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PART ONE: PLANH

CHAPTER 1
&K N>H»

Sun.

It glared off the narrow band of asphalt that was Interstate 15, sending up heat
shimmers that turned the distant mountains into the reflections of atroubled pond.
But there was no water here in the Mojave Desert, only sun... and sand... and
Joshuatrees... and the ovenlike heat of a Toyota Celica that had possessed no air
conditioning to speak of for the last ten years.

Sandy Joy shoved her sunglasses back on her head, rubbed at her good eye,
wiped sweat out of her bad eye, and shifted her dripping back against the vinyl seat.
The wind that blasted in through the open windows brought not a trace of coolness,
and though she dropped her sunglasses into place and sucked at a can of cola
grown warm with the unremitting heat, the liquid neither quenched her thirst nor
eased the ache in her stomach. In fact, prompted by the reality of thisjourney—the
sand, the scrub and trees, the road stretching off toward the mountains and then
beyond into who-knew-what—the ache had redoubled, and the soft drink only gave
her gut something about which to clench more tightly.

“I’ll tell you, Little Sandy,” she said to the doll that was seatbelted beside her,
“you don’'t want to worry too much about what happens in Denver, because it sure
can't be any worse than what we left in LA.”
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She glanced at the doll. Little Sandy’ s cloth face wore, as usual, an expression
that lay midway between the winsome and the pathetic, but it seemed today to be
touched with something akin to absurd confidence.

Sandy put her good eye back on the road. Little Sandy was confident. Well, that
was to be expected: Little Sandy had Big Sandy to look out for her, and that was the
way it was supposed to be. But Big Sandy had no one. That was, she supposed, the
way it was supposed to be also; but how did one parent oneself when one’s only
role models were a mother who had committed suicide and afather who had—?

“That’s enough,” she said quickly. “In the name of the Goddess, that’ s enough.”

But though she spoke the words solemnly, trying yet again to erect between
herself and the past a barrier of the sacred and the numinous, her voice was tight,
and another swig of warm cola did nothing to loosen it.

The Celica continued on, the road continued to rise to meet it. Joshuatrees and
scrub flicked by at half a hundred miles an hour, but the distances were such that, in
the larger view, nothing changed. The same stretches of sand and waste unrolled to
left and to right, and the same mountains—bleached and gray—shimmered in the
distance. Sandy seemed to be getting nowhere.

As usual.

She frowned, grappled with the thought, tried to shove it away. But there it was,
right outside her windshield: an emblem, symbolic asal hell, of her life.

Ladies and gentlemen, presented for your entertainment and delectation, an
iconographic reification of symbological excellence. A summation, in short, of the
puerile existence of one Sandy Joy, refugee from the lye-buckets and semen-stained
cribs of the City of the Angels, dupe of her own hidden and unacknowledged
optimism. Sep right thisway! Come inside, come inside!

And, indeed, the phantom barker (who, fittingly, spoke with the voice of her dead
father) might well have been right. Twenty-five years old, and she had nothing to
show for her life save blindness, a scarred face, and a personality that hobbled about
like an amputee. Thisjourney to Denver, she admitted, was quite possibly a grasping
at avery thin straw... and awaterlogged one at that.

See the drowning girl in action. See her struggle. See her writhe and wriggle as
sheswimslike a...

She drained the last of the cola, tossed the can onto the back seat. “ Shaddup,”
shesaid aloud. “I’'m over it.”

The voice faded, and as though seeking a talisman to ward off its return, she
reached back to the canvas instrument case that lay on the floor behind her seat. For
amoment, she felt through layers of nylon and padding to the slender contours of a
small harp, then, still looking for the charm, unzipped the wide pocket and withdrew
a bundle of papers.

With her good eye flicking back and forth between the road and the topmost
letter, she sought the words that could hold back the barker. She had read them



often. She had them memorized.

“... pleased to inform you of your acceptance into the Hands of Grace
program. We at Kingsley College are proud to be the facilitator of Professor
Angel’ sinnovative work, and consider it to be an invaluable asset to the academic,
religious, and medical communities. We look forward to your arrival ...”

The letter was signed by the dean, Maxwell Delmari, and two pages down was the
letter from the financial aid department about her fellowship. Then came the
rudely-typed article by Terry Angel himself and the correspondence she had
received from him over the last two years. Futility? No: she had been accepted at
Kingdey, had been given afellowship, actually had the personal interest of Terry
Angd.

She put the papers away with a sense of satisfaction, and she gave the harp a
comradely squeeze. There was a place for her at Kingsley. There was a place for her
in the Hands of Grace program. Terry Angel was going to teach her the ancient
secrets of the harp so that she could help people. She might even be able to help
hersdlf.

She thought of the encouragement Terry had given her, his cautions and stern
warnings about making a full commitment to his program. Commitment and
authenticity, he had written, are our armor against those in the academic world
who will try to discredit what we do. Our byword, therefore, is research. Research,
research, research!

Y es, she was ready to commit. After twenty-five years, she was ready to commit
herself to anybody who showed her the slightest consideration, ready to pledge
herself to anything that offered an end to the futility and the pain. Terry had been
willing to accept her, to make her a part of the Hands of Grace, and at the thought of
his unlooked-for generosity, her eyes—blind and sighted both—were suddenly too
full of tearsfor her to continue to drive.

She pulled off the highway, stopped, |eaned her head against the steering whesl.
She tried to forget about the past, to think instead about the letters and the
encouragement, but the barker began to natter again, a needless and redundant
reminder that the past was still with her, that the past was always with her, that no
amount of wishing, fantasizing, therapy, or even the spells and ritual of modern
Witchcraft would keep it away. It was just there: the irrefutable artifact of an
Incarnation gone wrong, that had, so far, stubbornly refused any effort to alter it in
the dightest.

She pulled Little Sandy into her lap and held her, trying to find in the doll’ s soft
body a sense of her own childhood self, trying to instill into it some feeling of safety
and comfort.

“Oh, Goddess,” she whispered. “I wish you could hold me like this.”

But the arms of the Goddess lay in the future, at the end of a wretched life; and
so, after atime, Sandy put the doll back into its seat, restarted the car, and continued
across the desert. If she kept moving, she could make Saint George by nightfall,



check into amotel, and find, in leep, at least the end of this particular wretched day.

“Marsh? TK.”

“Hey, dude.” Marsh Blues covered the phone receiver with his free hand and
smiled at the middle-aged woman who was sitting on the other side of his desk.
“Hang on,” he said. “This Il just take a minute.”

He noticed her short nod, the slump to her shoulders. She was used to waiting.
With an instinct that he still at times found unsettling, he had known from the
moment she had shuffled into Buckland Employment that she had, in the course of
her life, waited for everything. For aman. For marriage. For children. For children to
grow up.

Now, the man and the children were gone, as was the insurance money. And she
was still waiting.

Marsh felt the pang; but TK was talking, his chocolate voice turned metallic and
compressed by the phone line. “Man, the guy in Operations done it to me again. |
got to work tonight. | got to leave now.”

Marsh made asmall, impatient noise. “Again?’

A dark chuckle, darker than the voice. “ Got me a southern boy here, Marsh. Tells
darky jokes by the coffee machine, but oh! how he is the open-minded one when it
comes to working them.”

“It’' s been every night thisweek, hasn’t it, TK?”

“You got it, man. Every day, too. Been working double shifts. The money’s
good, but who cares when you're too tired to enjoy it?’

The woman across the desk had sunk down into the chair like a bag of flour, and
Marsh had been examining her. Resigned. Resigned to waiting. Resigned to failing.
TK was resigned, too. It was that way with most people. Things happen, they said,
i’ sjust that way, and the utter tragedy of it all was that the sentiment was accepted
asvalid currency everywhere. And here was Marsh Blues sitting in an employment
agency thinking that he was going to change everything... why, he ought to have his
head examined.

Forever was along time to see things happen... just that way. Marsh tried not to
think about forever. Hefailed. “OK,” he said, thinking longingly of the dow, sexy
notes that TK could draw out of atenor sax, “I’ll call the guys and cancel. They
won't likeit.”

“Come on, man. | feel lousy enough. | got a cracker who wants me to quit, | been
up all night, and my leg’s hurting.”

“That leg of yours again! Have you gone to the VA?’
“Y eah. They want me to pose for Desert Storm promo pix.”
“Isthat all?’



“Nothing much else they can do. Called phantom limb syndrome. Hurtslike hell
some days, but they have to start cutting my brain to get rid of it.”

There were better ways. There had to be better ways. Ash had, after all, once
cured leukemia, and had actually managed to heal Hadden of a gunshot wound.
Self-conscious, rather shaken by the enormity of the experiences, she had never
been able to do anything of the sort again, but, well, there had to be more of that
somewhere. Maybe Natil knew something.

“Marsh?’
Maybe. But if she did, she was not talking about it. Marsh suddenly wondered—
“Marsh? Y ou there?’

“Huh?” Coming out of his thoughts too quickly to keep them. “Uh, yeah.” No
music tonight. “ Shit.”

“No, man. Sheeee-it. Get it right. Y ou want to play blues guitar, you got to get
some color in you.”

Marsh laughed. “OK. | admit it. I'm vanilla. But let us know how your schedule
turns out. Maybe we can get together next week. We al missthe sax.”

And, for amoment, from behind TK’s habitual mask, areal face peeped out.
“You don't think | do?’

“TK? But TK had hung up. Marsh set the handset back in its cradle. It was just
that way. It was just going to be that way. Forever.

It would not be so bad, he thought, had he some place he could go. It was not a
question of avacation, or an easy chair, or awarm bed in which he and Heather
could hide in one another’ s arms. It was not a question even of the gatherings up at
the Home, when they all, in one way or another, hid in one another’sarms. It was...

He was not sure what it was, save that it seemed to be alonging both unspecified
and unfulfilled, one that possessed him frequently, that, he guessed, possessed all
the others who thought, with involuntary dismay, of forever.

He glanced across the big room. Two desks away, Wheat was talking to a shabby
young man in overalls, her cornflower blue eyes big and sympathetic and filled with
sarlight. It has to do with love, she had said at a staff meeting long ago, and
everyone, Marsh included, had fallen into stunned silence. You have to look at the
clients that come to you and love them, because they' re people and they deserve it.
You have to feel them, what they’ ve been through, why they’ ve come to you.

No one had understood then. No one at the agency save Marsh, Ash, and Wheat
herself understood now.

Love. That wasit. And if it had to be forever, then it was going to be forever.
And so Marsh turned back to the middle-aged woman—still waiting without a word
of complaint, without aflicker of annoyance—and picked up her application form.
“All right, ma’ am,” he said, “ Sorry about the delay. There’'s an occasional wetware
problem on this side of the desk.”



She did not understand the joke. “ ’ S okay,” she said. Her voice was barely a
whisper.

“You've...” Marsh ran his eyes down the application.

It has to do with love. “Y ou’ ve been with afew other agencies, | see.” Forever.

“Yeah,” shesad. “They said they couldn’t help me.”

Marsh looked at her, held her image in his thoughts the way he might have held an
apple in his hand, alowed the starlight in his mind to wash over it. Yes, heloved her.
He could not but love her. “We'll help you, ma am. We' ve got this attitude problem
around here: you see, at Buckland Employment, we do things right or we don’t do
them at al.”

She nodded, looked unconvinced. Marsh knew that she had heard only the
second half of the Buckland aphorism.

He grinned. “So we'll do it,” he said, holding the woman, the starlight, and the
love in balance. But words and balancings were easy. Trying to find an adequate job
for someone who had no work history, no skills, and an abysmal attitude promised
to be considerably more difficult.

“Can you?’ The woman looked almost eager.

That was good. Eagerness was good. Marsh nodded. It would be difficult, but
not impossible. And as for the work history and the skills... well, Elves, as he had
heard Natil say often, were known for being ingenious.

But, ingenious or not, it was aways going to be like this. Despite the love, the
work—and the sorrown—would go on and on. Forever. Elves were immortal: what
would get them through?

Heather knew that Kelly was upset even before she walked into the day care
center, and when she stepped through the door, she found her blond, blue-eyed
daughter reading a book over by the west window, her face mirroring a sadness that
seemed terribly out of place on features that had known but five summers.

And Kelly’ s teacher was beckoning.

Heather ignored the woman, went directly to Kelly, bent down and put her arms
about her. “Hi, sweetheart,” she said. “Ready to go home?’

Kelly looked up with large eyes—large, sad eyes—and nodded solemnly.

In the glance that passed between them were wordless thoughts that flitted
through Heather’ s mind with the softness of dove wings. “Bad day?’

Kelly shook her head. “Not bad,” she said slowly. Her voice was quiet, steady,
even, without atrace of childish lisp. “Just... sad | guess.”

Kelly’ steacher was still beckoning. “Hang on, love,” said Heather, giving her
daughter a hug. “I haveto talk to Susie.”

“She'svery sad.”



“1 know,” said Heather. “They’re al sad. You're sad, too.”

Kelly nodded, went back to her book. Heather glanced at it. The Jungle Book? At
fiveyears old? Well, that was Kelly.

Susie took Heather into the corridor. “Kelly isawonderful child, Ms. Blues,” she
said. There was aveneer in her voice, though Heather doubted that a human being
would have noticed it. “It’s so wonderful to have her with us.”

“But...” said Heather.
Susie blinked. “But what?’

“My question exactly. Kelly isawonderful child, but ...” Heather tipped her head
to one side inquiringly. It was an infantile habit, one she thought she had broken
years ago, one that had, for some reason, returned with the awakening of the ancient
blood in her veins.

Oh, well: Wheat always cried when she listened to old Judy Collins records, and
Tristan doted on hiswild birds and animals, and Dell and Fox hugged trees. They all
had their excesses. Were they supposed to be perfect as well asimmortal ?

Heather winced inwardly. She was still not sure why the thought hurt so much.

“Uh,” said Susie, “well, now that you mentionit... she’sbeen... uh...
disruptive.”

Heather stared at her. “Disruptive? Kely?’

Susie waved her hands. “Not exactly disruptive, Ms. Blues. | mean, not in an
acting-up way...” Smiling alittle crookedly, she fell silent and nodded to a mother
who was just then racing up the hallway. High heels clicking on the linoleum, the

woman dived into the classroom and came up with achild like a heron pulling afish
out of alake.

“See you tomorrow, Ms. Walters,” said Susie.
“Right.” And the high heels clicked away.

Through the open door, Heather could see Kelly. Still reading. Still sad. “You
were saying.”

“Well, you see...” Sally had caught aloose strand of her red hair and was twirling
it around and around her finger as though it were a weed she were about to uproot.
“... likethe kids were all supposed to bring in poems today to read.”

Heather nodded. “Kelly had avery nice poem. It was by Dylan Thomas.”

“Yeah. Well, Dylan Thomas—whoever heis—isn’'t someone I’ d recite to five-
and six-year-olds.”

Heather could not suppress alook of annoyance. “It certainly isn’t as though
Kelly brought in Do Not Go Gentle Into That Good Night or something like that.
Shelearned Poemin October . It'slovely. Did you actually listen to it?’

Susie was still twisting the hair. “Yes, yes, it was very nice... but...”



Yes, yes, thought Heather, but he's sad. It’s all sad. And she didn’t understand a
word of the poem, and she doesn’t under stand a thing about Kelly... which isn’t
surprising.

Susie, she supposed, was doing her best. Day care at minimum wage was
probably all that she had been able to find, and, in these days of recession, she was
probably fortunate to have it. But Heather could not help but sense (her instincts
reaching out to examine Kelly’ s teacher with a compassion that was, nonethel ess,
impotent) that Susie had hoped for more out of life than day care at minimum wage.
With the fleeting awareness of old powers long faded, Heather saw wings, blue
skies. Susie had wanted to fly. She had wanted to be a pilot. But the money (it was
the old story) was not there, and there had been a child, and the father was not

paying any support.
“ ... but the other kids didn’t know what to make of it...”

But Susie, Heather reflected, at least had a job. There were dozens of men up at
the shelter who had none, who would have given much for a chance at what Susie
had.

She passed a hand across her forehead. And dozens more who would have given
much for a ham sandwich and a place to sleegp that was more secure than a
cardboard box.

“... and it made alot of them feel bad.”

Caught between anger, pity, and sorrow for all that she could not do, Heather
looked up, met Susie’' s eyes. Wings. Blue skies. And here she was. “Bad?’

“Weéll, you know, like... stupid.”

A human mother, perhaps, might have thrown the stupidity back into Susie's
face. But Heather was not a human mother. “Susie,” she said slowly, softly, “Kelly
brought that poem in as an act of love, and I’ m sure that the other children
appreciated it as such... as much as they could. Someday, they might remember that
poem, and someday, one of them might become a poet, or... or maybe a holy
person or something likethat... because they heard Kelly recite Poem in October
today.”

Susie' s expression had turned perplexed. Love? Holy person? What did all that
have to do with it? Her finger twisted the lock of hair all the faster. “Well,” she said,
“l understand...”

Futility. Impotence. You don’'t understand at all.

“... but... wdll... like... could you make sure that Kelly acts just alittle bit more
normal ?’

Heather transfixed her with alook, wondering whether Susie might be one of
those few humans who could see the flash of starlight in an elven eye. But no, Susie
only stared back without comprehension.

“I"'m sorry,” said Heather. “| don’t know what normal is.”



And, wearing the uniform of normalcy—hesls, skirt, silk blouse, conservative
jacket—Heather turned and re-entered the classroom. It was a quarter to six: the sun
was westering, but the sky had clouded over, and rain was coming down. Kelly had
put her book aside and was watching the falling drops, but she looked up at
Heather’ s approach and smiled as her mother scooped her up in her arms.

“She’ssad, isn't she?” said Kelly. Her smile turned shadowed, and there was a
glistening of something more than starlight in her eyes.

“Yes.” Heather’ s whisper was fierce with both a mother’ s love for her child and
an elven love—no matter how senseless—for al. “Yes, honey. She's sad.”

But she was thinking about day care, and about the future. This was not the first
time that Kelly’ s differences had discomfited her teachers, nor would it be the | ast.
She could, she supposed, quit her job with the state, stay home, and shield her
daughter from such things. But next year there would be school, and then the years
ahead stretched off beyond that, through school and into... forever.

She could not shield Kelly forever. And, in any case, Elves were not supposed to
hide from the world: they were supposed to work within it, to help and heal.

“Why?" A huskiness had crept into Kelly’ s voice.

Heather bent her head until their foreheads touched. “That’ s just theway it isin
this place, Elfling,” she whispered.

“Can we go see Natil?’

“We'll be going up to the Home tomorrow night. Everyone will be there.”
Kelly nodded. “1 want to hear Natil play the harp.”

“I"'m sure she'll play the harp tomorrow night. And sing, too.”

“1 want to play the harp like that someday.”

Heather nodded as she carried Kelly out to the car. “It takestime,” she said.
“Thereistime.”

Y es, there was time. Time for everything. But what would get them through all
that time?

She buckled Kélly into her seat, dlid behind the wheel. The streets of Denver
suddenly looked alien, strange. Dear God, she thought, thiswill go on forever!
What will get us through?

But as she pulled out of the lot, she could not but wonder whether the God she
had known all her life heard the prayers of Elves... or cared.

CHAPTER 2

KN»
Natil was planting marigolds.
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The freshly-tilled flower beds swept in wide, semicircular arcsto either side of the
entrance to Aylesberg Hall, and this double row of marigolds would be but the first
stroke of color in them. Natil was a careful grounds-keeper, frugal and imaginative
both, and she had planned for the beds a fantasy of golds and reds and blues and
whites that would both contrast with and complement the pedestrian nature of the
large brick building known to all the students of Kingsley College as the Pink Palace.

Down on her knees, her long hair pulled back in asingle braid and her head
covered with afloppy straw hat, she worked her way along the row—scooping
holes with atrowel, placing flowers, packing the warm, heavy earth about their
roots—her face damp not with sweat (though the day was indeed warm, and
growing warmer) but with the rising moisture of the soil. Even now, at the Summer
Solstice, the earth was still quite sodden with the heavy rains of an unseasonably wet
June, and Natil knew with the instincts of one who had seen weather patterns of
various kinds for four and a half billion years that more rain was on the way. She
had, in fact, delayed planting until now for fear that rototilled flower beds would,
with another downpour, quickly turn into a sea of mud; but the summer session was
going to start next week, and the administrators of the college wanted the campus to
look attractive when the students arrived. Rain or no rain, therefore, Natil and her
crew were putting in flowers.

The dark brown smell of turned earth was about her, and she smiled as she
worked, still alittle embarrassed by her temerity: it had been Tallawho had been the
gardener, who had not only brought human infants into the world but had also
coaxed the buds of Malvern Forest into a chorus of spring color. Natil’ s considered
opinion was that she herself had not atenth of Talla's skill, but, then, Tallawas
gone. They were al gone: Natil would have to fill in as best she could.

“B0oss?’

She pushed back her hat and looked up at the stocky man standing beside her.
“Carlos?’

His dark face was somber, had been so, in fact, all week. It was a change for
Carlos, who usually bubbled and joked, switching between Spanish and Englishin
accordance with the demands of his humor. His humor, though, was gone now. Natil
had wondered about the grief that she had been seeing in the man since Monday, and
had instinctively wanted to help; but thiswas America. Thiswas 1991. People kept
their pains to themselves, resented, in fact, the prying of others. The wisps of
sorrow that she saw among her inner stars would therefore have to remain, for now,
unexplained, and even instinct would remain unfulfilled.

“It’s lunchtime, boss,” Carlos continued. “Could | use the telephone in the
office? | haveto call my sister.”

“Lunchtime? Oh, dear, it seems to have gotten away from me again.” Natil smiled.
Because it was her nature. Because she hoped to cheer Carlos. “ Of course you may
use the telephone. Thank you for asking, but you know that | have never made any
rules about such things.”



Unaffected by her smile, he shrugged, shifted. “Now’s not atime when | want to
get into trouble.” He started to turn away, but then he stopped and turned back.
“Y ou take the bus home alone, don’t you, boss?’

“1 do most evenings,” Natil replied. “West. Out I-70.”

Carlos had pulled off his hat, and Natil noticed that his fingers were clenched on
the brim as though he would have liked to have ripped it in two. “Y ou be careful,
boss. It’s not a good world out there.”

Elven instinct won out. “Carlos, what happened?’

He shook his head and walked away quickly in the direction of the
groundskeeper’ s shed.

She stood up, looking after him as she brushed dirt from the knees of her jeans.
Thiswas America. Thiswas 1991. He was a man, and she, to outward appearance,
was awoman. He was an employee, she was his supervisor. Instinct or not, some
things were not alowed.

Sorrow was painful enough. Sorrow denied even a chance of healing was a
deeper ache. She had to do something. She could do nothing. That was the way it
was in this place.

Under the pretense of checking on the progress of the planting, she wandered
over to the rest of her crew. “It looks very good,” she said in Spanish. “Carlos tells
methat it islunch time. Y ou gentlemen should eat.”

She saw their smiles. Whether it was because she was a woman who was willing
to grub in the dirt like anavvy, or because she was so invariably polite to those she
supervised, or because her Spanish was essentially flawless—save for a persistent
trace of an odd little accent that colored even her English—they always smiled when
she spoke to them. But perhaps for one or al of those same reasons, they also
always listened to her and had never hinted that they were anything less than
perfectly willing to work at her side.

Now they put down their tools and rose; but as they |eft, Natil beckoned to her
assistant. “Raoul, after lunch, could you make some telephone calls and seeif there
isarecycler out there who will take these plastic flats? We are going to have a great
many of them by the time we are through with the beds, and | cannot find arecycling
number on them anywhere.”

“I"ll do that, Miss Summerson.”

“Thank you.” But her expression must have told him that she wanted to ask
something else. He waited, and she finally spoke. “What happened to Carlos?’

A shadow crossed Raoul’ s face. “That bank shooting last Sunday? Those four
dead guards?’

“1 saw the paper.”

“One of them was Carlos’ cousin.” Raoul shrugged, his dark eyes
expressionless... and all the more eloquent for that.



Natil nodded slowly. She had read about it in the paper. She had read also about
the child who had been beaten to death by her father. And about the despairing man
who had killed hiswife, then himself. And about the youth who had been gunned
down because he had been wearing a baseball cap of the wrong color.

That was the way it was in this place.

“1 understand,” she said, though all that she really understood was the sorrow and
the pain and her inability to aleviate either. “Thank you, Raoul. Please let Carlos
know that if thereisanything | can do...” But there was nothing she could do, and
she knew it. “... he has but to ask.”

Raoul nodded. “What did he say to you, Miss Summerson?”’

Natil shoved her hat back until it dlid off her head and dangled by its chin strap.
The sun was warm on her dark, silver-streaked hair. “He said that it is not a good
world.”

“Yes, that’ strue.” Raoul looked up at the sky. Clouds were building up above the
Rocky Mountains. Rain coming. More rain. Maybe hail. “We have to wait for the
good one. But it helps to know that the good one’ s there, doesn’t it?”

Natil smiled politely, nodded, turned to go back to work.
“You'd better eat, too, Miss Summerson.”

Carlos had sorrows that he wished to keep private, and so did Natil. “ Thank you,
Raoul, but | think | will finish thisrow first.”

Raoul nodded and departed. Natil knelt down among her marigolds, bent her
head, considered Carlos, the Elves, the world into which she had come.

Somehow, centuries and millenniaago, it had all seemed more manageable.
Perhaps it had been simply a matter of limited knowledge, but she doubted it. The
patterns of reality had aways held a full measure of tragedy at all levels, personal to
global, and back when the Elves could actually look into the intricate movements of
the Dance that was everything and sort potential and probability until al of existence
lay open to them, they had seeniit all.

Perhaps that was why they had faded: they had seen too much, they had seen the
futility. The time had been wrong, the world had been wrong, but the wrongness had
proceeded not just from the encroachments of human beings, not simply from the
cut forests, the polluted streams, the beings of fur and scale and feather who had
been or would be driven to extinction asif in prophesy of the eventual fate of
Immortals; it was also that the cutting, the pollution, the extinctions had all been so
unstoppable, so inevitable. The Elves, impelled by their nature to help and heal, had
been, in the end, unable to do either.

And they had seen, and they had known. And, with the exception of Natil herself,
they had faded.

Perhaps that was it. Perhaps that explained it. But now, after five hundred years of
absence, the Elves were back, the old blood stirring in a scattering of people herein



Denver, awakening and transforming them. And though, in accordance with the age
and its customs, their lives were very different from what Natil had known in the
past, they still tried to help, to heal, to look at pain and sorrow and do... something.

Do something? Do what? Natil saw the limitations and impotence every day, and
she knew that the newly-awakened Elves of Denver saw them too. It wasa
wearisome, frustrating task to which their natures dedicated them, one that stretched
off into an infinite future, a chore without comfort, without respite, without
satisfaction or completion. And even five-year-old Kelly was beginning to feel the
sadness of continuing futility.

It was as hopeless as before. And yet they were al here, come back against all
hope or belief. But how much disappointment could they bear? And how were they
supposed to bear it when it would never end? Had they returned only to fade again?

What gets us through? She whispered the words as she had whispered them long
ago, as she had whispered them often since she had come to Colorado. But she
knew exactly what would get them through. Indeed, she wasin Denver, in 1991,
because she knew, because she, alone now among all the Elves, had once seenit,
had once participated in it.

Once. Once, but no more. The vision of the Lady, Elthia, the starlit, nurturing
wonder of elven existence, remained apart, elusive, ungrasped not only by the those
whose blood had newly awakened, but also by Natil herself. But even had Natil still
possessed that perfect link with immanent divinity, she could think of noway in
which she could have communicated it to her people. In any case, she could not
help but believe that revealing its existence to those who needed it—but who could
not have it—would, under the circumstances, only deepen their sorrow.

The problem seemed insoluble, seemed, in fact, the stuff of despair. Natil,
though, would not despair. Having despaired once, having had her hope restored by
unutterable grace, she would not give up again. There was away back to the Lady.
There was adoor back to vision and elven mystery. She believed it. Shefelt it. She
knew it.

Darkness roiled in the west, caught her eye, and she looked off toward the
mountains. Another afternoon of rain was on its way. She sighed. Bad timing: she
was as poor a gardener as she was a teacher.

Bending, she picked up another marigold and put it in the earth. One step at a
time. And perhaps one of these days she would find out what the steps were.

From a bed of ratty towelsin a corner of a small apartment two miles from where
the stedl and glass towers of downtown Denver pointed at the sullen sky, a half-feral
Y orkshire terrier started up snarling, snapping in blind fear at the burst of ringing
from the telephone, and the urgent sound propelled TK Winters up out of dreams
that he did not want to remember. He grabbed the K-Bar beside his bed and slashed
out blindly at the face (Iragi or Vietnamese, he was not sure) that was coming toward
him, and the knife hit the telephone and sent it clattering to the floor. TK shook off



the dreams, groped for the receiver. His hands were shaking.

“Shut up, Rags,” he shouted at the dog. “I can’t hear this dude if you don’t shut
up.” Even as fuzzy-brained as he was, he knew who was on the other end of the
connection, knew also what he wanted. Rags might well have had the right idea.
“Rags, dammit, shut up.”

Earsflat back, eyes narrowed, teeth bared, the tiny terrier stopped barking and
confined himself to snarls and growls, pacing back and forth along the wall as
though it wanted to kill something. TK’ s face creased into as much of asmile as he
ever alowed himself. That makes two of us.

He set the knife aside, sat up, put the handset to hisear. “Yeah,” he said.

“Winters?’ said avoice with a honey-thick drawl, “I got a no-show at the Kaiser
Center. Downtown. Y ou need to fill it.”

Just as he had expected. “Come on, man,” said TK. “| just got to sleep.”
“You'’ ve been off-duty for sixteen hours. You' ve had plenty of time for sleep.”

TK had, in fact, just gotten off five hours before, after an all night shift, but
Hansen, the operations manager, kept such notoriously bad records that the true
number of TK’swork hours would not be known until the poor, harried timekeeper
at the security company sorted through the scraps of paper, backs of envelopes, and
sticky-pad notes that were as much of an account of the week’ s activities as Hansen
ever |eft. If heleft any at all.

“Man,” said TK, “I'm tired.”

“Y’dl refusing an assignment?’

No, you motherfucker, because you' d like that too much. TK’s eyefell on the
M 16 that stood in the corner within easy reach. Sometimes he wished—

“No,” hesad. “l ain't.”

“Beup at Franklin and 20th in half an hour,” said Hansen. “Y ou know what to
do.”

TK’s grip tightened on the handset. Yassuh, yassuh, | know ' xactly what to do.
I’m gonna take this M16 and put five rounds rapid right up your cracker ass. It
was good enough for that lieutenant that kept riding the brothers, and it sure as
hell be good enough for you.

But the connection had been broken. TK tossed the handset back into its cradle.
Swinging one and one half legs over the edge of the bed, he bent down to the floor
to retrieve the plastic apparatus that allowed him to walk. As he fastened it on, he
noticed that Rags was watching him balefully. A sound made of equal parts pleading
whine and threatening snarl was coming from the tiny throat.

“Comeon,” said TK. “I feed you when | feed me. Don’t give me no bullshit.”

Rags only sneezed once and growled again. Growls, snarls, nips, bared teeth: as
much affection as TK had ever gotten out of the dog in the three months since he



had taken him in. Another man, disgusted with such a poor showing of gratitude,
might have put him right back out onto the street, but not TK. Street wise and
survival oriented, even after frostbite, near starvation, and (apparently) a previous
owner more interested in a whipping boy than a pet, Rags reminded TK too much of
himself.

WEell, could’ ve been worse, | guess. Bess only left me. | could’ ve wound up
gunned down like that dude in Detroit...

She had been gone when he had returned after having been discharged from the
hospital in Georgia. She had taken their newborn daughter, taken everything. The
apartment, untenanted since January, had been rented to someone else.

TK stretched out hisleft leg, wincing, trying to ease the pain that, now that he was
fully awake, was building quickly. It was a habitual action, habitually useless, for the
muscles he was attempting to flex had not existed for months. Y et he persisted, for
though his eyes told him that there was nothing below his knee save plastic, his brain
persisted in recreating the feelings of flesh and blood, and the phantom limb burned
like cold fire.

He whacked at the prosthesis afew times with alarge hand as though to wake up
long-vanished nerves, but the pain continued. He supposed that he was lucky he
could get to sleep. There were afew old guys up at the VA who were not so
fortunate, and years of semi-addiction to pain killers had left them seamed and pallid,
like bean plants forced to grow in darkness.

While Rags growled and uttered an occasional bark, TK put hisweight on hislegs
of flesh and plastic, crossed to the window of the apartment, and pushed aside the
rude drape that he had made out of an old tablecloth. Afternoon. The sky had
clouded up again, and it looked like another evening of rain, if not hail. But no rain
was falling yet. There was only a sense of tension in the air, an oppression that
descended from the soft, shrouded sun like an invisible fog. Voices carried
unnaturally. Sounds—the snapping of twigs, the chirping of unenthusiastic
birds—seemed magnified. There would be thunder soon.

The skies had been much like this when he had been pulled off his Patriot radar
screen and ordered into a Humvee, the clouds pressing down like aleaden thumb as
he had been driven at fifty miles an hour across Saudi desert and Kuwaiti desert,
driven to amaze of wadis, gullies, pits, escarpments, and jagged outcroppings.
There was a deep bunker ahead, the lieutenant from the intelligence unit explained,
and its entrance dropped amost straight down, like a mine shaft, and Specialist
Theodore Karlington Winters—it was in his records—had experience in the tunnels
of Cu Chi Province, Republic of South Vietnam.

Therewas an Iragi officer in the bunker. Someone valuable. Specialist Theodore
Karlington Winters was supposed to get him out. Specialist Theodore Karlington
Winters was not supposed to ask questions. The cease fire had taken effect
twenty-four hours before (the coalition mech units fuming as the Republican Guard
gave them the collective finger and retreated to the north for alittle Kurd bashing),
and twenty years after the claustrophobic and subterranean fighting in Cu Chi had



shattered what nerves he had left after endless search and destroy patrols, Specialist
Theodore Karlington Winters was supposed to get a man out of a bunker.

Yeah... and lose my fucking leg doing it.

Below, in the street, up near the corner, a Jeep Cherokee was pulling up to the
curb, and TK, from his second floor window, could just see the pale blur of wadded
bills lying on the seat beside the driver. A hand covered the wad just as a young man
with an LA Raiders cap sauntered out of a house afew doors down the way, his
hands in the pockets of hislow-slung pants. TK did not hear the
exchange—perhaps, by now, there was nothing to hear, perhaps it had all become
wordless—but he saw the bills pass from the driver to the Raiders fan, and he saw
something else pass from the Raiders fan to the driver. And then the Cherokee
pulled away, and the young man stood alone at the curb, rocking back and forth on
his heels, his hands thrust deep into his pockets.

TK let the curtain fall, hating Hansen, hating the lieutenant from intelligence, hating
the piece of plastic that throbbed like living flesh but felt nothing beyond pain, hating
the inhabitants of the crack house who did athriving business in genocide and
rationalized it all as ameans of getting ahead.

He turned away from the window. There were children playing in the fenced yard
next to the crack house: two little girls with faces the color of copper and hair
carefully arranged in falls of braids and bright beads. They had seen it all. Everyone
in the neighborhood had seen it all: it was always there to be seen. But there seemed
to be little that anyone could do about it. The cops would not go in without a
warrant, and oddly enough (TK smiled as much as he ever did) it was very hard to
find a cop or awarrant when you needed one.

A dull rumble of thunder in the distance: the oppression of the impending storm
was like the heat of afurnace as TK went into the corner of the apartment that served
as his kitchen. There, from a battered metal cabinet, he produced a box of breakfast
cereal, and from atiny cube of arefrigerator, milk that had not quite gone sour. Rags
prowled, now and then snapping at him, but TK was agile even on his artificial leg,
and the terrier’ s teeth met nothing more yielding than plastic.

“Don’'t give me no shit,” said TK. “I feed you. Y ou forgetting who’sin charge
here.”

But Rags looked convinced of neither the availability of food nor the local chain
of command until his master pulled out a sack of dog food, filled abowl, and put it
in front of him. Even then, the yorkie snapped at TK’s hand... and received a cuff in
return that sent the four-pound dog tumbling head over heels.

“Eat, you dumb motherfucker,” said TK. Again, the smile that was not much of a
gmile.

Rags staggered to his feet, advanced, plunged his teeth into the kibble. TK filled a
chipped soup bowl with cereal and milk, glancing at the clock as he poured. He
would have to eat fast if he expected to make it to the Kaiser Center in time.

He shoveled food into his mouth, mentally looking ahead, planning his



movements. Eat breakfast, shave, get dressed, call Marsh and let him know that (yes,
again) practice would have to be scrubbed. No time for coffee: he would grab some
in the guard shack at the Center.

Looking ahead. It was like the tunnelsin Nam, or the radar screensin Dhahran, or,
at times, the streets of Denver: looking ahead, looking... to see the thing that might
kill you.

Hetold himself that there was nothing that was going to kill him on hisway to the
Kaiser Center, but the K-Bar remained areassuring presence on the table by the bed,
and the loaded and very illegal M 16 stood ready in the corner. It had been the
tunnelsin Vietnam that had put them where they were, atunnel in Iraq that had
brought them back after Bess had made them go away for atime. Now there was no
one to make them go away again.

And, as though to belie his assurances to himself that the trip from his breakfast
table to his job would be made in perfect safety—save, perhaps, for the attacks of a
feral terrier—a screech of tires and a thump brought him to his feet and took him to
the window.

He tore the curtain aside. A dark Coupe de Ville had rounded the corner, and the
Raiders fan with deep pockets had turned to run back into the house. The driver,
though, was aready in the process of cutting off the fan’s retreat by pulling the big
car directly up onto the weed infested lawn between him and the door.

Blocked by the car, the fan vaulted the fence that surrounded the yard where the
children were playing. But now the Coupe de Ville' swindows had slid down, and
the muzzle of an automatic rifle had emerged.

TK saw it coming. Not just the shooting. He saw more. He had seen it in the Nam
when a girl no older than those upon whom the Raiders fan was advancing had
suddenly produced a satchel charge and jumped into a loaded personnel carrier. He
had seen it in an Iragi tunnel when ayoung man half out of his mind with fear and
hashish had dived straight for him with afragmentation grenade, ignoring the slugs
from the .45 that were smacking into his chest like so many blows from awrecking
bar.

And, as before, seeing, knowing the inevitable, he could do nothing. No shout
would avert what was coming. No blind run toward the children or the young man
would accomplish anything. As had been the case when the child had leaped into the
truck, as had been the case when the panicked Iragi had dived toward him, TK knew
himself to be helpless.

Now the young man in the Raiders cap scrambled for the children, and just asthe
rifle spat out a spray of slugs, he caught up the bigger of the two and held her up in
front of him while she shrieked—first with surprise and fear, and then with the
impact of the nine-millimeter bullets that ended her criesforever.

The Coupe de Ville pulled back out onto the street with a squeal of rubber and
left dark marks on the dark asphalt as it sped off. The young man dropped the
remains of the child and bolted between the houses, making for the aley.



Silence. Terrible silence. And then awoman began to scream.

CHAPTER 3
&K N >»

On Friday, Natil stayed late at the college, taking care of paperwork in her tiny office
in the groundskeeper’ s shed. Rain was falling hard, drumming on the roof, and then,
near six-thirty, the dark sky darkened even more, and the drumming turned into a
dinning rattle for several minutes. Hail.

Going over the records of the cost of the marigolds, the columbines, the
snapdragons and violas and pansies that she and her crew had just planted—that
were now being cut to ribbons by bullets of ice—Natil sighed. She had delayed as
long as she could, and it had accomplished nothing. But there was little she could do
now. Tomorrow, she supposed, she could look over what was left of the beds, and
on Monday, she and her crew could begin repairs.

She totaled figures, checked time sheets, and signed her name at the bottom of
the forms, smiling fondly as her hand guided the ball point penin even, haf-uncial
letters: Natil Summerson. Summerson. Heather Blues had come up with that. She
had used her supervisory position at the Colorado Vital Records Bureau to fabricate
an identity and a birth certificate for Natil, but, nervous and frightened at the
technical felony she had been committing, she had gone completely blank when the
computer had queried her for alast name. After what had seemed to her to be an
eternity of dithering, Heather—who had just finished re-reading her favorite Dickens
novel—had impulsively named her after Esther, the sweet, nurturing narrator of
Bleak House.

Natil stacked the papers, clipped them together, dropped them into the basket on
the corner of her desk. Nurturing. That was it. She was here to nurture. And so far
she had done awretched job of it.

Time, she thought. It takestime. Thereistime. But she knew that it also took
tools, and though when it came to planting flowers, cutting lawns, and building
berms, she had tools a-plenty, she found her hands empty when faced with the task
of revealing to the Elves of Denver the reality and the immanence of Elthia
Calasiuove.

A rumble of an engine, a hiss of tires on the wet parking lot. Natil rose and peered
through the window and the falling water. A red-and-white Bronco was pulling into a
space close to the door, and there was a flutter of waves from within it.

Natil waved back, pulled on her raincoat, locked up. When she had climbed into
the truck and buckled her seat belt, though, she noticed that despite the cheerful
waves she had seen, Lauri’s eyes were puffy and red from crying, and Bright was
huddled in the back seat as though she had been beaten.

“Sorry we're late.” Lauri’svoice half broke. “We got... tied up at the Center.”
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The starlight they all shared was but a shadow of the deep intimacy of the
Firstborn. Nevertheless, though Natil could not read the events of the past, she could
sense the emotions of the present. “What happened?’

Lauri shut her eyes, shook her head. “It’s arotten world. The scenery’s great.
The people are fucked.”

“Lauri... what happened?’

“We...” Lauri took a deep breath. “Y ou know I’ ve been working the hot line at
the Gay and Lesbian Center most evenings.”

“1 know.” Working hot lines, volunteering at homeless shelters and safe houses,
peer counsealing: thus did the modern Elves attempt to fulfill their instincts.

“Well, we went up there to pick up somefliers for the Kay Gardener concert.”
Lauri was looking straight ahead through the rain-spattered windshield. “ They called
me into the office. There was someone on the line who wastrying to find me. Little
baby dyke who needed help. Cute kid, | guess: | never actually met her. But she'd
called in when | was on one evening, and | helped her come out, held her hand, gave
her references, places to go for help, people to see... and things to watch out for. |
guess she kinda liked me. She'd call and ask for me when she ran into trouble.”
Lauri lifted her arm, blotted at her eyes with asleeve. “ That’s what we're here for,
isn'tit?’ For amoment, she stared out at the rain, then, as though with an effort, she
released the parking brake and started across the parking lot.

“Itisso,” said Natil.

“Well, | hadn’t heard from her in awhile, but apparently everything had blown up
for her. She called the Community Center, and | happened to be there.” She waited
silently for agap in the traffic, pulled out onto the street, headed for the freeway. “It
always works out that way, doesn’t it?’

“Everything that happens, happens asit should.”
Lauri’s eyes narrowed as though in pain. “I hope so.”
For some time, she drove in silence. She merged onto 1-70 westbound.

“Bright,” she said suddenly, “don’t get messed up in this business. There'sa
bunch of sharks out there. It’s no better than with the straights. Worse, | think.”

Bright was young and pretty, so much so that her attempt to conceal her
attractiveness by dressing mannishly had just the opposite effect. For amoment, she
was silent, solemn. Then: “And what about you, Lauri?’

“I'll be dl right.”
Bright’s voice was gentle. “ Y ou’ ve got a heart like butter and you know it.”

In the gleam of oncoming headlights, Lauri’ s eyes were troubled pools. “Bright,
you can’t fix my heart. You're not gay. Don’t mess yourself up like that. I'll be all
right.”

“Lauri.” Natil put ahand on her shoulder. “Tell me.”



Lauri glanced at Natil. Natil met her grief with starlight. Elves, all of them. Elves
taking care of one another, lightening for one another the burden of immortality, the
burden of compassion. “Well, she’ d gotten herself pretty messed up. She’d come
out, and her family had tossed her. Threw her out. Catholic girl: her Church didn’t
want anything to do with her, and some idiot priest told her that her God didn’t
either. She believed them. She was eighteen, and she couldn’t quite figure out how to
make it on her own, so she got involved with...”

Lauri’ s hands tightened on the steering whed!.

“1 know who it was,” she said. “Hangs around bookstores and all the discussion
groups, wants to get her fingersinto every little teen-age pussy that comes along.
Used her, threw her away. The baby-dyke was out on the street with the clothes on
her back and no place to go. Completely messed up, and a broken heart on top of it.
Shewas...”

Lauri held the truck dead center in the freeway lane, staring fixedly.
“The stars, Lauri,” said Natil. “Find your stars.”

Lauri tried to hold her voice as steady as the truck. “ She' d just overdosed. She
wouldn’t tell me where she was. She just wanted to say good-bye.”

Natil felt her sorrow like awave. All the starlight in the world, she knew, could not
help. “And—7?"’

“ S0 she said good-bye. | did what | was there to do. | couldn’t hold her hand
while she died, so | held the phone.”

In the back seat, Bright was sobbing.

“We tried to trace the call, we called the cops.” Lauri made the transition from
[-70 to Highway 6, continued west. The mountains began to enfold them. Clear
Creek foamed at the side of the road. “ Couldn’t trace it. But the cops wanted a
statement. They took their time coming for it. So we were late.”

“Oh, Lauri...”

“It'swhat we're here for, isn't it? To help people?’ Lauri sighed. The
highway—dark, rainy—stretched off into the distance. “What a rotten job.”

And Natil remembered Omelda, and she remembered Charity, and she
remembered many others: the hope, the trust... the failure. But failure wasinevitable.
Thiswas, after al, the world of human beings. “We cannot save everyone,” she
said, and her voice was barely audible over the drumming of the rain and the hissing
of the tires on the wet asphalt. “We can try, but some do not want to be saved, and
some do not care whether they are saved or not. Some are beyond saving, and we
can only comfort them as they leave us.”

Tears were running down Lauri’ s face.
“Asyou did tonight, Lauri.”

Bright spoke softly from the back seat. “Y ou have to do one thing at atime. It's
like | tell the girls at the safe house. If you try to concentrate on everything, you just



get overwhelmed. So you just do one thing at atime.”

“But it’ s not getting any better,” said Lauri. “It’s not gonna get any better.” She
bit her lip to stifle her tears. “Wasit dways thisway, Natil?’

Natil could not meet her eyes, could not meet what she saw in them. Only Elthia
could meet that bleakness, that hollowness, and fill it with something that was
beyond love. And Elthia was... was...

Natil did not know where She was.
“We... saw many things that made us grieve,” she said.

Lauri passed ahand over her face. “I’'m sorry, Natil. Y ou gotta cut me some
slack. | don’'t know what the hell I'm doing. I’ m ashamed that you had to wait
around so long just to meet people like me.” She shook her head. “Five hundred
years. Jeez.”

Natil looked away. She had never told Lauri or the other Elves that, in ablinding
instant of grace, she had stepped directly from Renaissance Adriato modern
Colorado, for to do so would have required that she explain the source of that grace,
and that, in turn, would have required explaining about the Lady. And she could not
explain.

But Lauri needed Elthia right now. The kind of pain she was experiencing was the
entire reason for that immanent, comforting vision. But the vision was gone, and
Natil did not know how to bring it back.

She took Lauri’s hand. “Thereis no blamein being what you are,” she said.
“Thereisno blamein feeling, or in sorrow.” Helping and healing: they could hardly
help and heal one another—how, then, were they supposed to take care of the entire
world? “ And do not worry about slack. Y ou have all made me very welcome, and
my only sorrow isthat | cannot... repay you al as| would wish.”

Lauri and Bright, she knew, heard only the courtesy in her words. They did not
know the misery that lay beneath them.

A bright green sign heralded the return of 1-70. Lauri checked her watch.
“Elvenhome coming up,” she said. “I’ll tell you: I’m ready.”

Glenwood Springs came up out of the rain like a handful of stars. The mountains
were lost in the darkness and cloud, but Sandy knew that they were there. The
mountains, then, had not been unreachable: she had reached them—first the Sierras,
then the Rockies—had disproved the mocking voice of the past. Tomorrow, she
would reach Denver.

Tired and aching after a second day of continuous driving, she pulled into a
Travel odge parking lot and checked into aroom. Later, much later, when the
restaurant was almost deserted, when there were fewer people, less of a chance
someone might see the scars on her face, the frightened hunch to her shoulders, or
simply the wrongness of her existence, she went down to dinner and stammered out
her order to a waitress who seemed uninterested in her past, her present, or her



fears. She ate quickly, signed her room number on the check, and ran back upstairs
to put alocked door between herself and the world.

