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0.0: The stock exchange

The room was dark. The room was al ways dark, because it had no wi ndows; it
ought not to have neant anything. But the way the shadows hung |i ke drapery
around t he desk; the way the crook-necked | anp cast its measured oval of |ight
on the polished rosewod; the way the silence lay on the room unbroken by the
hiss of a gas mantle; the way the faint, faint snell of petrol eum and
electricity, like the odor of wealth itself, rose up from everywhere—these

t hi ngs gave the darkness neaning. Nothing in that room was incidental

The custoner sat behind his desk, in a chair so tall and wide it could have

hi dden two bodyguards. He | eaned away fromthe light, and it fromhim Maybe
he'd read somewhere that hiding one's face made for psychol ogi cal advantage in
busi ness transactions. He was wel cone to think so. He already had the only
real advantage: noney. All the rest was costunme and props.

The nerchandi se was contained in a flat nmetal box half again as long as a
hand, which had once been white. | put it on the edge of the desk, just

out side the pool of light. Then | laid one finger on it and pushed, so that it
ski dded across the shining wood and stopped in front of him



H s hands came up from under the desk and settled on either side of the box.
Then the | eft one rose again, touched the netal, spread flat on it.

"The one | asked for?" he said. They were the first words out of his nouth
since his door had opened and let ne in.

"Look at it."

He scrabbled a little at the catch, his self-control nmomentarily breached. One
hi nge stuck, conplaining; then the box opened with a tic, and a broken speck
of metal skittered over the rosewood. |nside was another box, plastic. It was
nostly deep blue, with a color photo reproduced on it, and the title. He was
famliar with the design, | knew 1'd brought himothers like it, but with

di fferent photos, different titles. He opened the second box to reveal the

vi deocassette. He touched the label as if it mght be fragile. "Singing in the
Rain," he said, and | could hear his satisfaction—self-satisfaction, really.
He cl osed the inside box, and the outside. H's hands returned to their guard
positions, flat on the desk with the tape between them |I|ike brackets in an
equat i on.

"Do the contents match the |abel ?" H's voice was strong now, the voice that
ordered that room and everything outside it.

"Yes."
"And is it really the original, or did you make a copy to sell ne?"

At that, | reached out, laid the sane single finger on the netal box, and slid
it back across the desk to me. His hands curved like little cats rising and
stretching. But they didn't reach after the box. He knew the Deal

"You can |l ook for it sonewhere else,” | said politely, "if you aren't
confortable buying fromne."

H s mouth, perhaps, had gone dry. | liked to think so.

W stayed like that for a nmonent. He might have been considering sending ne
away, but | doubted it. | had been searching for this one, at his request, for
si X mont hs.

Finally he pulled a narrow | eather bag into the |light and spread it open. He
shook the contents into his hand and lined them up, and made sure | saw t hat

t he bag was now enpty. That was insulting, but not as insulting as his
guestions. Ten bright, round bits of gold he laid out between us, each with a
nice portrait in the center, |lovely exanples of the coin-making art. Two
hundred dol | ars hard, precisely what he had prom sed. Such a nenory on that
nman.

| turned the line of coins into a stack with one hand and passed t he box
across the desk with the other. | |ooked at the top coin, then smled across
the barrier of light toward his face. "Renmarkable |likeness," | said. | nade

t he noney di sappear, and hoped he'd noticed; it was a response to his show ng
me there was nothing left in the | eather bag to steal

"Anot her comm ssion,"” he said, as if | had asked for one and he was wei ghi ng
the prospect. He needed this little dance to keep from hinsel f the know edge
that he needed ne. "This'll be a hard one."

"The | ast one wasn't exactly lying around |ike gravel."



He picked up the box that held Singin' in the Rain, and turned it over and
over in his hands. At last, he said, "I want the Horsenmen novie."

I laughed, which | hadn't nmeant to do. "No."
"Why not ?"

"Because |'ve never seen it, that's why not. If anyone in the Gty would have
seen it, | would, and | haven't."

"So you think it doesn't exist." There was chilly disbelief in his voice.

"I know the fol klore. That sone poor bastard nade a sci-fi-B-novie in which
psychi c Speci al Forces soldiers took over the mnds of evil brown dictators
and won the war in South Anerica. And that some fol ks who wore dark glasses in
the nighttinme arrived at his house, asked hi murgent questions, and took him
into custody. |'ve never heard if they let himout. |'ve never heard that the
thing got video release. |'ve never even heard it proved that it was rel eased,
period. File the whole story next to Hitchhikers, Comma, Vanishing."

There was a silence, in which | decided he was trying to figure out what that
meant. |f he asked, | was going to tell himto look it up

"You sound as if you don't believe in the Horsenen."

Sonetimes | feel a profound, crippling sense of |oss for something | never
had: the world, as it once was. | felt it then. "Of course | believe in the
Horsenen. | just don't believe that soneone had the bad luck to make a novie
about them"

"You're turning down the job?"

| shook ny head. "I'll look. |I've been |ooking for years. But I'mnot going to
find it. Not now It if had ever existed, do you really think there'd be a
copy left unburnt?"

"Five hundred," he said.

| raised my eyebrows. "A thousand, hard. Be glad | don't ask for the hand of
your firstborn and half your ki ngdom™

"No one'd give you a thousand for a goddam novie."

"Then if | find it, no one will get it.

Long, expensive-sounding silence. "If you find it,"’
"bring it to ne."

he said finally, rustily,

| smled, and stifled the inpulse to bow. W had not agreed on a price; but
we'd agreed that his figure and m ne marked the borders of a country we were
willing to skirmish in later, if the need arose.

He opened one of his desk drawers, dropped Singin' in the Rain into it, closed
and | ocked it. As sonetinmes happens when a great deal of noney changes owners
in an atnosphere of bare tol erance, he suddenly turned hearty. He gestured
toward a | ower corner of the roomand said, "Down there, some people call two
hundred in gold a fortune, son. Wat do you plan to do with it all?"

| smled; if he couldn't see it, he would still hear it in ny voice. "Ch," |
said, "I thought I'd treat nyself to breakfast."



And that should have been the end of it; but it may be that | don't think
clearly with a fortune in ny inside pocket. "Have you seen it?" | asked him

He was startled enough to get in the way of the light. It made himsquint, his
eyes lost in pasty white flesh. "Pardon?"

"Singin' in the Rain. Have you seen it?" Dancing over sofas, hanging from

| anpposts, piling furniture on the speech tutor. Did he have a secret passion
for foolery?

"No. "

"Then how do you know you want it?"

H s answer was all in his face, scornful and baffled at once. Mpney nmakes ne
ask stupid questions. He wanted it, of course, because soneone else didn't
have it.

"Debbi e Reynolds dies in the end," | told him

Five mnutes later | was in an elevator runbling down fromthe top of the
tallest building in the City, with nore noney than |'d ever carried in ny

life, literally surrounded by wealth and power. And | was nostly sick and
frightened with it. Wen | got outside, onto the street, to anyplace that had
ever been touched by sunlight, |I would be all right.

| went past the guard desk, nodded at the man who sat behind it, and tried, as
| went out the door, not to look as if | was rushing. | turned right, into the
cheerful norning pandermoni um of the mall market, and the tight prickling

bet ween ny shoul ders went away.

I'd done a good job, | decided on reflection. That building, that office, that
customer, always made nme feel claustrophobic and small, but I'd kept my mnd
on the Deal, and it had gone as |I'd neant it to. | might have sounded a little
i ke Hunphrey Bogart in The Maltese Fal con, but there were worse roles.

| bought eggs and peppers and a few ounces of crunbly cheese at three
different stalls, and took themall to a grill cart and had the proprietor
turn theminto an onelette

After breakfast | would hail a bicycle cab and pay for the long, long ride to
the western outskirts of the City, where a culture-vulture knew of a seal ed-up
baserment hol ding the remains of a video production business. It would be, by
nmy standards, a perfect day.

But it had chaos hidden in it. Cancers start that way: a cell or two, nutated,
dividing, a secret for weeks, or nmonths, though | knew nothing about it for
weeks.

Card 1: Covering
Deat h, Reversed
Waite: lnertia, sleep, lethargy, petrifaction, somanbulism hope destroyed.

Gray: Stagnation. Failure of revolution or other forms of violent change.
Crow ey: Transformation and the | ogical devel opnent of existing conditions

thwarted. H s nagical weapon is the pain of the obligation. H's magi cal power
i S necronancy.



1.0: Gonna go downt own

| came up on ny back in the dirt. The sun was hot on the front of nme, but the
ground under my body was cool. |I'd been there a while, then. A white-Dblue

gl aring sunmer sky nmade nmy eyes water. My nouth felt [ike a tonb from sone
culture where they bury your servants with you.

| turned my head reluctantly, and found the river flats around me, deserted,
snelling |ike dead fish and danp wood. Far away, across the baked nmud and
spilled cured concrete, a bridge crew worked. | could hear the cadence shout,
faintly, and the crash as the weight cane down to drive the piles.

| rolled half over and tried to decide how |l was. This tinme, all | felt was a
sore and swelling bruise on the side of ny face. | remenbered where | nust
have got it: in the street in back of Tet Offensive, where |I'd gone for spicy
nock duck and gotten two Charlies petites instead. The last thing | recalled
clearly was one of the boss girls doing a snap kick, watching her heel cone at
me out of the dark. Probably about then that | went down.

Since the only lasting damage |'d taken was sonmething | could remenber, | nust
not have been into any nasty things during downtinme. How |l ong had it been? And
what had | mi ssed?

When | stood up, | had to revise the damage report. My skull was the Holy
Sepul cher of hangovers. Oh, | nmust have been into sone nasty things, indeed.
hoped 1'd had fun. By the time | got to the street along the Bank, it was
enough to nake ne sick

I'd had thirty bucks in paper, but ny pockets were enmpty now. If the boss
girls hadn't gotten it, then it had paid for whatever had left its residue in
nmy head. | wished | knew what it was. Not that | could resolve never to
consume any nore. Sooner or later |1'd go down again, shut out of ny own mind
and all the resolving |I'd ever done would be as useful as a donme light in a
casket .

The next plunge down woul d be nunmber five. The first time, |'d thought it was
something 1'd eaten, or drunk, or otherw se consuned. The second tinme, 1'd
wondered if it was sonmeone else's nmalice, the coup n' ame. By the third, it
had occurred to ne that it might be all mne. The effect of my col orful
origin, arrived at last to rectify a long-neglected error. But if that was so,
why wasn't it coming closer to killing nme?

| sat on the wall by the road, shivering in the sun. Suddenly | could inmagine
all the things ny body m ght do when | wasn't there to stop it, and | felt so
vile they mght as well have happened. Maybe they had; they just hadn't |eft
marks. | thought about a future full of blank spaces, and knew | couldn't bear
it. If that was the future, | had to escape it.

The obvi ous nethod canme to mind, despair's favorite offspring. It cane so
sharp to the front of ny brain, so clear and desirable, that | nmade a quick
little noise about it. | was down off the wall and headed for the Deeps before
| could think about what | was running (figuratively) from The human ani nal,
when hurting, prefers to go to ground in its own burrow

In parts of town, | could have sat on the curb and held out my hand, and after
a while, if I looked pitiful enough, | would have the nmoney to pay for a

bi cycl e cab. There were still people in the world who were superstitious about
beggars, after all, and if bruised, dirty, and disoriented couldn't elicit
pity, then what was superstition for? But the Bank was | ousy panhandling
territory. People there lived by the Deal, l|ike everyone else. They lived well
by it, however, and that affected their judgnment. Even if they once knew the



First Law of Conservation of Deal s—that there are never enough to go
around—they' d let it slip their mnds. So they drove past in their co-op's
car, or trotted by under the twisted trees, |led by dogs that ate as nuch as |
did, and assumed when they saw ne that | didn't do as nmuch to earn ny food as
t he dog.

Once, even in a place like the Bank, you could hold your hand out in a certain
way, and peopl e woul d understand that you needed transportation. They'd stop
their private cars and let you ride in them wthout asking anything in

return. Unnatural, but true. 1'd seen it in novies. But that was a long tine
ago. | staggered on, the dogs barked, and their owners nade what they thought
were inperceptible novenents toward one pocket or another. | wasn't worried; |

didn't think even a shot of ammonia in ny eyes could nmake ne feel worse.

By the time | got to Seven Corners narket, the whole world seened to flash
colors in rhythmwi th nmy heartbeat. The flapping shutter of ny headache kept
time, too. Seven Corners has never been a good place for ny preferred sort of
marketing: it's food, clothing, housewares, and the kind of services that go
with those, nmostly. So | didn't nuch mind having to make ny way through it
with ny eyes squinted three-quarters shut. It occurred to nme, dimy, that |
m ght have nore than a hangover.

The wei ght of the sun finally brought nme to a ragged halt at the market's
edge. | stood under an awni ng, supporting nyself by propping ny hip against a
tabl e, and pretended to be thoughtful about a tray of tomatill os. The next
stall over had crates of live poultry, and the noise and smell were unl ovely.
A black womman with a serpent scarred from cheek to cheek over the bridge of
her nose traded the vendor a bottle of honebrew for a white rooster; the
vendor popped a little sack over the bird' s head, tied its feet together, and
ran a |l oop of string through its bonds for a carrying handl e. The worman wal ked
away, sSwinging a rooster too dismayed to struggle. It gets worse, | wanted to
tell him thinking of his new owner's scar

| was waiting, | realized, for my wits to di sappear into darkness. As if it
woul d happen when | was ready for it. There woul d be some consolation in
knowi ng what it was. Brain tunor, bad food, the heat? The heat would kil
cactus. Perspiration was trickling out of ny hairline, warmas the air, too
warmto be doing its job.

The poultry dealer had a pair of doves in a w cker cage, velvety gray and
sull en. Doves in paintings were never sullen. They seenmed, in fact, to have
managed a pernanent state of exaltation, like the mindless fluttering ones
around a chalice in ...Sherrea's ...cards.

| stood clouted with revelation amd the produce. | wanted know edge. Sherrea
clained to call it up out of a seventy-eight-card deck. | didn't believe in
the cards, but | might, if pressed, admt to uncertainty about Sher. Alittle
mnd reading, with tarot as its rationalization-however she explained it to
hersel f, she nmight |ocate ny mssing nenories. If she was a mnd reader, if
the nenories were there, if there was any help in them But | had to try.

The brown grandnotherly woman who sold the tomatill os was shooti ng

ungrandnot herly narrow eyed | ooks at ne, so | turned to nove on. But | m ssed
nmy step and stunbl ed agai nst one of her awning poles, rocking the whol e canvas
roof, and she shouted sonething about m nmadre. That nade ne | augh. The sun
hit ne over the head with its hammer when | cane out of the shade, and

st opped | aughi ng.

