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" PREFACE

As Peter has written in his foreword to this volume,
the range and literacy of the stories we collected is nothing
- short of mind-boggling. Clearly, the theme of immortality,
together with the symbol of the unicorn, tapped a vein in
- the writers we approached. For that I am extremely grate-

~ful. - S

More clearly, and this is something which Peter-the-
modest would never say himself, they would not dare to
have given us anything but their very best, their unique
efforts. Some of them know him well and are old friends;
all of them stand in awe of his modesty and his talent.

- I first met Peter more than fifteen years ago, at a writ-
ers conference in Los Altos Hills, California. Of course I
didn’t know it was Peter, as I stood near the campus swim-
ming pool on that hot summer’s day, eaveswatching a man
who looked like a bearded Jewish magician converse with

a shaggy mongrel. | -
| “I talk to dogs, you know,” the magician said, when he
noticed my presence. “And they answer me.” Addressing,
I suspect, the skepticism on my face, he said, “Look, I'll
prove it. I'll tell the dog to jump in the pool, swim across,
get out at the other side, and then walk around the pool
back here.” He turned to the dog. “What’s your name?”

“So you’ve trained your dog,” I said. “Terrific.”

- “This isn’t my dog. I’ve never seen it before in my
life.” '
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The dog obeyed, I became a believer, and Peter S.
Beagle—converser with dogs—and I have been friends
ever since.

Before I left the campus that Sunday, I had purchased
 copies of two of Peter’s books, A Fine and Private Place
- and The Last Unicorn. Those dog-eared, well-read copies
have gone with me on every journey. I have long wanted to
find a project that would enchant us both. It is my particu-
- lar joy to have been the instrument that has reunited Peter
with the unicorn.

As for the theme of immortality, it too comes djrectly
from Peter’s soul. One of the many things I have admired
in him over the years is his insistence upon keeping in
touch with old, “forgotten” writers. Those who perhaps
wrote one opus, and then hid away, thinking themselves
unloved and unremembered. It is he who consistently
reminds them that, though they may not be immortal in the
~ physical sense, the words they have created are.

I can’t tell which I love most, the heart of the man or
his incredible talent; I can tell you that it’s been a true joy
putting this book together with him.

Thank you, Peter.

One more thing: The alphabetlcal-by-author order of
the stories was pure synchronicity. We had no intention of
creating an almost-encyclopedia of immortal unicorn sto-
ries, but so be it. Whatever works.

| —Janet Berliner
- Las Vegas, Nevada
April 1, 1995




- FOREWORD

. and great numbers of unicorns, hardly
smaller than an elephant in size. Their hair is
like that of a buffalo, and their feet like those of
an elephant. In the middle of their forehead is a
very large black horn. Their head is like that of
a wild boar, and is always carried bent to the
ground. They delight in living in mire and mud.
It is a hideous beast to look at, and in no way
like what we think and say in our countries,
namely a beast that lets itself be taken in the lap
of a virgin. Indeed, I assure you that it is alto-
gether different from what we fancied ...

—Marco Polo

In the first place, I blame Janet Berliner for every-
thing. This book was her idea from the beginning: she did
the vast bulk of the editing, the telephoning, and all the
other grunt work; and if you like Immortal Unicorn, it’s
‘mostly Janet’s doing. If you don’t like it, ’'m covered.

In the second place, I could happily live out the rest of

my time on the planet without ever having another thing to
- do with unicorns. Through what I persist in regarding as no
fault of my own—my children were enjoying the chapters
as I read them aloud, so I just kept going—I’ve been stuck
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w1th the beasts for some twenty—seven years now. First
begun in 1962, published in 1968 (worlds and worlds ago,
in a culture that measures time by elections and Super

- Bowls), The Last Unicorn is the book people know who
don’t know that I ever wrote anything else. Never a best-
seller, never so much as a reliable annuity, it’s been trans-
lated into fourteen languages, made into an animated film,
and dramatized in half a dozen versions. People have writ-
ten wonderfully kind and moving letters to me about it
over the last twenty-seven years. I ran out of shyly sponta-
neous replies around 1980, I think it was.

But what amazed me as these stories began to come in
is the eternal command the unicorn retains over the human
- imagination. Whether they turn up in the classic tapestry
guises of Susan Shwartz’s Arthurian tale, “The Tenth
Worthy,” or Nancy Willard’s poignant variation, “The
Trouble with Unicorns”; as dangerously attainable pas-
sions, in such works as P. D. Cacek’s “Gilgamesh
Recidivus” or Michael Armstrong’s “Old One-Antler’”; or
as a source of karmic aggravation and cranky wonder to a
rural community in Annie Scarborough’s delightful “A
Rare Breed,” the damn things continue somehow to evoke
astonishingly varied visions of soul-restoring beauty,
indomitable freedom, and a strange, wild compassion, as
well as the uncompromised mystery and elusiveness with-
out which no legend can ever survive. Bigfoot, Nessie,
Butch and Sundance, the unicorn . . . they leave footprints
and dreams, but never their bones.

The title of this book has far less to do with physmal
immortality than with the unicorn’s wondrously enduring
presence in some twilight corner of our human DNA.
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From the European horned horse or dainty goat/deer
hybrid to the ferocious, rhinoceros-like karkadann of
Persia, India, and North Africa, to the Chinese k’i-lin,
whose rare appearances either celebrated a just reign or
portended the death of a great personage, there are surpris-
ingly few mythologies in which the unicorn, or something
very like it, does not turn up. India was the great medieval
source of unicorn sightings; but over the centuries there
have been accounts out of Japan, Tibet, Siberia, Ethiopia
- (Pliny the Elder and his contemporaries had a distinct ten-
dency to stash any slightly questionable marvel in
Ethiopia), Scandinavia, South Africa, and even Canada
and Maine. Entirely regardless of whether they exist or
not, something in us, as human beings, seems always to
have needed them to be. | |

(It’s worth mentioning that men have for centuries
been manipulating the horn buds of cattle, sheep, and goats
to produce a one-horned animal—with evident success, if
that’s your idea of success. Judith Tarr’s story, “Dame a la.
Licorne,” deals movingly and realistically with an emi-
nently believable version of this ancient practice. But
horns don’t make the unicorn; it’s the other way around.)

The possibility that unicorns might need humans just
as much, in their own way, is well worth a moment’s con-
sideration. In Through the Looking Glass, after all, Lewis
Carroll’s unicorn says to Alice, . . . Now we have seen
each other, if you’ll believe in me, I'll believe in you. Is
- that a bargain?’ And there is a very old fable which holds
- that the unicorn was the first animal named by Adam and
Eve, and that when they were barred from Paradise the
unicorn chose to follow them into the bitter mortal world,
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to share their suffering there, and their joys as well. You
‘might think about that legend when reading Robert
Devereaux’s story “What the Eye Sees, What the Heart
- Feels.” S : R .
I've indicated earlier that I find the diversity of these
stories as exceptional as their quality. What I expected
(and after twenty-seven years of being sent cuddly stuffed
unicorns, so would you) was an embarrassment of wistful-
ness, a plethora of dreamy elegies to metaphoric innocence
betrayed, and a whole lot of rip-offs equally of The Glass
Menagerie and the unicorn hunt scene in T. H. White’s The |
Once and Future King. I couldn’t have been more wrong.
- The bulk of the tales in this book focus more on the
power, and at times the genuine ferocity and aggressive-
ness of the unicorn—which is far more in keeping with the
mythological record—than on its vulnerability. They
range in setting from Lisa Mason’s turn-of-the-century
San Francisco to Eric Lustbader’s all too contemporary
‘Bedford-Stuyvesant district, to Cacek’s Siberia, George
Guthridge’s linked Mongolia and Arctic Circle, Karen Joy
Fowler’s 1950s Indiana, Will Shetterly’s nineteenth cen-
tury American Southwest, Janet’s own South Africa, and
Dave Smeds’ scarifying wartime Vietnam. Their tone cuts
across a remarkable spectrum of action, style, and emo-
tion, at one end of which we may with confidence place
Robert Sheckley’s quietly and profoundly flaky “A Plague
of Unicomns.” Somewhere in the middle we find Melanie
Tem’s tender and haunting “Half-Grandma,” Fowler’s
“The Brew,” Marina Fitch’s lovely “Stampede of Light,”
Kevin Anderson and Rebecca Moesta’s “Sea Dreams,”
Shetterly’s “Taken He Cannot Be” (which swept away my
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- grim resistance to reading one more flipping word about
Wyatt, Doc, and the O.K. Corral), and Lucy Taylor’s
“Convergence”—stories less about unicorns per se than
about generosity, courage, loneliness, love, and letting go:
all immortal realities embodied by those aggravating crea-
tures I appear to be stuck with. A little way along, a splen-

 didly unique fantasy like Mason’s “Daughter of the Tao”
shades into “Dame a la Licorne,” science fiction in the best
-sense of the term. (Incidentally, no man would have been
hkely to produce that one, by the way—I speak as the
father of two daughters.) -

Tad Williams’ elegantly original “Three Duets for
Virgin and Nosehorn” fits comfortably on the near side of

“Daughter of the Tao,” as does my own “Professor
Gottesman and the Indian Rhinoceros.” I'm honored to be
in such company, and pleased that we’ve done our bit to
restore the glamour (in the old Celtic sense of enchant-
ment) of a noble beast, maligned and derided from Marco
Polo through Hemingway and Ionesco. (lonesco, by the
way, had never seen a rhinoceros when he wrote the play
that made the word a synonym for insane conformity.
Introduced to two at the Zurich Zoo, I was once told he -
studied the creatures for a long while, and finally bowed
formally, saying, “I have been deceived, and I apologize.”
Then he shook his walking stick at them and shouted, “But
you are not real rhinoceroses!”) .

At the furthest end of the book’s reach stalk Lustbader’s
“The Devil on Myrtle Ave.,” Smeds’ “Survivor,” Michael
Marano’s “Winter Requiem,” George Guthridge’s “Mirror
of Lop Nor,” and S. P. Somtow’s astonishing “A Thief in the
Night.” These are violent stories, as much or more in tone
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and vision as in action; and in these, too, unicorns as uni-
corns are less crucial than the central characters. The uni-
corn of “Winter Requiem” is a demon, plain and simple; the
one literally depicted in “Survivor” is nothing more than a
tattoo on a soldier’s chest; while Somtow’s unicom is a

~ shadow, a hoofprint, only seen fully for a moonlit moment at

the end of this encounter between the Messiah and a

~ strangely sympathetlc Antichrist on the boardwalk at

California’s Venice Beach. For that matter, the unicorns of
“Sea Dreams” are narwhals, the steeds of undersea princes

in a young girl’s fairy tale; in Dave Wolverton’s “We

Blazed,” there is no immortal beast at all, but a rock singer
searching for his wife through the universe of her dreams.
You won’t find these unicorns up at the Cloisters museum,
but you may very well recognize them all the same.

Strangers still ask me whether I believe in unicorns,
really. I don’t, not at all, not in the way they usually mean.
But I do believe—still, knowing so much better—in
everything the unicorn has always represented to human
beings: the vision of deep strength allied to deep wisdom,
of pride dwelling side by side with patience and humility,
of unspeakable beauty inseparable from the “pity beyond
all telling” that Yeats said was hidden at the heart of love.
Even in my worst moments, when I am most sickened by
the truly limitless bone-bred cruelty and stupidity of the
species I belong to, I know these things exist. I have seen
them, and once or twice they have laid their heads in my
lap. In their very different manners, the stories in this
book—altogether different indeed from what we fan-
cied—express this old, foolish, lovely dream of the uni-
corn.
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~ As 1 said at the beginning, any praise for Immortal
Unicorn rightfully belongs to Janet Berliner. Me, I'm
“happy to be what used to be called, in the New York City
garment trade, the “puller-in"—the guy who stood right
outside the store and literally yanked people off the side-
walk, you absolutely got to see what we got here for you,
fit you like custom-made. Not all of these tales may fit the
unicorn of your imagining; but come inside anyway, come
~ in out of the flat, painful sunlight of our time, blink around
you for a bit, and see what might almost be moving and
shining in the cool shadows.

—-—-—P_eter S. Beagle
Davis, California
March 25, 1995_ |







 WILL SHETTERLY
~ TAKEN HE
CANNOT BE
Peter: 1 know Will Shetterly’s work up to ﬁow entirely

from the several Liavek collections, which he cocreated
and coedited with his wife Emma Bull. Some years ago I

had to write a magazine article on shared-world antholo- =

~ gies, and Liavek easily became my favorite of the ones I
- covered. I'm delighted by the unhurried, understated qual-

ity of his prose, the obvious originality of his mind, and
the fact that he’s the only writer in this anthology who has
ever run for governor of a state. Minnesota, it was, and he
came in a respectable third in a field of six. I always sus-
pected I'd like Minnesota.

Janet: 1 confess that I did not know Will’s work at all until
Peter’s request that I solicit a story from him for this
“anthology. I can now say, happily, that I know Will’s
voice—on the phone, and insofar as this dandy little story
- is concerned. Getting to know both voices better promises
to be a fun exploratlon




Taken He Cannot Be

HINGS DIE. THIS IS THE LESSON THAT EVERYONE LEARNS.
Some do not learn it until the instant before death, but we
all learn it. We pass our final exam by dying. Dr. John
Henry Holliday earned his diploma from the school of
life at a younger age than most. At twenty, he had been
~ told that consumption would kill him in six months, yetat
thirty, he still lingered around the campus. He supposed
he was a tenured professor of death, which made him
‘laugh, which made him cough, which made him think
about the man they had come to meet, and kill.

He rode through the midsummer heat beside his best
friend, Wyatt Berry Stapp Earp. They had both grown
beards to disguise themselves, and they had dressed like
cowboys instead of townsmen. No one who saw them pass
at a distance would recognize the dentist-turned-gambler or
Tombstone’s former deputy sheriff, both wanted in Arizona
on charges of murder. |

They rode to kill John Ringgold, better known as
Johnny Ringo. Wyatt had said that Wells Fargo would
pay for Ringo’s demise, and Doc had always believed in
being paid to do what you would do cheerfully for free.
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He did not know or care how much Wells Fargo might
pay. He was not sure whether Wells Fargo had made an
offer, or Wyatt had merely assumed the coach line would
show its gratitude for the death of the last leader of the
Clanton gang. Doc knew Wyatt had asked him to come
kill Johnny Ringo, and that sufficed. Had anyone asked

~ him why he agreed, he would have said he had no prior

- engagements. The only person who might have asked
- would have been Big Nose Kate Elder, and she had left
“him long ago. .
The brown hills stn'red frequently as they rode. The
two riders always looked at motion—in a land where
bandits waited for their piece of wealth from the booming
silver mines, you always looked. They never expected
more than sunlight on quartz, or dust in a hot puff of
- wind, or a lizard darting for food or shelter. Vision was
simultaneously more powerful and less trustworthy in
this dry land. The eye saw far in the parched atmosphere,
but it did not always see truthfully.

‘The unicorn showed itself on a rise. Doc never
~ thought that it might be a wild horse. Though it was the
size of a horse, it did not move like a horse, and he had
never seen a horse with such white, shaggy fur, and that
long, dark spear of its horn left no doubt, at least not in a
person who lived by assessing situations mstantly, then
acting.

Doc acted by not acting: He did not flinch or blink or
gasp or look away in order to look back. If this apparition
was his private fantasy, he would not trouble Wyatt with
its existence. If it was not, Wyatt would say somethmg
And Wyatt did. “Doc?”
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“ER?”

“What’s that cntter"”

“Unicorn.” |

- “Eh.”

They rode for another minute or two. The unicorn
remained on the ndge Its head moved shghtly to follow
them as they passed.

Wryatt said, “What’s a unicorn?””

“In Araby they call it cartajan. Means ‘lord of the
desert.”” |

“I can see that.” -

““The cruelest is the unicorn, a monster that bel-
loweth horribly, bodied like a horse, footed like an ele-
phant, tailed like a swine, and headed like a stag. His horn
~ sticketh out of the midst of his forehead, of a wonderful

" brightness about four foot long, so sharp, that whatsoever
he pusheth at, he striketh it through easily. He is never
caught alive; killed he may be, but taken he cannot be.’”

“Huh. Shakespeare or the Bible?”

~ “Some old-time Roman named Solinus, translated by
some old-time Englishman who mlght ve supped with
Master Will and King Jim.”

“I ain’t never seen no unicorn before.”

“Nor yet. That’s a mirage. A w111-o -the-wisp. The
product of a fevered brain.”

“I reckon you’re contagious, then.”

Doc laughed, then coughed, then said, “Well, ain’t no
one known to’ve seen one before. Not for sure. All that’s
written down is travelers’ tales, ’bout things they heard
but never saw.” |

“We’re the first to spot one?”
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“In centuries. Far as [ know.”

| “What do you think a cn‘cus’d pay for a critter llke
~ that?””

Doc laughed and coughed agam “Have to catch it
first. It being a bastard of the mmd, I reckon it’d race as
- fleet as a thought.” : -

“Faster 'n horses?”

“S posed to be.” |

“We could comer it in a box canyon, maybe 7

“That horn ain’t s’posed to be for decoration.”

“Animal worth anything dead?” |

“Depends on the buyer.” |
| “Could stuff and stand 1t in a penny arcade. I seen a.

| merma1d once. Looked like a monkey and a fish sewed

'together but you got to admlt, a sight like that’s wortha
penny.” |
“At least.” Doc was rarely reluctant to tell any-
thing to Wyatt, but he hesitated before he finally said,
~ “Horn’s s’posed to cure most sicknesses.” He coughed.
“Turn the horn into a drinking cup, and it takes the
power out of poison. You can smear. its blood on a
wound, -and the wound’ll heal right up. Some say its
whole body’s magical. You’re s’posed to eat its liver
for something, but I forget what. There’s folks who say
it can make you young again, or live forever Or raise
the dead.
| “Any o’ that true?”

- Doc shrugged. “Three minutes ago, I would’a said it
~ was all proof a lie lives longer than a liar. Now I’'m not so
Ssure” - B
“Let’s find out.” Wyatt drew on the reins. As his
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horse halted, he dropped to the ground and pulled hisrifle
from its boot on his saddle.

| Doc said, “Ain’t neither of us sharpshooters. One
miss ’d scare it off for good.”

Wyatt paused with the rifle butt at his shoulder. “You
all right, Doc‘? Ain’t like you to pass on an opportunity set
before you.” -

“I do make some note of the odds, Wyatt Leastways
when I’m anything like sober.”

“Mmm. Your old Roman said they could be kﬂled
‘There a trick to it?”

Doc considered the answers, and thought of Kate,
‘and said, “We ain’t got the means.”
| “Hell.” Wyatt spoke with no particular emphasis.
“Then there’s no reason not to try what we got, is there?”

~ “No.” Doc whipped his short-barrel Colt from its hol-
ster and fired in the general direction of the unicorn. It
seemed to study him with disappointment while the sound
of the shot hung in the hot, clean air. Then it danced aside as
Wyatt’s shot followed Doc’s, and it tossed its mane and its
horn in something uncannily like a laugh before it skipped
back behind the rise.

“Damn 1t, Doc, if you’d’a waited till we could’a both
took aim with rifles—

“Why, sure, Wyatt. I reckon I could’a’ taken me a
nap, and once you had ever’thing to your liking, I'd’a
risen well-rested to shoot ever so nicely, and we’d now be
- arguing whether unicorn liver’d taste best by itself or
with a big plate 0’ beans.” .

- Whyatt stared at him, then said grimly, “With beans,”
and slid his rifle back into its boot. |




- Taken He Cannot Be 7

~ Doc laughed and coughed and holstered his Colt.
Then he let his surprise show on his face. The unicorn
watched them from the next rise. Wyatt swung back onto
his horse, looked toward the unicorn, then looked toward
Doc, who said, “It sure is pretty.”

He did not expect Wyatt to answer that. Wyatt d1d not
surprise him. The unicorn studied them as they rode by.
When they had left sight of it, it appeared again on a far-
ther ridge that paralleled their ride.

Wyatt said, “If we could lure it in close; we’d plug it
for sure.”

“Mmm,” Doc sald and then, “Maybe we should let
Ringo live.” | |

“Eh?”

“Ain’t like he was one o’ the ones who killed Morg.”

“He stood by ’em. He planned it with Curly Bill. He
- was in on the attack on Vlrge |

- “That ain’t proven.”

“Is to my satisfaction.”

‘Doc laughed, said, “Hell, Wyatt, we’d have to kill
halt of Tombstone to get everyone who stood by the
- Clantons,” then coughed.

When he lifted his head again, Wyatt was watching
him like the unicorn had, with cool speculation. Doc
wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and smiled.
Wyatt said, “All right.” | |

“All right, what?”

- “All right, Ringo don’t need to d1e ’Less he insists
onit.”

“How so?”

Wyatt smiled. “Like I said. Depends on him.”
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Doc nodded, and they rode on. The sands stayed a
steady white-hot glare, and the sky continued to leach
moisture from their skin and their lungs. The unicorn
accompanied them, always at a distance. Each time it dis-
appeared, they thought it had abandoned them, but it
always appeared again at a new, improbable vantage
where only the most accurate marksman might take it.

Fred Dodge had said Ringo was on a drunk, and
camping in a canyon in the Chiricahuas. Both of these
things turned out to be true. Near a creek in the shade of a |
boulder, they found him reading aloud from The Iliad with
an empty bottle and a pair of boots beside him. His out-
stretched feet were wrapped in strips of light cotton. He
looked up as they rode near and switched from Greek to
English to say, “Achilles and Patroclus, welcome.”

“Hell, you are drunk if you don’t recogmze us,” said
Wyatt. |

“Who you thmk you’re playing?” said Doc. “Hardly
Odysseus. Poor Hector? Brash Paris? The accommodat-
ing Panderus, perhaps?”’

Ringo lifted his right arm from beside his body to
- show them his .45. “Anybody I damn well please. That’s
a good one, you two whoremasters calling names.”

Wyatt said, “Doc, Iforget Why’d you want to warn
him?”

“Seemed a fair notion at the mne ” Doc turned to
Ringo. “You began the exchange of pleasantries, my
Johnnie-O.” |

“Oh, all right, all right.” Ringo waved the matter
away in a broad circle with his Colt, then rose unsteadily
to his feet. “So. To what do I owe the honor of this visit?”
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Wyatt said, “Wells Fargo wants you dead.”

“Wells Fargo?’ Ringo drew himself erect and stated,
premsely and indignantly, “T am a rustler, not a highway-
man.”

“It’s the pnce of fame,” Doc said. “A few hold-ups,
they ask who’ s like to’ve masterminded ’em, and your
name’s sitting at the top of the heap.” |

“Ringo blinked. “So why’d you two come in tatkin’
instead o’ shootin’?”’ |

Wyatt said, “Ask Doc.”

Doc worked his lips and wondered at the impulse
that had brought them under the gunsight of the man they |
had hunted. He said simply, “There’s been a lot 0’ killin’.
Mind if I water my horse?”

Ringo waved again. The weapon in his hand did not
seem to be any more significant to him than a teacher’s
baton. Doc swung down from his horse, and so did Wyatt.
Doc said, “I’11 take yours,” and led both horses toward the
creek. -
Ringo said, “So, I’m to infer you take no interest in
the blood money?” |

Wyatt said, “Why would you do that? We're hardly
gonna let that money go to waste, not after we crossed

‘back into Arizona.”

“Hmm,” said Ringo. He brought the barrel of hlS pis-
tol to scratch his mustache, and Doc, moving toward the
creek with his horse, wondered if the cowboy would
shoot off his nose. “So, you’re not after me, but you are
after the reward on me. Am I to lie very still for several
days? If you kept a bottle of good whiskey near my cof-
fin, I might manage.” |
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Doc squatted upstream from the horses to splash a
handful of water against his face. As he lifted a second
handful to drink, he saw the unicorn walking toward him.

~ Wyatt and Ringo were only a few yards away, talking

. about money and death. Boulders and brush gave Doc

~ and the unicorn some privacy. The horses noted the crea-

ture, but they continued to drink w1thout a sound of fear
or greeting.

| The unicomn paused on the far side of the creek. It

raised its head to taste the air. Its horn could impale or

eviscerate buffalo, but if there was any meaning in the lift

of the horn, it was a salute. |

Wyatt was telling Ringo, “We’d meet in Colorado
 after they paid us. We’d give you your third, and you could
go to Mexico or hell, for all we cared. Everyone’d be
happy. You’re gettin’ a little too well-known to keep on in
these parts as Ringo, you know.”

“How would I trust you?”

Wyatt made a sound like a laugh. “How would we
trust you? Our reputation with Wells Fargo will hang on
you stayin’ dead once we said you was.” -

“Huh,” said Ringo, and then he laughed. “Hell, I ain’t
been dead before. Why not?”

The unicorn, if it heard the speakers, 1gnored them. It
stepped into the creek. At the splash of its hoof, Ringo
said, “What’s—" -

Doc heard them, but he kept his eyes on the unicorn,
suspecting that now, if he looked away, he would never
see it again. He thought of Big Nose Kate, and how she
had cared for him, and he wondered if she had known any
man who could not be said to have failed her.
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~ Wyatt said, “Hell, Johnny, ain’t you seen a unicorn
before? That there’s Carty John, the lord of the desert.”
 “Well, I never,” said Ringo.

Doc heard the two men move closer, and saw the uni-
corn glance toward them. As it stepped sideways, ready to |
turn and run, Doc said calmly, “Back off. This is my play.”
~ He heard Wyatt and Ringo withdraw a few feet. The
unicorn’s gaze returned to Doc’s face. He extended his
left arm, palm upward to show there was nothing in his
hand. The unicor took the last step, and its breath was
warm on Doc’s skin. He was afraid he would cough and
scare it away, then realized he felt no need to cough.

Wyatt called softly, “Want me to fetch arope?’

Ringo laughed, “Hell, ain’t no need of that.”

Wyatt said, “What do you mean?”

‘Ringo said, “Look at that! It'll follow Doc like a
lovesick pup now.” He laughed again, even more loudly,
and Doc heard the sound of a man slapping his knee in
delight as Ringo added, “And you know why?”
~ Wyatt said, “No. Why?” | .

Ringo said, “ ’Cause there’s one thmg a unicorn’ll
fall for, and that’s— |

Doc heard the pistol shot, then felt the pistol in his
right hand. Ringo slumped to his knees and fell forward,
hiding the hole in his face and exposing the larger one m
the back of his head.

Wyatt went to calm their horses. The unicorn stayed
by Doc. It had not spooked at the sound, sight, or smell of
death. Doc let the pistol slide back into his holster.

Wyatt said, “Well it’ll be easwr to convmce Wells
Fargo he’s dead now.”




12 WILL SHETTERLY

“Mmm.” . :
Wyatt squatted by Ringo, drew a knife, and cut a
piece of scalp from Ringo’s hairline. “What you want to
do with Carty John there? Start up a unicorn show orsell |
him?”
“He won’t abide crowds.”
- Wyatt dropped his hand to the gun at his thigh. “You

. figure to shoot him then, or should I?”

Both pistols cleared their holsters at the same time.

Neither fired. Doc and Wyatt stood still, Wyatt’s pistol

aimed at Doc’s sternum, Doc’s plStOl aimed more toward
Wyatt than anything else.
Time passed, perhaps slowly, perhaps quickly. Wyatt

‘lowered his head, but not his gun, a fraction of an inch in

a question. Doc answered by swinging his pistol behind
him as he yelled, “Git!” The barrel struck something soft,
and he thought it had been easier to send Kate away.

‘The unicorn did not try to impale him. It spun and
ran. As it splashed across the creek and onto the sand,
Doc holstered his pistol. He listened to the unicorn’s
hooves, but he did not turn to watch it go. He stepped for-
ward, then fell coughing to his knees in the creek.
~ Whyatt took him by the shoulders to lift him and direct
him toward the bank. While Doc sat on a boulder in the
sun, Wyatt found Ringo’s horse, saddled it, rolled
Ringo’s body in a blanket, then lashed it across the back
of the horse. Wyatt said, ““You want his boots?”

Doc looked where Ringo had been reading, then
shook his head. |

Wryatt said, “If they were all that comfortable he d’a
been wearing ’em.”
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- Doc said, “I 11 take the book -

Wyatt picked up The Iliad, handed it to Doc, then
said, “Ready to ride?”

- “At a moment’s notice,” Doc said, and he stood
wondering if that was true. He tucked the book in his sad-
dlebag, then swung himself onto his horse’s back |

“Where you taking him?” |

Wyatt turned his horse back the way they had come.
“I gotaplan.”

“As good as your last one"”

“1’xpect.”

“That’s comforting.”

“Killing Stilwell and Curly Bill so publicly just cre-
ated messes for us. I figure to prop Johnny down by the
road into town, which ought to get a story goin’ that he up
and killed his sorry ass hisself. |

Doc considered several flaws in the plan, but said
nothing. It would be a last joke on the town that had
driven them away. He could hear people arguing why
Ringo’s boots were missing and whether a self-inflicted
wound should be ringed with powder burns. It would be
less than a joke, or more. It would be a mystery, and
therefore it would be like life.

“Sure,” Doc said, and coughed.

They left Ringo near a farmhouse and let his horse go
free. Wyatt had hung Ringo’s cartridge belts upside down
on him, but Doc did not ask whether that was to make it
look like Ringo had been extremely drunk, or was
another little taunting detail for Sheriff Behan and
Tombstone’s legal establishment, or was simply a s1gn
that Wyatt’s mind was on other thmgs |
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When the scene of Ringo’s suicide was complete,

‘Wyatt said, “Doc, maybe we ought to split up for a while.”

That would be prudent. If anyone decided Ringo had
been killed, it would be best if no one could say that two
- men looking like Wyatt and Doc had been near these
parts. Doc nodded.

Wyatt said, “T'll get your share to you.”

Doc nodded again. -

Wyatt smiled. “Half’s better ’n thirds, ain’t it?”

Doc coughed, then nodded a third tune

“You’ll be all nght?”

Doc said, “Sure.”

“Well. Be seein’ you.” | |

He watched Wyatt ride away. A bullet in Wyatt’s
back would surprise no one, but Doc did not draw his
gun. He loved anything that was simple and forceful and
beautiful. Some things should hive forever, and some
things should die.

Coughing, he rode on alone.
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Peter: Robert Devereaux’s story, “What the Eye Sees,
What the Heart Feels,” deals with the human-unicorn link in
a gentle, affecting manner that I’d hardly have expected from
a writer who publishes in anthologies like MetaHorror, Love
in Vein, Splatterpunks 2 (“Peter, who are these people?”),
Book of the Dead 3, and It Came from the Drive-In. He is the
author of the novel Deadweight, and has a second, Walking
Wounded, due out in 1996. Robert lives in Fort Collins,
Colorado, “. . . working as a software engineer by day and
letting his i unagmahon run wild by dawn...” It seemstobe
having a very nice time. | - -

- Janet:_ This is a very gentle man, Peter, and a damn hard

worker at his craft. I herewith thank you, Robert, for your

extraordinary patience with my “editorial interference.” I

- hope you agree that the results were worth it; I know the
readers will . . . you sentimental slob, you.




What the Eye Sees,
- What the Heart F eels

HE DEATH THAT TURNED OUT TO BE THE LAST ONE SHE
witnessed belonged to an old woodcutter. And that one,
because of her mounting accumulatlon of ills, she nearly
missed out on.

Did the others think her 0dd? No doubt they did. She
saw them infrequently these days, their flashing white
bodies glancing through the world, partaking of life. She
partook of death. Or, more precisely, she bore witness to
the skimming of life, the final throes, blunting the pain
that so often accompanied them. If that was odd, then odd
she was and proud to be so.

Her aches made the world seem smaller than it was.
Distances, once easy to judge, tended these days to
deceive her. As she hastened onward, a hard-packed
roadway drove spike after spike into her striking hooves.
Her heart, a surging red fury, pounded out of control in
her breast. Even so, she pressed at top speed toward the
woodcutter’s cottage, praying she’d arrive on time.

The wood she entered seemed familiar. That wasn’t
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surprising. By an, all the world seemed—indeed was—

grave marker belonging to the woodcutter’s wife brought to -
mind her death years before, a gray sigh in his huddled
arms. Without a moment to spare, she burst silently through

Their eyes met. The dying man was a worn husk of wrinkle
and bone, his ax idle by the fireplace. Plump misshapen pil-
~ lows angled him up. Tattered blankets, gray as dust, clung
! to him. Through one last exhalatlon he shivered, his lips
thin and dark. |
His eyes melted upon hers.
Eons before, when she and the world were young,
this witnessing, this absorption of pain, had made her feel

so0. Beside the cottage’s shadowed east wall, an unassuming

the thick oak door as a last ray of sunlight faded on his face. |

superior. She, of all her kind, lived deeper, felt more pro- |

foundly, probed life to its roots—or so she had imagined.
The others? They drank from far shallower waters, their
fluff-white manes tossed carelessly in the wind. They
scattered their attention hither and yon, squandering it.
Ah, but she—and one other, the one who witnessed
births—had chosen, more wisely, to fix on one thing only.
For too many millennia, that had been her view. But since
her disorders had begun to gather and spread, she’d
grown to honor, to envy, the others. Depth, she under-
stood finally, could be gained through sidewise means,
glances at experience that seemed superficial but weren’t.
So they in their way had mined life’s riches, and she in
hers. -
~ The dying man’s eyes w1dened |

* The air about him refused to be drawn into his nos-
tnl_s into his gaping mouth. “Accept it,” she said, her ribs
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hurting from how swiftly she’d arrived. Her words took
- the edge off his panic, softened him, even as lancés of
pain shot through her, heightening the misery of founder
- and - strangles, the botfly larvae and tapeworms that
- infested her tract, the colic, the arthritis, the disorders rav-
- aging her lungs. Her coat glowed with the light of immor-

tality.zBut inside, she harbored accretions of death.

A shiver rose from the woodcutter’s body and he lay
still. His eyes, dull cuts of emerald, saw no more.

Above him, without tears, she wept.

She understood now what had to be done.

Centuries past, he’d mastered the art of indirection,
those quick evasive sidesteps that kept him always a
| touch beyond their peripheral vision. Eluding detection
by one of them was a cakewalk; two were slightly harder,
three a tough yet manageable challenge. But escaping
notice when four of them were around—yparticularly if
they began to sense your presence—that was a major test
‘of one’s skills. |

- Many of his compatriots were retiring sorts, shyly
- tucked deep in the wild, backing farther into solitude
whenever bands of rovers rumbled through the woods.
Not he. And not a select few he’d chanced upon, or dal-
lied with, in his long lifetime—those who, like him, had
discovered how to hide in plain sight, whose deepest joy
lay in witnessing, close up, the strange and wonderful
doings of mortal folk.

He stood now in shadow, beyond a roaring hearth-
fire. These three—the midwife, her scrawny henlike
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helper, the fat-legged, gap-thighed peasant woman before
- whose widening vulva the pair soothed and coaxed, wait-
ing in practiced wonder—were much too intent to even
try to notice the benevolent creature watching over them.
“Come now,” the midwife said, her big hands work-
mg the woman’s flesh like an impatient cook kneading
| dough___ “Just relax into it.” -Anger sat sharp upon her
tongue. He couldn’t tell if it was meant for her assistant,
for the peasant woman, or for the world at large. |
“I can’t do it,” whined the mother-to-be, her forehead
bathed in sweat, wet black curves of hair sweeping like
knife blades above it. - |
“You’ll be fine,” came the response ‘muted, mother-
“ing. The assistant’s head turned in wonder. It was clear
she’d never heard the midwife’s voice soften that way. Or
any way. The midwife, too, looked surprised, raising a
hint of eyebrow, then resuming more gently her massag-
ing. “That’s nght,” she said. “That’s the way. You re
doing fine.” | | |
“You thmk s0?” A twist of hope ﬂuted}up.
“I do.” And she was telling the truth. |
This part gave him great satisfaction. His presence,
like the fire’s forgiving light, softened edges, broadcast
warmth, infused with blessings everything he gazed
upon. Although his immortality derived from wholly
other causes, it felt forever linked to the births he wit-
nessed, to the new blazes of life flaring up. It seemed to
him too that those amassed witnessings flew out from
him as he watched, giving the mortal players in that
drama a conﬁdence and strength far beyond their best.
capacities. -
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The midwife sculpted an opening—wide, taut, wet
w1th emerging halr and scalp “That’s it,” she coaxed |
“that’s the way.” |

“Unh,” the peasant woman said. ‘Mmmn

“It’s coming,” the midwife’s assistant chimed in.
| The woman’s labia stretched, a wide thin O of taut

flesh. Her baby crowned, its head purple and slick with
vernix. From the sweep of his tail to the swirled tip of his
horn, he knew it was a girl. Mortals didn’t know—despite
their comical feints at divination—but ke always knew,
the moment he saw a laboring woman’s belly, whlch gen-
der her infant would be.

“Come on, sweetheart,” the midwife urged gently.
“It’s time to be born.” One huge palm supported the
infant’s head; the other worked to help its swiftening pas-
sage out. Caught it, an expert catch and swaddle! He
thrilled at the sight, the spills of liquid, the squirming of
new flesh—a blend of three, then four, bodies. Firelight
danced upon fabric and skin. Faintly, like loam, the aromas
of blood and life arose. Sounds of delight and relief inter-
wove. Then all was business and love. A bond fixed them
to this time and space, a bond never in his memory, nor in
theirs, to be broken.

-Joy swept along his horn, a rush that filled him to the
heart. Tearlessly he wept.

Then abruptly, cutting through his joy, a summons
sounded in his head.

The women carried on, oblivious. .

He raised his horn to the signal. His ears twitched at
its strength.

- Before thought could intercede, he sped away,
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| hurtling 'sile'ntly through earthen walls into the darkness o
~ of night. Turning, he galloped at once unerringly east.

®

~ As she left the woodcutter’s cottage, she heard the
- moans of the dying, clamoring as ever for her attention.
Impossible. For her, the end had come. As much as she
~ owed them her presence, she simply couldn’t endure one
more death. Time and again, she had relented, takingon
“her chosen task despite the ills it brought. But her agony

- had grown so great that words like guilt and selfishness
~ had finally lost their hold.
The world stunned up into her hooves, shoots of pain
struck from passing greens and browns, as she hurried
back to the purest wood on earth. It was a placenoone bom -

of woman would ever reach, a place of trees and mossand

generous sun, where nigh_t never fell, and where, sdlong
~ ago, they had all burst forth upon the earth. That mem-
ory—how they’d come so swiftly into being, flurrying out
of the circle, each of them different yet bound in mind and
 spirit to the others—emerged in all its beauty whenever she
brought this clearing to mind. The wide ring of stones,
- cozy yet somehow beyond the mind’s compass, gleamed

‘with scatterings of mica caught in pure hard white rock,a

vast jaw of molars set inevitably, artistically right. They’d

‘been flung from these same stones, and the earth that

tracked them before they lifted into the sky remained as

soft as on that first day. Hoofprints that had bitten deep then

into dirt—each of them unique, not one overlaid or obliter-
ated—shone now with undiminished clarity. =~

- Coming in over the circle of stones, she touched
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“down on plush grass and found the center, the place of
summoning. Her eyes, thick with rheum, cast a film over
what she saw; but she felt the power there, the stones
equidistant from her like the rim of a wheel brought into
true. She stumbled. The parasitic pain had imbalanced
her, had knocked her equilibrium askew. It couldn’t be
shaken off, her horntip making zigzags in the air, her
erratic head slowing at last in resignation. Faltering, she
lowered herself carefully to the ground (far more dignity
was possible from that position) and brought her wﬂl'
entirely to the tip of her rising horn.

~ As he raced onward, the earth in all its splendor
rehearsed itself in his sight. When he idled, when he slept
or grazed—these ways of being bestowed their own
peculiar grace. But to gallop lightly over the earth, to spin
out road and glade and ribbons of sea beneath his hooves,
passing through trees and towers, through huts of thatch
and sod (their solidity more dream than real)——this move-
ment, this thundering gallop, was a prayer indeed, a per-
fect blend of beauty and the awareness which affirmed it.
Summonings were seldom. The last one had occurred
‘1n the distant past, a celebration of a love the summoner
had witnessed and in some way participated in. A svelte
young filty had stood in the midst of the clearing, tossing
her head and speaking of a rustic couple—how they’d
met, how they’d fought, reconciled, found commonalities,
nurtured them, all beneath the gaze of the teller. Un-
bounded happiness had swept through him, had swept.
through them all, even those who kept shy of humanity. As
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rare as summonings were, they always taught lessons
worth learning, lessons that healed and affirmed.

- New vistas rose before him, splitting right and left,
joining behind him and vanishing over a rolling horizon.
- Within them—few at first, then increasing—streaks of

white wove through blues and greens and browns. So

brilliant and pure were they that they approached silver,
liquid shards of mirror, reflecting himself. Random
brushstrokes fell closer, quicker, multiplying, resolving
into the joyous forms of those he knew so well.

Below, along flanks of thundering white, he watched
early comers touch down. At the place of summoning,
~ centered on the greensward, sat the summoner. He felt

her in his horn as he had from the first—felt her call, her
~ urgency. Why wasn’t she standing, as summoners always
stood? Circling with the others, he drifted down, watch-
- ing those already earthbound draw together in curiosity
as latecomers flurried the air behind him. There sat the
summoner, majestic, wise. But as she enlarged in his
sight, as he saw her more clearly, other feelings arose in
“him, feelings of sorrow for what her outer ma_]esty could |
not conceal. |

Above her they sailed in, homing on her call. Doves
flocking in obedience, they let through cuts of sun, the
clearing mottled as those coming down touched hoof to
turf. In the mundane world, they let gravity chain them to
the earth. But whenever they were summoned here, the
‘skyways afforded them purchase, gave lift and yaw and
balance to their airborne bodies. ..
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She’d considered standing. 'I‘he thought alone shot a
fistful of barbs through her breast. A realization stunned
her. She would no longer stand, no longer use these four
aching legs that had carried her through uncounted eons.
They, and she, were finished. Used up. If the others
* couldn’t release her—but surely they could, and would—
she’d lie here until the world ended, alone at the place of
her birth, beauty surroundmg her, torment and suffering
- within. | |

As stragglers thinned in the sky, the ones that were
earthbound shone with more light than shadow. Innu-
merable but nearly complete, the host swept from where
she lay, across the grass, among wide flat birthstones and
the pounded track, and farther out amidst oaks whose tall
trunks pierced the heavens. Yet despite their numbers,
rounded out by the last-dropped few from the sky, there
was no sense whatever of crowding. At all sides, they had |
ample room to mix and wonder, casting an eye in her
direction before settling down to hear what she had to say.

The amber oozings of her eyes had caked like candle
wax down her cheeks, but her vision served. She relaxed,
letting the signal fall away at last. White bodies swam
before her, there, there, sharp, stable—yet impossible, in
her dizziness, to fix upon. Every breath she took proved |
more difficult than the last.

-~ She lowered her eyelids, unrushed, feeling in her
heart for the right moment to speak.

| 'He moved among the crowd; each face uniquely beau-
tiful, and familiar as home. “What’s it all about?”’ he asked.
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“No idea,” they sald or dumbly shook their heads,
mane fluff floating like clusters of dandelion. |

Wandering nearer to the summoner, he caught an
intriguing face, asked again. The wide-flanked mare gazed
‘up and said, “Look at her. You’ll find a clue. Settle in
beside me, okay? You’re not half-bad-looking.”

Why not? These gatherings often generated suffi-
cient communal heat that foals joined their ranks eleven
months afterward. The planet had plenty of room for

- more of their kind. Nope of them ever died, of course.

That was strictly the province of men and women and the
cyclic life that shared their earth. He and the others had
dashed into the world fully grown, and their offspring,
over idle centunes grew to adulthood and stabilized
there.

Lowering h1mself he felt stiff grass blades brush his
belly and soften under his weight. The mare, nuzzling
him, smelled of sweet clover. He nuzzled back, a hint at
what lay ahead. But his gaze, the mare’s, too, fixed on the
summoner. Her eyes were inflamed, her throat swollen.
Pus lay thick about her nostrils. They called the disease
the strangles. He imagined they’d all had brushes with
one or another affliction, but they’d thrown them off
quickly. Not she. He noted too the outward signs of
founder: Around the hoof walls visible to him, and where
 horn met brow, diverging rings had developed, a crum-
bling of the laminae. Clearly, from the way she held her-
self, other ills plagued her as well.

“She’s ailing,” he said, astonished.

- “It’s her peculiar ways,” said the mare, not judging,
just noting, her breath as savory as new-mown hay.
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“She’s welrd Like you. She’s the one who tends to the
dying.” -
| “I could never do that ” Yet he admired her Always
had. While the others—those not too shy to venture
forth—had scattered their talents in many directions, pre-
ferring variety, only he and she had lent fierce passion to
a single pursuit. | - |
- “It can’t be healthy, her obsession w1th the dying,
~ with being there for them.” Nodding toward the sum-
moner, the mare added, “There’s the evidence.”

‘Early in his witnessings, he’d seen mothers die in
childbirth. He’d watched infants emerge stillborn or de-
formed or badly delivered, maimed in removal, deprived of
limbs through a midwife’s ineptitude. Those witnessings
had hurt. Quickly he’d decided to be more selective, a
plethora of births to choose from. Sensing the successes, he
partook of them alone. |

The murmuring started to die down. From this dis-
tance—thongh he suspected those farthest out could hear
it, too—labored breathing came to him, wheezes that
betrayed lung problems, viruses past any hope of cure..

She craned about, surveying the crowd.

For the first time he understood. They were not here
for their usual celebration, not at all.

- “My friends,” she said, but she had to clear her throat
and repeat it. “My friends, seeing you here brmgs me
great joy.”

They listened w1thout moving. Yet her eyes refused
to hold them still. It was as though the earth and every-
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thing upon it had turned liquid in her sight. Whipped

white meringue shimmied along withers and loins and

horns. Myriad pairs of eyes jittered like cloves in

pounded dough. .

- “You honor me with your presence,” she went on.

- “Why are you here? I see the question in your faces. It’s
because I'm dying. For years I've been dying. Even S0,

B my life continues. 1 go on—wrapped, as we all are, in

immortality. -
- “Many deaths have passed before my eyes. Many
deaths have pierced me. It’s a thing of awe and wonder to
witness how men and women abandon the burning
houses of their bodies. I’ ve borne witness to nature at her
most natural and her most terrible, ugly and beautiful
~ both. But the misery of the dying, and of those who
grieve for them, have left an indelible mark on me.” |
She felt buoyed by the support that came to her from

- all sides. It assuaged her pain. She wished she could

~ spend an eternity in the presence of these, her kind. But

that, she knew, could never be. They had their chosen
tasks to be about, their comings and goings upon the

earth—and she had one final task to perform.
- “I have summoned you to ask a favor.” No one had
ever told her of the power she wanted them to exercise,
but she knew they had it and that they would know it, too.
“I want you to grant me release. You alone, in concert,
- have the power to free me. You a]one can let me die. This
I now request.”
Renewed murmurs caught the crowd Sunlight plated
them in gold, their mouths moving, their great heads
- swinging in conversation. Inside, she felt parasites crawl
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and bite, sapping her strength. Fresh wind swept the tree-
tops. | | . -
One of those seated nearby, a male, rose to speak. Her
‘gaze was untrustworthy, but she recognized the watcher at
births, a well-meaning soul whose eyes sparkled with life.
He, too, as she, was regarded strangely by the others, the
ones not so fiercely focused, not so single-minded, as
they. B - |
- “Forgive my boldness,” he said, trumpeting his words
and lofting his head so that all could hear. “You surely don’t
expect us to kill one of our own kind. We can’t possibly do
such a thing. Our lives go on without end. I myself celebrate
- beginnings, as you know. This moming, I watched a woman
- open herself. She gave new life from her womb and cried at
the pain and beauty of what she gave. I cried, too. Each of us
in this clearing is a beginning with no end. How can you ask
us to close off one such beginning?” |

His was a token resistance. She knew that. So did he.
A special harmony bound their kind, a oneness of sensi-
bility that had never left them, no matter how scattered the
paths they’d taken from their first natal gallop around this
ring and off into the world. “Your concern touches me, it
honors me,” she said. “But in giving what I ask, you won’t
be killing me. You’ll be letting me die. That’s the end I
want and need. If you hesitate, you’ll only prolong my
suffering. Be generous. Please. Grant my request.”

She knew, without looking at him, that he had
resumed his place on the grass. Closing her eyes, she
lifted her head toward the sun and offered her immortal-
ity to be drawn like dew from the spiraled surface of her

horn. It resembled the summoning, but it differed: the
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focus of her energy—the focus of theirs—shifted, there
where the air ﬁlled with hlac and the soft breezy llftmg of
- manes. . |

| “Poor thing,” said the mare beside him. She had shut
~ her eyes, and her horn pressed upward at a determined
angle. The others, too, wherever he looked, had begunto
show that same intense readiness-to-charge.

Letting his eyelids fall, he lifted his head.

It wasn’t fair. Perhaps there was a way to save her.
~ They might be able to halt her agony, reverse it, take—
each of them—a portion of her pain into themselves and
so renew her. But even as he maneuvered his horn just so,
he knew there was no such way. |

They owed her her end.
~ He imagined he heard a faint high whine, the sort of

keening that might issue from a ghostly fiddle strung taut
~and drawn across with one thin horsehair, so near the

threshold between sound and silence as to have been

dreamt. Sunlight glowed through his lids. The others |
“attuned by a commonality of blood, drew closer.
- Into his horn’s tight twist, the thousandth part of her
life’s energy drained, an exchange multlphed mamfold
- among the gathered masses.
He felt her eyelids drift open.
Her eyes rested on him.
- Him alone. - |
* He sensed her scrutiny but kept his own eyes closed,
becoming more giving, more accepting, his ears twitch-
ing as he drew off his share of what she offered.
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- Had any of them held back, she couldn’t have
yielded what she needed so fiercely to yield. But the
- hard swirls that twisted from brows, the bold thrust of
‘horns that unified them even in their disparity—these
they offered, without exception, to hcr service.
| And serve her they did.

In fancy, her cream-white spiral drew them toward
her. The distance separating them shrank, until—hap-
hazardly at first, then uniformly and upon every inch
- of surface—the blunt tip of each horn touched her
horn, siphoning off a tiny part of her life. Her ills,
~ encased until this moment in a shell of immortality,

- seeped through that crumbling shell. Released from
confinement at last, they wracked her as they went.

In her mind’s eye, she saw clearly the one who
alone had made protest. A handsome steed. Robust.
He’d spent his life witnessing births, avoiding the
botched ones, the ones that ended badly. Many of those
latter she’d seen, many attended. They had cost her
much. But in the easing of sorrow, they had returned
far more. |

- She felt herself weaken. No longer did she need to
push her gift out. Instead, the others, homed in upon
her, reached to embrace it, to accept it.

