have friendsthat arewomen and | like Judy..."

"But," Esmeralda prompted after Emmas voicetrailed off.

"l just wonder about us," Emmasaid findly. "That'sdl. | love Blue—at least | think | do—but sometimes
| worry that the reason | like being with him is not so much for what we have, but because he's such an
interesting contrast. Y ou know, it'slike I'm enamored with the idea of aguy with hisimage and basicaly
macho interests, still having the kind of sengtivity that he does. That it'stheidea itsdlf that I'minlove
with..."

She sighed and plucked at aloose thread on the hem of her sweatshirt.

"Does that make any sense?’ she added.

"Some," Esmerddasaid.

"And then therésthis place,” Emmawent on. "It'slike, everybody here does something. Y ou and Blue
and... well, just everybody. Y ou're the kind of people that make things happen while I'm the kind of
person that things happen to. | never redly fet that before | moved in here.”

"Youdothings" Esmeraddabegan.



"Oh, sure. But only after somebody else comes up withtheidea. | used to beredly... | don't know...
independent, Ez. | was sure of myself; | used to do things. Now | just fed like ahanger-on.”

"Y ou know that's not true."

"Maybe not. But it fedslikeit is. | had acareer, but | gaveit up. | mean, why be an architect in
somebody el se's firm when | could live here and do my own art and not have to worry about paying the
mortgage and that kind of thing? But | haven't picked up abrush al spring. | don't seemy old friends
anymore—not because Blue's uncomfortable with them. | don't think he's uncomfortable inany Stuation.
I'm the one who feels uncomfortable. They ask mewhat I've been doing and | can't tell them anything
because | don't do anything.”

"Yes, but—"

"And then theré's thisother stuff,” Emmawent on. ™Y ou know."

She gave her friend an expectant |ook.

Esmeraddanodded. "The Autumn Gift," she said. "The tree magic it whispersto you.”
"It dill gpooksme,” Emmasaid.

"It shouldn't scareyou.”

"But it does. It just Stsingde me, making mefed things| can't understand. It's different for you. You
know who you are, what you're doing here. I'm still waiting for someoneto explainit al to me."

"Y ou're the only person who can"—

Emma cut Esmerdda off with awave of her hand. If sheld heard it once, sheld heard it ahundred times.
She had to connect with the spirit that spoke insde her. Onlyshe could decide her own destiny. Except
what if you just couldn't connect with that kind of thing?

She bdieved now—in the magic, in that whole Otherworld that lay just beyond the here and now that
was its source. After what had happened to her over the past couple of years, how could she not? And
she could aso accept and recognize that some spirit moved insde her, spoke to her, connected her to dll
that spooky stuff. But she didn't know why it had chosen her. And she didn't know what she was
supposed to do with its gift.

"Nothing'sclear anymore,” shesadfindly.
"So what'sthe solution?' Esmeralda said.

"Now you sound like Blue," Emmareplied, returning to focus their conversation on one smdl part of the
problem, rather than the more mysterious whole of magic and spiritsin which her life was entangled.
"Everything'sgot asolution. But | don't know if thereis oneto this. | fed like I've got to go away, but |
don't want to. | fed like Blue and | are some middle-aged couple who've been married for years—you
know, likeweve just settled into al theseroutines— and it bothers me, but then | don't want to change it
because I've never been in ardationship this solid before.”



She lifted her gaze from thefireto look a Esmerdda.

"Jesus, Ez. | fed likel'm having amid-life crissand I'm bardly thirty. | just wish something wouldhappen

Shefdt atinge of uneasiness as soon as she spoke those words. What was it she'd read somewhere?
Sorriething about being careful what you wish for, because you just might get it.

"Well, nothing serious,” she added quickly. "Just, you know, some kind of achange..."

She broke off as the door opened and Blue stepped into the Templehouse Room. There was an odd
look in his eyes that went beyond his recent moodiness—akind of edginessthat she couldn't help but fed
was an immediate effect of her own current state of mind. Naturaly that just added guilt to everything
else shewas feding these days.

Be careful what you wish for...

"Areyou dl right?' Esmeradaasked Blue when neither he nor Emma spoke.
Blue shook hishead. "I think we've got aproblem.”

...because you just might get it .

| take it back, Emmathought.

But of courseit wastoo late for that now.
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Shedidn't want to go.

Thiswasthe week of the initiation ceremonies, when Mother Bear's drummers-to-be were welcomed
into the lodges of therath 'wen 'a— no longer initiates, but true Drummers-of-the-Bear themselves. For
thoseinitiates, it was atime of fasting and purifying the body in sweat lodges, of totem dreamsand
visons, and later, of ceremonia dancing and festivity. They were about their final businesswith
expressions S0 serious behind their painted cheeks and brows that the children would dance about and
pull grotesque facesin front of them, trying to make them laugh.

Yet if theinitiates were serious, the camp itself was a hubbub of excitement. Their family and friends
understood, and respected, the solemnity, but didn't partake of it themselves. Between the birchbark
lodges and deerhide tents, their voices rang with laughter and song asthey set about their own
preparations. Quillwork and beadwork was mended on shirts, vests, breechclouts, dresses, armbands,
collars, moccasins, legbands and garters; silver buckles and brooches were polished; claw and bead and
cowrie shell necklaces were restrung in new patterns. All about the camp, carved festive staves had been
planted with festher and shell ornamentation dangling from their heads. Roasts of venison, beaver and
rabbit szzled on spits; cookpots smmered one every fire, filling the air with their savory scents.

As SaraKendell returned to the camp in the wake of the children, the hooded cloak now folded over
one arm, she could see the preparations for the ceremony going on al around her and her regret at having



to leave grew deeper.

Sheand Td came evry year to theinitiation ceremonies, but thiswasthefirst year that they weretaking
an active part in the actual ceremony itsdlf, for thiswasthe year that both Tal and Kieran would receive
their drums from the elders and so be inaugurated as drum-brothersto Mother Bear. They had worked
hard—if something they loved so much could be called work—toward this day and she was proud of
them both. She desperately wanted to be watching with Hakan'tawhen the two of them |eft the
rath'wen'a lodge with their first water drumsin hand.

The Way of the Bear wasn't her path, but that in no way diminished her respect for therath'wen'a and
their harmonious melding of spiritua matterswith the more practica environmental and health concerns
that were so much a part of their day-to-day existence. She understood Beauty, she just sought it by
following adifferent road.

"I don't know why you don't follow the path with us," Kieran had said when heand Td first began their
journey to the heart of the drum.

But Sarasfedingslay inarticulate in her heart. What wasright for them waswrong for her.
"Sarakenislikethequin'on'a ," Hakan'ta had answered while Sarawas il trying to frame her
explanation in words that would make sense. " She's as much amanitou as sheisachild of human
parents. Why do you think Pukwudji offers her such enthusiastic friendship? They're like wolf pups, born
inthe samelitter.”

"Sure, but—"

"What you study,” Hakan'taadded, "she aready knows. In here'—the shaman touched a closed fist
between her breasts—"where Beauty wasfirst born."

"Lord lifting Jesus,” Kieran said. "Y ou make her sound likeasaint.”
But he amiled, taking the sting from what he said.

Hakan'tasmiled. "She till has along road to travel before she can reach that place of Beauty and call it
up a will."

Ta hadn't spoken, but then, Sarafound that there was such a connection between them that words
weren't ways necessary. Which was why she wasn't surprised to find him waiting for her as soon asshe
reached the camp.

He looked odd, amost a stranger, naked except for his breechclout, hislong red hair pulled back from
his head in the thirty braids of an initiate, his pae features and chest emblazoned with ghostly white clay
patterns, highlighted with darker daubs of paint: berry red, sweetgrass green, the blue of Mother Bear's
sky, the black of her rich forest loam.

But his green eyeswere familiar, watching her from the raccoon mask of daubed white clay that
surrounded them.

"l wasworried," he said.

Sarasmiled. "I'm okay. It'sjudt..."



"Wehavetogo."

It was uncanny the way it dmost seemed asiif they could read each others minds, but she knew he was
just picking up on her mood. What they had was aform of empathy that she supposed all couples
developed after awhile.

"No," shesaid. "l haveto go. Y ou've worked too hard for thisweek."

"It won't be the same without you."

She smiled again. "That's sweet of you to say, but | redly want you to stay and, you know, get your
drum and everything. It'simportant to me. Besides, it's probably no big dedl.”

Hedidn't ask, Then why are you going? But then he wouldn't. He trusted her judgment as much as she
trusted him. He reached out and touched the hooded cloak with hisfingertips.

"What happened?' he asked.

Briefly, she described how her regular Tai Chi workout had been interrupted.
"Thiswasdl that was|eft," she said, holding up the garment she was carrying.
Td nodded thoughtfully. " And when he spoke of thiswood... 7'

"Hegaveit acapitd 'W' and acted—well implied, redly—that | should know what he was talking about
with this'Heart of the Wood' business.”

"The oaken heart of the Mondream Wood," Td said, "where Myrddin lived awhile.”

"Or something like that," Sara said, remembering when shewasachild and Merlinlived inatreein the
garden enclosed by her uncle's house. "'l don't think it'll be dangerous or anything," she added. "1 mean, if
therewas ared problem at the House, someone would have come for me. Esmerada, or Ohn."

"Unlessthis sending was the only way that they could communicate with us.”

"Don't make it sound scary,” Sarasaid. "It's bad enough I've got to go in the first place.”

She knew it wasn't going to be easy to leave. She and Ta had been inseparable for amost seven years
now. Thiswould be their first time gpart since the whole businesswith Tom Hengwr had brought them
together initially. But she knew she had to go dl the same. Not because she redlly thought there was any
danger. It was more as though the hooded man had ingtilled some sort of compulsion in her so that she
had to go.

What did they cdll it in the old Romances? A geas. Something you had no choice but to fulfill.

Td sighed. "I've no sense of foreboding about this," he said finally. "No sense of anything at al—good or
bad— and that worriesme."

"But | haveto go," Sarasaid.



He nodded. " That| do fed. For dl our farwaking, theworld of your birth retainsits hold on you;
Tamson House will dways be your home. And your respongbility.”

"I know. And I've been kind of lax about checking up on things, haven't |7
Td didn't seem to have heard her. His eyes had taken on an unfocused, faraway |ook.
"If it was the oak that called for you," he said, "that's not so bad. He offered protection and can guide

you safely home, for he stands on the doorway to the mysteries, straddling the worlds. But there are
other treesin the Wood who don't bear the same affection for humankind. The dder and theyew..."

"Don't get al spacey on me," Sarasaid.

Td blinked and focused on her again.

"Youll be careful?' he sad.

"Every moment. Maybe I'll even be back, for the find ceremony itsdlf. I've got four days, right?"

Td nodded. "I'll missyou,” he said.

A drum spoke out before Sara could answer. It echoed a high-pitched summoning throughout the camp.
"| guessthey want you," she said.

"All theinitiates™ Ta said. "Thehonochen'o’keh must have arrived to hallow our drums.”

Sarawould have liked to have seen them. She had a specid spot for therath'wen'a's spirits of
goodwill—partly because they were Pukwudji's cousins, but mostly for their own charm.

"You'd better go," she said.
She wanted to hug him, but was afraid of smearing his clay and paint markings. They had to be just right
for al these ceremonies. But Td had no such compunction. As he drew her close, shefet asudden

tightnessin her chest that had nothing to do with the pressure of hisarms around her. Her eyesgot dl
misty, but she managed not to cry.

"Go gentle," Tal said as he stepped back.
"You, too," Sarasad.

She watched him go, following the rattling sound of the summoning drum to where the elders awaited the
initiates, and it was al she could do not to call after him.

Don't be ababy, shetold hersdlf. Y ou're only going to be gone afew days.
But as she fingered the cloak and watched him go, she heard the hooded man's words again.
Thereisa need.

All of asudden that smple phrase took on far too many unpleasant implications.



6

Thelong-term residents of the House had fadlen into regular duties astime went by. After Jamiedied and
Sarawent away, Blue took over administrating the various bills and legal needs until Esmeraldahad
shown up and he could thankfully hand things over to her. He was back on security and generd

mai ntenance now, aided and abetted by Emmaand Judy, which was how he liked it. The only thing the
three of them didn't take care of was the gardening. But this spring, Tim had, if not given up, then at least
set agde hisambition to be a playwright and accepted responsibility for the gardens. Of the other three
longest-staying houseguests, one was aman named Anton Brach, an Austrian chef disillusioned with the
hostelry business, who had set up shop in the Penwith Kitchen, on the other side of the garden from the
Silkwater. So long as you told him beforehand that you'd be ditting in on one of his meds—thetimetable
was grictly structured and while adress code wasn't enforced, T-shirts and the like were definitely
frowned on—you could be assured of agourmet meal to make al others you'd had before palein
comparison. Blue basicdly liked the guy, evenif hewasalittle and-retentive.

The second was Ginny Saunders, who'd taken charge of the Library, over by Sara's Tower. Shewasa
gmall Gambian woman who kept her kinky hair in along braid that fell to the small of her back and
tended to dresslike a Midwestern schoolmarm from some old B-western. Blue wasn't sure what she did
with al the time she spent in the Library beyond the fact that she oversaw the various sudents who were
hired to input al the Library's books and papers into the House's computer system—that had been
Esmeraldasidea. What he did know wasthat if you had a question, and the answer was somewherein
the Library, then Ginny knew whereto find it.

The third was Ohn Kenstaran, Glamorgana's bard, reformed now. He, along with Esmeralda, helped
infuse the House with its sense of spirituaity—that aura of mystery that drew as many hermetic scholars
and pagansto vigt asit did artists. But where Esmeradawas not exactly aoof, just alittle distant
because she tended to be preoccupied alot of the time with obscure matters, Ohn mingled freely with the
other houseguests. He played music at the Wiccarituas, argued with the occultists, sat in on the pagan
discussion groups and generaly got aong with everyone.

And then, of course, there was Jamie...

Blue didn't redlly understand what had happened to hisfriend. Jamie's death was one thing; the hurt had
lodged insde Blue and just stayed there, with nothing capable of easing it. HEd wake up nights, cheeks
wet, chest tight; or turn some corner of the House, expecting to see Jamie standing there only to have the
hard truth hit him al over again. Jamie was dead and nothing Blue could do would bring him back. But
that first time that Jamie had spoken to him from the computer in the Postman's Room—ypixeled words
left behind in thetrail of the screen'scursor....

It didn't make sense, but there it was. Jamie wasn't dive, but held come back as a spirit inhabiting the
House that had been his home for so many years, seeing through its windows, hearing through itswalls.
Blue wasn't sure how much of Jamie had returned, but there was enough of him haunting the House that
there was no denying who it was that ghost-spoke from the computer screen, played chess with
Esmerada, or pored over the information that Ginny's students entered with a scanning device.

It had given Blue the creeps at first. No, first it had scared him shitless,then it gave him the cregps. Now
hejust accepted it. He still missed Jamie—the flesh-and-blood Jamie that he'd hung out with—but having
some part of him come back asit had was... well, comforting.



But Blue didn't fed comforted at the moment. By the time he returned to Sara's Tower, dl the regulars
were with him except for Anton and Ginny. Wordlessly, they stood beside him in Sarals workroom and
dared a the graffitied wall.

"It'sOgham,” Esmerddasad findly.

Ohn nodded. "The Beth-Luis-Nuin aphabet of my people.”

"So what doesit say?' Blue asked.

Esmerada and Ohn exchanged glances.

"It'sOgham,"” Ohn said, "but the |etters, when | trandate them, don't form familiar words.”

Esmeradanodded. "It's either aforeign language.... or gibberish.”

But then Emma spoke up. "I know what it says. 'Oh dl the past islost and we despair,' " sheread. "
'Each root, each branch. .. its memories stolen, hope lost; the river grown so wide we will never again its
waters cross.”

Besde Emma, Judy Kitt ran ahand through her frizzy blond hair, combing it with her fingers. She was
wearing apair of greasy overals and a once-white T-shirt. Her ddlicate featureswerewrinkled in a
puzzled frown.

"How'd you do that?' she asked. "I mean if Ohn couldn't reed it..."

"l... I don't know," Emmasaid.

Esmerddalaid ahand on Emma's shoulder.

"Ogham was born from the trees of thefirst forest,” she said. "The same forest that blessed Emmawith
her Autumn Gift. This Ogham must trandate into the primal language that the ancient wood firdt taught the
druids”

"Y ou're saying some forest left this message for us?' Blue asked.

Esmerada shook her head. "'l don't know. All | know isthat there's something very odd inthe air
tonight."

"No kidding," Tim said and then he told him about what he/d seen by the fountain earlier that day.

"This," Esmeralda said, pointing a the Ogham when Tim was done, "isamessage. But what Tim'sjust
toldus..."

Ohn nodded. " Speaks of borders breaking. | should have seen thet earlier.”
"How could you know?' Esmeralda said.

"Say what?' Tim asked. "What kind of borders?’



"Those between thisworld and the Middle Kingdom," Esmerddaexplained. "What you saw must have
been bodachs—akind of wood spirit. They liketo play tricks on us— nothing redly hurtful, but as Tim's
already seen, they can be disconcerting. Usually they can't cross over, but if acrack's opened in the vell
that separates our world from theirs, they would come through to bedevil us."

"Grest," Bluesad. "Likeweredly need this..."”
Although some of those who'd gathered in Sara's workroom had shared experiences beyond the norm

with him, Blue was the only oneleft in the House at he moment who remembered atime seven years past

when the House had been under siege by creatures from the Otherworld. A lot of good people had died.
Fred. Jamie...

"They won't be the source of the problem," Esmeraldawent on. "Just amore visible consequence—a
kind of forerunner to thered problem.”

Tim looked nervously out awindow to where the garden lay dark and shadowed.
"Wadl, what isthe source of the problem?’ Blue asked.
Esmerada shrugged. "It'stoo early to tell. But look."

She crossed the room and knelt by the baseboard to point at where what looked like akind of fungus
was growing.

"Jesus," Blue said as hejoined her. "It's some kind of mold."

"It'smossactudly.”

"Mold, moss—what's the difference? It till shouldn't be growing here."

"True, but—"

"Oh, my God," Judy said.

Turning, Blue saw what had caught her attention. Small twigs had grown out of the wooden base of a
floor lamp, complete with tiny leaves. Looking around the room they saw that other wooden furniture had
also sprouted sprigs of greenery.

"Oh, man," Bluesad. "What the hell'sgoing on?"

"Maybe Jamie knows," Esmerddasaid. "Wheresthe nearest termina—in the Library?!

Blue nodded. "Y eah, there's onein there hooked up to Jamie's mainframe—"

The floor suddenly rumbled underfoot, shaking the furniture and making them dl lose their balance.
"It'san earthquake!" Tim cried, heading for adoorway.

Asasecond tremor shook the building, they dl started to move—all except Emma. She stood in the

center of the room, riding the shock like a sailor on a deck braced against arough sea. Her eyeshad a
far-off look about them.



"No," shesaid. "It'sthe forest. It's coming back."

"What does she mean by ‘it's coming back'?" Blue asked Esmerada, who had caught hold of hisarm to
keep hersdf from falling asathird tremor made the floor bounce underfoot.

"I don't know," shetold him. "But it can't be good."

v

Ca Townsend had dways been alittle leery of the pagans he met. He was a dender, intense-looking
individud; hiseyesalittle too large and owlish behind his glassesfor the narrow features that surrounded
them; hisdark curly hair cut so closeto his scalp that he appeared to be wearing a skullcap. He had his
own way of worshipping what he saw as the creative force behind the world—anthropomorphizing
nature in ways that were similar to the Wicca's Antlered God and M oon Goddess—but he could never
quite get comfortable with the organized pagan versions of worship. It smacked too much of the lunatic
fringeto hun, for al that he was basically at one with and sympathetic to their beliefs.

At least it waslike that until he met Julianne Trelawny.

She made the weird seem both logica and normal to hun, but he couldn't quite shake the nagging doubt
that the only reason he wasinto al this stuff now was because he was hot for her.

If it was only looks, that'd be one thing. She was vol uptuous—there was no other way to put it—with a
heart-breaker of aface and gorgeous red hair that hung dl the way down to her waist. And unlike most
redheads, she had a dark complexion—due to one of her grandparents being a Native American—and
that just made her seem more exotic and attractive to him. There weren't many women—pagan, Christian
or otherwise—who could come close to how good she looked in her ceremonial cloak.

But it wasn't just looks. He could listen to her talk for hours because she dways had something
interesting to say, from her wry commentaries on the world at large to her ability to convey her very
sncere old-religion beliefs with-out ever sounding like she was a space cadet. And shewasn't dl deadly
serious, ether. She loved the old hardcore punk from the seventies, for example, aswell asthe new
acoudtic music that was currently making its mark on the charts, and she had a pixilated—atruly
whims ca—sense of humor that just charmed the hell out of him.

Wasit any wonder, Cd thought, that he was so taken by her?

They'd first met at the Occult Shop on Bank Street. They were both browsing through the
bookshelves—she comfortably at ease in the place, while he felt as though anybody walking by outside
and looking in through itswindow had to be thinking that he was ared basket caseto even bein herein
thefirst place. But they'd struck up a conversation and when he found out that she wasliving in Tamson
House—or rather when he found out what kind of a place Tamson House was—he moved in aswell.
Not in the same room or anything, but it was dmost like they were living together, wasnt it, even if the
House wasthe size of acity block and had who knew how many peopleliving init?

The downside of al thiswasthat she had no ideathat he was so crazy about her—or at |east she never
let on that she did—because held never got up the nerveto tell her. He'd been very cool about
everything, just hanging out with her, not coming on, being her pa, and now hejust didn't know how to



broach the subject.

He probably wasn't even her type. Probably she'd go for aguy like Blue, who—thankfully—already had
agirlfriend. But in the three weeks held known her, he hadn't seen her go out with anybody, so he didn't
know what her type was.

Maybeit was him.
Y eah, and maybe the Easter Bunny redlly did hide dl those eggs on Easter Eve. ..

Tonight it was just the two of them, Sitting together in the smal ground-floor parlor on the Patterson
Avenue sde of the House where the people interested in the old religion usudly gathered in the evenings.
The room was called the Birkentree Room—uwhich was very appropriate, Julianne had told him once,
seeing how the birken tree was another name for the birch, which stood for the first month of the druidic
cdendar of the trees and represented atime of beginning and cleansing. But Esmeralda had told Ca one
day that the name actualy came about because a Scots folksinger used to livein the room. "The Birken
Tree" was an old traditiona song that was kind of her signature tune, so eventualy people just named the
room after it. When Ca had mentioned thisto Julianne, shed just smiled and told him that it didn't make
any difference; it didn't change the appropriateness of the room's name.

Naturdly, even though she obvioudy hadn't thought it was astupid thing for him to have mentioned, hed
gtill ended up fedling like he was about aninch tall. He got al flushed whenever he thought about it—it
and the hundred other times he figured he/d made an ass of himsalf around her.

"It'sso weird," shewas saying now.

"About your cloak?' Ca said.

Julianne nodded. "I just can't figure out what happened toit. | hung it up in my closet right after | got in
from theritua last night and it was still there when | put away my bathrobe after my shower, but this
morning it was gone. Someone had to have comein while | was degping and taken it.”

"Weird," Cal agreed.

Hewas il trying to ignore theimage of her taking a shower that refused to leave hismind'seye.

Down, hormones, down, he commanded.

It didn't do much good. Not when she was sitting there on the other end of the sofa, her legs folded
under her, looking so damn gorgeousthat it was al he could do not to stare. He crossed hislegsto hide
thetdltaeindication of his more than platonic interest in her.

Julianne Sgned. "Thingsjust don't get stolen in Tamson House," shesaid. "It judt... doesn't happen.”
"Did you talk to Blue about it?' Ca asked.

"No. | didn't want to start up any weird vibes, because maybeit's just someone playing a prank on me.
But till..." Sheturned the degp green of her gaze fully on him. "There's something different inthe ar

tonight, don't you think? It's like something's about to happen—everything'sal crackling with pent-up
energiesjus waiting to let go."



Ca wished she hadn't used those particular words to describe what she was fedling. He knew all about
pent-up energies. And he was going to get lost in those eyes. Then heredlized that she was waiting for
him to say something.

"|... uh"—he cleared histhroat—"know what you mean."

Oh, brilliant. What was it about her that always |eft him tongue-tied and thinking about sex? He wasn't
likethisnormally. Hell, heworked as a data processor in an office with a half-dozen beautiful women and
he just hung out with them, made jokes, life was easy, they weredl friends. Why couldn't he just relax for
once? Or at least tell her how he felt?

Shed falen silent, head cocked to one side as though she was listening to something just out of hearing
range.

Just do it, Cd told himsdf. Tell her now before somebody else comesinto the room.
"Y ou know, uh, Julianne," he began.
She blinked lazily, then focused on him. His pulse jumped into double time. "I--"

There was a sudden roaring sound and he never got achance to finish what held barely begun. The sofa
they were sitting on tumbled over backward and to one side, spilling Julianne into hisarms, but he had no
time to gppreciate the moment. The air wasfilled with the crackle and crunch of breaking wood and then
atree—agiant, full-grown, honest-to-real, no-fooling, enormous old oak tree—came pushing up out of
the floor, splintering floorboards and anything sein itsway.

Hetugged Julianne aside as alarge branch whipped out of the jagged holein the floor and whistled by
them, cutting the air just where she'd been. Adrendine whined through his body so that he was
manhandling the big sofa before hisrationd mind could tell him that what he was doing wasn't possible.
He pulled it the rest of the way across the room, al the way over, with the two of them between it and
thewall, the body of the sofa protecting them from the other branches as they came whipping out of the
floor aswell asfrom the dabs of plaster and wood that crashed down from the ceiling asthe tree
continued its rgpid upward movement.

And then he collapsed and just hung on to Julianne. The air was thick with plaster dust and the sound of
tearing wood, which was as loud as thunder. The floor and wall againgt which they were pressed shook
with the violent fury of the tree's passage through the room. Julianne gripped him back, arms holding him
tightly, head buried againgt his shoulder.

They were going to die, Cal thought. Fear raced at a panic-quick speed through him, but for dl his
terror, he found himsdlf focusing on Julianne being in hisarms and redlized that if they were going to
dieeWdl, a least I'm dying happy.

8

Ginny Saunders was putting away booksin the Library that evening. Esmeralda marked the passages and
chaptersto be entered into the computer, and the sudents they'd hired did the actua dataentry, but it
was Ginny who knew where to find the necessary texts and ingsted on replacing them on their shelves
hersdf afterward. If wasthe last thing she did every night before leaving the Library, the find task of her



dally routine.

She enjoyed the solitude at that time of day, the sense of orderliness and completion that the practice of
tidying up left her with. She read voracioudy, but was also alover of books for their own sake. She
appreciated the look of the bindings, lined up in neat rows on the shelves, the idea that so much
knowledge and thought was tucked away between the boards of al those many books under her care.

She knew that there were people who thought shewas allittle strange—"moling away" in here, as Tim
liked to put it—but it didn't bother her for amoment what people thought. She'd been wedlthy in her
time, and she'd been poor, but thiswas the firg time she'd been responsible for something and she liked
thefeding. It might just be aprivate library, in an odd old house, and she received only her room and
board for her work, but it was till afull-time job and the satisfaction she derived from it more than made
up for what people thought she was missing in the world that turned and spun on its mad axis beyond the
Library'swalls. Sheld spent most of her lifein that world and found only sorrow and pain there.

Neither existed for her here. Here she didn't need a shell to protect her from the world—the House itself
provided that. Here she could vicarioudy experience what sheld never had the nerve or understanding to
sample before. Here she could findly relax and be hersalf. And it wasn't boring. Not for amoment. Not
with al these books, nor the glass display casesladen with curiosities and artifacts, nor the trickle of
genuindy interesting people who made their treksinto what she thought of asthe mind of thisfascinating
building.

She hummed tunelesdly under her breeth as she shifted the ladder to the next shelf. Beth Norton, a
second-year Carleton University student, had just |eft to pick her daughter up from the babystter's and
there was no one ese about. The room was till, holding that specia kind of quiet that only alarge room
can. Picking up the twelfth volume of Frazer's origind Golden Bough , Ginny stepped onto the ladder,
then paused.

The book felt odd in her hand. The leather binding was suddenly rough with an amost barklike texture.
Theweight was different than she remembered it to be.

Frowning, shetook it over under alight. The binding looked as though someone had taken a vegetable
grater to its surface. She ran afinger across the roughness and her frown deepened. The binding hadn't
been marred. There was something stuck to it. She rubbed afleck of it away to reved the gleam of
leather underneath. Peering closer, she redlized that the book was covered with some kind of moldy
growth that had hardened on the |eather.

She looked worriedly at the shelves nearest to her, visons of mildew or worse ruining her precious
booksfiring up in her imagination, but the spines facing her were unmarked.

Thank God, she thought. It was only this book.
But even one book was one too many.
Shetook it over to her desk, where she kept abox of tissues. Holding the book under the brass desk

lamp, she started to clean its cover, but stopped when she realized that the book appeared to be getting
thicker.

The only explanation she could come up with was that somehow the book had sustained massive water
damage and the damp pages were swelling. How that could have happened in here, she couldn't begin to
guess. Therewere no leaks in the roof—it wasn't raining, anyway. No plants that needed watering. ..



Idly she flipped back the cover, then dropped the book as atree branch sprang out into her face. She
dtared at where the book lay on the desk, the branch, complete with leaves, growing from between the
sgnaturesin itsgutter. A second, then atthird, branch joined thefirgt, bursting forth—bud, to leaf, to twig,
to bough—with impossible speed.

Shaking her head, she backed her chair dowly from the desk. She stood up, and retreated further,
unable to keep her gaze from the bizarre sight. A small tree grew from the book now. And...

An uncontrollable shiver started in her calves and crawled up her nerves.

Vines crept up the legs of the desk, entwining about the lamp and various knickknacks scattered on its
roll top. Moss sprouted, thickened on the blotter around ihe book. Twigs and small knobby buds
sprouted from the wood of the desk itself.

"No," Ginny murmured, shaking her head.
It wasn't possible.

A sharp cracking sound whipped her around to find vegetation overtaking the long rows of bookshelves
al around her.

"No!" shecried.

Shetook a haf-step to the nearest shelf and began to tear the vines and branches away. She never
heard the rumbling underfoot, only felt the floor begin to sway. As she backed away, the room shook.
Books tumbled from the higher shelves. The display cabinetsrattled. In one, aclay flutein the shape of a
bird suddenly sprouted beak and feathers and began to peck away at the glasslocking it inside.

Shewas going insane, Ginny redlized.

Shetried to keep her balance as the rumbling grew into thunder, but stumbled to her knees. The House
shuddered around her. Dozens of books came crashing from their high perches. She brought her arms
over her head to protect hersdlf from the sudden ondaught and crawled toward the center of the room,
wherethe hail of falling bookswas the lightest. There she crouched, staring with an anguished gaze asthe
Library wastransformed from her quiet haven into alandscape that could only have grown from the
imagination of some mad surredist, armed with vegetation in place of paint and brush.

9

"Do you remember the way?' Hakan'ta asked.

Saranodded. It wasthefirst time she'd be making the journey on her own, but she'd gone often enough
with Tal taking the lead to know how to makeit on her own.

Sheld changed into a pair of patched jeans and atatty old sweater—they were the best she could come
up with for traveling clothes that wouldn't also make her 1ook too outlandish when she got back home.
Sheld decided that the beaded buckskin dresses or hunting lesthersthat she usualy worein the
Otherworld were just alittle too exotic for Ottawa's streets.



Never draw attention to yoursdlf, Kieran had told her once, passing dong one of the basic lessons that
his own mentor, Tom Hengwr, had taught him. If you appeared to be the kind of person that no one
would look twice at, then no one would remember you ether.

Sarawas d| for not standing out from the crowd—to do otherwise raised the possibility of too many
awkward questions, such as, Where had she spent the last year? So sheld just have to wear this stuff for
now and pick up some new clothes while she was home. All that had survived this past year in the
Otherworld intact were her walking shoes—and that was because she mostly went barefoot or in
moccasinswhile she was here.

She finished tying up her laces, caught up her pack by one strap and was ready to go.
"And you're sure you don't want any company?' Hakan'ta asked.
I'd love company, Sarathought.

But she knew how much Kieran's part in the ceremony meant to Hakan'taand wouldn't have dreamed
of asking therath 'wen 'a to come with her.

"I'll befing" shesaid. "Honestly. It'sjust for acouple of days."

Hakan'taregarded her consideringly. The blue of her eyes was a gtartling contrast against the deep
coppery hue of her skin. Shewastaller than Sara, dmogt astal as Td or Kiernan, and aways reminded
Saraof some Indian princess with her white doeskin dress and its beaded collar, the two long braids
entwined with cowrie shells and feathers that hung to either sde of her face, the dramatic beauty of her
features.

"l wasthinking of thewolves," Hakan'tasad.

She had two of them—Shak'syo and May'asa, Winter-Brother and Summer-Brother, respectively; not
exactly pets, but they weren't wild animals either. They werejust friends, Sarahad redlized along time
ago. The pair were lying at Hakan'ta's knees a the moment, regarding Sarawith expressions that
seemed to say that they understood every word that was being said and were now just waiting on her

reply.

"I don't think s0," Sarasaid. "It'skind of hard to go unnoticed when you're flanked with apair of wolves.
And that goesfor AK'ishyr, t0o," she added before Halkan'ta could mention the moose that was the third
of her constant companions.

She dipped the straps of her pack over her shoulder, adjusting the pack until it hung comfortably.
Hakan'tafollowed her outsde the lodge.

"Y ou know what we do?' Hakan'ta asked before Sara could say goodbye. "With therath'wen'a ?*

Saranodded. To the Drummers-of-the-Bear fell the task of righting the wrongs, appeasing the offended
and repairing the harm that the tribes brought upon themsalves through unavoidable aswell as
disrespectful actions. They were intermediaries between the spirit world and the world of skin and bone,
their charge as much the land itself astheir people. They were heders, restoring harmony when discord
threatened. They journeyed out of ordinary redity to bring back Beauty and nurture it in those—human
hearts aswell as heartlands—that had et their spirits becomethin.



"Y ou are as much a part of the journey we undertake as any drummer," Hakan'tasad, "only you step
your road intuitively, rather than following a path that has been set out before you.”

"Welve talked about this before," Sara said.

"Yes. But we haven't talked about faith!"

That made Sarafedl uncomfortable.

"Why do you look embarrassed?’ Hakan'ta asked.

Sarashrugged. "It'sjudt... you know. It makes methink of people who aretoo... obsessed.”

"Faith isimportant,” Hakan'tasaid. "It needn't be invested in aparticular deity—most who do so, do it
by rote anyway. But you must believe in something or your life has no meaning.”

"What do you believein?'
"Mother Bear."
Saranodded. Of course.
"And you?' Hakan'ta asked.
“I'm not sure.”

"Then think of this. Have faith in yoursaf. In your path. In dl you do. Believe that you make adifference.
Faith can make that bered."

"It'sthat easy?"

Hakan'ta shook her head. "It's the hardest kind of faith thereisfor you must accept it on your own. No
onecandoit for you."

Saratook that thought with her when she left the camp.

There were three ways to cross the borders that separated the Otherworlds from the land of Saras birth.

Thefirgt wasthe most common; it required agreat deal of preparation, entailing variousrituds,
purifications of spirit and body, and thelike. It could also employ chanting, meditation, or music.

The second was to find a place—a crossroads, a"haunted” section of road or ancient
sonework—where the vells of the borderland were thinner than usua and one could smply step through.
The garden enclosed by Tamson House was one such site, but there were others, enough so that awhole
body of folklore had grown up of mortals straying into Faerie, the modern equivaent being tales of UFO
abductions. Coming back from the Otherworld by this manner required traveling through a number of
such sites, depending on how deeply one had entered the spirit worlds.



Thethird, least common and most difficult, was by intent; to focus through the secret strengths of one's
taw andwill a passage between the worlds. This was the technique of thehonochen 'o 'keh , thoselittle
mysteriesthat Europeans called faerie. Mortals could learn it, but to the mysteriesit came as naturally as
breething.

It was by way of thelatter that Sara meant to return to Tamson House. She | eft the camp, unattended by
her usua covey of children, and made her way back to the riverbank where her exercises had been so
uncannily interrupted earlier that morning. Shefdt alittle lonesome without the children following her and
aready missed Tal. When she reached the old stone, its mica freckles were hidden in shadow, for .the
sun had dready traveled too far acrossthe sky for itslight to reach the stone anymore.

Shetook adeep breath, exnaled dowly, then immediately set about raising her taw, hurrying as much to
stop herself from summoning up regrets asto get the journey begun. She was sufficiently versed inthe
exercisethat her taw responded quickly to her call. It began asatiny spark in her mind, then dowly grew
into awarmth that spread through both spirit and body, centering in aspot just behind her solar plexus.

Cdling it was easy. But focusingit... that was still hard for her. For that she used "L orcdon"—the
moonheart air that had been Td'sfirg gift to her. Shelet its measuresfill her until the tune resonated with
the rhythm of her taw and her heartbest. Now the focusing of her will came more eeslly.

She concentrated -on the garden enclosed by Tamson House—the Mondream Wood of her childhood.
Once she had namesfor al thetreesin it. There was Merlin's Oak. The Penny Trees, so caled because
of their rounded, silvery leaves. Jocky's Home—the chestnut under which her little terrier had been
buried when it died. The Scary Darks—a stand of birches that Jamie had so named to tease her, but the
name stuck. And of course, there was the Apple Tree Man, the oldest apple tree in the small orchard on
the west Sde of the garden.

The orchard had grown wild—atangle of briar and thorn and apple trees that Fred had |eft done
because, as he'd told her, "It's gone wild and wants to stay that way." Since Fred's death, no one else
had touched it either.

It wasto that orchard that Tal always took them when they returned to the House, aroute that included
anumber of other stops through sites that were set in worlds progressively closer to it asonetraveled
through the Otherworld.

It was on the Apple Tree Man that Sara concentrated now, planning to go directly to the orchard rather
than by the more circuitous route that Ta would choose. That was how Pukwudji would do it and since
her abilities were more closely digned to those of thehonochen'o'keh than Tal's, that was how she would
doit.

She was eager to reach the House, do whatever needed to be done, and then return to the
camp—hopefully intimefor the ceremony. The lesstime her journey took, the sooner she could return.

So she caled up the Apple Tree Man in her mind. Againgt the rhythm and flow of the moonheart air, she
focused on him, remembering his scruffy bark and the tangle of hisboughs, haf histrunk embraced by a
tall thorn treg, the thick grassthat crouched over hisroots, the sharp taste of his bounty when she bit into

angpple...

When she had the whole of him firmly ensconced in her thoughts—not just the tree's physical presence,
but his persondity, theinnersense of him—she let her taw reach across the distance to him, stretching
between the worlds, and then she took a step and let hersaf go. There was amoment when it felt as



though she were pressed up against a gauze curtain that was held tight at every corner so that its cloth
sretched to her body's contours. Her vision went gray. Silence hung in the air.

And then she was through, the border crossed, and she was stepping through grass that lay thick
underfoot. ..

Did it, she thought, pleased with hersdlf, until shetook in her surroundings.

Sudden panic rose as she looked around herself.

Thiswasn't the orchard in the Mondream Wood. Thiswasn't any place she'd ever been before.
Shewasin aglade, the sky overhung with clouds above her. Tall, brooding trees ringed the open
ground, underbrush growing up around their trunks so thickly that she could see no place she could push
through. She stepped closer to the umbra of the forest, peering into its darkness, to find that while the
undergrowth waned a haf-dozen or so yardsin, beyond that was ariot of fallen boughs and rotting trees,
creating abarrier far more daunting than that of the vegetation closer at hand.