The Ravine forns the western edge of the Bank, only a few hundred yards from
Seven Corners market. It's full of the cracked pavenent of an old interstate



hi ghway—still a perfectly good road, in an age that requires less of its road
surface and has no use for the concept of "between states." Fromthe lip of
the Ravine | could see the Deeps on the other side, hard gray and brown brick
and wood on the nearest structures, shading farther in to rose, bronze, black
pearl, and verdigris in spires of stone, nmetals, and brilliant glass. The
enpress of it all, rising fromits center, was Ego, the tallest building in
the City, whose reflective flanks had no color of their own, but wore the sky
i nst ead—+el entl ess, cloudl ess blue today. The towers of the Deeps, rising in
angl es or curves, were nade nore poignant by the occasional shattered fornms of
their ruined kin. If 1'd reached themas quickly on foot as | have in the
narrative, maybe |1'd have no story to tell. O maybe |I woul d. Coincidence is
the word we use when we can't see the |levers and the pulleys.

The bridge over the Ravine was scattered with vendors who hadn't found a place
in the market. Very few had awni ngs, or even stalls; they spread bl ankets on

t he scorchi ng sidewal ks, and kept their hats and shawl s and parasols tilted
agai nst the sun. The heat rose with the force of an explosion fromthe road
surface bel ow, and the whole scene wiggled in a heat mirage. Near the center
of the bridge, | stopped to press ny hands over mny eyes, trying to squeeze the
aching out of nmy head, to replace it with a firmsense of up and down, forward
and back. | shivered. Maybe the sweat was working, after all. Except that |
didn't seemto be sweating anynore.

A warm wi nd brushed past ne. No, it was the sudden breeze of people going by.
So why didn't they go! | opened my eyes. A skinny armreached out, bony
fingers slapped ny shoul der and spun me around. Faces splashed with bl ack and
gray, stubbly scalps, a flurry of ragged clothing—+ was at the eye of a storm
of Jammers.

I've heard them conpared to rabbits in the spring. Maybe the people who do are
afraid of rabbits. The Jammers were pale, thin as wire, and as they danced
their arms and | egs crisscrossed |ike a chainlink fence of skin and bone. They
weren't dressed for the heat, but | understand Jammers don't feel it, or cold,
or much of anything besides the passion of the drumin their veins.

The ni ght babi es, who every sunset brought their parents' noney down fromthe
tops of the towers or fromthe walled conmpounds of parkland at the Cty's
edge, would follow a cloud of Jammers like gulls after a trash wagon. They'd
try to copy the steps. But that dance has no pattern, no repeats, and the
caller is the defect or disease that makes the Janmer bl oodbeat and the shared
mnd that goes with them The hoodoos clained the Jammers as kin, but | never
heard that the Jammers noticed. The nightbabies pestered them for prophecies,
for any words at all that they could repeat down in the clubs to give thema
varni sh of artful doomfor a few hours, until something el se went bang.

But | didn't open fortune cookies, or feed hard noney to the Wi ght-and-Fate
in the Gal ena de Juegos, or seek out prophecies fromthe Jammers. No one coul d
prove to nme that the future was already on record. And if it was—well, the
future is best friends with the past, and nmy past and | were not on speaki ng
ternms. Prophecy was a faith for the ignhorant and a diversion for the rich, and
| was neither. The Jamers coul dn't know anythi ng about ne.

"Infant creature," sang one of the Jammers, "ancient thing, |long way from
hore. "

Lucky guesses didn't count. | could be, when | wanted, as close to invisible
as flesh and bl ood canme. Nobody Particular in a street full of the same. It
didn't seemto be working now "Blow off!" | shrieked.

"Barely a step away from home," piped anot her voice.



"On one side." Athird Janmer.

Fourth: "And on the other."

"Ain't got no hone at all."

"Have you no hones? Have you no famlies?"

They all seened to think that was hilarious. Gven that they're supposed to
share a mind, it was the equival ent of |aughing at one's own joke.

By that time | couldn't tell if I'd heard any voice twice. "Get away fromne,"
| said, "or I'mgoing to hurt one of you." The part of my mind that was doing
nmy thinking, far away fromthe rest of me, was surprised by the screech in ny
voi ce. "Maybe two of you," | added, just to prove | could.

"You are the concept i muacul ate,” caroled a Jammer, shoving her/his holl ow
face up close to nine. The skin, between streaks of gray paint, was opaque and
flaky-1ooking; the breath the words cane out on was eerily sweet. "You are the
fl esh nmade word. \Wat choo gonna do about it?"

"Whi ch way you gonna step?"
"This is the step, this is it, right here.”

| folded my arns around ny head, as if to protect it fromangry birds. "CGo
away!" | screanmed, and now even my thinking mnd, cowering in its comer,
didn't care if every living soul on the bridge saw ne, and knew | was afraid.

"Step!" "Step!"

| was closed in by a fence of bones singing in the voices of crows, and if |
didn't get out nowit would club me to ny knees with my own secrets. | shut ny
eyes and punched.

They whooped, and it was a nmoment before | realized | hadn't connected with
anything. | opened ny eyes. There was a gap in the circle, so | bolted through
it, through the forest of pedestrians and parasols, and if | hadn't stunbled
over a blanket full of pots and pans and tripped on the curb, I wouldn't be
witing this. O perhaps | would. Those |levers, those pulleys ...And the
ringi ng of alum numand cast iron, | hit the pavenment on my backsi de, inches
fromthe path of the tri-wheeler that was scattering foot traffic to either
side. The driver honked, swerved, and slewed to a halt.

The Janmers were yelling and—heeri ng? Who knows what Jammers cheer about? Had
| just taken the going-honme step, or the no-hone-at-all step? O did it nmean
anyt hi ng?

The trike carried full touring kit and weat her shell, and had a nud- and- dust
finish from sonepl ace where there used to be roads. Wen the hatch popped,
clots of dirt cracked away fromthe seamand fell to the blacktop, and the
driver unfol ded out of the opening with startling speed and econony. It was
hard to tell what pronoun properly applied under the tinted goggles, the

hel met, the crunpled coveralls, and the dust. She or he was squatting next to
me before | had a chance to think of standing up

"Are you hit?" Quick, sharp-cut words, the m ddl ewei ght voice cracking out of
roughness into resonance. The skin on the angul ar jaw, under the dirt, had
never needed shaving, and when the stained | eather gauntlet came off the right



hand, the battered fingers seemed relatively |ight-boned. | hazarded a "she.

Those fingers grabbed ny chin before | could dodge them

Everything tilted forty-five degrees. My vision was clear, but for a noment |
felt as if | were sitting on a slant with nothing to hold on to. Then the
wor | d snapped back to true. The driver's dark goggles showed nme two views of
nmysel f, slightly bug-eyed. Wat was this hangover fron?

"No," | said. "You didn't hit nme."

She peel ed of f the goggl es, snapped them cl osed, and dropped theminto her
breast pocket. Her eyes were bl ack, and surrounded by cl ean tanned skin where
t he goggl es had seal ed out the dust that the tri-wheeler's shell hadn't. She
was frowning, as if 1'd confessed to sonething nore of fensive than not having
been hit by the trike. Then bland and | azy good nature repl aced the frown—o,
was held up in front of it like a mask on a stick. "I could nmake anot her pass,
| suppose,” she said thoughtfully. "No? But you seem so of fended."

"Not by your aim honest. Excuse me," | said, and stood up. A bit too fast.
She grabbed me around the rib cage.

"Whoa, Paint, old girl. It's that way that's up. Put one foot there, and the
other—that's it." She stepped back, and | swayed, but that was all. "Now, is
there someone to carry you away, or are you dooned, |ike a public works

project in cast cenent, to grace this bridge forever?"

It was true that nothing I'd said or done up to then had indicated | ought to

be allowed out alone. "No. I'll be fine, I'"'mjust going into the Deeps." Now
there was a nindless utterance. Still, if | could reach the Deeps, | would be
all right. O at least, the burrowing instinct told ne so. | |ooked around and
realized that the Jammers were gone. | nust have stopped being interesting.

She rai sed her eyebrows: delicate inquiry. "The D-eh, downtown." She sw ped at
a trickle of sweat on her forehead with the back of her wist, then snatched

i npatiently at her helnmet, yanked it off. The hair underneath was tangled, wet
wi th perspiration, shoulder length, and very black. "I suppose your career as
a caryatid will have to be cut short,"” she said. "I'mgoing that way mysel f."
G orious snile, hiding nothing, signifying nothing.

| had a dirty shirt, a dirtier pair of jeans, and a pair of sneakers, none of
which | intended to give up. | had a few useful things in nmy pockets, but none
that would turn to gold in sonmeone else's fingers. So riding would ent ai
racking up an obligation to a form dabl e stranger. But the thought of sitting
down, closing ny eyes, and effortlessly reaching the Deeps—o, | had no credit
here. "No thank you," | croaked. "It's a lovely day for a walk."

Breath burst out between her lips. "Oh, Qur Lady of Martyrs. | missed the odor
of sanctity on you. Get in."

She neant it as one kind of blasphemy. It fell on ny ears as different, and
worse. Where were the lovely, fam liar cadences of the Deal, the careful

wei ghi ng of goods and consi derations, the call-and-response of buying and
selling? Hers was an alien and heretical |anguage, for all that | knew the
words. She propelled nme to the trike, and | tried not to go. But | really did
want to sit down under the shell of the tri-wheeler where the sun couldn't get
me, even if | paid with the rest of nmy life—

She stuffed ne onto the back seat as if | were her laundry, straddled the
front seat, and slamed the hatch. In a noment | was surrounded by engi ne
noi se and the rattle of the weather shell



Well, one nore for the debit side of the ledger. "I'll pay you back," | said
as loud as | could, doubting it was |oud enough

She turned in the saddl e, passed a quick glance over ne, and said mldly,
"Good CGod, with what?"

W crossed the Ravine. My silence was fulmnating; | don't know what hers was.
She drove quickly through the holl ow hearted warehouses, briskly past the
copper -roofed riverbank pal ace and surroundi ng defensi bl e wastel and of the

VWhi tney-Cel estin fam lies. Pedestrians and bicyclists kept out of her way,
except for once, when someone belatedly driving a pair of goats toward the
mal | market clainmed right-of-way. Her Creole was idiomatic, at |east on the
obscenities. | felt the back end buck and slide on the gravel as she braked.
Sonet hing flickered on the surface of a gauge in front of her. "Ch, shut up,"
she said, and whacked a button with her index finger

The trike was, by its nature, intensely valuable; but it wasn't beautiful

There was a wealth of dust and dirt under the weather shell, and cracked
rubber and scarred paint, but that was all. Everything in ny field of vision
had been repaired at |east once, with varying degrees of success and duct
tape. | let ny head rest on the seat back and closed my eyes. The pain behind

nmy eyebrows was dissol ving ny nuscl es.

"Do you plan to tell me where |'m goi ng?" cane the honed and honeyed voice
fromthe front. "Or do we drift like the Ancient Mariner? You don't |ook |ike
an al batross."

"Well, you haven't shot nme," | said, alarmng nyself. "Yet, anyway." | opened
nmy eyes and saw t hrough the roof w ndow the hard, hot sky and the ruined
exterior of the Washington Hotel. "Go past the last gerbil tube and turn
left.”

"I beg your pardon?" she said with delight.
"The pedestrian wal kways over the streets. Gerbil tubes."

She gave a shout of |aughter. "Christ, they still call "emthat. | haven't—=
She shifted down, and the trike whined |ike an eager dog. "Here?"

"Yeah." | had a nonent of disorientation, watching the i mense wet smle of
the bill board boy on the front of the Power Authority Building sail by over ny
head. Conserve, by all that's holy. You damm bet cha.

"So, what do you think of the quality of life here? Are all the wonen strong
and all the nmen good-| ooki ng?"

I gnoring the unnerving m xture of good hunmor and ferocity in her voice, |
said, "I take it you're newin town."

"You can damm well give it back, then. | grew up here. But |'ve been gone ten
thousand niles or seven |long years, whichever comes first. Gve or take what
you will."

For the first tine it occurred to me that ny chauffeur m ght not have all her
outlets grounded. "I see. Stop when you get to the fence."

"I"d be a fool not to," she said, and | realized she'd downshifted as | spoke.
"Unless | wanted to end up coarse-ground.” | |eaned forward for a view out the
wi ndshi el d, and found the red-rust chainlink edge of the Night Fair before us.



Quiet now, it waited for sunset. "Wat is that?" she asked, nodding at the
fence.

I chose understatenment. "A nmarket. | can get out here.”

| expected her to pop the hatch. Instead, she cast a leisurely eye over the
nei ghborhood. | was cl ose enough to see the shallow lines at the corners of
her eyes, the dense bl ack sweep of her eyel ashes, the precise shape of her
lips. Her earlobes were pierced, but she wore no earrings. No rings, no
cosnmetics, no ornanents at all; no personal touches, no sentinent. She

rem nded me of ny apartments

As if she'd heard the thought, she asked, "You live here?"
"No," | said blithely.

When it becanme clear that | wasn't going to add to that, she killed the engi ne
and | ooked over her shoul der again. | smled at her. In defiance of |ogic,

felt worse now that the noise and vibration had quit. "My heavens," she said
at last, "a fount of information. Loose lips sink ships." |I heard the latch
over my head open; she lifted the roof off us, swng out of the driver's seat,
and offered ne a hand. "At |east, conme tell to nme your nane."

Li kewi se your occupation, and where and whence you cane, | thought, ny
startled mnd dropping the rest of the quote into place |like a puzzle piece.
Not mad—er at |east, endowed with an interesting education, as well. | avoi ded
her hand by pretending | needed both of nmine to get out of the back seat. By
the end of the process, it was true, and | |eaned against the trike while ny
vision cleared. "Sparrow," | said.

"Come agai n?"

"The nane. And since you've had your will of ne ..

"Hardly that," she replied, |laughing. But | thought |I saw a flash of pleasure
in her face, to find that |I knew the beginning of her quote. "Besides, mne's
debased coin. One of sixty or so is hardly the same as one of a kind, an
original, a work of art.”

"Do you think | was born with a nane |ike Sparrow?" | said, pretending mld
of f ense.

She swung her | eg back over the front seat, her face good-hunored and distant,
and thunbed the starter. The tri-wheel er broke al cohol -scented wi nd, |oudly,
and came back to life. Then she | ooked up at ne, her eyes hal f-1lidded, her
mouth half-smling. "We're all born nameless, aren't we? And the nanme we end
with has only peripherally to do with our famly tree."

| turned to go
"Wait; | forgot," she continued. "You were saying you'd pay ne for this?"

Wl |, of course she'd remenber. Things could only get worse, after all.
"That's the Deal ."

She took another up-and-down survey of ne. "What's that hol ding your hair
back?"

