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ELLEN KUSHNER & BELLAMY BACH
Mockery

The room looks as though it has been ransacked. Papers, books, hardware, ae bottles are strewn across
every surface; piles of miscellaneous debris litter the floor where drawers have been upended in Hal€'s
search for anumber-two lead or a newspaper clipping he could have sworn he put there once... Draped
over one canvasisapair of dirty socks.

Ha e kicks papers out of hisway, clearing a path to the other end of the room. Tdl, narrow windows let
in gray light and abreezeto disturb the dustbalsin the corners. A cat with pae pink striping, one of the
elfish breeds, isadegp on apile of laundry on top of apriceless Stickley chair. " Sorry," Hae mumbles
around the stem of his pipe, gesturing vaguely around him. "Ought to clean up around here.... one of
these days..."

The student looks around the room with an expression of equal parts horror and awe. "Thisiswhere...
you paint?' he bregathes.

"Wadll, likel said earlier, | don't paint o much now—or at least not the kind of paintings you're interested
in. Those were done years ago, of course—at the Mock Avenue Studio.”

The student nods gravely. It isdl ahistory lesson to him. He picks hisway carefully to the long,
windowlesswall where Hale has tacked up arandom collection of pencil drawings, etchings, oil studies,
and takeout-restaurant menus, siopping in front of the single piece on the wall from the Mock Avenue
period. Naturaly. No oneisinterested in what Haleis doing now. Hale glances toward the unfinished
canvason hiseasd, painted in the abstract elvin style, and sighs. There are days when even he isn't much
interested iniit.

The Mock Avenue painting is of ahafling girl, hunched over and smoking acigarette. Linny had posed
forit. Itisapreiminary study for amuch larger painting that dso includes Bear, sanding behind her,
holding that old shotgun of Billy Buttons that never did actualy shoot. Now the larger painting hangsin a
famous collection somewhere out in the World, where Hale has never been. The price he received for the
canvas completed the renovations on his house. The study the student isadmiring isn't very good, in
Halesopinion; he keepsit up onthewall because... well, becauseitisLinny.

The storage room behind the studio isfilled with such work—thirty-year-old drawings and paintings and
cartoons, gathering dust. It drives Hal€'s dealer to distraction that he hoards this old work, when it isso
much in demand beyond the Borderlands. Hale parts with a piece only when he needs the cash. It seems
somehow indecent that Worlders take serioudy work that he has never taken serioudy himself—or that
he can make so much money off the faces of old friends.

The boy gasps as he stepsinto the storage room. Just like aWorlder, soft, every emotion written right
across hisface. Hereminds Hale, embarrassingly, of himself—when held first come from the suburbs
across the Mad River to take Soho by storm.

"Likel said,” Hale mutters, "It would be atedious task to catdogue dl thisjunk..."
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"I don't mind." The boy reverently fingers a sketch scribbled on the back of aposter announcing agig at
the Dancing Ferret. "Mr. Hale, I've planned and saved for two yearsto come up here," he says asthough
the Borderlands are Outer Mongolia—which perhaps, to aWorlder, they are, "and it would be an honor
to—"

"It'syour funerd,” Haeinterrupts, sllently cursing hisdeder for persuading him to do this. The boy ought
to be out painting himsdlf, raising hell like he and Ash and Bear had a that age—not here burying himself
in Hale's vanished youth. Y et held wanted so much to come, had written al those goddamn earnest
letters. "Look," Hae says, taking pity on thekid, "I'll bein the next room if you need any help. At least
it'sal labeled. If you look on the back of the canvases, you'l find the dates they were painted, the places,
the names of the people in them—if | knew them. Thiswaskind of diary for me, you understand. Like
you Worlders keegp snapshotsin photo abums, just to remember things by. | never thought of it as, well,
art.”

The kid—now what is his name?—is pulling canvases out of the racks, obliviousto the dust smudging
what is probably hisbest suit. His dark face isflushed with excitement as he knedls before alarge canvas
and peersclosaly at it, pushing the dreadlocks out of his eyes. Hae pausesin the doorway. He
remembers painting thisone asif it were yesterday. Ho Street, by daylight, looking derelict and
dangerous, acouple of runaways lounging on the soop of an ancient, graffiti-covered building. Thekids,
who couldn't have been more than nine or ten, had been happy to pose for the picture while egting the
remains of Hale's lunch, and had written their names on the back of the canvas-board in childish block
print. The gods only knew what had become of these two, how they had survived. Or if they had.

The student pulls out a second canvas, and athird, paintingsfilled with thirty-year-old memories staring
out at Hale with oil-painted eyes, the old Soho street scene brought back to life. Perhapsthat iswhy the
Worlderslike them, caling Hae apunk Norman Rockwell. They are the only visua record anyone has,
in this half-elvin city where cameras do not work, of atime and place long gone.

Oh, Sohoistill here; till, oddly enough, considered the underbelly of Bordertown. The clubs are il
here: old Farrel Din books the best bands at the Dancing Ferret, the bouncers at the Factory il
discourage the slver-haired from entering. The Mock Avenue Bell Tower clock gtill chimesthetime,
incorrectly. Some things never change. But Soho has. When Hale first wandered its streets, the buildings
had been long abandoned and ignored by the rest of Bordertown, |eft to squatters and runaways and
junkies and gang members both evin and human—in the days when those distinctions really mattered.
Back then, the coppersrarely journeyed south of the Old Wall. Back then the kids and crazies claimed
the Old City astheir own. When you waked down Ho Street, you felt like anything could happen. And
more often than not, it did.

When Hale started making money, when the first unbelievable voucher had come from hisfirst dealer, the
crooked one, held been told he was crazy to useit to reconstruct a sagging, roofless townhouse on a
decrepit Soho street with athird-floor view of theriver. He didn't care. He loved these streets, the
crumbling brick, the graffiti, the glitter, the flash. Now the entire block is restored, the neighborhood
around it turned fashionable with "artistic” little shops and trendy boutiques painted in that nauseating
fashion that is supposed to make them look quaintly 20th Century. Now the artists and musicians and
street punks that had brought him to Soho, had been hisfriends, are gone asred estate investors claim
the last of the abandoned buildings they used to call home. Now the Mock Avenue Church isagoddamn
elvin har-braiding sdon.

"The Mock Avenue Church," the student reads aloud, " Ash Bieucannon, on the roof. Ash Bieucannon!
Helooks... like he'sabout my age," he adds wonderingly.

"Y ounger, | expect. We dl were," Hae comments, fedling very much just then like the Old Man.



The student stares at the painting of Ash: a pretty elvin boy leaning against arooftop gargoyle, a
nine-pack of bitter de beside him, adistant view of the Mad River behind him. "1 must have known that.
Butit'sjust. . .facts, you know? | mean, you're famous, Mr. Hale. It'sweird to think of you as ever
being young." He blushesthen. "I mean—"

Hale winces but waves away the faux pas. "I know what you mean. But | was young then—just akid,
just having fun and painting pictures of dl my pals. Y ou seethis boy?"

Hale points out another canvas, Ash and Bear and Rob-bin and Billy Buttonslazing in the sun on the
stoop in front of Gutierrez's"store.”

"That's Robbin Pearl. Oh yes, hewas part of our Studio too. And the others—Ash again, and Billy
Buttons, you wouldn't have heard of him. And Bear, Mat Bear—you wouldn't have heard of him either,
but you should have. Hewas the best of us, | think."

Hale growsdlent. It ill hurtsto think of Bear—as though Hale were silent partner to an elaborate
Cosmic Hoax that has allowed the rest of them fame when Bear achieved none.

The boy hauls another stack of canvasesinto thelight. Hereisapainting of José Gutierrez, the amazing
tattooed José, and one of the ugly bloke who ran the Bloods for awhile, after Stedl died—Hale can't
remember the name. And that little human girl Ash picked up—Chanswasit?

Y earslater sheld become some kind of power up in the City Council and the Bordertown bourgeoisie
had been appalled when Hale's nude drawings of her had surfaced in aChrystoble Street gallery... The
old dtreets, the bikes, the Bloods festooned in scraps of leather and the Horn Dancersin their motley
rags, the kids elvin and human trying to make alife for themselvesin an abandoned dum on the Border of
Elfland... too many memories crowded onto these canvases. No wonder held locked them away. Too
many familiar faces staring back at him. And too many of them are Linny's.

"Linnea Garnett, " the boy readsaoud. " Early morning, down by the river. "Heturns, excited, to
Hde "Thisisnt... isthis the Linnea Garnett? Linnea Dark Garnett? All these paintings you've labeled
‘Linny'?"

Linny. Bordertown'sclaimto fame.

Hae nods, his eyes caught by the cornflower-blue eyes of the painting, haf obscured by athatch of
hennaed hair, and that familiar expression that had exasperated him so thirty years ago.

"I had no idea she was ever apunk. My god. Wasn't her father some sort of evin lord?"
Was she dill using thet line?

"Did you redly know Linnea Dark Garnett?' the boy isasking.

"Yes. | knew her," he says shortly.

Ha e takes the canvas from the boy's hands and stacks it against the others, turning the blue eyesto the
wal.

The Mock Avenue Church was not imposing. Sandwiched between shopfronts with pedling paint and
broken glass, it had asingle wooden door arched to a sharp point, nailed shut. From the street the
building looked sturdy, its massive, age-blackened stones solid—but this front was like the false facade
of aWorlder's movie set, with open air behind where the roof had caved in, exposing the centra



chambersto vandals and the wesather. Grass grew between the mosaic tiles of the floor and over the
tumbled gravestones of theinner courtyard. Only the Bell Tower till stood intact, and the small chapel
beneath it. The bells till rang to announce the hour—except when Bear forgot to recharge the spell.

Hale climbed Gutierrez's fire escape up to the existing portion of the parsonage roof, where he could
enter the tower through athird-story window reserved for this purpose. The sun was unseasonably
warm, begting down on the asphalt of the rooftop, but the wind was brisk with awarning of winter
gpproaching. Thesmell of the river was strong, the wind coming from the east. Were it blowing from the
north or thewest, it would carry the smell of the realm beyond the Border, asmell like wildflowers and
brandy, to hover teasingly above the garbage-strewn streets of the Old City.

AsHae climbed through the window, there was another smell, of something burning. Smoke billowed
from the centrd dairs.

Hale dropped his package, thinking of Ash or Bear caught in the flames, of precious canvases burning. In
the chapdl below he found Robbin stirring something in afrying pan, unconcerned as smokefilled the
room up to the second-floor balcony.

"What the hell are you doing?' Hae threw open the portas beneath stained-glass windows, and the
ginger cat squeezed through to escape out to the dley. Thewind carried in the smell of theriver, blew
papers across the floor, and chased smoke up to the rafters. Robbin lifted the smoke-blackened pan off
the flames, stirring its crackling contents like an old witch crouched over her brew. Double, double, toil
and trouble, fire burn and cauldron bubble.

Asthe smoke began to clear and his heartbeat to return to normal, Hale redlized there were othersin the
studio. Bear had rolled himself into a blanket and was adeep benesath atrestle table, snoring. Thelittle
elvin girl Ash had been growing bored with was stretched out on the model's platform near hiseasd,
wrapped in the overlarge folds of his brocade robe, playing solitaire with adeck of those baffling efish
cards.

Ash was across the room with Robbin, Stting cross-legged like a potentate on the ancient army
footlocker they'd bought off of José, and at hisfeet waswhat must be hislatest: atdl dvin girl, her silver
hair dyed red, eating chunks of asour-apple off thetip of a switchblade.

"Now we grind it into a powder," Robbin lectured Ash and the tdl girl. Hetilted the contents of the pan
into amortar—another find from José's " store'—and began to grind it with precise movements, elegant
twists of apaeevinwrist. He had carefully rolled back the deeves of hisimmaculate antique Oxford
shirt. A slver band held slver hair, streaked with black, out of hiseyes.

Hale stalked over to the Magic Fire, boot heelsloud on thetiled floor. "What the hell are you doing?' he
repeated.

"Wait and see," Ash answered mysterioudy; but Robin, always ready to pontificate, explained.
"It's abed peca’aryn,” he said, savoring the evin word. "Dragon's Milk to you."

Haewhigtled. The drug, which was traditionally mixed with whiskey and cream, wasonce asteplein
arigocratic evin homes; now highly illegd, it was so highly expensive, and difficult to come by thissde
of the Border.

"What High Council lord did you rall for this?* he asked, only haf joking.
"Wetraded with Joséfor it," Robbin said smugly. "Silly little human... he didn't realize what he had.”



"Aw, hedid 0," Ash said. "Hejust didn't want the stuff on his hands. Asif the coppers give ashit what
kind of drugsfloat around down here—"

"What exactly," Hale interrupted, "did you trade Jos&?"

Hdedidn't have to wait for Robbin's answer; the sudden flush on Ash'sfacetold dl. Cursing, he brushed
past Ash to theladder they'd built up to the balcony that run along three sides of the chapel. Here,
beneath a huge round window degpicting the Quest for the Holy Grail, he'd set up aworktable, a couch,
and a couple of easdls. The unsuccessful abstract held been wrestling with for weeks glimmered against
the window'srosy light. The little sketch hed drawn the other night—of the lead singer for the
Guttertramps on stage at the Factory—waslaid out on hisworktable, its corners held flat with push-pins.
The painting hed made from that Sketch was gone.

"You swine!" he shouted down to the floor below. "Y ou goddamn pointy-eared swine! Leave my
goddamn paintings done!”

"Cam down, young Romeo," Ash drawled. "Or wasit Juliet up on the balcony? Never mind. Stop
flapping your arms and spitting fire and come down here. It was only one painting. No harm done.”

"No harm done? What do you mean no harm done?' Hale shouted, rounding the balcony toward Ash.

"L ook, it wasjust that picture of the Guttertramps chick—Jose has a crush on her. | didn't give him any
of your good paintings, the abstract ones. José wouldn't know what to do with areal work of art if an
elvin masterpiece was handed to him on asilver platter.”

"That's not the point! First you trade my clothes, my goddamn favorite jacket! Then you hock my spell
box and | have to pay a goddamn wizard whenever | need my bike revved up. Now every timel turn
around something else is goddamn gone!™

Hale took thelast steps of the ladder in aleap that landed him behind the other boy and, in asudden
move, twisted Ash's arms behind him, hauling him to hisfedt.

"You cut thisout,” Hale said pleasantly, "or I'll shave off dl that pretty silver hair while you deep and sl
it to the hair-braiders up in Traders Heaven."

Ash shifted hisweight, and Hale dlowed himsdf to be thrown over the boy's hip, bringing Ash crashing
to the ground with him. The two rolled, grappling, laughing, acrossthe floor, knocking hard into the
trestle table and sending a porcdain cup flying. Bear woke with agrunt asit smashed inchesfrom his
face.

Ashwastdler, but Hale had the advantage of solid human weight, making it an even maich. Bear,
however, combined evin height with aburly, muscular physique—and was cranky when he woke. He
grabbed two fistfuls of clothing and hauled both boysto their feet.

"Decorum, gentlemen, decorum. There are ladies present.”

Thelittle dvin mode giggled at this, but the red-haired girl merely glanced disdainfully at the lot of them,
and then returned to her sour-agpple.

Breathing hard, Ash shook plaster dust from the billowing deeves of hiswhite linen shirt and out of the
long silver hair of which hewasinordinately vain. He extended a hand, encased in the black fingerless
gloves he habitualy wore, toward Hale. "Aw shit, Hale" he said. "Forgive?'

Haelicked hislower lip and tasted blood. He smiled at hisfriend. "No."



"But | promise: I'll never do it again, Blood's Oath.”

"Liar. Youjust remember, Ash-me-boy-o..." Haletugged at alock of hisown hair, an undistinguished
human brown, and made cutting motionswith hisfingers.

Ash laughed, but there was a flash of uneasy speculationin hiseyes.

Bear yawned and shrugged into the paint-stained shirt he'd been using as apillow, rolling up the deeves
to expose the heart tattooed on hisleft forearm. His hair, dyed black, stood up in deep-tangled spikes
about hisface, and his chin was covered with slver stubble. Helooked more like a Scandal Didtrict thug
than an artist; when he spoke, his soft voice contrasted oddly with his bulk. "What's going on around
here? What day isthis? Isthis Tuesday?

"Thursday," Robbin informed him. Bear shook his head and sighed. "We were going to wake you
anyway, dbeit alittle more gently. I've found arecipe for Dragon's Milk and it'samost ready.” Robbin
stirred the brownish powder at the bottom of the mortar.

"No," the red-haired girl spoke up. Her voice waslow and husky, startling Hale with its unusualness. "It's
gtill too coarse. It won't dissolve.”

Robbin looked down his nose a the girl, arching an eyebrow.

"I've seen it before," she said, answering the look.

"You have?' Ash asked her. "Where?'

But the girl cut another dice of sour-apple and did not volunteer any more information.

With a sniff, Robbin went back to grinding. Hale regarded the girl curioudy. Either she was an aristocrat
or aliar; young girlsfrom the streets of Elftown, where Ash usudly picked up hisfeminine company,
weren't likely to be familiar with the properties of "the drink of lords."

Y et thisgirl wasn't the Elftown type. In bikers leathers and ablack Danceland t-shirt identicd to
Hae's—the deevestorn off to reved dim, muscular white shoulders—she looked like a young boy,
sprawled comfortably on the floor and handling the switchblade with familiar ease. Her henna-dyed hair
was cut short as Bear's, exposing the arch of evin ears; the bangs, worn longer than the rest, fell over
one eyelike an eye patch. No, not Ash'susual typeat al.

When the powder passed the girl'singpection, Robbin stirred it into ajug of cream, turning the liquid an
unattractive shade of gray. "Y ou sure you got thisright?' Hale asked him. "What isthis stuff anyway?'

"Herbs. Wormwood. The seeds of the peca plant—which only growsin the Elflands—roasted and
burned. Catnip. Ginger—"

"Catnip?"

"Wdll, yes—edves are susceptible to it too. Ginger. Sugar. And the shavings of a peony root. I'm not
making thisup, Hale; | found the recipein an old cookbook, printed before the peca trade was banned.
It's addictive you know—worse than river water on humans. It rotsthe brain.”

Hale glanced warily at the gray stuff inthe pitcher.
"Then why are you making it?" he wanted to know.

"Don't worry, Romeo,” Ash answered for Robhin, "we're not likely to lay our hands on this stuff again.



How could we possibly become addicted? I've always wanted to try Dragon's Milk, just once. It's so...
romantic. All the great evin poetslived on the stuff; that'swhy they dl died young. My teachers used to
say their muse burned so brightly that it burned them right out—but actudly they were junkies, like half
thelords and ladies on Dragon's Tooth Hill."