She made adow circuit of the edge of the glade to find that it was an idand in aforested seaand she
was stranded on its shores.

"Quick's not dwaysbest,” she could remember Jamie telling her more than once. ™Y ou're too impatient,
Sarey."

She should have gone by Td'sroute. Slower, yes. But safer. She could be anywhere at the moment, in
any of ahundred hundred layers of the Otherworld.

Go back to the camp and start again, shetold herself.

She was tempted to try to go on, to call up the Apple Tree Man once more, thistime being absolutely
certain beyond any shadow of adoubt that she had him firmly focused in her mind, but reason overruled
impatience thistime. She'd go back.

She cdlled up her taw once more, trying to focus on the meadow by the riverbank, the old stone with its
micafreckles, the stand of birches so near at hand...

And could only find afog in her mind.

Thisis stupid, she thought.

Her initid panic hadn't returned yet, but she felt decidedly uneasy.

Shetried, failed again. Not even the moonheart air could digpel the fog that lay heavy in her mind.
Overhead, the clouds had thickened, making the light worse in the glade. When she looked at the forest,
it seemed to hold far more shadows than it had just afew moments ago. Unbidden, an image of the
hooded man returned to her. Cloak and hood holding aman's shape, with aman's voice issuing from
under the hood, but there was no man insgde. Nothing inside.

You must return to the Wood.

She had the sudden fedling that he—it, whatever—had been the cause of her failure to reach the



orchard. Hed brought her here.

"But thisisthewrong wood," she said, pitching her voiceto carry into the forest. "I've never been here
before, so | can't returntoit.”

But someone had told her oncethat al forests were echoes of thefirst forest, just asall music wasan
echo of thefirst music that ever the world heard. By that reckoning, shehad been here before.

"Areyou there?' she cried. "Isanybody there?"

She waited for an answer, but none came. Called out again, but received no more of areply than she
had thefirgt time. Tried to raise her taw, only to find that fog sill clouding her mind.

She studied the undergrowth, the brooding trees that overhungit.
"I'm not going in there,” shesaid.

Not and chance being lost forever. Wherever this glade was, for her to have reached it, it had to have
some magic, some connection to the routes that could be taken through the Otherworlds. Once she left
it...

"I'm not!" she cried again, cupping her hands around her mouth so that her words rang deep between the
trees.

No reply.
"Shit"

She backed away from the forest's edge and settled down on the grassin the center of the glade, sitting
cross-legged, scowling. Sheran ahand through her hair, told hersalf to calm down and did afew
breathing exercises. They hel ped, as did the soothing influence of the moonheart air when she called it up
again. Feding more able, morein control, she closed her eyes and concentrated on raising her taw, on
cutting through the fog that beclouded her mind. Riding the moonheart air's rhythm, she called to her
taw's secret strength. She didn't demand, but didn't beg it elther.

Breathing evenly, she smply let her need spesk for her, sent it spiraing into the mists that choked her
thoughts, and waited for aresponse.

10
This hadn't been an earthquake, Blue thought.

It wasn't aparticularly inspired realization, not when he could see, right there smack in front of him, that
huge mother of atree that had pushed itsway up through the floor of Saras Tower, shattering and
gplintering the hardwood floorboards on itsway up into the celling. The room was clouded with plaster
dust.

The tree wasn't the only piece of vegetation in the room either, though it wasthe largest. Near thewalls,
thickets of briar and hawthorn had grown from the worktable and other wooden furnishings. The carpet



underfoot, where it hadn't been torn apart by the tre€'s passage, was covered with athick moss. The
windowsills, doorjambs, baseboards and other woodwork had al sprouted leafy twigs and branches.

Blue didn't want to think about what this mess meant for the House. Wasiit even structurally sound

anymore? The lights had flickered earlier, then died, only coming back when the House's own generators

had kicked in. That meant that they'd lost their hydro, probably the phonelines aswell. He just hoped
that was the least of the damage.

Around him, the others were picking themsalves up from where they'd falen, brushing dirt and dust from
their clothing. Their faceswere al paewith shock—all except for Emmals. She stood near the trunk of

the tree, miraculoudly untouched by its violent passage through floor and ceiling, one hand laid againgt its
bark. There was adistant ook in her eyes.

Wheat had she said, just asall thiswas starting?
Theforest... it's coming back...

As he started toward her, Judy caught hold of hisarm.
"Blue, just what—"

"Not now," he said, shaking off her grip.

He called Emma's name as he reached her sde. When there was no response, he touched her shoulder,

then dowly turned her around to face him. Shelooked a him, but he could tell that she wasn't redly
focusngonhim.

"Emma... ?' hetried again.
She blinked, suddenly aware of his presence.

"You can cut it down," shesaid. "Y ou can tear out itsroots. But the forest's never really gone."
The others had gathered behind Blue.
"Say what?' Tim said.

Emma gave him along considering look, then turned her gaze to where Esmeraldaand Ohn stood
shoulder to shoulder.

"Y ou understand,” she said. "Don't you? Y ou know about the first forest?"

Ohn nodded dowly.
"But it sood at the dawn of timeg," he said.
"And now it'scome back," Emmasaid.

"What's that mean?' Blue asked.

Her gaze was becoming more distant again as she turned to look at him.



"Not everything hasto mean something," she said. "Somethingsjust are.”
Shelifted ahand to touch his cheek.

"l haveto go now," shesaid.

"Go? Go where?'

Bluefdt likeadraght manin someexigentid vaudeville routine.

"Jugt to think," Emmareplied.

She brushed by him and started for the door. Blue turned to Esmerada. Her long hair ssemed to gtirina
breeze that he couldn't fed.

"Help mewith this, would you?" he said.
Esmerada shook her head. "Shell be fine. Where can she go?"

He watched Emmawalk out through the door. When she turned down ahall and waslost to hisview, he
felt asthough held lost something ingde himsdlf. A piece of his heart.

"Weve got more important things to worry about right now," Esmeraldawent on. "We have to assess
the damage to the House, seeif everyone's okay—does anyone know exactly how many people we've
got staying here a the moment?"

"At leadt thirty," Tim said. "Maybeforty."

"All right. If you and Ohn will start checking on them, then the rest of us can—"

"Will someone please tdll me just what the hell's going on here?* Judy said.

"Try to answer that very question,” Esmerddafinished. "Why don't you go with Tim and Ohn? Work
your way down to the east Sde of the House by the north hdl. Blue and I'll start on the Library, then
head down the south hall. Well meet a"—she glanced at Blue, then Ohn—"the balroom, say?'

Both men nodded in agreement.

"Let'sgo,” Timsad.

Judy seemed to about to argue, but then she looked at the tree again, that enormous oak growing out of
the middle of the floor and disappearing up into the celling, growing where no tree should be, where no
treehad been just afew minutes ago. She swallowed once, then nodded.

"Sure," she said. "No problem. Let's just check things out.”

It was obvious from her tone of voice that she was till having trouble just accepting that the tree was
there where it was, but she trooped on out of the room with Tim and Ohn, leaving Blue and Esmerddato



take up therear.

Outside the Tower, the damage didn't seem as bad asit had been inside. Pictures hung askew on the
walls, ornaments and vases had tumbled from side tables, but there was no jungle of vegetation. No
moss, no branches growing from the woodwork. No giant trees.

"Seeyou inthebdlroom,” Tim said as heled the other two off down the north hall.

Blue nodded, then turned right with Esmerada, heading for the Library.

"Why did it happen just in Sara's Tower?' he asked. He wasn't redlly expecting an answer, more just
thinking doud.

"We don't know that yet," Esmeraldasaid.

She paused at the first room they came to and opened its door. Inside, the furnishings had shifted some
and afew knickknacks had falen to the floor, but otherwise the room was in much the same condition as
the hall—untouched by the forest. Again abreeze appeared to stir her hair, thistime aso rustling some
fallen paper that lay near her feet.

It was weird, Blue thought, noting the movement. Y ou get one strange occurrence, and then everything
gartsto fed likeit's coming unglued right at the place where it was attached to norma redity. He Sarted
to ask Esmeralda about it, then remembered how Ohn often referred to her asa spirit of the West Wind
and decided that he didn't want to know.

"Any ideas on what's going on?" Blue asked instead as they moved on to the next room.

"It'stoo early to tell.”

"Try aguess

Esmeraldashook her head. "It wouldn't serve any purpose. All we've got to go on iswhat happened
back in the Tower."

"What about Tim's hanged kids? Or that mess on the wall?'

"That was Ogham."

"Whatever."

The next couple of rooms were in much the same Sate asthefird.

"Emmatold usthat the forest is coming back,” Esmeralda said asthey continued down the hal toward
the Library. "Thefirg forest, which | assumeistheforest primeva that legend says once covered the
whole world— everything except for the seas. What that means, why it's happening... it'sanybody's
guess”

"Whatabout Emma?'

Esmerddapaused. Sheturned to Blue.



"I'm worried about her aswell,” she said. "She's never quite accepted any of what's happened to her.
Not in here'—Esmerddalaid a closed hand between her breasts— "whereit counts. | thought when we
came back from the Otherworld that |ast time that she'd finally understood.”

"Understoodwhat ?'

"If it could be put into words, I'dve doneit for her yearsago,” Esmeralda said. "But the Autumn Gift...
it'samatter of spirit, of harmony and wholeness and arespongbility to theland and those who walk it
that can only be furthered by the one so gifted. They're the ones—they aone—who have to accept the

charge given them and make the commitment to that respongibility. No one can do it for them. And until
they do so, they can't know peace.”

"Emmas problem isthat thistime around she doesn't redly remember who sheis, why sheshere.”
Blue focused on the phrase, thistime around.

"Y ou can remember past lives?' he asked.

Esmerddasmiled. "Y ou can't?’

"No. | mean, not redlly. I've had flashes of dgavu maybe, but nothing solid.”

"Doesthe idea bother you?"

"Smacks alittle too much of the Pagan Party—you know, with their grimoires and midnight chants and
evaything."

"Andyet," Esmerddasad, "you've spent time with Native American shaman.”
She garted to walk down the hall again. Bluefdl in step beside her.

"That'sdifferent,” he said. "The mystic stuff'sa part of their lives—you can't separate the one from the
other. The pagans | see around here seem to just be playing at it; it doesn't realy come out of asolid
tradition. It'smorelike they're making it up asthey go dong."

Esmeralda shrugged. "They have to—not quite 'make up,' let's say 'rediscover'—some things, but that
doesn't invalidate what they do. And thereisa strong Western mystery tradition; it's just been suppressed
for avery longtime" She gave himahdf smile. "And ill is”

"Point made. And now that you mention it, theré's some—like Jools, say. | take her serioudly. | can
respect what she'strying to do. But most of them—"

"Arejust looking for some meaning in an increasingly confused world. At least they don't hurt anybody
and like your shaman, they're generdly concerned with the tate of the world—the health of the planet
itsdlf, rather than their own little corner of it. That can't be bad, can it?'

"But Emma," Blue began, trying to return to what they'd started discussing in the first place.
"Has got what many of your Pagan Party have been searching for,” Esmeraldasaid, "except she doesn't

know what to do with it. I'm not sure if she was aways born with the gift, or if it cameto her, but she has
it now."



They'd reached the door of the Library then, and further conversation died as they took in the severity of
what the Library had suffered. Here the returning forest had struck with avengeance. Everywhere they
looked there was ajungle of brambles and briars, thorn trees, oaks, vines, apple trees and hanging moss.
For long moments they could only stare at the jJumble of books and paper that was caught up in the
thicket of vegetation.

"Jesus" Blue said; then heforced hisway in, caling for Ginny.

Esmerddafollowed in hiswake, arms upraised to keep the branches that Blue pushed asde from
snapping back againgt her face.

"Over herel" they heard Ginny call back.

They followed the sound of her voiceto find her tting at the strange gnarled and branched growth that
had once been her desk, light from the computer screen giving her features aghostly glow. Her face and
forearms had sustained dozens of tiny scratches and her usualy neat clothing was al torn and disarrayed.

"Areyou dl right?' Esmerada asked.

Ginny nodded. "I won't say | wasn't frightened when it started, but... I'm not sure. | know everything'sin
aterrible confusion, but somehow it dl fedsright a the same time—do you know what | mean?”’

Blue and Esmeralda just shook their heads, but Ginny was no longer looking &t them. Sheld turned her
attention back to the screen.

"All except for this" she added, nodding at the screen.

Blue and Esmerada made their way through the thicker clutter of growth around what had once been
the desk to look at the screen. All that was on it was aflickering image that they both recognized as
coming from one of the Weirdin bones that Sara had discovered so long ago.

"I looked it up in that folio that Sarabrought back from Cornwall last year," Ginny said. "It's Secondary,
Second Rank. The Forest."

Of course, Blue thought. What elsecould it be?

"And Jamie?' Esmeralda asked, beating Blue by a half second to the question he was about to ask
himsdf. "Have you tadked to him?"

Leaves tirred about the transformed desk as she spoke. Energy seemed to radiate from her.
Ginny shook her head.

"Thisisdl that'll come up. I'vetried rebooting, but no matter what | do, | can only get thisimage.”

SOUL OF THE MACHINE



The Owl—wisdom,
darkness, death—

Werdin disc; Tertiary: Mobile, 57.b

Coyote wind howls through
a star-jawed night
Xy-gaped high lonesome

and wild.

Maybe the last buffalo—

Maybe the last buffalo soldier

Talking to his campfire late one night

Heard from the ember-eyed darkness

Something was not right.

—Ron Nance

"Jackalope Blues'

Saragaveit her best, but the fog wouldn't clear from her mind. The warm secret strength of her taw
remained just amemory, its presence clouded from her approach no matter how desperately shetried to

cdl it up. The harder shetried, the less success she had until finally even the moonheart air waslost to
her.

To make matters worse, tendrils of mist had drifted into the glade aswell. Unlike thefog in her mind,
these were avery red physica presence that made her clothing damp and her hair frizz even more than
its naturd curliness. She pulled ajacket out of her pack and put it on, but still shivered, feding cold, wet
and miserable. The mist thickened into a soupy fog that grew so dense she could no longer even seethe
trees that surrounded the glade.

Wonderful, she thought as she got to her feet. Asif she wasn't feeling wretched enough being stuck here
inthefirg place.

She walked back and forth, the collar of her jacket turned up, hands stuck in her pockets against the



chill, peering into the shadowy undergrowth that choked every approach into the forest. She wasn't sure
if it wasjust her imagination, or her poor memory, but the brambly bushes and thorn thickets under the
trees seemed to be more dense than she remembered them from when shefirst arrived. Earlier it had
seemed possible, if adaunting prospect, to force her way through them. No longer. The undergrowth,
not to mention the trees and the fog that assailed both her physical senses and her mind, were dl
conspiring to hem her in.

She hated thisfeding of imprisonment and helplessness.
There had to be away out.

Pausing in front of the forest—she wasn't sure which way she was facing; there didn't seem to asense of
direction in this place—she studied the tangle of branch, thorn and briar. The growth was so thick she
wondered if she couldn't just clamber over thetop of it like amountain climber scaling some brambly
equivaent of arange of foothills.

She was hdf-minded to try—things couldn't get any worse just waiting here for God knew what, could
they>—when she heard asound.

A rustle of cloth againgt thorn.
A footstep.

The sounds came from behind her, their source hidden in the fog. She turned, unessy with the forest at
her hack, and tried to ook through the fog to see who—or what—was approaching. Opening and
closing her hands, she wished sheld had the foresight to bring dong some kind of awegpon. Even aclub
would fed just dandy, right now. But she hadn't brought a thing, and there was nothing close at hand that
she could use, while the footsteps just kept coming closer.

A knot twisted into life in the pit of her somach. She was torn between the desire to hide—only
where?—or shout out a challenge at whoever it was that was gpproaching. Panic shivered up through her
nerves, effectively dispelling the fog in her mind, but that didn't help much now. At this particular moment
shewastoo anxiousto try to cal up her taw.

She backed up until the thorns behind her were pressed uncomfortably against the seet of her jeans.
There was no place to run, nothing to use as a wespon.

Why had she never learned karate or something equally useful for agtuation just like this? Better yet,
why had she alowed hersdlf to get into aSituation like thisin thefirgt place? She should have taken Ta
up on his offer to accompany her, or a least brought the wolves aong. Who cared how memorable her
arrival might be in her homeworld? Right now she'd settle just to arrive, thank you very much.

She began to sidle away aong the edge of the forest, moving to her right as quietly as possible. Maybe
she could get around the mysteriousintruder and. .. and what? Escape? Not bloody likely. Jump him?
She could use her backpack as aweapon, maybe, and—

She shrieked as a hand came out of the mist to touch her arm. Falling back into the briars, she flailed out
with her hands as a figure took shape behind the arm, reaching down for her. Thorns pierced through her
jeans, puncturing her skin in adozen places. Her hair got entangled in the briars until she couldn't move
her head. Effectively trussed and helpless, she could only watch as the figure took on recognizable
Characteridtics.



All her energy ran from her and she lay limply back in her thorny prison, heedless for the moment of the
pricking thorns.

"l don't believethis" she said.

If she'd been standing, he/d come up to about the middle of her chest. He was asmall, roundheaded
individual who seemed all eyes and grin, his broad festures framed by two dozen or more Rastaman
dreadlocks. Stuck into his belt was a small applewood flute.

"Hey, Sara," Pukwudji said.

"What areyou doing here?'

The big saucer eyeswent sad asafawn's, which immediately made Sarafed likeahed.

"Don't you like me anymore?' the littlehonochen'o’'keh asked.

"Of course do. It'sjust—would you help meout of here?"

It took afew moments to untangle her hair, and afew moreto get her free of the bushes whose thorny
branches clung to her clotheslike snagged fishhooks, but finally she was free of their uncomfortable
embrace and standing in the glade once more. Gingerly, she explored the backs of her legs and her rump,
wincing & dl thelittle punctures.

"Why were you lying in the bushes?' Pukwudji asked.

She looked down into hisface, the broad features turned up to her, an eager-to-please smilein hiseyes.
Try though she might, it was next to impossble to stay angry with him. She wastoo relieved just to bein

hisfamiliar company.

She sat down so that she wouldn't be towering above him and he immediately lowered himsdlf to the
grass across from her. Nothing seemed quite so grim now—it was hard for anything to seem grim around
hisinfectious good humor.

"How did you find me?" she asked.

"I heard the call of your music—in here, hey?' He tapped his head. "And so | followed the sound of it."
Helooked around at the befogged glade. "Why did you come here?"

"l didn't mean to come here. It just sort of ... happened.”

Pukwudji nodded wisdly asthough it was an everyday occurrence. Maybe among his own peopleit
was.

"Whereis here, anyway?' Sara added.
"It'shard to tell," Pukwudji replied. "Theforest isfull of voicesal talking at once."

"Voices?'



"Thetrees. Taking. All of them at once.”

Sarasighed. "Great. The Kenddl luck’s running about par for the course.”

"But if | don't know wherewe are," Pukwudji added, "1 do know what thisplaceis.”
"You do?'

He nodded, dreadlocks shaking around his head like so many furry snakes.
"Thisisn't aforest that isor was," he said. "It's one that might have been, hey?”’
Sarablinked. "Could you run that by me again?"

Now it was Pukwudji's turn to look confused.

"Where did you say we were?' Saratried.

"Inamight-be placethat is" he said.

"That doesn't make much sense. How can aplace that only might exist ill bered?"
"It's made from amind—just like worldwaking, hey?'

"We'rein somebody's mind?"

"Not exactly,” he said. "Someoné's cdled the forest that might have been to the place whereit would
have sood— had it existed.”

But it's here, Sarawanted to say. Growing al around us. So it does exist. But instead she just asked,
"Who cdled it?"

"Don't know. Could besomething's cdled it, hey?"

"Thisis getting too spacey for me," Saracomplained. ""Can we get out of here?"
"Where do you want to go?' Pukwudji acked.

"To Tamson House—to the garden.”

"Okay," thehonochen'o'keh said. Hed picked the expression up from Kieran and it lways sounded
drangeto Sara, coming from him. "I'll look for it."

He closed his eyes, features scrunching up comically as he concentrated, and then he laughed.
"What's so funny?" Saraasked him.
"Where you want to go," he managed before anew fit of giggles came over him.

"I don't get thejoke. What's so funny about my wanting to go to Tamson House?"



"But that'swherewe are. Inits garden.”

Saralooked carefully through the fog. If she squinted, she could just make out the towering shapes of
the trees standing closest to them. The House's garden—her Mondream Wood—might seem at timesto
belarger than it redly was, but there was nothing even remotely like thisforest in its acreage.

She shook her head.

"Noway," shesaid. "I've been gone ayear, but there's no way the garden’'s going to get this overgrown
inthat time. Treeslike that'd take a hundred years or moreto get that big."

"Butit'strue,” Pukwudji said as she turned back to look at him. "1 would never lieto you. Y ou're my
friend, remember?’

"Of course we'refriends.”
"Soyou seg, it'strue.”
"But..."

Her voicetrailed off.

You must return to the Wood.

That'swhat he'd said, the hooded man who'd cometo her as aghost. She'd just assumed that by wood
he/d meant her name for the garden that lay enclosed by Tamson House. Sheld just assumed that
everything would be the same. But if there was—to use the kind of description Blue would—agreat big
mother of aforest in the middle of the garden, then thingsweren't the same a all, were they? Things

could be very wrong indeed.
She wondered if she should go back for help. If Pukwudiji could take her...

"Do you want to see the House?" he asked.

"Y ou can get usthrough dl of that?' Sarareplied, waving ahand toward the closest part of the forest.

Thelittle man nodded.

It wouldn't hurt to have alook, would it? Just to scout out the Situation before she went running back to
Td and the otherslike somelittle bimbo from one of those mushy romance books who was aways

looking for the heroes to rescue her?

"How do we get through?" she asked.

Pukwudji leapt to hisfeet, hisgrin so wide it seemed to split hisfacein two.
"We ask for passage, hey!"

Saradidn't rise from the ground quite so enthusiastically.

"Weask," shesad.



Pukwudji nodded.

"That'sit,” Sarasad. "It'sthat smple.”
"What would you do?" Pukwudji asked.
"Ask, of course," Sarasaid.

Shefollowed him to the edge of the trees. The undergrowth seemed, if anything, even more densdly
overgrown than before.

"Ask who?' she added.
"Theforest," her companion said.

Helad hishandslightly on the nearest bush, his palms bardly touching thetips of its branches, and
closed hiseyes. A moment later, the brush began to move aside, reveding atwisting narrow passage that
led off under the trees. Saratook a step back.

"l don't likethismuch," shesaid.

"Dontworry," Pukwudji said. "The forest likesme."

"How do you know?"

"Becauseit told me so, hey!"

He stepped onto the path and |ooked expectantly over his shoulder at her.

"I'm coming, I'm coming,” Saratold him. "I dont likeit, but I'm coming."

She shivered as she stepped under the firgt trees, expecting something to fal upon her at any moment.
But dl that happened was that the path continued to open up through the jJumble of brush and falen trees
ahead of them—and closed up behind them.

| hope | don't regret this, Sarathought, but then she had to laugh at hersalf. What was she talking about?
Sheld regretted it from the moment she'd found hersalf stranded in the glade. Brave and heroic, she

wasn't. But she decided that naivete and foolishness—that she carried around with her in quantities far
exceeding anormd person's alotment.

2

Julianne Trelawny had never been overly fond of her hourglassfigure. It wasn't that she didn't likethe
way shelooked so much asthat how she looked got in the way of her relationships with both men and
women. Men tended to focus solely on her amplitude, while women were either irritated by the attention
that her figure brought her, or dismissed her asabimbo. None of which wasfair, but fair in thisworld,
where everything was judged by its packaging, wasjust thefirst third of fairy tale. Shed learned long ago
not to expect fairness.



But it was hard.

Blue, for al his machismo image, was one of the few men she knew who actualy looked her in the face
when he talked to her; who right from the very start had trested her as a person rather than a centerfold,
which was probably why she let him get away with calling her Jools—aname that came as dangeroudy
closeto sounding like prime bimbo materia as shed ever heard. Occasiondly she found herself wishing
he wasn't dready involved with someone, but so far sheld managed to keep that line of thinking asjust
stray thoughts. A homewrecker she wasn't—no matter how many women prejudged her that way.

Still, Blue was the exception. Most guysfell into two camps—those who lusted and those who
pretended that they didn't—which made the hope of finding agood relationship just that: ahope. And
Julianne had as much faith in hope as she did in fairness. She was a doer; she preferred to just carry on,
rather than wait for the world to change to suit her needs.

It was the same with her pagan beliefs. She didn't pretend to be what she wasn't; she didn't hide the fact
that she was Wicca, but she was sick to death at how that was just one more thing that |et people
prejudge a person. Shetried to explain why she followed the Goddess to those people who seemed
genuindy interested in hearing what she had to say, but she couldn't offer them proof in the validity of
what she believed any more than a Christian or Mudim could oifer it up to authenticate their own faiths.

All she knew was that there was more to the world than what could be perceived with the five senses
and that she couldn't accept that Mystery as having its source in some power-hungry god whose church's
creeds were based on denid of al secular matters, asthough the beauty of thisworld was not athing to
be cherished for its own sake, but was rather atesting ground for how one would or would not be
rewarded in the afterlife.

There was magic in aforest, on amountaintop or seashore; in the heart of a desert and, yes, evenon a
city street. There was beauty in humankind and the creatures with which they shared thisworld; and there
was mystery, too. If the Goddess and her followers smacked too much of the supernatura for people,
that was just too bad for them. She wasn't on a crusade. She'd campaign for environmental concerns, for
disarmament, for human rights, but not for the Goddess. That was private, between the Goddess and her
and those other few soulswho were smilarly inclined.

Everybody e se wanted proof. They wanted miracles. She couldn't give them ether. She'd never
experienced either— just the smpletruth that the world itself was a great mystery worthy of devotion.

Until now.

Like Cd, shed initidly been frightened when the tree came crashing up through the floorboards—its
monstrous size, the cacophony of its passage, the sheerimpossibility of its presence, appearing herein
themiddle of ahouse, in the middle of acity. It stripped away al her conceptions of theworld and how it
worked.

But only for amoment. Long enough for Cal to rescue her from the sweeping branches and find them
both sanctuary behind the battered sofa Y et that first mind-numbing scream of panic that knifed through
her gave way to an astonishing calm. While Cd was till hugging her close, muttering, "Were going to
die, werregoing to die," she pulled hersdf free from his embrace to look over the edge of the sofaand
watch thetreg'sfinal upward movement.

The camness grew in her. She felt astrange sense of peace. Shefelt-



Vaidated.
Not that shed needed proof to bolster her beliefs. But to haveit so violently thrust upon her... itwasa
miracle. If such animpossibility asthis could be incontestably standing there before her in the middie of
the room, roots hidden by what remained of the floorboards, heights lost beyond the celling above. ..

then what e'se might not be true? What other miracleslay just beyond common sight, only waiting for
their vell to be drawn asde?

Sherose up on her knees, leaning her arms on the sofa, and just drank in the Sight.
"Look et it," shesaid.

Cadl tried to pull her back down beside him.

"Jesus," he said. "Would you get down? Who knows what's going to happen next?'
She shook hersdlf free of hisgrip and stood up.

"Julianne”

Her blood was humming a athundering rhythm through her veins. She was no longer panicked, but the
emotionsthat sang inside her had just as much power to dissolve away everything except for the power
of what shewasfeding.

"Julianne

Drawn by her name, shefinaly turned to look down at him. For along moment she saw only a stranger.
It took her long momentsto redlizeit was Ca. The reluctant pagan. He belonged to the camp of lusting
after her but pretending he didn't. Usually she was able to ignore that aspect of him, but she wasn't in the
mood to play that game right now. Unfortunately, the thought process that had |et her recognize him was
enough to dissolve thefey frame of mind shedd found hersdf in.

That first rush of emotion that had filled her—the awareness of the miracle and dl that it meant—dipped

away like water running down ahillsde. She regretted its departure, but clung to the spark of it that
remained ingde her as she might have atadisman. Clung to it and stored it securely away o that it would
awaysbeapart of her.

Not until she was sure of its safety did she dlow hersdf to consider more practical concerns. For now it
wastimeto dip back into the real world. To put on al the masks and blinders once again. But it wouldn't
be the same. Experiencing what she had, feding the spark of it nestled deep inside her, she knew that
nothing would ever be the same again.

"Comeon," shesad, offering him ahand up. "Let's seeif anybody needs help.”

Cal roseto stand shakily beside her, hands gripping the sofa as he stared at the tree.

"Man," he said softly. "Can you bdieve that thing?'

Julianne amiled. "Oh, yes," she said, her own voice dreamy rather than subdued. Then she blinked.



"Comeon," she repeated and began to carefully pick her way across the wreckage of the floor.

Onceout in the hallway, Cd felt as though he and Julianne had traveled a distance of far more than just a
few steps. From the devastating wreckage of the room that lay just behind them, they ssood now ina
place that had barely been touched by the violence. Some pictures hung crookedly on thewalls. A vase
had toppled from aside table to the floor, but it hadn't broken, only strewn itsdry flowers acrossthe
carpet. Otherwise the hdl had survived virtually unscathed.

Cal looked back into the room.

"Itswerd," hesaid. "It'slikeit only happened in the Birkentree."

Julianne nodded, then called out a greeting. Coming to them from the halway adong the right were Tim
and a handful of others. Cal recognized Ohn, Blue'sfriend Judy and a student from Ireland he only knew
as Barry; therest were strangers.

"Y ou guysokay?' Tim asked.

"A little shook up," Julianne said.

"A little?" Cd muttered. He stuck his handsin his pockets to keep them from shaking and then raised his
voice asthe others drew near. "Anybody know what the hell's going on here?’

Tim shook his head.

"All we know so far,” Ohn said, "isthat the only parts of the House affected arethosein which
somebody was present. If the room was empty, it was untouched.”

"Man, thisis spooky,” Cd sad. "We werejudt stting in the Birkentreewhen dl of..."

Hisvoicetrailed off as herealized no onewas listening. Turning, he saw what had caught their attention.
It was Julianne. Shed moved alittle farther down the hall and was staring out the window to the Street.
She amost seemed to be glowing, she was so entranced with what shelooking at.

"What do you see?' he asked, knowing that he didn't want to hear the answer but unable to stop himsalf
from asking.

"It'sthecity,” shesad.

Sheturned to look at them. She was, he redlized with atranscendenta insight that had him looking past
her physica beauty for once, transformed in that moment. Her face seemed to shimmer with alight that
came from beneath the skin. Her green eyes were deep with hidden lights. And secrets discovered.

"It'sgone,” shesaid. "Theresjust aforest out there.”

As she turned back to the window, the others pressed forward and Cd's moment of insight fled. He saw
only Julianne there now. Shewasin no way lessened in his estimation, but there seemed less of her. For
one brief ingant he felt as though he'd been dlowed a glimpse of her soul and that glimpse would forever
overshadow the flesh and bone that her spirit wore to walk in thisworld.



Snatches of conversation rose and fdl in his hearing.
"I never thought to look outside—"

"—it'snot possible—"

"—you can say that after—"

"—what are we going—"

But he remained transfixed, staring at her, trying to recapture that glimpse. She seemed to sensethe
weight of his gaze upon her and turned from the window.

He opened his mouth to speak, to somehow try to capture in words what had just happened to him, but
the ability to articulate his thoughts seemed to have just drained out of him.

"What'swrong, Ca?' she asked.

He shook his head. She was forever transformed for him now.

He'd put her on a pedestal—nother , but the face and body she wore that could be physicaly
recognized as her— and only now understood how held let that color hisfedingsfor her. It waswhat lay
inddethe physica shell that had been important, but he'd lusted too much after the shell itself. His
attentiveness, hisnot coming on to her, histrying to just be her friend—they had al been movesin agame
that, when and if hewon it, would result in hisacquiring that shell asitsprize.

Heredlized that shed known it dl along. And tried to ignoreit. Tried to pretend that he was a friend.

And dl the while he was letting her down because he kept the game going. Because while helikedher ,
what hed wanted was her body.

She could look like an ape now, he thought, and he'd till love her. But he was no longer worthy of her.
Shedidn't say that. Nothing in her stance, her features, her eyes, told him that.

It waswhat lay insde him that spoke. The spirit that worehis body asashell.

3

They hadn't been following the path for that long—though it seemed far longer than it should logically
take to reach the House from any part of the garden—when Sara tapped Pukwudji on the shoulder. He

turned to face her.
"Look," shesaid.
She pointed up to the lower limbs of the trees where ranks of owls were perched, row on row. Their

round eyes gazed down at the pair of them, unblinking. Tufts of feathersrose up like horns from their
heads. Shed firgt noticed them alittle farther back on the path, spying first one, haf-hidden in the



branches, then another, then apair, until now the trees werefairly riddled with the birds.

Pukwudii gazed up at them, hisown round eyes blinking twice.

"Owls" hesad.

Saradidn't know whether to laugh or give him awhack.

"Iknow they're owls," she said. "What | want to know iswhat they're al doing here.”

Pukwudji shrugged.

"Td saysthat owlsare corpse birds," Sara added, wishing she hadn't thought of that as soon asit came
to mind, but she plunged on. "They gather in places where degth's near.” She swallowed dryly, her throat
suddenly feding too thick. ™Y ou dont think..."

Now sheredly couldn't finish what she was about to say: What if somethinghad happened at the
House? Bad enough the thought had cometo mind in thefirst place; shefdt that voicing it might just
makeit redl. Guilt rosein her. It had been so long since sheld visited the House, seen Blue. If anything
had happened to him she'd never forgive hersdf.

"Redhair'swrong,” Pukwudii told her. "Owls are Grandmother Toad's friends, wise and filled with the
mystery of daysto come. They're manitou—just like us."

Just like you, Sarathought. But shed long ago given up on arguing the point with him. Just like
Hakan'ta, he was convinced that shewas, if not ahonochen'o'keh hersdlf, then at least a cousin to them.

"They can seeinto the future?' she asked instead.

That just added weight to Td's argument, shefelt.

"They live outsde of time—or indl time. Only Nokomis knows everything.”

"So theycan seeinto the future? They could gather if something'swrong?"

Pukwudiji nodded. "But seeing them isa very good omen, hey?

"l suppose.”

"It'snot far now," Pukwudji added.

He started to turn, but Sara caught hisarm.

"How can we be in the House's garden and somebody's mind at the same time?* she asked.

"We're notin someonegsmind,” he explained. "Only in the forest that mind caled up. The forest never
was, what it might have been intrudeson what is."

"I'm not sure that makes any sense.”

Pukwudji grinned. "That'sthe trouble withherok'a ," he said, using thequin 'on 'a term to describe



anyone without magicd ahilities. "They think too much. Y ou should forget you ever were one, Sara. Just
be—like me, hey?'

Just be? Be what? She couldn't be anything but what she was and she still hadn't quite got ahandle on
what that was—just like ninety-nine percent of the other people in the world.

Pukwudji gave her apokein the sdewith a tiff finger to get her attention, then set off once more. Sara
trailed dong in hiswake, dl too aware of the dozens of pairs of eyesthat watched their progress from the
branches above.

Why did things always have to get complicated? She'd been planning to come back to the House soon
anyway-sometime after the initiation ceremony. Definitely before winter. Just pop in unannounced the
way sheand Td dwaysdid, catch up on news, hang around for afew days until the pace of the city, the
sheervolume of its people and dl the rush and noise, the whine of ectricity that wasawaysin theair
and the endlesstraffic and crowding. .. until it al got to be too much for them again and they fled back
into the peace that the Otherworlds hoarded like this world's people hoarded investments.

She couldn't stay away forever. She till had some respons bilities here—mostly tied up with the House
and her inheritance; there were always mesetings with brokers and attorneys, papers that needed signing,
never mind how much Esmeralda handled that stuff for her. And then there were her friends.

She dways came back. Shejust didn't like coming back in these particular circumstances.

Above them, the owls conducted their vigil. Sara pretended not to pay any attention to them, but she
couldn't help giving them sidelong glances about every half-dozen steps or so. Either the entire forest was
riddled with them, she decided, or it was just one particular flock that was keeping pace with Pukwudji
and her. Whichever, they made her nervous. As did the constant rustling that she could hear coming from
theforest just off the path.

Sy movements.

Just animals, shetold hersalf. But no matter how much she peered into the thick growth on ether side of
the path, she couldn't see athing.

Whispering.

Just thewind. Except why did it sound like words?
Stifled giggles.

"Pukwudji," she began, but he had already stopped.

His head was cocked to one sdelike abird's, listening. If he could figure out what was going on, Sara
thought, then-

He turned suddenly.
"Quick, Saral" he cried. "Can you climb one of these trees?"

She was taken aback with the sharp tension underlying hisvoice. But then she heard it, too. A crashing
sound as something large forced its way through the undergrowth. Something large... and fast.



Hedidn't wait for her to reply. With that strength that alway's surprised her, consdering his size, he had
her hoisted onto his shoulder, head dangling down his back, legs bundled up againgt his chest, and he
was scrambling up the trunk of the nearest pine, finding finger- and toe-holds where she would have seen
none. In moments, they were almost ten feet up from the ground, perched high on abranch.

When he set her down, she saw the owls al around them, staring. But not at them. She clutched the
trunk of the tree and looked down at what had caught their attention.

On the path where they'd been standing just moments ago, an enormous wild boar had burst from the
undergrowth. It circled around, snorting and grunting, sharp hooves tearing up the ground. The coarse
bristles of its hide varied from ablackish brown to alight yellow gray. It sood amost three feet high, five
feet long and had to weigh close to four himdred pounds.

Sara began to shake as she imagined how long they would have survived if it had caught them on the
ground.

"Hal" Pukwudji called downto it. "Can't catch us, hey!"

Sheturned to find thehonochen 'o 'keh Stting on his hedls, tiny feet precarioudy baanced on the branch
as he bounced up and down, shaking afinger a the enraged creature below them. That just made Sara
hug the trunk more tightly.

"I....1 thought you said the forest liked you," she said findly.

Pukwudiji nodded. "It does."

"But then—"

"That's not part of theforest," he said. "It'san angry thought.”

Saralooked down at the boar. It was butting its head againgt their tree now, little pig eyes glaring up at
them. She could fed theforce of its attack vibrating through the tree trunk.

An angry thought. Right.
"Whose angry thought?' she asked.

Pukwudji shrugged. "Don't know. The forest isfilled with amix of them, some friendly, some not so
much s0."

Sarathought about the sounds she'd heard as they'd been following the path. Rustling and whispers and
giggles. Thesewere... thoughts?

"He's going now," Pukwudji said.
Saraglanced down again. Sure enough, the boar had given up on them and plunged into the

undergrowth on the far sde of the path. Somehow she'd thought it would have been more tenaciousin its
pursuit of them. She followed its progress mostly by sound. Her adrenaine rush began to fade as



distance swallowed theimmediacy of the boar's passage, leaving her feding weak and not quiteal in her
body.

Get hold of yoursdf, she thought.

Shen.

Gather the spirit insde. Focus.

"Let'sgo down now," Pukwudji added.

Sara hung on to the tree as he reached for her.

"Ah... don't you think we should, you know, give it afew more minutes? Just in case it decidesto come
back?'

"Hewon't be back," Pukwudji said. " See, thememeg-wes have chased him away."

Her gaze followed his pointing finger. What looked like three little green-skinned children were dancing
and laughing on the path where the boar had been just moments ago. When they spied her looking a
them, they dl put their handsto their mouths and, stifling giggles, ran off into the undergrowth, following
thetrail that the boar had forced through the dense vegetation. Unlike the boar, their passage was silent.

For along moment Sarajust stared at where they'd been.