It was a braided | eather thong with a fewjet beads in it. I'd forgotten it in
my first inventory, but it wouldn't have mattered—t wasn't fair coin for a



ride fromthe Bank. "It has a lot of sentinental value," | |ied, refl exes
ki cking in anyway. "I couldn't part with it."

"Yes, you could." And she held out her hand, pal mup

Once again she'd chopped through the rituals of the Deal with brutal
simplicity, razored the pelt of civilization off an already dubi ous exchange.
| felt mauled. | yanked the thong out of ny hair and dropped it into her hand.
Her fingers closed over it with disturbing finality, and she nodded. "Just so.
["lIl treasure it always. Goodbye, Sparrow, and watch out for the cats." Wth
another vivid snmile, she closed the hatch

| watched until she was out of sight, and even until the gravel dust had
settled. Then | went carefully around the corner to Del Corazén, to cadge five
m nutes on the phone from Beano.

1.1: A surfeit of transactions

Del Corazoén snelled of frangi pani and | eather and Fast Luck incense, and was
suffocatingly warm On any day but Friday, it would have been cl osed agai nst
the m dday heat; but some business is best done when other people sleep. Del
Corazon was open, if not precisely for ne.

Beano was an ani mated wax statue in the dimlight of the shop, gleam ng froma
fine, even coating of perspiration. Sweat darkened the front of his tight red
tank top like blood. | asked ny boon

He laid both his clean white palns on the glass counter, between a tray of

gl ow dermapai nts and a rack of patent |eather garters, and gave me a | ong pink
| ook through ivory eyelashes. "Nothing's free," he said softly. Beano never

rai sed his voice

| felt a sudden, incautious relief. | had escaped out fromunder the fairy
hill and returned to the real world, safe at last. Nothing was free. Even
Beano was a danger | was used to. | gathered ny strength and flung nyself into
the fray. "Well, and five mnutes on the phone is nothing. |I'mdoing you a

favor, in fact. Beano, m hermano, if I'mon it, it can't ring."

"Ain't but a hundred phones in the City. Don't ring very often.”

"Yes, but | know how you hate to be disturbed on Fridays." | twitched ny nose
like a cartoon rabbit. "Mm What an interesting new snmell. Alnmost like ..." |
et my voice taper politely off. Gaceless, | thought, but functional

Beano accepted three currencies: hard noney, flesh and bl ood, and know edge.
He preferred the first two. | nostly used the third, often pointed in the
opposite direction fromthe one he had in nmind. Usually with a |ighter hand,
but | felt Iike the saint with all the arrows, and it was undercutting mny
judgrment. (1'd given himnoney, too, when | had it, when | could afford it.
But never the second alternative, never skin. Never.)

"Al npst |ike what?" he said.

| pursed my lips. "No, forgive me, it couldn't possibly have been. And if it
was, |"'msure it's perfectly legal."

Beano | eaned down and opened the back of the display case. | watched his hard
white hands, their backs veiled with sparse but surprisingly long white hairs,
their nails long and thick and filed sharp, noving delicately over the

nmer chandi se. It was |like watching a cave spider. The fingertips passed over
knives with bl ades inscribed in Spanish, over a necklace made fromthe stuffed



skin of a rattl esnake, fangs intact, over a pair of engraved silver clasp
bracel ets wel ded together, back to back, their inside curves studded with
little spines. | | ooked away.

"Here," Beano said, and set something on the counter. | turned back. It was a
little box, covered in dark red velvet and lined in black satin. Ranked neatly
on the satin were six bone needles, their broad ends still flanged and rough

and recalling the joint they'd once been part of, their |ong points polished
bright. "Do you know what these are for?" Beano asked.

"No. "
"Do you want to know?"

| swal | owed, because | couldn't help it, even though | knew he'd see nme do it.
"No. "

He sl ammed the cash drawer and | junped. He cl enched his hands around the edge
of the counter; the nuscles in his forearmshowed |ike rope. "Soneday," he
said, "maybe 1'll show you."

"Does that nmean | can use the phone today?"

Beano smiled slowy. "Sure. Sure you can." It's possible to mss things you
never had. Pay phones, desk phones, cellular phones, hot lines to

Russi a—they' re taken for granted in the old novies. Whatever it took to get a
phone installed in those gol den days, it nust not have been as conplex as the
City's systemof influence, blackmail, and graft. And it rmust have resulted in
somet hing better than A.A. Albrecht's collection of scratchy party lines.

The phone was on the wall of a room behind the shop, where the extra stock was
stored. The thing on the front of the rack was made of paper-thin black

| eather and lined with rose-colored silk. The material was so light that it
hung shapel ess, unidentifiable. A garnent, probably. But thin |eather cords
hung fromit at intervals, and a strand of wire coiled down from one side.
tried not to look at it as | listened to the ringing of the phone on the top
floor of Sherrea's building. Eight rings. If no one answered—well, | could try
again later. But that's not how !l felt. My pass with Beano seened to have used
up all ny insouciance; suddenly it was desperately inmportant to hear Sherrea's
voice, even if it was telling ne to go to hell

And at last, the life-giving click. "Eyeah?" Not one of her neighbors, but
Sher herself. She sounded gritty beyond what the noi sy connection woul d
account for. OF course, |I'd woken her; it was barely past noon

"Sher? It's Sparrow,” | half shouted into the tube.

"Mrh? Whai sit?"

"I need a reading."

"Ah, shit. Whattaya think, | took a Hi ppocratic oath?" There was a nonent's
pause before she said, "Call ne when the nmoon's out."

"Sher— My nouth opened to dicker, to offer her all the inducenments, nythica
and real, | could call to mnd. In that nmonent, they seenmed frail and faded.
shut nmy mouth and tried again, and found nyself saying, "Sher ...please?"

There was anot her crackling pause. "Wat's wong?" Al arm and suspicion nixed
in the words, with suspicion |eading.



"I just woke up on the river flats. Between now and nine-ish last night, |
have a big gap where ny life used to be."

Sil ence on the other end. She bargai ned hard, but not as fast from straight
out of bed. | could hear her trying to figure out how rmuch my desperation was
worth. "Uh-huh. And |I can help."

"Maybe," | answered as the dickering inpul se reasserted itself at |ast.
"Chica, this is gonna cost you."

"I"'mgood for it, Sher."

"What do you nean," she said ominously, "you're good for it?"

"One of the things that happened while | was down is that ny noney went away."
"Cet sone nore."

"It's, ah, in ny other pants. Wiich are locked up in the Night Fair."

"Where are you calling fronf"

"Del Corazo6n."

"What'd you gi ve Beano?"

"Threats and pronises,"” | answered.

Sherrea said sone things in a |language | didn't recognize. Then she said,
"It's a long wal k, and you deserve it. O are you planning to scama lift out

of sonme poor bastard?"

Twel ve bl ocks and four flights. Well, after that nice restful ride ..."I'm
wal ki ng. "

"You're gonna owe ne, Sparrow. Cot that?"
"Yes, I'll owe you." | felt suddenly, grovelingly, indecently grateful

Anot her debit for the | edger—but to Sherrea. |I'd never known Sherrea to deal
in flesh and bl ood.

"CGet here in less than twenty mnutes and I'll cook your flat ass for
br eakf ast."
It took ne thirty. |I followed the route around the east flank of the N ght

Fair, where spindly locust trees cast a little shade. Sometinmes | had to cling
to the fence, when the curve of the world becane too nmuch to clinb. Sometines
| just sat on the curb and panted and clutched ny head. Two little black kids
with the copper earrings of the Leopard Society threw fragments of paving at
me. | scooped a handful of dust out of the boul evard plantings, spit into it,
and cl osed ny fingers over it, chanting at random bastard Spani sh, Creole,
Lao. Then | stared at the kids. They made a great show of nonchal ance, but
they left. Which was nice; what was | going to do when | blew ny handful of
dust at them and they didn't turn into lunps of clay, or get |eprosy, or

what ever they expected?

Away fromthe Fair, the traffic was heavier. | dodged bicycles and the
occasi onal notorbi ke, as well as pedestrians nore determ ned than | was, which



was all of them A silver sedan with snoked wi ndows and the insignia of a
nort hsi de greenkraal nearly put an end to ny problens out in the mddle of

LaSalle. | junped for the center island as the tires squealed. All's well that
isn't over.
And all the while | watched for a filthy tri-wheeler, listening for its

clotted growing. | had no idea what 1'd do if |I sawit.

Sherrea's building was snmooth dirty yellowtile and rows of too-small w ndows,
with a door that used to be glass and was now rather nore practical arnor-gray

steel. It was built in the last century, when prosperity nust have excused
ugl i ness. The halls had once been blank and identical, the stairwells
featurel ess tubes of concrete block and iron stair rail. Now living ivy worked

its way toward the sky at the top of the stairs, where someone had turned a
trapdoor into an open skylight; w steria cascaded down to nmeet it fromthe
roof. Things peered fromthe | eaves: grotesque carved wooden faces, old
phot ogr aphs of people who all seenmed to be snmiling, faded postcards. A painted
snake twined up the stair rail: red, black, and yellow on the first floor

bl ue, gray, and green on the second; purple, green, and orange on the third,

bl ue, red, and yellow on the fourth. Fat candl es stood in forner floor |anps
on every | andi ng.

The stairwell doors were nunbered, as if the residents wouldn't be able to
keep track when they cane home. The "4" was an elongated green man in a

| oi ncl oth, one armheld out and bent. By the time I clinbed that far, | was
glad to see him The hall behind himwas painted with frescoes of vacant Roman
courtyards. Sher's door was the middle of a fountain; | knocked on a painted

nynph's tumy.

Sherrea had her face on, and |l ayers and | ayers of black and purple clothing.
The astral colors of sorcerers, she'd told ne once. Her black hair was wet and
had been conmbed flat to her head, but that wouldn't last |ong. There was a
cigarette between her white-painted |lips, snoked nearly down to the filter

Her big dark eyes got bigger when she saw ne, and it rmade her | ook al nost as
young as she was. "Sparrow. Bl essed goddamm Virgin," she said around the
cigarette. "Get in here and lie down."

"I"ve been lying down," | said, thinking of the river flats.

"Not in any way that was good for you. You've got sonme kinda shit in you,
chica. What is it?"

Either she really is psychic, or I wasn't |ooking nmy usual sleek self. "I

don't know. | wasn't there when it happened. |'ve probably got sone sunstroke
as well."
"Oya. Wll, you're not gonna sit in nmy living roomlike that."

She drew ne a bath. She was prepared to drop nme in it herself, but | declined
firmy. She insisted that | |eave my clothes outside the bathroom door, so she
could wash them (an unexpectedly practical gesture from Sherrea). | did, and

| ocked the door.

Her bat hroomwas the place in the apartment that | ooked nost |ike hers.

Dar k—pr obabl y where she put her nmakeup on. Paisley shawls, ferns shaped |ike
visitors fromouter space, incense, brass bows. Msmatched glass jars (from
jelly and peanut butter and sal sa, elevated beyond their stations) full of
dried |l eaves and flowers and powders, with a conbined scent that called to

m nd nedicines and hot metal. The mirror was |like a pool half seen through



vegetation; it was swagged with velvet draperies dimy printed with flowers
that all | ooked carnivorous.

| was in the bath for a long time. |I mght have even fallen asleep; | know

t hat when Sherrea pounded on the door and shouted, "D d you kill yourself in
nmy goddamm bat hroon?" | sat up with a jerk, nmy heart slanming in my chest |ike
a noth against a wi ndow. Water |apped over the side and splatted on the floor.
It wasn't warm water anynore, | noticed.

When | stood up out of the tub, nmy reflection appeared in the vel vet-hung
mrror |like a doppel ganger in a forest clearing. There was just enough |ight
for me to see the discolored lunmp on the side of ny cheek. The rest of mny face
was an interesting ghoulish hue. Bloodless. | decided that Sher was jeal ous;
she always tried to ook like a vampire in training. No wonder the woman on
the tri-wheeler, she of the sixty or so nanmes, had thought she'd run ne down.

| looked as if she had, and then backed over me, too. | found a conb anobng the
gl assware and worked it through my hair, but | couldn't find anything to tie
it up with.

| had to wear a bedsheet out into the living room The sheet was striped in
red, white, and blue, and I wondered what Sher did with it when it wasn't

wr apped around a danp custoner. | couldn't imagine her sleeping on it. The
living roomhad a reprocessed nylon/cellul ose carpet in green, and walls |ike
t he outside of an eggplant, shiny and dark purple. | don't know what col or the

ceiling was; it was draped with a parachute, suspended in tentlike folds and
bill ows. The genuine item conplete to the stains and scorches and holes it
acquired during the festivities just before the Big Bang. | don't know why
Sher had it there. |I liked to think it was an icon of the second Fall, a new
appl e. There were things sewn to it, and hanging fromit: a child' s mtten, a
blue rosary, a half-nelted 45 rpmrecord, a clutch of shiny foil-cardboard
stars. On one wall was a print in overw ought col ors showi ng Saint Bob hol di ng
a broken guitar. The furniture was all cushions, except for a sofa that sat
too | ow because the I egs were | opped off, and a nmetal cabinet lying on its
side, painted black and draped with a tapestry that seenmed to be not quite a
vi ew of the Last Supper. The shades were drawn, and the room was di m and
snel l ed of candle snoke and flowers. | felt alittle guilty, adding the
red-whi te-and-blue sheet to all that anbience.

I went to the window and bent the blinds a little to | ook outside. The shadows
had swal | owed up the bottons of the buildings; it was nearly sunset. "How | ong
have | been here?" | wondered al oud.

"Forever," Sher answered fromthe kitchen. She came in and sat down on a heap
of pillows on the other side of the netal cabinet. She had a new cigarette
pinned in the corner of her mouth. She set a glass of water in front of ne and
sighed. "I had to cancel three other appointnents. | don't know why the fuck
you cone and bother me. It's not as if you believed in any of it."

"OfF course | believe in it. You, as someone who has nore insight into nme than
| do, use the cards to reveal ny sins to ne and make nme nmeditate on them It
used to be called psychot herapy."

"That's not what happens."

"Well, if it works, let's not fix it." That, at least, | could say with
perfect sincerity. There was no point in arguing with Sherrea over how she did

what | hoped she was going to do.

"There's no food in the place," she said.



"That's okay." | didn't think | could eat, anyway. My stomach felt like a sink
drain full of hair.

"No, it's not. You ought to eat before a reading, and | eave sone as an
offering. It draws the energies to you." She shrugged. "Well, screw the
energi es. "

"No. "
She gl anced up, the young | ook on her pointy face again.

"Let's do it right." On one thunb, | found a rough bit of cuticle, at the base
of the nail. | bit it until it bled. "Offering," | said, and held out ny hand.