"You don't havetotry it, Hale," Robbin added with that superior smile that grated on Hale's nerves.
What had Robbin got to fed so superior about? When in hisentirelife had this Tooth-bred snob ever
done anything dangerous?

"l didn't say | wouldn't try," Hale said quickly. "Aslong as you're sure you're not going to get it wrong
and poisonusdl."

"Now that's my boy-0," Ash said gpprovingly; "1 told Robbin you would want to try it too. Druienna, get
us some cups, will you?'

Thegirl in the robe pouted at being ordered about, but she fetched the cups from the table and brought
them to Ash, who had spread a shawl of dvin-red silk over the footlocker like atablecloth.

"Areyou going to paint anymore today Ash?' she asked, putting her hand on hisdeeve. "I'm getting cold.
And I'm, like, not into drugs, you know? 1 ought to get home. My mom would kill meif sheknew | was
here

Ash patted her hand like she wasasmall child or a puppy. "That's okay, kid. Run dong then."

She darted aglance at the new girl, then smiled up a Ash uncertainly. "l have these free passesto the
Whesat Sheaf tonight,” she began, but he shook his head, cutting her off.

"Not tonight, Drui.”

She shrugged. As she collected her clothes, her unhappiness was evident in the stoop of her shoulders,
the bowed head of slver curls. Hale found himsalf fedling sorry for her, athough he thought shewasa
slly little twit and had found her presence over the last weeks annoying. But she was no worse that any
of Ash's other ladies. Someone ought to have warned her about Ash. Someone ought to warn this new
girl too. But as Hale glanced her way, saw her watching Druiennawith asimilar pitying geze, Hale
redlized that the new girl could probably take care of hersdf just fine.

"Come back tomorrow," Ash called as Druienna dipped through the doorway toward the airs. "I'll need
you to pose again.”" Then heturned to the others, the elvin girl forgotten, and produced a bottle of good
Worldly brandy. Hale sighed, wondering which of his belongings went to pay for that. His cowboy boots,
maybe? His paintbrushes?

Raobbin poured each cup haf full of brandy, then topped them off with the doctored cream, measuring
fussly. Thelittle porceain cupsfdt too delicate to handle and looked absurd in Bear's huge, paint-stained
hands. Ash lifted his up and pronounced atoast.

"Tofameand fortune" he said, ashe dwaysdid. "Or viceversa"
"Toart," Bear corrected him.
"And poetry,” the new girl added.

Hale sniffed at the concoction. It had an acrid smell. He took a cautious sip—and it was al he could do
not to spit it out again. For god's sake, Robbin was going to poison them.



" think you fucked something up,” he muttered, wiping the taste from his mouth with the back of his
hand; but Ash and Robbin were making appreciative murmurs and Bear had downed hisin asingle gulp
and the girl was sipping delicately, an unreadable expression on her face. Wasthis some kind of joke?
Let's put one over on the human kid? Hewouldn't put it past them.

Haletried another taste. No. The stuff was definitely foul.

"Don't you likeit?" Robbin asked smoothly, watching Hal€'s reaction. "Hmm, | suspected as much.
Doesn't work on humans," and the mildly contemptuous way he said the word made Hale€'s eyes narrow.

"No," Hale spat out, "but it probably works just fine on cats, proving, of course, that they are a superior
race. Why don't you just call Frodo in and give him my share, rather than wasting it on me?"

And hewas up and out of the room, something tight twisting in his chest. Damn, damn, damn. Hale
climbed the sairstwo at atime and the litany echoed the climb. Damn. He knew he was overreacting.
But this aways happened. Just when he started fedling good, like maybe he belonged somewhere,
something came dong to make it clear hedidn'. It didn't matter how good a painter he was, or could
become; it didn't matter that the boisterous mae camaraderie of the Studio fdlt like the thing held been
looking for practicaly since the day he was born. It didn't matter that hed saved Ash's goddamn life or
brought most of the groceriesthat kept the other boys—including rich-kid Robbin—alive. What really
mattered, when you came right down to it, wasthat he was not an elf. And at timeslike these, even agirl,
even agoddamn stranger, belonged more than he did—because he didn't have goddamn silver hair.

He pushed open the door to the roof in ashower of crumbling plaster. The wind raised goosebumps on
his arms—Dbut he was not going back downstairsto fetch hisjacket. He crossed the roof to its
southeastern edge and sat, hisfeet dangling high above Mock Avenue. The sun wanned him and aleering
gargoyle sheltered him from the wind. Hale wiped tearsfrom his eyes, fedling like an asshole, and
scowled at the distant river. Somewhere out there was the magicless World, a place he had absolutely no
desireto go. Thiswas where he belonged. On these streets, in this place. So why did he fed he il had
to proveit?

The ginger cat climbed over the crest of the roof, avoiding the patches where the shingles had caved in.
He sidled over to Hale, taking a proprietary interest in Hale's sun-warmed lap, and with agreat deal of
kneading, pricking Hale's flesh with aley-cat claws, he made anest of the boy's army fatigues and settled
down for anap. Hale ran hisfingers through Frodo's bristly fur, over the lumps and scars of old cat fights.
Hefdt the rumble of Frodo's motor low and steady benegath his palm.

"Catnip," Hale muttered. Then he shook his head and began to laugh.
"Areyou soned, Romeo?"

Hae jJumped, and Frodo protested the sudden movement with awell-placed claw. He hadn't heard Ash
coming up behind him. The boy wasdone. "No," Hae answered him, shielding hiseyesfromthe sun as
he squinted up a Ash.

Hale wasn't stoned, but Ash was. His eyes were dark, his steps unsteady, and he had afoolish grin
spread across his alabaster face. As he lurched toward the roof edge, Hale took hold of his shirttail and
ordered him to sit, worried that Ash would stumble right over. Ash's bones popped as he sat down; he
leaned againgt Hal€'s bent knee with asigh. He had brought half a.cup of Dragon's Milk with him.

On the street below, José was arguing with members of the Pack over apile of elvin junk stacked on the
sdewa k—stolen probably. Sammy Tucker, the Pack's leader, was ignoring the dispute entirely, Sitting
adtride hismodified Y amaha, reading abook. The argument grew hested, voices drifting up to the roof,



and a Packer with feathers braided into her long dark hair began loading the junk back into asack. She
flipped afinger at Gutierrez asthe Pack roared away on bikes so stripped down it was awonder spells
held them together at al. José shook his head and then climbed the stairs of his stoop. He was wearing
Hale'sfaded denim jacket, embroidered with the words "Hell's Angels' on the back, which Ash had
traded for the brocade robe. Hale thought that was aterrific name for aband—but if they'd every played
Soho, it must have been before histime.

Ash reached over to pat the ginger cat, Snging what lyrics he could remember of an elfish pop song,
offkey, humming the parts he couldn't. He must have been redly high; Ash knew he couldn't Sing.

"So Where'syour girlfriend?' Hale asked him, and Ash stopped the serenade to take a hit of Dragon's
Milk. He spped it dowly and sighed with pleasure.

"My girlfriend?Y ou mean Linny. Told her to go," he said and he took another sip. “She didn't though,” he
added. "She's till down there, with Robbin and Bear."

"Who isshe?'

"Just some girl; thinks she'sa poet. Picked her up at... hel, | don't remember. Somewhere. She gave me
aride home on her bike; she's got this deek, mean mother-fucking machine. Nice kid. Real nice bike.
What'd | say her namewas?Linny."

Ha e relaxed, pleased that this girl was no more important than any of the others, pleased that Ash would
dill rather spend time with him—though until that moment he hadn't realized this had worried him.
Perhaps because this girl seemed different from the others. Thekind of girl, Hale mused, you could get al
wrapped up in. He shook his head, dismissing the thought. A gust of wind blew silver hair acrosshis
cheek, and he pushed it out of hiseyes.

Ash was s0 loose and relaxed from the drug he was practically oozing into the asphalt. He couldn't
remember the third verse to the song he wastrying to sing.

"| thought this catnip concoction was supposed to inspire you to write great poetry or paint some
magterpiece,” Hale commented snidely. "All that fuss over the Stuff, and al it seemstoinspireyoutodois
sing pop tunes. Terrific.”

"l am inspired,” Ash said dreamily. "l think I'll be arock star. Free booze at the Ferret, little girlsfrom the
Tooth... ah, that'sthelife for me."

"Y ou're not exactly daving it now, boy-0."

"But | want fame and fortune. What's the point of painting al day if nobody outs de the Studio except
crazy José ever seesit? Or writing poetry that nobody reads, or playing music in rat-infested clubsfor a
bunch of head-bangers and junkies and runaways? Have you ever been to the galleries on the
Promenade near Dragon's Claw Bridge? Where they serve champagne to the patrons and treat elvin
atigtslike royaty? Man, I'm sick of day-old donuts and a John that doesn't flush.”

"Come off it, Ash. Nobody forced you to leave the Elflands. Y our problemsis you've read too many
books about artists starving in garrets; you thought it would be fun to livein adum. It never occurred to
you that you might get hungry, or cold, or have your throat torn out for the sllver on your wrists. Admit
it—you left your parents fancy house because you thought poverty would be romantic, didn't you?'

"Hdl no; I left my parents houseto get laid! Becoming an artist was an afterthought. Girlsloveit. Just
you wait and see, Hale."



Y eah, sometimesit worked that way. Hale spent alot of time on the streets and in the clubs, sketching
compulsively as he had done since he was a child—asif by pinning it down, he could keep time from
dipping away. And sometimes some girl would be intrigued and follow him back to Mock Avenue.
Whereinvariably shed fdl for Ash. Every goddamn time.

Hale dipped hisfinger into Ash'steacup, then held it under Frodo's nose. Frodo opened his eyes, sniffed
then licked the milk off the boy's finger with a sandpaper tongue. Ash lay back flat on the asphdt, eyes
closed, the sun raising aflush on his pae cheeks.

Down below, amotorcycle circled the block, owed, and stopped by the steps of the Mock Avenue
Church. The girl with the feathers had come back, done. She carried alumpy bundle cradied in one arm.
She glanced around cautioudly, locked her bike with atwo-penny spell, and disappeared behind the
doorway of Gutierrez's place.

When she was gone, the aley kids came out—pint-sized punks with painted faces and oiled, spiky hair.
They clustered around the solitary bike, admiring the paint job and surreptitioudy testing the spell lock
and chains. Halerattled asphalt pebbles onto the street bel ow and the children scattered, melting back
into the cracks and shadows from which they came.

Hdedidn't likethedley kids. They looked too young to be redly dangerous—but |ooks were deceiving,
particularly in Bordertown. It was children who had gotten Ash the night Hale found him in aHo Street
aley, fresh from the Elflands, hiswhite throat cut from ear to ear. Only a True Blood could have survived
such an attack—and not even then, had much more of that blood seeped away between the
cobblestones. Y et it was not just because it was Hale who found him that the bond was so tight between
elf and human. It was because Hale upheld thefiction that it was Rats that got hold of Ash that night, or
maybe some renegade members of the Pack. Not little kids, barely nine or ten years old.

Besde Hde, Ash amiled, lost in drug-induced dreams. Behind them the Bell Tower clock chimed the
time, two o'clock—which meant it was a quarter to noon. Fifteen minutes, not enough. Not even if he
broke every speed limit in the city. He hadn't intended to stop at the Studio; he certainly hadn't intended
to stay. But he couldn't just leave Ash on the roof al done. And the others down below were probably
just as stoned.

"Ash, Ash," he said, nudging the older boy, pulling him upright. "Get up now. Let's go back down. | have
to go away now. Stop smiling, you fool, and get up. Get up!”

Ash looked at Hale through crossed, dilated eyes. He dlowed Hae to help him to stand, but the moment
Hadelet go, he sank down again. "Twenty thousand voltsis not enough, to... to..." Helooked up. " Shit
Hale, how does the song go? Twenty thousand volts... aw..." He began to rise, clutching at the
gargoyle, periloudy closeto the roof's edge.

Hale put asteadying arm around Ash'swaist. The boy fdt curioudy light, insubstantid, asif the drug was
making aghost out of him. "Come on, Ash," Hale muttered as he coaxed the boy to the stairs. "Think art,
not rock'n'rall. I don't think your elvin poets would approve.”

"No, it is poetry,” Ashindsted. "I just never redized it before. Listen, Hale: 'Once | burned for your
touch, now every look istoo much...""

"Y eah, yeah. Everything sounds profound when you're stoned, Ash. Come on, now, take a step. Careful
down the stairs—there's the missing one. Thadda-boy. Watch out for the cat... aw shit, Ash." Hale
sghed. "Come on, man. I've got to get going.”

"Why? Where do you go, my Romeo? When you disappear. A cold-water fiat in the Scandal District?



An acoholic mother hidden in the tenements of Water Street? The trailer parks down past Hell's
Gate—isthat where you go? Why such a secret? There's nothing wrong with atragic past. It's so...
romantic.”

"And you're so... disgusting. Ash, I'm going to put you to bed. Come on, unlace your shoes, thereyou
go. Now the other one. Phew. Christ. Don't you ever wash these sneaks? Now lie down. Stop grinning.
Just lie down there; here, take the pillow. By the time you deep this off. I'll be back." Hale pushed the
pillow under the silver head.

At thefar end of the chapel Robbin was staring off into space. Bear was back beneath the trestle table,
snoring with his mouth open. Thetall girl sat on top of it, writing something in aleather-bound book.
Feeling Hal€'s gaze, shelooked up and met his eyes. She put her pen down and crossed over to the
mattresswhere Ash lay.

Ash was humming softly to himself, mixing the New Blood Review tune with a Bach Brandenburg
Concerto. Linny squatted down on her hedls, placed her hand against Ash's flushed cheek. The scar was
vivid acrossthe white skin of histhroat. The evin boy moved suddenly, taking her wrigt in his gloved
hand, pulling her down beside him. Hale crossed hisarms over his chest, staring down at the two of
them.

"Catnip," he muttered, and stalked out of the room.

Hde ate hisdinner in slence. He didn't want it. The Mad River Mix-quick stuck in histhroat and the
potatoes sat in his ssomach like alump of clay. But to refuseit would add insult to injury, considering hed
nearly missed the medl atogether, arriving home as his mother began to clear the leftoversfrom the table.
Too bad he couldn't just save this stuff for Ash. Ash was dways hungry. Hale snuck what groceries he
could out of the house and down to Soho, but it was never enough.

Halesfaher sat at the end of the table, silent now himself after the explosion that could probably have
been heard hafway across the flatlands. He was buried behind yesterday's edition of the Church Times,
smoking a cigarette and stretching out the last minutes of the meal before he went back to his best across
theriver. The jacket of his Silver Suit hung on the back of his chair, the copper card pinned above the lft
breast. Hal€'s mother was bustling about the kitchen, whistling cheerfully, obliviousto the tension, doing
fivethings a once—as usud. She was washing up the dinner dishes, whipping up abatch of Troll Bridge
cookies, jotting perky remindersto hersalf on the chalkboard next to the sink: "Note: less sdt inthe
Mix-quick mix!!!" "Note: Sissy's piano lesson two P.M.. sharp!!!" "Note: Ingpirational message for the
Church Times due Friday. Message of Hope? Feed the Little Children? Discuss with the Group!!!" The
dishes made aloud clatter as she scrubbed them and stacked them on the drainboard to dry. Hale
chewed and chewed the overly salty stew. He concentrated on each bite, on chewing and swallowing.
Hethought that if he didn't concentrate real hard, he would probably scream.

When he had finished everything on his plate and dutifully eaten three of the cookies his mother ingsted
were hisfavorites athough he had not liked them since he was three, he was excused from the table. He
escaped through the back door, fedling like a prisoner receiving apardon. His father did not spesk to
him, or even look up as heleft, damming the door behind him.

The house was large and pink. Behind it and to either sde were identical stucco houses, painted
turquoise and mauve and lime green. The hedges masking the foundation had been clipped into precise
rectangular shapes, the flowerbeds that edged the walk were symmetricaly planted with aternating pink
and white puffbal blooms. In the yard next door, aboy who had been Hale€'s classmate before he'd been
booted out of histhird and final school was playing fetch with a pink French poodle. The boy was



wearing his school swester, the classinsigniaembroidered on the breast pocket, over apair of spotless
white trousers; his broad, pleasant face was marred by the black eye that had earned Hale his latest
expulson. Halelooked down at hisdirty fatigues, hisripped, skintight t-shirt, his scuffed jackboots, and
sghed.

The door opened behind him. He tensed; but it was only Sissy; he could smdll her distinctive scent: eau
de bubble gum. She stood behind him for amoment, her shadow covering him; then she sat down on the
step beside him, chinin her hands, elbows on her knees. "Good going, asshole.”

Hale grinned. For aten-year-old, she had ahdl of amouth. "It wasn't intentiona, you know," Hae said
conversationdly.

She snorted. "It's an accident you come to Sunday dinner dressed like Old City scum and give Maa
heart attack? She had two ladies from the church group here, Hale; you missed them by, like, two
seconds." She sounded like she was pissed, but Hale knew her better than that. She loved it when he got
into trouble; at ten, she aready found life dull in the 'burbs. Sissy narrowed her eyes and poked himin the
ribs. "Where d'yaget the clothes?' she wanted to know.

Hale shrugged. Hed had his other clothes in the package he'd dropped when he thought the Studio was
burning down; he'd been hafway home again, stalled in traffic on the Riverside Bridge, before he
remembered.

Sissy did her hand into his pants pocket—nasy little brat—and pulled out the elvin bracelets and studs
held taken off in avain attempt to look less disreputable. She did the bracelets onto one thin wrigt,
snapped the studs around the other. In her soccer-uniform shirt and her jeans with the holesin the knees,
her bony, scabbed kneecaps peeking through and Ash's studs heavy on her wrist, she looked so damn
cute Hale had a sudden mad urge to scoop her up and run away with her—to raise her right, before the
'burbs hammered dl of the juice out of her. But what the hell would he do with her at the Mock Avenue
Sudio?

Logt in histhoughts, he didn't redize she was speaking to him until she smacked him, hard, aleft punchto
his bare shoulder. Her expression was her usual scowl, but her eyes were wide with concern—and fear?

"What's going to happen now?" shewas asking. "With you and Daddy, Hale? He's pretty mad.”

Haleran hisfingersthrough his carefully dicked-back hair, making it dl stand on end again. "'l dunno,
Kuirt.”

"Youll tel mewhen you do know? Do you promise Hae?' Her smal hand was at the back of hisknee,
gripping himtight.

"Yeah, sure, Sissy. Look, it'sno big ded. Thisll blow over too,” he said, but she wasn't buying it. She
scowled a him even more fiercely, snapped her gum, and punched him again for no apparent reason
before she disappeared back into the house.