"Theforet'salively place tonight,” she said findly, attempting, but not quite succeeding, to keep her
tonelight.

Maybetoo lively, she added to hersdlf.

"Theforest isawayslively," Pukwudji agreed.

"But not like this"

Helaughed. "Alwayslikethis. Y ou just don't dways choosetosee , hey?'

They made their descent back down to the path, thistime with Sara clinging to Pukwudiji's back. She
didn't feel awhole lot more dignified, but it was better than being carted around over his shoulder like so
much baggage. The ground felt blessedly firm underfoot. The night seemed very ill around them, amost
dlent, Then there was a sound like a sudden wind, but it was only the owlstaking flight. They left thair
perches and flew off in the direction that Pukwudiji was leading her.

Another couple of minutes walking showed Sarathe owls new perch—the eaves and gables of Tamson
House. She gared at the huge Structure, relief flaring in her until she redlized that it was much darker than
it should be. What lights there were seemed dim. And there was no sound coming from beyond the bulk
of the House where the city should be. That was when her troubled gaze settled on the trees—monstrous
cousins of the forest through which they'd just come, except their upper branches poked through the roof
of the House itsdf.

"Theforedt..." she began.



"Has comevisting," Pufcwudji said, not a al aarmed by the sight.

Sarasighed. Naturaly held view the House as the intruder, rather than the trees. But then sheredlized
that the Housewas intruding. That was why she couldn't hear the city, or seethe glare of itslightsfrom
beyond the roof of the House. The trees hadn't come to the House; the House had been pulled into the
fores—judt asit had that time when they were having dl the trouble with Tom Hengwr. Except thistime
the contents of the House hadn't shifted to another outer shell set in some convenient glade; thistime
they'd been transported to an outer shell that the forest had reclaimed.

As she glanced to her right, her gaze was caught by the lights of the balroom that spilled from its
leaded-pane windows out onto the transformed garden. She could see the movement of peopleinside.
Hopefully Blue and Esmeraldawere there. With answers to make some sense out of al this.
"Let'sseeif we can find out what's going on,” she said.

She sarted for the ballroom, pausing when Pukwudji didn't follow.

"Aren't you coming?'

He shook his head. " Her ok'aand buildings—that's not for me.”

"BLIt—"

"I'm asecret,” Pukwudji said. "Y our secret, the forest's secret. It's not for them to know, hey?”

"Bluell beinthere" Saratried. "Y ou know him."

But Pukwudji smply took aside step and was gone.

Ilwait for you here , she heard him say, hisvoicetickling in her mind, rather than physicaly heard.
Saralooked at the spot where heéld vanished, waiting to seeif held change his mind, then sighed and

continued on to the ballroom on her own. Though shetried to ignore them, she was dl too aware of the
owlsfollowing her progress from the eaves above with their silent, round-eyed gaze.
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"I've been here before" Blue said. "In this Stuation.”
Judy cocked an eyebrow, waiting for him to elaborate.

The two of them were ditting on the small stage at one end of the ballroom with Esmerada, waiting for
the rest of the House's residents and guests to arrive so that they could decide what they would do from
thispoint. Thelatter had been arriving steadily by ones and twaos over the past few minutes. They

gathered in smdl groupsin various parts of the cavernous room, their mood ranging from operating on
automatic pilot to ddlight at their predicament.

The Pagan Party, Blue noted, were the happiest, once they got over theinitial shock.



Esmeraldawas sitting on the piano bench, picking out afew desultory bars of some sonata.
Rachmaninoff's No. 2, Blue decided, recognizing the familiar tempo change from the second movement.
She looked up as Blue spoke, fingers stilling on the keys.

"Y ou mean that business afew years ago with Tom Hengwr?' she asked.

"| told you about that?"

Esmeralda shook her head. "Actudly, Saradid.”

"Well, | haven't aclue what you're talking about,” Judy said.

She was handling the whole situation well, Blue thought. A hell of alot better than some. Over by the
double doors that led into the ballroom, a couple of would-be poets were trying to comfort athird of
their number who was crouched on the floor, arms wrapped around hislegs, awide-eyed ook of panic

in hiseyes, limbs shaking asif from palsy.

The good thing was that no one had been physicaly hurt. A small miracle, consdering the damage hed
Seen in some of therooms,

"Earthto Blue," Judy sad. "Comein, Blue."

"W, therewasthisguy,” he began, turning his attention back to Judy.

Esmerada switched to Chopin as Blue gave a brief rundown on the previous time Tamson House had
gone world-hopping. The music played a gentle counterpoint to his story and Blue found himsdlf fdling
into its rhythm as he spoke, appreciating its presence. Somehow it made the weirdness of his story easier
to relate. But more important, he redlized, the quiet piano-playing was having a soothing effect on the
various and sundry occupants of the House who'd just happened to be present in the building when it
shifted into the Otherworld.

"Y ou could've warned me," Judy said when he was done. She shot him aquick smile to show that she
wasn't being too serious. "I mean, thiskind of thing'll play hell on business. Guy'll come looking for his
bike that I've been working on and not only isthe bike gone, but the whole frigging House. What's he
going to think?'

"Maybeit'll remind him of that joke about the magician who went downtown and turned into a
restaurant,” Esmerddasaid.

Judy laughed. "Y egh, right."

"Themusic| cantake" Blue said, "but not the bad jokes."

Esmeradaonly shrugged and pretended to flick the ashes from animaginary cigar.
"So Jamie," Judy went on after afew moments. "Hedied... right?’

Blue nodded.

"Only he's4ill here... kind of like aghost?'



"He's part of the House," Esmerada said, taking over from Blue. "Think of him asaguardian spirit.”

"So where's he gone now?" Judy asked.
Esmeradalooked down a the keyboard. Her hair fell forward, hiding her face. Strands moved, as

though touched by a breeze that only they could fed. She played her fingerslightly over the keys, only
just brushing their smooth ivory surfaces. Her touch was so soft that not one hammer came in contact

with agiring.

"l wishweknew," Blue said.
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It had been odd at firt, thinking he was dead, then dowly coming back to awvareness.

Body logt; gone forever the flesh and bone and the heartbesat that sent blood pulsing through every artery
and vein. Sensations were stimulated through other means of awareness now.

They were ghostly impressionsin the beginning. Confusing ones. A hundred different views, asthough he
had an eyein every part of hisbody. A thousand sounds, as though he had an ear for each eye. A
himdred thousand scents, as though each pore had acquired its own olfactory organ.

It wasn't until hisfather spoke that he knew what he'd become.

It's yours to guard now, James. Cherish the burden.

It.

Tamson House.

He'dbecome the House.

Hewasn't just aghost, haunting the maze of its halls and rooms. He was the House. Alivein itswood

and glass and stone. Itswallswere his ears. Itswindows, his eyes. He was aware of every minute
occurrence that happened within the scope of its rooms and towers and hdls.

He thought he'd go insane.

But helearned to cope. Just as men and women learned to sift through the confusing barrage of stimuli
that assaulted their senses every moment of every day and focus on only one or two details, just astheir
bodies carried on their life functions without the necessity for direct attention from the consciousness, so
he learned to be particular asto what he focused upon.

Sanity returned. He allowed the resdentstheir privacy.
And he found a place to store the core of what made him who he was—a spark of identity that he kept

separate and nurtured so that he would aways be Jamie, il individud, not just the ghostly spirit of the
Houseinitsentirety. Hisfather had done the same, he redlized, when he found residual memories of



Nathan Tamson's presence in the observatory. That part of the House had been hisfather's choice asto
where hewould maintain hisindividuaity; just as Jami€'s grandfather Anthony had chosen Saras Tower
in hisown time of ghostly custodianship.

Jamie chose Memoria—the computer mainframe that had become so much a part of hislifein thelast
yearsthat he was flesh and blood. He had been an Arcanologist then—a self-coined word to accompany
another that he'd aso created to describe hislifeswork: Arcanology, the study of secrets. Astime
passed, he discovered he could maintain that work in his present state, though due to the limitations that
were inherent in lacking aphysical body, it wasn't an easy task. And it wasn't the same.

But this new life-after-death couldnever bethe same asthe life hed left behind. Survival of the mind, of
hisidentity, was a godsend—he couldn't deny it—but there were things he missed with an intensity that
sometimes had the madness that had plagued hisfirst few weeksin his new existence come licking at the
cornersof hismind once again.

Thelack of physical sensation was one of the worst.

He could fed the sun, the wind, the rain on the roof and walls of the House, but those tactile impressions
couldn't begin to compete with the memory of sun-warmed skin and thewind in hisface, theglory of a
summer rainstorm when he would stand on the porch, the rain splattering againgt the legs of his pants,
dampening the cloth, the air crackling with energy, being half-blinded by flares of lightning, deafened by
thunder. Or skating on the cana on awinter's day when the air was so cold your breath froze, the sun
like diamonds on theice, every sense and thought shocked into exaggeration...

Bengalive .
How could anything compete with life?

Running a close second to the loss of physica sensation, he fdlt the lack of the exchange of ideas that
hed filled so many of hisdaysin hisearlier existence. Through Memoria, he could communicate with Blue
and others. He had accessto dl the materia held entered into the computer's memory banks before hed
died. Blue and, later, Ginny read articles to him from more recent journas. But none of that was—
could—be the same, either.

What he had really missed was the voluminous correspondence hed maintained with like-minded
individuasin every part of theworld. He couldn't write to them, because for al practica intents and
purposes, he was dead.

It was Esmeraldawho'd found a solution to that—a solution so s mple he wondered that he'd never
thought of it himself. With her help, he created John Morley, a"close and dear friend of Jamie Tarns'
who took it upon himsdlf to get in touch with al of Jamie€'s old correspondents. New— for
them—friendships blossomed, and soon "' John Morley" had as voluminous a correspondence as ever
Jamied had. John Morley began to contribute to the same journa s that Jamie once had, and if anyone
noticed the smilarity in writing style between Jamie's previous work and that of hisfriend, no mention
was made of it that he ever saw.

Esmeraldawas aso the one who'd seen to the transfer of the Library's more pertinent textsinto his
memory banks. She spent long hourstalking with him, playing chess or Go, sometimesjust Sitting in his
study and reading, knowing that her company—herawareness of him and his particular needs—was
more comforting than any verba communication.



He appreciated the part Esmeral da had cometo play in hislife—appreciated it more than he could ever
hope to convey to her. Hisonly regret in their reationship—was that what defined humanity? he
wondered sometimes; our gpparent need for regrets and guilt?—wasthat it wasn't Saraplaying thisrole
inhislife. Thisdidn't in any way diminish hisfedingsfor Esmerdda; hejust missed Sara.

Before hisdeath, it had dways been he and Sara, paired against the world. But while she spent time with
him whenever she returned to the House, he knew she was uncomfortable with their new relationship. It
wasn't red to her. No matter how much they could talk of old times, he knew that she still viewed him as
agtranger; afamiliar stranger, perhaps, like an old friend one hasn't seen for avery long time, the distance
of yearslying between now and the familiar memories of then, but astranger dl the same.

Sheld suffered the hardest with his death; but rather than coming to accept his ghostly return as Blue had,
every time she was with him he could see adeep sorrow well in her eyes. Though shewould never admit
it, hewas surethat it was her inability to come to termswith the present turn their relationship had taken
that sent her into the Otherworld, more than any other reason.

Those who hadn't known him before his death—or those like Esmeralda who'd been gone so long, or
were so matter-of-fact when it came to what smacked so strongly of the supernatura—were nonplussed
with his present state. But Sara. ..

It was because of her that he began to concentrate his studies on the Otherworld. He pored over al of
its agpects, the myths and legends, the rumors he read, the facts that Esmeralda could share with him. He
concentrated on how its borders related to thisworld. How one crossed over. How the journey could be
made without a physical bodly.

It was the latter which proved to be his undoing.

Hed practiced reaching out from the House, stretching his spirit from where it was bound to the building,
outward and inward, for the Otherworld lay in either direction, depending on one's perception of it. And
as he practiced, heredized it was possible. Hecould reach out, not just to view, but to step out, asit
were, of the body that the House had become, like a spirit traveling beyond the confines of its
flesh-and-bone body. It could be done.

But with success s0 close at hand, his father's voice would reverberate in his mind.
It's yours to guard now, James.

And it wastrue. The House did need to be guarded. It was a center of power, a crossroads between
theworlds. A place where magic lay deep in every stone and plank and tile of its making. And there
were always those who yearned to breach its defenses, to take its power and invest it in themsalves.
Disspating it upon their own concerns, rather than alowing it to continue its cyclic pattern of maintaining
acommunity—building and residents, each fuding the other with solace and comfort, riddlesand
questions, understanding and dways mystery.

It did need to be protected. Jamie saw how hisfather, and grandfather before him, had utilized their
strange relationship with the building to keep it ahaven of open-mindedness and learning. Thosewith
destructive impul ses could be turned away. Hermetic scholars following their left-handed paths might
seek to tap into the lifespring of the House's energy source—the garden, the ancient wood it hoarded in
its memory—abut such psychic assaults were rare and they, too, could be turned aside. The House had
the strength; it only needed one such as Jamie or his ancestors for itsfocus.



It's yours to guard now, James. Cherish the burden.

Guard it he did, but it was a burden. For he wanted to reach out—to Sara. Wanted her to understand
that for al the dlienness of his present situation, he was till her uncle, till the Jamie shed dways known,
and shewas gtill his Sairey. It didn't have to change. They'd been given a gift; he'd cheated death. What
they could have between them would be different, but it would still be meaningful. The magic didn't have
todie

If she could just understand that, then he would be content.

Hewould put away regrets and guilt.

Hewould do his best not to yearn for what he couldn't have, but concentrate instead on what he did.
So he continued to reach for the Otherworld, to reach for her. And one day he stretched far enough so
that al connections binding him to the House snapped and his spirit went sailing off into those uncharted
relms.

It didn't go at al as he'd expected.

The Otherworld was not one place, but a hundred thousand places and times, al overlapping, one over
the other like the layers of an onion. From his present point of view, and with hisinexperience, he found it
impossible to focus on any oneworld, little say find Saraiin it. His senses overloaded with a surfeit of
images and impressions. He had no body, not even a center from which to define hisfocus as he could

with Memoriain the House, so what came to him, came from every side and direction.

There was no up, no down. No east, no west. No past, no future. No left, no right. Hereit was al now,
and here, seething and railing, a chaotic stew from which hefound it impossible to extricate himsalf.

He redlized two things a that moment: he was hopelesdy logt, and held failed his charge by leaving the
House unprotected. And worse, he could sense that someone. .. some-thingwas aready taking
advantage of hisfailure.

One small tenuous thread still connected him to Memoria. It was lessaphysical presence, morejust a
memory, or ahope of amemory. It wasn't enough to show him how to return, to let him pull himself
back. All he could do was send awarning back.

The message he sent was complex, astring of ideas and thoughts al bound together in what he'd
learned, what held been, encapsulated as best he could in one brief flare of communication. But what
reached the other end of the thread linking him to what held lost become digtilled in its passage into—
The symbol upon the Weirdin disc of the Forest.

A ghostly cloak to carry amessage of warning.

Then the apocalyptic stew in which he swirled and spun smply tugged his spirit gpart and scattered the
pieces into a hundred thousand Otherworlds.
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Julianne wasn't ready to become part of the crowd that was gathering in the ballroom. Not yet. Shetold
Cd to go ahead, shedd catch up with him later, and while it was apparent that he didn't want to leave
her—because he honestly didn't fed it was safe, she redlized, rather than for his usual reasonsfor being
with her—he did as she asked. Finally alone, she opened one of the House's many front doors. Stepping
outside, shelet the night swallow her.

The paved width of an inner-city residentia street should have been laid out before her. But O'Connor
Street was gone, and with it the houses onitsfar Sde, the streetlights, the sound of traffic, the city itsdlf...

Therewas only the forest—the primal forest that had thrust itsdlf into the House with its giant trees that
were no more than the tips of ringers when compared to the forest'simmense bulk asawhole. The trees
were like redwoods-cathedra huge, enormous, stately and secret, resonant with mystery. They
beckoned to her, dmost audibly caling her name asthey had from the first moment sheld looked out the
window to find the city gone. Her body trembled. She ached to step away under their boughs, but then
oddly enough she found herself thinking about Cal and theimmediacy of the forest's pull on her was
diminished.

Something had happened to Cal when the forest entered the House. Not the same kind of something
that she had experienced, but hed sustained an epiphany asintense as her own sudden vaidation of the
miraculous depths that lay behind the world. They'd each undergone a persond shift of perception that
changed their world. For her, Mystery had been transformed from intuitive belief, secreted within hersdlf,
to tangibleredity, whilehe...

When she considered how he'd looked at her in the halway after they had left the Birkentree Room,
how he'd spoken to her, she redized that his shift in perception had encompassed a ssimpler, though no
less profound, change in how he viewed the world. Held been looking at her as aperson, firgt, rather
than as abody he lusted after. HE'd realized how their relationship had been colored by the game held
been playing and he'd been... embarrassed. Perhaps even shamed.

Though she had no interest in him as sexual partner, she was not so hard-hearted asto be unable to
empathize with what he was going through. Sheld like to be friends with him. And they could be regl
friends, too, if he was ableto put away his pretenses and smply be himsalf with her, if they could get past
the understanding that their relationship could only be platonic.

Sheld likethat. If he could dedl with it, sheld like it very much. Real friends were too important, too rare,
tolose.

She gazed at the forest. Her longing to partake of its mystery, to walk under its cathedraling boughs and
let its secretsfill her heart, thrummed like adrumbesat inside her. It called to her and she yearned to
answer, but she turned away, back to the House to look for Cal. The door creaked as she opened it and
she sensed something stir in the shadows nearby at the sharp sound. Peering more closdly, she could just
make out afigure standing in the dark, as still and silent asthe trees of the forest that encircled the House.

"Who'sthere?' shecdled.

The figure turned dowly in her direction, then stepped out to where the light from awindow fell across
her features. It was Emma, Julianne reglized. EmmaFenn. Blues girlfriend.

It was hard to tell for certain in the poor light, but the first impression Julianne got was that Emma
seemed only half present, as though her body was going through the motions of being animated, but her



spirit had long since gone off rambling on its own. Julianne remembered some odd stories shed heard
about Emmafrom Ginny, something about how Emmals spirit had been stolen once before. ..

She's put it down to just the odd stories that tended to circulate in aplace like Tamson House, such as
other onesthat said that Ohn wasredlly an ancient bard who'd once been amember of somefaerie
court, but looking at Emma now, with the forest surrounding the House where the city should have been,
that kind of agtory didn't seem odd &t al. Worry stoleitsway inside her, leaving her feding increasingly
unessy with each soft footstep it took.

"Emma," shesad. "Areyou okay?'

For along moment there was no answer, but then Emmasmiled. Her eyes gleamed with sudden life, her
features took on aradiance.

"I'mfine" shesad.

Julianne studied her for along moment. There was no trace of the zombielike look about Emmathat had
first made her anxious, but the uneasiness that had lodged insde her didn't fade.

"Would you do me afavor?' Emmaasked before Julianne could speak. "Would you tell Blue where I've
gone?| don't want him to worry."

"Gone?" Julianne repested. "Y ou mean that you're out here?"
Emma shook her head and pointed away from the House.
"I'm going into the forest,” she said. "It'scalling meand | haveto go.”

Theforest.

As Emma spoke those smple words, Julianne's own need to walk and experience its mysteries returned
like asharp ache. She yearned to just go. Close the door, and step away into the wonder that lay hidden
beyond those first few trees, but she knew that Cal needed her more right now than she needed the
forest. The spark of what she'd experienced, the glowing truth, was hoarded deep inside her and would
never go away, while Ca's shift in perspective could easly leave him embittered if shedidn't goto him
now.

Still, she couldn't escape a sudden stab of envy. Emma had Blue, and now she got the forest, too... And
Julianne couldn't hel p but resent the fact that she was the one who'd chanced upon Emma and had to
deliver amessage to Blue that she knew he wasn't going to like. They didn't kill messengers anymore, not
likethey did in the old days, but who wanted to be the bearer of bad news? If anything happened to
Emma... every time Bluelooked at her, hed remember who it wasthat had first told him...

Shetried to put those fedlings away before they could take root. They weren't worthy and they made
her fed not just uncomfortable—knowing that they were there in the first place—but unclean aswell.

"It's probably not such agood ideato go off exploring on your own," she said.
Never mind that she'd been about to do the same thing hersalf. But there was a difference, she decided.

People might think she was alittle spacey sometimes, but Emma-Emmadidn't seem to be so much
answering the call of the forest that Julianne had heard hersdlf, as being driven to go out into the night.



Under the trees. Into the unknown.

From that perspective, it seemed a dangerous, even foolhardy thing to be doing.

"We don't know what's out there," she added, the words sounding lame as she spoke them.
Emmajust looked at her for along moment. Then she said, "Y ou know."

Julianne fell sllent. She did know, didn't she? She wanted to go, but shefelt it was more important to go
to Cd right now, to help him get through what was going to be abad moment for him, to try to makeit
something he could look back on with wonder, rather than shame.

"What do you know about trees?' Emma asked suddenly.

Julianne gave her apuzzled look. "What do you want to know?"

"Well, you people—Wicca—you worship them, don't you?"

"Hardly. We respect them.”

Juliann€e's gaze traveled past Emmato the awesome forest that lay behind the House. Thetreescdled to
her till, abittersweet air that once again sparked her longing to step under their sweeping boughs and
partake of their Mystery.

"We listen to them," she added, her voice soft.

Emma nodded, obvioudy understanding the sense of wonder that the forest had woken in Julianne. But
of course she would, Julianne thought. She heard the cdll too, didn't she?

"S0... will you give him my message?' Emma asked.
"But Blue..." Julianne began.

If she had ardationship with aguy like Blue, shed want to share thiswith him. The Mystery. The
wonder of it. She couldn't understand that Emma didn't want to shareit.

"When you'retaking to him," Emmaadded, "would you aso tel him—or Esmerada, if you see
her—that I'vefindly found the answer.” Her eyestook on adreamy look again. "I'm findly going to find
out how to use my gift..."

Julianne wasn't quite sure what that meant so she smply stored it away and tried again to dissuade
Emma

"I don't think that's such a good—"
Julianne broke off as Emmajust drifted by her, heading for the forest.
IIErnmll

Emma paused, facing Julianne at the call of her name.



"I'm okay," Emmasaid. "Honestly, | am. Just give them my message. Please?’
Wheat do | do now? Julianne thought. Try and stop her from going by force? That just wasn't her style.

S0 helplessly, she watched Emmaturn again. In moments, Emmawas under thefirst trees and then the
forest accepted her and she was|ost from sight.

Julianne looked at the trees for avery long time, wanting to go, wishing Emma hadn't.
"Shit," shesadfindly.

Sighing, she went back into the House.

v

"The last time we were here | met this shaman,” Bluewas saying. "A guy named Ur'wen'ta. He's one of
Hakan'ta's people—the onesthat Saraand Ta are staying with. | think we should try to track him down,
or maybe we can find some of the otherrath 'wen 'a . See, thisisther turf and if anybody's going to
know what's going down, | figure they'rethe onesto..."

The ballroom had been steadily filling while he, Esmerddaand Judy talked on the small stage. Fromtime
to time, Esmeral da woke music from the piano—afew bars of Chopin, one of Michag O'Suilleabhain's
keyboard settings of an Irish ar and the like—but her fingers were still more often than not. There were
amodt thirty people gathered on the dance floor. Ginny and Tim had seen about bringing in chairs and
benchesfor them to St upon. A part of thewall by the door had been converted into a makeshift kitchen
by Ohn with plates of sandwiches, teapots with steam curling from their spouts and dozens of
mismatching teacups and mugs laid out on apair of folding tables.

An odd calm had come over most of them—even the poet who'd been so shaken at firg, though his
earlier panic could ill be seenin hiseyes, just waiting to spill out. From timeto time, one or another
would drift to the stage where Blue and the others were talking, but most seemed content to wait, Spping
teaand talking among themsdlves.

Esmerddalet Bluefinish talking about therath'wen'a shaman before she spoke. "I don't think that's such
agood ides, Blue.

"Have you got a better one?"

Oh, don't go al macho on me, Esmerada thought.

"How would you begin to find him?' she said.

"I'd..."

"Theresnot just one Otherworld,” Esmeraldawent on,

"but so many that they can't be numbered. They exist on different planes, in different times..."

As shewatched hisface sag, Esmerddawished shedid have a better ideato offer him, but she knew



from her own limited experience how bewildering the Otherworld could be.

Tim came up just then, effectively postponing their discussion.

"It looks like everybody's here now," he said. "1 think Julianne wasthe last one we were waiting on."
Esmeraldalooked out over the dance floor and was surprised at how many she didn't know. She knew
the regular resdents, of course, and recognized alot of the other faces, but she didn'tknow as many of
them as sheld thought she would.

I've been doing it again, she thought. Stepping back from life and observing instead of partaking init.
And not even observing it al that well. She should know these people. If they were drawn to the House,
then they had something worthwhile to share.

She was disgppointed in the redlization of how easily she'd falen back into her old habits. It was so easy
tojust let her sudiesswalow dl of her time.

"So, areyou going to talk to them?' Tim asked.

Esmeralda nodded and turned to Blue.

"You handlethis," she began, but then she redized something.

She scanned the crowd again, not finding the face she was looking for.
"Emma," she said. Sheturned to Tim. "Has anyone seen Emma?"

She could sense Blue'simmediate tension.

"Jeez," Tim said. "Now that you mentioniit..."

Blue stood up, his chair scraping on the wood floor of the stage. Out on the dance floor, conversation
dtilled, headslifted, gazes settled on the group on the stage.

"Y ou said sheld be okay," Blue began, turning to Esmeralda, features clouding with anger.

Judy rose at hisside and put ahand on hisarm. "She's not Emmals keeper, Blue."

"BU"

"It'snot Esmeraldayou're mad at," Judy added.

No, Esmerddathought. Hewas mad at himsdif, frustrated with the ups and downs of hisrelationship
with Emma, confused at the new turn it was taking. She wished there were something she could say to

make him fed better, but knew that he and Emmahad to work this out on their own.

"She just needs sometimeto hersdf,” shetold Blue. "Well go tak to her after we get done with the
busnessat hand."

"Y ou might want to prepare yourself for abit of atrek, then.”



Esmeraldaturned to see that one of the resident Wicca had joined Tim where he was leaning on the
edge of the stage. It was she who'd just spoken.

"Whét do you mean?' Blue demanded.

"I've seen her," Julianne said, taking a step back from Blue'slooming presence. " She asked me to pass
on amessage to you."

Esmeraldas spirits dropped lower as she listened to what Julianne had to pass on. Blue dammed hisfist
down on the top of the piano, awaking a discordant ring from the instrument's strings. The violent impact
dartled Esmeradda

Don't loseit, shewanted to tell him. Now now. We can't afford it.

But her throat couldn't seem to shape the words. She knew the kind of man Blue was—astudy in
extremes. If you were hisfriend, you were hisfriend for life and held do anything for you. If you were his
enemy, you were unequivocally and forever so. Where helogt it was in the shades of gray: when afriend
did something hurtful, or confusing; something thet didn't fit in with Blue's perceptions of what the person
was.

For one moment she was certain that he was going to do some serious damage to the piano, but then he
just leaned on it with both hands and bowed his head.

"| just don't get it," he said, oblivious to the audience that was watching from the dance floor. His
troubled gaze turned to Esmeralda. "Why won't shetalk to me about thiskind of thing?*

Esmerada couldn't answer that. She was surprised when Julianne spoke up.
"Maybe she doesn't know how," Julianne said.
Bluejust looked at her for along moment, then dowly nodded.

"Maybeyou'reright,” he said. "Doesn't make mefed any better, though. She should be ableto talk to
me about anything—wouldn't you think?'

"Heads up," Tim said before Julianne could answer. "L ookslike you can ask her yoursdlf.”

He pointed to where the ballroom's doors opened out onto the garden. The dight figure of awoman
stood there, hand raised to knock on one of the leaded panes.

But it waan't Emma.
"Saral" Bluecried.

Hewas off the stage and hafway across the ballroom floor before Esmeralda had timeto register that it
reglly was Sara. A flicker of uneasiness stirred in Esmerada. She liked Sara, but as she watched Blue
embrace her in abear hug, she couldn't help but remember the last time she'd seen Jami€'s heir. Shed
wished more than once in the year since that afternoon that they hadn't had that argument.

It had grown partly from Sards ambivaent fedings toward Esmeralda—Sarasmply couldn't ded with
Jamies ghog,, living inside the House; the guilt that woke in her had ended up shifting into aresentment



toward Esmerddafor the good relationship that Esmeralda hersdf had with Jamie. They both knew that
Esmerdda had taken Saras place in the hierarchy of the House—not so much because Esmeradda
wanted it, asthat Saradidn'.

Esmeraldawasn't sure if Sara ever admitted that to herself. What she did know was that Sara perceived
the other haf of the problem to be Esmerddasfaullt.

"Y ou manipulate people,” Saratold her. "It'sred subtle, but every time | comeback | can seeit
happening. Y ou give one person alittle push here, another one a push there, dwaysfor ‘their own good.'
Maybe they can't seeit happening—they're too close to the Stuation or something—but | can seeit and |
dont think it'sright."

"Y ou're not being entirdly fair."

"Yesl am."

Esmera da had shaken her head. "There's abig difference between giving advice and being
manipulative"

"| agree. But theway you give advice makesit seem like it'sthe other's person'sideaand I'd call that
being manipulaive”

n BlJt_"

"I'm not saying that you don't do good; to beredly fair, you're usualy right, but | think it's the wrong
way to go about 'helping' people. It's not honest."

And the way you treat Jamie, Esmeralda had been about to say then. Y ou'd cal that honest?

But shed kept quiet, not wanting to aggravate the Situation. Not wanting to talk about it in the House,
where Jamie could hear and be hurt by what they al knew wasthetruth.

"I don't believe in standing back and seeing my friends hurt themsdlves,” waswhat she had said.
"Sometimes people need to make mistakes.”
"l =2

Sarafrowned a her. "Look, al I'm saying isif you're going to meddle around with peopl€'s heads, at
least be up front about it. Give them your advice and then letthem decide if they want to take it."

They'd left the argument on that note, knowing it wasn't redly resolved, but dso knowing that any further
discussion would merely be repesting things they'd already said.

Remembering the tenson that had lain between them when they'd parted, Esmerddawas alittle wary as
Blue led Saraback to the stage, but Sarajust smiled at her as though they'd never had the argument,
which made Esmeradaredize that Sarawas probably more like Jamie than shedd ever thought. Jamie
never held agrudge; once held had his say, that wasit. Life carried on.

She stepped from the piano bench and sat down on the edge of the stage.



"Hello, Sara," she said. "Y ou've come a an opportunetime.”
"I'm not so sure—"
"You're Sara?' Timinterrupted.

When Sara nodded, he seemed embarrassed for amoment. "I just thought you'd be older," he added
and then redlized that he redlly wasn't making awhole |ot of sense.

"Youre...?' sheasked.

"Tim. Tim Gavin. | never seem to be around when you come by, and | judt... | don't know..."
Esmeradalaid an arm across his shoulders.

"Tim's been taking care of the gardens” she said. "At least hewas until al of this started.”
"Whatis going on?" Saraasked. "'l got theweirdest... sending, | supposeyoud cdl it..."

Shetook off her pack as she described the hooded man and his message that had brought her back to
the House, pulling out the cloak as she spoke.

"That'smy cloak,” Julianne said. "The one that disgppeared from my room thismorning.”

There was quite a crowd gathering up around the edge of the stage now. Questions started coming at
Sara, fast and hard.

"Whet's out there?'
"Isthecity redly gone?'
"Where did you come from?"

Esmerddawaited for amoment, giving Blue, or Sara, the opportunity to take charge, but they both
turned to her. Esmeralda sighed and held up her hands.

"Let'sjust dl dow downaminute” shesaid. "Thanks," she added when shefindly had everyone's
atention.

The various res dents and House guests waited expectantly for what she had to say, but she turned to
Sarafird.

"Sara," she sad. "Did you want to freshen up, or maybe have something to eat, before we get into this?'
"Isthere any coffee?’ Saraasked.
"l can get some," Ohn replied.

"Thenlet'sgettoit,” Sarasaid.
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Julianne, Blue, the House, her padt... everything fell by the wayside as Emma stepped under the trees.
Therewas just the forest. Trunks like immense spires so that she felt she was walking on the rooftop of
some ancient unimaginable city with strange wooden chimney stacksrisng up high on dl sdes of her;
boughed branches above like the domed celling of an enormous chapel; areverent silencein theair that
spoke not just of mysteries, but of some deep profound secret that, could she ever understand it, would
irrevocably change her.

Around her there weretrees felled by lightning and disease, but wherever she walked, the way was
clear. The ground was springy underfoot, thick with mulch. She thought she heard aflute playing and
paused to listen. At firgt it seemed to come from deeper in the forest, but then she realized that its source
lay behind he—back by Tamson House.

She remembered turning to look at the House when shefirst reached the edge of the forest. By the
bright moonlight she saw that its roofs were covered with birds.

Owls.

Birds and House were forgotten once she entered the wood, but the memory of them came back when
she heard the flute. And that made her think of Blue and Esmerada. ..

She drew in adeep breath, let it dowly ouit.

For once shefet in control. The forest had called to her, it was true, but answering that call had beenher
choice. It wasn't like Blue convincing her to get back into her artwork—more by making her fed guilty
because she wasn't doing anything with her life, than through his support, though that, she knew, was her
problem, not his. He was genuinegly supportive. It was just that he always had so much on the go that she
couldn't help but fedl guilty around him because she never seemed to do anything.

And Esmerada

She supposed what bothered her the most was how Blue and Esmeraldawere able to invest a sense of
importance in whatever they did—whether it was fixing a bike, making dinner, or looking up some
obscure reference in an even more obscure book. Everything had meaning for them— some things more
than others, naturaly, but they managed to go through life never having to question the vdidity of what
they were doing. Or at least that was the impression they gave.

Emma questioned everything. But the worst thing, to her way of thinking, was the way she seemed to
automatically adjust her persondity depending on who she was with and what kind of mood they werein.
She'd be contemplative with Esmeralda. With Blue it was split between jockish things like tossing around
afootbal with him and Judy and some of their buddies, or watching movies on the VCR that she wasn't
even sure sheliked, and going to art galleries or classical concerts at the National Arts Centre. Shed talk
to some of the Pagan Party and want to join them in their rituals. When she was with Tim there seemed
to be nothing more fulfilling than working in the gardens. ...

But deep down inside she was never satisfied. She never knew who shewas. Never redly believed that
anything had meaning, little say what she did and never mind this" Autumn Gift" she had.

It didn't make her fed specia the way Esmeralda seemed to think it should. It just made her fed



confused.

When she was ateenager she'd have given anything to step into afantasy world. The odd
correspondence relation-ship in which she and Esmerada had participated then, with its poemsand
drawings and shared mythologies, had been as perfect a subgtitute as she thought ether of them would
ever get. A kind of foil againgt thered world that had, at times, seemedmore red. But, unlike Esmerada,
shed left that world behind. She'd grown up. Matured, she thought, when she reread some of those old
letters.

Only to find that the fantasy world wasred.

Only to find that there redlly was something inside her that could reach out to anthropomorphized
elements of nature and actualy communicate with them. A kind of ... power that carried with it
responsibilities she wasn't ready, or able, to accept; a power for which otherswere willing to kill.

It scared her so much that al she could do was shut it away and tell hersdlf that it didn't exist. She
couldn't talk to trees. She didn't have some healing ability that could make good the wrongs of the world,
no matter how smal she started.

But whilein the real world she could pretend all she wanted that it wasn't redl, that it didn't exist and so
she certainly had no part iniit, it wasn't So easy to do that here. Because here she could lay her hand
againgt therough bark of atree'strunkand fedl it talk to her. A dow, deepy conversation that wasn't so
much communicated by words as directly from the spirit of the tree into her own.

The flute-playing had died away, returning the earlier stillnessto the forest, and with that tillness, she
found her worriesfading just asthe music had. She walked on, feding asthough agreat weight had been
lifted from her heart. Things weren't any clearer—she wasn'tthat changed—abut they were no longer so
frightening.

Ahead of her the trees opened into asmall glen. As she first stepped out onto its thick matted grass she
thought there was adog or awoalf sitting on its haunches at the far side of the glade. She hesitated, her
pulse quickening, but then sheredlized it had just been atrick of the light—her eyes confusing her asshe
stepped from the shadows under the trees into the brighter moonlight.

There was no dog sitting there. Just aman.

She moved forward again, curious now, caution forgotten.

The man looked up at her gpproach and shefdt anag of familiarity at his features. There was something
about histhinning hair and full beard, coupled with the intengity of his gaze, that had her casting back
though her memory trying to remember where shed met him before. And then she redlized that she
hadn't. He only looked familiar because of the pictures sheld seen of him on the walls of the Firecat's
Room that she shared with Blue.

"You'reJamie Tarns" shesaid.

Theman smiled. "So it would seem.”



Julianne liked the way that Esmeralda could just take control of a Situation. While everybody else was
milling about, some dazed and confused, others caught by the wonder of the forest but no less perplexed,
Esmeraddaknew that the firgt priority wasto get them all doing something andthen they could figure out
what was going on. After Sara, Sitting close to Blue, had had a chanceto tell her story and they'd spent
some time discussing how it fit with their own Situation, Esmerada organized work parties, sending them
al off in groups of threes and foursto take inventory of their provisions, clean up the areass where the
forest had intruded on the House, patrol the hallsand the like.

Juliannetried to get paired up with Cd, but he was studioudy avoiding her, the shame plainin hisface
whenever he did glance her way. She wanted to tell him that it was no big dedl, but couldn't, because his
attitude toward herhad been abig dedl. It might not seem like much on the surface, but it underlay the
whole problem she perceived to lie between the sexes and just enforced peopl€e's perceptions of each
other'sroles.

She believed that an awareness of that was the smple truth that had come to Cal in his moment of
epiphany. What she didn't understand was how he couldn't see that sheld be willing to forgive and start
over agan. All his sdf-recrimination was going to do was embitter him.

She wanted to confront him, to just shake some senseinto him so that what held learned wouldn't be
wasted, but she knew she couldn't do that here. Laying his problems out in front of everyone the way that
Blue had gtripped his heart bare earlier would only aggravate the Situation.

So shelet him go, watching him trail after Tim and a couple of the Irish studentsto inventory Brach's
larder in the Penwith Kitchen, then turned to Blue and Judy, with whom she was supposed to check out
the garagesto seeif theréd been any damage done to the House's vehicles, particularly Blue's collection
of trail bikes. Growing up with three brothers who were dl dirt bike enthusiasts, Julianne knew amost as
much about the machines as did either of her companions.

Much of Blu€e'stension seemed to drop away as he entered what was, for him, familiar territory. But
instead of starting on the bikes, he dropped onto the car seat that was bolted to the floor across from his
workbench, and laid his head against its back to stare at the ceiling.

"Y ou okay?' Judy asked.

Bluesghed. "I fed likeafool, going onin front of everybody like | did."

Judy pulled up awooden crate and sat down in front of him.

"Hey, you wereworried,” she said.

"Blind'smorelikeit. Man, | should haveknown things weren't going well between us." Helooked from
her to Julianne and shook hishead. "Who am | kidding?1 did know. | just didn't want to admit it. | mean,
| redly wanted thisto work out—for both of us. So | wastrying hard. Being myself instead of trying to fit
somebody else's perceptions, supporting what | thought she wanted to do, but giving her space...”

Hisvoicetrailed off and he stared at the toes of black cowboy boots.

"Uh, maybe should go," Julianne said. "Give you guys a chanceto talk and everything."