But she did not go to bed. No. Today was the Solstice. Tired though she was,
she did not go to bed.

She bathed instead, and donned a necklace, and set candles to the four cardinal
points of the tiny space between the double bed and the wall. Then, taking up her
ritual knife, she cast a Circle, temporarily consecrating one small section of a
mundane motel room to the worship of a Deity that the Christian church had, for two
thousand years, declared dead.

It was Wicca—Witchcraft, the worship of the Goddess—that had given Sandy
hope when, her father newly dead and her mother, as she had finally discovered, a
suicide years before, she had contemplated her future with awill and personality that
alifetime of abuse had reduced to ash. It was faith in recurrent and endless change
that had allowed her to look ahead and hope for healing... or at least for the oblivion
of death and afresh start with anew incarnation. It was feminine Divinity that had
offered areturn of the sanctity and holiness of her own, violated body, and if she
could not yet grasp those precious gifts, she at least knew that they were there, and
that they would wait until her hands were strong enough to reach out and take them.

And so Sandy kept the Solstice in amotel in Glenwood Springs. She had not
wanted to be on the road for such a holy day, but, standing in Circle, contemplating
this turning point in the seasons—spring and awakening had passed, and summer,
the time of sunlight and growth, was ahead—she decided that perhaps it was fitting
that she celebrate such atransition while being herself in transition. The seasons
mirrored the lessons of life, after all, and so she embraced the crossing of this
threshold, coupled to it her wishes and desires, and solemnly affirmed between the
Worlds and in the immanent, almost tactile presence of her Goddess that the past
was behind her, that in Denver and in the months ahead, she would find sunlight and
the growth of her hopes.

And, afterward, her harp at her side and Little Sandy in her lap, she sat in the
candle lit darkness, meditating. And if magic were the deliberate willing of afuture,
the substitution of brightness and innocence for all the black sorrow that had gone
before, then, yes, she worked magic.

Once, there had been atime when she had seen the brightness, felt the innocence.
Oh, she had never lived them. She had never had the chance. But she remembered
clearly the glimpses she had been given long ago of arealm of soft mountains and
trees, of ablue lake and awarm sun and the white spray of afountain against an
azure sky: a safe place, a new, unspoiled creation that knew no threat or fear, but
was, rather, held and protected by its own innate illumination and color.

Other children had watched cartoons. Sandy had looked at backgrounds. The
puerile antics of animated bullies and heroes had held little interest for her; rather it
had been the environment in which they had moved, acted, and battled that had
captured her infant attention, revealing itself to her as though through a closed but
infinitely transparent window: mountains sketched in with the ephemerality of the



airbrush and the detail of the pen, trees—just a hint of green, really, but clear and
precise for al that—shrouding the lower slopesin fluffy mystery, afountain more
hinted at than drawn, alake of deepest sapphire. And all in the background. No one
save a child who knew too much of a paternal peniswould have noticed, no one
save Sandy would have looked to such a colored, celluloid world as a possible
habitation. She had not cared what Mickey or Donald or Popeye had done in such a
place. Instead, she had wondered what kind of alife—surely better than what she
had, even now as an adult—she might have made there for herself.

Tonight, then, working magic, she was again achild, and in her mind' s eye Little
Sandy cameto life, assumed the dark hair and blue eyes and dimples of agirl long
dead of growth and incest, and ran among the soft hills and fresh meadows of aland
she had in life never been able to find. Fantasy? Perhaps. But for a short time this
Solstice evening, it wasreal, and in it, through a childhood self that she had carefully
nurtured for the last five years (ever since, by her father’s death, Little Sandy had
been safe from discovery and destruction), she allowed herself the rare pleasure of
brightness, the warmth of innocence.

Her eyes were wet when she opened them, and her arms, in token of other Arms
that she wished that she herself could feel, were wrapped snugly about her doll. She
thought about harping a hymn, but it was late, and she did not want to chance
disturbing one of the other motel guests, and so she simply thanked the Goddess,
dismissed the Elements, and opened the Circle.

As she brushed her teeth, she stared at the face in the mirror. Had a shred of
innocence clung to her features, atiny token of her mental journey into a gentler,
safer place? She could not tell. She saw the scars on the side of her jaw, saw the
cast in one eye that witnessed sightlessness, the narrowness in the other that
witnessed fear.

Mercifully, the closet was about the right size. She spread blankets on the floor,
and, with Little Sandy tucked under her arm, turned off the lights, crawled in, and
wedged the door shut. Now she was safe. Now she could sleep.

Rain sodden, hail damaged, the morning struggled up along with the sun. The air
was heavy with water and humid heat, musty with the odor of wet curtains and damp
floors.

TK had not dept. At times, he could deal with thingsin no other way than by
beating them with consciousness until they surrendered. He had ssimmered in just this
way alongside the tunnelsin Vietnam, over the radar screens at the Patriot
installations in Dhahran, on the edge of his bed in the military hospital in Georgia,
outside the apartment in which he and Bess had once lived. But, in truth, he had
accomplished nothing on any of those previous occasions, just as he accomplished
nothing now. This situation, like the others, would not surrender, no matter how long
he brooded in a darkened apartment with a cold cup of coffee in his hand, no matter
how stolidly he sat as the windows grew pale with the rising light.

The police had shown up ahaf an hour after the child had been killed. The



ambulance had lagged alittle behind that. Statements and body had been taken, and
then the representatives of the authorities—white and male—had left. And that was
all. Just another incident in the " hood.

The Chicago police had had aname for it: nigger disorderly. It had covered
everything from a shouting match between husband and wife to an al-out homicidal
rumble. TK did not wonder what the Denver cops called it. He assumed that they
had some appropriate term.

And now, dawn coming up in earnest, the tablecloth over the window beginning
to glow like stained glass, he heard a car coming down the street. He did not haveto
look to see what it was. He knew what it was. He did not have to seeit pull over to
the curb, did not have to see money exchanged for merchandise, did not have to see
ayoung man with deep pockets standing at the curbside as the car pulled away. He
did not have to see any of it. Life—and profit—went on.

He stood up, hisleft leg—flesh and plastic both— aching. On his pile of towelsin
the corner, Rags stirred, jumped up, uttered a growl and a sharp yip.

“Shut up,” said TK.

The yorkie thought about the admonition, read the look in TK’ s eye, the tone of
hisvoice. He lay back down.

TK went into the kitchen, looked for something to put into a stomach grown sour
with caffeine. Scuffling. That was what they called it in the projects. Picking up ajob
here, ajob there, making just enough money to get by, with never anything left over
at the end of the week. It was a miserable, soul-killing existence, guaranteed to foster
resentment toward the white society that lived out there beyond the freeway
interchange, the white society that had laid out the boundaries of life so thoroughly
and patrolled them with such relentless efficiency that such marginal survival wasthe
only legal option open.

No wonder, then, that the kids were dropping out of school, staking out their turf,
flaggin’, saggin’, and braggin’ their way into dollars and death. They had a
hierarchy, they had uniforms, they had money, they had a goal. And what among the
Man's offered pittances could compete with that?

TK, though, was scuffling. When the police had arrived, he had stayed to give a
statement. He had also stayed to plead with the uniformed men to do something
about the crack house, to protect the neighborhood. But the police were only
interested in glamorous drug crimes (in other—nonspecified—neighborhoods), and
that was al. And so TK had accomplished nothing.

And then Hansen had been at the Kaiser Center, waiting for him to be late. And he
had been late. Glorioudly late. Two hours late. It did not matter to Hansen that afive
year old girl had been reduced to bloody pulp two doors down from TK’s
apartment building. TK was late.

“1"m going to have to write you up, Winters,” Hansen had said.
TK had felt the cold wrath building. “You do that,” he said. “Y ou write



something else up, too.”
Hansen was bending over his notepad. “What' s that, boy?’

And TK waited until the silence made Hansen look up, and then he took the fat,
middle-aged man by the front of his shirt and lifted—slowly, carefully,
relentlessly—until Hansen’ s feet were off the floor and Hansen’ s face was inches
from hisown. “You writeit up that this boy didn’t make ground meat out of you.
You writeit up that this boy has quit.”

Hansen' s face was white, streaked with lines. “You're...”

“Quitting.” And then TK had let him drop like a sack of custard. “I bein on
Monday to turn in my uniform. Have my check ready.” He had turned toward the
door.

“Winters...”

“What you want, motherfucker ?’

The front of Hansen’ s pants was wet. “Uh...”
“l bein on Monday.”

And he had |eft.

Scuffling.

But, then, that was the way it was supposed to be, was it not? Bess, black and
now technically single, was supposed to have a daughter who did not know her
father, was supposed to go on welfare; and TK was supposed to prowl around the
corners of the world, shacking up with one woman after another until the inner city
violence— guns, knives, alcohol, drugs, or some combination of the four—finally
caught up with him and turned him into a statistic.

It had been going on that way for years. The demographics were iron-clad, the
stereotypes so deeply ingrained that they had staked out their own turf in the racia
and social unconscious; and, like the gangs that roamed the deeply urban streets,
they were an amost irresistible magnet to those who dwelt within sight of them, a
teeming sump, the lowest common denominator that stagnated and bubbled at the
bottom of all dreams and aspirations, always on the lookout for a new member to
jumpin.

TK remembered atime, though (and it had been, perhaps, that memory that had
gotten him through the projects, through the tunnels, through the Iragi bunker and
even through the hospital in Georgia... though with this last he had needed, and had
been graced with—help), when, through adolescent bravado or perhaps merely
childish naiveté, he had not thought of the world outside the projects as something
forbidden, something unconquerable, something that would take his life and grind it
between the twin stones of race and denial. He remembered a time when he had
thought he might, someday, be able to do... something. Oh, nothing that involved
fame or notoriety or money. Just... something. Something that would make a
difference, something that did not even have to change the world, so long as it



changed even onelife for the better.

But here he was, scuffling, and all he had to show for himself was amissing leg,
and atrail of dead men that he and his uniform had left behind him, and now a child
whose face had been so mangled by bullets that she had not had enough of her eyes
left to stare sightlessly at the Denver sky.

Another car was coming up the street. TK slammed a cabinet door closed and
brooded, his stomach roiling from too much coffee and too little sleep, his mouth
rebellious at the thought of food. Beating circumstance with consciousness was
achieving nothing. He had to do something.

Rags was on his feet again, whining. A glance told TK that the dog food dish was
empty.

WEell, everything was going to be empty in afew daysif he did not earn some
money. Demographics or not, stereotypes or not, he was not going to be a statistic.

He could scuffle with the best of them. His father had scuffled. His grandfather had
scuffled.

But as he fished the sack of kibble out from beneath the sink, TK found himself
thinking that although he was a jobless black man in awhite man’sworld, he was not
quite bereft of opportunity. No, there was something he could do before he had to
scuffle. If that failed, then he would scuffle. For now, though...

He picked up the telephone and called Marsh Blues.

CHAPTER 4
&K N>

Morning at Elvenhome.

For immortals who knew nothing more of nightly repose than what came to them
in the course of an hour or two of pondering among the stars that shone serenely
within their minds, the little commonplace gestures of awakening human
beings—yawning and stretching, shaking off the dullness of sleep—had no meaning
or use. But regardless of slegping or not sleeping, morning was a beginning, and
even Elves required some marking of the passage of time, and so, when the sky
began to lighten, those who had gathered at Elvenhome assembled at the edge of
Natil’ s vegetable garden to watch the sun rise.

They had spent the night talking, laughing, and, frequently, crying. Finally ableto
weep openly, Lauri had sobbed out her tale of ayoung woman’s death. Kelly had
shyly expressed her young bewilderment at the actions of her teachers and
classmates at day care, and Heather had told of her fears for her daughter’ s future.
Marsh had echoed Lauri’ sintimations of futility, and Dell and Fox had recounted
seeing their pro bono plantings at an inner city park torn up and trampled.

Every one of them had something to say, every one of them needed someone to
listen. But that was the reason for Elvenhome: it was a place where human concerns
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did not come, where immortals could abandon themselves to their immortal griefs
and turn to one another for sympathy and solace. Nestled into a hollow of the Rocky
Mountains like awarm fledgling held in cupped hands, the big house was a gathering
place and a shelter, designed by mutual consent, built by shared labor and pooled
funds, cared for by all.

The clouds had departed in the course of the night, the morning was clear, and
the Elves stood together and watched the dawn. A diamond glitter on the horizon, a
flash, and suddenly a spreading arc of brilliance sent the shadows flying before it,
banished the blues and lavenders of even night-vision, wakened the clear colors of
day.

And when the sun at last lifted clear of the horizon, there were sighs, smiles. As
though remembering their fled humanity, the Elves of Denver shook hands,
embraced, wished one another a good morning and a good day. Here was a

beginning, here was a new chance, here was adaily renewal blazoned across the blue
skies of Colorado.

“It'snice up here,” said Lauri. Eyes closed, her mop of black hair sparkling in the
sunlight, she was breathing deeply of the soft air. “It’s nice. | kind of wish there
were more of usto shareit.”

Heather was holding Kelly, and she had shed her business clothes for awarm
robe the color of ahazelnut. “ There will be more. Almost everyone has the blood to
some degree. And if they have it, there’ s always the chance that it will wake up.”

Kelly nodded with large blue eyes. “ And then my classmates won't tell me about
hell?’

Heather hugged her. “ There will always be some, Elfling.”

Lauri seemed to be turning pensive again. “Y eah. Always.”

Natil took her arm. “Come,” she said. “Wheat insists that she will have breakfast
prepared by the time we return, and we are all determined to prove her wrong.”

Lauri gave asad laugh. “Oh, we are o bad, aren’t we?’

Wheat had, in fact, run back to the big kitchen as soon as the sun had cleared the
horizon, and now her voice carried throughout the hollow: “Breakfast is ready!”

“l guesswelose,” said Lauri. But she turned and, amost impulsively, hugged
Natil. “Thanks,” she said.

“Thanks?’

Lauri’s dark eyes were serious. “For being there for us. For taking care of the
Home when we're not here. For harping for us until we stop thinking about all the
problems. For...” She blushed. “... for showing us how to be Elves.”

Natil shook her head. “Y ou all knew how to be Elveslong before | found you.
Y ou had one another, and you had the earth and the stars. Y ou had everything you
needed. You still do.” But her words had a bitter aftertaste, for she knew well what
the Elves lacked.



Laud’ s blush deepened. “Awww...”

From ahead came a squawk. “ She's made blueberry muffins,” Raven shouted as
she cleared aditch with abound. “They’re mine! All mine!”

Natil pulled Lauri toward the Home. “I think we had better hurry, or we may get
nothing but grass and rain water.”

They joined Hadden and Ash who, hand in hand, were strolling toward breakfast,
apparently unconcerned about Raven’s potential depredations. Ash reached her free
hand to Natil, and Hadden put his arm about Lauri’ s shoulders. “ Ash told me about
what happened,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

Lauri shrugged. “I guess|’ll have to get used to it. | guessI’ll have plenty of time
to get used to it. But, dammit, | don’t want to get used to it.”

Hadden shook his head. He was, arguably, the first of the reawakened Elves, and
he had already had plenty of time, in human terms, to get used to it. “Don’t worry,
Lauri. You won't. No one ever does.”

His assurance, true asit was, was either harsh comfort or sympathetic doom, and
not even Natil could decide whichto call it. Lauri appeared unwilling to try: she
changed the subject. “You got in pretty late last night. Problem?’

Hadden shook his head. “Nothing big. The new computer system is driving me
mildly insane. The EDMs and the electronic transits were about as much as | ever
wanted to deal with. The Total Station is nice, but the software...” He shook his
head. “I wish | could avoid it. Web insists that he's a pencil and paper kind of
guy... uh... I mean EIf.” He grinned. “Bright’ sin school half the day, you'rein
charge of the field teams... so that leaves me stuck in the office looking at a
monitor.” His seagray eyestwinkled. “Unless Natil wantsto get involved, of
course.”

Natil laughed. “I think not. When | left Europe, they had only just discovered
Am—" But she caught herself.

If she wanted to avoid uncomfortable explanations, there were certain things that
she could not say. “I... believe | will stay with my gardening.”

“We'redoing fairly well at TreeStar,” said Lauri. “1f we can afford to blow the
bucks on the Total Station, we should probably scrape together enough to hire
someone who knows what the hell they’ re doing with the PC software.”

Hadden considered, looking off across the trees to the curved eaves and blue
date roof of Elvenhome. The silver filigree around the tower sparkled in the new
light. “We could. We can afford it. But it will be hard to find someone who will fit
in. The officeisso full of Elvesthat... well, you remember what happened to you
and Bright. It really comes down to a question of who.”

Lauri shook her head. “ A question of who, asin: who wants to live forever!”
“It's hard sometimes,” he agreed. “But would you give it up?’
Natil saw doubt cross Lauri’s mind. But she saw also firelit evenings, eyesfilled



with starlight, immortal hands offered and clasped...

“No,” said Lauri at last. “No. Never. | just...” She tipped her head back. A hawk
was a oft, catching the sunlight and the first stirrings of the thermals. “1 just wish to
hell it could be alittle easier.”

Natil spoke softly, with a reassurance meant as much for herself asfor Lauri.
“Everything that happens, happens exactly as it should, happens exactly when it
should, because that is the way it happens.”

“Yeah. You said that last night. Y ou redlly believe that?’
Natil smiled. She had had her doubts. “Well?’

Lauri sighed. “| guess, under the circumstances, | have to believe it or go crazy.”
She shrugged, tried for alaugh. “I'll tell you, Natil: sometimes you remind me of
those crazy witches at the Center. They’re always saying weird shit like that.”

Natil blinked. “Witches?’

“Yeah. Well, they call themselves witches. | don’t know much about it, really.
Sometimes they act kind of flaky.”

“Elves, of course, never act flaky,” said Ash. “Especially the ones who run
employment agencies.”

“That'strue,” said Hadden. “ And surveying companies. Epitomes of
middle-class respectability, al of them.”

“Except when it comes to blueberry muffins.”

“Absolutely. There' s no telling what might happen, then. Raven has even
threatened to take scalps when it comes to blueberry muffins.” He mused for a
moment. “But | don’t really know anything about witches myself. Just what you read
about in stories.”

“Oh,” said Lauri. “They’'re not like that. It's al that women'’s spirituality stuff.
They worship a Goddess, dance around on the solstices, stuff like that.”

Natil’ s heart was suddenly pounding. Witches? In Denver? And they worshiped a
Goddess? What if ...

“Worship a Goddess,” said Ash as though struck by the idea. Her voice turned
wistful. “Would a Goddess want anything to do with Elves, | wonder?’

Silence. Hadden looked off at the mountains. Lauri examined the toes of her
sneakers. Ash seemed alittle taken aback by her own question. Religion was not
something that they customarily talked about, for as there was no place for Elvesin
any of the currently available dispensations—as there was, in fact, no place for
immortality—it seemed a particularly fruitless and depressing subject to pursue.

“l... don’'t know,” said Lauri after atime. “ Do you want me to ask them?’

“l am... am very sure,” said Natil through lips that had, with a sudden upsurge of
hope, turned uncooperative, “that... that She would love Elves.” Her heart was il
pounding. Witches! “As Her own children.”



They had just reached the kitchen door when the telephone rang. Inside, Wheat,
who stood nearest to it, had severa plates of muffins and pancakes and eggs
balanced on each arm, and she looked pleadingly at the new arrivals. But Marsh
came dashing in from the dining room. “My fault! My fault!” he called as he grabbed
the receiver. “I’ ve got some clients who are worrying me sick, and | had my calls
forwarded.”

Raven’ s voice drifted in from the dining room. “Y our blueberry muffin allowance
Is hereby reduced by one. | guessI’ll haveto eat it. It'sabig sacrifice, | know but—

But Marsh had the handset to his ear. “Hello? TK! Hey, dude, what's
happening?’ His eyebrows lifted. “You didn’t! You did! Yeah? Hang on asec.” He
put his hand over the mouthpiece, turned to Hadden. “Hadden, thisisthe guy | was
telling you about last night. The one who knows about computers. He' s good: he
helped track down that Patriot failure during Desert Storm. He'sa great guy. He just
quit hisjob. He' slooking for work.”

Lauri, who had moved to help Wheat—and who was receiving avery warm smile
In return—paused thoughtfully, almost as though she were stricken. Natil saw the
futility risng again. “Lauri...”

“Does he want to live forever?’ Lauri asked of no onein particular.

The buses ran fitfully on weekends, and so Natil drove hersalf into town later that
morning, taking the old battered van that had once transported Hadden and Wheat
across the tortured landscapes of southeast Utah and the green mountains of
Colorado. She had intended to make thistrip ever since the hailstorm the previous
evening, for she had wanted to see what was left of the flower beds. But since
Lauri’s remark about witches, the journey had assumed at once more impetus and
more hope.

Once, Natil had known witches, had befriended them, had, in fact, shared with
two of them the intimate secrets of elvenhood. In Roxanne and Charity of Saint
Brigid, the Elves had known human sisters, for the two women had worshiped their
Goddess with the same love and intensity with which Natil and her people had
honored Elthia. Indeed, they had, over time, absorbed so much imagery and attitude
and practice from their immortal friends that they had eventually found their way into
the same direct and immanent vision of divinity with which the Elves were privileged.

Those times, like that vision, lay far in the past, and up until this morning, Natil
had assumed that the religion of the Goddess had died out during the centuries of
persecutions. But Lauri had said that she knew witches, and she had said aso that
she thought them, in some ways, similar to elves. Maybe...

Immanent religion, immediate and personal experience of the Goddess: that was
what Roxanne and Charity practiced. Their ways were human, decidedly morein
tune with the transience and decay of mortal flesh than with the starlit eternity of the
Firstborn, but Natil could not help but wonder whether the practices of the simple,
honest witch-folk she had known might prove helpful to an immortal cousin who had



lost her Divine Friend. Armed, then, with two names that Lauri had given her and
three references that she had gleaned from the pages of the telephone directory, she
had set off toward Denver.

As she had feared, the flower beds at Kingsley were a disaster. The hail had
mutilated blossoms, shredded |eaves, and smeared what was left with athick layer of
mud. Natil spent afew minutes straightening the plants that seemed the least
damaged, packing the earth loosely enough to allow air to reach their half-drowned
roots, but she knew that a complete repair would have to wait until Monday, when
she had work crews and flats of replacement plants available.

Wiping her hands as she walked, she returned to her van, her thoughts heavy with
the symbolism of the beds. Flowers, Elves: both of her charges were half drowned
and muddy.

She tried to be hopeful as she pulled out the names that Lauri had given her, but
though she admitted that many facets of modern life mystified her, she could guess
with reasonabl e certainty that such appellatives as Willow Mountainwoman and
Crystal SunPhoenix were either self-chosen in afit of nominative pique or
deliberately assumed to keep the bearer’ s true identity secret. In neither case had
Lauri been able to supply an address or a phone number; and upon making inquiries
at the Gay and Lesbian Center, Natil was informed that she could, if she wished,
|leave a message at the desk. Someone would get back to her. Maybe.

She left her name and her work number—reflecting that the latter action doubtless
cheated Raven out of a blueberry muffin or two—and set off in her van once again,
looking thistime for addresses.

There were several shopsin Denver that offered amix of wares usually lumped
together under the hazy designation occult or the even hazier new age. Neither
category, in Natil’s opinion, was liable to produce any better results than Willow
M ountainwoman or Crystal SunPhoenix, but one or two of the display adsin the
metro Y ellow Pages had made veiled but obviously deliberate references to
Witchcraft, and it was toward the first of these that she now drove. She could only
look. She could only hope.

After pulling off the freeway and picking her way through the warren of alleys and
one-way streets that lay to the southeast of the city center, she parked and walked to
asmall, narrow storefront. A bell jingled with a desultory clank when she took hold
of the knob, and the door, warped from years of hot summers and cold winters, at
first stuck, and then gave way suddenly, almost pitching her onto the floor of a dark
interior that reeked of incense.

The door swung to behind her, and her sight shifted partially into blues and
lavenders. She saw dirt and candy wrappers on the floor, cobwebs in the corners, a
miserable, caged owl that huddled behind steel bars up near the ceiling. The rickety
shelves were empty save for atumbled collection of pots of incense and athin
spattering of books.

She glanced over them. Ceremonia magic. Tarot. A shopworn copy of



something called The Satanic Bible. A series of meditations designed to bring the
practitioner various unspecified but most assuredly worthwhile abilities. Beneath the
cash register, the display case held a number of gaudy pendants, some tarnished
silver rings, and amotley assortment of knives with the handles made of everything
from the amputated feet of deer to (as indicated by a paper sign) “real human
shinbone.”

Natil looked, felt the sadness. Roxanne and Charity. Was this all that was left of
Roxanne and Charity?

She lifted her eyes to the thin, bearded man behind the counter. As slender as his
assortment of wares and as dusty as his shop, he wore a threadbare gray robe that
Natil doubted had seen the inside of a washer since it had been made.

“C'nl helpyou?’ he sad.

His eyes were narrow, bright, and her first instinct was to decline politely and
withdraw, but the thought of the ruined flower beds returned to her. Muddy and
ruined...because she had waited. She could wait no longer. She had to try.

“l am...” Shelooked into hisface, examining him. This, too, she had come to
help and heal. “1 am looking for information about the practice of the Old Ways.”

“Huh?’
“Witchcraft.”

“Oh...” He shrugged his shouldersinto alertness. “Oh...” he said again. “Well,
you'rein the right place. We got classes here adl the time. | teach. I'm awarlock.
Qualified, you know. Infact...”

He eyed her. Natil knew what he was seeing.

“... our coven islooking for a new member. We want a woman. Gender balance,
you know.” His voice had turned as narrow as his eyes.

Sadness... and aterrible emptiness. Had it all, then, come to this? “ And abundant
sex, | imagine.”

“Huh?’

“Thank you.” She turned to the door, mouth clenched with the memory of
Roxanne’ s love and Charity’ s bright laugh. “1 suggest that you use condoms: AIDS
IS, after al, aconcern.”

“Huh?’
“Good day.”
“Huh?’

When she had climbed back behind the wheel of the old van, she discovered that
she was shaking. “Warlock,” she murmured, closing her eyes and breathing the
starlight. “It is so: traitor.”

But though the second shop she tried was different in afew respects—afat
woman instead of an emaciated man, a dyspeptic fern instead of a miserable owl, a



plethora of wind chimesinstead of a pervasive darkness—the shelves were still
relatively bare, the atmosphere still oppressive.

“My... partner... can probably help you,” said the woman in response to Natil’s
question. She rested a black-draped elbow on the counter, sizing up her customer
from behind dark glasses as she chain lit her third cigarette in as many minutes.
“She’s giving areading right now. She's a professional, you know.”

Natil smiled gracioudly... and dlipped out the door and into the pure air. “Well,”
she said, trying to stare down the growing disappointment. “| suppose that it would
be too much to ask that this be easy.”

The third address led her to a stretch of west Alameda, where French restaurants
stood alongside gay nightclubs, and adult booksellers vied for prominence with
hardware stores. There, on a corner, was her goal, its windows tall and wide, itssign
proclaiming in two foot, blue plastic letters:

WATTERSON’'S NEW AGE EMPORIUM

Natil parked, got out... and stared. There might well have been an exclamation
point after each word.

She entered through a plate glass door to find alarge room that was dominated by
along counter with an enormous cash register sitting on top of it. At present, the
register, as though impelled by its very size, was totaling up three-figure purchases
for amilling crowd of women clad in various combinations of fringes, shawls, bead
work, turquoise, silver plated tin, and imitation eagle feathers.

Natil, perplexed, hung back by the door. She could not help but notice that at
|east three shelves of the bookcase next to the entrance were crammed with books
on “Iridiology.”

She peered at them. Iridiology?

Racks and shelves of books, in fact, filled every free section of wall and spilled
out into the middle of the room in double-sided displays, but as Natil strolled
through the store, narrowly avoiding collisions with the milling customers, their
fringes, and their imitation eagle feathers, she saw that Watterson’s New Age
Emporium offered much more than books. In fact, it seemed to have one, if not
severd, of everything.

The selection was overwhelming. Scented oils with astrological correspondence.
Tiny suede sacks adorned with iron-on Nordic runes. Aluminum cards that attracted
“pyramid power.” Crystal pendants. Feathered sticks. Little chrome balls that jingled
mysteriously when shaken. Bags of incense specially blended to mediate the energies
of the Solstice (now one day out of date and therefore on sale). Dark mirrors.
Pseudo Native American shields, pipes, head dresses, and amulets. Talismans of
Mercury, Mars, Ariel, Uriel, Jupiter, and severa planetary and angelic powers that
Natil did not recognize at al. Baskets of landscaping rocks. Lumps of clay. Boxes
of glass marbles. Large arrangements of copper wire and iron ingots that appeared
to have something to do with “channeling energy.” Egyptian necklaces. Oriental
earrings. Celtic bracelets. Museum replicas of ancient statuary. Mass produced



replicas of modern kitsch. Alabaster eggs. Teak-wood boxes. Color-coded zafus.
Little pewter figurines of sorcerers and mermaids. Large plaster images of satyrs and
nymphs. Chalices of stainless steel, brass, bronze, and copper. Wands of wood,
stone, and plastic. Gourd rattles. Staves with carvings... and without. Bowls.
Incense burners. Crude paintings of Goddesses (breasts and hips prominent) and
Gods (penises and horns prominent). Muslin robes. Colored cords. Quantities of
guartz crystals, geodes, apache tears, jasper pebbles, moonstone beads, and...

Natil, having wandered up to the display in the long counter, bent closer. What...
?

“Boji stones,” said the frowzy woman behind the counter. She had blue eyes, and
her round cheeks almost matched her red hair. “ They balance your energy. Y ou
should try them.” She examined Natil vaguely. “I can tell your energy needs
balancing.”

Natil inspected the dull black stones that looked like nothing so much as charcoal
briguettes, then looked up. The women who had crowded the store with shawls and
Imitation eagle feathers had vanished, and a murmur of voices was drifting out of a
closed door toward the back of the shop. She was alone with the clerk. “It istrue,”
she said, “I cannot but say that | feel rather... unbalanced at present.”

“Oh! Here!” The woman swooped into the display case, pulled out two of the
brigquettes. “Y ou see, here’s amale stone and afemale stone...”

They looked exactly aiketo Natil.
“... and you hold each of them in your contrasexual hand.”

She had aready plopped one stone into each of Natil’s hands. The EIf examined
them. They appeared to be metallic, obviously some sort of semi-oxidized pyrite.
“And then?’ sheinquired politely.

“Then they balance you.” The red-haired woman nodded her head vigoroudly.
“It’ sautomatic. Feeling better?’

Natil looked at her for along moment, then smiled softly. “Why,” she said, “| am
indeed. My thanks.”

“There you are. Some people come in and just buy one, but you really have to
have two to get the full effect. It's like agreat big battery. Everything is. Positive and
negative. Male and female. Just like the God and the Goddess.”

Natil had never heard divine energy described in quite that way, but she had
noticed that each age had its preferred metaphors. “Of... course...” She handed the
stones back, noting as she did so that the clerk was wearing aring shaped like a
crescent moon and afive pointed star. A silver chain about her neck bore a
pentagram. “| am sure that | feel much better.”

“Can | help you with anything?’ The clerk was alittle fuzzy around the edges,
Natil decided, but she obviously had a good heart. She really wanted to help.

And Natil needed help. “Well...” She weighed the possibilities, decided, despite



her previous failures, to come straight to the point. “1 am looking for information
about practitioners of the Old Ways.”

To her relief, the woman knew what she meant and nodded seriously. “Are you
looking for training?’

“That...” Natil amost laughed. To such an end had the Elves come! “That might
be a possibility. | do not appear to be doing overly well on my own.”

The woman came up with a clipboard. “The first thing to do is put your name on
our mailing list,” she said. “And then... let’s see... Her red cheeks got even redder
as she thought. “1’ ve got those booklists around here somewhere, and Lady Sammi
Is starting her Introduction to Wicca course in another two weeks—that’ s thirty-five
dollars... for her time, you know—and then the local Pagan network is doing their
usual Wicca 101 series... | can get you into that. That’s starting this Monday night,
and it covers all the basicsin six weeks. Melissa Green is doing the first class on
astrology.”

“Astrology?’ Natil was puzzled. What did astrology have to do with the Old
Ways? For that matter, what did teaching for afee have to do with the Old Ways?

The clerk was hunting behind the counter, shifting stacks of paper back and forth.
“Mélissa’ s very good. She has her own line of planetary oils and incenses—right
over here, you see, on the display: we' ve got some on sale—and she does custom
blends, too. (Where are those dratted booklists?) She does everything right. And
then (wherewas [?... oh yes:) numerology the next week, polarity, ethics, divination,
magick, the usual. It's very complete.”

Natil had heard nothing in the syllabus that would help her. “Just... so...”

From behind the closed door at the rear of the shop, the sudden thudding of a
drum made the crystalsin the displays clink against one another, the shelvesrattle,
the chrome ballsjingle. The clerk straightened up, listened, closed her eyes, and
sighed. “They’re starting again. That’s so good to hear. The native ways of this
country have been so desecrated.”

A moment later, a chorus of women’s voices took up something like a chant.
“That’s a genuine Apache spirit chant,” said the clerk. “Do you fedl the power?’

Natil frowned. She knew Apache, and all of the other Native American languages
aswell. The chant was not Apache. It was, in fact, not anything at all. “What are
they doing?’ she asked politely.

“Deena Anthony istaking a group of women through shaman training.”
The thudding continued. So did the chanting.

“1 am afraid that | am not familiar with Ms. Anthony,” said Natil, raising her voice
alittle so as to be heard.

“You aren’t? Oh, my. Come over here, then.” The clerk pulled Natil over to a
table near the front of the shop. On it lay stacks of books, all of which bore Deena
Anthony’s byline. Deena Anthony herself—in buckskin dress, beaded headband,



and feathered necklace—smiled from the cover of one. “She’'s a shaman,” the clerk
explained. “An Apache medicine woman trained her and passed her medicine bundle
to her when she died.”

The thudding became louder. So did the chanting.

Natil stared. “But... medicine women do not train white people, or give away their
medicine bundles when they die. They take apprentices from among their own kind,
and their bundles are...”

The clerk seemed disinclined to argue with someone who could not possibly
know anything about Deena Anthony, Native American practices, or medicine
bundles. “Deena—she lets us call her Deena, even though her Indian name is White
Star Woman—is in town on a book tour. She’'s doing a signing and a workshop
with us today. All those women back there are going to be shamans.”

Natil nodded sowly.

The clerk was staring off toward the closed door. A sigh. “I wish | could do
that.”

At the sound of the genuine regret in her voice, Natil pulled herself out of her
bewilderment. “It isagreat and terrible calling,” she offered, instinctively trying to
help. “ There are very few who can—"

“But | just can't afford the three hundred dollars.” The clerk shook her head as
the drum continued to thud, the crystals to clink, the shelves to rattle, the chrome
ballsto jingle. Aboveit all screeched the nonsense chant. “Oh, well: better luck next
lifetime.” She turned back to Natil. “Lady Sammi’s classisfilled, so I'll signyou up
for the Wicca 101. You'll still get all the basics. There’'s apot luck at the end of the
series, and so you can meet some of the people in the community who are taking
students.”

Natil could, for some reason, think of nothing but the ruined flower beds.

The clerk was heading back to the counter. “And did you want those boji stones?
They’re sixty dollars apiece, but we' ve got some smaller ones for thirty...”

CHAPTERS
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Dear Nora,

So sorry | haven't written to you before. Shawnais determined that she's
going to show me absolutely everything, and she seemsto want to do it all
now, S0 I’ ve been rather on therun...

Parisis delightful, though crowded. (It is summer, isn't it?) Everyone at
the Academic sends their very best, and they’ ve been reading your columns
with green-eyed jealousy. Y ou have aknack for putting everything so
succinctly! But you always did that. Anyway, Shawnadragged me off to the
Louvre for the required visit, and | quickly got so muddled with old masters
that | couldn’t tell one from another. | still can’t!


C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\
C:\Program Files\ABC Amber Text Converter\

| haven't had much of achance to do any in-depth searching for those
articles you asked about, though I’ ve made some efforts. Estie and the rest
at the Académie have never heard of Terry Angel, and Estie adds that no one
of that name ever had any kind of afellowship with them. She's head of the
department, so she should know. They don’'t have afellowship program, asa
matter of fact. Maybe he was referring to some other school ?

| looked around for Initiations and Prana, and Shawna actualy gave me
achance to catch my breath long enough to ask about them at the Académie
library. Y ou can imagine what they thought of my French there! We wound
up speaking English! But Mme. Bleuet, the head librarian, is unfamiliar with
those publications, and my efforts at trandating titles like “ An Eloquent
Ecstasy” into French (from which, if | understood you rightly, they’d
already been trandated into English) turned the whole thing into afrightful
game of Chinese whispers. Mme. Bluette said she’ d look, but she squinted
at me through her glasses with alook that said Crazy Americans!

Sorry about my dismal failures. Hereis Terry Angel with abibliography
aslong asmy arm, and | can’t seem to track it down!

Give my loveto Rick, and tell him not to worry: Shawnais keeping me
from shrinking quite away. And if you see that swest little gardener
wandering around Kingsey, give her my best, and tell her that Chalice Well
was everything she said it would be.

Love,

Georgina

Sandy came down out of mist and cloud, crossing over the last rise of the
mountains and coming into sight of a Denver that shimmered in the afternoon
sunlight, its office buildings fresnly washed by yet another evening of rain, its urban
spraw! of asphalt and concrete and snarled interchanges gentled by her uninitiated
gaze, turned by her unfamiliarity to avision of hope and opportunity.

And there she goes again, looking ahead for something that’ s not there, that
silly grin on her face, those clumsy little steps that she takes just before she falls—

“Shaddup,” she said to the inner barker. “1t’s going to be better.” She reached
back and patted her harp. “I’m going to make it better.”

And you’ d think she’ d know by now that it never gets any better ...
“It can. It will. So... shaddup.”

Following the directions that Terry Angel had given her, she stayed on |-70 until
the Federal off ramp, and then she turned north into a genial residential
neighborhood: bungalow houses and vinyl siding, old elm and cottonwood trees,
sturdy rose gardens and clumps of dayliliesin full bloom despite the batterings they
had received from yesterday’s hail.

Terry’ sdirections took her up one street, down another, and finally led her to a
small apartment building that surrounded a central court. She parked in front of it,
and, giving Little Sandy akiss on the head to let her know that she would be safe—a
small, feeble attempt to convince Big Sandy of the same thing—she got out, went up
the walk, and rang the manager’ s bell.



The door opened a crack, and an eye peered out at her from behind a perfectly
round lens. “Whaddaya want?’ It was a demand, not a question.

She took a step back. “I...”
“Who are you?’

“I'm...” She glanced back at her car, suddenly realizing that she did not have her
letters with her. They did not apply to this situation, but maybe...

“Don’'t look at the god-damn street, look at me. Y ou one of them god-damn
college kids?’

“I’m Sandy Joy,” she said, freeing her tongue at last. “I’'m here to see about an
apartment.”

“Y ou want it for the summer?’

“Yes. And for the...” But she could not help but wonder now whether she would
want it even for five minutes. “... the school year.”

The eye glared out at her from behind its shield of glass.

“I"'m Sandy Joy,” shetried again. “Terry Angel said that he' d reserved an
apartment for me. Here | am.”

“Angel... Angdl...” The eye squinted, rolled itself up in its socket as though
attempting to look at itself, then settled down once again on Sandy. “Don’t know
anyone like that. Y ou tell me he came, he didn’t come. What the hell am | supposed
to do about it?’

“But he told me he’d done it months ago,” said Sandy. “It was... all arranged.”

The owner of the baleful eye did not appear to have heard her. “And if people like
you show up just when they god-damn fedl like it, they can’t expect meto have
things ready for them. Y ou remember that. Y ou just goddamn remember that. Hang
on.”

The door closed. There was arattle of a chain. The door swung open again. The
owner of the eye was a stunted little man with aface that was shiny with the handling
of years. He squinted at her from behind circular spectacles, from beneath the brim
of a canvas cap, from above a stained undershirt through which poked the stiff gray
hairs of his chest.

“Y ou god-damn kids always want it right now,” he complained. He started out
into the courtyard, motioning impatiently for her to follow him. “Y ou never tell me
ahead of time. Y ou just want it right now. Well, you'll just haveto takeit likeitis.”

“But Professor Angel told you months ago—"

“Expects meto have it cleaned up and ready just like that, and after those
god-damn kids just moved out and left it.” He glared at Sandy, this time with two
eyes behind two lenses. “God-damn kids.”

Effectively silenced, Sandy followed him upstairs to adoor that looked as though
someone had tried to kick it in.



“Hereitis,” hesaid. “It'snot clean. You'll haveto clean it. I'll knock twenty-five
dollars off your first month’s rent. Want it?”’

He swung the door open and beckoned her in.

Sandy entered, felt the helpless nausea. The apartment was a wreck. Carpets were
threadbare where they had not been slashed into tatters. A stained sofa was tipped
forward on two broken legs as though making an introductory bow. The kitchen
table was covered with paper plates and wrappers from fast food hamburgers, and it
was not hard to guess why the previous occupants had given up preparing their own
food, for their stovetop was caked with crumbs, burnt spaghetti sauce, and what
looked like melted plastic. The inside of the oven was thick with black grease.

Elsewhere, it was much the same. The bedroom was littered, and heaps of
dog-eared newspapers choked the corners. The odor of cat urine was strong, mixed
with the acrid smell of stale cigarette smoke.

“God-damn kids just moved out. And you just waltz in and expect me to have
this cleaned up for you?’ He goggled at her from behind histhick lenses. “Y ou want
it?’

“Isn’'t...” Sandy tried to imagine hersalf living here, found that an ache of terrified

insomniawas already forming behind her eyes. “Uh...” She opened the bedroom
closet. It was large, not too messy. Maybe...

“Twenty-five dollars off your first month’srent,” said the manager. “ Deposit’ |l be
the same, though. Y ou kids are always running off on me.” When she still hesitated.

He stared at her, chest hair bristling. “Didn’t your daddy give you enough
money?’

She flinched. “I’'m here on my own,” she said.

“Well, it' sanice safe place, and like | said, I'll knock twenty-five dollars off your
first month’ s rent. Deposit’ll be the same, though. And you don’t pay, | throw you
out. You got it?’

Sandy looked around the room as though seeking an escape. Tainted air, clutter, a
stove and an oven that would need a more than liberal application of caustic
cleaner... she did not even want to think about what the bathroom looked like. But
Terry Angel had arranged for this place, and Terry Angel was going to teach her
how to heal. She would give him no excuse for not liking her, for not accepting her,
for not leading her out of the past and into anew life.

“I"ll takeit,” she said.

When she returned to her car to fetch her suitcase, her harp, and her doll, the
barker was back, and she did not have the heart to tell him to shut up.

The fire on the Elvenhome hearth burned low. The evening had faded long before,
night had fallen firmly, and in the darkness that was not dark to immortal eyes, the
Elves dreamed their waking dreams of starlight.



Natil’s harp was silent, and Kelly was cuddling up on her lap. Web, who had
practiced Zen long before the awakening of ancient blood had removed the last
shred of illusion from hisworld, sat quietly in alotus position, his eyes open,
gleaming. Lauri was sprawled full length on the thick carpet, staring into the fire.
Raven sat with her back against the wall, smiling as softly as Tristan, who mirrored
both her pose and her expression on the other side of the room. Allesandro had
closed his eyes, but his occasional sigh of contentment said that he was not
anywhere near human deep.

Otherslay or sat elsewhere, finding in silence and the stars a shadow of the peace
for which they unconsciously and instinctively yearned, to which they could put no
name. Marsh. Heather. Wheat. Dell. Fox. All of them. The Elves of Denver were
gathered here, in Elvenhome, sheltered from the world.

The fire crackled, throwing up a sudden brightness that momentarily shaded the
blues and lavenders of Hadden’ s vision back into yellows and russets. Beside him,
Ash lifted her head, then returned it to his shoulder. “Let’s go outside,” she said.

He smiled. “It’sraining outside.”

“1 could care.” She smiled in return, rose. Her bare feet noiseless on carpet,
parquetry, stone, and earth, she led Hadden to the door, out into the trees, and the
chill of the evening and the rain appeared not to touch her. Her flesh shone with a
lambent radiance as of silver, and Hadden could not help but consider what a holy
thing it was to be an EIf, to be among the trees, and to see so plainly that there was,
in fact, no separation between himself and Ash, nor between the two of them and the
forest and the mountains and all that lay beyond.

They made love on the soft bed of pine needles beneath atall tree. It was alittle
house of living branches that they shared, and the shimmer of their naked bodies
played among the sheltering limbs as the raindrops rustled down and the night birds
fluttered and called in the echoing distance. They had been loversfor along time,
but though their hands and their lips knew the intricacies of one another’ s bodies
with a surety that was the product of custom, still this act of love, like all the others
they had consummated in the months and years since they had first taken one
another’ s hands, was new, fresh, as redolent of the beginning of the world as a
sunrise, and like asunrise it swept out and away from the beginning, mingling their
spiritsfirst with one another, and then with the land, and then... beyond into infinity
and silence.

The rain pattered down. It was very still. Spent, they lay curled together like foxes
inaden.

“It's so beautiful,” whispered Ash, and her voice was as the sound of therainin
the pine needles. “It’'s so beautiful and so... so...”

Hadden touched her cheek. “ Terrible?’

“Yes. Terrible. How...” Her eyes glistened, sought his. “How did you and Wheat
manage? | mean, at the beginning. Y ou were all aone, and you had to think of ...
forever...”



Hadden thought back to a man named George Morrison. He might as well have
been trying to remember another incarnation. “We got through as we get through
now, Ash. You said it yourself: it’s beautiful.”

“Itis.” She shut her eyes asthoughin pain. “But... dear God...”
Hadden was silent. Beautiful, yes. But terrible, too.

Ash'seyeswere still closed. Therain fell. The tree was aliving temple. “What do
you think of God, Hadden?’

Hadden heard the weight in her words. “How so?’

“Lauri was talking about witches this morning. They worship a Goddess, she
said. And...” Now her eyes were open again, looking up at the undark canopy of
pine boughs. “... and | started to think about God. Again. About...” She groped for
words. “Who cares about Elves?’

“We care about each other.” It was a beautiful thing to say, it was aterrible thing
to say.

“Isthat enough? We' re trying to take care of the world, and the world’s so
big...” For an instant, as though the globe and all its people and hates and sorrows
had fallen into her consciousness like a stone into her belly, Ash seemed closeto
tears. “Who takes care of us?’

Hadden felt the old heaviness. The answer—that there was nothing and no
one—was unthinkable, and so they did not think about it. They had one another, and
they had the world. That was, apparently, al that they could expect. But: “Natil
seemed to think that the Goddess would take usin.”

“What do you know about the Goddess?’
“Nothing.”
“Do you think Natil knows?’

He rolled over on his back, put his head against hers, found her hand and linked
their fingers together. Together, they stared up at the branches and needles. Elves
and trees: Natil had told them about the old forests. Elves and trees were as one. But
then, Elves and everything were as one. That was the beauty of it. And that was the
terror of it. “I think,” he said, “that Natil knows alot of things that she’s not telling
us. | also think that she doesn’t realize that afew of us have picked up on that.”

“What are you talking about?’

“You weren't at the Home when she first showed up. Lauri and | were the only
ones. We were doing a traverse—control for the water lines—but we' d taken a
break for lunch. Lauri was the one to answer the door, and... well, there was Natil.”
He chuckled. “Lauri almost had heart failure. It was an absolutely instinctive
recognition.”

He breathed. Pine and rain werein the air. And silence. And night. Beautiful. And
terrible. “But Lauri and | both realized something when we talked about it later: there
wasn’t acloud in the sky that day, but Natil was soaked to the skin and muddy from



head to toe. She would have had to have taken a header into a swamp to do that.”
Ash understood. “And there aren’'t any swamps around the Home.”

His eyes were still on the branches. Spreading, branching into fractal randomness,
they nonetheless formed a network, a consistent and comprehensible pattern. What
was Natil’ s pattern? What was the Elves’ pattern? “Nope.”

“So where did she come from?”

“l don’t know, beloved. But she's been so good to us all, so determined to
be...” He chuckled again, felt the softness of elven emoation, relished it. You're not a
man anymore, Wheat had said long ago. And it was true. And it was wonderful. “...
one of the gang, that | haven't had the heart to ask her.”

“Do you think...” Ash spoke ailmost timidly. “Do you think that Natil can tell us
about God?’

