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ONE:
THE SIMPLE GIFTS

The Spirits White as Lightning
Would on my travels guide me

The stars would shake and the moon would quake
Whenever they espied me
—Tom O' Bedlam (traditional)

Sr Eric Banyon, the Queen’ s Knight, known as Slverflute wherever soldiers of fortune gathered
together, strode manfully through the thronging crowd, determined to leave the memory of his
disgrace at the hands of the foul Frenchman Black Levoisier behind him as surely as he had left
the dastardly minions of his Great Enemy in hisdust. . . .

Eric dodged around a bicycle messenger just dismounting on the sdewalk, then grinned, startling the bike
messenger into an answering smile. Heh. Banyon, n1'lad, you ought to go in for writing Hysterical
Historicalsin your off-hours. He actualy was striding—though not exactly “ manfully”—through the
noontime crowd, heading for the subway and home. His classes at Juilliard were over for the day and no
rehearsals (for once!) were scheduled for this afternoon. He could practice aswell, or better, at home
than in one of the practice rooms, anyway. And he was determined not to sour a perfectly good day with
the memory of one jed ous teacher trying to make afool out of him in front of the entire class. Well, dl
right—maybe not the entire class. Just most of it. And anyway, Levoisier hadn’t succeeded, though he'd
certainly done his best.

Missing his midterm last winter (he d been off saving the world, necessary though it had been) had given
Professor Rector the chance he had been hoping for al term. He d failed Eric, banishing him from
Introduction to Music Theory with unprofessond glee. Fortunately, Eric’' swork in his other classesand
in ensemble had been good enough that he had been given the opportunity to make up thelost Music
Theory credit during summer term, and he had taken the chance to add afew more coursesin order to
lighten next fall’ s course-load. Still, this hadn’t quite been the way hel d envisioned spending his July and
-August, which was out on Fire Idand with apitcher of virgin margaritas by hisside. And Levoiser made
Ethan Rector look like a prince of transpersond fairness by comparison.

Parisians. Feh. Paris would be such a lovely place without all the Parisiansin it, Eric thought
grumpily. And the man had certainly been on form today, baiting Eric unmercifully in hopeshe' d lose his
temper. Once he'd logt it, the professor would have taken him apart in a cool and scientific dissection
rendered without benefit of anesthetic.

Levoiser had begun with sarcastic comments about Eric’s depth of experience—on the RenFaire circuit.
(Why did they aways obsess about that? It couldn’t be jealousy.) Not exactly aconcert-hall
environment, as the professor had repeatedly pointed out. Nor were the customers who so praised his
playing sober . . . or necessarily bright . . . or able to distinguish Bach from Bacharach . . . or aflutefrom
aclarinet. Certainly even an idiot with three tunesin his repertoire could win acclaim on the RenFaire



circuit—which only proved, to Eric’smind, how little Levoiser knew about the RenFaire circuit.

Asthe professor had expounded on each and every way in which he felt that Eric resembled half-drunk
Fairegoers—at exhaudtive length—Eric stood there silently. Every single word was caculated to get Eric
to explode with temper.

And that would have worked, once, but Eric was afar different person now than anyone that the
professor had ever encountered before, at least within the hallowed hdls of academe. He had waited,
quietly and calmly, until the professor grew frustrated by Eric' slack of agitation, embarrassment, or any
other identifiable emotion.

When Levoiser findly ran out of insults, Eric had smply said, “ The Review Committee and the Entrance
Committee were satisfied with my performances, Professor, as are the rest of my teachers,” and sat
down again. And at that blessed moment, the change-of-class bell sounded, and he was free.

Not as satisfying, perhaps, astelling the professor off would have been. Not nearly as satisfying as
pointing out the professor’ s own deficiencies as both amusi cian and ateache—many of which Eric had
aready heard for himself during faculty recitds. Y ehudi Menuhin, the professor was not.

Yahoo Menudo, maybe.

But the point wasn't to get the better of the arrogant Frenchman. The point, in fact, was not to even
bother with making a point. The point was to take what was good, |eave what was bad, and pass
through al the name-cdling and innuendo like the wind through the grass.

Be Teflon. That' s the only way to handle guys like this. He' s insecure, ignorant, and arrogant. Just
let everything slide right off until he getstired of not getting a rise out of me. By then he'll
probably have gone far enough to expose himself asthe trivial goon that he is. That might takethe
full eight-week summer sesson, but Eric didn’'t mind—while Levoiser was heckling him, hewasn't
picking on the younger and more inexperienced students, who were not equipped to ded with him. The
bastard had aready reduced Midori to silent tears before he' d turned on Eric.

WEell, let him wear himself out on me. Levoisier doesn’'t know half of what he thinks there isto
know about me. | have a black belt in Verbal Aikido, you arrogant Frog.

Levoiser' s gppointment was't an insoluble mystery. Eric knew why Juilliard had such amiserable
excuse for ateacher on its staff thisyear. Levoisier was no great shakes as an interpreter of music, but he
was abrilliant technician. Even Eric waswilling to admit there was alot he could learn from the man, if he
ever decided to stop humiliating the students and elected to teach. And even at hisworg, he was
teaching vauable things to his students.

Though he knows it not. Though he intends it not.

It wasacrue, cold world out there, aworld singularly lacking in first-chair jobsin fine symphony
orchestras and prestigious traveling ensembl es, recording contracts, solo tours, and praise—and full of
cruel criticsand low-end positions teaching in schools or playing in little city orchestras under conductors
who themsalves had failed to make the cut for a high-end professional musical career. Trid-by-Parisian
might harden some of them to the dings and arrows of outrageous fortune. The students at Juilliard were
fairly well equipped to deal with professond rivary and even sabotage from other students, but they
weren't ready for the real world of real people and the fact that most of them were doomed to eke out a
living playing in the Tacoma Sousa Band.

Or playing harpsin hotel lobbies, pianosin cocktail bars, clarinets at weddings, and yes, flutes at



RenFaires. Anything that Levoisier can throw at themisn’t half of the abuse they’ll get out there.
Or, in the dark of the night, what they’ |l give themselves.

What had triggered today’ s attack, he suspected—given that Levoiser had first gone after Midori, then
him—was the results of the placement auditionsfor the summer-session orchestra. Eric (and Midori) had
been placed in second chair.

Now, Eric hadn’t heard Midori’ s audition, but there was something that no one, including the Audition
Committee, knew about Eric’s. Hewould never get first chair, because dl during hisaudition, he had
been sending out athread of Bardic magic.

No matter how good | am, you won't give me first chair, the magic had whispered, carried dong on
thewings of Debussy. | don’t need the experience, and you should give it to someone el se.

Infact, at the end of the audition, one of the committee had taken him aside, apologetically, and had said,
“Banyon, you deserved first chair, but frankly, we can’t giveit to you. You don’'t need—"

“—the experience,” Eric finished, with agrin and atoss of hislong chestnut hair. “No worries, Doctor
Sakirk. Frankly, what | need isalot more experience in backing and supporting another flautist. They
aso serve, and dl that.”

Doctor Sdlkirk had sighed with relief and shook Eric’ s hand. “I knew we hadn’t made any mistakesin
readmitting you, Banyon. If running around in tights and floppy shirts on weekends would give our
sudentsthat kind of maturity, I'd assign it asacourse.”

Eric grinned to himsdlf again. It's not asif | need experience in front of an audience. | rather doubt
that I’ m ever going to face a more hostile audience than a flock of Nightflyers, or a pickier one
than an Elven Bard and Magus Major. And it’s not fair to the kids to make them compete with me
for something | don’t need or want.

The New Y ork streets ssmmered with summer heat, and the kind of glare found when the only thing to
take the sun’sraysis stone, and glass, and more stone. Hisloca friendstold him that August would be
even worse—if they got aredly hot spell, even the blacktopped streets would go soft underfoot. He
hadn’t believed it at the time, but now Eric was just as glad that he' d spent the time last winter setting up
bomb-proof spellson dl his gpartment windows: now, when he opened them into muggy July heet, he
got arid January cold. It was amore e egant solution than nursing a power hog alc dong with Guardian
House' s cranky eectrica system. His computer and stereo systems were aready magjor power hogs, not
to mention his pet microwave; he’ d learned he had to shut down every other gppliance in the place when
he vacuumed. An air conditioner would have been the find straw. When Guardian House had been built
back in the first decade of the 20th century, al those appliances hadn’t even been distant dreams.

He was |ooking forward to getting home, opening al the windows, and maybe coaxing Greystone down
into joining him for aglass of something cold. It waan't likely anybody would missthe gargoyleif he
deserted his post—not in asweltering afternoon in July.

All he had to do was make it through the subway alive. Though most of the cars were air-conditioned to
pneumonialevels, only some of the stations had any pretense to climate-control at al. Fortunately, the
Lincoln Center stop was one of them. Can’t | et the aesthetes and yuppies fry, after all.

Eric joined the stream of humanity descending the stepsinto the subway, whistling a Bach gigue to purge
hisbrain of any remaining taint of irritation with Professor Levoisier. Therewas nothing like Bach to rev
up the old right brain and let logic take over from emation.



Helet theflow of traffic take him along towardsthe turngtiles. Hey, it’s Friday. I’ ve got a whole
weekend in front of me, the sun is shining, nobody wants to kill me, and there’ snot a single crisis
Underhill or Overhill that needs sorting out. That thought put abouncein his step. Maeve had been
born and Kory and Beth were planning to bring her for avist. If the weather held, maybe they could
make arun up Long Idand and see how the other hdf lived. And if it didn’t, well, if you couldn’t find
something to do in New Y ork on aweekend, you werein pretty sad shape.

And when they go back Underhill, if Riaisn't up to her sculpted eyebrowsin Bizness, | might even
get her to go out with me to some New-Y ork-Magazine-Approved event. So maybe | ought to have
a look for something she might not ordinarily go to. Not that Ria’s actually a party animal at the
best of times. How could someone who looks like she looks be such a grind? It’s one of Life's
Great Mysteries.

He turned his mind back to the question of finding something fun he could tease her into attending.
Anything musica wasagood bet, but it would have to be both competent and something she wouldn't
have thought of for her—

Something teased his ears as he passed the turngtile. A string instrument—

Banjo?

And avery, very familiar tune.

'Tisa gift to be simple, "tis a gift to be free, 'tis a gift to come ' round where we ought to be—
Someone was playing abanjo in the subway.

That wasn't dl that unusud. Eric had heard everything from bagpipes to string quartets to old-fashioned
One Man Bands playing on subway platforms throughout the city. Busking was permitted in the New

Y ork subway system and on the city streets aswell, but it was apeculiar form of busking. Y ou had to
have alicense, and you only got the license by passing an audition.

It was a pretty good system, actually. The ears of the public weren't assaulted by talentless musicians,
licensing kept down the territory wars for the best spot, and the beat and transit cops weren’t put on the
spot by having to bust a player who was doing the public afavor by being there. Eric didn’t know all of
the licensed buskers—New Y ork was a bit bigger than any Faire pitch he' d ever worked—but he
thought he was familiar with most of the oneswho set up near Lincoln Center on aregular bassand he
was sure that none of them played a banjo. The pleasantly jangling notes ricocheted off the echoing tile
walls of the subway, the echoes providing a depth and richness to the music that was the reason so many
musi cians—including Eric—liked to play here. Something el seteased hisinner ear aswell, ashe
approached the platform.

Magic.

Nothing overwhelming, just agentlelittlelilt, a Bardic lilt to the tune, something to tease alittle money
from the pockets of the passers-by, but only by those who had it to spare. More of areminder, redly, to
be courteous.

If you like what you hear, and can spare the money, drop a coin or two—if not, pass on, pass on.

And no one withaNew Y ork City busking license was a Bard. Except, of course, him.

A sense of urgency hit Ericin the gut: not only did he want to catch this unknown Bard and find out who



he was, he wanted to get to him before he was busted! He hurried towards the platform. The transit
cops, who were supposed to enforce the busking licenses, could be dong at any moment. Some of them
wereinclined to turn ablind eye towards the occasiond violator, if hewas good, if the cop in question
liked that particular kind of music. So how many of them like bluegrass?

Eric shoved hisway towards the cluster of people around the source of the music, and shouldered his
way into the magic circle, ignoring the indignant looks of the two he squeezed in between. “ When true
simplicity is gained, to bow and to bend we shall not be ashamed—" hismind supplied thewordsto
the tune.

The busker was atdl young man, built like alinebacker. Eric took it dl in with asingle glance. Blond.
Longish hair, jeans, faded blue work shirt—and that indefinable something that said “not from around
here’ to city-trained eyes. He had an open, friendly face and piercing blue eyes, which held a promise of
friendship out to the entire world, if only the world was wise enough to accept it. His banjo case was
open a hisfeet, money init, asheran leisurely fingers through the intricate patterns of the old song. An
old Army surplus duffle bag rested a hishedls.

And the banjo— The banjo—glowed. Not that anyone other than Eric or an ef would have seen the
glow. The strings were a network of silver-fire, and blue afterimages danced aong the pattern of the
busker’ sdarting fingers.

An enchanted banjo?

There were legends of enchanted instrumentsin the ancient days. The traditional songswere full of
examples. FHutes made from aBard’ sbones. A harp strung with the hair of amurdered girl—

No, that’s a bit too grisly. Nothing like that here. Morelike. . . an enchanted sword, forged for a
paladin. | didn’t know there was anyone left Overhill who could do work like that.

Not that he knew, yet, that the banjo had been made here. But if it were elvenwork, he would have
sensed that, and Eric’ s Bard-trained senses caught no trace of Otherworldly craftsmanship here, just
innate human magic.

A dir caught his attention—the glimpse of auniform hat down by the turngtile. The transit cops.

The busker finished his song and coins and a couple of bills dropped into his banjo case, accompanying a
gpatter of gpplause. And in the pause, Eric pulled out his busking license and propped it in the Side of the
banjo case, very vishbly, then got out hisflute. He opened the flute case and put it behind the banjo case,
and began fitting hisinstrument together as he stepped to the side of the very surprised banjo player.

“Y ou need alicenseto play down here, friend—I’ve got one, and you just became my partner,” Eric
muttered under his breath just asthe transt cops reached them. “ So, *Unquiet Grave' 7" he said, louder,
asif he and the stranger had been duetting for sometime.

The stranger nodded, and they both began—quite asif they had been duetting for sometime.

Mind, “Unquiet Grave’” wasn't Eric’ stune of choice, but it was the only Appaachian piece he had been
ableto think of on the spur of the moment. Plaintive and just alittle on the spooky side, it wasn’t one
caculated to haul in the cash. But that was dl right; it made some of the audience clear off, giving the
trangit cops agood ook at the two buskers—and Eric’slicense.

And giving Eric agood look at them, just as he nodded to the banjo player to wrap it up. He sighed with
relief; they were people he knew, who weren't going to quibble that his license was for himself doneand



not with a partner.
“Top o' themarnin’ t'ye, congtable” he said in hisbest “ Faire-1rish” accent. Officer Zidlazinski laughed.
“More like afternoon, isn't it, O’ Banyon?’ the transit cop jibed good-naturedly. “Who' s your partner?’

The banjo player answered before Eric could fumble. “Hosea Songmaker, Sir, at your service,” hesaid in
dow syllables siweetened with the honey accent of the hills and deep with respect. Eric could sensethe
touch of Bard-magic here, too: | am no threat to you; | will cause no trouble. . . . He supposed a man
asbig and physicaly intimidating as Hosea Songmaker’ d had plenty of usefor that particular charm more
than afew timesin hislife, and it made him like hisnew partner dl the more.

Zee |laughed, responding unconscioudy to the touch of the benevolent magic. “Not from around here, are
you! Wéll, you stick with Banyon; he'll show you the ropes. He s pretty street-smart.”

The two transit cops moved on, back to business; there were more important mattersto claim their
attention in the subway than a couple of licensed buskers.

When they’ d gone, Hosea gave Eric asidelong glance, followed by adow smile. “Reckon | oweyou
one,” hesaid. Eric laughed.

“Just want to keep agood musician out of trouble,” he replied easily. “How were you to know you need
alicense? Ligten, let’ s collect atake while the collecting’ sgood, and I [l tell you al about what you need
to know afterwards.”

Hosea nodded, and combed back the long blond hair that flopped down into his eyes back with a set of
strong, brown fingers. “Old standard?’ he suggested, and played the first few notes of “Foggy Mountain
Breakdown.”

Eric nodded. Everybody knew that one—the Lester Flat and Earl Scruggs classic had been the theme
song to the movie Bonnie and Clyde. And while it waswritten for banjo and fiddle, there was no reason
he couldn’t take the fiddle part.

“Then—how about we follow gtraight into * Devil Went Down to Georgia and ‘MamaTried' ?” Eric
countered. There. I’'mnot just a Celtic purist, you know.

“Right.” Hosed seyeslit up dyly, and Eric suspected he was about to be given arun for hismoney.
Hosea surged into the opening bars of the “Breakdown,” hisfingers blurring on the strings. Eric barely
made his entrance in time to take the melody away from the banjo and carry it.

Hoseg, like many an Irish player at the Faires, had awicked sense of humor and liked to accelerate the
pace of an dready fast piece with each successive pass. But Eric was ready for him—not that it was all
that difficult for aBard to figure out what another Bard was going to do next. By the time they segued
into “Devil Went Down to Georgia,” they’ d hit light-gpeed. The crowd around them was thicker than
before, and people were grinning and tapping their toes to the Charlie Daniels standard.

He d had the joy of working with another Bard only Underhill, with his mentor Dharnidl. That was aways
fun—if you could redly use that word for anything to do with Master Dharnid—but it was nothing,
nothing like working with another human Bard! Therewasalevel of spontaneity and cregtive spark here
that just wasn't present when he made music with the elves, and it made dl the difference. Eric closed his
eyes and gave himsdlf over to the purest pleasure he' d ever fet outside of sex—and it certainly lasted a
wholelot longer than even the most athletic sexual adventure he'd ever had!

It wasn't until he opened his eyes as he played the last flourish of “MamaTried” that he redlized they



were surrounded six-deep by a gaping, grinning, toe-tapping human audience of people who should have
been getting back to their jobs (or on to their lunches). The very moment they finished, money actualy
began to snow, rain, and hail into the banjo case, averitable Hurricane Andrew of coinsand smal bills.
Money that missed the case was scooped up and dumped into it by helpful hands, which wasasmall
miraclein and of itself, as gpplause followed on the monetary accolade.

“Got enough to hold you for the next day or so?” Eric muttered sotto voce with anod at the case.

Hosea grinned and nodded, his hair flopping into hiseyes again. “That' | get mevittlesand abunk at the
Y for acouple days, whilel study onwhat I’ ve got to do next,” hereplied. “Let’ s give these nice folk
something to play "em out on.” Hisfingers began to move on the strings again.

Of dl the tunesthat Eric would have suspected Hoseawould chose, this would not have been one. He
listened asthe banjo-Bard' s clever fingers picked out the deceptively lazy little “ pink-a pink-a pink-a
pink-apink (pause) pink-a pink-a pink-apink-apink (pause).”

Eric recognized it immediately, and knew the tune so well that hisflute was a hislips and the soft notes
spilling out at exactly the right moment after that second pause. “ The Rainbow Connection” from the very
first Muppet movie—how had Hosea known how much he liked that tune? And where had an
Appaachian mountain boy learned it?

| guess that only proves that we live in a globally connected world, when an Appalachian
mountain boy and a Juilliard student can recognize the same tune and play it like a couple of old
buddies.

Simpletunes are deceptive things, superficidly easy to play, they arethe very devil to play well. Butin
the hands of not one, but two Bards, the very smplicity allowsthe heart and soul to shine.

When they finished, thistime the reward was smiles aswell as applause. Eric bowed with aflourish,
Hoseawith akind of foot-shuffling modesty. Eric was pretty sure that though Hoseawas a practiced
musician, he hadn’t been playing for money for very long—at least not as a street musician.

“Ladiesand gents, you need to get back to your jobs, I’'m sure—" Eric announced with practiced
Faire-patter. Groans, and a chorus of “asanwww!” —surely the greatest music to amusician’s
ears—greeted this announcement.

“—spintheinterest of making sure you don’t get in trouble, my friend Hoseaand | will betaking abresk
now for afew hours. Thank you al, and we' Il be here off and on for the rest of the week!”

With no display of hurry, but with the efficiency of any busker who has sometimes seen his“take” vanish
along with the rear end of a petty thief, Eric shoved the banjo case over behind Hosea slegswith hisfoot
while he scooped up hisflute case and began taking hisinstrument gpart and cleaning it. The crowd
dispersed—with afew generous souls lobbing a couple more handfuls of change at the case for good
measure asthey left.

“Thisishdf yours,” Hosea said, from abent-over position, preparatory to doing something about the
1] td<e.”

“Oh, just pull out enough for some lunch for both of usand I’ll cdll it quits” Eric replied absently. “Fifteen
bucks should do it; that’ Il leave you enough for busfareto get to the Y and a street and subway map.”

Hosealooked up a him doubtfully, but seemed to sensethat Eric wasin earnest. He just shoved most of
the“take’ into the duffle he' d had behind him, keeping out ahandful of billsthat he crammed into his



pocket. He placed the banjo lovingly into his case, and handed Eric his busking license back.

He moved very gracefully for such abig fellow; shortly he stood up with duffle and case dung over
opposite shoulders, looking very much at ease and entirely out of place.

“So—your name s Banyon,” he said, giving Eric adow and considering once-over with those piercing
blue eyes. “Isthat afirst nameor alag?

“Ladt. Eric Banyon, former RenFaire player, current Juilliard student, at your service,” Eric replied,
making alittle bow that mocked his status as * Juilliard student.”

But Hosea' s dow smile wouldn't accept the mocking attitude. “Figured you had to be from around
there,” hesaid. “Somefeller told me it was up that-a-way”—he waved vaguely at the celling—“and |
reckoned anybody could play like you was probably from there. Well, Eric Banyon, the cop said | was
to stick by you, so where do we find lunch?’

Centra Park on a July day was as good asubstitute for countryside as you were likely to find within fifty
miles, and alot cooler under the treesthan the city streetswere. The park was a lot bigger, and had
more secluded places, than anyone but anative New Y orker would be likely to guess—alot of them
avoided the Park anyway, fearing gangs and muggers. There had been asuggestion, a couple of years
back, that wolves should be reintroduced—a suggestion that wasn't entirely asilly idea. Wolveswould
do very well hereif they could be kept in isolation, but it was inevitable that they’ d crossbreed with feral
dogs, which in afew generations would only mean that there would be aresident pack of
dightly-more-lupineferd dogsin the remoter parts of the place. Probably not the best ideaiin the world,
given the unpredictable nature of [upine-canine crossbreeds. It was bad enough that coyotes had made
their way here and had athriving pack up by the Reservoir: no garbage can—or stray poodle—was safe.

Eric and Hosea gathered hot dogs and drinks from one of the Sabrette’ s carts outside the Park, and Eric
led hisfellow Bard into one of those quieter spots more familiar to the bird watchers than to the Frisbee
throwers. Therewas, in fact, one of the bird feeders that the bird watchers maintained in thislittle bit of
half-tame wilderness, and when they finished their food, Eric watched some sort of tiny birdsflitting to
and fromit.

Hosea had clearly not eaten today, but he hadn’t wolfed down the four (1) hot dogs he' d gotten for
himself from the vendor. He' d eaten neatly and precisdly, with not acrumb wasted or abit of mustard
smeared. Hefinished his soda, folded up al the paper nestly, and stuck it and the can into his duffle with
therest of hisgear. No littering for thislad, evidently.

“So,” Hoseasaid at lagt, breaking the silence. “Where do | get me one of them licenses so | can play for
the folkswithout getting myself in trouble with the lawv?’

Eric explained the whole process while Hosea listened carefully. “ The next audition isn't for another three
weeks, though,” Eric concluded, and as Hosed s face began to fdl, he added quickly, “But don't
worry—you can busk in the Park without one, and you can busk with mein the subway.”

“Ain’'t you got classes?’ Hosea asked doubtfully.

“I can work around them,” Eric replied, then chuckled. “Besides, ook what we did in half an hour
together! There' s probably about a hundred bucks there—figure we hit the lunch crowd and the
commuters going home, we' |l take in more than enough to cover your expenses until you can get alicense
for yourself. And you will,” he added, with certainty.



Of course you will. You're a Bard, how can you not, if you put your mind and magic to it?

Hosed s earnest gaze met his steadfastly. “ Y ou’ ve been helping me because. . .” Therewasalong
pause, and for the first time Eric saw Hosea hesitate, asif he weren't quite sure how to put the thought
into words. “Because of the music-magic. Y ou’ ve got the shine, too. Right?’

Eric hadn’t expected him to put it quite so bluntly, though after the first few notes he’ d been pretty sure
that Hosea knew his own gift, and recognized Eric for akindred soul.

“Well—yeah,” Eric admitted alittle sheepishly. “Where | come from, we're cdled Bards.”

“Bards.” Hosearolled the flavor of the word over in his mouth and thoughts. “Like—back in the Druid
times?’ Hegrinned & Eric’ sraised eyebrows. Y ou reckon I'm right out of the hills, but we got libraries
there, too. And the Internet.”

Eric laughed, alittle ashamed of himsdlf for assuming Hoseawas as Smple as helooked. It wasn't
precisaly an act, Eric was coming to redlize, but more of another defense againgt frightening people.
Hoseawas amost painfully courteous. “No offense meant,” he said.

“Nonetaken. So, | ain’t never met another Bard before, except my Grandma. She had the shine, right
enough. Guess| got it from her. I'm right glad you came to my rescue, Eric Banyon.” Hoseal's
friendlinesswas asinfectiousashisgrin.

“Right glad | did, too—" How could he not respond? There was something about Hosea that not only
exuded trustfulness, but trustworthiness. He could no more have waked away from the guy than kicked
apuppy intheface.

Besides, itisn't asif | need the money. Eric’ s needs were met—and more—by Elven magic. HeE d
gotten his busking license as much to help out some of the kids at Guardian House asto line hisown
pockets—or, admittedly, for the joy of playing for alive and mostly uncritica audience. Hislast assst
had been to one of the dancers who lived on his floor—Amity was between dancing jobs and desperate
to find something to pay her bills besides waitressing or cleaning houses. Eric had suggested that she
bring asmall square of “floor” with her down to the subway with him. He' d played, she' d danced, and
together they made enough to pay her bills until the next job came aong.

“WEéll, reckon you can find methe YMCA?’ Hosea continued. “ Friend of mine back home told me that
was the place to stay when | got here; told me the rooms was chegp—at least, chesp as anything is here
inthe big city—and pretty safe. Not that I’ ve got too much to worry about. Folks just take alook at me
and just naturdly think twice about making trouble, | guess”

Eric grinned. Most people would leave aBard aone, even if they weren't surewhy. And aBard who
was six-four and looked like hejuggled pianosin his spare time was even lesslikely to attract undesirable
attention.

He quickly thought about al the things he' d most needed when he first moved to New Y ork. Bonnie and
Kit had been thereto get him settled in, but he' d still spent most of the first month getting lost every time
he ventured out of his own neighborhood.

“Firgt, we get you a street map, a bus-route map, and a subway map,” Eric decided. “That’ll help you
find your way around. Come on.”

A quick stop at a newsstand took care of those immediate needs, and for good measure, Eric picked up
aguidebook that would give Hoseaalot of reference points—not just the tourist attractions, but the



important buildings, the schools and libraries and other mgjor landmarks. After that, it was no grest effort
to get Hosea planted firmly in front of the nearest YMCA. Onceinside, and only then, Hosea dug the
day’ shaul out of the duffle and counted it—he might not be street-smart, but he had alot more common
sensethan alot of people Eric knew.

They’ d done better than Eric had thought. There was dmost $200 there, even if half of it wasin quarters
and dollar coins, and alot of subway tokens.

“I’'m good for aweek—" Hosea said, tentatively. He raised his eyebrows questioningly, offering Eric his
share again as he paid for hisroom and took the key. Hosea didn't have a credit card—no ID of any
kind but adriver’slicense and alibrary card, both from someplace in West Virginia—so the room clerk
had asked for cash in advance. Hosea had paid for three days, after being assured he could extend his
day if hewished.

“Noworries,” Eric assured him. “Look—here’ smy phone number and address, but I'll come and meet
you back here—Sunday night, say. That's day after tomorrow. We can run through some numbers and
set up aplaylist. Then at noon break on Monday, wait for me at the main entrance to the school and
we'll do alunch gig.” He coughed, alittle embarrassed. “I’ d gig with you the rest of thisweekend, but
I’ve got friends coming in—"

“Reckon friends got to come before strangers,” Hosea countered, with agrin. “You said that it’s okay to
play inthe Park, right? So I'll play inthe Park. I’ll do dl right. Don’t you worry none about me, Eric
Banyon. I’'m abig boy and | can take care of mysdlf. Y ou go on and be with your friends.”

Relieved, Eric clapped him on the back—and had to reach abit to do it. “ One of these days—and
soon—they’ll be your friendstoo, if | don’t missmy guess. Okay, Hosea, I'll be out here Sunday
night—about six. We'll get something delivered for dinner, talk some music, and see what happens.”

“I'll belooking forward to it,” Hosea said genidly, then hauled his duffle up onto hisback again asif it
weighed nothing and headed for the elevator, hisroom key jingling in his hand.

Eric just shook his head, watching Hoseago. Hetried to imagine dl the trouble this guile ess country boy
could have gotten himsdlf into within thirty seconds of arriving in the city, and couldn’'t even calculateit. If
hewasn'taBard. ..

Well, he isa Bard, and he'll be fine. And | need to get home and start cleaning before Bethie gets
there and has a fit!

TWO:
THE TREES THEY DO GROW HIGH

By turning himsdlf into a cleaning tornado for a couple of hours—and by recruiting Greystone for things
like moving furniture while he vacuumed and then used the steam cleaner he' d borrowed from one of his
neighbors—Eric got the gpartment up to Beth's tandards of hygiene, with al the windows wide open to
let in blasts of borrowed winter cold. He even sucked dl the crumbs out of the crevices of the couch and
chairs—something he hadn’t done since before the last party. Ordinarily he wouldn’t have bothered
doing the Martha Stewart thing. The floor and most of the surfaces were clear, and what was the good of



being aBard if you couldn’t set aspell around your home to chase out cockroaches, insects, and
rodents, after all>—but Beth was going to be alot fussier about cleanliness with the baby around.

A baby. Bethie had adaughter. Eric could barely imagineit. And the thought that he might have had any
part in the deed seemed to be the rankest fantasy.

“Have ever told you about the time that Kory discovered microwave popcorn?’ Eric called over his
shoulder as he shook out amatch. Just to be sure that Beth’ s nose didn’t twitch suspicioudy, he was
lighting vanilla-scented candles on top of the bookshelves, while Greystone popped the Chinese he'd
ordered into the oven to stay warm.

“No. What' d he do? Pop every bag in the cupboard?’ the gargoyle asked with asnigger. Greystone was
an actud, genuine, medieva gargoyle. He had afanged doglike face and curling horns, long apelike arms,
and hindquarterslike asatyr’s, right down to the cloven hooves. Great bat wingslay againgt hisback like
furled umbrellas. Except for hisbig dark eyes, he was auniform, textured gray al over, right down to the
soot smudges and patches of lichen. And despite the fact that he lived and moved and talked, he seemed
to be made of solid stone. He d been Eric’ sfirst friend in Guardian House, coming that first night to

Eric stentative request for afriend. And Greystone had been a good one ever since.

“And then some,” Eric said. “Gulls ate well that day. Y ou should have seen Bethie sface.” It had beena
sght, for -certain-sure; they’ d eaten the stuff for breakfast asif it was cered, with Beth standing over
both of them (asif he'd had anything to do with it!) brandishing awooden spoon to make sure they
finished every hite. Even stuffing themselves with popcorn three meals aday, there was too much to et
beforeit got stae.

But to see the dumbfounded expression on Beth's face when she' d comeinto the kitchen that morning
and found it full of popcorn had been worth it. Eric smiled reminiscently.

The gargoyle (who normally spent most of the day on the cornice ledge just outside Eric’ s gpartment)
grolled into the living room, still chuckling. Though as much a cresture of magic asany Sidhe, Greystone
had been anything but isolated from progress during his long life. He d been a constant eavesdropper on
and observer of lifein the big city from the time that the building was erected during the late 1800s, and
often (if the occupant of “his’ gpartment was a Guardian or other user of magic) aparticipant in the
ordinary life of aNew Y orker—insofar as anyone Greystone would be hanging out with ever had an
“ordinary” life, that was. Greystone knew as much about appliances and the amenities of amodern
gpartment asEric did.

More, actually. We' d been on the run for so long by the time we went Underhill that I’ d gotten out
of the habit of being a techno-junkie, and Elfhame Misthold isn’t exactly your local Circuit City.

Greystone had been delighted to discover that Eric wasn't the type to freak out when a stone gargoyle
cameto life and tapped on the window. The gargoyle often spent the long hours of late nights watching
televisonin Eric’ sliving room—but he never, ever imposed. Having him around was rather like having a
congenia roommate with none of the disadvantages roommeates often brought with them.

And he' s al phabetized my CDs and DVDs. How cool is that?

Greystone cocked his head to the side. “ They’ re on the way up,” he anhounced, though Eric heard
nothing. “Can | stick around?’

“With Bethie dying to show off Maeve to the world? No question!” Eric said. He was surprised at how
relieved hefdt.



Beth and Kory aready knew about Greystone—they knew about Guardian House aswell, at least what
Eric knew; that the House had been built to shelter the Guardians of New Y ork, akind of magical police
force set up to protect ordinary humans from those who would use magic against them—or from
inadvertently ssumbling into the path of the super--nor-mal entities who shared their world. There were
never fewer than two and seldom more than four Guardians living here a the same time—Eric wasn't yet
quite sure how one became a Guardian, as that was a subject upon which the Guardians themselves were
rather -reticent—and the House itself selected those other “norma” people who would live here. If
Guardian House wanted you, you saw a“Vacancy” sgnin the super’ swindow. If it didn’t, you didn’t. It
wasdl assmple asthat.

Most of the “regular” tenants were artists, dancers, and musicians. Most of them were quietly, but
devoutly, rdigious, dthough the House didn’t care what ther rdigion was. Mogt of them had no ideathat
the Guardians were the sole reason for the House' s existence, that the Guardians even existed, or that
they supplied apositive and energetic “ atmosphere” for the Guardiansto livein.

But afew of the House s civilian tenants, like Eric, were true magicians, and they knew. They served as
akind of unofficid auxiliary forceto be called onin an emergency.

But though the Guardians were powerful and far more knowledgeabl e than the average human, Eric had
found that they didn’t know everything. They hadn’t known, for instance, that there were such things as
Bards—or that eves, thered Sidhe of legend, actually existed. Hadn't, thet is, until Eric moved in.

Then they’ d found out in spades.

A light tap on the door told Eric that Greystone, as usua, had been right. He flung it open for two figures
in motorcycle leathers and hdmets, the tall one in blue and the short onein red, with atiny baby ina
matching red leather carry-sack dung across her chest.

Beth pulled off her helmet and shook out her long hair with asigh of pleasure. Shewas still kegping the
auburn tresses Kory had engineered for her when the Feds had been on their tail—her origina hair color
had been black, but the auburn suited her. Her skin still glowed with the hormones of her recent
pregnancy, and her brown eyes no longer showed that peculiar *“haunted” look that had been in them for
s0 long. Instead, there was a softer, more contented expression on her face, especialy when she glanced
down at baby Maeve.

“Well, Banyon, are you going to keep usstanding inthe hall al day?’ she asked, handing him her helmet.
Eric grinned, stepping back to alow them to enter the apartment.

There was the usua moment of kissing and hugging and congestion in the doorway, while Greystone
stood aside and grinned. Kory, as usua, looked every inch the Elven Knight, even though he had a
motorcycle helmet under hisarm instead of ahelm, and lesthersinstead of armor. Tdl, muscular, blond
asachild of the sun, if any fashion photographer in the world had gotten alook at him, he could have
named his price—except, of course, for the pointed ears and green eyes, with their vertica-dit pupilslike
aca’s. All eveshad those eyes and ears, their natura hair color was blond aswell, but not al of them
stuck to the natural color. After dl, just about anything was possible for an df, even shape-shifting. Eric
had seen elves with heads of pink, blue, and purple hair that would make a punker or raver drool with
envy; he' d even seen eves sporting hairdos of feathers, leaves, or tiger stripes. He' d seen them with the
gauzy wingsof Victorian fairies, or batwings, or feathers—al functiona, if not actualy capable of
supporting flight. Tails, horns, hooves—nothing was impossible, which might account for the sghtings of
so many kinds of creaturesin myth and legend. Kory, however, preferred to keep to the “ natural”
form—blond hair, ditted green eyes, pointed ears, and otherwise |ooking human.



Eric carried an armful of leasthers and helmetsinto the bedroom while Beth unpacked Maeve and made
sure the baby had survived the trip unscathed. When everyone had settled in the living room, Eric made
hisintroductions

“Greystone, thisis Beth Kentraine and Seeur Korendil, Elven Knight and Magus Minor of Elfhame
Sun-Descending. Beth and Kory, meet Greystone.”

“I’ve heard so much about you,” Beth said, smiling. “And thisisMaeve.” She held up the baby in her
arms, and then, to his horror, offered her to Eric. He had no choice but to take her—it wasthat or run,
and Beth would have dain him on the spot.

Maeve s flushed face, surrounded papoose-like by afleecy wrap, didn’t excite much in Eric but
gpprehension.

“She looks like Winston Churchill,” he said dubioudly, looking down &t aface with eyes screwed tightly
shut and contorted into a disagreeable grimace. A faint whiff of baby powder and milk came up to his
nose as she opened her mouth in asilent (for the moment) protest.

“Eric!” Beth exclamed indignantly, while Kory looked puzzled, tucking his blond hair behind his sharply
pointed ears. Elves|oved children.

The baby scowled at Eric. Beth had said she was beautiful, but to Eric she was|ooking more every
minute like awizened old man in atemper. She mewed. It sounded asif she was thinking about howling.

Now what do | do? he wondered, just ahint of panic arisng. She seemed to be al knees and elbows,
writhing muscularly in hisarms asif she very much did not want to be there.

“Don’t be daft, Bard, she' slovely,” Greystone scolded. “And you' re holding her all wrong. Give her
here.” He held out his hands summarily, and Eric, not at al |oathe, handed the baby quickly to the
gargoyle. Maeve might be his—or rather, hewas Maeve shiologica father—but there was no feding of
parental bonding there so far as he was concerned. He' d never been around babies when he was
growing up, and they were dmost as scarce on the RenFaire circuit as they were Underhill.

With relief he saw Greystone cuddie thetiny cresture in sturdy arms that seemed to understand
ingtinctively how to make the baby comfortable.

“Theré salovdy littlelady,” the gargoyle crooned, wiggling onefinger in front of Maeve snose. “Bogjie,
boojie, boojie wooo00.” The baby looked up at him with blank, blue eyes, but lost that disapproving
expression and even made atentative gurgling sound.

“I think shelikesyou, Greystone,” Eric said, alittle surprised.

“Of course shelikesme, yegurt idiot,” Greystone retorted with fond indignation. “Never saw ababy that
didn’t, and I’ ve been nanny to every Guardian’s child here since the House was built.”

Eric took the opportunity to best atacticd retreat, heading into the kitchen to gather plates, cutlery, and
the cartons of Chinese food Greystone had left in the oven. He arranged them on atray and added
drinks—designer water for Kory and Greystone, teafor Beth—before carrying the med out into the
living room on atray. Greystone and Beth were both bent over Maeve, clucking and cooing at her while
Kory looked on proudly. The domestic tableau left Eric feding alittle unsettled, asif he were being shut
out of something he redlly didn’'t want to be apart of. It was a peculiar feding.

“Luncheonisserved,” heintoned, deliberately breaking the mood. He set the tray down on the coffee
table and began setting out the plates.



“Not much Chinese carryout Underhill, huh?” Eric teased, watching Beth and Kory inhale his offerings
with afine appe-tite while Greystone amused Maeve, holding her in one massive arm while scarfing egg
rollswith hisfree hand.

“They 4till haven't got the knack of making or even kenning and creating it, and when it comesto
carryout, the Fairgoerswould rather have pizzaanyway,” Beth replied around aforkful of moo shu
chicken, “And for somereason | didn’t want anything like thisuntil after the munchkin came. Then |
thought I would kill for lomein.”

Eric and Kory exchanged awordless masculine look of complete incomprehension. Kory mouthed a
single sentence—just afew words, redly.

Honey-nut bread and cabbage soup.

Ah, so that waswhat Beth had craved during her pregnancy! Eric nodded with sympathy, though he
privately thought that Kory’ d had it easy. Maybe the medl's he' d shared with Beth were monotonous, but
a least the ingredients were easily obtained Underhill. What if she' d wanted sushi—or birds' nest
soup—or some other weird ddlicacy?

On the other hand, cabbage soup, while being—ah—fragrant, wasn't exactly the aroma-of-choice that
Eric would have picked for dinnertime. And it did tend to linger.

Findly, the hunger aroused by along ride from the Everforest Gate to New Y ork City assuaged, Kory
and Beth declared themselves sated and Eric cleaned away the plates.

“Bethie, ye can count on mefor babysitting any time you' re Overhill,” Greystone announced, handing
Maeve back to her mother. He looked up now, and raised an eyebrow like a cliff cornice at her as she
beamed at him. “How are ye feeding her, then? Just breast?”

Somehow, Eric had noticed, whenever the gargoyle was around Kory and Beth, his Irish—or
pseudo-Irish—accent got thicker. Why agargoyle should have an Irish accent, and not a French one, he
couldn’'t fathom. It wasjust one of those New Y ork mysteries, he guessed. Or maybe the apartment’s
first tenant had been Irish. Greystone had to have learned his English somewhere.

Beth blushed. “Well—noat entirely. I’m not exactly—well—aHolstein. The hedlers concocted aformula
that Maeve likes, Kory can magic it up for uswhen we need it.”

Elves, even minor mages like Kory, could dways ken an object or substance and conjure more of it up
later. That waswhy Eric himsalf was, for aslong as he wasin school, financialy solvent—Dharnid and

Kory had supplied him with enough gold Krugerrands (which, conveniently enough, completely lacked

any identifying seria numbers) to give him afat and very golden nest egg.

Eric wasn't surprised that Kory was helping to supplement Maeve s feeding magicaly, snce aswas
vividly obviousin thetight motorcycle leathers, Beth’ s figure was back to her pre- pregnancy dimness,
probably in no smdl part dueto alittle hep from elven heders Underhill.

And we could make a fortune out here in the mortal world if we could just bottle that! No need for
the Jane Fonda Pregnancy Workout if you' ve got the Sdhe on your side.

“Wadl, good.” The gargoyle grinned. “Y ou can just beleavin’ thelittle angel with me tonight while ye have
somefunout inthecity, an’ I'll begivin' her the bottle while ye' re gone.”

“Oh, would you?’ Beth exclaimed ddightedly, and then blushed again. “Oh, that sounds awful, but—"



“But what' sthe harm in you havin’ an evenin’ out for amovie or summat?’ Greystone countered quickly.
“"Tistimefor alittle holiday, I'm thinkin’, and the wee one will befine here.’ Tismany anappiel’ve
changed in metime—" he chuckled, asound like rocks grating together “—and it' safine thing for me
that I’ ve no sense of smell to spesk of.”

Better you than me, Eric thought, but didn’t say out loud. He d been worried that their evening plans
might have to be adjusted to include a baby—or worse, that Beth wouldn't want to go out &t all. Before
she could change her mind, he went straight for the computer and logged on to the net, pulling up the
New York Times entertainment web pages.

“Here'reyour choices,” he cdled over his shoulder, while Beth was il protesting that Greystone didn’t
have to be ababysitter and Greystone wasinssting it would be afine treat to have ababy in hisarms
again. Kory got up to peer over Eric’s shoulder with interest—computer technology had changed alot
sincethelast time Kory’ d seen a computer—while Beth paused in mid-sentence, then shrugged and
laughed, acknowledging defest.

“Okay, Banyon. I’'m sold. What' ve you got for usthis evening, then?’

After some discussion, they decided on The Lion King—it wasfindly possbleto get tickets after
months of nothing but sold-out performances, and it was the show Eric thought Kory would enjoy the
most.

Moviesthey could dways see later; with help from Elfhame Fairgrove in Savannah, the most
technologically sophigticated of the hames, alimited amount of human technology had been brought
Underhill for the benefit of Beth and other humans who had sought shelter there. One of those bits of
technology wasaDVD player—which worked better than the VCR they’ d originally had down there
did, for somereason. They were il trying to work out how to bring in satellite TV, according to
Kory—right now when anyone from Fairgrove wanted to see NASA Channel, Headline News, or (most
espe-cidly) Speedvison, they had to retire to one of the Fairgrove buildings Overhill.

Eric booked their seats through Ticketron Online—one of the perks of carrying an AmEx Platinum
card—and for the first timein along time, the three of them went out onto the streets of a city, to spend
an evening together, as they once used to.

* k% %

“That was great,” Beth Sighed, much later, after peeking into the portable crib set up in the bedroom to
make sure Maeve was dl right. Babies, Eric had discovered, needed about as much support gear asthe
average astronaut, but fortunately Beth, unlike most morta moms, had a portable holeto carry itin. The
amount of stuff she’ d unpacked from it before she d been willing to leave Maeve with Greystone had
been purdy mind-boggling.

“That wasfantastic, in fact.”

They’ d made the curtain without any trouble, walking most of the way o that Beth and Kory could get a
taste of New Y ork. After the show they’ d stopped at Luchow’ s for dessert, and were home by midnight.

Kory nodded, his green eyes till shining—literally!—with plessure. “| forget, sometimes, just whet a
marvel morta cregtivity is” he said, clearly without thinking who he was with. *Imagine cresting
something that has never been before, just with the power of the mind!”

Eric laughed. “So what am |, chopped liver?’ he asked mockingly, and Kory flushed.



“Nay, Bard, | didn't—" the dlf faltered.

“I know you didn’t! I'm just teasing you!” Eric laughed—but behind the laughter was an inescapable
thought. When it was the three of us alone together, he wouldn’t even have put that into a thought,
much less words—he’ d have wondered, maybe, when | would create something that would be on a
stage. Now I’'m*“ Bard,” not “ Eric’ —and he forgets what | am. Asif our life together never
happened.

“Listen, something redlly fantastic happened today,” he said quickly, to drive awvay uncomfortable
thoughts. “I met another Bard!”

The other three settled down to hear the story—though Greystone, being telepathic by nature, aready
probably knew at least some of it. But like the tactful guest he was, he never flaunted that very useful
ability, and in fact, Eric wasn't redlly sure how much of hisregular thoughts Greystone actudly heard.

Hetold them al about meeting Hosea, about redlizing what Hosea was, and about the two of them
playing together in the subway. Then he told them about his plansto get Hosea on hisfeet. Heredized he
didn’t know why Hosea had come to New Y ork—he was becoming enough of aNew Y orker himsdlf to
just kind of takeit for granted that of course everyone who could would want to cometo New Y ork, the
center of theworld for so many things.

He couldn’t help but get excited about the prospect of playing with the banjo-Bard again. Gigging with
another good musician was one of the things he liked to do best, but gigging with another Bard had been
an experience so enchanting that he couldn’t wait to do it again. Kory nodded his understanding, and the
more enthusiagtic Eric got, the more pleased Kory looked—Dbut Beth was frowning.

“I don't know, Banyon,” she said dowly, her brows furrowing with unease. “This could dl be asetup. |
don't like it—I mean, you don’t know anything about this guy—not redly! 1sn'tit just alittle too
convenient that he' s busking at your subway station just asyou get out of class?’ She put down her tea
and shifted uneasily in her seat on the couch.

It was hard, now, to remember what Beth had been like when he first met her—hard to remember what
he’ d been like, come to that—but he knew she hadn’t been this suspicious, jumping-at-shadows
paranoid. Since Griffith Park, and everything that followed after, every year Beth seemed to be darker,
more intense, more focused—and not entirely in agood way, either. It was asif the person she might
have become had been destroyed by this other self—and equally true that she had always held the
potentia to become either one. He supposed it bothered him more because he’ d been counting on
Maeveto erase dl the scars and make Beth the person she' d been at twenty. But that wasn't ever going
to happen. Done was done, and living things changed.

But some changes weren't for the better.

“Bethie, thisguy couldn’t beaFed,” Eric answered firmly. “I’ ve been here dmost ayear—if anyone
were looking for me, they’ d have found me already. Besides, no Fed | ever saw looked or acted like
Hosea, or could. They’'rejust not good enough actors.”

“Hedoesn't haveto beaFed,” she argued, leaning forward, her face intent. “What about those people
that were using LIewelCo as afront to make mages on crack or whatever it was? What about the guys
with the pet Nightflyersthat were after usin San Francisco?’

“Not achance. Trust me, those kind of guys stink of bad juju amile avay,” heinssted. “I’ d know.
Believeme, I’'dknow.” I’'ma Bard, Bethie. Thisiswhat being a Bard is. I’d know.



But Beth till wasn't willing to drop the subject. “Maybe,” she said grudgingly. “But you have to admit
that the story isjust—awfully pat. In fact, this soundslike aclassic con job to me!”

Oh, Bethie, when did you become so stubborn, so blind? You used to be able to see what was right
in front of your nose better than most people!

“He'saBard, Bethie,” Eric said patiently, throttling hisirri-tation. After al, she had every reason to be
paranoid; she wasn't Underhill ninety percent of her time because she wanted to be, she was there
because“They” were after her. He d never understood why it was Bethie they wanted, and not him or
Kory, but there was no arguing with the facts.

“I’'mtdling you. | couldn’t make amistake about this. Trust me. | know he’ saBard; you can’t fake that.
| know he' sone of the good guys—it'sin hismusic. A Bard can't hide what heis—at least, not from
another Bard. And anyway, aBard isn't going to try to con another Bard! What would the point be?
Anything he can get from me he can get for himsdf alot easier just by usng hismagic!”

“Not if what hewantsis you,” Beth said, her jaw set in astubborn line of temper.

“A Bard would not betray another Bard, acushla,” Kory said, coming to Eric’ s defense. He put ahand
on Beth' sknee soothingly. “1 know this. And our Eric isno fool; he can weigh the human heart aseasly
as| could weigh an egg.”

Beth looked from Kory’ sface to Eric and back again, and findly shrugged and sat back. “1 suppose,”
she sad grudgingly, then smiled with avisible effort. “Well, you' ve doneal right so far. | guess’—now it
was her turn to falter—* | guessyou don’t need us to shepherd you anymore.”

Eric forced agrin, though he' d rardly fdt lesslike amiling. “Like you ever did—or at least, any more than
| did the samefor you two!” Eric scoffed, and the other two looked alittle shamefaced and ill-at-ease.

They were dl so uncertain with each other! Thiswasn't the easy seamlessreunion he' d imagined. It was
asif they’ d never been friends and lovers, asif they were meeting now for the first time, none of them
knowing the others any too well.

And that would never have happened in the padt, ether.

Greystone got to hisfest, stretching hiswings. “Wadll, I'll thank ye now for afoigne evening, but it' sgoing
| haveto be. Can't be spending al metime away from me duties, y’ know.” He clumped across the room
to thewindowsi Il and ducked out onto the fire escape. “ But any time ye need a Sitter for the wee one,
just gi’ meashout, eh?’” In moments, he was back in his post on the cornice above.

Once he was gone, a silence descended that wasjust abit too uncomfortable, and Eric hastened to
break it.

“So isthere anything planned for Maeve?’ he asked, figuring that the baby was the subject least likely to
cause any more awkwardness. “1 mean, like a christening or a baby shower or something?’

“Oh, aye!” Kory brightened up again, his delight in Maeve transparently obvious. “ There' sthe Naming
ceremony—you |l be coming, of course—"

“Of course,” Eric assured them quickly, and was rewarded by smiles.

“Shewill be brought up to the Court for it—you’ ve never seen the Court, Eric—it isasight beyond
compare—and there’ || be the godparents speaking for her, and a ceileighe, of course—"



Kory went on at great length, using anumber of words Eric didn’t know, but he did manage to gather
that the redl reason for the Naming was to have the biggest party Underhill had seen for along, long time.
Guedts from every Elfhame known would beinvited, and the ceremony itself would serveto confirm
Beth' s place asamember of the Underhill community. In one way Underhill waslike afamily—or the
extended family of Rennies—in that it functioned as much asaweb of kinships and relationships as after
the fashion of atruefeudal society. To be known, and to know people in turn, was the very foundation
of Sdhelife. Asthe old saying went: it wasn’'t what you knew, but who you knew. . . .

All of thismade Eric fed acutely aware of how very much hewas no longer redly apart of their lives,
though he tried very hard not to show it. After dl, that was the point of hisbeing here, was't it? He had
adifferent sort of lifeto lead, now, and it was nothing like theirs. It didn’t even take place in the same
world. Literdly.

It's done. The break’ s a fact. He' d known that, he really had—Dbut hereit wasin front of him,
undeniable, and Eric sthroat suddenly knotted with a surge of lonelinessthat took him entirely by
urprise.

Hewas so lost for amoment in his own thoughts that he missed the change in conversation.
“—think you're going to ask Ria?’ Beth was saying hestantly.

Eric stared at her blankly. To the Naming? You're asking me that? Beth obvioudy mistook his blank
incomprehension for something el se, because she flushed and added hadtily, “If it hasn’t been agood idea
to bring up her father and how she was born, | understand, but Kory and | haven't had much luck in
finding out anything for oursalves. And | thought . . .”

He shook off his melancholy with agtart, and frantically tried to put the bits of conversation together into
acoherent whole. Ria—Perenor—oh, of course! Not the Naming. About S dhe/human
crossbreeding.

“I have asked her, actualy,” he said, hoping he hadn’t looked too blank. “I even told her why—well, |
had to, she came out and asked me,” he added, in response to Beth' s sudden scowl.

“Oh, I'm sure she was only too pleased with that—" Beth snapped.

“She' snot your enemy,” wasdl Eric said, not defensvely, but determined that the feud between Beth
and Ria—if there was one—was not going to go on. Maybe bringing Ria to the Naming would be a
good idea after all. Beth can’t throw a fit in the middle of a big party, and Ria needs to get on
good terms with her relatives. Half her heritageis Sdhe. You can't just ignore something like
that.

“Sherisked her life to save the Sun-Descending Nexus—and paid a heavy pricefor her help,” Eric said
firmly. “Elizabet and Kayla both say she' s okay. Whatever happened in the past is over with, and if she
could have told me anything that would help, she would have.

“Unfortunately, she says—and | believe her—that what Perenor did in order to father achild on her
morta mother was not something we' d want to repeat.” He shook his head, and sighed. He hated to
disappoint them—Beth and Kory wanted a child of their own so badly—but Ria sinformation had been

pretty grim.

“Y ou remember how we found out that Perenor drained al those young kids that would have been
Bardsif they’ d had achance to grow into their power?’ he asked.



“And left them sad, empty husks, aye,” Kory said, dowly, the horror of it dawning on him. “ Do you
mean—that was what he used to make the woman conceive?’ The Sidhe knight drew back in horror,
his green eyeswide.

“Inanutshell, yeah. He kept draining them for other reasons and other magics later, but that wasthe first
thing he used them for.” Eric shuddered. He d seen acouple of the kids—Elizabet, their human
Healer-friend, had gotten some of them as patients once she' d known they were there to look for—and
in Eric’s persona opinion, they’ d have been better off dead. Actualy, most of them had died, especidly
at first, and to Eric’ s mind, they’ d been the lucky ones.

If anyone had taken the music, the life, the dreams I’ d had out of my world and left it gray and
drained and empty, | wouldn’t have wanted to live.

Riahad told him that the actual spell Perenor had used had been abit more complicated than smple
draining. Perenor had forced two of theincipient Bards—one of them Rid suncle, her mother’s
twin—into akind of mind-bond; they’ d hated and feared him and each other, and when they realized
what he was doing, it had driven them crazy beforeit killed them. The backlash had damaged Ria's
hippie mother’ s mind, leaving her with so many mentd kinks her psyche resembled aball of sted wool
and an insatiable craving for drugs that could not be explained by normal addictions—if you could call an
“addiction” normal. Eric got the feding she hadn’t lasted long after Riaran away and took refuge with her
loving father, either. Perenor probably protected her from herself only so long as she and her friends
were useful, literaly “minding the baby.”

“You'reright,” Beth said flatly, as Eric’ s explanation faltered to a stop. “ That' s not something we' d want
to repeat. So it'sadead end. Another dead end.” She seemed to fold in upon hersdlf, asif the
disappointment were a pa pable weight.

There didn’t seem to be much el se Eric could say, and the conversation ssumbled awkwardly into
another subject. Eventualy, around about three in the morning, Eric smothered ayawn and Greystone
poked his head in the window.

“Strestsare quiet asanun’sfunera,” hesaid. “Areye plannin’ on stayin’ the night, then?’
Beth and Kory looked at each other, aquick sort of “married people” glance.

“Y ou can have the bedroom,” Eric offered quickly. “Just like dways. You know the couch makes up into
agood bed—you picked it out, remember?—and it won't be thefirst timel’vefdlen adegponit.”

But Kory and Beth exchanged another one of those looks that excluded Eric, and Beth chuckled.

“I don’t think so, Banyon,” she said, not unkindly. “Maeveis as good as gold except for firgt thing inthe
morning. And she may not have anything else of yours, but there’ s no doubt she’ sgot your lungs. She'd
have the whole building up here, thinking we re murdering acat.”

Eric blushed, but laughed adong with the other three, for Greystone seemed to find this observation
hilarioudy funny. “Okay, then—I wasthinking you d spend the weekend, but—"

“What, and get in the way of you making adate with Ms. LIewellyn?’ Beth asked, with just ahint of
bitterness that shetried hard to conced. “We |l send you word of when the Naming is—you are
coming?’ she asked again.

“If I didn’t, you' d kill me,” he pointed out.
“Well—unless you were in ahospital bed, yeah, | probably would,” Beth admitted. Kory went to fetch



Maeve from the bedroom, while Beth stood up and gave him a hug and akissthat was, for one moment,
liketheold Beth's. “I'll try not to be so jedlous, Banyon,” she whispered in hisear. “ Aslong asthe bitch
makes you happy. But if she ever hurtsyou—"

“That’ Il be between her and me,” hereplied, breathing it into her ear. “Don't interfere, Bethie. Not even
out of love. I'm abig boy now. Y ou can’t aways be trying to protect me.”

She pushed him away, and looked into his eyes for amoment; hers were suspicioudy damp. “You’'ve
grown,” was dl she said, but the smile she gave him wavered just alittle.

Kory came back with Maeve. He handed Beth the baby to tuck into her carrier, then put an arm around
Eric’'sshoulders.

“The Bard’' sawarrior now, acushla, well-trained and proven in dire battle. He doesn’t need usfor
protection anymore.” The df smiled, that kind of smile that just melted the heart. “But | know he will
aways need us asfriends.”

“Always,” Eric said, drawing both of them into afierce embrace. Magve was awarm weight between
them—Dbetween them, Eric now redlized, in more ways than the physicd. Beth and Kory were parents
now, and hewasn't. “ Always. Never doubt it,” he repeated. But it’s a different kind of “ always’
than I’d planned for. . . .

It wasjust aswell that Beth and Kory left that Friday night, because Saturday turned out to be aday of
running around on a hundred little errands that ate up dl of Eric’ stime from the moment he got up around
noon. Light bulbs blew, he ran out of toilet paper, then out of ink for his printer (a which time he
discovered that he was out of paper as well). He went down to the basement to do laundry, and
discovered he was out of detergent.

If it weren't for the party this evening, I’ d be really bummed.

It wasn't anything mgjor in theway of parties, but over the past severd months those who werein the
“know” about the true function of Guardian House—the four Guardians and afew others—had falen
into the pleasant habit of getting together once or twice amonth to just kick back and socidize. These
gatherings were usudly held at Eric’' s place—Eric was a Bard, not aMage, and, as Paul had been happy
to inform him, Bards were legendary for their hospitality.

And practically speaking, Mages were solitary typeswho didn’t much like getting their personal space
invaded at the best of times, even if Paul’ s computers and reference library, Jos€ shirds, and Toni’ skids
weren't taking up al the available entertaining space in their various apartments. And Jemima, being a
New Y ork City cop, was particularly possessive about her space, which was her sanctuary from the
horrors apatrol cop saw on adaily bass.

Eric had been invited in acouple of times;, Jemima had a small one-bedroom decorated mostly in blues
and greens, itswalls hung with her collection of nature photographs, including an origind Ansd Adams. It
was a serene yet somehow imper-sond space, reflecting its owner’ s persona reserve. Especidly if you
never got to see the sword hanging on the bedroom wall, its blade glowing with Runes of Intent. . . .

Eric shook himsdlf free of the reverie with asmile. So what it al boiled down to wasthat his gpartment
had become the de facto Mage Community Center for Guardian House. Fortunately, al he had to do
was place his standing order with the corner pizza place and look forward to an evening of good talk and

good people.



Tatianaand Alex werethe first two to arrive. Tat was abook designer; Alex did indexing and research,
aswdl asteaching part-time at the New School. Tatianawastal and flamboyant, with pre-Raphadlite
blonde hair and agypsy taste in clothes. Alex was dark and saturnine, with aneatly-trimmed black beard
and a positive addiction to sober suits. His hobby was stage illusion-ism, and on occasion Eric had seen
him pull off feats of deight of hand that he wasn't sure he could duplicate even with the help of Bardic
magic. Both werewhat Alex called “research magicians,” devoting more timeto the history of the Art
than to actua practice. They were members of one of the more close-mouthed magical lodges, New Age
by courtesy, though unlike alot of the New Agers Eric had met over the years, they weren't
“in-your-face” about it. They spoke appreciatively about Eric's“ar--conditioning,” and Tat poked her
head out the window to say “hi” to Greystone while Alex got them drinks—Vernor’ swith lime for
himself, Schweppes' Bitter Lemon with icefor Tatiana

Onething I’ ve got to say for magicians—they certainly make cheap dates. Nobody I’ ve ever met
who had the Gift—and knew what they had—eally drinks much. Or smokes, or, well, much of
anything in that line. | guess once you’ ve plugged into magic, the other stuff all seems second
best.

The others began to appear fairly quickly after that, arriving from their various day jobs. Toni Hernandez
was the building’ s manager, a pretty, no-nonsense Latinain her early forties, a single mother with two
kids. As much as such an anarchic group as the Guardians had aleader—and Eric had gotten the fegling
that they were alot more like the Texas Rangers, or four Lone Rangers, than any organized Occult
Police—the Guardians of Guardian House looked to Toni.

Jmmie—short for Jemima, and she' d kill you if you used it—was fashion-modd tall and dim, with thick,
lustrous, straight black hair, very dark eyes, abronzy complexion under agood, even tan, and high
cheekbonesin aface too strong to be caled “pretty.” She was manic about keeping civilians off thefire
line; back when she' d just been starting out as a Guardian, her partner had been killed because she'd
been unable to keep him out of a paranorma investigation. Now she was adamant about protecting the
innocent.

Paul Kern was atal degant black man with ahint of I1dands British in hisvoice, who carried himself with
the grace of adancer. Paul made his living doing something esoteric with computers, and used the same
vauable skillsto find information about whatever problems the Guardians might face. Though his abilities
had come up dry when the Guardians had faced down an Unseleighe Lord last year, Eric had no doubt
that by now Paul had managed to corner the world market in elven lore.

Paul entered dong with the fourth of the House' s Guardians, José Ramirez. José was the building's
super, handling the House' srare mechanica breakdowns, and abreeder of African Grey parrots. He
was short and stocky, with the build of someone who lifted weightsfor use, not show, and the dark
craggy features of an Indio Charles Bronson. Of the four Guardians, it was hardest for Eric to imagine
how José had wound up asamystica champion of the Light: he seemed so incredibly pragmetic and
down-to-earth, not to mention fully involved in both day job and avocation. Eric had visited his apartment
afew times—it wasamogt entirely given over to the birds. To Eric they looked like budgies on steroids,
but there was no doubt that José loved them—or that hislove was returned.

The last of the stragglers had arrived by eight, and the apartment wasfilled with eddies of talk and
laughter. Earlier in the day Eric had filled his CD player with an eclectic mix caculated to apped to
everyone—some old favorites, some new finds—and more than once he caught people paging through
the stack of jewe cases, trying to identify the music that was playing. The pizzas had vanished early, but
Margot had brought cookies—someone usudly did—and Eric had laid in amore than sufficient supply of
sodasto fuel conversations far into the wee small hours.



Jmmie had looked pretty beat when she' d walked in tonight. Eric had put that down to the stress of her
job—in addition to everything ese, the NY PD rotated shifts on a six-week basis, which meant shewas
aways having to get used to new hours—but as the evening passed, the lines of stiressin her striking face
became more pronounced, not less. Something worse than usual was egting at her, something good
friends and conversation couldn’t touch.

“Want to talk about it?" Eric asked.

He' d followed her into the kitchen when she' d goneto get arefill on her tea. Eric had found that aMr.
Coffee did agood job of keeping apot of herba tea hot for hours—and after six or seven hours of
steeping, even chamomile would get asdark asLipton’s.

Jmmie sghed, not turning around. “Isit that obvious?”’

“Only to someone who knowsyou,” Eric answered. “I’ m surprised the others haven’t been on your case
about it aready.”

“What makes you think they haven't?’ she asked, turning around, cup in hand, and leaning againgt the
snk. “Theonly troubleis, none of us can figure this out. | wasjust about desperate enough to ask you for
advice,” shefinished, with afaint ironic smile.

Eric smiled back, athough he was now alot more worried than he had been before. The Guardians were
good folks, but they tended to be.. . . insular. Immie sflat refusd to put civilians on thefiring line was
only the more extreme manifestation of the Guardians generd desire not to involve outs ders—no maiter
how magica—in their business. Either you were dready in it up to your neck, so their reasoning ran, or
you should take the chance to go live a peaceful, normd life and run with it. The fact that Jmmiewas
willing to consult him was proof that the Guardians were at the end of their considerable resources.

“Consder the doctor in,” he said, doing his best to cloak his unease with lightness.

Jmmietook adeep breath, obvioudy organizing her thoughts. Eric glanced over his shoulder, but no one
had followed them into the kitchen, and the hum of talk and music was till & an evenleve. They
wouldn’t be disturbed.

“Okay. For about the pagt . . . Six months, maybe alittle longer, I ve been having nightmares. They sort
of come with the territory, | know, but these have been something specid. Fires, open graves,
things. . . chasang me. Pretty grim.

“Wetried to figure out areason for them, sure, but it’s been pretty quiet magically snce Aerunetried his
little stunt last winter. They can't redlly be coming from outside, not with my shields and the House's.
And besides, Greystone doesn’t pick up athing—at least, not until | wake up screaming. Asfor

work . .. well, thejobisthe job, and it never changes. But the dreams have. They’ ve gotten more
frequent, and they’ ve gotten worse.” She shrugged, glancing up momentarily to meet Eric’ seyes. “I'm
garting to think maybe | ought to take some persond leave.”

These nightmares must be something pretty bad, Eric thought. He frowned. While he could certainly
use his magic—with her help and consent—to give her sweet dreamsin place of the nightmares, it would
only be atemporary solution. The real question waswhat could bresk through a Guardian’ s shieldsand
leave no trace for the House—or Greystone—to sense?

“And you don’t think they’ re coming from outside.”
Jmmie shook her head.



“But they could be.” Eric cudgded hisbrainsto remember al Master Dharnid’ s lessons on magic, but
the Sidhe Magus hadn’t been big on lectures. Dharniel had been more the “learn by doing” type. “Y ou’'ve
pretty much settled that thisisn’t something coming from within—if it were, it would probably have
resolved itself by now. And I know that the House' s shields would stop pretty much everything, but if
you have blood-kin, they can dmost dways get through any shidldsyou canraise. .. .” Hisvoicetraled
off. Asfar asheknew, Immiedidn’t have any living rdatives.

“Mom’sdead. Dad' sdead. But . . .” immie stopped with aheavy sigh. “ There' s till someone. HE sas
good as dead, though.”

“Someone closeto you?' Eric asked, feding uncomfortably that he was prying into things that weren't
any of hisbusiness.

Jmmie 'Y oungblood smiled bitterly. “Once upon atime| had an older brother. | went into the Academy
because of him—he was acop, like Dad and Grampa. | wanted to be just like him. Only it turned out
that he wasn't acop just like Dad and Grampa. He.. . . cut corners. Did things that no cop can do and
stay clean. Dad found out about five minutes before Interna Affairsdid. He turned El—my brother—in.
He |eft the Force, and that was that.”

“Do you know where heis now?’
“Eric, | don’t even know if he's alive,” Immie said in frustrated exasperation.

“My advice? Better find him,” Eric said. 1 can play you acharm to give you temporary relief, so you can
get somerest, but dl it will beisastopgap. It won't make the dreams go away. And from the kind of
dreamsyou’ ve been having, I'd say it' sapossibility that thisguy might bein trouble.”

Serioustrouble.

THREE:
A DARK HORN BLOWING

Inthisforest it was dwaysnight. A red moon hung eterndly overheed, its scarlet light turning the
landscape below to ebony and blood, hiding the brambles and pitfalsthat could trap arunning man. The
damp air resounded to the call of hunting horns and the howls of the pack. Whatever mortal encountered
them was doomed, for they were the hounds of the Wild Hunt, and once set upon a scent, they never
faled to taketheir prey.

He had seen them succeed four times before. He was the fifth and last, and sometimein this eternal night
his end would come in the same way asthat of al the others.

He did not know how long any of them had been here, suffering the tender mercies of their tormentor.
Weeks or months—or maybe even years. The old stories said that time ran differently under the Hollow
Hillsthan it did on Earth. But the time of year wasthe least of hisworries.

Staying dive aslong as he could—and dying well—was what mattered now. Was dl that mattered now.

He stopped for amoment, his back to the trunk of atree of no earthly species, aert for the sound of the
Hunt. If he could survive until dawn, hewasfree. That was what they’ d told Hauman, and for awhiledl
of them had hoped to escape—until they redlized that in thisworld, dawn never came.

Hisantlers caught in the tree’ s branches. He shook his head irritably as he freed them. They were another



part of the trap. There was no way to remove them. Once Aerune had strapped the gleaming silver
antlersto your head, only death would release you. That was one of histricks, and the Sidhelord had a
lot of them. Elkanah Y oungblood had sampled them in plenty during his captivity.

Had the blonde bitch known what Aerune would do to them when she' d abandoned them here? Elkanah
hoped so. It made Ria Llewellyn easier to hate, and hate was the only thing that gave him the strength to
go on. Therewas no point in hating Lord Aerune—it would be like hating amountain, or the seg, or the
night itself. Aerune wastoo inhuman to hate, but Elkanah could fear him, and he did.

Too late now to wish he' d never followed Lintel’ s orders back in the day, nor followed the path that had
brought him to the outlaw life of ahired gun. Too late to wish he' d died before Robert Lintel had
magicked them all into Aerune’ s court with his captive espers. Too late to wish he' d turned hisown gun
on himsdf while he till could, before he' d become Aerune' s prisoner. All that mattered now was
surviving aslong as he could without going mad. Or maybe going mad was better. Elkanah didn’t know.

The onething he did know was that it was marginaly better to be ripped apart by the hellhounds pursuing
him than to fdl into the hands of the huntsmen. Liverakos had made that mistake. He' d held off the dogs
until the Hunt had joined them. He' d hoped for clemency, or for a clean degth. Instead, it had taken him
hoursto die, flayed dive dowly by creatures who fed on human pain.

And al of them—the surviving Threshold mercs—had been forced to waich.

Elkanah didn’t know how often Aerune held these hunts. Time had no meaning here. There was being
adeep, and being awake, and sometimes it was hard to tell the difference between the two. When
Aerune got tired of his petty torments, then it wastime for another hunt. They’ d never known who'd be
chosen next to wear the silver antlers. Elkanah had that small advantage over those who had gone before
him. When the last of the others had died in the hounds' jaws, he' d known he' d be next. Maybe that was
why Aerune had played him aslong as he did, tormenting him with the hope it wouldn't end for him the
way it had for dl the others. But this morning—it wasimpossible not to use the word, even though it was
meaninglessin this world—Aerune had summoned him to the throne room, and Elkanah had known his
time had come.

And now he was here in the bone-wood.

The bone-wood was filled with bare, |eafless trees like nothing on Earth. Even when there was no wind,
the branches moved, rubbing against each other to produce a sound eerily like human whispering. Maybe
if you listened long enough, you could understand what the trees said. Elkanah hoped he' d be dead
before then.

Though he suspected spring and autumn never cameto this place, the forest floor was covered with dead
and rotting leaves. Thickets of |eafless bramble grew between the trees, atrap for unwary prey, and
somewhere beyond the bone-wood itself was a meadow—covered with sere dry grass that had never
been green—and ariver. He' d used every moment of the other Huntsto try to make amap of the
territory in hismind, hoping it would serve him when his own time came.

Except for the silver antlers upon his head, Elkanah was as naked as any other hunted animd. They'd
given him ahead start before they released the hellhounds—the Unsdleighe Sidhe had awarped notion of
far play—and he'd had along time to plan for thisday.

There was no way out of the forest, and no point in waiting for adawn that would never come. The only
hope he had—and all it amounted to was a choice of deaths—was to make the hunt last aslong as
possible, so that the rade got bored and didn’t follow the pack very closdly. Then he could be sure that
the pack would tear him to bits before the hunters reached him. Until that time, he needed to confuse



them, lay amaze of falsetrails, and use every way there was to throw them off the scent. Thetimeshe'd
ridden with the Hunt to watch the others die would help him there. He could amost say he knew this
forest.

The horns sounded again, closer thistime, and he could hear the baying of the hounds. They were huge,
mongters, likeawolf inanightmare: four feet a the shoulder, with ivory fangs aslong as histhumb and
pupillessred eyesthat glowed with the light of hellfire. His daddy’ d been ajackleg preacher when he
wasn't hard at work at hisredl job, and in hisyouth Elkanah had heard al about Hell and its creatures.
He could say he knew the territory. If thiswasn't Hell, it was the next best thing.

He turned, and began moving away from the pack at adow, ground-egting lope. The river was near
here. He could wade dong it for afew hundred yards, then cross over and double back on histracks.
That should confuse them for awhile. Later he’ d find atree to climb, move from branch to branch.
Anything to throw them off the scent. He could even pretend that he hoped he could make it to the edge
of thefores—assuming it had an edge. Hope could keep you dive, or it could kill you. Right now, hope
and determination were the only things he had.

He heard theriver long before he reached it. He had to force hisway through athicket of thornsto reach
it, and he was bleeding from a hundred scratches by the time he made hisway to the water. The surface
of the water shone baefully red in the moonlight, and for amoment he worried about what might lay
beneeth its surface. Theriver was wider than he remembered, but the far bank was an easy dope. But
Agd had madeit across before he died, and Aerune’ s Hunt had forded it without difficulty. He had to

try.

When he stepped into the water, it was as cold asliquid ice. The scratches on his body burned, asilver
tracery of fire, before the cold numbed them. Gritting histeeth, Elkanah forced himsalf deeper, siriking
out with powerful strokes for the center. The current would be faster there, and do some of hiswork for
him. Always providing the Hunt wasn't awaiting him downstream, knowing he would do precisdly this.

Indecision is your worst enemy. On the battlefield, even a bad decision is better than none, hetold
himsdf grimly. You’ ve made your plan, now stick to it.

The cold sapped his strength and made his heart hammer madly. He let the current carry him downstream
aslong as he dared before striking out for the far bank, knowing he had to save some of his strength to
battle hisway there. He didn’t dare try to drown, though surrendering to the water’ s chill kisswas
tempting. Aerune s hedlers were too skilled for him to risk it. He d seen them work on the others,
bringing a man back from the edge of desath to be tortured again. The death that was his only way of
winning thisgame had to be certain . . . and find.

But it was dmost a greater effort than he was capable of to drag himsdlf out of the water, and for long
moments Elkanah crouched in the thick grass of the bank, gasping and shuddering with the cold. Only
terror and determination forced him to hisfeet to stagger onward through thewood again. All around him
the trees seemed to whisper to themselves as he passed, and he no longer cared if what he saw and
heard wasred or imaginary. Anything might be true here. The only thing he had going for him wasthe
fact that the Unsdleighe Sidhe didn’t like to have their games spoiled. Nothing in this forest would hinder
him as he ran, or do anything to cheat the Wild Hunt of its sport.

At leadt, they never had yet. He' d seen some of the other things that lived here—black horses with
cloven hooves and ram’ shorns, small silvery fox-things that sobbed and cried like children, glowing
women asinsubgtantia as mist. Creatures of nightmare, only here the nightmares didn’t end with waking.

Each time he stopped to rest it seemed like only moments before he heard the hounds again, baying close



behind asthey followed histrail. He crossed a second, shallower stream, and Elkanah spent several
minutes circling back and forth through it, making atangled scent for the houndsto follow, beforeforging
onward. The ground began to rise, and he redlized that the trees were becoming smaller and farther

apart.

Thiswasapart of the Night Lands he' d never seen before on any of the Hunts. Perhapsiif he reached the
top of the ridge ahead, he might find sanctuary. A caveto hide in. Something. He had to hope, had to
fool himsdf that he wouldn't die tonight. 1t was the only way he could manage to get through this, and put
himsdf at last beyond Aerune sreach.

His entire body trembled with exhaustion, and histhroat and lungs burned with each rasping breath he
took. Hedidn't know how far he had run—miles, maybe—and he knew that he couldn’t fool himsalf
much longer. He was at the end of his strength, and the hounds were closer now. He could hear them.
For the last few minutes he’ d just been running flat-out, too stupefied with fatigue to turn and dodge and
confuse thetrail. Thiswas open country, anyway. Backtracking wouldn't do any good. The hounds
could see him, and unlike other hunted anima's, he had no convenient burrow to hidein.

Herisked alook back, and to his horror, he saw that the hounds were not alone. He could see the
torches of the Hunt, the glow of theriders bodies. Against al hope, thistime the rade hadn't lost interest
in the chase, had followed the pack closgly.

Of course. Aerune would want to bein at thislast kill. He might even deny the houndstheir pleasure,
saving Elkanah for some new torment.

Behind him, he heard the horn blow victory, the prey in sight. From aview, to akill.

At that thought, Elkanah’ s last shred of control snapped. He could not—would not—die as Liverakos
had. He ran, heedless of the stonesthat cut his feet, up the doping ground -toward the ridge.

There was apath cut into the hillsde, leading up to the top of theridge. Earlier hewould have avoided it
asamatter of course. Now it seemed to provide some haven, and he followed it unthinkingly. Twice he
fell to hisknees as his strength failed him, and twice he forced himself to stagger onward as the pack
howled eagerly behind him. He could hear the riders now, shouting and laughing asthey closed in, their
horses scrabbling and dipping as they were forced up the steep narrow track. He grabbed one of the
loose rocks as he ran. It was a poor weagpon, but al he had. He would not give up without afight.

Thetrail flattened out as he reached the top of the ridge. The wind was colder here, blowing steadily. He
looked around, trying to see where thetrail led now. There was a cave ahead. No—he paused to claw
the swesat from his eyes—not acave, just two rocks, leaning against each other to form the shape of a
crude doorway. He should have been able to see through the opening to what lay beyond, but al he
could see was blackness, blackness that shimmered and twisted like an oil dick on water. A Gate—he'd
learned about them in his captivity. But to where?

But he had hesitated too long. Thefirst of the hounds reached him, springing silently to the attack.

He went down benesth its weight, fighting to keep itsjaws from histhroat. He lowered his head and
swung it fiercely back and forth, using the antlers as another weapon. The hound snapped at them,
snarling, and that was enough to alow him to bring up the rock he till clutched in hishand, smashing it
into the beast’ s head.

It yelped at the pain, sounding amost doglike in its surprise. He hit it again, and heard the crunch of bone.
It squealed and scrabbled back, glaring at him with those mad red eyes. But it didn’t attack again. It
didn’'t need to. The pack was only moments behind it. He scuttled backward frantically with hands and



feet, not daring to take the moment to stand or to turn hisback on the hound. He heard the riders behind
them, and fury banished his weakness. He' d been so close, so close. . . .

Hefdt rough stone a his back, and something more. Something like dark sunlight, araw dectrica
tingling that made hisbones vibrate. The Gate. With the last of his strength he thrust himself Sdeways,
kicking out to propel his body through to whatever lay beyond.

It didn’t matter what was on the other side.

The Hunt reached the Portd secondslater. The hounds milled about the stones, whining and yel ping their
displeasure and confusion at their quarry’ s sudden disappearance. The huntsmen dismounted and waded
into the animals, driving them back with whips.

Aerune rode dowly forward, through the confusion of hounds and huntsmen. Behind him, his courtiers
waited in silence for the explosion of hiswrath. No one had expected this. Never in athousand Grest
Hunts had the prey ever madeit thisfar, nor should the Gate have opened for them if they had.

But Aerune did nothing. He gazed at the Portal for along moment in silence, and then turned back to his
men.

Hewas amiling. It was asight more terrifying than his anger.

“Now,” Aerune said with quiet satisfaction. “Now, the hunt can begin. Now | have set my hunter upon
the scent.”

When Eric woke up on Sunday morning, he was clear-headed and full of energy—and it occurred to him
that athough he had made the plan to meet Hoseaat the Y for arehearsal sesson tonight, the' Y might
not be the best placeto hold it. The walls of those little rooms were notorioudy thin, and aflute tended to
have a certain piercing quality. The neighbors might not gppreci-ate their playing—or worse, might like it
too much.

On the other hand, he had a perfectly good apartment here, with thick walls and unflappable neighbors.
Why not bring Hosea here? They could play aslong asthey liked in peace and comfort, and Eric could
run the Appalachian Bard past the House, just to be able to reassure Bethie that he wasn't going of f
half-cocked here. So, once again he cleaned like amad thing—polishing avay theremains of last night’s
party and taking severd bags of paper plates and cups down to the trash cans. He redlized he wanted to
make agood impression on Hosea, and the thought made him smile. There was atime when he would
have dismissed aconcern like that as sheerest hypocrisy. You' ve come a |00-0-0-ng way, bay-bee, he
sang ludtily and off-key insde his head. Though he didn't have Greystoneto help him tidy, at least there
wasn't nearly as much to do.

Two cleaning sessions in two days. Am | turning into Mr. Mom or what?

When he stepped out onto the street around four, the day’ s stored-up heat hit him like ahammer. He d
been luxuriating dl day in his Bard-crafted winter weather (alot more gppedling in July than in February),
and theredlity of aNew Y ork City summer was bruta. The streets outside his Riverside apartment were
the next best thing to deserted; in summer New Y orkers tended to retreat into their air-conditioned
shells—those who had them, at any rate.

It took him alittle over an hour to makeit crosstown to the Y—not one, but two trains died the death



and had to be taken out of service—and he was hot and sweaty when he got there. But if he'd been
looking for rdief, hedidn’t find it in the lobby of the YMCA. 1t was only margindly cooler.

Maybe going back to my place was a better idea than | thought.

Hedidn't bother to check in at the desk, since he already knew Hosed s room number. The elevator was
dow and creeky, with absolutely no air circulation. He was glad to get out.

The halway had the smells of long occupation and illegal hot plates. Severa of the doors were open, and
as Eric waked by, he could see that some of the windows were open aswdll, filling the hal with the smdll
of burnt asphalt and baking brick. Hosea s door was closed. Eric stopped beforeit, but asheraised his
hand to knock, Hosea opened the door.

“I heard you coming up the hall,” he said, stepping back to usher Eric inside.

The room was smdler than most of the dorm rooms Eric had seen lately. Therewas atwin bed and a
battered dresser, awooden chair and afold-down shelf that served as a desk. The window opened onto
an enchanting view of the airshaft, and the battered air conditioner in the window was doing its noisy
best, but not making alot of difference to the temperature. Despite his surroundings, Hosealooked as if
he' d just stepped out of abandbox: he was wearing awhite T-shirt and neatly-pressed jeans. His banjo
lay inits open case on the bed, which was made to -Marine Corps standards of neatness. Hosea held
out his hand and Eric shook it, but despite the fact that Eric's hand disappeared into Hosea's, the larger
man’ s grip wasfirmly gentle. Here was a Bard who knew agreat deal about control; Eric had the feeling
that Dharniel wouldn't have much to teach him there,

“Glad you could makeit,” Hosea added. “Would you care for something cold to drink?’
“You've got something?’ Eric asked in surprise. He hadn't seen any sign of arefrigerator.

In answer, Hosea reached under the bed and pulled out alarge plastic sack. He opened it, reveding a
selection of -containers—Cokes, bottled water, and a carton of milk—nested in a couple of pounds of
dowly-mdting ice. “Eader than running down to the corner store every couple of minutes.” He pulled out
abottle of water and handed it to Eric, who accepted it gratefully. “ Chesper when you buy them at the
supermarket, too.”

Eric twisted off the cap and chugged the water gratefully. It was as cold asthe ice that had surrounded it,
like drinking winter. He wondered if Hoseamight have used allittle Bardcraft on it, but he was't sure of
how skilled in magic Hoseamight be. Playing on peopl€ semotionswas alot easer than affecting the
physica world.

“Y ou haven't brought your flute with you,” Hosea observed, when Eric set down the empty bottle.
Hosea picked it up and placed it fastidioudy into the battered plagtic trash can.

“There sbeen achange of plans. | think we' d be better off practicing at my place.”

“Ay-ah, the walls do seem to be amite thin here,” Hosea said, echoing Eric’ searlier thought. “Though |
haven't noticed anyone ever going to bed at dl,” he added ruefully.

“Thecity never deeps,” Eric agreed, quoting an old advertisng dogan.
“I"'ve noticed that. Can't imagine how you folks get on.”

“Youget usedtoit, | guess.” Ashesaid thewords, Eric redized that in fact he'd done just that. When
he’ d moved here ayear ago, he' d thought that the noise and congtant bustle would drive him crazy. Now



he hardly noticed it.

Hosea greeted thisremark with a slent—though € oquent—expression of disbdlief. “Wdll, if we re going
back to your place, just let me get my traps together. No point in putting temptation into the path of some
poor week-willed critter, isthere?’

“Nopoint at al,” Eric agreed readily, snce thiswasfitting in very nicely with anebulous haf-plan of his
own. It took Hosea only secondsto return all of his possessions to the worn duffle bag and lock his
banjo into its case, and only dightly longer to pour theice-melt out the window and tie the bag full of ice
up neatly. On the way out he knocked on a closed door, seemingly at random, and thrust the bag into the
hands of its surprised occupant.

“Hereyou go, Leroy,” Hoseasaid. “Y ou share that with your friends, you hear?’
Leroy smiled, and said something quick in soft Spanish. Hosea smiled and continued down the hall.

“Y ou speak Spanish?” Eric asked. Somehow it wasn't an accomplishment that seemed to go with his
picture of abanjo-playing hillbilly Bard.

“Nope,” Hoseaanswered eadly. “But it ain't too hard to figure out what most folks mean, no matter how
they put themselves”

They hit the street and headed for the subway. At Hosedl s urging, rather than wait to get back to the
gpartment and phone for pizza, they stopped and picked up dinner on the way.

“Savealittlethat way,” Hosea pointed out practically, and it did mean that once they reached the
gpartment, they wouldn't have to wait around for food to arrive. They stopped at the same place Eric
had ordered the pizzas from for the party last night—ought to just open a charge account here—and
ordered. The heat had pretty much killed Eric’ s gppetite, but Hosea studied the menu for amoment and
ordered three super deluxe sausage calzones, akind of Moebius pizzawith the crust on the outside and
the topping on theinside.

“If | aelikethat, I'd look likeacity bus,” Eric sad ruefully, dl too awarethat ardatively sedentary
lifestyle and afew more years had stepped his metabolism down anotch from hisfreawheding RenFaire
days. Hosea just grinned as he picked up the bag from the counterman.

“I’m atad bit bigger than you are,” he pointed out. “Reckon it comes from having to wrestle bears before
breakfast,” he added, grinning even wider.

“Yeah, right.” Eric snorted. “Pull the other one.” Hoseaworked his country-cousin veneer like awolf
with adesigner sheepskin. It was protective coloration, but not exactly the whole truth. They continued
up the block, and turned the corner onto Eric’s street. Hosed s eyebrows rose when they stopped in
front of Guardian House.

“Being asubway minstrel must pay better than | thought,” Hosea drawled, gazing at theimpeccable Art
Nouveau -exterior.

“I get by,” Eric sad, leading him ingde. After thislong, he could enter the ten-digit security code amost
asamatter of reflex.

Hosea regarded the fragile-seeming brass elevator cage. “1 reckon I’ d rather take the airs, if it'sal right
with you.”

Eric grinned. “It’ sstronger than it looks, but it takesforever. That’ swhy | usudly take the airs.”



One more ten-digit code later, the two men were inside Eric’ s gpartment. Hosea sighed appreciatively at
the cool—he probably attributed the lack of awindow alc to central air—while Eric got napkins and
plates, and a couple of bottles of ice water.

“I’'m gonnahaveto let her set for haf-an-hour or so before we do any playing,” Hoseasaid, indicating
his banjo. “ Thisweether purely plays hob with her tuning.”

“Banjos arekittle cattle,” Eric agreed, setting down his burden on the coffee table. Hosea opened the
sack from the pizza place and began tucking into his calzones.

“Listen, I’ ve been doing some research, and did you know that the whole banjo moddity and alot of the
tunes are derived from bagpipe music?” Eric asked. “ Apparently it was hard to manufacture bagpipes
and reeds and whatnot in the A ppa achians when the Scots and the Irish immigrated there, so musicians
borrowed an African insrument—the ancestor of the banjo—and set it up for the kind of music they
were used to.”

Hosea stopped chewing. “ Serioudy? Didn't know that.”

Eric grinned. “Wéll, flute and bagpipe aren't exactly what I'd call natura duetting materia, but that means
we can probably pull off alot of the Celtic and folk stuff | know, since that’s Celtic modality.”