Bluelooked up, his gaze locking onto hers.



"A timelikethis" hesad, "I gppreciate having my friends around me."

He got hold of asmile from somewhere; it didn't quite reach hiseyes, but it was there. Julianne found
hersalf smiling back, trying to keep the wistful way shewasfeding out of her own features.

"Okay," shesaid.

She dragged a battered old wooden chair over to St beside Judy, turning it so that she could rest her
armson its back. There was amoment's awkward silence.

"Y ou guys are both women," Blue said findly. ™Y ou know what you want from aman, right? So tell me,
what was | doing wrong?'

Judy laughed. "Jesus," she said. "How're we supposed to know?"

"I'm being serious.”

"Soaml."

Blue sghed again. "Okay, so that came out wrong—but you know what | mean.”
"Maybe you weretrying too hard,” Julianne said.

A smdll voice was nagging in the back of her mind, asking her what she was doing. If Emmawas out of
the picture, then that just left things open for her, didn't it?

But Julianne ignored the voice. Sheld rather Blue was happy, period, with Emmaor whoever he wanted
to be with. The one thing she wasn't interested in doing was taking advantage of an unfortunate Situation.

"What do you mean?' Blue asked.

"Y ou know—what you were saying. Giving her space, being supportive—it'slike you were handling her
with kid gloves, or maybe dways standing back to check out that you were doing the right thing."

" She's been through some weird shit.”

"l know. But we dl go through it, don't we?"

"Not like she went through.”

"It doesn't matter," Julianne said. " Say your best friend gets hurt in acar crash and you were driving.
That kind of thing just stayswith you. Isthe way you hold on to that going to be any less than how
Emmals dedling with what she went through, or just different?’

"Okay. | seewhat you mean."

"But thething of itis," Julianne went on, "isthat you've been shielding Emma, protecting her from any
kind of a bad scene, right?’

"Well, sure. But what's that got—"



"I getit," Judy said. "It doesn't give her a chance to be strong on her own."

"l wasgiving her space.” Blueleaned forward and flipped his hair back over his shoulder. "Man, if |
gave her any more space we wouldn't be living together anymore.™

"I know," dulianne said. "That's not the answer. It's just that you've got so muchpresence, Blue—"

Judy nodded in agreement.

"—that it might have been hard for her to ever fed like she actudly had any space of her own." She
smiled to take the sting out of what she was saying. "When you'rein the House, | dways know where
you are."

"What—I'm too loud or something?'

"What Juliannestrying to tell you," Judy said, "isthat when you're around, everybody's aware of it. Not

‘cause you're loud, or pushy or any of that kind of crap. It's because you're you. Y ou know what you
want and you go for it. Y ou're not"—she smiled, then corrected hersalf—"you'reusually not confused

about anything."
"So I've got to be different?”

Julianne shook her head. "'It's Emmawho's got to work things out. But that |eaves you with the hard
part. Y ou've got to be there for her, but you've aso got to be patient and give her timeto seeit all

through."
"It'sashitty ded," Judy sad.

Blue nodded dowly. "Tel me about it." He turned back to Julianne. "So | should just |et her do her thing
intheforest?"

"Shelll be okay,” Julianne said. "Haven't youfeltthose trees, their magic. .. their wonder?'

Blue closed his eyesfor amoment and Julianne wondered if he was reaching out to the forest. Evenin
here, with no window to look out, she could fed its presence hersdf. The Mystery whispered to her,
making the spark that was nestled inside her flicker and glow.

"Yeah. | can't fed it," he said. "But I've learned that there's two kinds of wonder: the kind that heals and
thekind that hurts. That forest..."

Hisvoicetrailed off. Judy looked from Blue to Julianne.
"You think it's dangerous?' she asked.

Julianne had thought that of al of them, except perhapsfor Esmerada, Judy was handling thisthe best,
but she heard now the anxiety underlying the smadler woman's voice.

"l don't sense any danger,” Julianne said.

"Well, | guessyou'd know," Blue said.



"Because I'm one of the kidsin the Pagan Party?'

Blue looked embarrassed. "Y ou're just more in touch with thiskind of thing."

"He thinks you're their momma," Judy added, regaining her own humor as Blue's neck got redder.
"l know," Julianne said. "I'm still trying to figure out if that's a compliment or not.”

"Y ou know I'm not cutting you down," Blue said.

Julianne nodded.

"It'sjug,” Bluewent on, "that the last time the House went on avacation like thiswe didn't exactly have
afuntime”

"Does the man have away with words or what?" Judy asked.

Bluejust shook hishead. "Man." He rubbed hisface with his hands, then looked up at the pair of them.
"What say we check out the bikes like we got sent here to do?"

"If we do go out scouting,” Judy said asthey got up, "we can look for Emma, too. Hell, with the way
you keep your enginestuned, Blue, shelll be able to hear us coming even if she'sin the next county.” She
turned to Julianne. "Do they have countiesin this place, do you think?'

"Oh, sure," Julianne said. "Counties, townships, the whole works. Everything'll belaid out niceand
orderly for us"

Julianne glanced back to see Blue till standing by the bolted-down car seat. She could see that he was
meaking an effort to sop worrying, but hissmile il didn't reach hiseyes. Judy followed Julianne's gaze
with her own.

"What are you?' Judy asked Blue. "The supervisor?'

Blue shook hishead. "No. | wasjust wondering why neither of you came with amute button.”

"Cute," Judy said as she crouched down beside the engine of the nearest bike to check its digtributor
cap. "Red cute. Reminds me of thisguy | met in the L aFayette one night. He was just as witty asyou,
Blue—at least he was until | took him out back and thumped him."

"Youdidn't," Julianne sad.

"Get this" Judy went on. "Guy caled himsdf the Porker..."

10

"Everybody'slooking for you," Emmasad.

Her momentary fear at coming across the man vanished now that she knew who he was. She sat down



onthegrassin front of him and regarded him with afrank curiosity that he didn't seem to mind.
So thiswas Jamie Tarns, she thought.

Sheld been hearing about him from Blue and Esmerada ever since sheld moved to the House, Now,
findly, she was getting the chance to meet him.

That he had died some seven years ago didn't seem odd. Not in this place. Not in thisforest. Not after
having been aware of his presence in the House for the past couple of years. What was odd wasfindly
seeing him in the flesh, one hand stroking his beard, theintensity of his gaze lightened by aflickering
twinklethat lay in the back of hisgray eyes.

"People are dwayslooking for me," he said. "And then, when they find me, they're not dways pleased.”

Emmasamiled. "I'm not scared,” she said. "Blue'stold meal about you. He said you can get spacey, but
you're certainly not dangerous.”

"It'snot that I'm aphysica threat,” he said.

| guess not, Emma thought, taking in hissmdl frame. Helooked to bein hisfifties and though he didn't
seem particularly frail, he wasn't exactly Arnold Schwarzenegger alther.

"Then what isit about you that bothers people?’ she asked.

" tdll them thingsthey don't want to hear."

"Like... ?'

He amiled. "Through what you perceive to be aquirk of fate, but which was, in fact, inevitable, you
acquired a gift that alows you communion with what most would believe to be the supernatura. Though
there are many who hunger desperately for such agift, you deny it. Y ou have been shown, not once but
many times, how it can not only enrich your life, but alow you the opportunity to leave the world a better

place than it was when you were born into it, yet you refuseit.”

Emma shifted uncomfortably as he spoke. The hint of humor had disappeared from his eyes. Hisgaze
seemed to impale her with itsferocity.

“I...." she began.

"Y our attitude bespeaks not only immeaturity, but agrave irrespongbility. What you do belittles not only
you, but the gift itsdlf.”

What he was saying struck too close to home.

"l don't even know what it is" shesaid. "I don't understand it!"
He had absolutely no sympathy for her.

"You havent tried to learn.”

"But | have. It'sjust that whenever | talk to Esmerada about it, my head startsto spin and | get sick to



my stomach.”
"That'sonly fear," hesaid.

"I'm not like you and her,” Emmasaid. "l don't get off on dl of thisweird Stuff. | didn't ask for anybody
to givemeanything.”

He shook hishead. "That's not true. Y ou caled to the spirits of thisworld, time and again; you walked in
the forest and spoke their names. Season by season, you paid homage to mysteries, great and small.”

Emmalooked at him like he was insane, but then she realized what he was talking abouit. 1t was when
shewasin her teens. When she and Esmeralda were corresponding. When thewell of creativity that first
garted her drawing seemed bottomless and the sketches and paintings came alive under her fingerswith
amost no conscious effort or thought.

She used to walk in the woods and fields around her parents house and literally talk to the trees as
though they could understand her. Sheld fed the touch of a breeze on her cheek and call out agreeting to
Esmerdda, for wasn't Esmerddathe Westlin Wind, just as she was the Lady of Autumn, who carried the
heart of the season in her breast?

"I wasjust akid then," she said.

"The spiritsdon't judge abeing by itsage, only by itsintegrity.”

"You're not being fair!" Emmatold him. She was only just holding back tears. "I'm not a dishonest
person.”

But he only looked &t her.

“I'mnot.”

"Y ou share your fedingswith others?' he asked. "Y ou don't hurt those you love with your silences?!
"

The torrent broke from inside her. She wept, head bowed, face in her hands. He made no moveto
comfort her, only waited until the tears ebbed, the torrent subsided.

“l... try..." shefindly saidinasmdl voice

She looked up and saw, through atear-blurred gaze, that he was grinning at her.
"Do you see?' he asked.

-

"What | meant. No onelikesto hear what | haveto say."

Anger arose likeadark cloud in her at the smug tone of hisvoice.

"Y ou bastard!" she cried, her voice still husky from her tears. "Thisisdl somebig joketo you, isn't it?"



"Toignore humor isto view the world with only one eye.”
"You'renot Jamie. You'renot at al like Blue said you were."

Hisfeatures went suddenly serious. "Understand this, Emma Fenn. The Otherworld changes people.
Without a strong sense of self, or of purposg, it will transform you into your deepest desires or fears.”

It wasn't so much what he said ashow he said it that cut through Emmals anger, eroding its hold on her.
An uneasy feding stole through her.

"What do you mean?" she asked.

"Haf theworld isnight,” hetold her. "Do you understand what | mean by that?"

Emmanodded. "That's because of the way the earth turnson its axis. It'saways night somewhere..."

Her voicetrailed off as he shook his head.

"No. It's nothing so smple, yet it'sthe most basic truth you could ever learn. A hard truth." He tapped
hischest. "Ingde uslies every posshility thet is available to asentient being. Every darkness, every light.
It is the choices we make that decide who or what we will be."

"Onyour world, they speak of oné's environment, how it affectsindividuasin their formative years.

Y our family, your friends, your socid standing, your schooling. .. they al shape and mold you into the
person that you become. By the time you gain an awareness of the process, you've already become who

youwill be. It'sonly those with agreat strength of will, and avigorous awareness of sdf, who can change
themsalves."

"Doyou follow mesofa?'
Emmadowly nodded.

"In the Otherworld, thisis accentuated. If they abide here too long, the weak-willed go mad; even a
strong personality can have hisor her strengths undermined, can be made weak and so be affected.”

"I don't understand why you're tdling methis”

"I've atwofold purpose,” hereplied. "Thefirgt isto warn you that you and those who have come with
you to thisredm are in danger—from themsalves as much as from the influences of the Otherworld. The
second isto explain what it isthat makes your gift so important. Because of the understanding—the
insght—that it alows you, you are cgpable of helping those who turned to the night by showing them
their options. Not in words, not by long tedious explanations or manipulations, but by smply making
them aware.

"But thetrees..." Emmabegan.
They didn't talk to her about this. They smply whispered asense of mystery to her.

"Paces can be affected in asmilar fashion. Have you never felt uncomfortable for no good reason in one
place, yet perfectly finein another?"



She nodded, waiting for him to go on, but hefdl silent once more.

"So," shesaid findly. "I'm supposed to be some kind of do-gooder, running around saving people and
places from themselves? Isthat what you're saying?'

He shook hishead. "No. Y ou are avessd into which the potentia to help has been poured. No
one—no person of your world, no spirit of thisworld—can make you be what you're not or what you
dont wishto be"

Emmasighed. "I... I'mjust not much good at that kind of thing. My own lifeis screwed up enough
without my thinking | can tell people how to livetheirs.”

"It isn't necessary for you to confront each person on an individua basis. Can you remember how you
fet when youwere communicating through your artwork? Not just the sense of completion, but the sense
of rightness—the sense that you had brought to life something that could live beyond your sphere of
being, that hed in it far more potentia than you ever redized you wereimbuing in the work?

Emma shifted uncomfortably. It had been so long since sheld felt good about anything she did. But
thinking back to those days, she could remember—not so much what she had lost, asthat she had lost...
something.

"Vagudy," shesadfindly.

"And were you ever moved or changed by the creative work of another?

"Oh, sure. But—" She paused. "l see.”

"Good."

"And the places?' she asked then.

"Y ou can only do what you can when you find yourself in a place that requires your help.”

"| dill don't think I candoit.”

Hesmiled. "Y ou don't haveto."

Emmajust looked at him. After this huge pep talk in which sheld learned far more about the Autumn Gift
than she'd ever thought she could—Ilearned and not been scared of the knowledge—he was now telling
her that none of it mattered?

"l don't get it," she said.

"Y ou can leave it behind—herein the Otherworld. Return it to those who gifted you with it in thefirst
place”

Emmalooked at the cathedraling trees that encircled the glen and wondered if he meant them.

"Jugt likethat?' she asked.



"No. But | could show you. It's not an entirely... arduous procedure.”

Emmals eyes narrowed, suspicion flaring in her. Thereéd been those who'd tried to tear the gift from her.
Was hejust trying a different approach to reach the same goal ?

"What'sinit for you?" she asked, wondering why she even cared.

Because wasn't thiswhat she wanted—to be free of the damned thing? To be free of influences—the
gifts, those of the people around her...

"I want nothing from you," he said, then added, "no, that's not entirely true. | do require your help, but in
an unrelated matter.”

"Whichis?'
"Tamson House. It needs rescuing.”
Emmalooked at him, not sure sheldd heard him correctly. "Come again?'

"Tamson House stands at a crossroads between the worlds. It is our entrance to your world, your
entrance to ours. There are very few such places still extant in your world, and fewer il so... pure.
Why do you think it isthe gathering place of so many cregtive individuas?'

That was true, Emmathought. She might not get much ingpiration init, but it certainly drew more than its
share of artists, musicians and writers, not to mention those who were interested in the paranormal or the
old-religion people that Blue caled the Pagan Party.

"Thereisacertain man in your world," he went on, "who... covets the House's power. He has been sick
for avery long time—aspecid kind of Sckness: other people smply don't exist in hisworldview. Heisn't
adoneinthisillness, but in him it has become an art in amordity. He meansto use the power of the House
to rguvenate himsdf.”

"But isn't that kind of what everybody doesthere?' Emmasaid. "Esmeralda always talks about how it'sa
haven, that it gives people a chance to open themsaves up that they'd never get outsde itswalls and then
the Housefillsthem with itsenergy.”

"True, but they return as much asthey take. Thisman will takeit al and give nothing back. When heis
done, Tamson House will be abuilding like any other—alittle larger perhaps, but it will havelost itsbond
with the Mystery. And the man—an amora such as he will be capable of great harm once he hastaken
the potency of Tamson House's spirit into hisown.”

"Normally the House's guardian isthere to deal with such astuation. Tamson House is not a place which
suffersthe mean-spirited lightly.”

That much Emmaknew. She'd overheard more than oncein its hals people ta king about how the
House seemed to take care of itsdlf. Bad thingsjust didn't seem to happeninit. Sheld even felt a sense of
that hersdlf, though sheld never redly thought about it until just this moment.

"With the House's guardian gone," her companion went on, "the House lies hel pless. And thisman.... he
has aready begun to feed."



Something bothered Emma about what he wastelling her, but she couldn't quite put her finger onit.

"Y ou must find away back to where the House standsin your world; then you must find and stop this

That brought her out of her reverie.
"What—me?'
He shrugged. "Whoever will doit. Y our friend Blue perhgps?!

"Why don't you do it your—" she began, but then she had it. Now she knew what had been troubling
her. "Y ou're supposed to be the guardian,” she went on. "Why don't you just stop it?"

"| can't get through. I've tried. The man was expecting my interference and set up certain... safeguards
to ensure that | would be unableto stop him."

Emmastudied him for along moment. "Y ou're not Jamie Tarns," she said.

Thistime she spoke from logic, rather than anger.

"l never said | was."

"But you never said you weren't either. And you look just like him."

"I wanted to appear in a shape that would seem nonthreatening to you, yet one you might aso hear out.”
"So what do you redly look like?" she asked, not really sure she wanted to know.

"That's not important.”

"Okay. Just tel mewho you are.”

"'Someone you wouldn't trust if you knew."

"l don't trust you now."

"You'dtrust melessif you had my name," he said.

"But you sill expect meto help you?'

"You're not just helping me; you'll be helping yoursdlf... and your friends."

"How do | know that?'

The only answer he gave was a shrug. She tried to stare him down, but he returned her gaze with just a
hint of laughter in the back of hiseyes. Theworst thing about al of this, she redlized, was that—God
knew why—but shedid trust him. Maybe it was because hed managed to articulate things for her that

she'd never been ableto grasp before. Esmeralda had tried often enough, but for some reason, the words
just weren't there for her to use.



"I'll haveto talk to the others" shesaid findly.

He nodded. " Just remember, time's running out. Every hour you stay hereisthat much more dangerous
for many of those who accompanied you to this place. And every hour, our enemy grows stronger.”

"Okay. But | fill haveto tak to the others.”
"Do what you mug."

"What's this man's name?"

"l don't know."

"Wel, where can wefind him?'

"I don'tknow . If | could track him, I could reach him, and if | could reach him"—afera himger wokein
his eyes— "this conversation would be unnecessary.”

"Except for what you told me about the gift,” Emmasaid.

His eyes softened. "Except for that. After, when dl of thisis done, we will speak of that again. If you
chooseto leaveit here, | can help you."

"But you won't tel me what you get out of helping me."

"Not the gift at any rate," hetold her. Laughter spokein hiseyesonce more. "l don't need it. After dl,
I'm part of what gifted you in thefirst place.”

"Youre—"
"Look!" he cried suddenly, pointing in darm at the forest behind her.

There's nothing there, shetold hersdlf. It'sjust some stupid trick. But she couldn't help looking al the
same. When she turned back, she was alone in the glade.

She scrambled to her feet, turning wildly to look in al directions, but he wasredly gone. That quick.
That super-naturdly quick.

A shiver of dread crawled up her spine.

Widl, what did you expect? she asked hersdf. In this place, being what he said hewas.
I'm part of what gifted you in the first place.

Wasthat true? Was any of what he'd told her true?

Too much of it, sheredlized.

The Otherworld changes people. Without a strong sense of self, or of purpose, it will transform
you into your deepest desires or fears.



She took amoment to get her bearings and then hurried back to the House. Passing through the trees,
thistime she bardly noticed them except as obstaclesin her way.

11

"He'sredly gone, isn't he?' Sarasaid, looking at the rolltop desk that housed the mainframe of Jamie's
computer.

Although the Postman's Room had become Esmerdda's study and contained the clutter of her work
on the desk and side tables, in the stacks of book and papers leaning up against the bookcases, no
matter where Saralooked, she was reminded of Jamie. Especidly familiar was the oldman hum of the
computer, clearing itsthroat asit searched through its disk drives. She remembered Jamie's namefor it,
remembered dl his names. Memoriafor the computer. Aenigmafor hisfiles. Arcanology for his studies.

Oh, Jamie, shethought.

A tight feding grabbed her chest and she had to wipe at her eyes with the deeve of her sweater. From
beside her, in the twin to the club chair in which she was sitting, Esmerdda reached out ahand and laid it
gently on Saras shoulder. Ohn sat on his haunches, his back leaning againgt abookcase. Ginny was at
the desk, frowning as she worked the keyboard.

"Theresno sense of his presence anywhere in the House," Esmerdda said. "God knows, I've searched
for sometrace of him, but it's as though he never came back.”

Died, Sarathought. And then came back. But what was it that had come back? Not really Jamie, shed
believed. There had aways been aghost in the house, aspirit living init, looking after thingslikethe
Hobberdy Dick from that Briggs story that sheld loved as alittle girl. She hadn't been ableto beieveit
was Jamie, until now. Now that he was gone.

"But did he leave voluntarily, or was he coerced into doing so?' Ohn asked.

"I'd say voluntarily,” Esmeralda said. "Hed been taking for sometime of finding away to vist the
Otherworlds. | just don't think he redlized what would happen if he deserted the House."

Like| deserted him, Sarathought.

"You believeit followed him?' Ohn asked.

Esmeralda nodded. "The House must have been drawn into the backwash of his departure. At that point
he would have redlized that something waswrong, but it seemsthat there was nothing he could do about
it. The Weirdin he left on the screen, the cloak he sent to Sara. .. these were dl he could do to warn us of
the danger.”

Ginny looked away from the computer screen to study the two of them.

"What are you talking about?' she asked.

"Jamie Tarns" Esmerddasaid. "The previous owner of the House."



"But he's supposed to be dead. Y ou're speaking of him asthough he were il dive.”
"Hewas," Esmeradasaid. "In away. His spirit lived in the House; it spoke to usthrough Memoria."
Ginny looked a the computer where the Weirdin symbol still nickered on the screen.

"I aways thought that was just the way you spoke about your software,” she said dowly. "I never took it
literally. Theway everything here hasits own name..."

"Jamiewasred," Esmerddasad. "More red than many people who have abody to carry them around
intheworld."

Sarashivered. Shewatched Ginny study Esmeraldas features, looking for the joke that wasn't there.

"l..." Ginny began; then she shook her head and turned back to the computer. "Never mind," she added
and began to work the keys again.

"How canwe... find him?' Sara asked.
Thelook in Esmeraldas eyes lacked her usua confidence.

"l don't know," she said. "He could be anywhere. The Otherworlds are scattered through so many
tempora aswell as gpatid layersthat | can't think whereto begin. | reach for him—for that individual
essence that sets him gpart from everyone else—but it'slike he's everywhere. Or nowhere.”

"While each moment we stay here, our danger increases,”" Ohn added.
Saranodded. She knew that much about the Otherworld. To those unprepared for the potency of its
mysteries, the Otherworld wasless a place of marvels than a source for madness. It wasn't amply the

imagination of storytellersthat wasthe sourcefor dl those tales of mortals straying into Faerie coming
back as either poets or mad.

"Like the boar that attacked me?' she asked. " Or thosememegwesi that Tim and | saw in the garden?”
"The bodachs," Esmerddasaid. "They themsaves won't do us any harm unless we begin to believe their
illusions. But the boar..." She rubbed wearily at her eyes. "Werelike adisease, insofar asthe

Otherworld is concerned. Continuing with that analogy, the boar is an antibody, trying to expel usfrom
the Otherworld's body. The longer we stay here, the more potent its defense will become until were

findly gone”

"It wouldn't be so bad if there were just afew of us— but we've the House itsdlf and closeto forty
people, most of whom aren't in the least bit prepared for what they're undergoing..."

"We were here before," Sarasaid. "The House and a bunch of people.”
"But you had aprotector in the House then,” Ohn said. "Thistime were on our own."
"If we could find Jamie," Esmerddabegan.

"I've got something!" Ginny called.



They crowded around the computer to seeimages of the Weirdin symbolsflickering rapidly acrossthe
screen. Saratried to pick them out, but they were going by too fast for her to focus on any single one of
them.

"It'slike that story about thel Ching ," Esmerdda said, speaking moreto herself.

"What'sthat?' Saraasked.

" Someone was supposed to have asked the book to defineitself. In responsg, it gave back six moving
lineswhen the yarrow stakswere thrown."

"Which means?' Ginny asked, ahalf breath before Sara spoke.

"If you follow the moving linesthrough in their proper progression,” Esmerddaexplained, "it givesyou dl
sixty-four hexagrams—the entirel Ching . That's what we're seeing here. All of the Weirdin, every disc.”

n Bljt—"

"Shhh. Let me concentrate.”

Esmeralda closed her eyes. The light from the screen flickered on her face, waking strange shadows that
were here, gone again, there. Saracould fed something like astatic charge building up in the room. A
breeze seemed to have spring up, athough there was no window open.

"Got... something..." Esmerddasad.

"Take care," Ohn told her, but Sara could tell that Esmeralda hadn't heard him.

Esmeraldaturned from the screen and took two stepsinto the center of the room.

"It'scloser,” shesad. "lI'vedmodt..."

The breeze turned into a sudden wind, spinning paper from the desk and tossing Esmeraddaslong hair
about her shoulders. She took another step and then it was as though she'd stepped behind an invisible
wall. Therewas adight sound of air being displaced, then the wind was gone.

And so was Esmeralda

Ginny stared open-mouthed at where Esmeralda had vanished. Sarawas dmost as surprised, for all that
shewas used to the abrupt magical appearances and disappearances of Pukwudji and hiskin. Only Ohn
seemed cam.

"Goath an lar, " hemurmured.

Saraautomatically trandated the Gadlic words into English. Thefirst time shed met Tal held given her
the gift of tongues. Westlin Wind, Ohn had named Esmeralda. Now she understood that mercurial
feynessthat she had always sensed around Esmeralda. She was like the little mysteries of the
Otherworld, an air spirit with the secret of the wind hidden in her bresst.

"I fear for her," Ohn added.



With avague sense of surprise, Saraknew that she did too. Somewhere between the argument they'd
had when they'd parted ayear ago and this moment, she realized that while perhaps she didn't exactly
like thiswoman who'd assumed dl of the responsibilities that Sarashould have hersdf, she did admire
Esmerdda

"Does she know her way around?' Saraasked, thinking of how easily sheld lost herself in getting here.

Ohn nodded. "I bdievethat sheis as a home in the Otherworlds as sheisin her own, but | doubt that all
the knowledge in either will be enough.”

"Why?What do you know?"

Ohn turned to look at her. "Esmeraldaislike your Jamie was. she collects knowledge and lore and seeks
to understand the worlds better through both. Her strength isin how she can open roadsfor

others—both physicd roads, and pathways of the mind and spirit. She has no power of her own.”

"You cdl vanishing like she did having no power?" Ginny asked.

It was obvious from the tone of her voice that she was ill having trouble assmilating what shed just
seen.

"Thereare two kinds of magic,” Ohn said. "One involves persond abilities, such ashow Esmeraldacan
step between the worlds and her gift of vision which alows her to see beyond the physical to the heart of
amatter so that sheknows its essence. The other is more complex asit involves the actual manipulation of
matter, the ability to impose oneswill upon an object or another being and transformit.”

"l sense the hand of an adept skilled in the latter art involved in dl of this™

Saraand Ginny were still mulling that over when Emma came bursting in through the study door.

"Where's Esmerdda?’ she asked. "I've got to talk to her. | know what's going on."

Wonderful, Sarathought. Why couldn't Emma have shown up five minutes earlier?

"Your timing'sthe pits,” shesad.
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She knew, Cal thought every time Julianne looked a him. She knew exactly what had happened to him.

He could tell that she wanted to talk to him about it, but that was something he just couldn't handle.
Every time he thought about how he'd been treating her, his shame roselike atidal wave insde him,
making it impossible to breathe. It was as though shed caught him masturbating with apicture of her in
hisfree hand, which, in away, was exactly what he had been doing. Not physicaly, perhaps, but it realy
didn't make much difference, did it? Hed ill been doingit.

How was he ever supposed to face her again?

If they ever got out of thisweird forest, the first thing he was going to do was pack up and move his
things out of the House. Maybe held even move out of the city.

"Y ou okay?'

He started at Tim's voice, then redlized that he'd been standing at a cupboard, staring at the ranks of
canned soups, pad in one hand, pencil immobilein the other. He was supposed to be taking inventory
with Tim and the two Irish students, but he hadn't written athing down in five minutes.

"Yesh," hesad. "Just dandy."

Before Tim could continue the conversation, Ca got busy talying cans of soup. He gave asigh of relief
as Tim turned away and went back to his own counting, but it wasn't long before his concentration drifted

again.
Man, he thought. For agourmet cook, Brach sure stocked afull larder of canned goods. He could
understand the dry goods—flour, teas and coffees, spices—but held aways thought that real hotshot
chefs preferred fresh vegetables, pasta and the like to the canned and packaged varieties. Y ou'd think—
A thump on the door close to where he was standing brought him back to his surroundings once more.

"What—?" he began.

A heavy grunting on the far sde of the door—followed by a second, louder thump that made the



wooden pands shudder—cut him off. Tim rose up from the floor cupboard held been investigating. The
Irish students stepped out of the pantry.

The Penwith Kitchen, like the Silkwater on the far side of the House, looked out onto the garden, which
was completely enclosed by the House. There shouldn't be anybody out there, Ca thought as the door
took another blow. Thistime one of the pandls cracked. The grunting was louder-angry. A fourth blow
knocked out the cracked pand and then they could all seethe snout of the wild boar that was attempting
to bresk in.

"Jesud" Timsaid.

Seeing them, the boar went into afrenzy, battering the door, hooves scrabbling on the porch outside.
Tim gave one of the students a push down the hall that led deeper into the House.

"Get out of here!" he cried. "C'mon—move!”

The other student hurried to follow. Tim tugged on Cd'sarm, but Ca hardly fdlt the touch. He was
transfixed by the boar's fury asit fought to widen the hole it had broken in the door. The creature's
enraged gaze settled on him.

That should have been Julianne's reaction, he thought. She should have been angry with him, she should
have hated him for the lie he/d held between them. Instead, she'd forgiven him. Hed seenit in her eyes.

How the hdll could anybody be that compass onate?
Maybe he should just let the boar—
"Have you got adeath wish or something, Townsend?' Tim asked.

His grip tightened on Ca'sarm. Without giving Cal the chance to protest, he hauled him out of the
kitchen and dammed the door shut.

"Shit," Timsaid. "If it can get through that outside door, thisisn't going to hold it back at dl.”

Cd finally focused on his companions. He shivered as he redized what he'd been thinking. Letting the
boar attack him—that was just being crazy.

"We've got to warn the others;" one of the students said.
Tim nodded. "And get Blue to haul out some of hisartillery.”

They could till hear the boar worrying at the door. There was the sound of tearing wood, a heavy
snorting, bangs asit threw itsimmense body against the breaking wood.

"Let'sgo!" Tim cried.

He started off down the hdl at arun. The students followed. Cal hesitated for along moment. He
listened to the boar's fury and tried to understand what had gotten into him back therein the kitchen.
Then he heard the door leading into the garden give way and he bolted after the others. Vaguely he heard
asharp report from the other sde of the House—Ilike the backfire of acar, or agun being fired—but he
wasin too much of ahurry to give it more than apassing thought.



Blue had aready broken out the artillery. He kept his old Winchester and a 1-gauge pump-action
Remington shotgun for himself, passing aong another pair of shotguns, aMarlin lever-action .22 and a
Browning single-shot rifle to those who were taking the first patrol through the House's corridors.

Ohn had been teamed with a sculptor named Sean Byrne—a huge, strapping man with festures as
roughly chisdled ashisart wasin itsinitid stages. He carried one of Blue's shotguns cradled in hisarms as
the two of them patrolled the long halway that ran aong the north side of the house. Ohn had refused
Bluée's offer of awegpon himself, holding up the claw of his hand when Bluetried to argue with him.

"Chrig," Bluehad sad, "l wasn't thinking..."

Ohn had amply laid his good hand on Blu€e's shoulder, giving him a squeeze before he followed Sean out
onther patrol.

"Some weird scene,”" Sean said asthey reached the door to the Library and were about to start back.

Ohn nodded. He paused to look at the jungle of vegetation that had overtaken Ginny's workplace.
There were rustlings in the undergrowth that lay thick against the bookshelves, twitterings and small
rgppings againg the glass display shelves.

"Makes you wonder," Sean went on.

Ohn wondered constantly, about so much that it couldn't possibly al be catalogued. But that was what
the Mysteries did: they made one question and wonder. Ohn didn't believe that they existed for that
purpose; the Mysteries smply were. If anything, perhaps man had been created to question them and
wonder.

"And where does your wondering take you?"' he asked his companion.

Sean shrugged. He shifted the shotgun from the crook of hisarm so that its barrels lay againgt his
shoulder.

"Well," hesaid. "Y ou hear about things like thisal the time—UFO abductions, Bigfoot, al that weird
suff—and you haveto just laugh at it. Y ou see those hokey faked-up picturesthey runin the
supermarket tabloids... That'swhat'd happen if we went to anyone with this story. It would sound just as
phony. Except it'sred.”

Ohn's gaze drifted back to the wild thickets that had taken over the Library.

"Indeed,” he said.

"So it makes mewonder,” Sean said. "How much of that stuff | used to laugh at—how much of it was
red?'

"One marvel does not necessarily beget another,” Ohn replied. "I don't doubt that some of what you
speak of wasred, but logic dictatesthat it can't al be so."

"Y ou can say that, even looking at al of this?' Sean asked, waving ahand at the Library. "Even being



wherewe are?"

"Perhaps especidly so," Ohn replied. "Thereisagreat world of difference between Mystery and
nonsense, between glamour and fantasy. What we are experiencing will remain with us forever—that is
part of itsgift to us. It changesus." He tapped his chest. "Here, within—where it matters.”

"Those others—the ones that are written up in the broadsheets of which you spoke—their lives don't
seem changed to me. The only difference it has madein their livesisthat it brought them some
momentary fame; their neighbors regard them with either sympathy or mockery, but they learned nothing
from their experiences. They weren't changed.” He turned to look at his companion. "How can anyone
experience thisandnot be changed—irrevocably so?'

"Peoplereact differently to things," Sean said. "Just be-cause they don't seem changed doesn't mean that
what they saw or felt wasn't red.”

"Granted,” Ohn said. "But in my experience, it's best to smply keep an open mind and—"

He broke off at the sudden clatter of hoofbeats that came from the hallway that ran dong the south side
of the House. Both men stepped from the doorway of the Library. As Sean brought the butt of the
shotgun to his shoulder, a stag came around the corner of the hal into their view. Its hooves did on the
floor, digging long runndsinto the hardwood's finish; then it bounded toward them.

It was abeautiful beast, Ohn thought, with at least twelve tines per antler. A mgjestic stag, loosed from
the wood to find itsdlf lost in the House like a stray thought.

He started to draw back into the Library, out of the creature's way, when he redized that Sean was
about tofire,

"No!" he cried, pushing the barrdl of the gun up into the air just as Sean pulled the trigger.

The roar of the shotgun was deafening. Off-baanced as Sean was, the kick of the weapon tumbled him
to thefloor. The stag tried to stop, legs scrabbling, hooves diding, dignity stolen asit sought purchase on
the smooth floor. It bumped againgt the wall, its antlers striking the doorframe not three inches from
Ohn's head.

Ohn ducked as the wood splintered. His own sense of balance was dl awry fromtheringing in hisears.
He leaned against the doorframe, watching asthe stag did to astop afew yards farther down the hdl. It
turned panicked eyesin hisdirection for onelong moment; then it fled off down the hall.

"Jesus," Sean said, picking himsdf up from thefloor. "What'd you do that for? It couldve killed us."

"It wasn't trying to hurt us," Ohn said. "It was just scared.”

"Scared. Right. What the hell wasitdoing in here?!

"It didn't want to be here any more than we do," Ohn replied. "It's the forest—it's growing stronger.”

"What do you mean?"'

"I'm not sure how to explain. | just know that the longer we stay here, intruding on the forest, the more
perilousit will becomefor us." Heturned to Sean. "We don't belong here, you see—not the House, not



so many of us, dl at once. Our presence here angersthe forest and its anger istranamitted to the
creatures that inhabit its reaches, spreading panic and fear and anger among them.”

"They don't mean to hurt us, but they will."
"Wed better get back and tell the others,” Sean said.
Ohn nodded. "Though | don't doubt that they are dready aware.”

His gaze returned to the jungle that the Library now held. He thought of Jamie's spirit lost and of
Esmeradagonein search of it. Hisfear for her safety—afear which had lain heavy in histhoughts since
the moment she'd vanished from the Postman's Room—grew into asharp blade of pain.

Shewill survive, hetold himsdf. She had to.

He gavetheinterior of the Library alast ook, then hurried after Sean.

Judy didn't like guns but considering their present situation, not having one seemed aworse proposition
than carrying one, so she found hersalf hauling around one of Blue'srifles. Knowing her luck, shed
probably shoot hersdlf in thefoot withit.

"It'sjust atwenty-two, so it doesn't have too much of akick," he assured her. "Buit it doesn't have that
much stopping power either, so don't go getting cocky."

"I'll leave that for you he-man types,”" shetold him.

Blue had seemed surprised at how few of those trapped with them in the Otherworld had any
experience with weapons. There was a guy named Willie McLoughlin who was one of the Pagan Party,
the sculptor Sean and—this surprised Judy the most—one of the poets, John Haven, reedthin and the
softest-spoken of the bunch of them. She figured Julianne could probably handle one too, what with
having a handful of brothers and the way she knew her way around the dirt bikes, but Julianne never

spoke up.

"When | wasakid, everybody had a BB gun,” Blue had said, "and you just waited for the day you got
your first twenty-two."

"The closest | ever got wasa Gl Joe doll," Judy told him. "I got him for the accessories—you know, the
jeep and Stuff.”

Bluejust nodded, then said, "If you're going to go out on patral, I'd rather you carried one."

So sheld taken it, never saying anything about Ohn not having to lug one of the ugly things around. She
just hoped she didn't haveto useit.

Her partner as she patrolled the second floor was Willie. He looked like a bit of a space cadet, shed
thought at first. He was wearing one of those collarless Indian cotton shirts and baggy cotton pants, with
acouple of strands of beads and allittle lesther pouch that had who knew what inside dangling from his
neck. His hair was dmost aslong as Blue's but he didn't tie it back, and he had one of those goatees that
drove Judy nuts. They aways made her think of B-movievillains.



But if helooked abit spacey, he didn't act it. And he carried his shotgun with an easy familiarity that
made Judy fedl abit more confident than shewould haveif al of their protection had relied solely upon
her.

They were on their way back to the Postman's Room, when they heard the dull boom of afirearm being
fired dmogt directly below them. She turned from the doorway that they'd been about to enter and
looked nervoudy down the hal to where she could see a set of stairsleading down.

"What the hell do you thinkthat was?' she asked, her hands getting sweaty where they gripped therifle.
Willie had gone ahead into the room. When he replied, it wasn't to answer her question.

"Look at this," he said. His voice sounded strained.

She backed up to the doorway until she could look in but still see down the hall just by turning her head.

"Look at what... ?' she began, but then she saw what he was talking about and her throat got suddenly
dry and just closed up on her.

Thewindow to the room stood open; the room itself wasfull of owls. They perched on the backs of
chairsand on lamp stands, on dressers, the headboard of the bed, the windowsill and the window itself.

The latter swung back and forth with two of the wide-eyed creatures sitting on it, their heads swiveling so
that while their bodies moved back and forth, their gazes remained fixed on her and Willie.

"Suh," Judy said. She cleared her throat and tried again. " Sara said something about owls..."

One rose suddenly and flew straight for them. Willie ducked and Judy backpedaled out of the way as
the bird swooped past them, then sailed off down the hallway. In moments the rest of the birdswerein
flight. The air wasfilled with the sound of their wings asthey rose one by one from their perches and flew
into the hal. There they split up, some going down the halway in one direction, some the other.

"Thisistoo freaky," Judy sad.

Sheleaned weakly against the wall, the gun clutched against her chest. She wasn't even aware that she
wasdill haldingiit.

"Wed better tell Blue," Willie said.

"| think they're going to get to him before we can,” Judy said.