~ Slowly her eyelids rose.

There he sat, vibrant, beautiful, shut out from life’s
- bitterness by a choice he’d made long ago. He and the

others brought her to tears, shining so firm and
heartwhole under daylight. In sorrow, they robbed her
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~of what she’d asked them to steal. She saw it change
them, change him, seeding nches deep inside him.
| His head lifted.

She knew he felt her eyes on him. -

The air smelled of sweet apples. Her body was shot
through with pain. Through the razored claws of a breeze
sunlight scorched her back.

She watched his eyelids part. Dark puplls gleamed
- through curd-white slits. Their eyes met. It was Ais horn-
tip that touched the tip of her horn, his the essence that

~ drank most deeply of hers.

~She gave.
He took. |
- Lightened of her burden she let herself ﬂy free, ris-
ing skyward without liftoff, even as the earth, unbroken, |

- opened to embrace her.

Her weakening, as he witnessed it, happened gradu-
~ ally, a soft easing of the flesh. But her eyelids’ last clos-

- ing caught him unprepared. It began, as the others had,
with the lazy downward drift of her lashes. Then, instead
of their rise, her neck and head lowered through a slow
roll that brought them, as gently as a feather falhng
‘through unstirred air, to rest upon the green. |
- For an eternity they sat there, fascinated by her
unmoved corpse. A light breeze toyed with her mane. No
other air moved upon her, nor any sign of it—no rib cage
expandmg, no flare of nostrils.

- It seemed utterly wrong.
And nothing less than right.
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Shadows passed over him. He glanced up. The ones
at the outskirts of the clearing had begun to lift off. He
saw - their grim-set faces, the broken-stilted waggle of
their legs as hooves caught air. His eyes found the sum-
moner’s corpse, refusing to believe the stlllness that sur-
rounded it. .

The sea of white bodles gradua]ly evaporated upward
leaving flat green. Shadows crisscrossed, thinned, and
were no more. At one point, he felt the mare nuzzle him.
He knew she was speaking words of farewell, but he heard
~ only the kindness of her tone before she, too, was gone.

Another eternity passed.

Reluctantly he rose.

Walking was an effort. Before him lay a pure white
ruin, her fallen body. “Please, not me,” he tried to say,
- but no sound escaped his lips. He raised his head, taking
in the warmth and comfort of the clearing and the sun’s
generosity overhead. Already suffering, his heart hurt

worse for the beauty of the setting. |
| Perhapsifhe . |

His neck hung low a steep white slope which his
mane, were it not attached, might curl along like a carpet
of snow hurtling downhill. Her horn tilted upward at an
odd angle. The tip still pulsed feebly; he found it, by
instinct, with his own homtip, a sure solid touch.

The final release of her voice, when it came, was nei-
ther sudden nor shocking.

Its warmth entered him and the entirety of his body
en_closed it, an infant’s mouth meeting its mother’s nipple
for the first time. “There’s no one else,” her voice spoke.
Then it dimmed and fell silent. |
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" Her flesh tumned to granite before him, her horn a
“twist of white gold. The world had changed in the last
- hour. The hub at the center of their ring of birthstones,

once empty, bore a monument—her. transmuted body— -

to the summoner’s devotion. Could he tread lightly in her
hoofprints? She’d lived a full long life. His life, he felt |

. was just beginning, on the verge.

He had to try it. ‘
- He could always (he could never!) change his mind.
He backed away and sprang skyward, catching the -
air where the summoner’s hooves had made their unprmt o
- coming in. | |
~On all sides, voices called to him.
- Here the births, there the deaths. - .
~ With a resolve not solid, but ﬁrm enough to see him
on his way, he made hlS chmce







~ MICHAEL ARMSTRONG

'OLD ONE-ANTLER .

Peter: As I implied in the foreword, the essence of the
unicorn is independent of the form one culture or another
‘may clothe it in. The one-antlered bull caribou of
- Michael Armstrong’s story shares in full the dignity,
ferocity, and magical nature of its legendary counterpart,
as well as the unicom’s capacity for pity and profound
~ generosity. Michael Ammstrong lives in Homer, Alaska,
- with his wife Jenny Stroyeck. He teaches English through
the distance education program of the University of
Alaska Anchorage, and has got to be the only writer
included in this book who has also taught dog mushing.

Janet: Like so many of the writers in this book, Michael
and I go way back. I remain constantly amazed by the
breadth of his interests, which doubtless has more thana

~ little to do with the depth of his insights. -




- Old One-Antler
IHROUGH THE OPEN FLY OF THEIR TENT, SAM WATCHED
- his son peeing in the fresh snow. Malachi had grown

about eight inches in the last year, Sam noticed, and
some of the growth had been in places Malachi proba-

~ bly hadn’t expected. Sam smiled as Malachi gingerly

zipped his pants shut. The kid’s learning about pubic
hairs and the little brass teeth of jeans, he thought.
Malachi handled his penis like it was some new toy that
he hadn’t quite worked all the bugs out of yet. And he
probably hadn’t, not at thirteen.

As Malachi walked over to the cook tent, Sam
savored the warmth of the sleeping bag for a few
moments, but then gave in to the same urge that had
defeated Malachi minutes earlier; The son had inherited
the weak bladder muscles of his dad, but Sam had
~ learned a few things over the years, learned control, a

- little bit, and not to drink so much the night before.

Standing outside the tent, watching his pee shower

down in a gentle arc and steaming in the chill air, Sam

- laughed at the obscenity Malachi had peed in the snow.

That was good, he thought, a kid using urine like ink to
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express his frustration at waking to five inches of new

snow on a late-August morning. A creative lad. Malachi

would learn soon enough that snow was a pretty good -
- thing when you were hunting caribou.
Sam finished up and poked his penis back into his
pants, nestled it up against his single testicle. It had been
fifteen years since he’d lost that nut to cancer. Just when
he thought he didn’t notice the loss anymore, fondling
the lone ball in the floppy scrotum would bring the
- memory back. Hell with it, he thought. He zipped his fly
and stretched, and gazed out at the tundra They had
“made it, he realized. |
~.Sam smiled at the sheer conspiracy of the trip. Each
- summer he got Malachi for exactly five weeks, no more,
no less, and he had to connive to make those five weeks
last, had to figure out some way to impress upon
- Malachi that he, Sam, was his father, and that he, Sam,
~ was a swell guy, and that he, Sam, knew a whole lot of
“things about life that Malachi’s mother Roberta could

 never teach Malachi. Sam was a man and Roberta was a

- woman and Malachi was a boy becoming a man, and
~ though Roberta insisted that she was teaching Malachi to
. be a good person, Sam knew that she could never teach
" Malachi what he had to be before he could be a good
- person; Roberta could never teach Malachi to be a good
~man. Although, Sam had to admit, he wasn’t sure he
~could teach Malachi that, that any man could teach a
“boy how to be a good man. Sometimes only the boy
- could do that, learn himself. |
- The conspiracy was that Roberta thought Sam had
~ taken Malachi up to the Arctic to look at birds, Sam hav-
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ing told his ex-wife some imaginative lie about migrat-
ing geese and the splendors of the fall tundra. Dumb
bitch, he thought. If she knew anything about the Arctic,
she would have known that the animal that sucked tanik
outsiders up to the ass end of nowhere to Alaska in the
fall was not birds, but big game, herds and herds of great
animals with rippling muscles and wily minds and
hearts and lungs just begging to be ripped to shreds by
the sure shot of a 30.06 bullet. But'if Sam had said to
Malachi’s mother, “Robbie, I'm taking our son up to the
Arctic to blow away caribou,” she would have dreamt
up some court order—and he would have paid for it—
that would have kept Sam from seemg his son for-
another year. |
- So Sam lied. He’d 11ed even to Malach1 which hurt
'him most of all. He didn’t like the look on Malachi’s face
the night before when Waldo, their bush pilot, had set
them down on a flat gravel bar along the braided Hula
Hula River, and they’d set up camp and Sam had pulled
out the two Ruger rifles, one new, one old, and gently
handed the old one to Malachi.

“My first rifle,” he had said. “It’s yours now, son.”

“Dad,” Malachi had said, “it’s a gun. I can’t shoot it,
What would Mom say?” -

Sam had smiled, thmkmg what Mom would say.
Robbie would say that guns were horrible things and
that Malachi should never, ever, touch one, not even if
an eight-hundred-and-fifty pound crazed grizzly was
coming at you like a runaway locomotive and you knew
the bear was going to rip your face off. But Robbie had
never had to face a grizzly like that, and Sam had, and he
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‘knew what he would do, because he’d done it: he’d
killed the bear, and apologized later, and then cut the
‘bear’s heart out and ate it, like Eskimos did.
- “Hell, Mal ” Sam had sa1d “You don t have to tell
your mom.” |
~ Malachi had taken the rifle, held it gently in his soft
- hands, sighted down the barrel, clicked the trigger a few
times, and smiled. Sam felt proud, and hopeful, too,
because he knew that the bond was there, a faint spark
he’d patiently fanned for all Malachi’s life, a bond
between father and son that no mother could quench.
‘They were men and there were certain things men said
and did to and with each other that women Jl‘lSt couldn’t

understand
Thinking of all that as he stared at the tundra, Sam

“breathed in the glory of the Arctic morning. He looked

out at the hills dusted—no, covered in deep white
snow—imagined the 'boos crawling across the tundra
- like ants on sugar. He almost went back in the tent to get
his binoculars and glass the hills along the river, but
- shook his head. No hunting today, he thought. Today we

. throw thunder to the hills. Today we learn about rifles.
Malachi had learned a few things over the summers,
and the lesson he’d learmmed well because Sam had
screamed it into him one trip until Sam knew the words
~ were scorched on Malachi’s eardrums—the thing Malachi
- had learned was that the first guy up boiled water. Just
like that, no thought, dump some snow in a pot, or walk
to a creek, and boil water, even if you hated coffee or
tea, because you had to boil water in the wilderness,
boiled it unless you liked beaver fever, giardia, ripping
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your guts out for months after. Sam walked over to the
cook tent—really, a tarp suspended over a gas stove on
~ a box of food, the tarp sagging with snow—and smiled
to see his son had primed the stove and started water
boiling. Maybe he’d learn to drink coffee this summer,
too, Sam thought. Maybe. @

~ “Sleep well?” he asked Malachi. -

“No,” Malachi said. “Damn snow. It sounded like
mosquitoes suiciding on the tent.” |

“Sure snowed a fuck of a lot, didn’t it?” Malach1 |
winced at the obscenity and Sam smiled. :

 “Yeah,” Malachi said, punching the unders1de of
the tarp and knocking damp snow off the shelter. “We
going to get socked in?”

Sam laughed “This i1sn’t real snow, son. Not
enough to stop Waldo from picking us up.” He waved an
arm at the expanse of white. “Besides, this will all melt-
by the afternoon. The serious snow won’t come for
another month or so.” |

“What if we get stranded"” Malachi asked. “What if
like Waldo forgets us?”

Sam clapped him on the shoulder “Then I guess
we’d have to build an igloo or something, eh?”” And
Sam grinned at the horrified look on his son’s face, at -
the thought that they might have to spend a winter there
on that tundra. Horrors, horrors: a winter with his dad.

‘They made a quick breakfast—pancakes with blue-
berries picked the night before—and cleaned the kitchen
and then got rifles and shells and went off to shoot.
Clouds still covered the hills to the south, but the sun
over the Beaufort Sea to the northeast promised to
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bum off the fog and soon the snow. |
- Father and son walked to the end of the little bush

-an'stnp Waldo had dropped them off at the day before,

away from the spike camp they would hunt from, to a |
pile of empty fuel drums at the edge of the gravel clear-

~ ing. The airstrip had been an old military strip, aban-

doned barrels and stuff the way the military used to just
chuck trash on the tundra but the local Native corpora-

“tion had picked it up in a land deal. You had to have
permission to use it—the locals didn’t mind outsiders -
hunting there, but liked them to pay for the privilege—
and since Sam had done some programming work for

the village, they let Waldo take him out there gratis.
It disgusted Sam to come here and use the strip,
because it didn’t seem like real wilderness, but he had to

‘admit the airstrip had its advantages for a good caribou

hunt. A few days later it’"d be packed with caribou
hunters guided by local villagers. For the moment,
though, Sam hoped to get some peace with his son. The

~ bulls might not come through for a few days, but that
didn’t matter, not yet. Today Malachi had to learn to

shoot. | |
~ Sam dragged an old packmg flat out a hundred

 yards from a drum, tacked a target to the gray wood, and

went back to Malachi. The two rifles still lay flat on the
top of the drum, still in the open cases, their chambers

open. Good, Sam, thought, Malachi hadn’t been

tempted to touch them. He remembered the first rule

- Sam had drummed into Malachi four years ago before

Robbie got weird about what Sam could do with his son
and he could still take Malachi to the shooting range.
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~ Never touch a gun when a person is downrange, leave

 the gun in its case and with an empty chamber. -

He patted his son on the shoulder, took the old Ruger
~ out of the more battered of the two cases, and handed it
~ to Malachi. The Mauser-style bolt had been pulled back,
the chamber open and ready to take a cartridge. o

“You know how to load it, Malachi?” Sam asked.

Malachi gave his dad a hard look, a little-boy tough-
ass glare, said, “Sure,” and reached for the box of brass
rounds. Handloads, Sam’s special mix of bullet and
powder. He picked out a shell, held it away from him as
if it were a spider, and gingerly slid it into the open
chamber. Malachi turned the bolt up, started to slide the
bolt forward.

- “Son,” Sam said, “seems to be a little -glare out. You

- might shoot better with some glasses.”

Malachi turned to Sam, and Sam had shpped ona
pair of amber shooting glasses, big aviator-style shades
that made him look like an evil genius. The boy nodded,
reached into his parka pocket, and took out his own pair
of glasses, slipped them onto his big nose—a nose like
his momma’s. He reached for the bolt again.

- “And son,” Sam said again, “I know you’ve gone
deaf from all those years of being plugged into a
Walkman, but if you want to save what hearing you do
have left . . .” He held out his hand and opened up a palm
in which four little foam earplugs nested. -
~ “Right, Dad,” the boy said, taking a pair of plugs
and cramming them into hlS cars. Nice ears, Sam
thought, earlobes separate, like his dad’s.

| “Okay, son,” Sam said loudly, and the boy nodded
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. Malachi slid the bolt forward and down, locking the

- shell in, then stepped around to the butt end of the gun,
staring at it, looking at it, wondering what to do with it.
- Sam tapped him on the shoulder, waved him aside. He
 took the new Ruger down from the drum, laid it on a

knapsack on the ground, snapped the old case shut, and

put the stock of the old rifle on top of the case. Pulling
“an earplug out, Sam pomted at Malachi’s ear, and the-
boy took one plug out, too. |
- “Okay, Malach1 ” the father said, “the scope ’S off

this rifle, so you have to use the sight. Remember what
I taught you years ago? Think of the back sight as a val-
ley, the forward sight as a mountain, and the target as the
sun. Put the mountain at the head of the valley, and have |
the sun setting on the mountain. Not behind the moun-
tain—it’s setting on the tip of the mountain.”

“Line them up?” -
~ “Line ’em up, one, two, three. You ve got good
eyes. Let the end of the stock rest on the case, hold the
stock with your left hand. Right hand around the grip,
- index finger hooked slightly against the trigger. Got it?”

“Got it.” The boy leaned against the drum, and Sam
could see his legs shake slightly. Not good, he thought -
the boy would have to get over that.

“Now, remember how you pulled the tnggcr on

your old twenty-two?” Did he even remember his old

227 Sam thought. Did he remember his mother
throwing the little pump rifle out the second story
window of their house, fully loaded, the rifle discharg-
ing and putting a round into their chicken coop? Did

he remember his mother unloading the rifle—smart
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woman, Sam thought—and smashing it with a split- |
ting maul? Probably. .
“Yeah, Dad. ‘Don t jerk, pull One smooth move-
ment.” |
| “Good son. Pull then.” Malachi put h1s earplug |
~ back in, and Sam smiled at the command. Pull, son. Try.
Do it. Put me in front of the rifle and pull the trigger. Put
your mother in front of the rifle and pu]l the trigger.
Imagine it, boy Imagme - |

“Trigger won’t pull, Dad.” Malachi reached up, |

turned the safety off, and then Sam put his earplug in.

~ “Good, Malachi,” he shouted. “Now try it. Relax.
Breathe in, hold the breath, pull, exhale. Relax. Breathe,
hold—fire!”

Sam watched the rifle end, always the clue. Watch
how the rifle tip moved, watch how the movement of fin-
ger translates into eye movement, into focus, into breath,
into shot. If the boy is relaxed, the tip will kick up
slightly. If the boy is tense, it won’t move, his muscles
‘will hold it, fight the discharge, and he’ll have a bad shot.

Malachi pulled the trigger. The rifle kicked, smoke
rose up around them, and Sam heard the air fold around
the bullet, heard the crack and the explosion that pro-
pelled the bullet. He always listened for that crack first,
that satisfying flight of lead pushing air before it, sound
collapsing behind lead. And the tip of the rifle: The tip
‘swayed up, gentle for a 30.06, the boy’s left hand riding
up with the barrel and not ﬁghtmg it. Good boy, good
thought Sam. My son.

“All right, Malachi,” Sam sa1d “How’d that feel?
You feel loose?” He looked over at his son, his son slid-
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ing the bolt back already, opemng the chamber e_]ectmg
the shell.
| “Yeah.” Malachi looked up at hlS dad, a little grin
on his face. You had to have that grin or you couldn’t
shoot, Sam thought. You had to feel the power and be in
~awe of it, not afraid, but in awe, or you wouldn’t respect
the rifle, respect the death in it. “Yeah. It felt fine, Dad.
I felt relaxed, cool, Dad.” o
“Let’s see how you did.” Malachi got up, walked
around in front of the rifle, glanced back at his dad, at
-~ Sam standing still and not moving. “Say the maglc
word, Mal.” |
Malachi smiled. “Clear, Dad. All clear.” He pointed
at the rifle, at the open breech, at the bolt pulled back.
Father and son walked downrange to the target, to
~ the pallet a hundred yards away on the gravel strip. The
smoke from the shell hung in the air like the clouds, and
the sound of the firing still echoed from the hills. The

violence of the firing lingered over the tundra, an

unknown sound in a land of roaring winds. Malachi got
to the target first, turned—grinning—and pointed at a
little hole in the paper between the second and third
rings under the bull’s-eye. -

~ “Good shot, son,” Sam said. He took a pen from his
parka and drew an X through the hole. “That’dbe alung
shot on a ’boo if you had fired at it, if a ’boo would be
obliging enough to stand still while we happened to be
- by that old drum there.” Sam smiled. “A good shot, son.
 Let’s keep trying, okay—you and me. We’ll sight in the
scopes, and then”—he looked out at the rolling tundra,

~ at the hills he imagined treed with the velvet antlers of
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bulls preparing to rut—“and then maybe tomorrow we
. can look for some 'boo, maybe get one, okay? Maybe
we’ll find old One-Antler, huh?”

N “Old One-Antler...” |
Sam smiled at his son, as the memory lit up the
boy’s face. Years ago, Sam had told Malachi the story of -
~ Old One-Antler, a fable he’d made up, a tanik myth told
as if it had been an Inupiaq legend. A great bull caribou
roamed the Arctic, the story went, its antlers twisted
together in one great rack, a single curved horn on its
forehead. Legend had it that Old One-Antler could
never die, that if you shot it and ate of its flesh or drank
its blood before it miraculously healed itself, its immor-
tality would be imparted to you. Even the antlers it shed
yearly could serve as an antidote to pain and sickness—
or give a tired old man new virility. .
- “Sure,” Malachi said. “Maybe we can get Old One-
‘Antler.” And he walked—no, strode, Sam thought—
strode back to the barrel and the rifle. He could see the
pride in his walk, Sam thought, could see the confidence
rippling through the boyish awkwardness, could see the
strength firming up his downy legs, his clean cheeks.
My son, Sam thought, my son. | |

- They set out the next day to go hunting, the day
clear and relatively warm, with a slight breeze blowing

~ down from the north, enough to keep the bugs down.

Mal and Sam packed light day packs—rain suit, gloves,
lunch, water bottles, emergency blanket—strapped to
bare backpack frames, the “torture rack” they’d haul out
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meat with if they got a canbou Sam carﬁed a greuhd- -

_ to-air radio and they both had their nﬂes, of course, and

| 'ammumtlon |
~ Sam led the way up the creek valley that flowed into

~ the Hula Hula River, over a small pass, and along

- another creek and around another mountain, to a set of ‘_

terraces on the west flank of the mountain, each terrace -

like giant steps up the mountain—the site. The moun-

- tain had no name on the local topographical quad map,

~ only an elevation: 1204 feet. As they hiked through

ankle-deep wet bog, Sam counted drainages coming off
the sides of the valley, so he’d know which drainage to

~take coming back if fog came in and hid the more iden-
~ tifiable ridge peaks. |

| Worst case scenario, Sam thought if the fog came
in so deep and they got totally lost, they could hikeupto
- the ridge tops, and find their way back by the cairns set

along the ridge. That’s how he had found the site in the
first place, found the ancient hunting camp: He’d been
hiking over the ridge two summers before, had found
the cairns, had followed them down and they led like
exit signs to a creek and up to the old Inupiaq Eskimo
camp on the lower of the terraces below elevation 1204.

Or, Sam thought, working his way up out of the bog

to drier land below the valley ridge to his left, if they

really got lost, they could just follow the caribou trails.

Along every hillside, along every creek, over

 passes and through valleys, generations of caribou, mil-
" lions of caribou, had etched foot-wide trails in the tun-

dra. Ground through the thin vegetation, through the
moss and lichen and wﬂlow and grass, muddy trails
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wound over the country. Nothing gnaranteed that the
same caribou or the same herd would pass along the
same trail year after year, but it was a safe bet, Sam
knew, that some caribou at some time that summer
would grace this ground w1th the chevrons of their
hooves. |

After walking several hours Sam and Malachi
stopped at the head of the creek valley, where it split
beneath 1204 and wrapped around the bottom of the ter-
race. They had a view of the site up on the terrace, and
of the tundra beyond. Sam unshucked his pack, brushed
- away snow from a rock, and sat down. Malachi
remained standing. |

“Hey, take five, son,” Sam sa1d

Malachi nodded, took off his pack but remamed
standing.
| “Whatever,” Sam grumbled He pointed down at a
clump of droppings, about the size and shape of raisins.
~ With the tip of his hunting knife, he poked at the pellets.
“Squishy,” Sam said. “Recent, since last night’s storm.”
Sam then noticed tracks, each pair of curved cuts in the
snow like two scimitars mirroring each other. Two round
dots about the size of a dime were at the base of each set
of tracks. The wind had blown over part of the tracks,
giving Sam an excuse for not noticing them earlier.

~ “’Boo, Dad?”’ Malachi asked. |

Sam nodded. “Big one. Maybe Old One-Antler " he
Joked The father took out his binoculars and glassed the
- far terrace, then the hillside across the creek valley,
where the tracks had come from. “Just stragglers now,
Malachi. The lone bulls coming to meet the ladies as
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they head back south, The tracks seem to head up to the o
site.” Sam smiled. “Let S follow them up there set up a
- watch, and see what comes.” - - |
~ The site hadn’t looked hke an archaeologlcal site _
when Sam had first found it: no mounds, no crumbling
sod huts or whalebone jaws sticking out of the ground.
‘But if you looked at the bones littering the tundra, their
~ very number indicated something cultural. Someone

had killed a lot of caribou in the past there, and not just |

- a pack of wolves or a ruthless grizzly. The middles of
longbones had been crushed into unidentiiiable frag-
ments, while the ends bore the marks of stone or metal
- knife cuts. Skulls had been bashed in at the face to getat”
- the delicate brains, and the antlers had been cleanly
sawn away. Humans had been there, had hunted many

“caribou over more than one season, and they had left =

behind the bones of their butchery. -

- A more trained eye could detect the depressmns of
~tents, or the rings of stones that held down the tents.

Higher up on another terrace, where the grass didn’t
‘grow as thick and where the wind swept away soil so
that only lichens could take bloom, clear signs of human
- passing had been more obvious: sled parts, a knife han-
dle made of bone, a steel point, or dozens of blue and

turquoise trade beads. And more bones, human bones,

~ the gracile bones of the lower arm and upper leg, or ribs,
or the high dome of a skull. None of that remained now,
Sam remembered; all the surface artifacts and much of
the subsurface stuff had been plotted, excavated, num-
- bered, bagged, and taken away to museums. o
~Sam had found the site, had led a team of archaeol-
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 ogists back there and helped them dig it, and had devel- __
oped the computer program to map the locations of

bones and beads. Two summers ago he had come out
there with one of the archaeologists, and a friend, to do

~ some follow-up testing, and it was then that he had dis-

covered the incredible caribou hunting the ancients had
known long ago. Better, he had discovered that the knoll
a half-mile across from the site could be used to land a
Cessna 185, if the pilot knew his stuff, like Waldo, and
if the passengers dared enough. Sam hoped they could

- get a caribou in the general area, butcher it, and cache
- the meat on the knoll, then hike back to the airstrip and

get Waldo to swmg by to recover the meat on the return
home.

- Asside fork of the creek rose up to a little valley to .
the north, and Sam and Malachi worked their way
across the creek and up to the terrace. They spread out,

- following the tracks, noting the progress of the caribou.

There, the bull had stopped to drink from the open
creek. Then, it had run for a brief moment, spooked by

‘who knew what. Finally, it traversed the side of the ter-

race, and over the edge—could still be there. The storm .
front had broken, and bright sunshine lit up the slope.
The bull could be basking in the sun, glad for the res-
pite from flies and mosquitoes, glad for the moderate
warmth before the long winter and the longer migration
south—or so Sam imagined. |

The wind blew into their faces, carrying their scent
behind, and the slope hid them as they worked their way
up. An old bleached caribou rack lay on the tundra, its
tips spotted with orange lichen. Sam picked it up and
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~ held it to his head, waggling it. Malachi giggled at -
Sam’s joke, but Sam shook his head. He pointed at his
son’s rifle, slung across the top of the boy’s pack, and

then at Malachi. The boy nodded, and took down his

- rifle. He had the scope on now, sighted in the day before,

and five rounds in the magazine, none in the chamber.

Sam took his new rifle out, but kept it slung over his
- shoulder. With his left hand, he held the caribou rack to
- his head, and then they went up the hill. |
At the crest of the terrace, where Sam guessed a
~ caribou might see this rack coming over the top, he
motioned to Malachi to stop. Sam had no idea if there
' even was a caribou above, but he had heard of the trick
before. Distract the game with antlers, draw it in at the
curiosity of another bull. It would be just before the rut,
“when any bull would be wary of another bull, and be
- drawn to the challenge. Or so he hoped. The tracks
- looked fresher going up the terrace, and even if there
was nothing, the ’boo had to be close. |
“Ready,” Sam whispered, and they wentup.

Sam held the old antlers high, brow tines dipped in
challenge, and he quickly ran up the slope. Malachi
came after him, rifle raised. Father and son came over
~ the crest, to the broad flat slope of the main terrace on
the site, and came upon—nothing. - |

- Malachi lowered the rifle, and Sam let the antlers
~ droop down, not holding them as high. The snow still
~ clung to the terrace, white obliterating the bones the
- archaeologists had not collected. The memory of the site

- came back to Sam then: the cluster of tents at the far
“edge of the terrace, the big cook tent surrounded by




52 MICHAEL ARMSTRONG

smaller pup tents, and the mast of the radio antenna cen-
- tral on the site. Lines had been strung up and down the
- slope, marking the transects, and he could still remem-
ber tripping over them in the fog. Now the site was
empty, empty but for a plain of snow and a few rocks
burning their way to the surface as the snow melted.
- Scanning the field, Sam made sure the bull didn’t
rest in some slight depression, or hadn’t bolted away
from them. Malachi saw the bull first. He tapped his
father on the shoulder and then pointed up. There, on the
next ridge, the barren ridge where the archaeologists
" had found the trade beads and the grave, a massive bull
~ caribou stood. Its off-white coat barely stood out against
the bright horizon, but the massive dark rack—still
maroon in velvet—revealed its presence. It held its face
- away from them, the rack most prominent. Even in the
glaring light, Sam could count a dozen points. A legal
kill, certainly, and a trophy, no doubt. Definitely a tro-
- phy. - | |
Sam waved his arm down, back below the ridge,
out of sight. Malachi nodded. Sam pointed at the ridge
rising up to the base of the higher terrace. His son
smiled, understanding: They would work their way
along the ridge, staying out of the big bull’s vision, and
then come up the base of the terrace until they were
below where the bull had been. If it didn’t move, they
would be able to rise up to it, pulling the same antler
trick again. | -
- Malachi kept to Sam’s nght and behind as Sam took
the point, skirting the very edge of the ridge, keeping
just enough of the higher terrace in view to maintain
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' their bearings. The face of the hlgher terrace rolled |

- down to the top of the little creek valley, meeting the =
~ ridge of the lower terrace. One slab of the upper ter-

race’s face had fallen away, and sheets of purple shale
showed the geology of the structure: sandstone and
-shale topped with soil and tundra. Sam remembered that
~ the terrace had been mostly free of permafrost, the
“ground too well drained to hold water and freeze.
They walked up to the ridge, up to where the face of
- the upper terrace had fallen away, to where they would
most be hidden. There, Sam paused, adjusting the old
antlers. Both of them panted with the exertion, with the
excitement. Sam held up a hand, and Malachi nodded,
understanding again. Wait. Catch their breath. Don’tlet
- the rush of adrenaline spoil what would be a good shot,
- perhaps an only shot. After a few minutes, Sam jerked
his head up the hill, then pointed at Malachi’s rifle and
mimed jacking a round. Malachi grinned, shd the bolt
up and forward, but kept the safety on. |

~ Sam held up five fingers, then slowly let each finger -

~ fall down, counting to one. As he raised his index finger,
~ he pointed at the hill above, and they charged. The
- father stayed to Malachi’s left, great rack on his head
~and leading the way. ‘The son followed Sam a step
- behind, and they came up.
| The bull held its back to them, head tumed away
from them and staring at the foothills beyond, the breeze
in its face. Its rump faced them, a narrow profile and a
~ hard shot. Sam wiggled the rack, trying to get the bull’s
attention—to get it to move, a side profile and a clear
~ shot. He wiggled the rack again. Nothing. The bull
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ignored them. Malachi raised his rifle, clicked off the

safety. Sam quickly shook his head, whispered, “Hold.”
Malachi waited. Sam waved the antlers again, and
started to throw them down in disgust at the great bull’s
disregard of them. He’d throw a rock at it to get its atten-
tion. But then the bull turned.

Slowly it turned its head to them, bringing its body -

around, a clear shot, almost begging for the bullet: low
rump, massive hind legs and forelegs and chest, its head
nearly the size of a bear’s, and its rack four, no five feet
high off its head. Sam dropped the old antlers and pulled
up his rifle, all the while shouting “Shoot! Shoot!”
- Malachi held his fire, though, even though Sam had
stepped back, even though Malachi now stood in front,
rifle held steady and in a perfect ﬁnng stance. And he
did not shoot.

“Goddamn it,” Sam shouted, pulhng up his own
rifle and jacking a round in, to hell with giving the boy
the honor of the first shot. The bull turned to them, and
Sam saw what made Malachi hold, why he stood trans-
fixed by the caribou—as the caribou now held Sam in
his gaze and he, too, could not move. -

The bull caribou’s antlers rose from his forechead,

the two antlers set a hair’s width apart, so that they
twisted and grew together, one antler, really—OIld
One-Antler, Sam now saw. The legend made real. Part
of him debunked the mystery of it, calculated how it
would be possible for a caribou’s antlers to be set close
together, so that they grew as one. Enough radiation
from atomic testing, from failed nuclear power plants,
had dusted the Arctic so that such a mutation could
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arise. But another part of Sam’s intelligence tossed
away rationality, and glorified the mystery. Old One-
Antler, the immortal single-horned beast, the imagina-
“ tive tanik’s legend that had turned out to be true. |
Old One-Antler held them like that, kept them

~ stunned in its gaze, and then it came toward them, a

great leap and then a horrible rush. He lowered his horn,

- the dozen points red with velvet and red, Sam saw, with

“something else—with blood, its own blood or the blood
of others. Even though Sam had faced down a dozen
grizzlies, and had the steady nerve to calmly kill them,
he found himself trembling at Old One-Antler. |

Finally Malachi fired. The bullet cracked in the
stillness of the vast tundra, lead flying, and Sam hearda
slight thwick as the bullet nicked a point off Old One-
Antler’s brow tine. A good shot, and had Malachi been
an inch lower, a killing shot to the brain.

Sam fired then, but his hands still shook, and the
shot went wild, not even passing near the old bull. Old
One-Antler turned to the father, his attention distracted.
Malachi fired again, getting his range, and he shot off
‘another tine. The bull turned away from Sam, saw the
'source of danger, and came upon the boy.

“No!” Sam yelled, trying to distract it, seeing what
the caribou intended. He took a deep breath, calming
himself, aimed, and pulled the trigger again. The feeling
came back to him as he pulled, the knowing that he had
aimed true and steady, and that the bullet would find
- home. A hollow click came from the chamber. Sam slid
‘the bolt back, and saw an empty chamber. The next
brass round in the magazine hadn’t advanced He
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- worked the bolt, but couldn’t get the cartridge to come
up. Jammed. Sam cursed at his hand rounds, wondering
if he had crimped the bullets properly. He reached into
his pocket for another round, inserting it mto the open-
chamber as he looked over at his son. __
- Malachi kept shooting, the last of his shots hlttmg,
but not killing, breaking off tines but not coming any
lower. For a moment Sam wondered if Malachi
intended to break the antler and not kill, wondered if he
could have pumped every one of his rounds into the
bull’s head and chest. As the bull bore down on his son,
though, Sam saw that Malachi shot to kill, that his last
desperate shot had been aimed to kill, but that for some
reason the boy just couldn’t adjust his aim right. The last
shot grazed the bull’s forehead, and then the bull came
down on Malachi, on his son. =~ .
With its massive antler, the bull gored the boy in the
stomach catching the tip of a broken tine on Malachi’s
rib cage, and throwing the boy up in the air. Old One-
Antler held his son—impaled, like a trophy—Ilooked
- over at Sam, and then dropped the boy. In that moment
Sam had a shot, and took it. His son free, the caribou
presenting its flank to him, Sam held his breath, let
instinct guide him more than thought, pulled the trigger,
and heard the satisfying hard—metal click of hammer hit-
ting primer. -
~ A bullet hit finally, its energy hardly shed by the
- four- or five-yard flight through air; it hit hard on, tear-
ing through lungs and heart and backbone, and the bull
toppled to the ground. Malachi writhed on the snowy
tundra, his hands bloody and the snow bloody as he




Old One-Antler 57

~ clutched at his ruined stomach. Intestines rolled through

his fingers, the smell of barely digested food stenching
the warming air. And Old One-Antler writhed on the
ground, too, legs kicking and a huge hole dappling its

- skin where the bullet had come out. Sam ignored the

- dying caribou and walked over to his-son.

~ “Good shooting, Dad,” Malachi said, grimacing.

| “Shh, boy, shhh.” Sam took off his pack and ripped

- off his parka and shirt, pressing the wadded-up shirt to
“the boy’s stomach. A gut wound, and a hundred miles

from a health clinic: The boy was dead. Sam hoped he’d

die before he understood that there was no saving him,

- The thrashing of the caribou behind him angered

~ Sam. That damn bull should have died by now, he

thought. He turned from his son for a moment, and
 looked at Old One-Antler. The big bull still kicked his
~ legs. Kicked them, Sam saw, not jerking them—not the
“dying throes of severed nerves. Kicked them. Sam drew
his knife to cut the bull’s throat, to end its nnsery as he
wished he could end his own son’s nnsery
Old One-Antler rose. -
- It rose on good legs and came to them and snorted
hot blood into Malachi’s face. The boy pulled back at
- the onslaught of foamy fluid, but the bull’s blood
streamed down his face. Malachi licked at it, and for a
moment quit groaning. Old One-Antler stood, sneezing
blood until its lungs ran clear. The wound in its chest
closed up, until it was no more than a red stain on white
fur. Even the broken t1ps of its antler seemed to come
- back. |
Malachi groaned again, his stomach Stlll bleedmg
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. The foamy blood had been only a temporary salve Sam

looked at his son, at the healed caribou, at the knife in
- his hand. Old One-Antler stood panting. Sam looked at
 his rifle, still loaded, and at the knife. The canibou
~ couldn’t be killed, he saw—not long enough or fast
enough. But. |
Sam ralsed the kmfe held the old bull in hlS gaze

o _The bull didn’t move or couldn’t move, he never did

~ know, but Sam didn’t care. Calmly he strode to Old
One-Antler, until he was at the caribou’s side. Sam
stared at the caribou, its eyes almost pleading, and then
he quickly hacked off a foot-long hunk of flesh from the
caribou’s right thigh. The wound closed even as Sam
pulled away the steaming meat. Old One-Antler nodded
its great rack to them, turned away, and disappeared
over the edge of the terrace. :
 The meat dripped in Sam’s hand as s he came to his
“son. Malachi licked at the blood of the steak, and his
groans quieted. Sam cut off small chunks of the steak,
feeding them to his son. At first, Malachi chewed slowly
at the raw flesh. With each bite he chewed harder:
greedy, devouring. The boy took the last bit of steak
from Sam, but Sam held it back.

It would give immortality, he thought. Some loglc
of the legend told him, though, that a body had to be
nearly whole for the magic to work. It would work on
him. For Malachi, it would only heal. Sam dared to
look at his son then, wiped away blood from his boy’s
gaping wound. It had closed up, the intestines had
wound back into his abdominal cavity, but the wound
still bled. Just a taste, he thought, feeling his age, his
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- stiff bones—the loss of that testicle so long ago.
~_ The loss of his nut still pained, and he realized why:
It meant the loss not only of part of his manhood, but of

~ his marriage, of a loving woman. Things had started to
go bad with Roberta right after Sam had licked the tes-

ticular cancer, as if the sacrifice of a testicle wasn’t

enough. The empty scrotum seemed to symbolize so
many bonds broken. In that moment, Sam realized that
~ what hurt most was that the greatest loss of all might
have been of what mattered most: his son.

- Just one taste, Sam thought, and perhaps he could
be like Old One-Antler, could be whole—and live for-
ever. Perhaps he could recover all that he had lost.

Malachi reached up for the last bit of steak, and Sam
held it back, and then he smiled; he knew what he had to
" do, what fathers did, and he let his son take the last of the

‘meat. He let his son lick Old One-Aantler’s blood from
his hand, let the boy gently clean the blood from Sam’s
knife blade. Almost every drop went to Malachi. The
wound closed up then, Malachi’s blood drying up and
only the shredded ends of his shirt testimony to the gor-
ing.

Sam reached into the bloody snow, the snow where
Old One-Antler had lain, and he wadded up the snow
and sucked on it. A surge of energy washed through
him. The father stood, staring at the blood on the snow,
at his son’s blood and the caribou’s blood. Even as he
 watched the snow steamed away, the late-summer sun
heating the ground Malachi slept, the sun warmlng his
face.

On afar ndge old One-Antler looked downat him,




60 MICHAEL ARMSTRONG

as if warning him, as if playing with him. _Sam_uhder- |
stood. He took his rifle, worked the bolt, and the

jammed round and the remaining rounds in the maga-

zine fell to the tundra, more artifacts for the ancients’
site. He left the rifles where they were, then hoisted his
own pack, taking Malachi’s day pack off the frame and
lashing it to his own pack. Then with renewed strength,
he lifted Malachi up in a firefighter’s carry and took the
boy across the terrace and over to the knoll where Waldo
would land the plane.

On the knoll Sam held his son in his arms, stroklng |
the boy’s hair as he slept. The backpack lay on the
ground, the radio on top of it. Sam waited for the distant
hum of Waldo’s plane as he shuttled another load of

hunters onto the tundra. He knew they would find no

trophies that year. Sam smiled, though, for Old One-
Antler had given him something more wonderful than
wild meat or some great set of antlers. -

He had given him back his son.
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STAMPEDE OF LIGHT

- Peter: I think of Marina Fitch as practically a neighbor,
since she resides and works with children in the farming
~ town of Watsonville, California, where I lived for six-
teen years. It is therefore a matter of chauvinistic local
pride to present her “Stampede of Light” here. But it 1s
~ also a matter of admiration, since her story is a com-
pletely original vision of the nature of unicorns, as well
as a genuinely moving view of the terrible kind of lone-
liness that only children know, and the capacity for
friendship and stubborn courage that belongs to the
occasional real grown-up. . . |

| Ja'nét: Marina is another former member of The Melville
~ Nine. She lived in Santa Cruz in those days, and used to

~ drag herself by train and bus to our monthly meetings.
- She quit to move to Oregon, came back to California to

get married, and, later, moved to Watsonvﬂle Thank o
heavens she never stopped writing. |




Stampede of Light

| DON TKNOWWHENISTOPPED BELIEVING I WOULDLIVE
forever.

| “Open a chlld’s mind and heart to the world, and you
- achieve immortality,” my sixth-grade teacher Mrs. Rod-
riguez once told me. “Whether they remember you or not,
you’ll live forever.”

I remember Mrs. Rodnguez I guess that makes her a
saint.

I shaded my eyes with my hand and scanned the kids
racing across the blacktop, smashing tetherballs, clamber-
ing over metal play structures. At the edge of the grass two
boys raised clenched hands. I brought the whistle to my
lips—they tossed dried leaves at each other. I removed the
whistle. Then the boys scooped up more leaves and
dumped them on of one of my second graders.

He ignored them. I frowned, trying to remember his
name: ginger hair, gray eyes, square face, freckled nose.
Alore. .. o

Corey Ferris, one of this year’s forgotten children.
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o The one I couldn’t place when I saw his name ontny.'roll o

sheet the first month of school. The one who never caused |

- trouble, never answered questtons The invisible chtld ina
- class of thirty-tw |
| Iwasa forgotten Chlld, too. Until Mrs. Rodnguez |
- Corey stood with his back to me, gazing across the
- freld. I joined him. With a squint, I peered over his head.
 All I could see was the far corner of the cyclone fence.
"~ “Corey,” I said, “what are you looking at?” -
He started. Shuffling away from me, he stopped, looked
at the corner, then at me. “Don’t you see her?” he sa1d |
| I looked again. This time I saw her. |
~ The woman sat in the corner, her manzanita-red hair
~spilling over her shoulders, dark swirls against her
turquoise blouse. Her skirt, vibrant with green, raspberry,
yellow, and blue, fanned across her knees. She bent over
slightly, her hands skimming across her lap. .

- A child stood beside her. A dark-haired girl, one of |
Peggy’s third graders—Heather Granger. I headed toward
them. The woman was probably Heather s mother but it
never hurt to check.

~ An image flashed through my mind: Smiling, the |
woman opened her arms wide. The girl rested her head in
- the woman's lap— |
- Theimage vanished. A sense of loss touched me. .
The bell rang. | - :
~ Iglanced back at the worn, art deco school My second
. graders were already lining up near the back stairs. Corey
- hovered at the end of the line, separated from the others by

“two paces. I turned a slow circle, searching the far comer,
then the playground. Heather and the woman were gone.
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I finally caught up to Peggy in the staff room after

~ school. “Peggy, did Heather go home sick?”

Peggy shrugged into her jacket, then took the sheaf of
papers out of her mouth. “Heather?” -

“Heather Granger. Dark hair, quiet.”

Peggy sucked in her cheeks. “I don’t have any
Heathers this year” Shc frowned. “I had three last year.
No Grangers . .

I blinked. “You sure?”’ |

Peggy shook her head. “Nope. No Heathers.”

I stared at the toes of my shoes, tlymg to recall Heather’s
face. I couldn’t.

“Mary,” Peggy said, “are you okay?” :

“Did you—did you see that woman on the play-
ground at lunch?” I said, looking up. “The one sitting in
the corner of the field?” o

Peggy’s frown deepened. “What woman?”

I left around four. As I clattered down the wide front
steps, I saw someone blur out of sight behind the potted rose-
mary on the landing. I stopped, then walked over and pecked.

Corey Ferris cowered behind the Grecian planter.

- Isquatted. “Corey, what are you doing here?” |

He looked up at me, hlS mouth twisted in a hp-
trembling pout. -

I waited, head cocked to one side. Finally, he scuffled
from behind the rosemary, dragging his backpack He
mumbled something.
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~ “Say it agam‘?” I sa1d -
He glanced at the curb. “Waiting for Dad ”
- Istared at him. “Is helate?” =~ .
“Is it five yet?” he asked.
- “No, not—is that when he picks you up?”
He nodded. I took a deep breath, held it, let it go.
- Students aren’t supposed to be alone on the school' -
- grounds after two-forty-five. | S
 “Does he—"1thought a minute. “Is this unusual?”
He shook his head. |
I sat on the step. “What do you do'?” |
‘He hesitated, then sat beside me. He shrugged.
o I glanced at my watch I'was supposed to meet a fnend
atﬁve—tlmty ce
| So I’d meet her in my school clothes No blg deal. I
| dug through my school bag and pulled out a book. The
~Stone Fox. 1 nodded, impressed with myself. Good book.
“Listen,” I said. “T don’t have to be anywhere Would you
hke to help me read th:ls‘?” |

- Corey stood beSIde me on the playground the next
day, not really talking, just standing nearby. As recess

‘wore on, he slowly inched closer. “Do you think?” he said.
“Do you think the Stone Fox gave Wllly one of the whlte N
dogs?” ;
Ipondered this. “I don tknow What do you think?”

- Corey grinned, a sudden, gap—toothed smile. “Yeah he
~ did. The best one.” |
“What do you think Willy named—‘7”

“Teacher!”’ someone wailed.
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- Iturned. A group of kids ran toward me in geese for-
mation. The girl in the lead scrabbled to a stop. “Teacher,”
- she said, “Kevin threw my softball over the fence!”
| Kevin slid to a halt. “Can I help it if Gabby can’t

catch?”
| “First thmgs ﬁrst » | said. “Where did it go over the
fence?”

Kevin and Gabby pomted then glared at each other. I
- sighted down their fingers . . . to the far corner and the

rainbow woman. | "

A child stood beside her, a boy with a buzz—Josue
Hernandez. I’d had him two years ago. He stood beside
her, intent on her hands as they skipped like pebbles across
her lap.

- An image seared through me: Josue restmg hzs head
in the woman’s lap. He dissolved like steam —

~ By the time the image faded, I was halfway across the
field, the gaggle of students squawking behind me. I froze
five feet from Josue and the woman. Josue seemed . . .
faded, as if he’d been stonewashed. His eyes were no
longer chocolate dark, but faint as a shadow on sun—dned
mud. He gazed at the woman’s hands.

Long and slender, her hands were crosshatched with
tiny nicks. She wore porcelain thimbles on her left thumb
and forefinger. She wielded a golden needle with her right,
embroidering something onto her skirt with a dark thread.

I stepped closer. Her lap ghttered as if appliquéd with mir-
rors. I took another step. No, not mirrors—tiny unicorns
that sparkled like distant stars. The newest one, a dull,
black unicorn on a field of green, lacked its horn. The
woman’s hands stopped. I looked up— |
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 “Ms. SClbllll‘l' Ms Smbﬂm"’ someone ye]led. “Gabby .
threw Kevin’s shoe over the fence!” -
. Little hands dragged me to the fence and pomted out
~ the ball, embedded in a pumpkin, and the shoe, dangling
from a bare guide wire. When I turned back to the woman,
-she and Josue were gone.

I walked onto the playground and scanned the field as
- TIhad every day for the past week. There was no signof the
- woman. I frowned, disappointed. Juanita Vargas, the prin-
cipal, had promised to call the police next time the woman
set foot on the school grounds. |
| Even if she couldn’t remember Josue or the girl. =~
~Corey fell in step beside me. We’d shared three more
~ books after school—two on dogs and one on magic tncks |
He’d taken home the magic book. - .
| “T ﬁgured out the Kleenex trick,” he said. “How to
~ make it disappear? But I can’t get the penny one.” |
. ‘”That s a tough one,” I said. “I'll help you with it after'
school.” | |
" He grinned at me. I smlled back, then dida qmck sur--
vey of the field.
A chill wind whistled across the playground rear-
- ranging the fallen leaves. A string of girls threaded their
way between Corey and me, chasing orange and gold
maple leaves. I scanned the play structures, lingering on a
possible fight, then circled slowly. A football game skir-
 mished along the edge of the field. Beyond the grass-
stained players, Corey leaned against the fence, watching
the woman. -
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I'snatched at Gabby’s wrist as she walked by. “Gabby,”
I said. “Go to the office and tell Ms. Vargas I need her to
- make that phone call. Now.”

- Corey inched closer to the woman.

- My chest constricted. I ran toward Corey. I glanced at
the woman. She had another child with her, not what’s-
~ his-name, Josue, but a blonde second grader, one of
- Kristy’s. Amanda Schuyler. The woman looked up, and
even at that distance, I could swear she was lookmg
at me—

“Ms. Scibilin! Watch out!”

Three hurtling bodies tackled me in the end zone.
They tumbled over the top of me, then scrambled away.
“Teacher, are you all right?’ someone said.

I spat out a mouthful of grass. “I’m fine.” |

I swayed to my feet, then sat down abruptly. I knew if
I glanced at the corner, Amanda and the woman would be
gone.

I limped into the office an hour-after the last bell. Panic
muted the pain. The police had found nothing, no bits of
thread, no embroidery needles, no matted grass. I'd sent
them to Kristy’s class to talk to Amanda Schuyler. Kristy
told them she didn’t have an Amanda Schuyler and never
had. .. - | |

I winced, lowering myself into the secretary’s chair. I
went through the roll sheets, then the emergency cards. I
even hobbled over to the filing cabinet and searched the
cumulative folders. According to the Cayuga Elementary
School records, Josue Hernandez and Amanda Schuyler
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did not exist. Not even in their siblings’ cum files.
I struck the filing cabinet with my fist.
 Juanita poked her head into the office. “You okay?”
“Fine,” I muttered. I slipped Jason Schuyler’s cum
folder back in place, then slammed the filing cabinet.
~ Juanita studied me. “They hit you pretty hard. You re
~ going to Doctors on Duty.”
- “I'm fine, Juanita. Really—" | :
. She raised two elegantly pencﬂed eyebrows ‘Dlstnct’]l |
foot the bill if you go now. Somethmg shows up later,
you’ll need a paper trail.”
I hesitated. She was right, but—
 “You’re going,” she said. She ]angled her keys “Come
on. I'll drive.”