Hosea nodded. “ Y ou play atune acoupletimes, | can pick it up, Mister Bard.”

“Same here.” Eric chuckled. “Asif you didn’t know. Mister Bard. Ready to giveit ashot? As soon as
your lady istunable, | mean.”

“Suitsme.” They cleaned away the debris of the meal and spent a happy haf hour going through Eric’'s
CD collection, then got out their instruments and put them in mutud tune. It took Hosea quite awhileto
get hislady tuned—no professond kept tension on the strings when the instrument wasn't in use—and
Eric remembered the old joke about the instruments notorious temperament. Q: How do you know
when a banjo’sintune? A: It never is. Having slver strings rather than catgut helped alot, though, and
after alittle doodling around, they began working out aplaylist.

Therewasn't any magic involved in what they were doing, or not overt magic, at any rate, but there
certainly wasaleve of “enchantment” that Eric hadn't felt snce he played with Bethi€ sold group, Spira
Dance. In fact, when he compared that experience to this one, it was like predawn and glorious
sunrise—which in itsalf was kind of odd, since according to Dharniel, in the old days, Bards had been,
wall, tetchy was the word the Elven Magus had used. Easily irritated, and subject to extremes of
professional jealousy that would make amodern pop divaturn green with envy.

But in the old days they were regarded as the equivalent of kings, Eric reflected, as he played
“Smash the Windows’ for Hosea, while the latter listened with a concentration that would have been
intimidating to someone who wasn't accustomed to that sort of reaction at Juilliard. They were treated
like nobility, so they acted like brats. Guess having to busk on the sidewalk for their dinners might
have cured them of a little of that ’tude. Certainly there was nothing like professiond antagonism
between him and Hosea—and the way the country boy had pitched right in and hel ped with the cleanup
after dinner without being asked spoke wdll for Eric's other embryonic plan.

But it wasn't until well after dark, when both of them were satisfied that they had asolid list of
audience-pleasing pieces—including one of Eric’ sfavorites, dmost apersond anthem, Billy Jod’s*The
Entertainer,” which had akiller banjo part built right in—that Eric put the last test in motion. Greystone,
of course, had been skimming histhoughts, and only waiting for hissignd.



“Wadll,” Hosea sighed, detuning the banjo and placing it with great care back in the case, “This sbeen
more fun than I’ve had in along time, Eric, but | reckon I’ d best be getting back.”

Eric nodded dightly at the window. “Would you mind meeting afriend of mine before you go?’
With aquizzicd 1ook, Hosea turned around to look behind himself, and froze.

“Y’dl pick apretty neat banjo, theah, boyo,” Greystone drawled, with awink to Eric. The gargoyle
climbed in through the window and stood in front of Hosea.

Hoseathawed atrifle. “Thank you kindly,” he said, punctilioudy palite, then cocked his head to one side.
Eric sensed little fed ers of Bardic magic cregping cautioudy towards the gargoyle. Greystone grinned,
and opened hiswings, just atrifle. “Reckon you may look more than abit like Old Nick, but you ain’t
nothing unchancy—so what are you?’ Hosea asked, with more composure than Eric had expected.
“BegdesEric sfriend, that is?’

“Oh, now that isalong story,” Greystone replied, dropping the drawl. “ Could take a couple of hours at
least totdl it.” Greystoneturned to Eric. “The House likeshim,” was dl he said, but that wasall Eric
needed to know.

“Listen, Hosea,” Eric said, waving ahand to get Hosed! s attention away from the talking gargoyle. “You
just passed a couple of—well, tests. Y ou need a better place to stay than that steam bath, I've got a
perfectly good couch here that won't cost you anything, and you' ve aready got dl of your stuff here.
Want to stay the night and hear what Greystone hasto say? If you' d rather go back tothe Y after that,
no problem, but I’ ve got thisbig old place with only merattling around in it, and there’ s no reason why
you can't moveinfor alittle bit until you’ ve got astake for adecent place of your own. If you' re planning
on staying around New Y ork, of course.”

Hosealooked from Eric to Greystone and back. “Huh,” he said, findly, clearly making up hismind.
“Wéll, | came up herelooking for new things; reckon I’ d be pretty dumb to run off when what | was
looking for shakes my hand and says howdy.”

“Good enough,” Greystone said, genialy, and lowered his bulk onto the bench Eric had bought just for
him. “Well, the sory sartslikethis. .. .”

She had spent the last sx monthslooking for aplaceto hide, and here in the mountains of West Virginia
she'd found it. She' d lucked into Morton's Fork while cruising the Appalachian Chain on Lady Mydery.
Hillfolk, asarule, were even more suspicious of the government than she was, and as closemouthed as
the dead. Somewherein these hills she' d hoped for abolt-hole, and she' d found it here. No one would
belooking for her in Morton’s Fork. The town was barely awide spot in the road. The last excitement in
Lyonesse County had been the 1924 WPA project that had left astring of cabins behind. The nearest
library was twelve miles away, the nearest supermarket, twenty. There wasn't even television or radio
here—the guy down at the genera store said there was something about the areathat made it impossible
for the sgnasto get through.

That suited Jeanette Campbell just fine. She' d set up housekeeping in one of the old WPA cabins, and
for the last several weeks she' d been here, considering her next move. She' d cached her bike and most
of her supplies under atarp inthe ruins of an old building about amile up the hill—she' d found it by
following one of thewinding deer tracks that crisscrossed the mountain. She didn’t like having Lady
Mystery so far away, but the old sanitarium was the closest thing to a bolt-hole and aback door she
could manage. And Lady Mystery would attract attention wherever she went—abig flashy



cream-and-maroon Harley touring bike with al the extras, Jeanette’ s one extravagance from her time at
Threshold. She didn’'t want to lose her.

When she' d bailed out on Robert last December, she hadn’t known whether or not it was for keeps.
Robert had been the one who' d found her as an outlaw chemist and rescued her from the Fedsto head
up asecret R&D project at his pharmaceutica company. She' d been chasing adream—adrug that
would unlock the psychic powers inherent in the human brain. Robert’ s dreams had been grander and
darker, of asecret army of psychic ninja, loya to him aone.

They’ d both gotten more than they’ d bargained for. The one hundred fifty-seventh compound of the sixth
year of trials—T-6/157—had actually worked. Y ou gave it to people and they manifested psychic
powers. psychokines's, telepathy, thought projection, teleportation, heding. . . .

Of course, it also killed them within hours, but neither she nor Robert had been too worried about that at
thetime. Neither had Aerune mac Auddaine, when he d comeriding out of Elfland to claim the
drug—and the Tdents—for hisown.

And Robert, like the idiot he was, had decided to declare war on the kingdoms of Fagerie.

Jeanette hadn’t stuck around to see how that turned out. Everything she' d ever read told her that starting
afight with the Sidhe was dl kinds of abad idea. She' d taken a stash of the experimenta drug, her
guitar, some money, and her Harley and taken off before she got caught in the cross-fire. A copy of
Time magazine she saw afew weeks later confirmed that she’ d made the right decision.

There d been ablonde woman on the cover, executive chic. She' d been wearing an expression indicating
she was bucking for Pope, and the banner on the cover had said something about New Corporate
Ethics. The caption identified the woman as RiaLlewellyn, owner of Threshold Labs. That had been bad
enough. The story inside had been worse.

Threshold had gone down big time. Robert’ s black project was the lead story, dong with Liewellyn
finding out about it and taking full respongbility (and credit) for stopping it. There was even a photo of
Jeanette sformer lab assstant Beirkoff, “ Llewelyn’'sman on theingde.” Now there wasalaugh.
Beirkoff had been Robert’ s creature first and last, but apparently Robert wasn't on the game board any
more. Thearticlelisted him as“missing.” She only hoped Aerune had gotten him: it would serve Robert
right. Thiswasdl hisfault.

It listed her as* missng”—and wanted—as well. Jeanette Campbdll, the science behind Robert’s
ambition, wanted for questioning in connection with severa hundred desths last winter. Therewasn't a
photo, but thanks to Beirkoff there was a pretty good police artist sketch. She' d cut her hair immediately
and dyed it black, but that wouldn't help if anyone took a close look—and with rich-bitch Llewelyn and
al her money and power screaming for Jeanette’ s head, people would look and keep looking until
someone found her. Jeanette' s only hope wasto lie low and keep moving, but for that she needed cash
money, and her emergency stash was dmost gone.

She could have headed south, into Mexico, or made arun into Canada and hooked up with some of her
contacts from the old desperado days. There was aways work for agood outlaw chemist, and after her
years a Threshold, Jeanette had gone from merely good to the best of the best. But leaving the U.S.
would make her vishlein away shewasn't now, and she didn’t want to take therisk if shedidn’t
absolutdly have to. She wasn't sure how long LIewellCo’ sreach was, or how persond RiaLlewellyn
meant to get, and Jeanette still had alot |eft to lose.

Her choices werefew. On the one hand, she could turn hersdf in to the authorities and cut some kind of
dedl. Onthe up side, if Robert was missing-presumed-dead, he wouldn’t be able to say much to



contradict whatever story she had to tell. On the downside, with Robert missing, the authorities would
need a scapegoat. Jeanette didn’'t have alot of interest in spending therest of her lifein aFederal pen.

On the other hand, she could turn herself over to Aerune, if she could manageto find him. Aerune. A
genuine, -impossible-but-real Lord of the Sidhe. He had a use for the Ta ents Jeanette created with
T-6/157—T-Stroke—and whatever had happened to Robert, Jeanette was pretty sure Aerune hadn’t
given up hisplans. Once upon atime she could have asked for nothing more out of life than to meet ared
live df, but now the thought of ever running into Aerune again gave her nightmares. She’ d used one of
Threshold' s Talentsto tap hismind, and Vicky Moon had called Aerune “the Lord of Death and Pain.”
Jeanette had seen him up close. She believed it.

But though the ideamade her shudder in revulsion, it had marginaly more going for it than thefirst one
did. Aerune would have ausefor her, and from al she' d seen, he wouldn’t care how many people her
drugs had killed, so long as he got what he wanted. The only problem there was that she wasn't entirely
surewhat it was he wanted, and if she couldn’t give it to him, the pendties were apt to be alot more
severethan along lifeinasmall cage.

Thethird choice, which had a certain horrible fascination to it, wasto try the T-Stroke on hersdf and see
what happened. That waswhy she'd wanted to cregteit in thefirst place, was't it? To give hersdlf the
powers she' d dways dreamed of, the powers that would pay back everyone who' d ever teased and
tormented her? She' d had along time to go over her notes on her human test cases, and she thought she
might have solved the sudden-death problem. T-Stroke didn’t seem to create these powers, only
develop the latent ones that were there. Her subjects had died because they burned themsalves out, like
an dectrica circuit when you put apenny in thefuse box. It was asif they only got halfway through some
kind of transformation—the body needed to tap into some outside source of power to use the Taents
ingtead of cannibalizing its own resources, but it couldn’t manage that before theinitia dose of the drug
wore Off.

But if she used massive megadoses of T-Stroke over a period of days or even weeks, would that give
the subjects the ability to control their newly awakened abilities and use them without burning out?

Maybe. And the only thing that was stopping Jeanette from testing her theory was the fact that only one
in ten people seemed to have any innate Tdent at al. 1t would be the blackest joke of dl if she, who'd
awaysthought of herself as so specia, was amember of that humdrum ninety percent. And if you didn’t
have Tdent for the drug to work on, it killed you outright.

It was like agame of Russian roulette with five of the revolver’s chambers|oaded.
Decisions, decisions. But a little long green makesthem all easier. . . .

Jeanette looked around the little one-room cabin. The walls were papered with yellowing sheets of what
passed for thelocal newspaper: The Pharaoh Call and Record, Published Weekly for Lyonesse
County, including the townships of Pharaoh, Morton’s Fork, La Gouloue, Bishopville, and
Maskelyne. Heat was awood-burning stove; water camein bottles from the genera store. Her cot was
in one corner, dong with afolding chair she' d bought from the store and an end table made out of a
wooden crate. She had atable, courtesy of the previous tenant, and her provisions were stacked around
thewallsin battered cardboard boxes. It wasn't alot, considering what she' d started with.

But she could till make aliving if she dared. She could go back to what she knew best—deding. She'd
always been on the production end before, not the street end, but she supposed she could manage. Only
that would make her more visible, and probably put her on a collision course with whoever already had a
corner on theloca action. So that was her very last resort, when every other option had been exhausted.



Thisis the scene wher e the heroine pages through her address book and decides to ook up some
old friends. Only | guess I’ m not the heroine of the story, and | sure don’t have any old friends,
Jeanette thought grimly. She'd cut al her tiesto people and places|ong ago—not that she'd ever had
many—and now she was alone, her back to thewall. She could turn herself in to the Feds, turn herself
over to Aerune, or take the T-Stroke and see what happened. Maybe under itsinfluence she' d be able
to seeaway out of her problems, or at least away to fix the formula

Maybe.

Jeanette sghed, and went over to pick up her guitar. Music was the only thing that had never failed her,
the only thing she could love unconditiondly. She brushed her fingers acrossthe silver strings, listening to
the whispery chords. She'd play for awhile. Nobody would hear her, and maybe she could figure out
what to do.

All I have to do isfigure out which isthe lesser of threeevils. . . .

Greystone had told his tory, dl the while managing to -entirely sidestep the subject of the Guardians, a
feat of verba terpsichore that Eric could only admire. If Hosea got the notion that the House had been
built, and Greystone carved, to assst agroup of protectors that no longer existed, Greystone had
certainly never said so explicitly. And he'd certainly filled his narrative with anumber of amusing
anecdotes he' d never mentioned to Eric—like the night the Statue of Liberty had decided to go for a
wak, why congtruction on the Second Avenue subway had been stopped, and the real reason the
dirigible mooring tower on the top of the Empire State Building was never used. The gargoyle wasaborn
storyteller, and he' d rarely had as appreciative an audience as Hosea.

“Wadll, laddybuck,” the gargoyle said, sitting back with asigh of satisfaction around midnight, “that’ smy
gtory, and I’'m sure our Eric will tell you his, if he hasn't aready. But what about you, Hosea Songmaker?
How isit you come by your gift—and that banjo? And what brings you to the wicked city?’

Hosea smiled and shook his head. “Reckon | owe you the round tale, but | guessit ain’'t gonnabe al tied
up as pretty asyours.” He sat back and stretched ostentatioudy, obvioudy settling himsdf to tell his
story.

“I wasborn and raised in alittle place in the hills called Morton’s Fork. | hear tell it'sbeen akind of a
specid placefor aslong asfolks velived there, but with everybody moving to the big city, the
countryfolk are pretty much gone by now. My folks died when | waslittle, and | was drug up by my
grandpappy and mammy. Grandpappy Jeb came by his shine honestly—got it from his daddy, and on
back to where the first white folks came up into the Fork and settled down with the local folks. After he
came back from the War—that' d be dubya-dubya-two—he settled down with my grandmammy Dora
They used to say she could play the devil up out of the ground with her fiddle; she was on the radio when
shewasagirl and everything. But she took one look at Grand-pappy Jeb and said she hadn’t any mind
to making records and touring and suchlike, and Grandpappy, he said he' d seen enough working for
Department 23—that’ s the OSS—to make him glad to settle himself in the place he belonged.
Grand-mammy said she' d got the banjo from her mammy, but she said it wasjust to hold it in trugt, like.
It'spretty old, and | guess just about every part of it’ s been replaced sometime or another. Shetold me
to dwayskeep it strung with silver, and never to play it for any reason that was mean or unkindly.”

The OSS Eric sat up alittle straighter. Dharniel had always hinted that WWII had been fought on
magica turf aswell asthe mundane, and this seemed to confirm some of the Elven Bard' s cryptic hints.

“SoI’d guessyou' d say | come by the music-magic naturally, but there wasn't no onein the Fork that



could lesson me how to useit,” Hosea continued. “ Grandmammy had the music, and Grandpappy had
the shine, but it' d take someone with the two of them together, he said, to redly light me up, morethan |
could study out on my own account. So when | was growed, | went down to the flatlands to get me
some more book-learning, but flatland folks don’t know much about shining,” Hoseasaid with agrin.
“So | went back hometo help out on my granddaddy’ sfarm, as he and grandmawas getting on in years.
When she passed on last year, | knowed it weren't gonna be long afore he followed her, and so it
wasn't. So | sold up for burying money, took me her banjo like she' d said to, and decided to follow my
feet. | reckon somewhere in the world there' s gonna be someone with the music-magic that can lesson
meinwhat | need to know.”

“Wdl,” Greystone said in hisgravelly voice, “it looks like you' ve cometo theright place.” The gargoyle
got to hisfeet and Stretched, hiswings nearly touching the living-room walls on both sdes. “1 think you're
going to find living here an interesting experience, Hosea Songmaker.”

“Just about everything sinteresting, if you comeat it right,” Hosea said. He stood, and offered his hand
to the gargoyle. “1t' sbeen afine evening of yarning, Mister Greystone.”

The gargoyle chuckled and shook Hosed s hand. “ Just * Greystone,” boyo. And now, if you' |l excuse me,
I’ d better get back to me post before someone counts gargoyles and comes up one short.” He waddled
over to the window and stepped out onto the fire escape. Hosea watched him climb up the side of the
building to his perch before turning back to Eric.

“Wadl, now, it's been along day and you look plumb tuckered out, Eric. If you want to show me where
to deep, we'll cal it aday, and maybe make us some music tomorrow,” Hosea said.

“Count onit,” Eric said. A warm glow of contentment welled up in him. Things were working out so well!
He had another Bard to gig with, and Greystone and the house both liked him. He wondered if Hosea
might seea“Roomsto Let” signin Toni’ swindow sometime soon.

Asfor him, therewasacall he had to make, first thing Monday morning. . . .

FOUR:
THE GLASSCASTLE

The carpenters hadn’t quite finished, and the power ill tended to flutter unpredictably at times, but it
was a pretty impressve job of world-building for five monthsflat. RiaLlewelyn looked around her
domain—corner office, executive suite, barricaded on the umpteenth floor of one of those soulless glass
boxesthat was taking over Midtown Manhattan. Her new home, and she had to admit that it wasa
better fit than L.A. had ever been. New Y orkerslived to work, and so did Ria

She hadn’t meant to move LIewd|Co’s corporate headquartersto New Y ork. That had been the |ast
thing on her mind when she’ d come out here last December chasing Eric Banyon. But after the Threshold
debacle, there’ d been no one else to put out the firesthat sprang up all over LlewellCo Eadt, and asthe
days stretched into weeks and started |ooking like months, the problem seemed to get worse, not better.

It was bad enough that a couple of her subordinates had thought that buying Threshold was agood
idea—she didn’'t know how far Baker and Hardesty had been in Robert Lintel’ s confidence, but they'd
certainly known something was rotten there—and had kept on funding it. It wasworse that Lintel had
come up with the notion of whipping himsdf up abunch of ninja-wizard super-soldierswith the help of a



chemist who' d used to cook meth for abiker gang, and had decided to conduct field trials for his pet
drug on most of the city’ s homeless population. But as she' d laborioudy unwound the paper [abyrinth
that tied Threshold to LIewelCo, she discovered that was't, after all, as bad asthings got.

What was the worst thing was that buying companies like Threshold and letting them do whatever they
wanted had become the sort of thing Llewe |Co did.

Inaway, it was only to be expected. Rid sfather, the power-mad df-lord Perenor, had built the
company to strike out a hisenemiesin away that wouldn't draw attention from the other eves until it
wastoo late. Inits degpest essence, LIewelCo was fundamentally flawed: designed as aweapon, it
carried destruction in the bones of its corporate culture.

Not that anyone saw that but her. Ten years ago, she wouldn’t have seen it either—or if she had, she
wouldn’t have cared. She was dazzled by Perenor’ s profane charismain those days, till dancing to his
piping. But dl things—good and bad—come to an end. Hers had come courtesy of ablow from a
Fender guitar that had put her into acomafor avery long time, followed by an even longer period of
recovery with the help of some very good—in al senses of the word, for achange—people. And while
she' d been gone, LleweICo had continued on its corrupted way.

She didn’t blame Jonathan, her second in command, for what the company had done. Jonathan Sterling
was principled and fiercely loyal. He d done nothing she wouldn't have done if she’ d been there. No one
at Llewd|Co'shighest levels had really known what Threshold was up to, though maybe amore
suspicious sort of person would have called them to account alittle earlier. But returning after her long
absence—and the wake-up call from Threshold—had made her seethingsin adifferent way than she
ever had before. It made her see that LIewellCo needed to do more than smply clean up after Threshold.
It needed to be reborn. And that meant giving everything—all their holdings, dl their policies, dl their
plans—avery closelook, and then changing the way they did things. Everything. Acquisitions, mergers,
hirings, firings, R& D fund-ings, and venture capita outlay.

It would have been easier to sack everyone, divest the company of al holdings, dissolveit, and start
over, but Riahad never been afan of the easy way of doing things. That way, the innocent would suffer
aong with the guilty, and besides, LIewdlCo was hers. She would not abandon it.

But—as someone once said about Hell—the paperwork went on forever.

Ria set the report she was reading down on the leather top of her rosewood desk and sighed, pinching
the bridge of her nose. Monday morning—and she' d spent the weekend here as well, just as she had for
thelast Sx months. The Threshold debacle—the lawatits, civil and crimind, the investigations that
unfortunately seemed to lead right back to government at the Federd level—showed no signs of being
over any time soon. If not for Eric, she'd be mired in the middle of it, guilty by association. Asit was, she
was the media s darling, the vaiant corporate whistle-blower who' d stepped in the moment she'd
suspected trouble and brought Lintel’ s evil empire crashing down.

That particular urban fairy tale was pretty closeto the truth for once, and if nobody knew she' d chased
Lintel to Underhill and executed him there, it was just aswell. There were plenty of other villainsto
chase. The government clientswho' d bought Lintel’ s voodoo pharmaceuticals, for one.

Jeanette Campbell, for another. The chemist who'd given Lintel the power to do so much harm.
You can run, but you can’t hide. I’'ll find you. And when | do—

Theintercom buzzed.



“ClareMacLaren,” Anitasaid. “Y our two o' clock, Ms. Llewelyn?’
“Sure. Send her in,” Riasaid with asigh. “ And send in some coffee, too, would you?’

“Surething, boss” Anitasaid. Riacould dmost hear the phantom popping of gum: Anitaliked to project
apersonadgraght out of vintage film noir, but Riawouldn’t have hired her if she hadn’t been formidably
competent. Anita Drake was Ria s persond assistant, watchdog, and gopher (asin “go fer this, go fer
that . .."”). Shewasn't a secretary. Secretariesworked for her. She' d come from someplace like S
Louis, and said she wanted to try ajob where everyone wasn't out to kill you and suck your blood. Just
wait till you know this world better, Riathought. Corporate dueling made the kind done with swords
or pistolslook bloodless.

The door opened, and Claire MacLaren walked in. She was a private investigator—Jonathan had found
her and used her to locate Eric for Rialast year, and Ria had been impressed enough with her work to
add her nameto thelittle black book of utterly dependabl e specidists—some with quite exotic
-gpecidties—that she kept. Ria d tried to hire her to come to work for Llewe|Co full-time, but Claire
preferred to keep her indepen-dence—"It’ s to your advantage, dear, especialy considering the sort of
thing you' re sending me fter.”

“Comein, Clairy,” Riasad, rigng to meet her guest.
“Ria Thanksfor seeing me on such short notice. | know how busy you are.”
Riagrimaced. “ That never changes. But come, sit down. | hope the newsis good.”

Claire sighed. She was an uncompromising woman in her fifties, who made no effort to hide either her
age or thefact that her figure had long since log, if it had ever possessed it, the whippet-denderness of
youth. She resembled the Miss Marple sort of detective, gray-haired and kindly, but in spirit shewas
more akin to the Borderers who had made the wild lands of the Scots borders such a constant trouble to
the English. Like her ancestors, Claire MacLaren never gave up.

“It dl depends on your notion of ‘good,’ | suppose. But it'sdl in my report,” she answered, gesturing
with the dim portfolio under her arm. She settled onto the couch with asigh. “Youwon't likeit.”

“Y ou haven't found her,” Riasaid, Sitting down in achair opposite the detective.

“Our Miss Campbell is either dead, or very good at disappearing. She hasn’t been arrested, used a
credit card, or taken her motorcycle into an authorized dedler for servicing, and there' s been no activity
on any of her accounts. No one matching the description I’ ve been given hasleft the country in the last
six months—no one who didn’t check out, at least. She hasn't contacted any of her old associates
among the Road Hogs. No unclaimed bodies matching her description have turned up in any morguein
the United States, nor has the gun registered to her turned up. | can keep looking, but I'm afraid it'sa
waste of your money. If we'reto find her, she'll have to make a mistake.”

“Shewill,” Riavowed. “ Shehasto.” If Threshold hadn’t sanitized Campbell’ s gpartment so thoroughly in
its own attempt to find her, there might have been something left behind that would have let Riafind her
magically, but by the time she’ d been able to start ooking, the trail was both cold and muddled beyond

repair.

“Oh, aye,” Claireanswered. “Eventualy. But good as| am, aswell funded as| am, | can hardly match
the FBI’ sresources. Why not leave the police to do their job?’

“You know why | can’t,” Riasad.



The office door opened again. Anitaentered, pushing atrolley with asilver coffee service onit. Shelaid
out the cups and saucers—fine bone chinawith the Llewell Co red dragon logo—on the table between
the two women, and added a plate of pastries. She poured both cups full, and set the pot, creamer, and
sugar down before wheding thetrolley out again.

“The service hereislovely,” Claire remarked.
“| pay for service,” Riasaid. She rubbed her forehead again.

“But there are some things that money can't buy,” Claire pointed out. She added sugar to her coffee and
took apadiry. “My dear, if you' |l forgive a presumptuous observation, you look asif you' re worn right
out. You need to take abreak from dl this”

“And haveit fdl al to piecesthe moment | turn my back?’ Riademanded sharply. She sighed. The
headache was making her irritable. “I’'m sorry, Clairy. It'snot you. It' severything. If | don't find thet little
bi—find Campbell, we |l never know everything that Lintel was up to. Most of the peopleinvolved in
Threshold s Black Lab operations are dead. Lintel’ s records have been destroyed. Beirkoff wasn't
involved with anything beyond the manufacturing of T-Stroke. He can’t tell mewhat | need to know.”

“You fed responsible.” It wasn't aquestion. “But Ria, you' ve done as much as anyone could to repair
the damage that brash young gentleman caused. The commitment Llewd|Co’ s madeto the
homel ess—spin-doctoring or nat, it'sdoing real good herein the city.”

“ *The corporate crusader with aheart.” ‘ The avenging angdl of Wall Street,” ” Riaquoted mockingly.
She held up an admin-atory hand. “1 know, | know. No one person cando it dl. But | haveto do what |
can. | want you to keep looking, Clairy. | know the police and the Feds will keep looking, too, but they
have other thingsto do. They can’t spend al their timelooking for one woman. But | can. And | want
her.” Determination turned Ria s voice harsh. She pulled back from her emotions with an effort and took
agp of her coffee.

“Ah, wedll,” Claire said philosophicaly. “If you won't betold, youwon't. I’ [l keep looking, but you're
going to need amiracle”

“If you can tell mewhereto buy one, I'll getit,” Riasaid, forcing hersdf to amile. “If there’ sanything you
need...?

“I'll ask for it, never fear,” Claire said. She got to her feet. “ Shall we say lunch next time?1t'll do you
good to get out from behind that desk.”

“Lunch, then,” Riasaid, getting to her feet. “ And maybe by then I'll have figured out how to broker a
mirade”

After Claireleft, Riatook her cup and stood looking out her window for awhile. The streets below were
ydlow with taxi-cabs, the sdewaksfilled with late-lunching pedestrians.

Claire' snewswas only what she' d expected, but she still wasn't happy with it. Though she' d done her
best to conceal thefact, she was afraid Claire knew that Ria' s hunt for Jeanette Campbell was something
of avendetta. Claire wouldn't go aong with something like that. She'd made it clear from thefirgt that
any information she found about Campbel I’ s whereabouts would be shared with the police aswell as
with her employer, and Riarespected her for it. But she had more reason to want Campbell found than
smple vengeance.

Wherever sheis, she knows how to make the drug that turns ordinary people into mages. And



that’sinformation | don’t trust anybody to use wisely. Especially Lintel’s former clients. They're
probably looking for her ashard as| am, and if she disappears into somebody else’ s think tank,
therewill be hell to pay. Literally, in fact. Aerune s still out there, and if | know my Sdhe, heisn’t
even closeto giving up.

And the Sidhe, as befit anear-immorta race, were accustomed to taking the long view. Aerune would be
willing to wait years, even decades, for hisplansto fal into place. Despite her half-Sidhe heritage, Ria
was mortd. Shedidn’t have the time to outwait him. Campbell had to be found. And neutralized.

The phonerang.

Riaglanced back at her desk. She'd told Anitato hold al calsunlessit was a certified emergency, but
thelight for her privateline wasflashing. Very few people had that number.

She picked up the phone.
“Llewdlyn”
“Havel cdled at abad time?’ afamiliar voice asked.

“Eric!” Riafdt hersdf smile—agenuine smilethistime. Her reationship with Eric was the one authentic
bright spot in her life, sormy asit sometimeswas. “How are you?’

“Not as busy asyou seem to be. Y ou sound tired.”

“Sothey tdl me” Riasaid shortly. Eric ignored the -warning note in her voice, though she knew he'd
heard it. Eric was afully-trained Bard. He was alot smarter about people now than he’ d been when
she' d first met him.

“It seemslike things should be quieting down, though,” he went on, with that guileless note of teasing in
hisvoice. “1 haven't seen astory about you in the newsfor, oh . . . aweek or s0.”

“Not so much quieting down as reaching aseries of dead ends,” Ria said weerily. “Look, |—"
“So | figured you could use abreak,” Eric said, interrupting. “ So | wanted to invite you to a party.”

“What kind of aparty?’ Riaasked, anote of suspicion in her voice. The one thing that hadn’t changed
about Eric Banyon in al the time she' d known him was his puckish sense of humor, and it hadn’t been
blunted in theleast by dl the time he’ d spent Underhill learning his creft.

“A Naming kind of party. Maeve' s been born, and Beth and Kory want me to cometo Elfhame
Misthold to see her Named. We can use the Everforest Gate, and be back before we' veleft, or amost. |
even promiseto talk Lady Day into turning into something with doors and aroof.”

Riagared at the phone. Maeve was Eric' s daughter by Beth Kentraine, the woman whose Fender guitar
had done such athorough job of rearranging Ria slife. Eric had ceded hisrightsin Maeve to Kentraine
and the Elven Knight Korendil, since he wasn’'t ready for the ties and obligations of parenthood, but
gpparently Kentraine intended for Eric to play some part in his daughter’ slife.

“Either you' ve gonemead, or | have,” Riasaid bluntly. “Y ou'reinviting meto come Underhill? To the
Sidhe? To aNaming? To a party that Beth Kentraine isthrowing?’

“Wadll . ..yes” Eric’'svoicelost its bantering note as he -redlized this would take some persuasion. “It'l|
be fun. Y ou’ ve never been Underhill—well, not socidly anyway. And I’ m alowed to bring adate.”



“‘Fun,’ ” Riaechoed. “Y ou want to invite me to one of the Sidhe’ s High Holy Days—me—and you
think it'll be‘fun’?’

The Sidheloved children. Though Riawas a hdf-breed, raised in the mortal world, even she knew how
serioudy the evestook anything to do with children. Though Maeve was of fully human parentage, she
was the daughter of a Bard and awitch, and in some sense Korendil’ s daughter aswell. Elven children
were an exceedingly rare occurrence and cherished accordingly. The Sidhe would consider her one of
their own, and would take her Naming Day very serioudy.

It was hardly the sort of thing to which they’ d wel come the daughter of arenegade and atraitor, let done
a hdf-breed, the circumstances of whose conception were, to the Sdleighe Sidhe, the vilest sort of
sacrilege. Children born to a Sidhe/mortal pairing were even rarer than full-blooded Sidhe children, and
Perenor had used the foulest sort of blood-magic to father Riaon her mortal mother—not to mention the
fact that he' d tried to use Riato destroy the Sidhe of Elfhame Sun-Descending. For yearsshe'd lived in
fear that the Sidhe would seek revenge for what she' d done, and once upon atime she’ d thought that
Eric had been sent back into the World Above to lure her to their vengeance.

And while he' d said that most of them redlly didn’t care about what she' d done—considering how high a
price she'd paid to thwart her late father’ s plans—that didn’t mean they’ d be happy to see her. . . .

“Okay, maybe not fun,” Eric said asthe silence stretched. “But | have aright to bring anyone | want asa
guest and witness, and | think it would be good for you to meet some of the Underhill folk. Y ou can’t
spend the rest of your life looking over your shoulder. If you come to the Naming, everyone will see that
the Sdleighe Sidhe have no quarrdl with you, and that starting up with you will be the same thing as
garting up with Elfhame Mighold.”

“When did you suddenly become so savvy at politics?’ Riaasked, and Eric chuckled.

“Livewith the elvesfor awhile, it' sthe equivaent of amaster class. What € se do abunch of
near-immorta wizards haveto do with their time? The point is, they owe you for what you did against
Aerune, and they need to know that. Y ou do, too.”

“I didn't doiit for them.” It didn’t matter to Riawhat feuds the Sidhe conducted among themsalves. But
Aerune had been after Eric, and that mattered to her agreat dedl.

“Yeah, well, elves are very results-oriented. It swhat you did that counts.”
“So you want me to come to the party.”

“Yeah. | do. Besides. . . it'd be nice to have someone from this side of the Hill to keep me company.
And | think it'stime you and Bethie settled things between you.”

So THAT swhat’s behind all this!

“So you want me to come and help her bury the haichet?’ Riaasked. The notion had a certain perverse
gppead—and Eric wasright that it could only do her good to form relationships and dliances Underhill.
Shelived in the human world, but likeit or not, she was part Sidhe, and that heritage couldn’t be ignored.
“Solong asit won't be buried between my shoulder blades.” Shetook adeep breath. “All right. When?
Andwhat shal | wear? 1’ ve never been to one of these.”

“Oh, just wear whatever you’ d wear to your average Royd wedding,” Eric said breezily. “1I'll pick you
up Saturday. That'll give you aweek to shop.”

“Inacar,” Riareminded him. “With seats. And doors. And aroof.”



“I'll talk to Lady Day. And Ria? Don't worry. | won't let anything bad happen to you.”

Riamade arude noise of mock outrage, but found her smile staying with her as she hung up the phone.
She and Eric made an unlikely romantic pair—not that Riawas entirely sure, sometimes, whether what
they had going could be contained by any term so mundane as“romance.” There' d been abond between
them from the first moment they’ d met as adversaries, she as Perenor’ s pawn and he asthe Sidhe' slast
hope. Both of them had cut the strings that bound them to the purposes of others, but the tie between
them was not so easily broken.

A half-elven sorceress with a Fortune 500 company and a human Bard who prefers busking to
playing at the courts of kings. We're a fine pair.

And if there' sto be more to it than this, it’s going to have to wait until neither of usis quite so
busy with our own lives. Whenever that might be . . .

Still smiling faintly to herself, Ria picked up the report on her desk and began to reed.

Hewas home. Or if not home, exactly—for it had been many years since he’ d been ableto call any
particular place “ home’—then at least he was back on Earth only afew months after he |ft.

No one had followed him.

Elkanah Y oungblood found himself standing in the middle of acountry road. It was night, and it had been
raining. He could smell the summery scent of wet earth and growing things. He got to hisfedt, till aching
and bleeding from the injuries he' d taken during his run from the Great Hunt. The antlerswere gone, a
kind of proof that Lord Aerune' sspell didn’t run here. He took that asasign that hisluck had findly
changed. Hewasfree.

He didn’t waste time wondering how it had happened or worrying about what happened next. He had
two items on his agenda.

Survive until morning.
And find Jeanette Campbell and wring the bitch’s neck.

Survival was easy. Lessthan amile away ahay barn provided shelter while he stole angp to shake off
theworst of hisexhaustion. When dawn gave him enough light to see by, he followed power linesto the
nearest house. It was an old farmhouse, with nothing around it but fields. He guessed he must be
somewhere in the South or Midwest, and smiled grimly. Being in the wrong place with the wrong skin
color wastheleast of hisworriesright now. Hewas pleased to see afine cash crop of mary janeripening
inthe field out back of the house: whoever lived here would be lesslikely to run to the cops than an
honest citizen, but just to be sure, he cut the phone lineswith a set of shears he’ d found in the barn before
venturing insde. The back door wasn't locked, but it wouldn't have dowed him down much if it had
been.

The householders were ill in their beds. By the time he woke them he' d found a shotgun. The sight of a
naked, six-foot bronze-skinned man holding a shotgun had quieted them both down agood ded. They
hadn’t made much trouble when he tied them up and put them down in the cdllar. If they kept their heads,
they could work themselves free of the torn-up sheetsin afew hours. He intended to be gone by then.

When he saw himsdlf in amirror, he was surprised at how norma he looked. A little thinner, alittle
banged up. Hair alot longer. The beginnings of abeard. But no horns or scales or staring red eyes. He'd



amost expected something like that, some kind of visible evidence of everything he' d been through. But
there waan't anything.

If I were dumb and stupid, | could convince myself it was all some kind of bad dream. But | don’t
have dreams like that.

Fortunately, none of his wounds was degp enough to need stitches. He washed off the dried blood, and
after ashower and coffee, Elkanah made athorough search of the house. As he’ d expected, he found a
smdll recreational stash of goodies, alot of cash, and some very nice guns. He took the .45 and the .357,
and |eft the shotgun and the rifles where they were. He scattered the drugs around the living room.

They’ d have to clean the place up before they caled in the law, and that would buy him even more of a
head dtart.

The man’s clotheswere al much too smdl for him, but hefound a T-shirt and apair of swesat pantsthat
would gtretch to fit and agimme cap with amovie logo onit. He forced hisfeet into apair of theguy’s
Nikes. Hisfirst stop would have to be for better clothes—if you looked like you belonged, you didn’t
attract attention. That wasthefirst lesson of infiltration.

He' d found car keysin the kitchen, so he knew there had to be aride around somewhere. He stuffed the
guns and the money into an old backpack he' d turned up and went to look for it.

Supid, stupid, stupid . . . Elkanah shook his head. The house and the outbuildings were fdling apart,
and those idiots had a Lincoln Navigator stuck in the cowshed: about 50K of luxury 4x4. Just the thing
for driving to thelocal 7-11 inconspicuoudy! Aswdll they logt it then. It probably wasn't even insured.
Hewas dmost doing them afavor.

The engine started on thefirst try.

By the time he hit the main road, he was pretty sure he was somewherein Pennsylvaniain August. He got
directions to the nearest town at the first place he stopped for gas, picked up the local paper, and got the
date. It was only about six months since he' d | eft.

Good. The bitch wouldn't have had timeto run far.

He picked up clothes, arazor, and some basic medica supplies. He changed clothesin the men’sroom
and dipped out the back, leaving the stained swesats in the dumpster. While he wasin the parking ot he
took the opportunity to swap the Navigator’ s plates for a set on another car. The unsuspecting donor
probably wouldn’t even notice. The trouble with people these days was that they just weren't detail
oriented. God wasin the details. His pappy’ d dwaystold him that.

Hedill didn’t have adriver’slicense, or any kind of 1D, but he didn’t think it would matter. From the
shopping mall he headed east, not questioning why he chose that direction. From the interstate he
switched to the local roads, where he stopped and picked up a couple of bags of groceries, then hit the
back roads, driving severa hours before finding the place he wanted, an old beet-up no-tell motd, the
kind of place that came with hot and cold running roaches, and where the sheets were changed once a
month if you were lucky.

It would suit him just fine. He parked the Navigator out of sight of the office and walked back. A few
minutes later he had aroom for the week under the name Vaentine Michael Smith, and he hadn’t had to
provide either adriver’ slicense or avehicle registration number.

He went in the room, locked the door, moved the dresser over to block the door, stretched out on the
bed, and dept for two days.



When he awoke on the evening of the second day, his body was stiff from disuse, and he was
lightheaded as though he d just broken a high fever. But he was till here, and the room was till here,
and his deep had been without dreams.

Find the bitch. That was Job Number One. But before he did that, he should scope out the lay of the
land alittle. Find out how things stood with Threshold. Pick up one of his spare identities from one of his
drops and find out if it was safe to come out. Housekeeping chores, redly.

On the other hand, maybe they could wait. If he went straight for the bitch, he' d have abargaining chip.
He knew right where she' d be. He thought she' d told him about it once, thislittle bolt-hole she had
squirreled away somewherein Godlogt, West Virginia. A good placeto hide, she'd said, if anything
happened she didn’t like. She' d probably run straight to it when the balloon went up and been hiding
under the bed ever since.

Morton's Fork, that wasit. She'd said it just like he wouldn’t know whereit was, but he d grown upin
Pharoah, about twenty milesfrom Morton’s Fork, West Virginia

He shook his head and frowned, a headache starting to build behind hiseyes. Hadn't he . . . ? Hisdaddy
had been aNew Y ork City cop. He d never been anywhere near West Virginia. What was wrong with
him? He found the bottle of aspirin he' d bought and shook haf a dozen into his mouth, washing them
down with abottle of warm beer. The headache faded, and with it the sense of confusion and unease. Of
course he' d grown up in West Virginia. He' d been alot of strange places since, but you didn’t forget the
place where you were born. He'd go to Morton’ s Fork and find the bitch. That was Job Number One.

And wouldn’t she be surprised when her worst nightmare came caling?

The gigging on Sunday had been great. They’ d hit up half adozen of Eric’ sfavorite spots, and even
without workday crowdsto play for, the take had been more than ample. Hosea had ingsted they split it
right down the middle, and wouldn't take “no” for an answer.

“You'regiving me aroof over my head, Eric, and I’'m not oneto take charity. If you' re worrying about
me getting together a stake for aplace of my own, I’ll be keeping what | make playing in the Park while
you're hitting the books, and | guessI’ll do al right.”

There was no budging Hosea once he' d made up his mind, Eric had dready redized—and in the same
Stuation, he too would have been reluctant to take a handout. So he' d agreed to the split—but he'd
stipulated that he’ d be the one buying the groceries. And with the way he packs it away, | think we'll
manage to make this a more reasonable split on the take.

He' d meant to cdl Riabefore heleft for duilliard on Monday, but then he and Hosea had stayed up late
talking, and a couple of friends had dropped over, so by the time he remembered Ria, he was nowhere
near a phone. But Hosea had been out when he got back—Monday was a half day—and he’ d been able
to call Riathen. Hosea was good companionship, and fastidiousdy neat—the couch had been folded up,
the sheets neatly folded and tucked away, and asfar as Eric could tell, the duffle sill hadn’t been
unpacked—but he' d been just as glad Hoseawasn't around to hear that conversation, asit would bring
up things Eric wasn't redlly ready to discusswith him.

Elves, for one thing. Hosea had been pretty cool about Greystone, but there was something about elves
that seemed to trip peopl€ scircuits. Half the time they started babbling about Disney and Elfquest and
the Smurfs until you never could get them to settle down again. He didn’t want to go there with Hosea.



But at the back of hismind, even when he' d been talking to Ria, was his Saturday night conversation with
Hosea. Hoseawas looking for someone to teach him the music-magic, and Eric knew some pretty good
teachers. Magic was a peculiar force, and Taents were stubborn things. Once the magic had made up its
mind to manifest oneway, it was almost impossibleto train it into anew path. If Hosea said he needed to
be taught by a-music-mage, he was probably right. Eric wondered how Master Dharniel would taketo
another human student. At any rate, he' d be seeing Dharnidl at the Naming, and Eric could bring the
matter up to him there.

It got dark early herein the hills. Jeanette sat at her worktable, measuring white powder into gelatin
capsules by the light of akerosenelamp. A cup of cold instant coffee sat by her elbow.

It was sweltering in the little shack, but she’'d closed dl the doors and windows and tacked up sheets
over them to keep out any breath of air. There was a storm on theway, and al she needed wasfor a
gust of wind to give her afacefull of T-Stroke. That'd kill her for sure.

All drugs were poisons. In small dosesthey cured, but enough of anything, even aspirin, wastoxic. Only
T-Stroke was different. With T-Stroke, the more you took, the better chance you had of surviving.

Maybe. If she’ d guessed right. There was no way to tell without atest.
And the only person around to test it on was her.
Russian roulette, with five bullets in the chamber instead of one.

She ket filling capsules—athousand empty gel-caps bought from the health-food store in Pharoah when
she made her weekly run for supplies. Shewas't sure what she was going to do with them, but they
were alot more portable than a bottle and aneedle. Easier to move, easier to take.

If she decided to take them.
She sighed. It kept coming back to that.

She stopped what she was doing and listened intently. She thought she' d heard an engine. Watchman's
Gap Trace ran past the cabin, and people did till use the old road—moonshiners, mostly—~but there
shouldn’t be anybody out at thistime of night. She checked her watch. Two-thirty in the morning.

Maybeit' d just been thewind.
Or maybe the Feds' ve gotten lucky, you spineless git.

She hesitated, and then got to her feet. Her .45 was lying on the bed—Road Hog had always said there
wasn't any point to alittle gun, when you wanted to show you were serious—and she picked it up. The
oiled weight of it in her hand was reassuring.

She picked up the lantern and moved it to the far corner of the room. She lifted the edge of the sheet
spread over her worktable and draped it over the mound of white powder. Then, swalowing hard, she
catfooted it over to the door, pushed aside the blanket, and lifted the latch.

Theair outside seemed siflingly cold after the stuffy heeat of the cabin. Wet wind dashed droplets of rain
againg her skin, mingling with the swesat. She could hear the Little Heller creek running hard, and hear the
wind tossing thetrees.



Nothing else. She stepped outside, |etting the door close behind her. There was no light. Even after her
eyes adjusted, and she could see the faint shapes of trees againgt the sky, there was nothing. No lights,
no engines.

You' ve come too far to screw yourself over with an attack of nerves, girl. She waited amoment
longer—of all the things I’ ve lost, | miss my air conditioning the most—then backed insde and
closed the door again.

It wasardief to put the gun down. Jeanette actualy hated guns. If you were waving one around, that
meant things were already out of control and heading from bad to worse.

She took a deep breeth, rolling her shouldersto get the tension out. There was still someicefrom this
morning. She' d crack a Coke and relax for afew minutes before getting back to work. Shedidn’t like
leaving al that powder out loose. It was too dangerous—this shack was afar cry from Threshold's
prigtine stexile [aboratory conditions.

She opened the ice chest and stood for amoment, rubbing a handful of cubes across her face and throat.
She' d thought a thousand times about dumping al the T-Strokein the creek, but she' d given up so much
to get it that she couldn’t bear to, and sometimes now it was hard to remember why she' d wanted it S0
much.

There was aknock at the door.

Jeanette froze, theice cubes dripping down her arm. Her mind was scrubbed white with shock and
sudden terror—they were hunting for her, and now they’ d found her, whoever they were. The knocking
came again, hard and dow, asif Death himsdf were outside.

She dropped the ice cubes and lunged for the gun that lay on the cot. There was athud at the door, and
acreak asthe wood gave. Cold air filled the room.

The gun was dippery and heavy in her hands. She scrabbled to get her finger on the trigger, faling to her
knees.

Something landed on her. The gun went off and wastorn from her hand. It was al over so fast. Shelay
on thefloor, haf under her cot, staring down at the soft splintery white pine floorboards of the cabin. She
would not look. Whoever it was could kill her, but they could not make her 1ook.

“Isthat any way to greet an old friend, Ms. Campbel|?’

The voice was familiar. Jeanette bit down hard on her lower lip to keep from bursting into tears. She was
furious and terrified, and the game was over, but she would not let him see her cry. After amoment she
got her breathing under control and sat up.

Elkanah—she' d never known if he had another name—stood in the doorway, her gunin hishand. He
was wearing black jeans and ablack T-shirt. She' d never seen him in anything but his Threshold Security
uniform. She' d thought he looked scary then. He looked terrifying now. The door hung inward, and she
could see the white splinters where the bolt had broken in half. The blanket she' d nailed over the door
billowed inthewind.

“Elkanah.” Her voice came out in ahoarse croak, but steady. She knew her hands were shaking. With
an effort of will she got to her feet, hating the fact that he was seeing her barefoot, in agrubby
sweat-soaked T-shirt and cut-off jeans. Hating the fact that she was helpless. “What are you doing
here?’



“A lot has happened since you left us, Ms. Campbell,” Elkanah answered in that maddeningly dow soft
drawl of his. He glanced at her chopped-off hair. “Black isn’t agood color on you. Maybe you ought to
gt down. You don't look well.”

“Neither do you,” Jeanette shot back. Even in the dim light of the cabin she could seethat. He' d lost
weight. His skin was stretched tight over his bones, and there was alook in his eyes—adlittery, crazy
kind of look—that told her he was capable of anything.

Of dl the people she' d expected to come looking for her, he wasthelast on thelist. Her legs trembled.
She sat down dowly on the edge of the cot, fedling it creak under her.

“Okay. Now what?’" she asked.

“Why don’t you just sit there while | have alook around?’ It wasn't a suggestion. She sat, careful to give
him no reason to shoot her.

He closed the door, kicking it into place with hished and letting the blanket drop. She watched as he
looked carefully around the room before he moved. First he tucked her gun in the waistband of his pants,
then went over to pick up the lantern. He set it back on the table and peeled back the shest.

“My, my, my. What have we here?’
Jeanette didn’t answer.

“You cantdl me, or you can eat them.” Elkanah’ s voice was mild, as disinterested asif hewere
commenting upon the weether.

“It' sT-Stroke. All | haveleft,” she added, for no other reason than that anything she knew and he didn’t
gave her alittle power.

“That got usal into alot of trouble,” Elkanah said. “Mr. Lintel dead, the company gone. A lot of trouble.
And that leaves me at |oose ends, you might say.”

Jeanette stared a him. She' d thought Elkanah was dead. If he wasn't, the Feds were looking for him as
much asthey werelooking for her. But that didn’t do her alot of good while he was standing here with a
gun. She had no ideawhat he wanted, and that worried her. If he’'d meant to turn her in to pleabargain
hisway out of things, why weren't the Feds right behind him?

And how had he found her?
“Lintel’ sdead?’ she asked, just to keep the conversation going. “How did that happen?’

“Y ou know the answer to that.” Elkanah moved away from the table and the glistening pile of white
powder. He rubbed hisforehead asif it hurt. “It’syour fault.”

“I worked for him the sameway you did.” It was suicidal to argue with him, but she couldn’t help herself.
“What he did with what | gave him was hisbusiness.” But you didn’t have to give it to him, did you,
Jeanette? You didn’t have to go to work for him. If Robert killed people, he did it with the weapon
you made for him.

“Business. That'swhat it al comes down to, doesn't it, Ms. Campbel? We redl just doing business.
And that’ swhy I’'m here.”

He' d moved back in front of the door again, just asif there were any red possibility shewould try to run.



Jeanette braced hersdlf to hear bad news.
“That T-Stroke. Y ou can make more of it, can’'t you?’

“Yes” Therewasno point in lying about that. It was the only thing that might keep her dive, the only
thing of value she till possessed. “I’ d need a setup and some supplies. But | can make more.”

“That’ sgood. In that case, | think we can do business. Get your things. We're leaving.”
Jeanette got to her feet. “Where are we going?’
Elkanah smiled. It wasn't anice smile. “| think that’s on aneed-to-know basis, don’t you?’

| think I’m about to take a bullet, Jeanette thought, but oddly, she wasn't afraid. The worst thing she
could imagine happening had just happened. She didn’t haveto be afraid of it any more, and that
freedom brought clarity initswake. Boy, | really made a mess of my life, didn’t I? She moved over to
her worktable.

If she were an action-movie heroine, she could blow the loose powder into Elkanah’ s face, blind him,
and escape. But shewasn't. She wasjust another loser with very sharp teeth—she d spent her wholelife
being taught that particular lesson. Lifewasn't amovie, and evenif it was, Elkanah was't working off
the same script she was. He was at the other side of the room, out of reach.

She scooped the loose powder carefully back into its plastic jar and screwed thelid on tight. All thefilled
capsuleswere dready in their jar. She put the lid on that one, too.

The Harley’ s saddlebags with her clothes were in the corner, and for a panicked moment Jeanette
thought Elkanah might ask what had happened to her bike. She pulled jeans and a clean T-shirt out and
turned her back to him to put them on.

“Afrad|’m going to lugt after your lily-white body, Ms. Campbel |7’

Jeanette set her jaw. She knew shewasn't any man’ sidea of arm candy, but she was glad Elkanah had
spoken. It made it so much easier to hate him. If at all possible, I'll seeto it you die screaming, you
Neolithic dab of rent-muscle. She buckled the jeansand did her feet into her engineer boots. Her
leather jacket was way too warm for the weather, but she picked it up anyway. She' d need it later, if
therewas a later.

Carrying the saddlebags and her jacket, she turned back to the table and picked up the two jars of
T-Stroke, glancing at Elkanah to seeif that was okay. He didn’'t seem to object, so she stuffed thejars
into one of the bags and buckled it shut, then dung them over her shoulder. Her guitar, her Wakman, and
her tapes she left where they were. Music had aways been her vulnerable spot, and she didn’t have any
timefor vulnerability now.

“Okay,” shesaid. “I’ve got my things. Now?’
“Now we go, Ms. Campbell.” He stepped away from the door. “ After you.”

She went to the door and pulled it open. The top hinge had torn loose when he broke in and she had to
drag it. She walked out into the night. It had Started raining in earnest, and the rain plastered her short
dyed hair to her scap. She set down the saddlebags and pulled on her jacket.

Elkanah came out behind her. He was holding aflashlight in hishand. Therewasared gel over the lens.
A faint red beam illuminated the trees and turned the rain into a shower of blood.



“Thisway,” he said, gesturing with the beam. “Y ou first.”

She sumbled through the rain, hearing him move more gracefully behind her. They were heading in the
direction of Watchman’s Gap Trace. Hisride was probably parked there. If only she' d bolted the first
timeshe'd heard anengine.. . .

Too late for regrets, Campbell. By about a lifetime, I'd say.

She did on last year’ sleaves and ssumbled over rocks and branches. He did nothing to help her, but she
didn’t expect it. Occasionally he corrected her path, herding her uphill. About the time she thought they’d
managed to missthe road -entirdly, Elkanah’ slight shone on the side of apand van. It was painted
primer gray—atotaly nondescript vehicle. The Sinner Saints had used something like it to make bulk
deiv-eries. It wasthe kind of ride you could park anywhere and have it go unnoticed.

“Stand ill.” She stopped. Elkanah walked up close and pulled the saddlebags off her shoulder. He
walked past her to the van and opened the passenger side door. He threw the saddlebags in the back.
Jeanette winced at the sound of theimpact. Lucky everything comes in plastic these days.

The rocker pand on the passenger side door had been removed. There was alength of glittering chain
welded to the stedl beneath, with a handcuff on the end.

Thiswould be a good time to run, Jeanette thought, knowing she couldn’t do it. There was no placeto
go. And shewastired of running without a destination. In fact, shewasjust tired. Tired enough to deep
forever.

“Come here. Hold out your wrist. And be agood girl.”

Sullenly, Jeanette did as she was told. Elkanah closed the cuff around her right wrigt. It felt cold and
heavy.

“Now getin.”

She climbed onto the seat and pulled the door closed behind her. Theinside of the van was shabby and
well-used, but scrupuloudly clean. Sanitized. The rain made afaint tattoo on the roof. Elkanah opened the
other door and climbed in. He fitted the key into the ignition. The motor roared to life, and amoment
later the headlights flared into brightness, throwing the road and the treesinto sharp relief.

The road was so narrow that Elkanah had to drive almost up to the ruinsto find a place to turn around,
and for amoment Jeanette thought he knew she' d lied and was going after the rest of her suff. But he
just turned around and headed back down the Trace, out of Morton’s Fork.

How did you find me? shewondered again, but she didn’t ask. There' d be time enough to ask
guestions later.

Or therewouldn't.

She had to find someplace to get in out of the weather. Damn al well-meaning fools—her last ride had
told her she could pick up the main road just over the hill, and now she was wandering around in therain,
no sign of aroad, and about as lost asabody could get and till bein West Virginia. Without her
flashlight, she' d probably have broken her neck already.

Got to keep going, shetold herself stubbornly. At least she was on some kind of aroad. Roads had to



lead somewhere, didn’t they? Just not always where you were planning on going.

She wished she had something to eat. She wished she had ahome where she could fed like somebody’s
daughter, instead of like another employee.

But that’s over with, now, isn’'t it? You' ve picked yourself up and gone to Canaan, and if Lord
Jesus wants you back the way Daddy’ s always saying He does, then He can come tell you so
Himself.

Her name was Heavenly Grace Fairchild—though she preferred “Ace,” and if she had her way, nobody
was ever going to cal her by her birth name again. Heavenly Grace, Inc. was her father’ sministry,
carried for an hour three times aweek on severa thousand Christian networks coast-to-coast. Her
earlie memorieswere of riding in the ministry’ s bus from one tent revivd to the next, of Snging hymnsat
the head of the Heavenly Grace Choir, but that had only been the art of thingsfor Billy Fairchild. Hed
had plans—firgt, for the Cathedral of Heavenly Grace, now a25-story office building in Tulsg,
Oklahoma, and then for aworldwide empire.

But she didn’t want to be a part of that. It seemed that the more houses and cars and thousand-dollar
suits her daddy got, the more he and Mama argued. And no matter how righteoudy her daddy pitched
the Gospdl, it dways seemed to stop the minute the cameras stopped rolling. Jesus had been a poor man,
hadn’t he, bringing words of comfort and love to poor people? The older she got, the less she could see
how what her daddy was doing had anything to do with Jesus. She' d begged him to let her stop
performing, whipping up the audiences with haleujah hymnsin the studio, but he wouldn’t heer of it. And
when he' d hired that secretary of his, Gabriel Horn, she’ d known that she' d never be alowed to stop.
The plansfor her going off to college that her mama had talked about so proudly had been set aside.
There was plenty of money—there d always been plenty of money, for aslong as Ace could
remember—but she wasn’t going to be alowed to leave. Not if Daddy and Gabriel had their way.

So she'd run. Shedidn’t know where she' d end up, but anywhere had to be better than Tulsa. And
mayhbe they wouldn’t want her back, now that she'd rebelled. Lucifer had rebelled, and been cast down
out of Heaven for doubting God’ sword, but Billy Fairchild wasn't God, and Ace thought that sometimes
you had to take mattersinto your own hands.

A flash of lightning turned the sky white, and in the brief illumination she could see a set of iron gates up
ahead. That meant ahouse. Maybe they’ d take her in for the night, or maybe at least there was agarage
there she could hide out in until it stopped raining.

But when she got to the gates, she saw they were old and rusted, and the building beyond was only an
old ruin, charred by fire. Still she kept on, hoping for shelter. The rain had stopped as she walked, and
the clouds rolled back, leaving afull moon riding high in the sky. It gave her enough light to see by, but
now the temperature was dropping—even in -summer, wandering around & night in wet clotheswas a
good way to catch your death. She had dry clothesin her pack. Maybe there’ d be someplace here she
could change into them.

But when she got inside, she found that the years and the fire had | eft nothing behind but the house’ s shell.
The upper stories had caved in and burnt to ashes, and where there had been cellars, those too stood
exposed. Tears of disgppointment filled her eyes, but she scrubbed them angrily away.

As her eyes adjusted to the gloom, she saw a bundle off to one side, something under atarp. She set her
pack down in the doorway and went over to look.

Somebody’ s |eft a bike here! She pulled thetarp dl theway off, Staring at it in wonder. A gleaming
Harley-Davidson motorcycle, looking just like it had wheded off the showroom floor. The keyswere



even dill intheignition.

| won't take it, shetold hersdf, even if Johnnie had taught her to ride his old Indian before Daddy’d
canned him for looking too familiarly at hisonly daughter. But whoever left it here has got to live
around here. | could just take it and ride it down to the road and leave it for them. She hugged
hersdf, shivering, but need won out over scrupulous honesty. She dipped her backpack on again and
swung her leg over the saddle.

The bike started on the first try. She whedled it down the steps and back onto the road.

When she saw thelights off to the side of the road, Ace couldn’t keep her conscience quiet any more.
Thiswasn't borrowing. Thiswas stealing, and if she did that, she’ d be just as bad as Daddy, taking
things from people and saying it was okay because he needed them more than the other people did. She
sghed, and turned the bike off the road, toward the light. At least she could tell the bike’ s owner that it
wasn't agood ideato leave your ride out in the middle of nowhere with the keysin theignition.

But when she got there, nobody was in the cabin. She knew the bike bel onged here—there was a helmet
in the corner, maroon and cream just like the bike. 1t looked like they’ d left in a hurry, too—therewas a
glass of Coke gtting on thetable, still cold and fizzy. The light was coming from akerosene lantern, and it
wasn't agood ideato just go off and leave something like that burning. When she went back to shut the
door, she saw it’d been torn off its hinges, and the bolt was snapped clean through.

Somebody in a mean mood broke in here, Ace thought to hersaf with a shudder. She knew she ought
to leave right now, but she was cold and wet and hungry—and worse than any of these, she wastired
andlondy. I'll just stay for a little while, until | dry off and warm up. Maybe | can figure out the
right thing to do, something that’ll help me and won'’t hurt anyone else. Or maybe they’l| settle
their problems and come back.

But she had a cold fedling down in her bones, like whoever’ d been here wasn't going to be coming back
any time soon.

I’ll just stay for alittle while. Until I can figure out what to do.

FVE:
THROUGH DARKEST ELFLAND
WITH GUN AND CAMERA

Saturday morning dawned bright and clear. Eric had told Hoseathat he was going to be away for the
weekend and so wouldn't be available for busking, but Hosea took it in good part. He' d discovered the
New Y ork Public Library’ sreading room, and was spending alot of histime there. During the week,
Eric'd had aspare set of keys to the apartment made, and given Hosea the security codes, so Hosea
could pretty much make his own hours. Hewas an early riser, often gone for the day before Eric awoke.
For aman his size—or anyone, for that matter—Hosea was quiet as acat, and never disturbed Eric on
his early-morning exits.

Eric dressed with particular carein hisflashiest RenFaire clothes. He buckled on his sword belt, and took
his sword down from the top shelf in the closet. He hadn’t worn it since hel d been living in Underhill, but
the eveswould expect him to wear it, asasymbol of hisrank. Hedidn't put it on, though. Swords and
modern cars were an awkward combination.

Lagt of al, hetook hisflute and dipped it into his embroidered gig bag, dinging it over his shoulder. He



couldn’'t match the Naming Gifts Maeve would be receiving from everyonein Underhill, so he hadn’t
bothered to try. He' d gone to FAO Schwartz and bought the biggest stuffed pink bunny he could find,
and for the rest, had composed a piecein her honor. Beth would like that—it was a variation on the
piece Spira Dance had dways ended their setswith, called “ The Huntsman' s Reel” —and what better
gift for aBard to give?

Sword and flute in hand, bunny under one arm, he went down to the parking lot, where agleaming
candy-apple-red Lotus Elan awaited him. It had taken a certain amount of negotiation to get Lady Day to
surrender her motorcycle form even for one day; €lvensteeds could sometimes be stubborn. Asa
concession, he'd alowed her to pick the form, and this was what she' d chosen. It took alittle work to
cram the sword and the bunny into the microscopic space behind the seats, but he managed it and
levered himsdlf into the driver’ s seet. He dmost wished she' d chosen something less conspicuous, but it
ought to anuse Ria

“Okay. Let’'sgo,” he said, and the elvensteed roared to life with the deep-throated hum of aracing
engine

Riahad offered to pick Eric up, but he eected to meet her up at the Nexus north of Manhattan instead. It
was agresat day for riding, and besides, on the whole, he didn’t want to get into a habit of depending on
her. He was il twitchy about that; the time he had spent in her father’ s Underhill domain as her private
boy-toy was not among the moments he was particularly proud of. He headed directly for his destination,
and only afew minutes after they started, Lady Day was heading over the bridge toward Sterling Forest.

It was surprising the amount of haf-wild land there was so closeto the city. If he hadn’t known that
NY C was 90 minutes away, Eric wouldn’t have been able to guess from the surroundings. Sterling
Forest State Park was nestled in the gently-rolling Ramapo M ountains—known for centuriesto befilled
with haunted places and strange creatures, and for good reason. The Nexus lay in a copse of trees
accessible only from along-disused farm road, the farmhouse itself 1ong abandoned, nothing left but the
foundation and chimney.

Behind the house, down a gentle dope, adeer trail led into woods, deep within which lay one specia
grove of treesthat didn’t look asif they’ d ever been touched by anything but wind and weather. Where
there was a Nexus—a power source that tied Underhill and the mortal world together—there was either
a Gate dready there, or Eric could make one easily. In this case, there was one dready, a Portal that
hung as a hazy curtain between two oak trees, visble only to those who had the eyesto seeit. Hewas
early; Lady Day had shut down the faux-engine noise she made as soon as they were off the main road,
and they rolled up to the Gate surrounded by nothing more intrusive than the cracking of twigs under her
whesdls. He got out of the Lotus, looking around for Ria.

Eric didn’'t have long enough to wait even to wonder when Riawould get there; shortly after he and Lady
Day rolled to stop, unshod hooves thudding on the turf warned him that someone was coming. Somehow
hedidn’t think it was Ranger Rick.

Riarodeinto the pocket clearing on a coal-black el vensteed with hooves and eyes of silver, dressed to
the absolute ninesin something silky and flowing and midnight blue. Eric didn’t pay alot of attention to
high fashion, but thisdidn’t look like anything he’ d seen during glimpses of shows on the news during
Fashion Week. It also wasn't High Elven ashe knew it. Asaways, Riawas setting her own style, it
seemed.

“I didn’t know you had a’ steed,” he said, as Lady Day shivered dl over and made atransformation



hersalf—into a blue-eyed white horse, who stared down her long nose at Ria smount in friendly
defiance.

Riaglanced at the giant pink bunny and raised an eyebrow. “It' s more appropriate to say the’ steed has
me,” she replied with good humor. “ Thisis Prince Adrovid’sway of keeping track of me. Oh, he' svery
gracious about it, but there wasn't much question—if | want to enter Elfhame Médusine, I’ d better be
ether in your company or Etienne's, and preferably both.”

“Oh.” Therewasn't much that Eric could gracefully say to that, so hedidn’t say anything at dl. Riadidn’t
seem put out—and she certainly looked fantastic, Sitting up there sidesaddle on the magnificent ’ steed.

“I hate being fashionably late,” she said pointedly, as he got himsdlf into Lady Day’s saddiewith a
minimum of awkwardness. After more than ayear Underhill, riding still wasn't second nature to him, but
at least he wasn't as clumsy abouit it as he' d been when hefirgt arrived there.

“Sodo |, and this should be agood party,” he replied. “ Do you want to key the Gate, or shall 17’

She waved her hand languidly at the shimmer of power between the trees, and he took that as answer
that he should open it. It occurred to him a second later, as he whistled thelittletrill of music that fitted his
magic into the Gate and gave it the place it should take them to, that the Prince might not have entrusted
her with akey. The evensteed could take her there, of course, but she and Eric wouldn't arrive together
ifitdid....

The shimmer brightened, then pulled aside, exactly like acurtain, revealing—nothing. Not blackness,
nothing. Emptier than the space between the stars, the path of a Gate had scared the whey out of him
thefirst time he'd seenit; now hejust let Lady Day take up her place beside Etienne, and the two of
them passed through together.

Therewasamoment of cold, afaint brush againgt hisface and hands of something like threads spun of
liquid hydrogen, and they were through.

They passed ingtantly from broad daylight into twilight; from the wild and overgrown, untidy forest covert
into truly ancient forest, the kind that must have stood in North America before Columbus, that never
knew the touch of an axe. Huge trees that would have been dwarfed only by the sequoias and redwoods
of Cdiforniarose al around them. The ground benegth the trees, regardless of the fact that there couldn’t
possibly be enough light under the thick branches to support much vegetation, was covered with lush and
fragrant flowersin paest pink, faintest blue, and purest white. All except for the path, of course, which
was literdly carpeted in emerad moss as degp and soft as any high-qudity plush number in aFifth
Avenue condo.

The fact was that there would never be any light under these trees; EIfhame Meusine lay in a perpetud
twilight. Eric remembered from Dharnidl’ sfew “geography” lessonsthat Elfhame Meusine was one of the
Old World hames, whose members had chosen to withdraw from the World of Men rather than crossto
the New World.

“Wel,” Riasad, looking around, asthe’ steeds paused to alow them to get their bearings. “Not very
much like my father’ sdomain, isit?’

“What, Elfhame 902107’ Eric asked, and was rewarded by her ped of laughter.

In fact, she laughed hard enough that she had to clutch the pommel of her saddle, and even her ’ steed
gave out anoise that sounded like asnicker. “Elfhame 90210! Oh lord—" she gasped. “90210! That's

gorgeous”



“Thenkew, thenkew,” he responded, bowing at thewaist dightly, and abit tickled at his own cleverness.
“Thenkew verrymuch, I'll be here al week, leddies and gennelmun.”

“Ohlord—" She straightened up and carefully wiped the corners of her eyeswith afingertip. “It was,
wasn't it? Poor Father! Even he couldn’t keep from copying the mortals he despised.”

“Well, | can't say that | hadn't seen placesjust likeit in the Beverly Hillsverson of Find-A-Home,
because | had,” Eric responded truthfully. “And just about every room in oneissue or another of
Architectural Digest. No two rooms out of the same house, mind, but till . . .

“Still,” she agreed. “ So, what' sdl this? 1’ snot like Misthold or Sun-Descending, isit?’
The’ steeds paced forward onto the carpet of moss, making no sound &t all.

“I met aguy from Savannah that callsthis Elven Classic,” Eric replied. “ He saysthat over in Outremer
they say thisis how Elfhames|ooked for centuries—the onestied to Groves and Nexusesin the Old
World, that is. Some of the Saleighe Sidhe wanted thingsto look like the way they’ d been at home when
they moved over here to escape Cold Iron, and some, like Adrovid, want their homesto stay that way.
There re variations, and these days there are even some who' ve remode ed their EIfhamesto look like
the way we—mortals that is—have described them in literature.”

Ria shand flew to her mouth to smother alaugh. “Y ou don’t mean that somewhere Underhill there sa
Last Homely House?’

He grinned. “ And aHobbiton, and Galadriel’ s Forest. And, sadly, there' s also places that role-playing

gamerswould fed right a homein, and aspot that looks like Ridley Scott just left it behind after filming
Legend, complete with enough crap permanently floating in the air to give an dlergist nightmares” And
every one of them the One True Elfland, for the ones who find it.

She bent over again, laughing so hard that she wheezed. “| guess—that Father’ staste—wasn't quite as
bad—as | thought,” she managed to get ouit.

Eric shrugged. “He had good taste, really good taste,” he pointed out, as the ’ steeds picked their way
across ameadow fully of swaying lilies of the kind normally seen woven into the hair of the maidensin
Alphonse Muchapogters. “He only imitated the high-quality stuff. That’ stheir failing, you know, their one
big lack—they can imitate like nobody’ s business, but they can't create. That’swhat they need usfor, or
they’ d fade away into Dreaming out of sheer boredom.” Maybe sleep and creativity are more closely
linked than people think. Elves don’t sleep, either—not normally.

She sobered immediately. “1 never thought of that. Why didn’t | ever think of that?’ She shook her head.
“Father never did anything much with LlewellCo except useit asaway to launder kenned gold until |
was old enough to be interested in business—"

Eric raised an eyebrow—a Spock-like gesture he' d practiced secretly for years just on the chance that
one day he' d get to use it to maximum effect. “| rest my case,” he said pointedly. “And, need | add, that
was probably the mgjor reason why he sired you in the first place. Using you as a spare battery pack

wasjust lagniappe.”

Shedidn’t look stunned—she looked angry, but only for amoment before letting the anger go abruptly.
“It makes perfect sense,” shereplied bitterly. “Hewouldn’t have to keep taming and training mortals
every few decades—he' d figure to get at least acouple of centuries out of ahalf-breed like me.
Though—he couldn’t have known I’ d have ahead for business, could he?’



Eric shrugged, but she was aready answering her own question. “Of course he could; he probably cast
al sorts of spellswhen | was born to bend mein that direction—"

Let’s not go there, shall we? “He probably counted on the natural cussedness of kidsto do it for him,
Eric pointed out. “Y our mom was aclassic hippie, you said—and how many hippie kids turned around
and grew up to be yuppies? | think he figured it was pretty well in the bag that you' d run off to be as
unlike your mom as possible. All he had to do wasleave you with her long enough for you to get tired of
livinglife & la commune, and as soon as you got a chance, you' d bolt for business school.” He cocked
his head to one side. “| mean, look at me—my parents wanted alittle James Galway of their very own,
and first shot | got, | bolted and turned into a busker.”

That turned the trick; she smiled, abeit weekly. “Y ou're probably right,” she said, and left it at that.
At just that moment, the’ steeds came out of the forest dtogether, and paused.

Probably so we get a chance to take in the full effect and are awestruck, Eric thought cynicaly. He
looked down the hill they were on anyway, and so did Ria.

“My god,” shesaid, not at dl in the tone the Sidhe were probably hoping for. “It looks like amatte
painting.”

“I don't think that’ sthe effect they had in mind, but you'reright,” he said, because the twilight vista
dretching out in front of them did look like a specid effect. Everything was too—too big, too much, too

perfect.

The path stretched down the hill and across perfect fields, just irregular enough to be charming, divided
one from another by old-fashioned English hedgerows. Some werefull of peacefully grazing sheep, some
of red cattle as graceful as deer, some of crops. No one tended them, of course; they were dealt with by
magic, and looked asif they’ d come out of the dreams of a Pre-Raphaglite landscape artist. Overhead
the pale-violet “sky” was studded with “stars’ that didn’t move. The road led through thefieldsto a
distant cadtle, but not like anything ever actudly built in the mortal world. If Disney’d had an unlimited
budget and could have revoked some of the laws of physics, he might have constructed something of the
sort; aconfection of tal thin gleaming turrets that should have collgpsed under their own weight, of
porcelain battlements and ivory crendllations, with shining walls encrusted with carvings; balconies,
waterspouts, bridges leading from tower to alabaster tower; gold-embroidered avnings to shade againgt
anonexistent sun. The whole was surrounded by gardens that even at this distance looked lush. There
was even adrawbridge over amoat upon which white swans glided—purely for effect, of course, snce
not even amilitary genius could defend a castle that looked like this one.

“Elven Classic,” Eric pointed out. “ Possibly modeled on the ideas of some of the changeling kidsthey
took Underhill to protect them.”

Riasmiled again, thistime with real warmth. “Now that issomething | can get behind,” she said
fervently.

“Remind meto connect you up with Keighvin Slverhair,” Eric replied, and smiled himsdlf. Elfhame
Fairgrovein Savannah had what you might call an “active outreach” program for troubled youth.

Having given them enough time to be suitably impressed, the black * steed now led the way down the hill
towards the castle, Lady Day hurrying alittle to catch up. Asthey drew closer, the road widened, and
soon they weren't the only crestures heading for what was clearly going to be abigger deal than Eric had

imagined.



Not everyone on the road was elven, either, though they al had to be Seleighe, or they wouldn't be here.
Some of them were downright odd-looking; creatures right out of a Brian Froud illustration. Therewasa
group just ahead of them, with long, spindly armsand legs dl gnarled like branches and hair seemingly
made of twigs. There was another behind, armored knights riding black horses with flame-red eyes.

They caught up with aband of human-seeming folk who wore fur capes, and whose hems were soaking
wet athough the road was dry; they left little bits of seaweed behind them at every other step. Selkies,
Eric guessed.

A band of fat little ponies overtook and passed them. The beasts wore neither saddle nor bridle, and
carried creatures with even features, but as smdl as children and with—yes—gauzy butterfly and
dragonfly wings attached to their shoulders. If thisis Elfhame Classic, | guess those guys must be
SdhelLite.

“Thisisgoing to be some party,” Riamurmured, asthe last group passed them.
“I had noidea,” Eric responded, more than abit dumbfounded. “1 redly didn’t.”
“Hmm,” wasdl she said, but she gave him asidelong glance that he couldn’t read.

He was glad enough to see, when they reached the castle proper, that there were young (at least he
thought they were young) guards stationed at the gates to direct the crowds. One of them recognized Eric
(or maybe Rid s steed) immediately and herded them off as expertly as any celebrity handler. Before you
could say “VIP suite€’ he and Riawere being ushered into the castle and alavishly appointed reception
room, where atall, crowned € ven man and woman were chatting with selected guests. At hisside, Eric
spotted Kory with relief—then Beth with the opposite emotion. Bethie was not exactly on the
membership list of the Ria Llewellyn Fan Club, to say the least, and while she knew he was bringing Ria,
he’ d wanted a chance to warn her so she could get her game face on before the two of them met. . . .

But it wastoo late now. Eric and Riawere being ushered politely but efficiently up to their hosts by apair
of mgjordomo types. Eric had just enough time to catch a glimpse of Beth’ sincredulous expression
before he went into afull court bow, while Riadropped into an exquisite High Elven curtsey, her skirts
gpreading around her in a perfect pool of star-spangled midnight.

Oh, I amgoing to bein such trouble. . . .

Prince Adrovid gestured for themtorise. “My lady Arresadl, | present to you Sieur Eric, Knight and
Bard of Elfhame Misthold, and hislady, Mistress Arianrhod, daughter of Perenor the Destroyer.”

Eric frozein the act of straightening up. Of course everyone in the room had heard Adrovid’s
words—the prince had pitched hisvoiceto carry. He glanced at Riafrom the corner of hiseye. Her face
was impassive, but he could dmost fed the shock radiating from her like cold off ice.

“All who share our blood are doubly welcome here,” Arresael said to Ria. Shewastdl and dender, with
cat-green eyes and slver hair: Elfhame Classic. On her head she wore adiadem that on first glance
looked like exatic flowers—and on second glance, revedled itsdlf to be crafted of enamel, moonstones,
and wrought gold. “And we have heard much of your vaiant aid to our kindred of Sun-Descending.” She
leaned forward to kiss Ria on the cheek; aforma salute of welcome.

Eric rlaxed, redizing what the Sidhe Prince had done. Adroviel had made it perfectly clear that he knew
exactly who Riawas and welcomed her nonetheless. There d be no trouble now, even if anyonewould
consder making trouble a a Naming.



“Thank you, my lady. Y ou are as gracious asyou are beautiful,” Riaanswered. She turned to Beth.
“Thank you for allowing meto share this specia day. | am honored.”

Beth looked asif she’ d swallowed alive mouse. “ Thank you for coming. | never did get achanceto
thank you for savingour . . . bacon . . . back therein L.A.”

Ria opened her mouth to reply, but just then a chime sounded.

“That’sour cue,” Beth said. “Seeyou later.” The look she gave Eric promised him she'd make sure of it.
And she hasn’t even seen the bunny yet.

Another elven courtier appeared at their side. “ If you would accompany me. . . 7’ hesaid.

Eric hdd out hisarm to Ria, who placed her fingertips delicately upon hisdeeve. They followed the
courtier through the door heindicated. A small tingle of magic asthey crossed the threshold warned them
that wherever they were going, it wasn’t physically connected to the chamber they were leaving.

Eric blinked, looking around. If you’ d taken Chartres Cathe-dral and crossed it with the Roman
Coliseum, it might look something likethis. Therewas asemicircle of tiered sestsrising into the distance,
most of them already full. A gilded rail separated them from arow of more elaborate seets, and to either
sde of the daiswere private boxes like the onesin an opera house. Banners hung from the celling, their
bright silks swaying dightly in the air, and the sounds of music and conversation filled the hal with a
susurrus of white noise. They’ d come out on the floor below the tiers, and just ahead was adaislarge
enough to hold afull orches-tra, covered in flawless scarlet vel vet that was probably deep enough to hide
in. It held two thrones, plus anumber of lesser chairs.

Their guide ushered them to one of the boxes and opened the low door. “ Does this meet with your
goprovd, my lord?’

“Uh...fine" Eric said. No matter how many etiquette lessons Dharnid had dinned into him, he just
didn't“get” courtly. It dways made him nervous.

“Thank you,” Riasaid gracioudly, preceding Eric into the box. It contained two chairsonly bardly less
ornate than the ones on the dais, and was obvioudy a place of honor.

Eric followed her in. The courtier closed the door behind them and turned away to guide othersto their
places.

“Well,” Riasad.
“Look, I'’'m sorry about that—"

Riawaved hiswords away, sinking into her chair. “Never mind. It was good politics, and good theater.
Now everyone knows where the Prince stands; they’ d ook pretty silly starting something after that. | just
wish I’d brought my operaglasses.”

“It' squiteashow, isn't it?" Eric asked, seating himself beside her. They had agood view of thedais, and
their pogition let them watch the guests without gawking.

A few minuteslater, the last of the guestsfound their seats, and the babble of voices died down alittle.
There was aflourish of horns, and the hall became absolutely silent. A herald strode out onto the dais.

“All honor to Prince Adrovid of Elfhame Mdusine and the Princess Arresadl!”



Adrovid appeared behind the herdd—must be a Portal back there, Eric thought—eading Arresadl by
the hand. They took their seats—but not on the two thrones. Asthe herald caled out more names, others
appeared to take their seats on the dai's, but the thrones remained empty.

“Korendil, Knight of Elfhame Sun-Descending, squire of the High Court, Magus Minor and Child of
Danu—!"

Kory appeared, looking regd and knightly. He took afew steps away from the Portal and stopped.
“Midress Bethany Margaret Kentraine, bringer of new lifel”

Beth gppeared, holding Maeve in her arms. The baby was wearing what—if they were anywhere but
here—Eric would have identified as a christening gown. It was white lace, sawn with smal sparkling
brilliants, and its end brushed the ground. Beth was dressed in red and gold, agown that would make
any Rennie turn pae with envy. She wore asimple gold circlet on her red hair—a symbol of rank, Eric
knew that much. The Sidhe were very picky about things like that: they were doing her great honor here
today.

When she gppeared, the hall went wild with cheers. She must have been told what to expect; she turned
toward the audience, smiling, waiting for the cheering to die down. Whenit did, Kory held out his hand
and escorted her to one of the two thrones, seating himsdlf in the other. Today an even knight and his
mortal consort were ranked above princes.

Elves take children very serioudly. If Eric had ever doubted it, here was the proof.
The herald stepped back, and Adrovid roseto hisfest.

“People of Underhill. We gather here today in this holy place to welcome new lifeinto the land. Inthe
name of our Holy Mother, Danu, whose children we are, let it be so!”

Elves had some kind of religion, Eric knew, but they didn’t talk about it much, andin dl thetimehe'd
spent Underhill he' d never seen anything remotely resembling church on Sunday, or even one of Bethie's
Wiccan Circles. But that he was seeing it now, he had no doubt. The expectant silence was thick enough
to cut with asword.

“She comes among us small and helpless, yet may she grow greet with help and love. And to that end,
her mother has chosen wise counsglorsfor her, who will guard and guide her as bone of their own, blood
of their own, flesh of their own.” He gestured, and atall stately woman, seated in one of the lesser chairs
onthedais, roseto her feet.

“The Lady Coinemance, Lady of Elfhame Misthold and of the High Court, Magus Mgor and Child of
Dan.”

“| do accept thistask, this burden and thisjoy,” Coinemance said. “1 vow to teach thischild al my arts,
to bestow upon her al knowledge of magecraft and sorcery, bone of my own, blood of my own, flesh of
my own.”

“And | accept your oath for the child' s sake. May dl your artsturn against you should you fail of your
vow.”

One by one Adrovid cdled out names and titles, until four Sidhe stood beside him. Maeve s godparents,
and heavy hittersal. Asthey stood, each accepted guardianship of Maeve, and vowed to teach her their
skills of war, of sorcery, of healing, and of Bardcraft.



Then Arresad rose to her feet.

“Now do | cdl forth a Protector for thischild. Asit iswritten in the Great Book, she shal guard thischild
until sheisgrown, putting her safety before any other thing, even the defense of her home and her own
honor. May she never be asked to take up her sword! Come forth, Lady Montraille!”

Eric had been expecting another Sidhe, but to his surprise, the woman who came to stand beside
Arresadl was human—or looked so. Unlike the others, she wore full armor save for her helm. Her red
hair was cropped short, her face seamed with age and hard living. She regarded the assembly grimly.

“I come,” shesaid in athick French accent. “And | do swear, in accordance with your ancient ways, that
| am abachelor unwed, with neither kin nor mate nor child.” She drew her sword, and held it high for al
to see. “From thismoment | vow, by this blade and my own heart’ s blood, that the demoisdlle shdl be
dearer to me than honor or bregath, that her safety shall be more to me than the defense of the hame, that

| shdl turn away from battle or challenge for her sake.” The warrior sheathed her sword.

“| accept your oath,” Arresadl answered gravely. “May your blade and every hand, hereand in the
World Above, turn againgt you should you fail of your vow.”

Thehdl was absolutdly ill.
“Who namesthis child?’ the Prince asked.

“Her parents name her,” Kory said. He got to hisfeet and took Maeve from Beth as she, too, stood,
then returned the baby to her. Side by side, they waked to where Adrovie stood.

“Her nameisMaeve,” Beth said firmly. “Know her name.”
“Her nameisMaeve,” Kory answered. “Know her name.”
“Welcome, Maeve,” Adroviel said to the baby. “1 give her asecond name, aName of power.”

Arresadl stood back. Maeve' s sponsors and protectors clustered around as Adroviel bent down to
whisper in the baby’ s ear. No one but they would know this Name. For amoment a bright glow
surrounded them, fading dowly.

The othersreturned to their places. Kory, Beth (holding the baby), and Adrovid stood done together in
the center of the dais.

“Now let joy reign unconfined!” the Prince said. “L et there be feasting, and music, and dance—al in
Maeve' shonor. Let uswelcome her as she deserves! Let the celleighe begin!”

Once more the horns sounded. The hall erupted in wild cheering, drowning out the sound. Kory was
grinning fit to crack hisface—Beth looked a bit more uncertain, but still mightily pleased. They stepped
forward to the edge of the dai's, and Beth raised Maeve higher in her arms. From Eric' s vantage point, he
could see the baby yawn and stretch, unimpressed by al the noise, her eyes squinched tightly shut. After
amoment, Kory led Beth back to her throne. The shouting diminished, replaced by a hubbub of
conversation as people began to leave their sedts.

“Pretty impressve,” Riasaid, leaning toward Eric so he could hear her.

“I'll say,” Eric said. Does she wish Perenor had done this for her? Does she miss the chances she
should have had—would have had if her father had been anyone else?



There was adiscreet knock at the back of the box, and a door opened in the wall. The courtier who had
escorted them to their seats was waiting.

“Seur Eric? Migress Arianrhod? If you will comethisway ... 7’

A ceileighe meant music and dancing, aswell asthe presentation of giftsto the new arriva. The
presentations were lessformal than the Naming had been, but that didn’t mean everyonewasn't
watching. Beth and Kory sat in thrones of honor on asmall platform. The giftswere piled high beside
them, and as each of the presenters advanced to present his giftsin person (something only afew of them
were doing, Eric was rdieved to note), apage put his gift into his hand. The gifts were as eclectic asthe
givers. everything from agolden harp, to ashiny red tricycle, to atiny but perfect dvensteed with
elaborate saddle and bridle.

Eric advanced and was handed the bunny.
“I thought she'd likethis,” he said, offering it to Beth.
She grinned. “Y ou’ reonein amillion, Banyon. And agood thing, too.”

“Aw, ¢ mon, Bethie,” Eric teased. “Every kid should have afew stuffed animds. I’ ve got something else
for her, too. | wroteasong for her. I'll play it later.”

“Glad you're sticking around. Thisis going to be some party.”
“Wouldn't missit for theworld,” Eric answered. He stepped aside.

Riawas next in line. The page handed her asmall drawstring bag. She opened it. Therewasagold ring
ingde. She held it out to Beth.

“Thisisn't magic, but it does have my private cell-phone number engraved oniit. If Maeve ever needs
help in the World Above, she can cal mefrom anywhere. I'll come.”

“Thisisaprincely gift indeed,” Kory said.

“Yeah,” Beth sad. “Thanks. | meanit.”

Riasmiled and stepped aside to make way for the next giver.
“Pretty cool,” Eric said. “Makes my bunny look al no-how.”

“Shelll probably have more use for the bunny,” Riaanswvered. “1 can't imaginethat kid'll ever need
anything | can give her, but | thought it was anice gesture.”

“Itwas,” Eric said smply. “C 'mon. Let’ sgo find something to drink. Thisisgoing to go on for awhile.”

The ceileighe filled severa huge rooms. Servants passed among the revelers carrying everything from
pitchersto wineskinsto silver trays covered with champagne glasses. Ria snagged aglass and sipped it.
“Crigale. Very nice. What about you, Eric?’

“I think I’ll stick to fruit juice. I'm driving.”

A servant appeared at his elbow holding alarge silver cup. He bowed and offered it to Eric. “Y our cider,
my lord.”



Eric took the cup. The servant vanished from sight. He sipped. Pear cider. One of hisfavorites, and hard
to come by eveninashig acity asNew York.

“Sometimes | wonder why you left,” Riasaid. “Thiskind of service would be very easy to get used to.”

“Maybe,” Eric said. “But I’'m not tempted, and neither are you. We belong in the World Above. Down
herewe d just wither away and die. There’ sno challengeto life here. That’ swhy most of the changelings
go back eventudly. To abetter life than they |eft, of course.”

“I guessthat’ swhy the Elfhames never redly severed their connection with our world,” Riasaid dowly.
“And you'reright. Rough asredl lifeis sometimes, | do like agood scrap. If you can have anything you
want with awave of the hand, there’sno savor to it.”

In the next room, musicians were tuning up. The dancers sood waiting impatiently for the music to begin.