Hadden did not speak for along time. Therain fell, rustling. The forest seemed
frozen, held in stasis, its breath caught... waiting.

“| fear s0,” he said at last.

Beautiful... and terrible. They lay together until morning, until the rain stopped,
and then they put on their clothes and went out to watch the sunrise.

Normally, Natil took the bus to work, hiking two miles over the rolling mountains
to the park-and-ride station, arriving at Kingsley just in time to greet her crew asthey
showed up at eight o’ clock. But she had things to do this morning—very early this
morning—and so once again she wasin the old, battered van, rolling down Sixth
Avenue as the sky paled and the lights of the city center vanished slowly into the
rising day.

Just at dawn, she pulled into the lot beside the grounds-keeper’ s shed. Noting
with satisfaction that hers was the only vehicle there, she parked, got out, and,
swinging the passenger door open, took out her old harp.

She smiled fondly at the feel of the cherry wood. Climbing about on the outside
of medieval castles, performing chansons de geste for despairing noblemen, easing
the pain of an attempted rape—or successful revenge—this harp had been a part of
her for along time. Now she tucked it under her arm, pocketed its tuning key, and
started off for the ruined flower beds. She had something else to do with her harp
this morning, and she needed to do it before anyone el se showed up.

It was her search for witches on Saturday that had goaded her to an action that
was, as she freely admitted, not only an attempt to heal but also something of a
defiant shake of thefist at the modern perversions of the religion and life of her old
friends. There was little enough magic left in the world, but there was some, and it
was real, and it was untainted by commerce and exploitation. Though splendid
aterations of natural law were now well beyond Natil, she thought that alittle help for
some battered flowers might, perhaps, be within her abilities.



The sun was not far from the horizon when she sat down on a stone bench beside
the beds and put her harp on her lap, but her thoughts of the past had brought an
emptiness to her heart, an aching hollow of silence and void that had nothing to do
with peace, but only with longing: longing for the Lady, for faces she would never
see again, for the life she had once known. Here, EIf though she was, she might as
well have been mortal. She cared for flowers while rain forests were cut down. She
pulled weeds while deserts spread and nuclear power plants churned out waste that
would not be safe for half amillion years. She spoke courteoudly to al while children
were shot to death in their front yards and pesticides gathered in the food chain and
contrived famineskilled millions.

For amoment, overcome, she wept, one hand holding her harp, the other
covering her eyes as though in an attempt to shield herself from the knowledge that
came from within, from that hollow place in her heart, from that void.

But voids and hollows could be passages. Empty as they were, there was nothing
within them to impede or obstruct. And so, putting her fingers to the strings despite
her tears, she started with that. With emptiness. There was no music in emptiness, to
be sure, but there was potential. Potential for music, potential for life, potential for
the Lady. Anything was possible: there were only differing degrees of probability.

The first sounds she made, then, were but single notes, awhisper of melody that,
like an inhalation, filled the void, flowed and swirled through the hollowness. It
strained at the confines that gave it shape and volume, widened them, filled them,
and then, giving way in exh-lation, it flowed back out into the world, spreading out
over her sorrow, over the flowers, touching both as though with balm.

In her mind, in her heart that was now filling once again, she reached out to the
flowers with melody, wrapped them suddenly in the warmth of harmony. Lost in the
fullness of the passage that had turned abruptly from hollow to flow, Natil allowed
herself to become a clear channel for what came from within her, the music that—as
she hersalf was rooted in the workings of the universe, as she herself had knowledge
of the earth and of the life that made it and nurtured it—could not but express as
perfectly as material existence allowed all those workings, all that knowledge, al that
life, dl that nurture.

Yielding to herself and to her memory of what she had once been, she felt
something change. It waslike awind. It waslike atide. It was like a season that
passed quickly over her, and the melody and harmony that chimed from her bronze
strings beat like a heart, like her heart, like the Lady’ simmanent, nourishing heart. ..

... and when she opened her eyes and let her strings ring into silence, the flowers
were alive, and upright, and the blooms were open and wide to the sun.

She wept still, but as she hugged her harp, resting her shimmering cheek against
the smooth wood, she thought that perhaps a small portion of her emptiness had
remained filled. The breath, the music, the magic had stirred: it could stir again.

“Lovely,” said avoice. “Exquisite. The still place within oneself reflecting the
divine mystery. Perfect gnosis.”



The speaker was a small man, very fair of face, with blond hair that gave the
impression of acharming and absent-minded disarray. His clothing, in contrast,
possessed a kind of dapper artlessness that was, perhaps, most noticeable in the
care with which the deeves of his unseasonably long-sleeved shirt were drawn down
to hiswrists. His very blue eyes harbored a certain sense of the beyond, though, as
If he were seeing not what lay before him, but rather something much more important
and splendid, something quite sufficient to make a man forget such paltry things as
material existence and instead stand in ssimple awe of the Invisible.

He appeared not to have noticed the flowers.

“Heart,” he continued to himself, though his words were loud
enough—seemingly, intentionally loud enough—to carry clearly to Natil. “Such
heart. Such a perfect expression of heart and holiness.” He blinked at her with vague
eyes. “Have we met?’

Natil blotted her tears. “Natil Summerson,” she said, offering her hand. “1 am
your groundskeeper here at Kingsey.”

“My pleasure,” said the man. “My very great pleasure. I'm Terry Angel.” He
smiled, obviously expecting a response.

Natil heard the plea behind hiswords. “I have heard of your program, Professor
Angd.”

Terry smiled, an expression absolutely without guile. “1t’ s so gratifying to hear
that from someone like yourself. There are...” He sat down on the bench beside her,
folded his hands simply in hislap, and looked out over the bright flower beds as
though his glance contained a benediction for everything except the common fact of
flowers and dirt and sunlight. “... so many who would like not to have heard of it.
Thereis always opposition in the world. After all, we live within the closed circle of
the Serpent—~but | cannot judge! | cannot judge!” He sighed. “I’m very fortunate to
have found such a shelter as Kingdey. It’ s like wings here, sheltering wings. There
has been a sense of gnosisin everything about it. Dean Delmari and |, in fact,
discussed the formation of the Hands of Grace program throughout the course of
the twelve holy nights of Christmas... inthesilence. It was ... gnosis...” He
scattered his benediction again. “Gnosis. Have you heard the term?”’

“1...” Natil glanced at the sun. Her crew would be arriving soon, and she wanted
to get her harp into a safe place. “1 have heard of it.”

“Oh, but you live it, Natil. You liveit!”
“Thank you,” she said. “I... try.”

“It was prayer,” said Terry. His voice had dropped again into a magnified
whisper. “I have never before witnessed such a perfect expression of a natural
interior practice.” He squirmed on the stone bench, his hands clenching with pent
emotion, hiseyesfull of alambent fire that glowed with the fitful radiance of
will-0’-the-wisps—far away and beckoning into the unknown. “Oh, | can’'t help but
believe that we were meant to meet thisway. Tradition isso alive! It quivers with life!
And there are powers that work through it, that arrange meetings like ours, that



Tradition might continue to grow and live!”

Natil knew only one tradition, and it lay in the stones of the earth, the growth of
trees, the slow tides of oceans. She had seen it in the plodding but graceful tread of
the dinosaurs, in the skittering of trilobites in the warm shallows of Cambrian seas, in
the flutter of ancient birds too new to their wings to even dream of flight. She had
coaxed it up out of seething pits of slime and onto dry land. She had taken it by the
hand when it had groped its way out of the trees and |ooked for a future on two feet.
“Tradition,” she said softly, “islife.”

And something about her words, perhaps, carried to Terry a sense of what she
actually meant, for the vagueness suddenly went out of his eyes, to be replaced by
something akin to fright. “Yes,” he said quickly. “Yes, itis. And lifeis...”

Staring out past the flowers as though he did not see them, his fists clenched
tightly, he groped for words. Words, however, failed him, and there was along
silence. Thoughtfully, Natil ran a hand along the forepillar of her harp. The bronze
strings glinted in the light of the rising sun, and the flowers waved in blinding ripples
of color. There was magic in the world, and she had, once again, taken a handful of
it and healed. It gave her hope.

She touched Terry lightly on the arm in the same fashion as she had, three million
years before, offered reassurance to one of his ancestors on a dark night of rain.
“Lifesimply is,” she said.

But at her words, he rose—quickly, nervously—and took his |leave, shaking her
hand as one might shake the hand of an apostate bound for the stake, going his way
down the walk, up the stairs, and into the rambling, pink mundanity of Aylesberg
Hall.

Natil sighed. She bent down, touched an unmarred bloom. “Thank you, my
brothers and sisters,” she said softly. “ The Hand of the Lady be on you.”

CHAPTER 6
&K N>

The click of the car door lock reminded TK too much of the brief, metallic warning
given by a booby-trap an instant before its detonation. Asit was, the smple,
mundane sound—allittle too loud, it seemed, amid the quiet of a suburban parking
lot—was, just like the booby trap, an incontrovertible sign that he had entered a
realm hostile to him, one in which his enemy had not only made al the rules, but was
unwilling to tell him just what the rules were.

Car locks clicking, middle-aged women clutching their purses, young white men
falling silent—with such spoor did one of TK’s sex and skin color mark histrall
through America. He should, he thought, have been used to it by now. But no one
ever really got used to it. One buried it beneath layers of fundamentalist piety,
poisoned it with unfocused anger, wrapped the sharp edges in simple hopel essness,
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or... reached an accommodation with things as they were. TK had reached an
accommodation. Had he not, he would long ago have gone mad or gone to drugs.

To hisright was asilver-gray BMW, the source of the click of the lock, and its
driver was now staring casually (alittle too casually) ahead as he tried to fit his key
into the ignition without looking at it. He was not looking at it, TK knew, because to
do that, he would have had to have moved, and if he had moved, he might have
given that black man out there some reason to notice him.

That’ s right. You be cool, white boy. ' Cause if you ain’t cool, thisnigger here's
going to take off this fake leg, smash his way in through your windshield, and cut
your throat with the machete he got hidden in hisinside coat pocket. Then he
gonna drive to your house, rape your pretty little wife, sell your kidsinto slavery,
loot your furniture, and... yeah, burn the place down and sow the ground with
salt. Happens all the time, don’t it?

The driver of the BMW managed to get his vehicle started, into gear, and out of
the parking lot.

TK shook his head. You lucky, white boy. Another two seconds and you been
dead meat.

Standing at the door of the office building, wearing an old blue suit that was
neither comfortable nor in character, TK watched the departing car speed down the
long, curving driveway of the business park. In Vietnam, they had called it Indian
Country: areas that the VVC controlled without question. But here, Indian Country,
despite the irony, was white man’ s country, and white man’s country was
everywhere.

From the beginning, the signs had been clear. The projectsin Chicago had been
effectively walled off from the centers of commerce by freeway interchanges, ill-kept
streets, blocks of run-down storefronts and clutter-choked alleyways that had,
seemingly, held as many junkies astin cans. The scanty bus service that led nowhere
save back to the inner city told the residents that they had best keep to their own
turf; and as though to add one last sign, alifted finger of warning that, like the
pernicious labor laws of years past that closed profitable doors to women while
herding them into sweat shops and abusive marriages, that professed fairness and
aid whilein reality tightening yet another set of social restrictions, the open balconies
of the complexes were screened in with chain link mesh, ostensibly to prevent
children from faling. But those who lived in Trey-Nine—and Trey-Eight, and
Trey-Seven, and on and on through the Treys, and the Deuces, and all the other
shorthand and familiar terms designed to give a sense of home and belonging to the
intolerable—those who lived there had another, much different interpretation of the
wire and bolts that confronted them when they sought to look beyond their poverty
and isolation, for the lattice of unyielding metal fell acrosstheir view of the city like
the bars of a prison.

TK climbed the steps of the office building and pushed in through the heavy glass
door, feeling the ailmost subliminal snick of his prosthesis with each step, the
there/not-there sensation of a phantom limb moving in perfect accord with its plastic



replacement. It was not hurting much today. That was good: he did not want to have
to sweat hisway through thisinterview. If he had to shuffle and smile and do his
best Stepin Fetchit for the white man, he ought at least to be comfortable.

The offices of TreeStar Surveying lay just up the corridor, and TK opened the
door to find alarge, pleasant room that was heavy on the potted plants. Moss green
carpet. Light wood paneling that reflected the brightness of the sunlight pouring in
through one wall of solid windows. The furniture was simple, echoing the paneling,
and someone had obvioudy arranged everything with an eye toward the homelike
and the comfortable that dovetailed neatly—and inexplicably—with the sylvan. TK
would not have been particularly surprised had there been a stream running through
the middle of the place.

The woman at the front desk looked up. “Yes, sir?’

TK saw it in her eyes. No matter how liberal the individual, no matter how
open-minded, the cultural stereotypes were there, and he knew that she was seeing a
black man, someone who had no business being in this safe, suburban white world,
someone who was—oh, God, here it was again—maybe even alittle dangerous.

Right. And I’'m going to unscrew thisleg in a minute, honey chile, and then...
But: “Theodore Winters,” he said. “Here to see Hadden Morrison.”
She brightened. “Oh! They said you'd bein...”

Oh! A tame nigger. Oh! He's not dangerous after all. Oh! Some of my best
friends...

“... thismorning. Just amoment.” She picked up her desk phone, punched in a
number. “Mr. Morrison...” She colored. “I mean, Hadden. Mr. Wintersis here.”

Hadden arrived in the outer office in amoment. TK was not entirely sure what he
had been expecting, but he decided that, whatever it was, Hadden was not it. But
that seemed to be the way the day was going. Buckland Employment had not been
what he had been expecting, either, had, in fact, turned out to be something of a
foretaste of TreeStar Surveying; and Wheat Hennock, the counselor to whom Marsh
had given TK’ s application because of conflict-of-interest considerations, had
been...

... well, was turning out to have been something of a set up for Hadden Morrison.

TK looked him over: the instinctive act of a street fighter. Casual clothes. An easy
grace that bespoke either years of martial arts training or an uncanny comfort with
his own skin. Hadden'’ s hair was cut on the long side of conservative—long enough
to cover the tips of his ears— but though his sea gray eyes seemed to reflect just a
little more light than TK might have expected, there was not atrace of aflicker in
them as he returned the examination.

Wheat had been like that too, he recalled. She might have been perfectly,
unnaturally colorblind. Smiling gracioudly, she had offered her hand, and, when TK
had taken it, he had discovered her grip to be firm, direct, and possessed of
something TK could only call precision.



Just as was the case now with Hadden's.
Colorblind. Sincere. Both of them.

They made the usua greeting noises, but TK found it alittle unnerving that
Madden (again like Wheat) actually seemed to mean what he said. He was very glad
to meet TK. It was a good afternoon. There was no artificiality in Hadden’ s voice,
no pressure, no sense of anything forced or hidden: just solid sentiments, solidly and
precisely expressed.

Hadden gestured TK back toward his office. “Come on back. We' re going to
haveto talk a bit: we might aswell sit down and take it easy.”

The receptionist lifted her head. “Mr. Morrison?’
Hadden smiled. “ Y es, Sheila?’
“Will Bright be coming in this afternoon? |’ ve lost track of her schedule.”

“This afternoon?’ Hadden closed his eyes, considered. “Let'ssee... it's
Monday. Yes, she'll be here.” He turned and escorted TK into his office. “ Sheila,”
he explained, “is with us courtesy of atemp service. Bright is usually at the front
desk, but with her being in school, sometimes we can’'t stay ahead of her.”

“Shein college?’ TK tried to sound interested, was finding that, in the face of
Hadden’ s impeccable courtesy, it was alittle hard not to.

Hadden laughed. “Bright’ s going to be a surveyor. In another six months or so,
she'll bejoining afield team. | suppose we' |l have to find another receptionist then.

TK recalled the flicker in Sheila s eyes, compared it with what he saw in
Hadden's, what he had seen in Wheat’s. Bright’s eyes, he found himself thinking,
would not have flickered. He just knew they would not have flickered. “You...
promote from inside, then?”’

Hadden pulled up achair for TK. “A good question. | think I'd have to say yes,
but I ve found that people usualy wind up... well... promoting themselves.”

It was not quite an understandable answer, but TK decided that it would have to
do.

They talked about his background, about Vietnam, the reserves, the Patriot station
in Irag, the work he had done to help find the software bug that had allowed a Scud
missile to take twenty-eight lives. He tried to tell Hadden about his jobs in security,
about the scuffling, but Hadden was not interested in either security or scuffling.

“Do you mean to say that with all thiswork with computers, you' ve just been
working security?’

TK had been warming up to Hadden, but reality was redlity. “What else?’

“TK...” They had falen into familiarity within the first two minutes. “... you've
got skills. Why haven't you been using them?”’

TK wanted to tell Hadden about the difficulties inherent in being black, from the
projects, and one-legged. He wanted to tell him that quotas, while assisting some,



could also hinder others. Wel, it was easy to say, we' ve got enough blacks, and
enough cripples, and enough vets. Send me something else, will ya?

He shifted uneasily. “Was all military stuff. Y ou know: mainframe. Y ou use a PC
here, right?’

Hadden laughed. “1'd hardly call it using at this point, since | can’'t useit. But
software is software. Bugs are bugs. Y ou helped track down that problem with the
Patriot programs...” For amoment, his gaze turned shadowed as though at the
thought of the reason for Patriots and programs for Patriots.

“Why did you leave your last job?’ he asked suddenly.

It was the usual sort of question a prospective employer asked. “Got...” TK
looked at Hadden, met his eyes. There was frankness there, and TK decided to be
honest. “Got called boy once too often.”

To hissurprise, hisreply was met not by aliberal declaration that TreeStar was
not at al like that—Sheila, temp though she was, had proved that much—or by a
thinly velled (and equally liberal) condemnation of the bigots and racists in the world.
Instead, Hadden'’ s face turned troubled. “Yes,” he said softly. “That’ s still
happening, isn't it?’

And it sounded to TK as though the fact that it was still happening was, to
Hadden, some kind of personal failing, as though the owner of asmall surveying firm
in a Denver suburb really should have been able to do something that would prevent
its happening ever again, but could not.

Herose, and TK was sure that the interview was over, that he would now be told
We'll call you or | need to talk to some other people. But instead, Hadden gave him
another one of those shining, open, perfectly frank smiles. “Let’stake alook at this
equipment that’ s been giving me such hell, shall we? | want to see what you think of
it.”

Asthey were crossing through the front office, atall woman with a mop of black
hair was just coming in. Her face was tanned as though from long hours spent
outdoors, and TK might have called her rangy had her movements not exhibited the
same grace and comfort he had seen in Hadden. “All done, chief,” she called out to
Hadden as she waved a notebook in the air. “Did | set arecord?’

Her arms were lean and well muscled: martial arts training there for sure. And
something about her demeanor made TK suspect that she was gay. Regardless, he
had the feeling that he had seen her before, though he could not recall where.

Hadden glanced at the clock, then at the notebook. “1 think you set severa
records,” he said. “Am | going to have to check your figures?’

“Nah,” shesaid. “I'm perfect.” She approached TK, stuck out her hand. “Hi. I'm
also Lauri. You must be TK.”

TK took her hand and doled out a carefully measured smile as he reflected that it
was easy for one to be cheerful when one never came within arm’s reach of
violence... or watched a child die before one’s eyes.



Hadden smiled wryly. “I’m just taking TK to look at the... uh... monster.”

Therewas light in Lauri’ s eyes. “The one that ate New Y ork? Or just al your
gpare time? Good luck.” She gave TK awink.

But Hadden stood his ground. “Marsh says TK’s a computer genius, Wheat says
TK’sacomputer genius, and now |’ ve talked to him, and | say TK’s a computer
genius, too.”

TK, embarrassed by undeserved praise that, coming from other lips, would have
sounded hideoudly artificial, nonethel ess found that his memory had been jogged.
“Oh,” he said to Lauri, “you’ re the woman in the picture on Wheat’ s desk.”

Dead silence. TK felt his face grow warm. Despite his precautions, he had
inadvertently dropped his guard. Bad move. He was forgetting the tunnels, forgetting
the dead center concentration required by the Patriot screens, forgetting the day to
day caution that circumscribed a black life...

Indian Country.
“A picture of me?’ said Lauri. “On Wheat’ s desk?’

“It... uh...” TK tried to cover for himself. “She... looked... like you. She was
about your build. Leaning against ared and white truck.” He doled out another smile,
embarrassed now. “I guess |’ m mistaken. Sorry.”

“Not at all,” said Hadden. “ That sounds very much like Lauri.”

Lauri was obvioudly puzzled, but also obviously determined to put TK perfectly
at ease. “| guess when you do ILCsfor aliving, you get popular. | do a mean
backsight, you know?’ Another wink, adlightly bewildered smile, and she turned
back to Hadden. “It’s all in the book,” she said. “A full day ahead of schedule. Web
can have it by morning, and he can draw it up.”

For a moment, Hadden glanced at TK. “All right,” he said to Lauri, but TK
suddenly knew that it would not be Web who would receive the raw datain the
morning, but rather himself. Just something simple and useful with which to start off,
to familiarize him with his new job.

Colorblind. Sincere. Precise. These people are out of their minds, he thought.
But an instant later, it occurred to him that it certainly seemed to be a pleasant
enough insanity.

The day was warm and muggy, but Sandy’ s hands were cold as she parked in the
north lot at Kingsley. She took out her harp, and after peering with her good eye at
the map that Terry had sent to her, started off across the campus.

Monday. The college had opened for the summer session, registration had begun,
and she was on her way to meet Terry Angel for the first time. Even her inner barker
appeared to be rather struck by the occasion, for he had fallen into a befuddled
silence broken only by occasional mutterings that Sandy found easy enough to
ignore. But even had he been pouring out full-throated abuse, Sandy would not have



heard, for her tension and fear left no room for him this morning. She had worked
for two years to come to Kingsley for the Hands of Grace program, and what would
happen in the next hour would determine her final success or failure.

Her entire life had been traced out with just such pressured determinings, from her
father’ sfirst entering of her body to her horrified mother’ s desperate flight with her
from city to city, to the lengthy and vicious custody hearings, to the crushing
verdict. And yet here was what Sandy hoped was the final crisis: her first meeting
with Terry. After that would be, she prayed, a straight path. A smooth path. A
healing path. The Hands of Grace was, according to Terry’s letters, alarge,
interdisciplinary program at Kingsley, well-funded, well-supported by the schools of
medicine, philosophy, and music. Staff trandlators were delving into the mysteries of
ancient monastic customaries, extracting words and melodies that had once been
used to cure and to comfort. Technicians at local hospitals were monitoring
life-support systems, recording the sometimes dramatic changes—all positive—that
occurred when one of Terry’s contemplative musicians played for the sick and the
dying. Philanthropists in the area were planning to fund a hospice based around
Terry’ stechniques. Surely in al that grace and graciousness there was room for one
young, abused woman who was looking for shelter and alittle healing for herself.

She was mildly surprised when she realized that Terry’s map was directing her to
a basement room of the main administration building, but perhapsit was Terry’s
intention to keep his office humble, and out of the way. That would be very like him:
monkish, smplein hiswants, almost fanatically self-effacing. He was not the sort,
Sandy guessed, to demand grand towers of steel and glass for his holy work.

The map he had given her, though, was thoroughly muddied. Kingsley College
was not large, but Sandy found herself wandering off onto the athletic fields,
stumbling into the back door of the gymnasium and the library, turning the same
corner not less than three times to find that she had come yet again upon the student
union and the bookstore. The day was hot, the closet of her filthy apartment had
been stifling and damp, and she was still exhausted from a day of cleaning that had
stretched off late into the night without any sign of real progress.

... and she can’t even find the administration building, and now look at her,
she'sstartingto cry...

The barker’ s voice arose with her increasing confusion—Terry would think her
stupid, she would arrive late, she might not arrive at all—and she did not have the
strength to banish him. Sitting down heavily on a bench outside the student union,
shelaid her harp across her knees and put her shaking hands to her face.
“Goddess,” she murmured, “you know where I'm supposed to be going. | could
use some help with this.”

She heard nothing, but she sensed movement, and when she looked up, she
found that a ender woman in abig, floppy straw hat was standing before her. She
was holding a shovel in one gloved hand, and her t-shirt and overalls were stained
with mud and grass, but her face was sweet, her eyes were a soft blue, and her
expression...



Sandy had never seen such a concerned |ook.

“A harper,” the woman said, and her voice was as soft as her eyes and sweet as
her face. “Unless | am very mistaken.” There was atouch of water in her accent, an
accent that Sandy could not place. “Blessings upon you this day.”

Her words, quaint and old fashioned, echoing the old witch greeting—Blessed Be
I—made Sandy feel hopeful. “Not avery good harper,” she said. “| can’t even find
the administration building.”

The gardener pointed to her right. “Down thiswalk,” she said, “and then turn left
at the fountain. Aylesberg Hall will be straight ahead. Y ou cannot missit.” The soft
blue eyes twinkled with a shimmer as of starlight. “It is pink.”

“Pink?’
“Pink.” Again atwinkle. “I will take you there if you wish.”

It suddenly occurred to Sandy that she was talking to a perfect stranger.
Instinctively, her stomach clenched. “No... uh... thanks. I'll... I'll... I'll find it.”
She got up hurriedly, tucked her harp under her arm. “Thanks.”

The gardener touched her forehead with her free hand, bowed dlightly. “It iswhat
| am herefor.”

True to the gardener’ swords, Sandy came within sight of the pink building within
aminute, and, since Terry’s map had already proved deficient, she asked directions
at the information desk just within the front door.

“Hands of Grace?’ The secretary frowned. “I’'m not sure...” She frowned again
as she looked through a tattered directory. “Isthat in Comparative Religion?’

“No...” Sandy was suddenly afraid that the receptionist was going to shout at
her. “It's... it saseparate... uh... group. Terry Angedl...”

“Oh, Terry Angel. All right, then.”
“Ishe heretoday?’ Sandy asked. “Is he at the hospitals or the hospice?’
“Hospitals? Hospice?’” Another frown.

“Well...” Sandy was again afraid. “1 mean, he' sworking closely with the medical
department.”

“Kingdey isaliberal artscollege,” said the woman. “It doesn’'t have a medical
school. Are you sure you’' ve come to the right place?’

Sandy felt the flush of mortification rising. “Terry Angel...” she managed, using
the name like a charm.

“Well, Professor Angel isdownstairs, in room 1A.”
“1 don’t want to interrupt him. Does he have students with him?’

The secretary was now plainly puzzled. “ Students? Professor Angel doesn’t have
any students. He' s on aresearch fellowship.”

“But... the Hands of Grace program...”



Faced with an obviously deranged young woman who was clutching at the oddly
shaped case under her arm asthough it were alife preserver, the secretary turned
conciliatory. “I don’t know anything about any Hands of Grace program,” she said,
“but if you want to talk to Professor Angel, he’sdown in room 1A.”

Sick with fear, Sandy nodded and made for the stairwell. Halfway down, though,
she stopped on alanding and pulled out her bundle of letters and papers. Y es, they
were still there. Yes, they were till real. Y es—she read them over, skimming page
after page—they still described the Hands of Grace program, the fellowship offered
to Serena Kathryn Joy that would cover lodging, texts, and tuition for afull year at
Kingsley beginning with the summer session of 1991. Acceptance |etter, registration
forms, photocopies of Sandy’s school transcripts...

It'snot real, said the barker, suddenly turning insinuating. How can you say that
it'sreal? That woman didn’t know a thing about it. There you go again, right
back to the lye buckets. Didn’t you get enough from old dad?

Her hand flew to her face. The scars on her jaw were rough, ichthyic.

Nauseawas gripping her as she seized her harp and stumbled down the stairs, and
she reached the basement level in a blind haze of panic. The door ahead of her said
1A. It might aswell have said Courtroom, County of Los Angeles, with a custody
dispute on the docket that day between Frederick and Gloria Joy. Shaking, sick,
Sandy knocked.

“Hello! Comein!”

Was that him? Astounded by her temerity, Sandy actually took hold of the knob,
turned it, pushed.

It was an old classroom: wooden floors, windows that looked out and up deep
wells toward ground level, smooth slate blackboards. A disordered scattering of
tables and chairs faced front like tired soldiers. The teacher’s desk was aruin of old
wood, burns that had obviously been acquired in achemistry lab specidizing in
Gothic reanimation, varnish that had flaked like aleper’ s skin.

Sandy hardly saw the desk, for aman was just then standing up from the chair
behind it. He was but a few years older than Sandy, but he was blond where she was
dark, sighted where she was blind, and there was an expression of holy peacein his
bright eyes.

Her mouth was dry, her throat tight. “ Professor Angel?’

“Sandy!” And his beatific smile banished her nausea, sent the barker flying out the
door. It was a smile that made Sandy feel as though she were the most important
person in the world, an absolutely essential individual upon whose presence

depended the entire Hands of Grace program. “1’m delighted to see you. Did you
have any trouble finding me?’

“Uh... no... no...” Shewasimportant. She had to remain important. “I... I...
didn’t have any trouble at al.”

“Wonderful.” Terry’s smile was dazzling, and Sandy felt almost giddy with relief.



She was, she was sure, accepted. Paperwork was aformality. The fellowship
moneys would arrive without interference or delay. Everything would be al right:
Terry Angel had accepted her.

“l wasjust kind of surprised... that they’ve got you down here,” she said as she
set her harp down and took the chair that he offered her.

“Down here?”’

The question in his voice was a little more than a question. Sandy immediately felt
uncomfortable. “Well, I’ d expected that you' d have an office...”

Terry looked at her. There was agreat deal in that |ook.

“lI mean...” What did she mean? Was she questioning Terry? And after he had
accepted her without question? “| mean... with the hospitals and the hospice and all
the... other students...” Her voice trailed off.

She looked around. There was not a sign that there were any other students. She
sensed that, indeed, there were no other students. Worse, though, Terry’s smile was
gone. To be sure, it had not been replaced by a frown, but after such a dazzling and
pal pabl e presence, its simple absence was something terrifying.

Sandy, of a sudden, did not feel important or accepted.

“My mistake, I'm sure,” she said quickly. “It's wonderful to meet you at last.
See, I’ ve brought my harp. I'm ready to get to work.”

“Good, good.” Terry’s smile was back, and he took her handsin his asthough in
so doing he were touching something precious. “There’ s lots of work to be done.
This program is just beginning, and we' re both in a very fortunate position, because
we can decide just how it’s all going to go together.”

It was an odd thing for him to say about a course of study that was receiving so
much funding, had the interest of several hospitals, and was about to receive its own
hospice. But Terry was still smiling, and Sandy pushed her doubts away, for already
she was feeling better, feeling accepted...

... feeling important.

CHAPTER 7
&K N>

From The Front Range Metaphysical Journal, June 1991.

The man whom many call “the Saint of Denver” hasfinadly been given
the academic backing he needs to heal the world.

However, if Terry Angel actually heard anyone referring to him or his
work as asaint, he would be the first to protest.

“Tradition, and by that | mean the great spiritua Tradition of the
Christian world, is something that is so big that there is no room for
persona concerns,” he says. “What | offer is something that serves every
single person as a spiritual brother or sister, and that service is essentially
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anonymous. Y ou might call me amid-wife, a sacramental midwife, of
Tradition.”

Terry Angel practices hiswork at Kingdey College. But though he holds
thetitle there of professor of music, hisreal work is healing. Since 1981,
he has created an academic and practical program of ministry for the sick
based upon the mystical use of Roman Catholic plainchant.

“It' sredly fascinating,” he says. “ The holy monastics of Europe chanted
their office hours eight times a day, immersing themselvesin music so
much that their physical beings eventually came to be in perfect accord
with the notes that they sang. Gradually, they developed a method of using
thelr music to banish disease and illness [discord] from themselves and
those who came to them for help.”

It was in 1981 that Professor Angel first ssumbled over the clues that
subsidiarily led him to obscure monasteries and libraries of Europe to seek
out the renmants of aforgotten spiritual practice. He was a graduate student
a aloca university at the time, specializing in medieval harp studies. Ashe
tellsit:

“| received atelephone call from aclassmate. His father was dying. It
was a difficult death. The old man had lived in pain so long that he had
become embittered. Practically the only thing that my classmate could
suggest that caught hisinterest was some live music.”

“Y ou can imagine how | felt! But at the time | was working with alot of
plainchant. I’ ve always been drawn to monody, which was anatural
outgrowth of my expertise in ancient harps, and when | got to the bedside, |
couldn’t think of anything to play for the old man except some chants. The
Adoro te devote, the Ubi caritas, the Salve Regina. To my complete
surprise, as soon as | started, the old man’s breathing and heartbeat became
more stable. There were monitors hooked up, and you could see it on the
dids. | felt, unaccountably, as though | were folding him within spiritual
wings, and | let that loving feeling penetrate me and surrendered myself to
it.”

Though his classmate’ s father died soon after, Doctor Angel decided
that he had hit upon something wonderful. He was an aready attending
national and internationa conferences on ancient medieval music, and he
started to ask some of the lecturers. Eventually, he attended alecture by
noted researcher David Parnassus on an obscure monastic customary that
referred to atradition involving chant and healing. Soon after, Terry
received afellowship at the Academy de San Lucy in Paris, where he spent
severa years tracking that tradition down to its source. When he was in the
vaults of the Trinity College Library in Dublin, he had been granted a
stipend for research on monastic singing techniques, and he found severa
medieval writings that confirmed his carefully formulated hypothesis.

“There was awhole achemical tradition of inner practice with the
medieval harp. The harp isaframe, like a cross, upon which the soul of the
harper, like the strings, is crucified. In an alchemical sense, you see, that’s
exactly what happens when you take up the harp. Y ou’ re dways being
stretched, stretched. The monks would useit that way, though, of course,
they were forbidden by Canon Law to actually perform on instruments. But
they used their voices in the same way, because the metaphor was the same.
Medieval life swam in a sea of metaphor that gave meaning to every phase
of existence.”



When he returned to Denver, though, Angel found his research efforts
interfered with by simple economics. Teaching harp to asmall group of
devoted students did not give him either the time or the money he needed,
and only with difficulty he managed to write a number of articles that later
appeared in several major European journals of religion and historic music.

But, fate again smoothed his path. A telephone call requested that he
lecture on hiswork at the yearly medieval conference held annualy in
Kaamazoo, Michigan. Reports of his findings eventually reached Kingsley
College, who offered him ateaching position.

Terry isworking closely with two Denver hospitals who want him to add
his* contemplative musicianship” to their staffs, and with a number of
charitable organizations who are planning a hospice based upon hiswork,
which he cdlsthe “Hands of Grace.”

“It'sacontinuing series of miracles,” he says. “People seem to have an
instinctive recognition of the goodness and lightness of thiswork, and they
really want to help further it. It really demonstrates the living quality of
tradition, that abranch of knowledge that had appeared dead for so long has
suddenly come back to life.”

“You haveto do one thing at atime.”

Evening was faling over Denver, its shadows softened into misty grayness by the
clouds that had again gathered to bring rain, and in the dim living room of the
battered women'’ s shelter, Bright knelt beside awoman in arocking chair. “Y ou have
to do onething at atime,” she said again, and the woman, whose name was Suzy,
and who was not really listening, nodded.

“There’ sjust so much to do,” she said, half to Bright, half to the other women
who sat in the room, who had wrapped silence about themselves like a sheath of
bandages. “Mick would take care of everything. He' d take care of me. | just don't
know what to do now.”

“You can learn,” said Bright, and she could not help thinking of Rob, who, long
ago, had aso taken care of everything—from gutting her paycheck to blacking her
eyes. “It's not so much to learn.”

“I think he still really loves me,” said Suzy.

Bright could not but wonder what kind of love could include guns and broken
bones; but searching back into alife so remote from her present existence that it
seemed truly to belong to someone else, she remembered that when she had been
Amy, she herself, against all reason or rationality, had held to asimilar belief.

She closed her eyes, felt the starlight, breathed it. Its shimmer mingled with the
growing patter of rain on the roof. “Okay,” she said softly, noncommittally. She was
not a psychologist, she was just a volunteer. She was not allowed to counsel the
residents. She could only listen.

“1 think | still love him.” Suzy lifted her head. Across the room, awoman with a
broken arm was attempting to nurse her infant. The baby fussed at the harsh
presence of the fiberglass cast, and the woman, whose face and breasts were



bruised, was having difficulty letting down.

“Onething at atime.” Bright patted Suzy’s shoulder. “Y ou don’t have to make
any decisions now. Y ou just stay with us aslong as you need to. Take your time.”

“Yeah, thanks,” said Suzy, but Bright sensed with aflicker of hopel essness that
she would be returning to Mick within the week, to face again histhreats, his
intoxication and hisfists.

Would she eventually come back to the safe house? Perhaps. Sometimes a
woman needed two or three tries before she could find the strength necessary to
leave an abusive mate. But even then, after she had freed hersalf, after counseling
and state aid had set her up with ajob and a place to live, she al too often would
find another man who would treat her in exactly the same fashion as had the first.

Bright got up to go to the woman with the fussy baby, but Monique, the
counselor on duty that night, was beckoning to her from the door to the office.
Bright gave the struggling mother a quick smile and a gesture that told her to wait for
amoment. When she entered the office, though, Monique shut the door.

“Is Suzy okay?’ she asked in alow voice. Her manner, though, told Bright that
Suzy was most assuredly not the subject at hand.

“She' s still sorting herself out.”

Monique stared off at the curtained windows. “That’s... to be expected... |
guess.”

“What happened?’

Bright’s question seemed to take al the strength out of Monique. She sagged, half
sobbed, then sat down hard in the chair in front of the computer. “I just got acall.
Y ou remember Vicki?’

“She... left last week, didn’'t she?’
Monique had covered her face with her hands. “ She went back to her man.”

Bright nodded slowly. It happened. If it worked out, if the court-ordered
counseling broke the cycle of anger and abuse, then that was fine. But that did not
happen very often. She sensed that it had not happened in Vicki’s case.

“They had another fight,” said Monique. “ A big one. He was drunk, and he had a
gun.”

“He shot her?”

Monique shook her head. “She got it away from him. She shot him. He's dead.”
Bright slumped. No, it had not happened in Vicki’s case.

“She' s been arrested.”

Bright lifted her head. “But it was self-defense.”

“The police don’'t seeit that way,” said Monique, her face still in her hands. “As
far asthey’re concerned, it's murder. Maybe first degree murder.”



“But he was beating her up!”

“She had the gun.” Monique shrugged helplessly. “ That’s all that counts.” She
dropped her hands, sat back with closed eyes. A tear found its way down her cheek.
“You get beat up, and beat up, and beat up, and no one pays any attention. And
then one day you break, and you do something, and then you're the one who's
wrong.”

Suddenly, she rose, crossed the room, jerked open the drapes, stared out into the
backyard where jungle-gyms and see-saws glistened in the rainy darkness against a
backdrop of six-foot privacy fence. “And it just keeps happening.” Her fists
clenched. “Dammit,” she said, “what’ s the use?’

Bright thought back to her own abuse, her own tragedy. Had it not been for elven
blood, had it not been for Elves, her fate might well have been one with Vicki’s.

Grace. She had been graced. And Elves were here to grace others. But Monique
had said it perfectly: it just kept happening.

She went to Monique, laid ahand on her shoulder. “Y ou just have to do one thing
at atime,” she said softly. “Just one thing at atime.”

But her words seemed hollow even to herself. Onething at atime... forever.
Forever. What did that really mean? How did one cope with it? What got one
through eternity?

Monique was still staring into the night, looking as though she herself wanted a
gun. Bright stood for another minute, and then she went out into the living room and
talked soothingly to the woman and her baby. The milk eventually let down, and the
child nursed and fell asleep. There was gratitude in the eyes of the mother as Bright
kissed her on the head and gave her a God bless.

God bless. Sure. And one thing at atime.

Natil floated among the stars.

They burned in the velvet blackness of her inner firmament, but though they were
Immanent, close, even comforting, they were also distant and cold, for Natil
remembered how, once, the limits of the universe had been as much within the reach
of her mind as the earth was within the grasp of her physical fingers. Then, like al
the Firstborn, she had held the sun as though it were an apple, cupped the world in
tender hands, felt the life and the energies flow, whispering through darkness,
whispering through light.

No more. She had the stars, and that was all. And where, in the dungeons of the
Inquisition of Furze, the stars had perhaps been enough, now they were terribly,
terribly insufficient.

Below, in the city of Denver and in its scattering of suburbs, Heather was ladling
stew into the tin cups of men whose faces were seamed with poverty. Bright was
trying to be a comforting presence for women who knew too much of habitual
battering. Web and Ash peer-counseled at a community mental health facility. Lauri,



atelephone receiver pressed to her ear, strained to capture the emotions and the
fears of yet another caller. Hadden and Raven were at a city council meeting, trying
to arrange financial assistance so that people could buy the houses that Marsh, come
the weekend, would be helping to build. And throughout the long summer evenings,
while Dell and Fox landscaped low income homes for free, Allesandro and Wheat
heroically planted treesin park and forest alike.

And on and on. Seventeen Elvesin Denver. Seventeen attemptsto bring alittle
compassion and alittle grace to aworld that seemed at times to have none of either.
Seventeen untiring efforts to help and heal. No one complained. Helping and healing
were what Elves were for, were the reasons for their existence. No one doubted it. It
had been that way from the beginning.

But despite their similarities to the Firstborn, the Elves of Denver were profoundly
different; for, having once been human, they would never find in their new status any
refuge from the mingled terror and tragedy of mortal life. If there had been ajoining
of the elven and the human, it had come not only from the awakening in mortal
bodies of immortal blood, but also from the persistence in immortal minds of avery
mortal care and immediacy. If elven grace had returned to the world, it had come not
to dwell apart, but to live next door; not to be dispensed with divine impartiality, but
bestowed compulsively; not to be passed from the above to the below, but from
hand to equal hand, with, at times, an almost clumsy naiveté.

There was for these modern Elves no buffering sense of separation, no emotional
Isolation into which to withdraw. And yet, at the same time, there was for them il
no vision of the Lady to make up for the pain and the lacks that, as aresult of their
naked and immorta confrontation with everything that had to be done— everything
that could not be done—was beginning to assume a poignancy and a heartbreak far
beyond what any soul, elven or not, could contemplate enduring for al eternity.

Starlight.

The stars were all about her, but none called to her save in her memory of the
distant past. And so, as she had done countless times since she had come to
Colorado, she chose one, moved toward it, threw herself into the blinding
Incandescence.

But when her vision cleared and she opened her eyes, she saw no grassy plain, no
skyful of stars, no Woman, robed in blue and silver, whose eyes mirrored divine
compassion and love. Natil saw only Elvenhome, the lands about it, the glow of city
lights upon the low gray clouds.

The rain was awarm, soft drizzle, but her back was against the trunk of apine
tree, and the thick canopy of needles had kept her dry. Her eyes, though, were wet.
Again she had tried, again she had failed. And if she had garnered from her harping
at Kingsley any sense of elven magic and power, it was gone now, and the futility
had returned. The Elves were without the Lady; the Goddess whom Roxanne and
Charity had worshiped and loved had been reduced to a matter of superstition and
outright profit. Once again, Natil was groping with her memories.



The night turned slowly, the rain dwindled, diminished, ended. Natil stood up,
brushed needles from her overalls, and made her way back toward the big house.
Tonight, she was alone, for the others did not usually come up to Elvenhome save
on the weekends: human griefs and human sorrows were in the city, and so in the
city they stayed.

Only Natil lived full time at Elvenhome. By a consensus that had been arrived at
within days of her appearance in Colorado, she had been given aroom of her own
on the second floor, and no one would have questioned her had she decided to
remain there always, to be caretaker of Elvenhome, keeper of its gardens, incarnate
spirit of the holy place. Indeed, after a hundred years of wandering and eons of
concern and interaction, she had found the idea tempting, but instinct had told her
that she could not so withdraw, and therefore, like the Elves into whose welcoming
arms she had come, she had left her isolation behind. Equipped with a social security
number and adriver’slicense, she had found a gardening position at Kingsey that
had quickly grown into the responsibilities of head groundskeeper, and she had
tried—as she continued to try, asthey all continued to try—to help and heal.

In the darkness that held for her eyes the transparency of clear water, she entered
the Home, passed through the kitchen that had been, but aday ago, filled with
laughter and starlight, climbed the stairs to her room. She was still the keeper of
Elvenhome, but, unlike her people, she knew that her task involved far more than the
maintenance of a house, more than the balancing of its accounts or the management
of its gardens. Natil kept a physical home, true, but she also kept the memory of the
elven spirit, a spirit that had, somewhere in the past, faded along with the Firstborn.
Like the gardener she had become, though, she was concerned not with static
preservation, but rather with growth and the sudden blooming of life where once had
been only the terrible color of barren fields.

But it was an unknown field that she tilled, and so far her efforts had proved
fruitless.

She opened a door of dark wood that Wheat had set with an elaborate panel of
stained glass and grisaille: trees, flowers, birds, mountains. Within, though, the room
was quite spartan. A desk, achair, amirror, adresser full of human costume, a
bookcase full of her current reading—she needed no more, for she had the earth and
her inner stars and the love of her people. And, in any case, after the deprivations
and hatreds of the cities of men, and after a hundred years of wandering, she
considered even so barren a personal space to be asign of great wealth indeed.

But in the closet, carefully cleaned and hung with reverence, were her old clothes
of green and gray. And on atable, in aplace of honor, stood her old harp. She left
the clothes where they were, for it was not time for her to wear them again—perhaps
it would never be time—but she took up her harp, threw the windows wide, and with
the night air pouring in, bringing with it the odor of past rain and the calls of
mockingbirds and owls, spent the rest of the dark hours adding to the music of
mortality her immortal song... and sorrow.



“What you want?’

The eye, black asthe maw of aVC tunnel, peered out of the aperture left by a
door that had been opened no more than afinger’s breadth. TK could see only the
eye—young, narrow, hostile—but he knew without a shred of doubt that there was
an AK or a’gauge or something even worse leveled at him from the darkness within
the crack house.

“1 want to talk to you,” he said. The matter of guns did not bother him, nor did
the prospect of an inherently useless death. No, if anything about this interview
disturbed him, it was the utter youth of the individual on the far side of the door. “
'Bout what?’

He wastalking to a Tiny. He did not want to talk to a Tiny. “Whao’s in charge
here? Where's an OG?’

A rasp of laughter. The young eye vanished, was replaced by an older eye, and
then the door was abruptly jerked open. The question was repeated, thistimein a
voice that rang likeiron.,

“What you want?’

The man was only a shade shorter than TK. From his ear dangled an earring in the
form of a Cadillac emblem. His eyes held... nothing.

Black. Flat black. The color of numbness. The color of arenunciation of pain so
permanent and irrevocable that it precluded forever the recurrence of anything as
paltry as emotion. Was there any need for AKs or ' gauges or Uzis when such eyes,
by their very negation of life, held within themsel ves the pure essence of |ethality?

TK was not sure what idiocy had brought him to this door. He had just gotten a
good job, he had just taken his first step away from scuffling, he had much to
anticipate. Someday, he might be able to move away from this neighborhood and get
something where the streets were wider and the houses did not jostle against one
another like aband of drunkards, where crack houses existed... somewhere else,
where the idea of children being pulped by bullets was only a bad dream that did not
partake of waking lifein the dightest.

But no one ever redlly left the ’hood. TK himself carried the projects with him like
adab of icein hisheart, asintegral apart of his makeup as the pigmentation of his
skin, the tunnelsin the Nam, the bunker in Irag, or any one of the countless things
that had shaped his being. But maybe that was why he was here: because months
ago, in ahospital in Georgia, as he had lain despairing over the loss of hisleg and the
news of hiswife's desertion, someone had done something for him that was as
unself-conscious as breathing, as homely as a plate of beans, as nurturing as the milk
of amother’ s breast. And that something was a part of him, too.

“Youincharge? hesaid levelly. One did not show fear. One smply did not.
Whether cut, stabbed, shot, or beaten, one simply did not react. Even the gangs of
TK’syouth had held to that vicious code which had taken the adversarial bedrock of
society for a beginning and thereafter distilled it into alife of constant, unremitting,
and universal enmity.



Theflat black eyes did not even flicker. Again, the voice likeiron: “What you
want?’

TK was cam. He could not be otherwise if he expected to survive. “| want to tell
you to get out of this’hood.”

The eyes narrowed. The man was large, his muscles taut. TK could easily
envision those arms rhythmically beating someone to death, or those hands holding
an automatic pistol at the ready while the electric windows of a stolen car whined
down. “You dis'n me, nigger?”’

“l ain't dis'n you, man. One of your homeboys got a kid hit the other day, and |
don’t want no more kids hit.”