Juanita insisted I drape my arm around her neck as we
crept slowly down the front steps. I hunched deeper into
my jacket, h0p1ng no one was watching. “Juanita,” I said
~ inalow voice, “it’s just a bruise. I'Il be stiff for a few days,
- thenit'll disappear.”

Juanita grunted under my welght “Could be frac—-

: tured o
| Fractured. Igrnnaced “Great.”
We passed the potted rosemary. Corey peeked be-

‘tween its branches, his face pale in the shadows. He bit

down on his lower lip and withdrew.

I twisted my head to try to catch another gllmpse of

“him. This is where I needed to be. With Corey, not in some

clinic. “Juanita, I'm fine, really. It’s just a bruise—"
Juanita stopped. She eyed me coolly. “I’'m not worried
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about your leg I'm womed about your head.”
‘My cheeks flamed. My head——because no one else
remembered Amanda Schuyler

No fractures, leg or skull, just a bruise the 51ze of a
cantaloupe. Between the wait, the exam—complete with
X rays—and Juanita’s unwillingness to release me unfed,
it was almost seven when I made it back to the school. I

 waited until Juanita sped away, then got out of my car and

limped up the steps. I searched behind the rosemary. No
Corey, but tucked between the planter and the wall was
the book of magic tncks -

Corey veered away from me when he walked into the
classroom next morning. Head down, he put his backpack
‘in his cubby and shuffled to his desk.
| At one point Lily, the girl seated next to him, opened

his desk and took his crayons. “Lily,” I said. “Put those
back and ask Corey if you may borrow them.”

- “He’s not here—" Lily sat up, startled. Her eyes grew
as round as slammers when she saw Corey. Backlng away,
she dropped his crayons.

Corey sat quietly, hands folded in his lap.

Within an hour, the class had forgotten him again.

It took me several minutes to find Corey ‘when I went
out for lunch recess.
He huddled ten feet from the woman. No one stood




Stampede of Light 171 ’

 beside her this time. Her hands lay still in that colorful

- expanse of glittering unicorns. I imagined the one she’d

~ been working on while the dark-haired boy hovered over
her. I tried to recall the boy’s name or face, but all I could
remember was that dull, black embr01dery amid the stellar

~ unicormns. :
1 llmped toward them. Girls. There had been two g1rls |

too. But I could remember nothing but a sense of them
like perfume lingering in a closed room.

Corey took a step toward the woman. Her face tilted
toward him. She seemed to be talking to him, coaxing him—
- I gasped at the image: Corey resting his head in the

woman’s lap, fading like mist in sunlight to become—
: I stared at Corey and the woman, not daring to shift
my gaze. As if by watching them, I could keep that httle
~ head from lowering itself to that glittering field.
The woman’s hands nested in her lap. Corey leaned
_mto the fence; it bowed behind him like a hammock.

Gritting my teeth, I pushed myself to a lunging jog.
The bruise throbbed along my hip. I cupped my handsto

my mouth and called.
Corey flinched at the sound of his name, but refused

to look at me. He stepped closer to the woman and knelt

before her. She reached to pull his head into her lap. . .

- I lumbered toward them, tensing against the pain.
Three, four yards and I'd be there. Sucking in a deep

breath, I shouted, “Corey, get away from her!”

He snapped upright, swinging to look at me. The

woman touched his leg. She murmured something. He

glared at me, then bent toward her. The woman ran her

fingers through his hair—
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I | grasped hnn by the arm. The woman pu]led her hand
back, plucking a lock of his ginger hair. -

: “Corey,” I said. I dragged him away, reaching out to |
steady him with my other hand. With a growl, he
wrenched away from me and ran toward the buildings. I
sagged with relief, then turned on the woman. “Who are
~ you?” I'said. “What do you want—?” |

She was gone.

1 knelt beside the rosemary, parting its branches |
“Corey?”

‘Reaching behmd the planter, I patted the landmg I
~ withdrew my dust-covered fingers.

I sat next to the planter. Late afternoon closed

~around me. “I have a special book for you,” I said, hop-

‘ing he was within hearing. The shadows deepened. 1
glanced at my watch. Four-fourteen. “It’s about dogs,”
I said. If I stayed too late and he refused to come out of
hiding, he’d miss his dad. “Corey, I'm sorry about yes-
“terday,” I said. “Ms. Vargas took me to the doctor. By

- the time I got back, you were gone.” I glanced at my

watch again. Four-thirty-five. A car pulled up to the
~ curb. I sat up. A teenage couple got out and strolled
across the front lawn, arm in arm. “Corey,” I said. “I’m
going. I don’t want you to miss your dad.” I pulled the
book on Samoyeds from my book bag. “I’ll leave this
for you,” I said. “Behind the planter. I'll see you tomor-
row, okay?” -
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I arrived at school early the next morning, to see if
- Corey had taken the book. A shoe peeped from the
planter’s shadow. Puzzled, I squatted beside the rosemary.
Corey curled around the planter, his backpack tucked
under his head. His mouth hung slack, his eyes were
closed. My heart lurched. I reached in and touched him.
He murmured, then jerked awake, eyes wide.

I wound my arms around him and pulled him out. I
hugged him. The chill of him seeped through my sweater.
I smoothed the hair from his face. “Corey, have you been
- here all mght?” | |

He nodded. |

The breath went out of me. “Your father .7

He looked at me blankly. “Father?”

“My God,” I whispered. I held him tlght rockmg th
“What has that woman done‘?”

I had to look up his father in the phone book. Corey’s
emergency card was gone. So was his cumulative file.
When Mr. Ferris answered, he had no idea who I was.
“There must be some mlstake ” he said curtly. “I don’t
have a son— |

“But Corey—"
| “Corey,” he said. His voice grew wmtful “That was

my grandfather’s name.” The curtness returned. “Sorry.
‘Wrong Ferris.” He hung up.

I weighed the receiver in my hand, then set it down. I
went into the nurse’s office. Corey huddled under a pile of
blankets. I sat next to him. “Hungry?” I said. |

- He shook his head.
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Peggy breezed in, glanced at Corey, yanked oPen the |
- medicine cabinet. She took out a bottle of louon “New -
' 'student?” she said.

Corey had worked his way to the end of the line by the
time I led my students into the classroom. The boy just
- ahead of him shut the door in his face as if he weren’t there.

‘Topened the door and, taking his hand, led him inside.

When I took roll, his name wasn’t listed. I flipped
- through the old roll sheets. According to these, he’d never
~ been listed. I wrote him in and marked him “present.”

During independent reading time, I walked over and
crouched beside h1m “She can’t have you,” I sa1d “I
- won’tlet her.” . |

I kept him in during morning recess. I read to him; he
stared out the window at the field. I moved my chair so
~ that he had to look at me. “What did she promise you‘?” I
said. “Where is she trying to take you?” .

He turned away from me.

I touched his knee. “Corey?”

He slumped in his chair, staring at his desk.

The hair tickled along the back of my neck. On a
hunch, I opened his desk It was empty.

I followed him onto the playground at lunchtime. He
ran across the field to the fence. I tried to keep up, but the
bruise slowed me down. I gritted my teeth, trying to ignore
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~ the pain. He spurted ahead. The woman sat in the corner, -

~ waiting, her right hand raised shghtly A ghnt of gold'
winked between her fingers. | |

- Corey stumbled to a stop in front of her

“Leave him alone!” I shouted. “Leave them all

- alone!” | - -

Neither Corey nor the woman turned

I tripped, somehow caught myself I winced, closmg |

my eyes— -

The image swept through me like a flash flood:
Corey, the boy, the two girls, countless other children,
resting their heads in the woman’s lap. One by one they
blazed and disappeared like shooting stars, the only
trace of them the bright umcoms on the woman’s rain-
bow skirt—

I forced my eyes open. Corey inched closer to the
woman, his shins brushing her knee. The woman
~ plunged the needle in and out of the cloth like a seabird
diving through waves. I limped up to her, clenching and
unclenching my hands:

Beneath the woman’s needle, the outline of a unicorn
was slowly taking shape on a field of blue, stitched in lus-
‘terless ginger thread. I searched the constellation of uni-
corns for the dull, black one, that other boy’s, but couldn’t
find it. I finally located it on its ﬁeld of green—-—-—now as
bright as all the others. |
~ . Then a dull shape caught my eye I took a step closer.

Amid all the sparkling, prancing unicoms stood one small,

brown horse on a field of blue.
~ Me. - | |
I stood beside the rainbow woman. Her needle
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 stitched the blue cloth with my hair, filling in the outline of
 the tiny unicorn. 1 knelt, my breath quick and shallow as I
- waited anxiously for her to finish. I would be someone. I
would no longer be forgotten. I would become—
- Corey dropped to his knees. o
I tried to reel the i image back tried to remember For

o | Corey’s sake. For mine.

I would become one of those gleammg umcoms that

| danced in her eyes. .- -

I'looked slowly from the woman’s lap

“And trembled, that forgotten longing aching through
“me. Too frightened to take her in all at once, I started with
‘her hair, that thick, manzanita-red mane that tumbled over

- her shoulders, then the perfect oval of her chin, the straw-

- berry ripeness of her lips, the gentle slope of her nose. I

- steeled myself. Her eyes .

Her eyes had no color——not even white or black I
 gazed into them, knowing what I would find there when
- my.own longing had pecled away the layers of this world:
unicorns, tossing their heads, light spiraling down their
homs. . .. | N

I held my breath. They were more beautiful than I
remembered. And so many—herds of them, streaking
through the woodlands like a meteor shower. My earsrang
with the drum of their cloven hooves. |
~ If this is what Corey wanted, to join these magnificent
creatures, who was I to stand in his way? I took a step back.

Rage kindled in me. Who had stood in my way?

I froze. Mrs. Rodriguez.

Kneeling beside me, she had forced my head up so
that I could no longer see the gold needle pierce the blue
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| cloth. “An illusion, Mary,” she said. “Thereis somuchin

- the world, so many things to discover and explore and cre-
-~ ate. Don’t give up everything for an illusion.” |
| I fought her, fought her words an_d the urging of her
- hands as she forced me to look. . -
I swallowed, my throat dry and tight. But if this was
- what Corey wanted, who was I to deny him?

I am no Mrs. Rodliguez.

Iamno saint.
 The unicoms wheeled and galloped before me, a
stampede of light. Then one of the unicorns stopped and

- facedme.

It yearned toward me, its eyes overflowing with a ter-
- rible loneliness. Another unicorn stopped, and another,
until at least a dozen stared back at me. The first unicorn’s |
longing echoed from eye to eye.
| Their sadness sickened me. Without lookmg away, I
 groped for Corey My hand clasped his shoulder. I drew him
to me, caging him with my elbows and cupping his chin in
my hands. Iraised his head. “Look, Corey,” I said. “Look i mto |
her eyes. If this is what you want, 'l let you go. But be sure.”
' He squirmed. More unicorns stopped to gaze at us.
“I want to be like them!” he said. B
“Look hard at them, Corey,” I said, reluctant to fulﬁll
my promise. “See how lonely they are?” |

“And 1s it any different here?” the woman sald her

voice as husky as woodsmoke. “You are lonely here,
| Corey There you will have others of your kmd ”
1 wet my lips. “Corey— .
The woman hlssed ‘Leave us, meddler You have noth-
ing to offer hlm
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“Nothing,” Corey said. But the word trailed with doubt.
My heart pounded. What had Mrs. Rodriguez sald"
- What had finally reached me? |
But I couldn’t find the words. Frantlc I lashed out.
“What does she have to offer you? An ﬂlusmn Corey. A
lie. It’s not real. It’s like the Kleenex trick—
- Corey strained against my arms. The umcorns loped .
away. | |
 “Let him go,” the woman said. “He is mine. You have
nothing for him. Absolutely nothing.”
- T loosened my grip slowly. My voice cracked.
- “Maybe I don’t, but this world does. I saw you, Corey. I
‘wanted to be your friend. Other people will, too. And
~ they’ll want to see that Kleenex trick. They’ll want to

- know what Willy named his new dog.”

~ The unicorns returned, gazing at me mtently |

“They’ll chase leaves,” I said. “They’ll throw balls
and shoes over the fence. Your father will pick you up and
take you out for ice cream. And I can—I can teach you the

- penny trick.”

Corey stood still as my arms fell away. The umcorns
“crept closer—

~ Their faces changed. J osue peered back at me, and
Amanda and Heather. Jason from Peggy’s class last year
and Mindy from Kiristy’s class two years ago More.
Children I had never known . .

I doubled around the ache in my stomach. I had
stopped trying and 1 had failed them, all of them. I had
failed Corey.

The woman blinked. Her eyes became colorless once
more.
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arm, his breath hot and damp through my sweater. I clung
to him, resting my cheek on his head. His hair smelled of
- rosemary. My gaze fell to the woman’s hands. |

hornless, the ginger unicorn sank into a fold as she stood.

- “You’ve promised him much,” she said. “Don’t let him

~down.” |

-She vanished. | | |
Corey choked back a sob. Hls hands twisted the hem of

- my sweater. I held him with one arm. With my free hand, I

Corey cried out. He gtabbed me, burrowmg under my o

She jerked the needle, snapping the thread. Dull and

fished a Kleenex from my skirt pocket. Footsteps stampeded o

- toward us. [ jerked to look. Unicorns ... 7
Children. | |
““Ms. Scibilin! Ms. Scibilin?” a chorus of voices
shouted. Small hands pulled at us, some patting me, some
patting Corey. “What’s wrong with Corey‘? Is Corey all
right? Corey, you okay?”
“He’s fine,” I said. |
~ Corey’s chest shuddered w1th a deep breath. Tears
beaded his lashes. I handed him the Kleenex. He stared at
- it a minute, then looked up at me. Eagerness and wonder
dwelt in those gray eyes. So did Mrs. Rodriguez. So did L.
'He held up the Kleenex so that the other children
could see it. “Want to see me make it disappear?” he said.







~P.D.CacEK
. GILGAMESH

. RECIDIVUS
Peter: P.D. Caéek’s Wbrk has éppeared in a lot of maga-
zines with spooky names, yet most people, I should think,
would not call her “Gilgamesh Recidivus” a true horror -

story—depends on your attitude toward immortality, of
course.... | I

Janet: P.D., aka Trish, was a valued member of that same
Bay Area writers’ workshop I have mentioned before,
The Melville Nine. She is a fabulous writer, another one
‘with a unique voice which stems from her bizarre and, in
my opinion, all too accurate way of looking at the world.
She is also my friend, which is why I took such particular
joy in introducing her to Manhattan, to bagels and lox,
and—through this book—to a whole new readership.
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HE COLD WAS A LIVING THING, STALKING HIM FROM
the blue shadows, its icy breath encircling his feet as he |
trudged along the narrow swath 'of black ice that doubled
for a footpath.

~ He had never liked the cold—once fearmg its final
embrace, then seeking it out. For so very long. But now
the cold knew him and teased him like a coy lover, allow-
ing him only the slightest touch before scurrying away.

- “My, haven’t we gotten poetic in our old age,” he

chided himself, his breath adding another layer of ice to

- his mahogany-colored beard. “Fool.”

Cresting a small rise, he stopped and looked back
over his shoulder. The railway village he had left that
- morning, huge in comparison to most of the Siberian set-
tlements he’d seen dimly through the train’s ice-coated
~windows, had been swallowed by the cold night. If any-
one in the village remembered the tall stranger who had
stopped only long enough to ask directions of the station-
master, it would be a false memory . . . one that he had
fashioned on the spur of the moment. A new identity. A
new name. And a manufactured life to go with it.
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He had done it so many times before that it was sec-
“ond nature. So many times before that if he put hismindto
it, he could almost forget who he really was. | o
Almost. And never. N _
" Hunching his shoulders beneath the bulk} post—-— |
Afghani War parka he had bought from an enterprising

black-marketeer, he turned back to the path before him.

There was no evidence that another human being had

~ made the same journey since the first snow. The ancient :

stationmaster, once they found a dialect they both could
- mutilate just enough to understand, had warned him of
the outpost’s intentional isolation. There would be no one
* to help him if he became lost. No one to carry him out.
~ No one to watch him die. o
Finally, to die. |
-_ He shook his head and laughed the sound starthng the -
cold away from his face. He had become foolish in his old -

'age If his journey was successful, he would have more -

than enough witnesses to his death.

- While the lieutenant studied the documents that
- showed a different identity than the one he’d glven to the
~ stationmaster, he studied the men. |

There were three others besides the ofﬁcer—-all |
‘identically dressed in the drab brown uniform and
woolen greatcoat of the Home Guard, each wearing a

rabbit-fur hat with the ear-flaps down and tied beneath B

cold-reddened chins. Each with a rifle slung over one
shoulder. .
A smile tugged at h15 11ps beneath the frost chngmg to
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- his beard. He had witnessed this scene so many times
before—the self-important officer, his soldiers, their
‘weapons—that it gave him a comforting sense of déja vu.
He let the smile fade as the officer looked up.
‘Slumped his shoulders and eased deeper into character.
- Waited for his cue. |
“Biogenetic engineering,” the lieutenant said, nod-
ding as if the term were as familiar to him as the small .
cast-iron stove his men were huddled around.
- “Yes,” he answered, but gave no further explanation.
He could have, of course, gone into the most intricate
details of gene-splicing—one of the benefits of such along
life was in having the time to leamn these things—but, as
‘with his total acquiescence during the soldier’s rough
handed search, he didn’t like to show off.
Unless he hadto.
“A very remarkable field. Your papers seem to be in
order, however. ..” | | |
The soldier tapped the forged documents with a
gnawed pencil stub and cleared his throat. His accent
came from the south; perhaps as far as the Caspian or
Black seas . . . thousands of kilometers from the Siberian
Hell he had been consigned to. -
| “It must be difficult to be so far from your home
Lieutenant, especially in so inhospitable a place as this.”
'The soldier looked up through the glare of the kero-
sene lantern on the desk beside him.
“With such primitive amenities. Don’t you miss
the sun?” |
The narrow face moved away from the light, the
almond-shaped eyes going from sea-green to azure. The
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| "_pencﬂ stub pmged when it hit the desk top.
) “Why are you here, Doctor . . | -
“Ambrose,” he said, filling in the pause. He’d chosen

~ the name as a final jest . . apuntodefythegodswhohad o

abandoned him so long ago. . o
| He didn’t realize he’d been snuhng untll he felt it
stop—at the same instant the lieutenant gathered up the
documents and placed them in the desk’s center drawer.
The sound the lock made when it slid home was still echo-
- ing in the chilled air when the soldier stood up, his gloved
~ hand going to the thick gun belt cinched at his waist.
~ Ambrose took a deep breath and waited. He hadn’t
planned on killing the men, they were to be his story-
tellers. But if their deaths meant that he might finally
die . -
He let his hands slowly ball into ﬁsts
“You will be so kind as to tell me how you knew to
- come to this place, Doctor Ambrose. We are not generally

listed in any Intourist publications.” The lieutenant’s

- gloved hand moved to the flap on the front of the holster.
Ambrose shifted his weight to the balls of his feet. “I sug-
~ gest you answer now, Doctor. And please . . . the truth.”

| You wouldn’t accept the truth if I told you, boy. .
Sighing, his breath steaming in the frigid air, Ambrose

| unclenched the fingers of his right hand and reached
“toward the parka’s inside breast pocket. Matching his

movements precisely, three SKS semlautomatlc rifles |

| took aim at his heart.
. if their deaths mean that I can ﬁnally dze
No Not yet. |
“He lowered the heels of hls boots to the wooden floor.
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“Peace, friends,” he said, more to the lieutenant than
- to the armed men. “There is an item in my pocket that may
explam things to your satisfaction, sir. May I get it?” o

A curt nod. “But do so slowly, Doctor Ambrose, the
- boredom of this place has made my men seek d1vers10n
where they can find it.” '
| “Boredom?” He forced his hand to stop at the

pocket’s lip. “Here? In the presence of the greatest biolog-
1cal discovery of all time? May God forgive your men,
- Lieutenant.”
The man’s eyes ﬂashed and Ambrose pretended not to
~ notice. The ideological wounds the lieutenant must have
- suffered when first communism and then the Marxist ideal
fell were undoubtedly still too fresh for an invocation to
God to hold much meaning.
* But it will, Ambrose promlsed silently. By the end of
this night it will.

“I must admit that Iheard of . . . this through less than
official channels, sir.”

Tucking himself deeper into the character of obsessed
scientist, Ambrose pulled a five-by-ten-centimeter news
article and its corresponding photograph from his pocket
and laid it on the desk facing the lieutenant. The picture
was overexposed and grainy, showing only the vaguest
outline of an elongated neck and flowing mane. But the
horn was still visible—stark white and pointing straight at
heaven like an accusing finger.

- “Of course I don’t usually buy this sort of journalistic
trash ” he said, urging his voice into breathless wonder,
“but the headline . . . and picture. My G— Lieutenant, if
this story is true then all I need are justafew cells .. . a
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| snnple scrapmg of the inside of the ammal’s mouth and
I...Ican.

' Pantmg, hlS breath almost as thick as the frozen mist
outside, Ambrose patted his chest and smiled. Weakly. He
~ regretted that with the present government in financial

- ruin there would be no opportunity to videotape him. It
was the performance of a lifetime. A very long lifetime.
And his last performance.

With any luck.

“I apologize, Lieutenant,” he said sheepishly, still
feigning vulnerablllty “but I'm sure you can understand
my excitement.”

- The officer grunted as Ambrose leaned forward com-
pensating for his six feet, three inches, and tapped the arti-
cle with his finger, drawing the man’s attention back to it.
- The story had appeared in one of the more “reputable”
~ American tabloids, the brazen headline |

RUSSIAN UNICORN DISCOVERED

" piquing Ambrose’s interest just enough to buy the paper
and suffer the smirks of an overweight supermarket
cashier. In lifetimes past, he had discovered that truth, like
Edgar Allan Poe’s purloined letter, occasionally could
only be found where you didn’t look for it. |
| “I know, I know,” he went on, “these papers usua]ly ~

- tend to vie for the record of Elvis Presley sightings and
UFO -abduction stories . . . but you have to understand,
| Lteutenant If there is any vahdlty to the article—"

~ His guts twisted over on themselves when the heu- -

tenant looked up. | |
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There was surprise in the man’s eyes, yes . . . natu-
rally, considering the publication . . . but there was some-
thing else as well. Incomprehension. He didn’t recogmze |

~ the animal in the photograph. ;

Ambrose forced himself to remain calm as l'.he soldler |
- shook his head. Are you gods not done with me yet? It was
a lie. Another lie and he should have known better after SO
- many centuries. He almost laughed out loud.
~ But there was still something about the three other sol-
diers’ nervousness . . . the way their eyes kept shifting
from his face to the small locked door to his left. |
~ The way sweat kept beadmg upon their brows desplte -
the coldness of the room. |
- Something. ; |
~ He sighed, decxded to contmue the illusion a whlle
longer. - |
~“So.” The pain in his voice sounded so o real that even he
was moved. “T have come ail this way in what is usua]ly |
 referred to as a wild-goose chase.” -
“I am familiar with the term, Doctor Ambrose ” the
heutenant said, moving his hand from the holster, the
chair’s frozen springs screaming as he leaned back. I

- have not been assigned to Siberia all of my life.”

Ah.
Go on, Ambrose. All they can do is shoot at you
All illusion faded.

"~ “Then why are you here, Lleutenant-—-qf the arhcle 1S
false, that is?” He smiled. “I doubt that even a government
in transition would assign men to guard an empty Siberian
hovel.” | .

His smile was matched.




Gilgamesh Recidivus 89 |

| “I am but a humble officer in the Russian Army,
 Doctor Ambrose,” the lieutenant shrugged, “and I do what
I am ordered. Without question . . . even in a transitional
government. It is not a lucrative profession, but it keeps
food in the bellies of my wife and children.” |
A man three months in the grave would not have
missed the subtle hint. A communist he may have been
born and bred, but the lieutenant was willing to make the
“sacrifice” to capitalism for the sake of his wife and chil-
dren.
: Ifhe even had a wife and chlldren Not that Ambrose |
cared. He had never been a moralist. | |

‘Pushing up the left sleeve of his parka Ambrose
quickly removed the gold watch he wore. Time, after so.
" many centuries, meant little to him, and gold was still a

highly negotiable commodity. | .

“Of course, I would not ask for the privilege of seeing

- what may be behind that locked door w1thout . showing
 my appreciation.” - |

“Even if there is nothmg there Doctor?”’

“Even s0.” |

The lieutenant shifted in his chair just enough to hide

- -the transaction from his men and slipped the watch into

the front pocket of his greatcoat, nodding. |

“Then follow me, Doctor Ambrose.”

The three soldiers never lowered their rifles as then‘
officer stood up and, taking the kerosene lantern from the
desk, led the way across the room. Ambrose imagined the
weapons aimed at his back. The sensation reminded him

of fleas crawling across hlS skin; a mild dlstractlon butof

1'10 consequence
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The sound of the hasp opening cracked in the still
. . still except for the muffled sound of unshod hooves
| commg from the darkness beyond the door. |
- “I cannot give you permission to take anything from
the animal, doctor,” the lieutenant said, blocking the door
- with his body, the hand holding the ring of keys again rest-
ing upon the holster, “not even a picture, and I apologlze |
 for the lack of heat. It—it seems to prefer the cold.’
The door opened and Ambrose inhaled the scent of
fresh dung and musk and hay. Alive. Whatever was in
there was actually alive. . |
~ “Stay away from the horn, Doctor,” the lieutenant'
said, standing to one side. “It has already kllled one scien-
 tist. A biologist, like yourself.”
~ With the hght at h1s back, Ambrose entered the room :
first. . | . |
- And froze. S |
The animal lifted 1ts shaggy head and stared at him
- through the clouds of steam rising from its nostrils. Alive.
~ The light from the lantern turned its dun-colored hlde to
gold.
- Thesingle horn to pohshed hematite.
It was real. .
“I...” For the first time in his life Ambrose dxd not
need to pretend wonder. “I thought from your expression
when you saw the photograph that . . . that it was just
another fairy tale.” )
- “It was the picture that confused me, Doctor
Ambrose,” the lieutenant said, giving the makeshift
wooden corral in the center of the room a wide berth as he
walked to a workstation directly opposite the door. “This
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animal does not ook at all like the one in the photogmph ”
| “No,” Ambrose said, “it doesn’t.” -
| Tiny and compact, ten hands at the shoulder if that,
~ the unicomn resembled a stunted Mongolian pony more -
than the sleek, alabaster creature of myth. Even the hom,
pushing its way through the thick forelock, was different.
Where the “mythical” alicorn was supposed to be spiraled
like that on a narwhal, the “living” horn resembled the

~ protuberance on a rhinoceros. Black as the heart of a

Sumerian whore and curved back toward the tufted ears
| like a scimitar.

- Ambrose took a deep breath and let it out as a laugh.
It was a hoax. And a pathetic one. Some psychotic veteri-
narian’s idea of a joke. Shifting his eyes, he caught the
lieutenant’s wide-eyed stare and laughed again.

“My compliments to the designer,” he said, tlppmg
his head in a mock bow, “or was this done by commit-
tee? That might explain the choice of animal. I’'m sure
- that obtaining an Arab or Lipizzaner, even though it

- might have looked more like a unicorn, was too much of -

an expense for the new government to Justlfy Am I
right?” - |
o “You . don’t believe what you see?”

‘Shaking his head, Ambrose walked to the corral and
lifted his hand to the animal. Three things happened
simultaneously, only two of which he could understand.
One was the lieutenant’s sudden shout—something about

staying away from the corral—the second was the scream |

‘coming from the animal itself as it reared up on its hind
legs and struck out at the air between them. - |
- The third was the blinding blue light that knocked him
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| to the floor and left behmd the smell of ozone and smged_ |
horsehide. | - . -
- —tor Ambrose are you -
“—all right?” | | |
' Ambrose blinked his eyes and for a moment saw only :
an afterimage of the animal—its color reversed, finally
- looking like the fantasy creature it was supposed to be
| “What?” |
. “We put an electrified grid along the inside of the cor-
ral. He, the animal kept . . . there was no way of holding
~ him without it. The voltage . . . It isn’t capable of hurl:mg =
him, but he doesn’t seem to like it.” |
| can understand why, Ambrose thought as he
al_lowed the lieutenant to help him to his feet, his own flesh
tingling uncomfortably. It was then that he noticed a sec-

ond gas generator beneath the workstation and the thick

cable that ran from it to the corral. A bright red alligator
clamp attached the cable to the chicken wire mesh that had
- been nailed to the inside of the wooden railings. It seemed
‘a makeshift design, but very effective.

Ambrose felt a drop of moisture touch h1s chin an
instant before it refroze and wondered exactly how high

the voltage was, even though the hieutenant was right

about it not seeming to affect the animal.

The unicorn had settled down, shaking its brushhke
mane and pawing at the trampled straw. That, at least,
Ambrose noticed, concurred with the legend. The hoof,
- although almost completely covered with thlck, black
“feathers,” was cloven like a goat’s. |

Like those he had once seen bemg woven into a

tapestry.
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So long ago.

“T can understand the need for such secunty mea-
sures, Lieutenant,” he said. “You certainly don’t want any-
one to get near enough to see the suture marks around the
horn or study the surgically altered hooves.”
| - Brushing off his sleeve where the man’s hand had
‘been, Ambrose turned and began walking to the door.
“Thank you for your time. And the sideshow.” s

“This is no sideshow, Doctor Ambrose.”
It was the way the lieutenant said those words that
~ made Ambrose stop and walk back to within an inch of the
corral. At that distance, he could hear the electricity hum-
ming through the wire mesh—could feel it prickle the hair
- on his arms and legs even through his clothing. His beard
and eyebrows felt like they were standmg at attentlon
“Watch,” the lieutenant said.
And Ambrose watched. .
‘Watched the licutenant remove the sidearm from 1ts
~ holster and take aim at the animal. Watched, with a sensa-
tion of compressed time, the bullet leave the muzzle and -
- tear a hole in the quivering chest. |
Watched, too, as the shredded flesh curled back in
| around the wound and closed. -
' The unicorn snorted and pawed the ground undis-
- turbed by either the shot or the anned soldiers running into
‘the room. -
“Itis all right,” the heutenant told his men. “I was jllSt
giving the doctor a demonstration. Dismissed.” |
- Ambrose only heard the sounds of their boots striking
the wooden flooring as they left. He couldn’t take his eyes
 off the animal. Didn’t dare.
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“By the gods How ...old s 1t‘7” |
~ He could hear the lieutenant replace the handgun and -
~ snap the holster flap back in place. |

“The biologist . . . the one who was killed . . . wasn’t
sure, he never got a chance to collect much_data.. But he
thought it was old. Very old.”

- “Is it immortal?”” Ambrose whispered.
- This time it was the lieutenant who laughed.
“Of course not, Doctor. No. Nothing is immortal.”
| “Are you o sure?”

The smile faltered shghtly around the edges. “Yes, |
~ Doctor, I am. This animal was found in one of the most

“hostile environments known to man. It’s only natural that
it would . . . develop certain natural survival skills that our |
scientists haven’t encountered before.” |

~ “Yes,” Ambrose said, looking again at the ammal’ o
barreled chest. Where the bullet had impacted the hair had
re-formed in the shape of a star. “I would think that spon-
taneous tissue repair is not something most scientists deal
with on a regular basis. How then do they explain it? Or
the animal?”

The lieutenant’s grin acqulred some of its former |
glory.
~ “I'm sorry, Doctor but the tour is over.” Nodding -
once, he spun on his heels and walked to the worktable.
His gloved fingers were closing around the lantern’s wire
handle when the unicorn suddenly nickered.

~ Ambrose backed away from the corral and into the
lengthening shadows as the lieutenant crossed the room.
The cold fingered his throat as he unzipped the parka.
““Ah, do you hear that, Doctor Ambrose?” The lieu-
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tenant asked, increasing the lamp’s brightness. The shad-
ows slunk back and Ambrose joined them. “That moaning
‘sound? It’s only the wind, but sometimes out here a man
‘can imagine . . . many things. A storm is coming and our
friend here wants to be out in it. We found him in a storm,
did the newspaper mention that? No? Oh, well. It’s that
sound, I'think . . .it’s like it calls to him.” A shudder passed
over the lieutenant’s bowed shoulders. “Foolishness.
- Now, Doctor, if you would be so kind to accompany me
‘back to my desk I can— |
The shock in the lieutenant’ S eyes bordered on fear
‘when he turned and found himself staring at Ambrose’s
naked form. Darkness crept closer as the lantern made a
shaky decent to the floor. Ambrose fo]lowed the dark o
closmg the gap between them.
Underlit, the heutenant $ face took on the v1sage of a
death mask.
Ambrose nodded his head It was a good omen.

| “It is not so foolish to hear voices in the wind,
Lleutenant he said, feeling the cold wrap itself around

him like a lover. “That is how the gods speak to men. And
drive them mad.”

- “HERE!” The lieutenant shouted and, like the well-
tramed dogs they were, the soldiers came running.
~ Ambrose felt the sensation of fleas tickling his spine
- once more. And smiled.

Lifting his hands away from hlS SIdes he glanced
back over his shoulders, just to make sure his instincts
hadn’t failed him after so many centuries. They hadn’t.
The rifles were level and not even a blind man could miss

| | at that dlstance The smile grew.
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“Get his clothes and handcuff him to one of the chairs
out there!” The lieutenant seemed less afraid now, with the -
men in the room. Or maybe it was the rifles that made him
brave. “Then call down to the village and have them send |
“someone to take him off our hands. I don’t want this per-
vert here any longer than he needs to be.”

Ambrose lifted his chin, the smile fading as he closed
~ his eyes as one set of boots began moving toward him.

“No,” he commanded.

‘The boots stopped. |

He opened his eyes and saw beads of sweat on the
lieutenant’s face. | -

The unicorn was prancing nervously within its electri-
fied enclosure—tossing its head, the lantern light flashing

across the midnight horn.
| It knows. - -

“Wh-what do you want‘?” the lieutenant asked his
voice almost lost to the howl of the wind.

~ Ambrose nodded. “You’re direct. I’ve always appre-
ciated that and wﬂl answer in kind. I’ve come to kill the
unicorn.” |
| “NO!” Despite his obvious fear, the officer placed

- himself between Ambrose and the corral. Gun coming
clumsily to his hand. Shaking. One more inch and the back
of his greatcoat would brush against the electric mesh.
“Are you mad? You saw for yourself that it can’t be killed.
This is the last of its kind . . . you can’t kill it. Besides, I’'m
not afraid of a crazy man. I warn you, Doctor; that if you
~ take one more step toward this creature I will kill you.”

‘Smiling, Ambrose took that step. |
' And the room exploded with sound.
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" He heard and memoriZed each one: the tmmpetmg N
scream of the unicorn, the paper-tearing rippp of the

“assault rifles, the hollow thump as bullets punched holes | :

through his body.

- The wet sound of retching as the bloodless wounds o

repaired themselves as fast as the umcom S had
Finally, a whisper. -
“Who are you?”

'Looking down, he ran a hand over hlS unmarked

~ flesh; brushing away the last remnants of the Ambrose
1mpersonatlon |
When he looked back up, Gllgamesh smlled at the |
heutenant |
" “Just an old man who has grown tired of hvmg,” he
said gently, using the tone he remembered from countless
storytellings and lullabies. “If I am successful in killing
the unicorn, then I may find the seCret of killing myself. .
~ Or, perhaps the unicorn will kill me . . .” He took a deep
breath and listened to the storm’s growmg rage “Elther_
way I shall be dead.” |
The lieutenant took another step toward the corral |
sobbing now, shaking his head. |
“No. Y-you can’t.” - |
~ “What do you mean? Kill or be killed? I have done SO
much of the former that it means nothmg And as for the
latter . .

memories, but they were still there—as fresh and solid as
~if he were hvmg through them at that very moment.
Again. -
| “Read the legends if you want, about aman not much

Gﬂgamesh closed his eyes, trymg to blot out the o
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older than you who so feared death that he usurped the

powers of the gods. | - ‘_
“See a plant that gave eternal life. You would look for

- such a thing, wouldn’t you?” he asked through the dark-

- ness of his closed eyes, not expecting an answer. Getting

none. “Of course you would. Any man terrified of death
- would.”” |
'~ When Gilgamesh finally opened his eyes he didn’t
look at the man, only watched the animal. The unicorn
was calm—neck arched, heavy tail swatting lazily at its
- golden sides, ears pitched forward as if it, too, were listen-

ing. - |
- “Imagine then finding out how much you have given
up to become immortal . . . the last of your kind . . . to see
all that you ever loved wither and fade to dust while you
stand forever unchanged.” |

~ Smiling as he once had smiled at a precocious carpen-
ter’s son in Jerusalem, Gilgamesh reached over and
removed the empty gun from the limp hand.

- “I will tell you another secret, Lieutenant,” he whis-
pered. “That part of the legend where the serpent is sup-
posed to carry off the plant of eternal life is wrong. It never
did.”

The look on the man’s face had shifted from fear to
confusion. Gilgamesh chuckled softly.

“Forgive an old man his digressions, Lieutenant,” he
said, and tossed the gun into the shadows at the far end of
the room. When it struck the floor, the unicorn shied and
the ends of its tail brushed against the wire. Blue sparks
“danced across the mesh. |
“I'm sorry,” Gilgamesh said, not sure whether he
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' meant to address man or unicom. “Please, stand aside,
Lieutenant, and let me gwe the story ‘the endmg it

deserves.” . | |
Round eyes the color of broken ice met hrs

“You re out of your mind,” the licutenant screamed B

over the bulldmg storm. “Legends can’t die.”

- ‘need—blows were as meaningless as bullets—but he did.

Gilgamesh caught the man’s closed fist and pushed He

 reacted, and heard the gods laugh.
“NO P, ' ; |

‘But it was a]ready too late.

A halo of blue-white flame blossomed around the
lieutenant’s body as he fell backward into the wire. Steam

and sparks, the color of urine in the lantern light, erupted
from the generator beneath the worktable as the over-

“loaded circuits shut down.
~ Silence. For a moment. And then the muffled sound
of cloven hooves on straw. Building up speed.

The unicorn’s back hoof shattered the lantern as it

| leapt over its smoldering protector and charged.

Gilgamesh felt the same jolt of energy he had experi-

- enced when he had accidentally brushed against the elec-

tric barrier, but this was a hundred times worse. It drained

him instantly. Collapsing, Gilgamesh rolled into a ball and

groaned. It felt as if all the centuries he’d hved through had

 finally caught up with him.

He was panting, barely able to hear the hystencal :

- shoutmg of the soldiers above the potmdmg of his own

“Why not‘7” Gllgamesh asked as the man .swung at N
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heart. No . . . it wasn't his heart . . . his heart hadn’t beat

in two millennia. Lifting himself to one elbow,
Gilgamesh watched through growing flames as the tiny,

- dun-colored unicorn cocked its hind legs and kicked out
“another wall plank.

The building was old, probably constructed in hastc
against the coming of a long-past winter, its timbers rot-
ted. In less time than it took Gllgamesh to push away
from the hungry fire, the unicorn was free.

‘He thought he heard it once . . whinnying its triumph
to an uncaring sky . . . but it might have been only the

- storm. The gods laughmg at h.lS defeat.

Again.
The flames were already feeding on the dead heu-

~ tenant when Gilgamesh was finally able to stand. The
~ clothes he had worn to the outpost had been the fire’s first

course, but that didn’t matter; if there were no extra uni-
forms in the building he would simply “appropriate” one
from its current owner. Being just another faceless soldier
in a country still tottering from years of suppression would
make it easier to track the unicorn.

To find it and— |

He stumbled over a crack in the floor and pitched for-
ward, grabbing the doorframe to keep from falling. Oh

- yes, tracking down the unicorn would be child’s play com-

pared to simply walking out of the building.
- Then he noticed his hand in the wash of ﬁrellght
It looked different.
He raised the second and turned them slowly from
back to front. They were different.
- His hands had always been a source of pride to him—
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smooth and strong enough to crack two hard-shelled nuts |

or a man’s skull; but the hands before him now were wrin-

kled flesh, the ﬁngers knobbed and curled in toward the
~ palm. |
. Gllgarnesh stretched out his fingers as far as they
would go and watched them tremble. |
- They were the hands of an old man.
old o - -
- Hedidn’t have to feel h1s face or look down at the sag-
ging flesh that hung from h1s llmbs He knew. He had
‘aged. : .
- From one bnef touch, the umcom had leeched away
centunes - -
Throwmg back his head suddenly hghter from its
lack of hair, Gilgamesh laughed until the sound caught in
his throat and tried to strangle him. So this was what it Jelt
 like to be old. He didn’t care much for it, but it was a start.
| Pushing away from the heat-blistered doorframe,
~ Gilgamesh shuffled through the empty outer office and
~ into the howling night. A naked old man wandering
~ through a storm would be a pitiable sight to anyone who
- saw it, but he knew there would be no one foolish enough
~ to venture out on a night like this. And if one did, he would
- have clothing and a new 1dent1ty-——e1ther by gulle or the
kmfe which ever was easiest.
- He was even less worried about the dead Lieutenant’s
men. They were probably already halfway back to town.
With stories to tell about the unicorn and the stranger B
| who ‘appeared as if by magic and could not be kllled |
The stuff of which legends were made. -
Bracmg himself agarnst the howling cold, Gllgamesh o
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faced into the worst of the stonn.' It would be hciurs ..
days more than likely . . . before any of the townspeople
braved the elements . . . and story . . . to come up this far.

By then the building would be nothing more than snow-

covered ash—whatever truth it held burned away. The
tracks left by his bare feet and the unicorn’s hooves 10ng
- since buried beneath the drifts.

Just another story to keep the children from wander-
- ing too far into the woods.

Just another joke played on a tired, old man.
Gilgamesh raised his fists to the storm just as some-
- thing moved through the wind-driven snow directly ahead
~ of him, a living shadow—its body the color of old cream,
its ebony mane and tail whipping shadows out of the
lighter-colored storm . . . the scimitar horn rising into the
night as the shadow creature reared. -

“WAIT!” he shouted, pleading with it as he opened
his arms. “COME BACK!”

The shadow dissolved. |

“You aren’t finished with me yet,” he yelled, looking
past the skuttering clouds to the blackness beyond. “Are
you‘?” |

Only the wind moaned an answer.

Ignoring the cold, Gilgamesh hunched his bony
shoulders and headed north, away from the tiny knot of
civilization and into the empty Siberian wastelands.

Following . . . the . . . unicorn.

Back into legend.




EDWARD BRYANT
- W o . | . |
BIG DOGS

STRANGE DAYS

Peter: Edward Bryant is one of those people—Judith
Tarr and Octavia Butler are two others—whom- I am
always running into at fantasy and science fiction conven-
tions, am delighted to see, have a pleasant drink and an
- intriguing conversation with, and don’t see again for sev-
‘eral years at a clip, until we run into each other in some

- other crowded hotel lobby in some other town. I think of

Ed as the only cowboy I know, and if he isn’t really one, I
~ don’t want to hear about it. He was raised in Wyoming and

‘has worked as a stirrup-buckle maker, so there you are. Of

his dozen or so books, his Particle Theory is one of my
favorite short fiction collections, and his Cinnabar remains
one of the very best novels of the last twenty years. He has
adapted his own stories for The Twilight Zone, and had

others adapted for Lifetime Cable’s The Hidden Room.

- Flirting With Death, a major collection of his suspense and
horror stories, should be out by the time you read tlns See
you next time, Ed . .

Janet: My friendship with Bryant goes back to a small
convention in Denver circa 1977, a little piece of forever
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ago. It was there that I read the first chapter 'of Cinnabar
and determined to meet this man whose voice spoke so-
loudly to me, intellectually and viscerally; there that he
- taught me about the virtues of drinking Irish coffee out
- of paper cups; there that I saw first drafts of his stories
~ emerge from his typewriter (yes, fypewriter) reading bet-
“ter than most final copy I'd ever seen. Edward does this
“thing” when he writes. He uses universal buzz buttons to
force the reader to bring baggage to his stories, thus
~adding a dimension that both does and doesn’t exist on
the actual page. More than that, he once sent me a
‘Valentine that depicted a man lying in the desert, his guts
exposed to the world, vultures feasting. Who could resist
- such a man, who manages to turn even his bloodlest tales
mto love stories? - |




' Big Dogs, Strange Days

E SAT ALONE IN HIS APARTMENT, AS HE HAD FOR

so many days and nights, and painted. It occurred to him~

that practice was good for his art; he did not consider
himself all that accomplished an artist. So he played with
- various effects and different media.
This year he was amusing himself with acryhcs
~ Those paints had not existed when he first took up
the brush. As best he could recall, that would have been
about the year 1810. The man reckoned he was close to
221 years old. One spitting devil of a long while . |
Never be an old master, he thought, and smlled An
old amateur, probably. |
He glanced up above the old wooden desk where
“he’d hung the first piece he’d ever painted. It was a crude
rendering of two men struggling in a fight to the death,
“rolling over and over in dust and cactus spines. The man
in the breechcloth had a knife and the naked man didn’t,
- but the unarmed man had twisted the hand with the knife
- around so that the blade sank to its h11t in the armed man’s
belly. .
The artist remembered sketchmg out the scene on a
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~ thin sheet of aspen bark in Manuel Lisa’s fort, a rough

~ place that lay 1 in the center of what someddy would be -
Montana. o

His artistic medra had been berry j Julce charcoal and

a little blood. He had used bird feathers as brushes. After

- this long, the colors had faded, but the artist could fill in

- their hues in his mind.

| He turned back to his current canvas. The artlst had
~ only this afternoon begun to sketch the rough figures.

- This was not a realistic scene. He was attempting to

evoke ghostly figures, masked by wind and spitting
~snow. From different directions, the figures approached a

- roadhouse. The artist knew—had known—the location
well. It lay a mile outside Casper, Wyoming. He believed
it had burned to the ground sometime around the turn of
‘the century—the twentieth century, that is. Good rid-
- dance. The owner had been a real shit. |

- The most spectral of the figures was the equme head
that overshadowed all else. The human beings approach-
ing the warm sanctuary of the roadhouse included a man
in ranching gear, a woman wearing Shoshoni buckskin,
‘an elderly Chinese gentleman in a dark broadcloth suit,
and the artist himself. -

The image of the artist would be the last executed.
The man in the apartment hated self-portraits, but he
knew this one was necessary. He had to be true to his
- materials. And to his memories . . . |
- Good work as ever, Coyote, said the voice in his

head.

“f am not Coyote,” he said aloud, 1rr1tated, but familiar
with this routine.




_' . 'Big Dogs', Str_ange Days 107

You re sure you 're not Coyote ?
- “Yes.” - o
- Well, tke hand of Coyote then. Paw of Coyote
“Stop bothenng me,” he said. “I’m trying to concen-
trate.” |
- Ferret, then. Saved ﬁ'om exmtctzon by dmt of extraordt-
~ nary circumstance. |

He ignored the voice and, after a whﬂe, it went away.
~ The artist shook his head, wondered why supernat-
‘ural beings rarely communicated with him through
“dreams, as normal gods were supposed to do. He was -
never quite sure about this business of talking to the
divine in broad daylight, right in the middle of his
apartment on Patchin Place, just off 10th Street and
Sixth Avenue. This was Manbhattan, for the love of
God, and he was a onetime hunter from the Shenan-
“doah Valley of Virglma who’d had an adventure or two
‘long ago. -
~ Many adventures, he thought and they continued
1mposmg themselves on his life. He shook his head.
‘Adventures were good. With 221 winters under his
belt, it was probably a useful idea not to get bored.

Well, tedium had not yet set in.

- The artist glanced up at the row of reference
sketches thumbtacked to the edge of the bookshelf just
beyond the canvas.

~ He cocked his head a moment, and stared at the
image of the old Chinese man, trying to recapture the

~ detail of the stooped body, the wrinkled face, the

sunken eyes that still appeared as dark and shiny as go
stones. -
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Dr. Wu’s body ached in every one of his atoms.

He sat on one of the hard wooden benches in
Denver’s cavernous Union Station. The bench was one of

- a number informally set aside for the use of Chinamen,

- Negroes, and Mexicans. -
He listened for the wail of the locomotlve whlstle -
- that would herald the armival of the northbound Union
Pacific train to Cheyenne, Wyoming, and then on to
‘Casper. Right now, he heard only the ghost of a whis-
tle’s call; it reminded him of being a bit more than a
quarter century younger, standing with his quiet fellows
at Promontory Point, Utah. It had been May 10, 1869,
and Wu had spent a hard year driving spikes and
wrestling creosoted ties into place so that the west-
bound and eastbound tracks could finally meet.

Never mind the stories, there had been no golden spike.

Building arailroad. . . That had given him aches. But
then so had working on the sluice boxes of the Gold Rush
of twenty years earlier, and so had logging and launder-
ing, and performing all manner of other menial tasks.
Work had been a blessing. With only one Chinese woman
for every hundred Chinese men, marriage had been out of
the question.

And now Wu was Dr Wu. Chinese medicine was
what he practiced, and so he added the honorific in the
American manner. It seemed to help business. He had
learned his art at the feet of a master in his home village
back in the Pearl River Delta in the province of
Kwangtung. His medicine was that of South China.
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| Wu s thoughts wandered They had that nght He |

was eighty-two years old, after all. |

- He knew his Western counterparts had a wise saymg |
physician, heal thyself.

" Wu wished he could do that. ’

His muscles ached, his Jomts agonized, t.he pam
vibrated in the marrow of his bones. |
~ The worst of it though, the very worst terror of all, was
that he feared he was too old to approach the Widow Cho.
This beautiful celestial woman had lost her beloved hus-
band a decade before, when their tailoring shop had been
set afire by drunken Irish—or perhaps it had been drunken
Italians. Wu could no longer remember that specific detail.
He simply knew that the Widow had been without male
 companionship for ten years, certainly long enough to con-
- sider introduction to a new potential husband. )
At eighty-two, Wu possessed certain apprehensmns .
Because of this, he had allowed his colleagues in the

six companies to prevail upon him to undertake an impor- =

~ tant mission. If good fortune smiled, then the Chinese

‘Consolidated Benevolent Association would make a

great deal of money, income which Dr. Wu would share.
There was something else the mission might accom-

plish for him, though, a reward of an acutely personal

nature. That was his hope. He already had enough money
 for the rest of his days It was his pride that needed a
cushion.

The cry of the big steam locomotlve shivered the old
~ man’s bones as it surely must be shaking the heart and
liver of every other human being in this place. Dr. Wu got
to his feet and painfully hefted his satchel. He touched the
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- inner pOcket of his jacket. He felt the crisp square of
paper that instructed him how to find a certain roadhouse
a mile or two from the Casper station.

With a little hope and a great deal of pain, Dr. Wu
joined the throng straggling toward the waiting train.