Sidhe danced. All the mortal accounts of them agreed on that much, and Underhill Eric had gotten a

chance to see how good a dancer you could becomeif you had centuries to do nothing but practice. The
forma dances tended to be elaborate, complicated, and very long: Master Dharniel had told Eric tales of
elves so caught up in their dancing that whole Courts had dwindled away into the Dreaming, still dancing.

But while no morta could live long enough to learn the steps of the Court dances, there were othersfar
less complicated. He and Ria skirted the first set of dancers, following other music aready playing, and
found themsdvesin the midst of an Irish jig. The musicianswere dl wearing plaids—the Great Plaid,
twelve yards of fabric and nothing more—and the dancers|ooked asif they’ d just stepped out of
Riverdance. The music was like adouble shot of uisighe, going straight to the blood.

“C’'mon,” Eric said, grabbing Ria by the hand.

He' d expected her to refuse and need to be coaxed, but instead she grinned, as caught by the music as
he was, and dragged him onto the dance floor. The other dancers quickly made room for them, pulling
them into the dance.

They danced until they were glowing with exertion and the musicians—fiddler, bodhran, and
pipes—stopped to refresh themsalves from akeg of beer placed nearby. The dancers broke apart, into
groups of twos and threes.

All of them werelooking at him. They began to chant, clapping their hands rhythmicaly.
“Bard—Bard—Bard—’

“Oh, hey,” Ericsad, raisng hishandsin protes.

The chanting continued, and now Ria had joined it, eyes sparkling.

Findly Eric gavein and walked toward the stage. He took hisflute out of his gig bag and fitted it together
asthey watched him expectantly.

“Lords—ladies—good gentlesdl,” he said in his best Faire brogue, “I am but amere traveling player,
not fit to play for such agrand company—"

Happy catcalls, whistles, and hoots greeted these remarks, and Riawas shouting asloudly as any of
them.

“—but Snceyou're so ingstent, it’san exception I’ 1l be making for your foigne selves.” He bowed



deeply, and then raised the flute to hislips.

Nothing sad or solemn today, no reminders of ancient battles or beloved dead. He blew an introductory
trill and swung directly into “ Susan Brown,” one of the pieces he and Hosea had worked up together.
Fiddleinthe middieand | can’'t dance, Josie/Fiddlein the middieand | can’t get around/Fiddlein
themiddleand | can’'t dance, Josie/Hello, Susan Brown! The dancers whooped and flung themsdlves
into the music. He followed the tune immediately with another—"Turkey In The Straw,” afine old dance
tune—and then ancther. After thefirgt few, the musiciansjoined him, their instruments blending
seamlesdy with hisown.,

Atladt, fearing he' d be here dl night, Eric played alast song, Mason Williams “ Cinderdlla Rockefdler.”
It was dow and sweet, and very slly, even without the lyrics, and by the time he was done, the dancers
had al stopped to listen.

“Thank you, ladiesand gentles dll,” Eric said. “It’sbeen agreat honor to play for such finefolk, but too
much honor can kill aman with thirst. And so | leave you in good hands!” He bowed to the dancers, who
cheered him ludtily, and quickly made his escape to where Ria stood on the sidelines.

She handed him his cup, and Eric drank deeply. The pear cider was il cold, and the cup was till full,
but he was used to that. The rulesfor norma were different in Underhill.

“Juilliard doesn't do you judtice,” Riasaid. “You'reat your best in agtuation like this, playing for an
audiencewho fedsthemusic.”

“| didn’t go back to schoal to learn to perform for acrowd,” Eric said. “I wanted to learn what | don’t
know, not what | do. C'mon, let’ sgo find the food. I'm starved.”

They passed other groups of dancers and other musicians—wild Cgun fiddles playing for an enthusiastic
band of selkies; another fiddler and acdler playing for agroup of centaurs whose square dancing more
resembled polo; asmall chamber orchestra playing aminuet for Sdhein stately Georgian dress. Every
form and period of music was represented—every form of acoustic, that was. While many of the Sdhe
were passionate rockers, rock didn’t mix well with unamplified venues and would be off in a separate
space of itsown.

Eventually they wereforced to ask one of the servants where the dining hall was. He pointed to a Portdl;
once Eric had seen it, he could see others hanging in the air aswell. They passed through. Here the
musicians played for listeners, not dancers, and the air wasfilled with savory smells.

Soon they were sitting in what looked like a garden. It was night here, but the trees werefilled with
golden fireflies, and glowing will-o' -the-wisps floated gently through the air, shedding multicolored pastel
light. Just inside the doorway stood the origind Groaning Board where they’ d filled their plates.
Elsawherein Adrovid’s castle tonight there was everything from aformal sit-down banquet to
world-class sushi chefs preparing food to order, but thiswas the first place they’ d found.

“If | eat this, will | betrapped in Underhill forever?” Riaasked, holding up acluster of Underhill grapes.
They glowed with asoft violet light.

“That'sjust an old tale,” Eric told her, biting into ahot roll. He d loaded his plate with prime rib—all that
playing and dancing had given him an gppetite, and the evening was far from over. “It only worksif the
food' s bespdled, and nothing heretonight is. Try them. They’re good.”

They weren't donein the garden. Around them were other guests taking the opportunity to rest and
refuel. Between the trees, the ground rose up in couch-shaped hummocks carpeted in green moss. They



werejust as soft asthey looked. Eric saw awoman with green hair and skin who wore a garment of
shining leaves. Her plate was piled high with bread and fruit—alittle cannibaigtic, consdering that she
was probably adryad, but who was Eric to judge? Her dinner companion was a satyr. His small horns
were wound with ribbons, and his hooves were polished and gilded. The Sdhe can look like anything
humanity can imagine, and a number of things they can’t.

It was peaceful here. “We d better go find Beth and Kory after this, or we never will. They should be
done with opening baby presents by now.”

“It'd be easy to missthem in thismob,” Riasaid. “ Fortunately, no matter how long we're here, Etienne
can get me back to nine 0’ clock Saturday night. I’ ve got alot of work to get through tomorrow.”

“Y ou should take aday off onceinawhile,” Eric said.

“I'm here, aren't 17’ Riaanswered. Shetossed agrape at him; he grabbed for it, but aflying critter
snagged it out of the air before he did. “Y ou’re so easy to tease, Eric. Alwaysworrying about everyone
but yoursdlf. Who' s going to worry about you, eh?’ She reached out to brush alock of hair back from
his forehead.

“You are,” Eric answered. Heleaned forward, into the kiss.
There was scattered applause.

Both of them recoiled in opposite directions. They had an audience of tiny Sidhe, naked and sexless as
kewpie dolls. The creatures had bright butterfly wings, and each wore a different full-sized flower asa
het.

“Scat!” Eric yelped, swinging at them with hisflute. They scattered and ran, giggling in high squesky
voices. He glanced at Ria, who was at least trying not to laugh.

“Why don't we go find your friends?’ Riasaid after along pause.

Beth and Kory were dancing—one of the smpler Sidhe dances. Fiverings of dancers, each rotatingin a
different direction, jumped and spun and twirled to the music. At intervals, the ringswould break into sets
for ameasure or two, as dancers worked their way into the inner circle of dancers and back out again.
The two of them were completely intent upon the dance—it wasn't assimple asit looked, asthe pairs
bowed and curtseyed and flung themsdvesinto the air.

Kory saw them and waved, and in afew minutes they worked their way to the outermost ring and freed
themselves from the dance. There were others more than ready to take their place; the music itself
seemed to have no end.

“Madgter Dharnidl’ slooking for you,” Beth said, only dightly out of breath from her exertions. “He'sin
charge of the playing order for the Bards.”

Eric winced. Not even the sanctity of aNaming could squel ch the dudling egos of most Bards, a
circumstance not calculated to improve Master Dharniel’ stemper. No matter what order they went oniin,
someonewouldn't likeit.

“I"d better go find him,” Eric said. And do what he could to soothe matters. He glanced at Ria.

“Oh, I'll stay here,” she said with fulsome sweetness. “1’m sure Kory and Beth will take very good care



of me”

He had no choice but to leave her there, and of the two women, he wasn'’t sure which one hewas
worried about.

“So,” Beth said. “ Are you enjoying the party?’
“It'slovely,” Riasad. “Andyou?’

“Oh... hdl,” Beth said, grimacing. “We could go on hilling and cooing until the end of theworld. I'd
rather get real. Eric vouchesfor you, and the Prince and hislady accept you. | don’t know whether | like
you or not—I never had much in common with corporate types.”

“Likeme,” Riasad. “And | don't know that | care much for elves, mysalf.” She gave Kory amocking
glance.

“Butyou're...oh.” Bethsaid. “Yeah, | guess| can seethat. But dl the Sidhearen't like. . . your
father.”

“ *Perenor the Destroyer.” How pleased he' d be to know he was so fondly remembered. Still, doneis
done: he' s dead, and Sun-Descending is gill there, keeping the wells of ima-gination flowing in southern
Cdifornia Isn't it odd that the Sidhe, who aren’t cregtive themsalves, seem to inspire so much of it?
Irdland . .. Canada. . . Cdlifornia. .. New York . . . wherever there' sahill, it seemsto bring out the
best in -humans.”

“Or theworst,” Kory suggested. “Just as humans do, we cherish most what we lack. Mortas create. The
Sdhelive nearly forever. Y ou would not trade your imagination for our long lives, if you truly knew what
it would entail.”

“I, on the other hand, have the best of both worlds,” Riasaid lightly. “Human creativity, and at least a
little of the Sidhe longevity.” Shelooked at Beth. “Just as any children you and Kory produce will have,”
shesad pointedly.

“Why don’t we go somewhere more quiet?’ Beth said. “Eric will find us.”
Kory gestured, and a Portal opened in the air. The three of them walked through.

“Thisistheday nursery,” Beth said. “Maeve sthrough there. Don’'t worry. Wewon’t wake Maeve.
Once she' s adeep, she' s dead to the world.”

“Do you want to see her?” Kory asked.
“Yes” sad Riahonestly. “I'd like that very much.”

They went through the doorway into the night nursery. In the middle of the room stood an €l aborate
bassinet, covered with ribbons and lace. Lady Montraille sat watching over Maeve, unlikely though it
was that anything might happen here. With her were more ordinary nursemaids—in this case, three
gleaming balls of light, one pink, one blue, one green—hovering above the bassinet. If Riasquinted, she
could see atiny figure at the center of each light.

She approached the cradle and looked down. Maeve no longer wore the el aborate christening gown,
just asmple pink T-shirt and Pampers.



“I grew up inacommune until | wasfour,” Riasaid, speaking softly, looking down at the baby. “I hated
it. There was never enough to eat, never anything good to eat—I dept in the same room with dl the other
kids. The older ones used to scare the littlest ones to make them cry, creeping around the floor growling
like bears. | never cried. | already knew there were worse things than bears.”

Beth sighed. “The more | see of other peoples’ childhoods, the more | appreciate my own.”

For some reason, that felt more real to Riathan expressions of sympathy or horror would have been, and
she acknowledged it with anod. “1 didn’t see much of my mother. She spent most of her time getting high
any way she could. She didn’t have much timefor me. | suppose | don’t blame her. She wasjust doing
her best to stay dive after my father’ s magic fried her mind and killed her twin. She used to haveterrible
nightmares, waking up screaming about drowning in blood. | guess the othersthought it was just acid
flash. | don’t know whet | thought.”

“What could you think?" Kory asked. “Y ou were only achild. | suppose you accepted it; young things
arelike that, they accept whatever form the world takes, however cruel or strange.”

That, too, was more sincere than Ria had expected. Now the words she had so much difficulty in forming
flowed from her. “ Then one day my father came for me. Perenor aways liked to leave the dirty work to
others. Now | was old enough to follow orders and be an asset.” She shook her head, plunging back into
amemory that had seemed golden at thetime.

“I thought he was the most wonderful thing I’ d ever seen. He came driving up in abig black limousine.
He brought me candy. It wasthefirst time |’ d ever had chocolate. | suppose he gaveit to meto seeif it
would kill me, if I'd inherited more from the Sidhe side than the human.” And now, she recdled the
caculating look on hisface as she devoured the treet, the satisfaction when she asked for more. “He
took me back to the commune and started to leave, and | ran after him, ran after the car. I’ m sure hewas
waiting for that. Basically, he abducted me, not that anyone there ever cared. At thetime, dl | knew was
that it was wonderful. He took meto atoy store and let me buy anything | wanted. | had pretty dresses,
my own room, agovernesswho let me do anything | chose—it was paradise. But it came at aprice. A
few dayslater, when | sarted asking whether my mother was going to join us, he told me she’ d killed
herself. When | was old enough, | checked that out for mysdlf, and he hadn’t lied. She' d lost the battle.
The commune was on the coast; she just swam out into the ocean and didn’t swim back.”

Beth and Kory both nodded, saying nothing, and she was grateful for that. Oddly, or perhaps not so
oddly, that particular memory gave no pain. Her mother had never been more than one of the“ chicks’
who cooked, tended the kids, and did the housework when they weren’t stoned. In fact, she'd seen less
of her mother than any of the others because her mother had been stoned more often, trying to escape.

“He never stopped telling me how fortunate | wasto be aive; how he' d wanted me so much he’ d used
specid magic to Sre me on amortal woman. The only way that can happen isfor the human partner to
somehow become equaly a. . . oh, | don't know, ‘ creature of magic' sumsit all up. So ether the Sidhe
partner has to be weak and close to death, or the human partner has to become atemporary mage. Of
course, that was the method Perenor chose. He found some potential mages—about ten percent of
humanity hasthat potentia, or so I'm told—and stole their power: their joy, their hope, their
creativity—all of it—and fed it to my mother. One of them was her twin brother—that was one of the
reasons he picked her, because her brother was a nascent Bard, and Power ran in her Line. Of course,
along with the power of everyone Perenor sucked dry, she got their dreams, their memories, and their
deaths. No wonder she went mad. Later, of course, he found other uses for that power.”

“That much, we know,” Kory said, stern and sad, though neither of those emotionswas aimed at her.



Of al the ways this particular encounter could have gone, thiswas not one of the ones Riawould have
put highonthelig of “likely.” Shefdt acathargs, findly telling someone just what kind of burden her
father had laid on her young shouldersin an effort to make her as hard as he was. She’ d never dared say
these thingsto Eric. Eric cared too deeply, felt too much. It would have hurt him. * Perenor made certain |
would know exactly how much my life had cost. | don’t supposeit ever occurred to him that having a
dozen teenagers—and my mother, in the end—die so | could be born would bother me. After dl, why
should the strong care about the weak?’

“But that can’t be the only way,” Beth said despairingly. “ There have to be otherd!”

“Crosshreeds are rarer than elven children,” Riasaid bleakly. Suddenly, she had to give them hope.
Beth’' s naked anguish, athough she didn’t exactly understand it, had to be answered. “ Perenor chose the
maost convenient method, but he knew most of the others. They al have the same basis: parity between
the energy states of the two partners. Either find someway to turn yoursalf temporarily into aSidhe
without killing anyone—or turn your ef-friend here temporarily human.” Kory and Beth looked at each
other with an unreadable expression. “He did find some hints that Sidhe who' d dipped into Dreaming
were more fertile with humans than normal Sidhe, but | don’t imagine that’ s an experiment you wish to

try?’
Kory shuddered, and Beth took his arm protectively. “ There has to be some other way.”

Rialooked at Beth's woebegone expression, and again offered abreath of hope. “It isn’t impossibleto
find away, you know, even if Misthold or Sun-Descending or even Meusine doesn't know how to get
its hands on enough life-force. There s more to the World Underhill than the parts of it the Sidhelivein,
and creatures out there old and powerful enough to make the -Emperor Oberon look like awet
firecracker in comparison. Do what you' d do faced with a problem like thisin the World Above. Find an
information speciaist and consult him. There have to be trade fairs of some kind here—the inhabitants
may not be human, but they’ re not that different.”

“I know of one.” Kory spoke up. “1 do not think it is precisaly the sort of place you mean, but we may
begin there.”

“Do,” Riasuggested. “And let me know what you find out, okay? Who knows? The day may come
when | need to know myself.”

One of the will-0-the-wisp servants guided Eric through the labyrinth of interconnecting castle roomsall
filled with revelers, findly arriving at the castle’ s equivdent of the RenFaire sMain Stage. Here only the
most elite performers would present their work for the entertainment of the high-ranking nobles and their
own coteries.

When Eric got there, Dharniel wastalking to the Lady Harawain, one of Maeve s sponsors, and a
famous Bard. He d played her work many times while under Dharnid’ stutelage. Her instrument wasthe
harp, and she carried it with her now, dung over her shoulder in avelvet bag. She was one of those
Sidhe who had chosen to modify her natura form: her hair and skin and eyeswere dl in shades of gold,
until she looked like agtatue of living amber.

“—theyoung Bard must go last,” she was saying in firm tones. “He sthe one everybody will want to hear
today, being Maeve sfather aswell asagreat hero.”

Me? Eric thought. They can’t be serious.



“My dear Lady Harawain, your own natura humility keepsyou from seeing what istruly the proper place
for so honored aguest. He must go firgt, of course.” The speaker was an degant and very dandified
Sidhe, with waxed moustaches and agoatee. He held alute festooned with trailing ribbons by itsivory
neck.

“If first issuch adesirable place, Firolt, by all means, it should go to none but yoursdlf,” Harawain shot
back slkily. “Don’'t you agree, Lord Dharniel ?’

“Oh, but | regret that | cannot accept. My lute, sheisatemperamental mistress, and | could hardly be
ready intime. | will, of course, be more than willing to perform last,” Pirolt said hadtily.

From his days on the RenFaire Circuit, Eric knew that the end position was the one most coveted by
performers. It assured that yours would be the piece the audience remembered best because they’ d
heard it last, gave you plenty of time to warm up (and the audience to assemble and warm up for you),
and meant you didn’t have to spend the day waiting around for your turn or rushing to fill in if something
happened to someone else. First was aso good, for alot of reasons, but the star attraction always went
onlast.

And Dharnid was saving that dot for him?

“Eric goeslagt,” Dharniel said. “1 an Magter of the Revels and that ismy decision. Pirolt, your concern
for my protégé does not go unremarked. Y ou will play first, so | suggest you begin tuning now.”

Thefoppish df drew himsdf up to hisfull height. His eyes flashed dangeroudy.
“Youwill find in me an implacable enemy, Master Dharnidl.”

“And you will find in me your last one, Magter Firolt. But do take your complaint to Prince Adrovid, by
al means. I’'m sure the prince would relish the chance to settle your dispute.”

Rirolt looked asif he might say more, but settled for spinning on hishedl and stalking off.
“Harawain, dearest lady, | place you just before Eric,” Dharniel said.
Good lord—is Dharniel amiling? | thought his face would crack if he ever did that.

“The best of the Old Waysfollowed by the best of the New,” she said without ego. “It isa pretty
conceit, Master Dharnidl. And hereisthe young Bard now.”

Dharnid turned to Eric as Lady Harawain gracefully made her exit. “I suppose you, too, have some
complaint of your position in the order of play?’

“None,” Eric said hadtily. “But there was actualy something else | wanted to talk to you about. But if this
is'tagoodtime...?

“Solong asit isnot ameatter of artistic temperament,” Dharnidl said. “But stay. Y ou will need your
keeper so that you can attend upon the music in good time.”

He plucked aknot of glowing ribbons out of the air and touched it to Eric’s shoulder. Eric heard afaint
chime, liketheringing of crystd bells.

“It will sound when it istimefor you to cometo the stage. Do not fail to heed it.”

“I won't,” Eric promised. Asif he' d stand up the biggest audience he was ever likely to have, or missthe
chance to hear the cream of Underhill Bard-dom play!



Dharniel regarded him, and Eric realized the elven mage was waiting for him to spesk.
“1"ve found another Bard, Master Dharnidl. A human Bard, in New Y ork—"

Quickly hetold the story of meeting Hosea Songmaker in the subway, of sensing his Tdent, and related
the bits of persond history Hosea had confided in him.

“And he'sgot alot of naturd talent, but he'slooking for ateacher, so | thought . . .”

He stopped. Dharnid was smiling again. Mockingly.

“Congratulations, young Bard. Y ou have just acquired your first gpprentice.”

“I—Me—7?But | thought . . . | don’t know how to train anyone, Master Dharnidl!” Eric sputtered.

“So—as | thought—you dept through al my lectures. Well, no matter. Asyou are so fond of saying, you
candways‘wingit. ”

“But | can't—" Eric said in panic.

Dharnid’ sface took on an expression of sternness. “Eric, for every Bard comes the time when their first
gpprentice is sent to them. None of the good onesthink they are ready for such aresponghility. But you
have learned everything | have to teach you, and learned more in your own life. Who better than ahuman
Bard to train another? | shall look -forward to meeting him when heisready to present his masterwork.”

And that seemed to settle that. Eric gulped. “I— Um, thanks, Master Dharniel. | think.”

Maybe Hosea won't want me for a teacher, Eric thought hopefully, then banished the matter from his
mind to think about later. Right now he had more immediate things to worry about.

All too soon it wastime for him to go on. He' d switched from pear cider to plain water awhile back, and
was glad he had—there was enough magic floating around in the air to make him dizzy.

The magic had another effect aswell. Music—good music, no matter the style—was away's about redl
things. hope and heartbreak, people and placeslong gone or yet to be.

Here, music madethemred.

Music and magic went hand in hand; Bardcraft had always been about magic aswell, about the
controlling or the unleash-ing of power. But now he was seeing what that actualy meant.

When the Bards performed, what their music spoke of becamered for everyoneto see. It waslike
sepping into virtud redity, bringing the audience with you.

Some of the Bards went for smple flashy effects—fireworks, showers of flowers. Others worked more
subtle and more powerful magics. For her last piece—each Bard was restricted to three—Harawain had
played a Homecoming Song that had |eft the audience weeping tears of joy—and Eric, too, even though
hewasn't quite sure why. But at that moment, it had al been red: the cry of the gulls, the st smell of the
ocean, even the deck rocking gently benegath hisfeet.

A tough act to follow.

He knew better than to try to beeat the Sidhe at their own game. For this performance, he was going to



give them human music, ending up with “The Huntsman's Redl,” the piece he' d composed for Maeve.

He started with “Bouree,” abouncy flute piece he' d found on an old Jethro Tull dbum and liked ingtantly.
A touch of magic, and he was playing dl four parts of the contrgpuntal melody in perfect harmony with
himsalf—a net trick, and one he' d worked hard on. The music spun shapes of pure geometry intheair,
sparkling and changing with each note. Asthelast note died, ddlighted applause washed over him. He
could see Kory grinning—he, Beth, and Ria were seated beside the Prince and Princessin seats of
honor—and Beth shot him a thumbs-up of approval.

For his second piece, he' d used Mozart’s The Magic Flute ashisinspiration. No magic thistime
beyond what the music itsalf produced, but that was enough. He lowered hisflute at the end of the piece,
and there was amoment of hushed silence before the applause began. When it had died down, he
stepped to the edge of the stage.

“Y our Highnesses, ladies and gentlemen, for my last piece | would like to play anew composition,
dedicated to the Lady Maeve and written in her honor.”

Suddenly there was anew quality to the respectful silence. An eectric anticipation, almost hunger, that he
had never felt before. After amoment, he redlized why.

A new piece. New. | spent all day explaining to Ria that elves never create anything because they
can’t, and never stopped to think what an effect something like this would have. Even the Sdhe
Bards don’t create new music—they just adapt the old. What have | set myself up for?

There was no choice now but to go on withiit.
Heraised hisflute and played.

Theingpiration for the piece was a dancing tune, and the dance was il in its heart—but thiswas the
mortal dance through life, growing and learning. Each time he returned to the origind melody it was more
complex, deeper, as the child became awoman, then amother, then awise counsdor to her children’s
children. Then he stripped away dl the ornament and reprised the motif as the woman stood aone, wise
and full of years, looking back on al she had done.

When he stopped, there was along silence from his -audience, and for amoment, Eric wassurehe'd
mortaly -offended them. These were the Sidhe—firstborn of Danu, Folk of the Air, eternd and
unchanging. What had ever possessed him to play something that was nothing less than a celebration of
human mortdity for them?

Then the cheering began. One by one, the audience stood, clapping and cheering. The Prince wept
unashamedly. Beth was dternately hugging Kory and bouncing up and down. Ria, standing behind them,
spoke slently, but he could read her lips:

“Only you, Eric.”

He guessed he d better get off stage while they were il applauding. Master Dharniel waswaiting in the
wings, most of the other Bards clustered behind him. The cheering could ill be heard, though more
faintly than it would bein aWorld Above venue.

“Y ou' re more than ready for an apprentice,” Dharnid said curtly, turning away abruptly.

“As| sad, the best of the New,” Harawain said. She reached out to touch him gently upon the shoulder.
“Won't you stay herewith us, in Underhill?'Y our own kind will never value you aswe do,” she said
widfully.



“I'msorry.” Eric smiled regretfully.

Just then thefirst of the well-wishers arrived, the Prince among them. His presence kept things from
turning into amob scene, but Eric was still glad to make his escape. Fortunatdly, on this particular night,
Beth could have anything she wanted, even the Bard that everyone wanted.

“Oh, Eric, you rock! That wasso .. ..” She stopped.
Eric grinned. “ Just s0 you know there’ s more to me than bunnies, m’lady.”
“Y ou could have given us no richer gift,” Kory said. “ Truly thiswill be anight long remembered.”

“* And gentlemen in England now a-bed/Shdl think themselves accursed they were not here/And hold
their manhoods cheap whiles any spesks/That fought with usupon . Crispin’'sDay,” ” Riasaid lightly,
quoting Shakespeare to good purpose. Beth shot her awicked grin—it looked asiif they’d settled
whatever issues till remained between them, Eric noted with relief.

“So what do we do now?’ Eric asked.

“What else?’ Beth answered. “ Party like there’ sno tomorrow.”

SX:
TORIDE THE NIGHT—MARE

Y ou could get used to anything, even fear. After awhile, Jeanette Campbel | stopped worrying about a
bullet to the head.

There were worse things than death.
Being amadman’ s captive, for one.

There was something not right about Elkanah. She hadn’t noticed it at first, of course. She' d been trying
to get used to the idea of being dead. But after awhileit’ d become clear to her that he didn’t mean to kill
her—not immediatdly at |least—and her mind had turned, with inevitable self-preservation, to what would

happen next. Escape. Survival.

They drove dl through that first night and well into the next day. He stuck to the back roads, so she il
couldn’t tell where they were going. She had the growing fedling that he wasn't sure either, and that was
thefirgt thing that worried her. The second was his driving. She d stayed mouse-quiet, hoping to
convince him she was no thresat, but when the van began to weave from side to Sde on aroad that was
only acar-and-a-half wide—if that—fear of immediate death made her bold.

“Either find aplaceto pull over or et medrive. | don’'t want to end up dead at the bottom of aditch.”

Elkanah dowly turned to look at her, letting the van drift to astop. His eyes were dmost yellow, she
noted with clinica detachment, and the skin beneath them looked bruised and puffy with deeplessness
and something more.

“Let you drive?’ hesaid, in dow echo of her words. “ And where would you go, Ms. Campbel |7’
“How should | know? Thiswasyour idea,” she snapped. “I don’'t even know wherewe arel”

He chuckled, an amost-soundless rasping that came from deep in his chest. “Don’'t you? | think you're



funning me, Ms. Campbell. | think you know exactly where we are. Y ou shouldn’t’ ve been so talketive
back in the day, Ms. Campbell. | knew just whereto find you.”

There was no answer she could give to that because she' d never talked to him at length at al, and so she
just stared at him, scared and defiant. After amoment, he put the van into gear and began driving again.
But an hour later they’ d reached a more traveled road, and he followed aweathered billboard advertising
“Legter’s Country Rest.”

It wasn't much of arest, but it was certainly country. He left her in the car alone—shackled to the door,
of course—while he went to talk to the owner, and came back afew moments later with aroom key in
hishand.

“I guessyou won't mind sharing aroom.”

He drove the van around to the back of thelittle row of battered cabins, got out, and came around to her
door to open it. Mutely, Jeanette held out her wrist, and he unlocked the shackle. She rubbed her wrig,
dill ableto fed the weight and coldness. She climbed down out of the seet, feding tiff and unsteady on
her feet.

“Comeon.” He put ahand on her arm and led her to the end cabin. The cabin door stuck, and he
shoved it open. A wave of musty hot air rolled out. She walked inside, and when she turned, Elkanah
was pulling another set of cuffs out of his pocket.

“Now, Ms. Campbell, | figure we can do thisthe easy way, or the hard way.”
Jeanette swalowed hard. “What' s the easy way?’

He smiled then, an expression more frightening than his bland disinterest had been. 1 cuff your hands
behind your back. And you stay put.”

She nodded agreement, unable to trust her voice. As he approached her she turned her back, holding her
wrists out behind her. As soon asthe cold metal settled over her wrists, she redlized she should have
asked to take off her jacket first. It was hot in here, and would only get hotter as the day progressed. But
something ingdetold her to stay as quiet as she could, not make him think about her too much.

She sat down on a corner of the bed as Elkanah went back outside to the van. She knew it was atest.
Elkanah was armed, and somehow she didn’t think that Lester would call the copsif he heard a shot.
She' d been shot before, once along time ago when she' d gotten careless. It was an experience she had
no desire to repedt.

Elkanah returned carrying asmall backpack. He shut the door, and then picked up the end of the bed
and dragged it over in front of the door. Jeanette, caught unawares, fell to the floor. With her hands
cuffed behind her it was an awkward fall, but she didn’t complain. She thought that for just a moment
Elkanah had forgotten she was there, and that was another disturbing thought to add to al the others.

He continued to ignore her, opening the pack and pulling out acan of beer and asmall bottle. It was
labelled “aspirin,” and she only hoped it was, watching him shake the tablets directly into his mouth and
wash them down with along dug of warm beer. The Situation was grim enough without adding drugsto
it.

And drugs were what got you into this, weren’t they, Campbell? And to think, this all started out
with you wanting to be an elf. Sherolled to her knees and sat cross-legged on the floor, watching him
caetully.



Elkanah rubbed his forehead and sighed, and seemed to notice her again. “Would you carefor adrink,
Ms. Campbe|?’

“I...sure)” shesad, redizing only then how thirsty shewas. He walked over to her and held the can to
her lips. She gulped avkwardly, spilling it down her T-shirt—it waswarm, and she’ d never cared for
beer particularly, but at least it was wet.

“Now, I’'m going to get some deep. You just behave yourself,” Elkanah said when the can was empty.
“Or we can do this the hard way.”

“No,” Jeanette said. She had absolutely no desireto find out what “the hard way” might be. Her answer
seemed to satisfy him, because he turned away and lay down on the bed. Within moments he was adeep.

She squirmed around until she got her jacket down off her shoulders. It cushioned the cuffsand she
stretched out, half on her sde. There was no rug, only bare and crumbling lino-leum, and she had afine
view of the dust bunnies under the bed, but it was a better place than she' d thought she’ d be in when
he' d broken down her door afew hours earlier.

Sleep wasn't possible, and she had plenty of timeto think. Her thoughts weren't good. Back in the van,
he'd said it was easy to find her, talked like she d told him something once that’d let him find her.

But even if she had ever had any conversations with Elkanah back at Threshold—and she hadn’t—she'd
wandered into to Morton’s Fork completely at random. She couldn’t have told anyone where she was
going, because she hadn’'t known -hersdlf.

So how had he known? And why was he lying about it?
Who's he working for? He's hired muscle. He has to be working for someone.

Nothing about thisfet right. It didn’t match any way of doing business she knew of, legit, crimind, or any
of the shades of clandestine in-between. Elkanah had been Robert Lintdl’ sright-hand thug, ahired
frightener. If Robert was gone, Elkanah should be too.

Unless Robert wasn't gone. Unless somehow he d survived, and was putting the Black Ops program
back together again. She shook her head in frustration, stifling a sneeze. At least Elkanah meant to keep
her divefor now. At least she knew that much.

Shejust wished she knew why.

She must have dept, because she was startled out of confused dreams by Elkanah hauling her
unceremonioudly to her feet. It was dark outside, and the room was lit by one bare 40-watt bulb.

“What timeisit?’ she asked groggily.

“Timeto go,” Elkanah said, turning her around to unlock the cuffs. He gave her a push toward the
bathroom. “Y ou go wash up. We ve got milesto go.”

“Milesto go before | leep.” A scrap of an old poem she' d had to learn in high school surfaced in her
mind. Mr. Johnson had said it was about death. She wished she hadn’t remembered it now.

The bathroom was smd| and grimy, itstiny window painted shut. She ran water in the sink until it ran
clear, then scooped up severd tepid handfuls, gulping thirgtily and rubbing it over her face and hair. There
was amirror over the sink. Her face looked blotched and puffy, her eyes big and scared. The dyed black
hair looked unconvincing and dull—he d been right, it looked awful, and with her hellbound for desth or



davery, why should she care?

| don't care, shetold hersdf. | don’t care what anyone thinks of me, or how | look. | don’t. She
wished she could stay in there forever, but he' d only comein after her. She dicked her hair down as best
she could and washed the beer out of her T-shirt and opened the door. Elkanah was waiting for her. He
handed her awarm can of Coke and agranola bar.

“Breskfast.”
Shedidn’t argue.

The next day followed the pattern of the first. Elkanah drove, aimost amlessly, and Jeanette sat, chained
to the door, and tried to make sense out of what was happening to her. She supposed she ought to be
putting her soul in order and repent-ing her misspent life, but it didn’t seem to her that any of thiswas her
fault. She' d never told Robert to kill al those people. When she' d been an outlaw chemist, she' d never
forced her drugs on anyone who didn’t want to buy.

But they couldn’t have done it without you, aremorsaessinner voice said. Shetried to shut it out, but
there was nothing to do but ligen to it, and finally she gavein. Okay. If the Snner Saints hadn’t had
me, they’ d’ ve found someone el se to cook for them, but that’s no excuse. If Robert hadn’t found
me, he' d have found someone else, but that’s no excuse either. | didn’t have to do those things.
I’m responsible for what | did.

But how could | have not done them? Once | got started all the way back in high school, how
could I have done anything different than what | did?

“Pretty good, you tracking me down likethat,” shefindly said. It was crazy of her to bait him that way,
but the only other choice wasto listen to that accusing voice ingde her head. Anything to shut up her
inner Jminy Cricket.

Her only answer was agrunt.

“| thought I’ d gotten away clean. It was more than six months. | read about Threshold in the papers. |
thought they’ d got everyone ese.”

Another grunt.
“I guessyou must’ ve given them the dip.”
Now he glanced toward her. “I’m here,” was dl he said.

“Pretty good going,” Jeanette offered, but Elkanah said nothing more. But now that she’ d Sarted, she
didn’t seem to be able to stop talking.

“Y ou must have high-level backing. Robert did. All | do ismakethe stuff.”
Now helooked directly at her. “That's enough. That'swhat he wants.”
“Who? Robert?” But Robert was dead, wasn't he’? Elkanah had said so, back in the cabin.

For amoment she thought she' d pushed him too far. Elkanah cut the van sharply over to the side of the
road, stopped, and got out. But he wasn’t coming for her. He opened the door into the back. She heard
the rattle of the aspirin bottle, and craned over the back of the seat to see. He was standing in the
doorway—no, hanging in the doorway, looking like Death on roller skates, dugging back dry aspirins as



if they were jely beans. He looked up as she moved, and for amoment she saw asilvery flash, likethe
reflection of light inamirror, but it passed too soon for her to be sure of what she saw.

“You talk too much,” Elkanah said.
“I want to know what’ s going to happen.”

Helaughed. The sound came asif forced, ending in awracking cough. “No you don’t. Y ou don't want
to know what’ s going to happen.”

“What?’ she asked, fear breaking through her forced calm. “What' s going to happen? What are you
going to do with me? Where are we going? Who are you working for? What does he want?’

“Who said | wasworking for someone?’ He glared at her in sullen anger.
You did. Just now. You said he wants me. “All | want to know is—"
“Shut up.”

Shedid.

They stopped again soon after that at a convenience store. Elkanah bought sandwiches and coffeefor
both of them, apair of dark glasses, and dl the aspirin the store had. She watched him chase another half
bottle of pillswith scalding coffee.

He didn’t have headaches like that when he was working at Threshold. If there’ d been anything
wrong with him then, that Healer we killed would have spotted it. Shedidn’t like Elkanah, didn’t
care about him, but suddenly it seemed terribly important to her that he be well and whole.

“Caffeine helps,” she said hesitantly. *'Y ou should get some No-Doz. It' s got more caffeine than coffee
does.”

For amoment she dmost thought he’ d hit her, but instead he got out of the van again and went back into
the store. She could see him talking to the clerk.

| should get out of here. | could scream. Make a fuss. Jump out of the van.

But if shedid, shewas till chained to the door. And the man she was with was entirely capable of taking
off and dragging her. Her jacket would protect her from the road, but not for long. She sipped her
coffee, hating hersdlf for her cowardice. It wouldn’t be an easy death, but it might be better than what
Elkanah wastaking her to. She shivered, suddenly cold. “ You don’t want to know what’ s going to

happen.”

He came back with ahandful of bottles, tossing them onto the dash. Something called “ Truckers Pick
Me Up.” Watching him carefully for signs of digpleasure, she reached for one of the bottles. Caffeine
pills. He d taken her advice. That was something.

They drove through the night without stopping except for gas. Near dawn he began to talk—to keep
himsdlf awake, she suspected—hbut it wasinformation, al the same.

“Never did think about al the people you hurt, did you? Never thought about everybody you left. Little
blonde bitch, left usdl there. Didn’t think I’ d be back, did you? Didn't think I’ d find you. Too smart for
you. Miss RiaLlewdlyn. Blonde bitch. Thought you could throw me off with ahaircut. Too smart. Gonna
take you back. Make you run. Fix everything. Teach you to leave usthere.”



Did hethink shewas Ria L lewellyn? He couldn’t. HE d known who she was when he' d comefor her.
He d talked about a partnership, made sure to take her stock.

“I didn’'t leave you,” she said softly, not knowing what elseto say.
Her voice seemed to rouse him. He glanced at her.
“I ran out on you—on Threshold, on Robert—but you were free to do the same.”

“I guess you think we ought to stop,” he said, asif they’ d been having some othe—more
norma—conversation.

“That'd be good. | guesswe till have along way to go?’
Hedidn't answer, but afew hourslater, as the sun was coming up, they stopped again.

She' d been too tired to redlly notice when it happened, but a some point during the night they’ d gone
from winding local roads to the main state roads. They were heading east. Toward New Y ork. Shewas
sure of it now.

Main roads meant a better class of hotel, too. Thistime the room had two double beds. They were
bolted to the floor, so thistime Elkanah took the pillows and blankets and made himself abed in front of
the door. He unplugged the phone and took it with him, falling adeep at once and leaving her to her own
devices. Thistime he didn’t even bother to cuff her hands. Confidence that she couldn’t escape—or was

he getting doppy?

It didn’t redlly matter. The windows didn’t open, and they were on the second floor. She could throw a
chair through the window or set fire to the curtains with the lighter in her jacket pocket, but that was
about dl. Shedidn’t think he' d deep through ether activity. Shewouldn't escape, and she dbeina
worse Situation than shewasin now.

She could break one of the bathroom glasses and cut her throat, but aside from that, her options were
limited.

She honestly considered doing that, staring into the mirror, but she couldn’t quite bring herself to do it.
Down deep in her heart, Jeanette was afraid that death wasn't afina end, and shewas afraid of what lay
on the other sde—baance and payment exacted for the crimes and weaknesses of alifetime. Her hands
shook, and tears prickled at the back of her eyes, but she couldn’t even cry. Something horrible was
going to happen to her, and she knew she deserved it, but she couldn’t help shrieking indgde that it
wasn't fair, that she hadn’t known what would happen back when she could still change things, back
while it would have done any good. And now, nothing she could do could ever make up for what she'd
done. She didn’t think she could do good if shetried.

So lifeisn’t fair. You always knew that. But | just wish . ..

She shook her head. Might aswell wish she' d never been born. Where had her life gone twisted? When
she' d sarted sdlling drugs? In high school, when she' d dreamed of revenge on her tormentors and
vowed she' d pay any priceto get it? In kindergarten, when everyone had laughed at her for some reason
she' d never understood and she' d hated them for it? How far back did you look for reasons, for the first
failure of nerve or spirit that led to al the rest? Should she blame her parents, and their unspoken
agreement that she deserved whatever happened to her, no matter what it was? If they’ d been one of
those happy loving TV familiesthat stuck up for each other, would she have turned out quite the same?

Who knows?



Wesarily, going through the motions of living that dmost—but not quite—didn’t matter any more, she
stripped and showered. At least she could be clean when she died, even if she had nothing to wear but
the clothes she' d been living in for days. Afterward she sat in achair, watching the sun rise, watching
Elkanah deep, waiting for him to wake up and ddliver her to her fate.

Hewokein the late afternoon and took her back to the van. Thistime he didn’t chain her to the door. He
headed for Interstate 80, confirming her guess that they were heading for New Y ork.

“Maybeit’ stimefor youtofill mein,” shesaid, trying again for information because it wasthe only thing
she could do. They were on a high-speed road now, onefilled with big trucks and driverswho al thought
they were James Bond. He' d have to pay more attention to the road. Maybe he' d get careless. Maybe
they’ d crash and the Smokeys would come and arrest them both. Somehow alifetime spent in prison
didn’t seem so bad any more.

“Back in Morton’s Fork, you asked if | could make more T-Stroke. Y ou said we could do business.”
“What?’ Elkanah glanced quickly toward her, hisface blank with surprise, then quickly back to the road.
“What do you want mefor?’

“I don't,” hesaid flatly. Then: “It'sdark.” And it was, but there were headlights all around them, and
somehow she didn’t think that was the kind of darkness he was talking aboui.

“Jugt you wait until we get to New York, RiaLlewelyn . ..” Hisvoicetrailed off. And though she
repeated her questions over and over again at prudent intervals, she never got any clearer answer. It was
amog asif hedidn’'t know she wasin the van any more.

She' d made up her mind to run for it and damn the consequences when they stopped at the toll gate on
the George Washington Bridge, but to her dismay they didn’t head for the bridge. Elkanah went around
the city, switching from the New Jersey Turnpike to the Garden State Parkway, and then to Route 17, a
two-lane road that twisted through dark countryside.

“Where are we going?’ she asked desperately.
“ToNew York,” hesad, in aterrifyingly reasonable voice. “We |l be there soon.”
But they’ d passed New Y ork an hour before.

Hewas crazy. She knew it with asick certainty. She' d counted on his sanity more than she' d known until
the last hope of it was gone. He' d never been looking for her. He must have found her by accident—it
was possible—and all the rest: about business, an employer, his accusations of something RiaLlewelyn
had done, were all a smoke screen over his madness. Maybe he' d killed Robert Lintel. Maybe he'd
killed dl of them. And now hewas going to kill her. Fear of capture had paralyzed her thinking until it
wastoo late.

“WEe re going to need to stop for gas,” she said, glancing at the fud gauge. Anything, anything, to make
him take her where lights and people were! She wasn't chained up now, and now, knowing what she
knew, she' d do anything to keep him from chaining her up again.

“No need. We'reamost there,” he said, turning off the road onto aone-lane track. A sign flashed by
amost before she could read it: Sterling Forest Park.

“Look. Could we stop and get something to drink? I’ m redlly thirsty,” she said.



“There sstuff in the back,” he said, hiseyes on theroad. Though it was bumpy and narrow, he hadn’t
dowed at dl. Shewould have jJumped from the van if he had. But thiswas a chance, at least. She
climbed around the segt, into the back of the van, and turned on the light.

Her saddlebags were il there, next to Elkanah’s duffle. She scrabbled through her bags, hoping he'd
brought her gun, but there was nothing in them but clothes, the jar of T-Stroke powder, and the two
bottlesfull of filled capsules. She reached for Elkanah’s duffle.

Agpirin. Caffeine pills. Bundles of cash. Half asix-pack of Coke, and one of those big plastic cupswith a
straw built into thelid that you got at highway rest stops, the kind that held 64 ounces. No weapon.

But she had aweapon, if shewasn't afraid to useit.

With shaking hands, praying he wouldn’t turn and look, she unscrewed thelid of the brown plastic jar
and dumped several ounces of powdered T-Stroke into the cup. A low dose kills, a higher dose delays
death. She held it between her knees and ripped back the tab on a can of Coke, pouring it in over the
powder. It foamed up the sdes and she swirled it around. The powder melted away, leaving amurky
brown liquid. She added a second can of Coke and clamped the lid on. Her hands were freezing. New
York in August, and shewas cold.

Cold as desth.

Revenge is always an option. She used to think the phrase was cool, glamorous, acreed to live by.
Now al shefdt wasdespair.

The van was starting to sow down. Stopping. She stuffed the jar into her pocket and grabbed for the
two bottles of capsules. A low dose kills. A higher dose might let you live.

Heturned off the engine but | eft the headlights on as he climbed out of the van. A moment later he pulled
open the diding door of the van. In the wan light his skin was stretched tight, gray and shiny. Oily beads
of sweat stood out on hisface like sequins, gleaming in the light. He looked like adying man.

“What' sthat you got there, Ms. Campbell?’

“Coke.” Her voice was hoarse but steady, atiny triumph to set againgt the sins of alifetime. “Want
ome?’

“Youfird,” hesad, unsmiling.

She put the straw to her lips and sucked hard, tasting brackish warm sweetness, afaint tang of
carbonation, and nothing more. She gulped hard, forcing hersef to swallow the contents of the cup.
Forcing hersdf not to know she was drinking poison.

“Here” she said, holding out what was | eft.
Hetook it and drank deeply, and ashe did, his expression changed. Redlization. Terror.
But not of her. Not of what wasin the cup.

Bright pale spots appeared on hisforehead. She watched in horror as something glittery burst through his
skin, shooting out, branching, shining bright as chrome.

Horns. Antlers. Silver antlers.

He screamed, dropping the empty cup.



Then he reached for her, fast as a striking snake, yanking her out of the van and onto her knees on the
summer-damp ground.

“Run, girl! Asyou love Jesus—run!”

She scrabbled away from him, moaning low in her throat with pure terror. Elkanah was clutching at the
antlers, trying to tear them from his head, obliviousto her now. She managed to makeit to her fedt,
staggering into the glare of the van' s headlights, unable to make sense of what she was seeing. He swung
his head from sdeto sSide, striking the antlers against the sde of the van in hisfrenzy to remove them. The
sound they made was achiming like struck crystd, ahigh sweet ringing that grew louder instead of softer,
growing and changing until the air wasfilled with deafening music.

Hearing it, Elkanah turned and ran, crashing off into the night. The horns he wore glowed asif they were
mede of starlight.

The music stopped. The grass crackled asit froze, turning from greento silver.

Oh, please, no.

Jeanette clutched at the hood of the van for support, then turned, clumsy with terror, to put her back
agand it.

An armored figure on horseback stood silhouetted in the glare. Hisblack horse gleamed like polished
stone. Hisarmor was like something out of amedieva fever dream, fantasticaly ornate, the gleam of pure
slver sparkling benesth a coat of night-black enamdl. Long black hair flowed down over his shoulders,
framing aface of inhuman beautty, such beauty that she wanted to run to him, throw herself beneath his
horse’ s hooves, weeping, and beg hisforgiveness for her ugliness. Behind him the night rippled, asif it

had been shattered into a thousand pieces and re-formed once again. He was desth and ruin, despair and
pain, theend of al hope, dl light.

Sheknew him.

“Aerune,” shewhimpered, diding to her knees. Her heart hammered, flushing the T-Stroke through her
system, promising her death or transformation, but neither soon enough to save her.

Aerune mac Audelaine, Dark Lord of the Sdhe, Prince of Air and Darkness.

Lord of Degth and Pain.

Nothing could save her.

She closed her eyes, hearing the soft chiming as Lord Aerune walked his horse dowly forward.

“They said my hunt had failed.” Hisvoice waslike ruined music, making her ache with sorrow. “But my
hound has brought me the quarry | sought. Look at me, human girl.”

Her eyes snapped open asif he had shouted, and she stared up into his eyes, wanting to look away,
unable to do anything but obey. Shefdt hersdf log, felt asif shewerefaling into adeep pit lined with the
sharpest of knives.

He leaned down from his horse and took her chin between hisfingers. His touch was so cold it burned,
asif histouch aone could wither her flesh and turn her skinto ash.

“Y ou are the morta achemist who crowns men with fire?’” he asked.



She didn’t understand what he meant, but something insde her must have. Without conscious volition
Jeanette fet her throat move, felt lips part and tongue move to form asingle word.

1] YS.”

Aerune straightened in his saddle, releasing her. Warmth and weskness flowed into her as he released
her; shefell forward into the dirt, catching herself on her hands.

“And now the same unnaturd fire flows through your veins.” He sounded lightly amused. “No matter.
Now you will be the hound to my hunting, morta child. Now you are mine. Get up.”

Once more his voice acted upon her asif it were aphysicd force. Jeanette lurched to her feet, swaying
unsteadily before him. He held out his hand, and his eyes gleamed cold and black. “Mount up and ride
with me, Child of Earth. We have far to go, youand 1.”

Numbly, helplesdy, incapable of doing anything ese, Jeanette reached for hishand. All her questions
were answered now: Elkanah had found her because he was Aerune' s hound, given the magic to seek
her out in the World of Iron. Aerune had given Elkanah another gift aswell: forgetfulness, so that hedid
not understand why he hunted her or how he succeeded. His bruised and tormented mind had woven
fantasesto cloak the workings of Aerune smagic, while al along Elkanah worked to bring Jeanette to
Aerune, not knowing what he did.

Aerune pulled Jeanette up behind him on the horse, and whedled his mount in the direction of the
shimmering black rainbow. A moment later they were gone, leaving the park to dow darkness asthe
van'slights dimmed and faded.

SEVEN:
WHEN THE GOING GETS TOUGH,
THE TOUGH GO SHOPPING

It took her afew daysto recover from the ceileighe—when the Sidhe threw a party, they threw a real
party—but Beth spent that time planning her quest. Meeting Ria had not been particularly enjoyable, but
Beth was honest enough with hersdlf to admit that alot of her current reasonsfor her fedingstoward Ria
wererooted in envy.

Back in her television days, Beth had aways hated the game-playing necessary to get the job done.
Working in televison was as much amatter of playing political games as having the needed skill set to do
thejob, and she' d dways resisted following the unspoken codes of flattery and expediency that alowed
you to get and keep an assgnment.

Hell, she' d even hated it in the RenFaires. But Ria Llewellyn seemed to swim through that treacherous
seawith ease. Partly it was the power that came from being mgjority stockholder in amultibillion dollar
company, Beth was sure—no groveling and scraping for jobs or funding there—but mostly it was Ria
hersdf. Take everything away from her, and she'd build it back up with ease.

Beth wished she could be that kind of person. But everything she' d ever had—the glamour job in TV,
the music gigswith Spira Dance, the busking at RenFaires, even her place Underhill—she' d had to work
hard to claim in an arenawhere ability counted no more, and sometimes far less, than networks of favors
and friendships. Asasmadl child, her battle cry had always been: But that’s not fair! and she'd dways



been willing to do battle with the world asit wasin the name of Fairness. It was one of the things that had
drawn her to Wicca. The Craft placed agreat premium on taking responsibility for your own life,
working to ensure fair-dedling and justice for dl, not just its own members.

Even going Underhill with Kory had seemed to her to be a defeat sometimes. The people chasing her had
no right to do what they did. But while they didn’t have Right on their side, they did have superior force.
And so the three of them had gone: sheto exile, Kory back to a home that sometimes chafed, as home
did.

But Eric. . . for him Underhill had only been away--gtation, not afinal destination or agoa. He' d
learned and grown, and gone back to take his placein Ria sworld. To put it most unfairly, he'd
succeeded where Beth had failed. Even having Kory’ slove wasn't enough to make up for that
ometimes.

But having Maeve had changed everything. Through al the long months of her pregnancy, impatiently
awaiting the birth of her daughter, Beth had thought she was ready for motherhood, willing to take up the
respong bility, eager to protect and guide anew life.

She'd had no due.

The moment she held her daughter in her arms, felt her weight and smelled her baby scent, looked into
her kitten-blue eyes, the whole world had changed. Beth became the second most important personin
her own life. All the old stupid clichés were true: she no longer cared about things because Beth wanted
them, but because Beth-and-Maeve were important. Beth looked into a future that had to be put in order
because Maeve would live there; she had to think and plan and prepare for the future because Maeve
would be the one to grasp the opportunities there, this utterly beloved one who wrapped Bethina
gossamer web of responsibility for every detail of her existence.

It wasn't crushing. It wasliberating and ecstatic and joyful dl at once. Maeve didn’t diminish her. Maeve
gave her astrength and power she had never imagined possible—and suddenly so many things she
hadn’t thought about were vitaly important. She wanted Kory’ s children for the joy they would bring to
both of them, but now she aso wanted those children for Maeve—-brothers and sistersto tie her human
daughter firmly into the web of kinship that linked adl Underhill, friends and dlies and protectorsto share
Maeve' sgrief and happiness as no one el se—even her mother—ever could.

Suddenly all the things her friends with kids had said made perfect sense. Maeve completed her, changed
her, made her stronger. Made her whole.

Made her worry every moment, even when she knew that at least some of those worrieswereirrational.

Beth grinned, leaning over the bassinet. No meteor was hurtling toward the Earth. No war was about to
bresk out to ravage the hals of Elfhame Misthold. It didn’t evenrain. “ And there’s a legal limit to the
snow here. . ..” Maeve had her very own Protector. And the Seleighe Sidhe adored children—all
children—with a sngle-mindedness that was amost enough to satisfy anew mother’ sfierce protective
ingtincts. It wouldn't be easy to leave Maeve behind, but Beth had no fear that she'd return to find
anything other than a very pampered Elven-American Princess. It wasfor Maeve, for the future, for her
daughter’ sunborn siblings, that she was going. And if shedidn’'t come back . . . well, she was doing what
mothersdid, and shefdt apeacein her soul that hadn't been there for avery long time.

Yep. It's a whole new Beth Kentraine.. . . and ain’t that a kick in the head?



Kory had taken care of the practica preparationsfor their trip. Thiswas the first time Beth would be
going outside the boundaries of one of the Elfhames, but to find what they needed would take them out
into the Lands Underhill, and that world was far wider than the territory claimed by either Sidhe Court.

“1f you need information, find an information specialist,” Riahad said. Thiswasthefirst step. Kory
had consulted one of Prince Arvindd’ s advisors, the Lady Vivaant (who was aso thelibrarian of his
very eclectic collection of books) for infor-mation about a place called the Goblin Market. He' d told
Beth that it was said that al roads Underhill led eventualy to that place, and there you could find anything
you sought. It wasthe closest thing to atrade fair that Underhill held.

There were dark rumors about the Goblin Market aswell. It was said that you could buy nothing you did
not aready possess, nor sall that save what you wished to keep. But both Kory and Vivaant—and
Magter Dharnid aswel, when she' d nerved herself to ask him—had thought it was till worth trying.

Therewasno day or night inahame, but it fill fdt like early morning when they Ieft. The dvengteeds
stood ready, their saddlebags packed with the necessities of the journey, aswell as some trade goods
from the World Above: coffee, chocolate, and even a couple of six-packs of Classic Coke.

Beth had been mildly shocked—dll three contained caffeine, adeadly drug to dl the Children of
Danu—but Kory had assured her that not everything living Underhill shared the Sidhe' sliability, and that
such items were often eagerly sought.

“Figures. Next thing you know, McDonad' swill be opening abranch down here.”

Kory grinned a her, tightening hismount’ sgirth. “Ah,” he said wistfully. “ Chicken McNuggets. Thick
creamy shakes. And ketchup.”

Hewas dressed in hisfull knightly regdia evenslver armor and sword, and looked every inch thefaerie
knight. Somehow the wistful look at the mention of Mickey D’ sdidn’t seem to go with the rest. Cognitive
dissonance, that was what they called it.

“Don't,” Beth begged, grinning. She'd logt her taste for junk food while she was pregnant and had never
regained it, but ketchup was something she still missed.

“And Chinesefood, no MSG. And pizza,” Kory continued teasingly. “ ’ Tisa pity we could not bring any
of that with us. We could gain empires.”

“You'reright at that, kiddo. I guess when we get back I’m going to have to set up akitchen and see
about satisfying some of your . . . cravings.” Shewinked at him, camping up her saucy Faire-wench
persona—though her costume would certainly never have passed muster with any of the Authenticity
Nazis. Beth was wearing woven leggings—embroidered down the outside of each thigh with a pattern of
fruitsand vinesin glittering thread—tucked into high soft boots of green and gold. Above that sheworea
cowled tunic in agreen to match her boots, its hood, now lying over her shoulders, lined in agold satin
that matched her leggings, and around her neck a glowing pendant, warning any who could reed it—and
that was practicaly everyone they would meet—that Beth Kentraine was under the protection of Elfhame
Misthold: messwith her, and you messed with them. Her tunic was gathered in with awide belt of tooled
leather, from which hung avery businesdike dagger. Under her tunic was achain mail shirt of elvenglver
worn over alinen shift, and benegth that, in aprotective slk pouch embroidered with spells and hung
from athong about her neck, was her old flip-knife. Its blade was Cold Iron, anathema everywhere
Underhill, carried only to be used asalast resort if thingsturned redly bad.



She' d thought about asking to wear armor, but elven armor was as much for display asfor protection.
Kory’sarmor proclaimed him a Seleighe knight, and Beth, he' d insisted, should dressto reflect what she
was aswell. She' d drawn theline at the idea of wearing along dress, though. She’ d dways been more of
ablue-jeans person—and besides, neither she nor Bredanaredly cared for the sdesaddle that went with
the dress.

Kory patted Mach Five on the shoulder—named long ago out of a Speed Racer cartoon, he’ d once
explained blushingly. The evensteed whuffled and stamped hisfoot, and Kory turned to inspect Bredana
Finding everything there to his satisfaction (it was amazing, Beth reflected, how much of Pony Club
stayed with you through the years), he held out his hand to Beth.

“Allisin readiness, my lady. Shal we away?’

“Y ou've been reading Howard Pyle again,” Beth said, giving his shoulder aplayful shove. He kndlt and
made agtirrup of his hand—even armor was far lighter and more flexible than its World Above
counterpart—and Beth stepped up, swinging her leg carefully across the saddle. The cantle was higher
than amodern saddle; though Bredana could have created saddle and tack to look like anything, for this
trip it was best that everything be Sdhe Classic. In alot of places Underhill, it was safest to look like
exactly what you were.

Kory mounted Mach Five and took up the reins. Grooms rushed to open the stable doors, and the two
of them rode out.

The park was it with the slvery unchanging light of Underhill. The air smelled of roses and apricots, and
the world wasfilled with the Snging of birds. In the middle distance, Beth could see ancther party, much
larger than their own, lords and ladies out for amorning of hunting.

Beth had never been to the edge of the parklands that made up Elfhame Misthold—or rather, she had,
but the magic had smply brought her back to the far side of the park, asif the whole place were
somehow built on aMoebius strip, which for dl she knew, it was. But today they were going through a
Gate that would lead them into the world beyond.

Every Gate was essentidly the same, Kory had told her, just asthe essentia magic of al the Lands
Underhill was the same. Most Gates could be set to take their user to any of six * pre-set” destinations.
Some could be set to open only to the proper code, others operated by anyone. Y ou had to travel
overland, hopscotching among friendly or neutra Gates, until you got to where you were going. Most of
them led in and out of neutral or unclaimed territory; you couldn’t just ride through a Gate and find
yoursdlf in the middle of somebody’ sliving room. The Gate that led into someone s persona domain was
usually well-guarded or well-defended—or both—and whoever was behind it would have alot of
warning that you were coming.

The Gate that led out of Elfhame Misthold was a golden archway—some long ago efmage’ s pun on the
Golden Gate, snce Migthold' s anchoring Nexus was in the San Francisco Bay Area—with an ornate
design covering every inch of its surface. The spacein the center of the archway shimmered faintly, likea
curtain of gold chains. Two Sidhein full armor stood before it. Once upon atime Beth had been
surprised that with magic available for the asking, the Folk performed so many mundane tasks for
themselves, like guarding doors and sweeping out stables, but at heart the Sidhe were warriors who
knew that someday they might be called upon to fight. There were hames as decadent and luxurious as
she could possibly imagine, and even hameswhere dl the work was done by human changelings, but
Misthold wasn't one of them.

Age and power seemed to radiate from the Misthold Gate. One of the knights saluted as they drew near.



“Fair morrow, Lord Korendil, Mistress Beth,” he greeted them formally.

“Fair morrow, Sir Vinimene. My lady and | ride upon quest, at my lord Arvindel’ s good pleasure,” Kory
answered, equdly formally.

“Quest well and come home safe,” Vinimene answered. He stepped back, and Beth and Kory rode
through.

She' d gonethrough Gates alot of times, traveling between Earth and Underhill, but they’ d dways
seemed to go from outdoors to indoors, or the other way around, and her mind had accepted the
change. Here, it was asif the whole world vanished in an eyeblink. Theflare of bright
sunlight—sunlight?>—caught her by surprise, and she swayed in the saddle just alittle.

“Beth?’

“I’'m okay. Just was't reedly for it. Kind of weird, isn't it?’

“I remember being just as surprised thefirst time | saw amovie,” Kory said fondly.

“But what' swith the sun?’ Beth asked, squinting up at it. “We aren’t back on Earth, are we?’

The landscape resembled the park they’ d just left—alittle raggeder around the edges, the colorsless
bright, but still beautiful. She glanced over her shoulder. The Gate on this Side was a so golden, but
smdler and plainer. It, too, was guarded by a set of armored knights.

“Perhapsin aland much closer to it than Underhill,” Kory said, considering. “Or perhgpsit is merely
there for decoration. Either way, we will not be herelong.”

“Lead on, Kemosabe.”

After riding for severd hours, through a succession of Gates that led through some eye-poppingly strange
places, Kory called ahalt.

“We are here.” He pointed.
I’ sthe Faire! The old Faire—the one they bulldozed!

For amoment Beth's heart legpt with apang that was not only homesickness, but nostalgia. The best
parts of her young life had been spent at the Faire.

But when she looked again, sheredlized it wasn't her Faire. There was a scatter of brightly-colored tents
and garlanded booths, and banners belled in the soft noontime breeze. But the longer she stared, the less
it looked like the SoCdl Faire, until she couldn’t figure out how she' d ever confused the two.

“It'smagic, isn'tit?’ sheasked. “| mean, even more than usud.”

“Yes” Kory didn't seem completely happy about it. “But we will take no harm here. Should awarrior
meet hisworst enemy at the Goblin Market, he must smile and pass him by. No wegpon may be drawvn
in anger here, no power summoned to bind or harm afoe. Hereisthe place where al worlds meet. Even
yours.”

“I guessthat’ swhy it dl looks so familiar,” Beth joked, trying to conced her unease.



“Donot trustit,” Kory said. “The Goblin Market is. . .” He seemed to be at alossfor words. “Itisa
neutral place. In the human expression, ‘ proceed at your own risk.” If you come here, they fed you have
accepted therisk.”

“Gotcha,” Beth said. “Lead on.” Sheforced asmile, feigning aconfidence she did not fed.

They entered the Market between two black-and-white striped posts—about eighteen feet tall and
dender and straight as teenaged tel ephone poles. Kory turned Mach Five sharply |eft, riding dong the
edge of thefair until he reached what was obvioudy aparking lot of sorts. There were lines of hitching
posts right out of the Old West, but the things hitched to them were anything but ordinary.

There were horses, both in the usua range of colorsand in al the colors of the rainbow. Some she
recognized as e vensteeds, others were ordinary horses, and some of them were neither one, but
something ese entirely in ahorse’' s shape. But that wasn't the extent of the livestock. There were giant
ostriches. Bridled lizards that hissed and snapped as the two of them passed. Even a hippogriff—half
horse, hdf eegle.

Motorcycles. Bicycles. Hovercraft that |ooked like they’ d been assembled by amad Victorian inventor.
A genuine antique Modd A flivver painted aglaring yellow. A classic VW Beetle with an iridescent paint
job. It flashed its headlights at them, but Beth was dready staring past it, at a brass bed with ornate
bed-knobs, complete down to the patchwork quilt and lace-trimmed pillows, that hovered severd inches
off the ground.

“I guess people come herefrom all over,” Beth said in astrained voice. Next to the brass bed was a
carousdl horse that turned its head to watch them as they passed. Beyond it was agreen tiger with purple
stripes wearing asaddle and a glittering rhinestone collar.

“From everywhere thereis,” Kory answered. Beth was cheered to redlize that he was staring just as hard
asshewas. “ And from some placesthere aren't.”

They found an empty post asafe distance from some of the more irritable mounts, and dismounted. The
elvensteeds would stay unless summoned, and were more than capable of defending themsalves.

“Hi, there. Need aguide?’

Beth stared. She waslooking at afox. A talking, five-foot-tal, cartoon-style fox. It was wearing ared
James Dean jacket. Around its neck was agold collar with agold tag dangling from it. Engraved on the
tag werethe letters“FX.”

“ Special effect” ? Oh, yeah. . ..
It swished itstail, and Beth blinked again. Not tal. Tails. Three of them, infact.

“Allow meto introduce mysdlf,” the creature said, with a deep sweeping bow. “ | am Foxtrot-X-ray. But
you can cal me Fox. Or you can cal me handsome. Or you can cal me adorable. Just call me, beautiful

|w!”
“Uh, hi,” Beth said, smiling in spite of hersdlf. “Come here often?’

Kory had cometo her sde and was regarding Fox warily. Fox grinned, exposing a mouthful of gleaming
teeth. “Hey, pretty lady, are you doubting my expertise?’



“No,” Kory answered bluntly. “Only your sincerity.”

“I'm hurt,” Fox said, though he didn’t sound it. “But if you' |l pardon mefor mentioning it, Seur Sidhe, it's
plainto seethat thisisyour first time at our lovely fair, and | thought you might like alittle help. No
offense”

“And you would offer usthishelp freely?” Kory asked.

“Naw-w-w . . . but | figure, high-classfolks like you, you might have alittle something to make it worth
my while. And | know where everything is. Y ou could spend days wandering around here by
yoursaves”

“Wedon't—" Kory began. Beth put ahand on hisarm. Hadn't Riasaid to consult experts? If this
creature was on the level, he could save them from spending alot of time here, and Beth had the feding
that the lesstime they spent at the Fair, the better.

“| suppose you have references?’ Beth asked.

“Absolutely!” Out of nowhere Fox produced alarge parchment scroll tied with abright red ribbon. He
yanked the ribbon free, and the scroll unrolled.

Andunrolled. . .
Andunrolled. . ..

Beth walked over and peered down &t it. It was covered in writing from many different hands, some of
them evenin English.

“Much have | travel’d in the realms of gold/And many goodly states and kingdoms seen;/Round
many western islands have | been/Which bardsin fealty to Apollo hold.—J. Keats.” Sheread.

“ He' s the best there is at what he does, even if what he does sometimesisn’'t very nice—W.
Logan.” “ Down these mean streets a man must go who is not himself mean.—R. Chandler.”

“Ri-i-i-ight,” Beth said, ghing. “C mon, Kory.”

“No, wait!” Fox yeped, jumping in front of them. The scroll vanished. “I’' m one of the good guys! And
you—you're those folks that saved the Sun-Descending Nexus, aren’'t you?’

Therewas ahissasKory’s sword cleared its scabbard.

“Who asks?’ the even knight demanded in alow dangerous voice. Beth stared at him. Hadn't he said it
was dangerousto draw sted at the fair?

Fox jumped back in terror or agood imitation, earsflat and eyeswide. “I’ ve got friends—in the World
Above. Friends of yours, too.” He held his hands wide in a gesture of harmlessness.

“Names,” Kory said, hisblade il pointed at Fox’ sthroat.

“Keghvin Silverhair—wdl, he' snot redly afriend of mine, but | do know somebody who knows him.
Tannim. Y ou know—nheraces cars a Elfhame Fairgrove?

The names meant nothing to Beth, but they seemed to mean something to Kory. He sheathed his sword
again and held out his hand. “ The references again.”

Thistime, Fox produced, not ascroll, but a perfectly mundane envel ope, with thelogo of aHoliday Inn



onit. Kory opened the envelope and withdrew a single sheet of paper. Beth read over his shoulder.
“To whom it may concern: Fox is okay. —Tannim.”

The wordsflared bright with magic, and dowly vanished from the page. Kory handed the paper and the
envelope back to Fox.

“Very wdl. But | know your kind, kitsune. Thefox kin aretrickstersdl,” Kory said sternly.
“Y eah, but me, | got a soft spot in my heart for suckers,” Fox snickered. “And you did say you'd pay.”

Kitsune were Japanese fox-spirits, tricksters like Coyote or Raven. But the pranks they played were
often harmless, and there were legends of them hel ping people in need, or so Beth had read.

“I said no such—" Kory stopped himsdlf. “What do you want?’

Fox drew himsdlf up with an daborate display of unconcern. “Wdll, | couldn’t help noticing when you
rodein that you’ ve got somefinetrade itemswith you. Like. . . chocolate?” The kitsune licked its chops
with along pink tongue. “ There sthisgirl | know. She'sjust crazy about chocolate, and | kind of
thought . . .” Helooked hopeful and abashed dl at once, black-tipped ears swiveling out to the side.
Beth wondered if that fur was as soft asit looked.

“If we give you chocolate, will you take us where we need—where we want to go?’ Beth asked,
catching hersdf just in time. One lesson that had stuck with her from al her fairy-tale reading was that the
Fair Folk could be asliteral-minded as any computer, and positively reveled in the chance to lead you
into disaster by doing exactly what you said.

“Hey, pretty lady, | told you: I’m on the side of the angels. Give me chocolate, and I'm yoursto
command!” Fox said eagerly.

Beth turned back to Bredana and fumbled with the buckle on the saddlebag, reaching inside and pulling
out one of the big Hershey bars. They’ d brought smaller ones, but it didn’t pay to be stingy. Shetossed it
to Fox, who examined it carefully, held it under hisnose asif it were afine cigar, and then tucked it away
ingde hisjacket, regarding her brightly.

“We need to find an information specidist,” she said carefully. “ Someone with alot of accessand
resources, who can do research on aproject of ours and come up with answers. Trustworthy and
reliableaplus”

“Wo0-hoo!” Fox said. “Y ou don’'t want much, do you? A research geek who stays bought. |
might—might!—know someone likethat.”

“We don't care what you know,” Kory interrupted. “Y ou offered to guide us through the fair to where
information about such aperson can be found.”

“O-kay, Migter Spock—meaning no offense, milord—" How Fox could grovel and look impudent at the
same time was amystery to Beth, but somehow the kitsune managed it. “If that’ swhat you want, that’s
what you get.” He bowed eaborately again, hand over his heart, tails lashing. “ Follow me.”

They followed Fox into the Fair, past alarge sign that read “No Violence Beyond This Point.” That
explained why Kory had been ableto get away with drawing his sword in the parking lot, at least.

The Market wasaswirl of distraction and color. Beth held tight to Kory’ s hand, fearing to lose him in the
crowds. Thiswas't like Elfland, where, weird asit was, everything seemed to be drawn from the same



basic set of givens. The Sidhe were fond of experimenting with their forms, changing shape and size and
color to suit amomentary whim, but here, athousand totally-different redlities rubbed shoulders. She saw
men in medieva armor as eaborate as Kory's, and othersin what she could only think of as
gpace-armor, with blasters at their sdes. There were anthropomorphic animals, things that looked like
they’ d walked right out of the Cantinascene of Sar Wars, creatures whose bodies had the bright
flatness of two--dimensiond cartoons, and others that seemed to be humans (dressed in everything from
feathersto blue jeans), or robots, and some who were both, like the woman whose body seemed to be
made of golden rings, the feature ess face dominated by a glowing turquoise bar where the eyes should
have been. She moved with the grace of adancer, and Beth craned her head to watch until she
disappeared from sight.

But the fair-goers, exotic asthey were, paled to normalcy beside the sdls of the vendors and the wares
they sold. Half the stuff was so weird she couldn’t even imagine what it was, other wareswere o prosaic
it was somehow an even greater shock—Iike the bookstall displaying a collection of paperbacks that
wouldn’'t have been out of place on the shelves of any Barnes & Noble. The air wasfilled with
smells—cooking food, fresh fruit, perfume, incense, wood smoke—and she heard scraps of music
ranging from medieva to heavy metd.

Meanwhile, Fox led them on atwisting trail among the booths. To cdl their progress |abyrinthine would
be agraveinsult to labyrinths everywhere. Shelost al sense of direction after thefirst few turns, and
could no longer tell where they werein relation to where they’ d | eft the elvensteeds.

It was al too much. Beth clutched tighter at Kory’ s hand, feding afamiliar sense of vertigo and panic
begin to overwhelm her. Everything was closing in, crushing her. . ..

No! Beth Kentraine, you are stronger than that! You’ ve shopped at Macy’ s during the Christmas
rush, by the Gods. You are not going to be gotten the better of by one lousy interdimensional
Bazaar of the Bizarre!

Shetook a deep breath and held it, willing the panic to fade. Fox appeared at her sde, looking worried.
“You okay?’ he asked anxioudly.

Kory stopped, looking at her questioningly. She could seefear in his eyes—whether for her, or of the
Fair, or both, shewasn't sure. Beth let her held breath out dowly, willing calm.

“It' salittlemuch,” she said, and was pleased that her voice was steady.

“There sno place like this place anywhere near this place, so this place must be the place,” Fox
answered gaily. “ Chin up, pretty lady. We re dmost there. And you look like you could use adrink.”

“A good giff one,” Beth muttered to hersdlf.

They’ d been moving in toward the center of the Fair, where tents replaced the booths and were mixed
with more permanent structures.

“Up ahead,” Fox said, pointing.

Surfeited with wonders, and used as she was to the Under-hill habit of co-opting bits of the World
Above and turning them to their own uses, she still wasn't prepared for what she saw when she looked
where Fox was pointing. At the end of the lane was alarge stucco building inaMoorish style. Its
wooden double doors were studded with large square hobnails, and over the door was a blue neon sign
that said “Rick’ s Cafe Americain.”



It looked exactly like the Warner's set.

“Everybody goesto Rick’s,” she and Fox said in chorus. Helooked hurt, asif she'd stepped on his
punch-line,

“Casablanca used to be one of my favorite movies,” Beth said darkly. Humphrey Bogart, where are
you when we need you?

“Hey, | didn't designit,” Fox protested. “But thisiswhat you guys said you wanted.”
“A placeto find the specidist we need?’ Kory asked suspicioudly.

“Rick knows everything that happens at the Market, and alot of other places, too,” Fox said. “He'll
know where you can find this researcher—or someone e se there will.”

Beth looked at Kory and shrugged. She guessed a bar was as good a place as any to start looking,
especidly when you weren't quite sure what you were looking for.

Asthey watched, the doors opened, and alarge white rabbit stepped out, blinking at the daylight. He
was wearing an €l aborate waistcoat, with an ornate watch chain hooked across the front. He pulled a
large gold watch from his pocket and gazed at it, then hurried off muttering to himsdlf.

“Comeon,” Beth said.

“Uh-uh. Thisiswherel leaveyou,” Fox answered. “I’'mnot . . . well, let’ ssay that Rick would prefer |
didn’t comeingde after what happened the last time. Y ou know how it is”

“Theletters of trangt are hidden in Sam’spiano,” Beth said cryptically.
“And Rosebud was hisded,” Fox answered, mixing movieswith gleeful relish. “Well, see you around.”
“Besureof that, if you'veled usastray,” Kory answered.

Fox vanished with a pop, like a soap bubblein acartoon. A moment later, just his head regppeared,
floating in midair like afanciful baloon. “And don’t say | didn’'t warn you,” it said, and vanished.

“Although hedidn’t,” Kory footnoted. “Though the Market itsdlf iswarning enough, | think.”

“I thought | told you not to say that!” Fox reappeared, shaking afinger a them warningly and vanishing
aganingantly.

Beth shook her head, sighing. “Iseverything herelikehim?’ | don’t think | can deal with Life As
Stcom.

“We'll see, won't we?” Kory answered. He took her hand once more, and the two of them walked up
to the door.

It took amoment for Beth’s eyes to adjust to the gloom, but once she did, they widened. Theinside had
no connection to the tumble-down exterior, nor to the movie Casablanca. It was severd times larger
than the outside, for onething. For another, it looked like the unnaturd liaison of an MGM musica and a
Turkish borddlo.

The centrd areadirectly ahead wasfilled with smal round tables swathed in immaculate white linen, most
of them occu-pied. Beyond them was a dance floor that looked asif it had been carved from one giant
dab of blue goldstone. Its surface glittered like agtarfield, and behind it sood a bandstand with an



old-fashioned stand mike and a glistening white piano. To theright, thewall was lined with a series of
curtained acoves, their gold draperies shimmering. Some of the curtains were drawn back—Beth
couldn’t see the occupants very well, but she could see glowing eyesin avariety of colors—and
arrangements—and pulled her gaze quickly away.

To her left was the bar—along glowing sweep of something that |ooked like purple mahogany. Behind it
stood the barkeep, in white dinner jacket and black bow tie, rubbing the surface with an immaculate
polishing cloth. He looked just like Humphrey Bogart—if Humphrey Bogart had bright blue skin, long
pointed ears and a ponytail.

“That must be Rick,” Kory said. Beth nodded. Okay, it’s official. I’ ve sprained my Sense of Wonder.

Asthey stood there, two men passed them, leaving. One was huge, muscled like Arnold
Schwarzenegger. He had bright red hair and a beard, and was dressed in bearskins and along red cloak.
His companion barely cameto his elbow, as small and dender asthe other was huge, and dressed dl in
gray, down to his hooded cloak.

“| told you we shouldn’t have come here, little man,” Redbeard said.

“Ah, wher€ syour sense of adventure? Even abarbarian like you—" the rest of Greycloak’ srgjoinder
waslost asthey exited.

Funny. Those guys look almost familiar. . . .

“Comeon,” Kory said. He led Beth to the bar, where they found seats between a red-headed woman
carrying asword and dressed in abikini that seemed to be made entirely out of silver disks and a six-foot
ferret wearing agold collar and drinking tealin the Russian style.

“What' |l you have?’ Rick gpproached them.
“Water,” Kory answered, pushing agold coin across the gleaming wood.
“Lemonade,” Beth said. “ And information.”

“Ah. Drink I’'ve dways got.” The barkeep brought two tall glasses and a black bottle from benegath the
bar, making the coins vanish a the same time. He poured both glasses full—but while Kory’ s glasswas
full of clear till weter, Beth’ swasfilled with lemonade, diced lemons, andice.

“Neat trick,” she said.

“It passesthetime,” Rick said, smiling Bogi€' s crooked smile. Histeeth were long and white and very
pointed. “Oh, by theway. A friend left thisfor you. Said you' d be wanting it.”

Beth stared at the blue ceramic ashtray for aminute before the penny dropped. She giggled. “Fox didn't
lead usa-dtray. Heled usto an ashtray. . . .” Incorrigible punster: do not incorrige.

She missed thellittle critter dready. Almogt.
“And information?’ Kory asked.

“Wéll, now, that depends,” Rick drawled. “On who's asking, and what for. Don’'t believe everything
you' ve heard about this place.”

“Whét | heard isthat here we might be able to find aresearch specidist. We arelooking for information.”



“If you can't find it in an Elfhame, that must be someinformation,” Rick said. “Well, thisisthe Cafe
Americain. Y ou may find what you' relooking for. ’ Scuse me.” He moved quickly down the bar toward
anew customer.

Beth picked up her lemonade. Frost was forming on the glass. She sipped. Tart and sweet, not too much
sugar, just theway sheliked it. “1 wonder what he' d have doneif | asked for coffee?’ she asked idly.

“Brought you acup,” Kory said. “Or if you had asked for Coca-Cola, or the Red Wine of Hengist, or
ambrosia, or human blood. The laws of other reslms do not apply here.”

“Um,” Beth said. An anarchist’ s paradise—no law but your own common sense. But freedom was a
double-edged sword. If you could do anything you wanted, you could manage to get yoursdlf into real
trouble, too, with no one and nothing to get you out.

Several musicians had moved onto the stage and were setting up their instruments—a full-sized concert
harp, acello, violins, and aflute. They were dl dressed in the height of 17th-century fashion, inlace, pink
satin, and powdered wigs, but not one of them was human. There was a badger, afrog, something that
looked more like an owl than not—although it had hands and fingers—a sheep, and some others whose
species she couldn’t place from what she saw. Once everything was arranged, they began to play. The
music matched their garb, stately and baroque. Severd couples got up from their tables and moved onto
the dancefloor.

Rick didn't look like he was coming back their way any time soon. “Why don’t we go get one of the
tables?’ Beth suggested. “I’ d kind of like to watch the floor show.” She picked up her glass.

* % %

The entertainment at Rick’ swas certainly eclectic. The chamber-music group was followed by a
black-leather-garbed crooner doing vintage rockabilly, but in alanguage Beth didn’t know. Hisface was
long and lupine—not quite awalf, but not human either. More like a B-movie werewolf than anything
else, Beth decided.

“Youthefolkslookin' for hep?’

The speaker had dipped into avacant chair while Beth was watching the stage. She looked—though by
now Beth doubted anything here was exactly what it ssemed—Iike ateenaged girl, and though it was
hard to hear beneath the music, Beth thought she spoke English with a pronounced American accent. She
had fire-engine-red hair with aslver streak in the front; it hung in an unkempt shoulder-length mop, and
her eyeswere the bright foil-green of Christmas paper. She was wearing awhite T-shirt, ablack ves,
Levis, and motorcycle boots with spurs. Strapped to one leg was a battered and clangingly futuristic
firearm.

“We relooking for information,” Kory answered warily.

“Samedif.” Thegirl agnded awaitress, who hurried over and set adrink in front of the girl. Thedrink
was pink, with a paper parasol stuck in thetop, and it smoked. The waitress hovered pointedly until
Kory handed over another gold coin.

“So. Why don’ chatdl mealittle about yourselves?” The girl picked up her drink—she was wearing
white lesther driving gloves—and spped daintily, wincing. “ This stuff’ Il kill you.”

“I am Sieur Korendil of Elfhame Misthold, and thisismy lady, Beth Kentraine.”

“Pleased ta. Y ou can cal me Cho-cho. What kind of information?’



“Canyou hdp usfind it?" Beth asked.
“Depends. Y ou're Seleighe Court, right? 1 don’t do business with the other guys.”
“Would you believe usif we said we were? If we were of the Dark Court, we'd lie,” Kory pointed out.

“You lieto me, buster, and you don't get achanceto do it twice,” Cho-cho said. “1 got connections.”
For amoment she seemed to shimmer, and Beth felt aflash of cold, asif someone had opened the door
to awalk-in freezer. “But we' |l take that asa‘yes’” Now. Here sthe giggy. Y ou tell me what you want,
the more details the better, and | tell you if | can supply it. Then we argue about the price.”

“Fair enough, Mistress Cho-cho,” Kory answered. “ Beth?’

Beth took a deep breath. Telling Riaher problem had been hard enough, but telling thistotal stranger was
downright embarrassng.

“Kory and | want to have a baby together. More than one, actualy.”
“Mazed tov,” Cho-cho said, sipping her drink. “ There s more?’

“It takes magic. But the only methodswe' ve been abletofind are. . . Unsdeighe,” Beth said ddlicately.
“We relooking for another way. So we need help. Research help.”

“Huh. Y ou wannafind something out, ask alibrarian. Or somebody with alibrary.” Cho-cho smiled, asif
at aprivate joke.

“Do you know someone possessing such resources who would be willing to help us?’ Kory asked.

“Y ou need another drink,” Cho-cho said. She sgnaded the waitress and turned away from them to watch
the stage.

A waitress brought their drinks. The wolf-boy |eft the stage, to be replaced by atorch singer and her
accompanist. The snger was wheded out onto the stagein alarge crystd fishbowl, her sivery tail glinting
in the housdlights. Her accompanist was a satyr—Chippendal es dancer above, goat below. Hishorns
were gilded, and his eyeswere elaborately painted in the Egyptian style. The mermaid reached out of her
bowl to grasp the mike and began to sing: *“ Stormy Westher.”

Cho-cho sat through amedley of Cole Porter hitsin silence. Finally she turned back to them.

“l got alineonaguy,” shesad. “If he don't know it, he can find it. Whether he'Il help, that' s between
you and him, but he’ s got akind of soft spot for humans with problems, and he' s on the side of the
angels, more or less. What you pay medon’t cover what you' Il owe him. | can tell you whereto find him,
thet'sdl.”

Beth glanced a Kory. Hisface was unreadable.

Wasthisagood idea? A stranger who could help, but might not? On the other hand, she didn’t see
anyone d<elining up to help them. She nodded ever so dightly.

“And your pricefor thisinformation—nhis name and hislocation both?’ Kory asked.
“What've you got?’ Cho-cho asked with interest.
“Gold?’



She snorted. 1 can make that mysdlf.”
“Coffee?’
“I look like awire-head to you, Mister Korendil?’

Kory shrugged. Neither of them knew what a“wire-head” might be, but it seemed to eliminate coffee as
abargaining chip. “1 takeit then that you would find neither chocolate nor Coca-Cola suitable either?’

For amoment shelooked wistful, then shook her head firmly. “Can’'t use’em.”
“Y ou must have something in mind,” Beth sad, playing ahunch.

“Sure. Dependson if your friend’ Il go for it, though.”

Kory regarded the girl inquiringly.

“ Safe passage through the even lands.”

So it all comes down to “ Letters of Transit” in the end, Beth thought wryly. Shewasn't sure how big
aded that was, and Kory’ sface gave nothing away, but Beth thought he' d twitched, just alittle.

“And | to stand surety for whatever you do there,” Kory said through gritted teeth.

“I don’'t want to do anything there,” Cho-cho said. “All | want . . .” She stopped. “I just want to go
home. They need methere”

“Wherever ‘home  is, there are other avenuesto reach it,” Kory said. “From here, you can go
anywhere”

Cho-cho shook her head. “Y ou know how itis. 'Y ou can’t get there from here ? Believe me, I’ ve tried,
for longer than the two of you have been on this earth, kids. The only clear way isthrough the even
lands. . . and I’ d rather not messwith the Dark Court. We got ahistory, y' see.”

Everybody here seemed to have a history of one kind or another. “ And where is home?’ Beth asked.
Cho-cho grimaced. “ Y ou pay for that info, too, if you redly want it, and | don’t think you can afford it.”
“You ask ahigh pricefor your help,” Kory said.

“Y ou don’'t have anything else | want,” Cho-cho said smply. “Maybe someone e se here wants what you
got. And maybe they don't have anything you want. Y our choice.”

Impasse. The two parties stared across the table at each other, neither willing to givein.

“If I wereto give you aletter of safe conduct—under guard—to my lord, Prince Arvindd of Elfhame
Misthold, you might plead your caseto him. More| will not do. Nor,” Kory added, smiling awaolflike
amile, “can | guarantee hewill hear you, should he know more of you than1.”

There was along pause. Beth held her breeath, afraid that Cho-cho would get up and walk away. “It isn't
much,” the girl grumbled.

“Nor iswhat you offer us. Only hope, no more.”

“Okay,” she sad, putting both hands on the table. “We have aded. Y ou don’'t mind if | get the goods up
front, do you?’



“I would expect nothing less,” Kory answered.

Cho-cho snapped her fingers, and an iridescent lizard-maiden with improbable gauzy butterfly wings
came over to the table. She had atray dung around her neck, like the cigarette girlsin old-time
nightclubs. Beth couldn’'t seewhat it held.

“Pen, ink, paper, and sedls,” Cho-cho said.

It must have been an ordinary sort of request, because the lizard-woman produced the objects without
hesitation from among the contents of her tray. Cho-cho pointed, and she set them in front of Kory. He
dipped the pen into the inkwell and wrote: the letters sparkled and seemed to sink into the vellum as he
inscribed them flourishingly. When he was done, he took off his sedl-ring and picked up one of the disks
of wax. He placed it on the paper and touched it with afinger. It softened and glistened, suddenly hot,
and he pressed thering into it until the wax began to harden.

Cho-cho reached for it. Kory didn’t let go.
“Now you.”

Cho-cho sighed. “Okay. Thisguy | know . . . you know anything about dedling with dragons?’

“Areyou surethisistheright place?’ Beth asked, quite along time later.

They were standing inthemiddle of . . . nothing. Grey river mist surrounded them, thick and warm. It
smelled like jasmine. The ground beneath the evensteeds' hooves was covered with thick white sand. It
sparkled whenever the sun broke through the mist above.

It was morning—again. They’ d passed through so many different time zones that Beth wasn't completely

sure how much time had passed. Elves didn’t need deep, of course, but she had the jet-laggy fedling that

it was two million o' clock in the morning. If shefell adeep, Bredanawould seeto it that she didn’t fal off,
but Beth was hoping for areal bed. And soon.

Cho-cho had given them a name—Chinthliss—and drawn them amap. Or more precisdly, she'd drawn
an arrow on amap, but the arrow aways pointed in the direction they needed to go. Ahead of them
stood a Gate. Kory had examined it. It held only one destination, and Kory thought it led directly into the
dragon’slair. Apparently this Chinthlissdidn’t mind being easy to find, and Beth knew enough about the
Underhill way of doing thingsto know that meant he had power—power enough to dedl with any
enemieswho might come cdling.

He a0 seemed to have a sense of humor.

Shelooked at the sign that stood beside the Gate again. It was battered and weathered. Painted oniit in
Englishin big black letterswere thewords. “I’d turn back if | were you. Signed, the Management.”

“Fair enough,” Beth said doud. “But we aren’t going to.”

The Gate itsdlf was huge—two stories high, and wide enough to drive a matched team of semis
through—and solid bronze. The decoration seemed to be more Orientd than anything dse, flowersand
birds and branching trees.

“But we are going to be very careful,” Kory said serioudy. “Dragons are very particular about matters of
etiquette. It would not do to annoy him.”



“Best behavior and company manners,” Beth agreed. She yawned, unableto stifleit.