There was still nothing in the eyes. “He was a buster. Been a buster for along
time. Off brands come in here fixing to splash on him, he cut and run. Took our
money with him. | don’t know where heis. None of us know where heis. Hetry to
claim with us anymore, we gonnatake care of him.”

“l don’t give adamn about him,” said TK. It was alie: he cared very much, for he
wanted to see himin jail, or bloody and face-down on the sidewalk. “| care about
the kids.”

“We'll watch the kids.”

TK persisted. “ Y ou gonna get them al killed. Y ou gonna get them killed with
bullets, or you gonna get them killed with crack. Y ou want that little girl’ s sister to
grow up and be a cluckhead?’

There kindled within the flat black of nothing a spark of something that was much
like flame, save that it burned without light, without heat, without anything save the
destruction of what it fed upon. And TK knew what it was, and he knew what it fed
upon. “This be our "hood, nigger,” said the man, and the iron was still in hisvoice.

“Y ou want anyone to move, you go move yourself.”

“So you won't quit.”

The man reached for TK, grabbed the front of his shirt. TK just stood where he
was, let hisweight sink down.

The man pulled. TK did not move.

TK met the coldly burning eyes. This was no mad dogging going on here, no
visual challenge that played along with the current gang etiquette, no excuse for the
homeboys to open up with the artillery. TK just looked, and in his eyes, he knew,
were the projects, and the tunnels, and the bunker, and the absolute impossibility of
ever moving him.

And, slowly, the man let go of his shirt.

“Nigger,” said TK softly, “you be killing your own people.” And if there was iron
in the voice of the ear-ringed man at the door, there was steel in hisown. “I am
asking you to wake up.”

And then, knowing full well that if he betrayed even the dightest uncertainty in his



glance, in his gestures, in his gait, he would at that very moment feel the bullets
smack into his spine, he turned, descended the steps, and walked slowly down the
sidewalk toward his apartment building.

The hospital in Georgia And that little girl. He had to try.

There were no bullets. But, behind him, he heard a car pulling up to the curb, and
he thought that if he strained his ears, he could hear the rustle of bills.

CHAPTER 8
&K N >»

Research.

Terry had said it, written it, reiterated it. Research was the foundation upon which
the Hands of Grace program rested, the armor that would protect it from the
brickbats hurled by those who would see in its simple ministry of the heart athreat to
their administrative power, the key that would unlock the doors of scientific
materialism and allow contemplative musicians unimpeded entry into hospital and
hospice alike.

Sandy had understood, had embraced the idea of the Hands of Grace. To her, the
program was no mere academic exercise, but rather an effort to bring something of
divinity into the world; and whether, like herself, one believed in an immanent
Goddess who poured Her love out upon the earth without condition and without
reserve, or, like Terry, viewed the universe as a corrupt and transient state that could
upon occasion be graced by the otherwise miserly good will of atranscendent
Supreme Being, the worthiness of the endeavor was beyond questioning.

But, despite her enthusiasm and willingness, Sandy found herself unprepared for
the immense amount of reading, note taking, and preparation with which she was
faced, not only as an ordinary student in the program, but as Terry’s assistant, a
position to which he elevated her within aweek. Assistant! To the director of the
Hands of Grace!

But now she found herself caught between the honor of her position—an assistant
to work that she perceived as at once holy and important—and the tacit deception
that had brought her to Kingsley. She had expected, given the content of Terry’s
letters and self-published brochures, to find a thriving program with many students
and full facilities. There were, however, no other students. There would, it appeared,
be no other students, even when the regular semester started in the fall. And the
facilities for the program—the money, the hospitals, the hospice— remained
ephemeral: Terry referred to them, but they never seemed to make any kind of inroad
Into Sandy’ s direct experience.

Indeed, direct experience told Sandy that she was alone with Terry in awretched
little classroom and dependent upon him not only for her status, but also for her
livelihood. She had sold everything in Los Angeles, she had spent everything in
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order to come to Denver, she was living on a Hands of Grace fellowship. She had
burned her bridges. There was no going back.

In truth, though, she did not want to go back. There was nothing for her in Los
Angeles, and herein Denver was a door she hoped would take her beyond even the
memories of the ghosts she had |eft behind. Indeed, as both abuse victim and as
witch, she had always habitually searched for such doors, such escapes. Sandy the
battered child had looked to the backgrounds of cartoons for solace, had yearned to
enter those soft green fields of sunlight, comfort, and plenty. Sandy the witch
wanted to heal, to make of the physical world, if not an absolute reification of divine
love, then at least an echo of it, to touch pain and sickness with a hand that was at
once her own and that of her Goddess, manifesting divinity with word and with
music.

But there was no music in the work that Terry set before her. There were words,
to be sure—articles, books, doctoral theses, dissertations—but nothing else. Terry,
in fact, consistently avoided any mention of music. Research was what he wanted.
Research and information.

She wondered, though, whether research pertinent to a hospital and hospice
ministry could possibly consist of alengthy table of correspondences between the
old duration letters of Gregorian chant and the symbols of the ancient Russian
znamenny notation. Or of summaries of countless articles from early music
periodicals that argued relentlessly over the proper execution of admittedly
hypothetical medieval ornaments. Or of repeated viewings and summaries of video
tapes produced by an obscure British pseudo-scientific organization dedicated to
advancing the theory that everything in the universe was made up of sound waves...
and never mind what medium those waves might be propagating in.

For al itsincomprehensibility, though, the work was involved and meticulous,
requiring long hours. Very quickly, Sandy found herself spending amost all her time
in the library or in the shabby classroom that doubled as Terry’s office. She had
given up trying to finish cleaning her apartment—~bottles of cleansers and a can of
spray-on oven cleaner still sat unused in the cupboard beneath her dirty kitchen
sink—but since she only went home to eat a bowlful of cold cereal for dinner and
crawl into her bedroom closet for afew hours sleep with Little Sandy held tightly in
her arms, it hardly mattered.

What did matter, though (and as the weeks went on and a scorching July turned
into a sullenly hot August it mattered more and more), was the lack of music. Sandy
never failed to take her little harp to school with her, but Terry never gave it more
than aglance. He had, in fact, never asked to seeit or to hear her play it. He was far
more concerned with such things as how many times and with what complete
acceptance, devotion, and belief she had read an abstruse and rather senseless article
on the chastity of plainchant melodies.

“You haveto read material like this at least three times,” he informed her. “Once
for the sense, once for the emotion, and then, after you' ve meditated on every
unfamiliar word so that you’ ve attained complete submission to the author’ s will,



once for the hidden meaning. Thisis a matter of heart. Thisis gnosis, and it can only
be understood as gnosis, and by complete...”

His blue eyes fastened upon her, and Sandy was shaken by their intensity.

“... submission. It is through powerlessness that true authority is attained. The
Son of Man was crucified. That was the ultimate affirmation of powerlessness. And
S0 you can see that abject helplessnessis divinity made manifest.”

Sandy’ sinstinctive revulsion to Terry’ s comments was something that she could
not deny, for, paraleling as they did her father’s constant demands for her
submission to his abuse, they produced an ailmost physical dizziness and nausea that
made her at once frightened and ashamed. In the past, she had found refuge from
such conflictsin her harp; now, though, there was no time for her harp. There was
no time for anything. If she needed arefuge, she apparently would haveto find it in
work, in research, in the furtherance of a project that was beginning to usurp all of
her waking hoursjust as it had apparently usurped Terry’s entire life.

He himself worked tirelesdly, traveling, as he told her, from hospital to hospital,
from sickbed to sickbed, bringing his musical ministry to those who wereill or dying
while hospital technicians took notes on the efficacy of this particular melody, or that
particular mode. Harp music, he declared, was wonderfully effective against the
torments of AIDS, some patients even receiving the music he played in the form of
an immediate relief of physical pain. Others, he went on, had more of a
multidimensional experience of body, soul, and spirit.

The prospect of one day participating in such work captivated Sandy. Y es, she
wanted to help. Y es, she wanted to do that. But as the summer passed, as her work
load increased, and as her harp remained unplayed, she began to sense afaint,
desperate fluttering in her mind, as though a caged bird were battering itself against
theiron grillwork of its prison. She wanted music. She wanted harp music.

“Isthereachancethat... like... | could play for someone?’ she asked late in
August when Terry was patiently explaining how she had missed the entire point of a
book about the philosophical meanings of the ecclesiastical modes. “I'd redlly like to
play.”

And Terry sighed. The look (she had come to know it well) that was not so much
disapproval as a withholding of complete acceptance passed across his face as he
slowly and unconsciously straightened the cuffs of hislong-sleeved shirt. “When
you first wrote to me,” he said, shifting his gaze as though into a spiritual world that
only he could perceive, “I could tell from your letter and from the tape that you sent
that your playing was a perfect expression of a natural interior practice. I’d never
before heard anyone with such an affinity for plucked strings. But you, Sandy, have
to strive for simplicity in your playing. Y ou have to empty yourself of your Self and
become merely one who keeps vigil beside the bed of the sick, achalice, asit were,
of healing sound.”

When he said such things to her—and he said them often, as often, in fact, as
Sandy found the courage to ask questions—his eyes would grow brighter, his smile



more intense; and though he had not answered her, had, in fact, obliquely told her
that it was impertinent of her to have asked, Sandy inevitably felt her self-worth
expanding beyond the disfigurements and blindness of avictim of childhood abuse
and incest, felt herself growing into a young woman who, with her harp, might
someday actually be able to do something for someone else... aswell asfor herself.

It could happen. It was happening. And all it would take was work. Research.

But near the beginning of September, when she had half convinced herself that
now, with the beginning of the regular school session, she would actually get her
fingers on harpstrings and begin to learn some of the actual Hands of Grace material,
Terry presented her with an even more extensive project.

The Liber Usualis, which had, before the second Vatican Council, been the
primary book of the Roman Catholic liturgy, contained an immense amount of
plainchant. In over two thousand closely printed pages, it managed to include all the
festal days, the Hours of the monastic Office, the complex and elaborate rites once
performed between Holy Thursday and Easter Sunday, the psalms and their
intonations, awealth of antiphons, Glorias, Credos, Introits, Graduals, smatterings
of Ambrosian and even Gallican chant, and much more. The problem, Terry
explained, his eyes bright, was that al the textswere in Latin, and therefore relatively
inaccessible to the layman. “The Hands of Grace serves everyone,” he said, “asa
sister or brother. Even if we'resinging in Latin, or harping Latin melodies, we
ourselves must know the meaning of the words so that the membrane of light that is
taking shape in the sickroom can be properly received by the patient. That’s the
whole point: we receive God, and the patient receives the music of God.”

“But are the texts really important?’ Even through her increasing discomfort with
Terry’s Christian mode of expression, Sandy was already suspecting what he
wanted... and was dismayed by the prospect. She could not help but recall, in any
case, that he had frequently told her that the program had access to a large staff of
Latinists and trandlators, as well asto complete copies of all the ancient manuscripts,
customaries, and chant books. “And, anyway, | thought—

Terry waslooking at her.

“1 mean, we're eventually going to be playing for people who might not be
Catholic, who might, like, have some bad associations with Latin.” She was, she
reflected, really only thinking of herself, for her family had been Catholic, and her
father’ s prominence in the Knights of Columbus had effectively ensured that any
revelations Sandy had made—to the priest in the confessional, to the nuns who
taught her—went unheard, unheeded. “ Shouldn’t we just concentrate on melody?’

And Terry smiled. “Sandy,” he said patiently, “you must recall that, in plainchant,
the melody merely compliments the text. All the meaning is contained in the text. The
text informs and shapes the melody, and the melody submits without reservation to
the precepts of its guide. Y ou understand, of course, that I’ m not arguing with you:
I’m only presenting thisto your inner forum of consciousness, for your
consideration and final discovery of truth.”



“But melody isuniversal.” Sandy felt the ache: Terry’s esteem for her was
withering before her eyes. But though her instinctive belief in the universality of
melody and harmony had convinced her that a devout witch could find aplaceina
program that used as its source material the monodic compositions of the Catholic
Church, she ssimply could not see herself singing the praises of a God whose Church
had, in the course of three or four centuries, overseen the slaughter of nine million of
her kind.

Terry looked at her again.

“I mean...” Helpless. Useless. Caught. She had never told Terry about her
religious affiliations. She would not tell him now. To do so would, she was sure,
slam closed a door through which she desperately wanted to pass. But she was a
witch, a priestess of her Goddess, and that which was divine could no more be
force fitted into a narrow definition of acceptability than could music. “Someone
might have avision... likefrom God... that isn't something that the Church would
have approved of. We can't just... uh... like... discount that.”

“Only true visions come from God,” said Terry. He was still looking at her.

“Yeah, well, say that | had avision... | mean, | remember | had one when | wasa
kid... uh...” She was thinking of the cartoons, of the backgrounds, the escape
forever barred to her.

A flicker cameinto Terry’seyes. “You... had avision?’

“Well... | guessyou could call it that.” Green fields, soft grass, fresh meads...
what else could it have been to afive year old with a bloody vulva except avision?

But Terry suddenly turned away, turned to the window. Sandy saw hisfists
clenching, shaking, but: “I think,” he said softly, kindly, but with aweight of
disinterest behind his words, “that we had best end for today.”

“1...” Sandy fought for words, the sick fear in her belly redoubling. She wanted
to heal. She wanted to be hedled.

Terry said nothing.
“Y ou wanted all this...” Shelooked at the thick book. Two thousand pages of
chants and their corresponding rubrics. “... trand ated?’

Terry said nothing. He was looking out the window, his eyes wide as though he
were seeing something... wonderful.

Sandy did not know Latin, and her memory still stubbornly insisted that the staff
trand ators were supposed to take care of things like this; but she was dizzy with the
threat of sudden invalidation that now lay over everything for which she had come to
Denver. If sheleft the Hands of Grace, she would have nothing.

And there she goes again, came the voice of the barker. Now she’ |l probably
start telling everyone that Terry Angel is abusing her, just like the lies she told
about her father ...

With aviolent wrench, she pulled her thoughts back to the book. “I’ll doit,” she



sad. “I'll doit. Is...”

Terry said nothing.

“... Isthat okay?’

Terry said nothing.
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The same thing happened every morning.

TK arrived at TreeStar Surveying fifteen minutes early, a practice that was as
much areaction to years of hearing about black folks who spent their lives on
welfare asit was an expression of an innate desire to do something more than
minimal work. He had been given his own key to the office at the end of hisvery first
week—a fact which still amazed him—and so he let himself in, booted the computer,
and called up the Lietz software. The evening before, Lauri and Raven had |eft the
RAM cards from their Total Stations beside his CPU, and so, by eight o’ clock, TK
had already |oaded the previous day’ s coordinates and was busy manipulating plots
and numbers.

Hadden invariably arrived just then, pulling the light blue company vaninto a
parking space right outside the office window. Lauri was always about ten seconds
behind him in her red and white Bronco, followed by Bright (current receptionist,
future surveyor) in apink Volkswagen. Through his window, TK watched them say
hello to one another (not unusual), hug (alittle peculiar, but still acceptable), and then
greet the sparrows, finches, grackles, jays, squirrels, and even an occasional
butterfly that would flutter, swoop, and run to fawn over them like children meeting a
beloved grandparent (completely bizarre). By the time Web and Raven pulled up, a
small crowd of animals, fairly dancing with excitement, was quite ready to pounce
on the newcomers with chitters and chirps and clucks and boinks of joy.

Every morning.



They were not after food: of that TK was sure. In fact, he never saw any of his
TreeStar co-workers feed any of the birds or beasts directly, though Madden had
placed a feeder near the building and kept it stocked with shelled peanuts and
sunflower seeds. No, it was not food that was the attraction. It was, rather (and TK
could not understand at al why such an idea came to him), a matter of friendship.
The animals appeared to recognize Hadden and the others as comrades, fellow
travelersin the world to whom it was only fitting that they offer good will and love;
and asfar as TK could tell, the good will and love were returned a hundredfold.

But he wondered sometimes as his co-workers entered, greeted him, and set
about the day’ swork: had he not himself experienced much the same thing? The
people of TreeStar Surveying had looked at him and, far from seeing black or
danger or any of the other nightmares of middle-class, white mentality, had accepted
him as something identical to themselves. Not white. Not at all. Colored, to be sure,
but colored... just like they themselves were colored. TK was a comrade, afellow
traveler in the world. Even Bright, as pretty, blond, and blue-eyed as a Cherry Creek
prom queen, obvioudly saw in him only areflection of herself... and, just as
obviously, thought this not at all unusual.

It made no sense. These people were white. But these people did not appear to
consider themselves white. And it was such an unselfconscious, natural act that TK
could only accept it as genuine, could only offer back to them akind of bewildered
good will. He could not love them: there was too much distrust in the world in
general, and between the races in particular, for love to be given so easily. But asthe
wet summer passed, he allowed himself to see them as friends, as comrades, as
fellow travelers.

He was, though, floundering, for nothing in hislife had prepared him for such
unconditional acceptance. In the projects, good will was but a gossamer web of
belief that could be possessed only by those who succumbed to the pious rantings
of ecstatic preachers... and then only for the duration of a church service. And
acceptance, when it existed at all, was inevitably flavored with the rank taste of
resignation, for, like abused children, like condemned prisoners, like daves, the
residents of the brick and steel-mesh towers had to accept: there was no other
option available.

And it was much the same in TK’ s present neighborhood, for since the death of
the child, adullness that had nothing to do with the enduring heat and
uncharacteristic humidity of this Denver summer had settled in. Children no longer
played in their yards. Pedestrians kept their time on the street to a minimum. Cars
were no longer parked at curbside with any assurance that morning—or even the
passage of an hour—would find them in drivable condition. Exposed walls filled up
with daubings, drawings, names written by one hand and crossed off by another in
wishful obituary.

Throughout the day would come the sound of automobile engines and the flash of
chrome. Money and drugs changed hands. Tinies went on missions, jacked the
occasiona and unwary passerby, splashed on rival gang members (Crip or Blood it



did not matter: hostility was merely a matter of atribal mentality so old that it was
one with the slaughter of the Great War... or the invasion of Canaan). OGs took
care of their Tinies and their sales, and they watched TK (he knew they were
watching) from behind curtained windows, from within the tinted glass of
automobiles, from sunlit positions on street corners or beside fragrant dumpsters.

Like all black men in America, TK wasliving two lives. But the utter dichotomy of
existence that he experienced as he shuttled from his neighborhood to the suburbs
and back again was such that it made all the other such polarizations of hislife seem
trivia. At TreeStar, he smiled and he joked with his co-workers, fairly wallowing in a
warm bath of camaraderie and mutual trust; and at times he even felt a sudden
loosening in his chest that he finally recognized as the slacking of aknot of defense
and wariness that had more than likely been present since he had drawn hisfirst
breath and had heard the doctor say—in words that he could at the time not
understand but which he would come to know too well—well, here’ s one more
nigger .

At home, though, the knot returned, was, in fact, necessary. The M16 and the
K-Bar seemed fitting emblems of that place, even more now than when, freshly
returned from Vietnam and with a headful of memories that he could not shake, he
had taken them for his bedside companions. The slow and scattered procession of
cars, the slouching figures in baseball caps, baggy pants, and t-shirts, the lurching
and uncertain gait of the wandering crack addicts:. al these and more were reminders,
echoes, and, yes, amplifications of his origins, of the pervasive hopel essness and
violence of an environment that had for centuries been an unwilling repository for al
the dark suspicions and nightmare fantasies of a society unwilling to acknowledge its
intrinsic bigotry and hate.

And so, just as he had once crawled through dark tunnels, wary to the point of
vomiting that the next turning could put him face to face with a frightened man and
an automatic rifle or, worse, a pound of plastic explosive and enough shrapnel to
render his body unrecognizable, TK, come evening, would plod up and down his
neighborhood street, watching the shadows, listening for sounds, the defensive knot
in his chest expanding into atumor of inferred danger as the stump of hisleg ached
with an immediacy that only an amputee could know. He would knock on doors,
would talk to people about their fears, about the crack house, about just how many
petitions, letters, and telephone calls it would take to prod an overworked police
force into action.

There was distrust of the gangs among TK’ s neighbors, but, perhaps even more
deeply ingrained, there was also a distrust of the police. From the deep South sheriff
who watched with folded arms while men were lynched and burned to the more
recent and well-known officersin Los Angeles who had beaten a motorist nearly to
death in full view of avideo camera, the agents of law enforcement had never been
kind to TK’ s people, and among the latter he found—as he had expected to
find—an inertia that bordered on petrification.

“What the hell do I wanna be doing getting the copsin here?’ said one. The day



had been long and hot: he stood behind his barred security door in atank top and
shorts.

“ *Cause the only other thing do to is blow 'em away ourselves,” said TK. “And
| don’'t particularly feel like getting sent up because of a bunch of punks. We paying
taxes. the cops supposed to do it.”

“ Supposed to? Supposed to? Where you been living the last century, TK?’

Was he losing his touch? Was his daily interaction with people who petted birds
and chucked squirrels under the chin and hugged one another (and Bright, one
morning, with one of her brilliant smiles, had even hugged him!) causing him to lose
his connection with the way things were, the way things had aways been? Some
evenings, with hisfera Yorkshireterrier prowling and snarling in the kitchen, TK
would lean his elbows on the sill of hiswindow, ook out at the silent, deserted,
deadly street, and wonder: what did he think he was doing, anyway? Did he think he
was going to change the world? What the hell had gotten into him?

But he knew what had gotten into him. It was not the dichotomy, not the
surveying office and its people, not even the senseless death of afive-year-old girl.
No, al these had merely spurred into continuity something that had first awakened in
ahospital in Georgia, when an old janitor with aface the color of burnt leather and
hands so worn and callused that they might have been gloves had sat down beside
the bed of a man who had lost hisleg, hiswife, and any inclination toward living that
he might have possessed—and had offered to him the only nurture that was histo
give.

TK had accepted that nurture, and now, in his own clumsy and blind fashion, he
was trying to pass it on. Rags had, perhaps, been hisfirst attempt, and had TK been
cynical, he might have taken the dog’ s continuing ferocity as an omen. But TK was
not cynical: like many men of hisrace, he was smply without hope. And so his
failure to turn Ragsinto anything more than atiny, snapping embodiment of distrust
did not discourage him. He merely kept on trying to get it right, expanding his efforts
from asingle dog to an entire neighborhood (and never considering for a moment
where such expansion might eventually lead him), assuming that his current lack of
success was simply another example of the way things were, the way they had
always been.

But the going was slow (perhaps it was imperceptible, perhaps nonexistent), and
If he needed immediate gratfication, it appeared that he would haveto find it in the
successful manipulation of figures and lines on avideo display terminal; and though
at night and on weekends he prodded his neighbors and dodged the bites of his pet,
weekdays would find him at TreeStar, smiling, succumbing further to the infectious
good will that dwelt within the office like aresident spirit, holding to a split existence
that neatly summarized—and compartmentalized—two entirely opposite aspects of
humanity.

CHAPTER9
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Near the end of September, the weather turned cold, bringing out overcoats and
glazing the streets with wet snow. Marsh had to turn on hiswindshield wipers when
he went to pick up Kelly, and, shortly after they had reached their small house, dlest,
driven by a north wind, began spattering the kitchen windows.

Kelly waslooking out into the wet, lingering light. “Will mommy be home soon?’

“Your mother’s at the shelter tonight,” said Marsh. Hetried to keep the unease
out of hisvoice. The shelter was in a dangerous part of town, and, on top of that,
Colorado weather was nothing if not unpredictable. This minor storm could remain
minor... or it could wind up dumping ten inches of snow on an unprepared city.
“She’ll be late.” He opened a cupboard. “How do you feel about macaroni and
cheese?’

“1 like macaroni and cheese better than tofu enchiladas,” said Kelly with great
seriousness. “And mommy will beal right.”

Marsh trusted Kelly’ sinstincts, for as the only modern EIf who had actually been
born that way, she seemed more at one with her status than even Hadden and Wheat.
But till he fretted about Heather, and he wished again and again that he and his
people possessed something of the easy psychic communication he sensed had
been the birthright oif the Firstborn.

On evenings like this, when daylight savings time still stretched the light toward
eight and even nine o’ clock, Heather usually arrived home just at dusk, after she had
helped the shelter staff serve supper and clean up. The storm and itsinevitable traffic
delays made Marsh expect her somewhat |ater, but it was nearly ten o’ clock when
her headlights finally swept across the front windows.

Kely, who needed sleep no more than any other Elf, was sitting on Marsh’s lap
as he read her a story by the light of alamp that he had switched on more out of old
human habit than from any real need. That the story happened to be the Odyssey
and that Kelly aready could have read it herself—though not yet, perhaps, in the
original Greek—were factors that would, perhaps, have been alittle odd for a human
child, but not for Kelly.

But when the front door opened, Kelly bounced up from Marsh’s lap (and he
reflected that only Kelly could find away to bounce up with such seriousness) and
ran to meet her mother. Heather had already kicked off her heels, and she dropped
down on one knee. “How was day care, Elfling?’ she said, filling her arms with her
daughter.

Kelly pursed her lips, considered. “Fine,” she said at last. “Thistime. A man
brought rabbits for usto play with.”

“Did you like the rabbits?’
Kelly smiled brightly. “They liked me. A lot.”

Marsh came up, hugged Heather, exchanged akiss. “ She had them all on her lap
at one point,” he said. “ She had to tell them to go visit with the other kids.”
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Heather shook her head. “Elves.”
Marsh kissed her again. “Ain’t it the truth.”

They laughed, but he caught in her voice atightness that did not go away even
after he had poured her a glass of wine, put dinner before her, and rubbed her feet.

“Have you talked to TK?’ she asked as, afterwards, he settled her onto the sofa
and sat down beside her.

The lights were off, and the blues and lavenders of his night vision lent a softness
to her face that was one with the gentle shimmer of her flesh. Elves. Elves here, now,
in Denver. It was a strange, magic thought, and if immortality had consisted of
nothing more than the closeness that he felt to his beloved, hisjoy at the sight and
touch of his child, the confidences exchanged with full knowledge and wakefulness
while the world of mortals dept, then Marsh could have faced that immortality
without a shred of fear or regret.

“Thismorning,” he said. “We're going to practice Friday night. The summer’s
winding down...” He looked at the window, laughed at the streaks of water that
clungto theglass. “... and people aren’t thinking so much about building, so the
work crush isover at TreeStar.”

“He offered to help me take supplies up to the shelter if we needed someone who
could lift,” said Heather. “ Such agood man.” There was aflicker in her eyes that
was alittle more than starlight. “How ishe... doing?’

He caught her meaning. “No stars yet. At least none that he’s mentioned.” He
wondered again whether he deserved praise or condemnation for steering his
bandmate into ajob at TreeStar. “But you never know: he might not have to worry
about the blood.”

Heather shifted uneasily. “We can’t worry about the blood either,” she said. “If
we did, we' d never stop to help anyone. We' d just be hermits, and live up at the
Home all thetimeand eat... and eat...”

Marsh grinned. “Pine cones.”

She shrugged with a sense of unease: they were all alittle uncomfortable about
inadvertently triggering off the blood in someone. It could happen. It had happened.
“Pine cones.”

But Marsh was nodding. “Regardless, he's happy... asfar as TK ever lets
anyone know whether he’s happy or not. Y ou should hear him play the sax these

days.”
“He was always agood sax player.” Again, the tightnessin her voice.
“The best.”

Kelly had been coloring with her usual uncanny precision, but now she put her
crayons aside and approached Heather and Marsh with outstretched arms. Hugs.
Kisses. Heather took her into her |ap.

“You were late, Mommy,” said Kelly, voicing Marsh’ s thought, Marsh’ sworry.



“| stopped somewhere...” Heather looked at the window. The sleet had ended,
but there was a heaviness to the night that spoke of cold and cloud. “A bridge on
Speer... over Cherry Creek...”

“And aman?’ said Kdlly.

“Crossing the road, yes,” said Heather. “Helived, | think, under the bridge. It's
cold out there, and | pulled over to seeif he was going to be al right.”

Marsh said nothing, hid hisworry. Heather, alone and in the night, stopping to see
If acomplete stranger needed help. But that was just like her. And that was, he knew,
just like al the Elves. He would have done it himself. He would have given the man
his overcoat, or the canned food and blankets he kept in his trunk for just such
occasions. “What happened?’

Heather closed her eyes, seemed torn between laughter and tears. “He told me, in
no uncertain terms, to get back into my car and stop talking to strangers. His
language, though, was considerably more coarse.” She shook her head, still torn.
“He asked me who | thought was going to take care of meif | did stupid things like
that. He seemed more worried about me than | was about him.”

“I'm alittle worried, too, darling.”

Heather shrugged. “I told him that | had to stop. | told him that God would take
care of me.” But Marsh saw a shadow cross her face.

They were silent for some time. Outside, the city was faling into sleep. But there
was no deep in this house, only starlight.

“Kelly,” said Heather softly, “I think you should lie down and find your stars for
awhile. You're growing, and Dr. Spock doesn’'t say anything about raising Elflings,
but | assume you need alittle more than we do.”

“All right, mommy.” Kelly never quarreled. She would discuss, would, in fact,
occasionally argue with persuasive and unnerving logic; but the obstinacy and
contrariness that characterized most children her age was entirely absent. She went
to her room as though she knew better than Heather—or Dr. Spock—what Elflings
needed.

Heather looked after her. “ She's so beautiful,” she whispered.
“And so elven.”

Heather nodded.

“What’ swrong, love?’

“God...” She bent her head, covered her eyes. “It was so automatic. | told that
man that God would take care of me. | didn’t even think. | just said it. Just like |
would have said it years ago. But...” Her shoulders shook, and the tears came then,
streaking her face as the deet had streaked the windows. “But | started thinking
about it on the way home. I’ d thought about it before, sure, but it didn’t really hit
me—I mean, really hit me—until tonight.”

“Heather?’



She sobbed, her voice dropping to a hoarse whisper. “1 don’t know anything
about a God who takes care of Elves,” she said. “I don’t know anything about
anybody who takes care of people who are immortal. | mean, angels are immortal,
but they see God all the time. It’sjust their nature. But here we are... and we
don’t... we don't see anything. Except the stars.”

Marsh folded her in hisarms, held her. “ Somebody’ s taking care of us,” he said
softly. “It’ s like when the blood wakes up. It only seems to wake up in people who
need it, or who can handle it, or who can find someone else with the blood who can
help them. Somebody obviously takes care of that.”

She looked up, her face damp. “But who?”

“1 don’'t know.” Despite his reassuring words, he felt the ache. Like everyone
else, Elves worked in the dark.

“Do you think Natil might know?’

“She' s never said anything about it.” But it suddenly struck him that Natil had
been silent about a great many things. What had the Firstborn believed in, anyway?
What had gotten them through age after wearying age of persecution and loss? What
was getting Natil through after four and ahalf billion years?

Heather bent her head. She had always been religious, having in her adolescence
struck a compromise between the precepts of the Church and the demands of her
own conscience. But after her transformation, the admonitions of her
priests—geared as they were toward the salvation of mortals, reflecting an increasing
reactionism—-had alienated her beyond any possibility of accommodation, and she
had turned away from what had been up until then her spiritual foundation. But she
missed it, missed it terribly, and sometimes Marsh would see tears come into her
eyes at the sight of Easter decorations, or the smudge of ash on abeliever's
forehead at the beginning of Lent, or, at night, the faint glow of stained glass
windows lit from within by candlelight and devout worship.

“Keep holding me, Marsh,” she said. “I feel... so londly.”
“Do you want to go up to the Home? Natil is always willing to harp.”
She shook her head. “Just hold me.”

And so he held her, and when Kelly arose from her bed afew hours later, her
eyes gleaming with the light of the stars among which she had been drifting, she
found her father and her mother curled up together on the sofa, wandering down
paths of ineffable radiance that held, for now, as much of assurance and nurture as
Immortals could ever know.

One season prepared the way for the next, and in much the same fashion, Natil
had spent the summer readying the campus for the beginning of winter. That winter
had sent out scouts alittle early this year was of little consequence, for if the trees,
shrubs, flowers, and lawns were strong enough to withstand an unusually hot and
wet summer—and Natil had made sure that they were—then they were strong



enough to take alittle premature cold.

Her floppy straw hat exchanged for a warm knit cap and her t-shirt put aside in
favor of flannel, Natil swept dush off early-morning sidewalksjust as cheerfully and
efficiently as she had, the week before, mowed lawns and weeded flower beds.
Teachers who knew her—and most of them did—stopped to exchange words and
jokes about the Colorado weather; and even Nora Jerusalem, the stocky head of the
Comparative Religion department, actually came up with a Cold enough for ya? that
made Natil smile as much for the jest as for the usually grave professor’ s attempt at
humor.

But though she sensed that warm weather would return within the week, she could
not help but be dismayed. Here was winter again, the third since she had cometo
Colorado, and she had accomplished little beyond keeping the grounds of a private
college green and attractive for the benefit of people who rarely noticed such things.
To be sure, taking care of plants was a good thing to do, and though Natil could no
longer see any way in which it contributed actively to the Elves spiritual welfare, she
nonetheless held to the belief that it did indeed contribute. Still, that leap of faith
represented yet another failing, another loss, for she remembered a time when the
Elves possessed not faith, but certainty, a certainty founded upon exact, elven
knowledge.

It was with such thoughts that, at the end of the week, with the weather finally
warming back toward what she sensed would be a prolonged Indian summer, she
put aside her tools, washed her hands, and set off toward the cafeteria at the student
union. Normally, she brought her own lunch to work, but the Elves had gathered in
the harvest from the Elvenhome gardens just before the cold front had struck, and
Natil, concerned that the fruits and vegetables might spoil, had devoted so much of
her free time to canning, pickling, preserving, and wrapping for storage that, come
that morning, she had not even had a chance to throw together a sandwich before
she had been forced to leave for Kingsley.

Even Elves can run out of time, she thought as she pushed in through the glass
doors of the cafeteria. And the pang made her stop right there, brow furrowed, hand
pressed to her lips. Long ago, the Elves had indeed run out of time, and now they
seemed on the verge of running out of time again. At the gathering at the Home that
weekend, Heather had talked about God. She had not wept: her weeping was,
apparently, over. But what had taken its place was a quiet sort of resignation that
was far worse than tears, for she had concluded that whatever divine agency
considered the Elvesits special concern had decided to give them over to an abusive
uncertainty and abandonment. And Natil had been unable to say anything against her
conclusion.

How long would it be before Heather found her tears again? How long would it be
before those tears turned to despair? How long would it be before the others joined
her, falling into aloss of hope that could not but be one with the quiet longing and
regret that had, ages ago, leached the presence of the Firstborn from the world?

And as she stood gripped in the pain of the past and afear for the future, the



clatter of silverware and plates and the sound of a hundred conversations lapping
about her like a cacophonous sea, her eye fell upon awoman at a nearby table.
Hunched, pale, her dark hair shoulder-length and haphazard, she was bent over a
tumble of books and a stack of legal pads. She was writing furiously, pausing only
long enough to thumb frantically through something that looked like a dictionary
before returning to write again.

She could well have been any overworked student, and indeed, there was
something plain about her overall appearance, as though one could look at her and
forget her in an instant. But Natil, who looked beyond overall appearance,
remembered her as the student who, months before, had been sitting on a bench in
front of the student union, close to tears because she could not find Aylesberg Hall.

Sure enough, the canvas case that could only have held a small harp was on the
floor beside her; and Natil noticed again both the cast to her |eft eye and the scars
along her jaw. But she noticed something else, too: the young harper was again close
to tears.

Natil watched for a minute. Scribble, thumb, weep, scribble again. The woman
was keeping her tears under control, but they forced themselves out anyway,
squeezing from her eyes like coins from amiser’s purse.

“Hey, do you mind?’

Natil discovered that her steps had taken her into the food line and that she was
consequently blocking the path of a beefy individual who appeared to have placed all
of hisaspirationsin athletics. “Not at all,” she said, giving him a smile and moving
out of hisway. “God bless you.”

He stared at her, then grabbed a plastic tray, stocked it with silverware, and
hurried off toward the steam table as though he had encountered a madwoman.

Natil sighed, collected her own tray and utensils, and in afew minutes was at the
register with a hamburger and a salad.

“Four-fifty,” said the cashier without looking at her.

Natil counted out her money and accepted her change as though she had been
doing such things all her life—or at least for the last two years—and then, picking up
her tray, she looked for a placeto sit. But it was lunchtime, the cafeteria had filled
up, and all the available tables were occupied. She was considering taking her food
outside and confirming the beefy individual’ s opinion of her by eating beneath the
trees when she again found herself staring at the miserable harper. The chair across
from her was unoccupied.

WEell, here was certainly someone who appeared to need help and healing, and
Natil decided that if she could not assist her people, she could, at the very least
attempt to do something for a single human being. With a shrug and an attempt at
optimism, therefore, she wandered over to where the woman scribbled, thumbed,
and wept.

“Hello,” she said. “Do you remember me?’



The woman looked up, and there was a flash of fear in her eyes as though the
appearance of anyone, even thisinnocuous and friendly gardener, constituted a
threat. “Uh... yeah, | remember you.”

“Would | be troubling you if | joined you?’ Natil was uneasy about the reaction
she was producing, almost wished that she had opted for the trees. “The room is
full.”

“Uh...”

Natil fully expected her to say that she was busy, that she had work to do, that
she needed the table al to herself. But, with akind of afrightened shuffling of papers
and a clearing of space:

“... okay. Yeah. Comeon,” she said.

There was aquaver in her voice that was audible even by through noise of the
busy lunchroom, and Natil guessed that she was consenting only because
appeasement and compromise had become instinctive to her.

A memory nibbled at the back of the EIf’s mind. An unpleasant memory. Unable
for the moment to place it, though, she set her tray down across from the woman
and took the vacant chair. “1 should introduce myself,” she said. “My nameis Natil
Summerson. I’ m the groundskeeper here at Kingsley.”

The woman stared for a moment, then appeared to shake herself out of her
thoughts and fears enough to respond. “ Sandy,” she said. “ Sandy Joy.”

The unpleasant memory nibbled again. Natil was annoyed that she could not place
it, for it seemed suddenly very important. “| am very happy to meet you, Sandy.”
She peeled the cover from her cup of green-goddess dressing, dumped the
concoction on her salad, instinctively looked for a recycling symbol on the empty
container. She did not see one. With asigh, she set it down on her tray.

Sandy was watching. Fear. “What’s... the matter?’

Natil hastened to reassure her. “Oh... | just wanted to recycle this. The
manufacturer, though, does not appear to be interested in telling me what kind of
plastic it is made of.”

Suddenly, abruptly, nervoudly, Sandy managed asmile. “ That’ s really nice of
you.”

“1 should think that it would be expected,” said Natil. She was relieved to see the
smile, but she still wondered whether the trees would have been the more
compassionate decision after all.

Sandy shrugged. “Lots of people don’t even think about things like that.”
“We do.” Natil blushed. “I mean, | do.”
Sandy smiled again. “1 do, too.”

It was asif the question of what to do with an unrecyclable plastic cup had
punctured Sandy’ s fear, for she seemed suddenly to consider her unexpected visitor



something of a comrade, and she responded warmly as Natil, between bites of salad
and hamburger, described her occasionally hilarious efforts toward convincing the
college administration to start a waste-management program.

She had, in fact, met with some success: the copy center now had a barrel for
waste paper; the aluminum cans, glass bottles, plastic jugs, and styrofoam cups
collected by the grounds crew were now sent to collection centers instead of
landfills; and alarge compost pile took care of the assorted |eaves, grass clippings,
and plant litter produced by the campus. Her efforts, though, had apparently fallen
short of salad dressing cups.

Smiling wryly, Natil picked up the offending container. “Next year, perhaps, we
will cross that threshold,” she said, but her humor could not but be tempered by her
knowledge that she would be around to see the ultimate fate of everything that had
been, was, or would be discarded, cast aside, ignored, buried, or left to rot... or not
rot. Including salad dressing cups.

Y et one more elven responsibility.
But she looked down at the case at Sandy’ s feet. “How is your harping going?”’

Sandy’ s warmth evaporated, and her furtiveness returned. “Well... uh...” She
shrugged uncomfortably, shrugged again. “It’s not.”

“1 am very sorry to hear that.”

Sandy touched the case as though, more than anything else, she wanted to unzip
it, take out her instrument, and make music. “Do you... uh... play?’

“1 have, at times, been seen with aharp in my hands.”

“Pedal harp?’

“Not at all,” said Natil. “I play a harp that is no bigger than yours. It is of ancient
design, and is strung with bronze.”

“Really?’ Sandy suddenly warmed up again. “I didn’t think anyone in town
worked with the old harps except for me and Terry.”

“Thereareafew,” said Natil. “I must say that | felt rather as though | had
discovered a kindred spirit when | saw you last June. But | think | understand now:
you are in the Hands of Grace program.”

“Yeah... well... yeah.”

The memory that Natil could not quite place came again, but this time she saw a
face. Though unscarred and sighted, it was, nonetheless, disturbingly similar to
Sandy’s, and its bearer had plodded through her life until...

Omelda. Not, though, Omelda as she had been when Natil had first met her.
Rather, Sandy partook of the acquiescence and resignation that had come to the
runaway nun only after weeks of abuse had—

And then Natil understood.
Sandy was till talking. “Yeah... | kind of am the Hands of Grace program.



There'snoonein it but me.”

Natil nodded, swallowed a bit of now-tasteless hamburger. “ That must be
somewhat advantageous.” She kept her voice light to mask her dismay. Omelda's
torments had lasted for afew weeks, and had ended with her death in the prison of
the Inquisition; Sandy’s, she sensed, had gone on and on without any such horrific
but merciful release.

“ Advantageous?’ said Sandy.
“Having an instructor like Terry Angel all to yourself.”

Sandy seemed even more uncomfortable. “I... guess so,” she said, in avoice that
indicated that she did not guess so at all.

Natil gave up on the hamburger, put it down. “I do not understand.”

“1 just do research for Terry.” Another shrug, another gesture of resignation. Did
Sandy wonder about God? About what would get her through? “1’ ve been doing
nothing but research for the last three months. | haven’t been able to play anote
since | cameto Denver.”

Clatter and crash, shout and giggle: the lunchroom commotion lapped about
them. Sandy, sitting in the middle of it, seemed a still point of misery at the eye of an
unselfconscious storm. Natil just stared. “You have not... 7

“Haven't had time.” Sandy gestured at the pads and books with a sense of defeat.
Natil looked at her work. “What isit that you are doing?’

“Trandating the Liber Usualis.”

“Trans...” Natil blinked. “But... but why?’

“Weéll, all the musicians in the program—whenever we get some—are going to
have to know what the chants say in order to play them right.” Sandy looked down
at the pads, sighed. “It’ s just such slow going. | don’t know Latin, and so I’ ve just
got to kind of pick out the meanings from the dictionary.”

“1 till do not understand,” said Natil. “ There are several trandations available for
most of the material in the Liber, perhaps for al of it. Why are you starting from
scratch?’ She turned one of the legal pads around, examined the antiphon that Sandy
was currently deciphering. “And you not even knowing Latin...”

Sandy sat as though stunned. “ Trandlations? There are trandlations?’

“To besure,” said Natil. “If the college library does not have one, then | am
certain that interlibrary loan can supply something.”

“Thereare...” Sandy stared at Natil, then at the pads that were covered with
weeks of smudged and smeared handwriting, then at Natil once again. And then she
began to cry. “Oh, Goddess, there's translations of all of this? Oh, dear Lady, I've
been so stupid.” Half blind, scarred, she clenched her fists with a mixture of sorrow,
fury, and despair. “But why didn’t Terry tell me about them?’



CHAPTER 10
&K N>

Maxwell remembered that Audrey had always liked these October days of sunlight
and warmth, the brief return to summer that came after the initial stirrings of autumnal
cold and before the first hard freeze. She had always been one to dwell between, to
look into the interstices of the world, whether to discover an Indian summer or a
humble but opportunistic violet.

She had been much like her mother in that. Indeed, Greta had inevitably perceived
her life not as a series of events, but as a sequence of transitions; not as goals, but as
journeys. Maxwell himsdlf, plodding aong in his clumsy male fashion, his eyes fixed
on his objective, had always missed it, but Greta and Audrey had always seen.

Now, hetoo was seeing it, but it wastoo late. Greta was dead, and Audrey was
no longer quite alive, and so Maxwell, in away, had been entirely subsumed by
betweens. With Audrey neither gone nor present, Maxwell could not really grieve for
either hiswife or his daughter. And if he visited agrave at alocal cemetery or a
young woman’s life-supported body at alocal hospital, it was without any sense of
change or futurity. No, Maxwell would be between. Now and forever.

His office at Kingsley looked out over the flower beds that, still abloom in spite of
the lateness of the season, lay before Aylesberg Hall. He did not know—and no one,
whether they wore the black suit of a priest or the white smock of a physician, could
tell him—whether Audrey knew that it was autumn, that it was warm, that the flowers
were still blooming. To be sure, he told her all these things and more when he sat by
her bed each evening, but her half-closed eyes remained half closed, the fluttering of
their lids and the intermittent stirring of her arms and hands indicating, so the doctors
Insisted, nothing but random nerve firings, Brownian motion in vivo, the vagaries of
auncontrolled limbic system.

But maybe she heard. Maybe she heard everything. The doctors admitted that
they knew no more than the brute facts of blood circulation, breathing, elimination.
They knew nothing of souls, or of consciousness, or of psyches. And so, Audrey
could be there, could be thinking, could be feeling, could be hearing, her existence
defined as much by the between and the liminal as Maxwell’ s own.

A buzz from the intercom on his desk. His secretary’ s voice. “Dr. Delmari,
Professor Angel is here to see you.”

“Send him in, please, Sherri.”

And the door opened, and Terry Angel entered.

The doctors saw only sinew and bone, only flesh and breathing and circulation.
Terry saw much more. The doctors spoke in terms of life support systems. Terry

spoke of soul and spirit, of psyche and the numinosity of divine manifestation.
Medicine could not help Audrey. But music...

“Good morning,” said Terry, and he smiled, and Maxwell felt better. Y es, there
was hope—for Audrey, for everyone—and transitions and liminal states were but
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transitions and liminal states. Necessary, perhaps, but not eternal. There was healing
in the world. There was help.

“Good morning, Terry,” he said, rising, and the two men shook hands in the
brown office as the sunlight and the chirping of birds and the distant singing of the
woman who took care of the landscaping stood as witnesses to their greeting. “Have
you seen Audrey today?’

“1"ve just come from the hospital,” said Terry. “1 played for her this morning.”

It had been a needless question, an expected answer. Terry played for Audrey
every morning. Every morning. “Wonderful... wonderful... How is she?’

Terry’seyeswereradiant. I think we have improvement. | could feel Audrey’s
spirit in the room—"

Maxwell grasped at the hope. “Then she's coming back?’

“Oh, yes! She has always been coming back.” Terry’s eyes were still radiant, but
there was a hint as of disappointment in his voice, as though he were chagrined that
Maxwell had, even for a moment, doubted him. “Ever since | started to play for
her.” A look. “But you know that.”

Maxwell Delmari, dean of Kingsley College, sat down behind his desk, folded his
hands. His fingers, he discovered, were like ice. Had he ever doubted Terry? He
hoped that he had not. “1 do,” he said. “Y ou can see her trying to... to...”

“To wake up.”
“Yes.” Terry’s prompt crystallized Maxwell’ s surety. “Yes, that’s it.”

“And indeed sheis,” said Terry. He pulled up another chair, sat down, and
Maxwell mentally kicked himsalf for not having brought the chair himsalf. Making
Terry Angel carry hisown furniture! And not even asking him to sit down!

But Terry, aholy man, did not appear to notice the unintentional rudeness, or, if
he did, it was only with the faintest look of sadness. “ The bond between soul and
spirit,” he said, “has been torn, but not sundered. Death, you see—"

He broke off, for Maxwell had started at the use of that terribly final word.
“Death...”

“Ismerely an act of forgetting,” said Terry. “ Spiritual forgetting. Thisis a matter
of fact. Of history. Of Tradition.” And he nodded. “From body to soul to spirit the
Self forgets what is below in order to embrace what is above.”

Maxwell nodded. Whenever Terry spoke of the above—and of embracing it—he
could not but feel petty and unclean for desiring that Audrey should embrace
anything else... himself, for instance.

“But Audrey has not forgotten,” Terry continued, “because, you see, arecall to
God isanatural process, an ascent—a forgetting first of the natural world, then of
the astral world, and then of the etheric world. Death itself, though, is never anatura
process, and Audrey’ s death in particular was a violation of nature—"



Maxwell clenched his hands. Again, that word. “But she’'s not dead!”