She pushed away from the wall and went into the room. Laying her rifle on the bed, she walked to the
window and gingerly looked out. In the darkness she could just vaguely make out the looming presence

of the forest. Shivering, she shut the window and bolted it.

"Maybe we should leave it open,” Willie said. At Judy's raised eyebrows, he added, "So they'll havea
way to get out.”

"And then something d<ell haveaway in."

"l didn't think of that."



Judy picked up therifle. "Let'sjust get back.”

Willie stared at the closed window, then nodded. Side by side, starting at each natura creak and groan
the House made, they followed the owls back to the east side of the House.

John Haven stood at the window, rifle held in one hand, its muzzle pointed at the floor, and looked out
into the night. He was a dender, dmost effeminate-looking man in hislate twenties. Hishair wasfine,
short on the top, longer in the back where it was gathered into a short pony tail. When he was beside
him, Bluefdt like some hulking footbal player towering over alittlekid.

"It'sredly something, isn't it?" John said softly, turning from the window. "All that forest out there.”

Blue nodded. "Y ou're handling this better than your friend... uh..."

"Richard," John supplied. "Richard Pagan."

"Yeeh, him,"” Bluesaid.

Pagan had started to freak again, just before the first patrols set out. Julianne and John had tried to talk
him down, but eventudly al they could do was give him acouple of Vdium from somebody's
prescription and just hope that he'd get it together.

"Richard's not astrong person. .. physicaly, | mean,”" John said.

"But you're doing okay."

John smiled. "You just can't seetheway I'm shaking insde.”

"Tdl meabout it."

"Or maybe it's because I've got some Romany blood,” John added, "so | can handle the weirdness
better."” At Blu€'s raised eyebrows, John went on, "It'son my father'ssde. My grandmother wasa
Gypsy; she quit her clan—or whatever it isthat they cal them—to marry my granddad. That made her
‘unclean’ to her people.”

"I've heard about that stuff," Blue said. "I used to know a couple of Gypsies—back in the dayswhen |
rode with the Devil's Dragon. They live by all kinds of taboos—or at least the older ones do."

"They've got some strangeidess, dl right," John agreed, "but then | guess every cultura group looksa
little odd to those who aren't apart of it. Anyway, the reason | brought that up is that she used to talk
about things..."

Hisvoicetrailed off for amoment and he looked back out the window. Blue wasn't sure what John was
seeing, hejust knew that it wasn't whatever lay outside the window.

"What kinds of things?' he asked.

John looked back at him and shrugged. "Magic things," he said with abit of an embarrassed smile. "We



used to laugh at her stories—my sister and I—but now...."
"Now you believe?'

"No. | mean, of course | do. But | wonder why | couldn't accept what she was telling me back then. |
loved her; | trusted her. Why couldn't | at least allow her the dignity of her beliefs without making fun of
them?'

"Itsahard cdl,” Bluesaid. "If it ssemsimpossible—"

John cut him off. "I know al of that. The point is, | should have had more of an open mind, but | didn'. |
put her in abox labeled 'grandmother with weird ideas,” but never stopped to think of how we al get put
into boxes. I'm apoet and I'm not dl that rugged, so people think I'm twee or gay, but I'm neither. I've
got asweet sdeto my thinking and abitter sde. What | an—what any of us are—cantt fit into one
convenient box or labd."

"It'sworth remembering,” Blue said. " Sometimesit's hard, but you've got to work at it."

John nodded. His gaze returned to the darkness beyond the window.

"She'sdead now," he said. "My grandmother. | just wish..."

Hedidn't finish, but then he didn't have to. Blue knew what was going through his mind. He wished he

could roll back timeto tell his grandmother that he believed her, or maybe just that he believedin her. He
wished, like everybody who took the timeto think about it did, that he could just stop Stereotyping

people.

"Wed better get amove on,” Blue said.
John turned from the window. "Life goeson," he said.

Blue nodded, but the muffled sound of a gunshot rose up from the ground floor before he could spesk.
John stepped quickly from the window to join Blue, who had aready moved out into the hall. Blue
pumped ashdl into the firing chamber of his Remington.

"Maybe somebody just got nervous,” John said.
"Y egh, maybe."

But Blue didn't think so. He started off down the hal to nearest stairway leading down, pausing & the
head of the stairs. He held afinger to hislips as John was about to speak, then pointed down. John
moved quietly to hisside.

"What are they?' he whispered as he looked down to the foot of the stairs.

Blue shrugged. Hed never seen anything like them before himsdlf except as pen-and-ink illugtrationsin
books on prehistory. They stood like men—the tallest couldn't be more than five feet tall—but they were
covered with fur and had faces like apes. Y et they weren't apes either, because they carried spears and
wore |eather headbands or armbands from which dangled bunches of feathers and strung shells. And they
seemed to be conversing among themsalves.



They hadn't looked up to where he and John were standing, so he touched John's arm and drew back
out of sight. John followed, stepping carefully so that the floor wouldn't creak underfoot.

"They look like primitive men," John said quietly.

Blue nodded. "Like the drawings you see of the Javaman.”

"That gunshot we heard eaxrlier...?"

"I don't think it had anything to do with them,” Blue said. "They didn't look agitated enough to have been
shot at. Seemsto methat they're just scoping out the building, but | don't like the fact that they'rein here.
That means the House isn't secure anymore.”

"Who was patrolling downgtairs?'

"Ohn and Sean took the north side, Judy and Will had the south.”

""Somebody fired a shot down there," John said.

Blue hadn't forgotten. He looked at hiswatch.

"Let's get back to the ballroom,” he said. "It's about the time we said we'd be getting back anyway. We
can do ahead count then and move everybody upstairswho isn't aready there.”

"And then?'
"Let'sjust takeit one step at atime,” Blue said.

He glanced back at the stairway, but he was thinking of the glasswall of the ballroom where they'd | eft
those who hadn't been given a specific assgnment.

They should have stayed together, he thought, never mind that it made good sense to get ahandle on
their provisons and set patrols.

"l just hope the ballroom's till secure,”" he added as he set off down the hall at trot.

Julianne had aready organized the exodus from the ballroom. It started with Richard Pagan
screeching—only thistime he wasn't suffering from another of his shock-induced halucinations. Thethree
green-skinned children who had their faces pressed up against the glass were enough to give anybody a
gart. She didn't find them darming herself—her fright was reserved for when the bodachs fled and the
bear came looming out of the shadow-thick garden, moving into the light thrown by the balroom's
windows.

"Everybodyout!" she cried.

She hauled Richard to hisfeet and half-dragged, half-carried him to the big oak doors that led out of the
ballroom into the rest of the House.

For along moment those gathered in the room were frozen in place; then they made a genera rush for



the doors. Julianne passed Richard to the firgt pair of them to go through, then stood aside, hurrying
people on while keeping an eye on the bear, which had come up short against the window.

What were you supposed to do when you ran into a bear in the woods? she asked hersdlf frantically.

Then it cameto her: avoid eye contact and retregt in anon-threastening manner. Right. Like she or her
companions were thregtening.

The only firsthand knowledge she had of bears was from seeing them in the zoo—and oncein acircus.
Sheld left the latter hafway through the performance, disgusted with how the animaslost dl ther dignity
asthey were put through their paces by their trainers. Those bears—black and brown, and the grizzly in
the zoo—were diminutive compared to the size of the one outside. It was huge, an enormous cousin to
the ones sheld seen—more like some exaggerated cartoon of a creature than areal bear. But itwas
real—agiant, primitive ancestor to the bearsthat presently inhabited the world.

The world, she thought. She wasn'tin any world she knew. Not anymore.
"Don't panic,” shetold people asthey crowded the doors. "Take it easy. Help each other."

The bear seemed to be staring directly at her. It laid a paw againgt the glass, then roseto itsfull height of
amog eleven fedt.

Please, she thought. Just go away. Theres nothing for you in here.
Except there was food scattered al about the room. That would be enough to draw it here, wouldn't it?

But the bear didn't seem interested in the food. Just in her. And itsanger... Shetried to avoid eye
contact with it, but couldn't tear her gaze away. Theragein itseyes struck her amost like aphysical
blow.

The last of the people were through the door now. Julianne hesitated in the doorway, her own gaze il
locked on the fury that burned in the bear's eyes. Then it drew back a paw and batted the window. The
pane broke under the blow, glassfalling to shatter againgt thetiled floor.

Julianne didn't stay any longer. She darted through the doorway and shut the two massive doors. She
caled to one of the stragglers and had him come back to help her drag aheavy walnut sideboard over
from thewall and push it up againgt the doors. Leaning on the sdeboard, her breasth coming in ragged
gasps, she listened for sounds from within the ballroom. She heard the sound of more glass breaking and
window frames sngpping as the bear forced itsway insde. And then she was aware of another sound—a
swishing sound that seemed abnormally loud because of the adrendline that was racing through her,
forcing dl of her sensesto operate at their pesk.

She turned to see an enormous owl sailing down the hallway toward them. She and her companion
ducked asthe bird flew by, the air filled with the soft whispering of itswings. More owlsfollowed the
firs—ahalf-dozen or so, dl told.

"Oh man, oh man, oh man," her companion was mumbling, hisface pressed up against the sideboard.
The doors suddenly shook as the bear threw itsalf against them. The sideboard shifted an inch or so.

Julianne pushed it back againgt the doors, but the bear's next impact moved it back again. It clawed at
the door, then hit it once more with the full weight of its body. Julianne could actually fed the floor shiver



under theimpact.
How long would the doors hold? She wasn't going to wait around to see.

She grabbed her companion's hand and hel ped him stand; then the two of them fled for the stairswhere
the others had gone. Behind them the bear continued to attack the door.

2

Esmerddawasn't lost. Unlike Jamie, she knew how to navigate the bewildering array of times and places
that made up the Otherworld. For her it was amatter of viewing it not asit was—infinite worlds and
times, layered one upon the other, separated often by no more than the flimsiest of gauzes—but as she
imagined it to be: abeehive of worlds and their various timelines, sectioned and partitioned from each
other in orderly honeycombs. With the skill of ahonochen ‘o 'keh , or the winds that were her cousins,
she stepped through the various worlds with her eyes closed, viewing her progress solely through the
sght of her owninner vison.

The path she followed was a spiraing corkscrew that started with the spark of familiarity that had lespt
into her mind from the flickering Weirdin images on Memorias screen in the Postman's Room andtook
her from oak forest to redwood, from jungle to arctic tundra, from lowland fen to desert, from mountain
ranges to seashores. She kept track of each world she passed through and was aways aware of the road
that would lead her back to the origin of her journey.

Shewasn't lost; but Jamiewas.

He was everywhere, he was nowhere. Every world and time she touched seemed to have the taste of
himinitsair, but no sooner did she arrive than the winds of that place told her it was only the echo of his
presence that they carried, not his presence itsaf. Shelost count of the worlds she walked before she
findly found one thread of him stronger than any other.

Shefollowed its unraveling to its source, to apart of aworld that was like the highlands of the Andes
Mountains of her homeworld. There, where the howling winds lent her their strength, she found not her
Jamie, but Emmas.

He was a coyote-headed man, Stting on astone outcrop. The cliff sdefell away behind him for a
half-mile. He was perched at his ease, careless of the drop so close at hand, dressed in scuffed cowboy
boots and jeans. He wore ablue flannel shirt tucked into his jeanswith aleather vest overtop that was
decorated with bead- and quill-work. His eyes were mismatched—one blue and one brown. On his
head was a flat-brimmed black hat; holes had been cut in the brim to alow his earsto poke through.
Two long braids, tied with |easther thongs at their ends and decorated with fegthers, hung to either sde of
hisface. She couldn't tell if the braidswere redly his, or just attached to the ingde of the hat.

It didn't really matter, she supposed, for she had recognized him as soon as she saw him. He could look
however he wanted, be anybody he wanted to be. That was part of hismagic.

She sighed, then walked over to where he was sitting and settled on another stone nearby.

"Thejeans and boots aren't that Native," she said. "Cometo think of it, neither are the shirt and hat.”



"l didn't say | wastrying to look Native."

"Then why the vest and braids?’

Hisonly reply wasawidegrin.

So that was the way it was going to be. She concentrated for amoment, then reached into her pocket,
taking out a pouch of tobacco and a package of papers that hadn't been there when she'd started her
journey. Not looking at him, sherolled a cigarette. She licked the paper, pinched off the ends. Stowing
the tobacco and papers away, she started to concentrate on matches, but before she could reach into her
pocket, he was offering her alight from aburning twig.

"Cute," she said, but accepted the light.

Shetook along drag on the cigarette, drawing the smoke deep inside, and concentrated on not
coughing, no matter how much the smoke burned her lungs. She held it in for amoment, then exhaled.
Blowing the ash from the end of the cigarette, she casudly offered it to him.

He grinned, knowing just as she did that he could never resst a smoke, knowing aswell what sharing it

implied. Shedidn't say anything until he'd taken a couple of drags and handed it back to her. She shook
her head.

"Keepit."

Shewaited until he'd finished the cigarette and ground it out under hishedl. He pinched the butt with his
long brown fingers, then stowed it away in apocket of hisshirt.

"S0," shesad. "Hasthisal been your doing?’

"All what?'

"Tamson House shifting from itshomeworld, Jamielost,my beinghere ."
"Some," he admitted. "But | didn't start it."

"Of course not. Y ou never do. Y ou just happened upon the situation. .. innocently.”
Her voice was mild as she spoke, but her eyes flashed dangeroudly.

"Y ou have asharp tongue,” he said.

"Thetruth hurts?'

He gave her hiscoyotegrin. "It just stingsalittle.”

" So what happens now?" she asked.

"That's up to you."

Esmerddasighed. She seemed to do that alot around him, she redized.



"Okay," shesaid. "Can you help me find Jamie? The House needs him."

"The House needs someone—he'slost his chance.”

"BU—"

"Tamson House," heinterrupted her, "isimportant to us. where it stands, what it has become. It requires
aguardian with a sense of responsibility. We gave Jamie agreat gift—to continue on his Whed, though
itsturning was done. It wasn't lightly gifted.”

"Asthings stand now, he deserted his pogt, allowed the House to cross over into the Otherworld and left
its strengths open to attack. That wasn't in the contract.”

"Y ou never showed him acontract.”

"He never asked."

"He made amistake," Esmeraldasaid. "' People make mistakes."
"We have no time for mistakes."

"Y ou've never made one?'

"That's not relevant.”

"Thehdl itisn't,” Esmerddasad. "Where would you beif Grandmother Toad hadn't forgiven youyour
mistakes? Jamie deserves another chance.”

The mismatched eyes studied her for along moment, their expression unreadable.

"It will cost you," he said findly.

Esmeralda shook her head. "Y ou get just as much out of Tamson House as we do—more probably. It's
an easy gate for you to aworld that's growing steadily more difficult for you to reach. Theway | seeit,
you owe us."

"Someone must pay.”

"l don't think s0," Esmerdda said. " Jamie aready has— scattered the way heis over athousand
worlds—and no one else was responsible except for you."

"Y ou can't have everything," he said, changing tack. "Take your friend Emma. We gifted her and dl she
doesisdeny her gift. You peoplewant it al, but you aren't willing to pay for any of it."

"Whét's happening with Emmais between her and you. We were talking about Jamie."
"I know. | just thought that perhaps Emmawould be willing to pay in Jamie's place.”

The smolder in Esmeradda’s eyes fanned into sudden flames. She stood up and awind arose that moved
counter to those that dready whistled across the cliff top. It whipped her hair about her head.



"Don't even think about it," she said softly.
He shrugged. "Or | could make you pay.”

Esmeradaswinds gusted, lifting him from the rock and blowing him over the Sde of the dliff. A
whirlwind of spinning air held him doft as she stepped to the edge and looked over at him.

"Hreand ar don't lisento you," she said. "But thewind ligensto me."

Therewas no darm in his eyes; they mocked her with the same coyote grin that lay laughing on hislips.

"Youwon't let medrop,” hesaid.

"Maybe, maybe not. But think of this: if you don't treet usfairly, wewon't treat you fairly. Maybe I'll see
that the House is sold and they build an office building in its place— afew acres of concrete and glass
and stedl. How will you use the building then?'

"Wewould stop you. We—"

"Or maybe I'd just burn the place down.”

Thelaughter in hiseyesfdtered.

That's got to him, Esmeralda thought. He might know that she wasn't cgpable of |etting him drop, but he
could see that she could, and would, make good her thresat to burn the House.

Shelet her winds bring him back to the stone where held been sitting. They dropped him
unceremonioudy so that hefdl in an untidy tangle of limbs. Hewas on hisfeet like aceat, casualy brushing
the dirt from his shirtdeeves and jeans as though nothing untoward had occurred, but he couldn't fool her.
Her last threat had shaken him.

"Youwouldn't," he said, hisvoice betraying hisuncertainty.
llTry m"

"But you love the House."

She nodded. "But | love the people more. I'll take people over abuilding any time.”

He seemed to deflate. All humor left hisfeatures. He sat down on his ankles, hands on hisknees, back
leaning up againg astone.

"Can | have another cigarette?' he asked.

She passed him the tobacco and papers and waited patiently while herolled himsdf acigarette. When
he was done and had it stuck between hislips, he reached out with a hand that seemed to disappear into
aholeintheair, making it look asthough hisarm ended at hiswrist. When he drew the hand back, it held
another burning twig.

Somewhere, in some world, Esmeralda thought, surprised faces were looking at afire near which ahand
had appeared to snatch up that twig. She wished she could pull that fegt off aseasly ashedid, but the



best she could do was use a pocket or a pouch and have something of her own that sheld left back at the
House appear init. While she didn't smoke hersdlf, she kept the tobacco on hand for those times she
fared into the Otherworld. Sheld left so unexpectedly today that she hadn't had time to collect any of her
usud traveling geer.

"That was some trick with thewind,” her companion said as helit his cigarette.

He was rapidly regaining his composure, but then he'd aways been quick to bounce back. He had to be
to survive aslong as he had with his particular nature. Blue-gray smoke clouded around hisfeatures
before the wind blew it away.

"It's only because were so far into the Otherworld,” Esmerdda said, "and the winds here lent me their
Srength.”

"Still... I don't remember you being so hard before.”

She amiled for thefirgt time since shed met him. "I learned that from you."

"Did you now?"

Esmeraldaignored what was no more than arhetorical question.

"Will you help mefind Jamie?' she asked. " Withoutbargaining?"

"It'sin my nature to dwaystry to turn aprofit.”

"It'saso in your nature to make the simplest thing complicated,” Esmerddasaid. "Why couldn't you
have just asked me instead of making us go through dl of this?' She waved a hand vaguely around her.
"And bringing the House here...."

"| didn't bring it—Jamie drew it in after him. I'm cleaning up messes thistime—not making them."
"Willyou hdp?'

Now it was histurnto sgh. "All right. But it'snot just finding Jamie that's the problem.”

Esmeraldanodded. She knew. Her companion might be able to bring back al the parts of Jamie from
where they were scattered on who knew how many worlds, but that didn't mean that they would dl
come properly back together again. They could easily end up with aspirit that wasas mad asa
Bedlamite.

"It'snot what you're thinking," he said, "athough that's another part of the risk."

"Then what are you taking about?"

Hetook another drag from his cigarette, exhaed. They watched the wind take the smoke away .

"It'swhat's happening to the House in its homeworld," he said.

The grinthat cameto hislipsat her look of confusion had no sense of victory about it.



"What are you talking about?' she asked.

Sojieexplained it to her ashe had to Emmaearlier.

"So that's what's causing the forest to intrude,” she said when he was done. "This man haswoken a
ghogt of thefirst forest to enter the House and isusing it to protect himsdlf while he sphons off the

House's energy. But doesn't he realize that while the ghost of the forest can be wakened, once awvake it
takeson alifeof itsown?'

"How do you know that?"

"| thought everyone knew that about the first forest. That'swhy so few people dare to wake even the
ghost of one of itstrees.

"Not that,” he said. "How do you know he woke thefirst forest?"

"Well, what else can it be that caused the forest to enter the House itsalf?'Y ou know, and | know, that
the House straddles more than one world, but those places are dwaysin clearings—never inthe middle
of the woods or in aswamp or alake."

Her companion laughed. "Of course. Y oureright. But that's perfect. We don't have to do athing—the
forest itsdlf will take care of him for us."

"Andthe House," Esmeralda said. "When the forest isdone with it, | might aswell have burnt it down.
Tamson House won't exist anymore. Not on any world.”

Uneasiness played across her companion's features again.
"Then what do we do?' he asked.

"That'ssmple." Esmerddaticked theitems off on her fingers. "Cal back Jamie and ingal him back in
the House. Dedl with whoever it is attacking us. And strike abargain with the forest.”

"That's beyond my abilities™
"Mine, too. But wed better think of something. We can start with bringing Jamie back.”

He nodded, but still seemed distracted. He was probably thinking, Esmeraldaredlized, of just how he
was going to explain the seriousness of the Situation to those who held him accountable. Shefdt a
moment's sympathy for him.

"Whiskey Jack," she said.

He had as many names as he had shapes, but that was how he had named himsdlf to her thelast time
sheld met him. It was a corruption of the Anishnabeg wordwee-sa-kay-jac and meant Bitter Spirit. The
time before that held called himsdlf the Hodja—that wasin Turkey. Sheld known him asasmall
spiderman in Africa, around-faced Robin Goodfellow in a Sussex forest, araven-headed woman in
Oregon. Trickster had a thousand and one shapes and names. Sometimes she felt as though she'd met
every one of them.

"The sooner we begin," she added, "the sooner it can be ended.”



He nodded. "WEell need a vesse—something to put him in until you take him back to the House.
Without it, helll just scatter again as you make your return journey.”

He looked down at the tobacco pouch that was sill on hislap, then shook his head and stowed it away
in the pocket of hisshirt. Esmeralda said nothing. Ashed said, it wasin his nature to look for payment,
and if that was all that his help would cost her today, then she was coming out far ahead. From the other
pocket of his shirt he drew out what looked like asmall dead bird.

Itwas adead bird, sherealized as he handed it over to her: astuffed kingfisher, itswingstied tightly toits
body with overlapping leather thongs and decorated with beads and feethers; it was akind of magic
charm that Native American warriors had once worn into battle. She accepted it gingerly.

"Now what?" she asked.

"Now we cal him." His mismatched eyes caught her gaze and held it. He pointed to the fetish she held
and said, "Don't drop it.”

That familiar grin returned to hisfeatures. He bounced lightly on his hedls, eyes closed, head tilted back,
and began to bark. The winds caught up theyip, yip, yip of hisvoice and sent it spiraing off into the
Otherworlds. In Esmeralda's hand, the dead bird began to twitch.

3

Everything wasfdling to pieces, Blue thought. Jamie disappearing, being stuck in the Otherworld and
having the forest intrude on the House had been bad enough. Then Esmerada had to take off, looking for
Jamie, and she'd been gone for hours. Who knew how longthat trip would take her? But to top it all off,
they'd been under siege for the past few hoursand it didn't look like it was going to get any better.

What if they were permanently trapped in the Otherworld? What if there was no way back?

Thefirst danger, Emmahad explaned—passing on what the weird guy shed run into in the woods had
told her— was the way the Otherworld worked on people. Blue could dready seethe strainin his
companions. Richard Pagan was the worst; he'd just stepped out of his head and maybe his mind was
never going to return. But it was touching them al to some degree.

They were more on edge than he remembered any of them to be. Arguments started quickly, and
escalated even more quickly. And there was a constant nagging in the back of everyone's head—not just
the worry that they were trapped here, maybe for good, but that there was something changing in their
thought processes. Their minds were making weird connections, crazy ideas kept cropping up, and there
was an incessant rattle and murmur of inner conversation that didn't dwaysfed likeit had itsoriginsin
one'sown head. It was as though the sanctity of their minds had been breached and they were dl dowly
being turned into crazy-eyed fanatics like the Radio Man back home who walked up and down the bike
path by the cand having long, loud conversations with the radio he carried on his shoulder; aradio that
didn't work.

And if they were growing steadily mentdly unstable-Emmasaid that it was because there was the House
and so many of them intruding on the Otherworld that the deterioration was so rapid—they were also cut
off from their food supply. Theflight up to the second floor had happened so quickly that no one had



thought to bring any provisonswith them. They had water, courtesy of the washroom just down the hall
from the Postman's Room, but no food. Night was coming and Blue was worried about some of the
Otherworld's crestures getting at the generators and cutting off their light supply aswell.

But there was nothing they could do about any of it. They were trapped here on the second floor, hiding
behind barricades that they'd hastily erected out of stacked dressers, sideboards and tablesto block off
the east Sde of the House's second story from the rest of the structure. From their vantage points at
ether end of the north/south corridor on this Sde of the building, they could see anincressingly varied
array of beings and creatures that were wandering through the House:

Some fought among themsalves, like the monkey men he and John had seen earlier and an enormous
boar; the monkeymen had won, but only after losing two of their number.

Otherstried to breach the barricades to attack them. The bear had been the worst; it had taken dl their
combined firepower to stop it. Poor sucker wouldn't normally have come near them, Blue knew, but
something had driven it into afrenzy. Bluefdt likeashit for having to kill it.

Stll othersjust watched them like the owls that Emmasaid were manitou, drawn to them by the heavy
use of magic it required to maintain the House in this Otherworld.

When Tim cameto spell him at the barricade, Blue started wesarily back to the Postman's Room, which
had become their command center. He was bone-tired—Iike most of them, he hadn't dept for over
thirty-six hours—and depressed about the bear. In direct contrast to his depression, the nagging in his
head was like atoothache, making him want to just strike out at something. Anything. It was becoming a
major effort just to think clearly.

It was okay when he was talking to someone, but as soon as he was aone with histhoughts, the inner
jabbering started up like an angry buzz that wouldn't go away. He knew he wasn't donein that. There
wasalot of forced conversation going on around him.

They weren't holding up well, he thought. Sara and Ohn were handling it the best, but then they were
used to the Otherworld. His own experiencein it waslimited, but he figured that part of his own problem
was that he'd been messed up before the House ever got shifted into the Otherworld.

That made him think of Emma. Oddly enough, shewas hanging in strong aswdll. In fact, with Esmeralda
gone, it was Emmawho was holding them together. He guessed that Julianne had been right. Hehad

been overly protective with her. Given achance to show her stuff, she was proving her mettle. Sheld just
needed the opportunity to draw on that core of iron she had inside her.

Ginny and Julianne were doing pretty well, too: Ginny because she was concentrating so hard on making
sense of the computer's own brand of craziness, while Julianne had been too busy taking care of their
own wounded to think of anything ese. Richard Pagan had findly stopped freaking enough to drop into a
drugged dumber, as had agirl Blue remembered seeing out in the garden doing watercolors before dl of
this began. Her panic attack had caught everybody off guard; it took three of them to haul her back from
the barricade when she started clawing at the hegped furniture, screaming, "Let me out, let me out!™

Then there was one of the Irish students, the one named Barry, who'd dropped his side of a sideboard
on hisleg and opened up a gash about afoot long that needed to be sewn shut again. A couple of others
had been hurt in atusde with some humanoid creatures that |ooked like they had iguanas afew
generations back in their ancestry.



They were lucky that so few of them had been hurt so far, but Blue knew it wasn't going to last.
Julianne was sprawled wearily in one of the club chairs when he stepped into the Postman's Room.
Ginny was il at the keyboard, worrying over the flurry of images that were continualy flickering past on
Memorids screen. Emmawas with Sara. They were standing by the window looking outside.
Emmalooked over her shoulder as he camein. "All that noise earlier,” she said. "Wasthat the bear?'

Blue nodded. "We had to shoot him. Sonovabitch wouldn't pay any attention to our warning shots.”

"You left Timin charge?

"Y eah. Heswith Cal and a couple of others. Sean's on the north barricade. Weve got abit of alull. |
think al that gunfire freeked them.”

Not to mention the way it left hisown earsringing. Rifles and shotguns were not meant to befired in
enclosed spaceslikethis.

Blue propped his Remington up against a bookcase and did down on the floor besideiit.
"Weve got to do something," he said. "Otherwise, | don't think we're going to make it through the night.”
Emmanodded. " Saras going back."

Blue sat up alittle straighter. "Back to where?"

"Ottawa. We've got to stop the man who's doing thisto us. If we can do that, and if Esmerddafinds
Jamie and can bring him back, maybe the Housglll return to whereit belongs.”

If, if, Blue thought. His gaze shifted to Sara.

"How're you planning to do that?' he asked.

He'd thought that they were trapped here, but if Emmaand Sara had come up with away out... Hope
rosein him, momentarily quelling the whispers and constant nettering that worried at the edge of hismind.

"With Pukwudji's help," Sarasaid. "Whatever caught mein the glade and kept methere didn't seem to
afecthim.”

"If | can get to the garden where he'swaiting for me, | think he can take me back to Ottava."

"And then?' Blue asked.

Saralooked puzzled. "Then what?"

"That'swhat | want to know. What are you going to do if youdo get back? How're you going to find this
guy? Where would you even start to look?"

"He'stapping into the House, right?”

"l guess”



At least that's what the man in the forest had told Emma. Blue wasn't so ready to put as much faithin
what he had to say as Emmawas, although he had to admit that the man had been spot on the money so
far—especidly when it came to how the Otherworld was going to mess up their heads.

"I'maTamson,” Sarasaid. "Just like Jamie and his dad and his granddad. | can fed the connection that
Jamie has with the House. I'm hoping to useit, to tap into however the man's drawing off the House's
energy and following that trail back to where heis."

"Y ou can do that?"

"Not here—with the forest blocking me—but away fromitsinfluence, | think | can.”

It sounded like clutching at straws, Blue thought, but he didn't have anything better to offer. That brought
him around to the other thing that was worrying him.

"Just say you do find thisguy,” he said. "Hell be dangerous—serioudy dangerous.”

Saranodded.

"That'swhy we thought you should go with her,” Emmasaid.

And leave you? Blue thought. If Saraand hedid manage to return to Ottawa, there was no guarantee
tst;st r;g;;]/d be ableto get back here. Thinking of Emmatrapped here woke asick fedling in the pit of his

She seemed to sense what he was thinking. Crossing the room, she sat on her heelsin front of him and
laid her hands on hisknees.

"It'snot that | want you to go," she said.
"Y ou mean that?' he asked.

Sheleaned forward to kiss him. "Weve got things to work out, | don't deny that, but | want to work
them out. Before we can do that, though, we've got to dedl with this.”

"I hear you," Bluesaid.

She smiled. "Y ou're the best welve got, so it's got to be you who goes. | don't see any aternatives.”
Assheroseto her feet, Blue stood up with her. He enfolded her in hisarms, marveling—as it seemed he
hadn't had the chance to in ages—at just how perfectly their bodiesfit against each other. For dl his
weariness, he felt renewed. The nattering at the edge of his mind dimmed, faded, and was gone.

When shefinaly stepped back from his embrace there was awistful ook in her eyesthat made Blue's
heart Sng. He knew then, as he ways had, that he'd do anything for her.

"I'll be back for you," he said.

"1 know you will."



He looked over Emmas shoulder to where Sara stood watching them. She had that
scared-but-1'll-be-brave ook in her features that was so familiar to him, but there was a happiness for
him thereaswell.

"Okay," hesaid. "Let'sfigure out how we can get to the garden.”

"It'sfunny,” Timsad.

He leaned up against the wall, positioned so that he could look over the barricade and down the length
of corridor. Hisline of sight took in the top of the nearby stairway, where he could see the hindquarters
of the bear that they'd been forced to shoot earlier. It lay whereit had falen, gathering flies. Sitting on the
banigter just above the corpse was one of the owls, wide eyes regarding him with an unblinking gaze.

The birds freaked him, making him happy to be armed. The butt of his shotgun was on the ground by his
right foot. He had the barrel in his hand, held againgt histhigh. The cold smoothness of the metal was
comforting againg hispam. He glanced at Cd to seeif Cd wasligtening, then returned his gaze to the
corridor.

"Used to be," hewent on, "that my biggest problem was whether to write aplay in verse or regular
diaogue. Now | wonder if I'm gill going to be dive thistime tomorrow.”

Taking helped ease the weird feding in his head that came clamoring up through his thoughts each time
the conversation lagged. Because it had been quiet for twenty minutes or so, he and Cal had the watch to
themsalves, dlowing the othersto get some well-earned rest. He doubted they were deeping. Tim liked
Cd well enough, but he wished he were here with someone € se—someone who wasn't quite so morose.
"So what'swith you and Julianne?' he asked.

That brought a quick response.

"Why?' Ca asked. "What did she say?"

"Shedidn't say anything. It'sjust that you're usudly about as closeto her asaburr that got snagged on
her sweater, but now you're avoiding her like she's got the plague or something.”

"Maybel've got the plague,” Cd said.

Normdly, Tim wasn't oneto pry. But he needed to talk-just to keep the weird feding in his head at
bay—and since he'd exhausted anumber of other lines of conversation aready with little response from
his companion, he decided to just presson. At least he'd gotten some return on this particular subject.
"What?"' he asked. "Y ou guys have afight or something?”

"Y ou wouldn't understand.”

IITry rre.II

For along moment he thought he wasn't going to get an answer, but then Ca sghed. Hedidn't look at
Tim, just stared down the corridor across the top of his side of the barricade and spoke in a subdued



voice.
"When everything first started,” he asked. "When the forest just appeared the way it did—did anything

happen to you?"
"Happen to me how?"
"Likeingdeyou," Cd sad. "Did itchange you?'

Tim consdered the emphasis his companion had put on "change." He remembered being freaked, but
then everything started to happen so fadt... Held aso had the benefit of being around Esmeralda and
Blue, who seemed not just more together in terms of organization, but used to thiskind of thing. That had

helped.

"I don't think s0," he said. "I mean, | seethingsdifferently, | guess..."

And wasn't that the understatement of the year? His entire perspective had undergone ajolting shift.
Mostly hetried not to think about it because, when he did, thefirst image that came rolling up behind his
eyeswasthat of three green-skinned children, hanging like dead fruit from the old oak by the fountain.

Hedidn't think that that was quite what Ca was driving at.

"'Something happened to you?' he added.

He glanced at his companion in timeto catch him nod.

"Oh, yesh," Cal sad.

And then Ca explained that moment of piercing insght that had come to him, standing therein the hall
and looking a Julianne as she seemed to glow with her own inner light. He started out hdtingly, obvioudy

embarrassed, but he carried on al the way to the end.

When Cd was done, Tim didn't say anything for along moment. He could, empathize with Ca to some
degree-anyone who didn't think Julianne was gorgeous redlly ought to have their hormones
checked—but hefelt that Ca had blown the whole thing way out of proportion.

"Butit'sal part of agame” he sad finaly. "The whole courtship thing."

"Y ou don't understand,” Cal began.
"No, | do. Readlly. But think about what you've been saying."

"That'sdl | ever do."

"Try it from adifferent perspective, then,” Tim said. "L ook, theré's nothing wrong with aman finding a
womean dtractive and fantasizing about her; women find men attractive and do the samething. Y ou didn't
want to do any weird shit with her, you just wanted to make love with her. There's nothing wrong or

twisted about thet."

Ca shook hishead. "It'stheway | was coming on to her. | knew she was the kind of woman who
aways had guys hitting on her, so | deliberately tried to just be her pd, figuring I'd be her friend first and
then maybe the other stuff would happen. | waspretending , you see? Our whole relationship was based



on alie because while | wasbeing her pd, dl | realy wanted was her body."
"So you never liked her."
"Of coursel liked her."

Tim shook hishead. "Y ou'rejust screwing yoursdf up, man. What you should do istalk to her. If she
doesn't want to be your lover, that's going to be adrag, but maybe you could ill be friends.”

Cal didn't gppear to have heard him.

"It'slike there was something missing ingde me before," he said. "Compassion, or empathy. | should
have taken the time to see how it would ook from her perspective.”

Tim glanced down the hal toward the Postman's Room.
"Well, heads up,” he said. "Here comes your chance to make thingsright.”

Tim thought Ca was going to vault across the barricade and just bolt when he saw Julianne agpproaching
them, but he held his ground. A flush colored the back of his neck and he stared down at his shoes.

"Blue needs a hand from one of you guys," Julianne said.

Tim started to step forward. Tak about your perfect timing, he thought. Maybe somebody could salvage
something worthwhile out of al this crap they were going through. But Cal moved more quickly.

"Il go," he mumbled and hurried by Julianne, clutching hisrifle againgt his chest and not looking &t her.
Julianne's gaze followed his retreating figure, then returned to Tim, who just shrugged.

"Guesshejust likes being useful," he said, but he could seein Julianne's eyes that she knew exactly why
Cd had fled.

Julianne sighed and took up Cal's position on the other side of the barricade. She carried her shotgun
with familiarity, but didn't seem particularly happy about having to lug it around. Shelooked over the
barricade and down the corridor, but things were still quiet. The dead bear remained by the airs, the
buzz of theflies on its corpse getting louder as more and more of them arrived for the feast. The owl ill
watched them with what Tim couldn't help thinking was an unforgiving gaze.

His gaze shifted back to his companion. Hed take looking at Julianne over dl of thisweird shit any time.
Long before Cd had shown up at the House, held done his own shuffle and dance with her until she
made it plain—but nicel y—that she wasn't interested in being more than friends. What she offered asa
friend more than made up for his disgppointment, but it didn't ssop him from teasing her.

"S0," hesad. "What'sanice girl likeyou doing in aplacelike this?'

She gave him aquick smilethat didn't quite reach her eyes, but Tim could see that she gppreciated his
attempt at levity.

"I could ask you the same thing," she said.



"But I'mnot agirl."
"Or nice?" she asked.
She arched her eyebrows as she spoke—trying to get into a bantering mood, Tim thought.

"Depends on your definition of nice," he said and he launched into a silly description of what he thought
the word meant that, by the time he was done, had her smilefinaly reaching her eyes.

* % *

It took Saraamoment to place the intense young man who joined them in the room directly acrossthe
hall from the Postman's Room. Sheld been meeting too many people today to keep them al straight
without afair amount of concentration. His name cameto her just ahaf bresath before Judy noticed him.

"Hey, Cd," Judy said. "How're you holding up?'

"I'm okay," Cd sad.

Saradidn't think so. He didn't look scared, but there was a paleness to his features and a haunted look
in hiseyesthat spoke of some emotional turmoil. She couldn't have said why, but she didn't think it had
anything to do with their all being trapped herein the Otherworld.

"Have you ever done any rope climbing?' Blue asked him.

"Some—back in high schoal.”

They were dl crowded around the window overlooking the garden. Blue and Judy had removed the
diding windows from their grooves, passing them to Saraand Emma, who stacked them up against the
wall out of the way. What they were doing now was lowering arope out the window to check itslength.
The rope had been made by tying sheets together—something that Sara didn't think was ever done
except inthe movies.

"Weretrying to keep thislow-key," Blue said, "because we don't want to get people's hopes up.”

Ca nodded, though it was obvious to Sarathat he didn't have aclue asto what Blue was talking about.

"Weretrying to get down to the garden,” she explained.

"Sards got afriend there,” Blue went on, "who might be able to take us back to Ottawa where we can
deal with the sucker who's got ustrapped here."

"Youveredly got it figured out who's responsible for al of this?' Cal asked.

"We'reworking onit," Bluereplied. "WEell know better once we get back to Ottawa—if we can get
back."

"And thisfriend of Sards. . ?"

"Heésamanitou," Sarasaid. "One of thelittle mysteriesthat make their home herein the
Otherworld—but he's shy, so we can't goin acrowd.”



"Oh... kay," Cal sad.

Hewas obvioudy till confused, Sarathought, but sesemed willing to go dong with things until they
started making sense.

"So what do you want meto do?" Ca added.