They dismounted, and led their horses forward past the Sign. There was alarge square red button at
doorbell height at the edge of the frame. Beth was pretty sureit hadn’t been there amoment ago. She
looked closer. There waswriting on it, oneword: enter.

“Press'Enter,’ ” Beth said. Something with thiskind of asense of humor couldn’'t be all bad, could it?

Kory pressed the button. With a shudder that seemed to shake the world, the great bronze doors swung
inward, opening into mist. Kory reached out and took her hand, and dowly they walked forward, leading
the horses.

They werein ahall. Its scale made the doorsthey’ d just come through look petite. The wallswere
ydlow, lined with enormous pillars painted Chinese red, and the floor was black. Burning torchesin
bronze basketslined the walls, their glow amost lost in the chamber’ svast dimensions. The air smelled of
incense. Severd footbdl fields of distance away, along flight of shalow stairsled to acurtained archway.
On each step stood alarge porceain cache pot, each filled with afull-sized flowering tree. They were
completely aone, and nobody seemed to be rushing to welcome them.

“Now what?’ Beth asked in awhisper.

“Now we offer gifts and wait, most respectfully, for that isthe first rule when dealing with dragons.” Kory
turned to Mach Five and opened his saddlebags. He began piling the trade goods they’ d brought on the
floor in front of them. Beth emptied her saddiebags aswell. Four six-packs of Coke, twenty pounds of
Hershey bars, and severd large bags of whole-bean Jamaica Blue Mountain coffee. They looked very
odd stting in the middle of thefloor of adragon’stemple.

“Great Chinthliss,” Kory said after afew moments, “please grace us with your presence. We have
traveled far to seek your wise counsdl.”

The curtains opened, and a dender man stepped out and slowly began to walk down the stairs. He was
wearing an impeccable Armani business suit in adeep rich bronze, and instead of aregular necktie, a
bolo tie around his neck, held closed with abronze jewd at the throat.

Uh-oh. Looks like he’ s sending in the high-priced lawyers.

Asthe man came closer, Beth could see that he had skin the color of old ivory and brilliant amber eyes.

His gleaming black hair was dmost wai st-length, brushed straight back from a high forehead and adeep
widow’ s pesk, and histopaz eyes gleamed from benesth heavy lids. He looked vaguely but not entirely

Orienta. Morelike. . .

A brow like Shakespeare and eyeslike atiger . . . Holy Mother, we're having tea with Fu Manchul!

“Enchanté, madame,” he said, bowing over her hand. His shirt was linen, with French cuffs, and the cuff
links and the dide of the bolo tie both were in the same design: a curled bronze dragon with gleaming
amber eyes. He smdled faintly of burning cinnamon. “How lovely to make the acquai ntance of one so
far”

He turned to Korendil, who inclined his head respectfully. “Lord Chinthliss”
“He s the dragon?’ Beth blurted, unable to stop herself.

Chinthliss regarded her, one eyebrow raised. Though his expression was bland, Beth could swear he was
laughing & her.



“Does my agppearance disgppoint you, fair lady?’ he asked mildly.
“| was expecting someonetaller,” Beth said, startled into bluntness by lack of deep.
“Likethis?’

The man was gone, hisform dissolving like migt. In his place stood adragon. A very big dragon. A
gleaming bronze dragon big enough tofill the entire hall. Histail snaked up the sairs, itstip hidden behind
the curtain, and his mantled wings brushed thewalls. He lowered his heed—it wasthe size of a
bus—down to Beth’ seyeleved, and regarded her with glowing yelow eyes. Tendrils of sseam curled
from hisnogtrils, and Beth could fed heet radiating from him asif from astove.

“Um. . .yeah,” shesaid weskly. “That'll do.”
The dragon bared itsteeth in adraconic grin.

“Excdlent. | would hate to disappoint so fair aguest.” The dragon was gone, and in his place stood the
Oriental gentleman once more. “But you have come along way and are weary from your journey.
Pease. Allow meto offer you the poor comforts of my little house. We can discuss your business after
you have rested.” He snapped hisfingers. Two women appeared, dressed in full kimono. Except for the
fact that they were dightly transparent, they looked asif they’ d just stepped out of a Japanese scroll
painting. “My servantswill seeto your animals.”

The geishatook the elvensteeds' reins and led the horses toward the wall, vanishing before they reached
it.

“Come.” Chinthliss beckoned, smiling.

They followed him back up the long flight of stairs. Beyond the curtain was. . . apaace. High windows
opened onto vidas of exquisite gardens that seemed to stretch into infinity. The walls were covered with
painted murals done with such skill that it was hard to tell wherethe red garden ended and the painted
one began. Beth tried not to gawk.

“I trust you will find these poor accommodationsto your liking,” Chinthliss said, sopping in front of
another set of double doors. These were of sandawood, carved and oiled until they gleamed like gold.
They opened at atouch.

“Thank you,” Beth said. “You'revery kind.”

The dragon smiled. “And now | will leave you. Do not hesitate to summon any of my servantsto seeto
your needs.” He bowed.

Beth stepped insde, Kory following. The suite was decorated with as much lavish ornamentation asthe
rest of the palace, but was obvioudy scaled to human size and needs. There were Western-style couches
and chairs, abookcase filled with books, and at the far end of the room stood an enormous canopy bed.
Golden dragons twined about its ebony posts, and the hangings were dl of scarlet silk embroidered in
gold. In the center of the room stood atable filled with covered dishes. Whatever they contained smelled
wonderful.

“My,” Beth sdid.

“We are safe, for now,” Kory said. His sword and armor had vanished, and he was dressed in more
ordinary clothes. He approached the table and lifted one of the silver covers.



“Hey, look at this” Beth had gone through the doorway to the right of the bed. Shewas standingina
bathroom that any Roman emperor would have killed for. A tub big enough to do lapsin stood in the
middle of the room. “Big enough for two,” she said invitingly, when Kory joined her.

“Yes” Kory put an arm around her. “Why not? It would be churlish of us not to accept what is offered.”
Hewalked over to the tub and touched one of the taps—gold, in the shape of aleaping dolphin. Water
immediately began jetting from it, filling the tub with hot water and perfumed bubbles. “ And then you will
edt and rest,” hesad firmly.

“And after that, busness.”

Beth couldn’t remember the last time she' d dept so well and so deeply. She awoke in the morning—or
at leadt, after long dumber—to the smell of bacon and eggs, and sat up in bed to see more of the
semi-trangparent servants laying the table for bregkfast.

“Good morning,” Kory said, sitting down on the bed beside her. “Did you deep well?’

Elves didn’'t degp—not under normal conditions, at any rate. Moretime for them to get into trouble, Beth
had aways thought, but lately she' d started to wonder what it wasredlly liketo have dl that freetime. It
was amost asif Kory had a secret life, one she couldn’t be any part of.

She yawned and stretched, banishing dl such vague morning thoughts. “ Did you have agood night?’

“Theteawas hot, and the books were entertaining,” Kory answered serioudy. “And | had agreat deal of
timeto think. Dragons are. . . experts at solving the problem we face. He can help us, | think, if hewill.”

“But what will he want for hishelp?’ Beth said. Kory stood, and she sivung her legs over the edge of the
bed. “ That’ sthe real question, isn't it? Whether we can afford to pay?’

“For your happiness—for Maeve s—I will pay any price, but—"

“But some pricesare too high,” Beth finished firmly. Nothing that would endanger the eves, or anyone
esefor that matter. “Well, we' |l see”

One of the nice things about magic was that the food was dways hot, Beth reflected. They were just
finishing—bacon and eggs, blueberry pancakes with real maple syrup, fresh-squeezed orangejuice, herb
tea—when there was a knock at the door. It opened, and instead of one of the little flowerlike geisha, the
travelers were presented with the awesome sight of aRed English Butler infull forma livery.

“Good morning, Lord Korendil, Mistress Bethany. May | trust that you have found everything to your
satisfaction?’ His accent was as English asthe BBC.

“Of course,” Kory said gracioudy. “And we are looking forward to speaking with your master at his
earliest convenience.”

The butler bowed. “I believe Lord Chinthlissisin the conservatory at this hour. If you would careto
accompany meto hisreceiving room, | shal inform him that you are awake.”

Chinthliss s receiving room bore a strong resemblance to the library of an English country gentleman.
There was an Oriental rug on the floor, and the oak-paneled wals were lined in books. A massive desk
with atop carved from asingle dab of green ma achite dominated the area before the windows, which
gave amagnificent view of aforma garden. If the view didn’t match that available from the other



windows, Beth didn't mind. Thiswas magic, after dl.

Asthey had been | €ft to their own devices, she wandered around the room. There were some surprises:
the elaborate stereo system tucked into one corner—

Nakamichi. Nice. | wonder how he runs it down here without el ectricity?

The slver-framed photos on the walls were another thing that didn’t quitefit in with Beth’ snotions of a
feuda draconic sorcerer: most of them were of race-car drivers, and signed.

TannimDrake. . . Brian Smo . . . Doc Bundy . . . Fox mentioned someone named Tannimwas a
friend of Chinthliss. . . can't see Fox driving a race car, somehow.

Shelooked again & the black-haired young man, caught in the act of giving agrinning thumbs-up in front
of hiscar. Thewords*“Fairgrove Test Driver” could be seen on his coverals. She' d heard of Elfhame
Fargrove. | guess Eric and | aren’t the only ones who' ve fallen in with elvish companions.

Hanging near the picture of Tannim was a carved rosewood shrine, its doors standing open. Inside, on a
small purple velvet pillow, sood another incongruousitem: aFord key, with aMustang logo key chain.
Obvioudy thiswas an item the dragon cherished. | don’t suppose I’ll ever find out the story behind all
this.

The door of the study opened, and Chinthliss entered. He was dressed as he had been before, in the
height of Western fashion, and this morning had added a set of lightly-mirrored designer shadesto his
ensemble. Y ou could have dropped him anywhere in Hollywood and not raised asingle eyebrow.

“My young friends. | trust you are now refreshed from your journey?’ He crossed the room and sested
himsdlf behind the vast desk. “ And now, what isit that | can do for you? Please, be frank.”

How can | be Frank when I’ m already Beth? she thought, but while shewould certainly have
answered Fox that way, Chinthliss seemed far too dignified to descend to thelevel of apunning contest.
She and Kory sat on the chairs arranged in front of the desk.

“I— I’'m not sure whereto begin,” Beth said hesitantly. She glanced at Kory. He shrugged minutely.
“I dwaysfind it isbest to begin at the beginning,” Chinthlisstold her.

Begin at the beginning, go on till you get to the end, then stop. Humpty-Dumpty’ sadviceto Alice
echoed through her mind. C'mon, Kentraine. You' ve made harder speeches. Beth took a deep breath
and began.

Haltingly, she explained the whole story—about meeting Kory for thefirst time, her desireto gart a
family with him, about Maeve, and wanting her to grow up with brothers and ssters around her. It
seemed to take along timeto tell, and Beth found herself rambling. Finally she stopped.

“And you, Sieur Korendil?’ the dragon asked. “ Do you concur?’

“All that she saysistrue,” Kory said. A look of wistfulness crossed hisface. “To have children—children
of our own . . . that would be ablessing such as | had never hoped for, before | met Beth. Y et some
pricesaretoo high to pay.”

“Perenor didn’t think s0,” the dragon observed.

“Perenor waswrong,” Kory said flatly. “To create new life, yes. But not at the expense of the suffering



and death of others”

“Agreed,” the dragon said. “And I’'m delighted to tell you that my library does contain the information
you seek.”

“Sodl wehavetodoisgetinsgde,” Beth said.
Chinthlissraised his eyebrows, and said nothing.
He' swaiting for us to offer him something.

Beth thought hard. What could she possibly offer someone of Chinthliss' resources? He didn't need
money, that was for sure, and she doubted there was anything the elves could do for him that he couldn’t
do for himsdif.

She had anidea.
“That' s apretty nice music system you' ve got there.”
Chinthliss preened. “A gift fromafriend.”

“Kind of hard to get CDs here, though, isn't it?” she asked idly. “Oh, well, | guess Amazon can ship just
about anywhere, these days. And there' saways MP3s.”

“Alas” Chinthlisslooked regretful. “| regret to say that even with al my arts, it has so far beenimpossible
for meto get Internet access here. Computers, you see. . .” He shrugged.

Gotcha! Beth crowed slently.

The horse trading began in earnest.

Chinthlissingsted they remain hisguestsfor the rest of the day, but the following morning saw Beth and
Kory on the road once more, headed back for Elfhame Misthold. Without the need to make the sdetrip
to the Goblin Market, the trip home should be rdatively short and uneventful.

“Thisisgreat!” Beth said. “Chinthliss library contains every-thing ever written about cross-species
reproduction—and he'll let us spend as much time there aswe need.”

“Once we have met hisprice,” Kory reminded her. “A computer that works Underhill—how areyou
ever going to deliver such athing?’

“If his Nakamichi worksthere, a computer will, too. Computers are mostly plastic these days, and the
newest models don't need a phone line to hook up to the net.” Beth grinned, sensing victory within her
grasp. “All | need to know iswhere to shop and what to buy. Asfor finding that out . . . I’m going to
consult another expert.”

EIGHT:
IT"SA SATURDAY NIGHT
AT THEWORLD



Just as promised, the elvensteeds returned Eric and Riato the World Above the same day they'd
left—or, rather, very late that same night. Eric had never been so grateful for Lady Day’ s autopilot
abilities: he' d done alot more playing—and -dancing—after the Bardic competition. And it had been a
competition as much as a performance, he’ d found to his chagrin. Adrovid had led dl the performers
back out onto the stage to take their bows before the company—and then presented Eric with the golden
laurel crown.

After that, the evening had been pretty much ablur, though acohol was't to blame for that thistime.
But, as Eric had discovered, ambient magic could have much the same effect. . . .

He barely remembered saying good night to Ria at the door to her Park Avenue apartment, and
remembered nothing at al after that until he awokein his own bed with Sunday morning sun shining down
onhim.

Jumbled unread memories of leaving Lady Day in the parking lot behind the building, of tiptoeing in past
the deeping Hosea and somehow getting his boots off before he flung himself in bed, surfaced ashelay
looking &t the ceiling. He was still wearing his Court clothes, and investigation proved that he'd goneto
bed with both sword and flute.

But it' d been aheckuva party.

Just so long as there isn’t another one any time soon, he thought, stretching. Visits to Underhill are
fine, solong asthey'rejust that . . . visits.

He checked the bedside clock as herolled out of bed: 11:30. Not too bad for the morning after alate
night. He could hear Hosea moving around the apartment. He' d better pull himsalf together so they could
hit up afew of the better gigging sites. There’ d be another audition soon, so Hosea could get a
performer’ slicense of hisown, but not until the middle of Augugt, till acouple of weeks away.

And August means the Sterling Forest Faire will be opening. | wonder if I should make
arrangements to play up there for a couple of weekends? It would be fun to introduce Hosearto the
Rennieworld, and with alittle Bardic magic, some of Eric’s outfits would fit the Appaachian Bard.

Thinking about Bards made Eric remember Dharniel’ s comments last night. He wondered how Hosea
would take to the idea of being taught by Eric—there was alot more about his past he' d have to come
clean with Hosea about, if he did. He wasn't sure how he felt about thet.

| can think about it |ater.

He stripped off his Court clothes, flinging them into the back of the closet, grabbed hisrobe, and headed
for the shower. When he came out afew minutes later, wet and dripping, he felt alot more “ grounded on
the Earth plane,” as Beth’ sfriend Kit aways used to say.

“Morning,” Hosea said, as Eric wandered into the kitchen. “Must’ ve been a pretty fine party last night.”
Heheld out Eric’ slaurd garland.

“Um. .. thanks.” Erictook it. The leaves were made of pure gold, twined with asilver ribbon on which
elvish letters burned with blue fire. Not your ordinary sort of party favor.

How do | explain this? How do | explain any of this? Suppose Hosea doesn’t want me for a
teacher?

He tucked the crown under one arm awkwardly.



“There's coffee brewing. Looks like you could use a cup. Oh, and someone named Margot came by and
dropped off something for you. Lookslike aletter.”

Although with Margot one can never be sure. Eric cracked wise, if only to himself. He' d been Overhill
long enough now to have gotten back his coffee habits—and had aready needed the caffeine more than
once. “I'll look at it after | get dressed,” he said, and made aless-than-graceful exit from the
conversation.

Dressed, caffeinated, and with the last evidence of his Underhill sojourn tucked safely out of sight, Eric
adjourned to the living room, where Hosea was reading a book. He set his cup down on the coffee table
and picked up the envelope.

It said “Eric’ onitin bright purple caligraphic ink, and the envelope was liberdly dusted with spray-on
glitter. Definitely aMargot touch. It wasn't sealed. He opened it and pulled out aglittery violently purple
sheet of paper.

“Cadling the Usud Suspects. Lammas Party Next Saturday! 7:00 till Sanity intercedes! Bring yourself,
bring afriend, bring munchies! Venue: the Basement!”

Every few weeks most of the building’ s tenants got together for asort of informa mixer down in the
building' s basement. While only aminority of Guardian House stenants were Wiccan, the eight festivas
of the Wiccan year fdll approximately 45 days apart, making a convenient schedule for parties.

Eric passed the flyer to Hosea. “ Y ou' re certainly welcome to come—the building ismostly artists, so we
tend to show off our latest work, play alittle music, unwind abit.”

“Sure” Hoseasaid, passing it back. “Be mighty nice to meet afew more of the neighbors.”

* % %

Hard to believe | wasin Elfland just a week ago today, Riathought, staring down at the mound of
work on her desk. All the glamour—in the oldest sense of the word—seemed pretty far avay when she
was staring at the latest pile of paperwork on her desk. And she' d cross-her-heart promised to show up
at aparty Eric’' sfriendswere having at Guardian House later tonight.

Not her usual sort of entertainment; Ria stastes ran more to the thoroughly civilized, such asbalet and
opera. But there was no denying that Eric’ s friends were likely to be an engag-ing crowd . . . and that
Eric wasthe main attraction.

Their relationship was an interesting one . . . doomed, you might say. Eric was athoroughgoing
do-gooder and idedist, believing, like Spider-Man, that with great power came great responsibility. Ria
was more of a pragmatist: stone-cold dead cuts recidivism by 100%.

And they were oppositesin so many other ways, too. She thought Eric wastoo trusting. He thought she
was paranoid. Sheliked amannered, organized life. Eric Banyon wasthe origind free spirit. She thought
that discipline was the most important thing about making your way through life. Eric thought that Love
conquered dl. LlewelCo—abillion-dollar multinationa—was her entirelife. Eric had no ideawhat he
was going to do with hislife once he got out of Juilliard. Ria hobnobbed with presidents and kings. Eric
hung out with eves and street musicians.

Insurmountable. But somehow they were making it work—so long as each of them took care not to step
too far into the other’ slife. But how long could they keep up this balancing act? Eventually Eric would be
done with his schooling, and she' d be done with her work on the East Coast. What then?



You're daydreaming like a schoolgirl, Ria. She sighed, shaking her head, and reached for thefilein
front of her.

The phonerang. Riareached for her desk phone before sheredlized her cdllular wasringing. She'd set it
to roll over cdlsfrom the gpartment. But who could be calling?

“RiaLlewvdlyn.”
“Ria?It' sElizabet.”

Elizabet Winters was the Healer who had saved Ria slife. In mundane life, Elizabet was apsych thergpist
with the LAPD, dedling with crime victims and other trauma cases. She and her gpprentice and adopted
daughter, Kayla Smith, had brought Ria back from coma and insanity in the wake of the battle for
Elfhame Sun-Descending.

“Elizabet!” she said warmly. “How wonderful to hear from you. Areyou in town?’

The other woman chuckled. “No such luck. I’'m stuck behind my desk with an ever burgeoning caseload.
No, I'm caling about Kayla. | wanted to let you know that she' s decided to take you up on your offer. |
think itsfair to warn you that the child till has champagne tastes.”

Rialaughed. “ So she' s decided on a college and amagjor? Where?’

“Columbia,” Elizabet said. “ She got the acceptance | etter last week. They’ ve got agood computer
school. She' s thought the matter over carefully and decided she wantsto train to be aWeb designer.”

“Wadl, she'll never lack for employment,” Riaanswered. More to the point, Web designer was a solitary
profession with odd hours. Though Kayla' s great Gift was Hedling, you couldn’t set yoursdf up asa
free-lance medic without running into legd trouble, and even if Kayla d had the patience, taking amedica
degreeto legitimate her skillswould have been nothing more than a quick trip to early burnout or even
death. A Hedler and Empath needed alot of time aone to process the pain from those she touched.
There were going to be alot of timeswhen she' d really need to get away from people atogether, and
Web designer would be a career where she could tailor both her hours and her interactions with others.

“And certainly | can cover her tuition. Just have the billing office get in touch with me. Which dorm will
shebein?

“Wll, that’ s another thing | wanted to talk to you about.” Elizabet sounded hesitant. “ Columbiadoesn't
redly have alot of sudent housing, and I’'m not realy surel’d be dl that comfortable with Kayla around
acouple of hundred other teenagers. She' sagreat kid, and of course she wrote the book on street
smarts, but | think sometimes that we just tend to forget that she is akid. | was hoping more for a
Stuation where she' d have some adult supervison.”

| think I know where thisis going. Of course Elizabet was right—dropping an Empath into a cauldron
of teenaged angst would be like dropping afirecracker into atank of gas, persondity issuesaside. And
Riaowed both Kaylaand Elizabet so much that anything she could do in return would never be enough.

“I'll be happy to keep an eyeon her,” Riasaid. “I’ ve got a huge apartment that | hardly ever see. I’ll be
glad to have her stay with me.”

Elizabet let out asigh of relief. “1 washoping you'd say that,” she said. “I know that babysitting a
teenager isnobody’sideaof fun...”

“Kayla s hardly your typica teen. And Street-smart or not, she' s never seen anything like New Y ork



before. Here, I'll give you my home address. Just crate her stuff up and ship it when you'reready. I'll be
sure to meet her plane.”

“You'readoll, Rial”

They chatted for afew minutes more about various things, and Ria gave Elizabet the address of her Park
Avenue gpartment—and be damned to the co-op board if they don’t like it; | can always buy the
building! —and severa emergency phone numbers. She a so made a promise that they both knew was
empty: that she'd do her best to keep Elizabet’ s young apprentice out of trouble. Kaylawas drawn to
trouble as the moth to the flame.

What am | getting myself into? Riawondered as she hung up the phone.

What am | getting myself into? Eric wondered, not for the firgt time that week. He still hadn’t been
ableto bring himsdf to mention the idea of becoming Hoseal s mentor to Hoseg; every time he rehearsed
the wordsin his head they ended up sounding arrogant and stupid. But the longer he delayed, the guiltier
hefdt. Tonight. At the party or after. For sure.

They’ d made the rounds of the usual spotsthis afternoon. The take was alittle lower than usua—it was
August, and alot of Gothamites were fleeing the city for cooler climes—but till respectable. Hosea had
ingsted on knocking off early; he had arecipe he wanted to try for the party tonight. He'd called it
“pocket dumplings,” but when he described them, Eric recognized the recipe for Cornish pasties. Makes
sense. Just about everyone from that neck of the woods hailed from the British Isles originally. In
fact, | wouldn’t be surprised if there wasn’'t a Grove tucked away somewhere in those hills . . .

So they’ d gone shopping, and then Hosea had firmly shooed Eric out of the kitchen. “I’ ve seen what a
kitchen looks like once you' re done with it, Mister Bard. Y ou just do your part and eat what | cook.”

Eric had wandered around the living room for awhile, unable to settle. He thought about going for a
walk, but theidea hdd little charm—Manhattan in August was hazy, hot, and humid, and he hated the
thought of leaving his spdll-driven ar conditioning.

| wonder how Jimmie’s doing? He hadn’t seen her in the last couple of weeks; she' d been working on
Friday when they’ d had their get-together. But Paul had told him her schedule, and she should be home
now. He decided to go see her, maybe cadge a cup of tea.

A few minutes later he was standing in front of her door. He knocked gently, and after afew minutes
heard her walking down the hall. She opened the door.

“Eric. How areyou?’ Shetried for asmile and missed. Eric tried to keep from looking as shocked ashe
felt. IJmmie looked like something the cat had dragged in—deep puffy black circles under her golden
eyes, and linesin her face that hadn’t been there amonth earlier.

“I'vecomeat abad time,” hesad.
“No.” She opened the door wider. “Comeonin. Redly.”

He stepped past her, into the hall. It was lined with shelves full of books on every conceivable
subject—Jmmie Y oungblood was a voracious reeder.

In the living room window, an elderly a/c wheezed and thundered, working hard to cool the room. Eric
waked over to it and touched it lightly. He reached out with his power, asking it to remember the days



when it was new. It instantly began to purr quietly, and the temperature dropped appreciably.
Jmmie sghed inrdief. “Thanks. Y ou could make real money doing that.”

“If I ever need asecond job,” Eric said. “But are you surethisisn’t abad time?’ Cause frankly, Scarlett,
you look like hell.”

Jmmie shrugged. “Going from daysto nightsisaways hard, and | haven’t been deeping well. It' snot the
nightmares. That charm you did for me worked fine, and they haven’t come back. I’ ve just got this
feding of impending doom. Every morning | wake up expecting to go into the bathroom and see a
banshee doing laundry in my sink.”

Eric smiled at the feeble joke. Legend held that those who saw a banshee washing her bloody garments
were doomed to die within the fortnight. “But neither Greystone or the House has noticed anything?’

“Nothing,” JImmie answered tiredly. “I’m starting to wonder if I'm turning into one of those cranky old
ladies who goes around prophesying the end of theworld.”

“Not you,” Eric said gdlantly. “ Are you surethereisn’t anything | can do to help? | mean, | know I’'m
not a-Guardian—"

“Youwouldn’t want to be,” Immie interrupted, cutting him off. “Once you get the Call, your life doesn't
bel ong to you any more. Y ou never know where you' re going to be sent, or what you'll have to do. And
it'snot like there’ s an ingtruction manua for being a free-lance occult do-gooder. Sometimes| wish there
was” Shewalked into the kitchen and came back afew moments|ater with two tal glasses clinking with
ice. “Tea. Or as Grandmaused to say, ‘sweet tea.” ”

Eric took his glass and sipped. It was sweet—sweet and cold and delicious, tasting faintly of mint.

“The secret, so shetold me, wasto put the sugar into the hot tea, so it dissolves completely. Then add
the mint, wait for it to cool onitslonesome, and chill. | sure do miss her. She came up North to take care
of uskids after Mamadied, and never sopped complaining about Y ankee ways until the day shedied.”

“Y ou've never said much about your family before,” Eric said.

“That' s because | don't have one anymore—well, outside of Toni and the guys. And you, Eric. You've
been ared friend. I’m glad the House chose you,” she said, Sitting down on the couch beside Eric.

“Me, too,” Eric said. He sipped histea. “Hosea s cooking for the party tonight, and suggested | could be
of the most use by making mysdlf absent.” He hesitated, wondering if he should mention that he might be
taking Hosea on as an gpprentice. “When a Guardian trains their successor . . .” he began.

Hewasinterrupted by ahedthy snort of laughter from Jmmie. “Oh, my! | just wishwedid! But that's
not theway it worksfor us. If we're lucky, we get to meet our successor and pass on the Call in person,
but that' s about it. Usudly it arrives like abolt out of the blue, and then it’ssink or swim time.”

“Doesn’'t sound redlly efficient,” Eric said, probing gently.

Jmmie grinned, savoring a private joke. “Who are we to argue with the Powers that Be sway of doing
business? But serioudly. There sno way to train for thisjob. Y ou can either handleit, or someone else
comes along pretty quick to -replace you, on account of you taking aquick trip on the hurry-up wagon.
Of course, you can spend along time fooling yoursdlf. | was pretty stubborn when my Cal came.
Thought | waslosing my mind. It' sdifferent for everyone. Paul stepped right up like hewasborn to it
when his Cal came—but then, he' d been involved in the occult for years. | was just adumb street cop.”



She drained her glassin several long swallows and set it down on the floor beside the couch. “And | sure
wish | could shake this case of the blue-devils. | even took your advice. . . | did something | sworel’d
never do.”

Eric raised hiseyebrowsinquigtively. Jmmie sghed.

“| tried to get ahold of my brother. All | had was a P.O. box address from about a dozen years back. |
wrotetoit. But he never wrote back. | could use my contacts on the Force, maybe; seeif he'sinsde
somewhere. But | don't really want to rake up old bones at the Job. Y’ know, sometimesit doesn’t seem
likeit when the Post gets going, but there' s nothing a good cop hates more than abad one.”

Eric waited, sensing there was more to say. Buit if there was, Jmmie drew back fromiit.

“Hedidn’t even resign. Just disgppeared when Internd Affairs came caling. Damn near broke Dad’s

And yours, Eric thought, but didn't say so.

“Sowhat’ sthe dedl, Eric?Y ou look like somebody with something on hismind besdes my little
problems.”

“Yuh got me, podnuh,” Eric said. “It'snot redlly aproblem. It'sjust . . . Hosea cameto New Y ork
looking for someoneto train him asaBard. And I’ ve got an awful feding I’'mit.”

“Canyou?’ Jmmie asked, cutting to the chase.

“Yeah, well, technicaly . . . yes. My teacher thinks so, anyway.”

They st in sllencefor afew moments. Eric could dmost hear Immiethinking it over.
“So, don't you like him?’ she asked.

“Surel do,” Eric said quickly, legping to Hosea s defense. “He' sagreat guy. It'sjust thet . . . what if |
screw up?’

He d never been responsible for anyone but himself, not even Maeve. That waswhat it came down to.
Shewas Kory and Beth’s. Not his. Saving the world was one thing (though he wasn't over-confident
about his ahilitiesthere, either, if truth be told), but crises tended to boil up and blow over pretty quickly.
Taking on an apprentice was along-term commitment to another person—and at Juilliard, he' d had
ample chance to see the harm that a bad teacher could do.

“What if you don’t—screw up, | mean?’ Jmmie asked reasonably. “ Spend al your time worrying about
what might happen, and you' Il never get anything done. Good advice. | ought to take it sometime,” she
sad broodingly.

“I’'msureyou’ |l figurethis out eventudly,” Eric said. It sounded like hollow comfort, evento him.
“Maybeit' sal blown over and thisisjust the aftershocks. Meanwhile, why not cometo the party this
evening? Shake off that gloom’ n’ doom feding?’

“I should,” IJmmiesaid. “I will. Wouldn't miss the chance to sample your friend’ s masterwork.”

Sheforced aamile, and the talk turned to other things.



The basement was dready full when Eric and Hosea came down, balancing two large cookie sheets
covered with warm, golden-brown pasties. Alex was there, talking computers with Paul, and Margot and
Caity were spreading a paper tablecloth over the top of the washing machines, converting themto a
makeshift buffet for the evening.

The basement of Guardian House ran the entire length of the building. Part of it waswalled off, forming
the“magicd bunker” that Toni had told Eric about in hisfirst daysin the building, and therewas even an
gpartment down here—a small studio, its only accessto the outside world ahigh narrow strip of
windows dong onewall. No one lived there; it d been vacant since her predecessor’ stime, Toni had told
him once, and was now used for storage.

Eric introduced Hosea to the others. Tatiana—in full war paint and more trailing shawls than |sadora
Duncan—camped and vamped at him, cooing about “big, strong men” until Hosea actualy blushed.
Seeing that, she relented, and went off to get them drinks from the bar-by-courtesy, though asde from a
couple of bottles of wine, there was nothing stronger than fruit punch there.

By thetime Riaarrived, the party wasin full swing. Someone had brought down aboombox, and a
World Music sampler—mostly ignored—vied for attention with the fragmented sounds of various
musicianstrading licks. Thelive music usudly camelater in the evening, when everyone had mellowed out
and finished exchanging gossip and news. Hosed s pasties had vanished early on, but Toni had brought
empafiadas—a Puerto Rican -speciaty—and Paul had brought a couple galons of the Famous Punch (a
mixture of exoatic tropical fruit juices, savory and non-acoholic). Eric had aglassof it in hishand when he
“fet” Riaarrive, and went upgtairsto guide her down.

“Cozy,” she sad, looking around the basement. “ Donein early catacomb?’

Shewaswearing apae gray sk business suit and looked like the well-tailored heroine of an Alfred
Hitchcock movie. She had on apair of green jade earrings that played up the green of her eyes, and her
ice-blonde hair was held back by awide clip of the same materid.

“Think of it asatrendy after-hoursclub,” Eric said cheerfully. “C'mon. I'll get you adrink.”

“I brought my own,” Riasaid, brandishing alarge bottle of whitewine. “After theday I've had, | could
useadrink.”

“Trouble?’ Eric said, leading her over toward the buffet.

“Moreintheline of chickens coming hometo roost. Y ou remember Kayla, Elizabet’ s sudent?’
“How isshe?’ Eric asked.

“Sarting school a Columbiathisfdl. And living with me while she does”

Eric was gartled into laughter. “ The punkette and the Uptown Lady—how’ d you get rooked into that
one?’

Rialooked faintly cross. “Elizabet asked me, asafavor. She doesn’'t want Kaylaliving in the dorm, and
wants somebody loca keeping an eye on her. L.A.’salong way from New Y ork.”

“Andyou'reeected,” Eric sad.

“I volunteered,” Riacorrected him. “But asfor what I’ m going to do with her when | get her here. . .”
She sighed, shrugging. “How bad can it be? But I’ ve got to say, what | know about teenagers you could
engrave on the head of a very smdl pin.”



“Wadl, she’ snot exactly your ordinary teenager,” Eric said, imagining Kaylain Rid s posh uptown
gpartment. Let’s just hope she doesn’t decide to redecorate. “Kayld sagood kid. And like you said:
how bad can it be?’

“I'msurel’ll find out,” Riasaid darkly. “And pretty soon, too: Elizabet’ s going to send her out here as
so0n as she can get a cheap flight so she can settle in and get her shields up to speed.”

Though Los Angeleswas amgjor city, it was far more sprawling than New Y ork was. Manhattan’s
popul ation density would pose specid problemsfor an Empath and Healer.

“Y ou know you can count on mefor help. Babysitting, and so forth.” He expertly pedled the wrapper off
the neck of the bottle and twisted the cork out, pouring a plastic cup haf-full for Ria

“I'll remember that,” Riasaid. “Andif you' re good, | won't tell Kaylathat’swhet you said.”

“Truce!” Eric cried, throwing up hishandsin mock surrender. “Thelast thing | want isto have Punky
Brewster mad & me. C'mon, I’ll introduce you around.”

The tenants were mostly cool—there were only a couple of remarks of the “you're that RiaLlewdlyn?’
sort—and finally Eric steered her over to where Hoseawas.

Hewasleaning againg the wdl, hisbanjo dung across his chest, intently trading riffswith Bill, aguitarist
and sometime member of various Soho bands.

The two of them waited politely until the musicians had finished, then Eric caught Hosea seye. “Hosea,
Bill—I’d like you to meet Ria Llewellyn. She'safriend of mine”

There was amoment as Hoseaand Ria sized each other up, each recognizing the power in the other.
Then Hosea held out his hand.

“How do you do, Miss Llewellyn. Eric' s said abit about you, al good.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Riasaid. “Areyou gtill looking for an apartment?’

“Yes, maam,” Hoseasad. “But at the prices you cityfolk are charging, you' d think | wanted to buy the
place, not just live there”

Even the most run-down studio apartment in a bad Manhattan neighborhood rented for $600-800 a
month, and some Gothamites were paying a couple thousand a month for aplace smaler than Eric’'s
living room.

“I may have asolution, at least atemporary one. LlewdlCo isgoing to be putting up some new low-cost
housing on the Lower East Side as an anchor point for redevelopment of some pretty grungy
neighborhoods. WEe re rel ocating the current tenants, of course, but it’s going to be November or so
-before the building' s actualy condemned. Meanwhile, the placeis standing half empty. I’ d been going to
put in asecurity guard—idle real estate being the devil’ s workshop—but if you' d liketo movein and
keep an eye on the place until werazeit, you' d have aplace to slay—free—and | wouldn’t haveto
worry about squatters moving in and making trouble for the remaining tenants.” She smiled hopefully a
Hosea

Wow. She sure played that one right, Eric thought in admiration. He knew Hoseawouldn’t even
consder taking charity, but Ria d figured out away to offer him afree gpartment that he' d till be paying
for, in asense—and she wasn't lying when she said she' d need someone looking after the place.



Hewatched Hosea carefully turning the offer over in hismind, consdering it from al angles. Findly he
smiled. “That' d be akindness, Miss LIewdlyn. I’ ve been taking up Eric’ s couch for too long aready. |
expect he'd like hisliving room back.”

“It'sno problem,” Eric protested. A guilty twinge reminded him he gtill hadn’t suggested to Hoseathat he
take him on asapupil, and part of him redlized that Hosea having his own place would make that easier.
Emotions between teacher and student could sometimes run high, and it was better not to add that
dynamic to thefact of living under the same roof.

“Why don’t you come down to the office on Monday?’ Riasaid, fishing abusiness card out of her
jacket. “1’ll make sure Anita has the keys, she can run you over there and get you settled in. There should
be enough cast-off furniture there to take care of you, otherwise we can just rent some for afew months.
Y ou don’'t want to be deeping on the floor. I’ ve been there—some of the roaches are big enough to
saddleand ride”

Hosea grinned, tucking the card into his shirt pocket. Unwanted insect life was no problem for aBard—a
few tunes, and the critters tended to go elsewhere. But he only thanked her again for her kindness.

The party broke up around two. Riahad left earlier, pleading a heavy workday on the morrow. Eric and
Hosea stayed to help with clean-up—despite her promiseto attend, Eric hadn’t seen immie
Y oungblood anywhere tonight—and then headed upgtairs.

“Y’know,” Eric said tentatively, once they’ d gotten into the apartment, “there’ s something I’ ve been
meaning to bring up with you, but | didn’t know just what to say.”

Hosea stopped and regarded him placidly. “ Ayah, you' ve been looking as broody as ahen with one
chick for nigh on aweek. Guessit'll be easer now that I'm moving on.”

“It'snot that,” Eric said quickly. “It’s. . . when | went to that party the other week, | got achanceto talk
to my old teacher. | knew you were looking for somebody to train you asaBard, and | thought he might
be able to recommend somebody.”

Hoseawaited, listening intently.
“Hedid. Me”

He saw Hoseawait for the punch line, redize there wasn't one, and consider the matter. “Would you be
willing to do that?” he asked in hisdow mountain drawl. “ * Cause | don’'t think you could pass me the
shining without you waswilling, and | can't think of any way | could pay you back, leastways not for a
long while”

“Don’'t even think about paying me,” Eric said firmly. “Y ou don’t pay thisback. Y ou pay it forward. The
question is, do you want meto teach you, if | can? 1’ ve never done anything like this before.”

The anxiety with which he waited for Hosea to answer surprised Eric. Somewhere between here and
Maeve sNaming Day, it had come to matter to him very much that Hosea think Eric worthy of being his
teacher. He vaued his new friend’ s opinion that much.

Hosea grinned. “Then | guesswe ve got alot to learn together, Mister Bard.” He stuck out his hand.
“Let’'sshakeonit.”

Eric took his new student’ shand. “Done dedl. I'll teach you everything | know, however much that turns
out to be. And | guessI'll belearning alot of things, too.”



Patience isthe first lesson a teacher learns. A memory of Dharniel’ svoice echoed in hismind. “We
can start as soon as you' re settled into your new digs.”

On Monday mornings Eric didn’t have any classes until after noon, and he usudly took advantage of that
fact by deeping late. “Morning person” was not in his job description, and even busking with Hoses,
they generaly skipped the morning rush-hour crowds.

Thismorning was different.

Screams woke him—no, not screams. Scream. The House itsdlf was screaming, asoundless
ar-raid-srenwail of protest. And beyond that, audible to his ears and not his mind, the sound of adoor
damming, over and over.

:Scramble! All units scramble!: he heard Greystone shout in hismind. He lunged out of bed and flung
himsdf into the living room, dawing hishair out of hiseyes.

Hoseawasn't there. The front door was damming itself rhythmicaly and springing open again.
:Greystone!: Eric mind-shouted. There was no answer.

He couldn’'t stop the House' salarms, but he could shut them out with a spell of hisown. He did so
automaticaly, and asit faded to athin wail of protest, he gpported the first clothesthat cameto
mind—the jeans and T-shirt he’ d been wearing last night—and ran for the door. It banged open and
stayed that way as he passed throughit.

Severd of hisfellow tenants were standing in the hal in various states of dress from business suitsto
nudity, al talking agitatedly at once. Most of them seemed to fedl there' d been either an explosion or an
earthquake, unlikely though the latter was for New Y ork. Someone—he didn’t stop to see who—was
holding a broadsword, its blade glowing adeep black-light purple.

Eric lunged down the tairs, barefoot, taking them three at atime. He was heading for the lobby.
Whatever the source of the disturbance was, it was there. He could fed it.

But when he reached the ground floor, al he saw was Hosea, standing there in bewilderment. He had his
duffle bag and his banjo with him.

Of course. He was going to pick up the keys from Ria today.

The wailing was louder here, loud enough to pierce his hush-spell. As Eric reached the lobby, Toni came
charging out of her apartment. She was wearing an apron and carrying abaseball bat.

“Get back inthere!” she shouted behind her a her two boys. The door dammed shut the way Eric’s had.
“What?’ she demanded, staring around wildly, looking for the threet.
“All'l did—" Hosea began.

Footsteps on the stairs behind Eric told him that the other Guardians were coming. Paul had obvioudy
been in the shower when the darm came—hishair was till full of shampoo and he wore nothing other
than aterry-cloth bathrobe. José had been adegp—he was wearing apair of striped pajamas and looked
asconfused as Eric felt. Asfor Immie, she arrived with gun drawn, looking asif she hadn't dept yet.

“All I did—" Hosea began again. He took another step back from the door.



“Enough. Quiet,” Toni said, though not to them. Eric breathed a sigh of rdlief asthe wailing ceased.

-1 dunno, Boss. It’s quiet as church on Sunday out here. Gotta be something inside: Greystone said,
cutting Eric in on hissde of the conversation.

“What' sgoing on?’ Jmmie demanded. The four Guardians seemed to commune silently for amoment.

José ran ahand through his disordered hair. “1’ ve never heard anything like that in my life. It even woke
thelittle ones,” he said, speaking of his beloved parrots.

“Aswel aseveryone dsein the building, Sengtive or no,” Paul said tensdly. “Y ou might have alittle
explaining to do, Toni.”

“What was—or is—it?” Toni demanded, more sharply thistime.
Jmmiedowly lowered her gun. Eric heard the click, loud in the stillness, as she put the safety on.

By now severd of the tenants had reached the first floor. Without seeming even to notice the gathering in
the lobby, they hurried past them and out the front door, to cluster in atight knot on the sidewalk staring
anxioudy back a the building.

“Wall, if that don't beat all,” Hosea said, gazing at the door with surprise. “1t was locked when | tried it
just amoment ago.”

“Locked?’ Jmmiesaid. “It’ s never locked from theinsde.”

The exodus of tenants had ceased and the door had swung closed again. JJmmie walked over to the door
and grasped the handle. It opened easily. She stared at the othersin confusion.

“Try it again,” she said to Hosea, stepping back from the door.

He glanced back at Eric, who nodded.

As Hosea approached the door, they al felt the House tense, asif preparing to give voice again.
“Wait,” Toni said. Hosea stopped, his hand inches from the door. “ You try it,” she said to Eric.

Shrugging, Eric waked over to the door. He hesitated for amoment, stedling himsdlf for the psychic
equivaent of an eectric shock, but there was nothing. The door opened silently and easily. He opened
and closed it severa times. Nothing.

“No one ese had any problem; neither Bard, Guardian, nor civilian. Only thisyoung man,” Paul said.

“I think we' d better find out why,” Toni answered grimly. She glanced out at the cluster of people on the
gdewak.

“Y ou figure out what to tdll them, and with Eric’ s permission, we Il convene acouncil of war a his
place—in, say, about fifteen minutes?’ Paul said.

“Sure. No problem. I'll put up some coffee.” And maybe get my heart started again. “C’mon, Hosea.
No point trying to leave now.”

* * %

The hallway outside the apartment was empty when Eric and Hoseareached it. Eric’sdoor swung open



peremptorily as soon asthey reached the top of the sairs, but, to hisrdlief, stayed till and alowed him to
closeit himsdf. Hedidn't bother to lock it. He' d just had ataste of how very efficient the House' s
Security sysemswere.

“Just the way I’ d want to start aMonday morning,” he said, sghing. Helooked at Hoseawith what he
hoped was areas-suring smile. “1 know you' re going to have to go over it again when the others get
here, but . . . what did you do?’

Hosea looked troubled, and when he spoke his Appalachian drawl was thicker than Eric had ever heard
it. “Nothing | ain’'t done most every other morning. | figured I’ d just take my trgps with me when | went

down to Miss Llewdlyn’s office, and that way | wouldn't have to double back to get them. So | locked

up, same as| aways do, an when | got to the front door, it waslocked. And all of asudden, something

garted hollering in my head.” He shook his head ruefully. “1 hope Miss Hernandez ain't too put out with

me. That woman’ s got atemper on her when she' s bothered, and that’ s the certain truth.”

Eric regarded Hosea, puzzled. He knew the other man was telling the truth—and the whole truth, as he
knew it, at that. Unfortunately, it didn’t answer any of Eric’s questions.

“Why should everyone el se be able to leave and not you? Why thistime and none of the others?’

It was aquestion still unanswered haf an hour later, as Eric, Hosea, and the four Guardians—with
Greystone ligening in from his perch outside the window—gethered in Eric’ sliving room. Toni had given
the other tenants the cover story that there’ d been an explosion in the boiler that provided the building’s
steam hest, but that it was dl taken care of now and the building was perfectly safe. The explanation
would do as long as nobody thought too closely about it, though of course, those who had sensed the
House' sadarm for more or lesswhat it was would have to be told something more. And the six of them
were no closer to the truth than they had been downdtairs.

“So what was different about thistime?’ Jmmie asked Hosea.

The country Bard shook his head in bafflement. “Nothing | know of. | was going to go and get settled in
to my new place, and then come back here to pick up Eric—you know, so we could go busking in the
ubway?’

“Wait aminute,” Jmmiesad dowly. “What ‘ new place ?’

“I'm moving out. MissRia, Eric'sladyfriend, she offered me aplace to hang my hat for afew months,

an—

“That'sit,” Paul sad, interrupting him. “It’sgot to be. It' sthe only thing that’ s changed. Thistime you
weren't just going out for afew hours. Y ou were leaving.”

The six of them looked at each other.
“Wdl, now we know that much,” Toni said sourly. “Not that we know anything at dl.”

“We know that the House doesn’t want Hosearto leave,” Jimmie said dowly. The four Guardians |ooked
at each other. “And we know what that means.”

“Nowedon't,” Eric said. “At least, the two of usdon’t.”

Jmmie and Toni looked at each other, and again Eric had that sense of unspoken communication. After a



long moment, Jmmie answered him.

“Y ou know that the House picksits tenantsfor its own inscrutable reasons. If it wants you, you can stay.
When it doesn’t want you, you go—you have to. But sometimes, it really wants somebody. And when it
does, it encourages them—strongly!—to stay. My guessisthat your friend here wasn't taking the hint.

So it stopped hinting—and yelled.”

“But therearefour of us,” José said, asif continuing adifferent conversation. “ There ve never been more
than four. Why him?Why now?’

The House wants Hosea? As a Guardian? Eric thought blankly. José couldn’t mean anything dlse.

“It'snot asif there sahard-and-fast set of rules about this sort of thing,” Paul offered, looking thoughtful.
“There arefour of us, and aswe know, that’ salot of Guardiansto gather in one place. Why not five?’

“No vacancies?’ Toni suggested. “The placeisfull, Paul. Every apartment’ srented, and they' redl good
people. Who am | supposed to evict?’

“There sthat studio in the basement,” Eric said. “Y ou could clean that out. We' d help.”
“Just adoggone minute, here,” Hoseasaid. “What' sthisal about?’
“I think,” Eric said dowly, “that it’s about you joining the Occult Police. Becoming aGuardian.”

“| can't do that!” Hosea protested. “| ain't a—a—" He groped for theword. “A root doctor likeyou
folks. I got mealittle shine, sure, but I’ m a Bard—Ieastways, I’ m gonna be one as soon as Eric here gets
to training me. Right now | don’'t know much of anything.”

The four Guardians|ooked at each other again.

“Wadll,” Paul said, “it doeslook like you' re going to have the timeto learn whatever it isyou're hereto
learn, my young friend. Because no matter for what purpose the House wantsyou, | truly don't believe
you'll be dlowed to leave until you agreeto stay.”

“ As much sense asthat makes,” Jmmie offered.

“The basement apartment’ s not much, but | can get it cleaned out and painted by the end of the week,”
Toni sad. “Thenit' syours.”

“I don’t want no charity,” Hosea said, looking stubborn. “I’ ve got a place to go to, al ready and waiting
for me. | don’'t haveto stay here.”

Oh, brother! Eric thought. No wonder the House' d had to shout, if that was how Hosea had been
responding to its gentler suggestions.

“Y ou may be stubborn asapig in mud, but | guarantee, this place is stubborner,” Immie sad. “Don't
pick afight you can’'t win, Hosea.”

“Por favor,” José begged. “ For the sake of my little ones. And to spare me another awakening like this
one”

Toni waslooking a Hoseacriticaly. “Well, maybe you' rewrong, Jmmie. Asfar as| cantell, hehasn't
been Cdled.” The others nodded agreement, seeing something Eric couldn’t. “ But the House wants him
to stay. Mr. Songmaker, would you consider doing usdl avery great favor and staying on until we can
get this sorted out? The rent won't be much for that smal astudio, and I’ ve got a certain amount of



latitude in what | charge, anyway. Eric tellsmeyou'll be getting your busking license soon, and | can wait
for the rent until then. Besides, if you do stay, | won't have to wake Jose up any time | need some heavy
lifting done,” she added with agrin.

Hosea dtill hesitated.

“Doit,” Eric said firmly. “I don’t want another wake-up call like that one, either. We need thetimeto
figurethisout.”

“I hate to disgppoint Miss Riathat way,” Hosea said tentatively.
“Shelll survive” Ericsaid. “You aren't irreplaceable there. But it looks like you are here.”

“Wdll . .. okay,” Hoseasaid. “| accept your kind offer, Miss Hernandez. And I'd just like to say that
I’m sorry for putting you good folksto al thistrouble on my account.”

“Don’t mentionit,” Jmmie said, smiling crookedly. “ Battle, murder, and sudden death our specidty. And
I’'m just as glad to know that we aren’t going to have to find out what kind of crissrequires five
Guardianson tap.”

“It' ssettled, then,” Toni said briskly. “C'mon, Hosea. Y ou can help me empty that place out and figure
out whereto stow al that junk.” She got to her feet.

“I guessI’ll go knock on afew doors and reassure our Senditivesthat the Last Trump hasn't blown,”
Paul said, also getting to hisfeet.

Toni and Hosealleft, and in afew moments the others followed.

“Hey, Immie? A word?’ Eric said, as she prepared to follow them out.

Jemima Y oungblood stopped and turned back to Eric, closing the door.
“What's really going on here?’ he asked. “Is Hosea a Guardian now, or what?’

“I wish | knew,” Jmmie said, sounding as puzzled as Eric fdlt. “I've never heard the House darms go off
likethat for anything ese—not even thetime it suckered that child molester into the basement so we
could ded with him quietly, or the time one of our other tenant’s guests found his ritual tools and decided
it'd be fun to conjure up ademon. But . . . you recognized Hosea as—what? afellow Bard?—the first
timeyou laid eyeson him. Well, it sthe samefor us. One Guardian aways knows another. And asfar as
that recognition factor goes, Hoseaisn't a Guardian. | just wish | knew what the House knows that we
don't.”

Yeah. Me, too, Eric thought. “Oh, well. At least he'll be close by for hisBardic training.”

“Look onthe bright side,” Jmmie agreed. She glanced at her watch. “Nine-thirty. And I’m working four
to midnight thismonth. If | don’t get my head down soon I’ m not going to be worth much at dl.”

“You’ d better go on and get some deep, then,” Eric said. He opened the door for her. “Sleep well.”

“Thanks,” Jmmie said. “ And thanksfor convincing your stubborn friend to take the path of least
resstance. I’'m not surprised the House had to yell to get his attention.”

“WEe |l try to avoid that in thefuture,” Eric agreed.
But how? he wondered, long after Immie had | eft.



NINE:
PUT YOUR HAND INSIDE
THE PUPPETHEAD

Bonnie Wing and Kit Duquesne were friends of Beth’ sfrom the old days back in L.A.—Bonniewasa
scriptwriter for animated series, and Kit had been a show runner until decid-ing that the Hollyweird
pressure cooker wasn't for her. By aflukey stroke of luck, a spec script of Kit's had been auctioned
about the time she was deciding to get out, and she' d used the money to put a down payment on a
down-at-heels New Y ork gpartment building that faced Inwood Hill Park. With her lover Bonnie, Kit
had moved back East and started fixing the place up.

Beth, Kory, and Eric had stayed with the two of them last year when Beth and Kory were getting Eric
settled in to his new digs, and Beth had wel comed the opportunity to renew her friendship with the two
women. Beth and Kit—atall regal blonde, equaly adept with ritua blade and rattan sword—had beenin
the same coven back in Los Angeles, and Kit had started another one when she’ d moved back East; Kit
wasthe closest thing to ared-life Rupert Giles of Buffy the Vampire Sayer famethat Beth knew. If
anybody could solve the problem that Chinthliss had set them, it was Kit Dugquesne.

“Beth—and Studly!” Kit stared at them in surprise through the crack in the door. Therewas aréttle of
chains and deadbolts, and then she opened it dl the way. “ Come in—when did you get back?’

“We'rejust intown for aday or so. Weleft Maeve with Kory’ sfamily, but we did bring pictures,” Beth
answered. “Sorry tojust drop in likethis. . . .”

“No! It'sgreat to see you both! I'll put on the tea. Bonni€' s on adeadline, for BattleMages or
Teddybear Bikersfrom Hell or some damn thing. She'll be out in about an hour.”

Kit walked off to the kitchen, leaving them in the large sunny living room for amoment. Two futon
couches were angled to take full advantage of the high windows, and alarge air conditioner wheezed and
rattled asit did battle with the August heat. Hallow, avery large gray tabby, dept atop it, obliviousto the
noise. Two more—atiny black kitten (new since Beth' slast visit) and aregd long-haired white cat
(Mistwraith)—drifted over to ingpect the newcomers. Kory knelt down, and the kitten, taking thisfor an
invitation, promptly swarmed up hisarm and settled itsdf on his shoulder, purring noisily.

“Doyou redly think she can help us?’ Kory asked quietly, straightening up and offering hisfingersto the
kitten on his shoulder, which promptly bit down with an expression of blissful contentment.

“I hope so. | don’t know of any Sidhe with the kind of experience we need,” Beth said.
“And how,” Kory asked her, “will you phrase the question?’

“Taking secrets?’ Kit asked, waking back in carrying atray. “Bonni€’ s been baking—she aways does
when she' s putting off work—and you regp the fruit of her procrastination. Ah, | see you’ ve met Beltane.
Don't et her bully you. Hallow isterrified of her,” she added, indicating the deeping tabby.

She set the tray down on the large handmade coffee table in the center of the room. Mistwraith instantly
hopped up to investigate, and was set on the floor—severa times—by Kit.

Maeve s baby pictures were brought out and admired, herb tea and orange muffins were served and
consumed, and idle chitchat about the building, Bonni€ swork (in addition to her various cartoon gigs,



she aso wrote acomic caled The Elite, which was Sarting to gather afollowing), and various events
mainly of interest to New Y orkers occupied several minutes.

“Now,” Kit said, putting down her empty mug. “What'sthe deal? It can’t be love of the Big Apple that
brings you here twicein three months. Are you and Studly Do-Right here on the lam again?’

Beth smiled. “No, but we do have a problem we need some help with. It' skind of along story.”
Kit sat back on the futon couch. “We ve got dl day.”

Beth looked helplesdy at Kory. Coming here had seemed like such agrest idea, right up until thetime
cameto tdl Kit why she was here. Kory wasright. Figuring out what to say was going to be harder than
she thought.

“We need to buy acomputer system for adragon,” Kory said smply, “and we re not sure what kind will
work in his kingdom. Beth thought you might be able to help.”

Beth'sjaw dropped.
“Uh-huh,” Kit said, poker-faced. There was along pause. “What does a dragon need with a computer?’

“Dragons prize novety and innovation above al things. Also, hewishesto ‘ surf the net,’ ” Kory added,
with the pride of one who has mastered an unfamiliar vocabulary.

Kit looked at Beth. Beth smiled weekly. Somehow, telling the smple truth had not been on her list of
approachesto the problem of getting Kit to help them.

“Joke?’ Kit asked, when it became apparent that Beth wasn't going to say anything.
“Nojoke.” Beth sighed. Infor a penny, in for a pound. . . . “Kory, it might help if you showed her.”

Kory glanced a her, eyebrows raised, then dispelled the glamour that made him look like nothing more
exotic than avery tal human. Beltane purred harder, and Mistwraith jumped up into hislap.

Kit stared at Kory and said nothing—very eoquently—for severa minutes. “Bright Court or Dark?’ she
sadat lagt.

“Bright,” Kory said, sounding faintly miffed.

And that’ s a hell of a first question for someone who ought to never have seen an elf before, Beth

thought.

“That'sdl right, then,” Kit said. “ And you aren't planning to start aWar of the Oaksin Centrd Park, or
anything like that?’

“Why does everyone ask that?” Kory wondered plaintively.

“It'sabook,” Beth explained. “ Severa books, actualy. No, we' re just passing through, Kit, honest.
Most Sidhe don’'t want to have anything to do with New Y ork. There' stoo much Cold Iron here for
them.”

“Uh-huh,” Kit said again, dill in that noncommitta tone. Whether she believed them or not, Beth il
wasn't sure. “ So, you want acomputer that will work in Elfland? 1t won't be cheap, | can tell you that.”

“No problem,” Kory said.



The story of whatever experience it was that had made Kit so ready to believe in eveswould be atae
for another time. Kit didn’'t go into it and Beth was't sure she wanted to ask right now; Kit smply
accepted Kory and moved on to a series of questions about the computer. Beth wasn't sure whether she
was disappointed or not. Over the years, she' d kind of gotten used to people being weirded out by the
ideaof Red Live Elves, and here Kit wastaking it far more camly than she’ d taken the news that Beth
was going to have a baby.

And if Beth had hoped for more dramatics from Bonnie, she was to be disgppointed there as well. When
Bonniefinaly emerged from her office (looking rumpled and distant, most of her mind till obvioudy on
her writing) and saw Kory—who had seen no reason to restore his human-seeming—she barely blinked.
Bonnie was petite and dark, her classic Orienta beauty making her look fragile and innocent. This
impression usudly lingered with new acquaintances until they saw her fight.

“SFX?" Bonnie asked Kit in the shorthand of long partnership.

“Nope. Truegen: Sidhe,” Kit had replied. By now she was surrounded by reference books, in which she
was looking up this and that esoteric factoid.

“More of them?’ Bonnie asked in dishdlief, as though she were talking about tourists or butterflies.
Dearly as Beth would have loved to chase down that remark, she was not to be given the chance.
Bonnie had her workout bag over her shoulder, and was obviously on her way to the dojo. “ Grins.
Bang-boom. Later?’

“Y eah. Gonnatake’em down to see Ray. Deep pocketsfor thisone. Script done?’

“Bang. Boom,” Bonnie said. “Kiss-kiss” Shewaved to Beth. “Late. Toodles.” Explanation ddlivered,
sheléft.

“‘Ray’ 7’ Beth asked, eyebrows raised.

“Friend of mine,” Kit said. “Tenant, too. Knows way more about al this stuff than | do, but that’ s not the
point here. | know enough spelltech and psionicsto figure out that side of it, but | know jack about
computers. Meanwhile, we can decide what to do about dinner. Bon eats out on class nights, so we
don’t haveto wait for her.”

Over dinner preparations, Kit told the two of them alittle more. Ray—Azradl Arcaneif you were being
formal—Ilived on the floor below Kit and Bonnie and built specia-needs computer sysems—and if
Beth'sproject wasn't aspecid-needs system, Kit said, she didn’t know what was. She d inherited him
from the previous owner of the building, and asfar as she knew, he never left his apartment. He wouldn't
be available until afew hours after sundown, Kit explained, so they made spaghetti and garlic breed, in
between bouts of rescuing Halow from Beltane and insuring that Mistwraith -remained awhite cat and
not a tomato-colored one.

Beth found hersdlf relaxing, because now the big secret was out and nobody seemed to care—and Kory
had the Sidhe knack of easy charm, which he exercised in full measure.

“Isthat namefor red?’ Beth said, returning to the subject of their evening' s gppointment following a
luxurious dessert of strawberriesin crémefraiche. Kit had wanted to serve them tiramisu, but the coffee
and chocolate it contained would have been deadly to Kory.



“It'son hisrent checks. And you' re afine oneto talk, Miss
If-1t' s Tuesday-1-Must-Have-A-New-Alias,” Kit teased.

Kit was one of the few people who Beth had kept in touch with following the Griffith Park Massacre,
and one of the few who knew anything about the redl Situation of Beth'slife, though of course Beth had
been careful about what she d told her. Now, she wondered if she' d needed to bother. Kit obvioudy
didn’t boggle a eves. “ That' sdifferent,” Beth said defen-sively. “I didn’'t have achoice.”

“Y egh, sometime you' re going to have to tell me the whole story—the whole story—abouit that. It just
seemsalittletoo X-Files to believe—you know, the government being after witches?’

“Psychics, realy. And you' re afine oneto talk. Y ou don't even blink at seeing Kory, and you think a
government conspiracy istoo weird?’

“Not too weird. Too done-to-death. Y ou’ d think even the government would be bored with conspiracies
by now,” Kit amplified, tossing strawberry hullsfor the catsto chase. “If you want conspiracy theory,
talk to Ray. He sup on dl of them from Gemstone to Trapdoor.”

“Ishe Wiccan?' Beth asked, because Kit spoke asif she knew him well.

“He's. .. eccentric,” Kit said measuringly. “But systems -designers can afford to be. | think he can help
you, and he owes me afavor. Beyond that, there are things that woman was not meant to know. It’slate
enough now. Let mego cal and seeif he saround.”

“Curiouser and curiouser, asAlice said,” Beth commented to Kory when Kit had |eft the room.

“I supposeit is presumptuous to ask sorcerersto be commonplace,” Kory said musingly. “Like Bards,
ther livesarether art.”

“Eric’'snorma,” Beth said, stung by theimplication.

“In Bards, such normalcy is eccentricity beyond compare,” Kory pointed out inarguably. “1 love and
vaue him, but Eric strives for the commonplace as others quest for dreams and far enchantments—much
asif | wereto driveataxi and livein Queens”

“I"d loveto seethat,” Beth muttered under her breath.

“Thedoctor isin,” Kit announced, returning from her cdl. “C 'mon. I'll take you down.”

After what both Kit and Kory had said, Beth thought she was braced for every possible sort of
Earth-plane weirdness—or at least, for the sort of theatrics and eccentricity she'd grown used to from
her New Age acquaintanceship. But Azrad’s bizarrerie was of an entirdly different order.

Therewas akeypad lock affixed to hisdoor in place of the usua sort of key and cylinder lock, and Kit
tapped out aquick nine digits then pushed the door open into darkness. The hdl lightsilluminated along
hallway with floor, walls, and ceiling painted matte black. Kit ushered them in and closed the door behind
her.

“Don’'t mind this. Thelight hurts his eyes, so he keepsthe place pretty dark.” Sheled them down the hdll
and into the living room, which waslit by afaint red glow.

It, too, was painted flat black, making Beth fed asif she werefloating in avast empty space. It was



disorienting, but comforting, too—on aleve far below consciousness, she was aware that nothing could
harm her here. Despite its outré appearance, this was a safe place, agood place.

As her eyes adjusted, she could make out more details of her surroundings, and spared a pang of envy
for Kory's naturd advantages—elf-sight could see everything asplain asif it were broad day. There
were several computers racked againgt the far wall, but all the screens were dark; the green and amber
satuslights giving the only sign that they were powered up. She could make out a sectiona sofa—aso
black—that lined two walls, and the window was covered with heavy blackout drapes, drawn againgt the
mild summer night. Despitethis, the air was cool and fresh—somewhere avery quiet air conditioner and
ozone generator must be running. The only illu-mination came from astrip of red neon that ran dl the way
around the celling.

“Hdlo, Kit. You must be Kory and Beth. Welcome.”

And in all this, he wears dark glasses, Beth thought in disbelief, seeing their host &t last. The sdlf-styled
Azradl Arcane got to hisfeet and came over to them, leaning heavily on a silver-headed cane. He was
indeed wearing dark glasses. square-lensed, faintly antique-looking things, whose lenses appeared
entirely black in the weird scarlet light. He had long straight hair, as pale as Kory’ s—though in the neon it
looked candy-apple red—that fell straight down his back, and was wearing an open-collared Poet Shirt
beneath adark suit of the Earlier Victorian period. He was barefoot. The whole effect was exotic in the
extreme.

He held out his hand for Beth to shake. Seeing the darkness of her skin againgt his, sherealized what the
eccentric lighting was designed to concead—Azradl Arcane was an dbino.

No wonder it's so dark in here. If hisalbinismis acute, he’'s practically blind in strong sunlight.
Well, that explains a lot.

| think.
Maybe.

He shook hands with Kory aswell, who had resumed his human disguise, and motioned them toward the
couch. “ Sit down, please. Kit tells me you need to consult about the specs for a specia needs computer
system. Environment or user?’

“Environment,” Beth said, remembering that Chinthliss could look perfectly human when he chose, and

so would not need something that could be operated by someone the size of asmall aircraft. “What we
redly need isatop of the line, newer than tomorrow system that’ stotally salf-contained. No outside
power source, no hookup to phone lines—" let Chinthlissfigure out hisloca 1SP; that part wasn't her
problem “—and it hasto be stablein . . .” Shefdtered. Just how did you describe the physical conditions
of Underhill without describing Underhill itself?

“In Between-the-Worlds conditions,” Kit supplied smoothly.

“Y ou want to run acomputer in aCircle without interfering with the raised power?” Azrael asked. “Why
not just do your computing after you teke the Circle down?’

“Wecan't,” Bethsaid quickly. “Thisisasort of . . . permanent Circle.” Shelooked a Kory, who
nodded agreement.

Now why didn’t I come up with that explanation earlier? Not that Kit would have bought it for a
New York minute. Elves would have had to come into it somewhere.



But Azradl didn’t seeminclined to pry, taking the explanation—and the parameters—at face vaue.
“Wall, it can be done, of course,” he said, sounding puzzled. “But it will take alot of space, and alot of
money, and it’'ll eat batteries like nobody’ s business. Y our best bet might be asmall gas--powered
generator—"

“This must be done without Cold Iron,” Kory said. “Asmuch aspossible”

Azrad glanced at Kit, and some ungpoken communication passed between them. “ Y ou like achdlenge,”
shereminded him.

“Hm. Well, some of the new Lithium-lon batteries have a pretty long life, or you might want to run it off
solar; the new ones run on what comes through on acloudy day. If you use solar cellsto charge your
LION pack, you can recharge while you' re not using the computer. Isiron-free your only restriction?’

Beth glanced at Kit, who seemed to know where Azragl was going with this and was able to trandate.
“That'sdl. We don't have to worry about planetary influences with the other metals.”

“And priceisno object?” Azradl asked. “We re talking thousands, here. Severa thousands—possibly
severd ten thousands, even waiving my usud exorbitant fees”

Kit looked at them.
“None,” Kory sad firmly. “ And wewill be happy to pay your feesaswell.”

There was enough kenned gold on deposit in aspecia bank account that Elfhame Misthold used for its
World Above purchasesto cover dmost any need, and when funds ran low the elves could aways ken
more gold. There was no fraud involved, for the gold was good—true metal, not faerie gold, to vanish
when the spell dissolved.

“No, thisisafavor to Kit. Okay. If you can give me aday or so to make somecdls, | can giveyou a set
of plansfor the cage, and ashopping list for the computer. Y our best bet is probably to hit up Comdex
next month and pick up something there. Y ou said top of the line?”’

“The newest and most fancy,” Beth said, on secure ground when it came to shopping. “Buit . . . what
cage?’

“A Faraday Cage, of course,” Azradl said. “Named for the magneto-optic effect in which the polarization
plane of an electromagnetic wave isrotated under the influence of amagnetic field pardld to the direction
of propagation.”

Beth blinked, having gotten lost somewhere around * magneto-optic.” Azragl smiled and took pity on her.

“Michael Faraday was a nineteenth-century inventor who discovered that an eectrica discharge, such as
lightning, would flow outside and around ameta cage to go to ground. Thisisthe reason airplanesand
cars can be struck by lightning without harm to the occupants: they’ re atype of Faraday Cage. But when
you build one out of copper or some equivaent neutral conductor and run a current through it, it cancels
out all electromagnetic field energy. Cages of thistype are used to shield delicate e ectronic equipment
from stray EMF fields, and when J. B. Rhine was doing his ESP experiments at Duke University back in
the last century, he discovered that his subjects accuracy tended to skyrocket when they were placed in
aFaraday Cage, leading to the theory that psionics—and, by extension, magic—involves somekind of
manipulation of eectromagnetic or biodectric fields. What this meansfor you isthat the computer’s
magnetic field and sphere of influence will stay insde the cage, and the magical energy will stay outsde
the cage, and never the twain will meet.”



“But won't that kind of insulation keep the computer from connecting with the Internet?” Kit asked.

“Possibly. | couldn’t say for sureunless| saw it up and running in its host environment. The smplest
solution isjust to run a copper ground to your landline, but it might need to be tweaked with. You'll
probably need to run afew tests to see how well your system connects—it will, however, run without
disrupting the magica environment, so long asit’sin the cage and the cageis powered up.”

“Canit redly be so smple?’ Beth marveled.

“Only in the sensethat it can be concelved and described. After that, you' re talking money—Ilarge
cartloads of it, and that’ s where you run into trouble. M ost magicians have more interest in the Greet
Work than in getting rich. Governments commonly have large cartloads of money, but have trouble
attracting competent magicians. Magicisanarchic by itsvery nature—Do What Thou Wilt Shall Be The
Whole Of The Law doesn't get dong very well with beancountersin suits. Any competent tyrant with
any awareness of the Unseen World starts out by restricting accessto it: Hitler didn’t round up al the
Adepts he could get his hands on in the 1930s—from astrologers to Freemasons and everything in
between—just to be mean. He saw them as athreat to his power. Fortunately, these days nobody takes
magic that serioudy. Something to be thankful to the New Age fluffy bunniesfor.”

“Some people do,” Beth said, repressing ashiver.

“Wall, there' s Sun Streak and Stargate and things like that, but those projects seem to be focusing more
on psionicigts, fortunately. So long asthey’ re concentrating on natura Taents, and not on Adepts, they
should lose interest eventudly. And if they do decide we re anuisance, probably al they’ll do ismake
study of the Art illegd. We ve been underground before. We Il survive.”

“Except for the people who get caught,” Beth said tightly.

“That' sright,” Azrael said levelly. “ Except for those who get caught. But I'm sure Kit warned you both
about my hobbyhorse, and | don't think I’ m going to transgress the bounds of hospitality by riding it
tonight. You'll forgiveme, | know.” He smiled at them engagingly, and Beth found hersdlf liking him more
and more.

“I think—in thelong list of people the government islikely to build internment camps for—that occultists
comeway, way down theligt,” Kit said.

Beth and Azradl exchanged glances of wordless disagreement. Both of them thought that Adepts were
much higher on that ligt than Kit seemed to—and when you came right down to it, it didn’t matter if they
were at the top of thelist or the bottom, if they wereonthelist at al.

“Wall, that’ s enough for tonight, ladies and gentleman. I’ ve got placesto surf and people to annoy. |
should have that stuff you need by tomorrow night, and after that, it' sup to you,” Azrael said.

“That seemsfair,” Kory sad.

“Morethan fair. You' ve been agreat help. Areyou surethereisn’t anything we can do in return?’ Beth
asked.

Azrael smiled. “ Surethereis. When you get it up and running, let me know how it works, okay?’

“Wewill,” Beth promised.



After Hosealeft to go and clean out the basement room, Eric paced around the apartment, till edgy.
Therewas no red point in trying to go back to degp—not with the adrenaline surging through his system.
Hefielded acouple of callsfrom friendswho lived in the building—mostly they wanted to compare notes
onwhat he thought had happened. Findly he decided he might aswell get his Stuff together and go on
over to the school. At least at Juilliard, he' d face adifferent kind of annoyance. And maybe he could
shake hisfedling that there was trouble on the horizon—distant still, but surdly coming.

Must’ ve picked that up from Jimmie. But the Guardians are supposed to have some kind of
Distant Early Warning System, and it doesn’t seem to have gone off. Every attack of the blue
megrims doesn’'t have to herald the end of the world— guessit’s true what Freud said:
sometimesa cigar isjust a cigar.

Hewas on hisway out the door when the phonerang again. At first hejust looked &t it, unwilling to
answer it and field yet another set of vague yet apprehensive questions. All the psychicsin the building
knew perfectly well that there hadn’t been trouble with the boiler this morning, but even if he wanted to
tell them the whole truth, hewasn’t surewhat it was. So far, this morning was a tory without an ending.
None of the Guardians, or Eric for that matter, knew why the building wanted Hosea, or for what—and
Eric wasn't sureif the discovery that Guardian House could act independently of the Guardianswasn't
the cregp-worthiest part of the wholething.

After thefourth ring, though, he turned back to answer it. Might aswell do his damage control now as
later.

“Eric?| wasafraid I'd missed you!”

“Bethie?” Shewasn't quite the last person he' d expected to be calling him, but she was certainly inthe
bottom ten. “Where are you? Is everything dl right?’

“We'reat Kit and Bonni€ sup in Inwood. Everything’ sfine, actudly, for achange. Kory and | are off to
Comdex tomorrow to buy a computer system for adragon—we took Ria s advice, and it worked out
great!”

She sounded happy and excited. Beth wasin better spirits than Eric had seen her for quitea
while—morelike the old, pre-everything sdf, bubbly and effervescent.

“Wait—wait—wait—dow down. Y ou' re buying adragon?’

“A computer for adragon,” Beth corrected, laughing. “His name s Chinthliss, and he can help us—Kory
and me—figure out how to have kids. He safriend of someone named Tannim, at Elfhame Fairgrove, he
says—you know, with the race cars? All hewantsis acomputer system that will work Underhill, so he
can surf the net, and Kit' sfriend Azrad figured out how to make it work—all you need is a Faraday
Cage and someredlly big batteries—thisis going to be great!”

Beth was burbling, and well she might, if this Chinthliss had solved the problem of her and Kory’ sfuture
offspring. How had that been Rid sidea? He d have to ask her.

Are you sure you can trust this Chinthliss? Eric wanted to ask, but kept himsdf from asking. She'd
said Kory was with her, and Kory would cut his own throat before he let Beth wander into any perils
Underhill. If thetwo of them had cut aded with thisdragon, Chinthliss must bedl right.

“So where are you going to find this computer?” Eric asked, when Beth ran down alittle.

“Comdex. That big trade show they hold in Las Vegas every September. Kory says hethinksthere'sa



hame there—some of the Seleighe Sidhe took over an Unseleighe casino, if you can believe that, sowe'll
have a Gate right there. And then we bring the stuff back through to Chinthliss' place, and he'll give us
the information we need! He said so! Oh, Goddess, | can't wait to get home and tell Maeve she' sgoing
to have alittle brother or sster!”

Eric smiled, listening to her cheerful prattle. At least things were looking up for someone. Hewasn't quite
sure where that thought came from; his life was doing okay. This thing with Hoseawould work out, he
and Riawere doing fine, and nobody was even trying to kill him lately.

“Wadll, that’ sgreet,” he said, alittle lamely. Beth picked up on histone at once.
“Y ou sound alittle down. Thingsworking out okay at your end?’

“Oh, sure,” Eric said hadtily. “1 just got up way too early thismorning. It looks like Hosea sgoing to be
living here—there’ sastudio gpartment available in the basement, and he' s getting it cleaned out now.
He' s okay with my teaching him, too. I’ m the only one who'sworried about that.”

Beth laughed. “ Banyon, sometimes you worry way too much! Y ou' |l be agreat teacher. Y ou wouldn't
want to contradict Master Dharniel, now, would you?’

“Perish forfend,” Eric said, smiling in spite of himsdlf. He found that deep inside he was actudly looking
forward to the day he could introduce his new student to his old master. “Hey, | hate to cut this short, but
I’ve got classand | don’t want to belate. Y ou guys going to be around this evening? We could get
together, maybe.”

“I wish we could, but Kory and | are going back to Everforest in an hour or so and then out to Lost
Wages, and then from there to Chinthliss' . Come see us when we get back?’

“If I can,” Eric promised.
“Gottarun,” Beth said. “Loveyou!”

“Loveyou, too,” Eric answered. He stared at the phone for along minute after he hung up. Beth’ s good
news ought to have made him fed better, but the strangely unsettled feing he' d had al morning didn’t
want to go away. He hadn’t wanted to burden Beth with his own problems, but ignoring them didn’t
make them go away, either.

Just what did the House want with Hosea.. . . and why?

She d thought she' d been afraid before, but it was nothing to the terror Jeanette felt now, clutching at
Aerune as he rode through the shadows of this unearthly place. She could fed the T-Stroke burning
through her veins, pulling her down into darkness. She fought its effect franticdly. If shelost
consciousness here and fell from Aerun€e s horse, she did not know what would happen to her.

They were no longer on Earth. Somehow she knew that, though there wasllittle she could see. Aerune's
cloak whipped back over her, blinding her, asthe stalion moved from atrot to a canter, and the chill
surrounding her fought with thefirein her blood. She could see afull moon above them, horribly
distorted, and around the horse’ slegs shadowy pale things yel ped and gibbered, leaping into the air to
attack the riders and falling back in defeat.

Then the moon was gonein ablinding flash of light, and they rode across a sun-hammered desert of
cracked clay beneath adark brass-colored sky. Furnace heat struck like ablow, and in the sky above,



black shapes wheeled and screamed.

Then darkness again, and on the horizon, torn by the black peaks of mountains, a distorted, blood-red
aun filling half the sky. The air wasthin here, and Jeanette found hersdf gasping for breath. Her lungs
burned with the need for oxygen, and the sky above was black, filled with unwinking stars.

Then air and light—the foggy dimness of aswamp filled with giant trees festooned with corpse-pae
moss. Aerune' s gtallion splashed and skidded through the dime, and with each step it filled the air with
the stench of rot. She looked down, and saw that the black water was filled with writhing white worms,
each longer than aman. She shut her eyestightly then, and did not open them until a shock of cold told
here that they were again el sawhere,

—An arctic plain, the snow only margindly whiter than the sky overhead. In the distance, avast structure
of black stone, and the sound of a strange high-pitched refrain: Tekeli-li! Tekeli-li!

—Darkness more absol ute than blindness, the only sound the tdlion’ s running hooves.

—Cold again, the galion running faster, dong athin shining bridge only incheswide. Stars above and
below, shining dimly through vells of violet haze. Ahead the bridge ended, and the stdlion gathered itself
to spring, legping out into nothingness. She screamed then, the sound thin and flat asthe world shifted
once more.

The gdlion dowed to awalk.

They werein aforest. It was dark, but thistime the almost-comforting dark of night. Everything waslit by
faint greenish moonlight, though she could see no moon. The treeswere like nothing she' d ever seen:
black and smooth and leafless, looking unpleasantly like polished bone. The ground was covered with a
low white mist that reached to the horse' s knees concedling everything benesth it. She fdt flushed and
nauseated as the drug worked through her, and Jeanette knew she had only afew minutes of
consciousness left. The treeswheded dizzyingly around her, and she could not tell whether that wasan
effect of the drug, or whether they redlly were moving.

When they finally left the forest, Jeanette could see the source of the light. Far in the distance, at thetop
of apeak that rose up out of the center of the bone-wood, stood atall gothic castle, shining with abaeful
moth-green light. Try as she might, she could not seeit clearly; walls and towers seemed to mest at
impossible angles, and it wavered in her Sght like a heat mirage, though the night was damp and cool.
The castle grew tofill the entire world, burning brighter and then blindingly bright.

And then there was nothing at dl.

Consciousness returned in dow stages. For along time she drifted back and forth, aware enough to
know she was awake, but unable to remember why that might be odd. Finally, asingle fact floated to the
front of her mind, pulling avarenesswith it like atrain of boxcars.

She' d taken T-Stroke.
Aerune had kidnapped her.
The T-Stroke hadn't killed her.

Shewas somewherein Elfland.



Aerune scadtle?

Jeanette opened her eyes, rolling over in the same movement and crashing to the floor as shefdl off the
narrow bed she had lain on. The pain completed the process of her awakening, and the last few hours
ettled back firmly into memory. Shelooked around.

She' d been lying on anarrow shelf cut into awall. Shewasin asmal room, much taller than it waswide.
Twelve feet up therewas adoor set into thewall; alatticework of iron bars through which light spilled.
Thewalls and floor were made up of large gray stone blocks, like every dungeon in every movie ever
made. Torches burned in iron brackets on the walls, but the light was white and directionless, too steady
to be coming from the flickering orange flames or the doorway above.

It's like a stage set.

She got to her feet and quickly sat down on the bed, her heart racing with excitement and fear. She'd
gambled and won: by the very fact that she was dive, she knew shewas one of the lucky 10%—she'd
survived her dosing, and now, by rights, she should be able to manifest some sort of paranaturd power.

But what? Shefelt no different. All the test subjects had used their powersinginctively, but she felt no
inginctive pull to do anything out of the ordinary.

What was true was that she was dying. All the subjects who had received T-Stroke had died in amatter
of daysor hours. Shefet asmal thrill of triumph at cheating Aerune of hisvictory by dying, but quickly
difled it, unwilling to look beyond this moment to her own deeth. If Elfland existed, then so must Hell, in
some form or another, and Jeanette knew that Hell was her destiny for what she' d doneinlife. To
distract herself, she resumed her study of her cell and hersdlf.

The clothes she had come here in—jeans, jacket, boots—were gone: she was barefoot, wearing a
deeveless grayish knee-length tunic of some coarse tiff fabric. There were chains and shackles set into
thewalls, and she walked over to inspect them, hefting the fettersin her hands. By rightsthey should have
been black iron, and they were black, but the sheen and smoothnesstold her they were not iron. If
anything she' d read about elves was true, cold iron would burn them like ared-hot poker, so the metal
must not be either iron or stedl. Pewter? Silver? More mysteries. It did explain the absence of her

clothes, however. Everything but the T-shirt had iron in it—the studs on her jacket, the toe caps of her
boots, the hooks and eyelets on her brassiere, even the snaps and rivets on her jeans. All stedl, and thus
taboo in this place—or should be. How much of what she'd read in old books could be trusted, and how
much was sheer fabulation? Trusting anything she thought she knew could befata.

She did know onething for sure and certain, however. Aerune had not brought her here just to lock her
up and leave her to rot. And there was only one thing that made her vauable: her ability to manufacture
T-Stroke.

But what did afaerie lord want with adrug that gave humans psionic powers? Jeanette frowned, puzzled.
Elves had magic powers—she' d certainly seen enough hard evidence of that from Aerune—so she
couldn’t imagine why they’ d need what T-Stroke could do for them. T-Stroke didn’t give anyone magic
powers, anyway; it gave them psionic powers—afine distinction, but area one. While magic could play
cut and paste with the laws of physics, psionics were essentialy bound by them: with psychic powersyou
might be able to read minds or see the future—or heal—but you couldn’t turn lead into gold, raise the
dead, or teach apig to speak English. And while natura psychics might manifest severd different psychic
giftsin varying strengths, her T-Stroke-created Talents only seemed to be able to do one particular thing,
which must make them doubly inferior to an even magiciant—though it was a so true that Aerune had
wanted her test subjects, inferior or not. Back in December he' d been grabbing them before she or



Robert could get to them, though presumably he could do everything they could do and more. She'd
never found out why; she supposed she' d find out now.

She knew she should be more afraid than she was, but al Jeanette felt was numb. Shock, she
thought—that and the certain knowledge that she would die soon whether Aerune tortured her or not.
Death was such afina answer—and however much she feared it, she couldn’t escape it—so why not
embraceit as much as she could?

Because she was too afraid to, that was why.

Just then there was a rattling sound from the doorway above. She looked up, just in timeto seethe
doorway sink mgesticaly downward through the stone like a descending elevator cage, until the opening
was level with thefloor.

Two trolls—they couldn’t be anything else—gazed through the bars at her.

Their smooth shiny skin was the greenish color of tarnished copper, and awave of stench likerotting
frogsrolled into the cell from their presence. They were about five and ahdf feet tdl, dike astwins, and
cartoonishly muscled, with shoulders nearly aswide asthey weretdl, and asamsthat dangled below their
knees. Their faceswere like acaricature of Early Man: flat noses, massive jaws, and heavy bestling
brows from beneath which their eyes glowed with the silvery redness of beasts . Thelong tips of pointed
ears extended for an inch or two above their flat skulls, and dull lank hair the color of old moss began
low on their foreheads and straggled down their backs. They were dressed in a parody of medieva
costume: knee-length chain mail shirts beneath black tabards with a crimson blazon, bronze bracers laced
onto their huge forearms, and shaggy boots that seemed to have been crudely made from
imperfectly-emptied bears. Each of them held a seven-foot billhook in his hand.

One of them reached for something she could not see from insgde the cdll, and the portcullisrose with a
rattle of chains.

“Comeout, littlegirl,” the other said, leering. His voice was low and hoarse, like granite boulders mating.
Histeeth were huge and yellow, like ahorse's, but with long upper and lower fangs. Jeanette could smell
his bregth six feet away. It smelled like rotting meat.

“Biteme,” Jeanette said sullenly. No matter how unnatural they |ooked, they were only another
incarnation of big, stupid street muscle, the sort she’ d dealt with when she ran with the Sinner Saints.
They answered to a master—Aerune—and to show them either fear or deference would be abad
mistake.

Thetroll looked puzzled, trying to decide whether to be angry. He shifted uncertainly, gazing at his
partner.

The other troll walked into the cell. He was not so much tall as massve—must weigh closeto a
thousand pounds—Jeanette estimated. He bowed, holding the billhook to one side and resting the
knuckles of hisfree hand on thefloor.

“Mortd lady. The great prince Aerune requiresthy presence, and we are sent to escort thee into his
presence.” The words were subservient, but his manner wasn't.

The smart ones are always trouble. He made her fed like Elkanah dways had—asif he knew
something she didn't, asif dl the knowledge and power she possessed would be usaless against that
secret wisdom. She got to her feet.



“Okay. Fine. Let’'sgo.”

She stepped past him, out into the corridor. The stone was rough benegth her bare feet, and cold.
Torcheslined thewdls, but again theillumination wasflat and directionless, asif thetorcheswere only a
sort of window dressing, and not the real source of the light. Barred doorways, such asthe one she'd
come through, lined the wdls dl the way to the ceiling. From some of the higher ones, liquid trickled
down thewall, staining the gray stoneto black. There was afaint whiff of latrine, perceptible beyond the
ripe rankness of her guards. Shefelt queasy and ill, asif she were coming down with the flu, but put it
down to acombination of emotiona shock and T-Stroke. She stedled hersdlf againgt showing how she
felt; any show of wesakness could befata, and she sill had to face the main event—Aerune.

The dumb one led the way, and the smart one followed. They went up awinding staircase, the steps
sized for trolls and not humans; Jeanette was aching and breathless by the time they reached the top.
Here the workmanship on the stones of the corridor was finer, the doors of solid wood.

They walked for at least half an hour, seeing no one, asthe corridors dowly changed, becoming more
refined and upscale, until at last Jeanette was walking across smooth mosaic floors between walls of
carved dabaster hung with tapestries. Shefelt less sick now, though al around her there was the same
sort of waiting tension that heralded the storm. There were guards here and there dong the way—elven
knights, thistime, not trolls, wearing €laborate jeweled armor and holding long silver pikes. At the end of
one corridor, her captors stopped before apair of them. The elves faceswere invisible within their
helmets, but she could see the faint red spark of eyes deep within the shadows.

“Hereis the woman whom Lord Aerune has summoned, lord,” the smart troll said.
The even knight bowed silently, and gestured for her to advance.

“Be good, human girl,” the smart troll said. “ Or the prince will give you back to meto do with as|
choose.” Despite the unspoken threst, Jeanette had the odd fedling the words were kindly meant.

“And if you can’t be good, be careful,” shesaid in return.
“Silencel” one of the elves snapped.

Thistime both members of her escort preceded her, obvioudy unable to imagine that she would run (they
wereright, but she till thought they were stupid). They walked only a short distance before stopping
before apair of gigantic doors that seemed to be carved of one giant sheet of black jade. Asthey
approached, the doors swung open, and she followed her guardsinto Aerune’ s throne room. Once
inside the doorway her escort stopped, and waited for her to go on aone.

The throne room was enormous—big as a sound stage or a church, and empty save for Aerune. The
wallswere carved in the semblance of aforest, copies of the same black trees she had seen upon her
arriva, their carved branches rising to form avault above the room.

Thefloor beneath her feet was the glassy dull silver of liquid mercury, treacheroudy smooth. In the center
of the room, atop around three-step dais of the same smooth black material as the doors, stood a
throne. It was black, massive, and intricately figured, but somehow it was not quite there, asif parts of it
curved off in directions the human eye was not equipped to perceive.

And on the throne sat Aerune,

Thiswasthefirg time Jeanette had gotten aredly good look a him, and once again her heart twisted at
the sight of his beauty. Save for the helmet—for Aerune’ s head was bare—he wore the same full ornate



field plate armor as his guards, but of asilver so dark it seemed black. On his head was a black crown
set with cabochon rubies that glowed as brightly asif they werelit from behind, and on his black-gloved
hand he wore amatching ruby ring.