“No,” said Terry quickly, “not at all. Not the... fina death. But leep isakind of
death. Forgetting is akind of adeath. And so death is also aforgetting, and akind of
asleep. But Audrey is not dead. Nor has she forgotten.”

Maxwell was nodding again.

“What | am doing,” said Terry, drawing his chair closer, gripping the edge of
Maxwell’ s desk as though his hands were nailed to it, “is helping Audrey to
remember. It isakind of birth here, abirth of which the old monastics were very
well avare...”

“Asyour research has demonstrated.”

“Oh my, yes,” said Terry, his hands still gripping the desk. “Over and over again.
At Trinity Collegein Dublin. At the Académie de Sainte Luci. Only afew...” He
looked toward the door, and his voice darkened a shade. “Only afew deny it.”

“You mean... Nora Jerusalem.”

Terry kept his eyeson the door. “It iseasy for al of usto fall into materialism and
error. Teresa Neumann of Bavarialived for forty years on nothing but the Host she
received every Sunday, and though that fact was established over and over again
even according to the most stringent requirements of science—

Maxwell understood. But: “1 can’t do anything about Dr. Jerusalem.”

“Please, don't give it another thought,” said Terry. “Y ou don’'t have to do...
anything.” But the hesitation in his voice was, to Maxwell, something akin to a dlap.

“Has she been interfering?’

Terry shook his head, the shadows vanishing from hisvoice in an instant. “Not at
all. It's been wonderful. It must be a manifestation of the all-pervasive gnosis of
which thisworld isonly asmall part. Youand I...” And his hands trembled on the
wood. “... are like midwives, birthing this new program.”

Maxwell thought of Audrey, pale and bloated in her hospital bed... twitching,
twitching, but nonethel ess drawing closer to the rebirth that Terry was offering her,
nonethel ess trying to remember life. “ Any trouble with funds? Anything?”’

“Oh, no!” said Terry. “And as a matter of fact, | have ateam of Latinists working
on an entirely new tranglation of the corpus of chants from the Liber Usualis.
They’ re wonderful people: they’ re donating their time because they recognize what a
unique opportunity thisis.”

“Good...” From the beginning, Maxwell had determined to give Terry complete
academic freedom.

Through his own spiritual disciplines, Terry understood what had to be achieved.
Through a worldwide network of like-minded scholars, Terry had access to research
materials both at home and abroad. Through his unigque position as both an
academic and a hedler, Terry saw alittle bit farther than people like Maxwell
Delmari... and considerably farther than people like Nora Jerusalem.



Maxwell’ s hands clenched. That woman! But Jerusalem was not doing anything
overtly improper. Her sole offense, as far as Maxwell could tell, was doubt.

But she doubted very well. And she the head of the Comparative Religion
department!

He saw Terry to the door, received assurances that Audrey would continue to
hear music of healing and rebirth every morning, and went so far—Terry’s openness
and cheer infecting Maxwell with alighthearted camaraderie—as to remind the
slender professor to eat enough so that a strong breeze would not blow him away.

Terry nodded in response to the admonition, but Maxwell noticed that a shade
crossed hisface, and he felt suddenly uneasy. Had he been too friendly? Terry
was... someone different. Someone holy. Someone so gentle that he made the
clumsy graspings of men, no matter how well-intentioned, seem hurtful things. That
shade that had crossed hisface... Disapproval? Pain?

But Terry would play for Audrey, and so she would hear the strains of ancient
music calling to her, summoning her back to life, to remembrance, to the arms of her
father, who waited... between...

Ash Buckland was one of those women who appeared to have everything... and
then some. She had independence, afair amount of money, a good car, and a
splendid man by the name of Hadden Morrison. She was thirty-five, looked ten
years younger than that, and had afigure and aface that were perfect by any
contemporary standards. Under normal circumstances, TK would have expected her
to wander through her days contemplating her own satisfaction, with no time to
gpare for such things as courtesy or sincerity, but normal circumstances did not
appear to exist among the TreeStar folk or their friends, and so, when Ash breezed
into the offices to meet Hadden for alunch date (her customary form of locomotion
appearing to have more to do with dance and flight than with mere walking), and
when she had an absolutely sincere and bright smile for everyone—including
TK—and when accompanying her like a subtle perfume was a sense of youth and
love and something that TK could only describe as rightness, he thought no more
about it than he did about any of the other bizarre happenings that he saw every day,
that he had been seeing ever since he had stepped through the door of Ash’'s
employment agency.

But had he not been seeing something similar even before that? He had met Marsh
at amusic store back in April, when, just returned from an Iragi bunker via Georgia,
with afake leg and a shattered marriage, he had managed to scrape together enough
of awillingness to vent his sorrow in the blues to look around for musicians with
similar desires... if not backgrounds. He had not paid too much attention to his
bandmate and his family at the time, but familiarity had lent him perspective, and now
he began to realize that Marsh and Heather and Kelly shared—had always
shared—something of the lightness and demeanor that he had come to perceive as
an inseparable part of Ash and Hadden and Lauri and Web and Wheat... and of all
the others he had met through them.



But today, with his thoughts drifting for the moment back to Marsh and his
family, with the sun warm on the potted plants, with the birds singing in yet another
absolutely, positively, final performance (don’t missit!) before winter hushed their
voicesin ablanket of snow, and with the only discord in the otherwise universa
pleasantness the fact that the pain in his phantom leg had decided to grow from a
dull ache into awhite hot lance of agony, circumstances abruptly turned even more
bizarre than usual, for when Ash entered and TK looked up from his computer
terminal to smile hello through the open door of his office, he noticed that...

He rubbed his eyes, looked again.
... Ash was glowing.

It was an amost subliminal shimmer that he saw playing across her skin, one that
had absolutely nothing to do with subjective perceptions of youth, health, demeanor,
or personality; and the brute violation of common sense with which it confronted
him was such that it might well have brought another man to hisfeet in an instant,
eyes wide, mouth agape, hands clenched, and, perhaps, afaint stirring of nauseous
panic beginning to roil in the pit of his stomach at this sudden bit of Hollywood
special effects turned real, immediate, tactile.

TK, though, did not react as another man might have. Had he done so, he would
have died in a street rumble in Chicago, or in aVietcong tunnel, or in an Iragi
bunker... or on the sidewalk outside a crack house. Y es, he rose, but he rose
slowly, and he said hello to Ash as much from courtesy as from an instinctive need
to conceal the motives for even his most mundane actions.

But the vision continued: yes, Ash’s flesh was suffused with the softest of
shimmers, and when she turned to acknowledge his greeting, he saw light in her eyes,
much more light than any human being ought to have had, alight that spoke of years,
of ages, of power.

The painin hisleg came again, then, and he sat down hard. For an instant, he
clenched his eyes, fighting down the anguished protestations of a limb that no longer
existed, but when he opened them, he found that Ash had entered his office and was
looking into his face.

“TK,” she said softly. “You're not well.”

The shimmer was gone. The light in her eyes was gone, too. Ash looked much as
Ash awayslooked. “ Sorry,” he said, still trying to cover himsdlf. “ Just my leg.
Hurts sometimes. Caught me off guard.”

“Your leg?’
“Phantom limb syndrome.”

“Oh...” And, dammit. Ash’s sincerity and concern did not waver, did not shade
even in the dightest toward a nice white, liberal, guilt-ridden empathy for this black
boy with a blown-off leg. Instead, she nodded slowly. Her expression was
concerned, sympathetic, as though it stemmed from much more than TK’ s personal
pain. “I’ve read about that. Does it bother you often?’



“Uh... not...” But he looked up into Ash’s blue eyes and discovered that the
untruth died on hislips. “All thetime,” he said.

Their conversation had been quiet—a woman and a man speaking in the softest of
tones. But Hadden came through TK’ s door just then as though he knew exactly
what had happened. Which, given the way TreeStar seemed to work, he probably
did.

“TK?' hesaid. “What can we do?’

TK shook hishead. “I befine.”

But that was alie, too, for the pain was, if anything, getting worse. Hadden and
Ash exchanged glances. A barely perceptible lifted eyebrow from the woman. An
equally faint nod from the man.

“Would you...” Ash actually seemed alittle embarrassed. “Would you mind if |
touched your leg, TK?’

It was such an outlandish question that at first TK could only stare at her. Despite
civil rights and open-mindedness, there were as many connotationsinherent in a
touch between awhite woman and a black man in 1991 as there had been in 1865.
Very similar connotations. Perhaps miscegenation was aterm that had been coined
during the Civil War, but it had spliced itself thoroughly into the genome of the
American mindset, never to be completely extirpated.

But Ash’s face was serious, and while the determination in her eyes appeared not
quite identical to the stellar brilliance TK had seen a minute ago, it, too, projected a
sense of inherent power. And TK assented to her request.

Ash’s hands came down precisely at the juncture of prosthesis and flesh, and
through his trousers her fingers probed for a moment at the faint seam of union, at
the straps, the buckles. Ash’s smooth, perfect face was inches from his own, the
scent of her blond hair a presence like aforest meadow... and, just for a moment,
TK caught another gleam of radiance, felt a sudden warmth in aleg that was no
more.

And then Ash straightened. “Thank you, TK.”
“Uh... sure.” He had no idea what to make of it.

“TK,” said Hadden suddenly, “you know, | entirely forgot: we're having a
cookout up in the mountains next Saturday. Everyone from TreeStar, Marsh and
Heather and Kelly, and some other people we know. Y ou’ re one of the crew now,
and... well...” Helaughed. “I must be losing my mind. | forgot to tell you. Would
you like to come?’

A cookout? With a bunch of —?

But thiswas TreeStar Surveying. Thiswas a place that was different, that ran by
rules that had nothing to do with the world of lynchings, housing projects, and crack
houses. Ash was looking at him with calm blue eyes. Hadden' s face was
straightforward, honest. And TK recalled that he had not only already come to be a



participant in the genial community that was TreeStar, but had also been assisting
Heather with her work at the homeless shelter, and had even helped Wheat muscle a
two hundred pound tree out of a pickup truck and into the ground. It was,
apparently, time to go even farther. It could not last—he was black and they were
white: of courseit could not last—but for now, “Yeah,” he said, alittle shaken.
“Yeah. I'd like that.”

And it was not until after Hadden and Ash had left for lunch that he realized that
his leg had stopped hurting.

Lauri worked late that night. The season of frenzied construction had ended, her
shift at the Center would not start for several hours, and she had paperwork to take
care of. Actualy, she wanted time to be aone. Time in which to think.

She shuffled through file folders; stacked and stapled maps, charts, drawings,
notes; even consulted the screen of the computer that Bright used for al the TreeStar
correspondence and reports... and occasionally, her homework. She made notes,
cleaned up field book entries, sorted through her life.

Eight years ago, she had been human, and she had come to Denver in search of
stability and afresh start after aLos Angeles love affair had self-destructed. Whether
blame could be assigned in that destruction, Lauri no longer knew. It had been eight
years. Matters of blame and responsibility had become blurred, even trivial.

But eight years ago, she had supposed that a fresh start would include a fresh
relationship, that she would eventually find herself in bed with awoman, that there
would eventually be fresh discoveries, fresh joys, and (probably) fresh heartbreaks.
But she had not found a fresh start. She had, instead, found a completely new
existence, one that had nothing in common with her past save, perhaps, her name
and the color of her hair. Everything was different now. Even the shape of her face
had changed. Oh, she was recognizable enough, and her parents, when she had
visited them, had known her for their daughter, but such appearances were
deceptive, for Lauri Tonso, like Hadden Morrison and Ash Buckland and Wheat
Hennock and a baker’ s dozen others, was not human. And as though such a
profound alteration were not enough, she was also (again like the others) a kind of
vector within her society, one that carried not disease, but rather akind of irresistible
comfort and enlightenment, for as her own blood had been triggered off by her elven
co-workers, so she herself—willingly or not, knowingly or not—could work the
same kind of transformation on those with whom she came into contact.

And Lauri, the sole homosexua among the Elves, had guessed the implications:
could she, knowing as she did that even a single night of deep intimacy could lead to
irrevocable and eterna alterationsin the body and spirit of another, ethically seek
among human women for a mate?

Bright had offered herself. But though, consummated, the liaison would have been
loving enough, it would also have been dishonest... and therefore tragic. Bright
would have been sacrificing her own preferencesin order to take care of Lauri, and
beings who contemplated immortality had, above al, to live honestly, for the future



held for them no termination of existence that would wipe away the accumulated lies
of their lives or render those lies meaningless. And so, regretfully, Lauri had
declined.

But now something had happened... or, rather, Lauri had now discovered that
something had happened. Or might have happened. She was not sure. True, her
picture had come to occupy a corner of Wheat’ s desk, and she thought that, over
the last months, she had perhaps noticed a change in the Wheat’ s behavior toward
her: awarming of an already warm smile, a shining of already bright eyes. But as y«t,
Wheat had said nothing to Lauri, and Lauri, reflecting that forever wasalong timeto
regret over-eager assumptions, had said nothing to Wheat. Having become used to
her celibate life, Lauri was not inclined to push matters. She had, to be sure, no clear
idea that there were any mattersto push. There was simply a photograph, a smile or
two, and a vague but very understandable ache that had been with her since she had
realized that physical love would more than likely not be hersfor along time.

So how do | feel about Wheat?

She did not know. She had, perhaps, so submerged her feelings beneath a sea of
responsibility that she could now only peer down into an obscurity of troubled
waters, but Elves did not lie, even to themselves, and so Lauri admitted that she
simply did not know. It could be. It was possible. And then again...

She looked at her watch. Time to leave for the Center, to counsel others about
matters from which she herself had been sundered for years. And yet she could not
help but consider—honesty again—what it would be like to be able to think of
Wheat as alover. No guilt, no frantic worry. Wheat’ s blood had awakened already,
awakened long before Lauri had even contemplated coming to Colorado.

She finished up, locked up, started down the hallway for the outer doors and the
parking lot. And now TK had seen something in Ash, and Ash had healed him. How
long would it be before something el se happened? What people—black or white,
mortal or immortal—would he call his own? Where was the plan? What logic, natural
or otherwise, determined this slow progression of immortal transformation—?

She stopped with her hand on the push bar of the outer doors.

She was not sure why she had stopped, but she had the distinct impression that
someone had called her name. A woman’ s voice. And aflash of blue and silver
among her inner stars. But though she dismissed the impressions as imagination, she
followed an insistent prompt from within herself and, retreating back up the hall, let
herself into the office again.

She |eft the lights off, lifted a blind to look out the window. This late, the parking
lot was almost invariably empty. Lauri saw her own Bronco, to be sure, but she
expected that. What she did not expect to see, though, was another vehicle, a small,
imported truck. It was parked near the building entrance, half hidden from the bright
sodium lights by the shadow of the ornamental pear trees, and its tinted windows
plunged itsinterior into a darkness that not even elven eyes could penetrate.

On the surface, this meant nothing: someone else was working late, that was all.



But, for some reason, the presence of this particular vehicle chilled Lauri, for it
seemed (though she could not say why, no more than she could say what had
prompted her to stop at the plate glass doors and return to the office) a violation,
something hideously out of place.

Again, following the inner prompt that she could neither understand nor place, she
waited, watched.

Minutes went by. Half an hour. The truck finaly flicked on its headlights and
drove off. Only then did Lauri, inexplicably shaking, leave the building, and climb
behind the wheel of her Bronco. She was alittle late when she arrived at the Center,
and she was still shaking. It was as though she had looked out of the office window
to see aface pressed against the glass, aface that somehow summed up all the
terrible things in the world that the Elves were required to mend, that refused to be
mended, that would kill anyone who tried.

PART TWO: Tenso

CHAPTER 11
&K N >»

Sandy had time on her hands.

Terry had sent her off to trandate the Liber Usualis, and was, apparently,
disinclined to work any further with her until she could show him some definite
progress. But, in truth, any concept of working with Terry that Sandy might have
possessed had evaporated months ago. One did not work with Terry Angel. One did
as he said. And so, like the saints of whom he was so fond of talking, the saints who
had been forced to abandon themselves to helplessness and submission when
gripped by the overpowering hand of God, she had allowed her interests, her needs,
her harping—nher life, in fact—to languish.

But she was no longer trandating now, no longer spending hours fretting over
dictionaries and passages of archaic liturgy, no longer, in away, submitting to Terry:
she was simply waiting for a book to arrive.

She had discovered that the library at Kingsley was not as well stocked with
books relating to medieval music and religion as Natil had expected... or as Terry
had, in hisletters, intimated. The exhaustive overview by Gustave Reese had been on
the shelf, likewise the study of Gregorian Chant by Willi Apdl, but little el se.
Certainly there had been no trandation of the Liber Usualis.

Interlibrary loan, though, had turned up severa pertinent volumes at the University
of New Mexico, and, still wondering why Terry had not known of the existence of
the books, or, if he had known, why he had not told her of them, Sandy filled out the
request forms. Could it be that he had wanted a fresh translation? But he had known
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that Sandy wasignorant of Latin. Surely, given the resources of his program, he
could have found an experienced L atinist to do the work.

But since Sandy had come to Kingsley, she had been systematically stripped of
her illusions about the resources of the Hands of Grace. She had expected other
students. There were no other students. She had expected a decent classroom. She
had discovered shabby hand-me-down facilities that had not seen maintenancein
twenty-five years. She had expected to learn about healing. She had learned nothing.

Still, though, as she waited for the books, as, finally, she found time to eat, to
sleep, to shop, and, perhaps most important, put her hands to the strings of her
beloved harp and, nearly weeping with relief, falteringly pick out the few tunes she
knew, she clung to her hopes. Whether Terry had unwittingly exaggerated, whether
she herself had naively read more into his statements than he had actually intended to
convey, the program at Kingsey yet offered a bright, beckoning light in the darkness
of her life.

... and there she goes again. See her delude herself. See her throw away what
sight she has left with the most outrageous of imaginings. Yes, ladies and
gentlemen, step right up to witness the incredible...

She wanted to scream. Had she been safe within her apartment, she might have
crawled into the closet that held her bedding, buried her face in a pillow, and done
just that. But here in her car, driving down Alameda Avenue, she had to content
herself with a shake of her head and a mental shaddup.

The barker fell into amumble, but she knew that he would be back. And now his
words were even more telling, more wounding, more penetrating, for Sandy, despite
the hopes and beliefs that she continued to foster in herself by dint of pure, frantic
willpower, had begun to suspect that the program for which she had sold all her
possessions and left behind an entire life was not itself anillusion.

With angry tearsin her eyes, she pulled to astop in front of Watterson’s New
Age Emporium. Even the journey she was making today was an emblem of her
failing hopes. Once, she had submerged her religion for the sake of continuing her
work with Terry, but since it appeared that, for now, she would most assuredly not
be allowed to work with him, al her efforts had acquired a sense of the pointless, the
useless. Terry, to whom she had turned for both instruction and support, had
abandoned her, and so she had decided to seek out her own people.

Up until now, she had aways been a solitary witch. Her training had come from
books and from work. Once she had discovered that there was a name for what she
had come instinctually to believe in, she had located and studied carefully every text
that was available. True, some of what she found was wishful thinking, and a great
deal of it bordered on ignorant and abject superstition, but Sandy, as though
impelled by avision—whether founded upon memories of a previous life or the
cartoon backgrounds of her childhood—had formulated out of the few scraps of
goodness that she had found a spiritual practice that revolved about an immanent,
loving Goddess and the certainty that strength, sincerity, and devotion could not but
lead her into psychologica health, into a place from which she could eventually



dispense to others, freely and unconditionally, some of the love with which she
herself had been graced.

It was rather novel—and exceedingly terrifying—for her to consider breaching her
customary isolation, but to her relief, Watterson’swas not at al like the dim and
seedy shops she had encountered—and run away from—in Los Angeles. Brightly lit
by both fluorescents and huge plate glass windows, it was stocked with a staggering
amount of merchandise of all sorts, and, in fact, bore no little resemblance to a
supermarket or a department store.

The openness and familiarity was both comforting and unsettling, and Sandy
hesitated, hanging back from the long counter and the red-haired clerk even after the
brisk lunchtime businessin incenses and oils and Anna Riva artificial voodoo books
had settled down and | eft the store essentially vacant.

Finally, though: “Excuse me,” she said, approaching. Her hands were cold, her
heart aching with stress.

“Hi there!” said the clerk. She peered at Sandy, broke out in asmile. “I haven't
seen you here before.”

Mortification set in. Sandy wanted to hide, but she pushed on. “I’'m new in
town,” shesaid. “I'ma...”

The clerk waited, her blue eyes bright but alittle vacant. Sandy wondered whether
she were actually hearing anything she said, decided not to make a complete hash of
everything by revealing herself.

“... I'mlooking for some... uh... witches. |s there a community or something
here? Some... uh... others?’

Others. Sandy blushed, realizing that she had indeed revealed herself, but the
clerk, having missed Sandy’ s telltale choice of words, was nodding. “We've got a
mailing list,” she said cheerfully. “It’ sright around here... somewhere.” She pawed
through stacks of papers, receipts, checked under the cash drawer. “Oh, it’s around
here. I'll find it. Are you looking for ateacher?”

“Uh...” Sandy felt very much on the spot. There was no way out. “... no.
|lm.-.”

The clerk finally appeared to understand. She stopped looking for the mailing list,
and, leaning forward and propping her elbows on the counter so that her face was
inches from Sandy’ s, asked in a very serious undertone: “Have you been initiated?’

There was no way out now. “ Self-initiated,” Sandy faltered, realizing that an
initiation one performed for oneself was doubtless worth little among strangers.

And, true, for all the change in the clerk’ s expression, Sandy might well have
expressed no more than an affinity for a particular flavor of Jell-O. “What tradition?’

“Uh... | guessyou’'d haveto say... uh... kind of... Dianic.”

A long pause. Pineapple? Sandy liked pineapple? The vague blue eyes turned
suddenly distant.



“I1... | mean, the Goddess...” But how could Sandy tell this stranger that what
had brought her to the Craft was the Goddess, that despite the orthodox
conventions of Wicca—conventions mandating a divine polarity symbolized by a
Goddess and a God—she had always turned to the M other without a spouse, the
primal, original Cre-atrix.

The clerk straightened, stood back. It was not quite a dismissive gesture, not
quite an | think that we had best end for today, but it was close. “Well, we don’t
really have any Dianic teachers. | know some women down in Englewood who don’t
work in agender balanced tradition, and they might take you on, but I’ d have to talk
to them.” She peered at Sandy. “Are you sure you want Dianic? We have aWicca
101 course starting up on Monday night. | can till get you in. Y ou might find aredl
teacher there. Y ou know: mainstream.”

“Yes... | mean... no... | mean...” Sandy wanted to run. “I mean I’m not looking
for ateacher. I’'m just looking for some other witches.”

The clerk looked at her for several moments. “Y ou just want...”

“Well...” Sandy struggled, squirmed, managed to get the words out as a
question. “... maybe some friends?’

The clerk abandoned Sandy to her ignorance. “There' salocal pagan network.
They’re very open-minded, even with... uh...” She peered at Sandy again. | think
that we had best end for today. “... eclectic traditions.”

Sandy flushed, but she discovered that she was a little angry, too. She knew what
she believed in.

“They’re having a Samhain party next month.” She pronounced it sow' n, durring
expertly but inaccurately through the modern Irish word for the month of November.
“You could go, | guess. Y ou might meet someone there.”

Sandy felt a sudden upwelling of panic. She did not go to parties. There was too
much noise at such gatherings, too much confusion, too many strangers. And a
Samhain party could not but exhibit overtones of Halloween: costumes, makeup,
masks...

Her father had liked masks. He had made her wear masks and makeup upon
occasion. Pig, he had said even when cancer had turned his voice into aragged
whisper of phlegm and sputum. Pig. I’ m going to fuck you, pig.

The clerk supplied Sandy with both a number she could call and a vague but
gratuitous reminder that the people involved were very open minded. Sandy gritted
her teeth with mixed terror and rage, thanked her, and then, shaking, moved away
from the counter and pretended to look at book titles, though in reality she was too
distraught to see anything.

It would have been easier, she thought, had she remained a Catholic. Everything
would have been simple. Her community of co-religionists would have been open,
respected, easily found. The priest, the bishop, and the pope would have been there
to tell her what to do, and, with the exception of the most outré of fundamentalists,



the general public would have had no question about the basic wholesomeness of
her religious practice. Everyone knew what Catholics did. Everyone knew what
Chrigtians did.

Easier, yes. Just asit would have been easier to accept without question the
dogmas that Terry Angel had forced upon her with a determination not dissimilar to
that with which her father had pushed his penisinto her infant body. But Freddy Joy
had at |east been at variance with the accepted norm and would have been
immediately and universally condemned... had the word of his daughter been
accepted as truth. Terry, in contrast, worked with an acceptable, mundane, and
well-understood Christian piety that had solidified over the last two thousand years
into afoundation so taken for granted by believer and non-believer alike that it could
no longer be perceived as a discrete and arbitrary entity.

But as Sandy still clung to Wicca despite its inherent problems—and bigotries,
she thought as she glanced at the red-haired clerk—so she till believed in the Hands
of Grace, but the sudden and unlooked-for juxtaposition of Terry Angel and Freddy
Joy struck her suddenly with arash of parallels and gripped her aready panicked
belly with a hand so tight that it made her dizzy. She dmost fell, steadied herself
against arack of self-help videos, and finally sat down on a stack of cushions and
tried to gasp herself back into control, back into belief.

And when she opened her eyes, she saw Natil entering the store. Wearing jeans
and at-shirt instead of overalls, and with the strap of a purse on her shoulder instead
of ashovel, she nonetheless looked as confident and as comfortable with herself
within the precincts of Watterson’s New Age Emporium as she did among her
flower beds.

Sandy’ s sickness was abruptly augmented by a fresh wave of panic. She had not
told the groundskeeper about her religion. Natil had seemed to her to be a perfectly
respectable woman, kind and rather sweet, but her familiarity with the Liber Usualis
had pointed to a degper than usua Christian background, and Sandy had assumed
that Wicca was not something about which she could be expected to be
understanding or accepting.

But Natil, Sandy considered, did not seem the sort to indulge in uninformed
opinion. In fact, had Sandy been forced to sum up the groundskeeper in one word,
she would have instinctively and unflinchingly said grace, for Natil moved, spoke,
and acted with an almost unnerving elegance that seemed to have nothing to do with
haste or prejudice. Even in the course of their single, brief lunch together, Sandy had
found herself wishing that she could have gotten to know Natil alittle better. At the
same time, though, she had understood—and she still understood— that someone
like Natil could have littlein common with an abused little witch from California.

But here was Natil, striding gracefully up to the counter of Watterson’s New Age
Emporium and asking politely where the books on contemporary witchcraft were
located.

“Areyou on our mailing list?’ asked the clerk.



“Please,” said Natil, “the books.”

“Here’s our schedule of classes.”

“Thank you, no.”

“I’ve still got afew openings.”

Natil only looked at her.

“Oh... over there,” said the clerk, pointing, “by the video rack.”

Natil gave the clerk one of those smiles that had so dazzled Sandy—al beit tinged
with afaint weariness— turned away from the counter, stepped around a pile of
multi-colored zafus, half-circled atable laden with plaster museum replicas and small
suede bags, and stopped dead at the sight of the young woman who was sitting on a
stack of cushionswith her arms folded around her churning belly.

“Sandy!” she said. “Hello! How wonderful to see you!”
“Uh... hi...”
“Has your book comein at the library yet?’

“Uh...” Frightened, sure that something terrible was going to happen to her asa
result of her coming to Watterson’ stoday, of her attempting to do anything at all for
herself, Sandy floundered at the simple question. “Uh...”

Natil knelt beside her. “Be at peace,” she said. “| am here to do some research.”
“On... Wicca... 7
“Y ou overheard? Just so.”

Sandy did not know what to say, and Natil appeared to notice that she was
distressed. “Beloved,” she said softly, “is there anything that | can do?’

From someone else, the question would have evinced nothing more than empty
politeness. But Natil’ s concern, Sandy knew, was genuine. “I’'m just... uh...
scared.”

Natil watched her for amoment. “ Scared?’ she said, her voice still so soft so that
only Sandy could hear. “Of what are you scared?’

The only honest answer to the question, though, was of everything, and Sandy
was not willing to admit that to someone she hardly knew, even if that someone were
Natil. “I'm...” But asthough she saw for a moment with another’ s eyes, she
suddenly had avision of herself as she was—crouched, frightened, almost
craven—and she did not like it. And so she took Natil’ s offered hand and forced
herself to stand up. “I know alittle bit about Wicca,” she said when she was on her
feet. “Can | help you?’

Natil did not force her previous question, but now her eyes held another, held
also, asfar as Sandy could tell, absolute acceptance.

Sandy swallowed. “I'm awitch,” she said. Natil’s gaze did not falter. “I... hope
you know what that means.”



And as though Natil had seen both the depth of the damage within Sandy and the
height of the goal for which she was striving, she smiled. “| do indeed know what
that means,” she said. “Though...” She glanced at the store, at the laden tables and
shelves. The cash register rang, and she almost winced. “I am not certain that most
of the witchesin Denver do.”

Sandy did not speak of boji stones, nor was she concerned with amulets or
astrology or tarot or profit or any of the other diversions that, seemingly, had come
to occupy modern witches. Coming to the Craft on her own, without the benefit of a
teacher, and forced, therefore, to acquire her knowledge and practice from books,
she had nonethel ess managed to strike to the heart of the religion that Natil so fondly
remembered frcm the days of Roxanne and Charity.

And so, when Sandy talked about Wicca, she spoke of the Goddess, and of the
deep, persona union with Her that the witch sought in order to manifest divinity both
in Circle and in day to day life. She spoke of robes and incense and other
accouterments not as ends in themselves or opportunities for profit, but as
symbols—toys, she called them—that helped one to transcend mundane reality.
Sandy knew theory, to be sure, but she also knew practice, and it was not adry
practice of custom and rote work, but rather aliving, vibrant spirituality. Sandy
loved the Goddess because she knew the Goddess, and she knew the Goddess
because, in an admittedly limited way, she had been Her.

Natil listened, and with Sandy’ s help she collected a stack of books that she
would purchase; but al the while, her eyes were tearing. Once, the Elves had known
Elthiain something of the same way. They had, in effect, been Elthia from moment
to moment, from microsecond to microsecond, their very beings a constant,
physical manifestation of the Dance that was everything, the Dance that was the
Lady; and the direct, face-to-face vision that was a natural consequence of that
existence had sustained them throughout the ages of the earth.

What had happened? Here was Sandy, who, though she could not say that she
had ever seen her Goddess face to face or been held in Her arms, nonethel ess knew
of Her presence with a surety born of inner recognition, while Natil, an EIf...

“It'slike, you just can’'t talk about it, Natil. Y ou have to—Oh, man...” Sandy
pulled out another book. “Here. The Spiral Dance. You' ve just got to have this one.
This, an athame, alittle chutzpah, and you can put together your own coven—" She
broke off, blushing, the caustic scars white against the rose of her face. “I mean, if
that’ s what you want to do.”

Despite her damp eyes, Natil felt a smile rise up from deep within her. “1 really do
not know what | want to do at thistime, Sandy,” she said. “| do know, however,
that | need to know more.”

Sandy nodded.

Natil was holding her stack of books with both hands, and she tapped the
topmost volume with her chin. “ The Spiral Dance, Sandy. Pile it on.” Sandy added



the book to the stack. “But you were saying about not just talking about it... 7’

“Uh... oh, yeah. Well...” Sandy went back to searching through the shelf of
books, found a large paperback. “Oh, jeez... Real Magic. Cute, but garbage. This
guy’s so full of himself—"

Natil smiled. “Sandy...”

Sandy shoved Real Magic back onto the shelf. “Well, it slike we are the
Goddess. All the time. But we just don't usually realize it until we stop and think
about it. Sometimes we need a bunch of stuff to help us, like robes and ritual knives
and incense and oils and candles... that kind of stuff. But the real point of Wicca...”
She pulled out another book. “Oh, good. Drawing Down the Moon. Revised
edition. Margot Adler isjust great. You can learn all about the crazies you' ve gotten
involved with.”

“Crazies?’ Natil kept her smile bright.

“Well...” Sandy glanced at the room, at the overpriced merchandise, the cheap
statues, the mass-produced mysticism. “... you've seenit.”

“l have,” said Natil. “But | have also seen you. And | know atrue witch when |
see one.”

Sandy blushed again. “Aww... Natil...”

“1 am serious. But what isthe real point of Wicca?’ Natil knew, to be sure, but
she wanted to hear it from Sandy’ s lips.

“Well... it'sto be the Goddess. All thetime.” Sandy still looked ready to cry, but
now it might well have been because she realized how terribly, terribly distant that
goal remained for al that was human. “It’sto give the way She gives. It'sto love the
way Sheloves. All thetime. And you can't just talk about it. You haveto doit.” She
saw then that Natil was weeping, the tears running down her face and beading the
cover of Drawing Down the Moon. “Natil?’

The EIf managed to set down the stack of books without toppling it, and she
fished a handkerchief out of her purse and wiped her damp face. “ Thank you,
Sandy.”

Sandy looked alittle frightened. “For what?’
“For giving me back my confidence.”
Sandy still looked frightened. “I don’t understand.”

Natil shook her head. “ Someday, maybe, | will be able to explain it to you. For
now, though...” She blotted her eyes once more, smiled at Sandy through
continuing tears. “... thank you.”

Confused, wide-eyed, Sandy nodded. “ Okay.”

Natil glanced at her watch. “Oh, dear. | am on my lunch hour, and | have just
missed my bus. Could | possibly beg aride back to Kingsley from you?’

Sandy forced alaugh. “Natil, you’' re so neat that I’ d drive you out to Idaho



Springsif you asked.”

Natil examined Sandy for amoment. Everything that happens, she found herself
thinking, happens exactly as it should, happens exactly when it should, because
that is the way it happens.

Everything. Even this chance meeting at a metaphysical supermarket.

Madden and the others had planned a cookout for the coming Saturday, and
Natil, her tears still bright in her eyes, was now of amind to make sure that there
would be yet one more human who would that day eat and drink among the trees of
Elvenhome. Sandy’ s religion was her own business, and Natil would not betray her
confidences, but...

“Well,” she said, “not, perhaps, as far as |daho Springs, but a good distance. Are
you busy Saturday?’

CHAPTER 12
&K N>

Ash had put her hands on TK’sleg on Monday, and the pain of the phantom limb
had abruptly ceased. On Friday, he found that someone had put a bullet through his
front window.

When he opened the door of his apartment, Rags was cowering in the corner, his
growling and snarling now interspersed with piteous whines and whimpers. The
yorki€e' s pads had been lacerated by the widely scattered shards of glass, and both
the kitchen linoleum and the threadbare carpet were dotted with bloody paw prints
that witnessed his panicked scrambles for safety.

TK reached for the light switch, instinctively thought better of it: he knew who had
fired the bullet, and why. He therefore | eft the switch alone, locked the door behind
him, and crouched down in the spill of soft, autumnal light that found itsway in
through the shattered window. “C’ mere, Rags. Come on, boy.”

Rags snarled and whimpered and would not come. Well, TK considered, the dog
had never demonstrated the slightest sign of affection before. It was ridiculous to
expect him to change now.

“OK, man,” hesaid. “You just stay there. You let Uncle TK take care of things,
and we see about getting you to a vet tomorrow.”

He loosened histie and stayed low as he eased around the perimeter of the
apartment to the M 16 that rested in the corner by his bed. He picked it up, felt the
familiar heft of metal and fiberglass, knew without looking, knew without having to
remember, knew from the fed of the weapon that the clip was full and engaged.
Lock and load. Just like old times. No radar screens here, no Patriot missiles, no
sanitized TV war: thiswas jungle fighting. The crack house homies had just
resurrected the past.
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Outside, he could hear crickets, and a mockingbird warbled and twittered from
somewhere up the street as Rags whined and growled in the kitchen. Staying far
enough away from the window to be well out of the light, his shoes crunching
through glistening splinters and therifle ready in his hand, TK moved slowly from
left to right, examining the street below.

Nothing. Only awarm Friday afternoon in Denver. No one was out on the street
(no one was out on the street much at all these days, because the local drug
economy insisted upon counting casual passers-by asinfrastructure and income
both), and there was no movement in any of the parked cars, except for—

His eyes narrowed at the sight of the small, imported truck across the way. There
was movement inside, the grotesque excrescence of a high top, a white t-shirt.

Therifle seemed to quiver in his hands like alive thing, afish pulled from acold
river throwing itself to his shoulder, straining, as his hand found the trigger...

But the present came back to him. This was Denver. Someone had put a bullet
through his window, true, but could he kill a man on the basis of a supposition?

Therifle was cold, eager. So was his heart. But he put the weapon down.
He had decided that he could not.

Sizing up the truck, weighing therifle, he walked to the light switch and snapped it
on. The broken glass glittered like afield of stars. Rags prowled and whimpered and
dotted the floor with blood. The truck whirred, pulled away from the curb, vanished
around the corner. The warning had been given. TK was mildly surprised: warnings
were an oddity, or, rather, warnings usually took the form of five or six small caliber
bullets inserted into one’s chest.

The telephone rang abruptly, and he nearly shot it.

Forcing himself to throw the safety on therifle, he picked up the receiver.
“Winters,” he said.

“TK? Marsh here. Listen, the cookout’ s tomorrow, and | forgot to ask you if you
needed aride. We can pick you up any time you want.”

TK’s eyes were on the window, on the street. “Sure, man,” he said. “ Sure. Y ou
pick me up.” He tensed the muscles of his stump, felt the prosthesis snap to
attention.

Ash had done... something. And TK Winters had ailmost done... something else.
“Tell you what: | meet you over on Broadway. Far side of the street. By theice
cream store. | be inside watching for you. ' Bout nine. OK?’

“Sure. Nineitis.” A pause. Rags prowled and whined. “TK, is something
wrong?’

“No, man,” said TK. “ "Sall right. Rags... just hurt himself.”
“Do you need to get him to the vet? I’ll give you alift.”
“1...” That wasjust like Marsh. That wasjust like all of them. Any one of them



would have gone out in the middle of a snowstorm to save a cockroach. Crazy.
“He' satough little guy. I' [l see how heisin the morning.”

“OK. You be sureto cal if you need help.”

“Sure.” TK hung up, stood with one hand on the cradled handset, the other
wrapped around therifle. “Sure,” he said to theroom. “Sure I’ [l call. But al the help
inthe world ain’t gonnafix what' s ailing this place.” He set therifle aside. “C mere,
Rags,” he said to the whimpering, snarling yorkie. “Let’s take alook at those paws.
And you bite me, | swear | use you for target practice.”

Sandy saw Natil often that week, both at school and at her apartment, but while
she was very glad of the continuing chance to talk about what had been, for months,
aforbidden subject, she was still rather puzzled by the esteem in which the
groundskeeper obviously held her.

Natil was eager to know about Wicca, and during the long evenings of this
unusually warm October, they would sit on old kitchen chairsin the dirty living room
of Sandy’ s apartment and talk about such things as Circle casting, the four elements
and their symbolic tools, guided and unguided meditations. But what appeared to
interest Natil the most, and what she returned to constantly, were the methods
witches used in order to invoke the presence of the Goddess.

Sandy answered as best she could, but there were some things that words ssmply
could not express. “1 keep telling you, Natil,” she said that Friday night, “it'sno
good just to talk about it. Y ou really have to do it to make any sense out of it.”

Natil fell silent, looked as though she were struggling with an uncooperative
memory. “You areright, of course,” she said finally. “| suspect that prideis my
problem.”

Sandy blinked. “But you're not proud, Natil!”

Natil smiled softly. “There are al kinds of pride, beloved. I, perhaps, have found
the most insidious of them all.” But she laughed lightly of a sudden, tossed off her
gravity with ashrug. “I need to mention something, though. The cookout is
tomorrow, and it is rather difficult to give you directions as to how to find the place
yourself. | would suggest that you come up now. With me. Y ou can spend the night
at Elv—" She caught herself. “—at the house.”

Sandy shuddered, still regretting the burst of infatuated gratitude that had caused
her to accept the invitation. But accepting was one thing, sleeping elsewhere was
another. “I...”

Natil appeared to fathom her distress. “Y ou will be safe,” she said. “Indeed, you
will be safer there than you have ever been in your life.”

Sandy shuddered again, looked away. “That... wouldn’t be too hard, Natil.”
Natil nodded. “I know.”
And Sandy knew that she did indeed know. “I’'m afraid, Natil,” she said. “I don’t



want to be a bother to you... | don’t know if | should even come up at all.”

Natil’ s voice was gentle, without a shred of accusation. “Are you so afraid of
friendship?’

“Natil... I'm so messed up. | don’t know... | guess|I’m afraid of everything.”
A long pause. Then, very softly: “I understand.”
“Y ou don’t even know me.”

Natil shook her head, her long braid rustling across her back. “Not so, Sandy. |
know you well enough. | know that you have been hurt, and that you are still being
hurt. I know also that you are awitch, the first true witch | have met in along time.”
The groundskeeper’ s blue eyes were filled with akind of light. “Months ago,” she
said, “| went to Watterson’'s looking for someone who could tell me what | need to
know. | went away from it because | found no such person there and no hope that |
ever would. | returned last Monday because | thought that | might find in books what
| had not found in people. And | found you.” She smiled fondly at Sandy, a gesture
that had nothing in common with Terry’ s oblique compliments. It was something
else, something (and Sandy almost hated to use the word, so damning it wasto all
the hopes that had led her to Denver) genuine.

Sandy looked away, torn between pride and embarrassment.

“You need to be safe,” Natil went on. “Very well: | think that for tonight you
should come and be safe with me. | think that it will be good for you.” There was a
flash as of starlight in her eyes... or maybe it was atwinkle. “And, as a good witch,
you should appreciate the chance to save gasoline.”

“Huh?’ Sandy lifted her head.

Natil had stood up. “I promised Wheat that | would help her make pumpkin pies
in the morning, so, there being no time for me to take the bus, | would haveto drive
into Denver in order to pick you up. Much better you come tonight. What say you?’

Her quaint manner of speech made Sandy smile. “And what if | say no, Natil?’
Natil shrugged. “Whatever comes is acceptable.”

And maybe it was that perfect expression of openness and willingness to
accommodate her needs and her fears that quelled Sandy’ s doubts. Her father, as
addicted to control as a crack addict to refined cocaine, had always been determined
to have his own way, whether with her body or her life, and he had bullied,
threatened, battered, and even splashed her with lyein order to get it. Natil, though,
was different. Whatever comes is acceptable.

Sandy found herself smiling. “Okay, Natil,” she said. “I’ll come. Just... don’'t
laugh at me, will you?’

Natil shook her head. “Never.”

And as Sandy had realized by now that Natil spoke only the truth, she was not
surprised when the groundskeeper, presented with a closet, afuton, and arag doll,
did nothing to indicate that she thought Sandy’ s slegping habits anything but



ordinary. In fact, when introduced to Little Sandy, Natil took the doll into her arms
and hugged her with the blissful expression of awoman who had just discovered her
favorite daughter hiding behind a stand of wildflowers.

“It’s...” Sandy fumbled for words. “It’s like she’s me. | try to take care of her as
though she were me back... back when. | hold her like | want to be held.”

Her voice trailed off, and her good eye was suddenly blind with tears.

Natil put her arm about Sandy’ s shoulders. “That isagood thing,” she said.
“And sheis beautiful. Asare you.”

Sandy blushed, for she knew what she looked like. But it occurred to her that
perhaps Natil was not speaking in terms of outward appearance.

A few minutes later, with Little Sandy sitting in Natil’slap, Sandy’s small harp on
the floor, and the futon and a change of clothes on the back seat, they were in the
Celica, driving toward the mountains. And when they reached the turnoff, Sandy
admitted that Natil had been perfectly right: by herself, she would have missed the
strange little byway that appeared suddenly from around a bend in Highway 6 and
then wandered up into the surrounding hills.

It was dark when Natil told Sandy to park in asmall widening of the road. “We
must go the rest of the way on foot,” she said.

Sandy nodded. It made sense. She could not have imagined Natil living anywhere
else but in the mountains, anong the trees, at the end of awalk beneath darkling
pines and aspens.

And so, carrying Sandy’ s things, they walked. The sky was clear, and mingled
starlight and moonlight filtered down through the interlacing branches. At times, the
foliage became so dense that Sandy was plunged into darkness, but Natil took her
arm and guided her without hesitation.

“Here,” she said at last, and, in the moonlight, Sandy could see a building
standing whitely in the middle of alarge clearing. A tower rose from one wing, and a
siver filigree glistened just beneath the curved eaves. Everything gleamed: the walls,
the date roof, the windows...

Sandy had expected a small cottage or atimbered lodge. Instead: “It’slike afairy
castle,” she said aloud, and then she blushed.

Natil, though, was smiling. “In away,” she said, and, leading Sandy to aside
door, she opened it (it was unlocked). As though struck by a sudden thought, she
snapped on the light switch.

The kitchen was large and bright and outfitted with cheerful copper pots and
pans, a modern stove and oven (which were so clean that they made Sandy blush
with embarrassment), a big refrigerator, gleaming counters, and burnished cabinets.
Beyond, down the hall and deeper in, were dark wood paneling, precise parquetry,
and carpets thick as meadow grass. There were snug rooms with cushions and
plants, and asmall fountain filled the air with silver presence. Wide, double-insulated
windows looked out onto moonlit trees and mountains, a courtyard, gardens...



Sandy was staring. “Thisis... al yours?’

“Oh, by no means.” Natil led her up the stairs and along a hallway. “A number of
us are co-owners. | am...” She stopped before adoor. “... acaretaker, in many
ways.”

And as though she had guessed that anything of any size would have aroused
Sandy’ s fears, Natil opened the door to reveal a cozy nook of a bedroom, its
wooden paneling figured with carvings of leaves and birds. The bed was on a shelf
so carefully fitted to the wall that it might well have grown out of it, and, from behind
an amber shade, an incandescent lamp provided illumination with the softness of
candldight.

“Isthis acceptable?’ said Natil.

“It's...” Sandy stared, touched the paneling. Gently, she turned and set Little
Sandy down on the bed. The doll looked at home. Indeed, Sandy felt at home. No,
home was not quite the right word. Rather, she felt safe. Very safe. She had exposed
herself, and she had not been hurt. So far.

So far. She almost wept. “It’s... wonderful,” she managed.

Natil smiled. “The bathroom and shower are just down the hall. | will have towels
out for you come morning.”

Sandy still stared. “Why .. 7" She shrugged, trying to put all her bewilderment
into the gesture.

Natil looked sad. “Isit so strange?’

Sandy nodded. “Y eah.”

“Can you not simply accept thisfor what it is?’

“Nothing’s ever been what it is... or what it looked like.” Sandy sat down on the
bed, took Little Sandy into her arms, pressed her face against the yarn hair. “It was

never that way with my...” She swallowed, staggered on. “... with my father. It
doesn’t seem to be that way with—" Her throat sslammed shut of its own volition.

Natil was standing by the door. “With Terry?’
Sandy, nodded, eyes clenched. “Y eah.”

“Have you spoken with Terry concerning this?’
“l can't talk to him.”

A silence. Then: “I understand,” Natil said. But she waited until Sandy looked up,
and then she stretched out a hand to her. “Come, though. Y ou can leave that behind
for now. You are here, and this place is safe. Let me fix you something to eat, and
then you can go to bed.”

And later, after grilled-cheese sandwiches and hot chocolate, Sandy curled up
beneath a soft comforter in the quiet bedroom. The door was not locked. She did
not care. Her closet was miles away. No matter. Her futon lay rolled up on the other
side of the room. That did not bother her in the slightest.



With Little Sandy in her arms, she looked up at the shadowed ceiling where
beams and plaster glimmered in the soft moonlight from the window. She heard the
distant fountain. She heard the whisper of pines, the flutter of aspen leaves golden
with autumn.,

Safe. She was safe. She knew it. She felt it. It was not a question of so far. Not
here. And though she cried for atime—cried for all the places she had known that
had not been safe—it was not long before sleep came to her as softly as a Mother
Goddess, held her in Her arms, and took her off to see the starlight that played upon
the mountains of gentle dream.

Pride.

Natil admitted it: she had been proud. Perhaps her pride had lain morein
thoughtlessness and omission than in direct, stiff-necked refusal, but pride was
pride. As Elf, as Firstborn, she had held herself away from the gritty, fleshly, mortal
practices of the witches. She had sought among the occult stores of Denver for old,
human wisdom, true, but she had sought as an outsider. Once again, an Elf, starlit
and semi-divine, had descended from her mountain solitude to grant human beings
the privilege of her wondrous presence.