"Santos, Sparrow. " But she whisked the tapestry off the cabinet/coffee table,
and from somewhere in all the bl ack-and-purple, she produced a wad of white
scarf. Wen she laid it down, it fell open to show the deck of cards inside.
"Let a drop fall on the table—o, over there on the corner. | don't want it on
the scarf." | squeezed a decent-sized drop onto the very edge of the netal

and blotted the rest on one of the sheet's red stripes.

She nmashed her cigarette out on the side of the cabinet and began to shuffle
the deck. It arced between her hands, over and over, two parts folding into
one like a flower bloom ng backward in time-lapse. "Wsh for sonething. D you
t hi nk maybe you were on pol ygons?"

"I'f I had any idea, | wouldn't have had to cone to you."

She fanned the cards on the table, flipped one out of the deck onto the scarf,
shuffl ed again. Page of Swords.

She said she'd found the deck in a botanica in Al phabetland. It was luridly
col ored, worse than Saint Bob, and the figures noved when you tipped the
cards, like printed cardboard toys and kitschy postcards. The iconography was
a schizoid blend of Christian saints, African deities, and pre-Bang Sout hAm
pop stars. The Page of Swords was Joan of Arc at the stake, holding a sword
over her head. The flames | eaped and Joan's head nodded up to | ook at heaven,
down to study hell. "You don't know what you took. You really black out
conpletely during these things?" Sher asked.

"I told you I do."

"You've told me lots of dunb shit. That was the seventeenth card. \Watever you
just wished for, you can't have. Cut the deck."

| wondered what it had been

She snapped cards down on the scarf, growing the layout like a crystal. Joan
of Arc's suffering was overlaid upsi de down by Death as Baron Sanedi, al
bones and grin and tall black hat, with a victi munder each arm a fat white
man in a pinstripe suit, and an old black woman al nbst as thin as the Baron
The Baron opened and cl osed his nmout h—+aughing, |1'd guess—and the victins
flapped their arms. Beside himwent a card showi ng a naked brown prettyboy
hol ding a violent yellow solar disc in front of his hips. The rays of the sun
ri ppl ed when the card noved, which seenmed |ike a waste of technol ogy.

Snap—an overdressed bl ack man juggling two bags, each marked with a white
star. That one was upside down, too. Snap—a grinning masked figure stepping
i nto shadow at the back of the card, a fan of five bl oody swords over his
shoulder. In the foreground two nore thrust, point downward, in a puddle of



gore with no apparent source. Shap—a man and wonan dressed in novi e-nedi eval,
she in white, he in red, hands clasped; a huge, well-fed cherub like a
scrubbed pi nk pterodactyl hovered above. Snap—a nearly naked bl ond woman with
a quarterstaff, blocking the attack of six ninjoids, also with staves. Snap—a
dar k- hai red, dark-tanned man or wonan, |lying on his or her back on a beach

The posture |I'd awakened in on the river flats. He or she had ten | ong swords
for conpany, the points in the palnms of the hands, the knees, the belly, the
groin, the breasts, the forehead, and through the open nouth. | stopped paying
such close attention. Sherrea laid three nore cards down.

"Swords," she nmuttered, tapping her long purple index fingernail on the spira
made by the first seven cards. "Swords here in the country of flesh. There's
fighting over this, has been and will be."

Between ne, nyself and 1? | wanted to ask.

"Death, the Sun, the Lovers. Lots of mmjor arcana. Your future's controlled by
others. There's powerful people playing with it. You' re gonna have to fight to
get it back. And over here"—she slid the fingernail down the silk next to the
upri ght row of four cards next to the spiral—=this is the country of truth.
There's the Devil, the Star, the Tower. In the country of truth, where your
spirit lives, your life still isn't your owm. OQther stronger spirits, or naybe
gods—they' ve got the say in what happens to you."

A nice nmetaphor for ny bl ackouts.

She touched the juggling man. "Something got out of balance in the past, yours
or somebody's. Stuff that's supposed to shift around, change, grow—t's al
gone stagnant and sick."

Sherrea | ooked up, but it was a blind | ook. "The air's not noving around you,"
she said, "but there's a wind that's trying to blow. Somebody's gotta pull the
wi ndbreak down." Her voice was changi ng. Now she wasn't |ooking at ne at all;

she was | ooking at the tops of her eye sockets. Al | could see were the
whites. | rocked slowy back fromthe cabinet.
"Sit still, nunequita," said the new voice. It was |ower than Sher's, and

thick with an accent that ought to have been Hi spanic and wasn't. Sherrea's
lips, making the words, noved differently than they usually did. Her face
| ooked suddenly nuch older. "You afraid of ne?"

Minequita meant—+ felt the infinitesiml shift of new know edge. Little doll.
| shivered. "I wouldn't say that. Not yet, at |east. Wio are you?"

A hooting |l augh. "Nobody you know. Listen now It's tine you was doin' what
you supposed to. You got work to do, and all you do is |ook out for your own
self. You not ready to do your work. That's bringin' danger on you, and al

t he ones bound to you."

"Nobody's bound to me," | said firmy.
"You think that? \Were you been, sittin' in a hole? You wait 'til |e Chasseur
cones. But you dangle those lives over the fire and that's all for you. | give

you war ni ng. "

Sherrea's |ips had drawn back from her nicotine-stained teeth in a big nasty
smle. | stood up carefully. "Well, thank you. 1'll be going, then."

"Sit down." | can't describe that voice. | sat down. "But you can save your
ass. You gotta learn to serve, and let your own self be fed by the spirits.



Serve the loa, serve all the people, and go hungry and cold yourself. Then al
the parts of you gonna cone together and nake you well. But strong peopl e want
to keep chai ned what you gotta make free. There's gonna be blood, and fire,
and the dead gonna dance in the streets. But if you give what | tol' you, the
[ight of change'll shine in the tower of shadows." | felt |ike someone who's
gone to get a wart rempved, and been told he needs radi ati on and cheno. | am
not good at hungry and cold. "So what is it that | have to do?" | said.

"Donkey. Are you a little baby that | have to tell you right fromw ong? You
feel every day what you have to do, and you make |ike you don't. But don't ask
what's init for you. It's the ten of swords."

"AI'l 1 want is to quit doing downtine."

What ever was using Sherrea's nmouth hooted. "My brother already said he'd help
with that. You know ny brother? Uncle Death?"

| clutched at ny knees. "What am | trying to acconplish, at |east?"
"To open the way, little donkey!"

"What're you frowni ng about ?" Sherrea grunbl ed, pinching the bridge of her
nose. She was back. Her eyes were where they ought to be, her face was her
own.

"I's this your way of teaching nme that | get what | pay for?"
"You don't like the way | read, don't ask ne to do it."

"I don't mnd your reading. It's your little friends comng to visit that
gives me a sharp pain." She was sullen. "So you got a visit fromTia Luisa,
huh? Better clean up your act, then. That's for when the querent is in shit up
to the chin."

She put out a hand to sweep up the cards. | put two fingers on hers, lightly,
and let go. "Sher. I'msorry. But four tines, it's happened. | get some kind
of physical trauma, not even enough to knock nme out, and zi p—+ wake up

somepl ace el se, with the closing credits rolling, and I can't remenber the
rest of the novie. Sonething in ny head is broken."

"Most people's heads are broken, Sparrow. So what ?"

"So | need help. And I'm scared." That |ast escaped before | got ny mouth
cl osed.

She scratched her lower lip with her fingernail, watching ne. "Ckay," she said
finally. "I'll try a clarification."

She picked up the cards, all except Joan of Arc, and shuffled them "Cut," she
told me, and | did. She picked up the piles and began to flick down cards. And
sl owed, and stopped, finally, with the fourth card, the grinning figure with
the fan of swords over his shoulder. The third card had been the bl ack

juggl er. The second had been the man with the sun. The first, Baron Sanedi.
Sherrea's hand hovered over the deck, not quite touching the next card. Then
she pulled it, quickly, and slapped it down. The red-and-white |overs. She

rai sed her eyes to ny face. "Don't fuck with me," she said.

"Funny. | was going to say that to you." And | really was. | was angry. My
vul nerability had slipped out into her hands, and she was playing me with it.
|'ve seen card tricks; the randomess of a shuffled deck is an overrated



gquantity. But Sherrea's eyes were a little wild, and her hands were gracel ess
and uncertain. In a haphazard flurry, she laid the rest of the pattern. Al
the sane.

W sat in the dimroom staring at the ugly pictures. | was holding as stil
as | could, so that none of themwould do their foolish dance of
transformation. But ny nose itched, and it made Baron Sanedi |augh

"I guess you better do whatever it was | told you to do," Sher said at |ast,
and began picking up the cards, slowy, all her facility with them
di sappear ed.

"You nmean, nothing concrete?"

She shook her head. "If you can't act the way the cards tell you, then react
that way. Make your decisions when it's tine."

She lifted the last card, Saint Joan. Under it, at the precise center of the
white silk scarf, was a spot of fresh, vivid red.

"Do what you were told to do." Sherrea's voice was thin. "And don't come back
here until you're sure you're doing it." She lifted her face, hard as a narble
goddess's. "The next nove is yours."

I found ny shirt and pants in her kitchen, stiff fromthe clothesline. On top
of themwas a thin leather cord with a little pendant made out of dark wood:
two V shapes, overlapping point to point. | locked nyself in the bathroom
again and dressed, and after a nonment shrugged and dropped the thong around ny
neck and under ny shirt. The pendant felt just |ike wood.

When | left, Sherrea was still sitting in the living room in front of the
bl ood-marred white scarf.

Card 2: Crossing The Sun
Waite: The transit fromthe light of this world to the light of the world to
cone. Consciousness of the spirit.

Crow ey: Collecting intelligence. The lion, the sparrowhawk. Al cohol is his
drug. His magical power is the red tincture, the power of acquiring wealth.
G ory, gain, riches, triunmph, pleasure; shanel essness, arrogance, vanity.
Recovery from sickness.

2.0: A place for everything, and everything wired in place

Happi ness, in the land of Deals, is nmeasured on a sliding scale. \Wat nakes
you happy? A long white silent car wi th snoked-gl ass wi ndows, with a chauffeur
and a stocked bar and two beautiful objects of desire in the back seat? An
apartment in a nice part of town? A kinder lover? A place to stand that's out
of the wind? A brief cessation of pain? It depends on what you have at the
monent | ask that question, and what you don't have. Wit a little, just a
little. The scale will slide again.

The beauty of the Night Fair was that no matter how one defined happiness at a
given moment, it was usually available there. The price was negotiable, within
l[imts. That's why the Night Fair endured: because we never stop needi ng
somet hi ng to make us happy.

The sun had set in a snear of indigo and orange when | reached that chainlink
border. | twined ny fingers in the fabric of the fence and felt bits of rust
grind away under ny grip. | was in my own country again. Here there were no
gods but the Deal, no spooks but those that could be conjured for noney at the



buyer's request. | was safe from Sherrea's riding spirits, if not my own.

| traveled the fence line to the nearest of the three gates and found it open
The Night Fair was alive fromsunset to full dawn. At any other time it was
| ocked and silent, and no one clinbed the fence.

What is that? she'd asked, and, A market, 1'd told her. And an ocean is a
| arge body of water, and hearts punp bl ood. The subtleties are |ost.

What the Night Fair had been before | knewit, | couldn't say. Now it was ten
bl ocks of the City, in various states of repair. There were places where
bui | di ngs had been knocked down or burnt away, and in those cavities and in
the streets were the market and carnival places, the booths, the ganmes of
skill and chance, the food and drink vendors, the rides, the freak shows. For
| ess easily granted wi shes, one had to |l ook to the buildings. There was no
directory, no skyway map, no GQuide to Retailers. If one wanted sonething in

t he buil dings, one had to want it enough to go | ooking. | was as confident of
the Night Fair as any of its patrons, but | went carefully when | left the
streets.

I was so hungry |I felt transparent, so thirsty that my own saliva rasped in ny

throat. But that was a state | could change, with a little currency. | could
trudge to the other side of the Fair—but that was a | ong trudge. Besides,
wanted to feel the Deal in action. |I had enough concentration left to do a

little magic, if | could spot soneone who'd shell out for it.

The Fair was half-asleep, so early in the evening; some of the stands were
enpty, and the ones that weren't were gaudy islands w thout their proper

context. The snell of cooking-o0il |anps seemed strong w thout the stronger
snells of food and fuel and humanity to bury it. But in a courtyard I found
the kind of thing | was looking for, or in this case, listening for. A fat

Oiental kid was running a duckshoot, and trying to catch customwth the
City-run all-dance broadcast channel playing through an old Carvin PA speaker
Every bass note had the crunchy sound of a ripped speaker cone.

He | ooked hopeful when | approached, |less so when | pointed to the speaker and
sai d, "Sounds bad."

H s mouth turned down at the corners. "Sounds okay to ne."

"Ah. | guess you won't want it fixed if there's nothing wong with it." | half
turned away.

"Why do you say it sounds bad?" he asked quickly, and | knew it was going to
be all right. The passage of arnms was begun

"Well, last time | heard that jam the guy playing the giant piece of
cel | ophane wasn't with them™

"You mean that little noise?" He shrugged, and rather well, too. "It ain't
much. Nobody but an audi ofreak'd notice."

"Must be an audi of reak convention in town. People are crossing to the other
side of the street."

He scow ed. No patience. Wth nore patience, he could have been good at this.
"What would it take to fix a little thing like that?"

"The right person, and twenty hard bucks." The kid spit to his left. A ward
against liars. "Hell, | could get another whol e speaker for twenty."



"You couldn't get one of those for |less than a hundred, and you'd have to find
one first. And you know it." Oh, he could have gotten sonething for twenty
bucks. Maybe even that speaker, from someone who didn't appreciate its solid,
deep-t hroat ed sweet ness.

"Five," he said, one syllable of pure bravado. "Soft."

"Kid," | said, smling kindly and | eaning on the counter between the popguns,
"have you ever heard the joke about the plunber and the little teeny hanmer?"
He was beaten. | could tell by his eyes. "Tapping, fifty cents; know ng where
to tap, fifty dollars? Now, because | always enjoy telling a joke, I'll give

you a deal: fifteen, soft."” | should have held out for ten hard, but visions

of carbohydrates were beginning to dance in front of ny eyes.

It was a little tougher job than the plunber had. But | got the grille off and
the cone out, and | carried a few things in ny pockets that nobody el se woul d
have recogni zed as valuable. A roll of heat-shrink fiber tape, for instance;
good for strain relief on cords, for covering spliced wire, and for mending
tears in any stretched material. | covered the rip in the cone with a narrow
pi ece and borrowed matches fromthe kid to shrink it tight. The speaker was
not as good as new, one nore fine and irreplaceable thing had slipped out of
the world, and the world, as usual, hadn't noticed. But a normal human bei ng
could now listen to it with teeth unclenched. At least, if said party |iked
City broadcast.

| wandered off with a Iight head, a sense of duty done, and fifteen fol ding
City-made dollars. The first food vendor | came upon did Chinese. After six
pot-stickers and three cups of lemon-balmtea, | was able to see the world
with | ess prejudice. After another block, a few snoked pork ribs, and a skewer
of batter-fried vegetables, ny sense of proportion was restored. | tallied the
day's acconplishments. Today, after an inpressively bad start, | had saved the
life of one twelve-inch speaker cone, fed nyself, and got all the way to
Sherrea's under my own (I granted nyself some poetic exaggeration) power.