All her life Jeanette had dreamed of amoment like this, when she could cast aside the bonds of Earth and
walk the halls of Faerie. And now that the moment had arrived, she could think of only onething.

He can't be serious.

Everything that she' d seen was just too overblown, too derivative, too much. It was adl done with money
to burn, but it ill looked like an episode of Dr. Who. It had no heart toit. Actudly, Dr. Who had heart;
it didn’t take itsdlf serioudy and it was on abargain budget, so heart was al it had, but it had alot of it.
No, thislooked asif some avaricious goon with al the money in the universe had decided to copy Dr.
\Who on an infinite budget without the least understanding of what made the BBC serieslivefor itsfans,
This place was hollow—the exact opposite of creative.

S0 now you know why they call them The Hollow Hills. Good going, Girl Detective.

“So, mortd girl. At last you face your ultimate desre—for | am Death, and Pain, and the end of dll
things”

Jeanette wasn't sure whether to laugh, cry, or just stamp her foot in frustration. She d ruined her life,
killed hundreds, to get here. . . and thiswas dl there was? Thisfanboy weenie from hell?

Andworg of al, shewas il terrified. And he was il beautiful asthe morning.

As she stepped onto the floor, something lying at the foot of the throneraised its head. She hadn’t seen it
before because it was so0 black; it looked alittle like awolf crossed with a Doberman, if the result were
the sze of asmall pony and had eyesthat glowed afeaturelessred. It opened its mouth and yawned,
-exposing ivory teeth and a blood-red tongue, then put its head back down, joining the other creatures
coiled a the foot of the thronein deep.

“Lord Aerune,” she said, reaching the foot of the shadow throne and looking up at him.
“Come, little dchemist. Kned at my feet, and | will tell you how you may serve me.”

Despite hersdf, Jeanette ssumbled forward and up the steps of the daisto knedl at hisfeet. One of the
hellhounds growled as she gpproached, and Aerune held out his hand to slenceiit.

“Know, firg, that all your comrades are dead, including your former master. The dave Elkanah, whom |
sent to retrieve you from the human world, is undoubtedly dead now, and by your hand.”

Tell me something | don’t know, Jeanette thought sullenly. She' d hated Elkanah, and feared him, but
part of her was happy for him. He was dead. He was free. No one should have to live with the memory
of being Aerune s pawn.

“Very wdl,” Aerune answered, ahint of displeasurein hisvoice. “I shdl tell you that | shall destroy your
pestilent, arrogant race, and your work shal be aweapon in my -arsend. If it can kindle the power of the
Starry Crown in such fleeting creatures of mud and stench, then what more may it do for the Children of
Danu? Armed with its power, we will nevermore fear your Cold Iron, nor your foolish violence. And my
Aerete shall be avenged.”

There was genuine sorrow in his voice, and when Jeanette dared to look up, she could see that hisface
was st inlinesof bitter grief.



“Once,” Aerune said softly, “the world was ours. There was no Dark Court, no Bright—only the
Immortal Sidhe, the firstborn of Danu. Y our kind was |ess than the beasts—anima s whom we raised up
from the rest of the brute creation and taught to serve us. And for many years you understood your place
and kept to it. But you became presumptuous—and to our eternal doom and sorrow, there were those
among the Sidhe who helped you to rise from the dust where you belonged. Aerete the Golden was one
such—guardian to your tribe, aid and protection against al who would harm you, though | offered her my
heart and my crown. Y et even would | spare you for her sake, turn aside when you incurred my just
wrath . . . yet you dew her with your desthmetal, and | will never rest until al your race has paid the price
in full measure for daying her whom | loved—my soul-twin, my mate, the only cresture who could lift my
being from the darkness and eternd night. . . .

“And you yourselves shd| be the instrument of my vengeance—you and your endlessinventiveness.”

“I won't,” Jeanette said. Tears were running down her face—fear for hersdf, grief for Aerune' sloss. She
knew what it was like to be denied the chance to be through a crud trick of fate, and she felt his sorrow
asif it were her own. But she could not help him kill again. “1 won't make T-Stroke for you. | won't
shoot up your guineapigs.”

Shockingly, Aerune laughed, and reached down to toude her hair as he might pat the head of an unruly
dog.

“Do you presume to know my mind, or to tell me the extent of my power?1 do not need you to create
more of your poison—I aready have enough of your Crownfireto ken enough to drown the world. And
asfor provingitsworth . . .”

Heraised ahand and gestured. The doors to the throne room swung inward once more, and Jeanette
blinked. Thistime they were gold and jeweled. Thiswaswhat living in aworld made with magic was, she
redized: auniversein which there were no certainties, even those extending to the continuity of theworld
which surrounded you.

Two of Aerune sarmored knights entered, dragging athird between them who struggled and snarled
cursesin some unknown language. The bright silks he had worn werein rags, and hisbody borethe
marks of aworld-class beating, but he was till defiant. As he approached Aerune sthrone, the hounds
raised their heads and growled, watching him intently. And somehow his speech turned to English, so that
Jeanette could understand what he said.

“Kned before your master: Prince Aerune, Lord of Death and Pain!” one of the knights said.

The stranger fought like awet cat asthey forced him to his knees. He spat at Aerune, and one of
Aerune' s guards backhanded him with a meta-clad fist. The impact of the blow was a sound like wood
hitting wood, and blood sprayed across the mirrored floor. Jeanette felt pain shoot through her, leaving
her weak and shaking, with athrobbing headache. But the stranger remained defiant.

“Prince of nothing! Oathbreaker and fool! Know that | am Aliagrant Tannoeth, Knight and Magus of
Elfhame Thunders-mouth, herald and cupbearer to Prince Saithawg and the Lady Cyndrwin, traveling
beneath award of truce across lands held by no lord! Release me at once—or risk my lord’ sterrible
vengeance!”

“Such passon,” Aerune murmured. “ Such foolishness, herein the sironghold of your enemies, but |
forget: you are but aboy. Do you truly think Aerune is bound by the treaties that bind the Dark Court to
the Light, or that your peoplewill know what fate has befdlen you? Shall | fear Saithawg, whose father’s
father | dew, or the lennan sidhe who rulesbeside him? Or shal | fear Lady Aniause to whom you ride,
and who will seek for you in vain once word reaches her that you have vanished? There is danger in the



Chaos Lands. All know that. But in your pride you would dare them, and so you havefound . . . me.”

From his expression, Aliagrant was not hearing anything heliked. 1t was asif Jeanette could fed hisfear,
like glent music. And Aerune was right—he was young. Even if the elveswereimmorta and eternd,
Jeanette could tdll that much about him.

“S0. You see | spesk no more than the truth. Bow down and swear fedlty to me, boy, and perhaps | will
dlowyoutolive”

But afraid and in pain though he was, Aliagrant till would not submit. “Kill me, then!”
“Perhgpsin time. Meanwhile, you will serve me—in one fashion or another.”
Once more the doors opened, admitting two more. . . creatures.

One looked like The Old Witch from the cover of EC Comics: an ancient, ugly, hunchbacked woman,
dressed in rags. Her nose and chin were hooked, her toothless mouth fallen in upon itself. One eye was
white and bulging, the other anarrow dit. She carried atray upon which stood two objects. ajeweed
wine cup, and one of the brown plastic bottles of T-Stroke that Jeanette had in her jacket pocket back at
the van.

The hag's companion was small, barely the size of achild, but with adistorted, misshapen form . . . and
very long arms. It wore alaborer’ s smock and ragged pants, and upon its head there was a soft cap of
bright scarlet, as bright asthe blood of men. It looked like it had wandered out of the background of
some Hildebrandt painting. It looked like a hobhbit on crack.

“Don't dothis,” Jeanette whispered, cowering and shivering againgt the foot of the throne. She could fed
Aliagrant’ s pain radiating from him like heat from an overstoked stove, and in the middle of everything
else, she had ahorrible intuition that the T-Stroke had worked—and what the Tdent it had given her
was.

Aerune stepped down past her and over to the hag. He picked up the brown bottle and poured a
generous dose into the wine, then gtirred the mixture with along golden spoon. Then he picked up the
cup and gestured to the redcapped hobgoblin.

It scampered over to where the two even knights were still holding the boy on hisknees. The redcap
crouched behind him, pulling his head back with one hand and forcing his jaw open with the other.

Then Aerune stood over him and poured the contents of the cup into his mouth. The boy choked and
tried to struggle, but the redcap was far too strong for him. Wine ran down his chin and onto his chest,
but he ended up swalowing more than haf of the mixture.

“You see?’ Aerune said, turning to Jeanette. “1 have no need of your assistance.” He gestured to the
knights, who released their victim.

Aliagrant began to scream, joined half abeet later by Jeanette. She was burning, she was dying—she felt
what Aliagrant felt, and the pain was hideous, it felt asif shewas drinking Drano, and far worse than the
pain was the terror of animmortal creature being sent down into death.

For Aliagrant was dying. She could fed it more surely than she could fed her own body—the flesh
withering and dissolving as his body burned away to nothingness.

And then it stopped. Blessedly, it stopped.



Bardly ableto focus, shelooked up fearfully, scrubbing her face dry on her bare forearm. All that was | eft
of Aliagrant was amess on thefloor, asif amummy werein the process of crumbling away into ash. As
she watched, the body crumbled further, then dissolved atogether, leaving only a smear of dust that sank
into the mirrored floor, leaving no trace behind.

“Interesting,” Aerune said impassively. “What cals up magic in your race destroysit in mine—and that,
you will have observed, my morta dchemis, isfatd.” Aerune sounded moreinterested than put out by
that fact. “ Still, its effects are entertaining—are they not, Urla? Far more so than elfbane or caffeine.”

“Yes, Great Lord,” the redcap answered. It had ahigh hoarse voice, like that of an evil child.

“And it gill works on humans—on precisely those humanswho will have to be diminated to ensure that
my race may once more assumeits rightful place astheir overlords—the magic users, the Crowned
Ones, whose ancestors mingled the blood of their race with my own. Why should they not be useful in
death?’

Helooked back at Jeanette, smiling gently. “1 never needed you to make more of your wizard' s potion. |
needed to find out what you knew, and to keep you from falling into the hands of my enemiesto become
their weapon. And now | see that the sorcery you have worked has made you useful to me beyond that.”
His smile grew wider and more razored. *Y ou think that this T-Stroke will save you from me, that it will
grant you aquick and easy death beyond my mercy, but in truth, for all your arrogance, you know so
little about my kind. How can the sands of your life run out if Timeitself does not run Underhill? No, you
will liveaslong as| choose, and serve me. But not in that unpleasant form . . .”

He reached for her, smiling, and when he touched her, Jeanette began to scream.

TEN:
("'LL STOP THE WORLD AND)
MELT WITH YOU

The day that had started out so badly did not improve. Eric was inattentive in class, and Levoisier took a
sadigtic delight in gigging him for it. He was doppy in rehearsd, fumbling around like anovice, unableto
keep time with the other musicians or make his entrances on cue. Findly he gave up. Theworld wouldn’'t
cometo an end if he cut hislast class. And besides, Eric wanted to see how Toni and Hoseawere
coming with the basement apartment.

The phone was ringing as he got into the gpartment, and when he looked at the counter, it registered 27
previous messages.

“Eric,” hesaid, picking it up.
“Eric!” Riasounded absolutdly frantic. “Where were you? I’ ve been trying to reach you al afternoon!”
“Not everybody’scdlular,” Eric said irritably. “ Sorry. Bad day. What' s up?’

“Kayla'scoming. Today.” Riamade it sound asif Kaylawas a combination of the Black Degth, the Four
Horsemen, and the IRS. “And I’ m stuck in this damned mesting—in fact, I'm supposed to bein there
right now—and | can’t get away. | don’t know how long I'll be. Her plan€’ scoming in at three; I’ ve sent
acar for her, but | don’t want her coming back to an empty apartment. Could | have the driver drop her
at your place? | swear I'll bethereassoon as| can.”

Eric had never heard Ria sound so rattled. It struck him that she owed Kayla and Elizabet agreat dedl.



Taking care of Kayla properly on Kayla sarrival in New Y ork was probably asimportant to Riaas
being agood teacher to Hoseawas to him, and she was probably just as uncertain of her ability to do it
right.

Hisblack mood vanished. “Hey, Ria. Don’'t worry about it. Have the guy drop her off here. We'll order
pizzaand watch DVDs until you get here. Promise.”

“Thanks.” He heard Ria breathe adeep sigh of reief. “I hate to ask, but could you possibly cdl Anitafor
me and tdll her? She'll phonethe car. | have got to get back in therel”

“Sure,” Eric said. “Knock 'em dead.” The phone went dead before he' d finished speaking.

WEell, that takes care of the rest of the day. He looked up the number and made the cal to Anita, then
went to look over hisDVD collection, wondering what sort of movie Kaylawould like. “Hey,
Greystone,” he said doud. “Company for dinner.”

Hosea came in about haf an hour after that, looking very much like someone who' d spent a hot August
day cleaning out a non-air-conditioned basement.

“Better hit the shower,” Eric advised him. “ A friend of min€ sgoing to be here pretty soon. Name's
Kayla She'saHeder. Going to be going to school up at Columbia—but not living here,” he added,
noting Hoseal sfaint look of darm. “I’'m just taking care of her until Riacan pick her up.”

“Ayah, ashower soundsgood. | fed like |’ ve been juggling pianos,” Hoseasaid ruefully. “But | got dl
that lumber moved out of there, and after | scrub it down with lye soap, | can paint it up spicker than
span.” He shot acuriouslook at Eric. “A Heder, say you?’

“That'sright,” Ericsaid. “But I'll let her tell you about it herself. Wait till you meet her.”
Hosea headed for the shower.

:They're comin’ 'round the far turn: Greystonetold Eric about five minutes later.
“That was quick,” Eric said. Hethrust hisfeet into sandals and headed for the Street.

The car wasjust pulling up as he reached the sdewak, which felt very much like walking into an oven a
thistime of day, asthe concrete gave back aday’ s worth of stored heat. Ria d sent her personal car: a
maroon vintage Rolls Royce limousine. The driver—in matching livery, right down to the archaic jodhpurs
and riding boots—climbed out and walked back to open the passenger door.

Kaylawasn't waiting for him to get there. Eric saw the door swingopenanda. . . vison. . . in glitter and
Spandex stepped out of the car.

Thelast time Eric had seen Kayla, the sixteen-year-old had been heavy into punk, right down to the
safety pinsin place of earrings. But two yearswas an eternity in ateenager’slife.

Things had changed.

She il had the black leather jacket—and was wearing it, in defiance of the weather—but now it
seemed to glitter in places. She was wearing artistically-damaged fishnet stockings, and on her feet were
spike-hedled pointed-toed ankle boots with more straps than a Bellevue specid . Between the ankle



boots and the leather jacket was a black lace tutu, the layers of black lace tulle glittering with purple and
black sequins and standing amost straight out.

Kaylareached back into the car to grab her backpack, and blew the driver akiss before striding across
the street to Eric. As she approached, Eric could see that she' d carried out the glitter-Goth look in al
aspects. her hair was dagged and shagged, dyed flat black with indigo and fuchsia streaks. Her face was
powdered dead white, eyes heavily lined in kohl and mascara, and mouth painted a glistening red-black.
Silver batwing earrings dangled from her ears. Under the jacket, she was wearing avery tight, cropped
tank top with ablack velvet rose pinned to the neckline.

“Hiya, Eric,” Kaylasaid. She held out a hand. She was wearing fingerless lace mitts—black, of
course—and her nails, till cut back amost to the quick, were painted black with adull slver glitter
overlay.

“Thisisanew look for you,” Eric said. A lot more high-maintenance than the old one, but he guessed
Kayla d finaly gotten used to the fact that she had ahome and afamily, and didn’t have to scrabble on
the streets just to survive. He waved to the driver, who' d followed Kayla across the street.

“Areyou Eric Banyon?’ the man asked.
“That’sright,” Eric said.

“I just wanted to make surethelittle lady got where shewas going,” the driver said. “I’ ve got a daughter
about her age.” He smiled and went back to hiscar.

“Sheesh,” Kaylamuttered, embarrassed.

“Hey, you know Ria d have hishead if he let anything happen to you,” Eric said. “C mon, let’ sget
upgtairs. It shot out here, and you must be about to fry.”

“Niceplace,” Kaylasaid, looking around the apartment. She set her backpack down on the floor and
peded off her black leather jacket. Her shoulders glittered with amix of makeup and swest. “Niceair
conditioning,” she added amoment later. “ Gotta say, Eric, you do know how to land jelly-side-up.”

Hearing voices, Hosea came out into the living room. He was wearing jeans and anew white T-shirt, his
shaggy blond hair ill damp from a hasty shower.

“Hey,” Kaylasad appreciativey, “you didn't tell me Chippen-daeswasin town.”

“Thisisafriend of mine,” Eric said. “He s taying with me until his placeis ready. Hosea Songmaker,
meet Kayla Smith.”

Hosea stepped forward and held out his hand. After amoment’ s hesitation, Kaylatook it. If he noticed
her outlandish costume, he didn’t indicate it by so much asan eye blink. Eric could see the look of
concentration on her face as she made sure her shieldswerein place—any touch wasintimateif you
were an Empath—but then he saw her relax and give Hoseaagenuine smile.

“Any friend of Eric’sisafriend of mine,” Hoseasaid firmly in hisdow pleasant drawl. “Pleased to make
your acquaintance, Heder Kayla.”

“Andyours. .. Bard,” Kaylasad after ashort pause. “Hey, Eric, you didn’'t say you were collecting
la.n."



“Just a happy accident,” Eric said. “Hosea cameto the city looking for someone to show him the ropes,
and | guess|’m elected.”

“I couldn’'t ask for a better teacher,” Hosea said. “But you must be plumb tuckered out from al that
traveling, Miss Kayla Would you care for something cold to drink? There' slemonade, fresh-sgueezed,
and every kind of water you can imagine.”

So that's why we' ve got all those lemons.
“Lemonade, please,” Kaylasaid. She glanced toward the sound system. “Mind if | check out the tunes?’

“Mi casa es su casa,” Eric answered in bad Spanish. “Fed free. | don’'t know how long Ria sgoing to
be—she said she' d get here as soon as she could, but—"

“But Ria sabusy girl, yadda,” Kaylasaid. “ Glad you kids are getting along,” she added absently, drifting
over to thewall of CDs.

“Y ou know you look like Tinkerbell on drugs, don’t you?’ Eric said to her back.
Kaylaturned and flashed him asmile. “ Gotta blend in with the natives, right?’

Ericdidn’t redlly expect Riaany time soon, so after checking with Kayla about her preferences—he
aready knew Hosed s—Eric phoned down to the pizza place for three large pies with everything. The
three of them sat and ate pizzawhile listening to Kayla's music selections. Her taste was more eclectic
than Eric had anticipated, everything from salsaand classic rock to grand opera.

“I'll try anything once—twiceif | likeit,” shesaid, in answer to hisquizzica look. “ So, Hosea, how' d you
find out you were aBard?’

“Erictold me,” Hoseasaid, swallowing amouthful of pizza. “1 just thought | had alittle shine, but | guess
there sanamefor everything. And you?’

“Oh, | brought somebody back from the dead, and things went on from there.”

As soon asthe Portal closed, sanity returned. The geas that Aerune had placed upon him aong with the
slver antlerswas gone; Elkanah’s mind was clearer than it had been in weeks. He saw it al now. The
Sidhelord had used him as a Judas goai—Iet him think he' d escaped, let him think that searching out
Campbd| was his own idea, though it had been Aerune s magic that had led him to her and then led him
back here, to aplace Aerune could claim her easly.

He'd been afool. A pawn.

Andtotopit dl off, the bitch had poisoned him. Elkanah could fed the T-Stroke burning through his
system. In afew hours, he' d be dead.

But there was something he had to do first. Not for Campbell’ s sake. But becauise there were innocents
intheline of fire, and because those innocents had to be saved . . . or at least warned. He staggered
toward the van, fighting the wave of drug-fuelled oblivion.

Hedid not reach it before hefdll.



Another Monday night in Paradise, Jmmie'Y oungblood thought, piloting her blue-and-white through
the traffic snarls of Lower Midtown. She felt better than she had in weeks—hell, months—asif thewave
of Impending Doom had finally broken, or &t least asif some part of her mind had finally reached an
accommodation with whatever unspoken warning had disturbed her for so long. She felt released, but
unsettled. Maybe Eric had been right: some problemsjust went away, and you never knew afterward
exactly what they’ d been.

Her radio woketto life, spitting out ajumble of ten-codes. someone had set avan on fire near the Lincoln
Tunnel, locd units please assst. She checked and confirmed she was the closest unit, turning her vehicle
in that direction. The dispatcher would dert the fire department, but she' d get therefirst.

As soon as Jmmie saw the smoke, she could fed something tangled up with it, like an astrd riptide
undercutting redlity. Power. Someone down here was using magic—bad magic. It brought al her uneasy
feelings rushing back—and worst of al, there was something oddly familiar about the source.

Bomb? Phosphorus grenade? Salamander? Someone isn’t having a lucky night.

She barely remembered to give her 10-20 when she arrived. Traffic was already snarled behind the
charred wreckage—even at ten o' clock at night the Lincoln Tunnel was busy. She pulled her unit around
to block the tunnd completely, hearing the wail of other Srensin the distance. Fire Department and
Traffic Control, right on schedule. But she was the first on the scene.

She climbed out of her unit, staring at what was | €eft of the van. It wasn't just burning. It had been
torched—the tires were melted pools of rubber on the blacktop and the van itsalf was too charred for
her to know what its original color had been. No need to worry about the gas tank exploding—from the
looks of things, it dready had.

Or else whatever brought it here didn’t need gas to make the enginerun. . . .

Worst of al, she knew that something had gotten out of it dive. She could see puddled footsteps where
the blacktop had melted in the Street, as though something very hot had just . . . walked away. Something
that reeked with Power like aspill of fresh blood.

No timeto cdl the othersin on this. She had to find that thing before it hurt anyone else. That there were
no casuaties aready wasaminor miracle. She grabbed her nightstick and her vest and followed.

The blocks around the Tunnel were awasteland of urban decay spawned by the new Conference
Center, which was amixed blessing. With the Javits Center empty, there were few pedestrians around to
get in her way, but alot of empty lots, parking garages, and derdlict carsto provide cover for her
wandering perp. The tracks stopped at the edge of the concrete pavement, but she could till see signs of
his handiwork.

Here, acharred sump that had been aliving tree. There, ahaf-melted basket full of trash, still burning. A
smear of cinder on the side of abuilding, just where atal man might rest hishand. And al around, the
reek of baneful magic like achoking cloud—magic born of pain and death and suffering.

She stopped long enough to shrug into her Kevlar vest, though she doubted that something that would
stop abullet would stop whatever she followed. She had the sense that what she followed was wounded
and in pain, but no lessadanger for dl that. She reached down to shut off the radio on her belt—no
point in aerting her quarry, and no help she could summon in time would be able to face down what she
followed. She' d made that mistake once. Never again.

Oh, Davey. You shouldn’t have had to die for me to figure that out. She spared abrief thought for



the other Guardians, but it would take too long to summon them aswell. She had to contain what she
followed before innocent civilians met the same fate as the charred van. She could smell the burning on
theair.

Ahead of her was an dleyway, |eading between two derdict buildings. Behind them was an empty |ct,
the building it had once contained gone to bricks and rubble—a favorite hangout for junkies and
rent-boys. The dley wasthe only exit. Whoever it was—whatever it was, she had it cornered now.

Therewere no lights on the street. The only illumination came from the last dregs of summer twilight, and
the sky glow from the city itself. She hesitated. Stupid to go in without backup. That’s why they call it
Tombstone Courage. . . . Sheforced hersdlf to stop, to use her radio, tell them her position, tell them
shewasin hot pursuit of the arson suspect. It didn’t matter now. By the time her backup got here, it
would be over, oneway or another. The dispatcher told her to wait, of course, but even as she heard
that rationd, sensible counsdl, Jemima Y oungblood knew she couldn’t wait. Lives depended on her. She
could dready smell smoke.

She drew her gun and stepped into the dley, letting out her breath in along sigh as she saw it was empty.
But the fire glow painting the far end told her she wasright. The empty ot was burning.

She hesitated, thinking again of warning Toni and the others that magic was afoot once more. She was
reaching for her cell phone when the scream came, a scream of primal agony, of someone being burned
dive

Sherantoward it, cursing her luck.

The screamer pirouetted like atop in the middle of the empty lot, wrapped in ashroud of flame, howling
out hisfear and pain to the night. He was burned past saving—she knew that aready, from the black and
ruined skin she could see through the flames that covered him—but she had to try. She knocked the
dhrieking dervish to the ground, besting at the flames with her bare hands while his skin flaked away like
charcod from ahaf-burnt log. His blood boiled on the surface of his skin, and before the flames were
gone, the screaming stopped. He was dead.

“Jmmie”

A familiar voice, filled with pain and sorrow. A voice she had never expected to hear again. She looked
up dowly, not wanting to see. Her searching hand closed over empty air—she’ d dropped her weagpon
trying to put out the fire. She had a backup strapped to her ankle. Still knedling, she reached for it,
dowly, burned palms stinging and tearing.

“Jmmie, Little sster. What are you doing here?”
Her fingerstouched the metal of the gunbuitt.
“I’'macop, Elk. Like you were, once.” She held her voice steady by agresat effort.

Elkanah Y oungblood stood afew feet away. He was naked, his bronze skin covered with soot and fresh
burns. Power radiated from him like light from the noonday sun, but he wasn't another victim. Hewasthe
source. All around him, everything that could burn was burning—weeds, garbage, wood.

Pyrokinesis. Without control, the firesthat he set were burning him aswell, eating him dive.
But that shows up early, in childhood, and Elk never—

“I haveto tdl you—" he said. “| haveto tell—" He staggered toward her. His eyeswere white, blind



with heat. “Y ou have to ssop—" He moaned, along sound of agony and despair.

“Don’'t come any closer!” Shefdt blisters break as her fingers closed over the gun. A .38
snubnose—usdless at adistance, but not against a naked man at nearly point-blank range.

“You have to stop him!” Elkanah howled. * Jmmie—please Campbel—Aerune—Stop—"

Hefdll to hisknees, reaching out to her as he died. Her scream melded with his own asthefire
consuming him from within burst forth from mouth, eyes, ears.. . . from his outstretched hand, till
reaching toward her.

Burning everything he touched.

Burning theworld.

The phone had rung about fifteen minutes ago. Riawasfinaly out of her meeting and on her way to
Eric’'s When it rang again, Eric thought it was Ria caling back, saying something else had delayed her.

1] Ba,1y0r].”
“Eric.” Toni’svoice, so hoarse and distorted that &t first he didn’t recognizeit. “1s Hosea there?’

“Toni?" Something was horribly wrong—but what? He' d had no warning. He could hear the ragged sobs
around the edges of her voice every time sheinhaded. “ Y eah, he’ shere, but—"

“Jmmi€'s. . .in Gotham Generd. It' sbad. She'sasking for him. How soon can he get here?’
“We reon our way.”
The otherswere dready on their feet, derted by hisface and voice.

“Jmmie sin the hospital. She' sasking for you,” Eric said to Hosea Lady Day would get them there
fastest. He sent acal to the e vensteed and felt her worried reply. “C mon.”

“I’'m coming too,” Kaylasaid. “I can help.”

There was no timeto argue. Eric headed for the door. Where was Greystone? Why hadn’t he warned
them that Immie had been hurt?

The three of them reached the front stepsjust as Riawas pulling up in the Ralls.

“What' swrong?’ she demanded, seeing their faces. The elvensteed was waiting at the curb, quivering
with urgency.

“Jmmi€ s hurt. We have to get to Gotham Genera asfast aswe can,” Eric told her. Lady Day was
dready ditting at the curb.

“Well takethecar,” Riasad. “It' |l be asfast as an dvensteed at thistime of night.”

“Y ou go with Kayla. Hoseaand | will meet you there,” Eric said. The two men turned toward the bike.
There was no time to bother with helmets, and Lady Day would keep them from harm if she had to jump
through a Gate to do it. Hosea climbed on behind him without aword.

“Go fadt,” Eric whispered to his’ steed.



Theworld vanished in agray blur of absolute speed. Eric felt Hosea clutch at him, but most before he'd
adjusted to the sensation of flying, the trip was over. Lady Day was standing at the front door of Gotham
Generd, kickstand down.

“Hey! You can't park there!” someone said as Eric was climbing off. : Go home,: he Sent to the ' steed.
:Wait there.: Heturned to help Hosea off, steadying the big man as he staggered, ignoring the speaker.

“Hey ...!"” thevoicetrailed off weekly asthe e vensteed drove off, diminating the problem.

Eric turned to face the spesker—it was aman in surgica scrubs, obvioudy out for aquick smoke. “How
do| get tothe—"

:Burn Trauma Unit: Greyston€e svoice camein hishead. :Paul will take you. Brace your self,
laddybuck. It's bad.:

Paul Kern was coming down the steps. He' d obvioudy been waiting for them. Hisface was haggard with
oridf.

“Eric—Haosea. Comewith me. Hurry. | don’t think there’'smuch time.”

“But what happened?’ Eric asked, as soon asthey werein the elevator. Gotham Generd covered
severd city blocks; getting where they were going couldn’t be done quickly.

“Someone. . . burned Immie,” Paul said starkly. “Maybe gasoline. The officerswho brought her in
didn’t know. Thank God she listed Toni as next of kin—they aren’t letting anyone elsein to see her, and
we didn’t want to push without more information.”

“You sad she' sasking for Hosea,” Eric sad.

“When she'sconscious,” Paul said tightly.

“Burn Trauma” . . . he said something burned her.
Eric looked at Hosea. Thetal man’sfacewasgrim.
And she asked for Hosea.

Jost waswaiting at the elevator. An expression of rdlief crossed hisfeatures when he saw them. “Hoseal
Hurry!” he turned back to thefloor. “ She' sthisway.”

“Won't they stop us?’ Hosea said, following the others. The Burn Traumafloor was quiet, without the
usua noise and bustle of abig city hospital. There were Signs on the walls reminding nursing staff to
follow sterile procedure and restricting vigtors, and severd of the doors had signs on them prohibiting
entry without Clean Room protocols.

“They won't know we' re here,” Paul said. “Greystone and | are making sure of that.”

And in fact no one did stop them. There was anurse in the room asthey entered, but she didn’'t even
look up.

There were bags of sdine and whole blood—and a morphine drip—hung around the head of the bed like
aflock of toy baloons. A sheet concedled the body in the bed—Jmmie—tented up on aframework to
keep any part of it from touching her. All Eric could see was her head, swathed in dressings, even the



eyes bandaged. It was warm in the room—>burn victimslost the ability to regulate their own body
temperature, and achill could befatal.

The room wasfilled with the smell of cooked mest, which puzzled him. Findly Eric redized that what he
was smdling was Jimmie, and had to fight hard to keep from gagging. He heard astrangled gasp from
Hosea as his companion redized thisaswell.

Toni looked up. She was sitting on a chair beside the bed, bent toward Jmmie. “ She was asking for you,
before,” she said to Hosea. “We don't know why.” She got to her feet and came over to the others.
“Would you st with her awhile, Hosea? She might wake up.”

Hosea nodded. His face was very white. But his steps were steady as he crossed to the bed and took
Toni’splaceinthechair.

Eric had known it was bad before, when Toni caled, but at the back of his mind there' d been the
certainty that Immiewould be getting better. Now, looking at Toni’ sface and the ill figurein the
floatation bed, he no longer thought so.

Jmmie 'Y oungblood was dying. His friend was dying. And there was nothing he could do about it.

Bardic magic could work wonders. It could summon the power to alow creatures of magic—such asthe
Sidhe—to hed themsdlves. It could hasten the hedling process for something that was going to heal
anyway. But IJmmiewasn't going to hed. If helistened, Eric could hear the song of her life dowly
dipping out of key, growing dower and more distorted by the minute, with nothing he could do to draw it
back in tune. And if he could hear it, the Guardians certainly could, too.

But Kayla’'sa Healer! She can fixit! hethought desperately.

Asif he'd summoned her with histhoughts, Eric heard adisturbance in the hdl, and then felt acold wash
of Power soothing it ruthlesdy away.

Ria

The door opened, and Kaylawalked in alone. Her black lace and glitter was even more jarringly out of
placein the harsh dull light of the hospital room than it had been in his gpartment.

“She'saHeder,” Eric said, asthe others turned toward this new intruder.

“Canyou help her?” Toni asked Kayla. Eric heard the naked pleading in her voice, and knew what it
cost Toni Hernandez to beg.

“I cantry,” Kaylasaid. Her face was pale and still beneath the mask of makeup, and the neon-bright
streaksin her hair looked flat and unredl.

She walked over to the bed—dowly, asif moving through deep water. No matter how good her shields
were, ahospital was no place for an Empath. She hesitated at the side of the bed, looking from Hosea to
Toni.

“| haveto touch her.”

“I reckon you’ d best do what you can.” It was Hoseawho answered. “Y ou can’t hurt her any worse
than she' sbeen hurt.”

“What' s her name? Jmmie?’ If Kaylahad other questions, she didn’t ask them. Ultimately, they weren't



important.

Jimmie. Dumb name for a girl. Go on, stupid. You can do it. Kaylaspokeloudly in her own head to
cover her own fear and Jmmie€’ s pain. She could fed it even without touching her, even through the
morphine, agony radiating like waves of heat from the summer streets. Damage, dow and deep. Trauma
that the body couldn’t handle. Pain, whether emotiona or physicd, wasacry for hdp—aways. Elizabet
had taught her that.

Her hand was shaking in anticipation of pain to come. Kaylaforced hersdlf to reach out—sdowly, gently,
until her fingertips barely touched the bandages on immi€e sforehead. Contact! Blue light crackled over
her hand, like aspark jumping agap. Like heat—lightning—fire.

Fire

It filled Immi€ s body-memory: fire, itsfirg chill wash, then pain, building onitself, meting Kevlar,
searing her body asthe meta she wore turned molten and sank into burning flesh, burning, burning . . .

Everywhere Kaylalooked there was ruin—fluids seeping into tissues, running over bared muscle where
the skin was cooked away, veins and arteries ripped open by boiling blood, tendons heated and
shriveled, nerves blackened and twisted, or screaming endlesdy for help that never came. Every time she
fixed something, something somewhere else broke. There was no way she could be everywhere at once,
no way she could give thisruined body what it needed, no matter how much of hersalf she spent. Shefelt
hersdf sinking, dissolving into thefire, but somehow shewascold, socold . . .

Suddenly the link dissolved. Kaylafelt someone grab her, wrenching her away. She fought for afew
seconds—-desperate to help, to heal—

Hosea dapped her.

Not hard, but it made her open her eyes and draw a deep breath, safe behind her shields once more. She
stared up at him, for amoment too stunned to realize what had just happened. Tearswelled up in her
eyes and spilled down her face, though she had no sense that she was crying, and she was shuddering
with cold. Worse than any of that was the knowledge that she' d failed. There was nothing she could do
to heal Jmmie—she could spend her entirelife-force, drain hersdlf to death, and she could not save
Jmmie Y oungblood. She stood in Hosedl sarms, panting asif she'd run for miles.

“Kayla...? Ericasked.

She shook her head, closing her eyes. “It will take weeks,” she mumbled, barely aware of what she was
saying. “Weeksof pain. And she'll die anyway.”

Think, you stupid cow! There's always something you can do.
To comfort thedying . . .
“Then there snothing you can do,” Toni said, grief in her voice.

“No. There'ssomething | can do.” Kayla pushed herself away from Hosea and took a deep breath. She
hesitated, asif to say what she would say next would make it more real than it dready was, create a
sngle defined future from afan of other outcomes.

But there was no other outcome.



“There'ssomething | can do,” she repeated. “I can makeit quick. | can block the pain. | can let her go
now, while she' sdill Immie” Kaylasad.

Shewas ableto look at them now that the worst had been said. Eric looked shocked, still not quite able
to believe that Jmmie was hurt. Hosealooked sad but determined. Of the other three, whose names she
didn’'t even know, the woman looked angry, asif Death were something you could hit. The two men
looked stunned, so closed off their auras were impo-ssible for her to read.

“You cankill her, you mean,” the woman said harshly.

“I can give her the choice. Hey, chica, it's more than you can do for her, isn't it?” Kayla snapped. She
blinked, and felt more tears dide down her cheeks. Ruined my makeup, dammit, shethought
digtractedly.

The woman lunged for her, but Hosea stepped between them.
“No,” wasdl hesaid.

“Y ou said something about achoice, Kayla, isit?1’m Paul Kern, and these are my associates, Toni and
Jos2. | only wish we' d met under happier circumstances.”

| wish we'd never met at all, Kaylathought mutinoudy. She gave Paul pointsfor not offering to shake
hands, though. He must have met people like her before.

“And | think Jmmiewould like to have the choice you' re offering her. What would you have to do?’

“I need to block what she' sfedling, so that she can wake up. | can’t do something like this without her
consent. That'd be murder.” Kaylaran her hands through her hair. “Can any of you tell me anything that
will help?’ she asked, her voice quivering dightly. “Jmmie. . . she'snot normal, isshe?”’

Of the three of them, it was Paul who understood the question Kayla asked.

“If she can do anything to aid you, shewill; Immieisno stranger to magic. Sheisaformidable magician
in her ownright, A Guardian, aswe are, so perhapsin that sense sheisnot ‘normal.” She, likeus, is
sworn to defend ordinary humanity from magica assaults.”

“Only thiswasn't magicd. Thiswasjust astupid, random, thing—done by one of those people we' re
supposed to serve and protect! And al her power couldn’t save her fromit,” Toni said bitterly. “Itisn't
far”

Hosearetreated to St at Jmmie sside again. Paul put an arm around Toni’ s shoulders and Toni leaned
her face into his neck. Kayla made a conscious effort to shut them out, block their grief and pain so she
could concentrate on Immie. For amoment it seemed dmost impossible to do, then she felt acaming
touch at the very edge of her shields, felt new strength and certainty flow into her. Shelooked up and met
Hosed s eyes across the bed.

Of course. Sandsto reason I’d land in the middle of a bunch of Gifted. Banyon said Hosea was a
Bard, but he’s not quite the same thing as Eric. . . .

“What can | doto help?’ Eric asked quietly from behind her.

Shetried to smile at him, to look more confident than she felt. Kaylahadn’t expected anything like thisto
happen quite thisfast. Just thismorning she’ d been in Los Angeles, and dl of asudden shewasat .
Elsawhere, playing for dl the marbles. Elizabet’ s gonna freak.



“Just make sure | get back, okay?”
“Yougotit,” Eric said soberly.

Kaylarubbed her hands over her arms, the lace mitts scratchy againgt her bare skin. She took a deep
breath and turned back to immie. Thiswasn't going to get any easer, and she owed it to Jmmieto do it
asfast aspossible. She focused her energy and her will, and let her fingers drift down to touch Jmmie
once more. Thistime there was no crackle, no spark, just acold blue glow, dmost invisblein the harsh
fluorescence thet lit the room.

Sheworked quickly, deftly, with acontrol and precison she couldn’t even have imagined afew years
before. All the body’ s nervesled to the spine; Kayla climbed that column dowly, closing off the neura
nexuses, keeping their messages from reaching Immie sbrain.

It was more than dangerous. Close off the wrong nerves and she would stop immi€’ s heart, keep her
lungs from drawing breath. Close down the neura pathways on a hedlthy person, and they’ d lose dll
touch with their bodies, becoming capable of doing shattering damage without pain to warn them.

But Jmmie no longer needed warning.
Jimmie? Jimmie Youngblood? Where are you? Kayla Sent urgently.
‘Here.:

A power asgreat as her own but far different swept through Kayla, and suddenly she was somewhere
dse

A living room, itswalls painted a cool blue. Packing boxes were everywhere, asif someone were
moving.

Yeah. Moving out.

She turned around and saw Jmmie. The uniform wasasurprise. They’ d told her Immiewas amagician.
They hadn’t told her Jmmie was a cop.

“Hi. I'm Kayla”

Jmmie smiled. “Nice to meet you, but the circumstances suck. Pardon the mess. | wasn't expecting
vigitors. Y ou' re not the new tenant, are you?’

It was hard to remember that al of thiswas an illusion, ametaphor for dying constructed from both their
memories, lent itsredity by Jmmie strained will. Kaylaclung to that knowledge—if she believed inthe
redlity of what she saw, she might die dong with her hostess.

But Eric won't let that happen.

“IsHoseahere?” Jmmie asked suddenly. “He sthe one | was expecting.”
“Sort of. He sin the hospital room with you.”

“Hospita?” Immie asked blankly. “Whao' shurt?’

Thiswas common enough; asort of partiad annesathat made dying alittle easer. It was apity they
couldn’t afford to let her go on dreaming.



“You are,” Kaylasaid bluntly. “ Something bad happened to you tonight. Y ou're dying.”

“Oh, my God.” Jmmie put ahand to her forehead trying to remember, and for amoment the light
dimmed to red, and Kayla smelled smoke. Something was burning.

“I'vegot to talk to Hoseal” Jmmi€ svoice wasfrantic. “1t’ simportant. There' s something | haveto tell
him.”

“It' sokay. You'll havetimefor that,” Kaylasaid soothingly, willing Jmmieto trust her, to believe.
“That’swhy I’'m here. Are you ready to hear the rest?’

Jmmie composed hersdf with an effort. She wasn't wearing her uniform any more. Now she was
wearing armor, armor the brilliant blue of the fire in the heart of a sgpphire. There was ahelmet on her
head, and a sword belted at her side. She glanced past Kaylato the door, asif there was somewhere she
had to go, and soon.

And there was, but it wasn't ajourney Kaylawanted to accompany her on.
“Goon,” Jmmie sad deadily.

“You'regoingto die. | guessthat’sthe door you see. | can help you get through it. Without my help,
you' Il till die, but it might take aweek, maybe more, and you'll bein agony thewholetime, | won't lie
about that. But if you want, | can help you go now. Tonight. I'm aHeder, but that'sal thehelp | can
giveyou. Y ou' retoo badly burned for anything more.”

She watched as Jmmie accepted that, weighing it in her mind. Thiswas beyond creepy, Kayla decided,
liketakingtoaghost . . . only Jmmiewasn't dead yet.

“Y es. That would be the best way. But can you wake me up first?” immie asked, her voice crisp and
decisive. “| have afew thingsto say to theliving before | go.” Her mouth quirked in anironic smile, and
Kaylafelt apang of grief. Thiswas awoman she would never get the chance to know.

“Yes. But not for long, so if there sanything | can tell the othersfor you, you' d better passit on now.”

Jmmie hestated. “I don't remember. | must have reported for shift and gone on patrol. But | don't
remember what happened then.”

“It doesn’'t matter,” Kayla said soothingly. Whether it did or not, it would be pointless crudty to say it
did.

‘Kayla.:

Eric’svoice, athin whisper of sound from her outward ears.

“I haveto go.”

“Sure)” Jmmie said vaguely. “How did | ever get so much stuff?1’ll never get it dl packed intime.”
“Youwill.” They always do. Kayla closed her eyes—

—and opened them in the hospita room. She didn’t know how long she’ d been gone, or what happened
while she was gone, but when she opened her eyes again Riawas there, standing close beside Eric,
looking furious and worried.

Kaylafet cold and tired, and asif she was going to throw up. She had an absurd impulseto say, | saw



Jimmie. Don’t worry about her; she’sfine, and stifled it. She wasn't finished yet.

“She' s agreed to go. She wantsto talk to you first, Hosea. Shedidn’t say why. | think she thought she
had. I’ ve got to clean the morphine out of her system to wake her up, and it’d be nice if someone turned
off that damned drip.” Her voice came out in an angry rasp; she was stretched thinner than she thought.

“I’'vegot it.” Riastepped forward and placed her fingers on the tubing. The plagtic grew cloudy, and the
morphine sopped running into Jmmi€ sveins. “Anything ds=?’

“Thisisgoing to have to befast, so no long good-byes, okay? She Il say what she hasto, and then I’ll
help her go through the door. Ria, will you be my anchor?’ Between them, she and Elizabet had
practicaly rebuilt Riafrom the ground up: Kaylaknew Riabetter than anyone sein the room, and that
familiarity would help her to find her way back.

“I'will,” Riasad formaly.

Kaylareached benegth the sheet and took Jimmi€' s bandage-swathed hand. No harm in that, now that
Jmmie could no longer fed it. She summoned up her power and let the glow spill through Jmmi€ s body,
sweeping the drug from her blood. Almost at once mmie€' s breathing changed, becoming deep and
hoarse.

“Elkanah?’ she whispered.

The otherslooked at each other. Her brother, Toni mouthed silently, for Kayla s benefit. “We' re here,
Jmmie,” she said. “Paul and Josg, and |. We ve brought Hoseafor you.”

“Hosea” JJmmi€ svoice was durred and seared, a damaged croak. “Hey, Toni, you didn't haveto clean
out the basement after al. He can have my place.” Shetried to laugh and started to cough, liquid and
retching.

Kaylaput ahand on her chest, and Immie' s bresthing calmed, but Eric could see the effort it cost the
young Hedler to ease Jmmie. “Hurry up,” Kaylasad tightly.

“Hosea?” Jmmie whispered.
“I'm here”
“Takemy hand.”

He glanced a Kayla, who nodded, then dipped his hand benegth the sheet to clasp, very gently, the
bandage covering what was left of Immi€ s other hand.

“Would ve liked to know you better. Liked to explain. Never any timefor that. Eric knows. Sorry. Y our
problem now. Sorry.”

AsJmmie spoke, something happened. Kaylaignored it, but Eric and Ria stared at each other, neither
quite sure what it was. There was the sense of Power in the room, just out of their reach.

“Only four,” José said in abroken voice. “Alwaysfour.”
“We should have known!” Toni said in fierce despair. Paul put ahand on her arm, quieting her.

What just happened? Eric wanted to ask, but he was afraid he knew. There was a Power surrounding
Hosea now, something Eric’ s Bardic magic barely acknowledged. The same power that touched Toni
and the others. Guardian power.



-1 didn’t want to tell you,: Greystone said sorrowfully, mindspesking to Eric done. : 1t might have
come out another way. But it never does. Your boy belongs to the House now. To the Guardians.:

“Good-bye,” Jmmiewhispered. “ Thank you, dl.”

“Okay, that’sit,” Kaylasaid fiercely. “ She can't take any more.” Kayla closed her eyes, willing hersdlf to
touch Jmmie s spirit as she had before.

Thistime the gpartment was white, asif freshly painted. All the boxeswere gone. The
curtains—gray—were drawn across the windows, and the bare wood floor was gray as sdt-bleached
driftwood. Jmmi€' s blue armor wasthe only color.

“I'mready,” Jmmiesad.

Geez, did you have to just dump all that on him and leave? You couldn’t have mentioned it while
you were still walking around? “Okay,” Kaylasaid aloud. She turned toward the door. It wasn't redlly
adoor. It was asymbol of what Kaylawas about to do, severing Jmmie' s spirit from her ruined body,
setting her free.

Kayla opened the door.

And forgot. Forgot her life and everything that called her to it, forgot her respongbilities and her name, dl
for the sight of that Light which held within it everything that had ever been, and everything that might ever
be. Jmmie waked past her, into the Light, and vanished. There was amoment of piercing brightness as
her armor merged with the Light, and Kayla saw echoes of that brilliance, asif Jmmie had gonetojoina
great host of her kindred, welcomed by al who had gone before her.

Then she was gone, the body she had |eft behind starting to die, and Kaylawas donein the place that
was asymbol of Jmmi€ sdying body. Kayla heard her mother’ svoice, caling for her from beyond the
door, fdt thelove and thejoy at their reunion. Her mother loved her, wanted her—everything e se had all
been aterrible mistake. Shetook a step toward the Light, following Jmmie—

—and fdt Ria sfury, her implacable determination, dragging Kayla back into the world of the living.
No—no!

“No,” Kaylawhispered, but she was back now, and could not even remember what it was beyond the
door, calling to her. She shook her heed, took a deep breath, the images and memories fading from her
mind.

1] I’ m Okw.”

One of the monitors started to keen. Ria slenced it with achopping gesture, and al the equipment at
Jmmi€ s bedsde went dark.

“Good-bye, querida,” José said softly. “We Il missyou.”
Toni sobbed, athick choked sound of fury and grief.

“We d better leave,” Paul said, hisown voice far from steady. “1 don’t know how long Riacan hold her
spell, but its better if the hospital does’t have any unaccountable time lgpses to explain. Come on, Toni.
We haveto leave. Jmmi€ sgone. Sheisn't here now.”



The ride back to Guardian House in Ria’ s Rollswas a-glent one. Eric was stunned, aching with grief and
the abrupt sensdless |oss. Jmmie had been hisfriend. They’ d been talking together, laughing together,
only that morning.

Now she was gone. Dead. For nothing—no grest battle, no greeat victory—just an accident of the kind
that happened in New Y ork athousand times aday.

And she' d named Hosea her successor.
Eric glanced up a Hosea. The big man was withdrawn, contempl ating something only he could see.

“Eric knows,” Jmmi€ d said back in the hospital room. The conversation they’ d had afew weeks ago
about the Guardians came back to him: “ Once you get the Call, your life doesn’t -belong to you any
more. You never know where you' re going to be sent, or what you’'ll have to do. There’ s no way to
train for thisjob. You can either handleit, or someone else comes along pretty quick to -replace
you. If we're lucky, we get to meet our successor and pass on the Call in person, but that’ s about
it.”

Does that make you one of the lucky ones, Jimmie? Eric wondered. Did you feel lucky? Hiseyes
ached with unshed tears. Jmmie was gone. Everything they could have shared was gone. Over.

ELEVEN:
YOU WANT TODRESSIN BLACK

The suite of roomswas an eaborate fantasia upon death; amedieval memento mori elaborated by a
big-budget madman with aflair for detail. Paintings and statuary depicted every possible way a person
could die, and aseries of pictures painted upon the ceiling showed every stage in the dissolution of a
corpse, amotif repested on the mosaic floor, so that whether you looked up or down, you saw decaying
bodies.

The bedposts were skeletons—elves might not deep, as Jeanette Campbell knew now, but there were
gtill some things they needed beds for—and the coverlet was jeweled and embroidered with more
variations upon the gentle art of murder. Bed curtains of cobweb-fine black lace surrounded the bed,
making it look even more like a catafalque. Imprisoned within this suite of rooms, Jeanette had nothing to
do but contemplate the death, in al itsforms, that was forever to be denied to her. And boredom was an
additiona torment.

Invisble servants hovered around her to fulfill her every whim—fill her bath, bring her food, play music
for her, dim or light the lamps. But there were no books for her to read, and al the music sounded like it
came out of the Middle Ages: weirdly atona and military, like funera marches played on bagpipes. She'd
asked for aguitar, but that request hadn’t been granted, and she thought the invisibles might not know
what it was, because when she confused them, they smply ignored her orders: they wouldn't bring her
coffee elther. When she got tired of trying to order them around—it was like deding with abalky
computer—she could look out the window at the unchanging night and the eternally moonlit forest below.
It had been ared shock when she discovered that she could see the same moon in the same position
from windows on the opposite sides of the room.

Other than that, she could deep, or pace the floor—trying to avoid catching sight of herself in any of the

enormous mirrors—or (as much as she hated her confinement) pray that Aerune wouldn’'t come againto
let her out. She could study the death images until she’ d memorized every detail. And then, for achange,
she could nerve hersdf up to try looking in the mirrors without flinching.



The mirrorswere Aerune s other joke—funny, with al the time she’ d spent imagining what eveswould
belikeif they were red and she could meet them, she' d never imagined they could be so mind-numbingly
petty. It was onething for Aeruneto still bein mourning for agirlfriend killed, asfar as Jeanette could
figure out, about five thousand years ago, and to be intending to wipe out the human race in revenge.
That was dmost dignified. Romantic, Byronic, al those thingsthat sheloved and hated at the sametime.
But at the same time, to have him invent this whole eaborate sniggering joke, not only on theway she
looked now, but on her humanity aswell. . ..

That was cheap and petty, a symptom of an arrogance so vast it didn’t only not care how it appeared to
outsders, it couldn’t even imagine any point of view but its own. And that amount of self-obsession sort
of took the edge off the whole romantic logt-love thing.

She went over to the stained-glass windows and pushed them open wide, leaning out asfar as she could.
Damp smdlls of forest and water welled up out of the night, and in the distance she could hear the sound
of ariver. But asde from minor variations, the landscape was as unchanging as a photograph. The moon
(or moons) never moved, the sun never rose—sometimes the place went to afoggy twilight, but on no
particular schedule—and somewhere at the edge of the forest, the world stopped and turned back on
itsdlf, and the only way to get somewhere else was through a Gate that only a Sidhe could work.

She had only the vaguest idea of how long she' d been here—even when Aerune took her out to hunt,
she couldn’t get an accurate idea of the time, and the time where she went didn’'t seem to have any
relation to the time here—but she'd learned alot during her captivity. About the nature of the Sidhe,
about Aerune s plans, about magic itself. Once she would have given up anything she had to see and do
the things she' d done. Now, she only wished she' d been spared the disappointment of finding out what
she knew. She hadn’t wanted to know that elves were so petty, SO mean, so. . . empty.

The whole place seemed asif it' d been assembled as a scrapbook of Gothic Evil Through the Centuries,
with the emphasis on the High Medieva period. There was nothing new here, nothing exciting—nothing,
infact, that she couldn’t have made up for herself. Sure the creatures were weird—»but no weirder than
she could see in the movies. Sure the landscape was dien—but no more dien than she could seeina
painting. Sure her surroundings were opulent—but you could get awfully sick of gold and jewes.
Everything was grand, but nothing was comfortable. It waslike trying to live in amuseum.

She should have turned herself in and gone to prison when she' d had the chance. At least they et you
read in prison.

But Aerune would have found her there, too. And Aerune still scared her, terrified her, frightened her on
levels shedidn’t know werein her. He wastrite, but he was aso monstrous. She forgot what hewas like
the moment she left his presence—aform of salf-preservation, she suspected—but when he was near
she resonated to him, like acrystal goblet that someone had struck. And that hurt, like adentist’ s drill
that never stopped.

That was what the T-Stroke had done to her—turned her into an Empath, and she resonated to the
physical and psychic pain of anyone she was near. She had no control over it. And she was drawn to
magic, to Taent, to what Aerune called Crownfire, most of dl. That was what made her o useful to
Aerune. She could no more not sense the presence of Tadent than she could hold her breath forever, and
try as she might, she couldn’t hide her reaction. All Aerune had to do was drag her within range of
someone with Talent and she vibrated like atuning fork. Every time hetook her out of here, it wasto find
peoplelike that.

And then Aerune killed them. Sucked up their magic, their potentid, their Taent, and killed them.



And there was nothing she could do about that, either. She'd tried to kill hersdlf. It didn’t work. It hurt a
lot, and it scared her, and it didn’t work. She' d given up trying.

She'd dso tried to refuse to do what he wanted, but al it got her was pain—and if she il tried to refuse,
he would begin to kill people. Surdly it was better to give him what he wanted? That way, only afew
people died. Fewer.

Funny how | can’t seem to stop doing things like that. So much for good intentions.

Timeto try the mirrors again—that or throw hersalf out the window. She kept covering them up and
turning them to the wall, but the invisbles dways put them back again the way they’ d been. Maybe she'd
get used to what she saw in them eventualy. She turned away from the window and crossed the room,
her long heavy skirts swishing. She was dressed in what she guessed was Elvish haute couture, and it
made every-thing even worse. These weren't her kinds of clothes. They didn’t suit her, and shedidn’t
deserve to be wearing them. They made everything worse.

She approached the mirror, eyes closed—after thislong, she knew every inch of her prison and dl its
accessories well enough to navigate it blindfolded—and stood before the mirror for along moment
before she could force hersdlf to open her eyes. A stranger stared back, looking like a caricature of the
sdf she knew. Thiswaswhat Aerune had made of her.

Her eyeswere now wide, the bright unnatural green of achild’ s crayon, fringed with thick black lashes.
Her body had been fined down to asexual dimness, stretched and remade. Her hair was long and thick
and moon-slver, cascading down over her shoulders and back, giving her the look of some exatic bird.
Thiswas her the way she’ d dways wished she was, and that was the cruelest joke of all—that Aerune
had taken her secret dreams and dragged them out into the light of day, making them dirty with histouch.
She hated it, hated him, and hated herself most of al.

As she watched, the el aborate STk gown she wore began to flow and change like meting wax, darkening
and molding itself to her body until she was clad head to foot in a sheath of form-fitting black |eather
covered with matching silver studs dong the shoulders, ams, and legs. Around her neck was a heavy
leather collar with silver spikes, the kind a hunting dog might wear.

Thiswas her hunting costume.

“No. Oh...no,” shewhispered, backing away from the mirror.

And then her image vanished aswell, and Aerune stood within the ornate frame, holding out his hand.
“Come, my hound. It istime to hunt once more—and thistime, | have a specid treat for you.”

She made asound in the back of her throat—a groan of -utter despair. Usdlessto fight him, impossible
to try. Hating hersdlf, she held out her hand to him in response. There was ajarring wrench of
trandocation, and they were . . . elsewhere. Now she had aleash upon her collar, and Aerune held the
end.

“Doyoulikeit?" Aerune asked her.

She looked around herself, wondering where he’ d brought her thistime. Back to Earth, somewherein
daylight, in some sort of office building.

No, not an office. The hallswere filled with teenagers, wearing clothes that hadn’t beeninfashionina
very long time. A school of some sort, she supposed.



No one saw them. No one would see them unless Aerune wished them to. But Jeanette could see—and
fed—everything. Emotions buffeted her naked senses like gusts of wind—despair, murderous anger, fear
and pain and joy so intense it made her red drunkenly, bathed in the emotiond storms of adolescence.

Thiswas high school. Her high schoal.

Recognition brought horror. James K. Polk High School, sometime in the late eighties. The sametime
she' d been going there.

“Why did you bring me here?’ she demanded furioudly.
“To hunt,” Aerune answered. “Do you wish to see yoursdlf asyou were? Thereyou are.”

He pointed. A girl waswaking down the hal. Her mouse-blonde hair was skinned back in an unflattering
ponytail, and she wore no makeup. Her skin was blotched with acne. She was wearing a cheap leather
jacket that didn’t fit very well and carrying an armload of books. Her head was down and her shoulders
hunched, as though she expected somebody to hit her.

Me. That's me. But why don't | stand up straight? Scuttling along like that, it's practically like
wearing a “ kick me” sign.

She sared a hersdlf, feding the faint recognition of Tdent thrill over her skin. It was no surprise; the
T-Strokewould have killed her outright if she didn’t haveit. But it was stifled, suppressed, ignored.
Covered over with asullen anger that didn’t look outside itsdlf, that poisoned everything it touched.

Supid. | was so stupid.

Jeanette watched as her younger self stopped in front of her locker, awkwardly juggling books as she
reached for the padlock. A boy in acream and gold varsity jacket strode toward her, deliber-ately
banging into her and spilling her booksall over thefloor.

Cary McCormack. Oh, god, | hated him!

As she bent to pick them up, one of the boys with Cary darted forward and dapped a sticker onto the
back of her jacket. It was apromo sticker for alocal rock band, and adult Jeanette thought it looked
pretty cool. But shefelt the flare of rage from her younger sdf like a spike in her guts as younger-Jeanette
wheeled on her tormentor, hissing curses.

All of the boys laughed, even Cary, but she could seeinto them aswell as she could seeinto her other
sdf, and there was none of the gloating joy she expected to see—just worry and uncertainty, boysfeding
their way into adulthood just as her younger self was. And stuffed into Cary’ s back pocket, a
well-thumbed paperback novel, one that she had read and loved. He was watching her younger self
anxioudy, alittle bit of him hoping for some other reaction than rejection and anger, an acknowledgement
that he hadn’t meant her any real harm.

He just wantsto talk. But boy, is he going about it the wrong way!

But how could she expect more? They were children, dl of them. They were still learning how to do all
the things adults took for granted—make friends and dliances, fal inlove, serve conflicting loyalties,
react wisdly to unfairness and crudty, and al the rest of the things that were supposed to set adults apart
from children. If she' d been willing to make an effort, she could have turned the whole Situation around,
made ajoke, maybe even talked to Cary. . . .

But she hadn’t. She' d pushed hard to make them enemies, because it was easier, because she was



young, too. She' d made them into monsters and they’ d done their best to be what she wanted.

But | could have wanted something else. | threw away my whole life and let them bring me to this
just because | was stupid!

It was an epiphany, but shedidn’t likeit very much. The best revenge wasn't revenge, it was living well,
and she hadn’t. She hadn’t revenged hersalf on her childhood tormentors by turning into Aerune's
hound—she d finished their work for them.

The boyswent on. Y oung Jeanette got her locker open and began picking up her books again. A clique
of girls—the bright ones, the pretty ones—went by, pointing at her and sniggering, but insde each of
them wasthe fear: am | like that? What makes me different? What if I’'m not pretty any more? How do |
do everything right when | don’'t know what I'm doing at all?

They could never have been her friends—their interests were too different—but they didn’t haveto have
been her enemies. She hadn’t had to notice them at all, one way or the other. That was the part that had
been her choice.

“Canwe go home now?’ she asked in ahard voice.
“Thereisdtill the hunt. Y ou know what | seek. Find it for me,” Aerune answered implacably.

Shelooked at the kids till filling the hals. They dl thought of themsalves asfully adult—only she knew
how much of their lives' journey was before them. Refuse to do what Aerune wanted, and those
unfinished lives dl ended here. She didn’t remember a bloodbath happening in her high school years here,
but that didn’t mean Aerune couldn’t arrange one now.

The few for the many, and no matter what she chose, Death would come to JKPHS today.

Defeated, she began the hunt, pacing through the hals at the end of Aerune sleash. For awhile back in
the beginning she' d used to hopethat if she spent enough time back in the Real World the T-Stroke
would catch up with her and burn her out, but Aerune had quickly destroyed that hope. While she hunted
for him, his spells kept time from touching her, even here. There was no escape.

She had no way to block the pain radiating from the kids around her—this one was pregnant, that one's
parents were divorcing, the other wastrying drugs for the first time and was terrified he was going to
hell—but if she forced hersdlf, she could let it wash through her, Sfting through it for what Aerune sought.
Severd timesapang of Tadent made her stop and quiver, but alot of kids had Taent that burned out
within afew yearsat thisage. That wasn't what Aerune was looking for, and god help everyone here if
he didn’t find something to make his Hunt worthwhile.

Then shefdt it. Burning like the sun, heat and life enough to warm her cold bones, banish al the
borrowed pain. Helpless, she turned toward it. Refuse to follow thetrail, and the killing would begin.

One or two instead of a dozen. That’s good, isn’t it? Isn't it a better choice?

There were other wellsprings of Power here. She could feel them. But this one was the strongest, the
closest, and so she could concentrate on it and not give warning of the others. It was dl she could do.

It was lunchtime, so most of the classrooms were empty. She passed each one, seeing glimpsesof a
world asforeign and lost as ancient Atlantisinsgde. There werered tragedies here, and cutthroat socia
climbing more intense than anywhere outside of Hollywood, but a the same time, there was a certain
innocenceto al of it. That waswhy people aways spoke of high school asthe happiest time of their
lives. . . if they managed to forget the pain.



Shehadn't. She'd let it rule her. And thiswas the result. She' d become someone she didn’t even know.

She followed thetrail of Power to the school auditorium. No one was supposed to bein here, but it
wasn't locked. James Polk had been a nice upper-middle-class school in agood digtrict. Parents all
congratulated each other about not having the problems with violence or vandaism found in other
schools. She and Aerune went inside,

It was dark in here. The school had been built in the thirties, and the auditorium bore amore than passing
resemblance to atheater, with ba conies, stage, and thick red velvet curtains, now drawn back to reved
an empty stage. A few lines of Shakespeare were carved on the archway above:

All theworld' s a stage, And all the men and women merely players. They have their exits and
their entrances; And one man in histime plays many parts. .. AsYouLikelt, Act 2, Scene7.

There was someone Sitting at the foot of the stage, leaning againg it; asmal untidy boy with an
ever-present spiral notebook in which he had constantly been doodling.

That’s Srange Stan Chandler. He ran away from home his junior year and nobody ever found out
what happened to him.

Now she knew. She could fed his power, his credtivity, that wonderful gift that the Sidhe lacked. She
could seethe life he would have had asif amovie were unrolling in her mind: high school, then art schooal,
then an gpprenticeship at one of the mgor animation studios, then ground-breaking work in CGl and a
series of brilliant moviesthat would bring arenewed sense of childhood wonder to al who saw them. . . .

And none of it was ever going to happen. Because Stan Chandler wasn't going to get achance to grow
up to be awizard. Because Stan Chandler hadn’t run away at all.

“Sothisistheone,” Aerune said, as Jeanette died alittle moreinsde. There was aripple of Power, and
she knew they were suddenly visble.

“Comewith me, littleone,” Aerune said. “Comeinto my kingdom.”

She saw Stan’ s face awaken with wonder, with hope, with incredulous dishbelief and gleeful awe, saw him
jump to hisfeet—askinny kid with big ears and thick glasses, somebody that nobody would ever look at
twice—gtaring at the elf-lord in amazement. And then saw suspicion replace wonder, saw the fear begin.

But by then it wastoo late. Aerune had reached him, taken his hand. And the world melted around the
three of them like a disrupted reflection, to re-form as Aerune’ s throne room.

Jeanette backed away—he d dropped her leash, now that his prize wasin his hands—but she could not
block out what came next. Somehow Aerune reached into Stan, finding the reservoir of his Tdent and
draining it away, into himsdf.

It hurt. She covered her ears, but that didn’t block out the screams. Or the pain. She crawled up the
steps of Aerune' sthrone and huddled againgt its coldness, begging and praying that the pain would soon
be over.

For both of them.

A long time later she became aware that people were talking above her head—A erune and someone
else. Thiswasrare, but not unheard of, and shetried not to listen. If Aerune noticed she was here—if
Aerune noticed shewas hereand didn't like it, he would transport her to some other place. If shewere
lucky, she'd wind up back in her room. If sheweren't, it would be some place like an open grave, or a



swamp filled with maggots, or abright place where things she could never remember clearly afterward
did. . . something. Something horrible.

But she couldn’t shut out the voices. Because while one of them was Aerune' s, the other was human,
from her own world and time.

“Oh, we' re moving forward, Lord Aerune. People are willing enough to believe in you after Tunguska

and Roswell and Grover’ sMill. I'm sure you don’t mind if they think you' re space diens—'elves isa

little hard for folks to swallow these days, but it doesn’t matter what they cal you, so long asit getsthe
job done. And psychic space diens are even scarier than the other kind, if you get my drift—especidly
oncethey start encroaching on humanity.”

Whoever he was, hewasn't afraid of Aerune. Jeanette listened in amazement. It was dmogt asif they
were. . . dlies.

“I believe| do, Mr. Wheatley. But | trust that your inner circleis quite aware that the invaders are not
‘gpacediens,” but the Sdhe?’ Aerune asked.

“Indeed they are, Lord Aerune. The bodies you' ve provided have been quite helpful in that respect. But |
have to ask—when are my boys going to have alive specimen to play around with? We can go just so
far with swegpsand drills”

Shedidn’'t dare move, didn’'t dare look up or draw attention to herself in any way. Aerune wastaking
like Earth was being invaded by evesin al directions, but asfar as she knew, the only one who wanted
to invade Earth was Aerune, and he couldn’t get any of the other Sidhe to play aong.

So he' d gotten this human to help him present elves as athreat to humanity, so that elveswould see
humans as athreat. Couldn’t this Whestley seethat if Aerune' s plan worked, he’ d be as dead as
everyone else? How stupid could bureaucrats be?

Aerune was speaking once more.

“| am aware of your concerns, but | must counsel patience. Y ou may continue to use the specia
equipment | have provided to search out those members of the Bright Court who live among you, passng
asyour own kind. Properly handled, even their discovery can bring about the war we seek. Meanwhile, |
shdl endeavor to provide you with captiveswho will be properly . . . unconcilliatory, but it will require
time”

“Yeah. Thelast thing we want isto grab one of those Bright guyswho'll go dl reasonable and
multicultural on us. We need ared fighter,” Whesatley said cheerfully.

“All intime. And what of your plan to move againgt those of your own kind with Power?” Therewasa
gloating note in Aerune s voice that made Jeanette shudder.

“Wdll, therewe re seeing real progress,” Whestley said, gloating. “We ve consolidated a number of
those dumb-ass gov-ernment psychic research programs under our agency umbrella—Anomaly,
Trapdoor, Arclight, and so on—and we' re massaging the results to make it look not only asif psionic
powers are widespread and reliable, but that the Spookies present areal threat to the power structure.
You'll have the screening programs and internment camps you want within five years, or my nameisn't
Parker Whestley. When you comeright down to it, the Psionicist Threat is the perfect socia control: fear
of aminority that’sinvisible, that you can’t prove you don’t belong to. We can put down anybody we
need to by saying they’ re psychic oncethis getsrolling.”



“I am glad you are pleased—" Aerune broke off suddenly, and Jeanette redlized with a pang of sick
despair that he’ d noticed her after al. She scrambled back off the edge of histhrone, hoping to beg for
mercy. But the floor swallowed her up asif it werewater, and then shewasfdling, faling down into the
night.

By unspoken agreement, they al gathered back in Eric’ s apartment on their return from the hospital,
huddled together like the survivors of adisaster. For along time no one spoke. Findly Paul got up and
left, returning afew minutes later with a bottle of Scotch and alarge silver cup.

“I’d been saving thisfor avery specia occasion. There s none more important than saying good-byeto a
beloved comrade. We' Il hopeit’sunique.” He poured the calleach full—it took haf the bottle—then set
the bottle down on the floor, very gently.

“Here sto Jmmie Y oungblood. Warrior and friend. | will miss her.” He drank, and passed the cup to
Toni.

“I loved her,” Toni said, her voice stark initsgrief. “ Waes hael, girlfriend. Go with God.”
The cup passed, each person saying their own good-byes.

“She gave me morethan | ever gave her. | wishwe d had moretime.” Eric took only the barest sip, but
hisfarewell was no less heartfelt for that.

Kaylawasnext. “I didn’'t know her. | wish | had. Degth bites.”

Riafollowed, giving nothing but asmple toast and passing the cup. He ought to get up and make some
coffee, Eric supposed, but it didn’t seem worth the effort. He sat on the end of the couch, the smoky
taste of the Scotch on hislips, and mourned the future that would never be. It was onething to die
fighting for something that mattered, giving up your life so that the innocent could live on in happy
ignorance of their peril. But that wasn't how Jmmie had died. She' d died in an accident—a stupid,
pointless, meaningless fluke, asrandom asif she' d stepped off the curb and been hit by acar. After dl
she'd done, al she'd suffered, dl she' d given up to be a Guardian, her death should have had more
meaning than that. It was asif God had just lost interest in her and blotted her out.

It wasn't fair. He bowed his head, not caring if the others saw histears.

“If Immie had to die for me to become a Guardian, | don’t want the job,” Hoseasaid thickly. “ Shewas
arighteouslady, and | won't ever be ableto fill her shoes.” He drank deeply, passing the cup to José.

“Good-bye, my friend. Y ou should not have had to diefor o little.”

Greystone had joined them, hiswings held high and tight over hisback asif he wished to shut out the
events of the night.

“Farewdl, mo chidr. We can’t dways choose our fights, but you never ran from yours. Fare you well.”
He accepted the cup from José and drained it.

Therewas along moment of silence. “Thefirg timel saw Jmmie,” Paul said softly, “it wasraining. She
was standing outside of the House—no umbrella—looking like awet cat, and about that mad. . . .”

But talking about Immie didn’t maketheloss of her easier to bear. It made it worse. They were whistling
in the dark, choking on their own despair, each wondering when their own painful pointless death would



come. Why live? Why do anything, when your desth would be nothing more than aripple, counting for
nothing, quickly forgotten. If life meant so little, if desth was so crud, why not hasten the moment? If you
could control nothing elsg, if there were no true choicesin life, why not choose death and get it al over
with? There was no way to win againg it. Everybody died, and no desth meant anything in the long run.

“A test.” Aerun€ svoice came out of nowhere, rousing Jeanette from her aching daze. She could see
nothing, could bardly fed the surface on which shelay. Everything hurt; her eyes burned and her throat
was raw with screaming, but worse than that was the terrifying blanknessin her mind. She could not
remember where she' d been, or what had happened to her, since she had been in Aerun€e s throne room.

Worse, shefdt asif the information lurked somewhere benesth the surface of her mind, and to recover it
would drive her mad.

But it did not do to ignore Aerune when he was speaking. He was still angry with her. She could tell.

“What test, my lord?’ she asked. She reached up and felt her face. Her eyes were open, but she still saw
nothing. Blindness? Darkness? Or some kind of spell? Asking would only bring her moretrouble.

“Of your ahilities. | will bring you to a place where there are many of those whom | seek. Y ou will find
me the strongest concentration of them. And | will use their power to give Mr. Whestley the proof he so
ardently desres”

“Yes, lord.” She staggered to her feet, groping for sability in the darkness. When would she stop caring
about what he used her to do? When would she go numb, or mad, or just die? When would he be done
with her?

“Come, then.”
She felt awhisper of air, and then the tingle of magic as Aerune opened a Portd. She stepped through.

The assault on her unshielded senseswas asif amillion people were shouting a once in alanguage she
didn’t understand. She staggered, blinded now by the wash of physica and psychic pain, choking,
gasping for breath. Shefell againgt the Sde of Aerune' sdvensteed, felt hisarmored leg againgt her back.
He moved his mount away from her touch and she fought to stay on her feet. If shefdl, hewouldn't let
go of her leash.

She forced her eyes open. Night. Trees. City lights. Hot summer air, the smell of car exhaust and hot
asphdt and the distant wail of sirens. Aerune usually chose less populated placesfor his hunts—Cold
Iron was deadly to elves, aswell as screwing up their magic, and big citieswerefull of it. Hewouldn’t
have come to a place like this without good reason.

Her heart hammered faster, racing, and waves of chill and nausea swept over her. Something was
different thistime, but she couldn’t take the time to puzzleit out right now. Aerune wanted results, but
how could shefind one trace of Power among so many false clues?

Shewasin apark, near the edge. As she peered at the buildings across the street, she redlized she knew
where shewas. New Y ork. Central Park.

Almos home.

New Y ork must have some kind of connection to Aerune’' s home base, somehow—nhe' d first appeared
here when Threshold was doing fidd tests, and she didn’t think he' d have noticed the testsif he hadn’t



been here, in the same world at the sametime. New Y ork must interest him somehow, and she didn’t
think it was because it was the center of the globa business economy, or agresat cultura center, or the
home town of American publishing, or one of the biggest and most advanced cities on Earth.

No. That must redlly be the reason. Aerune wanted to take humanity down here, becauseif he took out
New Y ork, no place else could be any harder to destroy. If she were a Sidhe looking to build a
beachhead in the morta world, she’ d pick some place like Minneapolis or Toronto to start with—smaller
citieswith fewer people. Or maybe someplace with no peopleto speak of at dl, like the Great Plains, or
Russia, or Antarctica. But obvioudy Aerune fet differently.

Arrogant. Stupid. And powerful enough that it probably didn’t matter, in thelong run. Make abig Sidhe
fuss here, in the Big Apple, and there' d be no way on earth the government could hush it up. He' d have
all the panic he wanted—and the war he wanted, too.

But right now, Aerune wanted a Hunt.

Jeanette picked adirection at random and began walking, trying to get her bearings and cull information
from the agonizing and bewildering wash of sensations that surrounded her. She needed to strike atrail,
and fast. Aerune' s patience was close to nonexistent at the best of times, and this was more than atest.
Somehow, thiswas atrap.

Iswhat | overheard so important that I’ ve got to die? That can’'t beit. He could kill me any time
he wanted to. And who would | tell about Wheatley, anyway? Everyone in that place belongsto
Aerune body and soul, even the High Elves. None of them would betray him. None of them would
even cae.

All thewhile, something had been trying to get her atention, likethe high faint peal of abell over theroar
of astorming ocean, and shefindly focused onit.

Power.

Enormous power. The thing Aerune sought—that he must have known was here, somewhere in New
Y ork, before he ever set her oniitstrail. She stopped in her tracks and turned this way and that, trying to
get abead onit.

North and west.
“That way.” She pointed.

Aerune reached down and pulled her up behind him on the horse, riding in the direction sheindicated. It
drew her, swamping dl other input. Not one Taent, but too many to count—an ocean of power, enough
todrownin.

Enough to turn Aeruneinto agod.

And if shedidn’t hdp him find it, there were millions here for him to daughter. He didn’t even haveto kill
them one by one. All he had to do was take down the power grid, and thousands would die asthe
carefully-baanced machinery of the city ground to ahalt.

Andif shedid hdp him find the Power he sought, how many more would die?
How could she make that kind of choice?

The elvensteed broke into atrot. They were near the river now, and Jeanette realized he was no longer



waiting for her directions. Whatever the source, it was big enough—and close enough—that Aerune
could senseit himself now.

They stopped on a darkened side street. She didn’t know what time it was, but she knew it was
late—there wasn't any traffic here, and most of the buildings around them were dark. On her left wasa
parking lot filled with motorcycles and an assortment of small cars—thelot itsalf unusua on the Upper
West Side, where red estate space was at apremium.

And beyond the lot was the source of what had called her. An gpartment building, with afew windows
lit. Every apartment contained Talent of some sort, and behind one of those windows, a concentration of
pure Power, and anguish so great that Jeanette tried to curl up where she sat, and only succeeded in
diding from the saddle to the ground, to huddle at the elvensteed’ sfest.

Aerune jerked on her leash. “ Stop that.” The Sidhe’ s voice waslazy; he sounded amost drunk on the
pain that waskilling her. “Do you not see? My other hound has done me one last servicein hisdying,
sriking aheart’ s blow against these petty mortals who would oppose my will. He has opened a path
through their defenses; helplessin their grief, they will not sense me until it isfar too late. In ther
destruction, the seeds of mortalkind’ s destruction will be sown aswell.”

He was gloating, Jeanette realized with numb indignation. But she could barely concentrate on hiswords,
let dlone react to them. The torment was too great, worse than ever before. It was asif . . .

Shewasdying.

In hisimpatience to tap into this concentration of Power—or perhaps because he needed al hisown
puissance to survive here—Aerune had |oosed the spdllsthat kept time from affecting her. The T-Stroke
was working again, weskening her, burning her out.

If only the peoplein the building would kegp Aerune distracted, keep him from noticing her again until it
wastoo late. She hated hersdf for the thought, but she had no illusionseft. She was a coward, auser, a
destroyer. A victim, not ahero. Even if she dared to try to do something right, things only got worse.

All she could do—the only thing she could ever do—wastry desperately not to be noticed. To escape,
any way she could.

If only mortals knew what power lay in their despair.

Aerune could sense his hound' s anguish—he fed upon it, increasing it as he did the pain of those who lay
in the fortress beyond. It had been Jeanette’ s helpless rage and self-loathing that he had most loved about
her. Her empathic power had only been anincidenta thing, hisuse of it away to passthetime and learn
more of the morta world while hislong-range plans cameto fruition. He had been surprised at her
strength—no matter what he did, she did not surrender, did not come to fawn upon him with the helpless
groveling love of his Court. With time enough, she would have redlized what power her despair gave her,
and that would be tiresome and inconvenient. Better to end it here, now, by allowing the poison she had
taken to work itswill upon her at last—or would it be more amusing to let her think she had escaped,
then to snatch her back from the gates of Desth?

Only asmdll part of Aerune' s consciousness was occupied with that idle speculation. Most of it was
engaged in siphoning off the rich banquet of power and grief that lay before him, dipping his subtle magics
past thelax wards of the stronghold and turning the anguish of those inside back upon itsalf so that they
could think of nothing ese, and in their sorrow become utterly vulnerableto his attack.



For | amthe Lord of Death and Pain, and all who sorrow and weep do me homage.. . .

Aerune no longer felt the weakness brought on by the desthmetal surrounding him. Once he had drained
these enemies dry, destroyed the last of their defenses, dl that set them apart from the ordinary run of
humanity would be gone, to flow through hisveins, alowing him to strike them down with impunity.
Power to spare, power to waste, power to shield him from their monkey tricks and petty

impediments. ..

Kayla s eyes ached with unshed tears. The power she' d -expended tonight had left her exhausted, and
there was nothing to show for it. The operation was a success, but the patient died, asthe old joke

went. Her head drooped, and she shivered, even though she' d reclaimed her |eather jacket when they

got back here and was huddled into it now. Everything in her urged her to give up, surrender, make an
end to things now before life could hurt her any morethan it already had. . . .

Wait . . . wait . ..
Her thoughts were groggy, asif she’d had alot moreto drink than just asip of Scotch.
Thisisn't right.

It was hard to think. Shewas drowning in the others' grief, resonating to it like awater glassto a
soprano.

Not just me. . .

Cautioudy she lowered her shields, wincing at the uprush of grief that spilled past her barriers. Gritting
her teeth, shereached past her immediate surroundings. The House itsalf was grieving—it, and everyone
init: the Sengtiveswho did not know the cause of their overwheming sorrow; the magicianswho set up
wards againg it in vain; even the other tenants, those who were only as sensitive as any artist. All of them
mourned, turning inward, shutting out the world beyond their walls.

And something outsde those walls was feeding on that pain, magnifying it and sphoning it off at the same
time

Kayladrew back insgde hersdf, making her shields astight as she could. But there was such a sweetness
in surrendering to the pain, adark joy in the knowledge that she could receive no greater hurt in life than
that she had aready received, that turning away from that submission was the hardest thing she had ever
done.

“Hey ...” Kaylasaid. Her voice came out in acroak. “ Something' swrong.”

Paul looked at her, hisred-rimmed eyes bleak. “Everything' s wrong. The good die and the innocent
suffer, and there' s nothing anyone can do about it,” he said in aflat voice.

Kaylapulled hersdlf to her feet, the dragging weakness—physica and emotiona—making her stagger
andred. “No!” shesad, louder now. “Something's wrong!”

The othersignored her asif she hadn’t spoken. Sat, drained and grieving, emotiona zombies.

I’ ve gotta do something! Something to turn them out of themselves, avay from Desath, back toward
Life. But Kaylawas tapped out. She had barely enough energy to keep herself on her feet, and noneto
spare to hed them.



Music. Could that help?
I’ ve got two Bards here, they oughtta be able to do something.

She looked at Eric. He was sitting with Ria s head on his shoulder, staring at nothing. His eyeswere
empty, swollen with unshed tears. Maybeif she put theflutein hishands . . .?

She staggered toward the bedroom. The floor tilted crazily with her exhaustion, and she could barely fedl
it beneath her feet. She clung to the wall, keeping hersalf upright by sheer bloody-mindedness.

There! Theflute caselay on the bed, and beside it, Hoseda s banjo. She tripped over the edge of the
flokati rug and fell to her hands and knees. It would be so easy just to lie here, givein to her exhaugtion,
deep and pray to never wake up again.

Wimp.

She pulled hersdf to her feet, clinging to the edge of the mattress, then grabbed the flute case and the
banjo. They seemed to burn in her hands, weighing far more than they possibly could. It was only with an
effort that she kept hersdf from using the banjo as a crutch as she reded back into the living room.

She dropped the flute case in Eric’slap. “Play something—something happy,” she demanded raggedly.
Eric looked up a her, moving as though underwater. “Not now,” was dl he said.

“Eric, we need this. Play.” Oh, please. Don’t make me beg. | don’t have the strength.

He shook his head.

“It’ stoo soon. Let the dead rest,” Hosea said, dully.

Kaylarounded on him, holding the banjo like a.club. Shefelt anger building insde her and fed it,
welcoming the burn of fury. It was al that was kegping her going. And when it was gone, there would be
nothing left.

“Oh, yeah. That's agreat idea! Jmmie d bered proud of you, farmboy—she goes through hell for you
and thisis how you pay her back? Lie down and die? So she' s dead—play her out, then! Play for her!”

Hosea' s eyesfocused on her, and dowly he reached for the banjo. “Guess | can do that much,” he said.
He began to play, something dow and mournful—" John Barleycorn,” she thought.

“Oh grest—is that how you want to remember her? A dead loser? Y ou want to lie down in that grave
with her?’

Hosea stopped and looked at her. “That ain’t fair, Kayla.”

“Do you think thisis how she wants you to remember her?” She spun around and glared at Eric and
Ria, athough the world was graying out around her. “ Do you think she just wantsyou to give up and
die? Play!”

Sowly Eric began to fumble with the flute case, plainly unable to understand why Kaylawas so upst.
Hosea began to play again: “ Ashokan Farewell.” Kaylagroaned inwardly. Not much livelier than the
other thing. But when shelooked at him, she could see confusion in his eyes as he began to sense the
wrongness here. By the time the melody came around again, Eric had joined him, the flute wailing like the
wind in high londly places. She could see he didn’t get it, and she had no more to give. She sank down to
thefloor, Stting at Eric’ sfedt.



But till thetwo Bards played, pulling themselves agonizingly from song to song, like travelerscrossing a
frozen river: from “ Ashokan Farewdl” to “Lorend’ to “Bonnie Blue Hag” to “Dixie.” It dmogt didn’t
matter what they played, not really. Music waslife, and anything would help. Then faster: “Marching
Through Georgid’ and “Union Forever”—fighting songs, those—and “ Susan Brown” and “ Turkey inthe
Straw” with their catchy cheery rhythm, and she could see the power linking the two Bards like binary
suns. Power—and life, that spilled over into the others, through the walls and the floor, filling the entire
building with their defiance, filling Kaylauntil she twitched with it, al exhaustion banished.

The others roused, shaking off the seductive despair that had wrapped them like aburia shroud,
breaking the cycle of grief and surrender. It seemed asif Kayla could fed the House itself taking a deep
breath and shaking dl over like awet dog.

And then at last they could dl sensethethreat that came from without: the malignancy—and triumph.

* % %

:Bogeys at six o' clock! Scramble!: Greystone Sent, panic in hismenta voice. They could dl fed it, that
power like no other: the mark of the Dark Lords, the Unseleighe Sidhe. Eric ran to the window and
stepped out onto the fire escape. Behind him he heard the gpartment door dam asthe Guardiansran to
defend their turf. The front door of the building was “twelve 0’ clock,” so the enemy was at the back, in
the parking lot.

Aerune. A sicknesstwisted in Eric’ sgut as he recognized therider on the black elvensteed. Aerunewas
the one who had been feeding on their anguish, turning their grief to despair. He vaulted over therailing,
and let atouch of Power carry him lightly five stories to the ground. Outside the bespelled air conditioning
of his gpartment, the summer heat enveloped him like aglove, plastering hiswhite dress shirt to his body
as swest sprang out of every pore.

The other three—no, four—Guardians reached the ground at the same time he did and fanned out, not
seeing Aerune yet. Eric didn’t see Ria—she was probably gill inside, sitting on Kayla. That wasasmall
mercy. Thelast time any of them had faced Aerune, he' d been kidnapping and draining Talent—and
Kaylawould be just the sort of morsdl that would whet his appetite—if he weren't dready glutted with
the power he' d siphoned off from Guardian House and itsinmates. Aerune glowed with Power in Eric’'s
mage-si ght—power enough to rock the city around their ears.

But tonight it seemed that Aerune had other plans.

“Greetings, mortal pests—and Bard.” Aerune bowed with aflourish, leaning over hismount’ s saddle,
hugely pleased with himsdlf. When he spoke, the glamourie that surrounded him vanished, and the others
could seehimaswadll. “Itisalovely evening, isit not?’

“What does he want?” Toni whispered to Eric. “Y ou're the expert on elves.”
“Good evening, Lord Aerune.”

Eric sepped forward, bowing in turn. Good manners, due form, these were vita in deding with High
Court Sidhe, whether Dark or Bright. Ignore the forms, and they could kill you out of hand, but if you
played by the rules, they had to aswell. “Y ou are far from home.”

“I rideover lands| intend to claim,” Aerune said. “Had you falen into my trap, | could have done so
tonight without difficulty—but no matter. | am an apt pupil, Bard, and | have learned your lessonswell.
My dliesdaily grow stronger . . . and | can wait while you wither and die. Mortals die so easly—ah, but
you have aready discovered that thisfine evening, have you not?’



He means Jimmie, Eric redized, and held onto histemper with agreat effort. Fury was weakness. It
would not help him.

“Yes, | canwait,” Aerune continued, “while al you can do isage and die, pathetic morta mesat that you
are. Perhaps| will save you from that, and grant each of you ahero’ s death.”

Aerune drew back hishand. It glowed blackly with levin-fire. Eric barely had timeto throw ashield over
himsdf and the others, but they were not histarget. Aerune struck at the House itself, balefire fountaining
over bricksand mortar, until thewalls of the building itself ran with cold fire.

Eric could hear screams coming from insde. The Sengtives of Guardian House would have nightmares
for months, but he dared not look away from the Unseleighe Lord. He wasn't powerful enough to take
on Aerune by himsdlf, the Guardians had no experience with the Sidhe, and Hoseawas untrained either
as Guardian or Bard. And nightmares were better than body bags.

Seeing that none of them would attack, Aerune began to laugh. “But not tonight. No, tonight, in token of
thegreat lovel bear for you dl, | bringyou . . . agift.”

Something—someone—staggered forward, sprawling at their feet. It was agirl—awoman—dressed in
aglove-tight suit of black leather studded in silver, that covered dl of her but her face. Silver hair spilled
down her back, glittering in the parking lot’ s merciless halogen lights.

Shewore acollar and leash, and she was human.

Aerune’ smount reared and vaulted through the Portal he had opened. The Porta vanished, but his
laughter echoed intheair.

Eric ran forward to help the girl up, but she scrabbled backward on hands and knees, whimpering. The
leash dragged dong the ground. She was hemorrhaging Power, radiating like abeacon, and Eric could
detect no hint of shidding.

“Hey, take it easy. Wewon't hurt you.”

She shook her head—he till couldn’t see her face—but she began to laugh breethlesdy, asound chilling
inits hopelessness.