The artist brewed himself a cup of coffee. He made it
the old way, heating a percolator on the stove burner. Mr.
Coffee was not welcome in this home. |

‘No cream for the artist. If there were a few grounds in

the cup, so much the better. It gives body, he told himself.
| When he returned to the canvas and settled himself in
his chair, he critically scrutinized what he had done
already. Touch-up could come later For now, he wanted
to rough things in. |

He raised his head and glanced at the study of the big
man in rancher’s garb. The broad brim of his Western hat
was creased and stained, certainly weathered for more
than a few hard winters. The man’s forehead was broad,
his eyes wide as though constantly surprised by what he |
saw. Crow’s feet fanned out from the corners of those
eyes.

The rancher was drcssed for cold weather. His long
coat was lined with fleece. He wore gloves. A hint of
blowing snow swirled around his exposed face.

The artist couldn’t help but shiver.

Barlow Mﬁtakcr had come west from Pennsylvania
when he was twelve. He was on his own, having no desire
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to contmue reapmg his father s harvest of beatmgs and -
more, having no wish to spend the rest of his life working
with the hope of inheriting the old man’s dut-poor farm.

Not that Barlow was doing all that much better in

southeastern Wyoming. He had worked like a dog for -

other men, to get enough cash to secure a homestead east
- of Cheyenne. He had married his nearest neighbor’s
daughter; that had doubled the size of the spread. Love
-had come later, but it surely had come. Barlow was glad

for that. Children had not yet arrived, no heirs, and that =~

bothered him. His wife and he possessed no 1ssue but it -
‘wasn’t for lack of trying.

Besides his wife, Barlow’s great love was horses. He
would rather raise a herd of horseflesh than cattle, any day
of the week. He loved watching the stallions breed the
~ mares; he loved helping the mares foal their colts. There
was nothing to compare with watching the spindly-legged
offspring struggling upright, lurching uncertamly, then tot-
tering off to nurse at their mother’s side.

Most of all, Barlow loved breaking the horses to sad-
~ dle. Every two-year-old was a challenge, each one a tough
~ problem to solve. His neighbors said that Barlow was real

‘good at what he did. He had the reputation for knowing
‘'what a bucking horse was going to do the second before |
it did it. He could ride like the wind. |
~ Maybe he could even ride a tornado the way Pecos
- Bill could in the old story. He’d never tried that.
 His wife said he rode so well, he could be a centaur.
- Barlow had to think about that. D |
Right now, though, he was a little worried. He was a'
~ bit apprehensive about leaving the big bay stabled for a
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~ week in Cheyenne while he took the U.P. northboundup
to Casper. As he stood on the exposed platform of the
Cheyenne station, clapping his hands together for
warmth, he also thought about the letter from the bank.
Last winter hadn’t been a good one. Too much snow and
cold; too many head of stock had died. That had been the
heartbreaker—all those dead horses he’d known and
raised, ridden and loved.

All the money he could scrape up in the world wasa =~

thin sheaf of greenbacks folded and hidden in the money
belt around his waist. He also had a set of directions to
find a roadhouse outside Casper. -
Barlow was going to buy horses. The Boer War was
heating up and suddenly the British Army was combing
the U.S. of A. for good horseflesh. The rancher knew the
Shoshoni had a wealth of herds right now. |
He would buy one. And if they wouldn’t sell thelr

horses satisfactorily, well—Barlow didn’t want to think

about that. He was basically an honest man. He did not
wish to use the Colt .45 tucked into his belt beneath the
bulky coat. | |

The man glanced up at the steel-gray sky, which had
begun to spit snow. These weren’t soft flakes drifting
down slowly. The clouds were offering up what was turn-
ing into cold sleet.

~ Barlow heard the distant WhlSth Good. The train

~ would be here S00n.

The artist stretched; hlS muscles reglstered exqulslte
pain, his joints cracked luxuriously.
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Th]S wasn’t going all that badly What looked back at
hun from the canvas was not as clumsy as he’d antici-
- pated. Still, there was con51derab1e left to evoke with hlS

paints. T _
- He could stop and brew some fresher hotter coffee
. No, he looked up at the working sketch in the center. .
- Coffee could wait. He was on a roll now. He didn’t think
the woman would be tough to paint at all. -
- After all, he knew her well. |

Her name was Storm Soother and she was a
medicine .'woman of the Wind River band of the
- Shoshoni. For two days now of increasingly ominous
weather signs she had ridden the black stailion called
- Lightning Tree east toward Casper. She had started out
~ in bright sunshine from Fort Washakie on the Wind
River Reservation. She left, not exactly in secret, but
still while the Indian Agent was sleeping off his heavy
lunch. There was no law that bound her to the reserva-
tion, but the whole sorry episode of the dubious prophet
‘Wovoka and the desperate appeal of the Ghost Dance
movement was only a handful of years in the past.

Government agents were still nervous; and Storm =

Soother did not want this spirit errand to be delayed. Thus
she left her home under cover of the hght The Indlan |
Agent didn’t notice for an entire day. -
The journey wore worse on the woman than it chd the
‘horse. |
- Lightning Tree appeared as fresh as he had two days
before the woman and he descended from the Rattlesnake
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Range, crossed through Emigrant Gap, and saw the dim,

distant lights of Casper. |

- “We will rest in Bar Nunn,” she said to nghtnmg_

- Tree, as much as to herself. “The train must be on its way,

but it won’t arrive before the aftemoon We'll get some
food.” |

The stallion whickered. She leaned forward and pat-

ted the side of his muscled neck.

| Storm Soother thought ahead to the coming light, and

‘beyond that, to the afternoon in which she would meet the

 three men at the roadhouse. She offered up a prayer that an

- agreement would be reached. The medicine woman had

- offered up many prayers since dreammg this situation that |

must be addressed.
. It was a knotty problem. It was her task.

The artist frowned. His attempt to fill in the shadmgs
on the medicine woman was dismal. |
- He would do better. He realized he would have to
examine the innermost workings of this painting.
He’d have to go inside.

The man who called himself John Colter was
already waiting when the other three arrived. He had
ordered a shot of rotgut from the surly proprietor of the
nameless roadhouse, and had drunk it down with dis-
patch. There was no purpose in attempting to savor so
foul a brew. Colter suspected the drink was perhaps
only hours old.
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The manager and he were the only people in the B

~ establishment. Colter wondered if the weather was

putting travelers off. More likely this place was simply
flot one that drew passersby through its sterling reputa-
tion. Fine, then. Privacy would be useful. .
~ The others arrived. The two men came through the
door almost in company with each other. Colter knew the
elderly Chinaman must have had to hurry to keep up with

the big, bluff cowboy. It was a hike of a mile or more

from the station. The two men looked around in the dim
interior. Black eyes and blue eyes both expressmns ques-
~ tioning. -. |
| The roadhouse propnetor was stacking enough wood
in the huge ﬁreplace to bumn a w1tch He grunted “No
Chinamen.” - -
“I have money,” said Dr Wu | .
| “Don’t need your money,” said the proprietor.
“Could maybe use some laundry done |
- Wau said nothing. . |
“He stays,” said Colter. He opened his Jacket shghtly |
~ and let his fingers rest on the hilt of the large Bowie knife
lying sheathed against his thigh. - | - - |
The big rancher laughed. Everyone else turned to
 stare at him. - |
| “Name’s Barlow Whltaker ” he said. Barlow ges-'
 tured at the Bowie knife. “My daddy named me for the
. knife. Thought it’d be lucky for me. He should have |
picked that one.”
“Barlow knife’s got a good blade,” said Colter.
“Nothing to be ashamed of. Bow1e S good t0o,” he said
reflectively.
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The proprietor mumbled somethmg and retreated to
the bar. |
- They heard the sound of a horse, hoofbeats ap-
- proaching, an imperative whinny. A minute later, the

woman came through the door. -
| “No Indlans ” said the roadhouse proprietor. ’Spec-
ially no squaws.”

It was the rancher’s turn to open his coat shghtly He
set his ham-sized hand on the ivory grip of the .45. “She’s
still a lady,” Barlow said. “She stays.”

“Then you all better buy something,” said the propri-
etor. - | -
“You stock any -sarsparilla?” said the medicine wo-
man. S - -
~ Dr. Wu had been watching all the goings-on with
“some curiosity. “I am supposed to meet a person here . . .”
he began.

“Me too,” said Barlow. . |

“I think we need names,” said the medicine woman.

Colter made the round of introductions without fal-
tering. Barlow and Dr. Wu both stared at him with
some evident suspicion. Storm Soother stared at him
with frank interest. |

He stared back at her. Her hair and eyes were
equally dark and lustrous. She was a handsome woman,
‘body soft and capable. “I believe some of us know

much more than the rest, Mr. Colter,” Storm Soother
said. - - - -
“Then let’s get to it.” Colter gestured toward a
rough plank table. All four took seats. Barlow chival-
rously pulled out the chair for Storm Soother.




-. Big.D-og's", Strange Days = 117

B Colter took a deep breath “You all got d1rect10ns to
come here. You all think you re here for a spec1ﬁc rea-
~ son. Well, you're wrong.” He smiled across the table.
“Except for maybe Storm Soother, there.” ”
“Please explain,” said Dr. Wu. | o
“Okay,” said Colter. “Settle back. Barlow | t.hmk
you’re a man who wants some sort of future for his fam- |
ily. You want children, right? Heirs?”
Barlow slowly nodded. | |
“You think you can make a small fortune out of |
sellmg off all the horses you can lay your hands on to
the British, so’s they can ship them to Africa where
- they’re fighting with the Boers.” He paused. “I've got
~ to tell you something. What you want to get by hook or
~ by crook from the Shoshoni is more valuable than you
could ever pay for It’s too valuable to sell to Mr. J ohn
Bull.” | - |
“What are you saymg"” Sald Barlow What s more
Valuable than horses?” i
- “Dr. Wu can tell you that,” sa1d Colter He turned to
o the small, elderly man. “I think, sir, you and your celes-
~ trial brethren have heard some mlghty interesting stories
about a special breed of horse up here in Wyommg :
Dr. Wu slowly nodded
. “They are, of course, not really horses.”
-“Wait a minute,” Barlow cried. .
Colter said to the medicine woman, “You want to
bring your steed in here?” -
“God damn it!” cried the roadhouse 'proprietor who
had been eavesdropping. “No horses You’re not gomg to
bnng that thmg in here | -
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Colter spun somethmg sharp and ghttery through the
air straight at him. The proprietor reflexively caught it.
He stared at the ten-dollar gold piece. He looked up and
- shrugged.

~ Colter held the door wide while Storm Soother led
Lightning Tree inside. The stallion cloppcd across the |
wood floor. |

“If he makes a mess . . .” said the proprietor.

“Take it out of the gold eagle,” said Colter.

“Fine stalllon,” said Barlow, “but he looks hke a
horse to me.” |

| Colter said, “Back to Dr. Wu. Horses that aren’t
. horses; horses with a single horn comin’ out of their head.
They kindle a real desire in the children of heaven.”
“What Mr. Colter is trying to say,” said Dr. Wu, “is
that we value the powder of that hom for its medicinal
properties.” |

“It’s an aphrodisiac,” sa1d Colter. He grinned. “I just

learned that word. It means any kind of thing that lights
‘up a man’s passion.” He glanced at Storm Soother. “And
I guess a woman’s, t00.” |
“Actually,” said Dr. Wu, “the value i1s immense.”
“When you find them,” said Colter. “And when you
poach them.”

“I don’t get this at a]l ” said Barlow.

“Be patient a moment. ’Long about the sixth century |
an Irishman named St. Brendan seems to have landed in
the New World. Along with a small crew, he brought over
a cargo that just sort of galloped away when they hit the
beach. How he ever made it across the Atlantic in a cora-
cle—that’s not even a full-sized ship—with a breeding
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~ pair, I don’ t know But I guess he did, and the beasts bred
here.” |
“Beasts,” Barlow sald hope]essly “Inshmen‘?”
“The critters moved west for about a thousand
years. They were pretty lonely. Then in 1600 the
‘Spaniards brought horses to Santa Fe. It was only a
matter of time before the Indians got over the belief that
the Conquistadores and their horses were one creature. |
- The Indians caught on pretty fast that horses could be
used for everything from hunting to war. When the
- Lakota got them, they called them shun-ka-ka. Shun-ka
‘15 dog. Shun-ka-ka is big dog. By about 1690, the
Shoshoni had horses, and it wasn’t long after that when
~ the horses and the Irish critters met up. Guess you can
figure what happened then.” He paused. “They bred
‘true, not like mules. They’re still around, and slowly
growing in numbers.” He smiled at Storm Soother.
“They seemed to take to the Shoshom It was a good
match.” |
“There are some reasons,” said Storm Soother. ‘The
~ reasons go back.” |
“A long way back,” said Colter. “Did you men know
there were horses here before the Spaniards came? There
were horses here in the New World until about seven thou- -
sand years ago. Scientists from the East have found their
bones encased in stone. Those horses weren’t very big; I
guess they were smaller than ponies. But they were part of
the family.”
Storm Soother looked down at the floor. “This is the
part that shames me.”
~ “Not you,” said Colter. “Ancestors All the horses
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| ;"_dled out after about eight thousand years of Indlans hunt- -

 ing them like deer and eating them.”

“So there is a debt,” said the medicine woman.

“And every tribe pays on that debt by caring for their
horses,” said Colter and especially caring for the cross-
 breeds.” | |
~ “What about you Mr Colter,” sald Dr. Wu. “Where
“do you enter this tale?” .
~ “Well, a while back I had a bad time with a band of
Blackfoot. They were a mite upset that I’ _d been helping
out their enemies, the Mandan. So they stripped me
naked and gave me a head start to run across a godaw-
ful plain full of rocks and cactus. Then they chased me.
One brave caught up, but I killed him. I hid from the
rest under a beaver dam in the Madison River. It wasn’t
too long after that, I found a place I called Colter’s
Hell. You call it Yellowstone. And when I was there, I
~ found the Crossbreed critters. Didn’t kill >em. Didn’t eat

’em. I'befriended them, and then brought a couple back

to the Shoshoni. I didn’t know it then, but they decided
to give me a gift.” " | |

“The Shoshoni?” said Barlow. |

“The critters. They’re not good just for aphrodisiacs.
They can offer other things. Maybe it’s a blessing, maybe
a curse. I don’t know yet.”

Dr. Wu quietly, respectfully waited for a pause before
speaking. “How will we resolve all this?”

“Poaching and kllhng are out of the questlon > said
Colter. “So’s selling ’em off to the Britsh.” He met
Barlow’s eye. “Here’s the deal. You've got the finest
horse ranch in the state. The Shoshoni’ll give you some
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breeding mares and a stallion. You just take care of them.
Give them space and food, and maybe a little love. Won t
take long for you to build up a herd.” |
“They’ve got to eat,” said Barlow. “So do my wife
and me. Should we make it a tent-show and charge
admission?” | |
“Hell no,” said Colter “This is where Dr. Wu comes
in. Every other season or so, the critters shed their horns.
Just like deer, only not as frequent. Anyhow, the proper-
ties are still there. I think Dr. Wu and his friends will buy |
whatever you supply for a fair price.”
Their eyes turned toward the old Chinese man, who
- slowly nodded. “I could agree to such an arrangernent
- “Sohow can we know if we’re all shootin’ stralght?”
- said Barlow reasonably enough. |
- “There’s an old belief,” said Colter, “from back there
in the Dark Ages. Those folks knew that you could use
- the horn to tell if something was p01son It doesn’t have to
be just a drink.” | |
- “What horn?” said Barlow. -
| Dr. Wu s eyes narrowed as he stared at nghtmng
- Tree. | B
Colter said, “Storm Soother‘?”
The medicine woman nodded solemnly She pushed |
back her chair, stood, and slowly walked around the
table, passing her hand before each of their eyes.
- “Well, I'll be god—" Barlow stopped hlmself in time.
Dr. Wu said nothing.
“Behold,” said Colter.
The horn sprang true and straight from the center of
Lightning Tree’s forehead. It was at least a yard long.
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| Black at the base the shaft was a bnlhant whlte the t1p' |
| bnght crimson. |
“Now,” said Colter, “every one of us, grasp the horn

_wﬂhournghthands S

| They moved from the table to form an arc around
- Lightning Tree’s head. .
- “Tam left-handed,” said Dr. Wu tentatlvely
“Then use your left hand.” There was only mild exas-
peration in Colter’s voice. “If there is poison in anything
one of us has said, then the horn will find it out.” .
No one hesitated. The four of them reached, twenty
fingers curling tlghtly around the proud horn.
Light exploded |

The four of them staggered back, reeling, electrical
fire seeming to shoot from hands and hair. Colter was
reminded of the men he’d seen reeling in the generator
building down in Telluride. He’d taken a short job work-
ing for the crazy, brilliant, European scientist Tesla, help-
ing to build the huge DC power source for the new mine.
One of the workers had accidentally shorted one of the
motors during a test phase. It was extraordinary fortune
that no one had been killed. But the effects had lingered
after the electrical dance had ended and the patticipants
scattered across the plank floor. It had taken Coiter hours
to shake off the effects of the electrical power; much
longer to remove all the splinters.

They stared at the aptly named Lightning Tree.

The creature snorted, met their stares, started snuf-
fling in Storm Soother’s proffered hand, velvet lips
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searching for grain. ‘With her free fingers, she dlpped into |
~ the slung pouch, extracted golden com, drizzled them
into her other palm. Lightning Tree inhaled them, his |

~ mane shaking with satisfaction.

“Did it work?” said Dr. W,

“Is anyone dead?”” Colter smiled.
- All stared at one another.

“So,” said John Colter, looking stralght at each of hlS
~ companions in turn. “Is each of you satisfied?” He could see

the high color in each of their faces, even that of Dr. Wu.

- Barlow shook his head wildly for a moment like the
- motion of a spooked horse, then controlled himself.

o “Yes ”” he said.

' Dr. Wu nodded slowly :
Storm Soother looked back from her steed, met
Colter’s gaze, and smlled

~ Barlow Whitaker had his long sheepskin coat

- wrapped around him. He set his Stetson forward on his
head, obviously readying it for the stiff winter wind that
-still howled outside the roadhouse. |
“You going on to Wind River?” Colter asked curiously.
Barlow shook his head. “Got things to attend to at
- home. I believe there is a U.P. steamer heading south later
tonight. No snow’s heavy enough to stop that train.” He
hesitated, as though unsure if he wished to continue.

“And there’s the missus. I’ve got some business Ineedto

- carry out with her.”
Colter noted with amusement that the six feet six
inches of rancher appeared to be blushing.
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“Llsnen ” said Barlow. HIS voice lower-ed “Man to
man, I’ve got to ask you something.” |
. Colter nodded seriously.
“When we all grabbed hold of that critter’s horn‘?”' :

The rancher almost stuttered. “Was that like holding on to

~ the supernatural grandfather of all johnsons, or what?”

“That’s about it,” said Colter. “The power there’s |
considerable. It’s why the Chinamen so value the powder

of the horn,” He held out his hand. “Good luck to the mis-

23

sus.
| Barlow’s pause was only momentary He took
Colter’s hand in his much larger one and shook it v1gor-—
- ously. | -
“Oh,” the rancher said as he tumed toward the door.
“I guess maybe I'll share a compartment down to
Cheyenne with Dr. Wu.”
~ “He’s Chinese,” said Colter without inflection.
Barlow smiled. “He’s just a man. So long as I don’t
have to eat his food, it’ll be fine.”
“Then wait 2 moment for me to bid my good-byes,” |
said Dr. Wu. The stooped, wizened man took Storm

Soother’s hand, then Colter’s. To the Shoshoni medicine

woman, he said, “I thank you for this evening’s entertain-
ments. I believe we have reached agreement. Our bargain
- will be the bargain.” As he spoke the last, he looked at
Lightning Tree. “The Chinese Consolidated Benevolent
Association—and I especially—will be grateful for the
shed horn you share with us.”

Storm Soother nodded. | |

Dr. Wu hesitated, then allowed a small smile to creep
across his lips. Colter thought he could almost hear a
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shght sound like stiff papyrus crackling. “Now I w111 go
- Like my compatriot, Mr. Whitaker, I have business to
- transact at home. I feel it is a good time to attend the
Widow Cho.” He bowed slightly to woman, horse, and |
man, and followed Barlow Whitaker out the door. |

“And now,” said Colter to Storm Soother, “what -
about you?”’ | |
- “Yeah.” Almost forgotten ‘the roadhouse manager .
- . grumbled from behind the bar. “No horses, no Indians.”
“Be silent,” Storm Soother told h1m He was. She
 turned back to Colter. - |

- Ferret was snared by the warm, night—black gaze.

“It is my understanding, she said, “that you knew -
the grandmother of my grandmother.”

“Sacajawea?” said Colter. “She was a macmﬁcent
and strong woman. She convinced her people—your peo-
ple—to aid us. Wlthout that help, I fear we wouldn t have
- prevailed.”

- “It is my understandmg that you knew her very -
well.” Storm Soother’s meaning was clear.
- “She was one of the two squaws of Toussamt |
Charbonneau, one of the expedition’s interpreters,” said

~ Colter. “She brought her papoose. Menwether Lewis and

Bill Clark ran a tight ship.”

- “You knew her very well.” Storm Soother’s smile did o

. notvary. |

~ The logs shlfted in the ﬁreplace Flames shot up
“toward the flue. Colter suddenly wondered if he was

- blushing brighter than the fire. “We had our times, she
~ and I” Colter ﬁnally sald “T’ve never loved anyone

~ more.” -
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o Storm Soother’s voice and eyes were both level with
- his. “I'm not minded to start riding back to Wind Rlver at
- night, in the middle of a December storm.”

“There are rooms here,” said Colter. |
“Now hold on _]ust a damned mmute the roadhouse

manager started to say.

“Innkeep, shut up,” said Colter. The man shut up.
~ “We need only one room,” said Storm Soother
~ “You’re young,” said Colter. “'m not.”
- “Her spirit is with my spirit. It'll do.” |
~ He took her hand. Storm Soother’s skin seemed hotter

than the heat radiating from the conflagration building in
‘the fireplace. “This works out, you realize, there’s a chance
- Lightning Tree won’t be resting his head in your lap ”

“I’ll take my chances,” she said.

- The artist set down his brushes. The painting was
looking pretty darned good, and he was surprised. “You're
no Albert Bierstadt,” he said aloud to himself. “Notevena
Charlie Russell.” This would do. Time for a breather. |

He went downstairs to get the mail. Rarely did any-

| thing more than advertising circulars arrive in the box,
- but the afternoon was sunny and it would be good to sit -
- on the steps for a while.

- But today there was an envelope in the black mel:al -
box. | | |

The artist sat on the step below the landing and
scrutinized what he’d received. It was a creamy number
ten envelope with only his name and address on the

- outside. He held it up to the light. The postmark told
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| h1m it had been sent from the Wmd Rlver Reservatlon
in Wyoming. | |
Inside him, a spark flared ﬁercely :
 He carefully ripped open the envelope and took out
the piece of folded notepaper. Handwritten, big loops.
- The ink was blue. He smffed No scent. Dated the previ-
ous week. .
- Dear Mr. Colter, it read
He skipped to the end of the page It was s1gned

- Mallory Storm. He retraced to the begmmng

You don'’t know me, but I belzeve |
you have known some members of my
family. I have read references to you in
the journal of my great-grandmother,

- Storm Soother. [ know you must be get-
ting well along in years now— -

' ‘The artist laughed aloud with delight.

—but I wondered if I might ask you
a favor. I will be coming to New York
soon as I have been accepted into gradu-
ate school at Columbia University. I'll -
~ be seeking a doctorate in American
- Studies, specializing in political struc-
| tures of the plains tribes and how they -
"~ were affected by indigenous religious
beliefs. I would very much like to meet
 and talk with you. I hasten to assure you
~ that I will not take up much of your time
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‘or energy. But I would still very much
enjoy the pnvzlege of meeting you.

He heard the voice in his head. Hey, Ferret, recall .
that last conversation with her great-grandmother? |

Indeed he did. He had said, “You know I'm always
on the move.”

She had nodded. “Just keep in touch once in a while.

Safeguarding spiritual concerns shouldn’t take up all

‘your time.” The sarcasm was very light, almost playful.
- “An occasional card would be nice. A visit wouldbe even
better. Two of the Spoonhunter boys have been showmg |
signs of tipi-tapping, but I'm not interested.”

“I will try,” he had said. | |

He had done that, though Storm Soother and he
never saw each other again. But she had received his
cards, and sometimes they had spoken and held each
other in dreams.

The artist realized the letter was shakmg in his fin-
gers, so much so that he could barely read the rest. He
frowned, concentrated. |

If you would be agreeable to seeing
“me, my home address and telephone
number are above. My great-grand-
mother passed on some years ago, but I
know she would have wanted me to
relay her best wzshes I look forwardto
doing that.
| | Very Sincere!y, -
Mallory Storm
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The art1st folded the letter but dld notslip it back mto |
 the envelope. He could feel the muscles of his face relax

- from the frown into first a smile, then a broad grin.

-The afternoon sunhght burned his face now, hot as
fire, and he welcomed it. |

He stood then, and turned to £0 back to hxs apart—
~ment. He had never really taken to Mr. Bell’s invention,
though he had learned to use all sorts of newfangled
gadgets. His desk held a barely unpacked Macintosh
PowerBook loaded with a full graphics package. |

Today, he thought, perhaps the telephone would jus-

tlfy its entire miserable emstence
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ICHAEL KAYE STOOD ON THE WEST TERRACE.
His hands closed on the gray stone, the safe stone, of
what was now a parapet, not an ornamental wall. He tried
not to think of grapnels and ladders, siege engines
wheeled up from the West Side Drive, or missiles flung
from the Palisades across the river.

Someone flung a rock up at him. It fell short of the
walls, let alone him and the shuttered windows, but
he stepped back. He was glad he did not have to look into
the whites of the besiegers’ eyes. Their soulless eyes. So
far, all this lot of Soulless had been able to manage was
shouts and stones. |

The wasters across the river had more brains. There!
Something splashed into the Hudson, disturbing the pat-
terns breathed into it by the wind. Thank God, the
Cloisters was still out of range. Thank God, too, that no
one had rediscovered artillery. |

The wind drove a glowering phalanx of clouds

‘across the horizon, reddened from ground fires. The
Wasting that had already destroyed Manhattan burned
now on the Palisades. A brazen sort of sunlight forced its
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way beneath thlckemng clouds and thunder growled
~ Dimly from outside the Cloisters’ walls came the
- shouts of the latest mob to venture into Fort Tryon Park.

Michael heard a shot. One of the guards assigned to the o
gardeners must have fired. Waste of a bullet. Still, what B

was one bullet wasted if they could scratch the last of the
harvest from their tiny fields? |

At least, the defenders of Fort Tryon Park had stout o |

walls to be thankful for. If the weather held just a little
~ longer, they would also have rather more food than they
~ had feared. Still, it was problematic whether they could
~ hold out until Thanksgiving, let alone Christmas. Feasts

would be fasts. Surviving till next spring seemed past

praying for though they prayed in the Cloisters’ chapels
anyway.

Michael Kaye’s prayers mstead were for his daugh- |
ter; but a rising tide of panic swamped them. Gently, but
quite, quite inexorably, the ragged old madman who
had forsaken the subway tunnels_for the gardens and .
now worked as orderly to the physicians lifted Michael’s
little girl from her mother’s desperate grasp and carried

her into the fresh-air ward that had been St.-Michel-de- |

Cuxa Cloister before this second, deadlier burning

struck. His wife Ari had risen, runnmgafter the big, gen-

tle, sorrowmg man who bore her child away, perhaps to
its death. .

~ “Tell Jennifer,” she called over her shoulder “Laune
love.s' her. She’ll come, I know she will! Please!”
 Brassy sunlight struck glints from the gray stone.
Michael squeezed his eyes shut, and his tears were not for
- the brightness of the light. Laurie’s eyes had been
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fevered, but there had been sanity in theni._And soul. So
many babies these days seemed to lack souls. So did the

hollow folk who had devastated the world, caused the

Wasting, and ended the world he knew.

Michael had valued his job as a very junior medieval
researcher at the Cloisters—when so many elder scholars
~ shuttled hopelessly from junior college to junior col-
lege—as a lifesaving chance at even a modest scholarly
career. One day, he had brought his family here to visit,
but that had been the day the Wasting had begun. As the
city burst into flame and Soulless mobs roved the park,
they had never dared to leave.

‘The mighty cables of the George Washington Bridge
seemed to jangle in agony; the Brooklyn Bridge col-
lapsed into the caissons that had claimed so many hves }
Manhattan was cut off. |

The last messenger from the main branch at the
Metropolitan Museum of Fine Arts reported a city in
flames. Too bad they could not carry some of the arms
from Main uptown: spears and halberds, or My Lord
Cid’s sword. Jennifer was drilling all of them—the
guards, scholars, and technicians who had worked here
before the Wasting and the refugees who had fought their
way to such safety as the Cloisters offered—with what
arms any of them could invent.

The heavy, reinforced door banged open. Jennifer
walked quickly to his side. “I heard about your little
Laurie. I'll visit her this evening.”

'Like any good chatelaine, she knew what went on in
her household without having to be told.

“At least, she’s not Soulless.” By their eyes, you




The Tenltlh'WOrthy_ 135 -

knew well which children were the Soulless: infants -
whose eyes did not track; toddlers who, when their mem-
ories began to waken, remembered nothing. God help the
~ world when they grew up. If they grew up. They might do
~ such things as made the Wasting look like child’s play.
Having no memory and little mind, they saw no reason
why they should not—or any reason at all. |

He . . . but he remembered. Not just the memories of
this current life, but fragments of what had to be another

| life. Today’s Michael would have been happy as a minor

academic or librarian. But serving the leader of this keep
had waked his oldest memories: It was a dark guilt that,
here at the end of his world, to know he had been ful-
filled. - |
He turned toward his chatelame and she held up a
hand. |
“I wish,” her voice was cool at hlS side, “I remem-
- bered more about siege engines. I remember staring out

over the walls, watching the armies and hoping I had |

thought to lay in the supplies I needed most. Of course I
hadn’t.” The voice turned wry.
- Jennifer had turned up here in the earliest days of the
Wasting, stick in one hand, knife in the other, serviceable
pistol tucked into her belt, and, in her pack, a box of jew-
elry, some of it ancient, as what she called her “dowry.”
When they had opened it, they had found in it torques,
rings, and the Red Dragon of Britain. .
- It was mad, 1mp0351ble——but it had to be true. He
remembered. So Michael had shut the box, bowed to her
‘in homage, and brought her before the Museum’s Head.
She had approved the Main Hall for its defensive capa-
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B blht:les and charmed the Head with the courtliness
~ Michael remembered from the days he had been a sharp-
- tongued steward and foster brother to a kmg At least, he R

- thought he remembered. |
~ He soon got proof, as the Head insisted on takmg his
newest refugee on a tour of his domain. -
- “Here,” the Head’s dry voice ripened into warmth |

“are our tapestries. The Nine Worthies, or Heroes, though
not all nine tapestries survived the Revolution. Three
pagan—Alexander, Caesar, and Hector. Three Hebrew—
 David, Joshua, and Judah Maccabee. And three Chnstlan—

- Godfrey of Bouillon, Charlemagne . .
| Jennifer looked long at the tapestnes of the pagans and
Hebrews. They were in remarkable condition, considering
that they had been used to store vegetables. But then she
came face to face with the remaining tapestry.

“Arthur of Britain,” said the Head. |
| She turned on her heel and followed her gmdes into
the room that housed the Unicorn Tapestries, her back
~ almost too straight. It was the most dignified retreat

Michael had ever imagined: or Kaye, as he had been in
the life when they had bowed to each other across
Arthur’s hall.
| Got you, Your Majesty, Michael thought her. Not
Jennifer, but Guenevere. The Queen. Drawn here, no
doubt, by the King—and the tapestry—-—she would not
face.

- Michael, still in attendance, suppressed another
chuckle. Taking the director’s arm, Jennifer had strolled
the wide, pegged planks past the huge fireplace as if she
were at home in Camelodunum, agreeing in the way she
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“had agreed with so many equally long-winded lords that
- Mr. Rockefeller had been absolutely right to love the
tapestries so and nodding as he pointed out violets, peri-
winkles, and cherry trees in the rich backgrounds of the
huge weavings. -
~ QOut in the Cloister beyond the paneled room, the
madman saw Jennifer and started, shocked from his
usual round of digging and fetching and carrying and
murmuring to himself. The old street person tugged at his
forelock and dipped his head. Jennifer blanched at the
sight of him. Michael looked at him more closely, so used
to seeing the familiar madman that he had never recog-
nized his older guise. Oh, I know you too, half-mad, wise
in the ways of forests, devoted to your King. |
- The Head pointed to the unicorn that dipped his hom
into a fountain.
“Unicorn’s horn was said to draw a serpent s poison
- from the water. It could even bring the dymg back to life.
- I daresay we could use one about now.”
~ Butthe age of wonders was past. Or was it? Why'else
~ had these old figures from Michael’s past assembled
here? Why was he here, hiding his old knighthood at the
end of his world? To serve my Queen, he told hlmself
more Kaye than Michael in that thought.
Lacking unicorn’s horn, some among the Cloisters’
- staff and refugees sickened. The Head collapsed, dying
between one breath and the next. No one was surprised
when Jennifer took over his responsibilities. She was,
after all, trained for them.
A rattle of stones barraged the Terrace, given
strength by a fresh gust of wind. They both ducked.




SUSAN SHWARTZ

'Mlchael saw his hands flexmg Mlchael knew to duck
His former self had been a champion once and would
gladly have snatched up one of the rocks and hurled it
‘back. His skin prickled as lightning stitched itself
~ across the sky. It was leaden now, though sunllght still
- pierced the edges of the clouds. | |
~ Jennifer put out a capable hand. “No pomt in goadmg
them.”

Abruptly, twﬂlght replaced the day. Beneath them, the

Soulless howled. A gust of wind howled louder. .
| “The madman said the cold’s commg,” Mlchael told
- the Queen. |
“He'd know,” she said. "
| The wind pressed against the thick door remforced .
~with black iron. As the first squall hit, Michael motioned
for the chatelaine to precede him into the safe long vauit
~ of the corridor up toward the paneled galleries.

She stalked past the tapestries of the Nine Wor-
thies—Caesar presenting arms etema]ly in the faded
‘weave—as if she were furious at them all.

The madman had carried the chlldren from the
Chapter House into the room housing the Unicomn
Tapestries. How much he had changed from the homeless
man who had staggered in here, sat, watching the garden-
ers, and then, like Jennifer, in the grips of his memories,
taken charge. Even the trained horticulturists and doctors
deferred to him. Did they know why? Maybe some of
them, too, remembered stories of Merlin, wise in the
ways of herbs.

- The children sensed his love and needed no more. If
the magician moved them, it was to a place where, at
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. least, he could watch them as he went about his business
in the various gardens. And the rain washed away the
reek of smoke that wafted even this far uptown.
 Michael watched him from the windows separating
- galleries from Cloister. The old man’s hands were very
sure, the three middle fingers almost of one length: such
~ hands might well have belonged to a healer or scientist,
not a gardener or grubber in trash cans.

- Merlin had been right. The cold was coming in, even
piercing what delicate equilibrium of heat, dryness, and
air circulation that the engineers could force from the
ever-crankier climate-control system. The tapestries had
survived revolutions and decades in bams, the chlldren |
were not so durable. :

Jennifer threw herself down in the thronelike chalr
‘between two of the great tapestries, glancing from time to

~time imnto the next room or toward the Worthies of the "

“pagan world.
Her eyes went to the doorway beyond whlch the chil-
dren, the sick and dying children, huddled in wmter coats
| harvested from the Lost and Found. |
“They’re so cold,” she murmured. “And they’ll get
colder.” She straightened. “That much I can cure right now.”
Stalking over to the Arthur Tapestry, she looked the
“woven king in the eye for the first time. Seizing hold of
the tapestry, she tugged one corner free of the frame that
held it. The heavy cloth resisted. | -
“Damn you,” she muttered. Then she yanked with all
the strength of her body, her love, her anger, and her fear.
The frame buckled, and, with a ripping sound, the ancient
cloth tore free. -
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“Lady,” Michael protested. Tormn, after all those cen-
turies, and by a hand that should have cherished it. |

“For pity’s sake,” she told him, as if protesting the
- sorrow in his eyes, “you know their history. These things

- were used to cover vegetables for years. I wish we had the
~ vegetables, too, to help get us through the winter. We’ll
be lucky if we don’t lose ha]f the chlldren to starvatlon

At least, they’ll be warm.” - -
She tugged the heavy weaving up into her arms.

Arthur’s face looked up. The way the cloth was bundled
- up, his face seemed to grimace.
- “He’s of no use reigning from the wall. Let hun pro— |
tect these children.” She began to drag the cloth into the
next room. |

“Are you going to help me or are you gomg to com-

plain like you always do?” He followed her.

Waked by the noise, the children huddled together .'
for reassurance, even more than warmth. .

“We've brought you something nice,” J ennifer reas-
sured them.

Together, they spread the tapestry over ﬁve little bod-
ies. Jennifer tucked it in at their feet. A ring from her
trove gleamed on her hand in the candlelight. Michael
looked down at the children. How qmckly their shlvermg
had stopped. |

“Let’s take the rest of them down and shake the dust
out of them. Then we can start on the tapestries in this
room,” Jennifer said. “Michael?” | |

But Michael had hastened to the corner where his
wife Ari restrained their daughter’s hands—so hot that
she, surely, had no need of tapestries. “Her fever’s so high
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‘I'm afrald she 11 have a seizure,” An sa1d “I’d take her
“outside, but that’s worse. The old man says we can cool -
‘her off in the fountain.”
~“T’1l help you can'y her,” he offered Thank God |
for ribs. Otherwise,- his heart would burst out of his.
~ chest with fear. He heard Jennifer’s footsteps, leaving
the room, followed by the tugging and victorious
crash as she pulled down another tapestry, the faint

ripping sound (he winced) as she separated it from its

frame, and the swish and drag as she dragged it along
the floor, shook it, and piled it in a corner agamst need
forit. - | . | - o
~ “Michael? Ohhhh . . . she was at their side in an
~ instant, her hands going out to the little girl. |
“Laurie . . . Laurie . . .” A minor miracle: the child’s
eyes opened and recognized her. Her lips parted on |
~ Jennifer’s name. Ari leaned forward, urging the child to
drink, and Michael raised his daughter on his shoulder. In
his past life, he had never been so gentle with children:
well, live and learn—and Kaye had a lot to learn. o
‘The child drank, sighed, then reached out with a free
‘hand, attracted by the gleam of Jennifer’s ring. She
stripped it off and put it in the child’s hand. -
- “Get better sweethean ” Jennifer murmured “We
| 'need you.” |
| Laurie’s smile almost stopped her father s heart.
Acquiescent, she let herself be settled back 1nto the nest
of pillows and blankets.
| “You don’t think she’ll swallow it, do you"” the
chatelaine asked Ari, practical again.
| “When she falls back to sleep, I'll take it and | glve it
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back o you.” Ari reached up and clasped the older |

- woman’s hand. “Thanks.”

“She’s going to make it. She’s got to. You want to get
her under covers? I brought something warm.” .
- Arn’s eyes followed Jenmfer S gesture toward the
~ folds of tapestry. | }
“Not now; she’s too hot If we can bnng her fever
“down, thank you.” | |
“Good luck.” J ennifer touched the child’s forehead |
* then sped away.
- Michael knelt beside his daughter She murmured in
a troubled sleep. Even in the dim candlelight, her face and
~ hands were so pale, almost translucent, that it terrified
him. But her fingers clutched the ring tightly, resisting his
attempts to pull it free. He patted the little hand, then
“dared to meet his wife’s eyes. |
- My gracious silence, he thought Before the world
- changed, he had classmates and colleagues who had mar-
ried, almost, as a form of professional advancement: doc-
tors, lawyers, bankers. He had married not for income,
but for peace: he for the library, she for the garden; both
of them content to let the outer world flow around them
as long as they could share their private sanctuary.
“What does Jennifer thmk she can do?” Ari’s voice
trembled
I don't know, Michael wanted to say, but dared not.
“Hold out, as long as we can,” he said instead. |
She looked at him. Make it right again.
1am not a leader, he protested silently. I am an atten-
dant lord! |
Dear Lord, was he going to fail Ari and Laurie in
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what he was as well as what he dld? - L
~ Seeing his confusion, Ari took his hand. “It’s all

nght,” she said. - | | |
- Baut he had only to look down at their daughter to
| 'know that it was not all nght at all | -

They sponged Laune for hours in the courtyard’
fountam until her fever had broken. Shivering in his
 shirtsleeves—Ari had accepted his sweater as much
because it was his as because it was warm and now slept

~ beside their child wearing it for reassurance——-Mlchael )

slowly entered the Nine Heroes’ Room. The tapestry
- frames lay tumbled on the floor.

~ Footsteps and his shadow brought J enmfer S head
up, and the candlelight cast her silhouette onto the empti- ""
- ness where the Arthur Tapestry had hung. |
__ She turned to face him. He hoped it 3 'was only the |
| lamphght that made them too bright.

- “It’s not going to be enough, you know.” o
 “We’ll make it right.” He offered her what reassur-
- ance he could. -

| “Ah God, my back.” Her voice was the merest
breath and she twisted her shoulders as if she could shrug
off some of her burden. It was presumption to touch her
and cowardice to flee. Michael drew up one of the few
chairs that had not been sacrificed yet to reinforce the
- shutters. He was glad of those shutters: It was witch
- weather out there tonight. |
“You should sleep.”
"He shrugged
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~ Wax sputtered and fell to the base of the tarnished
‘polycandelon standing on the table by the wall. They -
heard footsteps: a guard, no doubt, making the circuit of
the halls and corridors, checking shutters and doors. The
emergency generator hummed, powering the floodlights,
keeping the Wasting at bay for one more night.
- The guard stepped into the room, nodded, and went
- on. All’s well. Only it wasn’t. The guard’s footsteps sub—

sided as he padded down the hall. |

- “You should sleep, too ” he told her. “Let me tend to
| tl:nngs N

| She shook her head. Mlchael settled his hand on hlS
cheek and fell into an uneasy doze.

A door banged open He leapt up, but not as qulckly
- as Jennifer.

~ “That’s the West Terrace door,” she sa1d “We ve got
a three-inch bar on it. And an armed guard.

That guard not only had one of their rare guns but
one of the last mobile phones that worked. He should
have called out. They should have heard him. In the last
extremity, he should have shot anyone who scaled the
‘wall. He should have died before letting anyone pass.
The words, older than he and darker by far, thrust them-
selves into Michael’s consciousness. Those had been his
instructions at Camelodunum.

~ The footsteps echoed, sure and measured. Up the
dark corridor from the Terrace. Through the Pontaut
Chapter House and into the Cloister, they clicked upon
~ the stone.
| “Do you hear? He’s wearing spurs.” Jennifer’ s words
were almost a sob. Her hand came up to cover her mouth.
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Mlchael reached w1thm his pocket for h13 Sw1ss g

 Army knife. What an absurd toy, the ancient memones o

- protested. You need a sword.
- I cannot use a sword! the mmd of the graduate stu-
dent, the urbanite, the survivor of the Wasting cried.
. In the end, only the scholar’s ravenous curiosity from
~ his current life held him in his place. You may indeed die
in the next moment, it told him, but you will die knowing.
Jennifer rose. She forced her hands to her side and
stood before the thronelike chair, ‘waiting as the stranger S
~ armored feet drew nearer.
The intruder paused on the threshold. 'Ihe candle-
- hght flared. It illuminated his bright hair, brighter for the
gold circlet with its Gothic trefoils that crowned it. It
‘picked out the rich bullion of the three golden crowns—
England Scotland, and Bnttany—-—woven upon his sur-
coat and drew a winelike glow from the great amethyst
upon the pommel of his sword Excalibur. |
- Michael’s chair toppled and he fell to his knees on
B the uneven floor. |
~ “Sir,” he Whlspered “Beyond all our hopes you ve
- come back to us.” o |
~ Maybe his King knew no Enghsh the thought |
occurred to him. How would you translate that into
- Latin? He forced his voice to stay level Hls ng would
not want him to weep.
Arthur spared him a glance humor ﬂlckenng in it for
~ the briefest instant. “What happened to my Kaye’s sharp '
- tongue?” he murmured.

Then the King’s attention was caught and held by

Jenmfer
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How not? If the tapestry had drawn his Queen to this
place, she had drawn him and, in tearing down the
tapestry, somehow released him. But then, she had
always been his lure trap, and beloved destructlon of his
hopes. |

In this life, she might be Jennifer, refugee, then
chatelaine of this pathetic fortress. But in her memories
- and the King’s, she was his Queen.

She met Arthur’s eyes without flinching. They were
very much of a height. | |

“Well, and so you have called me to your side again.
How may I serve you?”

- Jennifer’s shoulders relaxed as 1f a burden had been
- lifted from them.

She gestured at Mlchael past him at the tapestned
room beyond, the whole embattled fortress that had once
been a museum. “These people are mine, and thus your
charge. I beg you, save them.”

The King smiled at her. Then, with a bow, he with-
drew. - |

They found the door to the West Terrace untouched,
its guard asleep. With nothing more to do until dawn,
they went to the children’s infirmary and helped. the
nurses with tucking in, washing down, soothing, .and
reassuring the sick children. Their numbers had grown
during the night.

Jennifer tucked one last fold of tapestry in at the side
of an eight-year-old boy, then sat and watched the chil-
dren twitch and whimper in fevered dreams. If some
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__ 'slept, muttermg, others lay awake if you could call it

that, their eyes vacant. It mlght be that, when their fever

~ broke, they would be restored—but to what? Soul-

lessness? Better that they die. Above them, the unicorn

dipped his horn into the fountain, draining it of poison,
before the hunt began. Later they would have to take
these tapestries down, too.

- Atleast, Laurie still slept. .If the ng returns, I shall
wake her. I want her to see him. They used to say that the

King's touch . |
- Jennifer had taken over the task of trying to feed
Laurie when Michael heard the clang and click of the

- King’s footsteps outside. Through the leaded window-

panes, he could see the tall figure pace across the cloister.

It stopped for a moment and gazed up at the sky. As if

feeling Michael’s eyes upon him, Arthur nodded greet- |
ings and moved on. |
“Majesty . . .” New ceremony ﬁlled Mlchael’s voice,

and he bowed h1s head to her.

- “Don’t call me that,” Jenmfet said. “Don tdare.”
The King stood poised on the threshold. His vitality

filled the sickroom. Laurie opened her eyes, then opened

| ~ -them even wider at the sight of the splendld ﬁgme She | |

even managed a broad smile.

- The King smiled. He had no chlldren who had hved o

save the one, as soulless as those who yammered now

outside. It had been a grief to him. Michael remembered

talks of “Kaye, my son will grow up tobe . . .” from when
they’d been scarcely more than boys themselves, over

much, much of the best wine in the cellars.

A beaker stood upon the table by the window.
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Wrought of a narwhal’s horn, it was part of the furnish-
ings of this room when it still had been an exhibition hall.
With 1ts special properties of healing—at least, if you
- believed it to be a unicorn’s horn, not a narwhal’s, it
would do for Arthur. He filled it with wine and ventured
- forward. Arthur drank, returned the beaker, then beck-
oned his Queen and her seneschal out of the room.

~ “Your walls are sturdy,” said the King. “You have
done well to shield your windows . . . a foolishness, those
“wide panes of glass. I gather you are short on food?”

“We will be very thin by spring,” the Queen replied.

“Next year, I plan to clear more ﬁelds Meanwhile, we
can send out foragers under guard . .

~ Arthur frowned. “You have no horses No weapons to
speak of beyond what you have made and your guards’ .
arms, though—my lady, you can hardly call those soldiers!
While outside, in their tens of thousands . . .” He paused,
looking at the place where his tapestry had hung. “Itis
like Camlann. Very like.”

“So you counsel us to despalr‘?” Jennifer’s voice
arched upward, haughty as her eyebrows.

“Lady, lady, lady, with your valiant heart? You
invested Londinium against my son, and now you rule
this keep. Surely, both times, you did not expect quick
victory, or victory at all. I counsel you to hold off the long
defeat. That is what kings are for. Why else did you sum-
mon me?”’

- “The world has better weapons now,” M1chae1 ven-
tured, his voice faint.

“So it has. So tell me, my lord Seneschal dld you
procure them, or do you take the darkest view of things as |
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you always d1d smce Merlm taught us both?””
 In the next room, children, waking, began to cry and -
fret. The madman emerged from whatever shed he occu-
- pied at night. He had to bend to enter the room. Seeing the
* King, he blinked. Michael watched as he sloughed off his
- familiar guises of madman, gardener, children’s nurse to
~ bow to the King. It was the bow of one used to courts
rather than city dumps; and that, too, no longer surpnsed |
Michael. .
“So my old friend Merhn found his way to you, too
murmured the King. - .
~ “Can you take down the tapesmes in the Unicorn
Room?” Jennifer asked the old man. “We can probably |
use them for blankets, if nothmg else.” ]
~ The madman bowed again and shpped away, movmg
 as the leaves move. Michael thought he heard him mutter,
“All shall be well and all manner of things shall be well "
It was good that someone felt optimistic. -
“And you always thought he mistrusted you,” Arthur

- ﬂthe King told Jennifer.-

i “Well, wasn’t he nght to thmk rd be the ruin of
'you’?” For a moment, they glared at each other. Then, she

made herself shrug. “What would you have me do now?”

 “You shall send your guards to me,” he said. “1 shall |
rev1ew them. And then we shall see what we can see.”

It was no answer at all, really.

“You should rest while you can, * she told the ng |
| “Mlchael will see that you have food I sha]l call the
- guards -
- She gestured to the chalr As he seated himself, she
bowed The courtesy had nothing of humlhty about it,as
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 ifawaveora ridge of.Stone had bowed, a line of | such

sudden grace that Michael gasped. Arthur smiled as at a
beloved memory. ._

That day, Michael helped take down the Umcom
Tapestries. Then he worked in their woodshop until every

 muscle ached as if the Soulless beat him with clubs.
“'When he grew too tired to work, he wrapped himself in

fabric that he rather thought had been a Spanish bishop’s

- cope and curled up in a paneled corner. Perhaps Ari

would call to him from the other room with something he
could do for their child. When the sunlight faded, he

stared at the candlelight for warmth. If only he could shut

~ his eyes for a few moments before the evening meal.

When he awoke, they were talking, the chatelaine

- and his King. As Michael Kaye, he knew how long 1t had
- been since he had last walked the earth as Kaye, the

knight. Here was his brother, and here his Queen. Perhaps
the age of miracles was not past. |

“It is no use. Of course, I honor you; of course, I am
grateful,” said the Queen. “But the stam is set, the vessel

- defiled, the gem cracked at its core.”