The ultimatum was smple enough. His parents didn't want to throw good money after bad buying him a
spot in another school where hed just get into yet another fight. .. and that was arelief, because he
wouldn't have gone away. They wanted him to get ajob. They had it al worked out; they had probably
made alist on hisMas chalkboard: "Note: decide what to do with Hale!!!™

They had gracioudy offered him a choice of what hisfuture wasto be. Hisfather could pull some strings,
send him for training as a Silver Suit. Or he could work with his mother on the Church Council paper,
"put hisgod-given talent to use" illustrating ingpirationa articles and Mas recipe column and editorids



debating whether eves have Christian souls. .. wouldn't that make him real popular down in Soho?

Hell. Heliked hisfamily; he never meant to disappoint them. So why, when he was home for more than
an hour a atime, did hefed like he was going to puke, or scream?

Sissy was adegp when he tapped on her door. It was late, near midnight. He'd been pacing for hoursin
the room right above hers and it was amazing he hadn't kept her up with the noise, jackboots thumping
on the shaggy carpeting of the floor. Maybe he had. Maybe this pose of childhood innocence, arms
curled around her stuffed cat, Mr. Potato-head, was feigned. She woke suspicioudy quickly when Hale
cdled her name.

She sat up, brushing tangled brown hair out of her eyes.

She was wearing aflannd nightgown—and Ash's studded bracelet.
"What's up, asshole?!

"l promised I'd let you know what's gonna happen..."

How was he going to tell the kid he was leaving?

"Youreleaving," shesad. It was not aquestion. Was he this quick when he was ten? Shewas dwaysa
step ahead of him. He ran ahand through her baby-soft hair.

She pushed his hand away and did out of the bed. Benegath the nightgown she wore her jeans and
sneakers. From the depths of her closet she produced a backpack, aready packed; she dung it over her
shoulder, carrying Mr. Potato-head in her arms. "'I'm coming too," she announced matter-of-factly.

Hale dared at her. "Sissy... Squirt...You can't..." he fumbled. What the hell would Ash say, or Robin, if
he brought his baby sster to Soho?

She put the backpack down on the floor, looked up at him gravely through raggedly cut bangs. "Hale,
areyou in some kind of trouble?"

"Trouble?!

"Dad thinks you've gone and joined one of the gangs. He says you've been seen down in Soho. Areyou
aPacker, HAe?' she asked solemnly, pronouncing the word carefully like sheld read it in abook.

Hale laughed, and shook his head. He patted the mattress beside him and she sat warily onitsedge. "It's
worse than that, Squirt." Shelooked at him, her eyestroubled. "Don't tell anybody, but"—he shifted his
eyesright and left, then lowered hisvoice theatricaly—"I'm an artig.”

She gave him another one of her left hooks; he was developing quite abruise on that arm. "Cuit it out,
asshole. I'm serious.”

"Soam |, Squirt. Honest to god. I'm going down to Soho to learn to be a painter. Look, I'll ill visit
you—"

"Isthat what you're doing? Painting? Why haven't you told Dad? Hesworried sick, Hale. He thinks
you're taking drugs, or gonna get yoursdlf killed by some big, mean Blood.”

Hale poked afinger into the holein Sissy'sjeans. | can't tel Dad, Squirt. HEd rather think | ranwitha
gang. He did, when he was young. Sure, what did you think Dragon's Fire was—a soccer team? L ots of
coppersdid. It'sahell of alot easier for himto tell his copper friendsthat 1've run off to the Old City to



bash in dvin heads than to tell them the truth—that I've run off to be an artist, for crissake. That | sharea
painting studio with abunch of dvin guys™”

"You do?' Sissy was taken aback for once. "Oh Hale... Mother saysthey don't even have souls.”

"Sis, if you ever saw the way they paint, you'd know they have souls—maybe even finer than you and
me. | want to learn to paint likethat, eveniif it takesme amillion years"

Sissy was slent for along time. Her teeth nibbled at her lower lip and she held on tightly to Mr.
Potato-head. Findly, she turned to him and said, "Will they like me, Hal€?'Y our dvin friends? Even
though I'm human?'

He stood then, his arms crossed over his chest, regarding her sternly. " Of course they would. But | can't
take you with me, Squirt. For god's sake, you're only ten yearsold!"

"I'm astough asyou."

"Huh. | don't doubt it. But | can't show up with my kid sister intow! Y ou're agoddamn child! You'rea
girl," he added, exasperated—Iike maybe she hadn't noticed.

Sissy looked like sheld been dapped. Her cheeks flushed bright red, hurt covered over with anger. "Fine,
swell," she hissed. "Just go away and leave me behind. Go on, Hae. I'll probably die of boredom... but
don't you worry about me. Just go off and have fun with your new friends.”

"Sissy." Hetried to touch her, but she flinched away. "L ook, kid, it would just beimpossible—"
"Shut up!™ shecried.

Down the hdlway, alight was snapped on. He heard voices coming from his parents room. Shit. Oh shit.
He had to go. Now.

"Go away, Hde. Just leave medone.”
He heard footstepsin the hall.
"Sissy?" hismother cdled. "Areyou dl right?"

Sissy glared a him. "Go out the window, asshole. Can't you do anything right?* She pushed him in that
direction and turned to the door. "Everything'sfine, Ma."

He glanced back at her as he did out the window, trampling the begonias. She was Sitting in her bed,
sneakers covered by the quilt, evin bracelets covered by her nightgown's deeve. "Asshole" she
muttered, clutching Mr. Potato-head and scowling at the walls of the empty room.

—And then it was night in Soho. That was the next thing Linny knew. Black night, without any
comforting home lights. And she waslying hdf on, haf off a mattress on the floor, sprawled across
another deeping body that seemed to glow white in the dark.

She tensed, the way she aways did when people came too close. This wastoo damn close by half.
Sowly and siffly she eased her body off and away from the other's. And, rising groggily to her fet, she
remembered where she was, and why.



The Mock Avenue Studio. Where Ash Bieucannon had brought her to show her hisart, after that wild
conversation they'd had in the cafe. They'd found some peca, made Dragon's Milk, just theway shed
always read about it. More talk; she'd looked at the work of his studio mates, felt as the drug kicked in
that she was seeing through to their souls. Then Ash had come back and she had discovered some
profound truth lurking in the scar on his neck, which now made no sense at dl. Then shefell adeep.

But wait—she must still be stoned. The universe, or her particular corner of it, was arranging acosmic
metaphor, just for the pleasure of Linnea Garnett, poet: at the moment her own memories came clear to
her, the entire room burst into light. Every crack and filthy corner of the chapel was mercilesdy
illuminated; but so wasitsintricate sone carving and jewd-like canvases, glowing with color and
half-formed life.

Ash, the éf on the mattress with the scar, rolled over and groaned. Up in the rafters, anewcomer gave a
triumphant cackle.

"Ariseand shine, my beauties" he called, the bringer of dvinlight. "Itisl, Billy Buttons, the artists
friend"—he began shimmying down a sde ladder—"athough you wouldn't know it from the way you
shitstreat me. Dragon's Milk, | hear, and guzzled it dl like the swine you truly are. Some for Ash, and
some for Bear, and some for Bonny Robbin; and even some for Human Hale, But never adrop for me."
He prodded Ash with abooted toe. "How "bout it, how'sthat for poetry?"

"You bastard!" Ash sprang up. His eyeswere blazing with fury. Buttons stood his ground, athough
Linny was not sure shewould have. "I've logt it!" Ash cried, hishands reaching to nothing. "'l was
there—I had it—and now I'velost it. Oh, for the love of blood, somebody give me some paper!”

Buttons took Agh'sthin shouldersin his broad hands. "Easy, guy. Bear!" he caled. "Robbin-a-Bobbin!
Areyou al just aslost asyour buddy here?

There was no answer. Billy Buttons seemed to notice her for thefirst time, dthough Linny had afeding
he never missed anything. "What about you?' he leered. "Ash must have drawn your tits from seventeen
different angles dready; what are you sticking around for?"

Linny met hisslver eyes. "Gang bang. | want Bear to immortaize my hands, and Robbinto do alittle
study of my ears. Asfor my face... well saveit for that human guy who hangs around: humans are good
at eyes, they say they're the windows of the soul. What's your speciaty?'

Billy Buttonsjust grinned a her. His pae hair hung long and stringy, white with abuttercup tint. Hislong
nose had been broken so many timesit amost looked human, and his teeth were amazingly crooked.

Linny knew what that grin meant. She'd passed the test, defended hersalf with her words againg his. Still
shedidn't want to stop. The words kept coming: "Asfor my tits, if you think Ash could find his own dick
inthat date..."

Billy Buttons chuckled; and that was another victory. She couldn't believe how good it felt. Thewords
were power. They flowed in her like blood, like mother's milk, like desire. All those years of pretending
they weren't there, because the other girls might call you an efie bitch, even though you tried to hide your
earswith your hair and darken your skin with makeup to look the same asdl the others... Well, she
could do something about her looks, but not about her thoughts. And her thoughts were full of words.
But the words that hurt people, words that made them laugh and words that called attention to you and
your wit and mastery; those words were for the boys aone. Girls used their bodies and their eyes, and
their loud, high-pitched laughter. The only power words they had were "yes' and "no." Sheld tried
hanging out with the boysin school, becausethey &t least felt right to her with their insults and their
wisecracks. They weren't too thrilled, though. They knew that girls were supposed to be beautiful, or



"cute," whatever that meant. Girlswere thereto admire their words. Even when the boys put up with her
for her cleverness, Linny knew she stood out like a pig in achurch. And standing out, as her mother told
her over and over, was not good here at the fancy school in the nice human suburb we worked so hard
to get you into.

But now Billy Buttons chuckled and Ash put hisarm around her neck and said, "Wl if | can't find it,
let'ssay you find it for me—"

And the words kept coming to her: "Y eah, sure, Ash; then what would | do with it?"
Billy Buttons drew back in mock surprise. "Don't you know?"

"Nah, Billy Boy," Ash said, delighted to be the center of attention, "she don't know. Why don't you tell
her?'

Billy guffawed, and flung one arm around Ash and one around Linny, so that they made acircle, dl linked
together by arms around necks. "Hey, Ash, | like this chick. What's she do? Another artiste?’

Even non—Don't ask HIM, ask ME—"I'm apoet,” Linny said.

"Whew!" Billy drew hisarm away as though she were too hot to touch. Sheliked that. "What kind of
poet?!

Linny looked Billy Buttonsin the face again. Their eyeswere on alevel. She knew he was seeing the
deep bluein hers, alittle too dark for evinkind. But so what? These days, in these lands, not everybody
was pure, pure, pure. He didn't have to know from where, or how much.

"Andvinpost,” shesad.

Later Robbin and Bear wandered in together. They wouldn't say where they'd been, but Robbin draped
himsdf in apicturesque pose on the old footl ocker, and stayed there, smiling smugly at nothing, and Bear
took an old canvas and began painting over it with ferocious sweeping strokes.

Ash got out the rest of the brandy, and Billy produced some coltsfoot cigarettes from one of his
numerous pockets; and they al got to talking about where they'd come from and where they were going.

Linny wondered how much of what they said was redlly true. She had afeding that the ones who said the
least had the most to tell. Ash made abig deal about how usdless held felt growing up in Elfland, without
getting specific. None of the emigres ever gave out details. It was as though Elfland itself wouldn't
trandate, asif the language for it didn't make sense on this side of the Border. But he went on at great
length about the gang of toughswho'd cut histhroat for him hisfirst night in Soho.

"Humans," he said, "maybe even the Pack, out to do alittle elf bashing. And too stupid to redlize they'd
dedt meawound I'd recover from." He absently traced the line of his scar. "1 don't know, it was too
dark to see.”

"Elves," Linny suggested. If hedidn't like her disagreaing with him, it was too damn bad. "Elveswho
knew what they were doing: wanted to rough someone up without murdering them."”

"Not the Bloods," stated Billy Buttons with authority. "That's not their way." Something about the way
everyone was quiet for amoment after he made this smple declaration told Linny al she needed to know
about Billy Buttons background.



"Could have died,” Bear grunted from his corner easel. No one had thought he was listening, but he was.
"Hde saved you."

"Hedid. A fineman, Hae."

"Y our pet human," Robbin sneered. "Did heredly help you, Ash, peca'aryni, or do you just keep him
around to be eccentric?’

Billy laughed. "A little of both, huh, Ash?"
"Haesadl right," Bear said laconicdly; but Linny heard more warmth in that than in Ash's heated defense.

"Canit, Rob, you fucking Dragon's Tooth snob! Y ou're beginning to sound like my purebred Elfland
mother, you know that?'

So, Linny thought, that put young Robbinin hisplace. Hewasa True Blood, dl right; but Ash's Elfland
origins outclassed him. Shefiled it away with therest of her survivd tipsfor the Studio—supposing they
let her stick around, supposing they didn't turn next minute and politely ask when she wasleaving.

She didn't want to go. Ever since she'd come in the door—well, the window—the Studio had been
humming in her blood a song of welcome. Shefdt asif the building recognized her. It was dmost too
perfect to bered: the art, the clutter, the books and brushes and bleached anima skulls, the piles of dirty,
paint-stained rags that would have given her parentsfits, the gorgeous collection of old chipped jarsfull

of more kinds of weird teathan sheld ever seenin her life... The old church was anest for the only
people she'd ever met who saw things the way she did, who cared about what she cared about with the
sameterrible passion. She didn't expect them to seethat, redly: they probably met peoplelike her every
day. And just because they didn't treat her like agirl didn't mean they had to treat her like afriend. Which
was too bad; because she knew she belonged there. They lived art, bresthed art, ate art, dept art, just
like she did. They were pictures, she waswords. She redlized now how little difference it made, why it
wasdl cdled "The Arts." She wanted to stay here forever, making messes and drinking and arguing. ..

Besides, she had nowhere to go.

Robbin drew stiffly away from Ash, fussed with hisslver cuff links. Even Linny could tell hewasfurious,
trying to hide it the way elvesdo. "So, I'm asnob? And | suppose you grew up eating the dirt of Elfland.”

Ash had the grace to amiile. It was an extraordinary moment. Linny wondered if he could pull it off every
time he got someone mad at him. She suspected he could. It was aconcept not entirely foreign to evin
philosophy-victory through yiel ding—athough it was not a popular one.

"A hit." Ashwasgtill smiling sunnily at Robhbin. "Game, and match.” He put his hands on Robbin's
shoulders. "Oh, Rab... two noble gentlemen who have drunk Dragon's Milk together shouldn't quarrel
over something sotrivid." Trivid like Hale, Linny thought, amused. Robbin shrugged, smiled dismissvely;
it was clear peace had been made. She admired Ash's game of manipulation; but someimp in her that
wasfull of power tonight made her cdll it.

"And Bear and I, not being noble gentlemen, are exempt from the genera comradeship?' If shewas
going to lose them all, she wanted to do it in abig way, on her own terms.

But Ash roseto the occasion. "Besar is Bear. He needs no title. And he never quarrels." Ash considered
his moon-white fingernails. " Although he occasionally decks someone. On provocation. Asfor you... we
know nothing about you, besides the fact that you own agreat bike, have strong opinions on epic poetry,
and write in anotebook you won't let anyone else see” He tarted walking around her, examining her



like aspecimen. Linny tried to look bored. "Good clothes,” Ash observed. "Hedthy skin, dfin-pae;
dfin-eared. Red hair, probably dyed. Educated. The wrong accent for Elfland, though. Therefore, unless
you were stolen by humans as a baby and brought up in the World, a Bordertown ef from an affluent
family."

Linny shrugged. "Amazing, Holmes," she muttered.
"Huh?' said Ash.

"Nothing. Y ou forgot to point out that | read too much. The bike was aName Day present from my
father. He doesn't cross over much, but when he does he likesto make a splash.”

"Tragic." Billy Buttons wiped imaginary tearsfrom hiseyes. "The child of abroken home."

But the others were trying to hide the fact that they were impressed. And why not? Sheld practicaly
come out and told them that her father was a very important resdent of Elfland, either atrader or alord,
someone who could cross back and forth with ease. She could practically seethe whedlsturning in Ash's
head: anoblewith awifein Elfland, shesking off to visit hismistressand illegitimate daughter in
Bordertown...

"Yeah," shesaid, "red tragic. But it'slike you were saying before, Ash, you know? None of it seemsredl.
| mean, you can't write great poetry Sitting in apretty bedroom with framed Lillet printsinit. Y ou know:
The Horns of Elfland, The Lovers Farewell ..."

"Message from Home, " Robbin finished in disgust. "I couldn't write alaundry ligt inaroomwith aLillet
init. All that sticky sentiment, thosetired images... Did you know Lillet designed unicorn t-shirts before
he became famous?'

"Oh, come on, Robbin,” Ash said. "Y our parents are collectors. Y ou know what an origind Lilletis
worth these days; don't tell me you didn't have one hanging on the wall when you were akid. Or wasit
bold new statements of Bordertown chic like those Fern collages? Frodo the cat could barf up more
meaningful work! Come on, Rob," Ash urged winningly, "what were your earliest inspirations? What
makes even this dump look better than Dragon's Tooth Hill?"

Proud Robbin was actudly laughing. "It was the dining room," he groaned. "They actudly got him to paint
thewadlls. Pure Lillet, thewhole thing. It waslike egting dinner insde adog's somach.” He buried hisface
in hisddicate fingersin mock horror.

"Hey..." Ashturned acomforting caressinto ayank of Robbin'sbraid. "It's okay, lad. All that's behind
you now. Y ou never haveto look a another Lillet again. No more Lillet... no moreLillet..."

"No more Lillet..." Robbin took up the chant like aspell. Billy Buttons was rapping out a drumbest on a
pile of boxes, and Bear's bass rumbling voice joined them against the sweep of his brushstrokes.

"NomoreLillet,” Linny joined in. "No more Lillet... Therenever wasalLillet... We arethe knaves of
Elfland, We are the fools of Bordertown. Where we pass, Carnival riots. Where we stand, Soho shakes.
Nothing we set our hand to is not achieved, and what we curseis nine times blighted. Weravish the old,
we are the new. We are born tonight, we are with you now!"

Linny found that her hands were clenched in fists on her knees, and her body swayed to the beat of her
chant. She stopped, opened her hands.

"Hal" Billy and Ash and Robbin chorused. Their shout rang with approva. Linny looked at them, trying
to pretend she knew what had happened.



"A rant!" cried Ash, dapping hisknee. "I haven't heard one of those since... sncemy tutor..." Hiseyes
misted over with memory of Elfland.

"I didn't know anyone still wrote those," Robbin said. "One of the classic dvin poetry forms; we had it
crammed down our throats at school.” Helooked hard &t Linny, as though reassessing her to discover if
shewere an old classmatein disguise. "Not bad. Do you write alot of them?”