Where |'d been made no wiser, and been told besides to start shoveling or
don't show ny face again. Afine friendly gesture. Howwas | to get ny ordure
in order if she couldn't even give nme useful clues? My theories about her m nd
reading were a little shaken, too; | refused to believe that the afternoon's
di splay of amateur theatricals had cone out of ny head.

In the deep, gritty voice that, |ooking back, | couldn't call nale or female:
That's bringin' danger on you, and all the ones bound to you. | wasn't bound.
That woul d have been flying in the face of good sense, and | tried not to do
that. Surely the pure voice of ny subconsci ous woul d have a better handl e on
me than that. Sherrea—er her friend—seened to declare that sacrifice was the
road to salvation; but | wanted to fix a busted head, not a rotten soul

But don't ask what's in it for you. It's the ten of swords. The card with the
dark-haired figure on the sand, the upright swords.

I noticed that | had finished eating; or at least, | didn't seemto want any
nor e.

By then, the joint was, as they say, junping. Mpney, bright and folding, hard
and soft, was running in its well-worn channels. Cbjects and services were
passing fromone hand to another, and by that al chemy were turned to gold,
purifying with each transaction. The streets fizzed |like charged water with
noi se, notion, and change. Here before me was the famliar exercise of ny
faith, the Deal. The exchange was only its sacranment, the synbol of its |arger



principles. Nothing Is Free. One way or another, you will pay your debts;
better you should arrange the nmethod of paynent yourself.

This was what the wonman on the tri-wheel er had bl asphemed agai nst, and why |
feared her. Because she didn't know the Deal

The Odeon was open. Under its optimstic, badly lettered sign, block-printed
posters taped to the painted-over shop wi ndows prom sed showi ngs of The Lady

Vani shes. | dropped ny gaze to the doorway where Huey was sitting in his
folding chair, taking tickets, and | shook nmy head and grinned at him He
rolled his eyes. This was shorthand for (in nmy case), "Huey, | happen to know

that's a bad third-generation dub of the |ousy non-Hitchcock renmake that

you' re going to show on your crumry nineteen-inch nmonitor with a nisaligned
yoke and out - of -whack color,"” and (in his case), "So what? You don't cone to
no storefront vid parlor, anyhow " This is a conversation one only needs to
have once; after that, it reels out again on fast forward whenever necessary,
wi thout further rehearsal

In front of the Gdeon's shabby bl andi shnents, a herd of ni ghtbabies cl unped
like a blood clot in the vein of the sidewal k. They weren't going in, oo dear
nmeee, nooo. Only the crawlers do vid parlors. But it's sooo Deep anbie,

y' knoow?

They were in H gh Savage, by which | decided they were fromthe greenkraal s at
the City's edge. The tide was going out on Savage; in the towers, Rags was the
waxi ng node. The nearest nightbaby swayed out in front of me as | came cl oser
She had a nud-painted face, nulticolored mud hair, and an epoxy bone in her
nose—er a real one, maybe, but that was consi dered gauche in sone circles.

"Ooo, loook! It's a preeecious bit of street-neat! Let's take it hooone and
waaash it, and see what it iiis."

That provoked a unison giggle fromthe group. I'd probably sold things to
their parents. "Cinder in your eye," | said, held up nmy palm and bl ew across
it at her face. She dodged, and | | aughed.

She gave ne a quick, narrow eyed | ook—wondering if she'd been had? She
couldn't have been sure. The blood of the Horsenmen had trickled over the
continent—still did, though the Horsemen were dead. And where that bl ood was,
where those genes came to rest, a skill mght sprout: Sherrea's mnd reading;

t he placing of a nonexistent cinder in soneone's eye. But | had no inheritance
fromthe wicked riders of the mind

The mud furrowed and cracked around her eyes as she stared at ne. Light
reflected into her face for a monent, and | saw that those eyes were a
peculiar flat, hard gray. She seened older than I'd first thought, bones
planed with years. "Use it while you can, honey," she murnured, so angry she
forgot to drool over her vowels. |I felt her watching me as | wal ked away.

| passed Banana Sami s Beer Garden on ny way up-Fair, and heard a fam liar half
whistle, half call, high-Iow high. And Cassidy's voice: "Little bird! Keeper
of the firel Cone drink with neeeeee!"”

He was already lowin his chair, flushed and untidy. His wide eyes sank into
their bruised-1ooking sockets |like clanms dug into the sand, and the bones

bel ow t hem | urched up against the skin as if to counterbal ance. Frail strands
of bl eached gold hair had slid out of his queue and fallen around his face and
ears. The pitcher in front of himhad maybe an inch and a half left init.

Resigned, | cane to his table. "What's this '"little bird riff, Cass?"



"The sparrow," he said, snug, dignified, and cl ownish. "CGuarded fire for the
Devil, "til Swallow ripped it off and gave it to the wal king dung beetl es who
started callin' 'nselves Mankind."

Cassidy always talked like a Taoist nystic with a | obotomy when he was drunk
"I take it tonight we're on the Devil's side?" | asked as | sat down. | poured
the last of the beer into his glass, and drank off half.

" Hey! "

"You don't need it. Besides, you invited ne."

"For conpany. You can damm well buy your own suds." He peered at nme, as if

t hrough fog. "I don't owe you any, do |?"
| considered ny answer carefully. But lying, after all, would have been a sin.
“"No," | said.

Cassidy | ooked long at the enpty pitcher. "Well, hell. Mke it a present,
then. ™

| set the glass and its |last swallow of beer on the table. Wat was left in ny

mout h tasted suddenly like soap. | |eaned back in the unconfortable wire
chair, away fromthe table, from Cassidy's gesture, fromhim | felt the need
to wound. "I thought you were going to stop drinking at Mdsumer." The

pi cador rises dancing to his toes—thunp.

The unfocused canmaraderi e vani shed fromhis face and voi ce. 'S not M dsunmer

anynore." Hi s sunken eyes were bright with resentnent.

"Just curious. | don't care if you drink." Thunp—a second poi nted sentence
bet ween t he shoul ders of Cassidy's anmour propre. No doubt the picador also
thinks of it as self-defense.

Cassidy frowned down at his knotty fingers. There was a freshly scabbed cut on
the back of his left hand, and | wondered, with a jolt of disgust, if he
renenbered how he'd conme by it. In a few seconds that thought cane back in ny
face. Well.

"How ve you been?" | said, in |lieu of apology.
He shrugged. "I1've been like nme, | guess. Like last night, only sweatier."
"Did | see you last night?" | asked after a nonment. My spine felt as if

soneone was about to hit me there.

"Course you did," he said, |ooking hurt. "I bought you a drink."

"That was nice of you. \Where were we?"

"The Merciful Trap. Don't you renenber?"

"Let's pretend | don't."

He'd had too much beer to notice the way | said it. "And you think | have a
drinki ng problem Yeah, you were burnin' it |ast night. Dancing, buying
rounds. You asked the band for a bunch of songs | never heard of." He smled

at me. "They threw you out when they poured one round nore than you could swap
for."



He hadn't had too rmuch beer. He nust have watched ny face shut up during that

recitation, and known that it was an even trade for mnmy unkindness. "Ah. I'm
surprised you'll be seen with me after that."
"I"msavin' your reputation,” he said. "Hey—will you introduce ne to the

redhead? The one with the shoes?"
"What redhead?" | asked, frightened.

"Ch, hell. You really don't remenber? Or are you just being a shit? \Wen they
tossed you at The Mercy, she went with you. And the guy dressed in gray, too,
with the silvertones. They were worried about you."

I wished I'd had the sense to be worried about ne. But | couldn't have. |
hadn't really been there. "VWat was | drinking?"

"Beer."
"Was | taking anything el se?"

"How shoul d | know? You weren't even drunk when they threw you out. Just Kkind
of warmed up. You were naybe a little crazy, but not |ike you were dosed."

"Such fine distinctions. If I wasn't drunk, why don't | renenber anything?"

That startled him "I don't know. Hey, are you just saying you don't renenber
so you don't have to introduce ne to the redhead?"

| smled. "Me? The one who guarded fire for the Devil? Wuld | do a thing |like
t hat ?"

"Li ke what?" said Dana from behind me, in her whiskey-liqueur voice. O
course; what was Leander without Hero? Cassidy was drunk, so it followed that
Dana must be within striking distance.

She trailed a hand across ny shoul ders as she cane around the table, sat in
the chair between us, and |l aid her pal mover Cassidy's |ong, sharp-boned
fingers. Dana couldn't talk to anyone without touching. For someone |ike ne,
an acquai ntance with Dana was a torture akin to water dripping slowy on one's
f or ehead.

"Cassidy thinks he's found a chink in nmy obliging nature."

"Shut up, Sparrow," Cassidy said. Ch, Cassidy. | could have told her it was
t hree redheads, and Dana woul dn't have cared

I'd have said Dana took her style fromBette Davis novies, if | thought she'd
had access to them Maybe she practiced in front of a mirror. Those Dana had
access to. Her suit was netallic brown, fitted close to her tiny waist and
just-ripe hips. Her silvery-blond hair fell forward over one shoul der, the end
knotted off hal fway down her breast with a black velvet ribbon. Her skin was
snooth and faintly, rosily tan, all over her face and throat and di sappearing
between the | apels of her jacket. She had a supernatural artifice about her
that made one want to pour water over her head just to test the strength of
the illusion.

It occurred to me suddenly that it was a renarkably expensive illusion. The
fabric and tailoring of the suit suggested the noney that the nightbabies, in
their nud and rags, pretended not to have. What was it that Dana did, when she



wasn't di sturbing Cassidy?
"So, did you see nme out carousing last night?" |I asked her
"No. Were you?"

"Cassi dy says so."
"Then it nust be true." She riffled a fingertip over Cassidy's jutting

knuckl es, as if they were piano keys. Cassidy | ooked overwought and a little
ill. Alcohol and unrequited love will do that. Dana's attention renmai ned on
me, the intensity turned up full. She'd caught a whiff of the bizarre; her
nose never failed her. "Did you have a bang tinme? You don't usually get radded
up, do you?"

I would not tell Dana about the blackouts. The genuinely freakish always noved
Dana to pity. She woul d exclai mover me; she would advise me, with relish; she
woul d recommend the counsel of her friends, who were | egion; and worst, she

woul d pet me. Then Cassidy woul d probably be sick on the table. "I woke up
today feeling as if 1'd missed ny own funeral," | said. True, so far as it
went .

Dana shook her head. "Is sonething troubling you? You shouldn't zero yourself

out, sugar. You could dig yourself a hole awful fast.
shoul der. "You're so thin already."

She cl utched ny

"Li ke coiled steel."

She let go. Her coral liptint was faintly | um nous; when she pressed her lips
toget her, they made a gl owi ng rosebud in her face. "Well, at least if you ruin
your health, you'll have your friends."

"Waew, " | said.

But she wasn't done. Now she was squinting at the bruise on nmy face. "And
where's that fron®"

"l wal ked into a door."
Her eyebrows lifted. "I only want to help."

"Then it's too bad you weren't there when | nmet the door." Cassidy, who had

| ooked hurt, now | ooked affronted as well. He was busy, since he had to be
affronted for two; Dana wasn't doing her share. | hadn't the heart to watch
hi mwork so hard for long. "Wll, it's been an interesting day, and |'m past
hel ping, that's all. | got sunstroke, rode around with a madwonan,

squar e-danced wi th Jammers, and was spoken to in tongues. Bare civility is the
best | can do."

| spotted nmy mstake, and cursed nyself for a boiled-brained idiot. Dana's
eyes, and Cassidy's, were opened wide. Cassidy's lips parted as if there were
a nmenbrane of soap between them and he neant to blow it into a bubble. But
Dana got the words out first.

"Jamers! Sugar, did they say anything?"

| closed nmy eyes, took a breath, let it out. "I don't renmenber," | said.

Cassi dy shook his head, very grave. "You should try to. Jamrers are kind of
like holy innocents. They say what the universe wants you to hear."



My pal, the hel pless drunk, wanted to interpret ny oracle. Maybe he was giving
up on interpreting Dana. | steepled ny fingers and studied them to keep from
nmeeting Cassidy's eyes, and said brightly, "lIs there anyone in this dam pl ace
taking orders, or is it help yourself tonight?"

"Ch, Sparrow, come on," Dana said. "Was it scary?"

VWell, that was my opening. | could make a great story out of it—bana would
love it.

"I't was |ike wal king through a cloud of hunman-sized gnats. It was annoyi ng.
They stink." That woul d have gotten ne nine eggshells on ny doorstep froma
hoodoo, but | didn't think the Jammers would m nd sl ander. And Dana's sense of
romance coul d never tolerate bad snells.

"Y' know, " Cassidy said, "the Janmers are the only people who aren't alone." |
| ooked at him but his eyes were on some mniddl e di stance over my shoul der. "I
nmean, none of us can know what's going on in each other's heads. W al
agree"—he shrugged, hunting words—on what color the sky is. But how do we
know we' re seeing the sane color? That's lonely, man, that's cold." He shook
hi s head.

"But the Jammers are supposed to be in each other's heads all the tine, right?
So there's al ways sonebody who knows exactly what it's |like." He stopped, and
bl i nked.

It was one of those nmonents of genuine, unall oyed thought that sonetines cane
on him appearing out of his mental msts |ike synaptic ghost ships. | found
that nmy gaze had fallen on Dana, and that she was watching me with the idle
pati ence of a cat.

| stood up. "I have to go. I'"'msure you two have a lot to tal k about."
Cassidy's bleak and startled face was a rebuke. | pushed the glass across the
table to himand strode out, headi ng up again.

| didn't get far; Dana's confiding, confining hand on ny arm stopped ne.
"Sparrow," she said, |ow against the background noise of the Fair. "You can't
be alone all the tinme, honey. If you're in sone kind of trouble, and | can
hel p, you come to ne, hear?" Perfect skin, flaw ess hair, costly clothes, and
the tine to involve herself in other people's business. If throwi ng noney and
i nfluence at the problemcould solve it, she probably could hel p. "Thank you,
Dana," | said. "But there's really nothing wong." This time when | noved off,
she didn't follow

Maybe secrets are toxic to the organism Maybe, when kept |ong enough, they
al ways produced the intellectual and enotional nausea that had suddenly made
me want to match Cassidy drink for drink. Born alone in our skulls; living
al one there; dying alone. Wth the grave, then, to keep the secrets. For a
monent |'d wanted, desperately, not to be alone, the way people in hiding for

too long will dash out into daylight, in front of the guns, just to end the
wai ting.
| wal ked through the Fair: shrill and brittle and tawdry, a savorless night

with anger lying just under its curling edges. A while ago this had been ny
country, and 1'd returned to it relieved and glad. Now it was as wel conmi ng as
a carnival mdway. G ve us your money and get out. Strings of bul bs giving
half their rated light reflected in puddles of what m ght have been water.
Hucksters called fromtheir booths as if everyone's first nanme was Hey.