"What we need,” Blue said, "is someone without awhole ot of weight to go down thisrope and stand
guard until Saraand | get down. 1'd go myself, but we're not so sure that the rope's going to hold me, so
I'mgoing lagt."

"No problem,” Cd said.

"Thethingis" Bluewent on, "if the rope breaks when any of us are going down, you're going to be stuck
in the garden—cut off from everybody ese."

"Why can't | just go with you?' Cal asked.

"Pukwudji knowsBlue," Sarasaid, "but if anybody eseiswith me, he might not show up at dl. Heredly
isshy-amost to the point of it being a phobia.”

"l wasgoing to doiit,” Judy said, "but Mr. Big Shot here'—she nodded her head toward Blue—"says he
wantsmeto stay."

"I don't want to sound crass," Blue said, "or to bdittle anybody e se's talents—including your own,
Ca—but if something happensto us, if we don't makeit back, you're going to need her mechanical

expertise”

"Julianne seemed to know her way around the bikes," Judy complained.

Saranoticed theway Cd flinched at the mention of Julianne's name and then she knew what was
bothering him. She remembered the way helooked at Julianne and then puit it al together. There was
nothing worse than aonesided love effair.

"Julianne knows how to use them and maybe change aspark plug,” Blue was saying to Judy, "but she
can't take things apart and put them back together again the way that you can. That—and any kind of
medica knowledge—are going to be primo skillsif you guys are stuck here.”

"And Esmerada seemed to think that Julianne knows alot of herba lore" Emmasaid.

"So you should take care of the both of them,”" Blue said.

"Get him," Judy said. "Like we're only as good as the services we provide. Sounds pretty cheesy to me.”

Blue gave her thefinger.

"Why don't you just go down the stairs?’ Cal asked. "It seems quiet enough now."

Blue shook his head. "Therée's things moving around on the ground floor. How many or what, we don't
know, but we can hear them from Sean's Side of the corridor. Haven't you guys heard anything on your



Sde?'
"Likel said, it'sbeen quiet.”

"Well, welve been watching the garden for ahaf hour now," Blue said, "and theré's nothing moving out
there. Seemsto meit'sthe better risk. So what do you say—are you up for it?' When Cal nodded, Blue
offered him apair of cloth garden glovesthat had coarse gray leather on the pams and fingers. "Thesell
help you keep from dipping.”

Emmatook Cd'srifle and attached a shoulder strap to it while Cal put on the gloves. With Judy and
Saras help, Blue shifted abig walnut dresser over to the window to which they'd attach the rope. When
they had it tied and flung it back through the window, Blue peered down.

"Okay," hesaid. "Weéreready toroll."

Sara studied the nearest trees over Blue's shoulder. The forest had marched amost right up to the
Housg, filling the garden with itstal outgrowths. There didn't gppear to be anything of athreatening
nature hiding under the boughs, though it was hard to tell because the light from the windows only went
asfar asthefirst few trees. There could be any number of the forest's motley army of creatures hiding
down there, just waiting for them to touch the ground.

"It looks clear,” she said, "except for those damn owls.”

Shewas sick of the birds. They were everywhere, watching, staring, prying. If sheleaned out the
window and looked up on ether side of the window, she would see a haf-dozen of the bloody things,
perched on the eaves, staring back at her. Emma might think they were manitou drawn here by the magic
that was being used to keep the House in the Otherworld, and she was probably right, but they weren't
acting like any of the manitou with which Sarawas familiar. There was something profoundly disquieting
about their dlent scrutiny, as though theyknew something. ..

"Let'sdoit,” Bluesaid.

He stood aside so that Ca could swing hisleg over the sill. Sarawatched as Cd tentatively tested his
weight on the makeshift rope, then began his dow descent.

I'm next, she thought.

Theideaof having to make her way down two stories on that flimsy sheet-rope made her fed alittle
queasy. Theway the Kendell luck seemed to be running these days, she'd probably lose her grip about
halfway down, fall and break her neck.

Don't think about it, shetold hersalf and concentrated on watching the shadows under the trees, looking
for movement. Beside her, Blue was going over last-minute ingtructions with Emmafor the umpteenth
time

"Just hold everybody together up here," he was saying. "Keep the guards rotating so that nobody gets
too bored or tired and misses something."

“I' know, Blue."

"And if thingsdo seem redl quiet for much longer, you might try to get awork detail together to move



some of those corpses out past,the barricades. They're dready drawing flies; when the smell startsto
hit—"

"Enough dready," Emmasaid.

Ca had reached the ground, dropping the last few feet and landing, awkwardly but safely. When hed
regained his balance, he undung therifle from his back and hung it over his shoulder where he could bring
it up quickly if he needed to. Keeping an eye on the forest, he steadied the rope for Sara.

Saratook adeep breath—

Chin.

Store up the inner strength like adrawn bow.
Focus.

—and swung her own leg over the sill. She grabbed hold of the rope, her hands swesating insde their
gloves, and glanced insde. Judy gave her athumbs-up. Emmawas kissing Blue. She stepped back and
pushed him toward the window.

"Becareful,” shesad, including Sarain her caution.

As soon as Sara started her own descent, the muscles of her back and shoulders tensed and started to
cramp. She drew on the focused energy of her taw and forced hersdlf to ignore the cramping muscles.
Bracing her legs againgt the wal the way that Cd had, she dowly made her way down. The end of the
rope came far sooner than she expected it to. Cal stepped aside to give her room and shelet go, landing
as awkwardly as Cal had, but all in one piece.

"Everything still ssemsclear,” Cd told her.

He spoke over his shoulder, his attention concentrated on the forest in front of him. Saramoved out
from under the rope. She looked up, frowned at the owls, then held the rope for Blue as he made his
descent. Just as he landed on the ground, knees dightly bent to absorb the shock, there came the
crashing sound of alarge body moving through the underbrush.

Cal brought hisrifle up to his shoulder. Blue scrambled to get his own undung. Sara stood frozen,
expecting she didn't know what—another bear, another boar, maybe adragon for al she knew—>buit it
was a stag that came bounding out from between the trees. It skidded to a halt on the grass, antlers
glinting whitein the light that spilled from the House'swindows asit turned its head back and forth.

"Hold your fire," Blue sad softly.

They waited along moment. Sarawondered if thiswas the same stag that Ohn and Sean had confronted
indde the House,

Don't et it attack, she thought. She hated the idea of their having to shoot anything that looked so
beautiful.

The stag held its ground for afew heartbeats |onger, then turned and waked dowly away, following the
thin strip of lawn that il lay between the garden's forest and the House. Sarallet out a breath she hadn't



been aware of holding.

"Let megiveyou aleg up,” Bluesaidto Cdl.

"Y ou sure you don't want me to come along—just in case you need an extragun?”
Blue put hishand on Cal's shoulder. "We need you here more," he said.

He cupped his hands. When Cd stepped onto them, Blue gave him aboost up. He and Sarawaited to
make sure Cd reached the window; then Blue turned to her.

"Which way do we go?' he asked.

Sarajust pointed straight ahead to where the shadows lay thick in the tangled undergrowth.
Blue stepped forward. "Man. How're we going to get through that?"

Let'sseeif Pukwudji'strick worksfor aherok'a , Sarathought.

She moved ahead of Blue. Laying her hands upon the nearest tangle of boughs, she closed her eyesand
reached out to the forest with her heart, asking it for safe passage. The strains of the moonheart air
sounded in her inner ear; amoment later she sensed aresponse to that tunethat Ta had given her. The
twigs and leaves moved away from under her hand. She heard Blue whisper amuffled " Jesus,” then
opened her eyesto see a path leading into the forest.

They waved onelast time to those watching them from the window; then Saraled the way onto the path.

"Where do we start looking for him?" Blue asked when they'd been following the path for a couple of
minutes.

"I guesswell just call him," Sara began; then she paused. "Can you hear that?"

Blue shook his head. "I don't hear any—no, | guess| do. It soundslike aflute."

"It's Pukwudji," Sarasaid.

Asthough trained to see to her needs, the path veered in the direction of the music. Theflute-playing

grew not so much louder as more present with each step they took—an accel erated process as though
somewhere there were a volume knob being turned up.

It wastheforest, Sarathought. However far Pukwudji had really been when they'd first heard hisflute,
the path was using its magic to transport them quickly to where thehonochen 'o 'keh played.

It took only afew moments before the path opened up to a space under an apple tree—the Apple Tree
Man himsdf, Sararedized, sill herein what remained of the House's garden. The undergrowth was
cleared away from thetree. Leaning againgt itstrunk, sitting on his heds, was Pukwudiji. He brought the
flute down from hislips as they approached, but the echoes of his music continued for afew breaths
longer than it seemed they should have.

"Hey, Saral" he cried, scrambling to hisfeet.



Sarawas S0 happy to see him that she closed the distance between them in afew quick stepsto give
him ahug. She hadn't redized until this moment just how worried shed been that he might not have

stayed to wait for her.
"Y ou remember Blue, don't you?' shesad.

"Oh sure.” Pukwudiji thrugt hisflute into his bdlt. "Blue-Rider-of-Thunder, that's what Ur'wen'ta named
you, hey?’

Blue amiled. "Something like that."
"But you have no thunder to ride tonight.”
"Didn't want to scare up any more ghoulies,” Blue said.

Pukwudji nodded serioudly. "Theforest isfull of unhappy thoughts tonight and unhappiest of al isthe
forest itsdlf." Heturned to Sara. "Are we going now?"'

"We're going," she said. "But not home. Can you take us back to Ottawa?"

"What for?'

Sarawaved her hand in amotion that took in the forest. "To stop the one's responsible for all of this.”
Pukwudji didn't say anything.

"What did you mean about the forest being the unhappiest of dl?' Blue asked.

"It'slikeababy,” Pukwudji replied, ftill looking at Sara. "It's newborn, but dready it beginsto die”
"Who'skillingit?"

Now Pukwudji turned to Blue. "All things die—except for Grandmother Toad'slittle mysteries, hey?"
"If you say s0. But that doesn't tell uswho—"

"Someone woke thisforest,” Pukwudji said. "Cdled it up from whereits ghost lay deeping in the ancient
of days. Once caled, aforce such asthisforest is not easily controlled—that takes agreat magic that
only very fewherok'a may wield. But the one you seek, who called up and controlsthis forest, isthat
gtrong; strong enough eventokill it."

"To try to count coup againgt such abeing isthe same astaking your own life, hey?'

"We don't have awholelot of choicein the matter,” Blue said.

Pukwudji looked at Sara. "Isthistrue?’

Sara nodded.

"Y ou want to go?'



"No," shesaid. "But we haveto."

"If wedie, | won't see you anymore. I'll come back, but you..."

Saraswallowed thickly. "I know."

"I'll missyou," Pukwudji said. His saucer eyes were suddenly shiny with unshed tears.

Bluekicked at atwig that lay by hisfeet. "This guy-he'sredly that srong?"

"He'samaker," Pukwudji said, asthough that explained it al.

Blue turned a questioning look to Sara

"Therath 'wen 'a say that there's different kinds of magic-workers: users and makers," she explained.
"Most use what's dready in the world; they're the ones who recognize abeing or object—or even a
place—by itstrue name. By naming it, they can manipulate its properties, hed it, changeit, useit.”
"And these makers?'

"They can create something out of nothing—like make red aforest that never was."

"But that'slike naming it, isn't it?" Blue asked. "I mean, this guy knew about the first forest and just called
up apieceof it, right?"

Pukwudji shook hishead. "This part of thefirst forest never existed before—it's only what might have
been, not what was—so there wasn't even amemory of it to name. The man responsiblefor al of this
created the forest—hemade it—using amemory of that first forest, aghost impression, but creating
something entirely new."

"Andthisis... rare?" Blue asked.

"Almost unheard of " Pukwudji said.

Saranodded. "There are stories about the makers, but they're just legends—even in the Otherworld.”
"Can they bekilled?'

"All thingsdie" Pukwudji began.

"I know," Blue said. "Except for the little mysteries. So amaker can bekilled." Helooked from Sarato
Pukwudiji. "Anybody know how?"

"By someone stronger,” Pukwudji said. "Do you ill want to go?"
"Knowing al of that doesn't change athing,” Blue said. "Weve till got to try—right, Sara?’
Sarahesitated. What she really wanted to say was: Why can't somebody e se take the responsbility for

achange? Weve dready been through something like this once before and we only just survived by the
skin of our teeth. Nobody gets that lucky twice.



But she knew that because of their ties to the House and Jamie, itwas their responsihbility.
If Jamie hadn't disappeared, if the House hadn't been left unprotected. ..

"Sara... 7' Bluesad.

Saradidn't trust her voice, so she just nodded.

"All right,” Pukwudji said. Hetook Sarasleft hand in hisright, clasped Bluesfree hand in hisleft. "Il
takeyou."

Hisvoice was subdued. The touch of hissmal knobby fingersfelt dry againgt their pams. Therewasa
vague sense of vertigo—here and gone in less time than the space between one breath and another—and
then the overpowering presence of the forest surrounding them was suddenly lifted.

They ill stood under an appletree, in the garden's orchard in the middle of the House, but the forest
was gone. Beyond the gables of the building they could see the glow of the city'slights, hazing the Sars.

They had returned from the Otherworld to their own.
"Youdidit!" Bluecried.

His momentary happiness at knowing there was away to get back faded as he looked at Sara. She
stood shivering, her hand still clasping Pukwudji's.

"Oh, God," Sarasaid inasmdl voice. "l can fed him. He's so close; the touch of hismind isso cold..."

Blue couldn't look at her. He looked away, back to the roofline of the House, only to see owls perched
there—two, three, adozen of them, all in arow, staring right back at him.

"Maybethiswasn't such agood idea," he said.

Neither of his companions responded.

4

When the dead bird twitched, Esmeradawas so startled that she dmost opened her hand and let it fall
from her grip. Her coyote-headed companion grinned at her, but she just gave him afierce glarein return
until he looked away. The fetish continued to twitch and movein her hands, filling with Jamie as Whiskey
Jack drew the scattered bits and pieces of Jami€'s spirit from al the countless Otherworlds to which
they'd been scattered.

Though Esmeraldawould never admit it to her companion, or even let it show on her featureswhere he
could read it, the movement of the fetish spooked her.

There was magic and then there was magic. Most of it waslogica enough, once you accepted that the
natural boundaries of the world stretched alittle further than the physics with which scientists had snared
them: if Other-worlds existed, then it made sense that passage could be found between them; if the wind
and the stars and the trees dl had spirits, then of course you could communicate with them, once you



knew their language; if you alowed that men and women had souls, then why couldn't there be
ghosts—spirits that hadn't yet passed on to wherever it wasthat the dead finaly went?

It was magica—wondrous—but then so was the transformation of caterpillarsinto butterflies, the flight
of ahawk, the change of the seasons, the voice of thetide, the child growing in its mother'swomb. It was
al part of what the First People called Beauty. But what Whiskey Jack did now—investing thefetishin
her hand with the scattered parts of Jami€e's spirit—that seemed more like some wild-card magic; amagic
where the rules were thrown out the window, where anything went.

With her zedlous need for order and organization, thiswild-card magic of Whiskey Jack left Esmerdda
feeling as uneasy asit did those people sheld left back in the House, those who had no experience with
magic of any sort. It was like being in aroom and suddenly redizing that the walls went on forever; that
they could be both solid and avell that was easily drawn asde to reved aworld where the underpinning
logic one used as abasis of reference no longer applied.

Thejerk and quiver of the dead bird in her hand madeit very easy for her to empathize with Richard
Pagan's panic attack. His poetry, the legping and breadth of hisimaginative process, hadn't made him any
more immuneto the redity of the preternatural than her own otherworldly experienceswould let her be
immune to Whiskey Jack's wildcard magic now.

A shiver of pure dread went scurrying up and down the length of her body before she could force herself
to be cam. Shetold hersdf it was only Jamie's spirit filling the fetish— gentle, soft-spoken Jamie; the man

sheld had a mad crash on when shefirgt cameto Tamson House dl that very long time ago. Jamie
wouldn't hurt her and Whiskey Jack couldn't—at least not physically. They'd dedlt with that along time

ago.

"It'sdone," Whiskey Jack said.

Esmeradasuddenly redlized that hisyip, yip, yip cry had long faded. He sat watching her, an unreadable
expresson in hismismatched eyes. The dead bird struggled in her hand, but she hdd it firmly.

"Ishe... intact?' she asked.
Whiskey Jack shrugged. "It'shard to tell. Y ou'll know when you return.”
"How will his spirit transfer back into the House?"

Again he shrugged. He dug the tobacco pouch from his pocket, built himsdlf another cigarette and
repested the trick with the burning twig.

Exhding blue-gray smoke, he added, " Just press the fetish against some part of the House and that
should doit. His spirit won't be able to help itsdf from entering the House."

"No tricks?'
"Why would | lieto you?"
Esmerada could think of ahundred reasons.

"I bedieved dl your liesonce, Jack," she said. "Thefirgt timewe met. | won't believe them again.”



But she could gtill fed the pain of that betrayal. That was something that would never go awvay. She
wondered sometimes how she could St so camly with him, when that hurt lay insde.

Because he was Coyote, she supposed. His betrayas weren't malicious, they were just hisway.

"I've nothing to gain from lying to you now," he said, using the only argument that he knew she would
accept.

"All right," she said. "Thank you, Jack."

Hetook another drag from his cigarette, rising to hisfeet as she stood.

"Therésawar between the living and the dead,” he said, hisvoice oddly casual asthough it werejust a
bit of idle conversation he was making. "That's what ghogts are-spirits that won't step from one whed to
another."

"Nobody wantsto die," Esmeraldasaid.

"Y es, but some people will do anything—any evil—if they think it will alow them to maintain their
familiar pogtion onthewhed of their life"

"Why areyou tdling methis?'

"l just want you to know that theres fill going to be aprice paid before this businessisfinished.”
"Yousad—"'

"It won't be old Whiskey Jack asking for payment.”

"What kind of payment?' Esmeralda asked.

"Theusud: blood. A life; lives"" Helooked away from her, out across the mountains, cigarette smoke
curling incongruoudy from his coyote nodtrils. Y ou see" he added, when he finaly turned back to her,
"that man who's causng usdl thistrouble in your homeworld—he's one of those people who'll do
anything to hold off deeth.”

"Can't you speak any plainer than that?' Esmerada asked.

She didn't redlly expect an answer; she might aswell ask ariver to run uphill. But he surprised her.
"Someone's going to have to take him by the hand and lead him down the Path of Souls," he said.

He tipped abrown finger againgt the brim of his hat, coyote grin laughing on hislips, though it never
reached his eyes; then he stepped over the edge of the cliff and was gone.

Esmeraldadidn't bother to step to the edge and look down. He wouldn't have fallen; hejust liked to
make agood exit. Right now held bein some other time, some other place, making mischief for someone
else. Esmeraldajust had to smile. Hemadeit hard to stay mad at him—always had; alwayswould.

But she thought of what held said and her smile faded.



Someone's going to have to take him by the hand and Iead him down the Path of Souls.

In other words, for them to get rid of the man that was draining the House's energy—what Sarawould
cal its taw— someone was going to have to die with him. To show him theway.

Great. Were they supposed to pick straws?
Well, shewouldn't let anyone elsedoit. Shejust wouldn't tell them.

Y ou see, Jack, shetold the empty place where held been standing, | don't want to die elther, but if thisis
wherel haveto get off my whed, I'll do it. Not for you, not for the House, not even for the people. But
for Beauty, because Beauty encompassesit dl.

But I'm scared, Jack.

In aperfect world, he would have returned to comfort her, but there was no perfect world—except
perhaps for what lay at the end of the Path of Souls. She'd been closeto that land once; now shewas
finaly going to seewhat it redly waslike. And maybe theréd be a coyote-headed man waiting there for
her, one who didn't know how to lie, or if he did, knew how to say he was sorry when he did.

Somehow, shedidn't think so.

Gripping thefetish, she closed her eyes and followed the thread of her journey back through the
Otherworld to whereit had begun.

5

Thefirgt haf hour after Blue and Saraleft seemed to drag on forever. When it had passed and there was
gill no sgn of otherworldly invaders roaming about the House, Emma made the decision to dismantle one
of the barricades. She sent Sean and Cd out ahead to scout the lower floors, then divided those that
remained into three teams. one stayed to hold their position on the second floor, keegping the Postman's
Room asits nerve center. Another was respons ble for consolidating as much of the provisons as could
be scavenged from the kitchens and ferrying it up to the second floor. The third worked on a cleanup
detail, removing the corpses from the House and depositing them outside.

The latter was brutal, ugly work. None of them—except for Sean and Ohn—had ever had such a
close-up experience with degth before. The animals were bad enough. Some of them were half-eaten,
chest cavitiestorn open with the organs and intestinal matter spilling out on the floor. Their fur was matted
with congedled blood. Theair around them buzzed with flies and had aready taken on an unpleasant
odor.

But it wasthe ones that were almost human that were more troubling: the monkeymen with their all too
human faces and the strange iguana-like beings with their scaly head crests and reptilian eyes. They were
like dead people.



"Forget they were ever dive," Sean said asthey hauled the bodies outside.

That was easier said than done, Julianne thought. She'd never considered hersdlf to be a squeamish
person before, but her ssomach kept doing flips when she was confronted with the stiffening corpses.
Blood collected on her clothes and smeared her hands and forearms, while the sightless eyes of some of
the creatures seemed dl too reproachful. She wasn't the only one to lose the contents of her ssomach
when they first started.

They found the bear to be the worst to ded with—and not only because of itsSze. In death, itsfeatures
had taken on anoble, almost bittersweet cast. There wasn't one of the twelve it took to push the carcass
down the stairs and drag it down the hall that wasn't affected by its death.

They had posted guards down the lengths of the corridors where they were working, but the crazy
ondaught of the Otherworld's creatures wasn't repeated. Tim muttered something about the cam before
the storm, but fell silent as more than one person shot him adirty look. When they finaly got the bear's
corpse outside, dawn was streaking the eastern skies. Julianne found hersalf douching againgt thewall

beside Cal. She was exhausted—mentdly aswdll as phys caly—but she reached out ahand and
touched hisarm to get his attention. It left ared smear on his shirtdeeve.

"Sorry about that,” she said.

Ca gave ashort bitter laugh and spread his armsto show the bloody mess of his clothes.
"Likeit'sgoing to make adifference,” he sad.

"Wehavetotak, Cd."

She expected him to get up and walk away, or just withdraw behind the barrier he seemed to erect
behind his eyes whenever shelooked hisway, but the brutal work on the cleanup detail had left him as
drained asit had her. All he did was stare out at the giant trees of the forest that reared up in front of the
House like monoalithic holdovers from the dawn of time.

"What'sto talk about?' hesaid findly.

Julianne Sghed. "Theworld's not black and white," she told him. "It's not divided up into the good
people and the bad people. There's just people.”

"What about Hitler—are you saying he had his good points?'

"Y ou might aswell ask, what about Jesus, like he had bad points.”

Cd turned to her. "That soundsweird, coming from you."

"I've got no fight with Jesus," she said, "or anything he tried to teach. The only problem I've got with him
iswhat people do in hisname, but that's not what | was talking about. Sure, there are exceptions, people
who areimpossibly good or evil, but that kind of thing doesn't have awholelot of rlevance for ordinary
people like us. Most of usare just amix of good and bad; the best of ustry to leave theworld alittle

better place than it was when we got here.”

n But_ll



"What I'm saying isthat it's not asimportant what you've done, as what you do. If you make what you
believe to be amistake, learn from it and try to do better, bui don't brood over it until it takes over your
life. None of usare herelong enough for that kind of shit.”

She put an arm companionably around his shoulder and gave him asmall hug.
"Do you understand what I'm trying to say?" she added.

Ca nodded, but before he could speak, the quiet that had descended on the House after that long
ondaught of the forest's creatures was suddenly broken with the sound of drums. They started with a
solitary drumbest that was quickly picked up by more and more instruments from every quarter of the
forest until theair itself seemed to thrum with their combined rhythm.

Julianne withdrew her arm from Cdl's shoulder and they both stood up, joining the others who were
aready trying to peer between the treesto find the source of the eerie drumming. Cal retrieved hisrifle
from where hed leaned it up againgt the wall and worked its action, pumping ashell into itsfiring
chamber.

"Jesus," someone said, Julianne wasn't surewho. "I don't think | can go through thisdl over again.”

Ginny was adonein the Postman's Room. She pushed her chair away from the desk, and leaned back
with her arms behind her head, trying to ease the tightness in her neck and shoulder muscles. Memorias
screen had stopped its nickering roll call of Weirdin images, settling on just one again: the symbol for the
The Gray Man'sdisc.

Sheredized that she might aswell pack it in. What was happening here had nothing to do with software
problems. It was magic, plain and smple; the same kind of hoodoo that had transported the House into
the Otherworld, that made aforest take root in its rooms and had whisked Esmeralda away with the spin
of awind that had no logica source of origin.

Her experience as asystems andyst was meaningless here. In her time she'd designed dozens of
programs, customized hundreds of different kinds of software, even built hardware from scratch, but the
root of this problem was magic and it needed amagician tofix it.

Shewasn't amagician. Thetricks she knew to get obstinate systems up and running might seem like
conjuring to anyone unfamiliar with what she was doing, but they were just that. Tricks. Thisrequired real

meagic.

She dumped in the chair for along moment, then rose wearily to her feet. It drove her crazy to haveto
give up, but it was time she started doing something useful. She got asfar asthe doorway before the
loose paper in the room began to swirl around once more. She froze, eyes widening as Esmerada
seemed to step out of nowhereinto the room.

Y ou should be used to this by now, shetold hersdlf, but she knew she never would be.
Her pulse was jackhammering and it took her amoment to regulate her breathing. Esmeralda nodded to

her, than walked toward the computer. She held abird in her hand that twitched and struggled against
her grip until she reached the desk and pressed the bird against Memorias screen. As Ginny watched,



the bird's struggles grew frantic; then it suddenly went limp.

Esmerada opened her hand and looked down at the bird lying in her palm. With her fingersremoved
from around the bird, Ginny could see that itswings had been tied againgt its body. The leather thongs
used to do that were decorated with beads and feathers. The bird looked dead.

"That should doit," Esmerddasaid.

Shelaid the bird on the desk beside the keyboard, then turned to Ginny.

"Whereis everybody?' she asked.

"Uh..."

Ginny gtared at Memorias screen. The symbol of the Weirdin disc was gone. Replacing it was afamiliar
menu.

Esmerddadrew aringer along the body of the dead bird.

"l found Jamie," she said. "He's back in the House now, but | wouldn't try calling him up just yet. HE's
going to need alittletimeto reorient himself."

"Uh... right,” Ginny findly managed.

She remembered what sheld been thinking just moments ago, how what they needed was amagician to
fix the computer's problem. Somehow, for al that had happened in the past day or s0, she hadn't redlly
been serious, but the way that Esmeralda had just solved the problem with the computer—using a dead
bird, for God's sakel —that brought it all home with arush of fear that made her head ache. She was
finding it hard to bresthe again.

"Areyou dl right?' Esmerada asked.

Ginny blinked. She took a deep breath, exhaed, took another, then dowly nodded.

"Whereiseverybody?' Esmerada asked, repesting her earlier question.

"Outsde,” Ginny said.

And then the drumming began.

When the figures came walking out of the forest, Ohn stepped forward. He touched Cal'sarm ashe
passed him, then Judy's.

"Stay cdm," hetold them. He turned dightly so that what he said next could be directed at everyone
who held ashotgun or rifle. "Point your wegpons at the ground and don't make any threatening gestures.”

"You're shitting us, right?" Sean said.

Ohn shook his head.



"Look at them," Emmasaid, supporting the harper's request. "None of them are armed.”

The newcomers stood just under the umbra of the outermost trees, haf in shadow, men and women
both, with only afew yards between each of them. They were dressed in ceremonid garb, beaded tunics
and leggings, quill-decorated dresses; their faces were painted with white clay and dyes. Some had
feathered headdresses, others wore the curved heads of wolves and other animals as hoods, which gave
them the appearance of being an an odd mix of anima and human. They al had drums hanging from their
belts. Their fingers continued to dance rhythms from the taut heads of their insruments; their festures

were unreadable.

"Who arethey?" John Haven asked softly.
"Better askwhat arethey,” Sean said.

"They're shaman.”
Emmagave ahappy cry when she saw Esmeradastanding in the doorway behind them.

"You're back!"
Esmeraldanodded. "When they did get here?' she asked, nodding to the drummers.

"Just afew moments ago,” Ohn said.
"Arethese Blugsrath 'wen 'a?' Judy asked. "Those Drummers-of-the-Bear he was telling us about
ealig?

Esmerddalook at the men and women, haf-hidden in the shadows of the forest, and shook her head.

"I don't think s0," she said. "They're drummers, dl right, and theyare shaman, but they've got the fed of
the first forest about them.”
"Born from the mythic timber of its darkest wood," Ohn agreed, "but flesh and bone now."

"What do they want?' Sean asked.
"That'ssmple,” Esmerddasaid. "They're exorcisng us—or at least they're trying to." She looked around
the smd| crowd. "Where's Blue?'

"He and Saraare trying to get back to Ottawa,” Emma said. " Sarathought her friend Pukwudji might be
ableto take them back."

"How long have they been gone?'
"For afew hours now."

Esmerddafrowned.

"What's the matter?' Emma asked.



"I haveto reach them before they try to confront the man who's responsiblefor dl of this." At the
unspoken question in Emmals eyes, Esmerada added, "Because | know how to stop him."

"That's great! What do we do?'

"I can't tell you," Esmerddasaid. "It'saspecid kind of magic that can't be talked about.”
Following their conversation as everyone was, Ohn frowned.

She waslying, he thought. But why? What had she learned on her journey?

"Did you find Jamie?' he asked.

Esmeraldanodded. "But | think it's going to be afew hours before he's got himsdlf together enough to
shift the House back to Ottawa." Shelooked past Ohn's shoulder to where the drummers were still

tapping their rhythms from the heads of their instruments. "Well just have to brave it out with these folks
until then."

"And hope they don't call up something worse whilewerewaiting,” Sean said.

"I'll try to talk to them."

She stepped past Ohn, moving closer to the forest. The gazes of the shaman tracked her motion, then
settled on the quick deft movement of her hands as she used sign language to explain that they meant no
harm to the forest; their coming here had been an accident and they would be leaving soon.

The drums stopped with an abruptnessthat |eft their earsringing.

One shaman—an old woman with more gray in her hair than black, her features horsy and

wrinkled—spoke. Her voice was gruff, her words clipped and guttura; her hands echoed what she said
insign language smilar to what Esmeralda had used.

"What does she say?' Ohn asked.

"Too much death," Esmerddatrandated. "Y ou have dain our—" Shefrowned. "I don't know that word
shejust used. It could have been heart, or spirit..."

"It'sthe bear," Emmasaid. " She'stalking about the bear we had to kill."

"You killed abear?' Esmerada asked, but then her gaze traveled to where the corpses were piled. "My
God, you killedall those creatures?”

"They were attacking us," Judy said. "What were we supposed to do—Iet them kill us?'
"No. Of course not. But—thisis serious. Some of those animals were clan totems.”

The shaman spoke sharply. As shedid, they could dl hear something large moving in the forest behind

her. A collective gasp whispered through them as the source of the noise stepped forth from between the
trees.

The creature was dmost seven feet tall and had the physique of abodybuilder. Not until it drew closer



could they seethe fine downy hair that covered its body. Thelarge bull bison head that sat onits
shoulderswasred, not part of acured pelt. The two short, curved horns glinted in the growing light; a
long dark manefdl to its shoulders. It wore no clothing. Between itslegs hung an enormousflaccid penis
and testicle sac.

The shaman's hands were busy echoing the harsh words that issued from her mouth.

" 'Our plains brother comesto our aid,' " Esmeraldatrandated as shefinaly drew her gaze away from
the bison's features and looked at the woman again.

Ohn watched Esmeralda's hands as she replied.

The shaman shook her head, responding with a short cutting motion of her hand.

He touched Esmerada's shoulder. "What's the matter?*

"| asked her if they would wait."

"And shesaid no?'

Esmeradashook her head. "Not exactly. She just told me to send out our champion to meet theirs.”
"Our... 7"

Esmeradajust pointed at the bison-headed man.

"That'stheirs,” she sad. "Weve got about aminute to pick one of usto fight him."

"Why don't we just shoot it?" Sean said, lifting hisrifle.

Esmeralda pushed the barrel of the gun away. "Y ou can't do that.”

"Why not?'

"Becausefirg, they'll just send something el se after us—"

"I thought al we needed to do was buy sometime?' Sean interrupted.

"—and secondly,” Esmeraldawent on as though he hadn't spoken, "the karmawould be devagtating.”
"It doesn't have to be aphysical battle doesit?" Julianne said.

Ohn nodded in agreement. That was well considered, he thought.

Esmeraldaagreed. "Y ou're right. The actua word she used was 'chalenge—I just naturally took it to
mean physica combat.”

"l don't know," Judy said dubioudy. "He doesn't look like the kind of guy who would settle for averbal
debate.”

"I think it'slikeariddie" Julianne said. "Y ou know, where the most obvious answer isn't necessarily the



correct one? They're mad at us because of how many of the forest's creatures we killed—I know," she
added as Sean Started to protest. "We didn't have any choice. That's given. It's over and done with. But
now's our chance to show that we don't just automatically shoot whatever'sthrestening us.”

"You mean wdl," Sean said, "but you're full of shit. I'm not standing around to let that thing gore me."

"Youwon't haveto," Esmeraldatold him. Sheturned to Emma. "Can you get everybody into the
House?'

Emmashook her head. "I'm staying out here with you."

"Dont beslly."

"I'm not. Two years ago you risked everything to help me. I'm not walking out on you now."
The others began to agree—even Sean—but Esmeradawouldn't haveit.

"How can we expect them to believe we don't mean them any harm,” she asked, "if wereall standing
out herewith our rifles and shotguns like some lynch mob?’

"Y eeh, but—"

"Please," she said. She turned from Sean to address Julianne and Ohn. "Y ou know I'm right."
Julianne nodded. "But that doesn't mean welikeit."

"I'mnot going,” Emmasaid.

"All right," Esmeradasad. "But therest of you—"

The drums of the shaman spoke suddenly.

Esmeradaglanced at them, then quickly turned back.

"Our timésup,” shesad. "Please?’

Findly they began to fileinto the House until only Ohn and Julianne were |ft.

"Take care of them,” Esmerddasaid.

"It'snot really my thing," Julianne said. "1 don't even like asking somebody to go down to the store for
r.rell

"But... 7"
“But Il try."
“Thanks"

"Remember your winds," Ohn said, before heleft. "Asalast resort.”



"What did he mean by that?' Emmaasked as she and Esmeradaturned to face the shaman and their
bison-headed champion.

Esmeraldadidn’t answer except to let abreeze gust up and flick her long hair about her head. Emmals
lipsmade agtartled "O," but then she nodded, understanding that they weren't necessarily as helplessas
they seemed.

Esmeralda used her hands to spesk to the old woman shaman.We will not fight. What was done here
was done in defense. We are sorry for the unhappiness this has brought to you, but we were given
no choice but to strike back when we wer e attacked. What we will not do is compound that
tragedy with yet more unnecessary violence .

The shaman frowned. You are the intruders , she Sgned.

Iknow, Esmerddareplied. Yet we are not here through any choice of our own. We —

A dartled cry from the House behind them interrupted the flow of the words that sprang from her hands.
Esmerddaturned to see Juliannein the doorway. At first she could see no reason for Juliannesdarm.
Then sheredized that she could seeright through her.

"Esmeralda" Julianne cried. "Come quick.”

But it was dready too late. Julianne became aghost, and then she was gone, aong with the contents of
the House. The structure made an alarming lurch. Wood cresked and groaned until suddenly the entire
building fell in upon itself. It collapsed in an odd kind of silence. In the wake of its destruction, Esmerada
and Emmaexchanged worried glances.

"It'sJamie," Esmerada said softly. "He's taken the House back. Either that or..."

"Or what?"'

"The enemy has stolen dl of the House's power. But whichever it was, it leaves us abandoned here.”

"Uh, Ez," Emmasad. "l think it'salittle worse than that."

The shaman had begun drumming once more, al except for the old woman. Her hands danced with
conversation.

Our magic has driven the evil away. Now only you two daughters of the darkness remain.
"What's she saying?' Emma asked.

"They'retaking credit for the House disappearing.”

"Well, that's okay, isn't it?1 mean, if they want to think that'they did it, why should we argue with them?"

"Because they think the House was evil," Esmeralda said, "and that makes us evil and dso their last two
pieces of unfinished busness.”

The bison-headed being stamped hisfeet on the ground, keeping time to the drumming, which had taken
on afrenzied rhythm.



"Your winds," Emmasaid. "Can they take us out of here?'

"Let'sgiveitatry,” Esmerddareplied.

Now that the others were gone, there was no reason for Emmaand her to stay here. She closed her
eyesand caled her winds up, but after the prolonged use she'd put them to in fetching Jamie, it seemed
that they could move her hair about and little else. The forest around them was peculiarly till—there
wasn't even a breeze for her to borrow—and she wasn't degp enough into the Otherworldsfor her to
augment them in other ways.

"It'sno good,” she said.

Emmanhid her disgppointment. "You tried.”

A quick rattle of drumming drew their attention back to the shaman.

It wasill chance, not evil that brought us here, Esmeraldatold the woman.Harm us if you must, but
we will fight no more. On your heads will lie the guilt of further violence .

Thereisno guilt in slaying enemies, the shaman signed back.

"What did she say?' Emma asked.

She looked worriedly from the old woman to the bison-headed man. His penis was beginning to harden,
thickening like the bough of asmdll tree and risng up the length of histhigh until it stood erect, bouncing
dightly as he continued to dance to the drumming.

"Bascdly," Esmeradasad, "it boils down to us saying our prayers.”

"Oh, shit."

Esmeradanodded. "In anutshell.”

She didn't fed nearly as calm as she was pretending to be. But for Emmals sake she tried to keep her
panic at bay as she desperately looked for away out of their plight, but without her winds she couldn't
step them out of thisworld. Given time, allowing them to replenish their strengths, she could do it, but the

shaman and their champion didn't look as though time was something they were offering.

This had to be Whiskey Jack's doing, Esmeraldaredlized suddenly. He'd lied to her again. She should
have known. No matter what he'd promised, there was aways a price to pay.

The bison-headed man began to shuffle toward them. Emmamade asmall sound in the back of her
throat. Esmeraldatook her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze, then stepped forward so that she was
between Emmaand the bull-man.

She thought she could hear the distant sound of a coyote'scry, itsyip, yip, yip sounding far too much like
laughter. She sent her winds after its fading sound with alast fina curse before the bison-headed man
was upon her:

Damn you anyway, Whiskey Jack. Damn you to whatever your kind knows as hell.



Then she faced the bull-man, her face an expressionless mask. She knew she was going to die, but she
refused to give them the pleasure of seeing her fear.

6

The owlswere starting to get to Blue aswell. He hated the way they just sat therein along, sllent row
aong the eaves of the House, staring down at them with their unblinking gaze. Their constant presence
worked itsway under hisskin. It wasn't so much an itch as acoldnessthat traveled relentlesdy adong the
gpiderwebbing road map of his nervesto settle in the marrow of his bones.

Hefdt like putting hisrifle to his shoulder and picking off afew of them, but then he redized it wasn't the
owlsgiving him the cregps—at least it wasn'tjust the owls. There was something about the House itsdlf, a
kind of diminishing of its presence, asthough the mysteriesthat dwayslay at its heart had suddenly been
pulled into the light, where they were revealed to be just so many conjurer'stricks.