"| told you | wasapoet,” shesaid primly.

She had never written arant before. Because, she thought, she'd never had anything to rant about. Shed
never belonged anywhere: not with the boys, not with the girls, not with the nice people her parents
wanted her to associate with, not with the toughs who were so stupid you could drive trucks between
their ears.

Ash was standing over her, beaming with ddight. "But this, thisis your greatest work! 'The Mock
Avenue Rant.' "Where we pass, Carnival riots. Where we stand, Soho shakes. ..."

"We are the fools of Bordertown, " Bear came forward, wiping paint off hishandswith arag. "l like
that."

Ash picked up Linny'sleather notebook from the table where sheld left it. She would have killed anyone
else who touched it, but now shefdt that it wastime. No one else had ever seen the contents of that
notebook. It wasn't so much that she was afraid of being judged as she was afraid of being
misunderstood. But if she hadn't been saving it for this precise moment, what had she been saving it for?

Ash was leafing through her notebook, looking at her poems. From time to time he nodded. Linny took
her switchblade out and began shaving little bits of wood off the end of abench. Agh's criticism became
audible."Yes" hemurmured. "Y es, good. Oh, good!" Unbidden came the thought that it was as though
her book were making love to him. She quashed it.

"Yed" Ashlooked up a her, hisfinger ill holding aplacein the book. "Thisisfantagtic. Y ou'veredly
got something here.”

"| thought you hated epics,”" Linny said, remembering the conversation between them at Taco Hell that
had sarted dl this.

"Yeah." Ash shook hishead with a crooked smile. "I thought so too. Because they seemed so dead to
me. But what you've got here'—he waved the notebook—"isred, thisisdive—"

"It'stheold evin forms" she said, made suddenly shy by hispraise. "l just wanted to seewhat | could do
withthem..."

And no mention of the hours sheld spent reading the old romances, dreaming of life beyond the Border
and the prince who would carry her off toit... until sheredlized one day that he just wasn't coming.

No dvin prince was on hisway to 299 Middleton Street to carry Linnea Dark Garnett off to the moonlit
country; and so shedd stood in front of the mirror one afternoon, hacking off thelong, flowing hair that
had aways hidden her ears, reveding now her strong, boyish jawline, high forehead. .. she even gave
hersdlf Sdeburns.

And when sheld done, someone stared back from the mirror who could have been anyone, anything.
Tal, raw-boned, with broad shoulders and heavy, capable hands... and on the face in the mirror now
there was an amused, sardonic smilethat had never been seen there before.



Linny pulled together afew things, and |eft her parents house on her brother's motorcycle. ..

"Wdll, you've doneit!" Ash pulled her back to the present. He sounded so positive. Must be nice to
always be sure of yoursdlf, no room for doubt.

Robbin was reading over Ash's shoulder now, hisfine eyebrows raised. He nodded. "Impressive.”
Bear seemed content to take their word for it.

"Y ou know"—Ash tapped the legther notebook—"there are some very powerful imagesin here. | could
do something with this... that one about the battle at the end of time, for instance." He went to the canvas
he'd been working on. Druiennawrapped in ashawl that looked at once like a cocoon and aspider's
web. Linny thought it was anasty image: al you could see wasthe girl's head, her face haf obscured by
hair. Therest of her wasjust curves and bonesjutting againgt the enveloping cloth.

Ash looked at the painting on the easdl for amoment, and shrugged. He took out ajar of gesso and
began painting over the canvas. Stroke by stroke, Drui and her shawl disappeared, until the artist had
before him aplain field of snow; the white sheet of abed that hadn't been dept in.

"Don't look over my shoulder now." He gestured fussily at Linny with hisbrush. "Wait until it'sfurther
adong.”

"Well," she said, sanding therefeding helpless. They were dl busy now: Ash painting, Robbin scraping a
the pot he'd roasted the peca in, Bear cleaning his brushes; even Billy Buttons was investigating a broken
window.

"You gottago?' Ash asked her.
"Yeah, | guess”

"Whereyou saying?'

Sherisked it. "Nowhere particular.”

"Oh." For much too long, Ash seemed to be thinking, thetip of his paintbrush between histeeth. "Hey,
Bear!" Ash cdled acrossthe studio. "Y ou il got that old deeping bag Charisleft here?"

"Sure. Why?'
"Lin needs someplace to crash. That okay with you, Robbin?'
"l don't seewhy not.”

Wasit redly that smple? Linny let out the breath she hadn't known sheld been holding. "I'll get the bag,”
shesad casudly; "just tell mewhereitis”

"Hey, hold on!" Ash said. Her breath stopped again. "What's your hurry to go to bed? Weve got hours
of work ahead of udl"

Relief made her strong. "What do you want meto do," she asked cockily, "pose for one of the warriors?'
"Aw, no. You just finish that poem about the bike rider. | have another great ideafor that one.”

"What's the rush?" she demanded, picking up her notebook anyway.



"New stuff for the Ferret show!" Ash said enigmaticaly. She waited for him to explain. Mistaking her
slencefor disinterest, he said nonchaantly, "It's nothing specid, redly. We thought it wastime Mock
Avenue Studio got a chance to show our work, so Rob talked Farrel Din into letting us hang some
paintingsin one of hissiderooms. Itl be open to the public, so to speak, in the afternoons when the club

isn't being used anyway."

"Hey!" Bear shouted from his sde of the room. "What do you mean, it'snothing specid? Thisis it, our
first show asagroup.”

"Oh, yeah!" Ash scowled. "And who's going to come and see it? The cognoscenti of Soho: a bunch of
derdicts and drugged-out kids, and maybeif we're lucky, afew of the Bloods:. big art collectors.”

"That"—Robbin drifted over with an air of infinite weariness—"iswhy we're holding it at the Ferret, Ash.
Remember?1 seem to recal someone who looked alot like you saying that the Dancing Ferret already
had alot of credibility around the Tooth: it'sthe hot club for kidsto dancein, evenrich kids, and their
parents know about it. Y ou happened to be right. And what about al your emigre friends, the oneswho
weren't crazy enough to dum it in Soho? Some of them are doing al right in B-town. Y ou said they'd
cometo the opening.”

"Sure." Ashlooked more cheerful. "And Haleisdoing us agreat poster. Humans are good at design.
That, a least, will be acallector'sitem.”

"Soundsgredt,” Linny said. "Whenisit?'
"Couple of months" said Ash. "So get to work!"

She ensconced hersalf cross-legged on thetable. All around her work was going on. Now she was
working too. She fdlt like something inside her was breaking, and it made her want to cry. Except that
what was breaking up was agreat sheet of ice, an entireriver that had been frozen dl her life. Sheld
never believed there was such athing as crying for joy. Now she found it was because tears were the
quickest and easiest way her body had of releasing all the tension of sudden happiness.

But shewouldn't cry. She would write; and later she would go somewhere dark that had aloud band,
and danceit dl out.

She didn't know what time it was when aloud thump above their heads herdded anew arriva at the
window entrance.

"Who'sthat?' Bear caled up loudly. Linny realized with achill that it could be anyone.
"Me. Hde"

Linny recognized the human boy from the afternoon, the one who'd hated the Dragon's Milk asmuch as
shedid, but not had the senseto hide it. He was carrying a pack. In the arbitrary light of the studio, he
looked gawky and angular and drawn, asthough he hadn't dept in along time.

Ash rushed forward to seehim. "Hale! It'snot like you to honor us at this hour. Did you have afight with
your rich migtress, or did your drunken mother kick you out?"

Hale amiled faintly. "Women. They're nothing but trouble.” Then hiseyefel on Linny. Y eah, she thought,
and up yourstoo, fla "Who'sthis?' he asked bluntly, asthough her being there at night made her a
different person from the one hed met that morning.

"ThisisLinny," Robbin said. "She'sapost, like Ash, only better. She's staying in the Sudio for awhile.



Bear, where did you say that deeping bag was?"

"Hale, are you sure you're okay?' Ash looked at the boy with concern. ™Y ou're not hurt or anything, are
you? Hale, are you stoned?'

"Agh, areyou an asshole?' Hale parodied. "Nah, I'mfine. It'sjust that... | thought maybe... | was
wondering if it'd be okay if | moved in here.”

"Y oumean for good?" Robbin demanded.

"No, | mean until my herpes clears up!" Hale snapped. He passed a grimy hand across hisface. "No, |
mean... look, if you guysthink therésaproblem..."”

Bear said, "What kind of problem? There's plenty of room."

"Sure, no problem,” Ash agreed. "Unless you're planning on bringing chicksin here a strange hours.”
Linny looked sharply at him, but Ash seemed obliviousto theimplications of what hed just said. "Or
unlessyou snore.”

"He can't snore louder than Bear," Robbin said. "It isn't physically possible.”

"| keep telling you," Bear answered him, "it's the acoustics of this place. Picks up sound. If wejust laid
down some cheap carpeting—"

"Not on my gorgeous antique Chrigtian tile floor!" Ash squawked.

Linny sat back and considered Hae. She remembered the tender way held laid Ash down on the
mattress only that afternoon, like akid with apet, agirl with her favorite doll. Hale thought Ash was his
persona property. She saw the way he waslooking at the tall elf even now; asif he were ahungry dog,
and Ash held dl the biscuits. She looked away.

One by one the members of the Mock Avenue Studio settled down to work, to deep, to play. Billy and
Bear went out to check out some new music. Linny sat on the trestle table, a cigarette in one hand, apen
in the other, writing about the motorbike that ran faster than evin steeds, that carried itsrider through
perils undreamt of on the other sde of the Border. At last, the room was quiet. Linny could fed the
presence of the others. It enfolded her like awarm, comfortable blanket, the kind of blanket you read
under with awill-0-wisp when your parents have put out the lamp.

When eventualy shelooked up, there was one other light left in the enormous room. His back to the wall
across from her, Hae was sitting sketching her.

Hae never spoketo her if he could help it. Asthe days passed and it became clear that she wasn't going
away, he kept on pretending that she didn't exist. If he wanted to know something, like whether it was
her jacket on the chair, he'd ask someone else, even if shewasin theroom.

At firg it made Linny mad. Then she decided there was no point in both of them being pissed off. So she
darted paying attention to Hde—alot. Sheld ask him what he thought of an articlein Nightlife. Shed
ask him where he got his canvas. It made him wildly uncomfortable. HEd answer as briefly as he could.
She thought that was funny as hell.

None of the othersin the Studio had any trouble degling with her. But then, she thought if Ash brought
home a three-fanged demon and said it tap-danced, they'd play soft-shoefor it. When they were dll
together, drinking or planning the show at the Ferret, shetook a nasty pleasurein directing most of her



remarksto Hae. Let him try to pretend she didn't exist!

She stood behind him one day, watching him paint alandscape. It was abstract, didn't ook like
anywhere sheld ever been or Haleld ever seen. It was something Robbin did superlatively well; from Hae
itwas... unconvincing.

"Get out of my light," Haesaid. "Y ourein my fucking light."

Linny swvung herself up on therailing of the balcony next to him and lit acigarette. "Hae," she said, "what
do you do dl those other sketchesfor, if you're not going to put them in the show?"

Hefrowned at his paette. "What sketches?'

"Y ou know what sketches. The onesyou do in the clubs. The onesyou do by theriver. Of thekids, the
artigs, the punks.” Of me.

"That'snot art,” he said with afine scorn borrowed from Robbin. "That's craft work. It's picture-taking. It
doesn't say anything."

"Oh, yeah? And what does Ms say?"' She gestured at the blobs of blue and green.

He whirled around, and she saw how white his knuckles were on the palette. "I don't know, Linny," he
sad furioudy. "You tell me. What doesit say to you? Lay afew of those precious words on me.”

For thefirst time, he was looking her sraight in the eyes. His eyes were green, with bright gold flecks.
Then she saw that they were bright with pain, not with anger at al. Windows of the soul . What had she
been trying to do dl thistime—get him to notice her? By making him angry? Linny felt agut-wrenching
surge of self-disgust. She was no better than those girlsa schoal, trailing after boysand giggling... They
wanted attention too. Wasn't it enough for her that she had the friendship of the others? Hae wasn't even
evin. Why wagte her time?

"Hey," shesad, "I'm sorry. It'sagreat painting, Hae, redly.”

But he threw down his brush, spattering the floor and his boots with misty green. "It'sashit painting! Give
me abreak, Linny, don't dish that crap out to me. This painting doesn't say anything to you except 'Poor
bagtard.' " He mixed ablob of paint into atin cup of oily stuff and began painting with rough, angry
strokes across the canvas. With amazement, she saw aface taking shape there. He added shadows,
hollowing the cheeks, tracing the curve of bonewith atint of white... it was her own face, gazing out
from afantasy background of misty hills... but the face was transparent, asif the viewer were being
alowed to look behind her eyesto see what she wasimagining.

Thefrightening thing wasthat it wastrue. It was what she saw, when she was dreaming her dreams of
Elfland.

Linny sat frozen, her cigarette burning down to ash. If she moved, she felt she would crack. He shouldn't
know her that well. No one should. How had she given it away?

Hale didn't even notice her. All his attention was on hiswork; it was as though she didn't exist again. This
time she was grateful. She stubbed out the cigarette, dipped off the railing and climbed out of the Studio.
Her bike was nearly out of power, and she didn't have the money to recharge the spell box. She got on it
anyway, and took it asfar asit would go, out dong the river, past the trailer parks and into the dangerous
Borderland.

She had to walk it homein the dark from the Troll Bridge.



It was barely amonth until the show. There were enough paintings and drawings lying in the corners of
the chapd, stacked in careless pilesin the unused portion of the bal cony, to fill the walls of the Dancing
Ferret threetimes over, but this, Robbin explained disdainfully, was old work—at |east several months
old, not good enough now. So in the weeks before the opening, the show was created from scratch,
brand-new works that would contain the soul of Bordertown within the magic-tinged, ever-shifting
colorfield paintings that were the tradition of the Elflands. Ash's canvases dripping with romance, hinting
at the contours of the little Elftown girls who had posed for them; Robbin's landscape-inspired abstracts
of the open Borderlands; Bear's huge paintings that suggested no imagery at dl, just bursts of color with a
driving energy like rock'n'roll. Even Hale painted severd new canvasesin traditiond High-Elvin style—or
tried to. Hard as he worked, his paintings smply didn't resonate as the others did. Perhapsit just wasn't
in hisblood. His landscape portrait of Linny had disappeared; painted over, she hoped.

Billy Buttons did not paint. He flattered and criticized, posed and pouted, scavenged props, found
mysterious tubes of free paint, cheese sandwiches, glassfor the frames, dways hustling, dwayson the
move, waysin theway. He did not live at the studio as the others did, but had a squat of hisown
somewherein the west end, with agirl no one was ever alowed to mest.

They lived catch-as-catch-can. They took items scavenged from garbage cans on the Tooth to tradein
Josh's store for old canvases to scrape the paint off and paint over. Hale made alittle money designing
posters for the clubs; got them free passes, free beers—there were days when dinner was the popcorn a
Danceland. Bear pulled down agig every so often—once known from Ho Street to Hell as the hottest
bass player to hit the clubs, held given up that little bit of fame to concentrate on amore lasting art. When
money camein, they'd blow it on extravagant meals, expensive coffee and cheap champagne; the next
day they'd be back to day-old pastries from the back door of the bakery on Water Street, rationing tea
likeit was holy water, inventing outrageous recipes for Ginger Cat Soup.

"I'm hungry,” Ash said suddenly one afternoon, tossing his brush up inthe air and catching it with a
flourish. "'l wish we had more of that peca. That was good shit."

"Ha," said Hale. "All you did wastry to sing and fall adeep."

"Youthink," Ash retorted. "Y ou wouldn't believe what | saw on that stuff. If BB hadn't snapped me out
of it—I had awhole poem perfectly formed, meter and verse—"

"Try catnip,” Hae snapped.

Linny, gtting silent on her table, raised her eyebrows. It wasn't like Hale to lash out a Ash that way.
"Here." Robbin tossed a bundle of newsprint to Ash. "Eat this."

Ash gtared at the paper. "It'l give me the shits."

Billy Buttons came over to look. "Fuckin' Nightlife. Turner'sthirtieth annua review of the bright young
atigs..."

"... who are the same bright young artists he was raving about thirty years ago,” Robbin finished. "Lord. |
used to read thiswhen | was akid. Same names then as now. | always thought I'd be in there someday."

"Noway," said Hae. "Not while you paint and show in Soho."

"Well how the hell are we supposed to get our paintingsinto the Promenade galleries when we can't even
oet reviewed in fucking Nightlife?' Ash demanded.



"That's not the point,” Linny said. Shetoo had grown up on Nightlife, and remembered when it
represented all that was avant-garde, daring, and artistic, all that she now knew to be old and tired.
"Everything that's happening in art these days is happening in Soho, not uptown, right?1t'snot just us, it's
music and theater and comics and dance... And nobody knows about it. There's kids out there—"

Hale suddenly looked asif held been struck. "Y eah," he said. "Kids. Not the dummers, kidswhose
parents keep them at home, nice kids with nice parents who don't know—"

"—who don't know anything about what's going on," Robbin continued. Finishing each other's sentences
was something the Studio did when it wasredlly clicking.

Ash stood there looking like held just received adivine revelation. Before he even said anything, Linny
knew what it would be: "L et's found our own paper!”

"No," Linny said. "Same problem: who'd read it? Just more Soho people.”
"Sowhat?' Ashturned on her. "At least it'sagtart! And who'sto say that in afew years—"

"No," Linny repeated. "That's not the point.” Something about the way she said it derted Billy Buttons,
who waslooking at her with afixed, vulpineintengity. "Go on, Linnet," he said.

"Weinfiltrate" she announced.

She came forward and took Ash's copy of the paper. "Look." She rattled the pages. "Type. Drawings.
Chesp paper. They can doit. We can do it. And who's to know the difference—until they read the
reviews of Squatter's Thesater, of Sick Wizard comics... and Alf Turner'srave preview of the Mock
Avenue Studio show &t the Dancing Ferret?”’

"You... fiend!" Adh'sfar faced glowed with delight.

"Let me get thisdtraight,” said Robbin, fiddling with hissilver hairclasp. "We do an exact copy of
Nightlife but with Soho arts reviews—including abig plug for our show—and somehow we manage to
subgtitute our paper for theredl thing al over thecity?"

"Oh, yes." Billy Buttons chuckled richly. "Oh yeswe do. Who do you think distributes Nightlife?"

They thought about it. Ragamuffins did: the dley kids of Soho, thosefiercelittle children with their war
paint and spiky hair.

"The Bloods have an "arrangement’ with those kids," Buttons said, smiling evilly. "1 think we can work
something out there... | definitely think so."