“What the hdll isgoing on?’ Riademanded, arriving with Kayla. “What’ sthat?’
“Aerune said shewas a present,” Eric said tightly.

The crouching figure looked up.

There was afrozen moment of slence.

“You,” Riabregathed, fury in her voice.

The woman scrabbled to her feet and tried to run, but Riawas faster. She lunged forward, grabbing a
handful of slver hair and dealing astinging open-handed dap with the other. She drew back her hand to
dap the woman again, but Eric grabbed her.

“Rial Stop it! What'sgoing on?’

Riaglared a him, green eyesflaming, her hand till fisted in the woman' s hair. She shook her victim.
Ria s handprint stood out lividly againgt her skin.



“Don’'t you know who thisis, even with the clever plastic disguise? Meet Jeanette Campbell: sheinvented
T-Stroke, and I’m going to make her wish she' d never been born. Let go of me!” She struggled, trying to
pull her arm free of Eric’sgrip. Jeanette cowered back, panting and whimpering.

“Now, MissLlewdlyn,” Hoseasaid mildly. He picked up thetrailing leash and looped it around his hand.
“Sheign’'t going anywhere. And | think we' d dl like some answers.”

“She'sminel” Riasnarled.

“No, sheisn't,” Eric said levelly. “Let go of her, Ria We have to find out what she knows. And then the
law can make her pay for her crimes.”

“No,” Jeanette said, her voice bardly intelligible through sounds of pain. “No, it can't.”

Rialet go of Jeanette’ shair to try to break Eric’ s grip, but he refused to release her. Jeanette ran to the
end of the leash Hosea still held and dragged helplesdly at it, trying to get away. Hoseareached for her to
try tocam her.

“Oh, God, no! Don't touch mel” Jeanette shrieked. Theraw agony in her voice stopped dl of them cold
for an ingant, but an instant was enough.

“Shel san Empath,” Kaylasaid, her voice flat with discovery.
“I don't careif she'sMother Teresa,” Riagrowled, yanking hersdlf free of Eric.

“I think,” Paul Kern said, “that we' d better take thisinsde if we possibly can.” He pointed back at the
House.

Eric looked up. It waswel| after midnight—nearly dawn, in fact—but al the windows on this sde of the
building werelit, and he could see people at most of them gazing down into the parking lot. In afew
moments some of them would come downgtairs, asking alot of questions that the people standing in the
parking lot wouldn't want to answer.

“Yes. Greystone, isthis somekind of trap?’ Eric asked.
:Not that | can see, laddybuck. She’s harmless,: the gargoyle replied in mindspeech. :Come onin.:
“You guysgo ahead,” Eric said.

They went, Hosea dragging Jeanette by the leash. She shied away from dl attemptsto touch her. Ria
gtaked into the building without looking behind her, back tiff with fury.

But Rid s anger was a problem to solve later, if he could. For now, some damage control was needed.
Eric stepped back from the building, lips pursed in asoundless whistle as he summoned Power. The
smplest of the Bardic Gifts—a spell of sweet dreams and forgetfulnessfor al those who stood watching
from their windows, and for everyone ese within the House it could reach.

Safe. You're safe here, all iswell. Nightmares belong to the night and fade with the sun. It was all
adream, an evil dream, and it’s over. You're safe. All iswell.

The magic sounded forlorn and log, like acandle in the wind. But each time the tune circled round again
the magic was stronger, more hopeful. Eric ran through the smple tune that worked the spell nine
times—threeto shapeit, threeto set it, and three to bind it well—before he was satisfied. And finaly he
could fed it reach out to the people inside the House, touching them, bringing them comfort and hope,



drawing force and redity from their hesitant belief.

It wouldn't be enough to banish the effects of Aerune’ slevin-bolt, but it would do for tonight. Later he
and the others would have to see what they could do to unweave the harm that Aerune had done here,
but tonight they had a more immediate disaster.

When he got back upstairs, Riawas sitting in the corner, seething, with Hosea hovering over her likea
prison guard. Jeanette cowered in the far corner of the living room, her back against the wall, hugging
hersdlf and moaning. Her too--beautiful face was haggard, etched with lines of suffering. Shelooked like
abad plastic surgery case. Kaylaknelt in front of her, severa feet away, talking softly.

“| don't care what Aerune’ sdoneto her—it isn't enough,” Riasaid angrily when Eric arrived.
“Maybe not. But right now, finding out what he’ s up to is more important than revenge,” Eric said.
Riagrowled wordlessy and looked away.

“Yeah, factsaredwaysniceto have,” Kaylasad, “but you aren’t gonna get anything out of her while
she'slikethis. She'sgot no shidlds, Eric. None. How can somebody be an Empath, and her age, and
dive, and not have shidds?’

Eric shook his head. “Maybe we can give her some.”

“Wait aminute.” Riasurged to her feet and took a step toward Jeanette. “Y ou're going to help her?’
Sheglared furioudy at the three of them. Kaylaglared right back.

“I’'m going to—" Eric began.

“Don’'t worry, Ria,” Jeanette said painfully, her voice awhispery croak. “Just alittletime. .. I'll be dead
and it won't matter.” She smiled with greeat effort, asif thiswere agood joke on someone.

“Youtook T-Stroke,” Eric said in abrupt understanding. Suddenly it al made terrible sense. That’ s why
she has Gifts and no idea of how to deal with them.

Jeanette flinched. To an unshielded Empath, strong emotion was like sdlt in an open wound. He saw her
meet his gaze with agrim struggle. “1 thought Elkanah was going to kill me and T-Stroke was my only
weapon. | wish he had,” she added in aragged whisper. “He killed someone here. Aerune said s0.”

Elkanah? Toni said that was Jimmi€' s brother’ s name! It made terrible sense—Jmmi€ s brother
would have been able to get through her shidlds. If she had fdt hispain, if he had led her to her degth . . .

“Let mehelpyou,” Kaylarepeated, reaching out.

“Don’t touch me!” Jeanette gasped, shrinking back. “Whoever you are, you can't fix this. I’ ve seen
Hedersdie. | know. Please.”

Kayladrew back. “WEe ve got to do something. We can't just let her die,” she said pleadingly to Eric.

Ericlooked at Ria. Of everyone there, she was the only one, aside from Jeanette, who knew anything
about how T-Stroke worked. All Eric knew was that Jeanette Campbell had come up with adrug that
turned ordinary peopleinto Talents. . . and killed them.

“Yes, wecan,” Riasad. “That'swhat T-Stroke does. It kills people afew hours after someone givesit
to them. Only your clock wasn't running while you were in Underhill, wasit, Campbel? Too bad
Aerune shung you out to dry, isn't it? Maybe now you'll know what it' sliketo die theway dl the



peopleyou killed died.”

Jeanette met Ria s gaze, though Eric could seethat for her it was as much of an effort asto thrust her
hand into an open fire. And just as agonizing.

“I never hurt you, Ria. Just your pride. Others have alot more right to my head than you do. Stand in
line.” Jeanette gagped and doubled over, hugging herself againgt sudden stabbing pain, coughing raggedly
until she began to gag. Kaylawinced, flinching back from Jeanette' s distress. Hosea crossed the room
and swooped Kayla up asif shewere adoll, depo-siting her on the couch at the far side of the room.

“Y ou have got to stop Lord Aerune,” Jeanette got out through gritted teeth. “He' sgot help.” She curled
into afetal bal on thefloor, shaking and gasping.

“I think if you've got any rabbits, Eric, now’sthetimeto pull em out of your hat,” Hosea said quietly.

But what could he do? He couldn’t send Jeanette back to Underhill—from the looks of things, she
wouldn't survive long enough for Lady Day to makeit to the Everforest Gate. And he couldn’t hesl
her—she was right; whatever T-stroke did to the human body, it was beyond the ability of either Hedler
or Bard to undo. Her time was running out.

But if hecould stoptime here.. . .

“I"'m going to try something,” Eric said to the others. He thought about asking Hoseato help him, but he
wasn't sure how Guardian Magic layered over Bardic Gift worked, and thiswasn’'t any time to go doing
fiddtests “It' Il buy usthetimeto figurethisout, | hope, but it might fed kind of weird. Don't fight me,
okay?’

“Whatever help we can giveisyours,” Paul answered.

Ericlooked a Ria. She had power that semmed from her haf-Sidhe heritage and alifelong study of
sorcery. She could help him—or make thisimpossible.

Riatook adeep breath and nodded. “Y ou' re right. She's right. Do what you can. | won't stop you.”

Thefirg of the two spellswas easy: asmple warding, to build the shields for Jeanette that she couldn’t
build herself. Eric saw them settle into place around her, saw her uncoil from her fetal crouch, panting
with relief.

The second part was harder: to stop timeitself for dl of them herein thisroom. He didn't know if he
coulddoit at dl, if the House would permit it, and if he could, it wouldn't befor long. But he had to try.

For Eric, for any Bard, magic was music. He took a deep breath, holding the finished tune—thefinished
spdl—fully formed within his mind—then letting it uncail, filling him with music as hefilled it with power.
“ Backward, turn backward, O ‘Timein Thy flight ... ”

It waslikeralling agiant boulder uphill. He gritted histeeth, focusing hiswill on that impossibletask. He
got through the first iteration, but there were eight more to go before the spell wastruly complete.

Seven—six—five— And he had no more to give. For amoment he thought he would fail, that the spell
would uncail right then, then new strength came flowing into the working.

Ria

:1 said I’d support your decisions, remember?: her cool voice camein hismind.



Four—three—two—one—and the spell was set and began to run. The walls of the room grew pale and
indigtinct, the doors and windows vanished, leaving the eight of them suspended in abubble of slvery
timelessness,

“Y ou must teach me that sometime,” Paul said respectfully, looking only alittle rattled. José and Toni
were looking around at the transformed apartment, wary looks of wonder on their faces.

“Yeah,” Eric said, Sghing. He turned back to Jeanette. She was sitting up, bresthing more easily. She
looked at Eric.

“Thisismagic, but itisn't acure” hetold her. “I don't know how long I can hold this bubble, but when it
pops. . . you're probably going to go withiit,” hefinished reluctantly.

“Just aswell,” Jeanette answered. “1I'vekilled alot of people. It'stime| paid for that.”
“Itign't enough.”

It was Hosea who spoke, coming to the center of the room and looking down at Jeanette with astern
expression on hisface that Eric had never seen before. “1’m not sure who you are or what you' ve done,
ma am, but Miss Llewellyn seemsto think it's something pretty bad. Y ou can’t wipe out something like
that with one grand gesture and a quick degath. It's gonnatake a power of effort and time—alifetime of
doing good, and more.”

“I don't have alifetime,” Jeanette said, looking at him. “And | suck at socia work. If you can think of
any way around that, I’m open to suggestions.” She shook her head, looking away. “I did have, once. All
the time in the world—alifetime to use however | wanted. But | pissed it away and you don't get a
second chance, so be happy, Ria, because I’ m going to fry in Hell for athousand years.” She closed her
eyes, gathering her resources. “Here' swhat you need to know. Aerune found wherel was hiding. He
sent Elkanah, one of Lintel’s Threshold ops, to bring me to somewhere he could get his hands on me.
He' sgot most of my stash of T-Stroke, but it doesn’t work on elves.”

“Elkanah? Elkanah Youngblood?” Toni demanded in amazement. “Immi€’ s brother?”

Jeanette stared at her. “Maybe. How do | know? Peoplein our line of work aren’t that free with last
names and home addresses, y’ know?’ Shetook a deep breath. “Elkanah didn’t know he was working
for Aerune until the end—neither of usdid. | thought he was going to kill me, so | dosed both of uswith
T-Stroke. The higher the dose, the more time you have—maybe if you take enough, you get to live, |
don’'t know. But Aerune came. He took me Underhill and |eft Elkanah behind. | don’t know what
happened to him, but he' s dead now, for sure. At least | know he deserved it,” she added quietly.

“Most of what happened then isn't important. But thisis: Aerune has human help—aguy from this sde of
the Hill. Parker Whestley. They’ re working together—planning to start awar between humans and elves
S0 Aerune can get us to bomb ourselves back to the Stone Age. | get the idea Aerune found abunch of
government dfchasers and gave them alittle help. Whestley depends on him now. If you can't stop them,
they’re going to drag al your precious secrets onto the front page of The New York Times, and then
what I’ ve doneis going to look like awet firecracker next to a neutron bomb. They weretaking

about . . . internment camps for witches. Crazy stuff.”

Even insulated as she was, Jeanette was gill painfully weak, and ddlivering the message had cost her a
lot. She hung her head, breathing hard. “ There' salot moreto tell you, but | don't think | havetime.”

Eric knew shewasright. His spell couldn’t hold, even rein-forced with Rid s power. In afew minutes, it
would fade away, and time would run normally once more. And afew minutes after that, Jeanette would



be dead.
“Y ou could have.” Hoseaspoke again. “ Time.”
Jeanette looked up at him, hate and hope in her expression. *Y eah? And how do you figure that?’

“Y our body hasto die. Y ou don't. Ingtead of going on, why don’t you stick around and clean up some
of your mess?’ Hoseasaid, asif it were the smplest thing in the world.

“Become avoluntary ghost?’ Paul said doubtfully. “ That has certain drawbacks, you know. Once a spirit
has chosen to tarry, for whatever reason, moving on becomes arather ticklish proposition. And you'd
need an anchor to hold the spirit in place.”

“Likeabuilding,” Toni said. “But | don’t want her haunting Guardian House.”

“It could be aphysica object, not ahouse,” José said. “A sword, or amirror, asthe old talessay. Or a
harp.”

“WEe realittle short on any of those objectsright now,” Paul pointed out, looking around the room.
“Evenif thelady agreed.”

“Andwedon’t have alot of timeto discussit,” Eric said tightly.

“Hey, soyou don’'t haveaharp. You' ve got this,” Kayla pointed out, holding up Hosea' s banjo. “Will
thiswork?’

Paul took the instrument from her hands and studied it carefully. “If Hosea consents, and Miss Campbell
doesaswel, | think thiswill do nicely. But | warn both of you: though we can hold her here, we can't set
the terms of her imprisonment, and | do know one thing—if the banjo is destroyed without Jeanette' s
Spirit being released from it, she will be dead in thisworld and the next, with no reprieve possible.”

“I’'mgame,” Hoseasaid, and looked at Jeanette.
“A choice between Hell and bluegrass,” Jeanette said. “1'll take bluegrass—if you'll have me, Hosea?’

“Thisign'tright,” Kaylasad. “1 saswv— When Jmmie— Shouldn’t she go on and find what’ swaiting for
her?’

“No, thanks,” Jeanette said briefly, and shuddered. “1 think I’ ve seeniit.”

“Everybody deserves achanceto fix what they broke,” Hosea agreed. “If you do right, Miss Jeanette,
I’ll doright by you.”

“Folks—" Eric said urgently.

“Come here, Jeanette. Take the banjo. Eric, when | give the word, release your spell and let us cast
ours,” Paul said. “I warn you, Miss Campbell, thisisn't going to be pleasant for you. Keeping aspirit
from passing over isaterrible thing, painful for both the spirit and the enchanter, even when full consent is
involved. Y ou may wish we hadn't.”

“Just doit, for God' s sake.” Jeanette crawled to the center of the room and sat, reaching out to take the
banjo and cradling it in her arms. The Guardians formed acircle around her, even Hosea, who looked
very unsure of himsdif.

“Cdl thisyour baptism of fire,” Toni told him.



“I can't—" Eric said, just as Paul said: “Now.”

With apang of rdlief, Eric stopped feeding power to his spell and felt it uncoil and vanish. Time rushed
back into the room like the incoming tide filling a sea cave. Jeanette gasped and fell over on her Sde,
groaning and clutching the banjo tightly.

Light surrounded the five of them, like an egg of multicolored opd. Riareached out for Eric’s hand, and
he took it.

Eric wasn't sure he believed what he saw happen next. He saw Jeanette—a ghostly, different-looking
Jeanette—climb to her feet, stepping over the dumped body on the floor. She gazed around, frightened,
shaking her head, obvioudy looking for away out. But there was nowhere to go. She beet againgt the
wallsof the egg, crying out sllently in frustration.

Kaylajerked forward.

“No, Kayla,” Riasaid. “Her choice, right or wrong.” Ria coaxed Kaylato St down again. The young
Heder’' sface wasamask of frustration. “'Y ou don't know,” she repeated.

“Jmmie went to what she deserved, after alifetime of service and self-sacrifice. Do you think Jeanette
wantsto face what she deserves?’ Riaasked.

“How can you be sure you'reright?” Kayla demanded.
“I don't haveto be” Riasad austerely. “All | haveto do islet her make her own mistake.”

Sowly, the egg of light shrank, keeping Jeanette imprisoned within it despite her struggles, dwindling until
it surrounded the banjo done, forcing her down withit.

Then thelight was gone.

“Ladies and gentlemen, we have created the world’ sfirst haunted banjo,” Paul said wesarily. “And | wish
| felt better about doing it.”

“Y ou did what you had to, Paul. Wedl did,” Toni answered.

Hosea picked up the banjo from whereiit lay against Jeanette' s dead body. One of the strings promptly
broke, and in the faint ringing Eric thought he could hear the echo of a human voice.

‘Bluegrass.. . . :

“Fedsheavier,” Hoseasaid, hefting the instrument. He began to detune the banjo, taking the tension off
the remaining strings.

“Wél, thishasbeen ahell of anight,” Riasaid.

“Look,” Kaylasad. “The sun’'scoming up.”

And it was. The sky outside the living room window was gray with dawn.
“What now?’ Eric said.

“We need to make plans,” Toni said, “but first thingsfirst. We adl need deep. And then . . . Hosea, |
guess Jmmi€ s gpartment isyoursnow.” Her eyesfilled with tears asthe redity of Jmmie sdeeth hit her
anew.



“Eric, you should warn Misthold about Aerune s plans. 1 don’t know much about Underhill politics, but
maybe there' s something they can do about him from their side,” Riasaid.

“Yeah.” Weariness—hedthy wearinessthistime, and not Aerune' s spell of despair—overwhelmed Eric,
and he dropped into the nearest empty chair. But | doubt it. Aerune’ stoo clever to give theman
excuse to move against him, and by the time | convince them he’sa real threat to Underhill and
the World Above alike, it might be too late. Elves don’t do anything in a hurry, and nothing much
excites them. Kory’ sthe real exception there, and he’ s young. The othersjust won't listen—or if
they do, they won't do anything.

“But that’ samatter for another day,” Riawent on, seeing hisface. “Come on, Kayla. It' stime to get you
home and settled in.”

“Noway. I'm staying here.” Kaylagot to her feet and walked to the middle of the room, glaring at

Hosea and the other Guardians. “Y ou people need a keeper, you know that? If | hadn’t blown the

whistle on Aerune, he woulda durped you al up like a Coffee Coolata—and where' d you be then?
You'regredat at taking care of everyone else, but who' staking care of you? You need me, and I’'m
gaying. End of discusson.”

Her speech took the Guardians by surprise. “You?’” Toni asked.
“Y ou see anybody el se gpplying for the job?” Kayla shot back.
The Guardians |ooked at each other, and back at Ria, who shrugged, looking amost astired as Eric felt.

“I'm not her mother. And I think it would be okay with Elizabet if Kaylalived here, so long as someone
was keegping an eye on her.”

“| think we can arrange that,” José said, with the ghost of asmile. “And | think | speak for dl of uswhen
| say that your offer is most welcome, munequita.”

“Wall, good,” Kaylasaid. She' d obvioudy been expecting more of an argument, but by now Eric was
used to the speed with which the Guardians made decisions. And asfor Ria, having seen Kayla stastein
clothes, he was pretty sure Riawas alittle relieved not to have Kayla on hand to redecorate her Park
Avenue gpartment.

“Thenit's settled. | guess you can have the basement gpartment, now that . . .” Toni said. Shetook a

deep breath and went on. “Why don’t you go home with Ria tonight, and tomorrow we can see about
getting you settled in. And there will bethe. . . funera arrangementsfor Jmmie. Shedied in the line of
duty. Therewill be a Department funerd, | think. I'll have to check.”

“That canwait,” Paul said, putting an arm around her shoulders. “Now it istimeto rest, and to gather our
strength. Therewill be time enough to say our proper good-byes.”

But how much time was Aerune—and his unknown alies—going to give them? Eric wondered.

TWELVE
CELTICHOTEL

“Welcometo Glitterhame Neverd egps—and the Tir-na-Og Resort Hotel and Casino! I'm your friendly
neighborhood V1P greeter, and you two are certainly VIPs.”



Beth blinked, looking around hersalf asthe Portal dissolved behind her. She and Kory stood in the center
of apristine greenwood of towering oaks—a Node Grove—and beneath her feet, the ground was
covered with thick emerald mossin which violets and tiny blue starflowers bloomed. But beyond the
trees she could see neon in every shade of the rainbow, and the light overhead wasfiltered through the
glass skylight of the casino atrium, ten stories above.

“I’'m Geraint mac Merydydd, but you can call me Gerry—M eredith, asit were. Prince Arvindel told us
you’ d be coming. It's November, the temperature is abamy 50 degrees Fahrenheit, and sunset is at
4:33 today to be followed by awaxing moon. Please adjust your caendars and watches and return al
tray tablesto an upright position before exiting the heartwood.”

Though two days ago it had been August, Beth’ stime, in the world two months had passed, as she and
Kory had used the Gates at Everforest and Neverd egps to arrive both when and where they wished to.
In essence, it wastime travel, though the eves rarely used the gatesin that fashion, and Beth’ smind had
been boggled thefirgt time she' d understood thet it was possible.

“But why don't you use it? Go back in time and change things that went wrong? Y ou could keep Perenor
from buying the Node Grove, kegp Susan from building the Posaidon machine—"

“Theweb of theworld iswoven as Danu wills” Kory had told her, “though we may affect some small
threads of Her weaving, we dare not unravel the design. | am but aMagus Minor, with small gifts, and so
| do not perfectly understand the why of these things. Our wisest Adepts could explain, though they might
not chooseto. But it has always been s0.”

“But how do you know when ‘now’ is?” Beth had asked, frustrated. “If there’ sno timein Underhill, and
you can go back and forth in the time of the World Above as you please, how do you know?’

“And what elseisaNode Grove for, but to anchor the hamesinto the ‘now’ of the World Above?’
Kory had answered, smiling. “And that anchorageisvita if we areto come and go between the two
worldsin safety and ease. There are worlds asred asyour own, placesin the World Above, where
there are no Node Groves, no Portals, and no Elfhames. Such worlds are difficult to reach, and easy to
become lost in forever, nor does magic work so well in such worlds asit does here. And so we accept
time asthe precious gift it is, and do not make light of it.”

“After dl, it does keep everything from happening at once,” Beth had quipped, and let the subject drop.
Asfar as she could figure, the Sidhe used time the way humans used magnetic north: asauseful aid to
navigation, but something they could ignoreif they chose. Still, they werein November now, and in aday
or so they’ d go back Underhill, and if she stayed there long enough, everything would sort itself out. So
long as she didn’t think any more about it, her head wouldn't hurt. And meanwhile, there was their host
to consder.

Gerry Meredith looked asif the description “lounge lizard” might have been invented just for him, and his
glamourie made him look human—though far more handsome than any human had aright to be. Hewas
wearing awhite sharkskin suit with the casino’ slogo—a Celtic dragon coiled around a
tower—-embroidered in gold over the suit pocket, and ablack satin shirt open to the waist. His short
black hair was dicked straight back; he wore an ornate gold hoop in one ear, ahost of gold chains
around his neck, and jewe-studded rings on every finger.

“WEe're, uh, pleased to be here,” Beth said, taking the proffered hand. Gerry’ s smile broadened into a
conspiratorid grin.

“Quiteashock, isn't it? Weliketo think of our little -casno asateensy bit of home herein thisgresat big
desert—and where better to hide something than in plain sight? The tourists think that the Groveisjust



part of our lovely Cdtic ambiance, and with the treesindoors instead of outsde, we aren’t disrupting the
local ecology either—which ismorethan | can say about some people, with their
seventy-five-thousand-gallons-a-day-| ost-to--evaporation waterfals. Well! No point in weeping over
what can’t be mended, isthere, dear ones? Let me get someone to take your luggage, and we' |l show
you to your suite. If there sanything you' ve forgotten, you can probably find it in one of our
tragically-trendy concourse-level shops. All on the house, of course. Nothing too good for our honored
gueds”

He snapped his fingers, and two bellhops dressed in tights and doublets arrived. Gerry pointed at the two
small bags—Beth and Kory didn’t plan to be here very long, but each had brought afew thingsjust in
case. “Those go to the Lady In The Lake Suitein Tower Four,” he said. Each man picked up abag and
waked off through the wood, and Gerry turned back to Beth and Kory.

“Now if you'll come aong with me, you can see abit of the casno on the way up to your rooms,” Gerry
sad. “1 understand you' Il be attending Comdex aong with 250,000 other lovely people? A very busy
time of year for us. We have your passes and badges dl taken care of—we can pick them up along with
your keys when we get to the desk—but of course you'll be wanting to take care of dl the teensy details
yoursef—we don't pry. Discretion is our watchword here at Neverd eeps—after dl, if wetold everyone
amply everything, what would there be left to gossip about?” Still chattering, Gerry ushered the two of
them through the little greenwood.

Beth could see that there were colored floodlights ringing the base of each tree—the place must ook
amazing at night—and in the distance she could hear the splashing of asmal fountain.

Neat. They can use magic practically openly, and the mun-danes |l think it’ s just another special
effect. Nobody ever really expects to be told the magician’ s secrets, now, do they?

At the edge of the heartwood ared velvet theater rope marked off the trees from the rest of the casino
floor and discouraged casua wanderers. There must be five acres under this roof, Beth marveled,
looking around. When Kory had told her that elveswere running acasino in Las Vegas she hadn't been
sure what to expect, but she sure hadn’t expected . . . this.

The motif herein the main casino was Cdltic kitsch—asiif Liberace' d had a heavy date with the cast of
Riverdance, with alot of Camelot and some Robin of Sherwood thrown in. The carpet beneath their
feet was amulticolored Cdtic knotwork pattern, dizzying to look at for very long. Half the wait staff
wore kilts and poet shirts and looked like demented Highlanders, while the other half wore
digphanous—and very short—glittery togas with sequined Celtic motifs and sparkly “fairy” wings.

Theair wasfilled with sound—piped-in Celtic music (rather good, to Beth’ s surprise, and not the potted
Muzak one usudly heard in public buildings), the ching! of dot machines and the clatter of jackpots being
paid off, the low calls of the croupiers, the hum of athousand conversations, and over it al, thering of
other bells and chimes she couldn’t begin to guess the reason for. Despite the fact that it was broad day,
there were plenty of customers, both at the banks of gleaming dot machines and clustered around the
tables. Las Vegas was atrue 24-hour town. “ Neversleeps’ indeed. For once, that Sdhe quirk must
come in really handy, Beth thought.

While the table games were pretty standard—jpoker, blackjack, baccarat—even the dot machines
carried out the theme of the casino, with leprechauns, pots of gold, rainbows, castles, and dragons
prominently displayed on the faces. But the wackiest thing, in Beth’ s opinion, was the twelve-foot-high
vertica roulette whedl that towered over the rest of the casino floor, prominently captioned “ Arianrhod's
Silver Whed of Fortune.” It promised a $100,000 payoff on double zero, and the most frequent payouts
on the entire Strip.



“Oh, my,” she murmured to Kory, pointing circumspectly. “Have they no shame?’

“Nonea al, my lady,” Gerry said brightly. She’ d forgotten how acute elves hearing was. “We give the
tourists what they come to see—and if we have abit of fun with it, too, where' sthe harm? We run the
quietest, safest, friendliest house on the Strip—only the people who need to lose do so here, and the
people who need to win do that too. It al works out.” He beamed at them happily.

“Friendly, perhaps. But how honest?’ Beth wanted to know. Thiswhole place wastoo big, too
gaudy—and too good to be true. It made her suspicious. What werethey really up to?

Gerry grinned at her conspiratorialy, obvioudy aware of her reservations. “ Devil abit, m'lady, but does
that matter? The good are rewarded, the wicked are punished—and as for those who are sick beyond
our power to help them and wish to lose themselvesin games of chance as othersdo in drink or
Dreaming, why, somehow they never comein our doors—or if they do, it'sfor aquick drink, apull of
the dots, and then they’ re on their way. We harm no one here, nor -alow -anyone to cometo harm. This
isTir-na-Og, the Land of Dreams, and dl our dreams are pleasant!” Gerry swept hisarmswide,
indicating the casino floor with a proud -flourish.

“But surely more need to win at your tablesthan need to lose,” Kory pointed out. “1f more money ispaid
out than taken in, how do you survive?’

“Asto that, Prince Korendil, it' safine old VVegas tradition to cook the books, and redly, we don’'t even
need to do much of that. More people need to lose money than you’ d think—for one reason or another.
We get alot of convention traffic, and with two five-star restaurants and three shows nightly in Merlin's
Enchanted Oak Room, we do quite wdl. And if there are any shortfdls. . . well, there' sfairy gold

aplenty herein Tir-naOg!”

With enough kenned gold to back it, Beth supposed, any business could afford to run at aloss. And
casinos had traditionally been used to launder funds. . . though somehow she suspected that Tir-na-Og
was one of the few casinosin Clark County without aMafia slent partner hovering in the background.

“I do hope you'll be able to make the time to stop in and see one of our shows. The prettiest girls, the
most toothsome boys, and more. Magic. Real magic. Stageillusonism—prestidigitation in the grand
tradition of Kellar, Maskelyne, Houdini—the very best in the business!”

“Real magic?’ Kory said, ddighted. He turned to Beth. “We must—we could see the show tonight!”

“Why not?’ Beth said. It was strange, when even aMagus Minor like Kory could perform feats of magic
that no human could hope to duplicate, that most of the elves she' d met were bonkersfor stage
illusonism, which involved no “red” magic at dl, just misdirection and deight of hand. It was just another
aspect of their endless fascination with human creativity, she guessed, but it did seem odd. Like their
obsession with microwaves. And ther lust for pretzels.

Elves were pretty strange when you got to know them.

“Splendid! I'll get you tickets for the midnight show—and you can have dinner beforehand inthe Merrie
Greenwood. You'll see usat our best, | assure you!”

It seemed to Beth that they’ d been walking for miles. It was hard to tell, with dl the mirrors and flashing
lights, and the casino floor waslaid out in alabyrinthine path that required anyone passing through it to
loop around and double back, passing the maximum possible number of temptations, to reach their
destination. But at |last they reached the hotel desk.



It was an imposing structure—the desk itsdlf, nearly aswide asit wastal, was pure white Carrera
marble with gilt accents—and was carved with fierce warriors and mythical beagtsin an antique style,
sort of Xena Meets the Monks of Lindisfarne. The space behind the desk was paneled in agood
gpproximation of golden English oak, and al the informationa sgnswere donein uncia script, with
illuminated initid |etters after the Book of Kdlls. But the staff behind the desk was courteous and
professond, al wearing matching white Tir-na-Og blazers with nametags. Beth supposed that none of
them were Sidhe; though she couldn’t be sure. The Seleighe Sidhe had the weirdest notions of what was
fun, sometimes.

Gerry stopped at the end of the desk, under asign that said “VIP Services,” and spoke to one of the
gaff.

“The Misthold party is here. Beagood little elf and fetch me their check-in package.”

“Of course” the woman behind the counter said. She flashed Beth adazzling smile. “Wecometo
Tir-na-Og. We hope you'll enjoy your stay with us.” Her nametag read: Hi! My nameis Galadriel and
her ditted pupils were narrowed againgt the dazzling lights.

Beth blinked. Gerry had spoken no more than the truth when he'd called her a“good little éf.” Shewas
probably Low Court, one of the host of Sidhe linked almost symbiotically to the anchor-ing Node Grove
and its Gate. Low Court elves could not travel any great distance from the treesto which they were
linked, either in Underhill or in the World Above, and would die if their parent grove was harmed. Unlike
their High Court brethren, the Low Court e ves were unable to completely disguise their Sdhe nature.
They were dso said to be more scatterbrained and mischievous than their High Court brethren, with less
of an interest in the future—it was from encounters with members of the Low Court over the centuries
that most of the tales of “mischievous spirits’ had entered human myths, while the High Court figured
predominantly as shining heroes and sometimes gods.

But that was a long time ago, Beth thought, watching the saucy sidhe tuck envel opes, keys, maps, and
couponsinto awhite legtherette folder with the hotel logo stamped prominently onit in gold. From gods
to resort owners. Wonder if they miss the olden days? Galadriel handed the folder to Beth with a
cheerful smile. Probably most of the people who stopped by her counter didn’t even notice her eyes, or
thought they were costume contacts.

“Will you be needing anything ese, Ms. Kentraine, Mr. Korendil?” Galadridl asked.

“Uh...notright now,” Beth said, taking the folder. This place was as strange and unworldly initsown
way asthe Goblin Market and Rick’s, and at that, the Tir-naOg wasn't that different from most of the
other A-list casinoson the Strip. | guess the guy who said that truth is stranger than fiction knew
what he was talking about. . . .

Gdadrie wished them both alovely day at the Tir-na-Og Resort Hotel and Casino, and Beth and Kory
followed Gerry past arow of shops selling souvenirs and sundries—the high-priced designer boutiques
were on the other side of the casino—and over to abank of elevators. The doors were golden, showing
the castle-and-dragon logo being dive-bombed by anumber of -scantily-clad fairieswith jeweed wings.
Heled them to an ele-vator at the end that was marked “ Penthouse Suites Only.”

“You'll need your room key to accessthe elevator, and it only stops at the top two floors,” Gerry
explained. Hetook Beth's portfolio from her and extracted the room key, fitting it into adot beneath the
row of buttons. When hedid, al the buttonslit up, and he pressed one of them. Beth immediately felt the
sensation of weight that told her she wasin ahigh-speed elevator.

“How many floors doesthis place have?’ she asked.



“Twenty-five,” Gerry answered promptly. “The top two floors are for Paladin-class guests such as
yourselves—and most of our Underhill guests, of which we re seeing more every year, I'm ddighted to
sy. You'll find no Cold Iron anywhere in our Paladin-class accommodations, and of courseyou'll have
noticed there' svery little desthmeta on the casino floor. Why, even the flatware in our restaurantsis
dlver, not gainless”

“Youmust losealot of it,” Beth said.

Gerry smiled. “Not redly. Most of our gueststhink it’s plate, not worth stealing. And it's enchanted to
come back, anyway, if someonetriesto takeit out of the building. Much easier that way.”

At that moment the doors opened.

The hdl carpet was adeep rich purple, bordered in a subdued knotwork pattern in gold that was picked
up in thewallpaper. Reproductions of some of the more whimsical Pre-Raphaglite paintings hung on the
walls—not that Beth was sure they were reproductions. Some of the hames entertained themsalves by
collecting art and literature about the Fair Folk that was created by humans, and that would certainly be
right in line with Glitterhame Neverdeep’ s corporate culture.

“Thisway, dear ones.”

They passed afew tastefully gold-leafed doors with various Celtic motifs done on themin low
relief—serpents, claddaughs, Cdtic crosses, triskelions—but not many. These were the kind of suites
that every Vegas casino kept for its high rollers, and Beth had heard that they were enormous.

At last they arrived at their destination. Gerry opened the door with aflourish before handing the key
card back to Beth.

“Welcome!” he said, stepping back so they could enter.
“Oh, my,” Beth said.

They stood in the main room of the suite. The curtains were drawn back from one curving glasswall to
show her the eastward-looking view of the late-afternoon Strip. The Superdtition Mountains were afaint
blue smear in the distance, and even with the dust and fuss of the city’ s building boom, the air seemed
clear and impossibly crystaline. She could see the various casinos al the way down to the MGM Grand
and Excdibur, looking tawdry and faintly apologetic without their nighttime neon.

“There sabalcony on the other sde—and, of course the Roof Terrace. And now, I'll leave the two of
you to settlein. If you have any questions, or need anything at al, no matter how infinitesma, don’t
hesitate to give me ajingle. My card isin your information packet, and as you aready know, we never
deep hereinthe City of Sin.” Gerry waved gaily and sauntered out, closing the door behind him.

“And | thought Underhill wasweird,” Beth said. Tearing her attention away from the view—it was
mesmerizing, and would be more so come nightfall—she turned to inspect their -lodgings.

It was obvious no marketing department or consumer focus group had been consulted in decorating the
auite, because their suggestions would have run to the bland, the inoffensive, the middle of theroad. And
thiswas't that. It had a cheerful vulgarity, a no-holds-barred excess, alurid exuberance that made Beth
amile. See? the room amost seemed to say. It’ s okay to play around with bright colors. No Fashion
Police here! And remember: Glitter is Good.

If she' d had to characterize the style, she' d have said Cdltic-Egyptian, providing, of course, it d come by
way of the Sun King's court in France. There were severa sectiona seating groupsin bright colors—red,



blue, purple—stone-topped gilded tablesin the shapes of fantastic beasts, paintings and afew statues
and some knick-knacks and severd vases filled with gaudy lilies scattered across the top of the bar and
the entertainment armoire. The whole room fairly radiated salf-confidence, the cheerful happiness of
someone secure in their own style, no matter how far from the mainstream that might be.

On the coffee table was alarge fruit basket, ajeroboam of champagne, and an equally enormous candy
box with an unfamiliar logo, dl gifts of the management. Beth went over and lifted the lid, puzzled. This
couldn’t be chocolate. . . ?

It wasn't. The box wasfilled with marzipan and divinity, candied apricots, caramels, sugar-glazed
nutmests. in short, everything but chocolate. Oooh, Purina EIf Yummies. Cool.

“I must say, we' re certainly getting the VIP trestment. As advertised,” she said to no onein particular.
Kory was wandering around the room like acat in a strange place, picking things up and setting them
down. He went off into the bedroom. Beth followed, nibbling on an apricot.

The bedroom was decorated mostly in soothing blues and greens: there was a second bar, a second
televison, and enough closet spaceto get lost in. It had abed bigger than anything Beth had seen outside
of Underhill dominating the room, with agreen velvet tufted headboard that went hafway up thewall,
and amatching haf-canopy jutting out above it, satin-lined drapes held back with tasseled gold ropes.

But the bathroom, so far as Beth was concerned, was the star attraction, filled with enough Eurogadgets
that by rightsit should have launched you into orbit, not just gotten you clean. There were heated
vibrating massage beds, towe warmers, infrared lamps, a heated floor, an omnidirectiona step-in
shower, and awhirlpool Jacuzzi big enough to baptize an entire parish a one go. The counter wasfilled
with bottles of complementary toiletries, everything from bath gel to toothpaste, and there were more
fresh flowersin asilver bowl, filling the room with the scent of roses and oranges.

“Can we take thiswhole place with us when we go back to Underhill?’ Beth asked, only half joking.

Kory amiled. “1 think Maeve would likeit. | think | would, too. | have never . . . seen any place quitelike
thisin your human world.”

“Just goesto show you what happens when you turn elves with money loosein Las Vegas,” Beth
quipped. “Now, we' d better go start making those phone calls and find out where those vendors Ray
promised to hook us up with are going to be tomorrow.”

Travis Booker already knew hewasin over hishead. His 1D (should he need to produceit) said he was
working for Greenwood Security Limited, one of the Paranormal Defense Initiative' s screen
organizations—and if that were really the case, he' d have no problems. Greenwood Security had abooth
at Comdex; it was actudly alegitimate business, providing on-ste security servicesfor vendors
concerned about industrial espionage. Thefact that itsfindingstrickled upgtairsto its governmental
measters was something that very few people—its clients not among them—needed to know.

Until ten months ago, Travis had been aresearcher. Therewasn't much else you could do withaPh.D. in
folklore and anthropol ogy—when he' d written his paper on urban myths, he' d had hopes of abright
publishing career, or at least a plum teaching job. Neither materiaized—but the United States
Government in itsinfinite wisdom had plenty of jobs for someone whose only red talent was hitting the
books. He knew he was working for one of the aphabet agencies, but even Traviswasn't sure which
one: his paycheck said Generd Services Adminigtration, just like everyone ese's; he' d been hired by the
State Department (just like everyone else), and histime was occupied ether in preparing briefing memos



on whatever esoteric subject gppeared in hisin-box, or in boiling other such documents down into
two-page memos.

It seemed to him sometimesthat life would be ampler if they dl just stuck to writing two-page memosin
thefirst place, but the same governmenta department that swore it was too busy to read theinformation
it asked for also ingsted on in-depth coverage of its subject.

Then one day aman had come to him and asked him if he’ d like anew job. Travis had warmed up to
Parker Whestley immedi atel y—the man was obvioudy a Washington ingder, clearly going places.
Whestley had said that he was forming aspecia new department, and Travis s quadifications and
clearancesfit him admirably for work there.

For awhile his new job was the same as the old—his paychecks till came from the GSA, and he even
had the same office—but instead of putting together reports on the political history of Afghanistan, the
subjects he was caled upon to research were universally wacky. UFO sightings over mgjor cities.
Appearances of elvesand fairiessince 1900. A list of cryptozoological sightings organized by
geographical area, with specia reference to those grouped around sites of current nuclear power plants.
Hefound it anice change to be able to put his degree to some use, but wondered vaguely what his tax
dollarswere up to, if hisnew employerswere investigeting Bigfoot.

After awhile, he began receiving what were obvioudy field agents' reports, with arequest to match the
descriptionsin them to the closest known folklore motif. Curiosity was something discouraged in Travis's
line of work, but he couldn’t help beginning to piece things together. There actually was something out
there. Something with huge implicationsfor nationa and globa defense. Something that had been here
before, leaving legendsin its wake, and was back again now. John Ked had called them
“ultraterrestrials’; Ked’ sbeing a sort of Unified Weirdness Theory that whatever the source of thisweird
phenomena, it was Earthly and continuous, not extraplanetary and recent, in origin. Travisduly wrotea
lengthy paper cross-referencing The Field Guide to Extraterrestrials with Arne-Thompsen and passed
it up the chain of command.

Shortly after that, Parker Whestley had cdled to invite him to lunch at the exclusve Cincinnatus Club,
and Travis had legped at the chance. Something was definitely up, and he suspected he was about to be
given achanceto find out whét.

What he didn’t expect was to be offered the chance to be afield agent for the newly formed Paranormal
Defense Initiative, successor in interest to Project Broad Church, for which he had been recruited. Mr.
Whestley had assured him that he could pick up the field skills he needed as he went dong—with
intensive coaching, of course—but that it was very impor-tant to the PDI to have field agents who had
someideaof what they were dedling with.

“My doctorateisin folklore,” Travisreminded him, trying not to be overawed by the vibrations of money
and power that filled the Cincinnatus Club’ s dining room. It very much resembled an exclusve English
men’s club of the 19th -century—it was meant to—and was the sort of place that people like Travis
rarely saw. Parker Whestley, on the other hand, was obvioudy afrequent guest.

“Soitis” Mr. Whestley had said. “ And surdly you' ve gained some idea of our mandate from dl the
work you' ve been doing for us?’

Thiswas dangerous ground, for thinking was next door to prying into mattersthat didn’'t concern you,
and agood way to lose your job, your clearances, and your government pension.

“Wdll, redly, gr, I'mjust doing my job. And | know I'm not seeing thefull picture. After al, itisvt my
job to speculate. Only to provide factua information.”



“Let’sjust suppose for amoment that | were to ask you to speculate. Based solely on the materia that
crosses your desk intheline of duty, of course, and with the full understanding that you don’t have dl the
pieces. I’ d be interested to see what you' d come up with.”

“Wdll . ..” Whestley obvioudy wasn't going to let him off the hook. “I guess |’ d haveto say that you're
interested in aclass of phenomenawhose manifestations explicitly predate 1947, and in fact have
occurred in essentialy the same form asfar back as we have written records, though the interpretation of
them has naturally changed over time.”

“Nestly put,” Whestley said. “ And what would you say those phenomena manifestations are?’

“I can't say,” Travispointed out. “No one knows. | can say that at varioustimesin history, these same
phenomena have been classed as gods, demons, various forms of non-deific supernatura beings, and,
most recently, as space diens, of which the Alien Grey isthe most commonly recognized, but certainly
not the only type. Whether there sredly anything there—and if thereisn't, why people keep seeing them
with such peculiar consstency—isn't something | can tell you.”

“Wadll, then, Travis, let me put the question | asked you earlier in adifferent way: would you liketo go
and seefor yoursdf?’

Put that way, it had been an offer he couldn’t refuse, one which had led him, over the course of nearly a
year, to standing around aLas Vegas airport in the ugliest green suit imaginable, looking for . . . what the
rest of the PDI was looking for: Spookies.

Travis hated the green uit, but the stedlth technology woven into the fabric didn’t take dye very well, so
Headquarters said, so thefield teams were stuck with looking like abunch of forest-green fashion plates.
Fortunately, in atown likethis, they didn’t stand out, and Travis had to admit that the cut itself was

gylish.

LasVegaswasfar from PDI’susua besat, but Headquarters had gotten atip that some Spookies might
be showing up at Comdex, so he' d been tasked to keep an eye out at McCarran International to seeif
he spotted one coming in through the airport. Spookies could look like anything, but the black box on his
wrist impersonating awatch didn’t lie. It was designed to respond to the presence of parasympathetic
energy, and PS waves always meant Spookies.

Nevertheless, he' d been as surprised as anyone to see his watch light up when the tall woman passed
him. He would have stared at her regardless—shewaswell over six feet tall, even without the
high-heeled black boots, and had long red-streaked black hair that hung straight to her waist. He dipped
on his sunglassesto take a better look. Their specid filtering technology was supposed to cut through
Spookieillusonsasif they weren't there, and for thefirst time, Travis d had ademondtration of what that
meant. His quarry’ s business suit and porn queen boots vanished. Now she was wearing what |ooked
likeablack velvet riding habit, and she had the ears.

Gotcha, babe. You may run, but you can’t hide. His heart raced with excitement—he knew the
Spookies were dangerous, often savage, and totally unpredictable, but he was actu-ally seeing one up
close! He hurried to follow her as she headed out the front of the airport toward the waiting line of cabs.

The cab ride to the Strip was short, and he had no trouble keeping hersin view. She pulled up at one of
the casinos; he stopped his cab at the next one and walked back, following her insde. His black box
promptly lit up again, and thistime the entire face went red, unableto give him adirectiond indicetor. The
whole place was loaded with PS energy!

He shook his head, suddenly dizzy. He had an urge to go back out onto the street, back to the airport,



but a sense of duty stopped him. He' d tagged a Spookie, and he wasn't going to stop until he chased her
down. PDI was dways hoping for the pot of gold: alive Spookie capture, not just abunch of glimpses
and second-hand reports. If he wasinvolved in acapture, it could mean promotion, maybe even abonus.

Maybe I d better report in, he thought, worried. The GPS locator dl field agents wore would let the
locd office know where he was, but no more than that. Just then he spotted her again, over at the
Reservations Desk.

And shewas surrounded by Spookies. Half the people behind the desk looked just like the ID sketches
he' d seen—the long pointed ears and brilliant overlarge hypnotic eyes. He swept a glance around the rest
of the casino. More of them. The place was crawling with Spookies—awhole nest of them!

He started to panic, then controlled himsdlf. They didn’t know he was here, and they didn’t know about
the PDI. He was safe for the moment. And he needed to find out as much as he could about what they
were up to before he made his report.

Roderick Gallowglass—his name was Rhydderich, but Roderick was close enough—was a happy f.
He' d been security chief for the casino for the last three years, and he never tired of watching humans.
They were so endlesdy inventive, so passionate. A joy to work with, really—and with the whole place
loaded to the gills with Trouble Begone spells, herardly had to do anything more taxing than point out the
bathrooms to bewildered tourists.

Today, however, might be different.

He' d spotted the Unsaleighe the moment she walked in the door, of course—that “you are all peasants’
arrogance would have been adead giveaway, even if she weren't swaddled in glamouriesthat rendered
her true seeming invisible to humans (though not to Roderick)—but the Tir-na-Og was aneutral zone,
protected by truce. So long as they didn’t make trouble, members of the Dark Court were as welcome
here aswere the Bright.

The man who' d followed her, however, was adifferent proposition. There was something odd about
him—not quite magic, but odd nonetheless. Roderick could see the casino’ swards swirl around him,
unableto get agood grip, and felt an urge to rest his own eyes somewhere—anywhere—else. Ashe
watched, Roderick saw the man hesitate, staggering alittle as the magics did their best to push him out
the door. But Tir-naOg' s gentle wardings were not designed to combat adetermined will, only to turn
aside those who could be encouraged to go e sewhere. Obvioudy the young man in the green business
suit thought he had business here—and with the Unseleighe lady, at thet.

The lady picked up her registration and headed for the €elevators, and the nervous young man moved to
follow.

Ah, laddie, the likes of her isn’t for the likes of you. Time for me to save you from your self.

Roderick moved forward to intercept the young man as he attempted to follow the lady into the elevator.
He nearly didn’t make it—for some reason, the green suit was particularly hard to seeinthecasino’'s
mideading illumination.

“Excuse me, dr. Those eevators are for guestsonly. May | help you?’

The young man turned toward him, anonymousin his sunglasses, and Roderick saw his mouth gape with
shock. “You're one of them too!” he gasped, reaching into his jacket.



He seesmeas| truly am, Roderick redized, equaly stunned. Not so stunned that he didn’t take the
young man’sarm gently but firmly, kegping him from whatever he was reaching for—and hustled him
through adoor marked “ Staff Only.”

The nervous young man did hisbest to put up afight, but Roderick’ s greater strength put paid to that airy
notion, and by the time the lad thought of shouting, they were well away from public eyes. A small spell
opened the door of one of the Quiet Rooms, and Roderick dragged his charge insde, plucking the object
the lad had been reaching for from his pocket as he did. On the streets of Victorian London, Roderick
had been an accomplished pickpocket, and he liked to keep up the old skills.

Hisfingerstingled and burned with the presence of Cold Iron—none of this new-fangled stedl or dloy,
but the pure desthmetd itsalf. The device resembled an old-fashioned zip gun, but instead of bullets or
darts, it held aclip of inch-long iron spikes. It might annoy a human, but it would kill or cripple one of the
Sidhe. Hetossed it quickly into acontainment bin for later examination, and rubbed his blistering fingers
together. A nasty piece of work that, put together by someone who knew more about Roderick’ skind
than was drictly comforting.

“Now. What can we do for you?’ he asked pleasantly. It was till difficult to keep an eye on hisyoung
guest—baffling that, as Roderick could detect no magic, though the force acting upon him certainly
wasn't physicd. Still, whatever power the young man had of avoiding the eye, it would do him little good
inasmal locked room.

“Y ou can let me go. I’ ve done nothing wrong,” the lad—little more than aboy, redly, even by human
sandards—said sullenly.

“Au contraire. Y ou were on the verge of annoying one of our guests, and you just tried to kill me, as
well you know. Best make a clean breast of things, lad. If you'rein trouble, we can help you.”

“Help us? We' ve had more than enough of your kind of help! I— I have nothing to say.” The lad backed
away, putting the table in the center of the room between them. His expression was hard to read through
the mirrorshades, but he sounded terrified.

Aswell he might, did he have dealings with the Dark Court, Roderick thought philosophicdly. Still,
that didn’t mean he had to bring his vendetta here.

“Nothing to say? Let me help you,” Roderick said. He cast asmple glamourie, one that would make the
young man see him asatrusted friend.

Nothing happened.
Roderick frowned, moving toward the boy, who recoiled. “I’ll cal the police!”

“From here? A good trick, that. | rather think you ought to tell me who you are, firs—and if you canna
do that, then you' Il haveto show me.”

He cornered the boy quickly, and plucked the glasses from hisface. As Roderick touched them, hefelt a
tingle of not-quite-magic, from the glasses and the suit aswell. It was they which held the interferenceto
his spells, not the lad. Possibly not a private vendetta, then.

Ruthlesdy—and with little cooperation—he searched the boy, removing al loose objects from his
person. No other weapons, and not much in the way of the gadgetry and paperwork humans carried with
them everywhere they went. He tossed the items to the table and looked through the wallet.

“Wdl, now, Travis Booker, what businessisit that you have with the Sidhe?’



“Thewha?" Travis clung to one hope only—that the months of hypnotic conditioning he d undergone
would protect him from the Spooki€’ saien psionics. Without his specid glasses, the Spookie looked like
anyone else—abig blond bodybuilder type, well over six feet—but Travisknew better. It was one of
them—the enemy—and now Traviswas a prisoner in an undeclared war. He owed it to humanity to
reved aslittle as possible about who and what he was. Only the PS detector he was wearing could
possibly implicate the PDI, and its components would fuse if it were taken from him; it was desgned to
sdf-destruct within afew minutesif its ambient temperature dropped below 98.6. He pulled it off and
tossed it to the table. “There. Y ou’ ve got everything. Now can | go?I’ll leave—I won't make any
troublefor you.”

“Y ou’ ve already made a certain amount of trouble, young Travis. Why not spare us both the rest? Y ou
aready seem to know abit more about us than would ease my mind, but we' ve aways been on good
termswith your folk. What business do you have with that lady? 1 warn you, she’'sno oneto betrifled
with, but if she'sdone you harm, perhaps we can mend it.”

“Issheyour queen?’ Travis asked, probing for information even though it did not look asif he' d ever be
ableto useit. They had so little hard information about the Spookies that any crumb was vauable. He
asked what business | had with the Shi—isthat a personal name, or atribal designation? Oh,
Lord, if I could only sit him down and ask him some questions. But Travis—and the other field
agents—had seen the morgue photos of people who'd tried that, their bodies burned amost beyond
recognition by a combination of hard radiation and corrosive poison. By nature and inclination, Spookies
were merciless predators, using their menta power to trick and destroy their prey.

But weirdly, his question only made the Spookie laugh. “ My queen? Not bloody likely, young Travis.
Nay, she’ snowt but trouble for your kind and mine, if shetakesit into her head to makeit. But she's
here peacefully, and so should you be.”

“I...dl right. I won't make any trouble.” Could escape be this easy? The briefing book said that
Spookies didn’t think like humans. Maybe a promise—even if one he had no inten-tion of
keeping—would be enough to get him out of here.

“Now how am | to believe you, when a moment ago you were so hot at hand?’ the Spookie protested,
amiling hisinhu-man smile. “ Perhapsif you wereto tell meal about yoursdlf, we could cometo some
accommodation.”

The Spookie looked into hiseyes, and Travis found himself unableto look away. He fdt apressurein his
head, asif the air had grown suddenly dense, holding his skull in a soft yet merciless grip. But the
conditioning held, and he said nothing.

The Spookie sighed, pretending disappointment. “ Ah, Travis, you' re being less than forthcoming with me,
aren't you, coming here as you have with armor and weapons? Still, we can settle this peaceably, can we
not?’

“Kill me, you mean?’ the young cockerd blugtered, till full of fight.

Roderick sghed inwardly. Too much televison, that’ swhat it was. Everybody thought that violence
settled things, asif it didn’t just put off the trouble to afuture time. And the lad seemed to be able to
resst dl Roderick’ s encouragements to confide in him—uworrisome, but a certain percentage of humans
were naturaly resistant to mind-magic, and Travis might be one of that happy few.



Ah, weel, there’ s more ways to skin a cat than by buttering it with par snips.

If thelad couldn’t be induced to tell why he was here, surely making him forget al he' d seen would serve
nearly as good a purpose? Let him hunt e sewhere—in vain—for his vengeance.

“Kill you?’” Roderick asked. “Nay, you'll live out your yearsin quiet content. But you' |l trouble us no
more, Travis Booker.”

It had taken agreat deal of Power to set the spell, to wipethelad’ s mind clean of the day’ s events and
cast himinto dumber, but in the end, Master Roderick waswell satisfied with hiswork. When Travislay
adeep on the floor, he examined the items on the table, but found nothing odd about them, and tucked
them back into Travis s pockets. Asfor the suit itsalf, perhaps he' d been mistaken, for the heavy cloth
held no trace of magic or spellcraft that Roderick could sense—and in any event, he could hardly take it
and leave young Travisto foot it home in socks and smallclothes, now, could he? But the strange
glasses—and the lethd little weapon—would remain here. Roderick would show them to Prince Gelert,
and seeif hislord could make any more of them than he had. But young Travis would trouble them no
more.

And the puir laddie had broken hiswristwatch, aswdll, for it lay cold and dark and unresponsivein
Roderick’ s hand. He shrugged, and buckled it back onto Travis swrist. Now to put him in acab, the
dumber spell timed to lift as Travis reached the hotel whose key had been among histhings. With any
luck at dl, he'd just think he' d fallen adeep on the way to his destination, and with alittle time, the boy’s
own mind would creste aplausbletaletofill in the missng hours.

Another crisis solved. But | do wish | knew what had set him on.

THIRTEEN:
YESTERDAY UPON THE STAIR

The Las Vegas Convention Center was the largest single-level convention facility in the United States,
containing 1.9 million square feet in its 102 meeting rooms and 12 exhibit hals—so the literature in the
package she and Kory had received at check-in said—and after amorning spent trying to find the
displays of the people she'd talked to last night, Beth Kentraine wasinclined to believeit. Thiswasthe
first day of Comdex, and the place was crammed with convention-goers.

It wasn't that she' d never been to atrade show before. When she' d ill had amundane job in televison
(though that time now seemed asif it belonged to someone es2' slife), Beth had attended ShoWest and a
number of other conventions, some of them even held in this very place. But Comdex outstripped them
al—there were hundreds of vendors, offering everything to do with computers that was even imaginable,
including products that wouldn’t reach the wider market for years, if ever. In just the short walk from the
main entrance, Beth had seen wraparound computer monitors as wide as a Cinerama screen, 19-inch
screensthat you could hang on the wall like apicture, laptops that would fit in your purse but whose
monitor and keyboard unfolded to the size of adesktop system. She' d seen serversthe size of
shoeboxes, computers so smal the CPU was built into the keyboard, solar-powered computers, and
computers on which you could surf the net from the heart of the Amazon jungle, no phone lines,
electricity, or cablesrequired.

It was dizzying.



Their first top was Haram Technologies. Haram'’ s business was shiel ding and buffering equipment, and
they were picking up the Faraday Cage here. It had been Azrael who' d suggested they just order the
stuff and pick it up at Comdex. For one thing, everyone they would want to deal with would be here. For
another, if the components were shipped to Comdex as part of the trade show paraphernaiaand then
sold off the floor, there' d be no detailed paper trail leading back to who bought them. And that, Beth
consdered, wasavery ussful thing.

The salesrep at Haram had the dightly-unbelievable name of Mike Fright. He and Beth quickly checked
over the component list for the cage (the directions said it was easily assembled; Beth personally doubted
that), and Beth paid with a certified check drawn on the Elfhame Misthold account. The equipment
would be shipped to the Tir-na-Og at the end of the show—just aswell, asit camein acrate weighing
severa hundred pounds.

Their next stop was asmall Seattle-based company called Orion Power and Light, where they took
ddivery of solar charging arrays and LION battery packsto run both the Faraday Cage and the
computer system that would be set up insde it. The two booths were a serious distance apart, and Beth
and Kory gtill had several more stops to make—computer, monitor, printer, software—before they’d
have taken care of their shopping list. They could carry some of the smaller items with them, but the cage
and the batteries were too heavy.

It was while they were looking for Hesperus Microsystems that Beth redlized that the same guy had been
behind them, just afew feet away, every time she' d looked for the last forty minutes. Evenin atrade
show full of eccentrics he was easy to spot—how many people wore business suitsin that shade of
green? He looked asif he'd mugged asofato get it.

“Kory,” she said, sopping to nudge him. “ See that man? Over there? The onein the green suit? Don't let
him seeyou looking. | think he' sfollowing us.”

Kory glanced carefully behind him, but saw nothing. Men in suits gplenty, of course, but none of themin
any of the colors humans might cal green. He glanced a Beth, worried.

“I seenothing,” hesaid.
“Wadl, | know he' sfollowing us,” she muttered crosdy.

She looked worried, and Kory was worried aswell. He' d had no idea this Comdex would be so big
—and Beth hated crowds. No wonder she looked so drawn and fretful. He thought of suggesting that
she go back to the hotel and leave him to complete their shopping, but he knew that Beth did not entirely
trust him to be on hisown in the World Above—and to befair, Kory did not entirdly trust himsdlf either.
Much as heloved the human world, it was an extraordinarily vast and complicated place, and the
penalties for being reveaed to be other than what one seemed were grest.

But at the sametime, he wasn't sure there was any present danger to concern himsdlf with. It wastrue
that there were till warrants out for Beth' s arrest, but as Kory understood it, the hunters were not
actively looking for her, and unless she ran afoul of one of their security databases, or returned to the San
Francisco Bay Area, she should be safe from their hunt. The last time they had been captured, it had left
Beth with alegacy of panic attacks, and it was possible that one had been triggered by the crowds
surrounding them now. The press of people here even made Kory edgy—in comparison to human lands,
Underhill was sparsaly populated, and aquarter of amillion of anything gathered together in one place
was asight one of the Seleighe Sidhe might expect never to see even in the course of hislong life. Inthe
World Above, of course, such gatherings were commonplace, but that didn’t make Kory any more used



to them.

“Do you see him now?” Beth demanded. “Look!”

Once more Kory looked where she pointed, and once more saw nothing.

“| see the booth where we are to pick up the computer,” he offered, pointing in histurn.

“Good. The sooner we get this over with the better. | just wish he weren't following us. Whoever heis.”

Kory looked again, hoping to see what she saw, and till saw nothing.

It could be worse. They could be wearing black. Sean Collins had heard al the MIB jokes he cared to
sincejoining the PDI’ sfield teams. At least the conspiracy nuts weren't looking for guysin green. Not

yet, anyway.

Thewhole unit had been on aert snce theincident with Booker yesterday. According to thetracking
software, Travis d |eft the airport, gone to one of the casinos on the Strip, and then gone back to his
hotel. Unfortunately Booker couldn’t explain why he' d done any of those things, because Booker didn’t
remember doing any of them. He didn’t remember anything at al that had happened yesterday, or where
he' d left his wegpon and his optics. He had no ideawhy his PS detec-tor had melted down. In short,
Booker’ d had a Close Encounter, and now they were dl on aert. Sean had flown in from Washington
last night, about the time the local shop reeled Booker in and found out what had happened. Now he and
histeam were looking for an answer the size of aneedle in a countywide haystack, with preciouslittle
notion of whereto sart.

The others were checking out the casinos, but Sean had decided to cover the trade show amost on a
whim—if Spookies were hitting Vegas now, it stood to reason that it might be linked with the other big
event hitting town. He was wearing his PS detector, but not consulting it. The specid opticswould tag a
Spookiejust as fast—their specid filtering technology cut through Spookieillusonsasif they weren't
there.

To hissurprise, he hit paydirt dmost immediately. A tal blond man with aredheaded woman, both
dressed Corporate Casua. She was human, he wasn't. Sean wondered if she knew the truth about her
companion. Best to bring them both in, just in case, but priority one, as aways, was alive Spookie
capture.

He phoned to bring the rest of histeam in—the fact that they were in the neighborhood at al wasthe one
lucky break they had from whatever had happened to Booker—and waited for them to get here.
Meanwhile, he stuck close.

Beth wasfurious. Kory'sair of gentle bewilderment was dl too obvious: he didn’t seetheguy inthe
green suit with the green-tinted mirrorshades. He thought she was having visons, or some damn
thing—but shewas't, and she didn’t dare point the guy out openly for fear of letting him know she knew
hewasthere.

But why was he following them? There was no way for the government to know she and Kory were
here, for onething, even if they did know what |D they were traveling under. Sure, you had to show ID
every time you boarded a plane, these days, but they’ d used a Gate to get here.



And for another, he didn’t redlly look like a Fed.

Maybe he thinks we' re somebody el se. The thought made her smile humorlessdy. No matter who he
thought they were, the moment he arrested them and ran their printsthrough VICAP, her outstanding
warrants would show up—and she wasn't sure what Kory’ sfingerprintswould look like. Elven
glamouries and spells couldn’t do alot to fool machines, only the people who ran them.

But the green man wasn't going to arrest them. Not if Beth had anything to say to the matter. : Bredana?
Can you hear me?:

There was along wait—seconds—before she fdlt the e ven-steed’ sfaint reply. Bredanaand Mach Five
were at Elfhame Misthold, but they were stabled in the World Above precisdaly in case Beth or Kory
needed to Call them. : Come here—quietly—and bring Mach Five with you. | think we may need a
quick exit.:

Shefet thefaint tickle of the evensteed’ s assent. San Francisco was at least eight hours away by car,
and whilethe’ steeds could duck back Underhill to make their way here swiftly, she couldn’'t count on
them to be here much ingde of half an hour—twenty minutesif they redlly pushed things. She knew Kory
would think she wasjust being paranoid to summon them—or, worse, that she was seeing little (or big)
green men who weren't there. To be honest, she’ d spent enough time jumping at shadows before they’d
gone Underhill to live to give him good reason. But thistime it was different.

Heisthere. | do see him.
Why can’t Kory?

They reached the Hesperus Microsystems booth, and Beth pulled Kory past it. No sensein giving the
Man In Green their wholeitinerary. It was bad enough that their watchers would be able to find out
everything they’ d dready bought—and while the information couldn’t help them, nor could they trace the
equipment onceit had been taken Underhill—Beth resented giving up any information to her persecutors.

She stopped afew booths down from Hesperus, in front of abooth that seemed to be sdlling very large
concave mirrors. She could see herself and Kory in them, weirdly distorted.

And she could see the green guy.

“Look,” shesad, in ateeth-gritted voice. “There. Look in the mirror. See him? Behind the booth with the
yedlow -banner.”

“I seehim,” Kory sad.

Relief washed through her. Oh, thank the Mother! | wasn’t completely sure | wasn’t losing my mind.
“He sthe onethat’ s been following us since we got here.”

Kory turned dightly, pretending an interest in the booths on the opposite side of the aide, and |ooked
behind him. His hand closed over Beth's, and she could fed his shock.

“l don't seehim.”
He glanced back at the mirror. “Only here. In the mirror. Not there.”

“What? That’ s not possible.” Elves were immune to most broad-spectrum glamouries. If Beth could see
him, there was no reason Kory shouldn't.



“Itistrue” Kory said. “I seehiminthe mirror. But when | ook directly at him, heisn’t there.”

“Let’sget out of here,” Bethsaidinalow voice. “I called our rides, but | don’t know when they’ll get
rHe_”

“And they cannot enter the convention center in any case,” Kory said practicaly. He began moving
toward the exit, pulling Beth with him. “We must get back to the hotel. Prince Gelert will know what must
be done.”

“What about our stuff?’ Beth asked in spite of hersdf. They couldn’t just abandon it, not when it was
their passkey into Chinthliss' library.

“Well get it somehow. | wasafoal to bring you here and expose you to such danger,” Kory said
bitterly.

“Hey—my choice,” Beth said reassuringly. “1 just wish | knew what the hell’ sgoing on.”

Something had spooked the Spookie. Sean grinned mirthlesdy at hisown joke. Hewasn't sure
what—the stedlthtech woven into his suit should keep the thing from reading his brainwaves, much less
seaing him unless he directly gpproached it, but there was no point in trying to argue with the facts. The
Spookie and the redhead had stopped wandering and were heading purposefully for the nearest exit.

“Caboose. All units, move up. Onme,” he said into histhroat mike.

“There sanother one,” Beth exclaimed, darmed. Same suit, same glasses. Proof, if she'd needed or
wanted it, that something big and dangerous was after them both. Or . . . just after Kory? If he’ d been
here done, he couldn’t even have seen them until it wastoo late.

Someone hunting elves with magic they can’t sense? Well, that makes my day compl ete.

“Where?” Kory demanded, hisvoice filled with exasperation and fear. Beth’ s heart sank. If Kory
couldn’t see them, how could they get away?

“Two o' clock. Moving toward the exit. Hold on to me, and don't let go.”
“Always” Kory answered grimly.

They turned away from the exit, trying to keep the crowds between them and the men in green. But Beth
spotted athird one, and realized there was no point any longer in pretending not to look. Please, oh,
please, let them be trying to get us somewhere quiet before they try something. She pulled Kory to
astop.

“Thiswould be agood timeto tell Bre and Mach to hurry,” She said tightly. Three that she could
see—and how many she couldn’t spot?

“They say they’ re coming.” Kory was better at communicating long-distance with the ’ steeds than she
was. “But can we get to them?”’

“Bring’emin hereif we can't get out. Ten to one every-body’ Il think its another floorshow.” She turned
back toward the center of the hall, where the crowds were thicker. As she did, she caught the eye of the
green-suited thug she' d firgt spotted. As she did he smiled and nodded, cocking thumb and forefinger in a



make-bdieve gun and pointing it at her. Gotcha, hesaid slently.

“Oh, Sweet Mother,” Beth groaned, looking sharply away. Shefdt panic well up insde her. They were
after her—after them—and didn't careif they knew it. The exhibition hal reded around her, and
everything was suddenly too bright and too loud. She couldn’t breathe.

No! Not here—not now—no matter how good a reason she had, she couldn’t lose it and leave Kory
helpless. Shetook a deep breath, haf choking, fighting back the panic.

“I will not let them take you,” Kory said. Comfort and cam flowed into her from their clasped hands.

“Funny,” Beth said in astrangled voice, “but | don’t think it's me they’ re after. If it was, how comel can
see them but you can’'t?’

“Then leave me,” Kory said promptly. “Get away whileyou still can.”

Hetried to pull away, but Beth wouldn't let him. “No! They’ ve seen ustogether. They’ Il want me, too,
now. And if you think I"m throwing you to the wolves, Migter, think again. If we can just get back to the
hotel, we'll be safe. Gerry can glitter them to death.”

“Good idea,” Kory said, smiling tightly.

Trying to make headway through the crowds was like swimming upstream through day-old Jell-O.
Severd exitsloomed temptingly near, but if Beth wasright in her guesses, to leave the main floor for any
of the stairwells or wakwayswould play right into the hunters hands. They had to stay in plain sight until
the’ steeds were near, and then runlike hel.

She' d never felt so exhausted. Tension, and the cat-and-mouse game they were playing, sapped her
strength and will. The exhibit hall was ablur of sound and color around her, every display aplacethe
enemy could hide. Kory had little strength to |oan her—he needed to save his own in case they had to
fight their way out. Asthe long minutes passed, shetried to keep hersaf from looking at her
watch—Bredana and Mach Five would get here when they got here, and not amoment before. She
concentrated on watching for telltale flashes of green clothing among the eclectically-costumed press of
attendees—dressed in everything from three piece suits straight off Savile Row to Hawaiian shirtsand
Birkenstocks—that filled the convention space. She wasn't sure now whether there were dozens of them
or she was seeing the same few over and over.

“They'rehere,” Kory said, and amoment later Beth, too, could fed the elvensteeds’ worried presence.

“Okay,” shesaid. “Timeto make abreak.” Shewas glad her voice sounded steady, because she felt
about ready to burst into tears. At last they began dowly working their way toward the exit.

“Two more Spookies,” Cat said over theradio link. “Outside on Paradise Road near the Visitor
Information Center. Y ou won't believe thisone, Chief. They’ re horsesthat ook like motorcycles.”

“Nothing surprises me about Spookies,” Sean answered, into histhroat mike. “ Okay, kids. Looks like
our boy istrying to make abreak for it. Move up. Cat, stay away from whatever those things are. We
don’t know what they can do.”

“Gotcha, Chief. I've called up the Fantasticar, just in case.”

“Good girl.” No matter where the Spookies ran, the Specia Ground V ehicle could catch them. It was



packed with gadgets that made everything herelook like aset of Legos, and its built-in Al was smarter
than most of the field team. If only they had more than the one prototype, they could wrap up the
Spookie threat over the weekend and all go for anice six-week vacation in Aruba.

We do what we can with what we’ ve got, Sean told himsdlf philosophically. AsWhegtley dways said,
there were better days ahead, providing you got through today aive.

“Let’s catch ourselves a Spookie.”

The exhibit hallswere arranged on both sides of the Grand Concourse, which had a second floor that led
to skywalksthat connected both with the Hilton and one of the parking lots. Beth had been tempted to
try for the hotel earlier, but had been afraid of what would happen once they |eft the safety of the
convention crowds. With the e vensteeds waiting just outside, however . . .

She and Kory hurried out into the concourse and turned west. They’ d haveto go up aflight of stairsto
get to thewa kway. That would be the danger point—when they were away from the protection of the

crowds, easy prey.

Hand in hand, the two of them hurried past anumber of closed doors—meeting rooms, with programs
going on insde—drawing curious glances from passersby still wandering the halls. She didn’t see any of
their pursuers, and for one sweet moment, Beth thought they were homefree.

Then the origina man she' d seen—their leader, Beth was moradly certain—stepped out of the stairwell
and walked toward them, hands open, smiling.

Beth glanced toward Kory. He was looking in the other direction, back the way they’d come. She
sueezed his hand franticaly. He looked where she was |ooking, and she saw sudden awarenessin his
eyes, asif he could at |ast see what she was seeing.

“Hi,” the stranger said. “1 wonder if you could—"

Theair crackled as Kory let go of Beth’s hand and flung a spelIbolt that would knock the stranger
sensdlessand clear their way. It splashed againgt his shirtfront, going from invisbleto visble, from violet
to paleyelow.

And nothing happened.

“Not very friendly,” the stranger said, reaching into his jacket. Beth could see now that he was wearing
one of those Secret Service earplugs. “Zeppdin. All units converge.” His hand came out of his jacket
holding asmall pistol-shaped object. “ Stay where you are, both of you.”

Kory stepped back, dropping the glamour that made him appear human and caling up hiselven armor as
well. There was a hissing sound as his sword cleared its scabbard.

Though the stranger gpparently knew agreat ded about elves, thismove—and Kory's
appearance—seemed to take him by surprise. Beth could not see his eyes behind the green sunglasses,
but the rest of him was eloquent of disbelief. Kory swung theflat of his sword at the hand that held the
pistol, but even in the face of aSidhe warrior infull field plate, the stranger’ s reflexes remained good. He
jerked hishand up and fired.

Beth expected aloud explosion, but the strange gun only made a short hiss, like a sneeze. Louder than
the sound of itsfiring was the plinking sound made asits projectile struck Kory in the chest. Kory uttered



adartled cry. There was ashort, dull-gray dart sunk into the armor’ s elvensiiver breastplate. The armor
smoked and melted around it like dry ice around ared-hot cod, and magic flared and sparked unevenly.

“I can put the next one through your eye, if you move ancther inch. 1t'sCold Iron. | imagineit will hurt.”
Kory froze, sword haf-raised.
Beth flung hersdf a the stranger, terrified into bravery.

His gun went off. Shefet aburning, cramping pain high on her left shoulder asthe dart sank in, but she
was no creature of magic to burn at the touch of iron. She scrabbled for the gun, trying to get her hands
onit.

There was a sound of glass breaking in the stairwell, asthick, crack-resstant, shatterproof glass gave
way benegath the assault of elvensteed hooves. Kory jerked her away from the stranger—Beth yelped in
pain as his hands closed over her injured shoulder—and pointed his sword at the stranger’ s chest. The
man froze, hands spread wide.

“I do not know what quarrel you think you have with us, but | will tell you plainly: leave usaonel” Kory
sad.

Beth ran past him, to the door to the walkway, and jerked it open. The elvensteeds—in equine
form—floundered up the last of the stairs, clumsy in such close quarters, and trotted into the hall.
Bredana nuzzled Beth anxioudy, smelling the blood on her, and Beth pushed the’ steed’ s head away
before she could be burned by the iron. She reached up and grasped the end of the dart, pulling it free. It
looked like agolf pencil, or achild's crayon: harmless, not powerful enough to penetrate more than an
inch or so.

But deadly to elves.

Her left arm felt numb and tingly, too week to be of much usein mounting. Bredanashivered dl over, and
suddenly in place of the gleaming white mare stood an equaly-gleaming motorcycle. Gratefully, Beth
threw her leg across the seat and settled aboard.

Kory backed away from his downed foe and vaulted aboard his own’ steed, ill in armor. Oncein the
saddle, he reached up to pluck the dart free of hisarmor and fling it away; the armor of his gauntlet
sizzled and popped but protected his hand long enough to keep him from burning. Then he turned and
sent Mach Five back down the steps, Beth and Bredana close behind.

For amoment, it looked like they might make their escape. There was no sign of pursuit when they hit the
street, and even the sight of aknight on horseback didn’t draw more than afew glances—thiswas Las
Vegas, after dl, and the Excalibur Hotel wasjust up the Strip. They headed for the Tir-na-Og at agallop,
planning to cut around back and go in through the service entrance, where they’ d attract |ess attention.
Onceinside the casno’ s spellshields, they should be able to go to ground and figure out just what it was
that had been chasing them.

In the parking lot, Kory morphed from armored Sidhe knight to Mundane in khakis and blazer, and
Mach Five transformed from fiery charger to high-ticket bike as they accelerated toward the main road.
No one was |ooking when he changed, and if they were, it wouldn’t really matter. The two of them were
aready in enough trouble without worrying over whether or not they became an X-File.

But asthey reached the Strip, a shadow appeared between them and the sun. Beth looked up, over her
shoulder.



A large black limousine without any whedls was hovering over them, ready to follow them anywhere they
went. As she watched, it shimmered and vanished, leaving behind nothing but adisturbanceinthe air like
aheat mirage. It dtill cast ashadow, but that was alot less noticeable than aflying bathtub cruising the
noontide Strip.

Beth fet her mind dowly and carefully boggle, a sensation not unlike having alounge chair languidly
collgpse under you. She could bdlievein dven knights, dragons, winged fairies, unicorns, and magic
castleswithout asingle blink. But thisflying car thing chasing them was straight out of Star Wars. It didn’t
seem possible—let done red—and it might be able to do anything.

We can’'t go back to the casino, sheredized with asinking feding. We' d just be leading them right
into the middle of Glitterhame Neversleeps—and these guys probably aren’t all that picky about
which elves they kidnap.

Glancing to her side, she saw that Kory had come to the same conclusion. He pointed south—down the
Strip, out of town. Beth nodded, glad that her dark turtleneck and blazer conceal ed the amount she was
bleeding. He knew she was hurt, but the last thing she needed was for Kory to be worrying about her
when he ought to be worrying about himself. And it wasn't abad injury. More of a puncture wound,
painful and annoying and messy, asif someone had driven atenpenny nall into the fleshy part of her
shoulder.

The two e vensteeds accelerated down the road, weaving in and out of afternoon traffic with blithe
disregard of local speed laws, but no matter how fast they went—and at the end of the first mile they
were doing well over 100 mph—the flying car kept up with them (at least asfar as Beth could judge from
the coffin-shaped shadow that raced ahead aong the ground). The two evensteeds were invisible to
ordinary traffic now—but no matter how they zigged and detoured, the vehicle paced them asthough
they were plainly visible. Beth very much wanted to talk to Kory, to ask him what he thought, but that
would involve stopping, and the only thing that was keeping them even dightly safe at the moment was
sheer speed.

We can’'t hide, and we can’t run. What does that |eave?

All they needed was afew seconds and alittle privacy, and the elvensteeds could open a Portd that
would take them back to the casino, but that assumed that the Men In Green couldn’t follow that as
well, and a the moment Beth thought that was too dangerous an assumption to make. The best thing to
do—and undoubtedly Kory’ s plan—wasto lose their pursuers entirely before doubling back.

If they could.

Theairport flashed by in ablur of pam trees, and in afew seconds more they were on the open road.
Even in November, the desert sun hammered down on blacktop and pale red rock, casting the harsh
desert landscape into mercilessrelief.

And il the shadow over their heads paced them.

At the moment it began to seem that the contest would settle into one of sheer endurance, the hovercraft
opened fire, Paleflashes of light wove alatticein the air ahead of them, driving them off the road, herding
them in acircle back the way they came—and undoubtedly into the arms of other pursuers. The
elvensteeds exerted themsel ves to the utmost, reaching unimaginable speeds, but the hovercraft easily
paced them, throwing up barriers of laser fire whenever the’ steeds tried to escape. That they wanted to
capture, not kill, the two of them was clear—and frightening, especiadly since it seemed like only ameatter
of time until they got their wish. The e vensteeds were fast, and nimble, but doubly handicapped by
having to carefor their riders. sudden stops and changes of direction might fling Beth and Kory from their



saddles, and Beth, injured as she was, couldn’t hold on very well.

Suddenly Mach Five wheeled around and turned back the way he' d come. Beth waited amoment for
Bredanato follow—and was filled with sudden stricken fury when she didn’t. Everything shetried was
usdless, the elvensteed would not obey her.

“Kory! Damn you!”

Unable to make her mount heed her, Beth flung herself from Bredana s seat. The evensteed, sensing her
intention, had barely enough time to bring herself to astop, but Beth il bit the dust hard, sending alance
of pain through her shoulder. She staggered to her feet, growling deep in her throat. Kory and Mach Five
were only afaint speck upon the horizon, the invisible hovercar somewhere above them.

The dvengteed came up behind Beth timidly. Beth swung around and grabbed her by the handlebar with
her good hand, shaking with rage. How dare Kory go off and sacrifice himsaf? How was she ever going
to get him back once the MIGs had him? Didn’t he understand that going off in this quixotic fashion
didn't help?

“Find him,” shetold Bredanain alow dangerous voice. “Find him now.”

If helived through this, he would certainly receive—and deserve—a severe scolding from Beth, Kory
thought distractedly. A part of his mind was occupied with sorting the chaotic pictures Mach Five sent
him of the terrain the e vensteed had covered on its run here; as much as possible, he wished to choose
his ground for what he was about to try. Not for thefirst time, he wished he had more of hiselders kil
inthe Art, but Prince Korendil of the High Court of Elfhame Sun-Descending was only a Magus Minor;
gifted with little more than the native skill in geasa and glamouriesthat were the birthright of al the
Children of Danu. What he was minded to try now would tax the power of agreat Adept, aMagus
Magjor. But he could imagine no other solution to their problem. They must escape the flying car, and they
could neither outrun it or hide from it. They dared not lead it back to the other elves, for he now redlized
that Beth had been right—the strange men in the green suits seemed to be hunting the Seleighe Sidhe, and
doing it with tools that seemed near magicd in effect, yet held nothing of the Art.

That any sufficiently advanced technology was indistinguishable from magic was afavorite saying of
Beth's, and right now Kory hoped desperately that she was right, and that what they were facing was an
advanced technology. Becauseif it wasn't, his plan wouldn’t work. And if it didn’t work, he and Beth
would be prisoners within the hour.

He urged Mach Fiveto grester speed across the open desert, exulting inwardly when theflying car
followed. Let them think he fled in blind panic, so long as they pursued him at the pace he set. And then
he withdrew dl his attention from his surroundings, to concentrate on the spell he must cast.

Node Groves held Gates, semipermanent Portals between Underhill and the World Above that anchored
the efhames both in time and in space, and most of the traffic between the worlds used such Gates.
Elvensteeds could, by their very nature, open a Portd anywhere at very little cost to themselves, but only
for themselves and their riders. The Sidhe could open Portas away from the vicinity of a Gate and pass
anything through them, but to open such a Portal away from aNode and its anchoring Grove took both
Art and Power—the more Cold Iron or inanimate mass involved, the more power it took.

Beth said modern computers contained very little metal because they were so advanced. Kory only
hoped that an invisible car that flew was even more advanced than the computers he had seen today, or
the backlash from his spell would guarantee he would not have to concern himsdlf with Beth’ s scolding.



He closed his eyes and concentrated, making the shape of hisintention clear in hismind. He drew on
Mach Five s power as much as he dared, adding it to his own, though he well knew he could not teke
too much or his elvensteed would not be able to maintain the pace Kory had set. Desperation drove
him—he would not think about the fact that his spells had been usdess againgt the Man In Green before,
he would not think about the fact that if he failed here he would be helpless, dl his power spent. He
concentrated, summoned up al his power, hiswill, hisneed . . .

And opened aPortd directly in the path of the onrushing aircar.

It hurtled through and vanished, the Portd closing behind it. Kory only had the strength to hold a Portal
for seconds—he had needed to ensure that both he and his pursuer were going so fast that the aircar
could neither stop nor turn aside. Mach Five staggered to a halt and stood, head hanging, sides heaving.
Kory, drained and exhausted by that ultimate effort, did from his’ steed’ s back to lie dazed and
motionless beneath him in the desert sun.

Beth reached them afew moments later. She jumped from Bredana s saddle and staggered over to
where Kory was groggily trying to St up.

“What happened?’ Beth demanded. “Where are those guys that were following you? Are you al right?’
“I don't know,” Kory said, hisvoice blurry. “But | do not think they will be back for awhile.”

On the long—and considerably dower—return trip to Las Vegas, Kory explained what he had done.
They wereriding together on Bredana, leading the exhausted—but smug—Meach Five.

“Perhaps it was not the safest course to take, nor yet the wisest, for now they are somewherein
Underhill with their vehicle and their weagpons, but it was the only one | could think of, Beth, and | did not
want you near mewhen | tried. It was possible that the backlash would have . . . So | wanted you out of
the way before | tried anything.”

“If you ever scare melikethat again, Kory, you'll wish they had gotten you,” Beth promised fedingly.
“But . . . how can we be sure you got al of them, or that they won't be back? L eaving aside the question
of who they arein thefirst place.”

“I can’t,” Kory said somberly. “But if they last saw usfleeing into the desert, that is where they will seek
us—and our vanished pursuers—and we may gain the sanctuary of Glitterhame Neverd egps unmolested.
| think it istimeto lay thiswhole matter before Prince Gelert and cry hisaid. It isagreater peril than |
have wit to solve.”

Upon their return to the Tir-na-Og Casino, Beth and Kory immediately sought out their hogt, glad to
discover that there was stabling for Otherworldly steeds aswell as more conventiona parking benesth
the casino.

Gerry Meredith was devastated to hear about the trouble they’ d had at Comdex. “But lovely people,
how hideous that something like this should have happened to you on your very firs visit to our
wonderful city! Certainly you must not gtir a step from your rooms, and | assure you, we will al be
supernaturally vigilant! Don't worry ahair on your pretty little heads about your shopping lis—Ieaveit
entirdly to me; | have oodles of entirely human employeesjust esting their heads off who would jump at



the chance to go pick up somelovely computer equipment! We can haveit brought here and
transshipped to Misthold before you can say ‘ Owain Glyndower,” never fear. And no oneat al will
suspect thefar hand of the Fair Folk in the matter.”

Their audience with Prince Gelert later that day was less encouraging.

“Green men upon whom the magic cannot take hold, say you? Thismakesfor ill hearing. One such came
here yester’ een—but he was following an Unsdeighe lady, and we thought he had some private quarrel
with the Dark Court. We are not so great a secret among mortalkind as some among us might
hope—many mortals know of our existence, and not al of them have had good of our kind.”

“I don't think thisisa private quarrel, Prince Gelert,” Beth said carefully. “It seems more organized than
that. What happened to the young man who came here?’

Looking around the Prince’ srooms, Beth was pretty sure whose taste was reflected in the decor of her
own suite and the rest of the casino—but here there was no need to even pretend that the suite's
trappings were such items as might be found in the norma everyday human world, and the whole effect
wasliketheinsde of ajackdaw’s jewelry box.

“Ah, my Rhydderich set aglamourie on him, casting from hismind dl that had befalen him that day, and
sent him back to his own place. At the time we thought no more of it.”

Prince Gdlert frowned, pondering the matter. The Seleighe lord was what Beth would have to cdll
“thoroughly acculturated”; even herein his private penthouse suite, while discharging his princdly duties,
he wore Earthly garb—though the double-breasted suit in pale mauve silk (with matching tie) was abit
on the flamboyant sde. Only his speech patterns betrayed any hint of histrue age; fascinated asthey
were by novelty, the Sidhe were as prone as anyone e se to gravitate naturally to the styles and fashions
learned when they first became adults. And if your adulthood lasted severa centuries, a certain amount of
cultural jet lagwasboundto st in. . . .

“Have we enemies, my Rhydderich? And of oursalves, or of the hame, or of the Sdhein generd?” Gelert
asked.

The casino’ s security chief—and head of Gelert’s persona guard—bowed his head. “1 know not, my
Prince—and the fault isminefor letting my prisoner go so lightly!”

“Y ou acted under my orders,” Gelert said kindly, excusing the fault. “We wish no trouble with
mortalkind, no matter how they come to discover our true nature, and you had little reason to think he
was not aone. Y ou acted wisdly—I do confess, | would like to know more of these enemies before | do
facethem.”

“Maybe you could seeif any of the other hames have been attacked,” Beth suggested cautioudly. “ Or see
if anyone looking suspicious and wearing green has been hanging around them.”

Or if alot of elvesare all of a sudden going missing, she thought and did not say. What did they
want with Kory and the other elves, anyway? She wished she knew—but not at the price of ever seeing
those green-clad whackos again.

Gdert sghed heavily. “We must warn our Underhill guests of what it isthat may stalk them while herein
our city, and | fear that too many of them will regard it as a chance for great sport. Meanwhile, | shall
send word to my brother princes of dl that has befdlen us here, and | am sure your lord will have his
own questions for you when you return home, Prince Korendil. Be easy in your mind that we shall do all
that we may to seethat your mission hereis accomplished as you would haveit, and that your vist hereis



troubled no further.”

He looked sorrowful and proud, acombination that clashed oddly with his dress and his surroundings,
but after so much time among the Sidhe, Beth barely noticed the incongruity. Now that they had warned
the Prince about the trouble in his own backyard, she was anxiousto finish their business here and return
to the safety of Underhill. Not even the prospect of delivering the computer system to Chinthliss and
achieving the solution to her quest could comfort her at the thought of what had nearly happened today.
Though the chase had come to naught, the terror had awakened old ghosts, and Beth dreaded the
thought of deeping tonight.

Three days later, Beth and Kory stood once more before the gatesto Chinthliss' palace.

After along night of unbroken nightmares, Kory had -demanded that Beth return to Elfhame Misthold
without him. He had followed the next day, driving awagon drawn by two affronted el vensteeds that was
piled high with the booty from Comdex. Computer, printer, monitor, software, batteries—and the
Faraday Cagethat would makeit al runin Chinthliss Underhill domain.