The King bent forward. He caught her hand and

kissed it, then her brow. “I, too, am a great sinner. But
even if this time looks like the end of all things, I see it
indeed as a new dispensation. Of grace, not law. Of for-

- giveness, even in the teeth of bitterest remembrance.”

- Arthur stood very close to the Queen, but she turned
her head away from any comfort he might offer.

‘She shook her head. “So, here at the end of all thmgs
you come to forgive me?”

“I tell you, this may not be the end. I say we march
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out and grasp what all we can, and thus hold off the long
defeat . -
“And turn thief? If we do that, what becomes of us ?
“We fight. We heal. We rebuild, please God. Not just
“in body, but in soul. For I tell you, my heart, I have lived
this long while with the heart cut out of me.”
~ “Where have you lived?” the Queen asked. “And "
how‘?” Involuntarily, she held out her hands, then pulled

- them back before he could clasp them. - |

~ “Healing my wounds.” | | |

“Ah!” She turned away. It was not just the wounds to o
Arthur’s body that he meant, but to his heart and soul. She -
had helped cause those wounds, and memory of that
would haunt her till Doomsday. B

“I have healed, my lady. Have you?”

Hearing armored footsteps and a rustle of cloth,
- Michael dared look up. Too often, Kaye’s tongue had
been harsher than his heart would have liked. |

His brother and the Queen stood, stubbornly apart,
facing each other. She whirled, her ringless hands flash-

ingupto cover her face. Michael held his breath. Fora .

moment, even the sheltered candle flames ceased their
dance. Arthur leaned forward, bendmg over hlS wife’s
bright hair.

Were they embracmg now, his brother and hlS errant -
wife? Did he kiss her hair? It was not a moment that
brother or foster brother should witness. |

' That night, the frost clamped down upon F_ort-Tryon -
Park. Outside, fires danced. The fevered children woke,
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coughmg out what strength they had left, then lapsed into

listlessness and sleep, from which feebler coughing woke
~ them. They were always cold, even through the protec-
- tive warmth of the Unicorn Tapestries. -

In the days that followed, the King sent out for- |
agers. They ventured into Washington Heights and
below it into Harlem, fought their way back within the
stone bridge that guarded the park from the highway and
back behind the Cloisters’ walls with treasures of cough |
drops, OTC remedies that were now as rare as the roc’s

“egg, and even (from an office from which the doctor had

long since fled) a few precious antibiotics, and news of

fires on every block, of Central Park stnpped of its w1th—

ered trees.

It was fine for the madman to speak of retreat in
terms of a sick beast returning to its lair to eat herbs, lick
its wounds, and wait for a healing spring; but what heal-
ing could there be when the whole world was poisoned?

They might as well expect what Arthur had suffered
at Camlann: to line up knights against knights, soldiers
against soldiers, in hope of treaty—and have a serpent
strike from behind, shattering the truce.

Michael Kaye, helping nurse the furnace as well as

“sick children, watched Arthur fight. This time, he man-

aged not to press for decisive battle; and the battle against
his nature was perhaps the hardest he had fought. Day

- after day, be fought it and won. But Michael knew his

foster brother: As they ran out of food, out of healing, out
of time, he would order one last sortie. Already, he had

“begun to drill the guards for assault, not for defense.

It was too cold now to meet in the Pontaut Chapter
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House, too dark to meet in the Gothic Chapel now that
the shutters guarded the windows. They were holding -
~council of war in the Nine Heroes’ Room. One of the

‘Nine sat in the great carved chair, Jennifer standing
beside the throne from where she had once ruled.

Came a crash a shuddermg of walls, and a scream

from outside—the highway between the Terrace and the - |

‘Hudson, Mlchael thought He must run and check for
. damages.

“What’s that?” asked the head of Arthur’s guard, also =
poised to run, but obedient to Arthur S hand—slashed -

order: stay.

" “You know,” the madman sald “I tended those for- |

agers who returned.

- “They brought back news, which we need as much as

we need medlcmes ” the old man continued. “Even if the

news is grave. Prepare yourself The Soulless have

‘learned to hurl fire.”
- “My shutters,” Michael womed “Please God they
hold” '
| Again, the wall shuddered. Dust tnckled from the
ceiling of the apse. Outside, a shout went up. -
The King cocked his head. “Too close,” he judged.
“Even if your shutters hold, brother, they mean to pen us

within or keep us fighting fires until they re strong

- enough to overrun our walls.” |
He paused, looking _toward the next room. This time

| of day, the children were at their best. None of them raved

with fever, and one or two even could laugh.
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c‘f’

The WOldS came from h1m as lf under lOl‘tllI‘e “Call
~ out the guards.” | |
-~ *“Oh no,” said Jenmfer “No At least let us try to
treat with them first.” |
| ~ Arthur raised his head. “I tned that last time, at
Camlann,” he told her. “And you know how it ended.
~ One adder-strike in the foot, and another deep into the
heart of all Britain.” |
" “We have to try. You told me, we have to try'” She
~ was gone before the King could forestall her, her foot-
steps ringing on the stone. They heard her struggle with
‘the new bars on the door to the West Terrace It crashed
open .
“God no, whlspered the ng |
~ Again the catapult wound and struck. Somethmg
whistled through the air, smashing against the parapet |
" Air rushed in, and stinking of smoke. | i
~ “No!” screamed Arthur. “NO'” He had screamed‘
- thus at Camlann. - |
- Armored though he was, no man ever moved faster -
- He dashed into the next room. The sick children scarcely
had time to whimper as he snatched up the first tapestry |
~ he saw, then raced toward the West Terrace. -
- He flung open the door, sending Jennifer reeling
away from it across the scorched stone, her hands beating
at her burning clothes. Arthur pounced. He wrapped her
in the heavy wool of the tapestry, snuffing out the fire.
- The stinks of singed hair and flesh rose as the fire died.
Drawing his dagger, he cut free Jennifer’s burnt locks and
tossed them aside. Her knees sagged, and he caught her.
For a long moment, they held each other. Then he
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snatched her back through the door and kicked it closed.
| “Merhn!” he shouted for the madman. “Merlm' Get
in here!” o o
He swept her up into his arms, bearmg her back into
the room where he had sat such a short time ago and low-
ering her onto the table. She clung to him with her burnt
- hands, tears of pain running down the ash on her face,
leavmg clean streaks. |
The tapéstry, much charred, fell away from her body |
The Unicorn at the Fountain, the creafure imprisoned in a
- garden, had survived all those centuries. Now, in an
instant, the fire had consumed the dry wool that had
housed it. | - |
They were all the losers for its death but at least they
had not lost Jennifer. The madman appeared loaded with
supphes of bandage and aloe and water. =~ |
“Tell the children . . . oh, tell them somethlng"’
Michael snapped when his wife came to the door,
demanding information. He could hear the wails of sickly
“children. They would all die, God help them. But with
Jennifer alive, they had a chance to live a little longer.
The captain of the guard watched the King for orders.
| Stlll Arthur stared at Jennifer’s streaked face. |
__ “This time,” she whlspered “you saved me from the
pyre.” |
Arthur shut his eyes. “I would rather have cut my
heart out than send you to it last time.” -
~ Jennifer put out a hand to touch the ruined tapestry.
“The poor unicorn,” she mourned. “Like the sly girl
_ in the weaving, I was its death.” Then she wept as she had
not done in all the days of terror, all the years of betrayal,
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. war and the long, long hallowed s11ences of her old con-

~ ventat Amesbury - B
| “I’'s gone,” she wept. “Destroyed I was not fit to
~look upon the unicorn, and so it’s gone.” |
- “No, lady,” said the magus. “Fire punfies The pat-
. tern is complete. You wrought its first links, and you are
~ its heart.” He wound fragrant linen bandages about her
- hands and wrists, washed the soot from her face, then lov-

“ingly completed the hair trim that her husband had begun

and botched. .
~ And still she wept Merlin gestured to the ng to
~ hold her. He moved with his powders toward the wine ...
. A tapping sounded up the stairs, across the Cuxa
| C101ster and toward them. ‘A tapping of dehcate immor-
tal hooves.

~ Released by the destruction of the tapestry that had
imprisoned it, the unicorn appeared in the door of the
Room of the Nine Worthies. This was not the tamed pet
of fantasy, but a majestic white creature, at least sixteen
hands high. No wonder they said the touch of a unicorn’s
horn could restore life to the dying. There was eternal joy,
Michael thought, and grace in every flourish of its tail,
strength 1n its bearing, and splendor as the candlelj ght
played upon its horn. |

“Lord,” whispered Merlin, “shall these bones live?
Shall these bones live?”

Jennifer gasped, tore free of Arthur, and fled into the
hall where the listless children lay. The unicorn followed.
It stood poised upon the threshold, as if announcing itself,
until the children saw it. They exclaimed in joy as it
paced within the room. Ceremoniously, it touched each
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| siek child with its horn, leaving health in its path \azhere o

fever had stalked. When it had touched them all, it turned
- to stand before the Queen, who stood with her back
" against the wall, her bandaged hands held to her mouth.
Queen and unicorn faced each other. Light filteredin
and glinted off the unicorn’s horn, held at the level of her
heart. Jennifer pressed back against the mellow wood.
Michael could see how she forced her gray eyes to remain
open, in the high arches of their sockets. Behind her, he .
~ heard the unfamiliar buoyant gurgle of his daughter’s

laughter. He ran to sweep her up in his arms. Who would .

have thought the age of miracles was now? -
~ “Go ahead,” said the Queen. “Pierce my heart. After
~ all these years, I’ll be relieved.”

Bending its stately maned head with its rak:lsh goat’s

~ beard until the horn clicked upon the floor, the unicorn
stretched i_ts forelegs out and bowed. It raised itself, then
- stepped closer. When the Queen reached out and took its
face between her hands, its horn blazed aloft in benedic-
tion. -
- The bandages dropped off her hands. The burst blis- -
ters shrank, then disappeared. Even the pink of tight-
~ drawn new-healed skin subsided. Her hair, the color of an
- autumn leaf, flourished, waving down her back. The
- Queen sank down and wept as if she were a chﬂd that had
been forgiven. |
Arthur the King ran his hand a]ong the unicorn’s
flank as if it were a favorite war-horse. The beast rested
- its head against his shoulder. |
~ “Now,” said the King, “we go forth. To the sea.”
Jennifer rose. Arthur held out his hand to his Queen
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Shabby though she was, she placed fingertips upon its
back. The two of them walked from the room. The chil-
dren, tended by the madman, followed then into the Great
Hall, down the stairs, and into the park. Laurie broke out -
of Michael’s arms, ran to the unicorn, and—before she
- could be stopped——clambered onto its back.

Outside, the Soulless yammered. Seeing the fortress |
door open, they abandoned their catapults and pressed
forward hungrily. Arthur’s drawn steel restrained them.
Then the sight of the unicorn forced them into a silence
that was oddly reverent. N

It started forward—and there was Mlchael’s daugh-'
ter riding on its back! He lunged forward to protect her.
The unicorn lowered its crowned head at him in warning,
and Arthur held up a hand.

“Do you think I would let harm come to her‘?” asked_ -
the King. “Or that he would?” - N

Two of the Soulless stole up to the unicorn and held
out shaking dirty hands. The mighty head bent, sniffing
those hands, then nudging against them. The unicorn’s
horn gleamed. No longer soulless, the pair fell to their
knees. They were a woman and a boy. Jennifer came
forth to comfort them and guide them into line.

“Now,” said the King, *“to reclaim our world.”

Arthur raised Excalibur. The amethyst on its pommel
gleamed in the winter sunlight as he brought the blade to
his lips, saluting the unicorn that léd down the twisting

road and out toward the city.
| Shadows followed at their backs. Kings and princes
guarded them. A man bearing the Cross of God upon his
back sang a Crusader’s hymn as a Hebrew king harped.
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~ An aged paladm w1th a rmghty beard marched alongs:de -
- holding the fragmenis of his kinsman’s horn. One or two
~ people had seized food and blankets. Ari, Michael
" noticed, had caught up a piece of tapestry now empty of

figures.

South threugh Washmgton Helghts where even the

timid oldest emerged from the older buildings and fell

into step, they marched, and into Harlem. Vacant lots in

the 120s, where untidy camps had been set up teemed as
people raced toward the unicorn. The blocked-up houses
disgorged squatters as if the last trump had been sounded
and the dead were raised. The unicorn reared in greeting,
and the little girl upon its back laughed with joy.
~ “What a rider we'll make of her, brother!” Arthur
called to Michael where he marched with his wife.
- The newcomers clustered around, petting the uni-

corn. Two adults carried a pallet out into the street and
laid it at the unicorn’s hooves. With a gentle touch of its

horn, the unicorn released the old man on it from mortal
sickness. He rose and walked alongside, steadying him-
self against the unicorn’s flanks until he was strong

“enough to walk on his own. In another time, Michael |

~ would have recoiled at the stinks of sickness and fever

that rose from the old man, but he pressed forward toward | -

his daughter.
| Her head was not so hi gh above his now, and

| Michael, sharp-eyed as a seneschal must be, understood.

~ Withevery touchof a child’s hand, with every life-giving
touch of the unicorn’s horn, the creature’s light and sub-

stance seemed to diminish. The unicorn was dwindling.
No longer was it the size ofa war—horse but only the 31ze -'
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- of, well the unicorn of legend more delicate and vulner- }
" able now than it had been. |
~ Jennifer came over to him. “Do you see how sma]l
~it’s getting?” he asked her. |
. “We both saw, my lord and I,” she whlspered
“Can’t we stop it?”
“Only if we retreat,” she said.
“We’ll drain it,” Michael warned.
~Arthur had gone over to the unicorn, had laid his arm
- over its shoulders, and walked beside it. The unicorn
arched its neck and caracoled for a moment, taking hcart
and strength from the King.
~ “Itis the unicom’s privilege to spend its strength for
the good of its world ” said Jenmfer “Itis very hke a kmg
in that respect.” |
Michael found himself laughmg and weepmg, both |

oy thought King’s Touch, surely, was for other things.”

Jennifer shook her head. “All he can do is comfort
the poor beast.” She blinked once, then proudly raised her
head. The King spent his life for the country; the unicorn
- for the world; and the chatelaine must look as if all were
- well.

Past 125th Street, they marched. Now the wasteland
of Central Park gaped before them. Men and women,
even a few sad beasts that survived from the zoo in the
West 60s, thronged out to greet it. At the sight of the uni-
corn and its company, some fell to their knees. Others
shuddered, stretched, and yawned, as if soullessness were
-a sleep from which they finally had waked. They watched
as people in New York had watched parades long, long
before the Wasting, but they watched in silence.
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 The silence drew out, becoming oppressive.
Michael’s little girl leaned forward, smoothing her cheek
in the silk of the unicorn’s mane, somewhat dingy now.
' Had she whispered something?

Again, the unicorn began to caracole. Arthur stepped -
away from it, again drawing Excalibur. He saluted the

crowd, which responded with a cheer. Downtown they
~marched, toward the ruins that jutted like ruined teeth
- from what had once been called the Canyon of Heroes.
Leading the parade was another Hero, the tenth—a uni-
corn now fragile, with a translucent brittle horn. Each

time it touched someone, it lost more light and strength |
Oh, it was so tired! | o
~ Its head swung toward the ng, dark eyes implor-
ing. Arthur signaled a halt. Michael lifted his little girl
from the unicorn’s back, winning thankful looks from
King and beast. The creature’s back was lathered.

 Michael laid his own coat upon it. Someone brought it -

~ water, warmed agalnst his body. Arthur talked gently to '
1t, walking with it up and down. - -

- When the procession again moved, the sky had

~ turned darker with clouds and the waning sun. There was

no smoke—another miracle in a day full of them.

-~ Murmuring rose from the throng, as if they were chil-

dren who only now realized what they had done in a burst

of temper and were now sorry. And down farther, pastthe -

“welters of twisting streets that each released its own sur-
vivors, eyes feasting on the unicorn walking beside the
 King and dwindling more and more swiftly. Arthur beck-
~ oned to the Queen. When she approached, the unicorn
pushed against her outstretched hand, then leaned its
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~ head against her. Arms linked across its back, King and
chatelaine urged it forward. It was no Iarger now than a
pony. A sickly pony.

The walls guarding the tip of the 1sland from the
rest of the world opened its gates to let the unicorn and
the former Soulless pass. One man threw down his
gun, and then they all did. A woman in a tattered suit
- sobbed, then joined the line of march through the

fortress that no longer saw the need to protect itself,

eastward toward the Seaport with its ancient reek of
salt and fish, where stubs of the masts of sunken ships
protruded from the dark water, and so to the tip of
Manbhattan Island.

The sun was only the merest coal of warmth in a
gray sky above where the East and the Hudson rivers
flowed together when they reached Battery Park: The
last flicker of sunlight and the first campfires sparked
off the unicorn’s horn one last time. With a groan, the
unicorn sank to its knees. It shivered in the evening
winds, chill from the water. Michael’s coat was
drenched; Artl{ur covered it with his own cloak. Some
of the former Soulless, expert from far too much prac-
tice, kindled fires from the dried-out stumps of trees
near where cannons had guarded New Amsterdam and
then New York in its early days, trying to make their
camp as comfortable as they might.

As if in response, the tiny islands across from the
park set out lights of their own. Bonfires sprang from
about the feet of the statue, its torch fallen, on the
island across the bay. | |

Toward midnight, rain doused the remnants of the -
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--ﬁres Mlchael crept away from h1s w1fe and Chﬂd to
make certain that the unicorn was covered. Arthur s
~ cloak was soaked through. : - |
“Do you want water, fnend‘?” Mlchael asked.
“Gram?f’_ There must be something he could do for it.
When he had charge of Arthur’s hall, he had always

- had a way with horses. Still, he wished he could call

for Merhin. He remembered The madman had a way

of turning up when he was needed. If he were not here,
it must be because he could do nothing. So, Michael
must rely on hands and voice to comfort at least the
unicorn’s heart. |

- The unicorn snuffled once at Mlchael’s hand

“You don’t want me to leave you, boy? Well then,

- ITwon’t.”

Arthur appeared handlmked w1th J enmfer blan—
~ kets pulled like hoods over their heads They, too, sank
down beside the unicorn. \

‘Near dawn, the rain subsided. A wmd blew across
the tip of the island, bracingly chill and salty. It seemed
to cleanse whatever it touched. The unicorn’s head

 turned; the dulled eyes brightened, and it looked up. Its

- body barely made a mound beneath the ng s sodden
~cloak. ,

- The wind scoured away the clouds reveahng the
mormng star. Light began to tremble where the sky
touched the East River. The unicorn stlrred beneath the
heavy woolen folds.
~ Arthur pulled the cloak away. Michael’s eyes
~ filled. Was this ancient creature that struggled up onto
unsteady legs the triumphant unicorn that had broken
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a siege and transformed its beswgers"
It was drained, dying, surely. But it shied away from _-
Arthur’s sustaining hands. The King nodded, then knelt
before the beast. Together, they waited. The first rays of i
the rising sun struck the unicorn’s horn, kindling fire
~ along its whorls and ridges. The unicorn whickered wel-
~ come. It sounded stronger—didn’t it? |
- And then, with a speed astonishing for a creature so
withered and drained, it raced straight toward the shore,
toward the barriers, vaulting them in a leap that did not
end in the river, but soared instead into the gleaming sky.
A mist shaped like a giant horse with a gleaming horn
formed before the sun, then d1531pated in the mormng
wind. |

Sunlight struck the ground kmdlmg hght like -an
~ ember in a dying fire. Michael’s daughter raced over to it,
pounced, and, a look of awe on her face, held up her hand.

On it gleamed a stone large enough to cover her
palm. A gem of adamant, Michael thought. They would
have to revise the folklore, wouldn’t they, when they
could spare the time from rebuilding their world.

“Give 1t to the ng,” he heard his wife urge the httle |
girl.

She held it aloft like a torch, but brought it to Jennifer
instead. The woman bent to take the stone. It shone pink
through their joined hands.

“For your new crown,” the lady told the K1ng

“No,” he said, “for yours.”

He leaned forward. Their kiss was almost a pa.ssage
of arms.

Hand on his Queen S shoulder Arthur started for-
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ward. “Well, brother Kaye ” he called to Mlchael “I have

a mind to turn gardener.” |

- He always could count on Arthur to come up. w1th_
- good ideas. Unlike the gardens on the Unicorn Tapestries,
“Arthur’s gardens would reclaim a world.
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Peter: All I know about Lisa Mason is that she lives in
Marin County, California, and that her story “Daughter of
- the Tao,” besides being lovely and sad and fluidly inven-
tive, is one of only two stories in this collection (“Mirror
of Lop Nor” is the other) to deal with the k’i-lin, the uni-
corn of China and Japan, which is more like an element,
a force of nature, than it is like the European horned
horse. I wish there had been more such tales, but I’ll
~ gladly settle for these two. |

Janet: 1, on the other hand, know Lisa well. Aside from
being gorgeous, talented, an attorney, and another some-
time member of The Melville Nine workshop, she’s a
prolific novelist and short story writer. She is also, I am
happy to say, my friend. We talk at length on the phone,
of shoes and sealing wax, cabbages, kings, and pubhsh-
ing. I wish she lived around the corner.




Daughter of the Tao

1. DRAGON

ING CHOY DARTS THROUGH FISH ALLEY SEEKING
fresh shrimp for her master. She swings her basket joy-
fully, savoring ripe odors of raw sea creatures, ginger
root, peanut oil smoking in someone’s wok.

A mooie jai does not skip along the streets of
Tangrenbu, not cn most days. Certainly not on a day as
crisp and sunny as this, which her master’s cook would
have savored for himself. But Cook injured his leg. Ankle
swollen from Cook’s misstep into a pothole on Dupont
Street. Cook seized Sing Choy’s skinny arm as she knelt
on the kitchen floor scrubbing with her soap and brush,
flung her to her feet, and said, “Here, stupid girl, go get
two pound shrimp and make quick ” "

“Yes, Cook,” she said. = |

Sing Choy carefu]ly washed her hands and face
retied her queue, smoothed wrinkles from her sahm. And
set out with coins and basket, joy bobbmg in her heart.
Shrimp good luck. Perhaps her master will permit Cook
to give her one fried shrimp for supper along with boiled
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rice and greens. “You shrimp girl,” Cook joked. “Master
buy you for two hundred dollars gold, plus five pound_ B
- shrimp.” |
Sing Choy pauses among the fish peddlers in Fish
* Alley. Peasants in denim sahms, that’s what the peddlers
are, with felt slouch hats or embroidered caps, the crudest
ones in the flat straw cone of the coolie. Her master
employs men like this. She can feel their eyes. After all, a
mooie jai does not skip along the streets of Tangrenbu.

~ Fish Alley is not even a street but a narrow, mean
passage between forty-niner shacks long abandoned to
slum landlords, crowded with bachelors who shift in and
out with the fickle tides of opportunity and poverty.
Weathered clapboard walls are plastered with vermilion
bulletins, black calligraphy announcing news near and
afar. A gilt tai chi adoms a lintel. A potted star lily
mournfully turns to what sunlight it can glean before
shadows close over its corner.

Huge baskets bulge with the bay’s bounty black-
speckled oysters; green and pink crabs with slow-pinching
~ claws; shrimp, of course, of palest celadon before they go
to the wok; silvery salmon, some flopping still, tepid
water streaming into the gutter. Sing Choy’s heart catches
at the sight of their dying. She pauses, struck with sudden
nameless shame. o
| “Hey, you girl, why such a sad face?”

Sing Choy turns. Another girl! Who ever sees a girl
in Tangrenbu‘? Yet it’s true, another girl stands beside her.
‘Black cotton sahm, basket slung upon her arm, queue
- wound around her head. She is taller than Sing Choy by a |
handspan and very skinny. Face like the moon, a laughing




|

170 LISA MASON
| .
mouth. Around her neck a black silk cord and a tiny gilt
tai chi. Little shadows beneath the bones in her cheeks, lit-
~tle shadows beneath the gentle swells of her breasts. The
~ fish peddlers gape at her as if she were a two-headed plg
“I...Isormry pretty fish must die.” |
| “Your heart too soft. Salmon delicious! Your maser
so cruel he never let you taste salmon?”
| Sing Choy stares at her big bony toes. Peasant feet
made for walking, standing in fields planting peas, carry-
ing loads of millet. She is nothing. She is no one to taste
salmon. “Sometimes my master give me one fned shnmp
-~ with rice and greens.”
- The girl throws back her head and laughs like the fin-
kling of a bell. The fish peddlers murmur. Sing Choy is
only too aware of their eyes now. “Don’t laugh like that,”
she mutters to the girl. “They all looking.”
The girl takes her arm, draws her beneath a balcony
- with curved railings painted the color of an egg yolk.
- “Whoyou?” | .
*“ Sing Choy.” o
“I Kwai Ying. You mooie jai?”
“Yes ”
“Me, too. Cook sick?”’
The beautiful language of Cantonese embraces so
~ many dialects that Sing Choy, a girl from the north, can
- barely understand this girl from the south. They both
-must twist their tongues around the language of Gold
Mountain. |
~ “Cook step into hole"’ Smg Choy suppresses laugh-
ter. A little awed. This bold girl, mooie jai, too‘? And her
- master let her taste sa]mon‘?
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The balcony shades them from sun and the fish ped-
dlers’ eyes but affords no relief from the stench rising
from a spattered bin groaning with all manner of offal.
~ Fish heads and fins and guts, husked shrimp shells, the
small flat mitt of 2 manta that wandered into someone’s
" net. Sing Choy wrinkles her nose. Kwai Ying peers in
curiously. -

- “Look,” she says.

There, amid the garbage next to the manta is
another small dead creature, mottled gray in color, ser-

‘pentine like an eel. But the creature is not an eel. Four

~ fragile legs lie slack, each tipped with delicate fingers
and long curved claws as fine as needles. The dead face
resembles a tiny ox. A tuft of dark scarlet bristles
sprouts from its pate. Its j jaws hang open, Immature roar
stlenced forever. :

“Poor thing,” Sing Choy murmurs. “What is 1t?”

“Your heart too soft,” Kwai Ying says, voice tthk
-with contempt. “That just lung; a dragon.”
~ “Adragon!” Sing Choy’s eyes widen.
~ “Sure.” Kwai Ying says, a frown tugging at her
mouth. “It one of the four fabulous creatures, but look at
it. Caught in fisherman’s net like worthless manta,
thrown away like fish guts. No better than garbage ”

- “But a dragon!” | |
“Stupid girl, you know the four fabulous creatures‘?”
Sing Choy shakes her head, humiliated. |
“Dragon, phoenix, unicorn, tortoise,” Kwai Ying duti-

fully recites. “My teacher say. I have teacher once, you
~ know. Teacher say each very good creature. Supposed to
bring good luck. Supposed to show harmony with the Tao.
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Supposed to”—raising her eyebrows 31g1nﬁcantly-é—-“bnng
magic.” _
~ Sing Choy’s mouth falls open. “Magic!”

“But I see no harmony in Tan_grenbu Kwa.i Ying
says. “I see no Tao. I see no magic for mooie jai.”

Sing Choy could cry at the bitterness in Kwai Ying’ s
voice. - -
Kwai Ymg only shrugs When y.ou come to Tan- |
grenbu?”’
" “In Year of Golden Tiger. Swallow take me.”

Sing Choy gulps. Still fills her heart with grief how her
father sold her to a man in Shanghai, the ship’s master of a
‘clipper with three sails named for a pretty bird. The
- Swallow, a coolie clipper cartying illegal human cargo.
They stowed her belowdeck for so many miserable days she
Jost count after tying two bits of string on each finger of her
hands. Was grateful when they carried her up into the cold
sunshine of San Francisco. Was grateful when they shim-
mied off the stinking rags she’d huddled in. Was grateful
when she stood naked and shivering on a block beneath
gaslights and an auctioneer opened her mouth, spread her
skinny legs. Was grateful to go to her master for two hun-
dred dollars, plus five pounds of shrimp. She was mooie jai,
destined to scrub floors, polish pots, clean night soil from
‘the water closet. Is grateful for one fried shrimp with her
rice and greens. This Tangrenbu, City of the People of Tan.

“Golden Tiger,” says Kwai Ying. Her pretty black
eyes gleam. Her tone is as tart as new oranges. “And how
many celestial creatures you see before Year of Golden
Tiger?”

Sing Choy gnns lees this game Cook asks her this,
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too, so she will know how old she is. “I remember Year of
Dog, but only a little because 7 little.” The girls giggle
- together. “Then came Boar, then Rat, then Ox. And at last
Tiger, all in gold.” .
- “T know more animals than you,” Kwai Ymg says. “T
know Cock and Monkey ” Stem, qulzzmg “And after
Year of Golden Tiger?” '

Sing Choy thinks carefully. Cook only asks her year
| by year, not all at once. “After Tiger came Hare |

“Yes.”

- “After Hare came Dragon.” Doesn’t want to look at
the little dead dragon anymore. Stares into Kwai Ying’s
eyes. “After Dragon came Snake. I don’t like Snake.”

- “Yes, yes.”

“After Snake came Horse. Now is Year of Ram.”
“And new year coming?”’ |
“New year coming is Monkey!” .
“Good.” Kwai Ying rewards her with a squeeze of
her hand. “I born in Year of Monkey.” |
“Then new year coming is your lucky year,” Sing
Choy says. “Another Year of Monkey!” |
“Yes,” Kwai Ymg says. A small wry smile like she o

_has swallowed something sour. “I see twelve celestial

“animals come and go. That is why my master make me
- eat salmon till my belly can hold no more.”

Sing Choy should be glad Kwai Ylng can eat so well
but her heart catches as painfully as when she saw the flop-
ping salmon, the little dead dragon. “Why make you eat?”

- Kwai Ying takes her arm, pulls her away from the -
reeking bin. Flies land on the dragon ina buzzmg tnbe B
“Because I am woman now.” |
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2. PHOENIX

Sing Choy sprints back to her master’s house with two

- pounds of fresh shrimp and change. Taking his ease, ankle
“propped on a cushion, Cook counts out the silver coins
carefully. Glances up at her, smiling his black-toothed
~ smile. “Very good, glrl Itell Master you not so stupid, after
all.”

 “Thank you, Cook. Any other thing you _want?”
~ “No.” Cook studies her, calculating. Doles out a sil-
- ver coin. The sun angles over Russian Hill, casting shad-
~ ows over Tangrenbu. But the day is not yet old. “Yes. You
‘go get salted plums for Master. He like plums. And a
coconut candy for you. But ]llSt one. And bring change

“Yes, Cook.”

“And put jacket over sahm » Cook produces one of
~ his, throws it roughly over her shoulders. “Wrap hair,
take hat.” Jostles her around, coils the queue into a bun at
the nape of her neck. Jams a slouch hat over her skull. Hat
much too big, she looks like a little old man. Giggles.
Cook whirls her to face him, shakes his finger in her face.
- “No laugh. You must look like boy. I cannot send girl into
~ Tangrenbu. Since lo fahn, the white devils, say we cannot
~ bring our families from China to Gold Mountain, thereno
women, no girls in Tangrenbu. Only mooie jai and .

“And who, Cook?”

“And daughters of joy.” Cook shakes his fmger again.
“Listen, girl. Never go to Bartlett Alley. Never go to Spofford
- Alley. Never go to Waverly Place. I hear someone see you
there, I thrash you till you cry no more. You sabe?”
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There was a time when Sing Choy would have
cringed before Cook’s finger. She has passed by Bartlett
Alley, Spofford Alley, Waverly Place. Forbidden places,
always. Recalls the strange birdlike cries she hears
whenever she passes by those places. And another recol-
lection: the time in Year of Snake when she walked with
Cook through Waverly Place and saw men dragging
something out of a shack. Something small and dark,
which they tossed in the back of a wagon like trash.
Cook had made her huiry.

But Sing Choy is bold after her foray into Fish Alley

She does not cringe. She says, without blinking, “I sabe.”

- And sets out for salted plums, one coconut candy for
herself. Brings back change, shows Cook the candy,

which he splits in half and eats. No matter. Half a coconut
- candy is well worth freedom she never had before. |

~ And this is how Sing Choy sees Kwai Ying again:
darting down Stockton Street, turning the corner at
Broadway, disappearing into a pottery shop on Dupont.
Every now and then they meet and pause, dart beneath a
balcony, talk in breathless whispers. |
“I never had teacher,” Sing Choy says as they lean
against two bales of rags bound with thick straw cords.

Ashamed of her ignorance, but curious. “What is the

Tao?” -

“My teacher say Tao is the Way, Kwai Ying says.
“Tao is eternal female, mysterious and mutable. Tao is
chasm and mountain. Tao is light and dark. You see?”’
She takes her tiny gilt #&i chi in her fingertips, shows Sing
Choy the disk, half light, half dark. And w1th1n each half,
adot of the 0pp051te |
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They both glggle unsure if they understand what |
Kwai Ying’s teacher meant. :

“And what is harmony with the Tao?” Smg Choy
~asks, thrilled with her friend’s wisdom. |

“Harmony with the Tao means all is well.” Kwal_
Ying muses. “Tao means peace and prosperity. Tao
means good luck and magic. The four fabulous creatures
appear in the world when the world is in harmony with
the Tao. The four fabulous creatures cannot live when
there is evil. The four fabulous creatures die or disappear
when the world is not in harmony with the Tao.” |

A dark look passes over Kwai Ying’s face that makes
Sing Choy s breath snag in her throat.

They can never talk for very long. Bachelors’ eyes
are everywhere in Tangrenbu. Perhaps Sing Choy may
- look like a boy, but Kwai Ying cannot conceal her bur- -

geoning femininity. Worse, she does not even try. Her
- master has given her black silk to wear. The luminous
fabric clings to every hill and valley in the changmg land-
scape of Kwai Ying’s body. )

“You so pretty, Kwai Ying,” Sing Choy says.
Envious; also admiring. The sight of Kwai Ying makes
her heart bob with joy.

~ “Master say ‘eat, eat, you skinny glrl 7 Kwai Y1ng |
says, and produces a coconut candy for Sing Choy. “For
you, little Sing. I cannot eat cheap sweets. I am stuffed
with shrimp.” |

One day Sing Choy is can'ymg a basket of new let-
tuce from the farms in Cow Hollow when she finds Kwai
Ying standing on the comer of Sullivan Alley.

A knot of bachelors crouches on the cobblestones
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Lsu_rrounded by a crowd of onlookers. The men grm and )

to gamble. No one wants to attract the bulls of the
Chinatown Squad. Dreadful squawking noises arise from
inside the circle like the tumult of an unhappy barnyard.
“Hi,” Sing Choy says. o
- “Hi, you little girl,” Kwal Ying says. She has grown
haughty lately. -
“What is 1t‘7’_’ Sing Choy says, putting down her bas-
ket. Standing beside Kwai Ying’s beauty, she feels sweaty,
unkempt. Annoyed, too, at Kwai Ying’s aloof mood.
Perhaps Sing Choy is just a peasant girl and once Kwai
Ying held some higher station, but they were both sold by

pers, both stood naked and shivering on a block beneath
gaslights. Both mooie jai in Tangrenbu.

Perhaps aware of her friend’s annoyance Kwai Ying
turns with a sunny smile. A beguiling smile as though she
wishes to make Sing Choy do something she would not
want to do. “It’s a cockfight. Want to see‘?”

Sing Choy backs away. “No . i

- “Come on! Leave your basket No one will bother
your stupid lettuce. I said, come on!” She seizes Sing
‘Choy’s hand, won’t let go. | |

They slip through the crowd to the knot of crouching

men. It is a horrible sight! In a makeshift plywood pen

spit, the mood is tense and ugly, but no one cheers too
loudly. Some illicit gambling game. The bachelors love

their families. They both sailed belowdeck in coolie clip-

two blood-spattered birds confront each other in a strug-

gle to the death. A rooster with a scarlet comb, dark scar-
let feathers, huge vicious spurs struts around the other
bird, which staggers pitifully. The gamblers toss gold
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coins at a croupier, a man who holds the money and cal-

culates odds in a low monotone.

 The rooster pecks and kicks. “Oh,” Sing Choy
groans but Kwai Ying squeezes her hand $0 tightly she

- does not dare cry out. The other bird is a beautiful thing

- with variegated crest, tail, and wings. The long swooping

. feathers drag in mud and blood, but Sing Choy sees
- cerulean blue, golden yellow, cinnamon red, ivory white,

ebony black. The rooster kicks again, spur connecting
- with the bird’s breast, and the bird shudders in agony. The
men yell, gold coins clatter. As Sing Choy blinks away
tears, the bird cocks its head at her and Kwai Ying. For a
_moment its bright suffering eye looks right at them.

~ The bird bursts into a ball of fire! Flames of blue,

- gold red, white, black shoot as high as a house. The

crouching men fall back on their heels. The onlookers
“press forward. The croupler scrambles for his collection
- of coins. A rending cry rises up, inhuman, ghastly.
Kwai Ying drags Sing Choy through the crowd. -
- Now men jostle and push. A thin boy tumbles to the
~ cobblestones, his face and sahm dappled with blood.
Little blue flames spring from the blood like sparks
catching and ebbing in cooking oil. Shriek of the bulls’
whistle and the bachelors scatter footsteps ringing down
the alley. | .
- Faces drained, eyes wide, the girls press up against
the window of a sweetmeat shop. As still as feral crea-
tures, as quiet as shadows, they wait till the Chinatown
- Squad has rousted everyone out of Sullivan Alley. Kwai
- Ying’s hand in Sing Choy’s is as cold as Cook’s iron pot
on mormngs when fog curls through Tangrenbu R
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3. UNICORN

 Since the phoenix burned, Sing Choy has not seen
Kwai Ying. She searches Stockton and Dupont, jogs
down Broadway and up Fish Alley, even goes back to
Sullivan Alley though she does not stay there long. Year
of Monkey passes by, Year of Cock comes, and suddenly
Sing Choy is taller than Cook. Her rough cotton sahm
dangles above her ankles and wrists. The slouch hat she
wears while running errands fits her skull perfectly now |
‘Her thick queue hangs to the backs of her knees.

‘One evening Cook comes into the pantry behind the
kitchen where Sing Choy sleeps on a cot and eats her
meals. He brings in her bowl of supper, bangs it downon
the little side table. “Master say you too sk:mny,” Cook
says. Baleful glance. “Eat.” |

Sing Choy takes the steaming bowl. Rice and greens,
as usual. To her astonishment, she sees the bowl is also
heaped with steamed salmon, chunks of fragrant pink
meat more enticing than coconut candy. She takes the
bowl, digs in chopsticks, greedily devouring. She is
always hungry these days. Delicious salmon! B

But she pauses in her gluttony, struck with sudden
guilt.

Kwainng,- where are you? - -

Kwai Ying could have left Tangrenbu, of course. Her
master could have moved to San Rafael, Sacramento,
Salinas, Russian River. A mooie jai could dlsappear any-
where in Gold Mountain.

But when Sing Choy turns the corner at Pacific
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~ Avenue, she sees a tall, pretty girl turn the corner onto |
- Broadway. In Fish Alley, she hears the tinkling of a bell
and is certain she hears Kwai Ying laughing. When she
pauses before a gilt tai chi tacked to a lintel, she remem-
bers the rai chi Kwai Ying wore around her neck on a
black silk cord. - |

Kwai Ying is still 4 in Tangrenbu.

Sing Choy finishes her supper. Makmg a show of
gratitude, she steals a half glass of whiskey from Master’s
bottle in the pantry, brings it into Cook’s.room.

Cook smiles his black-toothed smile. “Smart girl.
You pour a little water in bottle, Master never notice.”
Sucks whiskey from the glass. “You good girl.” Cook’s
“eyes blur. He wipes atear. -

- “Tlock up, okay?” she says, annoyed Sadold man,a
little whiskey makes him cry. =~

“You good glrl Cook says agam Sorrow tugs at his
mouth.

Sing Choy locks up the house for the mght the way
Cook would have done. But she leaves the pantry door
open, leaves the back door to the kitchen open. Reties her
queue, jams her slouch hat over her forehead, fastens the
frogs of her padded jacket. And creeps into the fog-
shrouded night, seeking the places she has always been

forbidden to go. __
- She walks down Bartlett Alley, Spofford Alley,
Waverly Place. Recalls the small, dark thing thrown like
‘trash by men into the back of a wagon. Recalls how Cook
made her hurry, how Cook tried to turn her face away, but
she saw anyway. Saw the corpse of a woman. Hears the
same strange birdlike cries she has heard whenever she
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passes by, “Two b1ttee lookee four bittee touchee six b1t-
tee doee.” | |
Forty-niner shacks in these alleys have long been
abandoned to brothels. The procurers have subdivided
the shacks into cubbyholes with locked doors, windows
without glass set with sturdy iron bars. Cubbyholes called
cribs. In every crib beneath gaslights, at every barred
window, stands a girl in black silk calling, “Two blttee
lookee, four bittee touchee, six bittee doee.”

Sing Choy carefully tours each alley, peermg in at the
faces. Sees a northern girl, her broad flat cheeks dappled
with bruises. A mountain peasant, her thick wide mouth
crusted with lip paint and sores. A crone, withered and
hacking, death etched in her eyes, yet she cannot be more
than seventeen years old. And at last a moon face, a
laughing mouth, little shadows beneath cheekbones.
Charm always charms no matter how dark the shadows.

Sing Choy has bargained with merchants over the

time Cook has let her run errands. She has carefully saved

change from shrewder bargains than even Cook would
have expected. She gives the procurer six bits. The pro-
- curer, a buffalo of a man with a butterfly knife stuck con-
~ spicuously in his belt, lets her into Kwai Ying’s crib.
Sing Choy takes off her hat and sits while Kwai
Ying bustles about, not noticing who the visitor is. Dirt

floor and clapboard walls. A tiny cot, a chamber pot, a |

pitcher of water, some cotton cloths. A pipe, the bowl
gray with opium ash. Candles, incense, a bottle of
| expensive whiskey, another bottle filled with  some
other astringent smelling fluid. If Sing Choy spread her
arms straight out, her fingertips could just about reach
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- each wall. The crib is freezing cold. Shrine on a side
table, a spray of brown star lilies. Tacked on the wall by |
its black silk cord, the tiny gilt ai chi. |
“Oh, Kwai Ying, don t you wear it anymore?” Sing
Choy says. | | |
| Kwai Ying thrls snarl _di‘sﬁguring her face, a
knife in her fist. Then her mouth drops at the sight of Sing

Choy. “Little Sing,” she cries. Runs to her friend,
" embraces her. Then flings Sing Choy away. Pretty girl
deeply shamed. Covers her pale cheeks with her hands.
- Dark circles rim her eyes. “Your heart too soft. I am no
longer mooie jai.”

- “You what the bachelors call a daughter of j Joy

“Daughter of joy.” Kwai Ying’s voice is as b1tter as
lye soap. “Master sell me to Chee Song Tong.” "
- Sing Choy nods. She knows now. Chee Song Tong

runs most of the cribs in Tangrenbu. Smuggles girls from
China, buys mooie jai when they are old enough to
become daughters of joy. Sing Choy says at once, “I buy
you back. How much?”
“What money have you?”

- “Cook send me on errands for a long time now. I save' |
fifty dollars in gold and silver.” This is a great fortune for
a mooie jai. Sing Choy has never had so much money in
her life. Carefully hoards it in a hldey-hole beneath her

cot in the pantry. -

“Stupid girl. Chee Song Tong pay my master a thou-
sand gold coins for me.” -

- “A thousand . . .” Sing Choy s heart catches. -

Kwai Ying scomful “Fifty dollars.” Unfastens the
frogs on Sing Choy’s jacket, poking, probing with her
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“hands. “You st111 hke boy, but your time cormng
“No!”
] Haughty Kwai Ying agaln ‘beautiful and nnperlous |
as tart as new oranges. “You w1ll be daughter of joy,
- Smg; Choy is incredulous. “You like l;hl_s, then?” |
“Oh, little Sing!” Kwai Ying shakes her head. Tears
- squeeze from her eyes. Her mouth falls slack in a mask of
- grief. “How bachelors come and go. Dozens, dozens and
dozens more. All day long, all night long.” |
- “No,no!””
~ Cruel Kwai Ying. “How they come at you, one after
'_the other.” Rubs her belly. “How t.hey hurt. How they' |
-numb. How they steal your soul.”
“Irun away!” |

“You are mooie jai. Where can you go‘? There IS !

‘nowhere you can go. Except my teacher oncesay...
- But Kwai Ying clamps her lips shut. Bows her head |
“Please tell me,” Sing Choy says. “I never had
‘teacher. You my only teacher. I know nothmg |
Sharp knock on the door. “Time up,’ the procurer -
says. | |
Sing Choy hands another 51x bits through the bars
- “More time, please.”
“Okay,” he says, taking the money.
- But another sharp knock batters the door. -
- Kwai Ying springs up beside Slng Choy, leaning out
-. the window. Mutters, “The lousy . .
A creature thrusts its snout through the wmdow The

horn on its forehead strikes the bars with a resounding

* clang. The creature opens its mouth and speaks, a tumul-
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tuous sound like many bells ringing. Two cinnamon red
tendrils hang down below its nostrils like a man’s mus-
tache. Bushy hair wreathing long pointed ears is cerulean
~ blue. Its scaly skin glows golden yellow. The long swish-
-ing tail and dancing hooves are as black as ebony It stares
at them with eyes like ivory marbles. |

The girls shrink back before the blind-white gaze

“Go away!” Kwai Ying says. Tremulous; then firmer,
“Go away!”

The creature pulls back. Sing Choy expects the clat-
ter of hooves on cobblestones, but there is only sﬂence
the distant singsong, “Two bittee lookee, four bittee .
Sing Choy dares to peek out. There is nothmg but the fog'
and night and Spofford Alley.

~ The girls sit on the cot, stunned and trembling with
fear. - | |

At last Kwai Ying stands, gets down her whiskey
bottle, tips a sip. Stern, qulzzlng “And what was that, lit-
tle Slng"”

“That was unicorn,” Sing Choy says dutifully, but
her heart still cannot contain her bewilderment. “Third
of the four fabulous creatures. But, Kwai Ying. We saw
dragon dead. We saw phoenix die. The unicorn; he .

“He very much alive?” Kwai Y"mg tosses her head
offers the bottle. .

Sing Choy refuses. She has only seen eleven celestial
animals. Next year, Year of Dog, is her lucky year. She
does not drink foul hquor of lo fahn.

“What you really want to know 7 Kwa1 Ying says,
‘why unicorn has come for me.”
Little shivers of shock pop all over Smg Choy S spme -
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like the first time she saw and heard ﬁrecrackers Why' |
does unicorn come for you?” : .
“Because I can be daughter of j joy; Tcan allow bache- =

lors of Tangrenbu to numb me, steal my soul; I can allow

-procurer and landlord to steal my gold. Or I can be daugh-
ter of the Tao. I can embrace the Way.” Kwai Ying '31ps |
more whiskey. Sulky girl, “I can choose. My teacher say.”
~ Sing Choy is appalled. ‘Then why vou choose this?”
Kwai Ying whirls on her like a striking snake. “My
father did not sell me. My mother did not sell me. I am
~ orphan. I am raised by the Daughters of the Tao. You
“know Daughters of the Tao?” | o
| Sing Choy shnnks back on the cot. “No I never hear
of this.” - .
- “Daughters of the Tao,” Kwa:l Ying says “are immor-

tal sisters. They embrace the Way. They practice magic. |

‘How we lived, oh my! On a beautiful island off shore of
Hong Kong. Small island with a curved back, forests and

~ clear streams. Lovely houses, balconies and pools, flowers

~and shrubbery Not like ugly streets of Tangrenbu. And
- shrimp and salmon to eat, all you want, 11ttle Smg' Fried
rice and pretty greens such as you have never seen.” |
- Sing Choy does not know. Glances at the opium pipe,

the whiskey bottle, the awful crib. Surreptitiously takes
the knife from the cot where Kwai Ying left 1t Perhaps
Kwai Ying has gone mad in her slavery. = o
| “You think I gone mad?”’ Kwai Ying says laughmg at
- Sing Choy’s astonished look. “Gone mad, yes. Daughters
of the Tao gone mad, too. They do not accept dynasty, do
not accept patriarchy. Do not accept bound feet or concu-
 bines or dictators or daughters of joy. Or mooie jai.”
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“Then why they sell you‘?” Sing Choy says. Blunt gn'l
learning how to be hard, too.
| “Daughters of the Tao did not sell me,” Kwai Ying
- says. The bitter voice fairly tears Sing Choy’s heart from
- her breast. “Daughters of the Tao could not themselves
withstand the evil of the world. The opium; the slave girls;
the 'coolies; the oppression. One day our island swam
away.” | |
| “Swam away”’ P
“Our island,” Kwai Ylng says 1mpat1ently, “has a

head, four legs, a tail. One day our island swam away into
the Tao, fleeing from the evil of the world. No one could
have foreseen the whims of tortoise, I suppose. My teacher
and I had gone on errands in Hong Kong. We were left -
behind. Just like that.”

- Sing Choy considers her fnend’s w11d story. Very sad,
how addled pretty Kwai Ying has become in so short a
~ time. This will not happen to Sing Choy. No. Never. But
‘she asks because she must, “And what happened to your
teacher?” ]

“My teacher waited for omens,” Kwal Ying answers
at once, though her voice is low and slurred. “Omens
came. The four fabulous creatures: lung the dragon, feng
huang the phoemx, ch’i lin the unicorn, wang pa the tor-
toise. They crept through the gutter, swam in cesspools.
- And when the time was right, my teacher allowed the
unicorn to pierce her and take her back to the Tao. It was
horrible, little Sing!”

- “Kwai, what do you mean‘?”

“They found her. In an alley. Blood pooled on her
‘breast, blood everywhere. And I had no one. I was sold to
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slavers. I came to Gold Mountain as mooie _jai . And now I
‘am here, daughter of joy. The Tao is lost to me.”

Sharp knock at the door. The procuter growls “Tlme o

“up. You go.”

- Sing Choy Jams her slouch hat over her face. “Okay, |
she calls to the procurer. To Kwai Ying, “Then your
teacher die? She took her own life? That what you mean?”
- “No,” Kwai Ying says. Takes a final slug of whiskey,
caps the bottle, wipes her mouth. “No,. I mean unicorn
~sought her, unicorn came for her, unicorn pierced her

~ breast. Unicorn took her back to the Tao. To the island of .

immortal sisters Yet . . . immortality look very much like
~ deathtome.” . | o
- “You make no sense,” Sing Choy says harshly “Once -
1 love you, Kwai Ying. Now I see you weak. Mad;
- deluded. I never be like you.” Fastens the frogs of her --
- jacket. Turns to go. |
 “Fine, I am weak,” Kwai Ying says, touchjng Sing |
- Choy’s hand as the procurer lets in another bachelor. She
yanks the black silk cord from the wall, takes down the lit-
tle gilt #’ai chi. Slings the cord over Sing Choy’s neck. “T
fear the unicorn more than I fear my fate in Tangrenbu 5

4 TORTOISE

. And this is how Sing Choy comes to meet her wom-
anhood.
Fll‘St Cook finds Sing Choy’s h1dey-hole beneath the
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cot, takes the fifty dollars in gold and silver coins. “Thief!
- Thief!” His black-toothed scowl, baleful glare. “You
think you smart? Too smart for girl!”