"There's one thing no one's bothered to consider,” Hale said pugnacioudy, "and that's the smal matter of
how you're going to get thisthing actually printed. Or do the Bloods have an ‘arrangement’ with the Third
Street Printers Guild too?”

Ash laid onefinger ong the side of hisnose. "Now, now; you just let your own Nuncle Ash take care of
that. | happen to know where there's a printing press lying unused not one hundred yards away from
wherewe gt!"

It caused the sensation Ash intended.
"Yeah," Hale said sourly; "but doesit work?"

Ash brushed his objections away with butterfly handsin the air. "Don't be adoubter, Hale! 1t'll work by



thetimewe need it to."
"Thenwecandoit,” Linny sad blissfully. "Wecanredly doit.”

"Sure" said Ash with findity. "Linny, you and | will write the articles—and anyone e se who wantsto, of
course. Bear can copy the picture style—he's good at doing that redlistic crap when he has to—and you
too, Hale, of course: you're greet at that, you can copy al the ads.”

Linny watched Hae stiffen. Ash could be so dumb, sometimes. "And what," the human boy asked
carefully, "makes you think | want to waste my time on adip-shit project like this?'

"Areyou kidding?" Ash demanded. "Thisisgoing to make our fortune! It'sthe onething | can think of
that'll get our show publicity al over B-town! By thetime peopleredizeit'sahoax, Mock Avenue
Sudio will be burned in their brains. They won't be able to go on ignoring us after this. Linny'sagenius.”
Hale shrugged. Ash came up to him, put adender hand on his muscular shoulder. "Anyhow, it'sgoing to
be fun. Those ads don't have to be exact copies. Don't you want to draw the Fairfield Soap Girl ina
garter belt and push-up bra?' Hale tried and failed to repress a smirk.

And somehow large sheets of paper appeared, and al over the floor people were spreading them out
and sketching mock-Nightlife layouts, page by page; and Linny was compiling thelist of articlesin her
notebook, and she and Bear were arguing about whether the Ferret or Danceland ought to have been
voted best dance club in the Annud Poll...

And in the years after, when she had gotten dl the fame that Ash ever wanted, al the worship Robbin
craved and the recognition that Bear never had, Linnea Dark Garnett was to remember that as the best
afternoon of her life.

Hale smdled the armpit of hisfavorite shirt with the mutating fish onit. No way. But hist-shirtswere
amost asbad. What did people do when they didn't have amom to make the dirty clothes magically
disappear? He put on the least offensive shirt and tried not to inhae. Maybe he could find something new
at José's.

He stumbled down from the bal cony, barking his shin on the ladder again. The room was cold and drafty,
thetiles chilly beneath the boy's bare feet. There was athin, rusty trickle of water from the tap of what
used to be the Ladies Room benegath the chapel; Hale splashed water on hisface and over his head,
dicked back hishair. He dried himsdf on the aingle grimy towel, and scowled at himsdlf in the mirror
above the sink, startled by how much the expression resembled Sissy's. He'd gotten thinner, developing
shadows beneath his cheekbones and under the scar from thefight at hislast private school. He fingered
his beardless chin and sighed. When the hell was he going to stop looking like akid?

Hale brushed histeeth with hisfinger, sourly remembering dl the things he hadn't thought to bring with
him from home. Sissy was right; he couldn't do anything without screwing it up. But he couldn't go back
there; not now, perhaps not ever. His dad was a copper—if he'd wanted Hae to come home, he would
have tracked him down before now.

Updtairsin the chapel, pae morning light set the stained-glass windows glowing, casting rainbow colors
on age-stained white walls, falling on the dust and soot thick on thewindowsills. Top Cat, the scrawny
torn with the seven-fingered left paw, sat in asunny patch cleaning plaster dust from his black fur while
above him abenevolent angdl smiled placidly. Robbin sat before his easdl, pulled close to the heet of the
Magic Fire, mixing turpentine into atub of green-gray paint. Whether held gotten up early or been up
sncethe night before wasimpossibleto tdll; hewasimmaculately dressed, as ways, asthough for
afternoon tea.on Dragon's Tooth Hill. He glanced up at Hale with disinterest, and then away again. Hale



had seen him look at girlsthat way, dismissng them. Unimportant.

Thejarsof coffee and black teawere empty. The pot on the Magic Fire contained one of those elvin
herba brews that Hale had never grown used to. He poured some into a paint-spattered mug anyway,
letting the warmth of the pottery thaw hisfrozen fingers. They had only been squatting in the church since
spring; what were they going to do when winter came?

Y et held rather wake up cold and hungry here than to the breskfast table at home—nhisfather angry,
Sissy trying to disappear into her chair, his mother somewhere far off in the ozone. In the 'burbsthe
commuters would be hustling now and the traffic would be loud on the Riverside Bridge. In Soho the
days sarted quietly, revving up dowly for the nightsto come.

Ha e gazed around the vast, empty room. Ash's mattress was piled with clothing and blankets; the bogus
newspaper was al laid out on thefloor. At the far end of the chapel wet clothes were hanging over a
rafter beam. He could hear the water dripping onto the tiles below. The corner Linny had claimed was
the only part of the studio besides Robbin's that wastidy. She kept her booksin alittle pile, her meager
wardrobein alittle pile—if shed owned anything else, she'd probably keep that in agoddamn little pile
too.

"Whereiseverybody?' Hale asked Robbin, though what he really meant was: whereis Ash?

"Updairs. In thetower," the other boy answered without looking up. Benesth his paintbrush, shifting
colors echoed the shimmer of the Elfland Border. A blotch of color indicated the city, nestled besideit in
the Hills. Hale looked over his shoulder and suppressed asigh, envying Robbin his smooth technique.
Thetrick to vin art wasfor the painter to put his own perceptionsinto the shifting imagery, and thiswas
Robbin al over: beautiful, precise, and alittle cold.

Ha e borrowed apair of socksleft draped over a pile of books, laced up his jackboots, stole Ash's
overcoat from the hook on the balcony post. As he climbed the treacherous, circular stairs up the Bell
Tower he was careful to avoid the missing steps and the places where the treads were in danger of giving
in. Thewadls of the stairwell were covered with Ash's poetry, Billy's cartoons, and old graffiti. THE
BELL TOWER GHOST WASHERE. DANTE LOVESBEATRICE, BEWARE THE
BLOODS—crossed out and emended to BEWARE THE JABBERWOCK, MY SON. Halewas
breathing hard and had a kink behind his bad knee by the time he reached the top.

At the head of the stairswas acircular room, with ropesin the center leading to the bells above. Open
windows were cut into the stone on three sides; on the fourth side, looking north to Elfland, they'd been
bricked up, protecting good churchgoers from the unholy view. Ash sat on an eastern window ledge
facing therisng sun and the Mad River valley. Bear leaned againgt the other side of the windowsill, amug
of the herbal concoction cradled in his broad hands. Between them was the evin girl. Hae froze halfway
through the door. Then, before they noticed him, he turned and went back down the sairs.

Dammit, the girl was alwaysthere. At night, when he went to his bed on the bal cony, laughing with Ash
and Robbin below. In the morning when he awoke, when a guy needed a quiet moment alonewith his
friends. She was dwaysthere, with that exasperating smile, with the cornflower-blue eyesthat caught his
own and chalenged them every time.

Frodo accosted him coming back down the stairs, appearing through the gap of amissing tread to dance
at hisfeet and demand breakfast. Hale draped the cat over his shoulder, wincing as the claws dug
through the wool into hisflesh. Asthey reached the third-story window, he saw agrinning face peering
through the glass.

"Hae, my man!" Billy Buttons said, squatting on the parsonage roof outside. "Just the person | was



looking for! Comewith meand I'll buy you acup of tea—hell, acup of coffee! Got some businessto
attend to down at the Hard Luck Cafe.”

Normaly Hale would be suspicious of Billy's generosity, but right now al he wanted to do wasto get out
of Mock Avenue. "Y eah, sure" he said, climbing onto the roof, bringing Frodo with him attached to his
coat likeafur collar. Hed go anywhere this hour of the morning on the promise of a cup of good human
coffee.

Buttons was |ooking even seedier than usual. His raincoat wastoo large for him, rolled up at the deeves
and hanging below his knees, wrinkled as though held just pulled it from somelaundry bin. Hiseyeswere
rimmed with red, his hair hung in yelow tangles beneath an old broad-brimmed hat, and heheld a
toothpick between his clenched teeth. He extended ahand in apeeling red lesther glove, helping Hae
make the jump between the fire escape and the sidewalk. Frodo scrambled down the back of Hale's
coat, disappeared through a busted window leading into José's store.

Mock Avenue, likethe rest of Soho, was quiet at thistime of day. José's place was chained and
spell-locked up while he dept off the effects of yesterday's profits. Madame Sydni, the card reader, sat in
her parlor window, smiling at the boys as they passed by. A bum lay on the porch of agutted
townhouse—evin or human, it wasimpossibleto tell through the mass of gray-white hair. Elvin,

probably, for this was Blood territory—the east end of Soho, over to the river wall.

Mock Avenue followed awinding course that cut across the streets of Soho, past Carniva south of the
Dancing Ferret; past Gateway, the drag-racing strip; north and west until it ran into Ho. On the corner of
Ho was the Oberon Building, an immense structure, boarded up, that took up an entire city block. Once
it was abalroom or some such thing; now it was runaway centrd, the place they al ended up, sooner or
leter.

On Ho Street there was alittle more early-morning action: acouple of kids trying to bum some change,

some Packers cruising on low-dung bikes, eyeing the two of them suspicioudy. Hale was clearly human,
his brown hair dicked back behind round ears; but with hisyellow hair, his hat douched low, there was

no teling whet Billy Buttons might be.

TheHard Luck Café was clear on the other end of Ho, across the street from Danceland near the turf
ruled by the human Pack. Ho Street was neutrd territory, where the gangs held to atruce. But Hale
wouldn't care to be caught south of it thisfar down if hewaswearing red lesther or had silver in hishair.

The building had once been abank; its history evident in the ssamped tin ceiling and the marble of its
walls and floor. Someone had taken it over before vandas could strip and ruin it; the cafe had been
operating out of the ground floor for aslong as anyone could remember. 1t was a place you could come
on acold winter's night, nursing a penny'sworth of teafrom dusk until dawn. Danceland, acrossthe
street, had been around amost aslong.

Buttons chose atablein aback corner, positioning himself so that he could keep an eye on the door. He
ordered coffee for them both from alittle human girl, her fuchsia-colored pony tail bobbing above her
shoulders. She chewed her gum with her mouth wide open, popping it loudly as she turned back to the
bar. The smell reminded Hae painfully of Sissy. He scowled at the girl as she put his coffee down in front
of him.

"So what's going on?" he asked Billy Buttons, but dl Billy would say was, "Wait and see.” Hae pulled
out his ubiquitous sketchbook to passthe time. They didn't have to wait for long.

A tdl, ugly Blood camein through the double doors, drawing attention with hisheight and the
conspicuous red leather he wore from head to toe. He sauntered back to their corner, shook a cigarette



out of acrumpled pack, and lit it, staring down at Billy, without sparing even aglance for Hae. He had a
scar like lightning across his forearm and wore three ruby studs on the lobe of apointed ear.

"Niceyou could come," said Billy with acrooked smile. "Coffee? Tea? A draft of bitter de?"

The ef waved away the offer, dragged another chair over, scraping it across the marblefloor. "Let's get
down to business, Buttons. Y ou have something we want. | want to know what you want."

"Well now, itssmple, redly—"
"Money? Drugs? Chocolate? Protection?”

"Cooperation. What we're proposing isalittlejoint venture, between thelads | represent”—he nodded
toward Hale—" and the Bloods."

The df looked at Halefinally, and down at the sketch held made on hiswhite pad. "Humans?' he said, as
if the word was sour.

Billy leaned back in his chair, playing with histoothpick, enjoying himsdlf. "Don't be too quick to throw
around insults, my fine buck. Some of my best friends are human. Including my mother.”

The Blood's pale eyes narrowed. He scratched his shaved silver skull. "Buttons, we got no feud with you.
Just tell uswhat you want. Give me astraight answer for oncein your goddamn life.”

Billy outlined his plan, explaining the bogus edition of Nightlife to athug who had never read an arts
review in hislife. "Digtribution, that's where you comein. Y ou get the papersto the dley brats, and they!ll
hawk it al over the city. They'll never know it's not the real one; never met an aley kid yet who could
read."

The ef looked skeptica. He tapped his ashes onto the floor. "Why us? Why not do thisyourseves?' He
looked back and forth between Buttons and Hale. Hale continued sketching and tried to look cool, as
though it was every day he sat making deals with gang leadersin Ho Street cafes. Lordy lord, what
would hisfather think? Hale pushed the thought away.

"Y ou've got the manpower," Billy explained. "And the aley brats come from your turf. Besides, | thought
the Bloods would want to have a piece of this—tweek the noses of dl them rich True Bloods looking
down at usfromthe Hill..."

A dow smile spread across the big Blood's face. He was not a smart man, Hale redlized with surprise.
Little Sissy could run circlesaround this guy.

"All right,” thefdlow said. "Now | know what you want. When do we get what we want?*
"When the job is done. Blood's Oath."

"Blood's Oath," the other repeated. "Buttons, you have aded." The big €f rose, drew lazily on his
cigarette. "1 don't know what an elvin oath isworth to ahafie. But if you fuck with us, remember: you're
dead mest in Bordertown.”

All of the humor left Billy'sface then. "I ran with the Bloods once," he said softly, and theway he said it
made the coffee in Hale's somach roll. "My dear young man, don't question my honor again.”

The Blood stared at him for amoment, then inclined his head—arare gesture of respect from full blood
to hafie. The color returned dowly to Billy Buttons cheeks asthe ugly df turned and walked out the



door.

"Well, well, me deario, wasn't that entertaining? Drink up now, Hale, mustn't let good coffee get cold.”
Hale had a thousand questions, but as he put his pad awvay he only asked one.

"What isit the Bloods want, anyway?' Buttons paused. " Something that | haven't got,” he said.

Josg's store had once been a pharmacy. Some of the fixtures were il there: the Formica-topped
counter, yellowed with age, tall cabinets from which the glass had been scavanged long ago, empty
display casesfor toothpaste, condoms, deodorant soaps. The sign outside still ssid REXALL DRUGS,
and every once in awhile some semiconscious kid would wander in looking for fairy-dust.

The shelveslining thewalls of the front room were crammed with odds and ends of junk both evin and
human: dishes, books, broken appliances, mismatched shoes, odd bits of carving from over the Border,
strange elvin gadgets whose uses were near impossible to determine. The second room wasfilled with
old clothes and draperies—the velvets, the sequins, the lace and vintage spandex that were dl the rage
for nights out on the town. Kids came to find fashions from times past to wear into the clubs, and to trade
goods they'd found in trash bins or stolen from the fancy houses on the Hill. José had started the store
when he and hisold lady first came to Bordertown, cutting adea with the Bloodsfor thistiny piece of
their turf. Then hisold lady ran off with a True Blood, and now José ruled over his kingdom of junk
done.

Jos2 wasasmall man, even for ahuman, and compact, the muscles of hisarms covered from shoulder to
wrist with intricate tattoos. For each one he had a different story about life beyond the Borderlands, in
citiesthat sounded imaginary, far away in the human World.

The store was open when Hale and Billy turned back down Mock Avenue. José was reading the latest
issue of Sick Wizard; Frodo and T.C. were deegping off breskfast, having made anest in apile of
Elfland brocades. There was a nine-pack of bitter ae on the counter beside them—José's hangover

recipe.
"Mr. Gutierrez, how are you thisfine autumn morning?"* Billy began.

"Get out, get out," Joséinterrupted him, brigtling. "I know that tone of voice—it dways meanstrouble.
Hale, do me afavor, will you, and remove this personage from my store?"

"Now Josg, don't betoo hasty," Billy protested. "I have a perfectly legitimate business proposition here."

"Legitimate, my ass. | might aswell make aded with Frodo the cat as ded with you; helll pay mejust as
fast. Get out of here, Buttons, before | forget I'm aman with high blood pressure and throw you out
mysf!”

"Hey, okay, my man. If that's the way you want it. But | came hereto do you afavor. If you don't want
it, hey, no skin off my—"

"What favor?' José asked suspicioudy.

Billy pulled out aslver knife and began to clean hisfingernails. " Oh, concerning alittle hot item you just
might want to get rid of. A red-hot item; 'explosive’ you could even say.”

José crossed hisarms over his chest, chewing on the ends of his black mustache. "What exactly do you
know about this, kid?' he asked.



Buttons smiled, crooked teeth showing. "That you've got it. That the Bloodswant it. And that the Pack
wantsit back."

"Dammit, Buttons," Gutierrez exploded. "Where do you get your information? How do you aways know
exactly what's going on?' He sighed. "Sometimes" he said, "1 think you know what | had for breskfast
two hours before | wake up and decide.” Gutierrez pulled a quilted bundle from under his Formica
counter. Benegath the wrappings lay a sawed-off shotgun—deadly, too unpredictable to be truly useful in
aplacelike Bordertown. The last time the Bloods had gotten hold of agun it had worked, surprisingly,
just fine—worked so well it killed one of their own.

"A woman running with the Pack brought it over to me. She was desperate for bucks, wanted to go back
home to the World. Stoleit right from under Sammy Tucker's nose—and like aprize ass | bought it, just
to get it off her hands. What am | going to do with it? The Pack and the Bloods are gonnaknow | got it.
No matter who | trade it to, somebody's gonna be sorely pissed at old Jose."

"Y ou could giveit to the coppers,” Hae suggested. He didn't much care for the thought of somethug like
the one from this morning being out on the streets with agun.

"And have them on my tail? They've got ways of tracing thingsthat makes my head spin..."

"You could giveit tome" Buttons said, staring at hisnails. "Giveit to me, your problemis solved, smple
asthat. One, two, three."

José snorted. "Buttons, | trust you even lessthan | trust the gangs. Why the hell should | turn thisover to
you? What do you want it for, that's what | want to know."

"I want to giveit to the Bloods. | promised them they could haveit."
"You promised,” José sputtered.

"Perhaps| wasjus alittle hasty," Billy admitted. With amovement quick aslightning, he plucked the
shotgun from the counter. "But | did give my word. So | think you redlly ought to reconsider, my deario.
I'll giveyou fair tradefor it. | suggest you name your price." Helowered the gun until it was aimed at
José's somach. He smiled cheerfully at the smaller man.

"Buttons..." José said warningly.

"Youwon't sdl?' Billy sad. "Then I'll lose my honor in front of dl the Bloods. Guessthereés only one
thing left to do.”