There's gonna be blood, and fire, and the dead gonna dance in the streets. The
dead should feel right at hone.

| bought a ticket on the G avAttack, hoping that speed and spin, fear and
adrenal i ne, would wash ne clean. The cl osed wheel snelled of rust, sweat, and
hot al cohol fromthe generator; ny fell ow rubes shrieked; pitch-dark
alternated with flashes of light; and centrifugal force mashed ny back into

t he padded bay. | felt as if the wall of ny body cavity would give way and | et
my organs out—but ny mnd wasn't so fragile. My nood survived the ride
undi st ur bed.

So | unfolded ny |ast paper portrait of A A Al brecht and bought a ride on
the Snake's Tail froma vivaci ous man dressed in tinsel. The drops fell on ny
tongue fromthe little tube in his hand. It tasted |like spearnmint and red
pepper. In five mnutes the Night Fair stretched fromsea to sea, shining.

| was turning the pages of a rotting paperback at a junkstall (each newsprint
page crackled brightly as |I turned it, like static electricity in the dark)
when a hand cl osed over ny arm "Hello!" said its owner. "How are you?"

He was tall, with a great, fine white smle that was only a little enhanced by
the Snake. He wore a lovely silver-gray suit, like a politician or a talk-show
host. His hair, which curled, was a delicate pink, like the inside of a shell.

H's skin was fine-textured and pale. Over his eyes and ears he wore a pair of
silvertones, which would be making his world as bright and beautiful as mne,
except that his would be real and nine was a hallucination. My spike of

j eal ousy confused ne. So did the feeling that | was supposed to recogni ze him
"Al'l recovered?" he asked, his fingers tight on my wist. He was pulling ne
away fromthe junkstall

| didn't recognize hi mbut of course, this was the nan in gray that Cassidy

had mentioned. Still in gray twenty-four hours later. An affectation.
scorned affectation. | tried to scorn him
"No, no," he said, laughing. "Myra'll have ny ass if you scoot away now. W've

got us a conversation to finish." He pulled ne toward the nmiddle of the
paverent. Wy was he | aughi ng? He was hurting my wist. At the end of the

bl ock where the crowd thinned, | could see a woman standi ng under a pair of

oil lanmps. Her hair was the color of dark cherries.

The air went out of ny lungs. It had been knocked out, | realized. R ding the
Snake's Tail does that, sonetimes, reverses cause and effect. | was sitting in

the street, and the man in the silvertones was no |onger attached to nmy wi st.
Now he was hol ding on to soneone el se, who seened to be having trouble
standi ng up. He had stopped | aughing. The soneone el se was creasing the |apels
of the lovely gray jacket, but other than that, | got no clear inpression of
him Next to all that silver and gray and fragile pink, the newconer seened
like a dimspot on my eye. Down the block, the woman with the cherry-col ored
hair was com ng toward us.

"Jesus, I'mawfully sorry," said the newconer, who was still having trouble
standing up. "I really don't—-eh, jeez! God, I'mreally sorry."

The man in gray had fallen. A noise like a blast of whiteness came from behi nd
me, and | realized it was a truck horn. Then the truck was between ne and the
man in gray, and the other one, who'd been having trouble standing, was half
draggi ng me across the street.

I was beginning to feel |like a snatched purse. The Snake was tapering off a
bit, and I could al nost conceive of events outside ny mnd that m ght be



urgent, so | pulled against his grip.

"Stop that," said ny new conpanion, in such an ordinary voice that | did. He
hurried nme up four steps and pushed me down into a hard seat. Just before a
pair of doors flew open before me onto darkness, | realized | was ma car for
t he haunted house ride, | tried to bolt over the side, but the stranger pulled
me back. Don't worry, said his voice, unaccountably pleased, near ny ear
"There's nothing here that's not dead."

2.1: You have to invite themin

A skel eton dropped, phosphorescent with grave nold, in front of us, and was
snat ched away just before its toes brushed ny face. The man next to ne said,
as if he hadn't noticed, "You don't want to go back out there yet, anyway.
Those two' Il be right behind us."

The corridor ahead was m sty white with webbing; a hundred little novenents,

of things the size of ny fist, scuttled in the haze. | ducked just as the car
pl unged sharply about four feet. It put ny stomach directly under ny tonsils,
but we passed untouched under the things. | was reasonably sure they weren't

real, anyway.

The car flung around a corner, where a wonan in white rotated at the end of a
rope. Her face was swollen, purple, and authentic. My self-control was feeling
gnawed at. "What is this?" | said

"It's a rescue. W& kinda slow tonight? Here comes our stop."

The tunnel in front of us was an illusion, painted on another door that swung
open and pitched us into a hall of mirrors. The stranger yanked me out of the
car as it took a ninety-degree turn, and | fell full-length on the floor. |
could hear the next car hurtling through the doors, so | scranbled. A mrror
yi el ded before us; | caught a glinmpse of us before it fol ded back, our faces
strange and wild in the dimlight. Then we passed through stuffy bl ackness and
out into the sharp-edged gl oomof the N ght Fair.

W ran for perhaps six blocks. | had no choice; his hold on ny wist was
adamant, though not painful. We stopped when | stunbled for the third time, ny
breath sore in ny wi ndpi pe. W' d reached the chainlink border of the Fair. He
let the wire stop himand rolled until his back was against it, propped up on
the fence. He was panting, too, and clutching his left side. H s eyes were
closed, his face set in concentration. | dropped onto the curb and t ook

i nventory of him Not every stranger rescues ne fromthe pink-haired, bug-eyed
monsters. Or whatever he'd just done.

He was a little sharp-featured, but a wide nouth and dark thick eyebrows saved

his face fromausterity. H s hair was foxy brown, glossy in the oil-lanp
light. | could inmagine people telling himhe was handsonme. Bad for his
character, probably. He had a tapering, athletic |look, and long legs. | was

surprised at how nuch the six bl ocks seenmed to have taken out of him He

| ooked nore durable than that. He wore a polished cotton jacket in the style
t he Sout hAm neres had affected, back before the Big Bang. It m ght have been
that old, too; the glossy finish had di med al ong every surface subject to
friction.

He opened his eyes, and they seened to take a nonent to clear, as if he'd been
in pain and it was passing away. H s eyes were darker than |'d expected,
piercing as the stare of sone fearless animal. They fastened on ne and he

gri nned, w de and crooked.

"Well, thank you," he said.



n \Mat ?u

"Never mind." Wth the whole of his nobile face, he was | aughing at me. He
just wasn't using his lungs.

| folded my arns over ny knees, as if | was prepared to stay where | was in
spite of himor an entire migratory flock of gray-suited, pink-haired nmen.
"So, what the hell did you do that for?"

He | ooked confused for a nmonent. Then he dropped down onto the curb next to
me, stretched out his legs, and | eaned back on his el bows. "Nothing personal
I"mfiguring to get to heaven on the strength of my good deeds." Hs grin was
strictly nonporous; nothing would get past it.

| looked at him my nmouth partway open in case sone telling conment cane to
m nd, and waited for the explanation that was owed ne. He would realize it
soon, that he owed ne.

"Ckay, okay. But you gotta keep this to yourself, all right?" He shifted on

t he paverent, settling in for a long chat. "I'man agent fromthe United

Net wor k Command for Law and Enforcenent. Those fol ks back there are ops of the
Ni c government in exile. See, they thought you were one of our guys." He shook
his head. "Probably figured to torture you for the location of our
headquarters. "

| made ny eyes big. "Then if they try again, | just have to click ny heels
together three tines to get away?"

"You got it.
"Who the hell are you?"

"Ch! I'msorry." He smiled and stuck out his right hand. "M ck Skinner. Cal
me M ck, or Skinner, or whatever you want."

He had a quarter twi st of accent that | thought m ght be Texas. There was no
guile in his face, only an alert sort of sweetness (except for those eyes). It
annoyed me. Either M ck Skinner was the village idiot, or he didn't rate ne
hi gh enough to deserve a little cunning. Unless that was the nost thorough
cunni ng of all.

Then | recalled that the people in the City who would know his joke could be
nunbered on one hand and | eave fingers left over. Only a few nore would have
gotten m ne, about the heels. But he had.

Stiffly, I said, "If you work for the City, |I just live here."

He smiled the inpenetrable grin. "Hell, no. | just got here. Not |ong ago,
anyway. It's not a good thing to work for the Cty?"

"Depends on the work." | stood up. "Fromthe sanples you're giving out, 1'd
say you're a traveling fertilizer sal esman.™

"And you're not buying."

"You want sonething to grow around here, try sprinkling sone truth on it." |
| ooked at him expectantly.

"Ooo-kay." The truth, to judge fromhis face, gave himless pleasure. "They



t hought you m ght be ne."

| waited for sonmething nore; when it didn't cone, | said, "Gosh, we do | ook so
much alike."

"They don't know what | | ook like. They're hunting on the basis of sonething
el se.™

n \Mat ?u

"Just something el se. Last night I—+n the bar, you did things they thought
were a giveaway. So they bagged you."

In front of the brownstone that edged the sidewal k was a ruined wought-iron
fence. | caught and held it to keep ne still. Last night. My whole downtine
seened to have been in the spotlight last night, illumnated for everyone but
me. "You nmean they expected you to order drinks you couldn't pay for and get
ki cked out of a club?"

He seened to find that quietly funny. "Nooo. That was when you began to act
i ke sonebody else to throw 'em off the scent. Too | ate, though.”

Now | had notives, too, out of my control, beyond nmy conprehension. | w shed
that the curb was twenty feet high, so | could throw nmyself off it. And drag
M ck Skinner with nme. "Wat el se do you know about | ast night?"

Aswift look up into ny face. It wasn't startled or guilty or neaningful at
all; it was just a | ook. "Nothing," he said.

"And how do you know it?"

"I was there."

"The hell you say. In what capacity?"
"An observer of the human condition."

| figured out, then, what his eyes remi nded me of. I'd once seen a pet wolf,
tame as any dog, loyal and trusty and true. But around the eyes was an

i nci pient feral craziness, a sense that this animal didn't figure the odds
like a real dog did. Skinner's eyes nmade his npst earnest expression seem

i ronic.

| pushed off fromthe railing. "Sure. I'll go find the guy in the gray suit
and ask him"

"No!" Skinner sat up with a wince. "My God, don't go meking deals with those
people, they' Il peel you like an onion. Your one chance now is to nmake sure
they mark you for an innocent bystander."

| was shaking. Maybe it was anger. Maybe not. "You listen to nme. You have no
busi ness knowi ng one goddamm thing about ny life. You have no business giving
me advice. If | bunp into that guy again, I'"'mgoing to tell himwhat you | ook
i ke and where you are. Then you'll all be out of ny hair."

Ski nner scrubbed at his face with both hands. My getting angry hadn't scared
him "Well, for your sake, | hope it's that easy. Jesus, |'mbeat. You from
around here?"

He spoke as if the question were friendly, the answer inconsequential. But



that line of inquiry is one of ny |east favorite. "No," | said. And,
"Indiana,"” | Ilied.

"Kee-rist. You came up the river? \When?"

"Long time ago. | don't renenber it."

Ski nner shook his head. "Last time | passed that way, you had to be careful
somebody didn't eat you. | didn't mean that far back, though. D you Ilive
around here?"

Now, what was | supposed to make of that? "Yes and no."

He worried that in his head; | took pleasure in watching himdo it. "Let ne
put it this way. | need soneplace to crash tonight. You know anybody m ght

I end nme a corner?"

The Snake is a strange set of chemcals. You think it's worn off | ong ago;

when it really lets you go, you think soneone opened a trapdoor under your
feet. Suddenly you see the world with the ghastly accuracy you took it to

escape fromin the first place. In the mddle of Mck Skinner's speech, | fel
of f the Snake's Tail. Al distortion, illusion, alteration of nood, enptied
out and left me beset with a clear head. Wth it, | recognized several things:

First, that | wanted to go hone.

Second, that Mck Skinner did not owe nme. | owed him | didn't know what the
man in gray had wanted; but my wist still ached where he'd had hold of it. |
had been given a drug the night before by sonmeone who was not concerned that |
have a good time on it. And tonight | mght have ended up in something vile,

if this bastard hadn't carried nme off like a bandit stealing a chicken. The
obligation mght have been forced on me, but | couldn't deny that | had one to
Ski nner .

Third, that Mck Skinner had just asked a favor of ne.

Wth a strong sense of martyrdom | accepted all three revelations. "You have
any problens with tall buildings?" | asked.

He | ooked up, startled, shaken out of a focused expression that |ooked |Iike an
exercise in mnd control. "Hell, no."

"Some people do," | added, hopeful. But of course, none of themwere him No
mercy for ne tonight. "Conme on. | owe you." | turned and headed up the street,
not waiting to see if he foll owed.

The possibility had crossed ny mnd, as | spoke, that | was going to commt
suicide after all, that I'd chosen ny nethod in showi ng a stranger where
lived. | didn't trust Mck Skinner. But like that wolf, there was sonething
straightforward about him that was part of his alienness. He woul d do what
was smart, what nade sense. | just had to keep watching himfor signs of
hunger. That, at |east, was the rationalization

A block later, he said cautiously, "And | was beginning to think you didn't
i ke ne."

"Did | say | liked you? | said | owed you."

"No, you don't. They thought you were me; it was ny fault. 1'd have felt bad
if they got hold of you. Purely selfish on ny part."



"Phil osophical tail-chasing,” | muttered. He wal ked beside nme in contenpl ative
silence, as if he hadn't heard ne anyway.

The only break in that silence happened at the sight of the car. It was |ong
enough that in parts of town it mght scrape walls when it turned, black
enough to have been cut from Death's own tailcoat. The wi ndows were bl ack
too, the wi ndshield one-way, the engine no |ouder than snow falling. It
appeared like a cruising shark at the end of the street, and Skinner swatted
me into the deep shadow of a courtyard entrance. "Back!" he whi spered.

"What are you—~
"Turn your face away!" The bl ack car swept slowy past.
"What was that?"
"Trouble,” Skinner said firmy, but would say no nore.