Next, Cook and Master strip her of her black cotton
sahm. She fights till Master whips his knuckles across the
back of her head. She wriggles, shamed and naked as a
frog. She is frightened Master will take her t'ai chi, fin-
- gers the black silk cord of the amulet Kwai Ying gave her.

‘But Master does not seem to see the amulet at all, though
it burns upon her breast like a hot coal. Master shimmies
the tunic of a black silk sakm over her head, sliding the
luminous fabric over the changing landscape of her body.
She reaches for the trousers, but Master bunches them in

- his fist. No trousers.

'A man is there to see Sing Choy What they call a
highbinder, a man who buys and sells girls like Kwai
~ Ying. Like Sing Choy, too. |
- “Smart girl,” Master says to the man, a weary gray-
beard with deep wrinkles and one eye. “Pretty girl.” Master
- takes the hem of Sing Choy’s black silk tunic, lifts the
fabric up, showing her burgeoning breasts. The rest of
her, too; curved waist, lanky hipbones, thighs sturdy from
walking errands. She is not like boy anymore.
The graybeard pokes her nbs her mpbones “Too
skinny.”
| “We fatten her up before you take Master says.
“Two thousand in gold.” |
~ “One thousand for this skinny one,” says the gray-
. beard. He laughs, a barking sound. Hard fingers, poking
everywhere. Poking in places no one has been since Sing
Choy stood on the auctioneer’s block.
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L “Very p_retty,”'Master says. “Very smart. One thou-
“sand seven.” S
“One thousand five,” the graybeard says. -
Smg Choy says nothing. What can she say? She has
no voice in this transaction. She i is mooie jai. Kwai Ying |
said I see no magic for mooie jai. Oh, Kwai Ying, Sing
Choy cries in her heart. Cook has taken Sing Choy’s
‘scrimped money, taken all her thmgs She has nothmg
- She has no one. |
~ “Done,” Master says to the graybeard To Cook, “Fry
shrimp and salmon for this girl. Fry rice and greens, too.”
To Sing Choy, “You good girl. Make Master happy.” -
- Master and Cook lock her in the pantry that night
‘with bowls of greasy food. Master is so excited at the
prospect of one thousand five hundred dollars in gold for
~ his little servant girl who has grown up so beautifully that
e forgets to take his whiskey. He probably has whiskey
in his own bedroom, anyway. Master is old. Master has
been old since Sing Choy came to his house in Year of
‘Golden Tiger. Master came to Tangrenbu before the rail-
roads, before the Silver Kings. Master does not care

about a young girl. He has suffered much himself in

Tangrenbu though now he has a house, a business, gold,
coolies, and mooie jai. Master can let Sing Choy go. He |
can buy another mooie jai for two hundred dollars plus
- five pounds shrimp.

Sing Choy tries the panlIy door agam desperate to
escape. She has been sold to the graybeard, she understands
- this now. Bound where, for what crib? She does not know

but can guess. Bartlett Alley, Spofford Alley, Waverly
- Place? The pantry door is locked up tight. There is no win-
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dow, no other way out. The clapboard wall abuts Hangah
Alley, a mean cobblestoned passage slick with trampled
offal and the waste of Tangrenbu.

Desolate, Sing Choy sits back down on her cot, sips
a bit of Master’s whiskey in the bottle he left behind.
Wonders if she should get drunk and forget. Wonders if
she should get drunk and kill herself. Kill . . . They numb
you, steal your soul. Kwai Ying, Sing Choy thinks, I SO

sorry. I understand at last. |
- But with what can Sing Choy do this deed?

- The knife she took from Kwai Ying; of course. Not a
blg knife, not a jagged knife. A very small knife but sharp
enough to make blood flow from the little blue branches
in the stems of a young woman’s wrists. Sing Choy finds
- the knife where she hid it behind a jar of pickied onions in

~ the pantry. A small knife but powerful enough to defy the
cruelty of Tangrenbu.

| Suddenly Sing Choy hears the clatter of hooves in

Hangah Alley, the cacophony of a galloplng creature.
Boom! |

The horn of the unicorn slices through clapboard and
- cheap plaster, tearing a gap clear through the wall above
her cot. The unicorn’s head thrusts through the dusty aper-
ture. Plaster dust spills off the tip of its horn in a fine cloud
like her breath on a chill moming. The creature stares at
her, snorting. Blind eyes like ivory marbles. Variegated
colors—cinnamon red, cerulean blue, gold—stream from
its wild mane. The mustache, the horn, the golden scales
stompmg hooves of glossy ebony.

A dream? A mghtmare‘? A reality Smg Choy cannot
accept? |
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“What you want?” Sing Choy whispers to the uni-

corn. |

~ Immortal sisters do not accept dynasty, do not accept

| pamarchy Do not accept bound feet or concubmes or

~ dictators. Daughters of joy or mooie jai. |
| Is this the secret voice of the unicorn or only the des-

‘peration of her own heart?

| Sing Choy does not care anymore. “All right,” she

says, heedless with despair and a sip of whiskey. Bold girl,

_haughty and disdainful of death. She tears open her black

silk sahm. Presents her breast to the unicorn. .

- The unicorn bows its head at once and pierces her.
* The horn slides in easily. A tiny prick, then nothing. Sing
~ Choy looks down, expecting the bloodbath Kwai Ying

~saw of her teacher in the alley. But there is nothing.
‘Nothing but a gentle throbbing like grief ebbing away.
Nothing but the unicorn’s forehead cradled against her
- like a suckling baby. |

 Suddenly the unicorn flings its head up.
~ Sing Choy gasps as the horn impaling her lifts her

from the cot and hurls her through the ragged gap in the
wall. Now she feels the stab of immortality! Like the ﬂay-—
ing of skin, like burning. Is she screaming? - :

Dizzy, tumbling through the air like a circus acrobat,

“ she slides off the horn and lands astride the unicomn’s
“back. The scaly skin of the creature is as coarse as burlap
and freezing cold. Yet in an instant, leaning over the crea-
ture’s neck and heaving for breath, she regains her bal-
ance. Looks up; there, the ragged gap in the wall, the
pantry, her cot. Only she is outside now! There is a small,
dark thing on the cot, too, a wet red stain on the sheets.
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~ She turns her head, does not want to see.
The unicorn shifts beneath her, backs away from the
* torn wall of Master’s house, and slowly turns. Straddling
~ the unicorn, Sing Choy feels immense power, like the one
time she rode on a horse’s back and felt the power of the

creature beneath her. But this is not the mundane power |

of Horse. This a power unlike anythmg Smg Choy has
ever felt before. |
| Riding the unicorn now, not merely straddhng, Sing
- Choy trots out of Hangah Alley. Proud girl; she regards
the familiar sights of Tangrenbu like the passing of a
“dream and feels no regret, no clinging to this place.
The unicorn knows the way. They gallop up Dupont
~ Street, up the long angle of Columbus Avenue to. the
northern docks where fishermen drink and gamble the
night away. Salty sea air smells like life and like death
~ and very much like the Tao. The unicorn gallops past the
piers to a place where the land tilts down to the bay. The
unicorn picks its way through rocks and debris till it
stands upon the shore and paws at the sand with its
gleaming ebony hoof. |

The bay shifts and sighs beneath the full moon. Sing
Choy sees breakers curl like snippets of lace merging into
dark velvet. Far off, she can see islands, huddled and
black in the roiling bay. Platters of rock, immutable,
placed into the deep waters of the world long before

~ humanity ever made its mark.

‘Dark shapes move beneath the breakers around one
of these islands. An ancient face on a leathery neck lifts in
a spray of foam. Huge fins flap around this island, a tail
as long as a clipper ship whips the waves. A pearlescent
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mist hovers. Sing Choy sees women gathered on the dlS-~ :
~ tant shore. Pale hands wave at her like the wings of
* moths. Beautiful faces peer anxiously from afar. Voices
call. Is Kwai Ying’s teacher there? Sing Choy spies herat
once, a woman in silk as red as blood with a braid to the
backs of her knees. |
Smg Choy waves back heart bobbing with joy.
- Perhaps she will have teacher now.
The unicorn does not hesitate. It paws at the waves.
- The unicorn steps upon the water w1thout smkmg and
takes Sing Choy home |
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- MYRTLEAVE.

~ Peter: Eric Lustbader, best known to a general audience
as the author of bestselling novels that include Black
Heart, The Ninja, and Second Skin, is another one of
those people who somehow pack several other people’s
careers into their résumés. He spent fifteen years in the
music industry in various capacities, including working
for both Elektra and CBS Records, as well as Cash Box
Magazine, and running his own independent production
‘company. Somewhere in there, amazingly, he also taught
in the All-Day Neighborhood School Division of the
New York City public school system, developing curricu-

~ lum enrichment for third and fourth grade children. He
has also taught preschoolers in special early childhood

- programs. He lives in Southampton, New York, with his

~ wife Victoria, who works for the Nature Conservancy.

- Janet: When Victoria Schochet—onetime editor-in-chief
of science fiction and fantasy at Berkley Books—
~ announced some years ago that she was marrying some-
one talented, handsome, and famous, I was impressed.
Little did I imagine that it was the Eric Lustbader, or that
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down the road I would be asking him to write a story for
this volume. The story is a standout. It will, I believe, sur-

prise many and shock others with its theme. As for work-

ing with you, Mr. Lustbader Suh, I can hardly Wa1t for the
next pIOJCCt |




The Dewl on Myrtle Ave

T WAS RAINING CHILL NEEDLES THAT KNIFED TO THE
bone when Garland Montgomery found his mother. She
was curled up like a baby on the threadbare rug of their

Bedford-Stuyvesant housing project apartment. She was -

~ cool and still and there was a ball of bubbly froth at the
~ corner of her mouth. The used syringe lay, milky and evil

~as whitey’s face, at her side.

Garbage was heaped helter—skelter every which way

- and the room had that too familiar smell of old grease,

- rotting food, and rank human flesh. In the weeks since he
had been here rats had begun to rustle in the shadows.
Without a second thought, Garland turned and ran
~out of the filthy apartment, down the bare concrete
 stairs, almost tripping over old Mrs. Blank, who slept on
the landing between the second and third floors,
wrapped in grease-smeared newspaper. Mrs. Blank was
nuts, raving about little pink men from Mars when she
was awake, so no one paid her any mind. They were sure
she was dreaming of whltey Her breath smelled of
lighter fluid. |
Out in the rain, Garland ran as fast as he could. He
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- shpped in a gutter filled with all kinds of shit and |
~ slammed hip-first into a wildly brakmg car. nghts flared

~ andan angry horn blared Then he had vaulted across the

car’s hood, crossed Myrtle Ave. as a truck coming the
other way veered away from him, and was racing around
the corner. He ducked down a side street and into a back
alley, filled with vermin and not much else.

Garland, who was fifteen, had seen his brother shot
~dead in this alley, because he was trying to sell a bag of
cocaine. Garland had two other family members he
knew about. His oldest brother, Derryl, was in Attica,
~in prison for three counts of manslaughter. His sister,
who was seventeen, lived in Pittsburgh with two
‘squally children and a common-law husband who most
nights beat her. Garland, who was the man of the fam-
ily, had wanted to go down to Pittsburgh and pistol-
whip the man into shape but his sister had said no. “My
life ain’t so bad,” she-had sald to h1m by phone “At
least he ain’t run out on me.”

A bitter comment about a father neither had known

Garland found the building, reached up through the
~ pouring rain for the iron fire escape ladder. He scrabbled
upward, a familiar journey, until he reached the roof. He
broke through the skylight without much trouble, cut
through the wire mesh beneath the glass with cutters, and
dropped to the floor. He was in Dr. Gupta’s office, the
Indian, who he and his pals from the Bloods made fun of
every time they saw him. The doc and his fat wife lived in
the two-bedroom on the ground floor. The place always .
stank from curry and weird spices.

- The bmldmg was important because it was in a klnd |
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o of no-man’ S land between Blood turf and Cnp turf. The

- two gangs were mortal enemies, and there wasn’t aman

alive Garland hated worse than Levar, the rival gang’s

leader. He’d bludgeoned to death two Bloods single- |
- handed. For Blood or Cnp, commg ‘here was an act of

~ heroism. |
~ Garland knew Dr. Gupta S ofﬁce hke the palm of his
‘hand; it’d been here he’d made his initiation into the
gang, breaking and entering, stealing some shit—opium
- and morphine—to prove his feat. In celebration they’d
- pierced the soft bony stuff between his nostrils and stuck
 through a thick silver chain. He’d been nine; three weeks
before, he’d been given a gun by his mother, who’d
wanted him to have protection in a neighborhood filled
- with danger and death. - |
| He was strapped; he never went outside w1thout his
~ gun. He touched it now, then fingered the unicorn charm
that hung from his nose chain like it was a sacred talis-
man that could keep away harm. Within minutes, he had
gathered up the things he needed. Then he vaulted back

up through the skylight, ran across the rooftop, and

~climbed back down the fire escape.
| ~ He made his way through the courtyards of the pro-
| Ject Looking at the graffiti-covered brick buildings,
. you’d never know they hid a whole other world inside.
~ Old Mrs. Blank heard him coming full tilt and pulled her
‘head into her shoulders like a tortoise. More than once
there’d been gunplay in her stairwell. | | |
o Back at his mother’s apartment, he knelt down
- beside her. She hadn’t moved. Water dripped from him
~ onto the carpet as he got to work. He ripped the paper off
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the dlsposable syringe, broke out the vial of epmephnne .

drew it into the syringe. He turned his mother onto her
back, pounded her rib cage with his fist, slapped her
cheeks hard. Her head lolled loosely from side to side but
she didn’t open hereyes. .
He felt for the soft places between her ribs, counted,

was so nervous he had to start all over again. Counted,

" three, four, there!, got the spot where her heart was, and
jabbed the needle through the skin. He moved the needle
very slowly between her ribs. He’d once seen this done
witha sharp jab and the needle had broken off as it struck |
bone. |

When he was into the spongy layer beneath, he drove |
home the needle. He made the injection. Had he got the
heart? His mother’s eyelids fluttered and he heard a rat-
tling in her chest. He put his ear against her breast, heard

her heartbeat thundering like a runaway chopper It was

much too fast, out of control.
~ He jumped up. In the kitchen, he took down a canis- |
ter of salt, mixed it with warm water until the crystals
were dissolved. He poured half the liquid into another
glass, filled the syringe with the salt water, making sure
there were no crystals in the syringe. Then he opened the
freezer, put a tray of old, smelly ice under his arm.

He found the vein into which she’d injected the
heroin and pumped in the salt water. Then he jammed the
ice against her crotch. Her eyes flew open. |

“Mama?” he said, shaking her. “Mama?”

She stared wide-eyed at him. Did she know who he
- was? Her mouth gaped open, foam dripping onto her
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“Mama, yo’ gotsta get on yo’ feet | |
A sudden seizure gnpped her and she began to
__ -fquwer
~ “Mama!” Garland cried, holding her tlghter
- Another spasm made her teeth clack together, and

her breathing became labored, ragged. She pulled a shud- .
dering breath and never released it. - N
Garland began to cry. He knew it was deﬁmtely not

the kind of thing the man of the family did. But he was

‘also a kid, and he was so scared. He wiped the chain
- through his nose with the back of a hand made clumsy by
 fear. The silver unicorn that hung from it jingled lightly.
For a long time, he couldn’t move. He stared into his

‘mother’s wasted face. Just thirty-three and she looked as - -

- old as Mrs. Blank. That seemed SO sad he began to cry all .
overagain. o
He knew she was dead but he was reluctant to

leave her. He clung to whatever was left of her warmth N
- and thought of how she had sung him to sleep when

“he’d been young. He tried to remember the song she
- sang to him, but he couldn’t. It was gone with her. All
he could remember was the moment she had given him =
~ the gun. | E

but the- members of his gang had wasted no time telling

He had thought that being strapped made th aman, |

him uh-uh, he’d have to do much more than just carry a

- gun. He’d have to shoot someone before he’ dbea manin
 their eyes. He’d have to prove his courage by being mas-
ter of life and death. This he had done most willingly dur-

ing a gang scuffle, firing off two shots and wounding two

of the enemy. He’d been cut off from the rest of the
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- Bloods, all alone w1thout backup. From that mc1dent
he’d gotten the street name of Unicorn.

But he’d never killed anyone.

On the morning after his mother’s OD Garland lay -
in wait on Myrtle Ave. It was a wide street used by maybe
a hundred trucks a day servicing the independent super-
markets and corner groceries from Fort Greene to
Bushwick. Because they weren’t part of big chain stores,
they had to pay cash for their deliveries. That meant more

often than not the truck drivers were holding big bucks.
‘But not always. One of Garland’s gang homeboys had
shot a driver in the neck for twenty-three dollars. It
- seemed stupid, except that his status in the gang had sky
rocketed.

The trucks had certain set routes and schedules, so
they were easy marks. All the gang members had memo-
rized the routes and times of deliveries. Garland turned
his head as a black Camaro jounced down the street
spewing rap from its speakers. It paused for a light, then
cruised through it, leaving a cloud of blue exhaust in its
wake. Just down the block from where Garland crouched
in hard morning shadow, colored plastic pennants
cracked in the stiff breeze. They were strung from nylon
lines in front of the Associated market and wound around
a lamppost. A nasty-looking yellow mutt with a damaged
leg limped in the gutter, rooting for breakfast. Old Moses,
a grizzled black man in a tattered mackinaw, was doing
his thing, selling hijacked gloves out of a Dumpster. But
he was chilled; he wouldn’t make a move. As Garland
waited for the potato chip truck to come by, his mind was
completely blank. It was like he didn’t want to think.
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A blue-and—whlte squad car from the 79th Precmct'
“cruised by and Garland smll_ed The cops were under |

- mounting pressure from the papers and TV to do some- o
- thing-about the hijackings and killings along Myrtle Ave .

- Too bad the cops didn’t have a fucking clue.
- The potato chip truck swung into view, slowmg as it
- passed Garland. It stopped in front of the market, the big
beefy white man swung down from the cab and rolled up
the back door. Garland watched him as he began to
- unload the cartons of potato chips. The time to take him
was after he’d made delivery, and, his pocket bulgmg
- with bills, he was just getting back into the truck.
- Garland was patient, his mind fitled with nothing, a
red nothing that took his breath away. He was waiting to
- hear again that song his mother used to sing to him, but
~ all he heard was an ambulance siren on Lafayette Ave. It
~screeched against his eardrums. The yellow mutt began
* to bark at Old Moses selling his stolen gloves.
- Old Moses kicked at it. The muit yelped in pain and
loped clumsily away. Garland tried not to think of his
three-month-old son, whom he’d never seen. His name
- was Marcus; Garland never even saw the mother, a thin,
- inky dark girl he’d fucked in the back of a friend’s car.
“Once. It meant nothing to Garland, just another way to

get off. The last thing he needed was to be burdened with

a girl he barely knew and a squally kid. He’d be damned |
. 1f he was going to end up like his sister. - | o
| 'Cool, Garland thought. Let’s be cool.
~In front of the Associated, the driver was wheelmg |
his loaded-down hand truck across the sidewalk and into
the market. He was inside maybe ten minutes, then he
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came out, more nervous now. He i'ushed back to his truck, |
~ stowed the hand truck, banged down the rolling back
door. As he went around the far side of the truck to the

cab, Garland made his move.

- By the time the driver slid behmd the wheel

" Garland, clinging with one hand to the outside of the .

curbside door, had his gun pointed into the cab.

“Oh, shit,” the driver said. He was one of those big, |
flush-faced Irishmen, who drank too much and then went =

out looking for trouble.
“Here be trouble,” Garland said.

The driver’s hands were on the wheel. Garland was
thrilled to see them trembling.

“I don’t want none of that,” the driver said. He was
trying, unsuccessfully, to lgnore the gun pomted at him.
- “Go ahead. Take my money.” - |

His words might have been Russian for all Garland
‘made sense of them. His mind, so recently drained of
everythmg, was now seething with a fury he could not
name. He saw his mother, dying. He saw himself helpless -
to save her. Helpless because he was not yet a man, forall
the mannish pretense of his young life. Deprived of youth,
he yearned for something beyond it, an adulthood for
which he was wholly unprepared. But his thought was

this: If he had been a man, he could have saved his mother.

The red rage gathered around this thought and, given

- form, demanded an immediate and explosive outlet.
Garland stared hard 1nt0 Whltey S eyes and pulled the
trigger. -
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~ When Tony Valenti heard the gunshot, he was on
Myrtle Ave. just east of Bedford. He stamped on the
~ accelerator of the truck and ran a red light. His pulse was
- running hard and it felt as if his heart was sitting in his
| throat He wanted to gag with the apprehension. .
~ He saw Jack Halloran’s truck in front of the Asso-
-ciated. Halloran was known as the potato chip man, just
- as Tony was the pie man. The drivers’ real names weren’t
‘used on the street. A small group was gathering while a
~ grizzled old man scrabbled through a Dumpster, his back
‘to the commotion. Tony hit the brakes, swerving to the
~curb. He grabbed the baseball bat he kept in the cab in
‘case of trouble and, without turning off the ignition,
banged the door open and swung down into the street. -
" Vehicles were stopping or slowing down, their occu-

: pants rubbernecking as they crept past Halloran’s truck. -

~ Tony ran through the thickening crowd. He knew Halloran ”
 well. Besides working for the same wholesaler, they were -

friends. They had dinner once a week, their wives
- exchanged gossip, their kids played together They’d even

spent this Thanksgiving together.

- He reached the cab and, for an 1nstant hesnated -

- Then'he climbed up and staredin.

: “Oh, Christ,” he whispered, and ducked h1s head N

~back out. He closed his eyes but he could not block out
the inside of the cab, splattered with blood and bits of

bone and brain. Jack Halloran’s face had been blown
away. Tony felt a pressure in his chest. Maybe he was

“having a heart attack. His face was flushed and his hands
- shook as he held on to the outside of the truck.
“Someone call the police?” he asked.
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He felt a firm hand on his shoulder, and a voice say,
“The police’re here, bud.” |
- He turned to see a pair of umforms their squad car
behind them, lights flashing. A black and whlte duo, very
PC, he thought.
“Yeah?” he said, addressing the whrte one. Where
were you when my buddy got his face shot off?”
| “Easy does it,” the white cop said. Then, “Would you |
mind standing down from there?” When Tony had com-
plied, the black one, eyeing the baseball bat he gripped
with white knuckles, said, “You better put that ‘weapon

~ away before someone confiscates it.”

| “This?” Tony hefted the bat. “A Chnstmas present
for my boy. He’s in Little League.”
“You witness the shooting?” the whlte cop broke in.
“No,” Tony sa1d “1 heard the shot, though. I was just
passmg Bedford”
The white cop nodded “Well stlck around, anyway.”
- The black cop, on his way past Tony, said, “And all
you could afford was a used one? Tsk, tsk.”
~ Tony went back to his truck, stowed the bat in its spot
behind the seat. As he did so, he watched the black cop
systematically going through the crowd, looking for wit-
~ nesses. Tony saw him saunter over to the grizzled man
 beside the Dumpster. Even then, the old guy kept hisback
to the street and Jack Halloran’s truck. The black cop kept
asking questions and the old guy kept shaking his head
from side to side, no, I ain’t seen nothing. But Tony sus-
pected that he was lying. Something in the way he
refused to turn around, look at the scene of the murder,
like he’d already seen more than he wanted of it.
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Tony waited patiently until the black cop got around
- to him, was reassured that Tony did not, 1n fact w1tness
~ the shooting. »
- “What is it?” The black cop stared right into Tony s
- eyes. “Dol smell bad or somethmg‘?” - o
“What?” |

“You got this look on your face like you smell a bad' o

- smell, you know, like rotten meat.”
- “Hey, just a minute,” Tony said, trying to recover. He
had, 1n fact, been wanting to speak to the white cop, whohe
- assumed was in charge. “My buddy’s been shot to death on
a route we both use. I gotta right to be upset.”
- The black cop told him he could go.
E Tony watched him walk away, then sald, “That old guy
at the Dumpster, he see anything?”
| The black cop paused, foldmg away hlS notepad
“What’s it to you?” :
~ “Jack Halloran was a pal,” Tony sald “We had
Thanksglvmg together not two weeks ago.” o
~ The black cop looked at him deadpan. “That a fact?”
- He glanced over at the grizzled old man, bent over his
~ Dumpster. “Nah, he’s so out of it I doubt he remembers
 what day it is. He’s useless.” | .
- Tony nodded. “Listen. There’s a photo in Jack’s cab
Him and the family. I’d like to take it back to his wife.”
- The black cop sighed. “I understand, Mr. Valenti, but

| 'nght now it’s evidence. Soon as it’s dusted for prints and -

~we can release it, it’ll go to the next of kin.” - o
. “But that’s just it,” Jack protested. “I don’t want it to N
* come to her from the pohce Il k111 her.” |
“Sorry It’s regs
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~Tony took a step toward the black cop. “Maybe I
should speak to your partner.”
~ The black cop gave him a dark and menacmg look
“Take my advice, Mr. Valenti. Go home, get on with your
work, whatever. But leave the scene now.” |
- It was after six when Tony returned to the warehouse.
‘Because of the incident, he’d been late delivering his
- packaged pies and cakes. Also, because he’d taken time
- out to call Katie to reassure her he was all right and to tell
her to get over to Eileen Halloran’s and give her what
- moral support she could God knew Elleen was gomg to
need it. |
Tony’s boss was wa1t1ng for him. “I want to see you

~ inmy office,” he said as he turned his back. “Now.”

Mr. Tolan’s office was one of those old dusty spaces
marked out by metal walls and frosted glass. Tony
guessed it must date back to the turn of the century.
Inside, it didn’t look as if much had changed since it was
built. Ancient file cabinets lined the walls, there were two
‘metal and vinyl chairs and a chewed wooden desk on
bare wooden floorboards so worn they had lost all color.

- “So,” Tolan said as soon as Tony walked in, “I heard
about Halloran.”

“Yeah.” Tony shook his head sadly. “A helluva
thmg ”?

Tolan, baldmg, burly, in shlrtsleeves and totmg a
massive cugar, advanced on him. “I also heard from the
cops that you’re toting a baseball bat.”

That black bastard ratted me out, Tony thought
“Well, whadaya expect, Mr. Tolan, it’s a fuckin’ jungle
out there. Look what happened today.”
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~ “Listen to me, Valenti. You chose this job, it didn’t
-choose you. The situation on Myrtle Ave., it’s part of the

job, nothing more. What makes you different than the |

other drivers on my payroll? You know the rules. You’re
~ expressly forbidden to carry weapons of any kind. And if
you want to keep your _]Ob you’]l get nd of yours imme-
 diately.” - o
~ “But what about Jack Halloran‘? For Chnst s sake,
look what happened to him. If he’d been armed— |
- Tolan shouted down Tony’s protest. “What happened
- to Halloran is tragic, no doubt. But it’s over. The police’ll
~ do their job—" - -
 “The police, that’ s a l‘iugh d Tony grunted. “The

| p_oh_ce can’t catch these gangsta kids. They melt into the
jungle of the projects and the police come up with zilch

- every time. One of these days they’re _]uet gonna forget
about trying.” 3 |
~ Tolan went back behmd hlS desk. “None of th1s is
- your problem, Valenti. You gotta forget about Halloran,
forget your anger. You gotta think about yourself—and
all the other drivers who work here.” Tolan shook his
head. “Look, I explain this to every rookie who signs on.
You been here, what, twelve years? By now you know it

as well as I do. I got a whole company to think about. My

guys start holding and what happens? They get camried
away, bust up some citizen by mistake, and who gets
sued? This company gets sued, that’s who. With liability
- insurance what it is I can’t afford that, Valenti. None ofus
can. That kinda suit would put this place out of business,
then where would you an’ all the other drivers be?” |
Tony clocked out and went home. But he couldn’t for-
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get Jack Halloran and he couldn’t let go of his anger. He
~ came from a poor background. His father had worked
hard—fourteen hours a day to feed his family and put
them through school. College for all of them, had been

his motto. Whether they had wanted it or not. Tony

hadn’t, had hated all four years of it. In fact, he’d spent
most of his senior year working in a gas station, which
- was where he developed his love for big engines and
| Tony had never told his father; the old man would
never have understood. But that basic gulf between him
and his children hadn’t stopped Tony’s father from loving

them, providing for them. He’d been an honest man, a
man who’d lived by his ideals. And he’d passed those .
ideals down to his sons and daughters. Tony did not

 believe in environment excusing behavior. His father had |

taught him to fight against adversity, not use it as an
excuse to sin. - | |

Katie and the kids were over at the Hallorans. She
had left him dinner in the oven but he had no appetite. He
nearly choked on a beer, poured himself some whiskey
instead. That didn’t taste good, either, but at least he
could get it down. He had another. Then, he climbed the
stairs and went into his kids’ bedroom. He remembered
waking up at night to the sound of his father’s heavy
boots striking the floorboards downstairs and, secure,
drifting back off to sleep. As a father now, he recalled so
‘many nights tiptoeing upstairs to look in on the peace-
fully sleeping faces of his children and feeling a warm
glow inside knowing that they, too, slept in the security of
his tread. |
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On Amanda’s side of the room, he picked up her

~ stuffed animals one after another: a penguin, a panda, a
manatee, a unicorn with a rainbow-colored homn, three dif-
ferent kinds of bears. Each one had a place in the pantheon =
- of her beloved pals. When she was' frightened at night
she’d call out to him and he’d hear her no matter how
~ deeply he was sleeping. He’d pad in and, without her see-

ing, pick one animal in the dark, animating it. Pitching his

voice high, he’d speak to her through it. Often, he’d tellher

- stories of his own father’s life or fantasies he’d make upon
the spot. Amanda loved them all. She never giggled,
“always took the playacting senously, and soon she’d calm

down, snuggling back down under the covers. Then, he’d

~ put the animal in her arms, her eyes would close, and she
-~ would sleep.

On Kevin’s side of the room, he saw the book of

~ Maxfield Parrish paintings he’d given to his son last
- Christmas. On his day off, he’d trekked all the way to the
- Metropolitan Museum of Art in Manhattan to get it. He’d
- only meant to run into the gift shop but, dazzled, he’d

drifted through the galleries the whole day. Picking up the

book, he leafed from one gorgeously tinted page to

another. If only the world were full of light and peace hke
the scenes Parrish pamted But 1t wasn’t. S
- He had become afraid, not for himself or for Katie s SO

- much as for the kids. What kind of world had he brought
them into? And if one of them should be killed, what
- then? This is what Jack’s murder had shown him: He’dbe

unable to go on. Guilt burned him like inhaled acid. At |
the moment of Jack Halloran’s death everything changed o
for him. He’d had enough of the chaos of his neighbor-
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hood. He was bound and determined to-bring some form
~of order to a world gone completely mad. It was the
. best—the only lasting—legacy he could give his chil-
dren. | - |
~ He put the picture book on Kevin’s bed, stroking it
oone last time. Then, he got up and, without looking back,
went into the master bedroom. From the top shelf of his
closet behind his winter boots, he dragged out an olive
- ' WW II metal ammo case. He took out the .38 and loaded |
it. Then he carefully put the case back, put the gun inside
his waistband and zipped his plaid jacket over it.
- The Hallorans’ smelled of macaroni and gravy; Katie’s
doing, no doubt. He remembered Thanksgiving dinner. The
- old table around which they had joyously sung songs was
draped in black crepe. An Irish ballad was playing on the

~ stereo. He made the rounds. Eileen cried on his shoulder, he

gave a pep talk to Jack’s thirteen-year-old son, he felt
tongue-tied around Jack’s daughter, whom Katie held in her
arms, and he got thoroughly depressed.

He talked to Amanda first, doing his best to reassure
her, but he could see she was frightened.

“Willie was a little upset when we left the house,”
she whispered with her head in the crook of his shoulder.
Willie was her stuffed penguin. “I didn’t know whether to
leave him but I didn’t want to bring him here.” No, she
wanted to seem more grown-up than that.

“Is Willie scared?” Tony asked her.

She nodded. “A little.”

“Ill speak to Willie.” He snuggled her in his arms.
“He’s got nothing to worry about.” He turned her face so she
could see him smiling at her. “He’ll believe me, won’t he?”
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 She nodded, and an answering smile spread over her
face. She threw her arms around him and his heart came
close to breaking. He held her tight, feeling more certain
than ever that his children’s future was all that mattered.
| “How you dein’, buddy?” he asked Kevin whenhe’d
~let his daughter run off to the kltchen for some more
| cookles and milk. |
| “Okay, I guess.” . |
| Tony looked deep into his son’s eyes and saw what
he didn’t want to see. “It’s getting a httle freaky out there
that what you're thlnkmg‘?” I
Kevin shrugged, not meetmg his gaze.
“T mean, last week we were having Thanksglvmg
* with Jack and now he’ s gone.” He put his elbows on his
* knees, leaning forward. “I think that’s kind of scary.”
Kevin'’s gaze slid toward him. “You do?”
“Listen, son, any time someone we know dies it

reminds us that bad things can happen.” He struggled to B

~think rationally, to keep his children secure in mind,
~ body, and soul. The words came so easily he had no time
to dwell on their hollow ring. “It’s part of life, and even
- if we can’t understand it, we have to accept it.”
- “Mom said she doesn t want us out after dark fortwo
weeks.” | -
- “She’s right. Because of what happened to Jack, we
have to be extra careful for a while.” He ruffled Kevin’s
hair. “But, I'll tell ya what, we do that and everythmg’ll'
be cool.” -
| Kevin seemed to mull this over for some time. At
last, he said, “I heard it was you who found Uncle Jack.”
“We had the same route, y’know, so . . .” His voice
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trailed off. He knew he had to be careful here, say some-
thing Kevin would understand. “I held his hand.”
| Kevin nodded “I would have liked to say good-bye |
‘to Uncle Jac . \
| Tony put hlS arm around his son’s shoulders. “Yeah :
Me, t0o0.” |
He watched as Kevin got up and went over to the TV
to watch Ren & Stimpy. -
~ Then he got up and dragged Katie away from Elleen
Halloran’s mother. Because of worry, his wife’s dark eyes
‘seemed more deep-set than usual. Tony thought she
looked very sexy.
“Come on,” he whrspered in her ear. “Let S get outta
here.”
She shook her head. “No way. I can’t leave Eileen .

- | .yet.”

'He put his arm around her and rolled hlS eyes heav-
enward. |

Katie almost burst out laughing and her face got red.

“Are you nuts? Here? Now?” |

“Sure,” he whispered. “Why not?” He was already '
leading her through the crowded living room and up the
stairs to the deserted second floor.

- “Sweetheart, this isn’t the time—"

From just behind her on the stairs he reached around
to cup one breast. “This is just the time.”

Katie hesitated. She did not yet understand what
finding Jack had done to her husband; she suspected he
didn’t know himself, but she knew he needed to find out.
She turned back to stare into his eyes, and she saw a pain
there that struck her through the heart. He needed to heal,
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o and nght now he needed her She put her hand over his,
squeezing her breast harder. She could not refuse him.
~ Besides, there was something needful in it for her as well.
- So close to death she could feel its cold breath on her
cheek, there was a kind of pressure from deep inside, an
urge to prove that she and Tony were still very much
alive. . - -

- When Tony felt her lean back against him, he
scooped her up in his arms like he used to do when they
were just married. He’d carry her everywhere through
 their tiny apartment. They’d both be naked and laughing
like loons until the heat of their bodies impelled them into
another round of feverish lovemaking. |
As he carried her into a back bathroom and kicked
the door closed, Tony felt feverish. It had begun when
he’d walked into the Hallorans’ with the .38 digging into
his hipbone and had seen his wife across the bustling
room. She’d looked as radiant as a rose in full bloom, her
‘dark eyes dancing beneath the solemnity of her expres-
sion. In their long relationship Katie had always been the
optimist; it was that eternal sunshine that got him through
his darkest days of unemployment bad jobs, and worse
hours. | -
- He needed a full dose of her now.
Without releasing her, he set her down on the edge of
the porcelain sink. They kissed as long and passionately
~ as they had in their teens. Tony felt familiar hands at his
. belt, and had to quickly take over so the .38 wouldn’t go
crashing to the tiles.
“Do you think we’ll go to hell for this?” Katle S hps
- took on this bruised and bee-stung look when they’d been
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. klssmg The Slght mﬂamed htm a]l the more.

~ “We’re husband and wife,” he said as he pushed up
her dress. “We can do what we like.”
- “Butisn’titasin? Thisis atime of mourning. It’s s dis-
respectful of the dead.” Her eyes ﬂuttered closed as h1s |
- hands closed over her breasts. I
~ “There’s no disrespect.” Tony licked her ear as he
entered her with a powerful rush. “It’s life, baby It’s llfe |
And there’s no sin in that.” .
Afterward, they hung onto one another, even though
 the position was vaguely uncomfortable. It was like that

- moment when you awake, remembering a good dream, "

- Tony thought, and you don’t want to move, don’t want to
~ Open your eyes for fear that the real world will come
- crashing in. | |
Atlast, Katie gave a little shudder, as if against a chlll
wind. She looked into his face as she smoothed down her
dress as b_est she could, and he could see tears standing in
 the corners of her eyes. “I know I have to be strong,” she |
said, “but I'm scared ”? She gnpped him suddenly “I’
scared for you.”
“There’s no need,” Tony satd. “T'll never end up hke
Jack.” -
| Katie searched hlS face. “How do the kids seem to
. you‘)” -
“They’ll be fine,” he reassured her as he dressed.
“Don’t worry.”
He stepped back so Katie could hop down off the
sink. She said, “There’s got to be a better way |
“When you find'it, let me know.”
- She turned around, exarmned herself in the mirror.
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“Look at me. Everyone will know what we were up to.”
| “Not everyone,” he chuckled kissing her neck. “Not
the kids.” |

She began to wash up. “Maybe we could move.”
- He laughed mirthlessly. “Yeah? Like where?”
- She looked at him in the mirror. “Florida, maybe.”
~ Her voice sounded hopeful. “Marjorie—
~ *“Nooffense to your cousin, hon, but she’s not the most
realistic person in the world. Look who she married, some i
used car hustler, who’s been indicted twice. Besides, what

could I do down there, be his assistant?” |
| She patted her face dry with a Mzghty Morphm
Power Rangers towel. “Drive a truck, same as you do
here.” | |

“But, hon, here s where I have a job. It may not be |

~ much, but it’s all we’ve got. I've got seniority, which -
 means I don’t have to be driving nights or weekends. We

~ got pretty good benefits. The kids’re comfortable in

school. They got their friends. Besides, we haven’t got

~ anything to fall back on. What if I can’t find a job for

three months, six, a year"” He shook his head. “Not to
mention, all our close family’ S here You want to leave
them?” |
~ Katie had no answer for that. Here’s where they had
made their life, and for good or ill, here’s where they
| stayed
Together, they went quietly down the stairs into the
riot of the house. On the TV, Ren & Stimpy had been
replaced by nonstop music videos.
He squeezed her hand. “Hon, I’ve got to get outta
here for a whlle
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Katle nodded Obwously, he needed more than her
body to get his head straightened out. That was okay;
she’d expected as much. But as she walked him to the
front door, she was filled with a deep sadness she could
* not explain. She was struck dumb, tears rolling down her
cheeks. There was so much she wanted to say, but she_ |
could not find the right words. -

“It’s going to be all right,” he said. They both had o
believe that now, or they’d have nothing. But in his heart . |
of hearts he knew that his version of all right wasn’t any-
thing like hers. He moved as gently as he could out ofher -
arms, and out the door into the cold, clear night. |

Tony followed the sound of rap music as if it were a
glowing ribbon. It led him inevitably to Myrtle Ave. A
~ bunch of black kids seemed to be having an impromptu
party outside the Associated. It looked to Tony as if it
were on the spot where Jack Halloran had been shot to
death. Rage gripped him anew and he fingered the 38
hldden beneath his coat.

- He forced himself to look away To rap’s hard-edged
beat he saw the grizzled old man dozing at his post by
the Dumpster. Tony knew he’d find him here. People
like that marked out their territory and rarely left it.

Like all street people, he smelled. Tony tried not to
concentrate on it. The man had his back to Tony until the
very last minute. Then, as Tony approached, he whirled
around, an unfortunate move, since it sent out a wave of
garlic, alcohol, and rank body odor that made Tony dizzy.

“Hey, old man,” Tony said. -

“Hey, whltey ” The old man laughed. “This here S
my turf. Get yo’ white ass outta my face.”




" The Devil on Myrtle Ave. 219

“Now listen—"
“No, yo’ listen.” The old man whlpped the blade of a
 long knife at Tony s throat. “Yo’ don’t count fo’ shit here,
" motherfucker. So why don’t yo’ split *fore yo’ gets hurt.”
“Tony felt the pulse pounding in his temples as if it

~ were screaming to get out. “My pal got shot to death

today.” His voice was none too steady. “Just over there,
where the party’s going on.”
| “Doan’ mean shit t" me.” The old man pushed the
‘blade an inch forward. “Doan change nuthm tween yo
an’ me.” | |
“You saw who d1d it, dldn’t you, old man"” |
It was a question the grizzled man wasn’t expecting.
For just an instant Tony saw the light of a mute answer in

 his eyes. Then a kind of curtain came down. The old man

spat. He had good aim for an alky; he hit the toe of Tony’s
workboot. “I didn’t see shit. 'se a busmessman tha s all
I see. Business.”

- “No.” Tony shook his head “You saw the murder.
You know who pulled the trigger.” He took a lurching
step back. “Well, I got a message for you to deliver to this
rat punk. You tell "im Tony’s lookin’ for *im.” Very care-
~ fully, he reached inside his coat, drew out the gun. He
held it at his side, the muzzle pointing at the pavement.

The old alky’s eyes opened wide at the sight of the
weapon. “What yo’ got in mind’s plain crazy,” he said.
“Sho’ as I'm standin’ here it’ll get yo’ dead.”
| Tony ignored him. He was playing to the balcony:

the group of partying kids in front of the Associated.
More than one of them must know who had shot Jack in
cold blood. “You tell the murdering bastard that he won’t
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- getaway w1th it Enough’s enough When he gunned Jack
Halloran down he stepped over the line. He’s a dead man.
You tell ’im that, old man. You fuckin’ tell ’im that.”
- Then he turned and melted into the shadows of the -
shuttered stores lining Myrtle Ave.

| For a time, the grizzled old man did nothmg He put
away the knife and mumbled something to himself. He
- rooted through his Dumpster, still talking to himself. He
withdrew a pint bottle of cheap booze, finished it off.
Then he grabbed out a bottle of electric blue after-shave
and drank that as well. He closed his eyes as his whole

~ body shuddered. If Tony didn’t have the red rage running

through him, he might have felt a twinge of pity for the
alky. But he didn’t have time for that now; not with Jack
Halloran’s bloody, unrecognizable face looming up on |
the stage of his mind.

After what seemed a long time, one of the kids
detached himself from the dancing, drinking crowd, and
sidled up to the grizzled old alky. He looked about four-
teen. Everything he wore was grossly oversized; his
sneakers looked like they were size twelves. His black
face shone in the glare of the streetlight and Tony could
see his features were still unformed. The kid shuffled
anxiously from one foot to another while he screamed at
- the old alky. Tony thought he heard the word “unicorn.”
Then the kid’s face got mean and he barked something,
drawing a gun. The old alky’s face went white and he
began to babble, pointing and gesticulating wildly. Now
Tony did feel for him; adults in this neighborhood were at
the mercy of teenagers with guns, knives, and the kind of
unreasoning savagery that put them beyond any hope of
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redemption. What they lacked was any sense of con-
science; their amorahty was harder to penetrate than tank

- Atlength, the kld nodded, then wﬂh a casual flick of
his wrist, sent the old alky staggering back against the
Dumpster. With a contemptuous look on his face, the kid
- waved the gun threateningly in the old alky’s bloodied

- . face before he began to lope away.

Keepmg to the deepest shadows, Tony followed hnn
His moment of compassion for the old alky vanished.
~ Now he gave him not a thought; his mind was ﬁlled with

- the image of Jack Halloran’s mutilated head.

Not surprisingly, the kid led Tony into the projects.
- The Marcy complex \slretched from Myrtle Ave. to

~ Flushing Ave., a warren of shadowed brickwork that

housed a whole other world. Tony felt a moment’s hesita-

" tion. He’d heard so many horror stories about what went

- on here at night—had read about them in the safety of his
~own home over coffee and a Drake’s cake—he knew he
~was entering uncharted  waters. Terrible danger lurked -
here, but so did Jack Halloran’s killer. | |

As he pressed on, sprinting from shadow to shadow '
he felt Jack’s presence at his side, urging him on, con-
firming that what he was doing was right. Justice had

‘many faces, Tony thought. Who was to say Wthh one

- would show itself tonight?

A chill wind dragged soot and grit up from the con-
crete sidewalk, swirling it like black sleet as Tony crossed

- a courtyard eerily deserted. He felt a twinge of nervous-
ness now; he was totally vulnerable, a white face in a

black continent where everyone was either strapped or
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stoned or both. That made each person he saw a potential
paranoid. He hurned past stringy plane trees eking out a.
mean existence from small squares of packed earth piled
with candy wrappers, broken bottles, used syringes, and
‘dogshit. Gangsta rap music drifted from a window, then
was abruptly cut short. A gap between buildings revealed
a group of kids smoking, hanging out. There were distant
- sounds of scuffling, and one brief shout A car peeled out,
‘roaring down Myrttle Ave. |
The outer door of the building the kid went mto

 should have been locked, but the lock was broken. Tony |
pushed through the door, watched the elevator rise to the

fifth floor. He waited. It sat on five until he pressed the

~ button. It returned to the lobby empty. He took it up.

He thought of Jack Halloran, the potato chip man,
- and the family he’d left behind: a son whose life would be
- scarred forever, a daughter who might never remember
who her father was. Again, he felt a wave of red rage
sweep over him. He reached for his 38 as the door
opened on five.
~ He just had time to register a young black face with
~ eyes that seemed to hold no emotion.

“Excuse me, I'm getting off— -

He saw the charm hanging from the thick nose chain
and he remembered the old alky’s word he’d overheard.
Unicorn. This was the kid who’d blown Jack’s face off.
Then he saw the gun the kid was pointing at hlm

- “You sonuvab—" Tony began.

 The explosion rocked him back, slamlmng him
- against the rear wall of the elevator. He felt no pain, noth-
ing. His numb legs gave out and he slid down. He smelled
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'- _somethmg smkly sweet h1s own blood o
 “I hear yo’ lookin’ fo’ me. Well, heah I is.” The kid
pointed the gun at him. There was a roanng n Tony S
ears. “So long, sucka.”

“A second explosion sent Tony rocketlng down a o

- black hole so deep it seemed to have no end.

| Tony opened his eyes Blood pumped out of two
holes in his chest. Whoosh, whoosh, thythmic as a
metronome. Tony, disembodied, looked down at his own

bloody form and saw it in two separate places at once. =
Terrified, he looked around. In one scene, he could see

~ himself with Katie beside him. His vantage point was
dizzying, as if he were a fly on the ceiling of a greenand
stainless steel room. She was crying. Two—no four—
people hovered over his body, gloved hands manipulating
instruments. With a start, he realized they were doctors,
that he was looking at a scene in a hospital emergency
- room. He saw a nurse lead Katie out. The doctors got

- back to work, operating on him. |
- Sickened, his mind half-numb, he turned his gaze m_
the direction of the second scene. There, he saw some-
thing entirely different. |
He saw himself in a pastoral settlng———Prospect Park,

e thought at first. But no, it couldn’t be, there were no
- familiar landmarks and all the trees were green in the

lushness of midsummer. But this was December' What'
- was he looking at? | '- o
As he watched, he felt hlmself drawmg closer This

 was the discorporate self. The self that saw and thought
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and moved, as opposed to the body of flesh lying in a
- Brooklyn hospital emergency room. And, as he stretched
out his arms and looked down the length of his body—yes,
“he had a body—he saw himself as he had been when he
was twenty-one, in his senior year of college.

He could feel a soft breeze on his face, hear the
rustling of the ancient oaks that girdled the sun-dappled
glade. High above the canopies of the trees, puffy white
clouds drifted lazily in a luminescent blue sky right out of
Kevin’s Maxfield Parrish picture book. This scene
reminded him of that kind of perfect, idealized world.
- Except for one thing. Though there was plenty of day-
light, Tony could not find its source. No sun or any celes-
tial body for that matter was visible. And the light itself
was curiously flat, shadowless, as if it emanated from all
directions at once.

Returning his gaze to the glade, Tony became aware
of a great shadow where no shadows should exist. It dom-
~ inated the far end of the glade, jumping and flickering
like a flame in the wind, waxing and waning, its outline
blurred and indistinct. It seemed humanoid, but its head
was wreathed by a pair of what appeared to be huge curl-
~ ing horns, like a broken crown of thorns. It was large,
almost as tall as the oaks. Before it, was a white horse. It
was the most beautiful creature Tony had ever seen. The
sheen of its snow-white coat was so pure it almost made
him weep. This astonishing creature knelt in front of the
shadow as if in obeisance. -

~ Now, as Tony drew closer still, he could see that the
- great shadow had placed the knuckles of one hand hard

against the horse’s forehead, as if it weré pressing the
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horse downward Then, as 1f alerted that they were not
alone, the horned head turned in Tony’s direction.
‘Perhaps the shadow spoke, because all the oak leaves N
began to tremble at once. The knuckles were removed
from the _horse and Tony saw that the animal had a spiral
hom growing out of the center of its forehead. This horn
was as black as pitch and gleamed and refracted light as |
if it were a faceted jewel just polished.

The shadow came toward him. As it did so, it became
smaller, more clearly seen with each stride it took. It
stood before him, a man, old but robust, with flowing
white hair, a full beard, and apple-pink cheeks. The
mouth was a cupid’s bow and the eyes that fixed him in
their gaze were ice blue. . | |

“Do I know you?” the silver-haired man said.
“Who are you?” Tony asked. “God?”
“Close,” the man said. “But not close enough ” o
~ Tony blinked. The scene seemed to have changed a
bit. Behind where the unicorn knelt was a split-log fence

o and, to one side, a clapboard house with a wood-shingle

. roof. A wide wraparound porch held rough-cut cypress
furniture with the bark still on. A shingle by the porch
steps read: FRANCHISER. Tony sniffed. The tangy, luscious
scent of barbecue was in the air. He’d once driven down
to Florida with some buddies, what was it, twenty years
‘ago. Along the way, they’d stopped in Georgia, turning
off 195 to find some mouthwatenng pulled pork smoth-
ered in hot sauce. =~ |
- “Look familiar, huh‘?” the man said, only he was no
- longer a man with flowing white hair, but a fat black
woman with a red-and-white bandanna tied around her




226 ERIC LUSTBADER

- forehead, a greasy apron over a cheap calico dress.
“I met you,” Tony said. “A long time ago.”