Billy reversed the gun'saim so that it pointed at himsdlf. "Billy!" Hale shouted as he squeezed the trigger.

"It's not loaded, you asshole; cdm down," José said, grabbing the gun back from the halfie boy. "But you
couldn't have known that for sure, you young fool."

"No," said Billy, "but | did know that the firing pin is soldered shut. Y es, my dear; the Pack's famous gun
iscompletdly, utterly usdless. They just want it back before the Bloodsfind out.”

"It is?" José picked up the gun warily and examined it more closdly. "I'll be goddamned. 1'd barely
touched the thing—these little mamas are arisky business so close to the Border. Only bought it off the
girl soit wouldn't fall into worse hands..."

"So what do you say, mi amigo José, that we give this piece to thelocal Bloods and let Sammy Tucker
know thet hislittlegig isup?’



"Sure, sure. Takeit, Buttons. | don't give ashit. Thisthing is goddamn useless—and | can't tell you how
many nights'velost deep over it. Takeit, with my blessings. Only remember... you just promised fair
trade.

"And you just said it was usgless, my man!"
"Usdessisnot the same asworthless, asyou well know."
"Look, | just spent my last pennies buying Hale here a cup of coffee and—"

"Takethis" Haesad, taking off Ash'sovercoat. "It'swarm; it'swool or something. Ashll never missit.
And if hedoes, wdl, hey, no harm done."

"You'rean evil man, Hae," Buttons said gpprovingly.

José took hold of the coat, inspected it with acritical eye. "It will do," he said findly, and hung it up inthe
second room. "Ash isdown in the basement, by the way. He'slooking over that old printing press of
mine, the one | traded the car seatsfor.”

Buttons led Hale through the store to the basement stairs, the shotgun riding across his dim shoulders.
Below they found Ash and the elvin girl on their hands and knees on the concrete floor.

"Isthisanew party game?' Buttons asked the two of them.

Ash sat back on his hedls and pushed silver hair out of his eyes. Hiswhite cheeks and the knees of his
black jeans were covered with dust. He clutched something like the pieces of apuzzlein the pam of his
gloved hand.

"We're skunked, man," Ash said with adgected sigh. " Nightlife is off. After dl that work."

"What the hell do you meanit'soff?" Billy Buttons asked irritably. After amorning of successful whedling
and dedling, he clearly felt he deserved more than this.

Ash rapped his knuckles against a decrepit piece of sagging machinery. "Thisistheletter press,” he
explained. "And thisisthetype, al over thefloor. So far aswe cantell, agood third of it is
missing—carried off by literate mice, | guess. Or dseit was never here to begin with. How the fuck can
we print the thing up if we can't even find al the vowe s?*

Linny was searching the corners of the room by the dull light of awill-o-wisp hovering above her pam.
Shewaswearing an old evin velvet dress over her leather boots; probably something sheld found
upstairsin the store. Hale had never seen her dressed hdfway like agirl before; neither had Billy Buttons,
from the way he was staring. The plain dark green set off the paeness of her skin, brought out the lights
in her red hair. The skirt of the dress was getting covered with soot as she crawled across the floor
collecting tiny metalic letters.

"Thisisit, Ash," shesaid. Shelooked over at their little pile. "WEIl haveto rewrite al the reviews so that
they only usetheletters T and Sand R. We've got lots of R's—at |east four or five. What do you think of
the Rock Avenue Studio?!

Shewastrying to jolly Ash out of his sudden depression, but Hale could have told her it wasn't going to
work. Ash's downs were as extravagant as his highs. The elvin boy drooped on the cold concrete floor,
asthough hehad just lost al will to live.

Linny came over to him, put ahand on his shoulder. "Listen, Ash," she said, her voicelow and husky,



"well figure something ese out. Don't give up yet." But even shelooked doubtful, with shadows of
disappointment beneath her blue eyes. Ash amiled up at her, and Hae fdt his somach tighten.

"Look, Ash," Hae said suddenly. "I can get it printed up. | know apress... Only thingis, it'snotin
Soho."

"Whereisit then?" Billy Buttons wanted to know.

"It's, umm, acrosstheriver."

Ash brightened at this new plan, but Billy was regarding Hae curioudy.
"Y our mysterious past revedsitsdf at last, eh Hale?!

"This has nothing to do with my past,”" Hae answered quickly. "Y ou're not the only one with connections
inthistown."

"Connections..." Linny interrupted, looked comicaly from one boy to the other. "Who cares, aslong as
it works! He's got connections, and we've got a presst Come on, guys, let's get back to work! Weve
got apaper to put out: deadlines to meet, showsto review..."

Her arm was around Adh's shoulder. Hale caught himsdlf staring at it, at them. Helooked quickly away.
But he could not block out the sound of Linny's laughter as she and Ash climbed the gairs. He never
wanted to do her goddamn paper anyway. So why was he suddenly volunteering to do it now?

At thetop of the stairs Linny stripped off the elvin dress; underneath it were her usua baggy trousers and
aman's undershirt bleached as white as her skin. She handed the velvet dressto Gutierrez. "No thanks. |
guessit'sjust not me after dl." He gave Linny her leather jacket and she shrugged back into it with
familiar ease. Thejacket transformed her into ayoung boy again. She pulled her leather glovesfrom the
pockets, and apack of cigarettes.

Outsde the day was cold and bright. Hale shivered in histhin fish shirt and quickly climbed thefire
escape to the roof. In the chapel Bear was running paint through aspray gun onto a piece of masonite.
When he saw them, he mumbled the spell to shut off the air pump and nodded toward the other end of
the room. Drui wasthere, curled up on Ash's bed, reading the half-penny Scanda Sheet they sold on he
dreetsin Elftown.

She wore nothing beneath Ash's brocade robe, waiting to pose. She jumped up and ran to the elvin boy
as he camein the door behind Hale. "Ash!" Her eyes clouded as she spotted Linny behind him. "Ash?"
she asked uncertainly. "Did you forget you told me to come back soon as | could? My mother found out,
see... I'm sorry it'sbeen so long.”

"Oh, look kid," Ash said with no embarrassment. "I meant to send a message up to Traders Heaven. I'm
finished with that painting. Y ou don't have to come down to Sit for me anymore.”

"Oh." Her mouth drooped just alittle. "Well, can | seeit, Ash—now that it'sfinished? Will it bein the
show at the Ferret?'

"No. It didn't exactly turn out. So | painted over the canvas. It just wasn't what | wanted. Some paintings
are like that—you try and try, but you just never get anything worth keeping."

"It looked pretty good to me," Druiennasaid quietly. "But hey, what would | know? I'm not an artist, am
I?" She tossed back her silver curls, tried not to look hurt, almost succeeding.



Ash steered Linny over to the warmth of the Magic Fire, poured her a cup of the overbrewed herba
potion. Shelooked uncomfortable as he fussed over her, effectively dismissing little Druienna, suddenly
turning Linny into hisgirl. For once, Linny seemed asif she didn't quite know what to say.

Drui stood with Agh's robe clutched tightly around her. Then she began to gather her clothes, thefrilly
shirt, the spangled trousers, the high-heded shoes that Hale could not imagine how she waked in. Sheld
comedl the way down from Elftown for Ash in those goddamn stupid shoes.

"Wait, Drui," Hae said to her suddenly. "Don't go yet. Do you want to come up to the balcony and Sit
awhile for me?1'd like to do some sketches, maybe even try apainting... if you'vethetime, that is," he
added, smiling encouragingly. Druiennalifted her head and looked at Hale with the puppy-dog gaze she
had previoudy reserved for Ash.

"Sure, I've got loads of time," she said to Hale, her gaze flickering across the room to Ash and Linny. She
tossed back her curls and smiled brightly at the boy, hisinterest animating her, making her pretty once

again.

"That'sswell, Drui. Terrific," hefound himsdf babbling, al too avare of blue eyesfollowing him ashe
crossed the chapel and up the balcony ladder behind the tiny elvin girl. He glanced down once, and Linny
was indeed looking up a him. But thistime, when he caught her eye, she smiled.

Bear was an expert lock-picker. No one cared to ask the burly, quiet ef how he had come by such a
disreputable talent, but Hale was grateful for it now asthey clustered shivering around the backdoor of
the Church of Saintliness on Middletown Road, across the corner from his parents house in the suburb
of Pleasant Gardens. The night was cold, the air clear; overhead the stars of Elfland whedled in patterns
that would have mystified the astronomers of the World. From the open Borderlands beyond the housing
tracts came the occasional howling of creatureswith no names.

Billy Buttons had st the entire plan into motion; between Ash's enthusiasm and Billy's plots and dedlsthe
whole mad scheme had turned into redlity. Somehow, from the seed of Linny'swhimsy had grown this
moment: fingersfrozen into shards of ice, bresths held againgt the fear of sudden voicesin the dark: Hey
you kids—what are you doing there?

Around the bend, two blocks away, his parentslay deeping, encased in pink stucco. He'd passed the
house riding on the back of Bear's Harley and seen the light on in Sissy'sroom. It had given him aqueasy
fedling to have histwo worlds collide—as though Sissy and Dad and Linny and Ash and Bear could not
exist inthesameworld, Sde by sde.

With agrunt, Bear jimmied the lock into opening, and the double doors swung into the dark of the
church's back hdl. Inside, there were no windowsto let in starlight or moon. Hale prayed held remember
the way to the press; he prayed at this hour there would be no one there. He wondered if the patron saint
of the church till had any interest in listening to his prayers.

They left Ash guarding the door—watching for Bloods, coppers, watching over Bear and Linny's bikes
parked behind the trash bins. Robbin and Billy were back in the city, making sure the redl edition of
Nightlife never reached its destination. Linny—the only one of the lot of them who could spell—would
oversee the setting of type. Hale would run the press. Bear would break through any door that stood in
their way.

Dressed in black, creeping down the darkened halway, Hale felt like aterrorist on assgnment, with
copperplatesin the pack on his back instead of international secrets or high-tech explosives. If it weren't
for the tension eating & the pit of his scomach he might dmost find thisfun, like the oy games he used to



play with the neighborhood kids when he was young. Bear worked on the lock of the inner office door;
Halefound himsdf holding his breath, listening for footstepsin the dark, and then the door clicked open
and they passed through into the back rooms of the Church Times. All they needed now wasto find the
basement room that housed the Times own press.

Hale had been in these back rooms more times than he cared to remember, running off his mother's
popular cookbooks filled with bible quotes and bad recipes masked with aggressively perky names:
"Turkey Ddight,” "Rumless Rumcake," "Dragon's Tooth Filling”... for god's sake. Empty, the dark, ugly
warren of modern rooms—so different from the old church on Mock Avenue—was unfamiliar and
disorienting. Hale had the sudden sick fedling he had never been here before. That it was someone else's
life

"Thisway," Linny said, tugging a hisarm. "I've got ahunch. Let'stry these doors.”

Elvin hunches must be magic, for the doors she chose led to the room with the press—ahuge, gleaming
monster machine that Hale had cometo love. Nothing like the pathetic letterpress Ash had thought they
could run awhole paper on. Like so much in Bordertown, the press was a haphazard mishmash of evin
spdls and human technology, designed to override the problem that the principles of photography
worked no better in Bordertown than the principles of firearms.

Haleflicked on the spell-lights, his nervousness forgotten. As he started up the machinery hefelt
happiness run jolting through hisveins, like when a painting began to take shape under his brush—a
better high than any fucking ef drug. He patted the machine's plate cylinder like he was greeting afriendly
dog, put down his heavy pack, and turned to the others to explain what they were about to do. Nightlife
, Still affecting to be an "underground" paper after dl these years, was produced on a press little better
than this. Their edition would be crude, but not instantly recognizable as a counterfeit. Bear's eyes began
to glaze over in the way typica to evestrying to cope with dien technology—but the evin girl caught on
surprisngly quickly, Hale's enthusiasm the spark that set fire to her own.

The clock wasticking off the hours until the time set for their rendezvous with the Bloods in the hour
before dawn.

Hale and Linny set quickly to work. Bear—mystified by, and perhaps even alittle frightened of, the loud
machinery—retreated to scouting the hallways and watching the street for Signs of coppers. By thetime
Haleredized held been |eft dlone with Linny, hewastoo caught up in the rhythm of their work to care. It
wasasif thegirl could read hismind; like Sissy, she was aways a haf-step ahead of him, dways knew
what he was going to need next—not only anticipated him, but offered up suggestions of her own. This
was the way work should aways be, a syncopated dance—not afight and astruggle. Step by step the
paper came together. They stood silent, tensed, as the machine fed newsprint between the cylinders,
gobbling up the Church Times' supply of paper like some big hungry beast. Then the first pagesrolled
wet and gorgeous from the press.

Linny let out awhoop she couldn't contain. Hale grinned from ear to ear, hugging himsdlf asthough to
hold in the overflow of ddlight. They leaned over the sheet together, reading the headline that jumped
from the page:

SOHO: WHERE ART MEETSLIFE

"Saturday nights are a carnival all over Bordertown," Linny read doud, "but especially in Soho. The
streets boil with kids looking their best and wildest. The gangs live for this, and Soho owes a lot of



its dazze to their weapons of war: clothes, hair, bands, bikes. Each gang wants to sport the best,
the hottest, the newest of all of these, and that arms race makes the Soho streets blaze with eye

candy.

"Not, of course, that a few kids don't get stupid on occasion, tune each other up, and break some
heads. When you find that some tall elvin Blood |ooks better in one of the new ribbon coats than
you do—well, the temptation to take it out on his aristocratic nose can betoughto resist. ... Ha! |
think Ash isright—we can't pretend the gangs don't exist or aren't anuisance, but we can make them
fashionableashdl!"

Above the article was one of Hal€'s engravings, the street scene on Ho at night, only abit romanticized.
The Page One Table of Contentslisted acomplete Soho tour guide: An overview of Squatters Thesater,
staged at unpredictable intervalsin the gutted ruins of Carniva Street. A rundown of the bars and cafes
tucked in hidden corners of the Old City. A lesson in Soho fashion—how to avoid looking like you've
just come down from the Hill. A guide to Soho nightlife, rating the dance clubs, the bands, even the gangs
according to the spectacle they put on asthey cruised Ho Street on a Saturday night. And, of course, a
preview of the Mock Avenue Studio show, opening thisweek at the Dancing Ferret, touted with Ash's
digtinctive hyperbole as only the most brilliant grouping this side of the Border.

"What'sthis?' Linny asked, pointing to aline of type at the bottom of the page. It read: Squirt, Life gets
better when you get older, | promise. Love, Asshole. "l thought we put the personals on page three. Is
thissome kind of ajoke?’

"Yeah," Haesaid, "just somekind of ajoke." He hoped the kid would see it. But what were the chances
of Nightlife—even this edition—getting into Sissy's hands?

Her head bent closeto his, Linny looked at him sideways out of those extraordinary eyes, catching him
with hismask of indifference down. ™Y ou're nicer when you're doing something you care about Hale."
She was probably comparing thisto his black moods when he painted, wrestling with those evin
abstracts that never did come out quite right. He scowled.

"And you're nicer when you're not sucking up to Ash," he retorted. The smileleft her face. Ingtantly he
regretted it. Words, they were her weagpon; he would aways be outdone by them. What had possessed
him to ruin that flow of iron-hot energy that had passed between them over the last few hours? He didn't
want that to go away. He didn't know how to make that stay. Now shewas going to let him haveit.

Surprisingly, Linny'ssmilereturned. "Y eah,” she said, "Ash takes alot of stroking to keep him happy.
Would you rather | sucked up to you?' Shelaughed, not nagtily, but asif they were sharing aprivate
joke.

Halefdt the sudden tenson in him drain as suddenly away. He grinned uncertainly and turned back to the
press.

Haf an hour before the scheduled rendezvous the press run was done. All that remained wasfor the
papersto be collated and bundled into stacksfor distribution in the city. Hale went into the halway to
search for Bear to help with this task—and ran straight into Ash, white-faced and allittle shrill.

"Copperd" the boy said. "Driving dow past the back of the church!™

"Shee-it," Bear said softly, emerging from the shadows. "Just alittle longer and Billy'll be herewith his
Bloods"

"Yeah... just alittlelonger and the copperswill find this place crawling with elves™ Ash echoed.



Hale's ssomach heaved. Why wasit bad news aways went straight to his ssomach? Maybe it wasjust
that thinking of coppers, of hisfather'sfaceif they hauled him in, reminded him too painfully of dl the
arguments over the dinner table. Coppers. Dinners. It al made him want to puke.

Asthe three boys stared dumbfounded at each other, Linny took over.

"Okay you guys, pull up your flys and let's get cracking. Move the papers out the back door so when the
Bloods come you can load up and take off. Don't worry about putting the pages together until you're
safely back acrosstheriver. Ash, you take my bike when you go—but mind the gears, it sticks between
first and second. Hale, you can ride with Bear again.”

"But what about Silver SLits?' Ash said.
"What about you?' Hale wanted to know.

"I'm going to lead the coppersamerry little chase," she said jauntily, with more confidence than she could
possibly fed. "Anevin girl, an dvin rant, abit of hide and seek by theriver-o." Linny grinned, her smile
amog ferd. "Not that | intend to get caught, you understand. I'll just lead them away while you get your
asses out of here—and the paper. Don't you dare lose our beautiful paper!”

"I know the neighborhood,” Hae pointed out. "I'll comewith you.”
"l can makeit back to Soho by mysdf, Hae."
"Through human suburbs?'

" 'Y ou're not the only one with connectionsin thiscity,” " she quoted back at him. "I know what I'm
doing."

Bear sasd mildly, "If you argue about this much longer, children, the coppers are going to come up the
walk and knock at the door. Heré's a cop-mobile coming up the street now.”

"Go get the paperd™ Linny pushed Hale and Ash in that direction. She sprinted down the hall, and
climbed out afirst floor window. As she crossed the broad front lawn, the sweep of aspell-light caught
her. Therewas astartled cry, amoment of confusion, and then the coppers gave chase.

Hale bounded out the window after her, faling flat into the callalily bed. A spell-light caught him full inthe
face. What if it was hisfather behind that bright beam?

"Hale, you asshale! If you're coming, come!”

Linny ran back to the window, hauled the dazed boy to hisfeet. "Goddammit, Hale, you never get
anything right, do you?'

"I've been told that before," he gasped, and the two of them sprinted off into the night.

It was hard not to love the night. The damp earth, the smdll of |ate blooming flowers, even the gutter
mulch of dead |eaves made awonderful change from the constant stae stink of the old city's streets.

And Hale, running beside her, hisfeet pounding the pavement in the same rhythm as hers, like the steedy
beet of the printing press when they'd finaly gotten it going together. .. Linny laughed with pure pleasure
of thenight.