There were a nunber of places around the Gty where | could spend the night.
There was a roomon the second floor of the Underbridge, behind the sound

bal cony; it even had its own outside entrance. There was a squat in an

under ground garage, which was nmore confortable than it sounded. But there was
only one place |I thought of when | heard the word "hone."

On the south side of the Night Fair there was a rose-red sandstone office
buil ding, dating fromthe far end of the twentieth century. It was over half
enpty, like many of the buildings in the Fair. On the third and sixth floors,
the wi ndows were wi de, many-paned arches set in ornanented openings |ike

bar oque hal f-noon picture franes. On the seventh floor, jutting fromthe
mansard roof, were dormers with arched tops, |ike w de-open cartoon eyes. It
was an interesting structure.

Home was a corner of the seventh floor, and the rooftop, sonewhat. O, certain
things that were nine took up space on the roof. The stairway that rose out of
the | obby inside the front doors was railed with ornamental cast iron, and

wr apped | evel by |l evel around the open center of the building to the third
floor. Where it stopped. The back stairs were nearly rotted away; it would
have been safer to clinb the sandstone bare-handed than to try them The | obby
el evator was ruined; the car was jamed in the shaft between the second and
third floors, and the cables were ripped out. The doors were boarded shut.

| was the only tenant above the third floor, because | was the only one who
knew where the service elevator was, and that it worked.

| saw the place with Skinner's eyes when | brought himin the side entrance.
The shabby grandeur nissed being romantic and fell back on pitiful: the broken
bl ack-and-white marble floor, the gouged oak wai nscoting, the bits of mrror
clinging to the wall above it. The hall snelled |ike cooked cabbage, and

heard an ol d-nman voi ce behind one door, singing a pop song with only

occasi onal reference to the tune. The huge brass light fixtures were al
defunct; instead there was a swagging of wire fromthe ceiling, with a bulb
every twenty feet. It was dim but it worked, and no one there could have
afforded the juice for the original wiring. Still, it depressed me suddenly,
and | blanmed Skinner for that.

I unl ocked the door to the basenent stairs, and | ed Skinner to the service

el evator. He | ooked around dubiously. | wasn't inclined to offer him
reassurance, so | turned nmy back on him dug a pair of wires out of the
seem ng ruins of the control panel, and crossed the bare ends. | kept what |

was doi ng out of Skinner's sight. If he mssed killing me on this trip, |



didn't want to have shown himhow to get upstairs and try again. The cage
shuddered and began to clinb at an irregul ar pace, nostly very slow But
silent; 1'd used a lot of lubricants to ensure ny privacy. Inside the el evator
was the inspection certificate, light brown with age and dated 1995. Ski nner

| ooked at it and nmade a clicking noise with his tongue.

"I's this the only way up," he asked, "or are you doing this for ny benefit?"

"You could still find roomon the sidewal k for tonight."
He shook his head, smiling faintly. | didn't seemto be scaring him

W ground to a halt on the seventh, and left the box of the el evator. High
above the rest of the tenants' cooking and living, my hallway snelled |ike
decayi ng buil di ng: dusty, dry, abandoned. | funbled with | ocks, and opened the
door onto the darkness of what had been a reception area. It was an enpty
room a |last defense agai nst anyone who broke in. Sound bounced off bare
wall's, the light switch didn't work—anyone woul d have concl uded that they'd

pi cked the | ocks for nothing.

I thunbed a box in ny pocket that had once opened garage doors, and the bulb
it in the corridor behind the front room Skinner junped. "This is it," |
said sourly. "Enter freely and of your own will, and | eave somnething of the
happi ness you bring." He laughed. A |lot of people wouldn't have gotten that
one, either.

| wal ked the streak of light fromthe open doorway and was home. The |eft-hand
room nust have held supplies, once; it was just big enough for ny
wadded-cotton mattress and a chest of drawers. The m ddl e one, which was

larger, 1'd turned into the living roomand-kitchen. The dormer wi ndows were
covered with black felt (a light in the top floor nmight have attracted
attention). I'd hung a sink on one wall, stealing water and drainage fromthe

john beyond it, and had a propane stove on a netal cabinet and an old RV
propane/ el ectric fridge next to that. There was a wooden desk that served as
countertop and table, and things to sit on, including a |eather-and-chrone
arnchair that |ooked |ike a compound slingshot, and a shabby uphol stered wi ng
chair. There was also a shelf unit of books, enough to be convincing. | went
inand lit the gas |anp over the sink

Ski nner stopped in the doorway, and | watched his gaze go straight to the
books. He wal ked forward and began to read the spines. He touched one now and
t hen, never actually taking a book down. | found nyself al mbst wanting to show
himthe third room

"Pale Fire. | haven't seen a copy ..." His eyes and fingers wandered on. "Four
Quartets. 'The Lady's Not for Burning.' Oh, God, The Prisoner of Zenda."
Suddenly his draw thickened to parody. "Land sakes," he said, "have you read
all these?"

My insides gave a leap of anger. He'd betrayed nme into a nonentary thaw of
attitude, only to dunp the resulting ice water over ny head. Then | recognized
the famliar sound of self-ridicule. My books had caused sone failure of
reserve in him and he was only repairing the damage. "Have you?" | asked.

He was a little white-lipped. "Sone of them" he said.

"I'f you walk off with one, 1'll rebind a fewin your hide."

He ran his thunb down a ragged Britannica spine. "Wiat do | do to get a little
sl ack around here?"



"Sorry, all out of slack."

He squeezed his forehead between thunmb and fingers, which alnmost hid his face
and the turned-up corner of his mouth. "Guess |I'Il just get some sleep, then."

"In here," | said, and stepped back into the corridor. He followed. |I showed
himinto the little bedroom and lit the candle on the dresser. "Wat about
you?"

"I'"ll sleep in the next room The sink works Iike a sink, the icebox works
like an icebox—f there's anything in it; I don't remenber—and the toilet,
which is through there, works like a toilet. Whatever you do, don't snoke in
bed, and don't wake ne up."

| was in the corridor already when he said, "You don't remenber anything that
happened | ast night, do you?"

No. But | never said so to you. "Wat nakes you think that?"

He was standing in the half-open door, that vitreous grin in place, eyes
alight and untrustworthy. "Because | do renenber."

"What's that supposed to mean?"

"Just that | know. You ever want to find out what went on all those tinmes you
can't recall Just ask me nicely."

Wth that, the bastard shut and | ocked ny bedroom door

| could have broken the door open, | now realize. O apologized |avishly
through it, and begged for an expl anation. Under ordinary circunstances, |'m
sure | would have. Instead, | stared at the blank wood until the insides of ny

eyes hurt. Then | wal ked down the corridor to the third room the one | didn't
show him wunlocked it, went in, and | ocked it behind ne.

(M ck Skinner knows about |ast night, said ny head.)

The third room was accessi ble through the false back of a closet. It was the

| argest of the roons | called mine. It no | onger had wi ndows; sunlight does
damage, and the sun, at least, | could stop. The heat, too, though not so

t horoughl y; the thernoneter at the duct fromthe swanp cool er on the roof
showed 78 degrees. This was the only roomthat wasn't furnished like a
thrift-store canpsite. The steel shelving covered nost of the wall area, the
chair was neant to be sat in for eight hours at a stretch, and the light, when

| needed it, was strong and steady. This, after all, was the termnus for the
cable that came down fromthe roof, fromthe batteries that charged off the
wi ndm Il di sguised as a rusty roof vent.

(M ck Skinner knows what happened to ne, said ny nerve endings.)

I moved around the room touching things—ay talismans, the trappings of ny
sect. Mre books: the ones | needed to keep that room working, and the ones
that woul d di sappear (and their owner with them) if it were known | had a
copy. Thought-contraband in fiction and nonfiction. The video nonitor fifteen
inches, with three switchable | evels of resolution. The record/pl ayback
hardware: three videotape decks; a video editing board; three audi o cassette
decks, one digital; a CD player; an eight-channel reel-to-reel recorder; a
turntabl e, probably used in a radio station; two 120-watt anplifiers fromthe
m ddl e of the last century, probably |ikew se, but heavily nodified for ny



pur poses; a six-channel audio mxer with EQ and ot her enhancenents; two pairs
of headphones. And the dianond: a studio-quality recording CD unit and a case
of bl anks.

(M ck Skinner knows ...)

And, of course, the archives. They were nostly copies; |'d sold the previous
generation of each one after 1'd dubbed it, to collectors rich enough, crazy
enough to own sonething rare and powerful and useless. Then |'d taken the
nmoney and spent it on hardware, and on nore product, and the nedia to record
it on.

Audi o- and vi deotapes, their nylar bases fragile with age. Vinyl audio disks,
brittle as porcelain. Audio CDs, their information becom ng vague as if with
senility. Two thousand novies, four thousand al buns, rnusic and words and
pictures |ike voices whispering froma sweet, sunny past, degrading every tinme
t hey were played.

It ought to have been depressi ng—fust as every day shoul d be depressing,
because it leads to the grave. On bad days | sat in the next room and thought
about the value of the plastic tape shells alone to a reprocessor, never m nd
the nylar, | could be rich ...But they were |ike slaves on an underground
railroad, outlaws |I hid fromthe sheriff. Who'd keep themalive, if |
abandoned t hen?

(M ck Skinner knew about ...)

| sat in my valuable, confortable chair and contenpl ated t he possible
distractions. |I'd found a new CD two days before; 1'd check that over. |
rolled the chair over to the rack, powered up the CD player, and pl ugged
headphones into the anplified jack. The insert under the scarred plastic of
the jewel box was a faded drawi ng of five benused-I| ooki ng people sitting or
standi ng around an i nmense antique car with a startling paint job. It was only
one page, front and back, with a ragged edge—there had been nore, once. The
nane of the group wasn't famliar. | cleaned the silver rainbow disk, set it
in the tray, closed the 'phones over ny ears, and put ny feet up

The first cut opened with a sweet whine of fiddle, the tsk of a cynbal, a
muttering of bass. Two wonen's voices traded lyrics, as if they were telling
each other a story.

Pretty Tommy Bel mont was shooting up in back,

Fi xi ng up his hair and digging through his pack

He said, "All | want is for you to cut me a little slack.”
He never even knew what | was sayi ng.

Angel a the dancer said she never heard the shot.

Maybe she was |ying, and naybe she was not.

She keeps 'emconming in, and that keeps the party hot,
And she says there isn't any point in praying.

Hunched in ny chair, | alnpst |aughed. So rmuch for the sweet illogic of a
sunshi ne past. This could have cone fromHere and Now, fromthe cl ean
irreducibility of the Deal, fromthe hard surfaces of the Deeps. Two skips—'d



try anot her cl eaning.

Then the second song began. None of the reckless flourish of the first one;
this opened with a plaintive swell and ripple of guitar notes and a shivering
fall of chines. Fingers long since dust slid evocatively on strings corroded,
snapped, discarded, on a guitar broken or burned or sonehow | ost |ong, |ong

ago, and a voice slid like the fingers, hypnotic with its power of
life-after-death. I'd been disarned by that first song, cynical and safe.

Qut in the light of the dark city scene

Pushi n" and shovin' and bl owi ng their horns

Only the pigeons are enjoying the view

The concrete is cold and the street is alive

But the only thing you hear is that voice inside

So you step off the curb ..

A dead woman sang about isolation, and faced me down with mine

W were all of us alone in our heads, Cassidy said. Living and dying alone in
our unbreachabl e heads, our indefensible bodies.

The Jamrers were mad. The Horsenen before them had breached the unbreachabl e,
gone mad, and pressed the red button on the Tree of Know edge of Good and
Evil.

But the tarot flickered garish on Sherrea's coffee table, thick with the ngjor
arcana, saying, The issue you have raised is largely controlled by others.

There's sonmething in the air tonight,
| can see it, but it's just out of sight
And M ck Skinner knew about the bl ackouts.

The di sk played on in ny headphones, unattended. Eventually | noticed the
silence and the snell of warmcircuitry. | was curled up tight in the chair;
Sher's pendant was poking ne in the chest. | unfol ded, painfully, and turned
things off. Then | sat in the dark, thinking hard about nothing. Eventually I
fell asleep in the chair.

The sun couldn't wake ne in the archives, and the chair was nade to be
confortable. But it was a chair, not a bed. My knees got stiff at last from
bei ng bent, mnmy neck got sore frombeing turned, the circulation slowed in ny
right arm and | woke up

| peeled a corner of the felt back fromthe Iiving-roomw ndows, squinted out,
and found it mdnorning. The Night Fair would be seal ed, stagnant around the



base of the building. 1'd go back to sleep until sunset. The Night Fair in
sunlight | oomed as an unknown, unnatural |and, and | wasn't going to brave it
today. But before | slept, I'd ook in on Mck Skinner. If | was |ucky, he'd
have slipped away.

He hadn't. 1'd had a hopeful moment when | found the bedroom door unl ocked,
but he was there. H s cotton jacket and a broken-down pair of boots were on
the floor by the mattress. He lay on his back under ny blanket, his |inbs
neatly arranged, staring at the ceiling.

Wt hout bl i nki ng.

Once 1'd taken a step into the room | was sure it was true, but death is a

di agnosi s that can never go untested. | jabbed his shoulder. Then I felt for a
pul se in his throat. There was none, and his skin had the same chill on it as
the top of the dresser. But his flesh was soft, and his arm when | lifted it,

l[inp. Didn't rigor nortis set in as the body cool ed? Maybe he had sone di sease
t hat produced this convincing catal epsy. Who woul d know-and how could | find
them in the Night Fair in daylight?

| began to exanine himfor sone kind of damage. Perhaps a blow to the head?
Not hi ng. He'd clutched at his side the night before—

Under his shirt, just to the heart side of niddle, between one ridge of nuscle
and the next, there was a hole. Not a large one, not a fresh one, and not
healed. | stared at it for a while before | rolled himover. There was a
correspondi ng hole in his back. They were the entrance and exit wounds nade by
a bullet, and since they hadn't been dressed, treated, or heal ed, they nust
have killed him

Sonetinme before we'd net.

It was only a few steps fromthe corpse to the door; easy to do wal ki ng

backward. | closed the door. Then | stunbled down the corridor and out into
the building hallway. | |ocked nmy front door, nethodically, watching nmy hands
work. | went down in the freight elevator, clinbed the basenent stairs, and

slipped out, at last, into the silent street. Somewhere in the sleeping Fair |
had to find someone who could help ne get rid of Mck Skinner

Card 3: Beneath
Two of Pentodes, Reversed
Crow ey: The Lord of Harmnoni ous Change overt hr own.

Gray: Inability to handle many things at once; disruptive change; harnony at
t he expense of change.

Waite: Enforced gaiety. Simulated enjoynent. Fal se news.