- He was remembering how during spring break in their -

senior year of college he and his buddies had trussed her
up, put the pig’s snout they’d carved off the smoked beast
into her mouth while they stuffed their faces with its rich,
fragrant meat. Then, laughing like loons, they’d painted,
“Howdy, Nigger,” across the front of her apron and, hop-
‘ping into their car, had sped all the way across the border to
- Florida. Except for gassing up, they didn’t stop until they
reached Ft. Lauderdale. Even when Pete got sick from eat-
~ ing too much pulled pig, they hadn’t slackened speed.
Laughing, they’d rolled down the window and stuck Pete’s
head outside while he barfed his lungs out. But they hadn’t
~ meant anything by what they’d done; it was just a stupid
‘prank. No one got hurt, not really. But Tony, seeing the fat
black woman reincarnated in front of him, remembered the
sinking feeling in his gut as he’d watched his buddy writ-
ing that phrase. Howdy, Nigger. Which one had actually
done it, Billy, Pete? He found he could not remember, as if
in some time past he’d tried to wipe his memory clean.
What idiots they’d been, wanting so badly to be big shots
by throwing their weight around. Against an old black
woman? Unfortunately, she had presented the best target.
But what could he do? He’d had to go along with them,
otherwise they would have ostracized him. |
“Time’s got no meanin’ heah-bouts.” The fat black
woman cut in on his thoughts. She had a curious look
about her as if she knew what he was thinking. “That
bein’ the case, I thinks we should gets reacquainted.”
She waved her arms, the loose flesh of their under-




The Devil on 'Myrtle Ave. 227

sides ﬂapping like startled chickens, and Tony could see ~

- the barbecue pit where she’d been smoking the pig. She
waddled over to the pit, lifted up the corrugated metal lid,
just as he had so many years before. But instead of a pig -
| smoking on the rack, there was a human being. |
- Tony gagged, his mind frozen in disbelief. | |
Then the fat black woman took up a long-handled -
brush and painted the carcass with thick, tomato-red
~ sauce. She turned back to Tony, her face wreathed ina
- grin. “Almos’ time fo’ lunch.” |
He let out a little moan. He could see what was
scrawled across her apron, those two words, “Howdy,
- Nigger.” She glanced down at herself and a look of pro-
- found sadness crossed her face. .
“Yo *an’ yo’ friens’ did this to me, put th’ tattoo t’
ne.” She pointed to the one word that meant far more to
her than it ever would to him. “Yo’ know this here’s the
~filthiest, most hateful word I can think of.” She shook her
‘head. “No, I don’t s’pose yo’ do.” |
- She brushed her calico dress with lmobby-knuckled |
hands as if it were the only one she possessed. “Yo’ go’
any idea what hurts the mos’? Fact yo’ didn’t even ask
my name. But why should yo’, sugah? I was no more ’n’
a piece of meat to yo’. Barely human.” The grin flitted
across her face again, fugitive as a butterfly. “Din’ stop
~ yo’ from gorgin’ yo’self on my food, did it, sugah?”
Tony shivered. “What is this? Where the hell am 1?7”
The fat woman shrugged her meaty shoulders. “Why E
" ask when yo’ already knows?”
- “How would I know?” And then it hit him like a
shotgun blast. He was in hell.
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“But I can’t be!” He looked around frantically. Down
there, as if seen through the wrong end of a telescope, he
 could still make out the doctors working over his body.
Was it his imagination, or had their efforts become more
frenzied? -
~ “Is he going to die?” Katie’s voice echoed as if -

through a mountain pass. So filled with sorrow and terror
it sent a shiver through him. “Why won’t you tell me
whether he’s going to live or die?” |

“Because they don’t know,” the fat woman answered
softly. “It’s not up to them.” . |

“Who is it up to?” Tony shouted. “You?” :

The fat woman looked at him with profound pity. -
“I’m goin’ show yo’ the position yo’ in, sugah.” |

At that moment, the unicorn made a sound. It was
like a choir singing, a gorgeous blend of melody and har-
monies, but as the fat woman turned toward it, the sound
turned dissonant and a hard, unpleasant edge drove like a
spike through Tony’s ears. Its head bucked and its
hindquarters rippled. Its back legs scrabbled against dirt
and grass as it strove to rise from its bondage.

Without a word to Tony, the black woman strode
toward the still-kneeling beast. With each step, her out-
line became less defined, darkening like a storm cloud,
growing in size until it approached impossible propor-
tions. A black hand reached out, sharp knuckles
staining the unicorn’s trembling white forehead until
its head bowed and, trembling terribly, it settled back
into the grass. :

Tony almost cried out, for the moment the unicom
lowered its head he felt a sharp pain in his chest.
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“Now where was I?” The fat black woman was back.
“Oh, yas. It occurred to me that yo’ needs a graphic illus-
tration o’ the position yo’ find yo’self in.” | |

The fat woman vanished. In her place was a man’s

head and torso. Without arms or legs it fit neatly intoa

handsome gilt frame of mitered wood.

- “Does this give you the picture?” The man was dark-
haired, with severe features, penetrating eyes, and an old-
fashioned goatee that Tony had never seen except in
ﬁlms

Tony looked from the stra.nge hmbless figure to the -
unicorn. .

- “What are you looking at?” The man seemed
annoyed. | | | |
 “What are you domg to that unicorn?” Tony could
not help staring at the unicorn. “It looks so unhappy.”

“T'm sure 1t is unhappy, the man said. “It is my job |
to make it so.’ | "

 “Why don’t you let it go?”

‘The limbless man smirked. “You haven’t eamed the

right to ask, my friend.” The smirk became a leering grin.
“You have murder in your heart. That makes you ‘my
‘meat.” He nodded toward the sign that swung from its

~ post on the side of the porch steps. “I’'m the original

Franchiser. But what 1 franchlse 1S damnod hard work

" You can’t take shortcuts.”

Tony made himself look at the quadnpleglc in his
fancy gilt frame. “Just what is it you franchise?”

That smirk was becoming irritating. “Oh, come on.
~ You can’t fool me. You’re not thick as a brick. Look at
- what’s smokmg in the barbecue pit.”
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“Ican’t,” Tony said. “It turns my stomach.”
“You are a weak and wimpy boy.”
 As if a powerful hand flung him forward, Tony was

pitched to the lip of the pit. He tried to avert his head but
he couldn’t. It was as if it were held in a vise. His eyes
opened and he stared into the pit, at the body slowly
smoking on the grill. It was the fat black woman. He
blinked and it was the old black alky from Myrtle Ave.
He blinked again and saw the kid from the Marcy pro-
jects, the one who had shot Jack Halloran. The thick
chain through his nose was dark with soot and the uni-
corn charm had burned its nnprmt into his upper lip.

Tony groaned.

“That’s your own ‘mind you re looking into, my |
friend,” the boxed man said. “Still feeling queasy?”

Tony tried, unsuccessfully, to look away from the
horrific pit. Being pushed around by the quadriplegic,
this lack of control was like a killing pressure, squeezing
all the life out of him. He didn’t like it one bit. But per-
haps, given this creature’s disposition, that was the point.

“That’s what I franchise, my friend. Evil.”

Tony stared. “Then you must be—"

“An angel.” The quadriplegic smiled benignly.
“Only an angel.”

Tony smelled the fragrant grease dripping from the
grill and he gagged. “Take it away Please. I can’t stand
the stench. |

“How hard it must be to hve with yourself.”
Contempt turned the quadriplegic’s voice to acid. “You
mealy-mouthed—-—l can’t franchise anything to the likes
of you.” |
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| Abruptly, the -killing 'pfessure_ vanished and he was |
released. In his newfound freedom, Tony risked another

- glance downward at his life on Myrtle Ave.

“That’s right,” the quadriplegic said. “There’s l;he
- place for you. Everything you love or have ever loved 1S

- right there 1n the O.R.”

Awareness of Katie and the kids was overpowering.
It was pulling him downward, back toward the operating
room far, far below. He took a last look around. Surely
this couldn’t be death. A place where time had no mean-
ing. What was it? |

- “Go on back where you came from,” the quadn- -
plegic said, “while you have the chance.”

‘Tony turned to him. “What do you mean?”

- “Hey! You need a road map? You’re dyin’ down there.

That little sonuvabitch got you good, brother. Blood’s
pumping out of you like well water. You wait too long up
“here you won’t be able to go back. Ever.” |

- Tony wanted to cry. He thought of Katie; he thought

of Amanda and Kevin, conjuring their faces one by one. |
His heart was breaking. He saw Katie’s face as if it were
veiled by tears. Just outside the O.R. she gripped the kids’
~ shoulders with fingers of iron. I know I have to be strong,
she had said to him, and she was.

It was at that moment that he heard again the
exquisite music of the unicorn. It held within its subtle
harmonics the pain of imprisonment that pulled at Tony’s
heartstrings. It spoke to him on a deeper level than he had
imagined possible, and it seemed.to break the spell he

- was under. Though he still felt the pull from below, it was

no longer overpowering. More like an old toothache, he
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thought, dulied to a background throb. |
" Tony knew he should be concerned about what was
happening to his body, but this new world—wherever it
was and whatever it might be—was at the moment so
- astonishing, so compelling that he could not bear to leave
yet. | -
As if reading his thoughts, the voice of the quadri-
plegic broke through the unicorn’s melody in 2 kind of
music hall parody of an Irish accent: “It’s a siren’s song
you’re hearing now, m’ boy. Best skedaddle "fore it eats
you forlunch.”
Tony turned to look at the unicorn, which stﬂl lay in

the same spot, gazing at him with eyes the color of clear,

deep gemstones—emeralds he and Katie had once gog-
gled over in the corner window of Tiffany’s. He won-
dered if the unicorn could move at all or whether it was
spellbound to the spot. He stared at it for a very long time, -
and suddenly a thought popped into his head. How could
he be-running out of time here where in this place time
had no meaning? He was being lied to.

When he turned back to confront the quadnpleglc,
there was no sign of him or of the fat black woman or the
amorphous crowned shadow. He-she-it had vanished. |

Tony needed some answers and the only other crea-
ture here was the unicorn. As he walked toward it, he
passed the huge, dreadful smoker, the front steps of the -
clapboard house, with its mocking sign: FRANCHISER.
The frayed and scarred cowboy boots he’d wom all
through college crunched on the blue-gray gravel drive.
The noise, sharp as needles pinging against glass, caused
the unicorn to look up. Its great horn swung around so
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 thatit was leveled at Tony. He paused in mid-stride. Until

. that moment he hadn’t realized how menacing it could

be. Now that he was this close he could see that the edges
“of the spirals were razor-sharp. Even a glancing SWlpe
- could flay skin and flesh from sinew and bone.
| He took a step forward and the unicorn rose on its
forelegs. He had never thought of the creature as being
menacing. When he thought of unicoms it was in the
context of a fairy tale; they were creatures of goodness
and light, weren’t they? Amanda’s surely was. Like teddy
- bears, they were synonymous with cornfort and warmth.
~ And purity of spirit. .
- He took another step toward the unicorn and it rose
~ on four legs, backing away. The black and shining horn
 was aimed at the center of his chest. Think, Tony told
himself. What are you missing?

“Then he thought of something the Devil had said to
him, for he was now convinced the creature of shadow
and changeable substance he had encountered was,

- indeed, the Devil: You have murder in your heart. He did
 not want to be the Devil’s meat; the thought sent shivers
~down his spine, assuming he stlll had one. Clearly, the
Devil didn’t think so. |
He moved closer to the unicorn, who now stood alert
and clearly restless. The powerful muscles along its flank
jumped and spasmed as it bucked a little, backing up
against the split-log fence. Its black horn lowered and it
- shook its head, clearly uneasy. - |
y “I’m not going to hurt you.” Tony took another step.
-~ “Don’t be afraid.”
Suddenly, the unicom’s forelegs collapsed under it,
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‘and it genuﬂ cted as it had earher Its eyes rolled in terror |
and its mouth opened. - | |

“'m not afrmd stupld You are unclean Unﬁt to
touch me.” . |

'The voice, fatmhal in its mockmg contempt broughl:
Tony up short. Tt seemed shockmg and obscene coming
from the unicorn’s mouth. “Who . . . who are you?”
“You know me,” said the voice emanatmg from the

apparently stunned unicorn. T |

“What do you want from me?” Tony asked |

“Climb aboard and we’ll get thmgs in gear ” the
Devil said. |

Tony stood transfixed until the Dev11 sa1d “Come
- on, don’t be more of a wuss than you already are.”

- Slowly, hesitantly, Tony approached the unicorn. Its
head was lowered, the tip of the long, black horn gouging
" a furrow in the grass. Tony climbed upon its back and
immediately, the unicorn rose.

“Hang onto your hat,” the Deyvil advised.

Lacking one, Tony just had time to clutch the thick,
‘white mane before the unicorn took off, paralleling the
fence, heading away from the house. It soon came to a
section badly in need of repair and, gathering its strength,
leapt over the cracked top splitlog.

‘With a stiff breeze in his face, Tony was obliged to
bend over the arched neck as the unicorn galioped at full
speed across the vast expanse of undulating grasslands
beyond the fence. Galloping was the wrong word, how-
ever, since it appeared as if the unicomn’s hooves never
touched the ground. Instead, it was flying, and not just fly-
ing but bursting through the air like a jet. Tony looked
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- around, gaping, until they came to rest on the flat, dusty
top of a mesa. Shards of glittering stone sparked beneath
the unicorn’s dancing hooves as its head came up. |

" “You know what I want,” the Devil said, still speak-
ing through the poor enslaved beast. “But you’ve got to
‘give it to me willingly. It s the one thing I'm enjoined
from taking.” -
© It's my immortal soul he covets. Tony Jumped as if
~ bitten. “Never.” -
- “We’ll see,” the Devil sa1d

Though the light in the sky had not waned, there was a
~ sharp crack of thunder, accompanied by the unmistakable
- smell of buttered popcorn. Lights danced in front of Tony’s
dazzled eyes. When they cleared, he saw a small, stunted
creature, dark-skinned, with a barrel chest and immense
muscles. He had wild, black hair, matted and strewn with
shards of bark and leaf. Into his forehead was tattooed a
curious set of symbols. By the tools he held in each mas-
sive fist Tony could tell he was a metalworker of some sort.
'As Tony watched, dumbfounded, a pillar of fire flashed
“down from the heavens, enveloping the tattooed man.
Flames crackled and licked greedily, feeding like a vora-
~ cious animal. The tattooed man burned until ail that was
left was a pile of bones lying atop the blackened imple-
ments. With a spine-chilling rustle, the bones stirred, rising
until they arranged themselves into a human pattern. The
naked jaws clacked open and shut. -

“Let’s talk about you for a minute so we know where o

we stand,” the skeleton said. “Why are you here‘? I’'m cer-
- tain you’d like to know.” |
Tony, who was already learning not to question the
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curious transformaﬂons of this place said, “You bet I

would.” | - -

- Wind moaned eenly between the bones of the skele- -'
ton. “Evil stalks you, that’s why.” -

- “Are you another medium? Is the Dev11 usmg you

like he did the unicom?”

 The skeleton shook his head, setting off around of

* rattling. “Not a bit of it, though I suppose you could say

I’'m one of his many defeated incarnations. But you could
- look at yourself in the mirror just as well.”
| “Who defeated you?” SR -
- The skeleton deflected this questlon “Ilrelevant |
This interview is about you.” One bony hand lifted,
~ pointing in Tony’s general direction. “Take the incident
that may very possibly lead to your death. All you
thought about was taking revenge on Jack’s murder. You
didn’t think about your job, your wife, your family.”

“You didn’t see what the . . . the animal did to Jack.”
Tony slid off the unicorn’s back to ease the ache in his
- inner thighs. “He had absolutely no regard for human
life.”

The skeleton continued, unperturbed. “In fact, all of
the responsibilities that made you a man, that defined life
and your place in it were eradicated by the one bestial
urge to take vengeance.”

Though Tony refused to utter thlS adnnssmn he
- knew what the skeleton said was true. It was as if one tiny
but powerful part of his brain left over from a distant and
primitive age had taken control, ovemdmg any sense of
prudence or conscience.

At Tony’s side, the unicorn’s tail ﬂlcked nervously,
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“then was st1]l “Af this moment ’ the skeleton said, “you
are closer to the boy who killed Jack than you are to J ack
- himself.” | -
Tony felt a surge of panic and he curled hlS hand into
a fist. “That can’tbe.”
“Oh, but it is. You have only to take a hard look
inside yourself.”
| Something was stinking, like meat long gone rotten,
and Tony turned this way and that, trying to locate its

‘source. He finally realized it was coming from the spot |

where he’d secreted the gun. Its taint was on hnn like the'
mark of Cain. a

“Christ, no.”

“The skeleton laughed With a dry rattle, it co]lapsed
~ into ash, which was quickly borne aloft by the wind.
Soon there was no trace of it on the mesa beyond an
insignificant charcoal smudge. |

Tony looked at the unicom. Its eyes were clear; the ter-

- ror that had caused them to roll was gone. It snorted as 1t
bucked in its newfound freedom.

Tony felt a great surge of empathy toward it Fllled- o

with fear and self-loathing, he reached out. “Help me!”

~ he cried. “You can save me! You have the power!”
The unicorn stamped its powerful forelegs. It stared
at Tony with a pain beyond human comprehension.
‘Music poured forth from its mouth like golden radiance.
 These most beautiful harmonies resolved themselves into
~ words Tony could understand. “Once, perhaps,” it said,
“but no more. I am held spellbound; you have met my
- master.” The great head bobbed up and down. “He has
- stripped me of most of my power. And he has put you
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'_beyond the possibility of redemphon
- “Irefuse to accept that!” Tony shouted.
“Give it all you've got, boy!” the Devil crowedina

. peal of almost-deafenmg thunder that threatened to spht

open the sky. “Fight on even under the most cnpphng of
odds. I applaud you!”

- Tony covered his head as if he could h1de hlmself -

away from the mocking voice. “It’s not fair,” he whis-
- pered, after the last echo had died away.
- “Idisagree,” the unicorn sang in the myriad voices of -
- a choir. “You had no compunction about using the old
~ man. What did you feel for him when he was being
beaten? Compassion? Did you go to his aid? No, you

- simply watched. Did you even think of him? What regard '-
- did you have for human life?”

“But that was different,” Tony protested
~ “Tell me how.” -
‘Tony opened h1s mouth to reply, but too late he real-
ized that he had no answer. Except . .
“I was frightened,” he said softly “That’s what life
- on Myrtle Ave. did to me—to everyone in the neighbor-
hood. We all lived in fear.”
“Even the children.”
| Tony nodded at the unicorn. “Especially my chil-
- dren. I was going to do it for them.”
- “Better and better,” the Devil cackled. “Blood legacy y
an etght-course banquet in itself.” -
- “I was speakmg of all the chlldren 7 the unicorn
sang.
| “You mean those teenage gangsters who rule the
| streets with their guns and thetr attitude.”
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“It s do or die for them, isn’t it?”

Tony did not want to think about that. “If 'm really
“beyond redemption, at least let me help you,” he pleaded.
“Maybe that’s why I was put here. Maybe we can heal
‘each other.”

- “Look at you; you ‘e a pathetlc sight.” The unlovely |
notes made Tony cringe. The unicorn snorted, steam ris-
ing from 1ts velvet nostrils. “You can’t even help yourself,
let alone anyone else.” The head waggled from side to
‘side as it stirred up more dissonance with its restless
hooves. “Here’s my glft to you. It’s all that S left of my
power.” -
Suddenly dlzzwd Tony put ahand to hlS eyes. There
was a bright flare of greenish-white light and he blacked
- out. When he awoke he was looking at a cockroach the
size of his thumb. He tried to react but his body wouldn’t
move. In desperation, he swatted at it with the back of his
hand. A black hand. In fact, all of him was black. He saw
his reflection in a windowpane. What was he, ail of four-
teen years old? Then he strained forward as he caught
sight of the thick nose chain and the unicorn that hung
from it, stinging his upper lip with half-frozen metal.

He locked around, saw that he was huddled in the

corner of a ramshackle apartment. It was winter and the
apaxtment was freezing. He wondered why the heat
wasn’t on, then remembered his mother didn’t have the |
money to pay for it or for the electricity. o

- He started as the gloom was shattered by headlights
on the street outside blazing through the cracked win-
- dows. That’s when he saw his mother lying on the floor m -
a pool of frothy vomit. That’s when he remembered try-
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ing to revive her after her OD, workmg on her the cold
sweat of desperation drenchmg his clothes. Her dead eyes
stared at him like the blank windows of the project. He
began to whimper. His mother was dead. What kind of
life had she ever had beyond shooting heroin and being
slapped around by a succession of boyfriends who acted
- as her sometimes pimp. Often as not, though it wasn’t her
fault, she forgot to have food for him and he’d have to
- scavenge around the neighborhood. His father he could
- remember not at all. In fact, the faces of all the men ran
“into one another like paint in the gutter. Where his father
might be now was anyone’s guess, but the simple truth
was he had no interest in his son. In fact, none of the
adults in this world did. They had no power. Kids with
knives, guns, and a belief in their own immortality had all
- of it. At least, that was what his two brothers had thought.
One had been shot to death during a drug deal gone bad,
the other was serving twenty-to-life in Attica for carrying
~out a blood vendetta. He also had a sister who seemed
good for nothing but having babies. In fact, he had his
~ own baby boy, but the very thought of it sent icicles of
terror flashing through him. He’d fucked a girl, nothing
more. It was a harmless night in the back of a car. Just a
qulck fuck. It should have been without consequence,
| Vanished because they had never existed.

- Tony never felt such terror in his life. He tried to cry
out, but he was again overcome by vertigo. Another flash
of greenish-white light crashed through his senses, stun-
ning him. When he opened his eyes again, he was back on
~ the eerie dark mesa top, confronting the unicorn.
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Tony still saw torn bits of Unicom’s life, echoing in -
 his mind as if the vision he’d been shown had somehow

become part of him. This was a world without limits,
- without law, without anyone in authority to say this is

the line across which you will not walk. There were no "

such lines for these new children of the street, armed,
orphaned, pockets filled with drug money, and danger-
- ous because none of the defining rules parents create
for their children existed. Defining rules that a child
might, at times, rebel against, but which, after all,
- allowed him the comfort and eecunty of a drearnless
sleep at night. | |
- “You felt the fear.” o
- “Yes.” Tony squeezed his eyes shut “It’s temble ”
“This is not your fear,” the unicom sang. “It is his.”
“Am I supposed to feel sorry for him now?” Tony
asked, incredulous. “He’s a murderer. He leveled a gun
at my friend’s head and calmly shot three-quarters of
it away.” Saying it still took his breath away, nothing
had changed. “I still feel it. I can’t stand it but I still -
have murder in my heart.” He clenched his hands and
raised them over his head. “I want to be healed! But
~ you ask too rnuch “You want forglveness but there is
none inside me.” -
“I said nothing of forgiveness,” the unicorn sang
- “Don't listen to its honeyed song,” the Devil thun-
dered overhead. “Of course it wants you to forgive the lit- -
tle savage. What else was it created for? But you know as
-'well as Ido that forgiVeness is its own lie. It lets evil live
on, untouched. .
Something burned hard and bright in the deepest part
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of Tony s heart. He looked at the unicorn and sald “1
 can’t forgive him.”
- The echoes sﬂenced the unicorn. It hung its head as 1f -
defeated. - -
“That’s the kind of spirit I can sink my teeth mto’ 7
the Devil’s voice exulted in a storm of cracked lightning.
| ‘The unicorn stamped its hooves as it trotted to the
~ edge of the mesa. Beyond, Tony could see a rock-strewn
plain without end. It was studded with gnarled cotton-
‘wood and mature weeping willows, their cascades of
leaves looking like bursts of spring rain. Streams rippled |
~ like liquid silver, here and there bubbling over rock-
- strewn rapids. But beyond, dimly seen, a set of dark, low.
hills chilled his bones. |
“How cold and deserted the sky above my home
- looks,” the unicorn lamented. “Once it was filled with
stars, and the starlight bathed all of us in its brilliance.
Once thls place was ﬁlled with my brethren. Now all are-_
gone.”
An icy ball was formmg in Tony’s stomach. “What |
happened to them?” he asked.
The unicorn lowered its head, and its harmonies |
turned dark and nearly ugly, so that they caused a kind of
pain that was almost physical. “As belief in them died, so
did the stars. They began to migrate toward what stars
remained until they approached the edge of the land of
shadow. There they came under the spell of—what did
~ you call him?” |
“The Devil,” Tony said.
“The Devil,” the unicorn sang in a series of notes that
hurt Tony’s ears. “My people could not long live beneath
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hlS yoke and, oradually, they penshed ”

““But what killed them?” Tony asked.

~ “A growing evil.” -

“lee kids with guns lullmg each other and peop]e

like me.” | |

“F orget about a plague of locusts. This here’s a fuck- o

mg cancer,” came the Devil’s fierce rumble across the |

-sky. “You know all about that, doncha?”

~ “Isure do,” Tony said. o

“Don’t be so sure. It’s more than that,” the unicomn

“sang. “That form of evil has been around for centuries.

~ This evil’s different: a pervading sense of helplessness, an -

inability to act, to make the one, single selfless gesture that

- could begin again the cham of salvation. This is what kzlled :

us off.” - =
“Whaf d’you say?” the Devil chuckled. “This beast

is too much, ain't it? Some stinking nigger kid whacks you =~

and all it wants you to do is forgive the sonuvabitch. That

| kmda shit doesn’t cut it with me——and I can see zt doesnt

cut it with you, either.”

“Shut up!” Tony shouted “You e mampulators both o

of you Irefuse tobe a soldler in this war.” .
Tony looked up into a sky filled with bﬂlowmg

clouds but no acid comments or cheap shots were forth-
coming. Tony’s gaze lowered to the unicorn. For the
“moment its song was stilled. Could he trust any being in

~ this eerie world? Why would it have shown him
* Unicorn’s painfully squalid life 1f not so he could ﬁnd
forgweness in his heart? -
- And yet it had told hlm that it was not his fate to be
redeemed.




244 ERIC LUSTBADER

“But the darkness didn’t kill you,” Tony said.
| ~'The unicorn snorted. “It will, eventually,” it sang.
“For now, I am waiting.” - B
“For what?” |
“For someone to bring back the stars.”

- “Don’t look at me,” Tony said. “It isn’t going to be
me. I don’t have it in me to forgive Unicorn. He had a
choice and he made it. There were so many other paths he
could have taken.” |

The unicorn’s head bobbed up and down. “There s
~ no denying it. But the one who brings back the stars will
see that it doesn’t matter. Forgiveness doesn’t matter.
Beginning the process of change, the chain of salvation
- that will save us all, is the only thing that matters.” |
- “Git on outta heah. Yo’ mama’s callin’ yo’.” o
: Tony started, saw the fat black woman had reap-

- peared. She stood with tree-stump legs spread, her balled-
up fists on hips wide as Myrtle Ave. There was a fierce
scowl on her face. “Git back t' where yo’ belong,” she
said. “Ain’t no use yo’ bein’ heah, thas fo’ damn sho’.”

Far away, he could hear Katie sobbing, calling his .
name over and over, but her voice sounded odd, like an
old 78, flattened and dusty, and filed away in some for—
gotten back room.

“Go on now, sugah,” the fat woman urged. “Yo’ ain’t
but got seconds left. Seems as if yo’ dyin’.” She took a
step toward him, and Tony had the distinct notion that she
was about to spit flames. “What chew waitin’ fo’? Lissen
to yo’ po’ missus. Boo-hoo. How she misses yo’ sorry
ass.” She lifted an arthritic forefinger. “Then thas yo’
children t’ think of. 'Manda an’ Kevin, right? Yo’ doan’
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. wanna up an’ leave *em now, do yo’, sugah‘?” - :
- There seemed tobe a nddle here that had been posed- .
- indifferent ways by both the unicorn and the Devil. It was

- up to him to figure it out. He could chuck all this talk of

chains of salvation and bringing back the stars. That was
what the Devil wanted; judging by the persistent
wheedling, he wanted it very badly That meant Tony was
a real threat to him. -
Why? Could Tony really be the one to brmg back the

- stars, to begin again the chain of salvation that would

redeem the unicorn from eternal night? Yet, even if it
were so, it meant leaving Katie behind—Katie and
- Amanda and Kevin. Leaving them to the Jungle that
Myrtle Ave. had become. | |

As Tony stared down onto the scene in the operatmg

- room far below he was struck by an odd thought He had

been able to fool himself that he’d been on a mission to
- provide a legacy for his children. How deluded could he
“have been? When he had set out to stalk the kid who’d
 murdered Jack Halloran what he’d really been about to do
~ was to give up Katie and his family. Dismaying at it might
~seem, going back to them now meant returning to the man
‘he had been. No wonder the Devil was so eager forhimto
do just that. You've got murder in your keart That makes -
youmy meat. .
. He’d be damned if he would let himself be the Devﬂ’
meat. Far better to become a soldier in this as yetunknown
war, to brave the unicorn’s challenge, whatever it might
- ask of him. And with that knowledge came the realization
that he could not return to his old life—he’d been changed
in some fundamental way. Even Katie would not recog-
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nize ﬂ'llS Tony as her husband He’d made his chmce with-
out knowing it. .

There was a spark of blue lightning, and he staggered
momentanly as if in response to an earthquake. In that
instant of hollow silence after the last echo rolled away,
he heard Katie’s wail of grief. But when he turned, he
found that he could no longer peer through the doorway
into the operating room. It was gone, and Katie, the kldS .
with it.

Thunder rumbled from a sky turned yellow It

- resolved itself into a voice filled with spite: “You'’ll be
- sorry. Immortality isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

But Tony knew he’d dealt the Devil more than a
glancing blow, and he was glad of it. “Now what?” he
said to the unicorn.

“That’s entirely up to you the creature sang.

“I am here, for good or ill,” Tony said. He threw his
arms wide. “My heart is my heart, but my spirit is deliv-
ered up to you.” |

“Oh, certainly not to me.” The unicorn sang llke a
massed choir. “I am but one link in the chain.” |

It looked upward and, following its gaze, Tony sawa
sky now devoid of all cloud. Clear and pellucid, the star-
less, indigo firmament seemed to contain the infinite.

Tony heard a chord struck deep in the core of him,
and he was dazzled by the essential truth flooding
through him like celestial light. “That was why I was
brought here.” He turned to the unicorn. “That’s what this
struggle has been about. I am to become one of you.”

“Too long beneath the yoke of darkness, I am dying,”
the unicorn sang. “But you shall take my place. You are
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the one I have been waiting for the one WhO wﬂl return
the stars to my sky.” |
He supposed in a way he’d known it all along “But
how?” -
The unicorn dlpped its head. “Forglveness wasnever
| 'the issue, can you understand that now?” |
“I do,” Tony acknowledged.
~ “Neither is redemption,” the unicorn warned. ‘Thls
transformation is not about you; it’s about everything else.”
“T am a book waiting for words to fill it.”
“In a moment, they will come flooding.” The unicorn
raised its head and, with a clip-clop of its hooves, came
~ toward him. The long, black splral horn was almed at the
- center of his chest.
Overhead, the sky roiled. “It’s a trick!” the Devil
~ shouted. “Don’t just stand there! Run! Run or you’ll be
changed forever!”
Tony knew better than to hsten Yet his muscles
- jumped and spasmed and a certain terror filled his belly.
- The: tip of the unicorn’s horn touched Tony’s chest.
~“Are you frightened?” it asked in a welter of fluting har-
monies.
Tony nodded. “Yes.”
~And the unicorn sang him a glorious  song as it
1mpaled him. The gleaming black spiral went clear
~ through him until he began to vibrate in | response to a
pulse, ancient of an01ents |

~ Garland Montgomery and an entburage of four
- strapped teen gangstas were picking their way through the
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httered streets of Bedford-Stuyvesant when the winter rain
changed to snow. In an instant, the hard, almost icy pellets
were transformed into a dazzle of spiraling white flakes.
- The change broke 1n on Garland’s thoughts, dark as night-

- time shadows. Garland looked up, past the grimy brick-
~ work, the blinking Christmas lights taped around window
frames, the spiderweb of iron fire escapes draped with

- messages of whitey’s Christmas, over the rooftops to

watch the snow swirl down, pure as a bride’s dress. He

thought of nothing as he looked, unaware that merely

being out in the snow might feel good.

. He was late for a gang meet, a rally from which
they’d get to the meat of tonight’s entertainment: a street

fight between them and Crips along one ﬂank of the

Marcy Pro;ects

But the snow just kept on falhng until it was like cur-
tains so thick they seemed suspended in the night. It was
an amazing sight, even for Garland, and he stopped to
keep the moment alive.

Through the snow he saw a spark of light. At ﬁrst he
assumed that it was a low-flying plane on its way into La
Guardia. Except that it did not move, did not blink. A star,
then. Except how could starlight be seen through the
- snow and the nighttime city glow‘? Garland contemplated
this question without success.

When he looked back down at the street he saw that
he was alone. Where had his entourage got to? He
whipped around and saw a shape moving toward him.
Instinctively, Garland went into a semicrouch behind a
row of galvanized steel garbage cans as he reached for his
gun. He had two guns now—the one his mother had
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__ glven him and the one he’d taken off the whlte man he’ d

~ killed in the elevator. With two shooting deaths to his
name, he’d vaulted in status, leapfrogging others older

than him, to become one of the leaders of his gang and a

~ big man in the *hood. People feared him; he could see it

" in their eyes. If they were smart, they feared him.
Otherwise, he knew how to teach them fear. :
Now, as the shape came toward him through the fast-
falling snow, he clicked off the gun’s safety. “T’ll fuckin’
clean yo’ out, yo’ take anutha step,” he shouted. His
voice sounded weirdly loud. He refused to believe that he
might be scared; the leader of the Bloods couldn’t be
scared. So he shouted all the harder to cover his fear.
~ He took aim at the large shape approaching through
the thick snow. He would have pulled the trigger, too, had
he not been frozen in place by the sight. A big horse, whiter
~ even than the snow, came toward him. Mist blew from its
~ nostrils, icicles clung to the tufts above each ankle, and the
water of melted snow ran down its spiral horn, black as the
closet where Garland had once been imprisoned by one of
- his mother’s pimps as he had his way with her. Not a horse,
- then: a unicorn. Unconsciously, he touched the cold silver
pendant hanging from his nose chain.
~ As the huge snow-white animal loomed out of the
- night, Garland could see pinpoints of light sparkling like
~ diamonds along the edges of that horn. He thought, I’ll
kill this motherfucker and take its horn. Nobody else has
- a horn like that. What a weapon it would make! A symbol
 of power no one else’s got! He rushed from behind the
trash cans and, aiming his gun at the unicorn’s neck,
pulled the trigger.




250 ERIC LUSTBADER

At least, he wanted to pull the trigger. In fact,' nothin‘g

- moved. It was like he was frozen in time, except that he

“could feel his heart fluttering in his chest as the snow
swirled wildly between the buildings. The snow blotted
out everything, leaving him alone with the white animal
in a white world. Then he saw someone step out from
behind the unicorn.

Wide-eyed, Garland watched his brother Derryl walk
- toward him. But something was wrong with him, He was
- leaning to one side like he’d been shot or his leg was bro-
ken. Then Garland saw that Denyl was draggmg a body
- along behind him.

“Derryl,” he breathed, “what chew dom here. Yo'

break outta Attica?”

Derryl, still in his dull pnson overalls spread his
arms. “Check it out, bro’. I ain’t never gon’ get outta that
hellhole.” Then he pointed to the gun “Wass up? Yo’
gon’ t’ shoot yo’ own blood?” - |
~ Suddenly self-conscious, Garland put the gun away,
pointed to the body at Derryl’s side. “Who yo’ got there?”

“Don’t you recognize him?” Derryl hauled the body
in front of him. “Thas our brother Jovan.”

Garland started as if slashed with a blade. “That ain’t
Jovan. Jovan be long dead.”

- “Look at his face, Garland.” Denyl reached down,
pulled the body up by its shoulders. “Jus’ look at him.”

Garland took a step toward his brother despite
himself. But one look at Jovan’s bloody face made his
stomnach turn over. “How this be happenin’?” he asked of
no one in particular. “Jovan be dead, man. Dead an’
buried.”
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- Derryl was looking from Jovan to Garland. “Yo, I
never noticed this before but yo’ and Jovan could be mis-
~ taken for one 'nother.” He let go of the body, whlch

- sprawled awkwardly at his feet.

Garland could see the point his brother was tlymg to -
make. But he knew Derryl was dead wrong. He’d never -
end up like either of his brothers. He shook his head vigor-
“ously. “Uh-uh, that ain’t me,” he said vehemently. “T gots
the power now, bro.” I gots all the power I need.”

“You a willful boy,” Derryl said. “Yo’ always was.”

“Ain’t no boy,” Garland screamed into the howling
wind. “I'se a man now, Derryl. A man!”

* But the surging snow had already wiped out all frace
_of his brothers. In their stead he found himself in a tiny
- cramped cubicle in a crowded ward in Community
 Hospital. It was a dark place, dreary with the groans of

the hurt and dying. He stood beside a bed on which laya

man so bony thin it was hard to believe he was human. In
fact, judging by the size of his thick brow and his bull

~ nose, this man must once have been big and robust. No

more. His skin, scarred by bleeding sores, was So
unhealthy it was charcoal gray. |

- As Garland watched, a white nurse entered through
a gap in the curtain that hung from a stainless steel
track in the low ceiling. She was wearing all kinds of
protective shit: a mask and those thin rubber gloves.
- She checked the man’s vital signs, checked on the flu-
~ids slowly dripping into his veins, shook her head. As
she left the cubicle, Garland saw she stripped off not
one, but two pairs of gloves. Just before she disap-
peared, he caught a glimpse of a sign pinned to the
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outside of the curtain: CAUTION. 'AIDS PATIENT WITHIN.
- EXTREME BIO-HAZARD.
- Garland was wondenng what he was domg here
when he noticed two tattered photos on a ledge beside a
- stack of boxes containing sterile cotton gauze. When he
looked closer, he saw a shot of his mother and, be51de it,
a photo of himself as a small child.
Garland stood still for what seemed an etemlty Inhis

| N - mind were two questions. Could this be his father? Could

‘this be the man who broke his mama’s arm in three
places? | |
Garland’s heart sklpped a beat and he drew his gun,
aiming it at the bony man’s chest. “Yo’ did that to her, I'll
blast your sorry ass to Kingdom Come.”
| The bony man, of course, said nothing. -

Something dark and terrible seemed to fill Garland’s |
chest, making it so hard to breathe he sobbed with the awful
weight of it. “Motherfucker. You broke my mama’s arm and
you walked out on me.” He put down the gun. “A quick
death’s too good for yo’. Yo’ gettin’ what yo’ deserve.”

Then the snow came swirling back and, momentarily
lost within that chilling fog, Garland had a vision that ter-
rified him. It was years from now. He was an old man,
forty or so, dying of some unnamed disease. Visited in a
mean hospital bed by a young man, handsome, strong,
vital. It was his son, Marcus.

“Marcus,” Garland said in this vision. “I’m dyin’.”

Bending over him, Marcus looked him in the eye and
spat on him.

- The snow came roaring back, hlttmg Garland full in
the face, momentarily blinding him.
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“Marcus!” he cned into the howl of the storm.
| "‘Marcus"’
| As if he had been summoned by Garland’s helght- |
ened emotions, a squally three-month-old boy-child ap-
- peared. Garland looked at his face through the falling

- snow and saw with a start that it was his own face. .

‘Marcus. |
- Something inside h1m broke like a bowstrmg too
tlghtly strung. It echoed through him like a gunshot. He
- took a halting step toward his son, if only maybe to geta
~ better look. But, no, he had to get closer, take him in his
- arms, hold the baby tight. His terrible vision of the future
lay before him like a smoking ruin. The thought of it

- made him sick to his stomach.

~ In fact, now he thought of it, ever since he d seen that |
- 'welrd star pulsing electric white in the sky just before the
“unicorn appeared, he’d had a liquid feeling in his gut like

~ he’d eaten something that was going to make him real

sick. But now he realized that it was something he’d -
eaten a long time ago, a kind of poison that had been
seeping through his veins like rainwater someone had
pissed into. It was something that was makmg him do to
his own son what had been done to him. | '
- He could not let that happen. He could not abandon |
- Marcus. |
| ‘Garland reached out for hlS son. He could almost
- touch him now. In a moment, he’d set thmgs right. He’d |
make sure that vision of the future never came to pass.
~ That was when the bullet spun him around. He never
really heard the report, just the echo of it, half-muffled by
- the snow, as it ricocheted off the project walls. He was
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: falling. His left knee struck' the snow—covercdpavement, |
jarring his spine, making his teeth clack together. He felt
the blood spurtmg from h1s chest but, oddly, he felt no

| Lymg on his side on the i 1cy pavement he saw the
~evil moon face of that fucker Levar striding toward
him. Levar, the leader of the Crips, who’d been out for
- vengeance on the Bloods ever since Garland extended
his gang’s crack-dealing territory. Levar had sworn to
kill Garland and now he was gomg to make good hlS
promise.

Snow patteled onto Garland’s cheek, cooling the
- feverish rush of blood. Something convulsed inside him

~ and his legs drew up. He was coughing blood and Levar

was laughing.
Levar leveled the 9mm at Garland’s head and laughed.

 “Yo, it’s the end, motherfucker.” He moved closer, keeping

the muzzle of the gun trained on Garland’s head. “There’s
bets you’ll crap yo’ pants when the time comes. Here s'
- where we gets to find out.” |

Garland looked up then, his heart beating fast as he
watched the big old unicorn come prancmg at hlm
through the snow.

- “Jesus,” Garland muttered as, through pain-filled
eyes, he saw the unicorn lower its head, bearing down on |
Levar. Levar, high on crack cocaine, had eyes for no one
but his intended prey. -
- Then Garland heard this sound that made the small

‘hairs at the base of his neck stand straight up. Levar heard
it, too, because his attention wavered. A kind of singing
like a choir of angels in full voice was coming from the
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* unicorn’s open mouth. Levar’s gaze flickered once, the
muzzle of the 9mm moving a little off its mark. The uni-

corn was almost upon Levar and, out of tlme he pulled

~ the trigger. '
Garland screamed at the second explosmn ‘Some-
~ thing slammed into the s1de of his head and, for a tlme he
| passed out. | - |
"~ When his eyes ﬂuttered open he saw the unicorn at
- hlS side. It stood there for a moment, pawing the ground
 like it was undecided or something. Then it knelt, its huge |
forelegs folding in on themselves. |
~ Garland had trouble seeing; all the blood runmng |
- down the side of his head, he supposed. Pain overcame
him and he cried aloud. He was very frightened as he
- looked into the unicorn’s left eye. He thought of his
~ brothers, one dead, the other locked away, and remem-
- bered what Derryl had said to him. He thought of his
father, dying of AIDS. But, in the end, neither of them
~mattered. Only Marcus mattered. More than Garland
~ could have imagined; more than he could say. His sole
- thought was this: to live another day so that he could hold
his son in his arms; to live another week, another month,
~ if possible, years, so that his son could have what he him-
self had never had and wanted more than anything else.
~ With his last ounce of strength, Garland climbed with
terrible agony onto the unicorn’s back. He steadied him-
self, but his thoughts kept running away from him. For
 sure if the pain kept up he’d be dead in no time. |
- He was already insensate when the unicorn rose and, .
snorting smoke, trotted through the thick and unnatural
snow. It cantered down the eerily deserted streets of
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" Bedford-Stuyvesant; it crossed Myrtle Ave. where, as

Tony Valenti, it had witnessed the death of the potato chip

- man, Jack Halloran; it trotted past the quiet courtyard of
‘the Marcy Projects where, with murder in his heart, Tony

- had stalked Garland to his lair; it passed the fire escape
- Garland so often climbed on his way up to the vulnerable
- skylight that led to the doctor’s office. The unicorn clip-
- clopped soundlessly up the rutted stoop of the brown-

stone. No clods of snow were thrown up in its wake no

- hoofprints appeared at all in the snowfall.

With Garland stretched out on its back, it passed |

through the closed front door as if it did not exist. In the
hallway, the complex aroma of Indian spices could not
quite hide the stench of rotting meat and stale grease. It

~ walked down the meanly lighted tiles, chipped and color-

~ less with age and neglect. With the tip of its black, shin-
ing horn it rang Dr. Gupta’s bell. Then it kmelt, lowering
its burden carefully in front of the door.

Dr. Gupta’s wife, a round, jolly Indian woman gave a
little shout as she opened the door. Garland’s dark, hand-
some head fell against her slippered feet and a touch of
blood smeared her sari. Her husband, a very large, very
dark Indian, appeared with a cigarette in one hand and a

forkful of curry in the other.
| “My God,” he said, kneeling down be31de the boy.
His wife took his cigarette and fork from him as defily as
a surgical nurse plucks used implements from her doc-
tor’s grasp. His hands explored the areas around the gun-
- shot wounds in chest and skull, widening in concentric
circles until his preliminary examination was complete.
~ “I’ll call the hospital,” his wife said.
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_ “Save your time,” Dr. Gupta said. “He 11 be dead by
~ the time an ambulance arrives.”

Without another word, he hoisted Garland over his
shoulder in an expert ﬁreman s hift and took h1m upsta]rs
to his office. S
~ “It’s fate this snowstorm,” the doctor s wife called up
after him as he ascended. “If the weather hadn’t changed

3 we *d be at your sister’s in White Plains.”

~ Once in his office, Dr. Gupta placed Garland in the
- back room—the surgery where, from time to time, he per-
- formed abortions as well as other minor operations. -
| Garland, very near death, kept watch over his son. He
held that image close to him, clinging to it even when the
snowstorm became terribly fierce, the howling winds
‘threatening to rip the vision from him. He fought the
- snow, the wind, and the bone-chilling cold, desperate to
keep Marcus close to him. Everything else slipped away:
~guns, crack, Bloods, Crips, power—all were cauterized,
reduced to ash before his determination to hold on to the
image of his son. It meant a great deal to him whether he

- lived or died; more than he could ever say. Life was sud-

denly precious, and he had seen so little of it.
Marcus even less.
‘He fought and fought until he was utterly exhausted.

'What was it Derryl had told him? Only a child is willful;

‘a man lets go of his willfulness to live in the world. Now
~ Garland understood. He wanted so much to live i in the
world beyond Bed-Stuy. ”
- Hehad fought. He had done all he could. It was tlme |

to give up being willful. It was time to put himself in the
hands of something larger, something in which he could
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‘believe and, if he lived, teach his son to believe in. He felt
the comforting weight of the silver pendant on his upper
lip. He willed the image of the unicorn into his mind. |
| I am yours, he whlspered in his mind, delivering
himself into the care of that extraordinary beast.

When he woke, hours later, he felt sunlight streaming
onto his face. It was dark and he could not see, but, sniff-
ing, he smelled the combined odors of antiseptics and
Indian spices and knew without looking around where he
was. It will be clear tomght he thought There will be
starlight. |

He must have stlrred because, a moment later, he
caught an intense whiff of curry, and felt a presence at his
side. -

“You had me very worried, young man,” Dr Gupta
said. “You are exceptionally lucky to be alive. But you’ll
be all right now. Do you understand me?”

“I can’t see,” Garland said in a voice that seemed
throttled by cotton wadding. |

“There are bandages over your eyes ” Dr. Gupta said.

- “It cannot be helped.”

Memory flooded back and he saw Levar standing
over him, aiming at his head, about to pull the trigger. He
heard again the terrifying explosion and he must have
“spasmed off the table because the next thing he knew, he
felt hands on him and Dr. Gupta’s voice saying, “Easy
- does it.” -

'Then a needle slipped into the meat of his upper arm
and he felt a soothing warmth seep through him.

“I got shot in the chest,” he managed to get out. “And
in the head.”
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B “One bullet could have tom your heart to shreds,” Dr
Gupta affirmed. “As I said, very lucky.” There was a sma]l
hesitation. “The other creased your skull, nothing more.
The bandages are a precaution only. Tomorrow, when I
~ take them off, you will see as well as you ever could.”
“Yo’ mean ’'m not blind?” .
o “No.” Dr. Gupta said. “But your body has taken a
- nasty beating and you’ve lost a lot of blood. That’s why

- you’re so weak. Not to worry.” He chuckled. “You know, |

my wife is already cooking you soup and curry, even
- though I told her oh so many times that Ilibe feedmg you
~ intravenously for a while.” |
. “Yo, doc, why’d you save me? Yo shoulda let me
die.” |
- “Life is pre'ci()us,” Dr. IGupta said., “My profess'ion |
- preaches that, but it is my children who have taught me
the real meaning. No matter how deﬁcult hfe seems, it is |
- still worth living.” |
 Garland felt dark despair threaten to overwhelm him.
~ “What yo’ know ’bout it? Yo’ may be brown but yo’ ain’t
- no nigger.”
 “One of my chlldren is autistic. Do you know what
-that means? There’s something wrong with her brain.
~ Chemiicals missing or all messed-up. Chemicals you have -

- and take for granted. She can’t think right, can’t develop

or learn past the age of six, but she strugglﬂs on. She’s
- almost twenty now.” o |
 Garland thought of his son. He sure didn’t want any—

thing like that to happen to Marcus. Thinking of Marcus, |

he forgot about himself and his despair subsided.
~ Dr. Gupta said. “You know, I've had my eye on you.
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~ Yes. ‘There’s a willful boy,’ I told my w1fe many times.
~ “‘Once he learns to let go of that willfulness, to give him-

- self over to life, he’ll be okay.”” He tapped Garland’s

shoulder. “And now, here you are. Karma, as we Hmdus
say. Fate. You understand?”