"Chrigt!" Hae panted. " Suits coming right up the street!” It was true. The cop-mobile had circled the
block and was heading straight for the two of them. In amoment, they'd haveto freeze in the light of the



beam or be mown down. Hale froze.

"Don't be such arabhbit, Hale!" she said jovialy. "We may be the hunted, but never the hare: we are foxes
for cunning, stags for speed—"

"Y ou are out of your mind," he accused, following her neverthel ess across the suburban lawns—where
the cop-mobiles, of course, couldn't follow them. The Suitswould have to get out and run after them.

They did. Shouts of, "Hey, you kidgl" and " Stop, in the name of the lawv!" Feet pounding behind them.

" 'Do asthou wilt shdl bethine only law, " Linny crooned the arcane quotation, running. She forgot
where she'd dug that one up. She couldn't even remember if it was elvin or human. Maybe she was out
of her mind. Shefelt out of her mind. It was grest.

"In here!" Hale dragged her by the wrist into an aleyway of shrubbery: the division between two
backyards made by neighbors who loathed each other so much that they couldn't even share ahedge.
Thefleeing pair dived headfirst into the gap between the carefully manicured bushes.

"Hey!" aman's voice squawked under them.
"Eeel" awoman shrieked. "It'smy husband! He'sfound usl™
"My wifd"

"Sorry, sorry," Hale muttered, disentangling himsdlf from the amorous couple. Linny waslaughing so hard
she could barely stand up. But she led the way out of the hedge.

The neighborhood was waking up with al the noise. Lightswere going on dl over. Behind them the
coppers were running for the hedge, following the racket. It would buy Hale and her afew momentsto
gain some space. But it wasimportant not to | et the coppers lose them—not until she heard the roar of
bikes and vansthat meant Nightlife was safely onitsway.

Hale hesitated for amoment in the shadows between houses. Then he whispered, "Thisway! | know
somewhere we—"

"Wrong again, Hae," shesaid. "Wego this way."
Hedidn't argue. "Where arewe going?"'
"Why, to school, where dl good children go!”

The coppersfinaly caught sght of them again asthey crossed the parking lot of an old shopping mall. It
wasfilled with junk, now that cars were such aluxury. Some old holocaustic movement of the earth had
et the entire ground tilting away from the building behind thelot. Linny took them up againgt the building
wall, letting the coppers acrossthe ot play their lights on her. Suckers. Sheran forward and set a pile of
defunct rubber tiesin motion. They bounced and rolled down toward the coppers, who were trying to
weave their way through piles of junk to get their quarry. Hale stared at her. Hisface was dvin-slver in
the moonlight, and his eyeswere wild. Hewasreally scared, Linny redized. Something awful was going
to happen if he got caught.

Didn't heredlize that she wasthe hero tonight? They were going to win through adversity to triumph over
the enemies of fun and art. Soho was running wild in Pleasant Gardens.

"Here." She shoved atireinto Hales hands. "Roll ‘'em!™ To his credit, he did. He put moreforceinto it



than she did, and hisaim was better. "Y ow!" she shrieked with glee. "Knockout in one round!”

The coppersfinaly had the senseto shelter behind apile of junk until their antagonists ran out of
ammunition, which they shortly did.

"Our backsareto thewadll,” Hde sad, literdly, with gallant desperation. " Tl me, O Queen of the Night,
how's a poor boy to get to school 7"

"Hae." She clapped ahand on his shoulder. "To get anywherein thisworld, you haveto climb.”

"That'swhat my dad says," he growled, boosting her up onto the first rung of the old fire escape above
their heads.

"Y our dad—uh—" she grunted as she lifted him &fter her, "is, inthiscase, right.”

They madeit to the roof. The shopping center was still in use, but hardly busy at thishour. Linny thought
with regret of the chaosthey could make with al the merchandise passing under their feet asthey ran
across the store roofs. No time. She had stopped listening for the roar of motors. The eves must have
gotten well away by now. And there was something she had promised herself she would do before she
went back to Mock Avenue. She hadn't known Hale would be with her... but what the hell.

The coppers rattled after them across the roofs of the shopping complex. "Whoopsey!" Linny jumped
down from a high roof to alower one. Hae followed, skidded on thetiles, yelled " Shit!" but righted
himsdlf and kept on.

They were coming to the end of the row of stores. The coppers had both skidded where Hale skidded,
but it took them longer to get up.

Hale grinned ruefully at her. He thought they were trapped again.

"Having fun, Hae?' she asked chearfully.

He grabbed her hand, drew it to hischest. "Linny, |—"

"Not now, Hale. Now we disappear.” Shetook him forward one more step.

And they disappeared.

"What the hdll?* Hale€'s voice was muffled by the gray fog dl around them.

"Antiburglary spell," she answered. " Set on the jewd ery store beneath us—Wdll, not anymore.”

Now they found themsalves standing on a street of regulation Pleasant Gardens stucco houses. It was
dark, and there was no sign of the coppers.

"It'savery expensve spell—and very illegd in this part of town,” she explained. "That'swhy the Suits
don't know about it. The jeweler carries emerads and e phinstones direct from the Elflands, and the
merchant's suppliers want to protect their client; so they do him afavor and let him have the spell cheap.
Good thing it'sworking tonight.”

"How do you know dl that?"
Hewould ask her that. She chose to misinterpret. "I'm an df, remember? We know these things.”

But he was persistent. "No, | mean how did you know that spell was set on that store?”



Sheraised her left eyebrow, atrick she'd perfected years ago after weeksin front of amirror. "That's for
me to know and you to find out."

"What if the coppers step on the same spot?’

"Doesn't matter. The spell is completey random: it dumps you anywhere in afive-block radius, the theory
being that you won't try that store again. Hale?' She surveyed the tidy rows of houses. "Do you have any
ideawhere we are?"

Helooked up and down the street. There was nothing to distinguish it from miles of others. "No.
Wait—yes, | do. Seethat birdbath? We're on Remson Street, off Pierce.”

Shedidn't question hisanswer, or its source. "Right.”

Linny began waking again. Haefollowed her. "Were not al that far from the church,” he said. "Do you
want to go seeif everything'sdl right?'

"No," shesad, walking, her hand in her pocket. "I have an act of petty vandaism to commit.”
The sgn over the gate said, "Willowcrest Academy.”

"Oh, shit," said Hae. "Do we hafta?'

"Comeon, Hae"

They climbed the old brick wall, left there by the academy more for show than for defense; as Linny had
aways said, no one would want to get in there who didn't haveto.

The school was abeautiful red-brick building that had probably aways been aschool. A shallow flight of
stone steps led up to awide door, painted pristine white. Its polished brass handle shone in the
moonlight.

Linny took her hand out of her pocket. In it was atube of fairy-dust. Sheraised her arm, like awizard
cadting aspell. A fine spray of glittering dust shot out of the tube. In enormous curlicue graffiti letters, she
scrawled across the front door of Willowcrest Academy:

THE MOCKERS

She stepped back a pace, two paces. It looked just great.
"Tdl me | can't write poetry!" she muttered. She put the tube back in her pocket.

Ha e had watched the whole performance with quiet intensity. "'l know you," he said when she was done.
"Y ou're the girl who won the essay contest. 'My Hopesfor the Future' or something.”

"And you're the guy who got kicked out of school. Two bloody noses and afractured wrist or
something.”

They stood looking at each other. The moon was growing pae in the sky; dawn was coming up over the
Borderlands.

Hale smiled crookedly. "My, how you've grown.”



"Yeah," shesaid. "Hard not to. Y ou were a punk even then, Hale. Y ou're lucky you didn't have to stay
here. Some of usit takesalittle longer to figure things out.”

"l wish I'd known..."he said.

She wished he had too. She wished someone had. But it was dl right now. No one ese could have
made the press work, then run that chase with her through the flats—not Bear, not Robbin, not even
Ash.

Haetook her facein hishands, running hisfingers over the planes and curves held traced so often on
paper. She could fed hisfingertipsrevelling in the texture of her skin. She closed her eyes, felt hislight
touch on her eydids, his breath on her face...

"Hae" shesad."Y ou kiss better than you paint.”

He murmured into her cheek, "If that'san insult, I'm not listening. Y ou should be more careful with those
words, girl; they'll get you in trouble someday.”

"All right,” Linny said, resting her chin in his soft brown hair. "No more words.”
Before they left the school, Hale wrestled the dust tube out of Linny's pocket.

he wrote on the door.

Halefdt so high it was awonder to him that his body was still earthbound; any second now he would go
soaring over the rooftops of Soho. High from work, high from joy, high from anight without food or
deep, high from running, high from Linny. Everything fdt strange to him, like walking under water. All the
colors were neon bright, with an afterglow when he turned his head. His body felt light, his bresth wasa
fluttering in his chest. HEd never felt so good and so wired in hisentirelife.

So hedidn't care that as they passed through Hell's Gate into Soho in the golden morning light she'd let
go of hishand; or that she seemed to forget him as she climbed up Gutierrez's fire escape and into the
Studio, making her grand entrance, the hero returned. He didn't care that she let Ash make atremendous
fuss over her—while smultaneoudy bitching about how True Bloods should never venture into the
flatlands, he wouldn't do that again for love nor money... Every time Linny caught Hale's eye she grinned.
For onceit wastheir little secret that the elvesweren't in on.

Ash had been waiting for them both in an agony of concern. The transportation of the paper had gone
like clockwork; they'd collated the pagesin the Mock Avenue chapel and then Billy and the Bloods had
taken over the operation. Bear was now taking anap on Hale's bal cony. Robbin was carefully reading a
copy of their paper, the cigarette in his hand the only indication he might have been worried about Hale
and Linny too—Robbin only smoked when he was nervous. " Checking for spelling errors?’ Linny asked
him swestly, peering at the paper over the elvin boy's shoulder.



Ashwas saying, "...so then you dumped the coppers and went for a walk! Shit. We thought the Suits
had gotten you for sure. We were going to give it another hour, then Bear wanted to go over theriver
with that gun of Buttons."

Hale made the mistake of catching Linny's eye. They both burst out laughing.
"Shit," Ash repeated disgustedly, miffed that his concern was such ajoke.

Linny winked at Hale, and tugged affectionately at Ash'ssilver hair. "Comeon,” shesaid, "let'sgo to one
of those fancy-assed cafes on the Promenade, get some breakfast and watch people buying our paper.”

"Using what for money?" Robbin asked, looking up from Nightlife.
"Well borrow somefrom Jos2," she said. "We can bring him something good back from the Hill."

"Aw," Hdetold her with his newfound familiarity, "you just want to go picking through rich peoplestrash
binsagan!"

"Shut up, asshole.” Linny punched him in the shoulder.

And so Ashwasright, and Linny was right: the Mock Avenue Studio show at the Dancing Ferret, so well
reviewed in the city's best hoax of the year, became the arts event of the week.

The fraudulence of their edition of Nightlife was quickly discovered, of course. (What became of the
origind issue no one knew—and the Bloods weren't telling.) But in this trade city between two worlds,
itself built and sustained on cunning entrepreneurship, the subgtitution made ingtant folk heroes of its
anonymous authors. And the bogus reviews brought people down to Soho to find out what was really
going on. Already it was rumored that a Dragon's Tooth matron had asked Taco Hell to cater her next
party. The Nightlife theater critic had supposedly been seen helplesdy wandering up and down Carniva
Street, waiting for the Squatters Theater to spontaneoudy happen. And one hour into their own show's
officia opening, the Dancing Ferret was packed.

Ashwasin hisedement, decked out in asatin smoking jacket, hishair asiver cloud around hisface. He
held aglass of champagne in one hand, gracioudy greeting his public, punk and nabob dike, asthey
strolled through the door of Farrell Din's club. The pudgy wizard who owned the place was nowhere to
be seen. Ash held court here, magter of al he surveyed.

Therewaslittle to connect thislanguid, €egant, high-elvin young man with the frantic boy panicking inthe
Church of Saintliness driveway—or the surly youth of only two hours ago, framing pictures at the last
possible mo-ment, hanging pictures asthefirst patrons arrived, convinced beyond a doubt that no one
would come. Druienna, restored to favor for the event, glowed on Ash'sarm in abeaded dress of evin
red. Her eyes opened wider and wider asthe luminaries of Bordertown paraded pas, inclining their
headsto Ash asif he were One of Them.

They had pulled it off, from gtart to finish. Billy Buttons was so smug there would be no living with him for
amonth. On the street, the word was that the Bloods had somehow gotten hold of the Pack's famous
sawed-off shotgun. Some said they'd broken it; somethat it had never worked at al. It didn't matter to
the Pack. They were hot to get it back, and the Bloods were holding on to it. Hale could see thisgoing
on for years. It reminded him of birthday-party games.

Hale had washed his mutating-fish shirt for the occasion. He hung around the edges of the show
morosdly, not really wanting to talk to any of the people who came streaming in the door. For him, dl the



fun had been in setting it up; now, in this crowd, he was just uncomfortable. He saw Gutierrez comein
with aredly stunning girl, fresh from the World by the look of her. Shewaswearing Haes"Hdll's
Angels' jacket. Shit! Now held never get it back. The girl bumped into an immacul ately tailored woman
and swore loudly and fluently. Hale relaxed afraction: thismight be fun after all.

Robbin waswearing his usua studio clothes, which till managed to make everyone e sgsfinery ook
tawdry. He wasintroducing elvesto each other asif hewerein hisown living room. Billy Buttonswas
talking animatedly with awell-dressed crew of older elvin women in the corner. Hale wondered what
sort of dedl he was putting together now.

Bear and Linny had volunteered to go out and get more champagne—in fact, they had practicaly begged
to go. It was clear to Haethat Linny, of al people, Miss Elvin Cool hersdlf, was not enjoying the
opening. She'd been snappish ever since thefirgt strangers had started coming in. When Ash suggested
that she hang around near the paintings based on her verses so he could find her more easily, she
practicaly took his head off. The poems, she said, were dready hanging on the wall next to the pictures,
shedidn't see why she had to join them.

The Ferret itsdlf looked pathetic in the afternoon light without the glitter of fairy-dugt, the driving rhythms
of rock'n'roll. The eegant men and women descending from Dragon's Tooth Hill only pointed out the
shabhbiness of the building more painfully: the paint hanging in peding strips from the celling, the floor
stained from too many years of wine and beer. But againgt the drab, cracked walls, the paintings
themselves shonelike windowsinto Feerie: bright, vivid, jewellike visons of the artists minds.

The patrons from the Hill and the Promenade al spoke in loud whispers, so that everyone could hear
what they were saying. One elvin critic was heard to sniff, "It'sadisgrace to the traditions of high-elvin
art." Shortly after, Druiennamanaged to trip and spill most of aglass of champagne down the front of his
pants. A human buyer cornered Robbin and complained that he had come to see Hal€'s paintings of
Soho gtreetlife, like those sketches in the paper, not "this True Blood bilge.”

Ash didn't care what they thought. He had his champagne, his attention, hiscircle of rich girlsfrom the
Hill dl trying to catch hisroving eye. Hde didn't care either—for him it wasworth it al for the spectacle
of Hill snobs and street scum standing side by side, passing canapes around on Dancing Ferret beer
trays. He thought now that Ash should have gone ahead with Bear'sjoking suggestion to serve beer and
popcorn for that authentic Soho fed. It would have made the show for these people. Hal€'s fingersitched
to sketch. HeEd never seen so many rich people before in hislife. There was something about their faces,
the way they stood, the way they moved...

There was acommotion at the door. Bear, his arms loaded with fresh champagne bottles, wastrying to
get through the crowd without dropping any. Right behind him cameatal girl in green velvet murmuring,
"EXcuse us... excuse us..."to everyone.

It was Linny. But not the Linny held seen an hour ago. Not any Linny held ever seen. She waswearing
thetraditiond elvin dressfrom Gutierrez's store. If you knew what to look for, you could till see the dust
marks around the knees. But, thistime, you could also see that there was nothing el se on beneath the
dress. No boots, no biker's trousers. She wore ddlicate golden shoes with hedls that made her taler till.
Her short hair was gdlled with gold dlitter, and gold highlighted her eyes and cheekbones. Her lipswere
painted arich, deep red, like the forbidden berries of Elfland.

Acrosstheroom, she saw Halelooking at her. He raised both eyebrows in admiration and mimed a
wolf-whidle.

Shelooked right through him, asif he wasn't there. Then she drifted over to Ash, kissed his cheeks, and



took hisarm.

They made astunning couple. Hale found Bear and began on the champagne.

Linny felt Ash'sarm tighten around her waist. Hewas half plowed dready. His eyeswerefixed on her in
lustful admiration.

"Madam," he said gdlantly, breathing champagnein her face. "Y ou are the very Queen of Elfland. The
Punk Queen of Elfland." Therich girl hed been talking to shot Linny adirty look and drifted away
toward Robbin. "My dear Linny..."He stared drunkenly at her chest, bresthing hard. She didn't say
anything. "Y our words have inspired my finest art; now your face will ingpire my verse. Poetry. A woman
who is both boy and lady, the male and fema e spirit trapped in every artist..."

Mercifully, an f dressed in avery fancy World-made polyester suit tapped Ash's shoulder then. "Ah...
Mr. Bieucannon, excuse me. I'm Riven Laerid. |, ah, wasinterested in one of your 'verse paintings,
ah"—he consulted his notes, written on one of their carbon-copied show "cataogs'—"ah, yes, umm...
When She Comes isthenameof it, | think."

"Indeed,” said Ash suavely. "Asyou know, the painting was inspired by the verse posted on the wall
besdeit. Allow meto present the poet to you."

He squeezed Linny's ebow, and she nodded at L aeridl, her eyes modestly lowered. "Linny!" Ash hissed
in her ear. Laerid must beimportant. "What's with you? Say something!”

But she didn't have to say anything. Laeriel took her hand. "Enchanted, Miss... ah..." She hadn't et them
put her name on the poems, just her initials. She saw Laeriel desperately consulting his program and did
not enlighten him. "Miss Ah, may | say that you have the true evin beauty: classical festures such asone
seldom encounters these days; the stature one associates with the queens of yore—"

"Thank you," Linny murmured. Laeriel kept hold of her hand, tried to draw her away, but Ash'sarm
remained locked around her waist.

"Linny," Ashsad, "isone of the most promising members of the Mock Avenue Studio.”
"Oh?" The older df'seyebrowslifted in cosmic interest. "Do you paint aswel, Miss...ah?"
"Oh, no," said Linny. "I redly don't have Ash'stalent. He writes, too, you know."

"Indeed?’ Lagrid didn't look nearly so interested. He tugged alittle on her hand. "Miss, ah, Linny, | have
agmdl art gdlery onthe Promenade..." Thistime, Ash let her go. "Just afew choice pieces, you
understand,” the desler went on; "some Fern collages, afew early Lillets..."