That morning, with the kitchen of Elvenhome warm with the heat of the oven and
the odor of baking pies, with her hands thick with dough and her apron splashed a
hundred times with flour, Natil could not but laugh at herself. Here was afine
Firstborn Elf, clattering in the kitchen like a hausfrau, her face smeared with pie
filling. Such ademigod! Such a perfect embodiment of the eternal Dance!

Wheat, as floured and spattered as Natil, brushed back atendril of hair and
managed to put a distinct streak of butter across her cheek. “How many of these
were we going to make, anyway?’ Her cornflower blue eyes were bright, laughing.

“Seventeen Elves and two humans,” said Natil, “and that meansfive pies.”
Wheat frowned. “Raven.”
“All right, then: six. And some blueberry muffins.”

They laughed and went back to work, Wheat singing a Judy Collins song to
which Natil added her own voice on the choruses.

Warm humanity. Natil had seen it countless times, but somehow, she had never
thought about what it meant until now. Y es, in this kitchen, making pumpkin pies,
she was indeed a perfect embodiment of the Dance. The isolation was over:
Firstborn or not, she would, like the rest of her people, make pies, or plant flowers,
or vacuum carpets, or take care of abused young women who wanted desperately to
be whole.

A step on the stairs to the second floor made her lift her head. “Hi,” said Sandy,
looking timidly around the corner. “Am | intruding?’

“No one ever intrudes here,” said Wheat. “Y ou must be Sandy. I'm Wheat.
Welcome to Elvenhome.”



Natil, working butter into flour for yet another crust, bit her lip at Wheat's
revelation. But Sandy laughed. “ That’s a good name for this place,” she said. “I feel
as though I’ve walked into a Tolkien book.”

Natil cleared her throat gently. “We... ah... try,” she said, glancing at Whest.
Wheat saw the glance, raised her asmile.

It was agood day. The weather remained unnervingly warm, and toward
mid-morning, as the pies came out of the oven, the rest of the Elves and their guests
carpooled in. Raven was mollified by the provisions made for dessert, particularly
since she was supplying a chocolate cake and a dozen muffins of her own. Dell and
Fox had come with trees to plant after lunch, and Hadden (who had brought steaks
and hamburgers) and Web (who had brought tofu and tempe) made everyone laugh
by sneering at one another with a mock hostility that was interspersed with
comments about “ people who eat dead animals’ and “ new-age fungus munchers.”

TK, though, had aso brought something.

Natil had met the big man severa times since he had started work at TreeStar, and
his habitual reserve had invested him with an air of somber, amost brooding
menace. But today, as he descended into the small valley that cupped Elvenhome, he
held cradled in hisarms atiny dog. The animal’ s feet were bandaged, and the big
man was murmuring comfortingly to it despite the fact that it snarled and growled at
him as much as it whined and whimpered.

“And who have we here?’ said Natil, giving TK’s hand a squeeze that he,
doubtless, hardly felt.

“This' s Rags, Natil,” he said. “He got into some broken glass yesterday.”
“The poor thing.” She held out her arms. “May 1?”

TK looked doubtful. “He' s not very friendly, Natil. I’m surprised he didn’t bite
the hell out of me on the way up here. Vet can’'t see him until Monday, and | didn’t
feel right about leaving him aone. Maybe he hurts too bad to bite.” He put his hand
on Rags' head, jerked it away as the dog lunged at it with bared teeth. “Then
agan...”

Natil kept her arms out. “Allow me.”

With doubt still plain on hisface, TK handed the dog over. After examining Natil
out of suspicious eyes for amoment, Rags stopped growling, snuggled down into
her arms, and went to sleep with a soft grrf.

“| don't believe that,” said TK.

Natil kissed Rags on the head. “Itiswell,” she said. “I will be harping later.
Perhaps | can do something for him.”

TK looked even more doubtful; but throughout the day, as he was passed from
one pair of elven arms to another, Rags remained placid, happy. Even when Sandy
took him after lunch, he only gave her adightly puzzled look, then settled down
again with the canine equivaent of a shrug.



“He don't do that at home,” said TK.

Kelly ran to TK and jumped into his lap, then threw her arms about his neck and
kissed his dark cheek. “Thisisagood place, TK.”

TK’s eyesturned suddenly far away, as though he were seeing places that were
anything but good, and he suddenly hugged Kelly tightly, even protectively. “Yeah,”
he mumbled into her blond hair. “1t's agood place al right.”

And after lunch there was music. Marsh and TK played a set of acoustic blues
that brought Web to his feet and to a dance with Kelly as TK’ s sax floated
bittersweet and human among the branches of trees that usually witnessed only the
emotions of Immortals. Wheat sang Judy Collins songs to Raven’ s accompaniment
on guitar, thereafter settling down—quite by accident—beside Lauri, who looked
nervous, pleased, and bewildered all at the sametime.

And then Natil took up her harp. “Sandy?’ she said. “Would you bring Rags over
here? Just sit down beside me. | am going to play abit, and we shall seeif it helps
hisfeet a all.”

Sandy, singled out, and asked to sit in plain view of everyone, did as Natil asked,
but she hung her head. Her dark hair fell forward but did not quite cover the scars
aong her jaw.

Would that | could do something for you also, beloved, Natil thought, but the old
powers were no more, and she would count herself lucky if she could even partly
mend the feet of a'Y orkshireterrier.

“You brought your harp, did you not, Sandy?’ she said suddenly. “We will have
to play together later on.”

Sandy nodded, still with her head down. “I"m not very good.”

“Good isarelativeterm.” Natil touched Rags on the head. “Listen, little one,” she
said, and, with aquick ripple of bronze strings, she went off into a song that she had
composed long ago, ages ago. It was, in fact, the first melody she had made, and
she had played it at the beginning of the world. Then, she had sat upon stone instead
of grass, for there had been no life to soften the land and make it green. The air had
been black and turgid, corrupt with the belchings of volcanism, and blue skies had
lain far in the future.

But even then the promise of blue skies had been present, and the potential for
life—life that would eventually come and make such things as grass and trees and
people who would grow up and find starlight in the Colorado mountains—had been
present, too. And Natil found that her old song came to her effortlessly today, as
was, she thought, entirely fitting, for as blue skies and life had been promised back
then, now the Lady was promised, promised by the appearance of a young woman
who worshiped her Goddess with all the love and devotion that a human being could
offer to Someone she had never seen.

Natil let her music become the future, casting it around the clearing like aweb,
catching her listeners and drawing them together in hope, in healing. Deprived though



they were of Elthia, they could at least participate in the promise, learn to recognize
it, accept it, and so be ready for the reality that was to come, that had to come.

She must have played for an hour or more. She could not have said. But the sun
was dropping toward the western ridges by the time she lifted her hands and allowed
the strings to fall silent, and the air was beginning to cool with the approach of
evening.

The silence grew, continued. There were tears on the faces of Elf and human
alike, and Lauri had not yet noticed that she was holding a sobbing Wheat in her
arms.

But beside her, Sandy, her eyes brimming, was removing the bandages from
Rags feet asthe dog struggled to free himself from the unfamiliar cloth. The
wrappings came off layer by layer and finally fell to the ground in a clump.

“Oh... dear Goddess.” Sandy’s voice was a hoarse whisper. “They’re perfect.

Natil leaned over and looked. There was not atrace of awound on any of Rags
pads.

Rags struggled. Sandy let him go. Yipping shrilly, the terrier bounded about the
clearing, throwing himself into laps, licking faces, rolling on the ground and pawing
the air. He bolted up slopes and down slopes, disappearing into the trees,
reappearing, like acomet in an irregular orbit, as he streaked through the clearing
with hislong fur flying and flared for a moment into a bright burst of barking and
excited wiggles, then vanishing again.

A hand touched Natil’s arm. Sandy’ s face was streaked with tears, and though
she again manifested the fear that seemed such an intimate and chronic part of her
makeup, there was, beneath it, bubbling up like a spring, thrusting up like a
determined flower, a sense of eagerness, adesire, alonging. “Please, Natil,” she
said. “I didn’t realize that you...”

Natil shook her head. “| am a harper. It isthe reason | am here.”

But Sandy was struggling, fighting the fear. There was something, something she
wanted, something that was bigger than the fear, that could split it asunder asthe
roots of trees could rive rock. “Please, Natil... can you...”

Natil felt the question before Sandy uttered it, knew it for what it was. Whatever
happens, she thought, happens exactly as it should.

The fear gave way. “Can you... can you teach me how to do that?’

Natil closed her eyes and let the relief wash over her like awarm wave. It could
happen. It would happen. Gritty humanity... and witchcraft. “I will teach you,” she
managed. The stars blazed at her, their light washing through her, promising blue
skies, promising grass, promising life. “I will teach you,” she said, “if you will teach
me.”



CHAPTER 13
&K N>

Jesus was pleased to show Terry His hands this morning.

They appeared on his kitchen table, just out of the corner of hiseye: apallid whirl
as of the wings of a seraphim, a quivering movement, and then a presence
unspeakably bright to his mind. He knew Who had come, and the surety of the
visitation brought his reason and hiswill to their knees, bound them, and bent their
foreheads to the floor in mute acknowledgment of the miracle.

But Terry could not look directly (that was forbidden), and therefore he made it
his act of faith this morning that he would not look. But he at least alowed himself to
imagine the Hands as he might have seen them had he actually turned aside from his
breakfast bread and water, turned to face the vision. The pale, lovely flesh lying
limply on the Formica, the wounds | eft by the iron nails seeping with sweet blood
(and Terry knew that it was sweet, for he had once been allowed to taste it, drawing
it up through the quivering stiffness of a golden tube that had been placed in his
mouth as omnipotent hands had guided him—there was no possibility of
resisting—to the place where he should suck) as the skin that rimmed them, tattered
alittle where the rough metal had passed, gaped open like dead lips, afaint white
shadow of bone peeking out from the dribbling crimson...

But there: he had almost looked, almost violated the divine trust. Taking up his
bread, therefore, hetoreit in two and threw half of it on the floor to punish himself
for his momentary yielding to temptation. Then, quickly, he twisted his trunk to one
side, letting the sharp points of the barbed wire he wore beneath his clothing cut in
deeply, drawing forth a blood that was most certainly not sweet, but which was, in
its own way, blessed.

Afterwards, he finished his bread, chewing morsels and crumbs that had abruptly
turned tasteless, for the Hands were gone, the breakfast table achingly bare where, a
moment ago, the attraction of the celestial realms had so caught his thoughts and
feelings that he had, for a moment, seen.

Now, nothing. The soul, suspended between heaven and earth, its arms bound, its
senses and powers riven and wounded, could only long for the pleasures of God.
There was no comfort for Terry from earth, and heaven had spurned him. He would,
then, hang, his heart an inward desert, until he was mastered again, penetrated by
divine urgency.

He gave the barbed wire another jerk, and the pain ran like alance from his groin
to the small of hisback. But the Hands did not return, and Terry remained panting
for the touch of divinity, willing and open to that imperious thrust.

It was ways that way, though. His visions of the divine were invariably limited.
He was allowed to see Hands, but only when he did not look directly at them. He
was given blood to drink, but only when he was blindfolded, bound, helpless. He
was caught up in rapture, but it was a lightless place to which he was taken, onein
which he lay, trembling, submissive, waiting for something to be done to him. He did
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not complain, however, for he knew that his own inherent weakness was the reason
for these deprivations. Try as he might, though, he could not correct his error, could
not make the suspension of hiswill perfect, could not yield completely to his
seducer, could not give over, even for an instant, every shred of himself to the
desires of another.

But that was alie. He could. He had. That he had not yielded to God was an error
for which he was justly and divinely spurned. But he could not deny that once,
months ago, he had stood in the morning and sunlit quadrangle of Kingsley College,
his being sundered from itself, brought low, captured and enslaved by the music of
the dark-haired groundskeeper as she had played melody after melody upon a
strange wire-strung harp. He did not know how she had done it, knew only that on
that day he had been destroyed, for it had been not to God but to a woman that he
had given himself as completely asif she had drawn him into bed and lapped him in
the musky sinfulness of her body.

Since then, though, he had avoided her scrupulously. He had ignored her flower
beds, her trees, her lawns, had not even looked at her. She had become for him an
occasion of sin, monstrous sin, for in debauching not just his ears but also his very
soul, she had turned his own playing into a shadow of itself. Worse, a shadow of a
shadow, for music was a shadow to begin with, a crude depiction of the spiritual
world, and he could not but suspect that, having once heard and yielded to Natil, he
would be forever mirroring a more earthly music.

Natil had as much as admitted that her music was earthly. Life smply is, she had
said, and in those three words she had denied any connection between herself and
anything save the enclosed world of evolution, death, and the Serpent. Life ssimply is.
What aterrible fate! And he had fallen under the spell of her denial!

Sandy, he was sure, was different. Sandy had spoken to him of avision, and she
had spoken so offhandedly, as though such things happened to her every day, that
Terry sensed that they did indeed happen to her every day. Walking beside him,
placidly and submissively recounting the results of the researches and tasks to which
he had set her, even complaining about her work with childish and unrepentant pride
(but he would attend to that), she was seeing—seeing constantly—beyond the
confines of the world, straight into divine mystery.

She had said it so casually! What had happened that had so forcefully fixed her
upon the remote heavens, solarized her thought, zodiacalized her will, selenized her
imagination, and opened her to revelations and sights from which he himself was
barred? He could not think of what might have happened. Was she a messenger?
No, that could not be. Could it be that, like himself...

... bonds—

He jerked away from the upwelling memory, and, impelled by disgugt, lifted his
right arm and brought it down on the corner of the table, wincing with the pain but
also exulting init. He lifted it again, smashed it down again. And again. Three, four,
five...



When he was done, his arm was bruised, gashed by the sharp edge, thelivid
white of the impacts shading quickly first into pink, then into the red of outraged
blood vessels that blended with the dark bruises |eft over from days and weeks
before: amotley patchwork of self-abuse. The pain, though, had cleared his head,
redirected his meditations, transfixed the five dark currents of his being with holy
wounds. He would submit only to God. His work would demonstrate that. And if
people like Natil wished to live solély in the unnatural world of death and
enfoldment—the world of the Serpent—he could do nothing to help them save work
and pray. Ora et labora.

Pushing aside the remainder of his breakfast—he would not eat today—he rose
from the table, and then he rolled down the long sleeves of his shirt, hiding the
stigmata that he had, in abject devotion and willing submission, inflicted upon
himself.

Dear Dr. Jerusalem:

| regret taking so long to reply to your letter. Denver General Hospital
does not have any music therapy program for IC patients. | am not sure what
to make of your questions about the spiritual nature of such programs, but |
can assure you that our chaplain, Father Frank Baldwin, is perfectly capable
of handling that side of our patients well being. He will be more than happy
to answer any questions you might have, and so | refer you to him.

Very sincerely yours,

Thomas H. E. Ghato

Director

“Mr. Winters—"

“Lieutenant, you got a problem right in your back yard, and I’m asking you what
the hell you doing about it.”

TK had given up being subtle. He had tried petitions, he had tried letters, he had
tried confrontation. Nothing had worked. The crack house was still in operation, and
his neighborhood was still afraid. He had therefore been forced into simple
harassment... of the Denver police department.

“That’sjust what I’'m trying to tell you, Mr. Winters.” Lieutenant Brown'’ s voice,
in contrast to his name, was very white: a pinched little whine of atenor. “There'sa
drug problem throughout Denver, and we just don’t have the manpower to do
everything instantly. We just have to take things one at atime. Mr. Early isbeing
pretty aggressive about prosecuting these crack house people, but we just have to
make arrests first, and investigations just take time. It’s no good if we bring them in
and then just have to let them go again.”

TK drummed his long fingers on his desktop. He had closed his office door for
this cal, half because he had thought that he might lose his temper, half because he



did not want his coworkers to know that he came from a neighborhood in which
existed anything so totally antithetical to their world as a crack house. They were
sweet people: they had made him feel welcome, had ignored his color—or, rather,
accepted it astheir own—nhad even... well...

... No, he did not want to think about those other things.

“Man,” he said into the phone, “these guys are aggressive. Got a bunch of Tinies
trying to make OG overnight. No one even goes out for the paper until the sun’s all
the way up, and even then it’s chancy. Old lady got her socia security check jacked
last week—

“Likel just said, Mr. Winters...”

TK’stemper finally gave way. “Lieutenant, akid got killed in her own yard afew
months back. Y ou guys give a shit about that?’

Silence. Brown was, doubtless, angry. Well, TK considered, that made two of
them. That little girl had been a sprite of a child, her face a precious mixture of
innocence, knowledge, and deviltry. But she had been black, and so, after the papers
had finished deploring the killing, after afew well-meaning and well-off citizens
groups— all white—had held meetings, created task forces and investigative
committees, and delivered an impressive bouquet of flowers to the grieving mother,
everything had settled down; and the crack house, like everyone else, had gone back
to business as usual.

Brown, though, did not react. “We're just doing everything we can, Mr. Winters,”
he said.

“You realize that I'm going to keep calling you, Lieutenant.”

“That'sjust fine, Mr. Winters. The Denver police department believesin being
pro-active. We're just always glad to know that there are citizens out there who are
trying to clean up their neighborhoods...”

Yeah. So long as they do it by themsel ves.
“... and you have anice day.”

Brown hung up without waiting for areply. TK sat with the receiver against his ear
for the better part of aminute, held back from a scream of rage not only by
propriety, but also by an instinctive wish to protect the people he had come to
love—AnNd it’ s love now? Oh, Lord!—from the horrors of the world. They were not
like the other white people he had known. They were not, in fact, like anyone.

The thought of them—of Hadden with his seagray eyes, Bright with her perpetual
smile, Lauri with her raunchy good humor, Natil with that damned incredible harp of
hers... of al of them, in fact—eased the anger that was pounding against the front of
his skull and allowed him to end his half of the phone connection with no more than
a slamming down of the receiver.

But that action, he thought, summarized the difference between himself and his
new friends, for not one of those with whom, for the last several months, he had



eaten, laughed, played music, and...
... No, better not think about that part...

... hot one of them would have felt a need for anger or violence. Of any sort. TK
felt accepted, befriended, loved... and terribly, terribly different. They were all
something more than what could be attributed to mere white skin and opportunity,
something that, yes, appeared to desire to transcend questions of color and lifestyle
and, seemingly without reason, transform itself into a living embodiment of help,
whether that help involved referring TK Wintersto ajob opening at TreeStar,
dragging a dishwater little thing like Sandy Joy up to a mountain cook-out, or even
taking alittle dog with cut up paws and...

... and there it was again. TK found that his fingers were unconsciously probing
at the juncture of hisleg and his prosthesis. His pain had disappeared. Rags' paws
had been healed.

Miracles. Some kind of miracles. He had told himsalf a hundred times that he
should have been afraid, but he was, in fact, not afraid. Instead, he wanted to draw
closer.

The old janitor in Georgia had offered him help, and he had accepted it, and in
that accepting he had pledged himself to help others. And now, here were folk who
hel ped, who seemed to have no other purpose than to help, and who, unlike himself,
actually seemed to succeed sometimes.

He wanted to be like them.

He got up to open the door of his office, but stood for a moment beside his desk
with his head bowed, his hand to his face. He could not be like them. Was it that he
was black? Y es... and a hundred other things. But he could not help but wonder
how so many people had come to be so wonderful. How had they arrived at their
present state? What had they been like before?

Whatever they had been, though, TK guessed that it could have had no
experience whatsoever with projects, gangs, poverty, or pregjudice; and when he
opened the door to the sylvan decor of the outer office, and when Bright looked up
from her receptionist’ s desk with a smile that seemed to convey, visualy, the
essence of ahug, and when Lauri, just entering, gave him awave and a“How ya
doin’, TK?" he was absolutely sure of that. He would, in fact, have staked hislife
upon it.

Maxwell,

Could we get together for lunch sometime this week? Any time after Tuesday is
good for me.

Nora



Had Natil wanted to laugh at herself, she had hit upon a course of action that
allowed her plenty of opportunitiesto do so. Here was an Elf, an Immortal who had
spoken with Divinity, who had been held in Her arms, who knew Her by name...
learning how to be awitch.

Sandy took her task serioudly but humbly. She had at first claimed that she knew
nothing about teaching Wicca, that, self-initiated as she was, she was not even
vaguely qualified. “Y ou need a High Priestess for teaching, Natil,” she had said.

And Natil had nodded. “I have found one.” And Sandy had first blushed, then
protested, then, finally, given in. She would teach Natil about Wicca, and Natil would
teach her about harp.

And so Sandy started with the basics of her version of witchcraft, introducing
Natil to the meditations from The Spiral Dance, acquainting her with the feel of the
energy of the four Elements, preparing her for experiencing the divine energy that
came from the invocation of the Goddess in Circle.

“Wework in Circle,” Sandy explained. “It’s a safe place for us. Ceremonial
magicians get al hung up on the awful critters out there that are going to get you if
you don’'t protect yourself, but for us, a Circle is a place where things are holy
because you make them holy, where you don’t have to be afraid of each other
because you all love each other.”

They were in Sandy’ s apartment, talking quietly into the evening as the furnace
rattled and clanked with the demands made upon it by a sudden cold snap, as snow,
driven by a stiff wind from the north, fluffed against the windows. The season had
abruptly shifted from autumn to winter, but that, Natil thought, was appropriate:
winter was atime of rest and introspection, of preparation for spring. And so Natil
was turning inward, hoping as she did so that spring would bring much more than
the unfolding of leaf and flower, that it would bring, in fact, the blossoming of the
Elves.

“That isthe way it should be,” she said.

“1 think so,” said Sandy, but a shade crossed her face. “Some don’t.” She was
silent for sometime. Then: “Anyway, let’stry some of this stuff. Like | keep saying:
you really haveto doit.”

Natil nodded. “Anditistodo it that | have come to you.”

Compared with the instinctive effortlessness of starlight, the meditations and
energy workings of Wiccawere crude and unreliable things. Crosslegged on the
floor, eyes shut, Natil had to consciously ignore the stellar energies and instead
concentrate on something human, homely, transient. But regardless of any
Inadequacies inherent in Sandy’ s religion, Natil could not but fedl that she had
entered awarm place, a sanctuary of maternal nurture that she had not known since,
coming for the first time into consciousness, she had felt the Lady’ s loving and
starlit hand smoothing her face into itsfinal shape... four and one half billion years

ago.
And Wiccawas indeed warm. Born as it was of the hopes and fears and loves of



farmers and herders, shaped by the cycles of environment and season, it tasted and
smelled of rich grass and earth, of animals warm in awinter barn, of foals and calves
rising with trembling legs from the straw onto which they had been birthed, of human
mothers and babies and all the importance and tragedy of fleeting, mortal life.

And so Natil put aside her starlight and concentrated instead on the world of
humanity. She fumbled her way through the unfamiliar exercises that Sandy gave her,
feeling out the nature of Earth, Air, Fire, and Water. She examined how they fit
together, blended into one another and into her own persona energy, and she looked
consciously at connections that she had, throughout her long existence, taken for
granted.

And on other nights, she guided Sandy up to Elvenhome, and in the warm room
of cushions and paneling and carpet where the Elves, come the weekend, would
cling to one another and weep over the vastness of the wrongs that they had set
themselves to putting right, she listened while her young student struggled with the
strings of her harp. Gently, patiently, she guided Sandy’ s hands into easier positions,
helped her to relax, listened approvingly as the flow of notes smoothed out.

Sandy had talent. Even within the course of aweek, the clumsiness left her hands,
and the flow of her music began to break loose from the shackles of abuse and fear.
Sandy’ s harp was small and upright, with a slenderness that was enhanced and
complimented by a narrow sound box: a Gothic harp, built to resemble as closely as
possible the instruments played in the early Renaissance. Its voice was, therefore,
soft, hardly able to carry to the hallway outside the room, but that was perfectly all
right, for to accomplish Sandy’ s desires, its voice had only to carry to the ears of
someone who was in need, and the quiet gentleness of its gut strings suited well the
touch of the incest victim’s hands.

It was only Natil’ s second attempt to teach a human being the elven way with
music, and as her first had ended in failure, she was, in the beginning, apprehensive.
Sandy, though, was determined, and although her fingers were untrained, she loved
the harp not only as an instrument by which she could express herself, not only asa
potential vehicle for the healing of others, but also as an icon of another world, a
better world, aworld in which all who looked for safety might find refuge, all who
hungered for love might be fed, al who thirsted for help and healing might find
themselves offered a brimming chalice.

Such immense tasks to give over to such afragile instrument! But Natil knew what
things harps could do, for she had done many of them. And Sandy guessed what
things harps could do, for she had dreamed them all.

“Sit up straight, Sandy,” said Natil at the end of atwo hour lesson. “Y ou must
not slouch like a human.”

Sandy blinked at her. “Like a what?’ But she sat up.

Natil cleared her throat. “A... figure of speech. Sit straight, though. It lets the...
energy flow better.”

Sandy nodded. She understood energy.



“1’m going to give you an old melody to work with,” said the Elf. “Very old.”
She took out a sheet of music paper, and in afine hand, wrote out notes, slurs,
suggested ornaments.

Sandy was peering over her shoulder. “No harmony?’

“1 want you to supply the harmony,” said Natil, finishing up the last lines and
dots. “ Thismust grow like aliving thing, and therefore | do not want you to hold
davishly to my recommendations. | have played this hymn many times, and each
time, | play it differently. | would like you to do the same.”

“Jeez...” Sandy took the page, examined the notes. “That’ s different. Terry
aways—" She caught herself, blushed. “Well...”

Natil was amost angry with Terry. What had he been doing with Sandy? What
had he been doing with the trust that others had placed in him? But she kept every
trace of harsh emotion out of her voice. “Terry aways... what?’

“Well... for him there' s aways just one way of playing anything.” Sandy did not
sound quite comfortable with the admission. “He says he has all the right ways
worked out.” Her brow furrowed. “Not that he’s ever showed me any of them.”

Natil nodded. But: “Thereis no right way.”
Sandy looked uncomfortable. “Okay.”

Natil smiled. “Be at peace. Let uslisten to this.” And, taking Sandy’s harp, she
played the melody through.

“But that’s Ave, maris stella,” said Sandy.

“From the Liber?’ Natil shook her head. “Not so. This was the tune before one
of the old Church fathers heard it sung from far away in an ancient forest. It struck
him—it does that—and he took it back to his monastery and offered it to his own
God. But in doing so, he altered it.”

“It sounds the same.”

“Ah, but that is because | did not add the harmony, and you are used to hearing it
inonly oneway.” Terry’'sway, she thought with another upwelling of annoyance. “
Ave, maris stella isin the dorian mode—Mode One in the old Church usage—but
the original hymn wasin the plagal form of the mixolydian mode. Mode Eight, that
Is, though those from whom it was taken it did not call it so.”

Sandy examined the written music. “Okay. | see that there' s nothing in the mel ody
that makes it go one way or the other. It depends on what harmony you put to it.”
She nodded for amoment at her discovery, then: “What’ s this called, anyway? Y ou
said it sahymn.”

“I did.” Natil examined Sandy. How much, she wondered, would it be wiseto
say? Probably very little. Even if Sandy had the blood, it was much too early to
speak of it. “Itiscalled Ele, astaa mirurore.”

“What language isthat? Italian?’



“Itisan... old dialect,” said Natil. She blushed at her equivocation, and, to settle
herself, struck a chord on Sandy’s harp and sang:

“ Ele, asta amirurore,
Ciraaciraie,

Elthia Calasiuove,
Marithae dia.”

And when she looked up, Sandy was sitting back, her hands gripping her knees,
her eyes clenched tight as though the sudden beauty of the music was painful. Not
until the harpstrings finally fell into complete silence did she sigh and open her eyes.
“That was... beautiful. | want...” She drooped as though it were an impertinence for
her to want anything. “1 want to be able to play like that someday. What do the
words mean?’

“Essentially,” said Natil, “much the same as those of the Ave that you already
know: Hail, star of the sea; enfoldment of all enfoldments; bright Lady shining
with clear radiance, divine friend of my heart.”

“It’s a hymn to the Goddess, then.”
Natil nodded. “Itisso.”

Sandy sagged suddenly, put her hands to her face, shook her head. “1 don’t
know why the hell you’ re bothering with me, Natil. For Wicca, | mean. What do you
need ateacher for? You're already there. There are alot of witches out there who'd
givetheir eyeteeth to be where you are.”

Natil lifted an eyebrow, smiled wryly. “And give up their stores and their
congregations?’

“No, really. You know what | mean.” Sandy spread her hands. “What are you
wasting your time for?’

Natil handed the harp back to Sandy. “I want to learn how to be the Goddess.”

“Natil,” said Sandy, “you’ re the most Goddess-like person I’ ve ever met. Y ou
should be teaching me!”

Feeling helpless, Natil shook her head. She had to explain. She could not explain.
“1 cannot teach you. Y ou must teach me.”

“Natil, you're already the Goddess.”
“1 know, Sandy.”
“Right. And you act like you know it, too. What the hell more do you want?’

Feeling the sudden return of afamiliar emptiness, the EIf passed a hand over her
face. Already? And, being Her, she could nonetheless not find Her? Was there no
hope, then?

“Natil?’
Natil dropped her hand, mustered a calm smile. There was nothing to do but



continue. She had tried other paths, and they had led her nowhere. “I... suspect,
then, that | have not got it quite right.”

Sandy shrugged, nodded. “All right, Natil. Y ou know what you want. I’ll do my
best.”

Natil dipped her head, grateful for Sandy’ s patience. “Thank you,” she said.
“That isall | can ask.”

But worry gnawed at her. If not Sandy’ s way, then how?

CHAPTER 14
&K N>

Dr. Jerusalem? Thisis Sherri, Dr. Delmari’ s secretary. Hi. Fine. I'm calling for Max
today. He wanted to let you know that he got your very kind luncheon invitation last
week, but he's been in and out of the office so much that he hasn’'t had a chance to
accept it. He' s sorry. Oh, he doesn’'t think he'll have any time next week, either.
He's... uh... wdll...”

West of Denver, well into the Rocky Mountains, Interstate 70 rises in soft, almost
feminine sweeps. For atime, there are signs that nearby cities and towns hide among
the alternately rugged and rolling slopes—Evergreen, El Rancho, Georgetown, Idaho
Springs—but then the off ramps become fewer, smaller, and they lead not into
clusters of houses or little shopping centers, but rather into small roads that seem to
have nowhere to go save into the trees and around curves that draw and then
confound the eye, or through quaintly decrepit gates whose signs— Lazy Bee,
Rocking S—attempt a feeble echo of wide-open ranch living amid peaks and ridges
that preclude herds of anything save bighorn sheep.

Up past the Continental Divide, though, just after the Eisenhower Tunnel, a paved
highway intersects I-70. It runs north and south, the trees pressing up against it
amorously and throwing branches acrossiit like possessive arms, and it was onto
this road that Hadden turned the TreeStar Surveying van. The blast of cold weather
had come and gone, the snow had turned to puddles even at this atitude, and the
skies were blue. For now.

TK shifted in the passenger seat. It had been along drive, with more still lying
ahead, and he still could not comprehend why Hadden had asked him to come
along. Oh, on the surface, the premise was credible enough. A bid on a subdivision
job that would take months of work would require input both from the field team
members who would collect the raw data and the office staff who would processit.
But, somehow, that explanation did not quite satisfy TK. It was as though he sensed
that the question of the subdivision bid was merely an excuse for something else: an
opportunity, perhaps, to take along drive into the mountains with a certain member
of the TreeStar staff who still seemed in some way to be different from everyone
else at the surveying firm... for reasons that had nothing whatsoever to do with the
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color of his skin.

But if TK knew what the differences were not, he still had not the faintest idea of
what they actually were. To be sure, the people of TreeStar and their friends all
shared something in common, something that he himself lacked, but, paradoxicaly,
their manner implicitly acknowledged that TK not only was accepted whether he had
it (whatever it was) or not, but also stood every chance of getting it (whatever it was)
at sometimein the future.

It. He could only call it by the vague appellation usually reserved for grade B
movie monsters. But it was not monstrous. It was, rather, something good. Very
good. In fact, riding in the van and looking out at the mountain meadows and rocky
slopes that flicked by as the van followed the cracked pavement, TK was staggered
by how good it felt.

These honkeys are fucking up my mind.

But they were not honkeys. They were not white. And that was yet another
problem.

Hadden spoke suddenly. “I’ ve got some doubts about this job, TK.”

TK looked up, caught his breath. Hadden was driving with an expression of
alertness on his face that appeared to go beyond matters of road or scenery. He
seemed to be seeing more, much more, and to take from it a certain mixed pleasure
and pain. But this was nothing new: Hadden was always like that. No, what had
startled TK was the faint sheen that he was seeing about Hadden, the same soft
shimmer, as of starlight, that he had seen about Ash.

He caught himself stealing a glance at his own hands. No, nothing. Just good,
black skin. Black. The color of night. The color of rich earth. Some of those
reverse-racist preachers made much of that. Europeans. ice people. Cold minds,
cold hearts. Africans. sun people. Warm, fertile. Even James Baldwin had shied a
few bricks at whites, likening them to bloodless things with nothing but a deep freeze
intheir sexless little voices.

He smiled involuntarily. James Baldwin had never heard Natil sing. But: “What
about the job, Hadden?’

Hadden sighed. “1 did some research before we came up here. | think we're going
to find some fairly unspoiled land ahead. Mr. Parker has a thousand acres of it, and
now he wants to subdivide it so that he can sall it off.”

TK shrugged, tried to ignore the gleam of Hadden's skin. “It’s progress.”
“Do you redly think so?’
13 NO_”

Hadden nodded, drove in silence for awhile. The road was paved, but little else,
and it bounced the van around and rumbled beneath its wheels as though to protest
the passage of a vehicle. And then Hadden turned off on a dirt road, and the way
became worse.



But Hadden still drove with that same expression of seeing more than what was
actually there. Or rather (the thought coming to TK involuntarily) of seeing what was
redly there.

And till that gleam. TK could seeit plainly now. He had seen it in Ash. He had
caught frequent glimpses of it up at the cookout... and had done his best to ignore
it. Only Sandy—mousy, ill-at-ease, a little scared—nhad lacked it.

He gave an inward shake of his head at the recollection. Sandy had looked so
frightened! And he had taken pity on her and had given her his phone number and
address, forgetting for the moment that he was black and she was white (and
everybody knew about black men: it was a stereotype as persistent as violence,
drugs, or absent fathers), desiring only to help afrightened woman who had
obvioudly felt as out of place as he. And to his surprise, she had taken his offering in
the spirit in which it had been tendered, and had thanked him. Doubtless he would
not see her again, but he still felt good about what he had done, for not only wasiit
one with the mantle of responsibility and caring that had been bequeathed to him in
the Georgia hospital, but it seemed also to be concomitant with the aura of help and
healing that surrounded those who had that day brought him away from the crack
house and up into the mountains.

After along time: “Neither do |,” said Hadden.
“Huh?’

“l don’t think it’s progress, either.” Hadden shifted uneasily in his seat. “|
sometimes wonder what I’m doing in this business. After all, I’'m helping people
build buildings that other people don’t really need.”

TK shrugged. “ People need houses.”
“At amillion and ahalf dollars athrow? And thisjob in particular...”

In another hour, Hadden guided the van down an incline and brought it to a halt.
The road had ended. Ahead was a shallow ditch, and then trees.

“Lookslikewewalk,” said TK.
“Isthat leg of yoursup to it?’
“Shit, Hadden, some guys run races in these things.”

He caught Hadden’ s pleased smile, remembered Ash laying her hands on his
stump. “Uh... man...” he said, the words worming free of his mouth, “I been
wanting to ask you...”

Hadden was unperturbed. It was as though on this day, in this place, he had
expected the question. “ About Ash? She can do things like that sometimes.”

“Yeah...” TK found himsalf hesitating. Did he really want to know? “ ... but what
the hell’ d she do?’ He apparently did.

Hadden considered. Then: “Come on,” he said. “Let’ stake alook around. There
are supposed to be some old monuments out here from the survey back in 1895. |
want to seeif | can find them.”



TK knew Hadden. Having asked a question, he knew that he would eventually be
answered.

They got out of the van. Hadden consulted a compass and a USGS map and
pointed straight into the trees. TK shrugged, closed another snap on his down vest,
pulled his gimme cap alittle lower. Hisleg did not hurt, and he was with Hadden: he
figured that he was ready for amost anything.

He followed Hadden across the ditch, and in a minute, pine needles were
crunching beneath his sneakers. Thiswas Colorado forest: pines, dark and straight,
aspens (leafless now after the arctic blast that had come down of a sudden the last
week in October), slender and waving. A few had burst with the cold, and when
Hadden came upon one of these, he would stop and lay his hand for amoment upon
the pale trunk as though to ease the tree’ s passage into death.

The trees were thick about them, and TK was surprised that the instincts of a
jungle fighter—instincts etched deeply into his unconscious by four years of service
in Vietnam—did not arise, seize him, bend hislegsinto a crouch, narrow his eyes
and set them to scanning the shadows for hostile movement. Something about being
with Hadden, apparently, lulled him into an acceptance of the forest asits own entity,
its own fastness. There was nothing hostile here because, with Hadden walking
beneath their branches, the trees kept themselves, husbanded themselves, would
have turned away anything that even remotely constituted a threzt.

And he noticed then that Hadden’ s feet made no sound on the forest floor.

In another minute, the ground sloped down steeply, the trees angling upward in
precise verticals. Hadden tapped the map. “1 think we're on the right track. There
should be something up ahead.”

“Think so?’ The trees were thick, and no landmarks were visible: Hadden could
only have been navigating by dead reckoning.

“I'm... pretty sure.” But abright smiletold TK that Hadden was more than just
pretty sure.

And in another minute they stepped out into sunlight. Fifty feet away acrossa
meadow was a pile of stones about five feet high. Though it was tumbled down and
overgrown with opportunistic grasses, it was obviously one of the monuments from
the survey of 1895.

“Good,” said Hadden. “Mr. Parker’sland lies just up there.” He pointed to the
north, and TK caught atwinklein his seagray eyes. “I’d say it starts just about
where the topsoil is replaced by rock and the slopes go to 45 degrees.”

TK frowned at the tumbled ridges of granite, sandstone, and shale. The cold sun
glowed on mineral veins, turned patches of lichen into flares of pale green and
yellow, warmed the branches of gnarled pines that had somehow managed to find a
place to put aroot down amid so much harshness. “Ain’t no one going to build
anything up there.”

“You're absolutely right. But what about the software? Can it handle that?’



“Oh...” TK estimated. “... it'll eat processor time, but we got eight megabytes
running at 33 meg, and Lietz has a damned good triangulation subroutine. It can
handleit.”

“Will it bedow?”

TK shrugged. ‘“Longest part be plugging in al the figures. For horizontal control
in something like that ,..” He pointed up the rocky slopes. “... you need five times
the usual control points.” He parceled out asmile. “And afield team of mountain
goats.”

Hadden nodded. “I suspect that, if anything, we'll have to establish diagonal
control.”

They looked at one another for amoment, then laughed at the joke. TK felt
something loosen within him despite the persistent shimmer of Hadden’ s skin.

“Let’'sgoon alittle farther,” said Hadden.
“You going to answer my guestion, Hadden?’

“Yes...” Hadden, though, folded his arms and stood in silence, looking away and
off up the barren slope whose few plants could best be spoken of not as growing
but as merely enduring.

And as Hadden'’ s silence lengthened, TK found himself wondering whether he
himself had not been merely enduring. Enduring since he had come hometo find
Bess and their child gone. Enduring since he had been discharged from the hospital
in Georgia. Enduring since the explosion in the Iragi bunker. Enduring since the
tunnels of Cu Chi. Enduring...

WEell, enduring since his birth. It was the ot of black men. They endured. There
was no grace to their harsh existence, no more grace than in this slope of rock upon
which awhite fellow with alot of money wanted to build a community of mansions.

Hadden was still standing, arms folded, looking at the slope. And maybe it was
simply the way in which he was looking at it—a mixture of awe, love, and
acceptance— that made TK himself take another ook and realize that its harshness
was illusory, or, rather, that though it was harsh, it was certainly not without grace. It
was, in fact, redolent of grace. It shed grace the way a mountain spring shed water:
ceaselesdly, freely. It flooded the world with grace.

It wasitself. And then, when TK looked at Hadden, he understood what it was
that had so puzzled him. Hadden and his friends were themselves. Simply,
unassumingly, unselfconscioudly. If they acted, they acted from the heart. If they
puzzled over something, then it was an honest puzzlement. If they accepted
someone, then the acceptance was absolute. No wonder they were colorblind! No
wonder they acted as though they themselves were colored!

“There’ s some old blood in the world, TK,” Hadden said at last. He did not turn
around. He might have been looking to the desolate, graceful slope for strength.
“Ash hasit.”



“You got it, too, don’'t you, Hadden?’

TK stood silently. They had it. He did not. He wondered whether he were yet
another black man facing asign that said colored entrance at rear. “ So what’ d she
do?”

Hadden shrugged. “We can do things sometimes. Ash can do more than almost
any of us.” He dropped his eyes. “ She healed you, TK. She healed you as much as
she could.”

TK was silent. Was he amonkey? A pet? Someone they kept around for
entertainment? But then he recalled Bright’s smile, Ash’ s expression as she had
probed at hisleg...

“Can you accept that?’

... Natil’ sface when she had held out her armsto avicious little dog.
“What about Rags?’ said TK.

“That was Natil’ swork.”

TK pulled off his cap, threw it on the ground. “Y ou telling me that you people
just... just go around... healing everything?’

“Yes. When we can. We can’t do much, but we do what we can. | hope...”
Hadden almost looked embarrassed, and uncharacteristically, he fumbled for words.
“... I hopethat’s al right with you.”

TK stared. “What the hell you asking me for?’

Hadden turned to him. “I’'m asking... that is, we're all asking... because we like
you, TK. Because we care about you. We consider you afriend. We hope...”

Monkey? Entertainment? No. Never.
“We hope that you feel the same way about us.”

Colored. Y es, they were colored. Every single blessed one of them. As out of
place in agrasping, covetous, bigoted white man’sworld as the blackest, soul-jiving
nigger out of Bedford-Sty. Healing? Who the hell did they think they were? They had
to be crazy!

TK envied them.

But he returned to his reserve, the reserve that had preserved him in the projects,
in the streets, in Vietnam, in Irag, and even on the front porch of a crack house.
“That why you brought me up here today?’

Hadden shook his head. “I had alegitimate reason, if that’s what you mean. This
will be abig job, big enough to keep us al jumping for ayear if we get it. The generd
operations buck stops with me, but you're in charge of the computer work. | wanted



us both to see this before we sat down to do the paperwork and the proposal.”
“You ain't even sure you want the bid, Hadden.”

Hadden shoved his hands into the pockets of hisjacket. And then he laughed.
“Oh, we can do the subdivision work, al right. Mr. Parker will get someone to do it,
I’m sure, so it might aswell be TreeStar. But Mr. Parker is forgetting that he' s going
to need EPA reports, impact statements, permits... and then he's going to need a
road up here, and he' s going to have to convince some people to buy the houses
that he wants to build, and convince other people to open the restaurants and the
stores and the gas stations that the people who buy the houses will need.” He looked
again at the architect’ s nightmare of cliffs and steep slopes. “If he can get anything
built in thefirst place, that is.”

“You going to screw the bastard.” TK laughed.

Hadden shook his head. “No. We don’t operate that way at TreeStar. | intend to
put in an honest bid, and when | do, I’ [l remind Mr. Parker about the EPA and all the
rest. And he'll take me serioudly: after all, thisis a state that’ swilling to put half a
billion dollars into the Glenwood Canyon project... just to keep everything looking
pretty. And if Mr. Parker doesn’t care and tells us to shut up and do our work, then
we'll shut up and do our work, and we'll set monuments and record them with the
state, just like we' re supposed to, so that eventually, when people care alittle more,
we' |l have something to go by when it comes down to taking care of placeslike
this”

“You talk like you expect to see the day.”
Hadden smiled. “Maybe.”

They walked back to the van and spent the rest of the morning navigating
overgrown roads to other parts of the property. Again and again they found that Mr.
Parker’ s land consisted of agreat deal of bare rock, a great many steep slopes...
and little el se.

“It’ s going to cost the man,” said TK.

“Itis.” They were back in the van now, rumbling and bouncing back toward [-70.
They stopped in Dillon for lunch, were stared at while they ate (Yes, Hadden had
said softly, asthough it were a personal failing, that’s still happening, isn't it?), and
then headed for Denver. Maybe they could salvage afew hours of office work out of
the day.

But asthey came over the last rise to find Denver lying spread out on the plain
before them, as glittering and hazy as an image out of adream, TK could not but
consider how easily distance and imagination could conceal areality too harsh to be
touched by any grace or self-possession, no matter how limitless. The crack house
was waiting for him in Denver, along with the phone calls to the police department
and the shadows that seemed always to be slipping around a corner just before he
could turn and see for sure...

Waiting. All waiting. And it occurred to him then that he was glad that he knew



people like Hadden and the others, that it was good to have friends... whoever they
were, whatever they could do. And it occurred to him also that he had not answered
Hadden’ s questions.

And s0 he turned to his friend and answered.

Classes were in session this morning, and the corridors of Aylesberg Hall were
therefore silent save for the whir and clack of an IBM Selectric in somebody’s
office, muffled conversations, the rise and fall of distant pedagogy.

Sandy made her way down the hall, the trandlation of the Liber Usualis in her
hand, her footsteps sounding too loud in the silence because of her worry. Terry had
asked for atrandation, and she had procured a translation. But perhaps the
assignment she had been given was personal rather than utilitarian, perhapsit was not
so much atrandation that Terry had wanted from her as a commitment to spiritual
discipline, perhapsin simply acquiring a ready-made trandlation, she had somehow
falled atest.

No matter: she was here, and she had the book. She would deliver it to Terry and
await the consequences.

She descended the stairs. Maybe he would not be there. He spent a great deal of
time playing for sick peoplein the local hospitals, lecturing to charitable groups
about hiswork, and singing at the bedside of the dying; and so there was a good
chance that she would not find him in the classroom. She had, in fact, not seen or
heard from Terry for several weeks. She had called him, left messages on his
answering machine, had even introduced herself after the beep and waited for the
better part of a minute in the hope that he was merely screening his calls and would,
upon recognizing her voice, answer. But it was as though Terry had sent her off to
trandate the Liber and did not want to see or talk to her at al until she was finished.
That the trandation of over two thousand pages of small print would take many
months even for an accomplished Latinist had apparently not occurred to him. He
had simply told her to trandate.

She shook her head, feeling afamiliar achein her belly. It had been atest. It had
most surely been atest. And she had failed. Maybe Terry would not be there, and
she could ssimply leave the book and depart. She could wait for him to call her then.

And how long would she have to wait? She aready knew.

Shaking, feeling sick, shetried to remember the hymn to the Goddess that Natil
had taught her. She was new to the language—whatever it was—but somehow she
understood its meaning instinctively, and from her first hearing of the words, they
had become a part of her.

Now, frightened, her belly roiling, she sang softly in the echoing stairwell:

“Ele, asta a mirurore,
Ciraaciraie,

Elthia Calasiuove,
Marithae dia.”



The hymn steadied her, and at the bottom of the stairs, she leaned against the
banister for amoment and wiped her forehead with her deeve. Healing. The hymn
was redolent of healing. Natil was teaching her healing. And not only was that healing
possessed of an immediate sense of Rightness and comfort, it was also couched in
terms shared by Sandy’s own religion, for Natil spoke of cycles, of seasons, of
interlocking webs of cause and effect, of smple being at the heart of which lay the
certitude of divinity, of the Goddess.

What had Natil called Her? Elthia? An odd name, but a pretty one. It made Sandy
think of the lands that she had seen but had never been able to enter, the sunlit lands
that lay, all overlooked by most, in the background.

Sandy took another swipe at her forehead. “Be with me, Elthia,” she said, and
then she went toward Terry’s classroom.

She knocked on the door tentatively, and felt almost as though she wanted to run
away when a gentle voice from the other side called out, “Comein!”

Trapped. Her father had called her, and she had been forced to obey. Now
Terry’ svoice was exerting the same hold over her. With another soft invocation to
her Goddess, she turned the knob and entered the room.

Terry’seyesturned toward her as though drawn away just this moment from
visions of other, more spiritual worlds. “ Sandy.” He smiled at her as he tugged
down the cuffs of hislong sleeves, but his tone was noncommittal. Was Sandy good
today? Or was Sandy bad?

She shoved the thought aside. Sandy had been forced to be good to Freddy Joy,
because when she had not been good—

Shaddup. Finding that her mouth had suddenly turned dry, metallic, she offered
the book to Terry. “I found this,” she said ssimply. “I hopeit’ll work.”