The Gate opened as they approached, and once more they found themsalves within the dragon lord's
great hal. Chinthlisswasthere to greet them himsdf, regarding the cart’ s contents with ill-concedled
eagerness.

“We have brought al that you asked,” Kory said, bowing.
“Excdlent,” Chinthliss purred, rubbing his handstogether in glee.

“If you've got aroom with an, um, skylight,” Beth said, “that would be the best place for it. It sset up to
run off batteries and solar cdlls, and it has awirdess connection for your Internet link.” Though where
you're going to dial in to, and how, I'mnot sure | want to know.

Chinthliss snapped hisfingers, and servants appeared to unload the cart and carry away the boxes.
Unlike the flowerlike geisha Beth had seen on her last visit, these servants were burly, bald, and
hal f-naked—rpicture-perfect dacoits from the pages of an old penny dreadful.

“All isin readiness. Perhaps you would like to see it assem-bled? | have asked my son to seeto that
trivid and inggnificant detail.”

Son? Beth wondered, as she and Kory followed the dragon.

The room Chinthliss had chosen for the computer looked asif it had started life asa Victorian
greenhouse. Thewalls and celling were made up of hundreds of panes of leaded glass, and jasminetrees
in colorful porcelain potsringed thewalls. A large mahogany table stood in the center of the room,
awaiting the compuiter.

By thetime Beth and Kory reached it, the servants had aready gotten most of the equipment unpacked.
A young man in jeans and a T-shirt sood surveying the mess; Beth was surprised to recognize the
black-haired race-car driver from the photo in Chinthliss' study.

“My son, Tannim. Tannim, thisis Prince Korendil and the lady Beth Kentraine. They have cometo use
my library.”



“And paid handsomely for the privilege,” the young man said, grinning. “Hi. I’'m Tannim, from Fairgrove.”
He held out hishand. Fox had said Tannim was afriend of Chinthliss', but the dragon called the young
man hisson. Which istrue? Beth wondered. Both?

“Hi,” Beth said, taking his hand. His grip was strong and warm, the palm dightly rough in the way of
those who work with their hands. “I’m Beth, and thisisKory. | sure hope you know more about this
suff thanwedo.” And if you're from Elfhame Fairgrove, | guess we' d better warn you about little
green men with nail guns before you go.

Tannim grinned engagingly. “Not really—but | read directionsrealy well. Hey . . . what' sthis?’
Beth explained about the Faraday Cage, and to her rdief, she didn’t have to explain much.
“We use them sometimes at Fairgrove, too. Pretty cool.”

With so many helping hands, the work went quickly. The Faraday Cage was unpacked and
assembled—despite Tannim' s protests of mechanical helplessness, he certainly seemed to know what to
do with atoolbox—and soon the gleaming copper mesh, a cube twelve feet square and eight feet
high—filled the room. Tannim and Kory unrolled rubber floor mats and covered them with an Oriental
carpet before the servants moved the mahogany table back ingde. It had to weigh as much asa smdll
car, but Chinthliss' impassive servants handled it asif it weighed nothing at all.

Soon the computer itself was spread out upon the table, an Omnium processor—only one generation up
from the Pentium, not two, but Intel had looked &t its choices of names—Sexium, Septium, Octium,
Nonium—and wisdly opted to skip them al—uwith a 27-inch flat screen, full-color laser printer, and
wireless Internet connection. Cablesran to the solar array lying on the floor beside the table, an LED
flashing dowly asit began to charge.

“I guesswe better switch the cage on before we turn on the computer,” Tannim said, “or thereisn’'t going
to have been much point to this, right?’

Just then Chinthliss butler arrived, to announce that luncheon was served. He fixed his master with a
militant gaze, asif daring him to mistreat his guests. Chinthliss nodded reluctantly, athough Beth could see
that he was as excited as akid on Christmas morning, and just as eager to play with his new toys.

Over lunch, Kory told the othersthe tale of their flight and narrow escape from their pursuersin Las
Veges.

“And you mean that those guys are somewhere Underhill? Wild,” Tannim said. He didn’t sound
particularly worried. “Hope they’ ve got more with them than those dart guns. Not everything down here
isdlergictoiron.”

“What is of greater concern to me—asit will beto Keighvin Silverhair—isthe motive for their attack, as
well astheir methods,” Chinthlisssaid. “Y ou say they used no magic?’

“Nonethat | could sense,” Kory admitted. “Y et their artifice was such that they wereinvisibleto me,
though Beth could see them. And | do not understand how their vehicle could operate at all.”

“Beatsme,” Tannim said, interested. “ Fairgrove is pretty --up-to-date when it comes to automotive
technology, and offhand | can’t think of anything that could do what you' ve described. Flying fast—and
dlently—and with some kind of cloaking device—thereisn't anything out there, or in development, that
could do that.”

“Unlessit did not come from your world at al,” Chinthliss supplied helpfully. “Underhill isvagt, and there



arerealmswithin it that rely as much upon technology as the Sidhe do upon magic. Y et why should they
choose to trouble the elfhames upon Earth?’

“That’ sthe sixty-four-thousand-dollar question,” Beth agreed. “We ve run into people before who
wanted to treat Taentslikelab rats, and there' sl those psychic research programs the government
runs, but . . . these people knew about eves. And were hunting them.”

“It would be sad indeed were the ancient aliance between Sidhe and human to founder upon thisrock of
enmity,” Chinthlisssaid. “I shal consder the matter, and seeif any of my resources can provide an
answer to thisriddle. And now, let usreturn to our work.”

By the time the four of them returned to the conservatory, the boxes had been tidied away and the solar
panelswere up and running. “Here goes nothing,” Beth said, flipping the switch to power up the Faraday

Cage.

She heard afaint whine that cycled quickly up past the edge of human hearing, and Kory winced. When
the others moved to enter the enclosure, he stepped back.

“| bdievel shdl remain here”

Beth glanced at him curioudly for amoment, then understanding dawned. If the cage worked as
advertised, and sedled off everything insde from the currents of magic congtantly wafting through
Underhill, stepping inside would be like going into a soundproof room—or worse—for Kory. It was
tempting to fal into the habit of thinking of the Sidhe asinvulnerable, but the truth was, they had as many
weaknesses as mortas did. They were just different ones.

Whatever the reason for Kory’ sdistaste, it was plain that Chinthlissdidn’t shareit. Heled the other two
into the cage and seated himself in the squamous lesther chair behind the table. Beth fdt afaint tingle—as
if astorm were brewing—as she stepped insde, and smelled afaint tang of ozone, but nothing more.

“What do | do?’ the dragon asked eagerly.
“Wéll, first you load the operating system,” Beth said, leaning over his shoulder.

An hour later, the software they’ d brought was ingtalled and running, and there was afat pile of manuals
at Chinthliss' elbow. Even the internet was up and running, on a T1 lineto astandard server with a
cross-worlds energy link viatightbeam broadcast to Underhill through a Nexus. Chinthliss had not only
gotten hise-mail up and running, he' d ordered severd thousand dollars worth of CDsto be ddlivered to
aP.O. box in Tulsa, Oklahoma.

Well, it'sa good start. . . .

“It' [l take you awhileto get the hang of dl these gpps,” Beth said, regarding the screensaver full of flying
toasters that moved smoothly across. A bouncy march played over the computer’ s speaker suitein
flawless high-fidelity concert hal sound. “But that’ s everything.”

“Excdlent. | am truly impressed,” Chinthliss purred.
“And now, my lord?” Kory said from outside the cage. “We havefulfilled our sde of the bargain.”

Reluctantly Chinthliss shut down the computer, watching as the screen went inert and dark. Then he got
to hisfeet and walked out of the Faraday Cage.



“Just as| promised you,” he said, reaching into his suit jacket and placing alarge gold key into Kory’s
hand. “Full accessto my library and dl that it contains. The information you seek isthere. Tan-nim and |
will be away on businessfor some days, but my houseisyours. Charleswill provide you with anything
you -desire.”

“Charles’ must be Chinthliss' formidably-correct butler. Asif he had been summoned by the speaking of
his name—and for al Beth knew, that was literdly the case—the manservant appeared in the doorway.

“Prince Korendil, Lady Beth. May | show you to your rooms—or would you prefer to go directly to the
library?’

“Thelibrary,” Kory said decisvely.
Beth turned to Chinthliss and Tannim. “ Thanks so much for dl your help.”

“Hey, my pleasure,” Tannim said. “I’ll check out those guys you mentioned when | get back to
Fairgrove. Haven't seen anybody like that hanging around, but you never know. There' s someweird
folks out there.”

“That’ sthe unvarnished truth,” Beth agreed, and turned away to take Kory’ s hand. “ See you around.”
“Comedown and vigt,” Tannim urged. He waved, and followed Chinthliss from the room.

“If youwill be so good asto accompany me?’ Charles said.

The entrance to the library was on a par with the rest of the paace' s semi-Victorian sensibilities: adouble
st of coffered oak doors twelve feet high, surmounted by an elaborate plasterwork coat of arms. The
golden doorknobs were in the shape of eagle claws grasping jade spheres, and there was akeyhole on
the right-side pand just benegath the knob.

“If you require anything further, do not hesitateto ring,” Charles said. He bowed stiffly and walked off,
leaving the two of them standing before the library doors.

“Wel,” Beth sad, suddenly nervous. “Thisisit.”

“Yes” Kory said. “But somehow | fear . . .” He shrugged, leaving the sentence unfinished, and inserted
the key inthelock.

Both doors swung inward. Beth drew a deep breath, stifling a squesk.

The room was huge—four storiestal and aslong as afootball field. Bookslined thewadlls, al theway to
the calling. There were ornate gilded catwalks circling the room so that one could reach the higher
volumes, and ladders on tracks were set on each level so that the top shelves could be reached. There
were long tables running down the center of the room, and anumber of comfy chairs that seemed to urge
her to curl up in them with the nearest handy volume. The aabaster lamps that hung down from the celling
bathed the entire room in asoft shadowlesslight. Beth took afew stepsinto the room, gazing around
hersdlf inwonder.

“There must be about a billion books here,” she said in awe.
“Yes” Kory looked around, frowning. “A great number of books. But whereisthe catal ogue?’

Beth wandered over to the nearest shelf and ingpected thetitles. A copy of The Arabian Nights stood



next to abook on practica gardening for the weekend gardener. The book next to that had no title at al
on its spine, and when she picked it up, she saw that the pages were covered in a strangely ornate script
that she didn’t recognize. She put it back. Next to it was a book in French—the title was something like
A Saraband for Lost Time, but Beth wasn't confident enough of her French to be quite sure. Next to
that was an Oz book, but not by Baum.

“They'renct in order,” shesad, turning to Kory. “They’rejust . . . here”
“Astheinformation we seek ishere,” Kory said gloomily. “ Somewhere.”
“But why would he do that to us?’ Beth could think of nothing elseto say.

Kory sghed. “I do not think he meant us harm. It may not have occurred to him that we could not find
something here as easily as he could himself. Or perhapsit did—»but thisiswhat we asked for—access
to hislibrary. He hasfulfilled the bargain we asked of him.”

Beth walked over to the nearest chair and sat down numbly, staring at acre after acre of randomly
shelved, uncatal ogued, unindexed books. Even if they searched every volume—atask that could take
years—they had no guarantee that they’ d even recognize the information they wanted when they
sumbled acrossit.

Dumb, Kentraine, dumb. You were so careful at the Goblin Market to ask for exactly what you
wanted. Why couldn’t you put your brain in gear when it really mattered?

“All isnot logt, Beth,” Kory said.

“Ohyeah?’ she answered bitterly. “1t surelookslikeit from here”

FOURTEEN:TOGETHER WE

After the grief and exertion of the night before, Eric dept asif someone had hit him over the head with a
blunt instrument. He awvoke, till exhausted and disoriented, in the late afternoon, barely ableto
remember what day it was.

Tuesday. | think. And that means | missed class today, but somehow, | can’t find it in my heart to
care. Jmmi€ sunjust death was il too fresh, and everything surrounding it too unbelievable and tangled.
Hosea a Guardian. Aerune back to make more trouble. And, unlesshe'd dept alot harder than he
thought, sometime last night the lot of them had infested Hosea' s banjo with the soul of athirtysomething
underground chemigt.

| need a shower. | need tea.

He staggered blearily out from behind the closed bedroom door, and was mildly surprised to see Hosea
inthe living room, his banjo across hisknees. Hadn’t Hosea.. . . ? Oh. Memory smacked him on the
brain once more, and Eric continued wordlesdy on to the shower.

Ten minutes under ashower hot and cool by turns put what was left of Eric’ s brain into working order.
He dressed and went into the kitchen to see about the tea.

As hewas standing over the kettle waiting for it to boil—Eric was afirm believer in the adage that a



watched pot needs the help—his mind registered the fact that Hoseawas playing quietly. And more than
that. There seemed to be akind of whispering sound mixed in with the melody, like the sound of wind
through leaves, but whenever he tried to hear it, it disappeared again. Curious enough to abandon his
morning-transplanted-to-afternoon ritua, Eric went out into the living room. Hosealooked up ashe
entered.

“ Afternoon, Eric. For awhilethere, | thought you were going to deep the clock around.”

“I dill fed likel’m afew days short on deep,” Eric Sghed, running ahand through his hair. He glanced at
the banjoiin curiosity.

“Oh, Jeanette and | was just getting caught up on afew things, and | was hearing all about that Dark
Lord fdller weruninto last night. He sureis a piece of work.”

“Y eah. Kind of *Welcometo the Hollow Hills, now go home.” But you said you were talking to, um,
Jeanette?’

“It’ sthe darndest thing. When I’'m playing, it' sjust like | wastaking to he—only I'm thinking, and |
guesssheis, too.”

“Can she hear me? | mean, right now?" Eric asked.

Once more Hosearan hisfingers over the strings, and again Eric caught the overlay of edritch
whispering. Hosea grinned.

“She says she' sdead, not deaf. Seeing’ s not quite the same, but she can hear redl fine.”

“Um...great.” Eric cudgded hisbrains. “1 guesswekind of need to know what Aerune s planning, and
then figure out someway to stop him.” And good luck to that. | don’t think the Guardians would
stand much of a chance against a Magus Major, and Aerune’s a lot more than that. It's not so
much that the Unseleighe Sdhe are more powerful than the Bright Elves asit is that the Dark
Court doesn’'t care what it has to do to gain its power and the Seleighe Sdhe do. Sill . . .

“Ayup. Miss Hernandez caled while you was il degping and said she wanted to get together tonight
and study on that with you and therest of . . . us.” Hosealooked alittle discomfited at the renewed
redlization that he, too, was one of the Guardians, and quickly changed the subject. “And Kayla sbeen
here for awhile. Shetook alook at that studio down there and went out to buy a couple of galons of
black paint.”

Eric grinned faintly, thinking of Ria sreaction to Kaylaredoing her Park Avenue pastelsin basic black. It
was niceto think that one thing in this mess had worked out for the best.

“Any word about the funerd?’ Eric forced himsdlf to ask.
“Day dfter tomorrow. | guess|’ll haveto go out and get myself adark suit.”
“Yeah. I'd liketo help you out there, but | don't think the two of uswear the same size.”

That got agrin from Hosea. “No, sir. | reckon we don’t. Well, | expect I’ ve been loafing long enough.
Timeto get back to work. I’'m packing up Jmmi€e sthings.” Hosealaid the banjo aside.

“I'll hep,” Eric said, though it was about the last thing he wanted to say. Still, it wasabrutd job, and
Hoseashouldn’'t haveto doit al by himself. And it was alast service Eric could perform for afdlen
comrade.



“So we can't fight this Aerune, and we can't get the dvesto fight him? That doesn’t leave much,” Toni
sadindisgud.

Thefour Guardians, Eric, and Kaylawere gathered in Eric’ s gpartment once more. For the last severd
hours the six of them—uwith advice from Jeanette via Hosedl s banjo—had been trying to figure out
what—if anything—they could do about the threat of Aerune mac Auddaine.

“It' snot that we can’'t get the Sidhe to comein on our Side,” Eric explained patiently. “It’ sjust that we
can't get themto do it fast. By thetimethey’re convinced Aeruneisared threet, and organize to stop
him, alot of damage will have been done.”

“A good thing to prevent, if we can,” Paul said. “ And from what Jeanette has told Hosea, our Sidhe
friend has learned some lessons from the last time you went up againgt him. He sgot dliesin this world
working to sow distrust between human and Sidhe—a nest trick, snce humans arelargely igno-rant of
the Sidhe’ s existence and the Sidhe, from what you' ve said, are largely indifferent to the common run of
humartity.”

“That' s about the size of it,” Eric admitted. “And as usua, humans can manage to do alot more damage
inthisworld than any number of Sidhe. Aerune smoreimmediately dangerous, but it' shisaliesthat
worry me. Cut off Aerune' sinvolvement with them, and that threst might disappear, though.”

Eric spoke from experience. Aerune was undoubtedly giving the mysterious Parker Whesetley Jeanette
had told them about the ammunition to put on a pretty good show for whoever was backing himin
government circles. Remove that aid, and the whole conspiracy might collgpse under its own weight.

“Wall, isn't there some way you guys can just stop Aerune from coming around here? Nail his door shut,
or something?’ Kayla suggested.

“We can't exactly put alord of the Sidhe under house arrest . . . even if we could get to him,” Toni said
dubioudy. “Or can we?’ Shelooked at Eric.

“I'm not completely sureon this,” Eric said, “but | kind of think he could bresk through any barrier we
stinplace. . . and to keep him from being able to enter the World Above, we' d have to be able to sedl
all the Nexus points connecting Underhill with the World Above. And even if we could get dl the
Elfhamesto agreeto that, it' d have severe repercussions for humanity. From what Beth and | could see
back when Elfhame Sun-Descending was in danger, humans and Sidhe are pretty closely intertwined.
We re the ones with the credtivity, but something about them feedsthat creativity in us. Split us off from
each other completely, and we' d lose something pretty important.”

“Stll . . . house arrest,” Paul mused. “ There has to be some way to trap Aerune Underhill and sever his
connection with our Mr. Whestley.”

“Pop quiz,” Kaylasaid. “How do you trap something bigger and stronger than you that can bust through
any wallsyou put up?’

They sat and stared at each other in glum silence. Suddenly there was a scraping at the window, and
Greystone stepped through.

“Surean’ it’'ssurprised at your lack of aclassical education | am,” he said in abroad stage brogue.
“Hasn't aone of you ever heard of the Minotaur?” The gargoyle winked a Kayla, who grinned. She'd
met him for thefirgt time earlier today, and taken hisarriva with alot more sangfroid than Eric had



exhibited.
“The Minotaur!” Paul exclaimed. “Of course! The solution has problems of its own, but—"
“Hey?’ Kaylasaid, raisng her hand. “ For those of us playing dong at home?’

Paul smiled at her. “ There' s an ancient Greek legend about amonster called the Minotaur, a beast with
the body of aman and the head of abull, enormoudy strong and powerful. It was said to be the son of
King Minos of Crete, born to his queen, Pasiphae, as a punishment for disrespect to the gods. Unable to
control it, Minos asked his court artificer, Daeddus, for asolution. Daedd us built the Labyrinth beneath
Minos palace, and ingtalled the Minotaur &t its center. The cresture roamed the maze endlessly, unable
to find away out, and Crete was saved from its ravages.”

“So we need to find this Daedd us and have him build usamaze?’ Kayla said doubtfully. “ And how do
we get thisAerune guy into it?’

“But isthisthe best solution?” José asked. “ Caged enemies can escape.”

“It certainly seemslike the most promising one we' ve come up with so far,” Toni said. “And | don't like
the idea of setting out to execute someonein cold blood. Assuming we could, which | wouldn’t bet on,
even if we got thedrop on him. Eric?”

“It could work. And it would at least solve the Aerune part of the problem—better than killing him, which
evenif we could do it, might gain him some alies among the Sidhe, and end up starting that war after all.
Decoying him into the cage would be easy—he' sdways looking for Tdentsto drain them, and we' ve
got two Bards and aHealer to bait the trap with. But where do we find someone to build a maze that
would keep himin?’

“Y ou' re the one who getsinvited to parties Underhill,” Hosea pointed out dowly. “Don’'t you know any
wizardswho owe you afavor?’

When all elsefails, ask an expert. And hey, | can live without sleep.

It wasn't really much of aplan, not yet—more of an ideathat needed more research, and as Eric wasthe
onewith the Underhill contacts, that part of the matter fell to Eric. Could alabyrinth be built that would
keep Aeruneingdeit, cut off from the World Above? And, if so, who could build it?

At least it was agood excuseto take Lady Day for arun. Going Underhill in person would actualy be
faster than sending e-mail, and if you were asking for favors, it was dways best to do it persondly.

Therideto the Everforest Gate sped by with the quickness of familiarity, and once through, he left the
route to Misthold up to the elvensteed. She shifted to horse form once she was Underhill—there weren't
alot of paved roads here, and four legs were better than two whedlsfor covering the ground safely—and
Eric changed from hisbiking lesthersto the silks and mail of aBard. It wasn't long before they reached
the golden gates of Elfhame Misthold. The guards recognized him, and let him through without difficulty.

He thought about going directly to Prince Arvindd, but realized that might play directly into Aerune's
plans. Dharnidl had warned him about Aerune before. It might be best to start there; scope out the
territory before he put hisfoot init. And Dharnid was Prince Arvindel’s Master of War. Eric would be
following protocol aswell as using common senseto see Dharnid firg.

You have learned wisdom, Grasshopper, Eric told himsef with awry smile. Hewent to Dharnid’ s suite



of rooms, and asked his old master’ s chief man-at-arms for an audience. To his surprise and pleasure, his
request was granted at once.

“S0, young Eric, isyour student proving too much for you aready?’ Dharnidl asked, once they were
sested in the Elven Bard' sinner chamber.

The room was strewn with aworking musician’ slitte—sheaves of music half-transcribed, bundles of
gringslooking like strange silvery pasta, ahdf-finished lute neck drying in aheavy padded clamp. A
young girl—Dharniel’ s newest gppren-tice, Eric waswilling to bet—had brought them spiced fruit juice
and small sweet cakes, then withdrawn to leave them done. Eric had waited as patiently as he could
manage through these preiminaries, knowing that they wereinevitable.

“I haven't redly started working with him yet. Right now I’ ve got another problem—you remember that
Unsdeighe Prince you talked to me about afew months back? The one with an interest in New Y ork?’

To name someonein Underhill risked drawing that person’ s attention to you, even within thewallsand
wards of an Elfhame. As Dharnid had been cautiousin giving hisinitid warning, o Eric was cautious
now.

“Aye.” Dharnid’ sface had gone still and watchful. “I remember.”

“I’ve seen him recently. My friends and | think we need to take him out, but we haven’t got alot of good
idess”

“A moment, Sieur Eric,” Dharnid said.

He got to hisfeet and went to a cabinet on thewall, from which he removed a surprisngly prosaic item. It
looked like afat white candle, set in ashalow dish of carved green sone. Dharniel cleared aspace on
hisworktable and set it down, then cdled firefrom the air to light it. And Eric got hisfirst surprise.

Thelight was. . . thick. Asthe candle flameroseto itsfull height, the thick syrupy glow of itslight
seemed to roll outward dowly, like one of those enormoudy dowed down films of abig explosion. As
the bubble of light reached him, Eric could fed it, like afine warm mist breaking over his body.

“Whoa” he said, startled. “What’ sthat?’

Dharnid amiled, pleased with the reaction he had provoked. “Y ou may cdl it “hard magic,” young Etic,
and think of it asacompression of the Power dl around usinto this tangible and highly-concentrated
form. Whileit burns, we are as safe aswe may be anywhere from prying ears and eyes. But | will not
gpend it without cause, so do not dawdlein thistale you haveto tel me.”

Accustomed to this sort of rebuke from his stint as Dharnid’ s pupil, Eric told his story as concisely ashe
could: Aerune s gppear-ance last night, his taunting promise that he had discovered away to destroy Eric
and the Guardians, their -discovery—through Jeanette—that Aerune had human dlies, and intended to
force the Sdheinto war with the World Above.

“And so wefigured the best thing we could do was cut him off from his human dlies and kegp him from
meddling any further in the World Above. Paul suggested akind of maze-prison, but even if it would
work, none of us hasthe faintest idea of how to build one.”

“And so you came at onceto me,” Dharniel said sourly, for it was plain that Eric’ s news hadn’'t made
very good hearing for the Sidhe Bard. He shook hisheed. “ ’ Tisalong time to mourn alass, even one so
fair as Aerete the Golden.”



“You know her?’ Eric asked, surprised. Hosea had told them what little Jeanette knew about Aerune' s
lost love, but Eric hadn’t expected it to be common knowledge.

“Shewasal ady of my Line—one gtill revered Underhill, for she gave her lifeto save her people from
the scourge of war and davery. That her sacrificewasdl for naught when Aerune dew thefolk she had
taken under her protection does not make her deed any the less, and so we honor her, though her name
islosttoMen.”

Oh.

“Wadl, Aerune ill ssemsto bein the daying business, and if he’ steamed up with abunch of humansto
broker a human/Sidhe war, you ought to be worried, too.”

“If he can,” Dharnie commented. “But mortafolk are kittle cattle, aslikely to betray him asaid him, even
if he can forget hisancient feud with them for long enough not to strike out a them first.”

“I think he can—and so do you, or else you wouldn't have warned me about him in thefirst place,” Eric
sad boldly. “Hisalieswon't get too far with their war without his help, though, so that brings us back to
the origina problem.”

“Today him, or to trgp and imprison him,” Dharnid said. “Y ou cannot kill him, Sieur Eric—once your
kind believed him agod, and worshipped him in terror, and heis not easily dain by such guile and power
asyou and your dlies might command. And the Wild Lands are littered with the bones of those who
cried Chalenge againgt him, and sought to fight him in accordance with our ancient laws, so you would
be well advised not to attempt such a course. But to imprison himin alabyrinth . . . such acourse might
well succeed, if it is crafted with sufficient power. And yes, | think it would be for the best, for he has
long been atrouble to us, and should he turn his attentions to his fellows once more, no good would
comeof it.” Dharnid sighed, asif the words had cost him something to say.

“I would suggest that you ask Lord Chinthlissto aid you in crafting your prison; he has certain tiesto the
Elfhames, and iswell disposed to Sidhe and mortalkind dike. And it would be just aswell that my lord
Arvinde and the rest of the Folk were not consulted in this matter.”

So he' d been right about the way the winds of Elvish palitics blew, Eric thought to himsdif.

“Chinthliss?’ It was the second time in two days Eric had heard the name—Chinthliss was the dragon
that Beth and Kory were consulting.

“Who better to build alabyrinth than one of the kings of the earth?” Dharniel said, asif it wereincredibly
obvious. “ Such a prison as he might craft could baffle the power of agod, let alone one of the Folk of the
Air”

“I...er...wdl, doyouthink he'd doit?" Eric asked.

“If you put the question to him with as much wit and style as you have just put it to me, how can he not?’
Dharnid asked waspishly. Eric grimaced. He was a Bard, not a diplomat!

“But as| have said, he bearsyour race acertain love, and if you bargain well with him and meet hisprice,
| do not think it impossble,” Dharniel said, relenting. He regarded Eric, obvioudy waiting for hisformer
pupil to say something intel-ligent. Eric took adeep breath.

“Okay. How do | find him?’



Distancesin Underhill were difficult to measure, as so much depended more on how you went than
where you went. Timewas adippery concept Underhill, and Eric tried to think about it aslittle as
possible. Fortunately, no matter how long he spent here, Lady Day could make sure he got back to New
Y ork the same day he left, so there wasllittle possibility he' d miss Immi€e sfunerd. Before dousing the
spdl-candle, Dharnid cautioned him again not to spesak of hismisson to anyone e sein Misthold, and
said that if asked about Eric’ svist, hewould put it about that Eric had come to consult with him about
Eric’ s new student—a plausible enough excuse for the visit. Eric had no trouble agreeing to keep the redl
reason for hisvigt asecret. Aerune scared him, and he had no desireto bring the Dark Lord' s
vengeance down on hisfriends.

Even if that would wake them all up to the threat he presents. But there are prices too high to pay
for being proved right.

Dharniel provided him with aguide to his destination—maps were asllittle use Underhill as clocks
were—and a short time later, he and Lady Day stood before the gate to Chinthliss domain. The glowing
will-o'-the-wigp that Dharniel had given himin lieu of amap hovered in front of them, blinking
impetiently.

“Okay,” Eric said doud, to quiet it. “I’'m here, but how do | get in?’

The ornate bronze doors gave him no clue. He d walked al the way around them once. They looked the
same from the back asthey did from the front, but if he could manage to pass through them, he knew he
would beinsde of Chinthliss domain, akingdom carved by the dragon’s power and will out of the
formless Unmanifest of the ChaosLands.

The question was, how to get them to open? An ordinary Gate—one put up to alow travelersto shuttle
from one domain to the next—would have keysfor as many as Sx destinations, but thisone didn’'t seem
to have any key a all. Not even adoor knocker. And him without hisflute to play atune and hope
someoneindde heard him.

Oh, crumbs. | must be short on brains along with sleep. That hardly needed to be area problem right
here, right now, did it? He dways forgot how strong the magic wasin Underhill. It didn’t take any
grength at al to summon up aflute out of thin air. The flute he summoned was athing of solidified air, no
more than ashimmer to the eyes, but real and solid benesth hisfingers, smooth asglass. Hedidn't redlly
need oneto conjure the music, but Eric liked thefed of the instrument between hisfingers, theinterplay
of body, breath, and power that shaped the Bardic magic.

He thought for amoment about the most suitable tune to play—he planned no more magic thanasmple
announcement of his presence—and then began a sprightly and very baroque version of “Break On
Through,” onethat Im Morrison would certainly never have recognized, though lan Anderson might have
enjoyedit.

The will-0'-the-wisp departed in amiff, its purpose completed, but something seemed to belistening.
Embol dened by even that amount of success, Eric’s playing grew more fanciful. He drew the melody to a
close and waited expectantly.

Nothing seemed to happen, but now, when helooked at the ornate bronze door, he could see a door
knocker, set just at human height. Had it been there before, and he' d just missed seeing it? Or had it
appeared because of what he' d played?

No sense in breaking my brain about things that don’t matter, Eric told himsalf, and stepped up to



the door. The knocker wasin the shape of the head of an Orienta dragon, and the scaled ring of the
door knocker was cool in his hand. He brought it down against the door—once, twice, thrice—and
heard unreal booming echoes, asif he knocked at the door of an abandoned church.

The doors swung inward. Eric walked insde, Lady Day following closdly. The hal hewasin wasasbig
asan aircraft hangar, decorated in hues of red, yellow, and black. The place had the same vaguely
Oriental look asthe doors of the Gate he’ d just walked through—Chinese dragons were supposed to be
very wise, and concerned with the welfare of mankind. Eric hoped thiswas agood omen. Lady Day
snorted and nosed him nervoudly.

“Wecome, Bard.”

Eric blinked, though after dl histime with the Sidhe, he ought to be used to surpriseslikethis. The
Spesker didn’t look much like adragon—morelike aredly high-priced lawyer.

Appearances could be deceiving. Eric produced his best courtly bow.

“Thank you for alowing meinto your home. | am Eric Banyon. I’ ve come seeking the great Lord
Chinthliss” A little sugar never hurt, especiadly when you were coming to ask afavor you weren't sure
you were going to get.

The man in the bronze Armani suit bowed his head. “Y ou have found him, Bard Eric. And heisentirely
a your sarvice”

Not bloody likely. Eric knew better than to take such courtesies at face value, but they were certainly
nice to hear. He bowed again.

“Lord Chinthliss. My master, Lord Dharniel of Elfhame Misthold, sent meto you. | need help.”

Chinthlissinclined his head gracioudy. “ Surdly you will receiveit here. But come. We will go someplace
more comfortable, and take tea. And you will tell me of your need.”

A few moments later the two of them were Sitting in an ornate and very English drawing room that
wouldn’t have been out of place on Master piece Theater , being served tea by agenuine English butler.
Eric had attended weirder parties. He kept his face smooth and put on his best company manners. He'd
never met adragon before, but Bards were traditionaly used as go-betweensin Underhill, and Dharniel
had included afew lessons on diplomacy in histraining. HE d never thought he! d need to use them,

though.

“I"d hoped for achance to meet you,” Eric said, shading the truth only dightly. “My friend, Beth
Kentraine, spoke very highly of you.”

Chinthlisssmiled. “Ah. The Lady Beth and her fair knight Korendil. Did you come seeking them? | regret
to say they are not here a the moment. They are discharging asmall commisson for mein the World of
Men. But if you would careto wait, | am certain they will return soon.”

“No. That isn't redly why | came. | need amaze. | think.”

Chinthlisslooked pleased. “ A maze. It has been long since one of the Children of Men cameto meto
ask for alabyrinth.” He regarded Eric with open curiosity. “But perhaps amaze would not serve your
purposes best. Pray tell me every-thing. Leave out no detail, no matter how seemingly insgnificant.” He
sat back in his chair and steepled hisfingertips, waiting.



“I,um. .. nodisrespect, Sir, but isit safe to talk openly? The person I’'m concerned with . . . | don’t
think it would be completely hedlthy to draw his attention by saying hisname.”

“Beof good heart, Bard Eric. | am not quite no one, and al who sojourn within my realm are under my
protection.”

Once again, Eric found himsdf explaining about Aerune. It turned out that Chinthliss did indeed want to
know everything. Under the dragon’ s probing questions, Eric found himsdlf backtracking, clarifying,
explaining everything he knew about the entire Stuation, from the trouble with Threshold that had drawn
Aeruneto New York inthefirst place, to as much as he knew about why the ef-lord had chosen to
makeit his home, and the death of hislove, Aerete the Golden, which had driven him to hisbitter hatred
of mankind in thefirst place.

“Andit’ snot likel approve of the Unsdeighe Court, because they can be ared painin the—well,
they’re evil, but it’ s not like they have the power to wipe out the human race, just to add alittle more
misery here and there. But if Aerune getsthis government connection of hisup and rolling, it could make
real serioustrouble for everybody. I'm not sure what to do about that, but if we can just separate Aerune
from these guys, his conspiracy might curl up and die. So | guess that’ swhere we want to start—putting
Aerune somewhere that he can’t meddle any more.”

“Itisaways best to use aslittle force as possible, and alow your enemy to defeat himsaf. And such a
prison as you describe would indeed be sufficient. He would be trapped within it forever, unableto
extricate himself.” Chinthliss sat forward and reached for hisfragile Sevrés porcelain teacup, Staring
meditatively into its depths before replacing it on the table before him. “1 can build such astructure as you
require. But my help comesat aprice”

“Fine.” Eric set down hiscup aswell. “I'll pay it.”
The dragon raised his eyebrows. “Without knowing what it is?” he asked.

Eric sghed, exhausted from answering the dragon’ s questions. “I’m no good at bargaining,” he said
bluntly. “Dharniel saysyou' re good people, and Beth and Kory wouldn’t have anything to do with you if
youweren't. | trust you to set afair price. Whatever it is, I'll find away to pay it. Thisistoo important to
haggle over. Aerune' s about as cold-hearted a murderer as |’ ve ever heard of. He' skilled a personal
friend of mine dready. He ll kill everyone | know, and alot of people | don't, if heisn't sopped.”

“Thetrust of aBard isno smdl gift,” Chinthlisssaid gravely. “Wait here”

He got to hisfeet and left the room, leaving Eric to wait. Eric was too keyed up to stay seated. He got to
his feet and began to pace the room, not seeing any of its contents. Even if Chinthliss could give him what
they needed to trap Aerune, even if thisturned out to be agood idea, they till had to get the Sidhelord
into it.

Andwhet if they failed?

WEell, then, at least | won’'t be around to see what happens next. Cold comfort, but al he had. And if
he kills me, at least that will get Misthold up off its duff. Not that I’m sure that’s a good thing. |
just know that things can’t go on the way they' re going now.

Just when Eric didn’t think he could wait any longer, Chinthliss returned carrying asmall box. Heheld it
out to Eric.

“Thisiswhat you seek.”



Eric took the box. It looked awfully smal for alabyrinth, but appearances could be deceiving. The box
was about four inches square, made of a highly-polished close-grained golden wood. He opened it.
Inside, nestled on abed of blue velvet, was asmal, wrinkled, silvery object about the Sze and shape of a
walnut. He glanced a Chinthlissfor permission beforelifting it from its case. It was remarkably heavy, as
if it were made of some substance denser than lead, and tingled coldly between hisfingersasif afaint
electric current were running through it.

“Itisaseed,” Chinthlisssaid. “Plant it anywhere in the Chaos Lands, and such amaze asyou desire will
ingtantly appear. 1t will work in the World Above aswell, of course, but the maze that will grow there will
be of adifferent sort—and | do not think it would serve your purposes aswell.”

“Thank you,” Eric said, alittle stunned. It amost seemed too easy, but having the mazeto trap Aerunein
was actudly the least part of the problem he and the Guardians faced. “How can | repay you, Lord
Chinthliss?’

Thedragon smiled. “As| have said, thetrust of aBard isno smdll gift, and | would be sad to see the
place from which comes so many beautiful things destroyed. Only think of mekindly, Bard Eric, and
perhaps some day you can do me sometrifling favor in return.”

“Count onit,” Eric said fedingly. “I . . . thank you again.”

The dragon bowed. “No small thing, to render a Bard speechless,” Chinthliss observed. “Fare you well,
Bard—and good luck to you in the coming battle.”

“Well needit,” Eric said bleekly.

It seemed unfair that the day on which they laid immie 'Y oungblood to rest should be so bright and
sunny. It was one of those clear sparkling late August days—hot, but without the heat haze that cloaked
New Y ork through most of the weeks of summer.

The NYPD had turned out in force to salute their fallen comrade. Jmmi€' s coffin was draped with aflag,
and the chapel where the funerd service was held wasfilled with officersin dress uniforms and detectives
in plain dark suits and dresses. A number of Guardian House' s tenants had come aswell, and tonight
there would be awake in her honor at the gpartment. Jimmie had been well-loved, though no one had
known her very well.

Did I know her? If I’d known her better, could | have stopped all this from happening? Eric
wondered desolately. He stood beside Hosea at the front of the chapel, both men dressed in dark navy
suitswith mourning bands on their left arms. Riawas there aswell, looking severe and correct in ablack
Chand suit. Even Kayla had been persuaded into something less flamboyant than her usud Goth garb. In
aplan black dress, her face bare of dl but the most minima makeup, shelooked very young. Far too
young to -expose to Aerune' sdanger.

If there’ sany way around it . . . Eric promised himsdif.

Toni stood close beside Paul, wearing dark glasses to concedl eyes red and swollen from grieving tears.
She hdd arosary in her gloved hands, her fingers moving over the smooth beads. Paul’ sface was cast in
harsh and impassive lines, the mask of a man who felt deeply and knew the emotion must not be alowed
to sway him.

The minister spoke of alife dedicated to duty and service—soothing words, meant to comfort those



Jmmie had |eft behind. But there was no comfort for the Guardians, knowing she had been dain amost
randomly by her own estranged brother in abizarre side effect of Aerune s plotting.

The service and its aftermath passed in ablur, and Eric barely registered the names and faces of those
who came up to him to offer their condolences and share their grief. Her co-workers were the men and
women who knew Jmmie best, who knew that her death could have comefor any of them.

After the sarviceitsdlf, the coffin was taken to a cemetery on Long Idand for interment, at a second
ceremony attended only by the departmental honor guard and Jmmi€ s closest friends. Asthe coffin was
being lowered into the ground, the terrible findity of it al struck Eric like an unanticipated blow. Thiswas
red. Thiswasforever. He stood, gazing down at the ground, until Kaylacame and pulled him away
toward the waiting Rolls.

Riahad volunteered her car to drive the Guardians and Eric to the cemetery, asNew Y orkersrarely
kept cars, Lady Day couldn’'t manage anything larger than her Lotus Elan shape, and Toni’ s venerable
Toyota couldn’t accommodate them all.

Why do we grow up thinking life should be fair? Who told us that it should be? Because it never is,
and finding that out . . . hurtsworse than alie.

Asthe car passed through the gates on its way back to New Y ork, its occupants were unusualy quiet,
constrained by the depressing occasion. Even Kayla had nothing to say.

Rialeaned forward in her seat and caught Eric' s eye. “Whatever you' re planning, | want to be a part of
it”
Eric blinked, taken by surprise. Riatook the hesitation for disapproval.

“Oh, come on! Do you think | think you' re going to just |et thisdide? Y ou' re planning something, and |
can help.”

“I,um...” Hehadn't redlly thought about involving Ria. He'd gotten used to thinking of thisas hisfight,
and the Guardians . But Riawas atrained sorceress. And someone with her high-level Red World
contacts could be alot of help in unraveling the human end of Aerune splot. “ Areyou sure? Thisisn't
redly your battle.”

“Asmuch mineasyours,” Riapointed out, with acertain justice. “Leaving asde the dtruistic—that he's
coming after everyone pretty much equaly—Iet’ s descend to the sdfish: if Aerune doeswhat Banjo Girl
says hewantsto, I’m going to be personanon grataon either side of the Veil.”

That much wastrue: Ria s mixed blood would make her as unwd comewith Aerune asit would make her
atarget for Aerune shuman dlies.

“l know,” wasdl hesaid.

“And for that matter, I’ m aready involved. Y ou know I’ ve been chasing down the people Lintel was
sdlling Threshold' s black-ops drugs to. What do you want to bet that some of them are the same people
Aerune sdeding with?’

“It'skind of youtowishto help . ..” Paul began.

Riasnorted. “1I’m not kind. Ask Eric. But I'm not stupid, either. Y ou have a better chance of success
with my help than without it.”



“Wedon't generdly involve outsdersin what we do,” Toni said, her voice neutrd.

“I’m not an outsider, any more than Kaylaand Eric are,” Riashot back. “Y ou Guardiansthink you're
specia because you have abilities most people don't, and know more about the way the world redlly
works than most people do. Well, surprise, sodo |.”

Thishad al the eermarks of degenerating into anasty fight. Eric spoke up quickly.

“If thiswere just aproblem like you’ ve faced before, Toni, I'd be glad to stay out of it, and Riatoo. But
Aerune smy problem too, and Ria s. Thisinvolves both Underhill and the World Above, and you're
understrength at the moment. Hosea' s untrained, either as Guardian or Bard, and from what I" ve found
out, Aerune eats guys like you for breakfast, no offense.”

“Nonetaken,” Jose said gravely, glancing toward Toni and Paul.

“So let’ swalt till we get back to my place and hash things out. I’ ve got the maze-seed. It might take
Aerune out, but it’' sgoing to take teamwork to useit.”

“That?” Toni Hernandez said in dishdlief an hour later. “ That’s our weapon? What next, asack of magic
beans?”’

There had been no chance for Eric to talk with the others before the funera, so thiswasthefirst
opportunity they had to hear the tale of hisvisit to Chinthliss. He' d produced the box containing the
maze-seed and passed it around for the othersto examine.

“All the old fairy tdles have ther rootsin truth, maybe more so than weimagine,” Paul said musingly.
“S0...yes Magic beansare not impossible.” His eyes sparkled with the excitement of ascholar onthe
trail of hot new information. Toni passed the box to him, but Kayla grabbed it next.

“Hey,” shesad, holding the silvery seed in her closed fidt. “It tickles. Weird.”

Riafrowned a her firmly, and she passed the seed to Paul. José took possession of the box, examining
its craftsmanship with pleasure.

“If thiswill not be needed afterward, may | haveit to keep? It isabeautiful thing.”
“Sure” Eric said. “1 only hope we re going to be in a pos-tion to want souvenirs after thisisover.”

“Hear, hear,” Riadrawled. “ Okay, you' ve got your prison, and it shouldn’t be hard to get the six of us
into the Wild Landsto plant it. But how are you going to get the genie into the bottle?’

“Hey,” Kaylasaid. “Can’'t you count? Seven—Hoses, the other three Guardians, you, me, and Eric.”
The otherslooked at her. Kaylaglared back stubbornly. “ Oh, no. Y ou’ re not cutting me out of this dedl,
pat me on the head and leave the poor little girl on the Sddinesto seeif you come back. Y ou need mel
Who'sgoing to put you back together when you come to pieces? Who' s going to sucker this Aerune
into coming after you in thefirst place?’

Eric shot Riaaguilty look. Involving Kaylawould be an enormous help in bringing off the plan hedidn’t
quite have yet. But it wasn't fair to involve ateenager in this. The danger wastoo grest.

“No,” Riasad flatly. “Elizabet would skin mewith adull knife”

“It might not be necessary,” Eric began reluctantly. Kaylamade arude noise,



“Perhapsit would be smplest if you began by telling uswhat you had in mind,” Paul said, handing the
maze-seed to José. The other man placed it back into the box and handed the closed box back to Eric.

“The plan isto keep Aerune from being able to meddlein the World Above ever again,” Eric said. “The
method isto trap him insde amagica labyrinth—he won’'t be able to get out, and no one dse will be
ableto get in. So we decoy him into the Wild Lands, and distract him while we plant the seed. When it
growsup, he'll beinsde, we |l be outsde. Smple.” | hope.

“Nothinginlifeisever that smple” Riacommented.

José frowned. “| seetwo weak pointsin this plan. How do we get him to cometo usin these Wild
Lands—and how do we digtract him until the labyrinth is complete?’

Hoseafingered the strings of the enchanted banjo, listening intently. “ Jeanette saysthat Aerune sfief is
carved out of the Wild Lands—would that be about right, Eric?’

Eric nodded. The borders of some Underhill domains actu-aly touched, but more of them didn’t.

“Soif weraise up agreat big magica fussjust outside hisfront door, he’ s bound to come and seewho's
out there,” Hoseasaid.

“Then dl we haveto doisfight him to astandstill for long enough for your magic beansto grow.” Ria
looked at Eric. “Do you think it's possble?”

“If anybody has a better idea, I'm open to suggestions,” Eric said grimly. “What we' ve got going for usis
that the Guardians powers are going to be as unfamiliar to Aerune asthey wereto me. And we don't
have to defest him. Just hold him for however long the maze takes to sprout.”

“Then you definitely need me,” Kaylasaid. “Y ou've said that Aerunelikesto eat Talent. Well, I've got
Tdent. HE'll come after me.”

Eric expected an immediate objection from Ria, but she actually appeared to be consdering Kayla's
suggestion. “Y ou' re right that we need bait to draw him out, someone chock-full of tasty Tdent. We
can't use Eric—Aerune smet him before, and Aerune might not want to antagonize the Elfhames by
openly attacking aBard. But he offered me an dliance, once. | could say I’ ve changed my mind.”

“But wouldn't he be suspicious? Y ou turned him down once, and he’ s seen you with us now,” Paul said.
“It doesn’t matter if he'ssuspicious, so long ashe comes,” Riasaid smply.

The talk went on—arguments, objections, attemptsto plan for aSituation that none of them could redly
predict. Ria pointed out that they would need armor and weapons of Cold Iron. The Guardians had
swords, and Ria promised to provide them with chain mail shirtssmilar to her own, which would at least
deflect any levin-bolts Aerune chose to throw. Kayla continued to argue for her inclusion in the mission,
and Riawasjust asfirmly opposed.

“I think we' redl forgetting something,” Toni said at last. “The other night, when Aerune attacked
Guardian House, Kaylawas the only one who noticed. | think she needsto come.”

Ria opened her mouth to protest. Toni raised ahand.

“| don’t think she should be the bait. But | think she should be there. W€ ve planned for the fight, but we
need to plan for losing it, too. If welose, what happensto Kayla?’



“Aerune will naturdly return to Guardian House,” José said, “ seeking to complete hisrevenge. If Kaylais
here done—forgive me, querida—shewill be easy prey.”

“Whereasif she' swith us, and things go bad, we can put her on afast horse out of Dodge—Etic, isthere
somewhere you can send her that would be safe?” Toni finished.

“Lady Day could take her to Beth and Kory at Elfhame Misthold,” Eric said. “Quit glaring, Kayla.
Somebody’ s going to need to tell them that things went wrong, and how, and who was responsible, and
an elvensteed won't be able to.”

“And, meanwhile, she might be able to keep Aerune from pulling the wool over our eyes,” Paul said.
“I'mafraid I’'min favor of including her. She’ snot so much younger than Toni waswhen Toni becamea
Guardian.”

“And I’ ve dready been an evish blue-plate specia once,” Kaylapointed out. “ And if something happens
toyou, Ria, Elizabet will kill me. Soit’ssettled. I’'m going.”

Riasghed, recognizing defeat. “Maybewe |l be lucky and all bekilled,” she said sardonicaly.

“I guessit’s settled, then,” Hoseasaid. “We dl go. And the Good Lord willing, we al come back. The
only question leftis. . . when?’

“Soon,” Eric said. Aerune had boasted that he was in no hurry to implement his plans, but that didn’t
mean he would leave them aone. If they were going to attack at full strength, it had better bea
preemptive strike. “How soon can everyone get things ready?’

FIFTEEN:
THE EAGLE AND THE HAWK

The funera and war council had been on Wednesday, and Riasaid it would take afew daysfor the
armor to arrive, and for her to make arrangements to be away from her office for afew days. The others
a so had real-world commitments, and arrangements to make—fortunately, Caity had one of Josg's
birds, and could be trusted to take care of the rest of hislittle onesfor afew days. Toni would send
Raoul and Paquito to her sister in Brooklyn for the weekend, and none of the others had any dependents
to be harmed by afew days absence.

Eric was particularly glad to have the extratime to prepare. Hosea needed to know everything Eric could
teach him, and he needed to know it fast.

Eric remembered Prince Terenil, who had been the first to show him what magic was. Terenil had doneit
by loaning Eric his own memories—a quick-and-dirty form of training worlds gpart from the dow
disciplined ingtruction he had suffered later under Lord Dharniel. But that had been a desperate time, with
Perenor et to destroy dl of Elfhame Sun-Descending and itsinhabitants. And it had given Eric thefirst
ingght into using his power. If they were to face down Aerunein his own back yard afew daysfrom
now, Eric owed Hosea at least as much help as Terenil had given him.

Little good though it had done Terenil, in the end. He had died in the battle for the Sun-Descending
Nexus, though at least he had taken Perenor with him. And the rest of us are still here, and so are the
elves, so | guess we have to count that as a victory, even if it doesn’'t feel much like one when |
think about it.



“I don’'t know if thisisgoing to work,” Eric said. Thetwo Bardswere Sitting in Eric' s apartment the
morning after the funerd, Hoseawith his banjo, Eric with hisflute. “I’m not even sure |l candoiit.”

“I reckon you can,” Hoseasaid in hisdow Appaachian drawl. “1 reckon it’ slike quilting—if you trace
out the pattern, and | follow it, I'll end up with something that’s mine done.”

“I guess,” Eric said dubioudy. “1 hope. Thisisn’'t theway | wanted thingsto work out.”

“We can’'t dways have what we want, Mister Bard,” Hosea said with asmile. “And | guess, if | cameall
thisway to have you kindle up my shine, | can't kick about how you doit.”

“1...yeah. Solet’sget Sarted.”

Thefirgt thing Eric did was summon up some heavy duty shieldsto insulate them from the rest of the
House. It had been arough week for the psychics who lived there, and he didn’'t want to add to their
troubles, epecidly if something went wrong.

The hedling circle Kaylahad organized at the wake last night was agood start to hedling the damage
Aerune had done to the psychic fabric of this place. The more Eric saw her work, the moreimpressed he
was. Kaylahad good ingincts. And if her Gift wasn't asflashy as Bardcraft or asinitidly impressve as
that of the Guardians, in thelong run, it made alot more difference to the qudity of lifefor ordinary

people.

| guess that’ s what Jimmie meant about the Guardians' job being to let other people get on with
their lives. It's all that, and about making a safe space for people like Kayla to use their gifts.
She' d make a great battlefield medic for the psychic wars, but the important thing isto make a
world where she can do something else instead. And I’ d better get on with my part in arranging
that.

Hedidn't think he could do what Terenil had done—there were advantages to being as long-lived asthe
Sidhe, and having a thousand yearsto practice your craft—but he could try to do something that had the
same effect. Raising hisfluteto hislips, Eric began to play: long dow tones, not yet atune. No onewould
be ableto hear it but Hosea, and as he played, Eric tried to will his experienceinto the music, letting his
mind rove over every time he' d used hismagic, over dl hislessonswith Dharnid. Ashedid, thedow
notes dowly evolved into music, adow wandering tune of nothing in particular.

Herisked aglimpse at Hosea' sface before closing his eyes to concentrate upon the tune that he wove.
The other Bard’ s expression was one of wide-eyed concentration, as though he listened to more than the
music.

Eric drew his consciousnessinward, focusing entirely on the Bard-ness of the music. Music ismagic.
The whole world is made out of music, if you can just hear it. Shape the tune, and you shape the
thing . . . and yourself. Feel the music of the world. Hear it. Play it.

Sowly, Hoseabegan to join in the music. At first only anote here and there, the plink! of the banjo’s
grings like pebbles thrown into a swiftly-running stream. Then more—scraps of music woven around the
song of theflute, blending perfectly with the unplanned melody. The tune Eric played was faster now,
more urgent, moreinsstent. Hear this. Here what | have to tell, hear what | have to teach. Hefound
he was playing the story of hislife, dl its disgppointments, cowardice, and fse garts. A part of him
cringed a stripping himself so naked before another human being, showing himself so utterly open and
defenseless. But another part was stronger. That iswhat | was, not what | am. | am stronger now,
wiser, but | do not hide from the mistakes I’ ve made.



And dowly, asHosea smusic joined hislike two streams running together, Eric could seeinto the other
man as well—every pettiness, every falure, every moment of cowardice. . . but love and courage and
greatness aswell. Then the music carried them onward, away from self and sdlfishnessalike, -carried
them on into the bright world of Creation of which Underhill itself was amere shadow, into the place
where the wish and the deed were one. Both men were playing flat-out now, blending their power as
they blended their music—Eric’ swith the power of atrained Bard, Hosedl s full of promise and power
yet to be, power that Eric could shape to his own ends, or twist, or destroy.

Those were easy trapsto avoid, but there was a greater and more subtle one waiting. Eric could teach
Hoseathe way to cdl hismagic. He could teach him that Eric’swasthe only right way, teach Hoseato
do only as Eric had done and could do, and no more.

But that was not what it meant to be ateacher. Hoseamust grow to be dl that Hosea could be, not what
Eric could foresee for him with the limitations of his human persondity. And so, somehow, he found
himself able to step aside now that he had shown Hosea the way into his power, to stand besde him as
an equa and afriend in the face of that ultimate source of their shared magic, letting Hoseadrink hisfill
from that wellspring and learn all that he could learn. Hosea had trusted Eric to lead him here, and now it
was Eric’ sturn to trust—in Hosea skindness, his goodness, his essentia decency. If the pupil was
worthy to be trained, there came atime when the master must dlow the pupil to train himsdlf, to use and
becomedl that the master had seenin him, fulfilling histrue potentid.

Letting go like that was the hardest thing that Eric had ever done. Every ingtinct screamed that he wasthe
onewith the training, that his experience and wisdom must control al that Hosealearned. But that wasa
trap, one that every teacher must confront and defest. If Eric gave only what he thought was best, Hosea
would never be more than a pa e reflection of him, touching the magic only through Eric’s understanding
of it, not forging his own. He played more softly now, supporting Hosea as his magic soared, asthe
Bardic fire within him kindled and flamed, letting him make his own choices, shape his own path.

| wonder if it was this hard for Dharniel? Eric mused. Asthe thought clothed itsdlf in words, he
tumbled down out of the moment, out of the realm of endlesslight, and the sharing was over. The two of
them were nothing more than two musicians, having an impromptu morning jam sesson in aNew Y ork

gpartment.
He opened his eyes.

Hosea played on done, jamming with the melody Eric could no longer hear. He. . . glowed, bathed ina
white radiance of power that flowered within. The banjo’ s strings burned like silver fire, the white
doeskin of the soundbox glowing like the moon seen through clouds as Hosea sfingersflew, drawing
music out of slver and bone, skin and wood. There were tears on the big man’ sface, and Eric was
surprised to find that his own eyes were wet.

Thiswasthe power of the Bard, the power to sing thingsinto creation, the power that caused the Sidhe
to venerate them above all others.

Sowly, Hosea drew the melody to aclose. It seemed to echo in the room long after he hushed the strings
with one massive hand. He opened his eyes and looked at Eric.

“Is. .. that what I'm supposed to be? What | am?’

“That'sright.” For amoment Eric was able to forget the deaths that had brought them to this place, the
deaths that might be yet to come. Thiswas the most important thing he had ever been taught—that the
magic wasn't for something, that it wasn't ameansto an end. It Smply was.



“It seems so easy,” Hoseasaid.

“Itis. We rethe onesthat makeit hard,” Eric said. He summoned agrin and drew a deep breath. “ That
doesn’'t mean | let you out of al the practice and drills, though. We Il start with an easy one. Cal up a
shidd”

Hoseafrowned, consulting his memories. “Likethis?’ he asked. He dowly strummed aminor chord,
each note separate and ditinct. A faint rippling light seemed to grow up around him.

Eric batted it down with atriumphant mgor. “Y eah, but make it stronger. Push back when | push you, or
that shield isn't going to do much good.”

Half an hour later, both men were panting and out of breath. Ingtinctively, Hoseaused hismagicina
much different way than Eric did. Where Eric tended to confront an enemy and do his best to overaweit
with adisplay of superior but (now at least) elegantly-crafted power, Hosearelied on seeming harmless
and not being noti ced—pretty much an extension of his real-world behavior. After awhile, Eric’ satacks
on Hosea sshieldsjust did asde: it was't that the shields had agreat dedl of strength, something that
would only come with more practice and skill, but more asif they were shaped to deflect the attack,
rather than meet it. If Eric was alance, then Hosea was the stubborn round stone in the middle of the
road. The stone could bresk the lance, or the lance the stone, but it waslikeliest of &l that the lance
would smply .. . dide away.

“Craneand turtle,” Eric said, sanding and stretching. | guess Ria’ s style would be tiger. What does
that leave for Kayla: monkey? She'd kill meif | ever suggested that. “We ought to open aschool of
the Bardic martid arts”

“Too fancy for me,” Hoseasaid, stretching until his muscles cracked. “1’'m asimple country boy. Let’sgo
find the young'un. | could eat awhole horse, raw or cooked.”

“I won't tell Lady Day you said that,” Eric said with agrin. After the morning’ s workout, he felt a peace
and confidence that had been absent from hislifefor too long, asif he’' d found the work he should do
and was doing it. It was agood fedling.

* % %

The smell of fresh paint greeted them when they went downstairs. The door to the basement apartment
was open, and some items of furniture—and the rest of Kayla sluggage, ddivered from Ria sthat
morning—were waiting in the laundry room. There was afuton couch, atable and two chairs, some
bookcases, and a couple of lamps, dl contributed by the tenants of the house and customized by Kayla
with fresh paint in shades of black, ultraviolet, poison green, and hot pink. The sound of hammering came
fromwithin.

Eric knocked loudly on the open door. “ Kayla?’
“C'monin! Ooh, isthat the scent of Bardic power | smdl?1t smellslike victory!”
Eric and Hoseawaked cautioudy into the main room. Kayla had been working hard, and it showed.

The walls had been painted an even velvety black, then stenciled with Cdltic borders halfway up their
height in aglittery dark purple. More of the glitter was painted on the walls themsdves, so that they
glistened in placeslike mica-studded granite.



The celling was the same deep purple as the Cdltic border, painted with swirling clouds and ayelow
crescent moon. A bead curtain of iridescent dark purple moons and stars had been set up to screen the
studio’ s kitchen from the rest of the space, and amirror wreathed in black silk vines and roses had been
hung on the bathroom door. The battered linoleum floor had disappeared under severa moth-eaten but
il serviceable Orienta rugs. Kaylawas standing on a short stepladder, hammering acurtain rod into
place over the high narrow windows. Black lace curtains were piled on the floor waiting to be hung.

“Y ou gonna help mewith this, or just gawk?’ she asked. Hosea moved forward to hold up the curtain
rod—black iron, with twining leavesfor finids—as Kaylafinished sinking thelast of the nails.

She jumped off the ladder and turned to face them, grinning. She wore black cigarette-leg jeansand a
cropped black (and paint-spattered) “ Anarchy” T-shirt. Her navel was pierced. Eric blinked.

Am | getting old, or just out of the loop? Fashion or not, that looks painful.
“Pretty neat, huh?’ she asked.
“I’'m sure Riais blessing her narrow escape,” Eric answered.

Kaylamade aface. “ Oh, sure, like I’ d do thisto somebody el se's apartment! But thisismine, al
mine—I| can do anything | want! Toni said 0.”

“And you certainly have,” Eric said. “How’ d you get dl this done in—what?—two days?’

“Oh, everybody helped. Margot gave me the bead curtains, and Caity did the stenciling, and Tat gave me
the couch—all | had to do was go out and buy anew cover for it. Every-body’ snice, and it’s not like
they’'re...” She searched for aword. “ Hurting ingdedl thetime. | likethis place.”

“And it likesyou,” Eric said, “or you wouldn’'t be here” And maybe it needs you, too. The Guardians
protect the city, but who protects the Guardians? Aloud he said: “Hoseaand | were going to go out
and grab some lunch. Want to come?”’

“Sure,” Kaylasaid. “ And then when we come back you can help me move the furniturein. | think it'sall
dry now.”

If it wasn't now, it would be before he put hishands onit, Eric vowed. He had no desire to go through
lifewearing a coat of black enamd in interesting places.

Kaylastudied Hoseacriticaly. “ Y ou look taler. Did it hurt much?’

Hosea grinned at her amiably. “Not too much. Y ou’ d better do some growing on your own, Little Bit, or
I’m liable to trip over you one of these days.”

“Szeditig,” Kaylagrumbled, but she sounded pleased. “ Just let me get my stuff, and I’ m there.”

Thethree of them walked afew blocksto afried chicken place on Broadway, where Hosea ate most of
afamily-style dinner for four while Kaylanibbled on fries and an order of buffao wingsand Eric
contented himself with a chicken sandwich and aCoke.

“Soisheready?’ Kaylawanted to know. Eric had warned her about his morning’ s plans—for one thing,
there’ d been the possibility that Kayla d be needed to do a patch job if something went wrong.

“That’ d take alot longer than one morning. But he's made agood start,” Eric answered, grinning at
Hosea



“Shucks, ma am, it wasn't nothing. I’ ve got amagic banjo, you know,” Hosea said, playing up hisdrawl.

“That’sso dorky it'samost cool,” Kaylasaid, brandishing a French fry asif it were aconductor’ s baton.
“Butredly.”

“Wewon't know until we get there,” Eric said, his earlier good humor fading as he concentrated once
more on the thresat they faced. “But it sasgood as| can do inthetimewe have” And pray that it's
enough. | don't think | can bear any more deaths on my conscience.

All too soon, it seemed, Saturday came. Eric had continued with his summer classes—if he wanted to
graduate from Juilliard, he couldn’t let them dide—but had given very little attention to hisstudies,
devoting dl his concentration to the training sessions with Hosea. Fortunately his native skill could carry
him through alittle scholastic duffing off, but he was redly going to have to hit the bookswhen he
returned—if he returned—if he wanted to go into the Fall term with passing gradesin his summer
make-up courses.

Now there's a cheery choice: death or summer school.

At first he'd been surprised at how nervous he was over the upcoming battle, but then he reglized why.
All the other messes hel d gotten into had been lagt-minute, skin-of-his-teeth races againgt time. Thiswas
more like deciding to go clobber somebody in cold blood. Never mind that it was vitaly necessary and
they had more than enough cause to act. Aerune wasn't here, wasn't an immediate threet. If Eric wanted
to go into the reelm of serious denid, he could even tell himsdlf that Aerune would loseinterest in
destroying humanity, that the ef-lord’ sred-world alieswould fal into disorder and doubt and no longer
be athreat. That he didn't redlly haveto do anything at dl.

| guess I’m starting to see the elves’ side of things. When you live that long, most problems do
tend to go away if you ignore them. So how could they know that this one is going to be different?

Ifitis. But waiting to find out isn’'t a chance | really want to take.

There was a0 the fundamental difference between Elvish psychology and that of humans. Terenil had
explained it to him, when Eric wastaking hisfirst sepsinto the world of magic.

“We are virtually immortal, Bard. Our lives are measured in centuries, not decades. That can be
as much curse as blessing. Firstly, we are few in number. Secondly, strong emotional ties bind for
centuries, not mere decades. Your legends call us lightminded and frivolous in our affections—but
think you for a moment. Suppose you have a love that turns to dislike. But you are tied to the
place where that love dwells, and there are perhaps a few hundred inhabitants of that place. Try
asyou will, you must see that love every day. For the next thousand years. Unless one of you finds
away to leave. So do we avoid both love and hate, granting either only when there is no other
choice.”

Kory was an exception to Sidhe customs. Barely two hundred years old—a very young man by Sidhe
standards—he cared passionately about many things. It made him asort of freak in the world of
Underhill, and Korendil had aways preferred the company of humansto that of his own kind. But Kory
was comparatively lucky. Hewas achild of the High Court. He could leave his Grove and its Nexus, and
go dsewhereif he chose, or if he needed to. And he had Beth.

But what if Beth . . . died? What would Kory do then? Would he hate whoever had caused her
death? And over the course of a hundred centuries, would that hatred grow and fester until he



became a monster like Aerune?

Eric hoped not, but he didn’t know. Any more than he knew what Aerune had been like before he had
loved Aerete the Golden and seen her die at the hands of humans. Just as Kory had, Aerune had broken
the first commandment that governed the life of the Children of Danu. And as Terenil had warned Eric, so
long ago, not knowing what he warned him againg, it had destroyed Aerune.

It's no excuse for what he's done. No matter how badly you' re hurt, that doesn’t give you a free
pass to hurt someone else. But | wish we could think of a better solution than just locking him up.

And maybe they could, if they had infinite time and -resources. But they didn’t have either. They had to
stop Aerune now, and then see about undoing the damage he’ d dready caused in the World Above.

“No brooding,” Kayla said with mock sternness, rousing him from hisreverie.
“Sorry,” Eric said sheepishly. “Just thinking about how to change the world.”

Early Saturday morning—too early, by Eric’ s stlandards, though he hadn’t dept well the night
before—the seven of them gathered once more in Eric’s gpartment.

Toni, Paul, and José had brought their swords. Toni’s and Jos€ s were conventiona longswords, carried
inlong dender casesthat looked like instrument cases, but Paul carried only an elegant sword cane, an
antique, ebony with aslver ferrule and alarge cairngorm set into the silver ball-handle. He was dressed
asif for an afternoon’ s grouse hunting, with lace-up caf-high boots, khakis, and aNorfolk jacket in an
understated tweed. The other two were wearing everyday clothes—Toni in jeans and apink sweetshirt,
Josgin adark workshirt and twill pants.

Toni had suggested that Hosea take Jmmi€e s sword—like the rest of her magica paraphernaia, Hosea
had inherited it dong with her gpartment—but the big man had declined.

“I guess| wouldn't hardly know what to do with asword. I'll stick to my banjo, if it’sall right with you
al”

Toni had wanted to argue, but Paul convinced her that it would be better for Hoseato go into thefield
with no wegpon &t al rather than one he didn’t trust. “And Eric has assured us that the young manis
coming aong quitewell with hisBardic sudies, soit isnot asif hewill be quite defensdess”

Riawasthelast to arrive. She was dressed in a street-casual ouitfit Eric hadn’t seen before—black jeans
with the extra gusset at the crotch that would give them as much flexi-bility asapair of dancetights, a
long black linen duster, black dance boots that came up over the knee, and along silvery mail codt, its
links so finethat it shimmered like hammered Slk.

“Y ou look like an outtake from Highlander,” Eric told her.

“Walt till you see my sword,” she answered with atight smile. She patted the pocket of her duster. It
hung heavily, and Eric suspected she was carrying agun and severa extra clips or speedloaders.
Sted-jacketed hollowpoints could cause serious damage to any of the iron-averse Underhill folk, even
kill.

“I left the shirtsin the car. Not only do they weigh about a hundred pounds, but you'll be alot more
comfortable on theride up to the Gate without them. Eric, are you going to ride with us? 1 think we
should take the’ steedswith us. Etienne swaiting for me up in the park with the rest of our gear. If



anyone sees her, they’ll just think they’ ve seen adeer.”

“If Eric'sgoing up on hisbike, | want to ridewith him,” Kaylasaid ingtantly. “Hey, this could be like, my
last moments on Earth. They should be fun. Eric? Puh-leeze?

“Finewithme,” Eric said, grinning in spite of himself at Kayla s exuberance,

“Okay, let'sgo,” Toni said.

Eric savored the ride up to the Everforest Gate. In another lifetime, he might have been on hisway up to
the Sterling Forest RenFaire, with nothing more on his mind than a feathered hat. Now he wasriding into
battle.

He could sense Lady Day’ s excitement. Unlike morta horses, the el vensteeds were bred for battle, and
relished agood fight. He tried to take comfort from her easy courage—Eric was no coward, though he'd
spent thefirgt haf of hislife running away from anything that looked even vaguely like afight, but thiswas
adifferent kind of fight than any he' d ever beeniin. It hadn’t been forced on him. He'd had plenty of
chancesto back out. But he' d chosen to be here. If that was courage, then he guessed he was brave. But
it seemed periloudy close to desperation.

All too soon they arrived at their destination. The Faire would be running for afew more weeks, but the
Everforest Nexus had been set on state park lands, away from the crowds.

He pulled the bike to a stop in the clearing that held the Gate, and he and Kayla dismounted. She looked
around, turning in acircle. “Hey. Untouched nature. Who' d' athunk there could be something like this so
closetothe city? Hey, what' sthat?’

She pointed. There weretire tracks sunk deep into the mud, and burn marks on the grass.

“Levin-bolts, or something similar, and probably a van. Jeanette said Aerune had Elkanah bring her here
30 he could take her Underhill easily.”

“Creepy.” Kaylahugged hersdlf and shivered, though the day waswarm. “Heisn't coming back, ishe?’

“I hope not. But thisis the closest Nexus point to New Y ork City, so most of the East Coast Underhill
traffic comesthrough here.”

Kayladidn't say anything, though Eric could tell she wasthinking hard. Just then Lady Day shivered dl
over, and in place of the red-and-white touring bike stood a neat-footed black mare with golden eyes.
Kaylagoggled asif she'd never seen ahorse before, and Lady Day minced ddlicately forward and
nudged her with a soft black nose. Kaylareached up tentatively to strokeit.

“Hey, she's soft!” the young Hedler exclamed. “Am | going to get to ride her? | mean, like sheis now?’

“Maybe. That’skind of between you and her,” Eric answered. He knew Kayla had grown up on the
street, abandoned by her parents when her Talent began to show, but somehow the experience hadn’t
hardened her. She pulled up ahandful of grassfrom theturf at her feet and began to feed the elvensteed,
who almost purred under the admiring attention.

A few minuteslater, the Rolls pulled up, moving dowly over the narrow bumpy track. Riawas driving.
She pulled the car to arocking stop, and the venerable machine seemed dmost to Sgh with relief.
Rolls-Royces were built like a bank vault, but by no stretch of the imagination were they off-road



vehi-cles.

Riagot out, followed by the other four. She pulled alarge suitcase off the driver’ s seat and began to
unzipit.

“Thesearefor you,” shetold the Guardians, opening the suitcase and hauling out thefirst of the shirts.
“They'relined in Kevlar fabric, a least partly so they don't chafe, but you won't want to go jogging in
them; they’ re heavy, and they don’t breathe. Iron can kill the Sidhe-folk, and it so makestheir magic
run wild, one of the reasons Aeruneisalot less powerful herein the World Above than he' sgoing to be
when we go to meet him on hishometurf. The sted part of these shirtswill absorb some magic and
deflect alot in theway of levin-bolts, but some of it gets worn away each time.”

“Soif Aerunekeeps hitting one of us, he'll eventually burn through the shirt?” Paul said, examining the
shirt with interest.

“Try not to let that happen,” Riasaid, deadpan.

“Won't he know we' re wearing these?” Toni asked, holding a shirt up to herself to check thefit. It was
too small, and she passed it to Kayla. Each was dit up the sides and laced shut—with plastic-coated
ged cording—to ensure atighter fit.

“Sure. Think about it—if | were him, I’ d be expecting it. There dtill isn’t much he can do about it—if he
touches you while you' re wearing that, he risks getting hiswiddle fingies burned off,” Riasaid.

Kaylahad pulled off her leather jacket and was dithering into the mail shirt. She wore her full elaborate
Goth makeup and jewdry, but had elected to dress sensibly—jeans, Doc Martens, and along-deeved
T-shirt that fit asif it were sprayed on. Hosea helped her lace the Sides shut. “ Ain't we gonnabe alittle
congpicuous dressed like this?” she asked Ria.

“Not Underhill, so far as| know,” Riatold her. “Unfortunately, it may be along walk to reach the
borders of Aerune’ sdomain, but they’ re lighter to wear than to carry, | assure you.”

Etienne gppeared then, summoned by Ria, trotting out of the forest and greeting Lady Day with a
whinny. Thetwo el vensteeds nuzzled at each other, exchanging greetingsin their own way. Whatever
differences the two had once had seemed to have been dedlt with.

“Eric?’ Riaasked, holding out a shirt to him. He thought about it, and shook his head.
“I'll call up my armor once I’m on the other Sde of the Gate. Might aswel goinal flagsflying.”

“And hope we don’t go down with the ship.” Riawalked over to Etienne and vaulted into the saddle with
one easy motion. In her black duster, she looked like avison straight out of the Old West.

Oncethey were dl re-dressed, Toni and José opened their sword cases and removed their magical
weapons. Toni’ swaslong and eegant, with across set into the pomme and Hebrew |etters running
down the gleaming blade. Jos€ s sword was s mpler—amost ashort sword, with a browned-iron blade
and aplain leather-wrapped hilt.

Hosea dung his banjo over his shoulder and looked at Eic.
“| guessthisisyour show now, Eric.”

Eric nodded, touching his hip to assure himsdlf that hisgig bag wasin place. He pursed hislipsand
whistled a soundless phrase.



A portion of theair in front of them seemed to darken, shimmering like adeep pool. Asit faded into
existence, the trees beyond it dowly disappeared.

“Isthat it?’ Paul said, hefting his sword stick.

“One gen-u-wine, accept no subgtitutes Sidhe Portd,” Eric said, feigning alightnesshe didn’t redlly fed.
He held out hishand, and Lady Day put her nosein it, her warm breath flowing over hishand.

“Let’sgo, then. I’'m not getting any younger,” Toni said. In the silvery mail armor, carrying her sword, she
looked like amedieva warrior saint.

Eric mounted Lady Day, and reached a hand down for Kayla. She scrambled up behind him and settled
snugly againgt him, her arms around hiswaist. With Rialeading, the small party passed through the Gate.

“It looksjust the same,” Paul said, sounding disappointed.

“Noit doesn't,” Toni said. “It looks the way everything did when | wasalittle girl—all bright and clean
and new.”

They were standing in the Underhill counterpart of the Sterling Forest glade. There was a theory that the
Underworld places near Gates tended to grow to mirror the World Above they were connected to, and
Everforest was an example of that. But if these were the Ramapo Mountains, they were those mountains
asthey had been before any humans at al had cometo trouble the land: lush and wooded and green.

Eric could fed that they were being watched, but that was common enough. There were Low Court
elvesinthe area, of course, and other creatures too numerous to name, any of whom might take an
interest invistors.

“Which way?’ Hosea asked.
“Youtdl me” Eric said. “ Jeanette' sthe one who' s been thisway.”

Hosea played afew bars of “Foggy Mountain Breakdown,” his head cocked asif listening. Herein the
magic-rich ar of Underhill, it seemed asif Eric could dmost hear her too: complaining but resigned.

“She says it was dark when she came through here, and she was busy being poisoned. She dso says
you don’t want to go theway Aerunetook her, unlessyou' ve got ataste for dying young. Buit |
think—ain’t there something with shine over that-away?’ He pointed.

Eric focused his senses on the direction Hosea indicated. It was like ligening, but not redly; human
language was pretty inadeguate when it came to describing what magic fdlt like. After amoment he
nodded. “There' sa Gate that way. Let’ stry it.”

Before they started off, Eric transformed his garb into the flashy silks and gleaming armor of an Underhill
Bard. Thefour Guardians frankly stared, and Ria applauded mockingly.

“I think I'm going to have mgor fedings of inferiority after this,” Toni said alittle breathlesdy.

“Don't,” Ericsaid. “There' snoway | could do haf of what you can—our magics are completely
different—and you' |l probably find that your abilities are increased here, too. Magic isascommonin
Underhill as, well, ascable TV inthe World Above.”

“A good thing to remember,” Paul said. “Well, it' salovely day for awak. Shall we get Sarted?’



Eric wished he' d been able to borrow elvensteeds for the others, but they weren't given out lightly, and
to ask Prince Arvindd for some might have tipped Eric’ s hand. He wasn't sure how much he wanted
Misthold to know about what he was doing until it was over—even if they disapproved of Aerune,
having a bunch of humans come Underhill to take him out might have made some of the elvesalittle

uneasy.

When they reached the Gate, Eric chosethelr direction from the available destinations dready set into it.
He and Ria had both been to Aerune' s domain, and Jeanette had been in and out of Aerune'sland
severd times. Locating the Goblin Tower wasn't going to be the problem. Getting to it safely was. Travel
in Underhill was sort of a cross between cross-country hiking and code bresking.

The Gate led them through to aland considerably less lush and tended than the one they’ d originally
entered. It looked asif it might have bel onged to someone once, and now was returning to the wilderness
it had originally been. Depending on how much magic had been used to createit, it might go on thisway
until anew owner claimed it, or dissolve back into the mists of the Chaos Lands.

It’s not knowing which until afterward that’s so amusing, as Humpty-Dumpty said to Alice.

The maze-seed was a heavy weight at the bottom of his gig bag, and Eric couldn’t keep histhoughts from
fixating on the battleto come. Thereal question is, am| sure that what I'm doing isright? And the
answer is, | can't think of anything else to do. And something has to be done.

The next Gate brought them to atropical seashore, where a smooth white sand beach asfine as sugar
formed a broad shining ribbon between pale clear water and acliff of dark craggy rock. Thelight was
sunset-ruddy, but there was no sun to be seen anywhere on the horizon. Thiswasthefirst -major
discrepancy the Guardians and Hosea had experienced, and Eric could tell it unnerved them alittle. But
at least thisrealm was safe for them to pass through—friendly, or at least neutral. Thiswas obvioudy the
domain of some oceangoing branch of the Sidhe, such asthe Salkies, or of another aguatic race, such as
Undinesor Nereids. The upside of thiswasthat sea dwellers tended to be fairly indifferent to humanity,
having no interest in them for good or ill. There might be apretty long walk to the next Gate, but they
were unlikely to encounter anything fiercer than asand crab along the way.

But asthey walked along the beach, Eric redlized he had other things to worry about than their immediate
danger. He d never redly thought about it before, but he' d spent so much time Underhill that he was, if
not quite accustomed to itswonders, at least no longer dazzled into dack-jawed amazement by them. It
was hard now to remember how astonished he and Beth had been when they’ d first seen the halls of
Elfhame Misthold, and how long it had taken either of them to get used to (or at least to be able to
function around) the sheer beauty of Underhill. Magical, enchanting, and glamorous weren't just empty
wordsto the Sdhe—and “ stunning” was pretty relevant, too.

All of which became a problem when four people who' d never seen Underhill before, and who
comprised most of your fighting force, were going there to pick afight with anative on his own turf.
While Kayla had been briefly Underhill once before, and Riahad spent half her life in Perenor’ s pocket
domain, neither of them could be considered redly experienced with Underhill, either. Even beauty had
itsdangers.

Eric glanced back over his shoulder. Kaylawas openly gawking at the landscape, but she wasn't the one
whose reactions redly worried him. Paul, José, and Toni were staring around themselves like kids on
their fird trip to the big city. If their minds were blown by an empty stretch of beach—admittedly a pretty
gorgeous beach, but still just abeach—how were they going to react when they got to a place where
things got weird—children’ s-book-illustration, role-playing-game, sci-fi-moviewerd?



Hedidn't know. And there was't anything he could do at this point but worry about it. Even drawing
attention to hisfears might smply make them worse.

“Oh...look!” Toni exclamed in awe. Reaching down, she plucked up a seashell out of the sand. It was
asbig as her hand, and perfect: agleaming pae golden color asluminous asaunicorn’shorn. Sheheld it
up, and the ruddy light made its surface sparkle like an opal.

Paul and José stopped to examineit. All three of them looked . . . spellbound, somehow asif they’d
never seen aseashd| before and it was the most fascinating thing in the world. If something in Aerune's
domain made them freeze up like thet, distracted them. . .

We'll all betoast.

“It’ sbeautiful, and wholly unfamiliar,” Paul said. “What manner of creature inhabited it, or what its native
environment is, are things we may never know. Suddenly the world becomes as vast and uncharted asif
we lived athousand years ago.”

Reluctantly, Toni set her prize carefully back down on the sand. She looked around wigtfully. “I only wish
there were someway | could bring Raoul and Paquito hereto seethis. It is so beautiful. It seems asif
nothing bad could ever happen here.”

“When you know the Sidhe allittle better, you'll redize that beauty istheir greastest wegpon. Whileyou're
being dazzled, they’ re sticking aknifein your back, or doing whatever e se they damn please.”

Though Ria s voice was lightly mocking, there was an undertone of red hitternessinit aswell.

Toni looked up a Ria, her dark eyes as startled and hurt asif Riahad interrupted alovely dream. “ So
you'resaying thisisdl asham? A trick?’

“I’'m saying it’ s beside the point—it doesn’'t count much one way or the other, except to put you off your
guard. The ancient Greeks might have thought that what was beautiful had to be good, and vice versa,
but | think we' ve managed to learn allittle better in the last 4,000 years. The Sdhelivein aworld where
magic flowsfredy and they can dter their appearance and surroundings dmost at will. If you can do
something like that, the way thingslook becomesjust another tool. Or aweapon.”

“I hadn’t thought of that.” Toni’svoice wasflat. Disgppointed. “I suppose human natureisn’t much
different even when humansaren’t involved. C'mon, folks, let’s get amove on. No telling how far we're
going to have to walk today.” She settled her sword on her shoulder once more and strode off ahead.

Eric glanced across at Ria. Her face was expressionless, except for a coolly-raised eyebrow. Yeah, |
know this looks bad, Erictold her in histhoughts. But it was the only idea any of us had. And I’m not
sure even a few test runs would have prepared folks for this—and it might have alerted Aerune to
our plans.

“So how come we re taking the scenic route instead of the express?’ Kaylawanted to know, thumping
Eric on thethigh to get hisatention.

“Believeit or nat, thisis the fastest way, or at least the fastest safeway,” Erictold her. “Therearen’t any
graight linesthrough Underhill, not redly. It's more like playing Connect The Dots. And based on some
of the things Jeanette has told Hosea, one of the important things about finding our way to Aerune's
involves not getting killed in the process”

“I’'m behind that. But I’d kind of like not to starve to death before we get there.”



“Don’'t worry,” Riacalled to her from Etienne' sback. “I’ ve packed alunch. And if we choose our Gates
carefully, Aerune skingdom won't be too far from here.”

Thiswas one of the smdler domains—at least, the dry land part of it was—and afew minutes more
brought them to the next Gate, the one that would take them further into Underhill and possibly to a
degtination one of them recognized. It lay in the depths of a sea cave hollowed out of the black rock by
the -unceasing caress of the ocean, the smooth black walls glowing greenly with phosphorescent algae
and luminous garfish.

They waded insde through the shallow water, leading the elvensteeds. Kayla stood at the back beside
Ria, holding Lady Day’ sreins. The keysfor this Gate were in the form of smd| seashdls embedded in the
rock dmost at random, but their aura of Power made them easily visibleto Eric, and probably to the
others aswell. Eric and Hosea considered where the Gate might take them.

Hosed s hands fanned over the strings of the banjo, caling forth silvery whispersthat echoed in the
darkness.

“That one,” Hoseasaid, pointing.

Eric touched it, feeding the Gate with his Bardic Power to activate it. The back wall of the sea cave
dissolved as he keyed the Gate, and the seven adventurers could fed a cold wind blowing over them
from whatever lay beyond it, but no light spilled through the opening.

Cautioudy, Eric and Hosea stepped through into the darkness, followed quickly by the others. The Gate
closed when the last of them had passed through, and Eric could fed winter-dry grass crunch benegath his
feet. But no matter how hard he strained, he could still see nothing.

A chill monotonouswind blew steadily, making him shudder more than shiver as he looked around
blindly, unable to keep from trying to see. If not for the evidence of the sound and fed of the wind, and
the dry scent, like musty hay, that -assailed his nostrils, he would have wondered if he' d wandered into
some tragp that had stolen his senses. But only sght was missing.

“Eric. .. 7" Hoseasounded—not frightened, exactly, but concerned. The kind of “concerned” whereif
you don't get answersin ahurry you might start screaming.

“Wait.” | know this place.

Eric summoned aball of df-light, and saw what he had expected to see: abroad and featurelessplain
that seemed to Stretch athousand milesin every direction, its short dry dun-colored grasstrampled asif
herds of animals had been running acrossit.

Urlahad brought Eric here—to what Eric thought of asthe Blind Lands—when he was bringing Eric to
Aerune. There was a Gate directly into Aerune' sdomain from here.

Somewhere.

“| get thefedingitisn't agood ideato linger here” Riasaid, summoning her own light. Etiennewas
fidgeting wildly under her, and Eric could tdl that Lady Day was equaly spooked. The black el vensteed
pulled and fretted against Kayla sgrip on her reins.

“Meneither,” Eric said. “But | don’t want to end up right in Aerune’ slap, either. I’ ve been here before.
The Gate here leads directly into Aerune sdomain.”

“Doesit lead anywhere se?’ It was Toni who asked the question. Eric’'seyeswidened in surprise as he



looked at her. The sword in her hand was glowing brighter than the ef-light, the blade asfiery asabar of
burning phosphorus.

“Wel havetofindittotdl.”

A tremor suddenly shook the ground, asif something heavy—many somethings—ran hard nearby, but
even with the df-light, Eric could see nothing. The two dvengteeds trembled like mad things, eyesrolling
and coats dripping with foam, but stood their ground.

Turn back, look for another direction? They could wander Underhill for years and miles and come no
closer to Aerune' s domain than this—and Jeanette had said that most of the pathways to the Goblin
Tower led through worse places.

“We need to get out of here,” Paul said, hisvoicetight. He gestured at Kayla. The young Heder stood,
gtaring around her with eyeswide and terrified. Her fists were clenched at her sides, and her whole body
wasrigid.

“Everything's afraid,” shesaidinasmal voice.

Asif her words had shaped the thing itself, Eric could suddenly fed the fear pressing in around him,
waiting only akindling spark of their own terror tofill them al with panic. Urlamust have had some sort
of safe-conduct, to bring him through here unscathed before. The seven of them had nothing.

And Hosea began to play.

The banjo’ s notes sounded flat, amost muffled. For amoment Eric thought he’ d stop, but the novice
Bard perssted, playing grimly, dmost doggedly. A moment later he begantosing. “ *You couldn’t pack
a Broadwood half a mile—You mustn’t leave a fiddle in the damp— ”

The sense of panic drew back, asif affronted.

When all dsefails, try Kipling. It was* The Song of the Banjo,” set to atune of Hosed' s own cresation,
one asimpudent and saucy asits bragging words. Hosea strode forward, moving as easily and certainly
asif heknew precisdly where he was going. Only Eric saw the strain and concentration on thebig man's
face, the effort it took to keep hisown fear out of hisvoice and the music.

The chorus came round, and now Riajoined in, her voice soaring bell-like over Hoseal s rumbling
baritone. Eric joined her, his clear tenor soaring and twining with the other two asthough they’d
rehearsed for months. Whether by accident, or good guess, Hoseawas moving in the direction of the
next Gate; Eric walked back to Lady Day and swung up into her saddle. The elvensteed was quieter
now, though she till trembled.

Paul handed Kayla up to Eric. She held on tight, and he could fedl the shuddersthat racked her body,
but she took adeep breath and added her voice to the others. Eric dug the flute from his gig bag and
began to play, the flute weaving its slvery counterpoint into the banjo’s sparkling melody asthe black
mare trotted after Hosea. The music seemed to form a bubble of protection in which they could move
safely through the mad blind terror that surrounded them.

They did not dare stop singing. It did not matter that between the light and the music they were attracting
the attention of anything within ten miles. It was one of Kipling' slonger poems, and Hosea knew every
word, but he’ d reach the end eventualy, and the music they made was the only thing that would keep the
Blind Lands' utter despair at bay long enough for them to crossit dive.

The song ended. It was Ria, surprisingly, who saved them then.



“Oh, what do you do with adrunken sailor—" The chantey had dozens of verses, and new oneswere
easy to make up on thefly. Eric sighed with relief. They could keep this one up for hours—and he had,
on occasion.

And so they arrived Singing at an enormous henge whose black stones were the size of city buses. Eric
dismounted, handing Kayla Lady Day’ sreins, and advanced upon the Gate.

Only two destinations were coded, the other four left blank, their buttons dark and lifdess. Ashe
touched each of them, an image of the place formed in Eric' smind. One led to Aerune sdomain. The
other probably led someplace worse—he jerked hisfingers back with agasp, heart hammering, with a
confused impression of an arctic wasteland filling hismind. They wouldn't last ten minutesthere. The
westher donewould kill them.

One or the other, and both choices bad. But Eric was a Bard, and there were four unused destinations
available. With skill, and luck, he could make the Gate take them where he chose.

Only he' d have to withdraw his magic from protecting the othersto doit.
He had no choice.

He reached out and touched the Gate itsdlf. The stone was as cold as dry ice beneath hisfingertips,
burning painfully. Thismust be what Kory, what any of the Sidhe, felt when they touched Cold Iron. He
imagined blisterswelling up, bursting, the blood freezing asit oozed over this cold burning.