"Oh." Linny looked up a him. " just adore Lillet! Epecidly those unicorns. There's something ...
s0... well, I'mjust not sure how to say it."

Normdly she couldn't have gotten through that speech without cracking up. But she wasn't norma now.
Thegirl inthe green velvet dress said things like that dl the time. She didn't have the words.

"Oh," Laerid gushed, "I know. | know. It's something indefinably. .. sad, perhaps. Wistful. Longing for
another time. | sensealittle of that in your poetry too."

"Doyou?' she asked baghfully.



"Oh, yes." He had her backed up againgt awall now, staring into her eyes, or trying to. "l seein you the
spirit of one of the old bards. But instead of that, ah, modish thatch of copper, you wear amane of silver
curls... how I should love to see your hair grown out to its natural color! Palest buttercup, perhaps? Or
truedvin gold?'

Infact, her hair redly was red. She only hennaed it to give it body, and to be sure it looked dyed. She
couldnt tell Laerid that, though; it would break his heart to learn shewasn't aTrue Blood, just ahdfie
trying very hard. And she didn't want to break anyone's heart today. She didn't want to say the wrong
thing or do the wrong thing. Shejust wanted tofit in.

All of these peopleterrified her. Sheld decked hersdlf out in her usua t-shirt and leathersto cometo the
opening; it waswhat she felt most like hersdlf in. Sheld helped hang pictures, helped calm Ash down, run
out for extrawire arid paper cups. It was her and the studio guys, working together as aways. Then the
people started coming in. Soho punkswho knew her, knew the studio, they were all right. But the deek,
well-bred patrons from the Hill, brought down here by Linny's own scheme, these struck anervein her
that wouldn't stop ringing. This was the background Ash and Robbin came from, descendents of elves
who really did drink Dragon's Milk, who lived the life sheldd only pretended to. Thiswasthe aristocrat's
life her parents had dreamed of for their kids, why her poor confused folks had worked so hard to move
them to Pleasant Gardens, a human neighborhood that had only barely tolerated her parents "mixed"
marriage, and sent her to agood school so that she and her brother could climb up in the world. ..

In her leather and torn cotton, she'd suddenly felt grubby. Suddenly all her cleverness had seemed brittle,
her poemssilly, her toughness ashell that would crack at the dightest touch.

In the weird afternoon light of the Dancing Ferret, surrounded by people she didn't know, who didn't
know her, she had felt the tough Linny dip away, deserting her like rats deserting asinking ship. Oh sure,
the Studio guys had accepted her—she'd proved hersdlf to them aready. But these new people
streaming in to see the show... What was Linnea Garnett to them but aragged punk girl who hung
around artists?

| amas| am, and sowill | be

But how that | am, none knoweth trulie

Linny had muttered the fragment of old, old poetry to herself as she grabbed Bear's arm and followed
him out on the champagne run. She had aways found the words comforting, but they did nothing for her
now.

Asthey crossed Mock Avenue, Linny stopped. "Bear," shesaid, "I'm sorry, I've gottago.”
"What do you mean?' Bear protested. "I need you to help carry the champagne bottles.”
"Oh," shesaid dully. "Y esh. Well, would you just wait a minute—wait two minutes—"
Shebolted off in the direction of Gutierrez's store.

It was more than two minutes, and when she came back, stepping carefully in the golden shoes, she was
transformed. Bear didn't ask her to carry any bottles.

Thistime, when she cameinto the Ferret behind Bear and the champagne, Linny felt al eyeson her. But
thistimeit wasal right, because it wasn't redly her. It was acreation of glitter and green velvet shed



made up specidly for the occasion.

And here she was, transformed indeed, from al she had wanted to be to all everyone else had wanted
for her. It was easy, redly. She was surprised that a person of her intelligence had never figured out how
easy it was before. Just nod and smile, be interested in what he's saying, don't get sarcastic, don't state

any strong opinions. Easy.
She saw Ash heading their way, coming to claim her.

"Oh, Mr. Laeridl," Linny cooed, "I've got to cometo your gdlery sometime. Ash and | just loveto walk
aong the Promenade..."

Change partners and dance. Ash's arm once again around her wais, pulling her closeto himashe
walked with airy unsteadiness over to agroup of eegantly seedy-looking elves, dressed in elvin brocades
that, like their wearers, had seen much better days. "1'm so glad you could come!" Ash told them,
ignoring the girl on hisarm while smultaneoudy stroking her hip with histhumb, just theway he used to
do with Druienna

"Well," atdl beautiful df said with amelancholy smile, "it's certainly different, Ashkin. Not theway it
used to be at home, of course.”

These must be hisemigré friends, political refugees and outcasts of Elfland, till holding on to their fey,
tattered dignity.

Linny alowed her gaze to drift. A mistake: Hale was staring at her from across the room. Not Hale. Not
now. He was the only one she couldn't be perfect for. He knew her too well. He'd see right through to
the coward beneath the green dress.

"Adh," she murmured, brushing his earlobe with her lips, "'I'm going to get more champagne,” intending to
dodge Hale at the sametime. But it was amistake. Hale traced her amid the press of people asthough
she were the only one in the room, caught up with her next to one of hisown paintings.

"Linny," he hissed, closing hisfingers hard around her waig, "what the fuck is wrong with you?"

Not now, she thought; please, not now. Shefdt brittle asold ice. She had to get rid of him now, explain
later... "Wrong?' she said, opening her blue eyeswide. "Why should anything e wrong?'

"Oh, yeah! Ligten, Linny, | know what you're up to: flirting with that art dedler, coming onto Ash—"
He'd been drinking too. It made Hale stupid; it made him jealous. And that made her angry.

"Hardly," shesad, giving him her ice-maiden prudish sare. "Y ou hardly know what I'm up to."

"—only it'snot sucking up to Ash anymore, isit? Herein Soho weve got another namefor it, princess.”

"I'm sure you do." She wrenched her wrist out of hisgrasp, feding the skin burn. She turned and waked
blindly away. Her battered senses took her to the nearest door, leading out into one of the Ferret's
backstage passageways. She was walking blindly down it, cold and white, as closeto out of control as
she'd ever been.

Halefollowed. "Linny!" he bawled. Thewalsrang withit. "Linny, get your ass back here. I'm not done
taking toyou!"

She kept on walking. Soon she was going to run out of placesto go.



Hale took her by the shoulders, spun her around, and shoved her back againgt the wall. Shewas asbig
as hewas. She should have been able to push him back. But in the green dress, she couldn't fight.

"Yourealie" hehissed in her face. "Y ou know that, Linny, youreabig fat lie. Miss Elf Queen of
Soho—but we know the truth, don't we, babe?"

"Leaveit, Hae" shesaid. Even her facefelt cold.
"Where did you get those poems Ash likes so much-copy ‘em out of abook?"

"No," she whispered. She couldn't believe how badly someone could hurt you onceyou let themin. "I
wrote them."

"No," Hale corrected vicioudy. "Only haf of you wrote them. Elvin nostalgia. Fineevin senghility. | cantt
givethem that, and you can. | can't do ef art, but even Robbin thinks you do just great. But remember,
that'sonly half of you. The other haf is mine: running through that stupid suburb, getting vengeance on
that stupid school—that's human, Linny, that's mine, and you can't just wipeit away!"

Her lipswere siiff with rage. She felt them coldly forming the words. "Don't tell me what | can and cannot
do."

"Right," Hde sad harshly, shifting hisweight againgt her. "Right. Wordsarefor you to use. They're off
boundsfor usdumb artigts.”

Hewas as hot as she was cold. He drove his mouth against hers, his teeth battering againgt her lips. She
amost wished that he would tear the green dress off her, maybe then she would be free—

"Wdl, wdl," afamiliar voice said coally. "A little lovers quarrd.”
Billy Buttons stood in the corridor, handsin his pockets.

"Dont let meinterrupt,” he said. But Hale had aready released her, jumping back, fumbling with his
shirttails

"| thought,” Buttons said, "that it wastimewe all broke for agenera meseting. Saw the two of you
ducking out and thought, What agood ideal "

Bear came pounding down the corridor, Ash and Rob-bin close behind him. God knew what Billy had
told them.

"Hde" Ash sad Wearily, "what's going on? Y ou can't run out on the opening!™
"Not me" Hdesad. " 'S Linny. Needs some looking after.”
"Fuck you, Hale," shesaid, but it wastoo late.

"Oh," Haesaid formdly. "I don't believe you gentle-men have met Miss Garnett, of Pleasant Gardens,
Willow-crest Academy. They don't et too many mixed breedsinto Willowcrest—very exclusive
school—but Linny gets such good grades they made an exception.”

She wouldn't beg him to stop. She wasn't even sure he could stop, now.

"Whét the hell are you talking about, Hale?' Ash demanded. "Linny'saselvin asyou or—aselvin asl
am"



"Thefuck sheis,” Haegrowled. "Not al humans are short and dark, Robbin. Miss Garnett herésa
fucking throwback: human dad, halfie mom. Amazing but true! Mix them together and watch it grow.
Result: one genuine ef poet. Ship to Soho, C.O.D." They stared at him asif they didn't believeit. Asif
he'd gone mad. "Now here's the neat part: can anyone who's not an elf do great elvin art? Bear, what do
you think?"

"Sure" Bear rumbled. "Anyone canif your heart'sinit.”

"I don't think Robbin agrees," Hale went on stridently. "I don't think even Ash agrees, not redly. So how
do we explain Linnea Garnett? Do we say she successfully fooled apand of experts?'Cause let metell
you guys, she surefooled me."

"Y ou don't haveto explain anything,” Linny said stiffly. Thiswasal so different from theway it was
supposed to be. She couldn't believe it was happening. Was she dreaming this; or had she been dreaming
the peace of the Studio? The guys were supposed to be the unit; she wasthe outsider here. Shed
wanted in because of the closeness sheld felt in the Studio—and, by amiracle, they'd let her in. Now
Halewastearing it apart, ripping al the fragile connections that had held them together, human and €f,
male and femae. He was forcing a breach where none should be—hurting her because somewhere aong
the line everyone had hurt him. Sheloved Hale, wanted him hurt least of al. And she hated him for doing
this

"Hae," she explained to the others, "can't helpit. It'sin hisblood. It'sthat copper brutdity; just like his
copper daddy. Maybe helll outgrow it, get real romantic. Hale's romantic past isal afake, you know.
Hed never even been out of the suburbstill he met you guys." Sheturned to Hae, shaking. "Okay? All
done? We even?'

Now Haewas staring at her. To her horror, tears stood out in his meadow-grass eyes. She turned away.

"Isit true, Linny?" Robbin had his hand half out to touch her, whether to test or to comfort she didn't
know. "Isit truewhat he said?

"If you haveto ask," shesaid, "it doesn't matter, doesit, asshole?!

And that was as much as she could stand. She turned and walked away down the corridor, feding
aready the heavy boots back on her feet, the purring cycle under her, the weight of years ahead of her.

"Mr. Hae?'

Halelooks up from the painting he haslong ago lot interest in, is completing only out of stubbornness,
and gritshisteeth. If he hearsthat earnet little voice one more time today, heis going to scream. Or kick
something. Or hurl the cat and the student out the window.

The cat hasknocked ajar of turpentine and two jars of river water onto the rug. It windsitself around
Halesfeet, asif thiswill make Haeforgive. Hae sets hisface in abland smile, hoping the student won't
pick up on the aggravation benesth. He's been living too long alone, that's his problem. Not the kid's
fault. The boy only wantsinformation—aface identified, a scene labeled, handwriting trandated. And he
isaworkhorse—three weeks in Bordertown and he's dready gotten hafway through the storage room.
When he gets through that, Hale will break it to him about the attic.

"Mr. Hde, why do they stop?’

The question takes him by surprise.



"I mean, you painted them for so many years... and then they just stop.”

That's funny. He's never thought about that redlly. About why. He hadn't intended to stop painting street
scenes, hejudt... had. When the neighborhood changed beyond recognition. When all hisold paswere
dead, crazed, or gone. When all the women'sfaces kept turning into Linny's.

"Soho changed,” he says. "Hell, we thought we ran Bordertown from down here, set the styles clear up
to the Hill. But in fact it was the Tooth that gobbled us up; thereslittle to distinguish Ho Street from the
Promenade these days. So what isthere to paint? My own past? I've dready donethat. The present
doesn't hold much interest.”

The student's gaze goes past Hale to the stack of paintings Hale has made, paintings he does not want the
University or the galleriesto cart away. The painting of Ash. The entrance to Danceland; severd other
landmarks. Bear. Linny.

"What happened to dl your pas, Mr. Hale?' the boy asks shyly, peering from benegth the dreadlocks. "
mean the kidsin the pictures." Hale hasfindly persuaded him to |eave the goddamn suit in his suitcase;
now he wanders around Hal€'s house in bleached drawstring pants, hisfeet bare. Y et nothing Hale can
say will get rid of the Mr. Hale.

"What do you mean, what happened to them?Y ou're a specialist on the period, you know what
happened to them!”

"Oh," the boy sayswith an eegant gesture of his dim brown hand. That's new: must have picked it up
from the elves around here. Hale absently doodlesthe line of it with hisbrush end in the still-wet oil paint.
"I know about Robbin Pearl, the famous art dealer, houses in Bordertown and Paris. Ash Bieucannon,
famous recluse painter.” He gestures at the stack of canvases. "But what about them,

the kids they were when you painted them? What happened to them, Mr. Hale?"

Hae sghs, shiftsin hischair. Thiskid's been living among the dust and ghosts of Hale's past for too long.
The same characters turning up in sketch after sketch, becoming morereal to him than hisown life. He
canimagine the boy trying to argue with the silent smile of Ash, wondering if he could get big Bear to like
him, falling inlovewith Linny... Not good, to live with ghosts.

"Y ou mean, 'Isit going to happen to me? " Hale says. "Y es, probably; if you keep working hard and
caring about things. Look what happened to Linnea Dark Garnett. She managed to escape her Soho
connection, went down to the World, and started the Elvin Reviva craze that led to Ash and Robbin
being such hot stuff down there. Have you found my first edition of her Songs from Elsewhere yet?

The boy shakes his head mutely, eyeshbright. " A first edition?Isit signed?'
"What? No. Oh, no. Not signed. | bought it up here, when it first came out."
"I hear Robbin Pearl's supposed to be writing his memoirs now."

Hale chuckles. "That should be agood time. Just don't take them too serioudy. Now, Robin did dl right
for himsdlf; started his business buying vin artwork for World museums. Married a Bordertown
girl—human, if you can believeit!"

The boy looks at him, uncomprehending.

"No," Hae says, "guess there's no reason why you wouldn't. | couldn't get everything into those
paintings.



"Asfor Ash... hell, you probably know more Ash Bieucannon storiesthan | do. | expect most of them
aretrue. Thelovers. Thedrugs. | was there the time he tried to bring William Butler Y eats back to life.
Ash dways had afetish for dead poets; but he was never very meticulousin hiswork. And so he had the
poor ghost sumbling al over Bordertown for agood two weeks, Ash sticking pinsin amap, trying to
track him down." Hale laughs—not at the memory, which is il rather horrible, but at the story it makes
now. "The city findly paid agroup of df magesto lay theguy tored..."

Hale grows thoughtful, tapping his pipe againgt hisknee. The evin cat climbsinto hislap, butting its head
againg the artist's hand.

"I don't see Ash anymore,” he saysfindly. "He, umm, doesn't want to see anyone. He stays up in that old
monstrogity way on the other side of the Hill, with his guard dogs and his cute little modd, can't be aday
over nineteen. Ash looks old. Elves don't age like we do: they don't age gradually over the years, but all
inarush, likeatreelosng its sap. Ash, well, he'slost it—though by their stlandards he's not old. Dragon's
Milk, you see. He got rich, and then he could afford it al the time. For awhile he was the Prince of
Dreams, but now he'sjust plain crazy. He doesn't know me anymore. He's convinced the art critic for
Nightlife isthreatening hislife—asweet, earnet little hdfie, wouldn't harm afly. But that wouldn't be so
bad if hed only write, or paint... you won't see anything more from Ash Bieucannon.”

The student islooking hard at the study of Bear with the shotgun and Linny on her bike that's till pinned
up on Haéswall. " So what about Bear?'

"Bear... you'd have liked Bear. Don't let'stalk about Bear, now; we're discussing the road to success,
remember? Billy Buttons, the hafie with the wonderful coat with al the folds, he's on that road
somewhere, I'm sure of that. BB never liked to publicize his successes. José Gutierrez, tattooed José,
you'll meet if you go to that big evin surplus store up on Caameada. Druienna, now there's an interesting
sory—she'sthe pretty little f-girl in that series of—"

"Yes" the student interrupts, "1 know which one sheis. What happened to her?

"Wadll, at first shelooked to be asad case: got married, got fat, had too many kids... next thing | hear,
she's running the old Wheset Sheef, looking like amillion bucks, and her oldest girl's got a hot band
playing around town...

"But, hey." Hae catches himsalf about to begin another story of people thiskid doesn't even know.
"Thereitis. They al grew up, and got rich and famous. And a nice student from the World came up to
old Hae's studio and spent dl histime cataloguing their pictures, until finaly the poor young man went
completely crazy and hishair turned white and dl histeeth fel out from overwork." Hale eases himsdlf up
from the chair. " So what do you say we knock off early today, go down to the Whesat Sheef, and I'll buy
you abeer?'

Thekid grinsand nods, dreadlocks swinging. "I'll get my shoes," he says.

Ha e hearsfeet pounding on the stairs as the boy runs down them, his excitement sharp in the air. Wdll, of
course. Maybeit's not the Soho Hale remembers, but it'll be fresh and new to this kid—a Bordertown of
his own. The magic place at the edge of the Elflands that he'd saved for two yearsto cometo.

Hale can hear the boy talking to the cat. It's still odd to hear another voice in the house, he's grown so
used to being done. Thirty yearsof living done. Almogt thirty-one.

Thefirst few years he kept hoping sheld come back. He knew she would. She belonged on the Streets of
Soho. After that he stopped waiting. Or s0 helikesto believe. Hetells himsdlf that living doneisjust an
acquired habit, like too much Dragon's Milk, or Linny's passion for coltsfoot. He gazes up at the painting



of her, cig in her mouth, that cocky half smile.
So she's il telling people her father isan evin lord.
Some things never change.

Hale unbuttons his paint-covered overshirt, exposing the Danceland t-shirt he wears undernesth. Ashe
tightens the laces on his boots, he can hear the Mock Avenue Bell Tower clock chimethetime,
incorrectly. He countstwelve rings. That meansit's a quarter to ten.

Hale dampsthe spell lights as he leaves the room. The cornflower-blue gaze restsin shadow.