- And somehow Garland did. He reached up and fin-
gered the pendant that hung from his nose chain. His fin-
gertips traced the full outline of the unicorn and, in doing

- 50, he was able to keep its image in his mind. Somehow

- this calmed him. In a very real way, he needed to know
- that it was still with him, for he felt a deep conviction that
in the days and weeks to come, when he might be at low
ebb, the unicorn or hlS ‘memory of it would give him
strength.
Clutching the pendant made him want to tell Dr.
Gupta that it had been he who had broken in and stolen
the doctor’s opiates, that he had done far worse, killed as
Levar had meant to kill him, but he was so weak, so full
of drugs that made him feel weird and floaty that when he
opened his mouth all that came out was a tiny, dry croak.
- He remembered his brother Derryl calling him will-
- ful. At the time, he only dug in his heels and shut his
ears. Now he could see that only children were willful.
It was cool to be willful, he could see that as well. The
- gangs were cool, breaking rules and laws as they saw fit.
Being willful. But the gangs’ willfulness only extended
so far. Death took some of the gangstas—as it had taken
Jovan, as it had almost taken him. The cops took others,
sometimes, like Derryl.
In a moment of sharp and painful msnght Garland
saw just how limited willfulness could be. Because it
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‘was that splteful wﬂlﬁllness that was cuttmg him off

~ from his son, from all the days of a future he could not as
yet imagine. And yet, with thc unicorn’s he]p, he knew it
existed. o
- That was a step. Such a b1g step that he was suddenly
' terrified of what lay ahead of him. It was a new world
where everything was unknown and, therefore, would be
a terrible struggle. His new life would be far harder than
it had been working his way up the gangsta hierarchy.
And, in many ways, more dangerous. Would Levar ora

gangsta from the Crips wanting to make a name for him-

self come after him? But he knew he had no other choice*

 he was committed now.

~ Committed. That word had a good sound in lns mind,
~ like music that stirred his soul. -
~ Dr. Gupta said, “I must confess I've taken your
weapons. I’ve never stolen a single thing from anyone in
my life, but in this case . . .” He paused and Garland sup-
- posed he was debatmg w1th himself. “I propose a deal.
You let me keep the guns and I promise not to report this
incident to the police.” He tapped Garland’s shoulder
again, and, this time, Garland had a vision of the unicorn -
pawing the snowy pavement with a white hoof. “Like I
said, I recognize you from the neighborhood. You threw
~ in with a bad lot but, as I tell my wife often enough, every
~ child needs a chance at life, eh? Eh?” - o
~ Garland felt Dr. Gupta close beside him. What do o
- you say to my proposal?” Dr. Gupta asked. |
- Garland, thinking of Marcus, nodded as best he
could. Every child needs a chance at life. - -
- “Abh, delicious,” Dr. Gupta sa1d “There’s no gomg |
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“back on your word once 1t S glven That s the- mark of a
man, you know.” | -

" Garland wanted to tell Dr. Gupta he was not going to

go back on his word. It was odd. Just as it was a chain that

held the unicorn pendant close to him, he felt part of a

chain now, one link in a long line that stretched so far
away in either direction he couldn’t see the end. Where
this vision came from he had no idea, but he was certain

that the chain existed and that he was part of it. This was

- what gave him the determination to be the right kind of

- man for Marcus no matter how hard it would be to walk
~ away from the gangs, from Myrtle Ave., from everything
- he had known. When he thought about it that way, it

seemed overwhelming, impossible even. He wanted to

cry, feeling no older than his fifteen years.

He nodded again, and Dr. Gupta made more noises of
delight.

Garland blinked beneath the tightly wrapped ban-
dages. He was gripped by a peculiar kind of warmth that
had nothing to do with the shit floating around in his
veins. It was so strong he felt terrified. It must have
~ shown on his face because Dr. Gupta slipped his fin-
gers through Garland’s. His hand squeezed gently but

- forcefully until Garland felt Dr. Gupta’s warmth running

through him like a river.

It was a feeling wholly unfamiliar to him, but he
knew it felt good. He knew it made him feel calm and
protected. It made him feel like however scary and
uncontrollable the world might seem, he’d be able to han-
dle it. And he knew it was the feeling he must give to
- Marcus, because Marcus, too, was part of the chain.
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- And then something happened inside: of him, as
strange and magical as the star in the snow-swept sky or
- the appearance of the unicorn. |

“I remember,” he whispered in a dry and cracked voice.
~ “But what is it you remember?” |
~ “I remember the song my mother usedta smg me.”
From this, Dr. Gupta deduced that Garland’s mother
was gone. “That’s good. Memories like that are what keep
us going. To my mind it means you’re over the worst.” He
kept a firm hold on Garland’s hand. “In any case, I’'m here
now. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.”
~ All of a sudden, Garland began to cry.
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DAME A LA LICORNE

‘Peter: When I first put Judith Tarr on my wish-list of
- possible contributors to Immortal Unicorn, I knew her -
. as the author of seventeen historical and fantasy novels,
~ and as the holder of a doctorate in medieval studies from
~ Yale. Reading “Dame 2 la Licorne” made it obvious that
she lived with, loved, and understood horses. But I didn’t -
| know about the Lipizzan who owns her, out there in
~Tucson. . .. | | B |

Janet: Before the birth of this anthology, my only (semi)
personal contact with Judith was through the occasional

~ dialogue on GEnie. Though I have still never met her in -
person, this story makes me feel as if I know her just a
wee bit better. The story is one of the few SF tales we

received; it says something about the writer and her love
of horses, and shows us a future where, though much

- changes, much that is human nature stays the same.
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J HEY TURNED OFF THE RAIN AT DAWN THAT DAY. BY |
early feeding the sun was on, the filters at their most
transparent, and the sky so blue it hurt. The grass was all
- washed clean, new spring green. -
| Some of the broodmares had taken advantage of the
~ wet to have a good, solid roll in their pasture. Old

 Novinha, pure white when she was clean, had a map of
Africa on her side, and a green haunch. She was oblivious
- toit, watching with interest as the stallions came out for
their morning exercise.
- Novinha was thinking about coming mto season.

Some of the other mares were more than thinking about
it. They paced the fence as the stallions danced past, flag-
ging their tails and squealing at any who so much as
flicked an ear.
| The stallions knew better than to be presumptuous

Young Rahman snorted and skittered, but his rider
brought him lightly back in hand. The others arched their
necks, that was all, and put on a bit of prance for the
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ladies. Because they were dancers and this was Dancer’s
Rest, they pranced with art and grace, a shimmer of white

manes and white necks and here and there a black ora
~ bay or a chestnut. |
There were horses a]ready in the training rings, the
~ great ones, the masters of the art that the others were still
~learning. They had gone through the steps of the dance,
and for duty and reward were dancing in the air: levade,
courbette, capriole; croupade and passade and ballotade.
The names were as archaic and beautiful as the dance.

Marina should have been riding one of the young
stallions, dappled silver Pluto Amena or coal-black
Doloroso or fierce blood-bay Rahman who was fretting
and tossing his head under Cousin Tomas’ hand. Tomas
had less patience than Rahman liked, and stronger hands.

But Marina was up on the hill beyond the brood-
“mares’ pasture, where she could see the whole of Dancer’s
‘Rest like an image in a screen. She had gone up there to
watch the sun come out, and stayed longer than she-
should, because of the flyer that was coming from the
west. West was City and Dome. West was the Hippo-
drome, where things raced and exhibited themselves and
even tried to dance, that were called horses but were not
horses at all. Not in the least. Not like the ones that danced
- and grazed and called to one another in spring yeammg

below and all around her. |

- She had seen the horse-things. Everyone at Dancer’s
Rest had, because Papa Morgan let no one in the family
ride or train or handle the horses unless he or she had seen
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~ what had been done in the name of fashion and functlon "
“and plain unmotivated modernity. Horses in the Hippo-
~ drome looked very little like horses at Dancer’_s Rest—and
~ very little like one another. Those that ran were lean

 whippy greyhound-bodied things, all legs and speed.

Those that exhibited could not walk, could not trot, could
not canter or gallop, could only flail the air in the move-
ment called “show gait.” It was a little like a prance and a
~ little like a piaffe and a great deal like the snap and ratchet
~ of a mechanical toy. And those that were there simply to
~ be beautiful, could stand, that was all, and pose, and arch
their extraordinarily long necks. They could carry no
rider; their backs were grown too long and frail. They
could walk, but with difficuity, since their hindlegs were
so very long and so very delicate. But they were lovely,
like living art, pure form divorced from function.
- After a long day in the Hippodrome, Marina had
‘come home to shock and a kind of grief. The family’s
horses were old stock—raw unmodified equine. They
looked small and thick-legged, short-bodied, heavy and
- primitive. Their movements were strange, too varied and
almost too heavy, all power and none of the oiled glide of

. the racers or the flashing knee-action of the exhibition

stock. They were atavisms. The world had passed them

by. All that was new and bold and reckoned beautiful was

- engineered, designed, calculated to the last curve of ear
- and flick of tail.

~ “That’s why,” Papa Morgan had said when she came

back too cold of heatt to cry and too angry to be wise.

“That’s what you needed to see. What they’ve made, and

what we keep.” | |
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| “But why keep 1t‘?” Marina had demanded ‘Why
bother with old stock at all? Nobody wants it. Nobody
~ likes the way it looks or moves or handles. It can’t run, it
can’t show, it can’t stand up and look correctly beautiful.”
- “And worse than that,” said Papa Morgan, “it has a
mind of its own.” He sighed. ‘”I'hat s why. Because it’s not
what people want. It’s what it is.” . |
She had understood, as she should, because she was
family and she had learned the lesson from infancy. But
her understanding was a shallow thing. She thought too
often of going away as so many of the cousins and the
siblings did, leaving Dancer’s Rest to live in the world of
~cities and domes and gengineered equines. Only the
- strongest-minded stayed, and the ones who loved the
horses above anything in the greater world, and those
like Marina who were too weak-willed to leave.
: Weak-willed, and bound to the horses, however
~ primitive or unfashionable they might be. She was fam- -
- ily. She was bred to this as surely as racers to the track
~ and show stock to the ring. -

~ The flyer was close enough now to see. She scram-

bled up from the damp grass, brushing at blades that -
- clung, and knowing but not caring that her breeches were -
~ stained as green as Novinha’s haunch. She ran down the
~ hill toward the road, to the delight of the yearlings whose
 pasture it was. They swirled about her, a storm of hoofs
and tails and tossing heads, parting and streaming along
 the forcefence as she ran through. She felt the tingle of
the field, though the gate-chip was supposed to make it
" invisible and imperceptible. But she always knew where
- the fence was, and in much the same way the horses did.
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B Horse—mstmcts Papa Morgan sa1d had been in the
family since long before gengineering.

- And why, she wondered, did she want to rear and shy

and run away from the flyer that was coming to rest on

the family’s pad? It was only the inspector from the

- Hippodrome, come as she did every year at the start of

- breeding season, to inspect the stock and approve the ros-
~ ter of breedings-to-be and enjoy a long and convivial visit
~ with Papa Morgan and the rest of the family. Marina had
~ honed and polished Pluto Amena’s levade for the exhibi-
- tion that would crown the afternoon—she should be in
~ the stable now, seeing that he was clean and ready to'be
‘shown. |
- But instead of turning toward the stable she kept
- going toward the house. She was not the only one. Papa
- ‘Morgan and the elders were waiting, of course, as was |
polite, but there were others about as well, who should
have been in the stables or in the house. Tante Concetta
was standing near the pad, and Cousin Wilhelm, and
~ Tante Estrella in breeches and boots with a long whip in
her hand. Tante Estrella was a wild one, as wild as the
young mares she preferred to train and handle, and as
“beautiful as they were, too. She looked a little frightening
now, as if her ears were laid back and her tail lashing,
threatening to kick or strike at the person who had
emerged from the flyer. -
It was not round smiling gray-halred Shanna Chen-
Howard, nor any of the people who had always come
~with her to Dancer’s Rest. This was a stranger. No human
person came with him; only a mechanical, a mute and
blank-faced metal bodyguard and recording device. It
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looked sli ghtly more human than the stranger dld to :
Marina’s eye. |

Pity, too. He was young and not bad-looking. Gengl- o

. neere_d of course, but not so as to be obvious. That was the
~ fashion these days. His parents would have designed him R
- to emerge au naturel, with any serious flaws or inconve-
‘niences carefully and unobtrusively smoothed away.
They did not seem to have included a module for
good humor. He looked as if he never smiled. His eyesas
‘they scanned the people and the place were cold, and
grew colder as they passed Cousin Wilhelm. Cousin
- Wilhelm stayed at home mostly, not for shame or shyness

* but because he was more comfortable there, where he did

not need eyes to know where everything was. Implants
had never taken, and mechanicals, he said, were worse
 than nothing at all. Marina thought he preferred the dark

~ he had been bom to, as rich as it was in sounds and

smells. He was a better rider than most men who could
see, and a wonderful trainer of horses. . |
~ This stranger in the inspector’s tabard saw none of
that. He saw a blind man in antique riding breeches, lean-
~ ing on the arm of a graying and unnecessarily plump
woman. Marina could read him as clearly as if he had spo-
ken. Primitive, he was thinking. Atavistic. Outdated. Like
the house in front of him, and the stables and the pastures

beyond, and the horses in them, crude unmodlﬁed crea-

i tures WIthout even the grace to be clean. . .
° He was at least polite to Papa Morgan. It was a frigid
- politeness, with a bare minimum of words. Papa Morgan,
‘'who was never flustered, moved smoothly through the
~ formulae of introduction, and took no notice of the
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- brevity of the responses. It was briefest of all in front of
Cousin Wilhelm: a sharp dip of the head that Cousin
Wilhelm could not see, thoughtless maybe, but to
- Marina’s mind as rude as an outright insult. =

- Papa Morgan noticed. He showed no sign of offense,
* but Marina saw how he led the inspector into the house
without offering the greeting-cup, the wine and the bread
and salt that sealed a friendship. Shanna Chen-Howard
‘would have known what that signified. This person, this
Hendrick Manygoats Watanabe, did not even seem to real-
- 1ze that he had been slighted. |
 Marina trailed after them. She was not 1nv1ted but
neither was she shut out. There was a smell in the a1r a ht- N
~tle like hot iron, a great deal like fear. |

“Yes,” Papa Morgan said. “We do unregulated breed-
~ ing here. We have a license to do so—a dispensation
- under the Mandate, for the preservation of rootstock.”
- He should not have had to explain to an inspector
who administered the Mandate. The inspector knew
exactly how much and how far Dancer’s Rest was per-
mitted to depart from the laws that governed gengineer-
ing. But he was insisting on being obtuse.

‘There was nothing convivial about the meeting. He
had refused refreshment, which meant that no one with
him could have it, either: distressing as the day wore
on and they all went hungry. He had also refused the tour
of the stables, and declined the pleasure of the exhibition.
He had come, he said, to investigate the breeding prac-
tices at Dancer’s Rest. They would present the records,
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please, and explain the emries, and be quick about it.

~ Papa Morgan was the most patient person Marina

knew. He had to be, to be the head of the family. She had

never seen him lose patience. Nor did he now with this
stranger who would not look at his horses, but there was a
glitter in his eyes that she had not seen before. It made her

' She could have left long ago. But she stayed, and the

- others stayed, too, unnoticed and unreprimanded. They

were like a bodyguard, she thought, though what they
were guarding against, except bureaucratic niggling, she

~ did not know.

Hendrick Manygoats Watanabe was not a patlent B
man. He would never make a trainer of horses, she
thought as she watched him scan the records. She won-

~ dered if he knew anything about horses at all, or if he

cared. Shanna Chen-Howard had been one of those |
unfortunates who lack both the balance and the talent to

do more than haul themselves into a saddle and sit more
“or less in the middle, but she had loved to watch the
~ horses, ridden and free, and she had known many of them
| .by name. | |

~ This man who had come in her place who had not

~ troubled to explain why, would never know Novinha and

Selene and Bellamira and Sayyida, nor care that

~ Maestoso Miranda liked sugar but Rigoletto preferred -

- apples. His whole world was a scroll of data, columns of
numbers, files labeled by genetic type. The living flesh, -

the animal that was the sum of its genes was an irrele-

vance. |
He frowned as the ﬁles scro]led behmd h]S eyes
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- “Random,” he said to himself, but not as if he cared who
‘heard. “Untidy. This string—" He called it to the wall- -

~ screen in the family’s meeting room, which was an insult
- of sorts: They all had implants, they were not primitives
or atavists who refused the seductions of the net. The
pure flow of data resolved into an image, a helix of stars,

- each with its distinctive color and form.

Marina. recognized the shape of it. One of the
~ elders, Mama Tania, said what they all knew. “That’s
the Skowronek genc-lme Very old, very 111ustnous
Prepotent.” |

“And severely flawed,” said Hendrick Manygoats
'Watanabe “You see here, here, here.” Light-pointers
flashed. “This 1s worse than untidy. ThlS is a p0531b1e
lethal recessive.”

- “Soitis,” Papa Morgan said mildly.

“And you make no effort to remove it?”’

Papa Morgan seemed to grow calmer, the more agl-
tated the inspector became. “Of course you do under-
stand, Ser Watanabe. It was explained to you. We preserve
the old stock, the rootstock. Unaltered. ‘Unrefined. Flaws
and all.”

“But that is against the Mandate,” said Watanabe. -
“We are exempt from the Mandate,” Papa Morgan
said. | | -

“That,” said Watanabe, “is a matter of debate.”

There was a silence. Someone drew a long, slow

- breath. It was as loud as a rushing of wind.

| Marina was too young to remember how the exemp-
tion had been granted, but everyone knew the story.

Someone, the family had argued, should preserve the
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‘old stock—for antiquarian reasons, or sentimental ones,

‘or for scholars and scientists who might find new mod-
~ ifications based on the old genetic materials. There had
- been a movement then in favor of such curiosities; the
exemption had passed, and no one had challenged it.

Papa Morgan was. not surprised to meet a challenge
now. Nor were the other elders. They had expected this,
then. They might even have expected the stranger who
came in Shanna Chen-Howard’s place.

She felt a flicker of anger. No orie had told her. And
how many of the others knew, who had kept it quiet
“because it could only upset the young and disturb the
horses? |

Eiders’ prerogatlve She did not have to like it. She |
was here, when she could perfectly well have been told to
" leave—she had no place or position, and no authonty _'

beyond that of an assistant trainer. | -
- So. She knew what this stranger was here for Why
~ he had been sent, and how he had gained authority for

it—and also, within the rest, why Shanna Chen-Howard
. had not come. Her faction must have lost power in the

* Hippodrome. This was the new faction, and the new law.

“Your exemption is revoked,” said Hendrick Many- E

- goats Watanabe. “Your breeding patterns are invalid. You

. will be receiving instructions, which you will follow.
This complex, for example,” he said, tilting his head
toward the wallscreen, “will be removed. There will be
no further random breeding of live male to live female.
You will conduct your program in accordance with the
rules and regulations of the Mandate.” |
Papa Morgan did not bother to contend that there was -
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nothmg random about the family’s chmces He only saxd

“The Mandate has no pI‘OVlSlOll for the preservatlon of
~ rootstock.” o

“The whole of the Mandate encompasses such a pro-
vision. Your stock has been allowed to prohferate without
~ rule or regulation. It has no specific function—

“On the contrary,” said Papa Morgan. “It is the most
purely functional of all the equids. It lives to dance.”

Watanabe’s mouth opened, then closed again.
Marina wondered if he had ever been mterrupted in h15
life. |

“We will appeal the decision,” said Papa Morgan.

Watanabe recovered himself with an air a]most of
pleasure. “Your appeal is denied.”

“We have to fight them.”

- The family was gathered where the elders had been
since morning, all of them down to the toddlers from the

créches. There had been food earlier, and there was drink
going around, intoxicant and stimulant and even plain
 water. The inspector was gone. He had taken his mechan-
ical and his flyer and flown back to the Hippodrome with-
out ever once looking at the horses.

“We should have dragged him out there,” some of the
younger trainers were insisting. “If he could see— |

“He saw all he needed to see.” Marina surprised her-
- self by speaking out—usually she kept quiet and let the
others do the talking. “He looked at the helices, he saw
how untidy and unregulated they were, and he knew they
couldn’t be allowed to continue.”
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Up among the_ élders, the same ar'guraent' was going

on, at nearly the same volume. Papa Morgan said in his
- deep voice that carried without effort, “We’ve been fight-
ing the Mandate since it was made. We’ve been appealing
this decision at every level. The answer is always no. We
“can keep our rootstock—by which they mean the type we
- breed and raise here. But we have to clean up its helices.”

“But if we do that,” Cousin Bernardin pointed out,
“it’s not rootstock anymore. It’s modified. You know—

we all know—that the helices are untidy because they
need to be. That’s where the strength is. That’s what
makes our horses what they are.” -

“The Mandate beheves otherwae said Papa

| _Morgan He sounded tired.

Papa Morgan was never tired or 1mpat1ent Of, a]l- |
divinities forbid, defeated. But now he was close to all of

them. He looked as if he wanted to turn and walk away,
but the press of people hemmed him in. He had to stay
. and listen to all this fruitiess babble. -

Manna was freer than he was, but she could not o

leave, either. Whatever had brought her here in the morn-
ing was not letting her go. Family intuition, Tante Estrella

would call it. Tante Estrella had more ‘than her fa1r share-

| of it herself.
As if the thought had mvoked her, she came quletly

to stand by Marina, not doing anythmg, watching people |
argue. She was still wearing her breeches, but her long

- whip was gone, laid aside somewhere. She did not seem
~ agitated at all. If anything she was amused. |

~ “Wait,” she said to Marina out of nowhere in partic-

o ular “See what happens.”
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B Nothing happened, that Marina could see. The gather-
- ing ended in disarray. The Mandate left no choice and no |
debate. Its rules were strict and its regulations precise.
Genetic codes would be corrected according to its guide-
~ lines, animals bred without the untidiness of stallion court-
ing mare in the breeding pen or the pasture, pregnancies
- monitored and embryos transferred w1th clean mechanical

- precision. |
~ There was none of the usual springtime excitement, the

~ pleasure of matching this stallion to that mare, the waiting

for her to come into season and accept him, the beautiful ran-
- domness of conception in a living womb. It was all done in
the laboratory, as coldly meticulous as a chemical equation.
- One thing at least the Mandate did not forbid, though
it did not encourage it, either. It could not keep mares from
carrying their own foals. Their clean, derandomized,
- genetically perfected foals, each set of helices prescribed
by the authorities in the Hippodrome. Hendrick Many-
goats Watanabe himself, according to the signature,
reviewed and approved each one. The family’s breeding
managers were not permitted to select the matches. Not
this season. They would be shown, he had informed them,
what they were to do; then in other seasons they would
know what was correct and what was permitted.

In much older days an insult of that proportion would
have led to a duel at least, and maybe to a war. This season,
with their greatest power stripped from them and handed
to strangers, the elders in the breeding pens said nothing
| whatsoever |
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They did as they were told. They coliected' speci-
mens, handed them to the inspectors who flew in from the

-~ west, stood by unspeaking while those same inspectors

returned from the laboratory with technicians and racks
of labeled vials. When the horses objected, they made no
- move and spoke no word. More than one inspector or
technician discovered that these undersized, primitive
creatures were remarkably strong and self-willed—and
utterly unforgiving of insults from strangers. |
When the tech who had tried to collect a specimen

from Favory Ancona went home with a broken femur,
~ Papa Vladimir, who looked only to Papa Morgan for
authority in the breeding pens, was seen to smile slightly
and observe, “He should have asked first.”

~ There was only one mercy in all of it. Once breeding
season was over, the inspectors and technicians went
away. They had done all they needed to do. The rest they
left to the mares, and to the family. In the spring there -
would be foals, genetically purified and officially sanc-
tioned, each with the Mandate’s signature in its cells. |
* Marina did not know why, but after the first shock she
“stopped being upset. Angry, yes. The family had been
trampled on. Its horses had been relegated to the status of a
“disease in need of a cure, its beautiful old bloodlines con-

. demned as unsanitary. She could sit in the library with the

books scrolling behind her eyes, telling over the names.
The breeds that they kept pure here, the old breeds, the
horses of princes: Arabian, Andalusian, Lipizzan. The lines
preserved in each. Skowronek whose helices Watanabe
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~ had sneered at Celoso whose sons were all kings and |

~ whose daughters were all queens, Favory and Conversano

~ and Siglavy who had danced before kings. Ghazala,

- Princesa, Presciana; Moniet and Mariposa and Deflorata.

B - They were woven in the helices, flaws as well as perfec-
| tion,_ a memory as deep as the bone and more lasting.

It was immortality, not of the single creature but of
the species itself. And the Mandate wanted to k]ll 1t in the
~ guise of perfectmg it.

'Novinha was the first to come into heat and the first

to get in foal. On a day of early spring when snow had |

been allowed to fall, she showed signs that she would
foal in the night. Marina had foal watch in the brood-
~ mares’ barn, blankets spread on straw next to the foaling
stall. In the Hippodrome she did not doubt that they left
- such things to monitors and mechanicals. Here it was
~ reckoned that foals of the old stock grew and thrived
best if they were born the old way, with human hands
- ready if the mare faltered.
| As the old mare began to pace her stall, Tante Estrella
slipped in past Marina. She always knew when it was
~ time, and she always came, no matter how late the hour. In
fact it was early for a foaling, not quite midnight.

The long waiting, close on a year from breedmg to
birth, ended as it always did, with astonishing speed. As
‘Novinha went down, Estrella was there, Marina close
behind her, moving in concert as they had so often before.

“There was little actually to do till the foal had slipped
free of its mother. Novinha knew her business. This was
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“her seventh foal, her luck-foal as family superstition had
~it, and she gave birth easily and quickly, from the first
~ sight of the hoof wrapped in glimmering caul to the wet

- tangle of limbs sorting itself out in the straw. |
~ Marina and Estrella stared at the foal, the perfect
foal, designed and conceived under the Mandate. It was
“struggling to its feet a]ready, hftlng its head with its deli-
cate curled ears.

Novinha was a Llplzzan and so was the sire of record -

- Favory Ancona who had left so lasting a mark on the tech-
nician from the Hippodrome. They were all born dark, and |

‘turned glimmering white as they grew. |

This foal of theirs under the Mandate had bypassed

the dark phase. It was silvery white already, though it was

no albino: Its skin was dark under the pallor of the coat.

| It was a colt. He was a big one, substantial for one so
young, with a big square shoulder and a solid rump. In
“that he was just as he should be. There wasevenahintof

an arch to his profile, the noble nose that dlstmgulshed his

- breed and his line.

~ And yet there was something odd

- Estrella was quicker than Manna, and maybe less
unwilling to acknowledge what she saw. She inspected the
small hoofs as the colt wobbled up on them, marking that
‘each was the same and each preposterous, cloven like a
‘goat’s or a deer’s. And the tail, not the brush of a normal
foal but a tasseled monstrosity, and on the forehead where
~ the silver-white hair whorled to its center—

- Marina laughed with unalloyed delight. “Dldn’t we
warn them? Didn’t we, then? And they meddled with our
beauties regardless -
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~ All the mares were foaling unicoms. Every one. Coltor
filly, Llplzzan or Andalusian or Arabian, each was the
- same: silver-white, cloven-hooved, with the bud of a horn
~ onits brow. The Mandate had outsmarted itself. -

 “There was a reason,” said Papa Morgan “for the

- ontldmess in the helices.”
“We did try to tell them,” Tante Concetta said. She |

kept to the house and seldom went among the horses, but
- she had gone down to the barn that first morning to look
“at Novinha’s colt. She Iau:,hed as Estrella had, with the
same high amusement.
None of the elders was at all surpnsed, no more than |
they had been by the lowelmg of the Mandate. They had
~expected this. It must be something one learned when one
~ became an elder, a secret that had stopped bemg a secret
~ when Novinha’s foal was born. |
- He had a name from before birth in the ancient tradi-
tion of his breed. Favory Novinha: Favory for the ances-
tor of his line, Novinha for his dam who inspected him
~ with as little surprise as the elders had shown, and a qui-
etly luminous pride. If it disconcerted her to be mother to
such strange offspring, she did not show it.
Marina was beyond surprise when they got him out
into the light and she had her first clear sight of his eyes.

They were not brown at all, not even the near-black of his' |

heritage, but a deep and luminous blue. Nor did they
change as he grew. They were part of him, like the goat-
- feet on which he watked and the horn that sprouted on his
forehead.
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She was more or less in charge of him. It was usual }

for whoever had foal watch on a particular night to inherit,

in a manner of speaking, the foal who was born on that
- watch. There was not much to do when the foal’s dam
- was as experienced as Novinha. Mostly Marina watched
him. She never quite admitted that she was waiting for
~ him to do something unusual, something magical.
~ But he never did, unless it was magic that he grew so
fast and moved so light. Lipizzans grew into their grace.
- When they were young they were awkward, gangling,
often heavy on their feet. This colt was graceful from
birth. He was bOm knowing how to move, how best to -

- dance.

~ That was his magic, she supposed He knew what

- other foals had to learn.

‘The Mandate had no provision for such an eventual-
ity as this. It had not intended to create a new—or recre-
ate a very old—species. It had been meddling, that was
all. Asserting its sense of order on a disordered breed.

- Hendrick Manygoats Watanabe came back as the last
of the mares waited to deliver their foals. This time he was
accompanied by Shanna Chen-Howard. She, for once,
was not smiling. He was looking remarkably humble. __

- “They retired me,” she said to Papa Morgan as they

~ walked away from the flyer that had brought her. She was
direct as always, though Watanabe looked sourly disap-
proving. “They tossed me out on my ear, told me to take
myself a vacation, gengineer some roses, take up locust-
keeping in the Sahel—anything but get in their way when
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| 't'hey decided | to lay the Mandate on _evérybody who was
~exempt. I gather they did much the same to you.”

- Papa Morgan spread his hands, eloquent of resigna-

| _' tion. “What could we do? We’re subject to the law Ifthe
- law says we have to give in to the Mandate . | |

Shanna Chen-Howard slanted a glance at him.

Manna following at a discreet distance, thought she saw |

. laughter in it. “You were always Iaw-abldmg citizens,”
she sa1d blandly.

 They had turned the mares out in the wide green pas-

~ ture that rolled down to the river. Two sides of it were

- fenced in water, with a forcefence to remind the bolder

foals that they were not to go exploring. All the mares

~ with foals at side, as it happened, were grays; pone of the

- dark mares had been bred thlS year, again under the
~ Mandate.

It was a pretty plcture from a distance, whlte horse-

- shapes on green, the larger grazing peacefully, the smaller

playing or nursing or lying flat on the grass in the sun.
Closer in, one realized that the mares were ordinary
enough, but the foals were odd. |
- Marina found herself walking just behind Watanabe.
He stepped gingerly, as if he had never walked on a dirt
road before. The glances he shot at the pasture almost |
made her laugh aloud. He must be having dreadful
visions of hip-deep mud, reeking manure, creatures
crawling up the grassblades to devour him whole. ~
The fence along the road was an atavism, a real
post-and-rail fence, though there was a forcefence just
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behind it to keep it secure. One of Papa _Morgan_’é pre- ;
“decessors had thought it worthwhile to have at least one

~old-fashioned fence for leaning on and watching the

horses. Papa Morgan did just that now, and Shanna
Chen-Howard kept him company. Watanabe hung back,

with Marina still behind him. 2
| The mares had been aware of them-all along, but
most were busy cropping the new grass. It was Novinha’s
colt who came forward first, curious to see who these vis-
~ itors were. He took a circuitous way about it, showing off
his floating gait, spiraling in toward the fence till he stood
just inside of it, nostrils flared, head up, bright eye fixed

" on them all.

* Shanna Chen-Howard took a while to find her voice.
‘When she did, it wobbled a little, but then it was its
forthright self again. “Well. You weren’t exaggerating'.”
“Neither were the holorecords we sent. you,” Papa
Morgan said. : |
. “No,” said Shanna Chen-Howard, “but somehow, in
~ the flesh, it’s more effective.” | f
| - She stretched a hand over the fence The colt sniffed
- it, thought about nipping, caught Marina’s eye and
behaved himself. He let Shanna Chen-Howard stroke his
- nose, and stood still for her to run her hand up it till it
- touched the base of the horn. She almost recoiled then:
- Marina saw how she tensed. But he leaned into her,
encouraging her to scratch where it was always itching.
| “Itisreal,” she saldasheobhgedhlm “Itreallyls ”She
~ began to laugh.
‘The only one who seemed to need an explanatlon
‘'was Watanabe. He was not about to get one. She kept
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| ‘laughing when Papa Morgan let her in_to .the' pasture, the
~ same way Tante Estrella had when the colt was born, and
- Tante Concetta. It was a grand joke on the Mandate.

~ “The trouble,” she said as they lingered over dinner
~ that evening, “is that the Mandate has no sense of humor
~ whatsoever. You're exonerated—there’s no sign of tam-
- pering, and every breeding was administered entlrely by
‘technicians from the Hippodrome—but you know how

~ the law works. It has to cast blame on somebody.”

| No one looked at Hendrick Manygoats Watanabe.
He had a plate in front of him as they all did, the elders
“and the trainers who had been admitted to the meeting,
the senior trainers and the younger ones like Marina who
were in charge of this year’s foals. He had eaten nothing
and said nothing. It was probably excruciating for him to
have to dally like this, being endlessly inefficient, eating
and drinking and hangmg about instead of workmg on the
problem at hand. - -
| “I"d ask, Why not blame the Mandate?” saJd Tante
Estrella, “except I'm not that foolish. We did warn you—
~ them—of what might happen if they tried to meddle with
old stock.” |
| “So you did,” said Shanna Chen-Howard, “but after
all, the horses bred under the Mandate were meddled
~ with, too, in the begmmng Why would these be any dlf-
ferent?”
| “Because they’re old stock,” Tante Estrella said. “The
others had already been meddied with till they forgot
where they came from. These never did. The Arabian 1s




- Da'me a la Licome 287

the oldest a.nd purest of all. The others were bred from it
by masters who knew better than any Mandate how to
- make perfection in the form of a horse. It S dangerous to
~ meddle with perfection.” | | -
| Shanna Chen-Howard shook her head She was not
 arguing, at least not with Tante Estrella. “So. We tam-
~ pered with something that was already finished. We
-~ turned it into something else altogether.” |
- “Bxactly,” said Papa Morgan. |
Shanna Chen-Howard sighed heavily. “This is not
~ going to go over well with the committee in the Hippo-
 drome. There’s that clause in the Mandate, you see, that
- your predecessors helped write. The one that draws the
~line between modification and complete transformation.
- We can tidy up your horses’ helices. We can’t turn their
- offspring into something other than horses.” -
~ Papa Morgan smiled. There was nothing smug
about it, but Hendrick Manygoats Watanabe got up
- abruptly, kicked back his chair, and stalked out.

L

- None of it was really about the Mandate, or about the
| I—Ilppodrome s mistake. Marina’s, too, for thinking that it

- was so simple. She had not been paymg attentlon That -

~ was a bad fault in a horse trainer. |
| It was a long summer. The weather was on a random
cycle, which meant heat and sun and a daily explosion of
~ thunder. The nights were steamily warm, w1th a crackle
of hghtmng near the honzon
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- Marina liked to walk the pastures at night. The horses
were quiet then, grazing or drowsing. There were moni-

- tors set to catch anything out of the ordinary, but they

were part of the forcefence, invisible and almost i imper-
~ ceptible. - -
~ She went out on a night when the moon was full and
the lightning had sunk almost out of sight over the world’s
rim, and wandered from pasture to pasture. There were
mares in foal again, bred the old way, without the Mandate -
to interfere. They were standing together at the far corner -
of their pasture, looking out into the next, where their

- sisters were, and the foals.

~ Novinha’s colt had a horn now as long as Manna S
~hand. It was ivory, densely spiral-grained and keenly
pointed. The elders had been talking about blunting the

~ foals’ horns or capping them like an elephant’s tusks or

~ removing them altogether for their own and their moth-
- ers’ safety.

While the elders failed to agree on what to do the
foals did each other no damage, though they loved to spar
like swordsmen. They seemed to have an instinct, a sense
of just how far it was wise to go. It held even with
humans. And that, thought Marina, was the most unfoal-
like thing about them. Young horses were reckless of
~ therr strength, but these were remarkably careful, for

“babies. It was as 1f they were born knowmg how to con-
- duct themselves in the world. |

- Novinha’s foal called to Marina as she came down to
the pasture, running along the fence with head and tail
high, tossing his head with its moon-bright gleam of
horn. The others followed more slowly. They had their
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own chosen humans; they acknowledged Marina but did
not welcome her as the colt did. In that they were
Lipizzans, but again they were young forit. |

- She slipped through the gate in the wooden fence. The

. colt was waiting for her. He followed her as she walked to

- the river, with the others tra1hng behind, and even a few
- of the mares. -

- She stopped as she always d1d at her favonte place a

~stone like a chair, where she could sit and watch the water |
- flow by. The colt lay down as he liked to do and laid his

head in her lap. The moon glowed in his coat. She stroked
it. It was the softest thing in the world, and warm, and it
smelled of flowers. He closed his eyes and sighed. |

~ He was not asleep, not quite. His ears flicked as the
other foals and their mothers found things to do nearby. A
- pair of shadows moved softly through them, stroking a |
neck here, a nose there. -

Tante Estrella-and Tante Concetta sat on the grass
near Marina’s stone. Some of the foals circled, curious,
~ even came to be petted, but none came as close as the colt
had, or laid his head in a welcoming lap. Maybe it was
Novinha who prevented it: She had come to stand over
~ Tante Concetta, huge and white and quiet. |

Marina’s head was full of questions. There were too_
many of them; they crowded each other. They silenced
~ her. : B -
- Tante Estrella only sat for a moment before she was

on her feet again, stroking and talking softly to one of the |

younger mares. That one had a filly, who came to investi-
gate Estrella, nibbling boldly on the hem of her coat. |
- “Look,” Estrella said abruptly. Marina started. The
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- colt opened an eye but closed it agam, refusmg to wake for
_anything as trivial as human chatter.
~ “Look around you,” ? Estrella said. “Do you know
: what you see?” . | .
She was expecting an answer. Marina groped for one.
“A mistake,” she said. “The Mandate carried too far.”
~ “No,” said Estrella. “You don’t see.” -
- Marina frowned. She had come here to be alone in the

L qtuet, not to be put in the training ring and set on a circle.

“Estrella 1s saying,” said Concetta from Novinha’s

o shadow, “that you need to look harder. What do you see?”

_ “Twelve baby unicorns,” Marina said sharply, though
~ she tried to be light. “Next you’re going to tell me you
planned this.” -
“We did expect that it would happen, yes ” Concetta
said. “We thought the Hippodrome needed a lesson.”
"~ “It could have blown up in your faces,” Marina said.
“We could have been shut down. If they get angry enough,

- we could still—

“No,” said Estrella. She was smiling It was the same
smile Papa Morgan had had, that had dnven away
Hendrick Manygoats Watanabe.

Marina was not as easily routed, and she had a uni-
corn in her lap. She looked around as she had been told to,
in the moon’s bright light. The mares were all around
them, and the foals, watching as if what she said could
matter to them. And how could it? She had nothing wise or
intelligent to say.

- She had to say something. She said, “We’re old stock,
too. Aren’t we? What happens if they put us under the
Mandate?”
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. _Estrella__ laughed. It was a silvery sound, but very
~ human. “Not what you're afraid of! We turn into what we

~were to start with. Gypsies. Tinkers. Tamers of horses
from Old Troy onwamd No more and no less than we

always were.”
~ “But,” said Manna, “I don’t—"" She stopped herself |
~ started again. ‘“T'm not seeing what I obviously should see.”
~ “We’re all blind when we’re young,” Concetta said.
“We have to leamn to see. Like foals.” - |
- “Not these,” Marina said, rufﬂmg the colt’s mane.
- “We’re custodians, aren’t we? We were given them, and
they us. We protect them.”
- “That’s part of what we do, » Concetta said. “We
; watch over the old arts, too, and the old lines.” |

“Which happen to go back to the old stories,” said |

Estrella. She seemed to find the fact delightful. So would |
* Marina, if she had time to think about it—if she were not
so afraid. She had grown up under the Mandate. She could
not imagine it giving way so easily. The famlly could not
 be that strong. No one was. |
- She said that last aloud. Estrella shook her head at |
- Marina’s foolishness. “We don’t need to be. We have our
horses. And,” she said, “their children. Haven’t you won-
dered what W111 become of them‘?” | | -
 “Often,” Marina said.

“In an older world,” said Concetta, “there would be

‘noplace for them. This world, that makes new species out

- of the rags of the old . . . there’s room in it for a myth.” . -

Marina looked at the colt asleep in her lap. He did not |
feellike a myth He was warm and SOlld and mescapably
real.
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“Is he going to live forever?” she asked.
She had no idea where the question came from. It -
simply was, hanging out there in front of them. -
One of the mares snorted and stamped The sound

. swelled to fill the silence. -

Estrella spoke softly, almost too soft to hear. “We
don’t know.”
. Marina w1dened her eyes. “You don t know‘? But you
~ know everything!”
. Estrella said nothing. Concetta s1ghed “We only
- know what all the elders know. What we teach the young
- ones when they’re ready. What we preserve here, as far as
the world ever knew, is the old way of training horses,
~and the old lines. Now it knows what the old lines are,
and what they come from. But what else we’ve let the
Mandate make here . . . we don’t know. They may just be
- very long-lived.”
“How? Like their mothers, still strong at thirty? Or

~ like us with our hundred years? Or more than that‘?” |

They did not answer.

The colt stirred suddenly and scrambled to his feet.
He shook himself all over. He scratched an ear with a
hind hoof; scratched his rump with his horn. He nudged
against Novinha and, with a careful twist of the head
that kept the horn from her belly, began vigorously to
nurse.

Miranda could see how he would grow, from the way
the moonlight struck him: not tall but broad and sturdy,
built to carry a rider, to pull a carriage, to stand in marble
on a monument. He was not the delicate goat-creature of
the myth. None of them was, even the ones who had been
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bred from Arablans They were all as real as the stone she_
saton. - |
~ “And they sa1d ” she said, “that the rootstock wasa
 thinoceros.” - | - |
“That was a d1ver31on, ‘said Estrella, “to keep the -
secret safe till people were ready to know it. It’s not how
long one of them lives, do you see? It’s that the line lives.
- Just as with us. One person dies, gives way to another, but
the species goes on and on. Eventually it changes. Or if
people meddle Wlﬂ'l its hehces, it dlscovers what itwould
have been.” |
Marlna nodded slowly “I wonder ” she sald “Wlll
they breed true?” |
 “We don’t know that, e1ther, satd Concetta, but not
~ as if she were deeply troubled by it.
Marina thought of finding answers. Of breedmg
| undel the Mandate; of being exempt from it. Of discover-
- ing what they had, and what it would turn into. |
‘Shanna Chen-Howard would come back. Others
would come with her. They would try to meddle. They
~ could not help it. Somehow under the moon it did not -
* matter. The world was so much wider than it had been,
 the day the Mandate lowered itself on Dancer’s Rest.
- “It did better than it knew,” she said.
~ “Oh, it knew,” said Conceita. “Tt just dldn’t know how
much it knew.” She pushed herself up, shaking out her skitts.
- “It was meant, after all, to make the imperfect perfect.”

- “And when it found something that was exactly as it
ought to be,” Estrella said over the back of her favorite
~ mare, “it made sornethmg completely new, that was as
old as memory
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And they said the magic had gone out of the world.
- Marina shook her head and found herself smiling. It was
hard not to smile, with mares ‘and foals all around her, and
“one coming to rest his horn gently over her heart. |
| “I wonder,” she said; “how you’ll take to the training
~ ring.” He snorted and raised his head and stamped. And
~ went up, smooth and sure, all silver in the moonhght a
levade as polished as any in the arena.

She laughed. His eye seemed to laugh with her. She
“had an answer to that question at least. It was quite
‘enough to go on with.




Lucy TAYLOR

 CONVERGENCE

Peter: Lucy Taylor, like P. D. Cacek, is another one
whose stories appear in anthologies with names like Hor
~ Blood 4: Hotter Blood, and The Mammoth Book of Erotic

‘Horror. She lives in the hills outside Boulder, Colorado,
~with her five cats—which, speaking as a person who has
lived with a lot of cats over the years—could quite easily
- account for a propensity to write horror fiction. But her
“Convergence” is no horror story at all: It’s a love story
with a wonderfully happy/sad ending. ...

Janet: Lucy is attractive, bright, and ballsy. She’s also a

terrific writer and a consummate professional. Sometimes -
I fantasize that up-and-coming writers like Lucy—and

- Lisa Mason, P. D. Cacek, Marina Fitch, Robert Dever-
eaux, Dave Smeds—all of them close to a generation
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~ tasies, they dedicate themselves to the developmentof an

intravenous which is plugged into young writers and
pumps into their veins a solution containing equal mea-
sures of work ethic, respect for deadlines, willingness to
pay their dues, modesty, vision, determination, and talent.




Convergence

. B LITTLE AFTER ONE A. M., THE WORLD TEETERED AND
,tlpped onto its side like a badly spun top. Sable Finley
- jerked awake with a cry of pain and surprise. She found

herself lying on the floor, disoriented and confused, still

~ half-asleep. Where was she? For a moment, she thought

she was in Dan’s bed back in Charlotte, North Carolina,
and somehow, maybe thrashing about in a dream he had
shoved her out of bed. Or that she and Dan were visiting
her daughter Miriam and granddaughter Elise in Oakland
and an earthquake—the Big One thal everyone always
talked about—had hit.

Then she opened her eyes and saw, by the light she’d
left on in the tiny bathroom, that the room was canted
crazily to one side. Her suitcases had tumbled down from
the overhead rack—she’d barely missed being bashed by
falling Samsonite. The things she’d left out on the desk
the night before—her journal, a copy of Redbook turned
to a page on exercise for women over fifty, the necklace
Elise had given her and the photo of her and Dan taken at
their wedding the month before—had all shd off onto the

floor.
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- From outside came a great commotion, doors being
- slammed, voices clamoring. The thunk and scuffle of
panicked feet, objects crashing, a man shouting “What’s
going on?” and a woman’s voice, razor-edged with fear,
“Oh my God, where are the life vests?”

Then Sable was more awake than she’d ever been in
 her life, because she remembered now where she was—
- somewhere between Harwich, England, and Hamburg,
Gennany, on the Dutch ferry the Nieuw Amsterdam.
- Going to meet Dan at the software convention in
Hamburg before they took off for a few weeks to explore
- Europe together.
~ With their first stop in Pans to pxck out thelr new
~ apartment. |
- To start their new hfe together as husband and w1fe |

Dear God. |
- She shucked off her pajamas got into a pair of slacks
~ and a shirt. She wanted to take the photo of her family with
her, but that was impractical under the circumstances, so

instead she snatched up the necklace Elise had given her,

just a child’s trinket really, a small silver unicorn with a red
- rhinestone eye and glittery horn on a cheap metal chain
- (“To protect you, Grandma,” Elise had said). Sable put it

‘around her neck and then stumbled out of the cabin into the

~ chaos of the corridor, up the stairs past the car deck. From

where the vehicles had been loaded on board the ferry, she
heard what sounded like a demolition derby, metal crashing
and crunching against metal and—no, it couldn't be, wasn't

- possible—the roar of water rushing in.
She was pushed from behind and fell forward, bang—
ing her knee on the stair. A foot crushed her hand. She
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- yelped, pulled herself to her feet, and made it the rest of
~ the way to the upper deck and then out31de into the black,
steel-cold night.

- The boat felt hke it was takmg roller coaster plunges
off huge cliffs of water, crashing down into jagged
- crevasses of obsidian sea. More and more listing to star- -
board. Sable skidded on the slippery deck. Her feet were
bare—in her panic, she’d been unable to find the pair of
Reeboks she’d left by the bed.

- No matter, she told herself, qhe wasn’t going to
need shoes. The sea would calm down, the ferry would
right itself, and she’d go back to bed. And soon she’d
“be in Hamburg and Dan would pull her into his big
arms and she’d tell him about this terrible night, how
- afraid she had been, and he’d comfort her, hold her
make it all right.

It was all a bad dream The) weren't smkmg They
couldn’t be sinking, |

Someone—a crew member with a bright shock of
blood in his hair—-thrust a life vest at her |

“Put this on!”

She stared at him, not comprehendmg

“What’s happening?” |

He didn’t answer. He was too busy forcmg her arms
through the holes in the vest, buckling it in the front. He
was a small man, dark complected, his eyes cartoonishly
big, like an electroshocked owl. She tried to ask him
again what was happening, but the ferry lurched violently
and water crashed over their heads in a long icy spill. A
man and woman, pale lumps of doughy white flesh in lit-
tle more than their underwear, pushed past her, jabbering
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in German. Sable followed them, clutching at whatever
she could to stay on her feet. |
The crew and able-bodied passengers were lowenng '.
life rafts into coal-colored waves that bucked and wnthed |
like the back of a sea monster. |
" Someone shoved Sable from behind. “Go lady, gol”
~ She slipped in her bare feet and skidded, arms flailing
wildly. She saw the rail coming up—the same rail where
just yesterday morning she’d leaned over and tossed bits
of brioche into the sun-dazzled sky for the seagulls to
“catch, daydreaming of Dan and their future—and she
screamed as she almost plummeted headfirst into the
water, but then hands gripped her and she was lowered,
swung really, into a wildly rocking, pitifully small rubber
~ raft with eight other drenched, terrified-looking people.
“Get away, get away before the ferry goes down!” a
long-haired man yelled.
~ Those closest shoved the raft away from the Nieuw
Amsterdam, which was almost completely capsized now,
the starboard deck partially underwater. Many of those left
behind dived into the sea. Sable thought she heard sea-
gulls shrieking out words in a Babel of tongues and then
realized it was the screams of women who’d jumped or
fallen into thesea. . -
She reached up, fingered the unicorn charm at her
throat, where she could feel her pulse beating.

I'll be all nght I'll make it. I have to make it. Dans -

 waiting for me in Hamburg. -
The sinking Nieuw Amsterdam went suddenly dark

as the electricity failed. Whoever was left aboard now,

Sable thought, would be fighting their way through the
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maze of the luxury ferry’s corridors, through its bars and
~ restaurants and casinos, in tomblike blackness. Anyone
- who hadn’t gotten off the ferry by now .

But I'm all right, she thought I got oﬁ the boat and I'm
not in the water. =

She clutched at the unicorn charm Wlth numb fin-
- gers. | o
Then a wave the size of a three-story bulldmg struck
~ the raft broadside, flipping it over and dumping Sable and
all the others on board into the churning North Sea.

“You sure you don’t want to fly over with me?” Dan
had said. “We can take an extra couple of days before the
convention starts to see Hamburg.” |

-Sable had laughed, shook her head “Sure you don t
want to sail over with me instead of flying?”

She and Dan were sitting out in the backyard of her
town house in Charlotte, enjoying the benign bake of an
Indian summer. They were taking a break from the garden-
ing, snipping back the errant branches of Sable’s roses and
clipping the weeds, the better to impress potential buyers
when the Realtor started showing Sable’s property the next
week. A pitcher of iced tea and a small plate of lemon bars
sat on the table between them. Sable’s hands smelled of
planting and soil, the loamy