Puzzled, Terry took the book, opened it, glanced at the title page. He frowned,
but he leafed slowly through the pages, examining the closely spaced print as he
mumbled softly to himself over the passages of plainchant and their interlinear
trandations.

Sandy read disapproval on his face, and she thought that perhaps it might be best
If she sidled gently to the door, slipped out, and left all thoughts of the Hands of
Grace behind. Natil was teaching her healing—though Sandy doubted that any
healing unsupported by academic research would ever be accepted by the hospitals
in which she had hoped to practice one day—and if she wanted friends, why, there
were other witchesin Denver: surely some of them could be her friends.

But, in fact, she had discovered that she already had friends. The people of
Elvenhome had made her as welcome as if she had been family. Even TK, who had
seemed just as out of place at the cookout as herself, had treated her like a sister,
and, as though on an impulse, had given her his address and phone number.

“OK,” Sandy had said, taking the paper from his hand. “Thanks.”
And her puzzlement must have been apparent, for TK had nodded with athin



smile. “It'sOK, girl,” he had said. “Y ou look like you need someone to talk to now
and then.”

The memory was awarmth in her heart, and though the withdrawal from the
Hands of Grace could not but be both a confirmation of her father’s curses and a
personal defeat, she was nonetheless almost smiling as she started toward the door
of the classroom.

But Terry, with an apparent effort, wrenched his eyes away from the book, and to
Sandy’ s near shock, smiled at her. “Thisisvery good, Sandy,” he said. “This
will...” He seemed to strain at something, then relaxed. “... help the program
immensaly.”

“You didn’t know—" But Sandy caught herself. She had gambled and won. She
did not want to push her luck.

“I think,” said Terry, “that it’s time for us to do some musical work.” He blinked
at her. “Why don’t you have your harp with you?’

Sandy was torn between anger and embarrassment. Terry had not bothered to
teach her anything for four months: by what right did he assume that she would
remain patiently in readiness for lessons that were never given? But, then again, here
was a chance to learn something of the ancient arts, and she had fumbled it. It was
her own fault.

... and there she goes again...

“That'sall right,” said Terry quickly. “We'll do something else today. Here...”
He cast about, then started to riffle through the trandation of the Liber. “There's
something in here for you. We can sing it. Singing isimportant in this tradition.
Instruments, you know, were forbidden by canon law.” He fumbled through the
pages. “It's here.” He strained against something again, his eyes fixed on the wall,
his fingerstight on the pages. “1 know it. We'll do some work today, Sandy.”

But he suddenly stopped, turned, looked at her with his blue eyes. “Have you...
seen anything?’

Sandy was both bewildered and frightened. “Seen?’

“You said that you have... visions...”

Sandy shrugged nervoudly. “Well, you know. They come when they’ re good and
ready.”
“Yes... yes...” Terry’seyes held her for amoment more, then flicked back down

to the page. “We'll do some work here today. Musical work.” He weighed the book
in his hands. “Very good,” he said. “Very good, indeed. Thisis very helpful.”

MEMORANDUM

DATE: November 8,
TO: Maxwel Delmari, Office of the Dean



FROM: Marian Westover, Administrative Finance Office

re: Hands of Grace program

In response to arequest from Dr. Nora Jerusalem, | am forwarding to
you this cost analysis of the Hands of Grace program...

CHAPTER 15
&K N>

The winter evening crept over Denver, turning to ice the melt that had puddied the
sunlit ground. It was after hours, and the campus was quiet, and Natil, meditating,
sat in her small groundskeeper’s office, her hands clasped loosely on the desk
before her.

It was awitch’s exercise she performed, an imaginary and interior journey through
time and through seasons, a mental search for the Goddess who was all, whose
body was the universe, the rhythms of whose life were the changes of the earth. This
was no elvish wandering through memories so vivid that they bordered upon reality,
no starlight plunge into the waters of life that flowed abundantly through the
interstices of existence. No, thiswas a very human attempt to find, beyond the
mundanity and tragedy of the mortal alotment of life, something that might give
meaning and context to a struggle that ended only with alast exhaation and asleep
that teetered upon the brink of hope.

Natil held to the discipline that Sandy had taught her, ignoring the stars, turning
instead to the cold earth and the sleeping trees. Although she knew better, she told
herself that she was for now but a human woman who had gone into the inner worlds
of imagination and dream to look for the Goddess of whom she was an incarnation.
Brow knit, eyes closed, hands clasped, she plodded inwardly through the winter,
following atrail of footprints that led across the white snow, following it through the
cold season and then into spring. The land greened, the arc of the sun in the sky rose
higher and higher, and it was summer. And now the trail was strewn with apple
blossoms, and it led across meadows and fields of warm wheat, led off and away
into the mountains and into the autumnal clouds beyond.

In her mind, Natil paused, looked at her hands. Human flesh. But divine
nonetheless. She was, she reminded herself, the Goddess, and yet she was human,
too, and the years would therefore take the softness from her face and death would
eventually clam her and there would be rest for her in the Summerland and then
rebirth into anew life.

But despite her efforts, the starlight shone through. She could not lie. She was an
Elf. She wasimmortal. She could not be otherwise.

And again in her mind, still keeping for the moment to the world of her
meditation—the world that had suddenly turned false with her rejection of
fal sehood—she dropped to one knee, examining the blossoms and the footprints
with the dispassionate gaze of the Firstborn. Who, really, was she following? What
lay ahead of her? She, Natil, had felt unalloyed divinity shape her hands and then take
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them in friendship, had heard that same divinity call her by name, had seen Elthia
with her own eyes. There had been no vell of imagination or wishful thinking between
the Elves and the Lady. They were, and She was, and with perfect knowledge they
existed in perfect consubstantiality.

Whose feet had left thistrail that led from winter to summer and then back? Were
they Elthia’ s? Or were they merely those of afleeting hope that human ways could
become elven ways?

With asigh, Natil opened her eyesto her small office, saw the lamp, felt the desk,
smelled the faint odor of gasoline and oil from the snowblowers stored in the
adjacent room.

And she noticed that headlights were illuminating the frosted windows, casting
indistinct patches of brightness on the opposite wall. She rose, peered out, waved.
But when she had donned her down jacket, locked up, and gone out to the little
Celica, she discovered that the young woman who was both her teacher and her
student was subdued, tense. There was a shadow on her face, and she beckoned
Natil in, drove silently down Lowell Boulevard, and took the on-ramp to westbound
[-70 without saying anything behind “Hi.”

Clouds. Shadows. For awhile, Natil rode in silence, but then, softly, shelaid a
hand on Sandy’s arm. A touch of comfort: she and Sandy had become friends.
“Tell me,” shesaid.

Sandy shrugged. “I had a bad dream last night. It’s been bugging me all day.”
“1t was more than a bad dream.”
“You're reading me again, Natil.”

The EIf sighed. “I do not need telepathy: your demeanor tells me everything. By
the way, thereisan icy patch coming up.”

Sandy slowed, and in another thirty seconds, her tires lost traction. But the patch
passed, and the Celica sped on. “How did you know that?’

“Ah...”
Sandy tried for asmile. “ Taent, right?’
“You could say that.”

Sandy nodded, stared gloomily at the road. “1I’ll be glad when we get up to
Elvenhome.”

“Tell me about the dream,” said Natil.
“Oh... it'scrazy.”

Natil, who had left her hand on Sandy’ s arm, tightened her fingers for a moment.
Friends, yes. Since they had accepted one another as teachers, Sandy had spent at
least one night aweek up at the Home, tucked safely beneath blankets and
comfortersin the little bedroom. And while the Elves struggled to bring healing to all,
they struggle all the more mightily to bring healing to their own. “It most assuredly is



not crazy. If it has troubled you throughout the day and into another night, thenitis
very real.”

Sandy was plainly uncomfortable.

Natil understood. “My telephone rang at three in the morning, but when |
answered, there was no one there. Was that you?”’

It was obvious that, had Sandy not been driving, she would have hung her head.
“It... uh... yeah, it was me.” Her jaw tightened. “1 didn’t know what else to do. |
couldn’t seem to wake up... it wasjust so real. But then | got embarrassed and
hung up.” She glanced at Natil. “I’m sorry | woke you.”

“It was not a problem, Sandy. | was not asleep.”
Sandy looked at her, puzzled. “Don’t you ever deep, Natil?’

Natil smiled. Friends noticed things that mere acquaintances did not. “Not if | can
help it. But... your dream.”

Sandy tensed again. “It was about Terry.”
Natil nodded. She had guessed as much.

They drove on into the night, the winter darkness compounded by clouds.
Clouds, too, darkened Sandy’s eyes. “| dreamed that I’ d gone to see him at his
house. No one knew where | was. | wasn't there for anything in particular, but, then
again, maybe | was. I’'m not sure. But Terry was trying to keep me there. It's al
jumbled up. It was jumbled up in the dream, too. But Dad... | mean... Terry kept
finding reasons for me to stay in the house. Where no one could find me. And he...”
A tremor had entered her voice. “... he kept trying to steer me onto his bed. | mean,
| think it was abed. It was all greasy rags and dirt. Tatters, like.”

“And so you woke up, and you were afraid. And you called me.”

Sandy shook her head, her eyes clouding even more. “No. It wasn't until | started
finding pieces of Little Sandy lying around that it really got... bad...”

Natil glanced into the back seat. Smiling placidly, Little Sandy was snugly
strapped in beside Sandy’ s overnight case and harp. “Little Sandy...”

“Yeah... it's...” Sandy’ s voice caught. She choked. “I’'m sorry, Natil. She was
all over the house. | found her armsin one place. And her legs had been torn off and
tossed into acorner. And then... and then | found her eyes. They were lying on the
floor. They’d been cut out and safety-pinned together.”

Natil’ s hand had gone to her mouth.

“And then | got scared, and | ran out of the house to my car.” The words were
suddenly tumbling out as though Sandy were afraid that if she stopped she would
never speak again. “And | knew there was abomb in my car. But | got in anyway
and started it up. And then something started pounding underneath the street, like...
it was trying to tunnel its way up through the pavement.” She choked again. “And
that’s when | woke up. | was screaming my head off, and | couldn’t figure out how
to get out of the closet.”



The Celica splashed through puddles of slush. Ahead, the mountains began to
take on shape and mass among the clouds. Natil thought of Sandy in the stuffy little
closet, screaming, battering on a door turned strange with nightmare.

Helping and healing, and Sandy was her friend. She should have been there. She
wished that she had been there. Now she could only nod understandingly. “The
closet has always been arefuge for you,” she said

Sandy nodded tensely. She had not looked for help and healing. She had, in fact,
guiltily turned away from both when she had hung up. “Yeah. | hide. I'm afraid. But
last night...” Her hands clenched on the wheel. “... last night | couldn’t hide.”

“It was... but adream, beloved.” It was all Natil could say. Could she still heal ?
Did immortal blood mean anything at all in this place?

But Sandy shook her head. “ Sometimes | wonder. Terry’s giving me piecesto
play now, and he's talking to me about healing, but it’'s... like he' strying to bribe
me. Like he doesn'’t really want to teach me anything. He just wantsto keep mein
the program.”

“How do you feel about that?”’

“l don’t know.” Sandy stared at the road as though it went on forever. “I don’t
know what to feel. He keeps on with his preaching at me about Christianity, and...
and he just assumes that | agree with everything he' s saying. And | haven't told him
about Wicca, and | haven't told him about you and me. I'm, like, lying al the time.”
The clouds in her eyes grew darker, more turbulent. “Just like when | was in grade
school. Mommies and daddies and nice little families, and girls who got all the way
to eighth grade without knowing what a peniswas. And | had to pretend... to
pretend that...”

Natil, in reply, reached back to Little Sandy, lifted her out of the seat belt, and set
her on her lap. “Y ou are safe, little one,” she said, wrapping her arms about the doll.
“Y ou need not fear.”

L ooking as though she wanted to find Natil’ s words believable, Sandy took the
trangition to Highway 6, and alittle while later—with Natil still having to prompt her
to turn—she was guiding the Celica up the sloping dirt road.

But when Sandy had parked and, carrying her bag, her harp, and her small
alter-ego, had walked to within sight of the lights of Elvenhome that Natil had left on
for the benefit of her human friend, her emotions finally got the better of her, and,
slowly, she sank to her knees. Her eyes were clenched, her face contorted with the
sudden rush of tears.

“Beloved?’ Natil knelt beside her, held her as she had, a short time ago, held Little
Sandy.

“It' stoo nice here, Natil,” said Sandy. “It’sjust too nice. | feel safe here. | don't
think I’ ve ever felt safe beforeitin my life” And shelaid her head on Natil’s
shoulder and sobbed.

Natil pressed her cheek against Sandy’ s dark hair. It always hurts, she thought. It



always hurts when they find peace. Dear Lady, why doesit hurt them so?
“I"'m sorry, Natil.”
“Beloved Sana, there is nothing to be sorry about.”
Sandy lifted her head, blinked through her tears. “What did you call me?’

Natil blushed in the darkness that was not dark to her. “Sana. | once knew awitch
by that name. It refersto the color of aknife flashing in the moonlight. It...” Shefelt
her blush deepen: the name had come out of its own accord. Sana. The Elves had
called Roxanne by that name long ago, and Roxanne, human though she was, had
eventually stood face to face with the Lady, her Goddess. Maybe, someday,
Sandy... and maybe, someday, once again, the Elves. “It seemed appropriate.”

Sandy did not appear to notice Natil’s embarrassment, and the novelty of the
name had, for amoment, taken her mind off her sorrow. “Sana.” She grinned
suddenly. “I like that. | redly like that.”

“Then Sanait is,” said Natil, and she smiled her way out of her discomfiture. “It
Is comely enough, and many take a new name when they find this place.”

Elvenhome beckoned: yellow light, a gleam of good stone and polished wood.
“Likeininitiation,” said Sandy. “A new life. A rebirth. Are you thinking of aname
for your initiation, Natil? A good witch name?’

Natil, who in four and a half billion years had never had any name besides Natil,
felt the pang. A witch? Could she be awitch?

She hugged Sandy, trying to reassure herself. “1 have not as of yet, Sana,” she
said. “I confess| do not know whether | will make it that far.”

Sandy shook her head, sniffled through a nose stuffy with tears. “You'll makeit,
Natil. You're aready there.”

“I am rather afraid that | am,” said Natil.

December that year was as dry as October and November had been wet. The
snow that had fallen sublimed into the cold aridity and left the streets dusty and the
lawns brown, and the Christmas decorations |looked out of place and just alittle
tawdry.

TK, though, was feeling good. His job at TreeStar had become something he
could count on, and the fact that there were afew oddities about the people with
whom he was working no longer made him wonder when the arrangement was going
to abruptly explode and blow him out onto the street. No, whether TK were
comfortable with Hadden’ s revelation or not, Hadden and the others were apparently
comfortable with TK.

TK might have worried. He might have been afraid. The thought that he was
mingling with people who possessed “old blood” was disturbing, for it hearkened
back to atavistic fears about strange races that lurked in the dark corners of ancient
forests... waiting for a chance to take back a world that had once been theirs. But



there was nothing dark about Hadden and his people. There was, instead, a sense of
sunlight about them, sunlight and gentle power, and that was both TK’ s belief and
his attraction.

True, he might have dismissed Hadden’ s words as mere ravings and thereafter
found some excuse for changing jobs so that he did not come into such intimate and
daily contact with people whose grasp on reality had obviously slipped so far into
delusion, but he did not, for he had seen that Hadden’ s words were true. Ash had
taken the pain from his phantom leg, and Natil had healed Rags' paws, and in both
Instances, the giving of health had been instinctive, unconditional, effortless,
gracious.

And TK wanted to be able to do the same.

That he could not was a disappointment, a seeming reinforcement of the
hel plessness that had been bequeathed his race by centuries of discrimination; but
TK had decided that if such miraculous powers were beyond him (and, indeed, it
appeared that even enlisting the aid of the police department against a crack house
was beyond him), then he could at |east offer what aid he could to those who
possessed them, and so he had |et Heather know that he continued to be on call at
any time for assistance with her shelter work, he had helped Wheat and Allesandro
care for trees that were on the verge of dying from the extremes of weather that had
battered them that fall, and he had even helped Marsh raise the walls of afew houses
for the city’ s home-building project.

And if, asaresult, he had grown closer to them all, he had most definitely grown
closer to Marsh and his family. Where before Marsh had been only an acquaintance
In a basement band destined for nothing greater than rehearsals once aweek and a
case of beer on the porch afterward, now TK saw him and his wife and his daughter
as part of something that had, al unlooked-for, grown up in the middie of Denver.
Something healing. Something wonderful. Something with a smack of limitless grace
toit. Now he was at their dinner table severa nights aweek. Now he took Kelly to
movies, shot baskets with Marsh, participated in the planning of next year's
vegetable and flower gardens.

He was not intruding. Indeed, the three of them seemed anxious that he become a
member of their family. And if he felt any pangs of conscience about the
neighborhood that he had |€eft to shift for itself while he participated in white,
suburban life, he could only shrug them off. He had tried. He was, in fact, still trying.
Without success. The crack house still thrived, the police were still uncooperative,
and his neighbors were unwilling to batter through their walls of inertia and distrust
even though the daily hassles and shakedowns had grown intolerable.

But he knew that he was living adream, knew that, inevitably, the differences of
race and culture would rise up and separate him from what he had found, for though
the people who had accepted him behaved as though they considered themselves
colored in some way, they were, in fact, not colored. No, they were whites, with the
privileges of whites. Old blood or not, their ancestors had never been bought and
sold, had never been hunted down and killed for sport, had never known anything



but perfect acceptance from the society about them.

And so his sense of well-being was tempered this last Sunday before Christmas.
It had been a good rehearsal, he had played well, and now, afterward, he was sitting
in the Blues' living room with Kelly on hislap and a can of beer in his hand: just one
of the family. But for amoment he saw everything as though it were but areflection
on the surface of atill pond, an image, fragile and molecule-thin, that a stray breeze
could fragment and banish.

“TK?" Kely waslooking up at him with big blue eyes.

“Huh?’ He glanced down at her, felt sheepish. Kelly could never understand the
thought that had possessed him for a moment.

But: “I know, TK,” said Kelly, “but we'll always be here for you.”

He blinked at her. “Always...” He did not know what to say. The child might
have read his mind. Old blood, Hadden had said. And what el se could these people
do?“Alwaysisalongtime, little girl.”

“lI know.” And, to TK’s shock, Kelly’s expression lay between the puzzled and
thetragic. “I know. It sforever.”

Marsh was just coming in from the kitchen with another beer. “How are you
doing on that one, TK?”

“1 got no problems.” But he glanced uneasily at the sprite on his lap.
“Heather’ sjust pulling in. You up for supper?’

TK stood, set Kelly gently down. The girl ran to meet her mother. “Man, | got to
stop freeloading on you guys. | got to have some self respect.” For an instant, he
considered trying to repay Heather and Marsh by inviting them and their daughter to
his own apartment for dinner. But only for an instant. What did he have to offer
them? A run-down neighborhood, a crack house, and aferal Y orkshire terrier?

Marsh shook his head patiently. “1t’' s only freeloading when you' re not wanted,
dude. And we most definitely want you.”

Something about his words made TK alittle nervous. “What?’ he countered.
“You recruiting?’

Marsh shrugged. “Could be. Y ou never know.”

TK tried for alaugh to ease the tension, failed. But Heather was coming in just
then, and she bent and swept Kelly into her arms with an ease that made TK wonder
whether the little girl weighed anything at all.

A kissfor Marsh, ahug for TK. Then: “Can | borrow you this afternoon, TK?’
she said. “One of the department stores just donated a whole truckload of
mattresses to the shelter. All we have to do is pick them up. The men will have real
beds for Christmas!”

TK grinned. Heather was one of the few people who got more than arationed
smile. “And al | got to do istote them, right?’



“Wdll...”

“No problem,” said TK. “No problem at all. Y ou want to go now?’ She nodded.
“Okay, then. Marsh?’

“I'll look after Kelly...” Hewinked. “And I’ ve got afew presents to wrap. In
private.”

“We'll be back in acouple of hours,” said Heather.

“I'll have dinner ready,” Marsh replied. He gave TK awink. “Freeloading.
Sheesh. | ought to make you cook dinner.”

“l have cooked dinner. A bunch.”
“So there. See?’

Laughing as he had not laughed in along time, his pensiveness banished, TK went
out with Heather and fitted himself into the passenger side of her little compact car.
Heather took the wheel, pulled out, and headed downtown. “We can pick up the
truck the shelter uses,” she explained. “ The mattresses should just fit.”

“In how many loads?’
“Well...” Heather blushed again, tipping her head to the side. “Two?’
He smiled. “We'll say three, Heather.”

But it was as though, in leaving the house, they had |eft a sanctuary of sanity
behind. Drunks catcalled observations about Heather’ s body when they picked up
the truck at the downtown shelter, and at the department store warehouse, the
manager—working on Sunday and all the more surly for that—stared at them with an
expression that TK would have understood even had he not overheard the man
murmur to Heather: “Y ou gonnabe al right with him, ma am?’

Heather bristled. “He's my brother,” she said loudly. “Of course I’m going to be
al right with him.”

And the manager, in shock, ssammered something about along day and the light
not being good... and retreated.

But Heather was quiet as TK drove the laden truck toward the tall buildings at the
heart of the city. “It's still happening, TK,” she said after atime. “It’ s till
happening. And it’s going to be happening for along time.”

There was sorrow in her voice, and TK understood, for hefelt it himself. What he
did not understand, though, was the sense of responsibility that lay beneath the
sorrow. Heather, like Hadden, appeared to take the prejudice of others as a persona
faling.

He was torn between bewilderment and gratitude. “It ain't your fault, Heather.”

Heather shook her head, plainly upset. “It is my fault. It'sall our faults. We're
here to do something about all this. We're hereto fix it. But it just doesn’t seem like
we do anything. | mean...” She was looking out the window at the passing cars and
buildings, talking as though to herself. “... we' ve got forever, but at this rate even



forever isn’t going to be long enough.”
TK felt uneasy. Forever? And Kelly had said...
He dismissed the thought. No. It was crazy. People just didn't...

“And | wonder sometimes whether God...” But Heather suddenly caught herself,
appeared to quickly wipe away tears. “Listen to me, will you? | say al kinds of crazy
things. It'salways bad for me thistime of year.”

TK shifted uneasily. “Y ou worried about God, Heather? That ain’'t crazy. When |
was crawling around in the tunnelsin Nam, | thought about God alot.”

“What did you think?’
“That the Man didn’t give a damn about grunts.”
Heather looked stricken. “Oh, TK...”

He shrugged. “If it helps, Heather, | think that if He cares about anyone, He cares
about people like you.”

He took the Auraria Parkway turnoff and descended into the downtown area,
skirting Metro State College, approaching Speer and the grid of streets that danted
diagonally through the city center.

Heather was watching him, and when he glanced at her as he waited for a
stoplight, he saw starlight—he saw it plainly, he knew it was starlight—in her eyes.

And he suddenly had the eerie feeling that the woman in the passenger seat was
not human. “Evenif...” she started, appearing to search for words. “1 mean... even
if...”

But there was movement in the street. A small, imported truck was pulling up next
to them, pulling up much closer than the lane markers allowed, pulling up so close
that, on Heather’ s side of the truck, side view mirror suddenly met sideview mirror
with asharp clack.

And then, just afew feet beyond her face, TK was seeing another face, aface
withiron in its eyes, aface that had, in its expression, seemingly concentrated every
particle of the white man’s hatred for the black man, turned in inward, and made it
part of itself.

“Heather!” he shouted. “Down!”

He grabbed her shoulder and pulled her sideways, trying to drop her below the
level of the window. The action was guaranteed to leave him exposed (and, yes, he
was seeing motion in the back seat of the truck: seeing the window coming down,
seeing the glint of ablued gun barrel thrusting out, stiff and cold), but he pulled her
anyway, trying to help, trying to heal, trying to offer what assistance he could to
beings who, starlight or not, powers or not, human or not, seemed possessed of
more love and sorrow than he had thought himself capable of imagining.

But Heather’ s arm caught on the shoulder strap, and so, when the Uzi erupted in a
blast of bullets that sounded like aveil of sackcloth being rent from top to bottom,



she was sitting up, straight in their path.

The slugs hit her from behind. TK saw her features suddenly go slack, then
bloody, felt her shoulder turn in an instant from vibrant to limp.

A roar, asqueal of tires, and the imported truck was gone.
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CHAPTER 16
&K N >»

Wednesday night. Christmas night. The skies over Elvenhome were clear and cold,
and, this far into the mountains, there was a smell of frost in the air. Natil, indoors,
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was sitting by the window, looking out at the upright and staggered rows of tall pines
that grew on the hillsides surrounding the house. Her harp was on her lap. She was
not playing. She had not played since Sunday.

Near midnight, she saw aflicker of headlights through the trees. She had been
expecting it. She had been expecting it since sunset.

Human eyes could not have detected the shimmering form that slipped along the
path to the Home, but, save for afew terrible months in 1500, Natil’ s eyes had never
been human, and so she saw. The Elf-lass who had come was slender and blond,
and she moved at ease among the trees. Natil, though, felt her emotions. It was easy
to feel her emotions, for Natil shared in them.

Ash was crossing the courtyard in another minute. In contrast to her usual, formal
business garb, she was clad casually—down jacket, flannel shirt, jeans,
sneakers—but there was a focused intent to her demeanor that told Natil that there
was nothing casual about thisvisit, that there was, rather, aterrible immediacy and
importance.

And Natil did not know what to say to her.
Ash found her in the upper room by the window. “Natil.”
HAg,].H

Natil looked out at the trees. The emptiness that had long ago taken up residence
in her heart had deepened. Now there seemed to be nothing within her but a pit of
darkness unbroken even by stars.

Ash stood in the doorway. She was silent for some time. “Have you eaten?’ she
said at last.

“1...” It was an unexpected question, and it made Natil lift her head, look toward
the door. But, no, it was not really unexpected. It was just like Ash to ask something
likethat. “1 have not.”

“Since Sunday.”
“1 believethat is so0.”

Silence again. Then: “Come down to the kitchen, Natil. Let me fix you
something.”

“The others...”
“Are gtill at the hospital .”
Natil hung her head. “ There was nothing more that | could do. It was late.”

“1 know. They threw us al out at the end of visiting hours anyway. We' ve taken
over the cafeteria” A pause, a soft shake of the head. “Raven nearly brought the
police.”

“What did she do?’

“She heard one of the orderlies talking about Heather’ s appearance. She...
objected. Rather strongly.”



Natil nodded. “Indeed, Raven would do that.”
“Come have something to eat.”

“1 should be there.”

“Come and eat.”

Natil smiled thinly, feeling the ache of musclesthat did not want to smile.
Emptiness. “Did you come to feed me?’

Ash still stood in the doorway, and there was an intensity about her that reminded
Natil of Miryawhen she had held asword in her hand. “I came to ask some
questions.”

“| understand.”

Ash took her down to the kitchen and made soup. She set a hot bow! and a stack
of crackers before Natil and told her to eat. For herself, she made coffee and found
a package of Keebler cookies that Lauri, with wry humor, had put in the cupboard a
week or two before.

Natil ate, spooning up soup that was tasteless with sorrow. Ash drank her coffee
and ate a cookie or two while she examined the package with an expression that was
at once amused and tragic. “I wish it were that easy,” she said.

“Easy?’ said Natil.
“1 wish we just lived in a hollow tree and made cookies for aliving. Then maybe

people would leave us alone. Then maybe we wouldn’t get—" Ash broke off, shook
her head.

“We are hereto help,” said Natil softly.

“And heal, yes,” said Ash. The silence grew uncomfortable again. Finally: “What
can we do for Heather?’

Natil set her spoon aside. The soup had abruptly gone beyond tastel ess.

Ash was looking at her, the starlight in her eyes as focused and intent as her
demeanor. “We're both healers, Natil. And though you haven’'t said anything about
it, I know that you’ ve done things that make anything I’ ve done look sick.”

“Y ou have cured leukemia, Ash.”

“It was afluke. | didn’t know what | was doing. I’ ve never been ableto do it
again, anyway. It'slike | don’'t...” Ash squirmed with her lack of words. Elvish
would have conveyed her meaning without difficulty, but she did not know Elvish.
“... seeenough.”

Natil nodded. Vision. The patterns of the Dance. The intersecting strands of
starlight. Without the Lady, the knowledge was not there. And therefore the powers
were not there. And sometimes she wondered whether she herself remembered
Elvish. “I understand.”

“What can we do for Heather?’



“How is she?”’

“They’'re still only saying that she's stable. Marsh isthe only one they’ve let in to
see her, and he says she’s amess. The doctors are surprised that she's survived at
all. They're not giving her much of achance.”

“1 know,” said Natil. “I was there when they brought her in.”
“You knew, didn’t you?’

Natil turned her eyes back to the window. The world outside Elvenhome |ooked
cold. Cold and dark. “I knew. | felt the bullets. How is Marsh?’

Ash only looked at her.
“And Kdly?’

Ash said nothing.

Natil nodded.

“Heather isn't getting any worse,” said Ash after atime, “but she' s not getting
any better, either.”

“1 should be there,” said Natil, but the emptiness within her only grew. She had
thought that she had known helplessness when, for a brief time, she had fallen into
humanity. But human hel plessness was aworn and comfortabl e thing, its edges
blunted by centuries of missed opportunity and bad judgment. It was as nothing
compared to the aching abyss left behind by abilities that had evaporated into
Impotence.

“Natil,” said Ash, “we both should be there. And we both should be there to do
something. What can we do?’

Natil hung her head. “Very little.”

Ash’s dissatisfaction was plain. “Natil, | sense what you’ ve donein the past. |
don’t know how you did it, but | know that you did. | haven’t asked about it
because | figured that you' d tell uswhen it wastime. All right: | think it’s time. What
do you mean we can’t do much?’

The question cut too deep, and Natil wanted desperately to avoid it. “Even if we
could do something, Ash,” she said, “would it be wise to have the hospital staff
wondering about a miraculous cure? TK accepted his leg, and he went along with
Rags paws. Whether he has the blood or not, TK isagood man. He feels, and heis
tolerant. | doubt that the medical establishment would be as tolerant.”

“You think they'd...”

“1 am sure that they would probe at Heather until...” Natil shook her head.
“Perhaps they would discover that she is not human. Perhaps they would only make
her life miserable and put her too much in the public eye.”

“1’d rather have her in the public eye than d—" Ash choked on the word, but she
recovered quickly. “You're dissembling, Natil.”

Natil looked down at her half empty bowl.



“Why don’t we have the power?’

Natil did not look up.

“We used to, didn’'t we?’

Natil still did not look up. But she nodded. “We did.”

“What happened? How did we lose it?”’

“We faded, Ash.”

“You didn't fade, Natil. You're still here. Y ou stayed around for us.”
Natil said nothing. The implicit lie made her fed sick.

Ash shoved her coffee and cookies aside, leaned forward. She was a gentle Elf,
blond and quiet, and pressing for information did not come easily to her. But she
pressed. “What happened, Natil? I’ m not asking for me. I’ m asking for Heather. If
there’ sanything | can do, tell me and I'll do it. For Heather.”

Natil surprised herself: she had not expected that her tears would come so
readily... or so fiercely. But it had been along time, and she had experienced
nothing but false starts, dead ends, and futility. Even her work with Sandy seemed
destined to lead nowhere, for though Sandy’ s ability with the harp had grown
quickly, Natil’ s efforts to learn the Craft lay stunted amid the obvious. She was not a
witch. She could not be awitch: she was simply not human.

And so she cried, and so Ash, an EIf who had come to immortality but recently,
held in her armsthe last surviving Firstborn, trying without understanding, trying
instinctively, to offer comfort.

It was dark in the kitchen, for the light of the Elves was within, amid the stars,
amid the incandescent swirlings of the universe. But for all that light, Natil wept.
Heather hovered near death, aliving, perhaps dying symbol of aworld that had
seemingly grown too corrupt for even the Elvesto cure. And the others, Natil was
sure, realized that. Who was taking care of Heather? Who looked after Elves? Or
were they al, terribly, on their own, left to face an infinite future like children
abandoned on the roadside with nothing to see them through but a stuffed animal
and a sack of ratty clothes?

Natil’ s eyes ached with her sobbing. She could talk about Elthia, explain Her
nature, describe the privileged, face-to-face relationship that the Elves had shared
with Her. But it would do no good. Sandy had said it perfectly: it was no use talking
about it; one smply had to do it.

But Natil could not do it. And so, lowly, sadly, at odds with afrantic urge to just
blurt out the whole story and trust that some miracle (there were still afew miracles
left in the world, were there not?) would endow her listener with sufficient
understanding, she shook her head. “Ash,” she said, “there is nothing we can do. It
IS not time.”

“What doestime haveto do with it?”
“Itisnot time. | have... work to do still.”



Ash’'s eyes were gleaming, starlit. She did not understand. Natil knew that she did
not understand. “What about Heather, then?’

Natil lifted her head, considering. “Let us bend all our efforts toward getting her
well enough to come home,” she said after atime. “ After that, perhaps the two of us
can...” Without the Lady? Absurd. “... can do something.”

“Y ou think so?’
“1 can only pray.”

“How do we help her, then? What do we do to get her well enough to come
home?’

“We...” Again Natil looked off toward the window. Outside, the stars shone
coldly, distantly. Too distantly. She could find no more comfort in them than in their
inner counterparts. “We use the magic of the witches, Ash. We band together. We
hold Heather in our thoughts. We see her as alive and well. We attempt to reshape
the futures to our will.”

Y es, that much they could do. They were not witches— they could not be
witches—but they could use the old witch knowledge that was asirrelevant to the
true practice of the Old Religion as diamonds were to dogs. Odd: Natil had |earned
from Sandy nothing but precisely the wrong thing... the wrong thing that had turned
out to beright.

Everything that happens... But any sense of an inward smile was buried in tears.
Ash nodded. “I'll let the others know.”

“And there is something else.” Natil reached out, touched the harp that lay on the
table beside her. “We will harp for her. Music is healing, and if Marsh specifically
requestsit, | do not think that the hospital authorities will object to aharper in
Heather’sroom. We can cdll it...” She wrinkled her nose. “... music therapy. If
Terry Angel can gain admittance to medical ingtitutions, then so can we.”

Ash frowned. “We? Do we have another harper in Elvenhome?’

Natil felt a sad smile. “We might someday. But, elven blood or not, thereis
someone else who can help. | will talk to Sandy. Thisiswhat she has always wanted
to do, and her hands have grown free over the last month. It istime for her to learn
to heal.” And, shereflected, the only way to learn to heal ... wasto do it.

Ash was not satisfied: that was easy to see. But she did not complain. “Like |
said, then: I'll let the others know.” Thoughtful, she washed out her cup and the
coffeepot. “Will you be coming back with me tonight?’ she asked as she dried them
and put them away.

“I will come in the morning with my harp. Please ask Marsh to make his request
before then.”

“I shall.”

Natil felt Ash’seyes on her, felt the question, felt the certainty that she could not
answer it. Not now. Perhaps, she feared, not ever.



“Isthere... isthere anything else | can do for you, Natil?’
“I will comein the morning.”

“All right, then.” Ash turned to go, but she stopped at the door. She seemed on
the verge of asking something else, seemed to think better of it, and departed.

Natil’s hands were on the table, and she bent until they cupped her face. Eyes
closed, she contemplated the stars within her, searching, hoping to catch among
them a glimpse of blue and silver.

The world of the Elves lurched to a halt that week. It fell as Heather had fallen:
pale and bloody, wheezing out shallow breaths, its eyes—for all their
starlight—glassy and fluttering. But if Heather did not grow better as the days
passed, neither did she grow worse. Tubed and wired, she lay hovering between life
and death in the intensive care unit of the hospital, and as one week led into two and
then into the New Y ear, she continued to do so.

And so the Elves picked up their lives and staggered on. Buckland Employment
found jobs for people. TreeStar Surveying established horizontal control and told
people where the new carport should go. And, after work, Lauri picked up the
receiver at the GLCC hotline, Wheat and Allesandro went out and watered the trees
that they had added to the forest the previous fall, Hadden and Raven harassed the
city council about housing... and on and on. There was no relish in it for any of
them: they worked by dull, brute instinct. They were Elves. They were supposed to
do things like this. They were supposed to help, to heal. But with one of their own
lying riddled by bullets, their questions were rising again, silently and aloud: What
happened? Why can’t we do what | know we used to do?

And Natil had nothing to tell them. She, in fact, did not know.
And Hesather lay hovering.
And TK drifted. Away from the rational. Toward violence.

He should have expected it: the dichotomous existence that he had led for months
had collapsed, the two extremes of existence encompassed by his life coming
together, breaking through the false and artificial barriers that he had—mentally,
ignorantly—erected. But where a more optimistic man might have hoped that
something of the goodness and healing of his friends would have infected the
denizens of the crack house, it had been, predictably, the other way around. Like a
vortex of water pouring down adrain, the two halves of hislife had collided, swirled,
and plunged, carrying with them everything he had cometo love.

And now there was nothing.

Oh, he went to work, plugged numbers into databases, generated charts and
topographic maps, but it was al theater, even more now than ever, for he saw the
care etched into the faces of his friends, and he felt the ache of the certainty that it
was because of him that Heather had been shot. To be sure, there was no sign that
anyone blamed him, but TK knew with all the instinct of the streets and the projects



that Heather had been gunned down because she had been in his company, because,
by being so, she had tacitly claimed membership in whatever gang the crack house
deemed affiliated with the man who had declared war upon their lifestyle and their
profits.

And it occurred to him that, yes, in many ways, he and Heather were members of
agang. But, contrary to the assumptions of the crack house, she had not joined him.
He had, rather, joined her... joined her and al her friends, alied himsalf with al their
helping and healing, pledged himself to all the old blood in the world that sought to
bring together what had been put apart.

Y es, they were white. But that, he now realized, did not matter, for in them TK
had found something that transcended matters of race and color, showed them for
thetrivial things that they were. Heather and her people were not white, or, rather,
were white but incidentally, for by their efforts, by their grace, they had essentially
sundered themselves from the white society in which they lived; and if some privilege
indeed lay within the realm of pale skin, it but afforded them additional means to
further those efforts, that grace.

Others, however, thought differently. The press and the police, having dismissed
the murder of ablack child with infuriating casual ness, were not so tolerant of the
shooting of awhite woman. Heather had made the headlines of both the News and
the Post on the Monday following the shooting, and, within twenty-four hours, the
man with the Cadillac earring had been arrested. True, within another twelve he was
free on bail, and his attorney had announced that he had an alibi, but notice had most
certainly been taken. Now the periodic appearance of police cruiserson TK’s street
began to cramp the business-as-usual dealings of the crack house. There were
rumors, too, of an all-out legal assault on the dedlers.

And, in the corner of TK’s apartment, the M 16 stood, cleaned, oiled, ready, afull
clip rammed home. And even before the Crips and the Bloods had elevated to such
afine point of irrational violence matters of gang honor and revenge, Damon’s
Demons, Satan’ s Saints, and the Blackstone Rangers had enforced a no less
exacting code in the Chicago projects.

And as far as TK was concerned, Heather was one of his.

“Drew! Hey, how' s it going man! Been a while, hasn’t it? Yeah, lost my leg.
Right below the knee. No, not too bad. | get around. Got a job... working with
computers. Yeah, can’'t get them out of my system. Listen, Drew: you still at the
reserve armory? Yeah? Can you do me a big favor?”

But idle MI6s and intermittent police ingpections could not achieve everything,
and, weekends and mornings, as TK lay in his bed, staring up at the ceiling, trying to
forget the sight of Heather’ s face turning slack and bloody, trying to remove from
hisfingers memory the sensation of vibrant flesh turning in a heartbeat to inert meat,
he heard the periodic sound of automobile engines advancing, idling, pulling away.
Commerce went on.

And Hesather lay... hovering.



“Yeah, man, | know it'sillegal, but hell, that never stopped usin Nam, did it?
C’ mon, for old times’ sake. No one's going to miss a little C-4 and a few
detonators. Hey, would | lie to you?’

And TK drifted.

The phone rang. Rags jumped up from sleep with a start and a snap. TK grabbed
the handset: “Drew?’

A moment’s hesitation. “TK, thisis Sandy. Sandy Joy. Do you remember me?’

He dragged himself back into the present. Sandy. Y es, he remembered. Sandy
with the scarred face and the sightless eye. Sandy who looked terrified. Sandy to
whom, in amoment of peace and generosity that now seemed to lie so far away that
he could not even recall its bare outlines, he had offered his address and phone
number. “Yeah. Sure | remember. How'sit going?’

“Not too good,” she said. “I didn’t know Heather very well, but... well...”
Hovering. When was Drew going to call?

“... anyway, I’'m going over to play harp for her tomorrow afternoon. Do you
want aride up so that you can see her?’

He passed a hand over hisface. In her own way, Sandy was as sweet as the rest
of them; but she possessed in addition afallible humanity that contrasted oddly and
quaintly with the limitless reserves of tolerance and love maintained by the
Elvenhome folk, that made her sweetness seem somehow more fragile and,
therefore, al the sweeter. Y es, she was just the sort of woman who, shy and
terrified, would call an amost-stranger to see if he needed aride.

It was like a splash of water in a parched mouth, and he hated to spoil the gesture
with arefusal. But: “Uh... tomorrow’s Monday, Sandy,” he said. “| be at work.”

“Oh...”

He heard her embarrassment, heard it go alittle too deep. “Hey,” he said,
“thanks. Maybe we can make it some other time. I'd like to see Heather. If they let
mein.”

He almost heard her squirm: she was mortified. “Marsh made up alist,” she said
with acatch in her voice. “You'reonit. They’ll let you in.”

And that was just like Marsh. That was, in fact, just like all of them. White? Fuck
it.

“That’s one great bunch of people,” he said, wondering whether Sandy had ever
heard anything about old blood.

“Yeah. They're... just great. They’re so nice they scare me sometimes.”

He chuckled, doling out the sound with a hand made all the more miserly by the
agendathat he had begun to establish with Drew. “ That make two of us, girl.”

Silence. He wondered for a moment whether he had offended her by calling her
girl. Liberated women and all that. But he sensed that the origins of her discomfort



went back farther than his unwise use of aword, went back all the way, perhaps, to
the reasons for her scars and her blindness.

He wondered for a moment whether Sandy belonged to anyone, whether her
wounds had been avenged.

“You say you're going to harp for her,” he said quickly.

“Yeah. Natil’ s been teaching me, and she says| candoit.” A silencethat TK
interpreted as an apologetic shrug. “I don’t know. | don’t know if I'm that good.”

“You got to understand, girl...” And there he was saying it again. Asshole! “...
the important thing is that you be playing.”

“I"m not that good. I'm... afraid that I’ m just going to mess her up more.”

Help and healing? Was that not what he had wanted to do? Well, here was
someone who needed both. And TK, who blew a sax in a weekend hobby band and
who knew nothing about harps, was yet in a position to provide them. “Let metell
you something, girl.” Damn! He struggled on, chagrined enough at yet another lapse
that he did not at first realize what he was saying. “Back when | lost thisleg, they put
me in ahospital down south. Took it off right below the knee. Bam!”

Why was he telling her this?

“And then | got aletter from my wife, said she leaving me. They had me all doped
up, but | knew what she said, and | knew that | lost my leg.”

“I"'m sorry,” said Sandy. “That must have been awful.”
“You bet. Was damned near killing myself. But something happened...”

Y es, something had happened. And something had happened at the TreeStar
office when Ash had laid her hands on his leg. And something had happened up at
the cook-out when Natil had harped for Rags. And something was happening now
that was causing him to reveal himsdlf to awhite woman he hardly knew.

The sound of a car engine in the street below. Eight cylinders. Had to be eight.
And leather seats. And a burlwood dash. And afancy hood ornament that went with
ninety-five thousand dollars. He stared at the window. Something had happened on
the Sunday before Christmas. And something else was going to happen.

“There was this old black man who mopped the floors,” he said, hardly aware
that he had continued with the story he was half afraid to tell. “No one paid no
attention to him. Y ou know: the South and all. He just mopped. Doctors didn’t have
no time for him. The nurses didn’t look like they even saw him. But he saw me one
day, and he came in to say that he appreciated what | done over inlragand all...”

He had said Iraqg. It had happened in Iraqg. It could have happened in Vietnam. He
had seen it happen to others. Vibrant to meat, faces to dlack... and that young
fellow—dark skin, eyes crazed with drugs and fear— coming at him.

“...and | said Sure, man and all that shit. But he meant it. And then one day just
before they were fixing to send me home, | sitting on the side of the bed looking at
my stump, and he came in with a harmonica.”



He remembered. The perpetual summer that was Georgia, the trees green and the
skies blue and humid. A brutal stump to which a prothesis fitted only reluctantly.
Memories like eyes peering in through an unlocked window.

“And hejust sat down and played for me. Must have played for an hour. People
coming in to listen, standing out there in the hallway... just to listen. And it didn’t
really matter—you hearing me, girl?’

“Huh? Yeah, TK. I'm hearing.”

“It didn’t really matter how good he was, or what he played, or anything. The
important thing was that he was there, and that he cared. And that made all the
differencein the world.”

Slence.
“Y ou understand?’

He sensed Sandy’ s smile, sensed aso her relieved tears. “Yeah, TK. |
understand.”

“You go and play for Heather, girl. You let her know that we all care.”

He said good-bye and hung up. Helping and healing. He felt good. But another
car was coming down the street, and just then the phone rang again. He knew the
reason for the car, and he knew who was on the other end of the phone, and he
knew what he was going to do.

Helping and healing? Who? What?

CHAPTER 17

KN >»

6 January

David Dickens

Curriculum Committee

Kingdey College

Collegiate Park

Denver, Colorado

Dear Dave:

It has never been my habit to present the Curriculum Committee with
guestions or problems, and | certainly do not intend ever to makeit so, but |
hope that you and the other members can find time to examine the
documentation attached to thisletter. Though my colleagues and | have
only collected it with the greatest unwillingness, it appears to bear out our
beliefs that there are some inconsistencies in the Hands of Grace program,
not the least of which isthat Mr. Terence Angel appears to have no
academic credentias on record with any of the ingtitutions that he
references in his curriculum vitae. Thereis aso the question of the
quality, lack of peer review, or outright non-existence of the articles that
Mr. Angel purportsto have written. In addition, the Hands of Graceis
receiving substantial support in the form of both maintenance and
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fellowship moneys, but only one student is enrolled, aMs. Serena Joy, and
we have been unable to discover any actua record of her classwork.

Kingdey Collegeis not alarge institution, and though our students
frequently complain about the yearly tuition increases, money does not go
so far now asit used to, and so the question of misspent fundsisan
important one. But far more important, we think, are the academic standing
of the college and its commitment to learning that our founder, Aylesberg
Kingdey, summed up so pungently as: “ Go out there and teach those sons
of bitches how to make an honest dollar.”

Very sincerely yours,

Richard P. Harris

Heather was in darkness.

She knew what had happened. She had felt the bullets punching into her back an
instant before she heard the sound of the weapon, a moment before the pain gripped
her like afiery hand, a heartbeat before the world turned gray, then black. In the few,
fleeting seconds before she had been swept away from everything that she could call
familiar and safe, she had seen much of the story and the reason in TK’s face.

And now she wandered, though wandering seemed to her to imply too much
volition and action to justly apply to this aimless drifting among shadows, this
hapless poking into corners of the... universe wasit? She did not know.

Was she dead? Was this the dim realm to which things that were immortal came
when they were stripped of their lives? Surely there was no sense of heaven or hell in
this shadowy half-existence. No heaven or hell, no reward or punishment, no...

... nho God.

She had wondered about God ever since the blood had taken her, wondered what
divinity cared for Elves. Was this her answer? Did she wander in shadows because
there was, in fact, nothing? Were the immortals of the world so completely aone?

She walked—at |east she thought she walked—along dusty, unseen roads that
stretched into infinite and obscure distances. And in that walking, she thought, she
might have been the perfect representative of her people, for Elves had been walking
from the beginning of time, walking and walking and walking... into darkness. Some
had been killed, and some had faded, but not one of them had known any more, it
seemed, than this blind walking.

She did not know how long she had walked. There was no time here. There was
no light. But after what seemed like weeks or perhaps years she at last fell to her
knees, felt the dust that could not have been dust grit beneath her fingernails and
sting her legs. She wept, and in the wind that was not awind her tears were cold on
her face.

“Isthere anyone out there?’ she cried. “Is there anyone there?’