Helooked at his companions. Sarawas shivering; her features seemed unnaturally pale, even in the poor
light. Pukwudiji appeared even more freaked out. He held one of Saras hands and leaned against her, his
big eyeslooking mournfully a the House.

| can feel him, Sarahad said.HE'sso close... so cold ...

Y eah, Blue thought. Our heebie-jeebies have got adefinite source; we just don't have amake on the
sucker yet.

"C'mon," he said and ushered them toward the nearest doors. "L et's get in out of the open.”

The eyes of their enemy—Iike the eyes of the owls-seemed to fill the sky, bearing down on them with an
intolerable pressure. He thought they'd fed better once they wereinsde, but it was only worse. Their
footsteps on the floor of the empty ballroom echoed eerily and the pressure of their unseen enemy's gaze
seemed stronger than it had been outside.

At least we |l €ft the owls behind, Blue thought when he looked up at the top of the window framesthat
ran the length of the garden side of the room. There were birds perched there, looking in. Owls.

Blueled his companions out into the hall. They looked into one or two of the rooms aong the way, but
everything was empty. Theinterior of the House had moved to the Otherworld; al that remained was a
shell—just the structure itsalf, as much under sSiege asitsinterior wasin the Other-world.

"If we ever get the House back," he said, "there's going to be one hell of amessto clean up, but at least
we don't have to worry about structural damage. Doesn't seem like the forest did any damageto the
building in thisworld."

Saranodded glumly. Pukwudiji just held her hand and didn't respond at al. But Blue fdt he had to talk.
The echoes of his voice gave him acreepy feding, but the slence bothered him more.

"Y ou know what redly getsme?' he said. "Theway thisdl feds so... random. It'slike there's nobody to
confront, nobody to point the finger at and say, 'Y ou're the bad guy. Y our assismine."



"Theré's someone now,” Sarasaid.

Blue shook hishead. "Intellectudly, | know what you're saying, but it doesn't fed like therésatangible
enemy. It'sjust some facel ess thing—a cipher. How the hell do you go to war with something that'sjust a
feding? Thisguy'sjust aghogt.”

"I can do morethan fed him," Sarasaid, her voice betraying her tension. "1 can lead usto him."

Bluedidnt say anything for along moment. Findly he lifted up hisrifle and dapped its barrel againg his
left hand.

"Thenlet'sdoit," hesaid.

"He'snot far,” Sarasaid. "A dreet over, maybe two at thetops. | can fed him just sucking the vitality out
of the House." Shetouched her right temple with afinger. "I can seehimin here.”

She put her back againgt the nearest wall and did down until she was sitting on her hedls. Pukwudii
crouched down beside her.

"But we can't just go and shoot him," Sarasaid.
Blue hunched down until hisface wasleve with hers. "Why the hdl not?

"Because were not in the Otherworld anymore,” shereplied. "Y ou can't just walk down the stret,
carrying arifle. Someonéll call the cops before we get to the end of the block.”

"It'snight, Sara. Who'sto see?’

She shook her head. "It's not going to work. Let's say that nobody sees us and we get to whatever
building he'sin without being stopped. If we just walk in and try to shoot him—that's saying helll even et
us get that far—well have police dl over us. HE'S not doing anything that we can proveisillegd; hesnot
doing anything we can proveisred at dl. And even if you should manageto kill him, you're going to go
tojall for doingit."

"Then what should we do?’

"l don't know. | thought I'd know when we got here, but he's so strong and | don't have any magic—not
thekind I'd need to take him on."

"What about you, little buddy?' Blue asked Pukwudji.
Thehonochen'o'keh could only shake his head.

They fel slent then. Blue ran his hand up and down the cold metd of hisriflésbarrel. The presence of
their enemy was dmost papablein the ar—athick, cloying sensation.

"If we don't have magic to use againgt him," Blue said, "then werre going to haveto do it my way."
"Wecant," Sarasad.

"Maybewe can't," Blue said, "but I've got to. Besides, it al makesakind of sense. The House has



aways had akind of mythic fed about it, so maybeit'stime | played out my part of the sory—sort of
like theking of thewood."

"What are you talking about?"

"It'sin one of Jami€'s books. Back in the old days there were these societies who picked some guy and
made him their king, you know? He could do anything he wanted, have anything he wanted. Y ou nameit
and it was his. But thisonly lasted for afew years—I can't remember how many—and then when his
timewas up, they'd kill him."

"Y ou're not making any sense," Sarasaid, but Blue could tell she knew what he was getting at.

"You see, before | met you and Jamie, | wasareal loser,”" he went on. "I rode with the Dragon, | did all
kinds of bad shit. Man, | was amess, heading straight down the highway to hell. But then | met Jamie
and he brought me back here and suddenly | had options—that was something I'd never had before.
That's something you and Jamie and the House gave me: a chance to be one of the good guys.”

"What'sthat got to do with this king-of-the-wood business?"

"Well, you seg, it'slike I've been the king of the wood for the past bunch of years. I've been ableto do
whatever | wanted. I've had my past wiped clean like it never happened and got the chance to start all
over again, to bethe kind of guy | might've been if | hadn't taken awrong turn way back when."

"That till doesn't—"

Blue cut her off. "'l figureit'stimefor meto put something back now. L ots of those guyswent willingly,
you know. | figureit's because they knew that their dying meant something. It renewed the land, made
everything okay for thetribe. | can get into that."

Sarashook her head. "That's not what's going on here."

"I think itis" Bluesaid. "l think it's going to cost us something to get things back to the way they were
before. Even Pukwudji said that.”

"BLIt'"

"Wevedl got to die sometime, Sara. If I've got to go, I'd rather have my death mean something than
just be another statistic on the obit page.”

When he stood up, Sara scrambled to her feet.
"I can'tletyoudoit," shesad.

"] don't see that we have achoice.”

"BUL"

"Think of al the good the House does. Think of al those people we left in the Otherworld. Y ou don't
think they're worth dying for?"

"Not dl of them."



"Everybody'sworth helping, Sara.”

"You know what | mean."

Bluefound atired smile. "Y esh, weld dl rather see astranger get it than someone we know.”
"Wel, I'm going with you," Sarasaid.

"You'regoing asfar asit takesto point mein theright direction," Blue corrected her. "Then you and
Pukwudii are out of here. Weve only got one gun; only one of us can pull thetrigger at onetime.”

"| don't want to do this, Blue."

"Shit, and you think | do?' He lifted ahand to her hair and ruffled the curls. "Thingsll work out.”
"It'snot far."

"Well, you know what Jools says about fair."

Sara shook her head.

"It'sjust thefirgt third of fairy tale and you won't find either in the red world."
"Thisis theredl world and weare inthemiddle of afary tae."

"Sosueme, Or her."

"Y ou're not the king of any wood," Saratold him. "Y ou'rejust aking of fools."
"So what doesthat make you?'

"Who said you weremy king?'

It was tough making jokes, Blue thought, fegling the way they did, but it wasthat or cry. If Sarastarted
to cry hedidn't know if he could go through with this.

Hefound himsalf wanting to say thingsto her: how much he cared for her, how much held missed her,
how much she was a part of his becoming the person he was now, but he knew that would just make it
harder. Then he thought about Emma, waiting for him back in the Otherworld, and dl the friends he was
leaving behind. Judy. Esmerdda. Ginny.

Ohn. Joals. They were good people. They were worth the sacrifice, but man, he was going to miss
them.

"Thisiswhy the owlsare here,” Pukwudji said suddenly.
"Say what?' Blue asked.

Pukwudji stood up from where he'd been crouched on the floor, his hand cregping back up until it was
nestled in Sarals once more.



"They gather at the birth of great deeds," he explained.
"Well, hell," Blue said. "Let's not keep them waiting." He turned to Sara. "Which way do we go?"

"He's somewhere near the south side of the House," she said. She looked miserable; her voicewas
grained. "l think he'sin one of the houses on Clemow."

Blue led the way to the closest of the doors on the east side of the House that led out onto O'Connor
Street. When they were out on the street, he kept therifle close to hisbody so that it couldn't be easily
seen. Sarawalked on hisright as they headed down the block to Clemow, Pukwudji's hand till in hers.

There was a sound on the ar—akind of whispering that made them pause and lift their heads to ook
around. Blue and Saraexchanged troubled looks, then started off again. Above them, the owlsfollowed,
flying from house eave to telephone pole. Still silent; il watching.

"Thisisthe place,” Sarasaid.

Blue changed hishold on hisrifle. He wiped hisright palm on hisjeans, then took the grip in that hand
again, finger snaking into the trigger guard. He looked up at the building. They were hafway down
Clemow, between Bank Street and O'Connor. The house was an older, two-story brick building with
hip-and-valey roofs, set snug in between its neighbors, the houses dl standing in anest row on this
resdentid street. Therewere afew lights on inside, but heavy curtainskilled any hope of aview. It was
the only building on the street with any lights.

It looked about as threatening as day-old bologna, he thought. Maybe less. Y ou could get food
poisoning from bologna.

"Thisguy'sinthere?' he asked.

Saranodded. Shetook a step up the walk, pausing when Pukwudii didn't move with her.
"Wehavetodoit," shetold thelittlehonochen'o'keh .

"I know," Pukwudji said. "But it only requires one of us. Thisisabad place, Sara."

Only one of us, Bluethought. Well, he was the guy with the big gun, wasn't he?

Before he could start down thewalk, Saralet go of Pukwudiji's hand and went ahead of him. He hurried
to catch up, but she was dready on the porch by the time he reached her.

"| told you before—you're only hereto point metheway," he whispered. "Y ou've done that, so why
don't you just leave the rest to me."

Thelook she gave himin return dlowed for no argument, but Blue tried anyway.
"Look," he said. "Someone's going to have to take charge of the House."

"Esmerddawill do that."



"Yeeh, but..."

"Werein thistogether,” Saratold him. "I don't want to argue any more—that'swhy | just went along
with what you were saying earlier. Now are we going to do something or not?"

Blue sghed. "Likewhat? Ring the bell?"

Sarashrugged. "Why not? He knows we're here.”

Asshelifted her finger to push the bell, Pukwudji caught her hand and stopped her.

"Don't," hesad.

Bluewasin agreement. If the enemy knew they were here, why had they even comein thefirgt place?

They were supposed to be surprising the guy; considering the kind of power he had to work with, they
didn't have ahopein hell otherwise. But this... Ringing the bell and then shooting whoever answered

didn't seem like the best course of action.
"You didn't tell me hed know we were coming,” he said.

"l can fed himin here," Sarasaid, tapping her temple again. "He doesn't see us as athreat. He doesn't
know about the gun. He... That'sal the surprise | think were going to get.”

"He's got to threaten us," Blue said. 'l don't think | can judt... shoot himin cold blood.”

"It'snot like weve got awholelot of choice” Sarasad. "If you want to give metherifle..."

Blue couldn't see much of her features, they were cast in shadow because her back wasto the
dtreetlights, but he could hear the emptinessin her voice. She wasn't any more prepared for thisthan he
was. It was one thing to take somebody down in the middle of arunning battle; something else entirely to
just walk in off the street and shoot them.

"We've got to be sure he's the one," he added.

Saranodded. "Well be sure.”

Once again she reached for the doorbell, and again Pukwudji stopped her.

"Thisisabad place," he repeated. "It'snot dl quite part of thisworld, hey?"

"l canfed that," Sarasaid.

"What isit?' Blue asked, peering more closely at the doorbell. "Is this thing booby-trapped?’

Pukwudji shook his head miserably. "It's adoor to the Otherworld—»but not to any part of it that we

know. He's made his own echo of the Otherworld here; a shadow cast by the bitterness of his spirit. The

rulesit follows answer only to him. Do you understand?”

Blue nodded. At least he thought he understood. The house might look innocent but, just like Tamson
House, there was more to it than met the eye. He figured what Pukwudji was saying was that their enemy



had invested a part of himsdf in the building. It wasn't the doorbdl| that was booby-trapped; the whole
building was atrap.

He could fed something—a presencein the air, a coldness—that he redlized was emanating from the
building. It wasn't overtly threatening, but it had the sametaste to it that he'd sensed back at Tamson
House; something was watching them, just waiting for them to make their move

He looked back at the street. Owls were perched on telephone poles, streetlights and the roofs of
houses. One was on the hood of aparked car on their side of the street. They were here for the show,
for—how did Pukwudji put it>—the "birth of great deeds.”

Right, he thought. Taking notes for some otherworldly PBS specid. Well, let's not disappoint them.

Heworked the lever of hisrifle, filling thefiring chamber with ashell.

"Skip the bell," he said. "Just try the door. If it's unlocked, swing it open and stand back.”

Saranodded. She took a breath and put her hand on the doorknaob, but as soon as she touched it, she
collapsad like a marionette with its strings cut. She dumped against the door and did to thefloor of the
porch, her muscles completely limp. 1t was as though her bones had dl turned to jelly.

"Wha... ?'

Blue crouched down beside her. He laid hisrifle down so that he could gather Sara up from where she
had fallen. The door opened when he had her in hisarms. Light spilled out, haf-blinding him. He blinked
initsglare, then found himsalf looking up into the tired features of awoman who gppeared to bein her
early Sxties.

Shewasdressed all in black, like the old ladies down in Little Italy—Ilong black dress, black sweeter,
black stockings and shoes, black kerchief around her head. But for al her grim wardrobe, he didn't get
any sense of menace from her—couldn't sense anything at al except for that weariness that was
undoubtedly responsible for the heavy linesin her festures.

He glanced helplessly at Pukwudii, but the little man had vanished. Beyond the porch, he could sensethe
owls, their attention sharpened into such atight focus upon him that it felt as though they were pecking at
him with their beeks.

"Y ou shouldn't have come," the woman said.

Blue turned back to look &t her.

"Hewas dmos finished," the woman went on. "He would have taken the House, and been content with
that, but now..."

Her voicetrailed off. Blue waited for her to continue, but she just regarded him with her sad, tired gaze.
"Now what?' he asked findly.
Thewoman pointed to Saralying limpin hisarms.

"Now he has her aswell," she said. She regarded him for along moment, then finally stood aside,



adding, "Y ou might aswell comein now."
None of thiswas playing the way it was supposed to, Blue thought.
"Comeaong," the woman added alittle peevishly. "I don't havedl night."

Blue shook his head. Thiswas nuts. They'd come here to kill somebody, and now thiswoman was
asking himin like they'd just dropped by for tea.

Helooked again for Pukwudiji, but there was till no sign of the little man. Retreat was definitely in order,
he thought. Instead, he rose with Sarain hisarms and carried her inside.

"Y ou can lay her down here," the woman said, indicating acouch in the room just off the front hall.

The room was comfortably furnished. There were framed samplers and reproductions of landscapes on
thewall. A TV st sat in one corner with the picture on, the sound off. There were a couple of easy
chairs, the couch, a coffee table. Knick-knacks stood in agenial array on the mantelpiece.

He hesitated in the doorway for amoment, then laid Saraon the couch. Her breathing seemed steady,
but there was till no dleviation of her limpness. Her head lolled sdeways until he supported it with a
pillow. The woman watched him, stepping back into the hal when he rose from the couch.

"You don't redly need it," she said when he glanced to the porch where theriflewaslying, "but if it'l
make you fed more at ease, by dl meansbringitin.”

Blue was no longer certain about anything that was going on, but he did know one thing: she might not
think he needed therifle, but he sure as hell was going to fed better with aweagpon in his hand.

He retrieved the rifle from the porch. When he stepped back inside, the woman made afollow-me
motion with one hand and started up the stairs. Blue hesitated for along moment. He closed the front
door, looked in on Sara, whose condition didn't seem to have changed, then finally went up the stairs.
Thewoman was waiting impatiently for him on thelanding.

Sheled him to the front bedroom, motioning him to enter.

It was colder Hill in the room—the drop in temperature coming in waves from the till figure that lay on
the bed. Blue thought it was a corpse at first. The man's skin was pae, dmost tranducent. But his chest
moved, hisbreeth lightly frosting the air around histhin lips. Bluefelt that he could see the man's eyes
moving under hisclosed lids. He wasin his seventies at least—maybe older. His hair was thinning and
gray, hisframe dender dmost to the point of emaciation.

He gave no indication that he was aware of either Blue or the woman's presence in the room, but Blue
could sense that watchfulness growing sharper.

"Thisiswho you were looking for," she said. "But you'refar too late. Y ou can't hurt him."

She picked up abook from aside table and threw it at the figure. Just before it hit the man, therewasa
quick bright flare of light—like bare wires sparking against each other—and then the book was flung
across the room. The man remained immobile, untouched by the book, unmoved by theincident. A smell
that reminded Blue vagudy of anise drifted briefly in the air, then faded.



"Nothing can hurt him," the woman said. "Not anymore.”

"What... what the hdll'sgoing on here?' Bluefindly asked.

Thewoman smiled a him. ™Y ou know."

Y eah, Blue thought. He knew. The man lying there was siphoning off Tamson House's vitdlity.
"What'sinit for you?" he asked the woman.

"Y outh. Eternd youth. Well be young together—forever."

Blue shook hishead. Helifted therifle until its muzzle was pointed &t her.

"I'm betting you don't have some fancy forcefield to protect you," he said.

"Youreright, of course. | don't."

"So tell him to stop. Tl him to stop and let Sarago or so help me God, I'll shoot.”

"You don't haveitinyou."

Blue's gaze went hard. "L ady, you don't know what I'm capable of when my friends are being hurt.”

The woman laughed. "It redlly doesn't matter. Go ahead and shoot me—helll just bring me back to life

again.
Was that possible? Blue wondered. He could see that the woman sincerely believed it was. Hisown

reservations withered when he thought about all the impossibilities held experienced in the past
twenty-four hours.

"Go away," thewoman told him. "He's not interested in you. Y our friend has acertain... vitdity that he
can use, but he has no need for you."

"Fuck you," Blue said.

He moved the muzzle from her to the figure in the bed and fired from the hip. The bullet sparked just
before reaching the man, ricocheting off to embed in awall. The anise-like smdll sung Blue's nostrils. His
ears rang from the loud report, but the woman appeared completely unfazed.

"I think it'stimefor you to go,” she said.

Her voice seemed to come from agreat distance. Blue worked another round into the firing chamber
and swung the rifle back so that it covered her.

"Sitdown,” hesaid.
She moved to achair and sat. The wearinessin her features was now touched with a mocking

amusement. Blue looked around the room, spotted a handful of ties hanging from atie rack on the closet
door, and grabbed a couple.



"Tieyour legsto the chair,” hetold her, tossing thetiestoward her.

"Thisisn't going to prove anything." Shelooked at the man on the bed. "As soon as he's finished, hell—"
"Just doit.”

When she finished tying her legs to the chair, he took afew moreties over to where she sat and bound
her arms behind her. After checking and tightening the bonds on her legs, he set the rifle asde and moved
to the phone.

"I'vetold you. Thereisn't anybody who can help—"

"Putacorkinit, lady."

He dialed anumber and waited impatiently for the connection to be made. It took six rings beforea
deepy voice answered on the other end of theline.

"Tucker?Blue here."

"Do you have any ideawhat—"

"l don't giveashit what timeitis. | need your help, John."

"Why isit that the only time | ever hear from you it'swhen you need afavor?’
"Thisisserious. It'sgot to do with Sara.™

That was enough to get Tucker's attention.

"Okay," hesad. "What'sup?'

"I've got astuation here that's going to get real messy."

"You're at the House?"'

"No," Blue said. "Werejust across the street, on the south side of the building.” He gave the address.
"Y ou want methere officialy?' Tucker asked.

Tucker was acop who usualy tried to play by the rules. But hewas aso afriend.
"I don't think that'd be such agood idea," Blue said. "l just need you."

"Il beright over," Tucker told him.

v

Esmeraddahad grosdy miscal culated how long it would take Jamie to recover. He hadn't exactly died so
much as fragmented thistime out, but his return to awareness followed asimilar pattern. By thetime



Whiskey Jack had gathered al the lost parts of hissoul into the vessel of the dead kingfisher, hewas
dready deding with hisrecovery.

It took him alittle longer to get his bearings once Esmeradareturned him to the House. The spark of his
being legpt immediately into Memorias eectronic circuits; it was relaing to the sheer sze and scope that
his spirit inhabited in its guardianship of the House that took the extratime. It waslike putting on a
familiar suit one hadn't worn for afew years. Y ou knew which deeve went where, how the zipper and
buttons functioned, but it just didn'tfedl right at first. It seemed tighter across the shoulders, perhaps, and
thetrousers didn't hang just right. Still, it only took wearing it for ashort while until you adjusted to thefit.

Ashedid with the House.

But by the time he was back in control, Esmeraldaand Ginny had dready |eft the room and there was
no one with whom he could communicate. He started to follow their progress, looking inward through the
windows, listening to the hollow tread of their footsteps on the hardwood floors, the more muffled steps
on carpets, but he soon withdrew back to his nerve center in Memoria

Therewas afar more pressing concern at hand than speaking to hisfriends.

He'd sensed the drain on the House's vitdlity as soon as he was lodged in the interlocking patternwork of
itswood and glass and stone. He traced the origin of the siphoning back to the House's homeworld, a
process that gave him hisfirst awareness that the building had followed him into the Otherworld.

In the matrices of Memoria's memory banks he had long ago created a physical representation of himsalf
and his study. It wasn't aplace anyone else could vist, for it existed solely in eectronic impul ses—an odd
mingling of those that were native to the human mind with those that the computer required to function; it
existed solely for him. The pretense of aphysical body and surroundings helped him to focus more clearly
onindividua issues aswell as alowing him arespite from the congtant barrage of stimuli that the House
fed him otherwise. As Tamson House was a haven to those who required a respite from the sometimes
overwhelming concerns of the world beyond itswalls, so thissmall block of eectronicimpulsesin
Memoria's enormous memory bankswas his.

It wasto that place he retreated when the full enormity of the Situation settled in him.

Hisfirst impulse on discovering the intruder had been to cut off the man's access to the House's magical
essence. That had proved futile. Theintruder was smply too strong, effortlessy blocking every one of
Jami€'s attempts. What was worse, he was using the House's own energy to do so. So Jamie withdrew
to the privacy of his haven—even theintruder didn't seem able to access it—but while he was safe from
the man's scrutiny, hewas also a aloss asto how to proceed from here.

"God, but you've been afool,” he told himsdf. "How can you stop him, when he controls more of the
House than you do?"

"Y ou haveto go to him," adisembodied voice sad.
The shock of being addressed by someonein hismost private of retreats was enough to make him
momentarily lose control of the pretense of form he had given himself and the study. When he recovered

enough to cal them back into their ssmblances of redlity, he was no longer donein the room.

Sitting in the other club chair was afamiliar figure whose presence made the hairs rise on the nape of
Jamie's neck. The newcomer looked like afairy-tae gremlin—atiny wizened figure with afloppy hat and



abaggy overcoat. His nose was hooked; his beard, and what could be seen of hishair poking from
under the hat, was grizzled. His eyes were startlingly bright and seemed to bulge birdlike from thelr
sockets.

"You can't be here" he said.

"Why not?"

"Because you're—"

"Dead?' Hisuninvited guest laughed. "And you're not?"

It was a question that Jamie had pondered over agreat deal in the years sSince he'd taken over
guardianship of the House, but it wasn't relevant here. With the man's laugh he redlized who his guest
was. It wasn't Thomas Hengwr sitting here with him—the same man who'd been indirectly responsible
for al the odd occurrences that had troubled Tamson House and eventualy resulted in Jami€'s own degth
so many years ago. No, thiswas Whiskey Jack in one of histhousand and one guises, following up on

the results of his earlier handiwork with Esmerdda

Jamie had seen him pass through the House often enough in the years of his guardianship to recognize
him no matter what shape he wore.

"What do you want?" he asked the trickster.

"The same as you—areturn to how things once were. Unfortunately, that won't be entirely possible, but
we can only do our best.”

Jamie nodded dowly.

"It'sup to you to stop him,” Whiskey Jack said. "Let metell you what | know of him, little enough though
itis"

"Why don't you stop him?"

"Becauseit's your responsbility,” Whiskey Jack replied. "And because | can't get near him."
"And| can?'

Whiskey Jack nodded.

"I've dready tried to stop him, but he'stoo strong.”

"That'swhy you have togo to him. Y ou're part of the House once more now—all you havetodo is
follow thetrail of energy he'ssteding away."

"And then?'
Whiskey Jack didn't bother replying.

Jamie dghed. "All right. Tell mewhat you know."



Whiskey Jack flickered out of existence when hed finished speaking, vanishing like ahologram when the
lights were turned off. Jamie took a moment to digest what he'd been told. He looked around the
pretense of his study, looked down at his hands.

We never know when we're well enough off, he thought. We're given grest gifts, but we never
appreciate them for what they are. We keep wanting more and more, until one day our greed forcesit all
to be taken away.

W, he had no one but himsdlf to blame.

Herosefrom hischair and let theillusion of body and room disappear. His spirit hovered for amoment
in Memoria's dectronic web; then he allowed the intruder to Sphon him away with the vitdity of the
House that he was so busily stedling.

As hewas drawn back to hishomeworld, he drew the House and its inhabitants along with him.

8

John Tucker pulled his car up to the curb in front of the address that Blue had given him and killed the
engine

Hewas the head of security for agpecia branch of the RCMP that investigated the paranormal. The
officid namefor the branch was Mindreach, named after a project in the early eighties dedicated to
researching and documenting the viability of psychic resources; since then their mandate had been
broadened to encompass the entire gray area of experiences that could be collected under the term
paranormal. To the other horsemen, the men who worked that branch were known as the Spook Squad.

Tucker wasin hismid-fiftiesand till in top physical condition. Hewas abig man, just topping six feet
and weighing in at two hundred pounds. His hair and eyeswere gray; his squared mustache dmost white.
He'd been with the force for thirty-six years—ten years of that time heading up the Spook Squad—but
the weirdest thing held ever been involved in hadn't been apart of hiswork, athough it had started there.
It had &l gone down in that strange block-long building directly across the street from the address where
he was now parked.

He'd been skeptica of Mindreach's mandate until that time, but the eventsin Tamson House had
changed dl of that. Whenever talk came down of cutting the smal branch's budget, he was on the front
line, cashing in favorsto keep it viable. Tangible evidence was hard to come by, but he knew their work
was important, because one day, somewhere out there, another Tom Hengwr was going to show up. The
difference was, thistime they'd be ready when the shit hit the fan.

Hisbdief in Mindreach'simportance even overrode the guilt of what hed had to do in thefina cleanup
after what had happened in the House. Hengwr hadn't been the only threet at that time; J. Hugh Walters,
abusiness magnate, had a so been involved. He was too high up to take down, had too many
connectionsin theloca and federa government, so Tucker had dedlt with him using the only option |ft.

That nation, necessary though it had been, had him gtting at his desk more than once, typing up
his resignation. Mindreach was what made him tear it up each time—Mindreach and hiswife, Maggie.
Sheld been through the same shit; sheld helped him make the decision. And it was only because he knew
that her respect for the law—she was a Crown attorney—was as great as histhat he et her talk him out



of it.

"Wedidn't haveachoice" shedtell him, always making it a collective deed, athough held been the one
to pull thetrigger. "And if you wak out on Mindreach now, you're throwing it al away. Becauseit'sgoing
to happen again. We know now that it's possible; next time we might not get so lucky. Next time it might
not be contained the way it was with Thomas Hengwr. And if you're not there..."

She didn't haveto finish. He kept working; he kept the branch aive. But some days he couldn't help but
wake up wondering if it wasn't dl alie. Maybe the ends had justified the means—that time. But who was
he to call the shot? HE'd been right once; there were no guarantees he'd be right asecond time. And
solving the problem the way he had, how did that make him any different from the bad guys?

It was acircular argument, with no easy answers. Hearing from Blue, seeing Tamson House, brought it
al back again.

He studied the long dark building now, then turned his attention to the house where Blue and Sarawere
waiting for him.

Everything looked normal, he thought. Maybe Blue was overreacting.
But then he noticed the owls.

The birds were everywhere—on the eaves of houses, on trees, streetlamps, telephone poles, even on
the car parked in front of him.

"Shit," he muttered.

Hetook hisrevolver from the seat beside him and got out of the car, clipping the holster to the back of
his belt where hisjacket would hideit. Blue had the front door open before he reached the porch.

"Thanksfor coming,” Blue said, stepping asdeto let himin.

"No problem, Farley."

Tucker smiled at Blue's pained expression. Glen Farley was the name on Blu€'s birth certificate; there
weren't many people who could get avay with razzing him about it. Only thistime, Tucker didn't get a
rissout of him.

Tucker's smilefaded into afrown. Things were definitely serious.

"So what's going down?" he asked as he stepped into the front hall.

Blue just pointed to the couch in the living room. Tucker took afew quick steps over to where Sarawas
lying and knelt down beside her. He put a pair of fingers up againgt her throat, then looked over his
shoulder & Blue.

"Did you call an ambulance?' he asked.

Blue shook his head. " She needs magic, not medicine.”

Magic. Right. That shit again.



Tucker 9ghed." Do you want to run the whole story by me?"

Blue pulled up the coffeetable. Sitting on its edge, his gaze shifting from Sara's fill festuresto Tucker's
face, hefilled Tucker in on dl the details as he knew them. He finished his explanation upstairs where the
residents of the house were. The old woman regarded them with amusement, for al that she was bound
to achair. Her companion lay on the bed as motionless as Saradid on the couch downdtairs.

Tucker dug aquarter out of his pocket and tossed it at the man. Just as Blue had said it would, the
quarter sparked againgt something just afraction of an inch from the prone figure on the bed and was
hurled across the room. Tucker watched the quarter spin on thefloor, then findly lie still. An odd,
pungent odor stung his nogtrils, but it was gone before he could placeiit.

"You see?' Blue said.

Tucker nodded and drew Blue back out into the hall.

"What did you want from me?' he asked when they were out of the bound woman's earshot.

Blue ran atroubled hand through his hair. "Fucked if | know," he said. "Have you il got the same
gig—chasing spooks and Elvis pretenders?’

Tucker nodded.

"WEell, | was hoping your people might have devel oped something by now that we can use.” At Tucker's
puzzled look, Blue added, "Y ou know. Like something to cut through that guy'sforce field or whatever it
isthat he's got protecting him. Maybe something to contain his magic so that he can't turn it on anybody
de"

"Sounds like you're talking about the kind of gizmos that the Ghostbusters used,” Tucker said.

"|sthat so farfetched?!

"Fercrissakes, Blue. That suff'sjust afantasy.”

"And thisisnt?'

Tucker started to reply, then nodded. "Okay. | get your point. But you're clutching at straws. We don't
have anything like that. Chrit, we don't even have any hard evidence that this shit'son thelevd, little say
having gotten around to devel oping equipment to ded with it.”

"We'retaking about Sarahere" Blue said.

"And I'm leveling with you. Thisisn't security-clearance bullshit. Y ou do redize that
ninety-nine-point-nine percent and then some of our loyal taxpayers haven't aclue that something like

Mindreach even exigsin thefirst place?'

Blue nodded. "I've just got to do something for her. It's esting me up, John—you understand what I'm
sying?"

Tucker wasworried about Saraaswell, but the larger proportion of his concern was directed at the



nameessfigure that lay on the bed in the room they'd just quit. From what Blue had been telling him
earlier, thisguy could be even more powerful than Hengwr had been and that was something hedidn't
need.

"I hear you," hesaid.
"So tak to me" Blue said. "Give me some feedback. What the hell do wedo ?

"Wewait," Tucker told him. "I'll call Maggie and have her come over. She can St with Sarawhilewe
watchin here."

"And then?'
Tucker shrugged. "We play it by ear. There's nothing else we can do.”

It wasn't enough. He could see that in Blue's features—where frusiration warred with resgnation. Hefelt
the same himsdlf, but what else could they do? There were no other options.

"Okay," Bluesad.

His voice had taken on an uncharacteristic dullness. He hoisted hisrifle and stepped back into the
bedroom. Tucker hesitated for a moment, then went downstairs to look for aphone. He'd spotted onein
the bedroom, but didn't see any reason he should |et their captives be privy to any more information than

they aready were.

He paused in the doorway of the living room to ook in on Saraagain.
"Thissucks," he said.

He headed farther down the hall to where he could see awall phone hanging just inside the kitchen door.

9

It happened so fast, Sara didn't have a chance to protect herself. One moment she had her hand on the
doorknob, the next she could fedl her spirit being sucked out of her body into...

Elsawhere.

She was no longer on a porch, no longer in Ottawa, no longer in her own world. She experienced a
somach-wrenching sensation of vertigo. A sound likefliestrapped against glass buzzed in her skull,
droning againgt the breathy airing of adigtant flute that soon faded. The buzzing remained until she
opened her eyes.

The place to which she'd been taken appeared to be awide mesatop. She had the sense of physical
form, but she knew that although she could fedl adesert wind touch her cheek and brush againgt her hair,
athough the ground fdlt solid underfoat, it wasdl anilluson. She could till sense her body, lying whereit
had collapsed on the porch of that house on Clemow—Dbut her awareness of it was like looking through
thick gauze. The mesatop, the night sky above, brilliant with stars, the endless expanse of desert that
sretched off in dl directions from the mesa, the pretense of a shape she wore now, were far more



immediate, far morereal .

She remembered what Pukwudji had said about their enemy creeting his own Otherworld and redlized
that it was there that sheld been taken. Sheturned in adow full circle, sand gritting redigticaly under her
shoes. It was only when she completed the circle that she redlized she was no longer alone.

A figure stood at the edge of the mesa, in adirect line of Sght from where sheld first appeared. It had its
back to her. A shiver of dread traveled up her spine, but when it turned, she wasn't confronted with the
enemy she'd been expecting.

The man who returned her gaze bore an uncanny resemblance to her Uncle Jamie. Remembering what
Emmahad told her of her meeting in the forest, Sara stifled her first impulseto run to him.

"Sairey?' hesad. "Isthat you, Sara?'

The voice was perfect, but she didn't trust its perfection. If the enemy was capable of creating a perfect
pretense of her own body in this place, when she knew it lay dumped on an Ottawa porch, then he was
amilarly capable of caling up aperfect replicaof her uncle.

"What are you doing here?" Jamie asked.

For dl her distrugt, it was hard to ignore his presence— hard to ignore the possibility that, somehow, this
redly was Jamie caling to her.

"Isthat you redly you, Jamie?' she said, unable to stop herself from hoping.
He nodded and stepped closer to her.

"Jack'sbeing kind," he said. "'l would have given anything to see you one more time, but after dl the
mistakes I've made, | never had the courage to ask.”

She couldn't help hersalf. The closer he cameto her, the more shefell into believing that thisredlly was
Jamie. All the years of mourning his degth dissolved under arush of affection.

"Who's Jack?" shefound herself asking, as comfortable with him as though they were stting in the
Postman's Room again, having one of their rambling conversations.

"Whiskey Jack," Jamie said. "The coyote man.”

He stood just an arm's length away from her now. He seemed more diffident than she remembered him
to be, but she redized immediately that that was because she was pultting distance between them.

"I've missed you," shesaid.

She stepped into his arms and returned his hug. He felt the same as dways—sturdy and just alittle stout.
His hand moved on her back in afamiliar pattern. He smelled of pipe tobacco and old books. She held
on to himfor along time before she would let him go.

"What are you doing here?' he asked again.

She explained briefly, then added, "Whereis'here?’



"Werein the mind of our enemy," Jamietold her. "Or more correctly, in aworld created from his

thoughts™

Sarathought of what Pukwudji had told her when he found her trapped in aglade of the first forest.
"Likethe ghost of the forest he created that's trying to swallow the House?"

"The House is back whereit's supposed to be," Jamietold her. "I've done that much right.”

"But the forest's il athrest, isn'tit?"

"Not as much astheenemy is."

"Whois he, Jamie?'

"l know what heis," Jamie said. He described the man as Whiskey Jack had to Emmaand Esmerada.
"His name's not important.”

Saranodded. She looked around the mesatop. Thewind till blew its hot dusty breath in from the
surrounding desert; they were still done. Above them, the constellations hadn't moved. Time, it seemed,
good Hill inthis place.

"What are we going to do?' she asked.

"l haveto take him down the Path of Souls," Jamie said.

Sarawas surprised a Jamie'sindirectness. He was usualy so plainspoken.

"Y ou mean kill him, don't you?' she said. "Blue was going to do that—that's how | ended up here.”

"He's dready dead,” Jamie explained. "He had to die-that was the price for making his attempt to
acquire the House's power. Everything hasits cost, Sairey, especidly magic. Y ou know that."

"That doesn't make any sense. What use isthe power if he's dead?!
"With the power, he can bring himsdlf back tolife.”
"But therehastobeaprice..."

Jamie nodded. "When the House's magic is his, hell have the power to make somebody else pay in his
place. Somebody dsewill die, while hereturnsto life—revitaized. Perhgps even immorta.”

"That's possible?" Sara asked.
"ltis"
"Well, then why didn't you ever come back?"

" wasn't willing to sacrifice someone ese, Sairey. It'sthat smple.”



Sarafelt supid and alittle ashamed. Of course, Jamie wouldn't do that. To cover her embarrassment,
sheturned the conversation afew steps.

"So you're going to show him the Path of Souls?* she asked.
Jamie nodded. "Take himoniit, yes."
"And then what happens?”’

"Then histhreat will be ended and things will be back to norma except that the House will need anew
guardian.”

It took Saraa moment to digest that.

"Wait aminute," shesaid. "Y ou'rethe Houses guardian....”

Her voicetrailed off aswhat he wastrying to tell her findly dawned on her.

"You can't doit, Jamie."

"l haveto doit. The only way to berid of himisfor awilling soul to take him."

"But thenyou..."

"I've had agood life, Sairey—and an extenson to it that few are dlowed. And death isn't an ending—it's
abeginning. Jack's told me about the wheedls of our life. We step from one onto another. Changeis
naturd.”

"Whiskey Jack isaliar.”

"Thistime hestdling thetruth.”

Sarashook her head. "Y ou can'tknow that."

"But | do. Don't forget—I was amost there once. But the whedl of the House took me back beforel
could finish my journey.”

"Jamie..."
"Il missyou, too," Jamiesad.

Hetouded her hair, then put hisarm over her shoulder and began to wak her to where he'd been
gtanding when shefirst saw him.

"Remember what Halkan'tal's people have told us of the Place of Dreaming Thunder?' he asked.
Saranodded, not trusting hersdlf to speak.
"That'swhere'll wait for you."

A hundred protestsrosein her, but they couldn't get past the thicknessin her throat. And then they were



at the edge of the mesaand she was|looking down at their enemy.

He hung in theair, arms and legs outsiretched and surrounded by animbus of light that was both acircle
and asquare so that he looked like aphysical representation of da Vinci'sThe Proportions of the
Human Body . But unlike da Vinci's famous sketch, the man who hung here was neither young, nor well
proportioned. He was instead an old man, his features sharply defined, his skin dmost trand ucent so that
the blue veins made a networking pattern, his body a sad image of scrawny torso and scrawnier limbs.

Sarashivered. There was nothing overtly threatening about the man. If anything, he seemed pathetic; but
the nimbus of light that surrounded him crackled with araw, dark vitdity—stolen vitaity—and she didn't
doubt either hisevil or his power for amoment. She understood immediately why he had to be dedlt
with—now, before he returned to her homeworld.

He seemed entirely unaware of them—eyes closed, his features confident and reposed—or perhaps he
didn't consider them enough of athreat to worry about. When she thought of how easily hed pulled her
out of her body and brought her here, she decided it wasthe latter.

"l..." she began. Sheturned to Jamie. "It'snot fair. You... you've aready died once..."

Jamie squeezed her shoulder, offering acomfort she couldn't dedl with yet.