He shut out the pain, reaching into the stone with hismagic. Its music was dark, unsettling, diding off-key
inajangle of minor chords before settling into anew mode for afew -seconds. He could fed adim
dumbering mind deep within the stone, passive yet malevolent. An echo of the magic that had formed it.
Hefought to control the shifting chords he heard in his mind, to make sense of them.

Here

Y es, herewas Aerune' sdomain. The shape and sense of it filled hismind in awordless knowing
impossible to explain. But that wasn't where he wanted to go. Near it, yes, but outside. Just outside, into
the unclaimed Chaos Lands where every stray thought could become real. Had he warned the others
about that? Could any warning be enough?

Heforced himsdf to concentrate. To shape the sense of his destination was like trangposing musicinto a
different key, adapting aknown melody to the needs of an entirely different instrument. With the way into
Aerune’ sdomain to guide him, he changed, edited, added, and at |ast produced what he could only hope
wasaviabledirection.

He opened his eyes, not remembering when he' d closed them, and saw that now three, not two,
destinations were marked with acool blue-green fire on the Gate' s surface. How long had he been
entranced? His Bard' s Silks were drenched in swest, and every muscle ached. He withdrew his hand
from the stone, feding apang of relief that the skin was whole and unburned. Had the pain been only an
illuson? Or would the damage have become redlity if he'd failed?

Ria sdf-light and the two Guardians swordswere their only source of light herein the Blind Lands. The
singing sounded ragged—they’ d moved on to agtartlingly bawdy balad, of which only Riaseemed to
know al the words. Hosea!' s playing sparkled with metronomic precision, but Eric could sense the other
Bard' sweariness at the unfamiliar exertion.

Wonderful. We're all exhausted before we start. Great tactics, Banyon.



But there' d been no other way. They couldn’t Gate directly to their destination, and they couldn’t drive
there either—or ride. Thiswasthe best they could do. Maybe they could win a breathing space before
Aerune noticed them. God, | sure hope so. He won't even break a sweat if he takes us on while
we'rein this condition.

But to delay here amoment longer than they absolutely had to would be fata, with only their magic to
protect them from the baleful influence of thisrealm. Eric took adeep breath and keyed the Gate to the
destination he' d chosen. The opening shivered and went white. The glare made his eyes water after so
long in the Blind Lands. He waved the others forward.

SIXTEEN:
WELCOME TOMY NIGHTMARE

“So where arewe now?’ Toni wanted to know, resting her longsword point first against the ground and
leaning upon its quillons. She took a deep breath of relief, seeming to regain more strength with each

passing moment.

Everything around them was grayish-white and misty, with theflat evenillumination of indirect lighting, or
of sunlight on avery cloudy day. Even the ground beneeth their feet was colorless and springy, asif it
were made of modeling clay.

Hosea stopped playing, and the banjo’ s silver strings whispered to silence. He rubbed hisfingers,
grinning a Eric reas-suringly.

Eric grinned back—it had worked! They were dl here, al safe—or as safe as you could be in the Chaos
Lands. And they could find another way home.

“We're. . . exactly nowhere,” he said in answer to Toni’s question. She made aface. “No, serioudy.
Thisiswhat Underhill looks like when nobody decidesto imposetheir own redlity onit. They cadl it the
Chaos Lands.”

“Which means that nobody here better think too hard,” Riasaid, “because whatever you think about is
likely to come walking out of that mist and bite you.”

“We re shidded, of course,” Paul said. “I’d say that being hereis pretty smilar to casting a spell—the
magician had better keep atight rein on hisintention. But that may makeit alittle hard for Aeruneto find
uswhenthetimeisright.”

“Oh, he'll find us,” Riasaid darkly.

“I don't think Aerune will notice us until we make him,” Eric said hopefully. “Let’ stake abreather. Is
everyone okay?’

The others nodded. The Guardians |ooked shaken, but not as worn down by their ordeal as Eric had
feared. Jose was his usud imperturbable self, Paul looked like acat with anew toy, and Hoseaand Toni
were looking better by the minute. Even Kaylamanaged a grin and an impudent thumbs-up when he
looked at her. She reached down to pat Lady Day’ s neck, and the black elvensteed shook herself and
tossed her head, making the silver bells on her tack jingle.

| wonder why she chose to be black for thistrip? Eric thought. The question wasn't anidle one.
Elvensteeds could look like anything they chose and Lady Day usualy had areason for choosing to bea
particular color or shape.



“Everything'sjust ginger-peachy,” Kayla said sardonicaly, swinging aleg over Lady Day’ sback and
dropping to the ground. “ Sheesh! And | thought L.A. had some bad neighborhoods.”

“ Jeanette says there' re worse ones here. Much worse,” Hosea said.
“I don’t want to go there,” Kaylaanswered smply.

Riadismounted from Etienne, patting the elvensteed on the neck. The white mare was ghostly, almost
insubstantia, in the formlessness of the Chaos Lands. It was good camouflage. She nuzzled her mistress
as Riareached into one of the saddlebags and pulled out atwo-quart hiker’s canteen.

“Water, anyone?’ she asked, passing the canteen to Kayla

The teenager twisted off the cap and drank thirgtily, passing the canteen to Hosea. “Good job with the
tunes, stud,” she said.

Hoseaactudly blushed, pulling out a bandannato wipe hisface. 1t wasn't anything more than abit of
plinking. If | thought this Aerune’ d answer to that kind of medicine, the rest of you could have stayed
home.”

“So what do we do now?” Jose asked, looking from Toni to Eric.

Eric reached into the bottom of his gig bag for the little wooden box. He opened it and took out the
maze-seed. Its magic buzzed in hishand like a trapped honeybee, stronger now that it was back in the
world it had been madefor. All they had to do now was get Aerune here and trap him inside.

“Wecdl him,” Eric sad grimly. “ And then we lock him up forever.”

Aerune mac Auddlaine, born to the Bright Court, later called among mortalkind the Lord of Death and
Pain, sat in his dark throne room in the heart of the Goblin Tower, contemplating his own thoughts.

The encounter with the upstart Bard should have been more satisfying. Certainly it had been an elegant
insult to gift him with Aerune smorta hellhound, knowing that her dying would wound the soft-hearted
morta far more than theloss of her would inconvenience Aerune. But there was something about the
whole matter that left Aerunefeding vaguely unsettled, asif he had made some unfortunate mistake.

But there had been no mistake. The hound' s desth was meaningless and completely inevitable, once he
had lifted the pell of timelessnessthat kept her divein mortal lands. She had never been morethan a
diverson for Aerune, her redl worth lying in hisability to withhold her skillsfrom hisfoes. It was true that
he had so far forgotten himself to boast of his plansto the mortas, but again, therewasnolossto himin
doing so. Though the conspiracy was smal and inconsequentia now, what he had set in motion in the
World of Iron would thrive—with his hep—until it had consumed humanity utterly. Aerunewas an
excdlent judge of men, and he had chosen Parker Wheatley well. The man’ s ambition and salf-hatred
would lead him to follow Aerune s plans blindly, unable to see anything beyond his own immediate
advantage. The smple toyswith which Aerune had provided Whestley had hel ped to befool
him—artifacts from an Underhill redm where the memory of magic lost had caused the inhabitantsto
craft ever more subtle enginesto counterfeit its actions. Asthefirst small blemish upon the apple presages
the destruction of the entire fruit, so did Whestley’ sfirgt faltering acts herald humanity’ s doom—awar
againg the Underhill relmswhich would cause the Sidhe, both Bright Court and Dark, to rise up and
destroy the World Above.

No, dl went forward asit should—»but in that case, wherein lay his unease? No enemy raised its banners



before his gates, nor sought to gain entry into hisrealm by treachery.

But there was something . . . something well-known to the point of invisihility, that teased his ethered
sen=swithitsdusve familiarity.

From the magic that surrounded him, Aerune formed afamiliar, apart of himsdlf in the shape of agreat
black bird, and sent it forth to search. It soared over the bone-wood, finding nothing, and he sent it
through his Gate to the Chaos L ands beyond, searching.

Therel
The hound. His hound. Histoy and victim, here—Under-hill—and dive!

Infuriated by the insult, Aerune sought no further. He strode from his throne room in ablack fury,
shouting for his horse and his hounds. He would reclaim her, whip her to his kennels, and make her beg
for the death he would forever deny her.

Thefirst hint they had of disaster was when the landscape around them began to darken. The mist boiled
away to emptiness at the touch of another’ s mind.

:Trouble. . . : whispered the banjo. :He' s coming.:
There was no need to ask who.

The Guardians formed acircle around Kayla, facing outward. Riaand Eric stood outside it, preparing to
take the first assault. Eric heard a crashing major chord—someone opening a Portal—and then Aerune
was there, astride his black stalion. Giant black dogs crouched at his horse' sfeet, and behind him,
changing and nebulous as fog, rode the hosts of the damned, caled from nothingness by the power of
Aerune swill.

“Fascinating,” Paul said. Therewas a hiss as he pulled his blade free of the sword cane. “A classica
Northern European Wild Hunt.”

Aerune glanced at him, eyes blazing red, but Paul did not hold hisinterest. Toni did. The Latina Guardian
held her sword in her left hand as she crossed hersdlf, her lips moving in soundless prayer.

“S0. .. youwould useyour iron nailsto day Faerie?” Aerune growled. “Dieasall who have set the
White Chrig’ smagic againgt me have died!”

Eric was bardly fast enough to shield Toni from Aerune sfirgt attack—crash of major chords, high
skirl of a piccolo, deep booming of a chorus of horns—but somehow he couldn’'t draw Aerune's
attention to him no matter what he did. Something about Toni infuriated Aeruneto the point of
recklessness. He concentrated hisfury upon her, and she barely held her own, though her blade glowed
50 brightly that Eric couldn’t even look in her direction. He had problems of his own, though—the
shadowy cregtures that rode with Aerune—monsters and damned soulsdl, if the legends held any
truth—were spreading out to encircle them. He moved forward, searching for an opening, hisfingers
clutched around the maze-seed, raising it up and—

—rubhbing the smoothing stone gently dong the shaft of the boneflute.

The afternoon sun was warm againgt his back as he squatted here in the clearing in the center of the
crescent of turf huts that made up the village of his people, and from time to time he would stop, holding



hiswork up to the light so he could judge his progress. Once he had scraped the bone smooth it would
betimeto drill the holesaong itslength with a sharp deer-horn drill, then polish it again with fine sand
and deer hide until it was as smooth as river-tumbled stone, then rub it with beeswax until the bone
turned atrand ucent gold. When he was but an apprentice Bard, his teacher had told him it wasimportant
to make the bone as thin as possible so that the sound would be pure, and he had aways remembered
that. Only the very best was worthy to be offered up to the Bright Lady Aerete, source of al Bardcraft
and magic.

Eric frowned, histhoughts el sawhere. They would need their best if they were to win their next battle with
the Eastmen, who had come to the Ise of the Blessed in their wooden boats to kill and endave the Folk,
armed with weagpons of the gray metd that broke stone and bronze asiif they were nothing more than
rotted wood.

But they would win. Eric was aBard of aHundred Songs, blessed by the Lady hersdf, and his
apprentice, whose instrument was the harp, had aready learned his spells and genedlogies, and had made
agood start on learning the songs which contained al the wisdom of the Folk. In the doorway of their hut
he could see Hosea putting fine new strings of deer gut upon his bride-harp, whose white body was
carved from the shoulder of ablack bull which had been dain at the start of the Dark Y ear. His songs
could soothe the sick and ailing, ease awounded soul’ strangition to the Summer Lands.

Reluctantly, Eric set asde hiswork, wrapping it tightly in a painted doeskin to keep it safe. He could not
spend as much time as he wished here. It was time to go among the wounded once more, to add his
magic to the Heders craft. Too many of their village swarriors lay wounded, kissed by the deathmetal
of the Eastmen despite dl the protection spells Eric had laid upon them.

He got to hisfeet. Hosealooked up, willing to follow, but Eric gestured for him to ay. It was more
important now that he finish restringing the harp, so he could play their warriorsinto good heart for the
morrow. Meanwhile, Eric would seeto their wounded.

Eric walked through the village, greeting his clan-fellows. His cresture wasthe lark, as wasfitting for a
Bard, for birds were especialy sacred to the Bright Lords. All bowed their headsin respect, for aBard
was second only to the Lady herself, and the equa of kings and the Chief of dl the clans.

The High House was his destination. The great hall stood upon the earthen mound his ancestors had
erected when they had first cometo this land, beneath which, in vaults of dressed stone, their dead—too
many dead, these days—were laid to rest to provide counsdl and wisdom to their children. He walked
up the hill, toward its carven gateway painted with the totem animas of each clan of thetribe, long the
path bordered in white stones.

Rig, chief of the fighting women, approached him as he neared the door. She wore aloincloth of white
doeskin, and gold at her throat and upon her arms, for shewas alady of high rank and aking's daughter.
Her hair was braided into one long queue, wrapped with ared cord and studded with the raven feathers
of her totem. The marks of warrior’smagic gtill showed, pae azure againg her fair skin. Tonight she and
the other warriors would dance to his playing, Snging the war-songs and painting themselves afresh for
tomorrow’ s battle.

“| greet you, Bard,” she said formally, though Eric could see that she seethed with impatience at being
denied entry. Those whole in body, and not bound to the Bright Lords as Eric was, were not permitted
to enter the High House when there were injured present, lest their war magic disturb the healing magic.

“| greet you, Riaof thewarriors,” he answered. “How may | serveyou?’ | would serve you in all ways
| have not pledged to the Lady, did you but allow it.



“I would know how it will go with us upon the morrow,” she answered, her voice as harsh asthat of the
battle-raven.

“Only the Bright Lords may know that,” Eric said sharply, for in truth he was afraid to ook into the future
again for fear hewould see another defest. “ Ask of the Lady, not of me.”

He frowned, seeming for amoment to hear the echoes of battle in another place, but surdly it was only
the ghosts of the newly dain, hovering among their kinfolk to give what comfort they could before making
their journey to the Summer Landsto dwell forever with Aeretein her shining -paace.

Riasighed, asif he had given her only the answer she expected. “Then tel me how my sword-sigter,
Toni, fares, of your courtesy, Bard. | would sorrow to go into battle without her to drive my chariot.”

Eric smiled, glad to be able to give some good news. Toni had taken ablow from a deathmetal swordin
the last battle, but had killed her attacker with her spear. The cut was hedling nicdly, without fever.

“Y ou will have no causefor sorrow,” he said, “for shewill be a your sde. The Lady willsit.”

The Bright Lady Aerete had been tirdessin employing her healing magicsfor the good of thetribe, and
many more than had died in the battles would have been lost without her protection. But no one was
all-powerful, not even the Bright Lords, and even her power could not save those whom desthmetal had
wounded too deeply. Fortunately, Toni’s cut had been shallow.

“That makes good hearing,” Riasaid. “1 will leave you to your work.”

She bowed to him formally and turned away, walking down the path to the village through the pale spring
sunlight. Eric watched after her for along time, before turning and ducking through the hanging hides that
shielded the doorway to enter the High House.

Inside, a peat fire smoked fragrantly on the round stone hearth, giving heat to the injured. He could see
Paul and José moving among them, bringing hedling brews and changing the poultices upon wounded
limbs. The Lady Aerete had taught them al that mortas could learn of her healing magics, and even Eric
stood in awe of their power, that could trick Death when even his songs could not.

Hewent firgt to Toni, who was drinking soup from awooden cup. She smiled when she saw him, though
her dark eyes were shadowed by recent pain.

“Riawas asking after you, warrior,” Eric told her, smiling as he knelt beside her. “1 told her you would be
with her soon.”

“Thehederssay | may leave the High House at sunset,” Toni told him proudly. “And | will stand with her
at the war-firetonight.”

“And ride with her to victory on the morrow,” Eric said, feigning a confidence he did not fed. Toni was
Ria s charioteer, and such brave warriors, who rode into battle unprotected by bull’ s-hide shield, faced
greater peril even than the foot spearmen.

Suddenly the air wasfilled with music, and Toni’ sfacelit with pleasure. “ Ah, Bard, see—the Lady
comes!”

Eric got to hisfeet, turning toward the dais of limewashed stone that stood at the north end of the High
House. A light as bright as the sun shone there, and asit faded, the form of Aerete the Golden was
reveded.



She wore awhite gown woven of Underhill magic, and her long golden hair was garlanded with blue
flowersthat shone as brightly asthe starsin the night sky. Their perfumefilled the High House, mingling
with the scent of pest smoke and healing herbs. She was more beautiful than any woman of the Folk, tall
and supernaturaly fair, and her long graceful ears proclaimed her Otherworldly lineage plain for al to see.
Since before Time began, Aerete had been their Lady, guarding and guiding them, protecting them from
the dark spirits of glade and pool. She had taught them the arts of music and poetry, of healing and
metalworking, protecting women in childbed and sending game to the hunters' nets. She was Aerete, and
they were her people.

Eric knelt in reverence, as did Paul and José. Aerete moved dowly among the wounded, pausing to
caress abowed head or bring ease to a painful wound. At last She came to where Eric knelt, and he
shuddered with pleasure at the touch of Her hand. All he asked from life was to serve Her, who was so
wiseand just.

Again that moment of discordant music. But when he looked up into Her sky-colored eyes, the pang of
unease faded.

“Bard,” She said, and Her voicewasameody. “Wak with Me, and tell Me how goes the day.”

Jesus. Kaylamade arude noise of disgust. She didn’t know who the blonde df-bimbo was, but the way
Eric waslooking at her made Kaylawant to puke. He was practically -drooling.

She aimed a hearty kick at his backside, but though shefelt it jar through her as she connected, he didn’t
react.

None of them reacted. Not Eric, not Ria, not José or Paul. Even Hosea hadn’t noticed her, no matter
what shedid.

It was cregpy. One moment they’ d been in Hell’s Own Kitchen, with Aerune about to eat them al for
breakfast, and the next minute. . . here, in some kind of place that looked like a cross between aretro
Braveheart and Merlin: The Lost Years. Thewhole Quest For Fire look had been amusing for about
five minutes—who' d’ athought José was so buff under dl those workshirts?2—but the whole body paint
and loincloths thing got old redl fast. Everything looked redl, felt real, smelled redd—Dbut her friends
couldn’t see or hear her. Shewasn't even aghodt.

What had Aerune done to them? Was this rell—whatever “red” meant, when used in the same sentence
with “Underhill”? And if Aerune was behind this, shouldn’t there be more dead people around?
Shouldn't they be dead?

Helpless, angry, and far more frightened than she was willing to admit, Kaylatrailed after Eric and the
ef-lady. Everybody wastaking like an episode of Master piece Theater —asif they’ d forgotten dl their
usual words. Hosea d even lost his homefolks accent, and Kayla would have been willing to bet good
money thismorning that wasn't possible.

AndEric...! Ericdidn’'t grovel, which waswhat his -conversation with this“ Aerete’ -bimbo sounded
liketo Kayla It waslike they'd al been replaced by pod people. And if they had, why wasn't she
included?

Were they dead? Was she dead? And if not, could | just wake up and go home? Please?

Shetrailed farther and farther behind Eric and Aerete, not having the ssomach to listen to them. If Eric



was groveing, then Aerete wastaking to him like he was the family dog—kindly enough, but not asif
shewas particularly impressed by hisintelligence.

Kayla passed the hut where she’ d seen Hosea before, but he wasn't there. Probably off making daisy
chainsor something.

‘Kayla. . .:

She stopped with a gasp. Someone was calling her from inside the hut—afaint voice, dmost a
whisper—but when she went in, there wasn't anyone there, just a bunch of bearskins and the harp
Hoseal d been working on before, sitting on top of the pile.

‘Kaylal:

It was the harp.

“Okay, the harp istaking to me.”

.1t s Jeanette.: The harp sounded impatient. : Can you hear me? Kayla, thisisn’t real.

“Newsflash,” the young Hedler muttered, going over to pick up the harp. When she touched it, she
amost dropped it—it was warm, and seemed to vibrate faintly in Kayla'shands. “So it isn't redl. | got
that. Sowhat isit?’

:1 don’t know. | think Aerune's dreaming. They don’t sleep, you know, but they dream sometimes
while they're awake. And he's caught the others up in his dream.:

Elves dreamt awake, she meant. But somehow the humans had gotten caught init.
“So why not you or me?’ Kayla asked.

:I’'mdead,: the harp whispered, and Kayla could swear the thing sounded smug about it. : And | don’'t
know. Maybe you can fix whatever he does to you before it affects you.:

Wonderful. “What do | do? We haveto get out of here,” Kaylaannounced, hating the fear sheheard in
her own voice.

:Follow Aerete. Maybe she'll lead you to Aerune and you can find out what’ s going on. Maybe you
can waketheothersup. . .:

The harp’ s whispering speech stopped. Kayla stared at it for along moment, then set it down gently and
ran out of the hut, looking around wildly. Aerete and Eric were standing afew yards away, talking. She
leaned down and kissed him on the forehead, the way amother might kissasmal child. Then he turned
back toward the village, and she walked on.

Kaylahesitated, unsure about which of the two to follow, then shrugged. Might aswell take Jeanette’s
advice. How could she be in worse trouble than she was now? She sprinted after Aerete.

If she’d hoped Aerete would be able to see her, Kayla s hopes were quickly dashed. The woman
walked on asif she were done, though Kaylawas beside her close enough to touch her dress. The
elf-woman' s destination seemed to be aring of standing stonesthat siood on the crest of alow hill. They
weren't dl that impressve by Stonehenge standards—the talest of them came up only to Kayla's
shoulder—but if you had to find them, dig them up, and hump them up to the top of the hill with muscle
power aone, she guessed they represented a considerable effort. The hill wastaller than it looked, too.



By the time they reached the top, Kaylawas panting, though her companion showed no sign of strain.
Aerete walked into the ring of stones and vanished.
For amoment Kayla stood watching, unable to decide what to do; then, muttering curses, she followed.

There was the eye-blink trangition she’ d gotten used to going through the Gates. Shewasinahdl. It was
like the one back in the village—round with around firepit in the middle—but everything here was of
finer congtruction, as though someone had taken the other and improved upon it. Eric says the elves
can't create things, only change them. So | guess if thisis the Bronze Age, they’ ve got to be
Bronze Age elves. Thewalls here were of polished golden oak, and the torches set in the walsin golden
brackets burned with a clear smokeless flame. Where the dais had been back at the High House was a
block of polished white marble draped with bright slks, and on it were two chairs—Roman, by the look
of them—and atable with agoblet and decanter onit.

Aerune was Stting in one of the chairs.

Kaylashrank back with ahiss of dismay, but he didn’t seem to see her. He waslooking at Aerete. Kayla
studied him. Aerune looked different than the dark monster she had faced twice before. Hewore a
golden crown around hisforehead, and was dressed in tunic, leggings, and boots in shades of green and

gray.

Aerete walked forward until she stood at the foot of the dais, and knelt. Aerune sprang to hisfeet toraise
her up.

“Aerete, my heart—you must never kned to me!”

“But | would ask for your help, Lord Aerune,” Aerete said, and therewasreal pain in her voice for the
firgtime.

Guess she can drop the Lady of the Manor act here.

“ Anything—you know you have my heart, Aerete. What can you ask for that | would not give you?’
Aerunetold her passionately.

“Kindnessfor my people, Lord Aerune.”

Kaylasaw him wince, asif Aerete had touched on asore point. “ They are not worthy of your love, my
heart. Crestures of mud who return to the mud in the wink of an eye. How can we, who are formed of
the stuff of stars, care for such asthey?” Therewas pleading in hisvoice, asthough it wasan old
argument he knew he couldn’t win.

“1 had hoped your love for me had softened your heart, my lord Aerune,” Aerete said softly. She settled
into the chair he offered her, and Aerune hurried to pour her acup of wine,

“Have | not avoided their villages at your request? No longer does my Hunt ride among them. | take
neither their children nor their maidens for my sport, al because you have asked it of me. Tell me what
troublesyou,” Aerune begged, leaning toward her.

Hereally loves her, Kaylaredlized, impressed. She knew that Aerune was old even asthe Sidhe
reckoned years, and that what she was seeing now had happened along time ago, if it had ever
happened at dl, but right now Aerune seemed alot like the bangers she’ d known back in East
L.A.—proud, touchy, desperately in love and afraid of looking stupid.



He seemed very young, somehow. Y oung, and vulnerable.

“They die,” Aerete said sorrowfully. “They dieand | can do nothing to save them. Strangers from across
the water invade their lands, and harry them far worse than you ever did, Aerune. Many die, and | am
powerlessto save them. | have goneto the chief of the Eastmen and asked for peace. The Ide of the
Blessed iswide, and surely thereisroom for al to live there in peace. But he does not know our kind,
and there is a strangeness about these Eastmen. My magic has no power to soften his heart.”

“Let meripit from hischest, and you will find it soft enough, Bright Lady,” Aerune said. Aerete sighed
and turned her face away, bowing her head.

“They live so short atime—must we take even their brief span of years from them? | want peace,
Aerune, not more desth.”

Aerune sighed and shook his heed—unwilling to say anything that would hurt her, but certain he was
right, Kaylacould tell.

“Themortakind are not like us, Aerete. Their lives burn as hot and bright—and brief—asthe fires they
kindle upon the hillsin spring, and their hearts seethe with emotions so raw and ardent that to fed one
tenth of their passion would destroy any of Danu’ s Firstborn. Their lives are too short for them to value
life; they spend their hatreds thoughtlesdy, welcoming the desth they have not the wit to understand. And
s0 | tell you plainly—the only comfort your folk may find isin desth. And the only peace you can find for
your mortal petsisin the death of their enemies.”

Aerete bowed her head. “1 know you would never lieto me. But isit the only way to save them?| had
hoped for another answer.”

“Would you bring them Underhill and dare Oberon’ swrath for your disobedience?’ Aerune asked. “Or
fly for sanctuary to the Dark and put yourself and them at the mercy of Queen Morrigan? The halls of the
Dark Court are not for such asyou, my love. | have waked them. | know.”

“Then must they die?’ Aerete asked, and Kaylasaw tears glittering in her eyes. “Must they dl die?’

“They must fight against the Eastmen, and live as best they may,” Aerune answered. “Only with the death
of their enemies can they live asyou hopethem to.”

Aereteroseto her feet, her face sad. “| thank you for your wise counsdl, Lord Aerune. | must go now.
They face their enemy in battle on the morrow, and | would not deny them what comfort | may give them
inthelittletime that remains”

“Will you cometo meagain?’ Aerune asked her eagerly, reaching for her hand. She clungtohima
moment, asif drawing strength from histouch, then pulled away.

“When the battle is done. When they are safe, Lord Aerune, | will cometo you again.”

Thisisbad, Kaylathought. For al Aerune sfancy tak about not having human feglings, she could tell he
loved Aerete with dl hisheart. I’ ve got to warn him that she’ s gonna die tomorrow—

But suddenly Aerune shal was gone. Kaylastood upon ahillside overlooking awide valey through
which ashalow stream meandered. It was early morning, and she shivered with cold even with the
protection of her mail tunic. Mist till covered the ground, and the sun hovered just above the horizon.
Below her, on the hill, she could see the warriors of the village gathered in battle array—chariots at the
front, pikemen behind. She saw Riaand Toni in one of the chariots, Eric standing beside them with aflute
in hishand, his hair garlanded with flowers. Hosea, Paul, and José were at the back, among the spear



carriers. There were too many people here to count, but less than a hundred, Kaylathought. More like
one of those SCA events Elizabet took me to in L.A. than a real army.

And acrossthe vdley, five timestheir number. The enemy wore armor, not painted skins, and she could
See strong wooden shields and spear tips glittering with metal.

They' re gonna get creamed!

There was a shimmer and aflash of light, and suddenly Aerete was there beside Eric. She was mounted
bareback upon awhite evensteed, dressed now in the fashion of her people, wearing nothing more than
the white doeskin loincloth and short red-dyed leather cape that her lady warriors wore into battle.
Painted runes gleamed on her skin, as blue and bright as neon, and her hair was braided and feathered as
theirswas. She obvioudy meant to ride into battle with her warriors, to ensure their victory by fighting
bes de them. Was she that brave—or did she not know what the iron spears the enemy carried could do
againg even magic?

“No! Don't doit!” Kaylashouted, running down the hill toward the war hogt.

But before she could reach them, a horn blew from somewherein the ranks of the villagers, answered by
adeeper horn from the other sde of thevaley. A cheer went up, and the chariots began to roll down the
hill. Asthe enemy saw the host begin to move, they began to howl, beating their swords againgt their
wooden shieds with asound like distant thunder, surging forward to meet their foes.

Kaylabarely reached the bottom of the hill—too late to stop the charge—when thefirst bright agony
lanced through her as one of the spears found its mark. She had one brief moment to realize that coming
to a battle was probably a pretty stupid thing for aHealer to do.

She concentrated on her shidlds, gritting her teeth and forcing hersdf to stand where she was, willing
hersdf not to fedl. In moments the orderliness of both armies had dissolved, and there was only amaob of
men and women armed with swords and spearstrying to kill each other. Aerete wasin the forefront of
the charge, asvisble asif God was shining his own spatlight on her, and even in the brightening day
Kaylacould see the flashes of bluefire as she struck at the -enemy with her levin-bolts. Kaylafelt every
drike, every sword-blow, that either army landed, but distantly, asif the pain were being felt by someone
ese Shunt it aside, Elizabet had told her. Be the rock in the stream, unharmed by the water’ s flow.

Kaylawas glad to be so far away that she could not see what was happening clearly. What she could
hear was bad enough—the screams of people and horses, the dull thick sound of meta hitting mesat. She
held her bresth, crying without knowing it, digging her fingersinto the pams of her hands. What could
possibly be worth this much pain? Couldn’t they see—couldn’t they feel —what they were doing to each
other?

For awhileit seemed asif Aerete’ s presence would be enough to gain victory for her folk. Despite their
superior wegpons and numbers, the enemy had little taste for facing one of the Sidhe upon the battlefield,
and stayed away from her as much as possible, allowing the spearhead of Aerete’ swarriorsto plunge
deep into the shield line. But Kayla knew how this story ended.

Shedidn’t see who threw the spear. She only saw the moment when Aerete’ swhite horse plunged
sSdeways, the moment when its shining rider fell to earth. There were groans and cries of dismay from
Aerete sfolk; Kaylawatched through tear-blurred eyes asthey clustered around, trying to save her. But
the blow delivered by the spearhead of Cold Iron was mortal.

Suddenly the sky darkened, asif there were about to be athunderstorm, though a moment before the
sky had been clear. Cold winds whipped up, driving black clouds before them, covering the sky. Aerune



appeared, standing where Aerete had fallen. He knelt beside her and saw that she was dead, then rose to
his feet with ahowl! of despair that could be heard above every other sound upon the battlefield.

And then he began to kill.

Kaylawatched in horrified fascination, unable to look away. He must know now that the weapons the
enemy carried could kill him, but it didn’t seem to matter to him. None of them touched him or the
creatures he summoned to aid him—black wolvesthe size of ponies, ravens bigger than the biggest eagle
ever hatched. It was like watching something out of ahorror movie, like watching ahharvester move over
afield of standing grain. Aerune moved acrossthe field, his sword spinning in hishand, and every timeit
struck an enemy died.

The Eastmen would have fled or surrendered, but Aerune did not let them. His creatures harried them
from behind, kegping them on the battlefield, herding the invaderstoward Aerune' s sword as the storm
he had summoned gathered and findly broke, the rain turning the blood-soaked battlefield to a sea of red
mud. In the end, the Eastmen were fighting one another to stay away from him, killing nearly as many of
their own in their frantic attempts as Aerune did.

Aerete s people watched in stunned amazement, the survivors of their army standing huddled together
about ther falen lady. At the bottom of the hill, Kaylawatched it dl, battered by their pain and grief, too
numb to think about what she was seeing. It was so horrible it was unredl.

It'sadream, it'sa dream, oh please please please let it be a dream—

At last no Eastmen were left dive. Aerune turned back in the direction of hisfalen love, and saw her
people gathered around her, weeping. For amoment he hesitated, and Kaylaheld her bregath.

Then hedew them dl, lashing out a them with levin-bolts until none stood, howling his anguish over the
sound of the storm. Kayla screamed too—no shielding could withstand such agony. Shefell to the wet
grass, trying not to see what she could not help seeing. She saw the Guardians die, Eric and Riaand
Hosea all cut down by Aerune’ s madness, and screamed until her throat was raw.

And then the ssorm and the screaming was gone, asif someone had changed the channdl.

For long moments she was too stunned to care, huddling in atight ball of misery, feding the anguish of the
dead vibrate along her nerves. Shetried to breathe as Elizabet had taught her—dow deep breaths that
drew strength from the earth and | et the pain flow away—»but it was hard. She choked and gasped,
fighting againgt hersdlf, until at last she found the rhythm. Sowly her muscles rdaxed, and the memory of
the pain eased. At last Kayla came back to hersalf enough to redize that her eyeswere closed, and
opened them warily.

The sun of an unblemished spring day shone down upon the smdll village. She was huddled beside the
wdll, curled againgt its rough warm stone. In the doorway of anearby hut, Eric and Hoseaworked on
their instruments. She pulled hersdlf to her feet and leaned againgt the sun-warmed stone, dizzy with
nausea and disorientation. The screams of the dying still echoed in her ears, but the battle had been
wiped away asif it had never been.

Becauseit has never been. It s il in the future, from here. Thisisthe way it started when the
Chaos Lands went away. Thisiswhere | was when it began. Oh, God, isit all going to happen
again? | can’'t watch that happen again. | can’t!

Maybe she was dead, because living the same two days over and over again, with the sameterrible
ending, was a pretty good approximation of hell, in Kayla s opinion. She took a deep steadying breath,



welcoming anger.

No. It ain’t gonna work out that way. This time I’ m gonna make them hear me if | hafta grab
each one of them and wrestle’emto the ground to do it!

“Jeanette!” she shouted at the top of her lungs, but the harp that was Jeanette Campbell’ sformin this
world wasin Hosea s hands. Unstrung. Voiceless.

Kaylawasn't in the mood to let something like that stop her. She wanted to talk to Jeanette, and
concentrated with al her fear and frudtration, al her Healer’ s power, on making that happen.

“What?’

Jeanette walked around the well and stopped in front of Kayla, hands on hips. She was hard to look &t;
her form kept shifting back and forth between the deek leather-clad hellhound that Aerune had made of
her, and adumpy irritated woman in aleather jacket and jeans. Neither form seemed redlly red.

“Why arewe back here?” Kaylaasked hoarsely. “If thisis Aerune sway of attacking us, hewon. So
why do we haveto start over?’

“Oh, you aren’t dead yet,” Jeanette said airily. “ Out there you' re till fighting. None of you will stay dead
here until hekillsyou there.”

“That'scomforting,” Kaylamuttered shakily. Even if trying to think about it makes my head want to
explode.

“Of course, each time he killsthe others here, he weakens them there. It' s quite elegant, redly. Asfor
you, you might just go mad, seeing the same disaster happen over and over.” Jeanette sounded wistful, as
if death were something desirable.

Should’ a thought of that before you decided to become a banjo until the end of time! “You are
being so fabuloudy helpful,” Kayla said through gritted teeth. 1 thought you wanted to make up for killing
al those people”

“I don’'t know how!” ghost-Jeanette cried in real exasperation. “1’m no good at being nice—only at
knowing things and telling them to peopleif they want to listen. If you want to change things, you' ve got
to make the othersredize thisisadream. There sno point trying to wake up Aerete or any of the other
villagers. Only Aerune or the people you came with can deviate from the script, because they’ rethe only
oneswho are real. And if you wake them up here, it might distract them enough so he killsthem there.
And then he'll have you.” Jeanette shuddered and bowed her head. “Don’t let him. Diefirst.”

“But you know what’ s going on in both places,” Kayla said. Jeanette nodded reluctantly. “So tell Hosea
there, so he can tell the others, while | try to wake them up here. Areyou with me, Banjo Girl?’

“Yousay itlikeit' sso easy,” Jeanette said sullenly. “It might not work—don’t you understand? If | try, if
| do it wrong, | could kill them!”

“That' swhat you're herefor,” Kaylasaid grimly. “Totry. Doiit.”
Jeanette turned away, and her jangling discordant image vanished. Kaylawas aone again in Fantasyland.

What do | do? What do | do? Shefelt apanicky flutter in her chest. It wasn't asif shewas astranger to
tough stuations and sudden desath, but thistime shewasn't just fighting to keep hersdlf or her friends dive
in aplace where she knew what the ground rules were. She was trapped in adream world whose rules



shedidn’'t understand. It wasn’t enough to get out—if she couldn’t figure out the right way out, she and
all her friends would be tortured to desth, and then Aerune would start on everyone else. Everyone she' d
ever met. Everyone she' d ever known. Just . . . everyone.

The pressure made her fed ill, made her want to go off somewhere and hide and pretend it wasn't
happening. And if shedid that for long enough, everything would come crashing down and she' d never
havetotry . ..andfall.

She wished with dl her heart that she could believe she was going to do that.
She squared her shoulders and headed over to where Eric sat.

“Eric.” Shekicked a the squatting figure halfheartedly. He didn't move. “ Eric!”
That didn’t work ether.

How did you wake someone up who was aready awake? It was like trying to heal somebody who
wasn't hurt.

Hurt...hed ...

Eric wasn't hurt, but he certainly wasn't dl right. Could she tap into the power she used to heal to rouse
him to wakefulness? And if she did, would it doom him in whatever passed for the Redl World here?

If it's a choice of dying quick or dying slow, | know which one Elizabet’ s favorite apprentice
picks. . ..

She stepped up behind him, and hesitated. Healing someone was easy—or &t leadt, it was naturd to her.
Theinjury itself waswhat caled forth her power, and though she directed its use, its scope was defined
by what it healed. Most of aHeder’ straining involved learning to not use her power: to shield, to
disengage, to hold hersdf back in the face of aserious hurt, lest intrying to hedl it, she spent al of her
own life-force.

Now she was essentidly trying to call up that power without that sort of stimulus, doing conscioudy what
shenormaly left to ingtinct and reflex. It waslike trying to figure out what you needed to do in order to
walk. Biting her lip, Kaylatouched her fingersto Eric’ stemples, trying to push the power out through her
skin. For amoment nothing happened, then it welled up and rushed out of her asif she'd pulled the cork
out of abottle.

Eric, wake up! Eric, see me! And try not to get killed in the process, she added as an afterthought.

Eric jerked asif he' d been stung. He turned and looked up at her, his eyesfoggy and unfocused. “Who
areyou?’ hesaid blankly. He didn’t know her, but at least he saw her. That was a start.

“I'm Kayla. Y ou're Eric—Eric Banyon. None of thisisreal, Eric—it's some kind of adream!”
“We'redl dreaming,” hetold her kindly, getting to hisfeet. “Are you apirit?’

Kaylaground her teeth. He could see her, but the rest didn’t look promising. “I"m your friend. New
Y ork—the Guardians—A erune—Hosea—remember?’

“Hoseaismy gpprentice,” Eric told her, till with that maddening kindly smile, like he'd joined somekind
of mind-control cult. “Have you cometo bring him visons?| think hewill be avery powerful Bard, when
heistrained.”



“I think you are dl going to die tomorrow, if you don't get with the program! Thisis Aerune snightmare,
and it'sonly got one ending. Y ou’ ve got to change that!”

“Your words are strange,” Eric said. “ And your clothes are, too.”

Look who' s talking. “Eric, please, try to grow abrain! Remem-ber Aerune, the psychopath on the big
black horse? Thisishisdream. He' s cast some kind of spell on you to make you forget.”

“| forget nothing!” Eric snapped, suddenly very haughty. “ Spirit, | an aBard of aHundred Songs.”

Kaylawanted to shake him. “Then beaBard! Wake up! Try to remember—you, and Hosea, and Ria,
and the other- -Guardians—Aerune sgot you al playing rolesin hisdreams, but you’ ve got to make the
dream come out differently.”

“Ah.” Comprehension seemed to dawn, and for amoment Kayla bdieved she' d reached him, until his
next words made her heart sink. “Y ou cometo bring word of the future. Tell me, Spirit, what shal | do
to save our folk?’

“Tomorrow the Eastmen are going to kill Aerete. Y ou haveto stop them.”

“ Aerete the Golden cannot die.” Now Eric looked troubled, but he was worrying about the wrong thing.
“Sheisone of the Bright Lords. No weapon made by men can harm her.”

“Iron can. The Eastmen are carrying iron weapons. She' sgoing to die.”
“Master?’ Hosea came over to Eric. “Master, you speak to the air.”

“A spirit has cometo foretdll the battle,” Eric said, turning to Hosea. Kaylatried not to look—it seemed
asif wherever thiswas, it was gtrictly clothing optiond.

“Dowewin?" Hosea asked.

Kaylasaw the sorrow in Eric’ seyes, and knew hewasgoing tolie.
“Yes. She promisesusagrest victory.”

Hoseasmiled with relief. “We should tell the others.”

“Tell Aeretel” Kaylaurged, knowing that warning her would do no good. Eric had his stubborn look
on—that hadn’t changed—and she could tell he'd made up hismind not to pay any attention to her. She
turned to Hosea, grabbing hisarm.

“Hey! Farmboy! Look at me!” The power flowed out of her more easily thistime, asif it had learned
what to do.

Hosea' s eyesfocused on her and darm replaced rief. “ Kayla?”

“Hosea—remember Jeanette! None of thisisred! It'sadream that repeats over and over—you have to
change the ending or we aren’t going to be able to get out of hereto fight Aerune!”

“Eric.” The big man moved dowly, asif he were under water. “Eric, it's Kayla. Wake up. Jeanette
sys...”

For amoment the world shimmered, and Kayla caught aflash of the Chaos Lands. But before she could
get her bearings, they were back in the village again, and both men were staring at her with identical



looks of horrified comprehension.
“Jeanette. Jeanette. Kayla—what?’ Eric sammered.

“Oh, thank God!” Kayla gasped, but the moment of relief made her lose her concentration. The village
blinked out of existence, and she was back on the hillside, overlooking the field of battle.

No—nho—no!

She closed her eyes, dropping to her knees where she stood. Once more she heard the cheers, the
rumble as the two armies clashed.

The screams. She hugged hersdlf, moaning, trying not to be there. She heard ahowl of despair from the
villagers, and knew that once more Aerete had died. Once again the storm came. Kayla opened her
eyes, knowing she couldn’t bear not to see, and Aerune moved through the enemy army, cutting them
down with his sword of evensiver. Once morethey dl lay dead, and Aerune turned upon the remnants
of Aerete' sarmy.

But thistime Riarode out to meet him, Eric at her Sde.
Thisisn't the way it went before! Kaylathought with apang of hope.

Rialegped down from her chariot, raisng her spear. Aerune diced it in half with asingle blow, his sword
s0 covered with blood that it sprinkled the Bard and the warrior who faced him with tiny drops of red.

Both knelt before him, offering their necksto hisblow.
And Aerune stopped.

Turned away.

Left.

And Kayla stood once again beside the well in the sunlight, back in the village, saring at Eric, who was
staring back at her, bewildered and appalled. Whatever had happened thistime, he remembered it too.

It wasn’t enough. It didn’t work. Even if he spares the villagers, Aerune still blames humanity for
Aerete’ s death.

“We haveto get out of here,” Eric said. He stared down at himsdlf, frowned, and the loincloth and Cdltic
jewels vanished, to be replaced by elven Bardic silks.

“Get the others,” Kayla said pleadingly. “ Help me make them remember.”

“Thered questionis, how long isthistaking? What are we doing out there whilewe rein here?’ Paull
asked.

Thefour Guardians, Eric, Ria, and Kayla, were dl gathered in Eric’s hut, while outside the afternoon of
the dream played itself out. It had taken hours of subjective timeto gather them together and break the
othersfree of the dream-spell, but even that wasn't enough to free them from the larger dream. They
were gill here—though at least they dl had their own clothes back. That helped.

“It'sadream, you said. If that' sthe case, it shouldn’t be taking any time at al,” Toni said.



“That' s about right,” Hosea said, stroking the neck of hisbanjo. “I can seeit—what’ sgoing on
there—kind of, through Jeanette here.”

“Wedon't dare let him keep the advantage. We have to get out of thisloop, or we' re going to
die—here and there,” Eric sad. “If | used magic—"

“Jeanette doesn't think that will work,” Kaylasaid quickly. “ She thinks trying that here will be enough of
ashock to get you killed there.”

“Maybe,” Riadlowed grudgingly. “Maybe not. But | think we should save the heavy atillery for alast
resort. If we' reinside hismind, we' re dso inside most of his defenses. Maybe we can siop him here.”

“How?’ Eric asked. “1’m open to any and al suggestions.” He looked at Kayla.

She took a deep breath. “We have to derail the dream, make it come out differently, break the cycle.
Jeanette said that the only ones who can affect the outcome are us—or Aerune.”

“Heig'tlikdy towant to help us” Riasad.

“But hewill!” Kaylasaid. “Or at leadt, the dream-Aerune will. He snot like the other one.” Although
he's il a pain in the you-know-what.

“But he will become the Aerune we know, when hislady dies” Jose said. “Her deeth, itisaterrible
thing. She was so beautiful, and so kind.”

And treated you all like pedigreed lap dogs! Kaylathought rebellioudy.
“And we stop that—how?’ Ria demanded.
“Tel him,” Ericsad. “Tdl Aeruneshe ll dieif sheridesinto beattle.”

The others dowly nodded, agreeing. The dream-Aerune was the vulnerable point of the Aerune who was
trying to kill them now in the Chaos Lands. If they could change him, they might be able to affect the
outcome of that battle aswell.

“Kayla, can you take usto the Gate Aerete used to get to Aerune’ sHall?’ Eric asked. “I think we'd
better al stay together. That way, if anyone startsto . . . forget . . . therest of uswill be hereto yank
them back.”

“Sure” Kaylagot to her feet. The next mad dflord’ s dream world she got trapped in, she vowed, was
going to have chairs. “Come on.”

She walked to the door of the hut, and stopped. “Uh-oh.”
Eric shouldered past her. “Thisisn't good.”

Therest of the village was gone. When they’ d goneinto Eric’s hut to plan, a cluster of sod huts had
stood around the base of the fairy howe and the High House erected upon its summit. Now the mound
was empty, and only afew huts besides their own remained, and those looked fake and shadowy.

“Have we gone further back intime?’ Toni asked, bewildered.

“No...theHigh House was herefirdt. | think,” Eric said. “C mon, we have to seeif the Gate is ill
there”



The village wasn't the only thing that was different, Kaylaredlized, asthey hurried along the path that led
to thering of standing stones. Before, everything had been reder than real, down to the tiniest detail of
flower and leaf. Thistime, it looked dmost like a soundstage—things near them were till sharp and
clear, but the farther away they got from the main road, the less detail everything had. It was creepy.

“I just thought of something,” Riasaid suddenly. “What if wewin?What if wekill Aerune—out there?’
Nobody answered her. But if they killed Aerune, odds were they’ d die with him, dying as his mind died.
Kayladid her very best not to imagine what that would fed like.

To her immenserelief, the standing stones were still there. Kaylaran up the hill and stopped at the edge
of thering. “ Shejust walked through. And then shewasthere.”

“Let'stry it,” Eric said, taking her hand. “ Everybody, tay close together. Kayla, think hard about what
you saw on the other sde.”

Holding hands, the seven of them passed through the stones. Kayla closed her eyestightly, thinking hard
about Aerune' s Great Hall.

And they werethere. Aerune sat upon his chair, apack of shaggy black hounds at hisfeet. One of them
lifted its enormous head and growled, staring at the intruders with baeful red eyes.

“Can he see us?’ Paul asked in ahaf whisper.
“I hope s0,” Eric whispered back. “And | hope he doesn’t recognize us.”
“Who enters my domain?’ Aerune demanded, staring around the room. “ Show yourselves!”

He gestured, and Kaylafelt magic touch her skin like an icy spray of water. Aerune legpt to hisfest,
garing at them in shock.

“Great Lord,” Eric said boldly, stepping forward, “we cometo bring you awarning.” He managed a
courtly bow.

“Who areyou?’ the Sidhe lord demanded, staring at them in something very much like fear. “Mud-born?
| can send you to relms of nightmare with but a single thought—and | shall!” He raised his hand, but
hesitated, obvioudy bewildered by their outlandish appearance and clothing.

“Lord Aerune, how can it harm one of theimmortal Sidheto hear our . . . humble. . . petition?’ Ria
stepped out from behind Eric and bowed her head meekly.

“We beg thisboon in the Lady Aerete’ sname,” Paul added quickly.

“Soyou are her folk,” Aerune said, sounding reassured. “Y ou grow strong in your borrowed magic.” He
settled back into his chair, and reached down to stroke the head of the nearest hound. It stopped
growling and licked his hand. “ Speak, then. For my lady’ s sake, | will hear you.”

So the dream-Aerune didn’t recognize them as his enemies. That was apoint in their favor.

Eric took a deep breath and stepped forward. “ Tomorrow the village faces the army of the Eastmen, and
Aerete will fight a—our—side. But the Eastmen carry desthmetd, which is proof againgt al magic, and
death even to theimmortd Sidhe. If she goesinto battle, shewill die”

“Die?’ Aerune got to hisfeet again and strode from the dais to stland before Eric, glaring down at him.



“That cannot be! Her magic arms her against al the weapons of the mud-born!”
“Deathmeta destroysdl magic, and burnsthe flesh of the Bright Lords. Shewill die,” Eric said.

Aerune raised his hand to strike Eric, and seemed confused when Eric didn’t cringe away from the blow.
Helowered hishand again.

“Great Lord, what does it matter if the Bard isright or not?” Riasaid smoothly, diverting Aerune's
attention. “Y our courseisplain. Fight in her stead, day her enemies, and preserve her from harm. Isthat
not the duty of alord to his sworn lady?’

“Am | to take counse from mud-born animas?’ Aerune growled. He looked more closdly at Ria. “You
are not asthey. How can thisbe?’

“The blood of the Sidhe runsin my veins” Riaanswered carefully, “and by that blood, you know what |
say istrue. Y ou must save your lady from those who would harm her.”

“I—" Aerune began, and for amoment he looked very young, and very frightened. “1— She cannot
dig”

The world rippled around them. They were back on the hillside. By now Kaylawas amost used to the
jarring trangtion. Though she cringed insde at the thought of the daughter to come, shetried to take
comfort from the fact that thistime they al stood together, watching the two armies prepare to fight.

“This has happened before,” Eric said quietly. “I . . . remember it. | think. What happens now?’

“You fight, Aerete dies, Aerunekills everybody in sight,” Kaylasaid tightly. She pointed, to where
Aerete and her evensteed stood beside thefirst line of chariots. “That hasn't changed.”

“But we' ve warned him. And we're here, not there,” Toni said.
“I'vegot anidea,” Kaylabegan. Then the horn sounded, and the two armies rushed to converge.

But before they could meet, Aerune wasthere. Thistime he did not wait for Aereteto fall, but turned
upon the enemy host, sword flashing.

Kaylaclosed her eyes and leaned against Hosedl s shoulder, trying to shut it al out. Hosea put hisarms
around her and held her tightly, but she could still hear the shocked sounds of horror and dismay from the
others as they watched. In a much shorter time than before, there was silence.

Sheturned in Hosea s arms and opened her eyes.

The enemy army lay dead—all of them. Aerete’ s people were untouched. Some kndlt. Other lay
full-length upon the ground in terror, prostrating themselves before one of the Bright Lords. Only Aerete
stood tall, proud and angry, mounted upon her shining white mare.

Aerune waked dowly toward her, his sword dripping red and wet in his hand. But when he would have
knelt at her feet, she sopped him with an imperious gesture.

“Stay back!” Aerete cried, and in the utter silence, her words carried clearly to the watchers upon the
hill. “Y ou disgust me. How could | ever have thought to love amonster who kills so easily? Go, and
never come before me again till the end of your days, Aerune mac Auddane!”



“Thisisn'tworking,” Eric said wearily.

They were back in the hut. Kayla supposed that soldiersin battle must look the way they did
now—shell-shocked and browbeaten. Shefdlt like crying, but refused to giveintoit.

“It seems we are doomed to replay the semind event that formed Aerune' s character forever, in every
possible variation,” Paul said dowly. “Once heloses Aerete' slove, he beginsto hate humanity.”

“And even if we save her, that doesn't change,” José said flatly.  She rejects him for them, and he turns
to the Dark.”

“And breaking out of here by magic sill carriesthe samerisk. Kayla. Back there, on the hill, you said
you had anidea,” Eric said. 1 think we could al use agood idearight now.”

“I think . . . Paul and Jos2 areright,” Kayla said dowly, piecing the words together as she spoke.
“Aerune shurt. That' swhy we can’'t make this come out right. When Aerete died, something insde him
broke, and everything that comes afterward comes because of that.”

“So what are you suggesting?’ Riasnapped. “ Teaand sympeathy? He strying to kill us—and doing a
damned good job of it!”

“Wecan't rasethedead,” Eric said sadly, and Kaylaknew he was thinking about Jmmie.

“No,” Kaylasaid dowly. “But we can heal the hurt. If he never sees Aerete die, then dl the rest won't
happen.”

“Kayla,” Eric said gently, “we can't do that. We can't go back in time and change the past that way.
What e se would change? It slike that SF paradox: if you go back in time and shoot your grandfather,
you' re never born, so you never go back in time and shoot your grandfather.”

“I’'m not even sure that saving Aerete would beagood ideg,” Toni said musingly. * l—remember—what
it wasliketo be one of Aerete’ s people. She was aloving mistress, but Aerune was right about one
thing. We were pets. And | don’t want to be somebody’ s pet, no matter how kind they are.”

“We don't have to changethe past,” Kaylainssted. “ Just change his mind, change the hate. Look, thisis
one of the things Hedlers do. Take the bad memories and make them stop hurting so much. Elizabet told
me once that a Healer can even erase memories—make them go away for good. But it's
dangerous—both to the Hedler and the person they’ re working on. And it takes alot of power. More
power than I’ ve got.”

“Which brings us back to ‘how,’” ” Eric said. “If we broke out of here—got oursalves back into red time
somehow—"

“WEe |l betoadt,” Riasaid succinctly.

“Soundsto melikethelittle’un’sright,” Hosea said suddenly. “ Can't we just make Aerune forget thet his
lady friend’ s dead? If we could, it wouldn't be in the past. We rein Aerune' s mind now, not then.”

“We can’'t make it so tomorrow never comes,” Eric said. “But you' reright. If we can makeit so that
Aerune doesn't remember that it ever did . . .”

The seven of them looked at each other.

“We d better hurry,” Kayla said, looking toward the door of the hut. “Because | think the sunisgoing



SEVENTEEN:
THE MAGNIFICENT SEVEN

Eric stood in the corner of Aerune' s Great Hall, playing asoft tune upon hisflute. Intoit, he put al he
knew of Aerete from this journey through Aerune s memories. The cloaking spell he had set in motion
before they passed through the ring of standing stones kept Aerune from sensing their presence, andina
few moments, if thisworked, it would no longer matter whether it held or not.

Behind him, the four Guardians stood in aring around Kaylaand Ria, their arms crossed, holding each
other’ s hands to form atightly-woven ring of protection around the two women. They were taking amad
gamble—that the source of their power was compatible with Kayla s hedling ability—Dbut it wastheir only
chance. Undermine Aerune' s power here, the power that fed on hisrage at Aerete’'s murder—or break
free of the dream by force and face him in the Chaos Lands, with Aerune at the height of his powers.

If thisworked, Kaylawould be able to reach into Aerune’ smind to erase the memories that caused him
such pain. They would be free of Aerune' s dream, back in the Chaos Lands, and—if they were
lucky—Aerune would be off-balance for the precious moments they needed to set the dragon labyrinth
around him.

If Kaylacould hedl him. To doit, Kaylawould have to go deeper into the ef-lord’ s mind than any of
them were now. Even with Riato act as her anchor, there was areal possbility that Kaylamight lose
herself. And without Kaylato bridge the two worlds—the real and the dream—the rest of them would
fal back into Aerune' s nightmare once more, thistime for good.

Andthey’ddie.

Eric concentrated on his playing, on creating theimago of Aerete. To remove the memories without
Aerune noticing and fighting back, there had to be something both to call them to the surfaceandto goin
their place. That was where Eric came in—to craft adream of Aerete, dive and loving and whole, to set
in the place of the memories of sorrow and loss.

It could be Kory up there, Eric thought flegtingly. Kory, with Beth dead and no way to get her back.

Then there was no time for such thoughts. He threw himsdlf into the music and the spell.

Kaylaclutched Ria s handstightly, trying to think of nothing but the hedling she was about to attempt.
She and Elizabet had done this before—with Beth, with Ria, with others who came to Elizabet to hedl
wounds not of the body, but of the spirit. But what she was about to do now bore the same resemblance
to that work as the Space Shuttle did to the Wright Brothers' first airplane. To do it, she would haveto
become both surgeon and sca pdl, drawing upon the energy the Guardians sent her just as she normally
drew on her own life-force. The attempt could kill them dll.

But hey, who wantsto live forever, especially on Aerune’ sterms?

Sowly, she reached out to the Guardians, touching their power. It spilled into her like sunshine, and she
took asteadying breath. Okay so far. She didn’t need to touch Aerune to do this—she was dready



ingde hismind, ingde his defenses, insde his dreams. That was the only reason this could possibly work.
She closed her eyes, concentrating on Eric’ smusic.

Aerete. Think of Aerete.

The Great Hal and her companions were gone—she was deep in Aerune’ s memories, seeing through his
eyes. She could smdll the blood, hear the moans of the dying. She—he—they held Aerete’ sbody in their
arms, fet her cooling blood upon their hands, and Aerune mac Audelaine knew that in thismoment his
world had ended. Men had done this, men had killed hislove, and in his dead love' sname, Aerune
swore that their treachery would be repaid. He had shown them mercy for her sake, and now that they
had dain her, they had dain dl mercy and kindnessaswell. A cold fury welled up in him, destroying all
other thoughts, al other purposes. For so long as Time itself endured, they would be his prey and his
enemy, and hewould not rest until he had dain them al—

Kaylafdt hisagony rip through her like ahigh wind. He had killed elves before, though Deeth was arare
vigtor to the Sidhe. Among the mortalkind he had seen Degth in dl its guises, but no death had ever
touched him until now. It was unendurable pain, and only hate could protect him fromit. Never again
would he love—hewould hate, hate forever the worthless anima s who had destroyed him and dain his
love. In her name, he would hate forever, until the very sun grew cold. . ..

She reached out, taking his pain and letting it flow through her. Again and again she reached out,
smoothing away the pain and loss until nothing of that terrible moment remained. Kayla gasped with
effort, feeing her heart thunder in her distant body. The memory of Aerete' s degth was gone, but that
wasn't enough. Therewas gtill too much pain. She had to take every memory of Aerete from his mind,
leaving Aerune only the loving presence of the Aeretein Eric’smusic. She closed her eyes, and let the
music lead her degper into Aerune smind.

Thefireight flared, and Kayla opened her eyes. As she did, the world came red—the smell of fragrant
wood smoke, the cold bite of the winter night, the sound of drums and piping. She was Aerune.

There was abonfire ringed by dancers. The lines of men and women wovein and out, and every few
moments one of the dancers would rush toward the center of thering and legp thefire, to the
accompaniment of much laughing and shouting. The firelight gleamed on their oiled skin, and Kayla saw
the shadowy marks of tribal paint and tattoos.

And Aerete danced with them, her bright hair shining, her jewels gleaming with evish fire. She legped into
the circle and over thefire, and al her people shouted with joy. Kaylafelt Aerune sanger, his
uncomprehending pain and sullen hurt. How can she love them, who does not love me?

She touched the memories with her power, soothing them away. Gone. It was easier thistime. And
Eric'smusic pulled her e sawhere.

Thewalsof Aerune s Great Hal gleamed golden in thelight of torches. Banners of bright silk hung from
the ceiling, waving softly in the updrafts of warm air from thefirein thefirepit. Theivory daiswas draped
with rugs of jewd-bright weaving, and on it Ssood agaming table, its surface covered with carven
counters of gold and precious stones. Aerete leaned over the board, her pale hair afall of shining silk,
regarding its surface intently. Suddenly she saw amove and pounced, sweeping the enemy countersfrom
the board. She clapped her hands and laughed, as happily as a child, and Aerune knew there was nothing
indl the worlds as beautiful as her face, that without her there was no happiness anywhere—

Gone.



Theair wasfilled with flowers and the scent of new green life. They rode through the early morning migt,
he on hisblack stdlion, she on her white mare, and dl the time-bound Earthly world was their dominion.
In her hair shewore agarland of hisweaving—May flowers, as pale and perfect as her silken skin. Her
armswerefull of flowers, their petdls showering down like warm soft snow. The air wasfilled with
birdsong, and larks whedled and darted about her head, teasing and calling. For her sake, he had
forsworn the Hunt, and no longer took the Children of Earth as hisrightful prey. She held out her hand,
and the birds of the air cameto her call. He prayed that this moment would last forever, that she would
not turn again to the mortafolk, those unworthy recipients of her precious love—

Gone.

He rode forth with the Hosts of Hell at his back—andless knights cast out by their hames, Low Court
spirits bound to him by magic—to hunt and harry where he would, for thistime-bound world had long
been his playground. Once this land had been green and silent, but then Men had cometo it, hunting the
red deer and the gray wolf, cutting down the gresat trees. Now he rode toward one of their villages of
gticks and mud, intent upon their destruction.

But as he rode toward them, alone rider blocked hisway. He thought to run her down, but then
recognized that she was of hisblood, asfair asthe undying lilies of an Elfhame. A woman, little more than
achild, who gazed a him fearless and unafraid.

“Yield theroad to me, child. | rideto the village beyond,” Aerune said harshly.
“Not thisday, nor yet any other, whilel live,” she answered boldly.
“Child, do you know me?1 could day you with athought.”

“All in thisrealm know you, to their sorrow, Aerune mac Auddaine, Lord of the Hunt. Too long have
you harried the folk who cry out to me for protection. | would have you cease.”

He gazed upon her shining form, he who had never bent to another’ swill, and something in her fearless
gaze reached apart of him that he thought could never yield to the touch of another. Aerune hesitated.

“Tell mewho you are, that | may tdll your kinfolk who to mourn.”
“I am Aerete, child of Meusine, and | will not et you harm my people.”

He gazed once moreinto her face, and saw that she would not yield. He had dain others as he would
day her now, and forget her death before the sun set in this mortal world. And so heraised his hand—

He could not do it, and did not know why. And the Hunt turned asde—
Gone.

Gone. All gone. The flash of her eyes, the scent of her skin, the touch of her hand. Joy and sorrow,
love and hate, gone. All gone, smoothed away from hismind as if they’ d never been, Eric’s spell
set in their place. All the memories, all the pain, gone, gone forever—

:KAYLA!:

Ria smenta cry jolted Kaylafrom the hedling trance. She staggered and fell, crying out with despair at
the beauty she had destroyed—gone forever, al gone—

Shefell to her knees on the misty ground of the Chaos Lands. Time ran normally once more, but Kayla



hardly cared. Shewas sick, shewascold . . . and tired, so very tired—

“Get back—get back!” Toni shouted, sweeping her sword up to meet Aerune sblow. Therewasaring
of metal on metd, ahissasdvenslver met Cold Iron. Someone grabbed Kayla by the scruff of her mail
shirt and flung her away like abag of dirty laundry. She hit hard and rolled, fetching up at Lady Day’'s
feet. She clung to the ftirrup of the elvensteed’ s saddle, dragging herself to her feet.

It seemed that only seconds had passed since Aerune’ sarrival, and the discord between that fact and
what she remembered made Kaylalightheaded. She heard music, buffeting her asif sheswaminan
ocean of harmony, being pulled thisway and that by clashing currents, and heard the flat boom of a
big-bore handgun, its bark louder than the roaring of the hellhounds. Toni and José were circling Aerune,
trying to draw his attack while Paul and Eric—and Hosea—shielded them with magic. Riastood ina
shooter’ s brace, both hands together, firing at the creatures that followed Aerune, and every shot found
itsmark. The Unsdleighe creatures burned where the stedl-jacketed dugs had hit them, collgpsing inward
around the lumps of deathmetd like ice thrown onto hot coals.

Wasit only hope, or did Aerune' s attack seem the least bit uncertain, asif he were no longer quite sure
why hefought?

A thousand thoughts clamored for attention in Eric’'s mind, but he forced them back. Therewas no time
to think, only to be, responding to each of Aerun€e s attacks with the swiftness Master Dharniel had
drummed into him through long and painful lessons. He knew that they could not win thisway. They had
to stop fighting a purely defensive battle, knock Aerune back long enough to plant the dragon seed.

Then Aerune swept through Toni’ s guard, hammering her to the ground with one blow from his black
mailed fist and catching José off-guard with a backswept blow from hislongsword. He raised his sword
to ddliver the deathblow to the fallen Guardian—

And suddenly there was another warrior here, between Aerune and Toni. Her plate armor was the deep
blue of the midnight sky, and her sword burned like starlight.

“Jmmie. .. 7" Eric whispered, unableto believeit.
Knowing it was somehow true.

Jmmie fought Aerune back with aflurry of sword-blows, forcing the éf-lord to give ground, moving him
away from the downed Guardians. Each time their swords met they gave off ashower of sparks. Jmmie
moved with superhuman grace, as though Death had burned away al that was gross and morta, leaving
behind only the beautiful spirit of the -warrior-mage.

“Eric!” she shouted over the clang of metd. “Do it!”

Thisisthe only chance. Eric ran forward, the [abyrinth-seed clutched in hisfist. Aerune wastotally
focused on this new opponent. He paid no attention as Eric raised his hand and dashed the seed to the
ground. Ashedid, Jmmie dowly faded away, her last work done.

What happened next was over in an instant, and a the same time seemed to uncoil so dowly that he
could see every detail. Asthe maze-seed struck the ground it began to sprout, unfolding layer after layer
of [abyrinth, with Aerune at its heart. Walls and passageways, chambers and blind turnings, twisting and
twining and leading back into themsalves with amad geometrica complexity. And then—ingtantly,
eventually—there was nothing there but asilvery latticework sphere hovering afew feet off the ground,



itsshining tracery winding dl theway toits heart.
Silence, and the impossible memoaries came flooding back, making the Chaos Landsred around him.

Eric stared around at the others. They were dl here, al dive. José was helping Toni to her feet. Riastood
head bowed, her gun held out siffly infront of her. The evensteeds huddled together, and Kayla,
green-faced, was clinging to Lady Day’ s<tirrup, asif thet were the only thing holding her upright. Ashe
watched, shelet go and sank to her knees, retching. He took a step toward her, but his knees buckled
under him and hefdll.

Riaran past him, cradling the fallen Healer in her arms and wiping her face with ahandkerchief. After a
couple of tries, Eric managed to stagger over to join her.

“Kaylal Areyoudl right?’

She winced a the loudness of hisvoice. “Backlash,” she whispered, and groaned as Rialifted her in her
ams. “What happened?’

“Wewon,” Eric sad.
“Good,” Kaylamuttered, and closed her eyes.

“Isshe...? Toni asked. Eric looked around. Toni looked battered and drained by the fight, and the
mail across her chest was charred and blackened where one of Aerun€e slevin-bolts had struck. A bruise
was rising on her cheekbone where Aerune had struck her, but her eyes were clear.

“Seeping,” Eric said. Herubbed his eyes, redizing he sill held hisflute clenched in hisright hand. He
looked at it. The sllver was twisted and fused, distorted beyond repair, but he could not remember when
or how it had happened. Too many contradictory memories fought for possession of his mind—had they
fought Aerune here, or in the shadowy corridors of the ef-lord’ s mind? Which had been the red fight?

“I thought | saw . .. Jmmie,” Toni said dowly.

“| saw her t00,” Eric said, unsure now of what had been real and what had been adream. “ She saved us.
Shesaved dl of us”

Rialaid Kayladown and got to her feet. She put an arm around his shoulder. He could fed her muscles
trembling with exhaugtion. “ Try not to think about it,” she advised kindly. “Maybe it was her. If it wasn't,
it was something that wanted usto win. These are the Chaos Lands. No one can redly say what's
possible here”

Eric glanced back at the dragon labyrinth. “But what did we do?” he demanded in frustration, looking
around at the others.

“Healed him. Imprisoned him. Either way it'sover,” Paul said heavily. He wiped hisblade with asilk
scarf, and did it back into the cane-sheath, then leaned upon it asif he needed its support.

“But if we did the one, we didn’t have to do the other. Right?’ Toni asked, sounding as bewildered as
Eric fdt. Shereached out to touch Jos€ s shoulder, asif trying to convince hersaf he wasthere.

“Butthevillage. . . Aerete. . . it al seemed so real,” Jos2 said, sounding logt. “ The beautiful lady, like
the Virgin cometo Earth—"

“It was. And it wasn't,” Eric said. But it was real enough that he mourned itsloss—the sense of security,



of home. If they had won, it had been at acost. Even if they had erased Aerune’ smemories and hispain,
they would dl now carry the scar of Aerete' s desth with them until the end of their days.

“I think we did hed him, or maybe gave him achanceto hed himsdf,” Hosea said dowly, answering
Toni. “And if wedid, that [abyrinth isthe best place for him, now. Think about it.” Heran hisfingers
across the face of the banjo, but the instrument was silent, its strings broken and twisted.

“Aerune made alot of enemiesin hislife,” Eric said, reasoning it out. He was o tired—every fiber of his
being screamed for deep, for res—but the Chaos Lands weren't safeto linger in. “ But—if it
worked—he won't remember any of them. Us.”

“He d be hel pless against them,” Riasaid. “But locked up in there, he'll be safe. And the cream of the
jestis, he probably won't even notice he is locked up. HE Il have Aerete—the Aerete you made for him
with your music, Eric—and she'll never die. | supposeyou’ d cdl that ahappy ending.” She gave Eric's
shoulder alast squeeze. “We d better go.”

Toni cried out, pointing. A dark shape banked through the mist heading toward them.

“Something’scoming,” Paul said grimly, as the shape moved toward them through the mist. It landed,
folding its grest wings. Hosea turned, picking Kaylaup.

Eric tried to summon the strength to face this new foe, and knew with a sinking sense of despair that the
battle had taken everything he had. Then he saw what they faced clearly, for thefirst time.,

“Pretty,” Chinthlisssaid, craning hislong bronze-scaled neck to inspect the shining silvery ball. “ One of
my more elegant cregtions.”

“Isthat . . . adragon?’ Toni asked in atiny voice.
“A friend,” Eric said, hisvoice shaking with relief. | hope.

The dragon turned its enormous head to ingpect dl of them, amber eyes glowing. “ And an exquisite
battle, may | say, Bard? My complimentsto you and your friends.”

“Thank you,” Eric said. Hetried for a courtly bow and staggered. He would havefdlen if Riahadn’t
been there to catch him.

“I would wel come the opportunity to hear the story of your successin detail,” Chinthliss said. “ Perhaps|
might extend the hospitality of my humble domainto you dl until you have rested? | fear such prodigious
magics as you have done here today will inevitably attract such persons as you will not wish to meet a
thistime”

Or ever. “Thank you, Lord Chinthliss. We would be—"
The dragon spread its great wings.
“—honored?’ Eric finished weskly, boggling a the sudden smooth trangtion from there to here.

The Chaos Lands were gone. The saven of them—and the two e vensteeds—stood suddenly in the inner
courtyard that Eric remembered from hislast visit to the dragon’s domain, and in place of the enormous
bronze dragon stood an eegant Oriental man in abronze silk suit.

“Madre de Dios,” José said, crossing himsdlf fervently.
Blessed Lady, hear our call, we who are Your folk . . . Eric shook his head, wrenching hims=lf out of



the automatic prayer, too exhausted to think straight. There was no point in praying to the Bright Lady
Aeretefor her aid as hisingtincts and memories demanded. Aerete was gone, gone with the paradise she
had created, leaving only them to mourn her.

“But come,” Chinthlisssaid, clapping his hands to summon his servants, and drawing Eric’smind back to
the here-and-now. “ Rest, and awaken refreshed.”

Eric didn’t even remember making it to abed. But he dreamed.

Aerune mac Audelaine, child of the Sdhe, walked the halls of his silver castle beyond the stars. He
did not know how he had come to be here, and did not care. He walked in music, his heart filled
with the gentle melody of his beloved, a shining presence that accompanied him always. Around
him bloomed the undying gardens of Underhill, and the rooms of his dwelling were filled with
beauty, harmony and light. He had no reason to venture forth, no interest in the world beyond his
domain.

Aerune knew he was loved. He was content.

EIGHTEEN:
JOURNEY’SEND

“Wake up, deepyhead,” Riasaid. She sounded amused.

Eric opened hiseyes and found himsdf staring up at an unfamiliar canopy of ydlow slk. Hetried to
remember how he' d gotten here, but hismind felt . . . bruised, and dl he could dredge up at the moment
were confused memories of Maeve's celleighe, of the enormous wonders of Underhill. He could hear
birds singing, and morning sunlight was spilling in through the windows. He fdt asif along time had
passed, but wasn't sure exactly how much. It must have been one hell of a party. . . .

“Where. .. 7?7 Hesat up with agroan. Every musclefdt giff, asif they had been strained to their limit,
and that recently.

“Lord Chinthliss paace, everyone sfine, you' ve been adeep for aday and ahalf, and some friends of
yours are here, and very anxiousto seeyou,” Riarattled off, asif reading the headlines.

Eric shoved the hair out of hiseyes and blinked. Riawas sitting on the edge of the bed, dressed inan
elaborate scarlet silk kimono, her hair swept up in apair of ornate jade combs.

“Friends?’ he asked groggily. Memories camejangling back in a confused indigestible lump. The Chaos
Lands. Thefight with Aerune. Thevillage. Aerete. Immie,

Seeing from hisface that Eric wasfindly awake, Riagot to her feet. “Y ou might aswell comein,” she
cdled. “He sjust washed his brain, and he can’'t do athing withit.”

“Eric!” Beth bounced onto the huge bed in aflurry of motion, and snatched Eric into a bone-crushing
hug. “Areyou dl right? What happened? What are you doing here? Chinthlisswouldn't |et anybody
wake you up, and— Are you okay?” she demanded in arush, not giving Eric achanceto get awordin
edgewise.



“Heisdive” Kory sad, sttling at the edge of the bed and putting an arm around both of them. “And
from whét little young Kayla hastold us, that doneisagreat accomplishment. Y ou should not have faced
such afoedone, Bard,” he added sternly. “Not without your friends.”

Great. | save the world and get scolded for it.

“|—" Eric began. His stomach rumbled loudly. “I’'m starving.” The last med he could remember wasa
hurried breskfast, and he was no longer sure how many days ago that had been.

“Then come and eat,” Riasad. “There senough food hereto feed an army.”

Breskfast was waiting in the outer room of the lavish suite. Eric wrapped himsdlf in arobe—sky-blue silk
embroidered with slver and gold cranes—and followed the other three out of the yellow silk bedroom.
The Guardians and Kayla, Riatold him, had been up for dmost aday dready. “Everyone s doing pretty
well—just minor bumps and bruises, even Kayla, but Chinthliss wanted to wait until he could see
everyone at once before hearing the story of what he calls our adventure. Better brace yoursdlf, O Bard
of aHundred Songs. | think he' s going to want you to set it to music.”

Eric winced. Adventure, yeah. | guess that’s what you call it when everybody comes back alive.

Over breakfast—a smorgasbord of delicacies from bacon and eggsto lox and bagels, al kept hot
beneath enchanted silver covers—Eric gave Kory and Beth an abbreviated story of what had happened
gncethelast time he' d talked to Beth afew daysago. A lot of hisrecollection of the fight was il
jumbled—human language wasn't very good for explaining what you' d been doing when you fet like
you'’ d been in two places at once—but he managed to cover the important points.

“But why did you not ask for our aid in helping you defeat Aerune?’ Kory demanded again. “In the face
of such athreet, surdly Elfhame Misthold, at least, would have sent dliesto your cause.”

Yeah, and if I’d known how powerful Aerune was going to turn out to be, I might have asked for
them, no matter what Dharniel said. I’m not sure now that the labyrinth would have held Aerune
if Kayla hadn’t drawn his fangs.

“I didn’t want to involve the Sidhe,” Eric said, thinking it over. “ After what Dharnidl told mewhen |
spoketo him, | wasn't sure they’ d be too hipped on having a bunch of humans take out a Sidhe—and by
thetime | convinced them Aerune was aredl threat to them, too, it could have been too late.”

“Maybeit' sdready too late, if what weraninto in LasVegasisany indication,” Beth said unhappily.
“Nutsin green suitswith flying cars—that hasto be Aerune swork, does't it? His human helpers?’

“Maybe,” Eric said. “But without Aerune' s backing, they won't find it as easy to swing government
support for their ef-war any more.”

“Especidly after | make afew well-placed phone cals” Riasaid contentedly, biting into adice of crisp
toast dathered with orange marmaade. “1n the course of straightening out the Threshold messfrom last
year, I've met alot of interesting people wandering around the corridors of power, and more than afew
of them owe mefavors. Big favors. I’ [l make some callswhen | get back. It may not be fast, but we' |l get
-everything fixed up eventualy.” Her eyes dlittered. “ There s one good thing about the black ops people
so far aswe' re concerned. They're all so paranoid and so greedy about getting bigger dices of the
black-budget piethat al you haveto dois set one project off to discredit another one, and the next thing
you know, you' ve got internecine warfare that makes the Blue and the Grey look like Woodstock.” She



laughed—and to Eric srelief, therewas actualy somereal humor init. “ Y ou just leave that part of it to
me. A hint here, abudget page cardlesdy |eft there—I just wish | could be afly onthewdls.”

“But what about you?’ Eric asked Beth and Kory. “Y ou’ ve heard my story, now what about you two?
Y ou went to Chinthlissfor help—how did that work out?’

Beth’' sface fell, and her eyesfilled with tears of angry frudtration. “Not well,” shesaid. “He gave us
everything | asked himfor ...

“And it was not enough,” Kory said blegkly. He put an arm around Beth, and Eric saw her force herself
to smilereassuringly.

Thisis not good. “But what did you ask for?’ Eric asked.

“Oh, never mind that now,” Beth said crosdy, wiping at her eyes. “| screwed up. It happens. We can go
into it later. Right now, | don’t think you should keep Chinthliss or your other friendswaiting—and | want
to hear the rest of the story—the real story, including the partsyou left out just now.”

Eric wasn't sure where his own clothes had gotten to, but the ones the geisha servants had laid out for
him when he returned to the bedroom were lavish enough to replace even the finery of an Underhill
Bard—wide pantsin heavy black silk that shimmered in the sunlight, adark red ghi top wovenina
geometric brocade and along gray and maroon robe embroidered with birds and flowering treesto go
over it, held in place with along gold sash. For hisfeet, there were ankle boots of soft doeskin lesther,
held closed with acarved jade button at the outside of each ankle. I’ ve worn weirder stuff. But | feel
like an extra in Shogun.

When hewas dressed, Riarang for Charles, and Chinthliss' butler conducted the four of them to the very
English drawing room that Eric had seen before.

Kaylaand the four Guardians were there waiting for them, dong with afox-faced young human man with
unkempt black hair, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans. The others were wearing opulent Oriental garb Smilar
to Eric and Ria s—except for Kayla, who had somehow managed to convince Chinthliss or his servants
to provide her with an gpproximation of her glitterpunk garb—tight silver-scaed leggings mostly covered
with black thigh-high stiletto-heeled boots, and a brief tube top that looked asif it was made of marabou
feathers. Her face was daborately painted in geishafashion—Kayla s notion of aconcession to the
prevailing dress code—and her silver batwing earrings flashed in her ears.

Eric wasrelieved to see that the others al appeared well and healthy—Toni’ sfacewasn't even
bruised—though Paul looked asif he were bursting with athousand unasked questions. Even Hosed' s
banjo was restrung with shining silver strings.

Good as new, whatever that means in this situation. | hope Jeanette' s all right. She did her best
for us back in the Chaos Lands. Without her, we might never have made it out of Aerune’s dream.

“My, my, my—you' relooking good these days, Eric,” Toni said with agrin and anod toward his
Orienta finery. She came over and enfolded him in aquick fierce hug. “For awhile there we were
wondering if you were ever going to wake up.”

“Sugabed,” Hosea said, with abroad amile. “Glad to see you back on your feet.”

“Glad to have feet to be back on,” Eric said. “Falks, I’d like you to meet two other friends of mine, Beth
and Kory. Guys, you' ve dready met Toni Hernandez from when | moved in, and you remember Kayla,



but thisis Paul—José—and Hosea, who in addition to being a Guardian, is also an apprentice Bard.”

“An’ thisisTannim,” Kaylasaid, pulling the dark-haired man over to greet Eric. “He drives race-carsfor
aliving. How coal isthat?’

“She makesit sound more glamorousthanitis” Tannim said, smiling. “I’m really more of atest driver,
not acompetition racer.” He held out his hand, and Eric shook it, feeling the hard calluses of a
mechanic’ s hands beneath his grip.

“You'rewith Elfhame Fairgrove, aren't you?’ Eric asked. The Fairgrove evestook afar more active
part in the world than the elves of Elfhame Misthold.

Tannim grinned wider. “What can | say? 1’ ve dways had ataste for fast cars and low company, whichis
probably why | hang out with Chinthliss so much. But | never thought I’ d meet another Guardian—Iet
aone four of them.”

“Y ou’ ve met Guardians before?’ Eric asked, surprised.

“One, once. At my high school prom, if you can believe that, so don't ever let anyonetell you that
Oklahomaisdull. But we' |l have to save that story for another occasion, because I’ ve got the fedling the
show’ s abouit to Sart.”

Asif spesking his name doud afew moments before had summoned him up—and in Underhill, such a
thing wasn't asimpossible as it seemed—the double doors at the far end of the salon opened and
Chinthlisssrodein.

“Ah, my young friends. | hope the day finds you well? Now that you are rested, | am eager to hear dl
that transpired.”

The party seated themselvesin comfortable chairs arrayed around alow table laden with cupsand haf a
dozen carafes of wine and juice. Chinthlisswaited until everyone had served him or hersdlf with their
beverage of choice, then folded his hands and regarded them al expectantly.

“Well,” Eric said hesitantly. Everyone was Saring a him—even Ria—expecting him to gart things off. “I
guess it more-or-less started the night Aerune showed up at the gpartment building, but maybethered
beginning was afew weeks ago when | was coming home from school and found Hosea busking in the
subway. ..."

Thetadetook longer to tell to Chinthliss' satisfaction than Eric had expected, with each of the others
contributing their own version of the eventsthey' d taken part in.

Beth and Kory added the full story of their meeting with the Men In Green at Glitterhame Neverdeeps,
which did seem to be tied up somehow with Aerune s plans, though “now” in the World Abovefor Eric
and the otherswas gtill August, and Beth and Kory’s* now” was November.

When | get out of this, no more trips to Underhill for a long time. Time travel—if that’s what it
is—makes my head hurt! One more paradox, and | think it'll melt completely.

At last they had finally answered al of Chinthliss' questions aswell asthey could. Tdling the story over
aso helped them to sort it out in their own minds—if what they remembered wasn't exactly what had
happened, it was close enough for folk music and government work, asthe saying went.

“So...what now?’ Toni asked, looking around the table.



“Now, my young friends, you return to your own worlds and your own lives,” Chinthlisssaid. “ Do your
best to forget what transpired on your journey through the fair and treacherous realms of Underhill,
remembering only what you must. It will bemore. . . comfortable for you thus.”

“I don’'t know,” Toni said consderingly. “Comfort has never been redly high on the Guardians list of
priorities. And | think thisis going to put awhole new spin on the way welook at the world.”

“Amento that,” Paul said. “Knowing about Underhill, that it existss—that elvesexist, and dragons. . . it
explansso much.”

“And raises as many questions asit answers,” Chinthlisssaid, not unkindly. “Or so you will find. But for
now you will do as seems good to you, and perhaps | can offer you one last word of warning, before you
return to your own place and time: to think too much about athing is often to cdl it to you, for good or
il

“I don’t know that we' ve got much to worry about there,” Paul said. “Any ef that showsup in New
Y ork City ismore likely to get mugged than be able to make trouble.”

“Asyou say,” Chinthlisssaid, nodding gravely. “But now you will be anxiousto return to your home and
loved ones. The battle you have fought has been agreater boon to Underhill than you can easily guess,
for if the Sdhe-Lord Aerune' s plans had borne their intended fruit, it would have brought greet disruption
to thisrealm. And so in gratitude for al your labors, let me extend you one last small courtesy, and
convey you swiftly and safely back to your own place—and time.”

There was amoment of silent consultation, and Toni shrugged minutely, getting to her feet. “ Sure.
Thanks. I’m not sure how long we' ve been gone, but the kids are probably driving their aunt crazy by

“My little oneswill missme,” José said, risng to hisfeet aswell.
“And Columbiawill missKayla,” Riasaid meaningfully, regarding Kayla.
“Eric?’ Paul asked.

“Y ou guys go on ahead. I’ ve got afew thingsto take care of here—if that’ saright with you, Lord
Chinthliss?

The dragon lord bowed his head in agreement. * Please accept my hospitality for aslong asyou careto
enjoy it, Bard Eric. And now, my young friends, if you would care to accom-pany me. .. 7

Chinthliss|eft the room, ushering the others before him.

“I think I" ve gotta go water some plants or something,” Tannim said, grinning as he got to hisfeet. “You
folkslook like you’ ve got serious stuff to discuss.” Hefollowed Chinthliss out, and they could hear him
gart to whistle before the doors to the salon closed again, shutting off the sound from the corridor.

Eric looked a Beth and Kory.
“Okay. I’ ve been patient. Give.”

“Thisisthelibrary,” Beth said, afew minutes|ater.

Eric stared at aroom the gpproximate sze of the Houston Astrodome, completely full of books.



“ ‘Free accessto hislibrary, and adl it contains,” ” Kory quoted bitterly. “That is what we bargained for,
and that iswhat we received. But thereis no cata ogue of these holdings, no order to them—and no way
to find theinformation we seek.”

“Ah, thereyou are,” Chinthliss said, strolling into the room. “Y ou will be pleased to know that your
friendsare dl returned safely to their homes, the very day they left them—though Mistress Riadid say
something about needing atow truck for aRolls Royce. Splendid vehicles,” Chinthlisssaid musingly.

“Y ou tricked them,” Eric said hotly, unable to contain hisanger. “Y ou tricked my friendd”

Chinthliss gazed from Eric to Beth, hisface blank with surprise. “But | did not. They asked for the use of
my library, and bargained well for the privilege.”

“Because they thought they could find what they needed here. Y ou told them they could—you told them
the information was here,” Eric accused, unableto stop himself.

“Anditis” Chinthliss said, sounding even more baffled at Eric’ sanger.

“Dragons are notorious packrats,” Tannim said, coming out of the stacks, holding abook. * But nobody
ever said they were organized. Hedidn't cheat your friends, Eric. Theold lizard isused to just hunting
through things until he finds what hel slooking for—I told you that you needed alibrarian for thispile,
didn’t I?" hesaid to Chinthliss.

“And refused to undertake the task yoursdlf,” Chinthliss said, sounding hurt. He looked hopefully a Beth.
“Never would | have made a shoddy bargain with you, Lady Beth. The book you seek isindeed here.”

“Somewhere,” Kory muttered under his bregth.

“All that remainsisto cdl it forth,” Chinthlisssaid.

“Which meanscaling in alittle help,” Tannim added.

“And that' swhere | comein,” afamiliar voice said out of nowhere.
Beth turned around. Eric stared.

Therewas a cartoon fox, standing in Chinthliss' library about twenty feet off the floor. It waswearing a
red James Dean jacket and a gold pendant around its neck that said “FX,” and instead of onetall, it had
three. Onitslong vulpine nose were perched a pair of overlarge black horn-rimmed glasses giving the
cregture an unconvincing intellectua look.

“Do you know him?’ Eric asked Beth.

“Know him!” Beth yelped. “He's— |— If I'd just listened to him back at the Goblin Market— That's
Foxtrot-X-Ray,” Beth finished weekly, disbelieving mirth bubbling in her voice. “He sa kitsune—a
fox-spirit. Kory and | have met him before.”

Asthey watched, Fox sank dowly toward the floor, walking in neat circles as though descending an
invisble spira daircase.

“Heya, cupcake, dry those tears. When you absolutely positively have to have something yesterday, just
whigtle. Y ou know how to whistle, don’t you? Just—"

“The book, Fox?" Tannim asked, trying to hide asmile of hisown.



“Oh, that.” Fox reached into hisjacket, and produced abook approximately aslarge ashewas. It had a
red leather binding and gold clasps, and had severa gold ribbons bound into it to serve as bookmarks.
“Hereitis. Dixon’s Guide to Interspecies Reproduction, Fifth Edition. I’ve marked your place.” He
held the book out to Beth, smiling coaxingly.

Beth took the volume, staggering under its weight—it was heavier than Fox had made it look. With Kory
to help her hold it, she opened it to the page the gold ribbon bookmark indicated.

“ “To concelve achild of the Sidhe by lawful means—' " sheread aoud, and skipped quickly through the
entry. “It says the magic of two Bards working in harmony is needed to channel the power of Underhill to
the morta partner. Two Bards! Y ou were a the celleighe, Eric—getting two Bards to do anything
together isliketrying to herd catsl”

Eric grinned, and leaned across the book to kiss Beth on the nose. “Wdll, amost. But not always, asit
turns out. Hosealisn't afull Bard yet, but he will be, soon, and we work together just fine. So I'd say that
if thisbook isright, it looks like there won't be any problem with you giving Maeve alittle brother or
gger when the time comes.”

Beth stared, and dowly dejected dishdlief turned to radiant happiness, her eyes sparkling with tears of
hope. “But will he—?Would he—?’

“Hewill, and hewould,” Eric said firmly, recklesdy promising Hosedl s aid as he closed the book. He
aready knew enough of the big man’s character to fed safein making such an offer. Kory handed the
tome back to Fox, who staggered under itsweight thistime.

“And | think that callsfor alittle cdebration.”