Her voice, unconfined by walls, mountains, trees, anything of substance, faded
into the shadows. But despite her seeming loss of everything, there were still stars
behind her closed eyes, and the sight of them was a comfort to her in this starless,



comfortless place.
She put her hands to her face. “God...”
No, she could not call out to God, for God was not here. There was nothing here.
“God!”

She called anyway, for the sight of the stars had reminded her that, though she
was not Firstborn herself, she was of that blood and that heritage. Perhaps, she
considered, Elves had been walking since the beginning of time, walking into
darkness, walking into night and loneliness, but in the course of that walking they
had, freely, unstintingly, dispensed such help and healing that perhaps even ajealous
God, one who had banished a primal mother and father from Paradise for their
faltering grasp at immortality, one who had spurned angels because they would not
worship Him—even such aone might turn at |east a half-considerate ear toward
those who, after having given so much to others, had nothing.

She called again, and again. But there was no reply. There was not even the sound
of wind. And so, frantically at first, but then with an increasing and deliberate surety,
she turned to the only divinity that she could, by right, claim for her own, the more
immediate Godhead of her family. Breathing the starlight that continued to shine
within her asthough it were a beacon lighting her way into unknown passages of
mind and spirit, she called up Kelly, called up Marsh, folded their memoriesin
mental arms, clasped them to herself as though in defiance of anything that would
ignore such holy things or attempt to render them valueless.

The God she had once known had not answered her, and so Heather made these
her God: the gentle clasp of lovers hands, the gaze of one who was both husband
and friend, the sudden bearing down of life that brought forth a screaming infant, the
squirmings of a soft and fragile body against a mother’s belly.

These were her God. These were her divinity.

And she suddenly realized that she was no longer on a dusty road, that she was
no longer on her knees. She was floating in a star-filled darkness. And from
somewhere, somewhere so close that it might well have been within her own heart,
there was a struggling, a struggling as of something trying desperately to batter its
way through paradoxical barriers and distances to her side, something that wanted
her as much as she wanted it. Something...

She lifted her head, stared out, searching, her heart touched of a sudden with a
faint, insgtinctua fluttering of what she could only call recognition.

... Or Someone.

“Where did you come from, Natil?’

The question—straightforward, direct, brooking no artful change of
subject—came from the Elfling who was riding on Natil’ s lap as she plowed out the
north parking lot of the college. Marsh, with misgivings, had gone back to work even
though Ash would have granted him an unlimited (and paid) leave of absence; but he



had not wanted to leave his daughter to the uncertainties and prejudices of day care.
And so Kelly, bundled up in a down snowsuit, went to work with Natil, rode the
snowplow with her, waved at the passing students...

... and asked questions.

Natil spun the plow expertly, dropped the blade, and cut another clear swath
through the record January snows: the December drought had ended... with a
vengeance. But she was considering Kelly’s question.

“How do you wish meto answer that, Kelly?’ she said.

Kelly tipped her head back and stared straight up into Natil’ s face, and Natil
noticed that the bright starlight in her eyes shone with afirm evenness. Heather’s
condition had made Kelly even more solemn, and had added a strange sense of
purpose and focus to everything she did. It was as though, in Kelly’s opinion, her
every action bore directly or indirectly upon her mother’ s welfare.

And, Natil considered, she was perhaps right. Everything was connected.
Everything was a part of the Dance, the Dance that was the Lady.

The Lady that the Elves could not see.

“One of the girls at the day care center isa Christian,” said Kelly. “And shetold
me about hell.”

“Oh, dear.” Natil glanced down as she backed up and positioned the plow for
another run. “Did she frighten you?’

“No,” said Kelly. “Elvesdon’t go to hell.”

Natil nodded. It was so. But she could not help but wonder whether Elves went
anywhere anymore. “I... | am glad you think that,” she said.

“Wedll, it strue.”
“I know.”

“But she said that God made her. Mommy and daddy made me, | know. But who
made you, Natil? Where did you come from?’

“1 was made when the Earth was made,” Natil said truthfully. “I was put here to
help.”

“To help people?’

“To help everything.” Natil bent, kissed Kelly’ s head through the hood of her
bright pink snowsuit. “Including Elflings.”

“My mommy, too?’

Natil was glad that Kelly could not see the sudden mist in her eyes. “Y our
mommy, too, pretty lass.”

“Do you have amommy, Natil?’

My Mother brought me forth, Natil had said once as armed and armored guards
had stood before her, waiting for her reply, and | am She. It had been a perfect



expression of the truth, but, somehow, that perfection had cracked. If she were
indeed her Mother, then why could she not find Her?“I... | do.”

“Where is she?’

“She...” Again the mist of tears. “I do not know where Sheis.” Another perfect
expression of the truth. Elthia had sent her to Denver, but five hundred years and
several worlds had passed between Natil’ s leaving of Adriaand her coming to
Colorado. What if ...

It was a grievous thought, but Natil faced it. What if Elthiawas no more? Oh, the
patterns would continue, the Dance would continue, but what if Elthia, thevisible
embodiment of the patterns, was gone, faded along with the Firstborn? It could be.
With her last efforts beginning to wilt like flowersin a blast of subzero cold, Natil
had to admit that it could be.

She guided the plow once more into position, scraped clear another patch of
asphalt. “1 do not know,” she said again.

But Kelly lifted her head. “Is she the lady in blue and silver?”

Natil’ s foot went down on the brake so hard that she had to grab Kelly to keep
her from diding off her lap. “The... the lady?’ she managed. “What... lady are you
talking about?’

Kelly’s cheeks were pink with the cold. “The lady,” she said, asif that explained
everything. “The pretty lady.”

“In...” Natil was amost afraid to ask. There had been too many disappointments.
“...inrobes?

“Blue and silver.”

Natil tried very hard to keep her voice steady. “Where... did you seethis... ah...
lady?’

Kelly frowned. “It’ skind of hard to explain.”

“Can you try please, Kelly? It is rather important.”

Snow sifted down and spangled Kelly’s eyelashes. “Mommy sent me to bed early
an awful lot,” shesaid. “I didn’'t really need it, but she sent me.”

“That was good of her,” said Natil. Her heart was throwing itself against the inside
of her chest. Besides herself, Kelly was the only Elf so born. Maybe... “I am not
sure that you did not need it, though.”

“1 didn’t Sleep.”
“Well, that istrue, Elfling.”

Kelly looked at Natil as though suspicious that the grownups—Elves or
not—werein collusion. “I just laid there.”

“Lay, Elfling.”
“Okay, | just lay there, and | looked at the stars an awful lot. And sometimes |



saw her.”
“Her... 7
“The lady in blue and silver. She was along way away. | could hardly see her.”
“Was her hair dark?’ said Natil. “Were her eyes gray?’
“Her hair was dark. | couldn’t see her eyes because she was too far away.”
“Did she come closer?’
Kelly shook her head. “It was like she wanted to, but she couldn’t. Not yet.”
Natil felt her eyestearing again. “Not... not yet?’

Kelly nodded. “Not yet. Sometime, though.” She examined Natil carefully. “Is she
your mommy?’

And Natil folded Kelly in her arms, bent her head until her cheek rested against the
child’ s pale forehead. “It is so0,” she managed at last. “ She is my mother.”

Her small harp cased against the cold weather and carefully tucked under her arm,
Sandy entered the lobby of First Friends’ Hospital and made for the elevators. In the
course of the last week, her face and her reason for coming had become familiar to
most of the hospital staff, and so no one paid much attention to her save the security
guard, and he only nodded.

Sandy hardly noticed, for she was too caught up in what she was doing. In
contrast to all the unfulfilled promises that Terry had made—promises that he was
continuing to make, promises that remained unfulfilled—she was in a hospital with
her harp, and she was playing for the sick. That her presence was not official, and
that she was playing for but one person were unimportant details. She was playing,
and she was playing for someone. And she even alowed herself to believe—just a
little—that she was, perhaps, helping.

She had said nothing to Terry about her work at First Friends', for despite her
constant disappointments, she was still clinging to her hopes that the Hands of
Grace would yet take her somewhere. Terry’s program possessed legitimacy and
organization, and it offered a stable and respected environment in which she could
eventually pursue her twin vocations of music and healing on alarger scale. She
herself was presently playing for one; Terry, though, was constantly playing for
many, realizing in his day to day life the dreams that Sandy had always cherished. He
had, in fact, mentioned that he played in this very hospital.

Riding up on the elevator, her arms clasped about her harp, she suddenly caught
her breath. What if she ran into him? We have to be very clear, he had told her
during one of her meandering, occasionally pointless lessons, that we are playing
for the sick and not just for our egos. Would he think that she was here for her ego?
What would she say to him if he discovered her?

Her father had discovered her mother when her mother had run away. And her
father had—



But another voice rose in her head, and it talked about free passage, about
openness and honesty and the need (echoing Sandy’ s own words) to play in order
to learn. And then TK’ s words about the old janitor and the harmonica came back,
too.

Why was she here? She was here because of an urge that was all but physical, an
urge to put her fingersto harpstrings and make music for someone who needed it, an
urge that was not born of pride or adesire for fame, but which grew straight out of
her heart like atree whose roots lay in the primal desire to bring forth, whose
branches waved in the honest air of grace.

To help and to heal. Natil had said that she existed to help and to heal. And now
Sandy, who was beginning more and more to think of herself as Sana, the harper,
was also beginning to believe that she existed only to help and to hedl.

What would she say to Terry? She would figure that out later. At present,
someone needed help. Someone needed healing.

With arumble and a hiss, the elevator doors slid open to reveal the nurses
station, the white walls, the steel tables and instruments, the video screens displaying
the vital signs of those who lived, those who faltered, those who wanted to die and
could not. The nurse at the desk looked up for amoment and then went back to her
paperwork with afrown.

Sandy knew her, but she stopped at the desk anyway. “I’m here to see Heather.”
She tried hard not to sound proud.

The nurse nodded curtly. “That’sfine,” she said, hardly looking up. “Room
1058."

“Thanks, " said Sandy. “I know.” She started to turn away, turned back. “How is
she doing?’

The nurse lifted her head, examined Sandy, examined her cased harp. She
frowned again. “Are you afamily member?’

Sandy caught herself before she said no, for it occurred to her that perhaps she
was indeed afamily member. “Heather,” she said firmly, “ismy sister.”

The nurse eyed her. “There’ s been no change,” she said at last.
“None?’
“| said there' s been no change.”

And Sandy suspected that, even had there been a profound change, the nurse
would not have told her of it. “Okay.”

But before Sandy had a chance to depart, the nurse frowned again and said:
“What do you think you' re doing with that thing, anyway?’

Her tone was accusing, derisive, but Sandy found such openness actually
refreshing compared to the patronizing attitude of some of the other staff members.
Oh, here’ s the little half-wit with her harp gonna play some Broadway show-tunes
for that pointy-eared girl in 1058.



She had heard about Raven and the orderly. She wished that Raven were with her.
Or, better, Natil. But she was alone, and so she had to make do with herself. “I'm
trying to heal,” she said.

The nurse’'s mouth abruptly turned small. “That’s Satanism.”
Sandy blinked. “Oh, come on.”

“Jesus said that only He could heal,” the nurse insisted. “ Anything else comes
from the devil.”

Sandy’ s religious forebears had been put to death because of similar theological
niceties, and the instinctive resentment and anger welled up. “Well, | don’t see Jesus
playing for Heather,” she said quietly, mindful that an outburst would give the nurse
exactly what she wanted: an excuse to have her barred from the hospital, “so | guess
that I’m going to have to do it. Okay?’

And without waiting for areply, she turned and, mildly surprised that she had kept
both her cam and her self-assurance, she went down the corridor to Heather’s
room.

When she entered, she found a doctor leaning over the still form in the single bed.
She looked up at Sandy, straightened, pulled the stethoscope from her ears. “Hello,”
she said. “You're Sandy, aren't you?’

“Uh...” Sandy felt uncertainty welling up. “Yeah. I’'m here to play for Heather.”

The doctor was tall and horsy, and she ran a hand back through dark blond hair
that seemed to go in agreat many directions without much apparent concern for
uniformity or style. “1 think I’'m jealous. Heather seems to have some terrific
friends.”

She smiled, but Sandy nodded tensely. “She’'s our friend. We want to take care
of her.”

“You’ve done a splendid job.” The doctor smiled, offered her hand. “I’'m Dr.
Braun.”

Sandy dutifully shook hands.
“Was Phyllis giving you the third degree out there?’
“Shewasn't very nice,” Sandy admitted.

Braun nodded. “I’ [I speak to her about that. Don’t take it to heart though: she
gives everyone the third degree.”

Representatives of two wildly divergent schools of occult healing, they stood for
amoment, facing one ancther silently over the body of one who had loved... and
falen.

“How...” Sandy glanced down. Heather’s face was pale. The hospital staff had
cleaned up most of the blood, but Sandy knew that beneath the deceptively white
and even bandages lay a mass of damage. An Uzi was not a precise weapon: it
simply directed afire-hose spray of bulletsin the genera direction in which it was



pointed. Heather had lost a tremendous quantity of blood, and her brain had been
penetrated, likewise her lungs. That her aorta had only been grazed was a blessing,
but, in view of the rest of her wounds, an ambivalent one. “How...” Sandy could
not finish the question. She sensed what the answer was.

But Braun surprised her. “You keep playing,” she said. “I don’t know what music
does. To tell you the truth, I’ ve always thought that for sick peopleit’sjust
something pretty to listen to. But for someone in Heather’ s condition...”

She looked at Heather. Sandy saw doubt in her eyes.

“... something pretty to listen to just might make all the difference in the world.”

“She not getting any better, is she?’

“She’ s not getting any worse,” said Braun. But she shook her head, plainly
discouraged.

Sandy nodded.

Braun picked up her clipboard. Before she left, though, she touched Sandy on the
shoulder. “You play for her,” she said. “Let her know that we're al pulling for her.”
A trace of acrooked smile. “Even Phyllisis pulling for her.”

Sandy felt the weight of responsibility that came with her music and her harp and
her desire to heal; and she suddenly understood why Natil was so frequently quiet
and sad. “I'll... I'll do that.”

Braun looked at Heather again. “God knows, | wish afew others on this floor had
someone to play for them.”

“1 thought Terry Angel was playing for people here.”
“Terry Angel? Who's he?’

Sandy was confused. “He's...” What? Her teacher? Still?“1 thought he had a
program. He said he was playing for sick people here at First Friends'.”

“Never heard of him,” said Braun. “| wish he were, though. Thereare afew...”
She sighed in resignation. “Like that Delmari girl. She’'s been in comafor years, and
No one ever comes to see her except her dad.” She seemed to consider for a
moment, then: “He talks about music sometimes, | think. But no one ever playsfor
Audrey.”

Sandy’ s confusion dropped directly into bewilderment. She was actually dizzy.
Terry had said...

But Terry, she recaled, had said a great many things.

“I'll play for her,” she found herself saying. “If you'll give me permission, I'll
play for anyone who needsit.”

Confused. Dizzy. But Terry had said...

Braun was nodding. “I’ [l make alist. Thanks. If you can pop in on them even
once aweek, it would sure be nice. Will you be in tomorrow?’



“Every... every day.”

“I’ll look for you and take you around. And I’ ll give the word to Phyllis and the
othersto stay out of your way. | don’t believe in the mumbo-jumbo that some
people try to pull with music—remind me to tell you some day about the woman
who was here afew years back with some kind of ‘death and dying liturgy’: areal
screwball— but | believe in taking care of my patients, and if playing music helps,
I'mal forit.”

Dr. Braun left, and Sandy leaned dizzly against the bed.
Terry had said...

But she was here for Heather, and so, shaking, she sat down and uncased her
harp, searching among Natil’ s songs for something that would calm her.

Ele, asta a mirurore...

She sighed, relaxed. An old melody, Natil had called it, and it had found aplacein
Sandy’ s heart from that very day. And so she made that hymn, a song to the
Goddess heard long ago by a churchman and altered to fit the needs of a monastic
community, her offering to Heather. Putting aside her confusion, opening herself to
the music, shelifted her hands to the strings of her harp and played. Simply.
Lovingly.

Hail, star of the sea, the words went, enfoldment of enfoldments, Bright Lady,
Divine Friend: Sandy offered her concern and her healing through the symbol of the
only divinity that she could worship. The Father God of the Christians had, through
His earthly representatives, abused her too thoroughly; and even the Divine Consort
of the witches, the Horned God of the woodlands who had been so perverted by the
propaganda of medieval Christianity that his twisted images were still the drug of
choice for those addicted to spiritual pathology—even He had been irrecoverably
tainted by Sandy’ s father. All she had left was the Mother, the Mother to whom she
had pledged herself, the Mother who she could—upon occasion, in shadowy
fashion—become.

Ele, asta a mirurore...

As she played, repeating, varying the hymn, her thoughts were on Heather,
encouraging whatever pieces of her spirit might still have been inhabiting her
shattered body to take heart, to heal, to return to her friends and her family.

And without her being aware of it (for she had |eft awareness behind with the first
ripple of plucked strings), the music took her deeper, far deeper, into a place for
which she had no name, a place that seemed to consist solely of a profound and
infinitely potent present. And then, faintly, beyond the music that suddenly filled her
harp and her being like clear water, she had the impression of a hand being offered.
Not to her. Not yet. To Heather, rather. Offered gently, offered kindly. The hand of
afriend. There was no sense of mastery or of dominionin it: it was merely offered,
offered as though between equals, offered with the same care and concern and love
with which Sandy was offering her music.



And Sandy sensed that, in return, Heather reached out...

She opened her eyes, stared at the room, at her harp. It was the better part of a
minute before she knew where she was, knew that she was not till floating
somewhere, witnessing the offering of ahand and...

Hand? What had she seen?

She rose unsteadily, peered into Heather’ s face, saw no more than she had seen
before; and then, shaking, even alittle frightened, she sat back down and rubbed her
eyes. And there in the darkness behind her closed lids, comfortingly bright, lovingly
close, inimitably distant, she saw stars.

CHAPTER 18
&K N >»

The pounding on TK’s door was urgent, demanding, and it brought him straight up
out of a deep deep that had been filled with an unaccountable luminescence. Still
fuzzy, blinking at the light from the street lamps that seeped in through the makeshift
drapes, cursing at Rags to shut up and quit snapping at his good leg while he bent
and fumbled with the fastenings of his prosthesis, TK at last stumbled to his feet.

The clock on the stove—about the only thing that still worked on the
appliance—said that it was three in the morning. Who the hell could want him at
three in the morning? He was half of amind to go back to bed, but he did not,
because the police cruisers had put only a superficial damper on the gang activity:
beneath the now deceptively calm surface of the neighborhood was a turmoil of
petty theft, nightly muggings, rapes...

TK had intervened in not afew cases, had established himself as someone who
would help in time of need, and so, as he approached the door, he wondered who he
would find outside. A girl, perhaps, used and dumped and bleeding? Or an old
woman who had been stripped of what little money was | eft to her thislatein the
welfare month? Or...

He paused, started to wonder. Three in the morning. And he, after hassling the
crack house for months, was the sole witness to Heather’ s shooting.

Or...
The pounding came again, just as urgent, just as demanding.

In the back of his mind, the faint luminescence that had filtered into his dreams
surged forward, roiled lambently, gave him the definite impression that his thoughts
were on the right track. TK backed up, therefore, tiptoeing, and took the M16 from
its bedside corner. “Hang on,” he said, trying to sound sleepy. It was difficult for
him to sound sleepy, though, for all his fatigue and fuzziness had abruptly fled, to be
replaced by a hammering alertness that made his hand encircle the stock of therifle
as though the fiberglas grip were the waist of awilling woman. “I’m coming.”
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No answer. Just pounding.

Rags snarled and prowled about his ankles. TK grabbed him and, ignoring a slash
to hiswrist, tossed him into the closet and kicked the door shut. That done, he crept
back across the room, and (the rush of adrenaline clarity giving hisfingers a sureness
that they had not possessed a minute before), he flicked the chain off, spun the
deadbolt free, and yanked open the door.

Light from the hallway spilled in, and he saw the barrel of the Uzi a split second
before it swung to line up on his chest. But he was ready for that. Before the man
who held the gun had a chance to fire, TK had seized the barrel and jerked both
weapon and wielder into the room. A solid smack from the butt of the MI6 opened
the man’ s scalp and set him sprawling, and TK was | eft with the Uzi.

TK gaveit aquick glance. Yes, the clip was in, the safety was off, and the first
round was chambered. It had not been a courtesy call.

The would-be executioner was frantic. Stripped of his weapon, dizzy with the
blow to his skull, his wound sheeting blood down the side of his face, he scrambled
to hisfeet and made for the door. TK thumbed on the M 16’ s safety, tossed it on the
bed, and caught him by the collar. The man spun, flailing, but, abruptly and
wide-eyed, went limp when TK shoved the barrel of the Uzi into his throat.

TK looked carefully, felt sick. Thiswas no man. Thiswas a boy, aweedy boy.
He could not have been older than fourteen, and he was possibly younger than that.
His face was that of a baby, or of awoman, and TK could not help but recall the
faces—infantile, womanish, youthful— that he had confronted in Vietham and in
Irag, faces he had fought, faces he had killed.

Then, they had screamed when they had come for him, but his prisoner
tonight—a boy sent out to do aman’s job, aboy who had failed—said nothing. His
glazed eyes, coupled with the blood that covered half his features as though with a
red satin drape, gave him the look of the corpses that TK had seen dragged out of
Viet Cong tunnels after the explosives had done their work, dragged out and stacked
like the discarded limbs of afreshly pruned tree. Eyes glazed just like this,
blood-covered just like this, incredibly youthful just like this, they had lain face up,
staring blindly at a sky grown gray with heat.

The muzzle of the Uzi had dimpled the youth’ s throat. TK shoved it in until the
glazed eyes clenched in pain. “Don’'t you never fuck with me again, nigger,” he said.
“Don’t you never.”

Despite his words, he felt spineless, weak. Where was all his helping now? His
healing? To whom had he pledged his future efforts when, nearly weeping with
gratitude and long suppressed grief, he had watched the old hospital janitor depart?
From black hand to black hand, grace had flowed in that endless Georgia summer,
and now...

What color was this boy? What color was the hand that held the Uzi”? And what
color were the hands that exchanged crack for money, that put poison into the
bodies of the poor and the homel ess?



Oh, this was fine business indeed!

The child in his grip opened his eyes, stared at the gun that could take hislifeina
heartbeat, and TK could not help but wonder whether he had been the one who had
put the bulletsinto Heather. Thisinfant? Y es, thisinfant. It had happened before. It
would happen again. These infants...

“You understand me?’ he said, forcing the words out through athick and rising
wave of nausea, forcing the muzzle of the Uzi deeper into the soft, womanish flesh
of the boy’ s throat. “Y ou understand?’

A flicker of an even deeper terror in the wide eyes, a barely perceptible nod. TK
glared at the youthful face, cursing himself for not being able to kill this child,
cursing himself even more because he suspected that his qualms this night would, in
the end, prove to be no more than atemporary reprieve. Y es, he would let him go.
No, he would not call the police, for the police would only want to protect him from
further incidents of this kind, and that protection would interfere with his... plans.

Plans. A delay in the execution, then. No more than that.

Pivoting, TK jerked on the boy’ s collar, hurled him out into the hallway. The boy
skidded along the cheap carpet, fell part way down the stairs. For an instant, he lay
stunned, but then he got up and stumbled down the remaining flight.

TK heard the front door open and then slam closed.

In the semi-darkness of hisroom, he looked at the Uzi. Small, compact, lethal.
And he had the M 16 also. And alittle over four pounds of C-4 explosive, thanks to
his old buddy, Drew.

With asigh, he closed his door, rechained and rebolted it. The gang was moving.
He would have to move, too. Soon.

Terry appeared to have something on his mind when he walked into Maxwell
Delmari’s office that morning, but Terry shook hands and smiled, and he sat down
beside the desk in much the same fashion as he always sat down, and so Maxwell
decided that he must have been mistaken.

“1 saw Audrey thismorning,” said Terry. “1 saw her in the room.”

“Her...” Maxwell thought of his daughter, anticipated her return. How dismayed
she would be by the changes that three years in coma had wrought in her body! But
Audrey was a determined one: she would fight her way back to her athletic litheness,
just as, with Terry’s help, she was fighting her way back to life. “... her soul?’

Terry leaned toward him. “Yes,” he said. “Her soul. It'sbeautiful ... her soul.”
But again, Maxwell had the impression that something was on Terry’s mind; and
with apang he glanced surreptitiously at the manilafolder on his desk, hoping that he
had not inadvertently left it open, praying that it bore no external marksto indicate
what it contained. Someone like Terry did not need to be troubled by the fact that
Jerusalem and Harriswere still pursuing their hateful agenda against him. Folder
closed? Y es? Good!



“1 see her in the room with me,” Terry continued, hunching over in a curious way
that always made Maxwell think of bindings and shackles. He tugged the long
sleeves of his shirt down toward his wrists. “ She remembers now. She wants to
come back. And she will come back, because...” The customary light of other
worldswasin hiseyes. “... because I'm building a bridge of music for her.”

Maxwell closed his eyes, thinking of Audrey. He would never see Gretaagain,
save in heaven. But he might yet see—and be seen by—Audrey.

“But | have arequest to make of you,” Terry went on. “A ssmple thing, realy. A
small matter. | should have taken care of it months ago.”

Maxwell smiled. “Nameit, Terry.” He suddenly wondered: did Terry resent being
called by hisfirst name? He should have asked. Terry was so... different. He reacted
so oddly to some things. Which was not to say that his reactions were unjust.
“Nameit.”

“1 need aletter from you...” Terry seemed to search for words. Such a careful
man. Maxwell was glad that Audrey was in such good hands. “... aletter to First
Friends Hospital, one that explains the purposes of my program and tells them that
I’m working with the cooperation and permission of Kingsley College.”

Maxwell opened his eyes, stared. “But you' re already playing at First Friends',
Terry. Y ou have been for years. Why do you need a letter from me?”’

Terry’s eyes clouded with the wound. “Well, | supposethat | can... get along
without it.”

“Terry! Terry!” Maxwell was on hisfeet in an instant. “Of course you can have
the letter. No question about it! | was... uh... only surprised. I's the hospital giving
you problems?’

Terry still appeared wounded, but Maxwell’ s assurances about the letter had
obviously moderated the effects of theinjury. “It isaways atrial to have to confront
those who have no belief. There are...” He leaned again toward the dean, hisfingers
interlaced on the desk, but as he did so, the Sleeve of his shirt drew back alittle, and
Maxwell was startled to see on Terry’s arm what could only have been dark bruises,
red welts, fissures where thick scabs had cracked and released a bloody pus.

“My God! Your arm, Terry!”

Terry sat back abruptly, pulled his sleeves down with an almost brutal haste. His
lips were suddenly flat against his teeth, and he hissed in a breath. “An accident. An
accident,” he muttered. “Only a blessed accident.”

Maxwell sat down, wondering, almost shaking at the frightful incongruity of
Terry’swounds. “Uh... al right.”

Keeping his sleeves pulled firmly down, Terry locked his hands on the corner of
Maxwell’s desk. “ There are always those who have no belief,” he whispered, his
eyes bright. “They will be punished. Punished in hell. And those who believe will
take pleasurein their cries... and in the pain of their own blessed wounds!”



Maxwell could think of nothing to say. He found that he had unconsciously
moved his chair away from Terry.

“Wounds...” Terry seemed to come to himself, to force himself to speak
normally. “Wounds are blessed things. We must wound ourselves to know
discipline, and we must know discipline to know God. That is the meaning of the
stigmata.”

“The... stigmata...”

“Yes.” Terry nodded, clutching his hands together as though he had suddenly
been handcuffed. “But there are... factions... at the hospital, just asthere are...
factions... at... Kingdey...”

Maxwell glanced at the manilafolder, then quickly tore his eyes away for fear that
Terry would notice. Terry was playing for Audrey. Terry was helping Audrey. If
Terry should stop...

No. Unthinkable.

“I'll writeyour letter, Terry,” said Maxwadll. “I’ll write it immediately.” For an
Instant, he debated bringing up the questions that Jerusalem and Harris had raised in
their troublesome letters... and in the documents they had sent to the curriculum
committee. But he decided against it. Terry, after al, was helping Audrey; and
Jerusalem, Harris, and the whole bloody curriculum committee could not deny that!

“Thank you,” said Terry. Herose. “Thank you. | am very grateful. But we must
be humble, and therefore...” His eyes had turned bright again. “... don’t say
anything in the letter about my work at First Friends' up until now. Hands of Grace
musi cians serve anonymously, and it’ s best to keep it that way.”

“But they already—"

Terry looked troubled. Maxwell fell silent. “Anonymously,” said Terry. “Thank
you.”

Terry left, and Maxwell was alone with himself and his memories of Audrey.
Almost against hiswill, though, and trembling like a monkish novice who had
suddenly discovered an obscene and blasphemous tome hidden away among the
pious volumes of the library, he picked up the manilafolder, opened it, and,
haltingly, with akind of horrified fascination, began to read.

Sandy came for her lesson that day, shuffling into the basement classroom, her
gait shading into alurching, downcast humility that always pleased Terry when he
saw it. Humility and submission. Sandy, he thought, had something of both, and yet
too little of either. It was up to him to teach her. The basis of the Hands of Grace
was love—Ilove of God, love of illness as a means of knowing God (Julian of
Norwich had talked about that)}—and love was a wounding, painful thing that would
eventually bind Sandy, gash her heart with injuries that were al the sweeter for the
arrows of divine passion that caused them, and bring her, submissive and helpless,
to unsurpassable delight.



“Hello, Terry,” she said.

Terry. It pleased him that she called him Terry, for it lessened the differences
between them. They were friends, friends who had met on this lonely road of the
world, friends who were here to help one another. And he would help her.

“Sandy.” He smiled, seeing in her the reality and the potential both. “A very good
morning to you.”

She seemed distracted today. The sight of her eyes... eye, rather (for God had
chosen to sacrifice one of those active extensions of her will so as to make her more
receptive to His presence, just as He had caused her to be scarred so that she could
concentrate more fully upon matters of the spirit) appeared to be turned inwards. But
that, perhaps, was to be expected, for Sandy had visions. Sandy always had visions.
And though Terry tried as best he could to stifle the jealousy he felt at the thought of
one who had not known submission and who yet saw, till the jealousy was there.
But he was not alone, and so there was nothing that he could do, for he needed
privacy and secrecy in order to transfix with physical wounds a wayward soul that
would not sufficiently submit to mutilations of the spirit.

“1 have some good news for you, Sandy,” he said as she dragged up a chair and
uncased her harp. His words, though, did not produce the effect that he had
anticipated. She simply looked at him with something much like resignation on her
face.

“Good news?’ she said as though she had finally realized that he expected a
reply.

But this was indeed good news, and Terry knew that Sandy would appreciate it
when she heard it. “The hospital that I’ ve been working with has asked meif | have
any students who are ready to play for the patients. There is agreat demand, as you

know, for this kind of musical-sacramental ministry. | told them that | had someone
who was ready.”

There. He had said it. And now Sandy would submit to him and, most important,
confirm her status as his student, for he, afriend, was attempting to guide her into
realms of such beauty and pain that her heart could not but be pierced by the terrible
joy of mastery, and he could not do that without a program. And he could not have
aprogram without a student.

Now she would stay. Now she would learn how to wait patiently to know hiswill,
to lie passively while she was entered by wisdom.

Sandy, though, only looked at him. Again, that resignation. “Oh.”
“Sandy, you're ready,” he repeated, trying to make himself clear.
“Why?’

Terry stared. “Why? What do you mean?”’

Sandy was staring as though seeing something besides the room. And he
wondered again how she could see. How could one who would not submit presume



toredly see!
He found that he was almost angry with her.

“1’m not doing anything different with you now than I’ ve been doing for the last
nine months,” she said. “How come I’ m suddenly ready?’

Perhaps, he thought, he had misunderstood her. Perhaps her strange attitude was
aproduct not of willfulness but of real humility. After all, she had visions, visions so
effortlessthat...

He cleared histhroat, forced himself to smile. After all, he and Sandy were
traveling the sameroad. “ Y our interior practice has grown,” he said. “I’ ve never met
anyone with such anatural interior practice as you, Sandy.”

Again, Sandy simply looked at him. Or, rather—as he suddenly realized with a
sense of unease—through him.

“Andit’s... it'sgrown and developed immensely since you cameto me.” Terry
made himself smile. She was his student. She was his.

Sandy said nothing.

Terry was growing increasingly uncomfortable. “It’ s time that you learned some
of the real Hands of Grace material,” he said. He looked around for his harp,
discovered that he had, as usual, not brought it. “Ah, let me use your harp.”

Sandy’ s hands tightened on her instrument. She shook her head. “No, Terry. |
won't let you use my harp.” Sherose. “I’ll come back tomorrow when you' re ready
to teach me,” she said. But then her voicetrailed off as though her attention had been
caught by... something else. “Maybe...”

“1 think,” said Terry, “that we have to distinguish—"

“Between truth and lies,” said Sandy. She blinked suddenly, as though shocked
by her own words.

Terry said nothing. He was thinking of the manilafolder on Maxwell’ s desk. Oh,
he knew what it contained, for he had seen its counterpart el sewhere, and he had
heard about the continuing efforts of Nora Jerusalem and her cohorts. But the Hands
of Grace was too important, too much a product of living, growing Tradition: they
could not derail it now with their spiritual adultery.

“Truth... and lies?’ he said.
Troubled, Sandy bent her head, looked at the harp in her lap. “ Sorry.”

But Terry found himself asking, “What do you mean by truth and lies?’ and was
immediately sorry that he had uttered the words, for he suddenly became possessed
by the terrible fear (afear that would never give way, asin the case of divine vision,
to aravishment of peace, but only lead on to deeper fear) that she might reply. And
then...

No. No.
He turned away quickly. “I think,” he said, “that we are finished for today.”



She was his student. She was, would continue to be, his student.

Silence from Sandy. Good. She would go home, and she would think, and then,
as before, she would return.

But: “All right, Terry,” she said.

He made sure that he did not look at her. “We are finished for today,” he
repeated.

“1 don’t know about that,” said Sandy. “1 think we may be finished forever.”

He heard her case her harp, the zipper rasping up seductively: alittle glissando
that made him recall, against hiswill, the sound that his pants had made when he was
achild, when Uncle Darryl had—

He heard her go toward the door, heard the turn of the knob.

And Nora Jerusalem, pagan and serpentine, asking about students! Classwork!
Did she not know that—

The door closed behind Sandy. There was silence for the better part of a minute,
and then there was the dull, thumping sound of a human arm smashing down
repeatedly upon the edge of a desk.

“TK? Thisis Sandy.”

“Sandy! Hey! How’ s Heather?’

Sandy sat slumped on her sofa, her harp lying across her lap. She felt at once
empty and full, victorious and defeated. “ About the same, TK,” she said, and she
dithered for amoment: compared with Heather’ s condition, her own predicament
seemed absurdly trivial. “Listen, I’'m sorry to bother you. | know it’ s late, but | realy
need to talk to someone.” She choked. Would TK understand? But TK had

understood before, and since she had been unable to reach Natil, she had turned to
him once again.

“What you want, girl?’

She closed her eyes, saw stars. She had seen them constantly since the day her
harping for Heather had taken her into places that she could not name, and their light
had made the world both hazy and unspeakably clear. But she had not called TK
about the stars: she had called him about Terry. The stars, she had decided, were

too strange, were, perhaps, an emblem of madness, and she would not speak of
them even to Natil.

“What isit, Sandy? C'mon. Tell Uncle TK about it.”

She almost sobbed with relief at the sound of the rough sympathy in the big
man’ s voice.

“What’s going on, girl?’

“1...” The enormity of what she had done swelled the words until they caught in
her throat, but she forced them out. “1 told my teacher to go take aflying one.”



“Y ou told Natil—?’
“No, no, | told Terry.”
“Terry? Who the hell’s Terry?’

Indeed: she had come to wonder about that herself. “I came out to Denver for a
program in... well, it'skind of like music therapy,” she explained. “Only the guy
who was in charge never taught me anything. So this afternoon | pretty much told
him that it was all over.” Pretty much? No, she had said forever. Now the Hands of
Grace lay behind her, with all itsfrustrations, all its hopes, all its disappointments
sitting in the middle of a now abandoned road like a heap of cast-off clothing.

TK responded with his usual directness. “So? What you whining about? If he was
abuster, he was a buster, and you better off without him. Y ou got Natil, Sandy. Shit,
you got all of us.”

She was ailmost afraid that he was angry at her. But no: TK was not angry, he was
simply telling the truth.,

Shit, you got all of us. The words made her feel warm with acceptance. “Buit...
my fellowship. I'm afraid it s gone now.”

“Your fellowship? Girl, people get aong just fine without fellowships. Go get a
job. We got a recession going, but they’s always something you can find.”

“But...” Sandy discovered that she was clutching her harp so tightly that her hand
had cramped. Deliberately, she loosened her fingers.

“Hey, girl.” TK’svoice turned chocolate and soothing. “You got friends. You
got Natil, and she teaching you harp. And if you want music therapy, you aready
playing in the hospital for Heather.”

“A-and for some of the others, too.”

“So you got it, Sandy. Say hey, there you are. Just what you want. Y ou need a
job, you head on up to Buckland Employment, let Ash and Marsh and Wheat take
care of you.”

“WEéll... uh... yeah... | could do that.”
“See? Y ou aready there.”

Sandy half smiled, half sobbed at TK’s choice of words. Natil was already there.
And Sandy, it appeared, was aready there, too. Neither of them, however, seemed
quite able to accept that fact.

For amoment, she tried to imagine what TK would say about her stars, decided
not to risk finding out. “Okay... | guess.” She wrinkled her nose: her tone did not
even convince herself. “Uh... thanks.”

“Don’'t mention it. You get some sleep, huh?’
“Yeah. You too.”

A pause, and then a strange sound came from TK that might or might not have
been a chuckle. There was something in it that sent a chill through Sandy, and before



she knew what she had done, she had closed her eyes and was staring at her inward
stars as though for security.

“I bedl right, girl,” said TK. “Seeyou...” A pause. A terrible pause. Sandy kept
her eyes closed, hoping that he would not repeat that mirthless, venomous sound.
‘... seeyou later.”

She was still looking at her stars when she realized that he had hung up. That
sound. It had been an expression of humor, and yet there had not been a shred of
humor init. Instead, it had been redolent of violence, of emotions that even she, with
alife of abuse behind her, could not fathom.

She found herself punching in the number for Elvenhome, but she got no more
answer than she had before. She tried Natil’ s office, but no, nothing. Doubtless, they
had all stayed at the hospital right up until closing, and then they had gathered at the
Home, turning off the telephone and linking together in that close community of spirit
that she envied intensely but could understand no more than she could interpret
TK’s sudden, murderous expression.

Now, more than ever, Sandy needed to talk to someone. But not about herself:
about TK. Somehow, out among the stars that now shone within her, she sensed a
wrongness that was speedily growing into a certainty of danger.

She did not know how she knew that, but she knew. The starlight had told her a
little about Terry, and now it wastelling her too much about TK. Pacing up and
down in her living room, then, caught between her grief for the loss of her
carefully-planned life and her concern for TK, she stopped, turned suddenly, and
impulsively dialed his number again.

Eight, nine, ten rings. No answer.

The stars were blazing within her, confirming her fears, prompting her to action.
She grabbed her purse and headed down to the street.

CHAPTER 19
&K N>

The front door of the crack house went down with a solid concussion that hit TK in
the chest like afist, fanned out across the street, and shattered the windows of the
neighboring houses. But that was as nothing compared to the force that the charge
had directed inward, and the door—no cheap, hollow core construction here, but a
one and three quarter inch slab of oak—exploded into the entryway in a burst of
splinters and metal fittings that reduced to an unrecognizable pile of shredded flesh
and broken bone the gang member who had been standing guard.

Armed, angry, TK followed.
It was the past that had come to the crack house tonight, the past of cheap

housing projects and lives thrown away for pittances. The past of the jungles and
tunnels of Vietnam. The past of the brutal and limb-shattering match of reflex against
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explosivein an Iragi bunker.

And it was the present, too. The present that had declared the life of ablack child
to be worth intrinsically less than that of awhite woman. The present that had
created this very crack house and the gang that dwelt in it. The present that at times
seemed so hopeless that only the anesthetic effect of drugs—religious or
chemical—could make it even briefly tolerable.

From the past, TK knew the use of the weapons he carried. From the present, he
had |earned a hatred so focused that it made the needle beam of alaser seem avague
and indistinct thing. And he entered through the gaping hole that hisfirst demoalition
charge had created, sprayed a sudden movement down the hall with the Uzi, and
drove forward.

He was going to destroy this house. He was going to bring it down just as he had
brought down tunnel after tunnel in the heat drenched province of Cu Chi. He had,
dangling from his web belt, three more charges with which to do it. But first he was
going to find the man with the earring. He wanted to be sure of the man with the
earring.

His prosthesis clicking faintly but precisely, his weapons—taped and
tightened—all but silent, he went down the carpeted corridor that smelled of years
and of mildew, of old drugs and new explosive. He saw a gleam as of metal in the
darkness beyond the kitchen door and he dropped flat, his cheek scraping on
tracked in pebbles and a scattering of stale corn chips. Slugs screamed over his
head, and his stomach spasmed as it always spasmed at the sound of an AK-47.

But he was down, and the gunner’ s aim was high, and the slugs went out into the
street, into, doubtless, the house across the way. Praying that no innocent wasin
their path, TK waited until he heard movement ahead, and then he let the Uzi do its
work once more. A dither and athump, and the AK-47 did not fire again.

Movement behind him. He had no time to turn before someone had leaped on his
back, and he saw the flash of a knife. Or maybe it was arazor. It wastoo dark. He
could not be sure.

Sounds from upstairs. Footsteps.

He swung the barrel of the Uzi, contacted something solid. The blade dropped to
the floor with a clatter a moment before he shoved his weapon into something soft
and sgqueezed off a burst. The weight on his back turned heavy, wet, inert.

Light suddenly. The lights were on, the footsteps were still coming down the
stairs, and he was sprawled in the middle of a downstairs hallway with a body on top
of him. Scrambling, then, almost losing his footing in the pool of blood that was fast
growing on the floor, he threw off his burden, rose, and made for the kitchen. But,
just for an instant, he looked down, and he saw that he had killed not a man but a
boy.

And again, the sheer horror of the youth of those he had determined to murder
struck him with a numbing weakness. So young. They were all so young. They had
always been young. In the tunnels of Vietnam, in the bunkers of Irag, in acrack



housein Denver, they were all young. And where was all his helping and healing
now? Did the blood that had saturated his shirt represent anything save the same
arrogant and sensel ess violence that had put Heather in the hospital ?

But Heather was one of his. And these...

What color was Heather? What color was that boy back there in the hall? Who
best represented his people, his gang, his chosen friends?

Grimly, asthough fleeing his own thoughts, he ran into the kitchen, vaulting, just
within the doorway, a huddled, dead form that was still wrapped about its automatic
rifle. He grabbed the edge of the stove and swung himself into shelter just as
impacting lead powdered the walls of the hallway and cut a swath through the open
kitchen door, shattering the jars on the far wall. Mayonnaise and ketchup sprayed
TK in the face, and mustard stung his eyes, but he paid no attention, for feet were
coming down the hall now, and there were shouts and curses as someone tripped
over the body he had |eft there.

He aimed the Uzi and turned the fuse box on the wall into perforated and bent
metal. With the vicious sparks of outraged 220 volt feed lines, the power went out
and the house was in darkness.

The footsteps stopped. TK glided to the doorway to see heads and shoulders
blocking the light from the street. Whispers. He leveled the Uzi, squeezed the trigger.

Nothing. The clip was empty. He did not have another.

The M 16 was slung on his back, but behind him, the fuse box was still sputtering
and crackling. TK suddenly realized that the intermittent light from the sparks was
more than likely making him visible.

He threw the Uzi, heard it crack into someone’ s face and thump to the ground.
Shots sped by him, and one grazed his arm like a burning coal as he ducked back
into a kitchen that was beginning to fill with the smoke of smoldering plastic and
rubber. He unslung the M16, thumbed off the safety, aimed it at the doorway. The
smoke might strangle him, but it would aso conceal him.

There were three of them, and they pounded into the kitchen as though they
assumed that the empty weapon landing at their feet had marked the end of the
armed assault. And, indeed, it almost had, for it had allowed them to draw close
enough for TK to see how young they were.

But the tunnels had taken over now, and the smoke from the burning fuse box
only added to his sense of the past, for the air had been bad in the tunnels of Cu
Chi, and it had been smoky in the Iragi bunker; and in both Vietnam and Iraq,
though twenty years separated them, figures had loomed up out of the hazy darkness
in just thisway, and their faces had been young, and TK’s need to kill them—
quickly—had been urgent.

Just as it was now.

Traveling at nearly the speed of sound, impacting with atumble that could rip
steel drums from top to bottom, TK’ s bullets cut down the three who had entered,



and the sparks flickered on their faces asthey fell. Tinies. Tiny gangsters. boys who
had found in the gangs a position and a status that their society had denied them.
Perhaps it was only boys—children—who, innocent and fresh and open to
experience as the hardened consciences of adults could never be, could discern so
plainly the truth of the matter. There was no room for black men in this place, for the
white men had bought the land and everything it contained. There was nothing for
black men to do, therefore, but turn inward, turn toward themselves, turn, if
necessary, upon themselves, acting out in internecine battle the very hatred that had
been forced upon them, that was played out with quotidian regularity in the
pageantry of social myth.

And so they turned to the gangs. Here were children who sold dope in order to
buy hamburgers for lunch, who took an old woman'’s social security check so that a
baby sister could have shoes or a new skirt, who killed because... because...

... because everyone killed. And how much difference was there, really, between
splashing on a young man because he wore the wrong color bandannain his back
pocket and filling his BMP with incandescent shrapnel because he wore the wrong
color uniform on his back? Killing was not such a big thing: after al, it happened
from six in the evening to eleven at night every single day of the week, and al one
had to do to see it was flip a switch and sit back. These children, dead now, had
been exactingly schooled in the manner of their end, and one of them might well have
held the gun that had put the slugs into Heether.

Jerking himsdlf violently away from the abusive insight, trying to keep hismind
only on that nightmarish memory of Heather collapsing on the seat of the truck with
the back of her skull blown open, TK pulled one of the C-4 charges from his belt,
armed the timed detonator, and placed it against what he knew—the tunnels had
trained him well—was one of the main structural walls of the house. He had afew
minutes. Time enough to place the other charges. Time enough to get out of the
house. Maybe.

But first he was going to find the man with the earring.

With the fuse box still sputtering and smoldering and the MI6 up and ready, he left
the kitchen and crept down the corridor, silently glad that the darkness conceal ed
what he had left lying on the floor ahead. In contrast to the shouting and footfalls of
aminute before, the house had fallen abruptly silent, and TK judged that if there were
anyone left in it—perhaps just off the entryway, in that living room he had passed by
on the run—they were at present attempting to figure out what had happened and
what best to do about it.

They did not know. Indeed, they could not know. In the light of the absolute
primacy of profit in the drug trade, TK’ s actions were not only illogical, but insane.
No one would expect that he was here not to rob but to destroy utterly. No one
would think to look for bombs.

A doorway to the side. A closet. He ducked in, placed his second charge. As he
armed the detonator, he realized that he should have taken the AK-47 from the dead
grasp of the boy in the kitchen, but it was too late to go back now. The charges were



ticking down the seconds, and he could not reset them. He had only minutes
remaining. He had to make the best of them.

He left the closet, continued toward the front of the house. The stairs, he could
see, would be a problem. They were the only way up to the second floor, and if he
mounted them he would be vulnerable to attacks from both above and below.

But he wanted the man with the earring, and he suspected—sensing as though
with aflicker of the radiance that had leaked out of his dreams and taken up
residence in his mind—that the man with the earring was up there.

As TK passed the dark living room, though, he heard a stirring. With no time to
reflect, he fired, and a high pitched scream slashed at his ears. A woman’s scream.
Somebody’ s girlfriend. But there were other stirrings, then, and he had to fire again.
And again. The suppressor on the muzzle of the MI6 dimmed the flashes to a faint
glow, and so he had only a vague impression of soft flesh—too soft, he thought,
ever to be in agang, ever to know the seductive weightlessness of crack crystals or
the metallic heft of lead, ever to count out billsin anything save singles, fives, or
maybe tens—opening, falling.

And then a sound, and he turned, and at the top of the stairs, dull in the spill of
street light from the gaping front door, TK saw him.

The automatic rifle upstairs fired and swept toward him. TK dive