"The dead are only those who can't accept change,” he explained. "They refuse to continue their journey
from whed to whed and so they haunt the places of their past as ghosts and can't ever know peace or
fulfillment.”

n BLJt—"

"l haveto do this, Sairey," he said. He lowered his head to kiss her brow. "It's not so much atonement
for being the catalyst to this Stuation, as my timeto go on.”

"But the House," Saratried. "It'll need a protector..."

"It will find what it needs, or it will be provided. Its guardian doesn't have to have stepped from the
whed of life. Remember, when my grandfather first built Tamson House, hewas both dive and its
Spiritud guardian.”

But that hadn't been Sarasreal concern. It waslosing Jamie again. It was guilt for not accepting him
when he was part of the House.

"How... how are you supposed to do it?" she asked.

"l only haveto touch him."

Saraswalowed dryly. "Let medoit,” shesaid. "Let mego instead.”
"| already know theway. Y ou don't.”

"How hard can it be?' Saraasked. "We must al know it, somewhereinsde us, or no onewould ever
get there”

"It'smy turn, Sara."



Sheturned from the awful sght of the man spinning in his nimbus of light below them and wrapped her
armsaround Jamie, burrowing her head againgt his shoulder.

"l... | don't want you to go," she said. Her voice was muffled, but she knew he could hear her. "I've
been such ashit, Jamie. | just want to... make up for hiding fromyou al these years.”

He disengaged her arams gently and held her a arm'slength.

"Theré's nothing to make up for," he said. "But you can do onething for me."

The tears sheld been trying to hold back were swelling up in her eyes, making hisface blur in her vision.
"What... what'sthat?" she asked.

"Give Esmerddayour support.”

"Esmerdda... 7'

"Y our road isn't mine, Sara. | don't think it ever was. Y ou need movement and space and journeys
and... Td. Esmerddasalot like me. She needsto get her nose out of her books and involve hersdf a
litttlemoreinlife, but | think that's something shell learn. Shelll learn it more quickly with your support and
affection. | think shelll make agood guardian.”

But she manipulates people, Sarawanted to say. She thinks she knows the best for everyone, but
ingtead of helping them seether options, she tricks them into doing what she thinks they should.

The argument was there, but she didn't voice it. Not because she didn't want to argue with what was, in
itsown odd way, adying man'slast wish, but because she realized that Esmeraldaredly wasalot more
like Jamie than sheld ever redlized.

Jamie had been amanipulator as well—she just hadn't seen it because her love for him had clouded her
perceptions of that part of him. But what €lse could explain the way held brought out the best in Blue and
countless others, including hersalf? Sometimes people needed that dispassionate outside view to Steer

them—to use that expression of Hakan'tals people that Jamie had been using—onto a more appropriate
whed.

It was manipulation, true. But in the end, it was the people themsalves who made the redl choice. They
had the option to just walk away. Maybe so few of them did because they redlized that the whed! they'd
been shown was what they'd aways been looking for.

“I... Il try," shesaid.

Jamie kissed her again. She plucked at his deeve as he stepped away and walked to the edge of the
mesa

"I loveyou, Sairey," hesad.
She blinked back tears. "1 love you, too," she managed.

Shedidn't think she could look, but she was at the edge of the mesaiin afew quick panicked steps when



he stepped off. He didn't fall so much asfloat to where the enemy hung in hisglow of light. Therewas an
implosion of light when the two figures touched. Everything went black—the nimbus of light, the gars,
everything. Then Sarasaw apinprick of aspark that enlarged until it wasasmall glowing circle the size of
aslver dollar.

She could seetwo smdl figuresin it, walking toward its center-most point. Their backs were toward
her, but she could tdll which was Jamie by his straight back and sure tread. The other one kept trying to
pull away—asmal struggling figure, dl its stolen power usdless because of Jamie's sacrifice. Hewas held
firm by the grip of Jami€'s hand, but he never sopped struggling, not until they were just tiny specksin
thelight, and then were gone.

Sarasat on the edge of the mesaasthe tunnel of light winked out. Tears streamed down her cheeks.
The night sky returned, sprinkled with stars. The Otherworld their enemy had created continued its
exisence—for such things were dways more easly brought into existence than unmade.

She bowed her head and wept for along time until the sound of faint drumming made her findly lift her
head and turn around to find its source.

10

Esmera da cursed the coyote and his cry that sounded so much like laughter, but his mockingyip, yip, yip
awoke another reaction from the shaman and their champion. The drummers fingersfatered on their
insruments. The drumsfel gill. The shaman's dark brown eyes went wide under their anima and feather
headdresses, their skin paed. The bison-headed man halted his advance. His penis shrank and fell back
agang histhigh.

The coyote's cry sounded again, closer gtill. Turning, Esmera daand Emma saw Whiskey Jack come
waking out of the ruins of Tamson House. He was dressed the same as held been when Esmeralda had
seen him earlier, wore the same coyote face in place of human features.

"Who... who'sthat?' Emmaasked.

"Youmet him earlier," Esmerddasad, "when helooked like Jamie Tamson.”

Emmals gaze shifted from the gpproaching figure to Esmerd dastight features.

"Y ou know him, don't you?' she said.

Esmeradanodded. "Remember Jack Wolfe?'

Emmafrowned, then said, "He was that guy who had a relationship with you back in the early seventies,
wasn't he? The one who said he fell in love with you as an experiment—he just wanted to know what it
would fed like"

"That'sthe one”

"Y ou never said he wasn't human.”

"I didn't know then."



Whiskey Jack had come up to them by then.

"You knew," hesad. "You knew dl dong."

Esmeradda shook her head, the tightness momentarily leaving her features.
"How could | know?" she asked. "l wasjust akid."

"Y ou had your, winds—that was never the bounty of achild.”

"It'sold history," Esmeralda said, though it was obvious from her voice that though the hurt was old, it
hadn't been forgotten. "It doesn't matter anymore.”

Whiskey Jack turned to Emma. "1 never knew it could hurt so much,” he said.
"What could?'
"Love"

"So what do you want?' Esmeralda asked, tired of the conversation. She'd been through variations of it
amost every time she and Jack met. "Did you come to see the results of your handiwork?'

The coyote eyesblinked in confuson. "My... ?'

Esmerddawaved a hand to where the bison-headed man had withdrawn into the ranks of the shaman.
The drums remained silent; the drummers watched, unreadable expressonsin their eyes.

"You interrupted their party,” Esmeralda said. "Our friends here were about to deal with the 'daughters
of darkness."

"Y ou think their enmity ismy doing?'

Esmerada nodded. "Who e se could be responsible?’

Whiskey Jack laughed. "But I've come to rescue you."

Esmerada could sense Emmarelaxing beside her. The next words she spoke were hard to call up.
"No thanks, Jack. | told you before, I'm done with your bargains."

"Esmeraldal" Emmacried.

Whiskey Jack lifted his hands, spread them pams up. "No bargains, no strings, Westlin Wind."
Emma gripped Esmerddas arm, but Esmeraldas suspicions weren't so easly dlayed.

"What's the catch?" she asked.

"Think of it asatonement for past wrongs," Whiskey Jack said.



"Y ou're stepping out of character.”
The coyote head grinned. "One thousand and one faces-remember? Even you haven't seen them al.”
"BUL"

"Don't complicate matters,”" Whiskey Jack told her. " Tamson House has been returned to its homeworld
and the threat againgt it has been dedlt with. All that remainsisyour rescue.”

Esmerada centered in on that one phrase, The threat has been dealt with . Her heart sank. Tears
welled in her eyes.

"Jamie..." shesad oftly.

So Whiskey Jack had found away to make Jamie pay after al. She knew she should be angry, but dl
shefelt was adeep sorrow to join the hurt Whiskey Jack had put thereinside her all those many years
ago. Shewas too worn out to be angry.

"Jamie did what he did of hisown freewill," Whiskey Jack said. "I promise you that much.”

"Not without your help he didn't."

His gaze rested on her, but he didn't reply. The familiar mismatched eyes held asorrow that she had
never expected he could know.

"You have let the hurt | caused you so long ago color your lifefor far too long," he said findly. "I'll admit
fredy that | can never be the most trustworthy friend, but | mean no onereal harm. | meant you no harm.
Had | known how | would hurt you, | would..."

"Y ou would have what?' Esmera da asked when hisvoicetrailed off.

"l had to know," he said smply. "I had to know how such asimple bond between two beings could have
such power. Wasthat so wrong?'

"It was wrong to hurt me theway you did.”

Whiskey Jack nodded. "1 know that now. But it was also wrong of you to let the hurt | caused you build
awall between yourself and the rest of the world. Y ou don't eschew relationships because you're too
busy with your sudies, Esmerdda.”

She glared at him, but under his sad gaze, the blue eye and the brown, touched with sorrow and
empathy, she couldn't maintain her anger. It wasn't just weariness, it was that what he had just said wasn't
alie

"l... I know..." Esmerddamurmured.

Her tears could no longer be held back. She wept, not knowing if her tearswere for Jamie, for the
empty placeinsde her that she'd been too scared to allow another relationship tofill, or for what she'd
had and lost with Whiskey Jack. Perhapsit was alittle of al three.

Emma put acomforting arm around her friend. When Esmeraldaturned toward her, Emmadrew her



head down to her shoulder and stroked the long gold and brown hair that stirred restlessly under her
fingers, dthough she could fed no wind touch her own skin. She gazed at Whiskey Jack over

Esmerddas shoulder.

"You didn't lie about one thing, that'sfor sure," she said.

"What'sthat?"' he asked.

"No one likesto hear what you haveto say."

Heinclined his head in tired agreement. "And yet, they are things that someone must say.”

"l suppose.”

The tableau held for along moment, but finally Esmeralda stepped back from the circle of Emmasarms.
She wiped her eyes on her deeve. When she sniffled, Whiskey Jack took ared bandannafrom his
pocket and offered it to her. She regarded it for along moment, then sighed and accepted it. She blew

her nose. She found a halfhearted smile as she started to hand the bandanna back.

"I think I'll let you keepit," Whiskey Jack said.

Esmeralda stuffed it into her own pocket. She gave Emmaalook of thanksfor her comfort, then turned
her attention to the shaman and their champion. The drummers had remained in the shadows of the first
forest'streefor al thistime, watching, drums silent. The bison-headed man was just an oddly shaped

slhouette, degp in the trees.
"What happens now?"' she asked.
"I send you home—unless you're strong enough to go on your own?'
Esmeralda shook her head. " And them? What happens to them and this ghost of the first forest?"

"Our enemy made this Otherworld, but it won't be unmade. They will remain here, aswill thefores,
though afinger of it will remain inthe House's garden.”

"Therewas dways afinger of thefird forest there."
Whiskey Jack nodded. "Until the next time we mest, then," he said.
"Not if | seeyoufirgt," Esmeradasaid, but she wasn't sureif she meant it.

"I was spegking to Emma," Whiskey Jack said. "Sheand | still have unfinished busness—but | will only
come," he added quickly at theflash in Esmeraldds eyes, "when called. For now, I'll smply seeyou
home." He paused, then smiled. ™Y ou'll make agood guardian, Westlin Wind."

"Guardian?' Emma asked.

But Esmeraldawas shaking her head. "Y ou said no bargain, no strings. Who says | even want to be the

Housdsguardian?’

"It was Jami€'s last request—ask Saraif you don't believe me."



Esmerddasighed. "Oh, | beieve you, Jack."

llAmt?l

"Just send us home.”

One moment they stood in the shadow of thefirst forest, the next they were on Petterson Avenue. The
forest was gone. The ruins of the otherworldly shell of the House were replaced by the sound structure of
thetrue building. It wasn't long past dawn, but there was dready traffic on Bank Street. After thetime

they'd spent in the Otherworld, even an early morning in the city seemed filled with noise and unnecessary
movement.

"Jesus" Emmasaid softly.

Esmeradanodded. She linked arms with Emma and walked with her toward the nearest door of
Tamson House. As she stepped over the threshold, she shivered. The mantle of the House's guardianship
settled upon her, a once both a ponderous weight and an uplifting epiphany. She was smultaneoudy
aware of al that went on insde the building aswell asthe stimuli caught and gathered by her own senses.

But her gladness at the embrace of the House was quickly tempered by memories too recent to be put
aside. Sadnesswelled insde her. She missed Jamie aready. But worse, she a so missed Whiskey
Jack—just as she dways did after seeing him.

"Damnyou,” shesaid softly.

Emma gave her aquestioning look, but Esmeralda could only shake her head.

"They'rewaiting for usin the Posgman'sRoom" wasdl shesad.

11

Once Maggie arrived to St with Sara, Blue and Tucker returned to the upstairs front bedroom. Nothing
had changed. The man on the bed till lay in his apparent coma, eyes moving under his closed lids, the
blue veins more prominent than ever under his tranducent skin. The woman looked up when they entered
and regarded them with sardonic good humor.

"She gives methe cregps,” Tucker said, speaking as though she weren't present.

Blue knew exactly what Tucker meant. Having them here, sitting bound in the chair, didn't seem to mean
athing to her. It waslike she was wired into awhole different redlity which, when he thought about it,
probably wasn't that far off the mark.

"But we can't leave her tied up like that,” Tucker added. At Blue's questioning glance, Tucker said,
"Fercrissakes, what's she going to do? Jump the pair of us?'

"It'son your head,” Bluetold him.

He crossed the room and took a pocketknife from his jeans with which he cut the tiesthat held the



woman to the chair. Except for rubbing her wrists, she made no other move.
"Thank you," shesaid.

Bluelooked at Tucker and rolled his eyes. Tucker pulled achair up to where the woman was sitting. He
turned it around and sat down, resting his forearms on its back.

"Keep an eye on our friend in the bed," hetold Blue.

Blue bridied at Tucker'simmediate assumption of hisauthority, but then shrugged and fetched hisrifle
from where he'd leaned it up beside the door.

Screw it, he thought. If Tucker wanted to take over, hewaswelcometoit. If it weren't for Sara, he'd be
just as happy handing the whole mess over to Tucker and bowing out. But therewas Sarato think about,
not to mention al the people il trapped in the otherworldly incarnation of the House.

He moved closer to the bed, taking up a position from which he could watch both the man on the bed
and Tucker'sinterrogation. Tucker pulled hisbillfold from the inner pocket of his sports jacket and
flipped it open so that the woman could see hisRCMP identification.

"Why don't you tdl meyour name," hesaid.

"Eleanor Watkins," she replied promptly.

"And the man on the bed?'

"He'smy husband, Albert."

Blue shook hishead. Albert Watkins. It didn't have even the vaguest ring of villainy about it. If it weren't
for what had happened to Saraand the icy draft that seemed to emanate from where Watkinslay on the
bed—not to mention what happened whenever you tossed something in Watkins's direction—he could
amog think they werein thewrong house.

"Would you like to tell me what's going on here, Mrs. Watkins?' Tucker was asking.

"We haven't broken any of your laws."

"l didn't say you had.”

"And you have no right to be herein our house. Don't you need some kind of search warrant to come
barging in on abody likethis?'

The amicable tone of Tucker's voice acquired an edge. "Probable cause," he said.

"I beg your pardon?'

"When we become aware of a situation that appears—"

Blue had been worrying over the implication of the woman's phrase "your laws'—did that mean she and

her husband were from some other country, or some place even more distant?—so he amost missed the
changein Watkins. But aglimmer of light caught his peripherd vison. Heturned intimeto seeaglowing



auratake shape around Watkins and then the man began to move the way a person will when having a
nightmare—his head rocking back and forth, hisbody twisting, limbsflailing.

"Tucker!" he cried, interrupting the ingpector's explanation of Canadian civil rights.

Watkins was violently thrashing about on the bed now. His eyes were open, but it was readily apparent
that he wasn't seeing the room around him. But whatever hewas looking at made him mad with fear. Blue
lifted hisrifleand amed it at theflailing figure, unwilling to take the chance that thiswasn't some
grandstanding play on Watkinss part.

"What the hell?' Tucker said, rising from hischair.
Eleanor Watkins was quicker. She was up and across the room, before Tucker could grab her.
"Albert!" shecried. "Albert!"

So her smugness could be breached, Blue had time to think, but his momentary satisfaction dissolved as
the woman reached for her husband. There was aflare of sparks and the aniselike scent stung the air.
Watkinss protective shidld flung hiswife bodily away, directly against Tucker. She hit Tucker with such
force that she pushed him halfway across the room before they both fell in atangle of limbs, Tucker
under the woman.

Blue returned his gaze to Watkins, hisfinger tightening on thetrigger of hisrifle. But he hed hisfire. He
grimaced at the change Watkins was undergoing. The tranducency of his skin grew more pronounced
until hewaslike afigure from some horror film—muscles, veins and bone had al become visible through
his skin. His mouth was open; it looked like he was howling, but no sound cameforth.

By now hiswife had regained her feet. She stared at Watkins with open dismay.

"No!" shecried.

Sherushed to him again, but thistime Tucker caught her before she could touch her husband. She
struggled in Tucker'sarms, crying wordlesdy now as the enveloping aurathat surrounded Watkins began
to fall. His skin became opague again. His struggles grew wesker; then findly helay sill. Theaurawas
gone. All that remained was adead old man, lying in the bed.

Blue poked cautioudy at the body with the butt of hisrifle. He touched an arm that had been flung out
and now lay hanging over the side of the bed. There was no spark, no movement at al. The prodded
limb gave way to the pressure he put on it, then fell back when he pulled therifle butt away.

"No," Eleanor Watkins said, her voice soft and broken now.

When Tucker let her go, sheféll to the side of the bed and threw her arms around the corpse. Shelaid
her head on its chest, her shoulders shaking convulsively. Her pitiful sobbing had Bluefeding as
uncomfortable as Tucker looked.

"What the hell happened?' Tucker asked.

"Beatsme. Lookslike hejust... died.”

"Died," Tucker repeated.



"Have you got a better explanation? Maybe the House had some |ast line of defense that he wasn't
awareof and it just kicked in."

Tucker looked out the window. "The House is supposed to be in the Otherworld, right?*
"Theinddesare," Bluereplied. "Y ou know—the way it happened the last time."
"Yeah, well, if the House is gone, then how cometheréslightsoninsgdeit?’

Blue crossed the room to where Tucker was standing. Looking out the window, he saw that Tucker was
right. All dong the length of the block that was Tamson Housg, lights burned in dozens of the windows.

"It'sback,” he said. Heturned to Tucker withagrin. "Wedid it!"
"Did what? 1 didn't see usdoing dick."
Before Blue could reply, Maggie caled up to them from downgtairs. Blug's grin widened.

"And Saras back, too!"

Hewas out the door and clomping down the stairs, taking them two at atime, before Tucker could even
reach the halway. Blue found Sara sitting up on the couch. She looked woozy and obvioudy needed the

supporting am that Maggie was giving her. Blue leaned hisrifle up againgt thewall by the front door and
beamed at her.

"Oh, man," hesaid. "Y ou had meworried, Sara."

She gave him awesk amilethat never reached her eyes.

"Yeah, wel | didn't have awholelot of choice" she said. "He just took me away."
"Took you where?' Tucker asked as he joined them in the living room.
Saraexplained what had happened. No one interrupted her until she spoke of Jamie.

"Wait asecond,” Tucker said. "What Jamie are we talking about here? The only one | know connected
to the House died about seven years ago.”

"Hekind of came back," Blue said.
Tucker gave him a considering look. He started to speak, but then just shook his head.

"Never mind," hesaid. "I'll take arain check on that for now." He turned back to Sara. "' So then what
happened?’

Blue watched Saras eyes well up with tears as she spoke of Jamie's second death. An emptiness grew
insde him—acold, dark wasteland of despair. He reached out and took her hand, taking as much
comfort from the contact as he gave.

"I didn't know what to expect when | heard the drumming,” Sarasaid, finishing up. "It didn't even matter



by that point. But when | turned, | found it was Pukwudji. HEd goneto bring therath 'wen ‘a back to
help us, but they weretoo late for Jamie. Hakan'ta said that they couldn't have done anything anyway.
She said held dealt with the problem in the only way that. .. that was open to him."

She couldn't go on. Blue took Maggi€'s place on the couch and held her to him. There wasn't anything
he could do to ease her grief; dl he could was shareit.

Tucker and Maggie left them done. Maggie went up to help Eleanor Watkins while Tucker got on the
phoneto call in some members of his squad to dedl with the cleanup. He returned to the living room
when he hung up.

"Y ou'd better get going,” he said when Blue looked up. "This place is going to be crawling with my men
in about ten minutesand | don't think either of you are ready for that just now. I'll come by the House
and talk to you tomorrow."

Blue nodded. He helped Sarato her feset.

"Thanks" hesad. "Thisisonel oweyou."

"I'm not keeping atab,” Tucker told him. "But | do want to know more about al of this—Jamie, the
House, the whole shot.”

"I don't know about that," Blue began.

"Thisisn'tidle curiogity,” Tucker told him. "It'sgot to do with nationa security, Blue. | need to know
somethings" Heglanced a Sara. "But I'll give you sometime.”

Saralooked up a him. "I'm not the one you want to talk to,” she said.

"Y ou're the one who ownsthe House."

Saranodded. "But Esmerddaisits new guardian. You'l haveto talk to her."

Tucker sghed. HEd met Esmerdda before.

"I'd have better luck getting information from astone,” he said. " That woman should be a poker player.”

"Sheis," Bluetold him. "And sheamost dwayswins."

The smple wak across the street to one of the Clemow doors of the House seemed afar longer journey
than it actudly was. The only thing Blue really noticed was that the owls werefinaly gone. When he
mentioned it to Sara, she gave an answering nod, but she didn't seem much interested. They both paused
when they stepped insde the building. They expected the House to fed different, to reflect the sorrow
that lay so heavily on them, but while there was a sense of bittersweetnessin the air, Jamie's second
death didn't appear to have made much of achange.

Esmerddamet themin the halway.

"Weéll dl misshim,” she said, aware of what they were feding. "The House itsdlf, perhaps most of dl, but



its Mystery turns on its own whedl. It can't ever focus on smply oneindividud. If it did, it wouldn't bethe
havenitisto so many."

"But Jamie..." Sarabegan.
"It's not the House remembering him, but how we do, that will give his death meaning,” Esmerddasaid.
"He said held wait for me—in the Place of Dreaming Thunder."

Esmerddanodded. "But he wouldn't want usto hurry to that meeting. Theres still alot we haveto do
here, beforeit's our timeto go on.”

She dipped her right hand into the crook of Sara'sarm, her left into Blue's.

"Therest of them are waiting for usin the Postman's Room," she said. "They'll want to hear what
happened. Do you think you're up to it?"

"l guess 0," Sarasaid.

They werewaiting, but there weren't many of them. Emmamet them in the doorway and embraced
Blue. Ginny sat in the chair by the desk, Judy on the desk itself. Ohn and Julianne were on the floor, using
abookcase for abackrest. Tim was sitting in one of the club chairs, but he got up when they camein.
"What happened?’ Blue asked. "Where is everybody?"

"As soon aswe got back,” Emmasaid, "they al took off."

Judy nodded. "Can't say as| blamethem. Thiskind of thing happen often here, Blue?"

He shook his head. His gaze traveled across their familiar faces until it reached Julianne.

"Even Cd?' heasked.

"Maybe especidly Cd," Juliannereplied. "But | don't think it was for the same reason that the others did.
Stll, 1 think hell be okay. And he might even be back to help with the cleanup.”

Esmeradaled Sarato the club chair that Tim had vacated and sat down in the other one.
"I want you al to listen carefully to what Saras got to tdll us,”" she said. ™Y ou might not have known
Jamie, but if it wasn't for him, the Tamson House that we dl know would never have existed. His story's

asmuch apart of the House's mystery asthe House itsdlf.”

Blue had thought it might be too much for Sarato go through it dl again, but while her eyeswere il
shiny, her voice was strong and sure as she began to speak.

The day came and went. Asitslight began to leak into evening, Blue, Esmerdda and Sara stepped into
the garden and walked to where the Apple Tree Man kept watch over his orchard. Pukwudji and



Hakan'tawaited for them there, awolf standing to either sde of therath'wen'a .

"I made Ta go back," Sarahad explained to them earlier. "Because of theinitiation. But the only way
hed agree wasif | returned tonight.”

"We undergtand,” Esmerada had replied.

"Y ou know you've got my support—all of it," Saratold Esmeradanow.
Esmeralda nodded.

Saraturned to Blue. "I'm not going to stay away so long anymore,” she said.
"Y ouvegot your own lifetolive” Blue said.

"Yeah, but you'reabig part of it." She kissed him, then Esmeralda "Well all come back to help with the
cleanup,” she added. "WEell even drag Kreran back, so don't try to do it al by yourselves."

"Tell that to Ginny," Blue said. "She's determined to have the Library back in order by the weekend.”

Sarajust shook her head. She looked around the orchard. It was that moment of the twilight when
everything seemed incredibly denned, that moment just before it gave way to night.

" Jamie used to read me Pooh books out here," she said.

Then she turned and walked to where Hakan'taand Pukwudji waited for her. Thelittlehonochen'o'keh
took her hand. Hakan'taand Sarawaved farewell, and then they were gone.

"l remember the Pooh books," Esmerddasaid. "Piglet and Eeyore and the Hundred Acre Wood and all.
Do you remember them, Blue?'

"Sure," Blue said. He gave her atired smile. "Only it was Sarawho used to read them to me."
"Everything connects," Esmeraldasad. "Especidly here"
" Especidly here," Blue agreed.

He stayed awhile longer in the orchard, standing alone under the Apple Tree Man, looking up at the
cross-hatching of its branches silhouetted againgt the sky.

"I'm going to missyou," he said softly after awhile.
Hewasn't sureif he wastaking to Jamie or Sara.

Then hefollowed Esmeraldainto the House.

THE WHEEL OF THE WOOD



The Wood—shdlter .
—Weirdin Disc;
Secondary: Second Rank,
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Pan dead?

Youmay not hear his pipes .

| do.

—Thomas Burnett Swann from

"The Return of Pan"
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Summer was dmost gone and autumn wasin the air. The day had been warm, but the wilting humidity of
August wasfinaly athing of the past. The evening was cool. A light breeze tirred the leaves of the Penny
Trees, making them shimmer like spinning coinsin thefading light. The noise of the city beyond the
House'swals didn't penetrate into the garden. The only sound was the bell-like notes of Ohn's zither that,
by some odd trick of the garden's acoustics, carried from where he sat by the door of the Silkwater
Kitchen dl the way across the garden to where Emmawas walking.

She came up to the fountain and looked up into the branches of the old oak tree that still stood guard
over it in the center of the garden. It wasin its branchesthat Tim had seen the three green-skinned
children hanging, she remembered.

"But why did they pretend to be dead?' Tim had asked Esmeralda one day while the three of them were
cleaning out the debris from one of the rooms.

"It wasajoke," Esmerddasaid.
Esmeraldanodded. "Their kind of ajoke. | don't pretend to understand their sense of humor.”
"But it doesn't make sense,” Tim had protested.

Emmahad slently agreed.

"If you want sense," Esmerddasaid, "don't look to bodachsfor it. Although..." She had paused a

moment, considering. "There are things they can teach us. Sometimesthey do the thingsthey do just to
shock us— to wake us up and make us see things differently.”

Emmawas seeing things differently now, though she couldn't decideiif it was due to the eventsthey had
al experienced in the Otherworld, or anatura change she would have grown into in her owntime. The



source of the change wasn't important, anyway; just the change itself.

The House had anew roster of guests— the fullest house it had had in years, according to Blue— but
Emma had the garden to hersdf this evening. Blue was doing bike things with Judy again, Esmeradawas
actually out on adate with one of John Tucker's as3 stants and Emma had managed to dip out on her
own before anyone else could corner her.

She walked on until she came to one of those parts of the garden that Tim called the Wild Walks. There
she stood quietly for awhile, her hands stuffed in the pockets of her jacket, listening to the distant sound
of Ohn's music and remembering the seventeen-year-old girl she'd once been.

Dark hair atangle, shedd climb out of her ground-floor bedroom window at two or three o'clock in the
morning and go for waksin the woods and fields around her parents house. Everything was more
magicd at night, and she was enamored with magic. Shewould fed awind touch her cheek and when
she got home shewould draw a picture of hersdlf, sanding in amoonlit field with Esmerada nearby,
Esmeraldas hair blowing in the wind, strands of those gold-and-brown locks reaching out to touch
Emmals cheek.

Sheld write on the back of the drawing: "Last night | walked out past the Fields We Know to ahilltop
where your wind remembered me. | found this picturein my mind when | came home. Were you there?
Could you hear me singing?" Into an envel ope the drawing would go, off to Esmeradain the morning
mall.

And inevitably—afew days, perhaps aweek or two later— an envelope would arrive from Esmeralda,
stuffed with poems and a brief note, dl sgned with aflourishing "Westlin Wind." 1t was Esmerddawho
firg told her she carried the Autumn Gift in her heart, who cdled her the Autumn Lady, who made magic
Sseemred.

But that seventeen-year-old girl grew up, went to college where she took commercid art, never had time
for midnight walksin the woods and fields, met adifferent crowd of people from the ones who hadn't

had time for her in high school because she was too wrapped up in her art to be norma. Her fellow
college students, and later coworkers, loved redl art just as much as shedid, for all that.they made their
livings designing logos, illugtrating advertisements and postersand the like.

Shewasn't sure what magics they had known when they were younger, if any. All she knew was that
she'd logt hers.

Esmeradatill wrote, but they never talked about Westlin Winds and Autumn Ladies. Esmerdda
seemed determined to be a perpetud student. She moved to England; she spent her summerstraveling

through Europe and the Middle East. There were hints of arcane mysteries couched in her |etters, but
they were only the vaguest of whispers, easily tuned out. Magic was gone, if it had ever been.

Unitil that night she met Blue.

Until shedd findly had to accept that magic had been there dl dong; she had smply turned ablind eyeto
it.

The Autumn Gift wasn't aghostly memory. It wasred. And it carried agrave responsibility that she'd
been fighting for some three years now.

"Y ou must be so fed up with my wishy-washiness by now," sheld said to Esmerddaafew nights ago.



Surprisingly, for dl the hectic activity of getting the House back in order, and how tired that |eft them all
in the evenings, shed begun drawing again. She and Esmerddawere sitting in the Silkwater Kitchen's
nook that evening—Esmeralda doodling words on apad of yellow fool scap, Emma doodling pictures.

"Y ou never get fed up with the people you love," Esmeraldareplied.

Emmalad down her pencil. "This Autumn Gift," she said, finally broaching the subject sheld been trying
to bring up for days. "What if it'sall that makes me specid ?"

Esmerddalifted her eyebrows.

"Y ou know. | get dong easily with people. People seemto like me; they likemy art... What if it'sonly
because of the gift?"

"Y ou had amagic of your own long before the gift was drawn to you," Esmerddasaid. "It was your own
magic that brought it to you."

"But | can't seem to cometo termswith it and that makes mefed likeafailure™

"Y ou're not afalure—you'rejust redefining yourself. Wedl do it from time to time. We haveto, or we
dagnate.”

"BlJt—"
"It was amigtake for meto push a you theway | did," Esmerddasaid.
Emmashook her head. "Y ou were just doing what you thought wasright.”

"But | was acting asthough | had nothing |eft to learn about the world mysdlf,” Esmerdldasaid. "1 haveto
keep in mind that the red world's more important than the secret one of my studies—or rather that it'sthe
way they interrelate that makes them important. | have to get out with people more, just to relate to them
ingtead of trying to make sure that they fulfill what | perceive astheir potentid.”

She smiled and laid her hand on Emma's. "No matter what you decide to do,” she said, "1 won't stop
loving you."

Which waswhat Blue had said when sheld brought it up with him later that same night.
"It'syou | love, Emma, not some gift.”

Thingswere alot better between Blue and her now. With Sara coming back more often—twicethis
month already, the second time for awhole week—he was more relaxed and giving her spacein away
that wasn't so obvious anymore. Emma supposed she should be jealous of the relationship he had with
Sara, but sheliked Saratoo much hersdlf to be anything but happy when Saraand Ta came by. Sara,
like Judy and Julianne, were friends, and as such, related to parts of him that she couldn't, which didn't
lessen their own relationship. If anything, those friendships enriched it, just as her own friendships with
othersdid.

AsOhn put it, "Our affection for othersisthe one thing that is an infinite resource. We can never care
too much, or for too many."



He hadn't seenFatal Attraction , Emmaremembered thinking when he said that, but she got the point.

The twilight had eased into night. She couldn't hear Ohn's zither anymore. An owl hooted once, waking
alittle shiver in her, but when she looked around to find it watching her from the branch of anearby tree,
she saw that it was here on its own. It was just an owl, not an omen. But the thought of omens got her
feet moving once more.

She | eft the network of the garden's paths when she reached the orchard and walked dowly acrossthe
dewy grassto the tree that Sara called the Apple Tree Man.

He was waiting for her there. Whiskey Jack. Jack Wolfe. Whatever his name was. He had aman's head
on his shoulderstonight, but it wastoo dark for her to be able to make out hisfeatures.

"You knew | was coming, didn't you?' shesaid.

Sheld come out into the garden tonight for the express reason of calling him to her, but she hadn't been
ableto figure out just how to do that. It was something she didn't fed right about asking Esmerdda,
considering how Esmeraddasfedings toward him ran. Now Emmaredlized she needn't have worried.

Histeeth flashed inaquick grin, but hisonly response wasto ask her if she had a cigarette. She took the
pack she'd bought earlier in the week for this express purpose and started to hand it to him, but he shook
his heed.

"Youlightit," hesad.

"But | don't smoke."

He made no reply, so she removed the cellophane and put it in her pocket, then took a cigarette from
the pack. She was awkward about lighting it—it took three matches— and when shefindly did, the
smoke made her cough. A hand tapped her comfortingly on the back and then took the cigarette from
her fingers. He stuck it between hislips and took along drag. With smoke wregthing from his nogtrils, he
relieved her of the cigarette package and matches. Both disappeared into his own pocket.

"So you've decided,” he said.

Shewasn't sureif it was aquestion or a statement, but she had something el se she wanted to ask him
fird.

"Didyou redly love Esmerada?’

Shewished it weren't so dark so that she could read his expression.
"l did," he said, hisvoice soft.

Something in hisvoice woke asudden insght in Emma.

"You il do, don't you?' she said.

Again he made no reply.



Emma plunged on. "So why don't you do something about it?"

He laughed softly, but the sound held no humor. It rang in Emmals ears like a coyote's bark.
"It doesn't matter whether | do or | don't," he said. "We're too different.”

"Y ou mean because you're not. .. human?'

She caught hisquick nod.

"But shes—she'sgot her own magic,” shesaid. "Her winds."

"And perhaps we're too much the same aswell," hetold her alittle sharply. "Don't meddle in what
doesn't concern you."

"Youreonetotalk."

He shook his head. His quiet laugh returned, but thistime it wasn't self-deprecating.

"Y ou've been ligtening too much to Esmeralda,” he said. "Did she put you up to this?!

"What do you think?"

Again slence. Then he Sghed. "There aretimeswe do things that we can only regret later,” he said
findly. "Sometimesit's best to leave them as past history. That way we can learn from our mistakes,

rather than repeat them.”

Hetook alast drag from the cigarette, ground the butt under hished and bent down to retrieveit.
Straightening up, he put the butt in his pocket and lit up another cigarette.

"But we're not here to talk about what Esmeraldaor | might want or will do," he said. He blew out a
stream of smoke. "We're here because of you."

Emma nodded. She'd made the decision, but it was hard to voiceit. What if she was making aterrible,
terrible mistake? She knew that if she changed her mind later, there would be no going back.

She took a deep breath, dowly let it out.

"l want to giveit back," shesad findly.

He nodded gravely. "'l thought you would.”

He stepped closer to her and put hisfree hand against her chest, just between her breasts. Emma
flinched, but forced herself not to move. He kept his hand there for amoment, then dowly turned it

around. What looked like asmall dead bird lay in his padm.

Emmagave atiny gasp. Deep indde her, she felt though something had died, as though the source of al
lifeé's possible joys had just winked out.

"It... isit dead?"' she asked.



He shook his head. "Such athing can never die."
"But..."
It lay so till on his pam and there was such an ache ingde her, such an emptiness.

"Everythingison awhed," hetold her. "You, I, thiswood, your gift. The Greet Mystery isthat we can
step from one to the other. We can be dl things."

"Then... what'sgoing to happen toit?'

"It will find anew home."

As he spoke the last word, he seemed to drift apart as though he had no more substance than the smoke
that had been trailing from between hislips. One moment there was ahazy outline of aman standing with
her in the orchard, the next she was done.

Alonewith that awful emptinessinsde her.

She stood for along time under the Apple Tree Man, trying to tell herself that she'd done what she had
to do. She'd done theright thing.

Thenwhy did it hurt so much?

Because the gift had been part of her for solong. It waslike losing apart of her childhood, like a
precious bit of memory being erased.

Shelooked up, past the fruit-laden boughs of the Apple Tree Man, up to the sky. A thousand stars
looked back at her from its dark vaullt.

The emptiness remained, but she redlized that a great weight had been taken from her shoulders. Inits
own way, her decison tonight was the first responsible thing sheld done since she acquired the gift, all
unknowingly, SO many years ago.

Y es, the emptiness remained, but she would fill it. With her art. With Blue. With her friends.

As shewalked back to the House, her stepswere lighter than they had been for avery long time.

2

Julianne Trelawny stood in another part of the House's garden that same night. She could fed the ghost of
thefirst forest all around her. There seemed to be facesin the bark of the trees, watching her, smiling at
her. Their branchesrustled, not with wind, but with whispers.

She wastired. They'd worked hard today, as they had every day since the House's return, and things
were finally getting back into some semblance of order. With everybody pitching in, the work went faster
than shewould ever have thought possible. Teamwork was the rule of the day—all except for inthe
Penwith Kitchen. Anton Brach refused to et anybody else set afoot init until he had it spotless once
more—to his criteria, thank you very much, and please don't come by to interrupt him again or hed



never get anything done.

She smiled, thinking of Cal's perfect mimicry of Brach's reaction on hisreturn to the House. Sheld told
him then, as she'd told him before, that he really should consider a career as a stand-up comic.

"What?' he would protest. "And give up my promising career as the office's resdent software expert?’

He was off with his girlfriend to see aband at Barrymore's tonight. Lisawasn't a pagan—~but then Cal
wasn't much of one elther, when it cameright downtoit. But al that wasirrelevant. They were both
good people and she was happy to see them together. Lisahad come by with Cal to help out dmost
every night since they'd gotten together. Julianne had quit working earlier than she normally would tonight
just to get the two of them off doing something for themsalves for achange.

It was cooler in the garden than she'd expected. She wrapped her shawl alittle closer around her and
considered going back into the House, but the peacefulness she'd found out here tonight seemed too
preciousto desert so early.

Shelooked up and saw ashooting star cut a sharp bright line across the sky. It reminded her of her
childhood, when she would stand outside her parents house waiting for astar to fall so that she could
make awish.

She thought of the ghost of thefirst forest, felt its spark glow warm inside her, and made awish now. As
though in response, she heard afootstep along the path sheld taken earlier to reach this spot. Turning, she
saw someone stepping closer. As he drew nearer, she wasn't surprised to see that the man had a
coyote's head on his shoulders.

Inthis place, at thistime, with memories of thefirst forest ghosting through her, it seemed entirely
appropriate.

He stopped beside her. The sméll of cigarette smoke and forest loam rose from his clothing. Shaking a
cigarette from a package he took from his pocket, helit it and after taking along drag, offered it to her.
Shedidn't smoke, but she took the cigarette from him all the same and brought it up to her lips.

"l have agift for you," he said as shetook adrag.

Deep insde her, the spark that had entered her when sheinitialy looked upon thefirst forest flared with
abright warmth.
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