3.0: The goddess and the girl next door

It was already as hot as it had gotten the day before, and prom sed to be one
of the arid ones. The street snelled |ike scorched tar, and the sidewalk

gl ared where the sun hit it between the building shadows. Nothi ng noved, not
in the hard light, not in the shadow. In a thousand years, when pl anet-hopping
ar chaeol ogi sts di scovered the ruins of our civilization, the photos in sone
alien National Geographic would | ook Iike this. They'd be silent like this,
too. The Dead CGity: remarkable state of preservation

I was rem nded of ny houseguest. So | noved on, briskly.

Once | began to penetrate the heart of the Fair, | had to stop again. Hadn't |



had a nightmare like this once, before I'd been lulled into thinking that
t here woul d al ways be enough peopl e?

The food vendor's booth on ny right was enpty; it had been stripped down by
its operator at closing, at dawn. | rem nded nyself of that: It had been open
just hours ago. The turquoise paint on its corrugated netal sides was peeling
in places, fading all over. "Mariscos" said the hand-painted letters, above a
portrait of a shrinp. The word was bl eached fromred to pink, the shrinmp to
mud- green. The counter was gritty with dust. The booth had had an awni ng once;
| saw the rusty brackets above the service pass-through. The iron barre
chained to the wall had no trash in it.

In front of me, a Ferris wheel rose against a chromakey-blue sky. O rather,
the geometric bones of the wheel were there, black against the |ight,

thi ckened at the joints, flanged at regular intervals by the vertebrae of the
seat buckets. The flesh for those bones was darkness and little lights and

noi se, and that was gone. There was rust and grit here, too. | sniffed, trying
to snell al cohol or ozone, and got nothing but sun-heated metal and concrete.

It was the light, of course it was the light. Wen |I stayed at my place in the

Ni ght Fair, | rarely went there before dawn. If | did, | went there to work,
t hen sl eep, then wake up when the Fair woke. |I'd never seen the N ght Fair at
m dnmorni ng. But | couldn't shake off the conviction that everything | saw had
been transforned—that this was not the Ferris wheel |'d seen | ast night, but

one a thousand years ol der, a thousand years broken and silent.

"Sparrow,"” said a voice behind ne, and if 1'd been ny namesake, | woul d have
been hal fway across the City in a breath.

Context is everything; wap enough strangeness around them and faniliar

t hi ngs becone unrecogni zable. It was Dana's voice, firmy attached to Dana's
person. She leaned in the entryway of a brown brick building. She wore a
dressing gown printed with herons and pal mfronds that reached al nost to her
ankles, and a pair of little-heeled slippers of a sort I'd only seen in

novi es. Her pale hair was | oose and brushed back to fall straight down behi nd
her. She'd been standing there awhile; there was half a cigarette in her
fingers, and the stub of another on the porch at her feet.

"You okay, sugar?" she asked with a quirk of the lips, and | realized | hadn't
sai d anyt hing yet.

"Fine. I'"'mfine. What are you doi ng here?"
More quirk. "I live here. Upstairs. You act as if | caught you trying to steal
that thing."

| shook ny head. The sense of unreality, Dana in nid-necropolis, had doped ne.
"No snappy coneback?"
"I guess I'mjust not a morning person,” | said finally.

"That's better. So what brings you out?" She laid the cigarette between her
lips and took a long pull. She | ooked disturbingly undressed wi thout |ipstick

The cigarette wasn't hand-rolled, and |I thought | could see a tobacconist's
mark printed on the paper. Luxuries, rarities, and indul gences: Dana
surrounded herself with them

She had offered me her help. Here was a problemthat might yield to wealth and



contacts. If she really had them And where else was | likely to find a
sol uti on?

" ... need a favor."

Dana | et the snoke out of her lungs and watched nme through it. "Anything | can
do?"

| suffered a rush of doubt—-had | ever been out of balance with Dana, on the
owi ng side of the Deal with her? Always too many debts. | pushed the corners
of my mouth away from each other and hoped it |ooked Iike a snmle. "I have to
di spose of a corpse.”

From her face, | mght have just shed ny skin. She whi spered sonething and
spit left. Her eyes slid away fromme, then back. "I guess you better cone
in"

| followed the swirl of her hem off the porch and, sunblind, into the
building's front hall. The snmell of last night's lanp oil hung around my head
as | clinmbed the stairs. Very old marble ones; each tread was scooped out and
shallow in the nmiddle, as if the stairs had been a watercourse. The
second-fl oor wi ndows were shuttered, but on the third-floor |anding, |ight
fell on us like a malediction in shafts of dust. It was very hot in the hall.

Dana pushed open a door and sauntered in. | had never been in a place Dana
call ed hone. This one was so much hers that | found nyself shying on the sil
i ke an animal at an outstretched hand.

W were in a lavishly cluttered, |anguorous room where the light filtered
through slatted blinds and folds of |ace. The unmade bed beneath one w ndow

| ooked right and proper, as if the linens weren't woven to lie flat, but would
al ways formthose shadowed valleys, that textile refuge. There were rugs on
rugs, so that even Dana's heel ed slippers were soundl ess. The chairs were
strewn with things: clothes, magazi nes, single shoes, enbroidered towels,

gl oves, strands of beads, and a box spilling tissue and printed with a shop
logo rarely seen in the Night Fair. On the kitchen table was a bow of
full-blown roses, and I snelled rose incense, very fresh. The room was
sleepily warm and all its colors were indistinct.

Dana swept a robe and a cedar box off a kitchen chair and onto a footstool
"Have a seat," she said. "D you want sone tea?"

| wanted, in fact, to leave. "No," | said, and sat down in a cloud of

di sorientation. "I want to nobve a corpse.”

"Well, if it's already a corpse, then there's no hurry."

"In this heat?" | wanted to break this slow, hypnotic atnmosphere with

somet hing crude. But the imagined stink of decay couldn't hold out against the
i ncense. | | ooked around and found it still burning on a w cker table half

curtained with lace. There was a figurine there, too, draped with veiling,
surrounded by an oval mirror, a shell conb, and nine pink candl es. Muitresse
Erzulie, the queen of love. At the foot of the statue was an apple, cut apart
and fastened back together with straight pins. The skin at the cut marks was
just starting to pucker. | thought of Cassidy the night before, suffering in
sil ence. What was Dana asking for, so early in the day? Wat |ay under

Erzull e's dominion that Dana didn't have?

She stood at the counter, filling the kettle froma stoneware jug. Her hair
fell straight down, between her face and ny eyes. From behind it, she said,



"This body, is it ...Did you kill somebody?"

Her voice was smaller than it usually was. Wien | didn't answer inmediately,
she pushed back the hair curtain and darted ne a glance. | read her

expression: If | had killed someone, well, the world was tough, and she was
tough enough to live in it, wasn't she? | realized suddenly that | didn't know
how ol d she was. A confusion of feeling smacked ne fromthe inside,
understanding, pity, tenderness. My thoughts | eaped away fromall of them

"No," | snapped.
"Ch." She was trying not to be relieved. She noved out of sight behind ne. |
heard a cupboard open; then her fingers stroked ny shoul der. "Wat kind of tea

do you want ?"

| shook ny head, as if to dislodge sonething (which didn't work). "There's a

dead person in ny apartnent. | don't know anythi ng about him except that
there were people after himthat | don't want after ne. For all | know,
they're not the only ones after him | don't want his debts, | don't want the

blame, and | don't want any tea. What | want is someone who can nake him
di sappear."

Dana shrugged. "Dunp himon the sidewal k."

"No. | nean disappear. |'mconnected to himalready. | don't want City
security stopping by. And the people who were after himsaw nme with him If he
turns up dead, they'Il cone straight to nme. You know the ritual for splitting
wi th someone, when you draw a line across the threshold with a knife after

t hey' ve passed? | need the real-life version. Just tell me if you know soneone
who can hel p. "

"Easy, sugar. Wiile the tea's making, I'll go call sonebody." She gave ne a

sweet, indulgent |ook. "You see? It's not so bad, having friends. Nobody can
be by herself all the tine. So who i s—was—this character?"

"I don't know," | said, trying to decide if that was a lie or not. "It was
j ust —soneti mes you bunp into people.™

"And take them hone," she added sourly. | wondered if she di sapproved of ny
reckl essness, or was only jeal ous of sone inagined intinmacy.

"Well, in this case, he got the worst of it."
"What kind of tea?"

"WIl you—Earl Gey," | said, because | hadn't seen Earl Gey tea anywhere
since ...Someone, once, had given ne sone, but | couldn't renmenber who, or
when. A long tine ago.

She | aughed and pulled a stopper out of one of a cluster of tins on the
counter. The snell, very strong and fresh, added itself to the incense and

unl ocked a menory. At the edge of a town in what had been Chio, in a farnhouse
kitchen full of dirty dishes, a fast-talking man with piercing eyes behind
thick gl asses, who told stories as if they'd been corked up in himand ny
arrival had broken the seal -he had poured tea into a cup for ne. The dark
liquid had spun and swirled, and w de-eyed, |'d asked, "Wy does it snell like
t hat ?"

Dana dropped sonme of the tea in a china pot and lit the gas under the kettle.
"Be right back," she said, and whi sked out the door



"Wait!" | yelled. "Wait ...You don't have a private line, do you?"

She stuck her head back into the roomand snmiled. "I'mdiscreet, sugar."

W thout Dana, the roomwas much larger. Still, nothing in it seemed quite in
focus. | stared at the wide-open roses in front of me. Down the hall | could
hear, barely, the rise and fall of Dana's voice as she tal ked on the phone.

Fi nding ne a corpse-renoval service. | could probably have done it nyself, if
I wasn't so rattled. But no—the tel ephone; this apartment, uncontestedly hers,
filled with luxuries; the shop | ogo on the box; the tea—Bbana had connections,
of a sort | would never have expected. | knew people, fromdeals, fromthe
Under bridge, but | couldn't call them connections.

She canme back in. "Were's your place, sugar?"

n W]y?ll

"They'll meet us there."

| told her, because | couldn't see any way not to. She went back down the
hal I .

When she returned, the teakettle had begun to hoot. She did appropriate things
with kettle and teapot, and brought all the paraphernalia to the table.

"Shoul dn't we go?" | asked. If ny privacy had to be invaded, it seenmed better
to get there first and prepare the ground.

"Drink your tea." She poured, through a strainer, into two thin china cups

t hat matched. For sone reason, | thought of Sherrea, with no food in the
house. | drank nmy tea, with mlk init.

It was beginning to catch up to ne that | hadn't had enough sleep. That woul d
explain my inability to concentrate, the distance everything seemed to recede
to. Dana watched ne over the rimof her cup, wearing her purring | ook. The
angle was flattering.

"Why do you treat Cassidy so badly?" | asked suddenly.

"Do | treat himbadly?" She sipped tea. "I don't think I do. He's one of ny
best friends, honey."

"That's not how he thinks of you."

Left shoul der up, eyebrows raised, nouth pursed—+t was such a graceful
expression of regret that | couldn't tell if it was genuine. "I can't do
anyt hi ng about that."

"You coul d stop giving himencouragenent."

"I treat himjust the same as | treat you."

"Ah, but |I'mnot your type."

"Neither is Cassidy."

"You should tell himso."

She | aughed. "Ch, Sparrow, honey, when did you start up in the |onely-hearts



busi ness? | thought you didn't ness with romance.
heavily on the first syllable, and grinned.

She put the enphasis

It was true; it wasn't ny place, nmy right, or ny business. |I turned my teacup
around between ny hands. | hadn't had caffeine for nonths. | could al nost fee
nmy bl ood vessel s narrow ng.

"Cassidy," she continued, "is having hinself a fine time. He'll collect just
enough heartbreak, and then he'll get tired of it and give up. In the
meantime, he's getting a little excitement, and not taking any harm D you
want anything to eat with that?"

| shook ny head. Dana pushed nmy cup gently down on the saucer and filled it
again. It was time we left. | pointed to the w cker table and the draped
figurine. "I didn't know you were hoodoo."

She rai sed her eyebrows again. "Sugar, we're all hoodoo, aren't we? O
what ever works. "

"What makes you think it works?"

"That it does, | suppose. | nean, you turn the fire on under the pot and it
boils, doesn't it?"

"Does it? \What are you asking for?"
She sm | ed. "None of your damm busi ness."
This time she didn't refill ny teacup

There was a car in front of the building when we got there: Iong as the course
of history, black as a killer's thoughts, and damably famliar. "Wit,"
said, reaching for Dana's arm | mssed it.

"They're here. That's the car."

| watched her cross the street to the front door, and followed slowy after
Soneone who' d been | ooking for Mck Skinner was about to find him O maybe
M ck Skinner had successfully avoi ded soneone he didn't want to see. It al
depended on your point of reference. Mne, | decided with a sinking feeling,
was too close to the action. But there wasn't much |I could do now.

Two figures commanded the ruined grandeur of the | obby. One was a teak-brown
man, nearly seven feet tall, carved with nmuscle and shining bald. He wore
narrow trousers and a sl eevel ess doubl e-breasted tunic with silver buttons;
tunic and pants were bl ack, and suggested a uniformw thout insisting on it.
He had a baroque pearl hanging fromhis right earlobe. H s arns hung | oose at
his sides, his hands open; he | ooked as if he was thinking about matters
several mles away. On the floor at his feet was a | eather case with a handl e,
like an old sal esman's catal og case.

The wonman next to him seened small only in contrast. She had to be the owner
of the car—she bel onged in sonmething that |ong, that black, that silent. She
was bl ack herself; 1'd never seen skin so dark. She wore a | ong dress, al npbst
to her ankles, of dull dark blue chiffon over a dark blue slip. Her hair was
hi dden under a sheenl ess bl ack scarf wapped cl ose around her head. Her | ong,
angul ar face was interrupted by sungl asses with dark | enses and matte-bl ack
frames. Even her lipstick was black, and didn't shine. | was afraid to | ook at
her fingernails.



"Cherie," she said to Dana with regal near-warnth. Her voice was |ow and
hoarse. Against all that darkness, Dana, in a hyacinth-blue dress, |ooked like
a faded print.

"Bonjour, Mattresse," said Dana, in a startling schoolgirl voice. |I glanced at
her face and found an expression there to match. "This is Sparrow, who ...has
t he problem"”

| was about to say sonething snappy—rostly to banish the urge to bob or tug ny

forel ock—when | realized that the black woman had gone very still. | couldn't
tell what held her attention because of the sunglasses. | shot a | ook over ny
shoul der.

"Sparrow. Bonjour. Wiat is your age?"

My heart gave one powerful beat and seenmed to quit. "Od enough for nost
t hi ngs."

"\Where have you cone fronP"
"I don't think that's relevant."
"Sparrow " Dana said.

But the bl ack woman shrugged. "Keep your secrets, then, if you feel better. It
doesn't matter. Take me to this dead nan."

"Shall | call you Mstress, too?"

"When you need to call ne anything, | will tell you what it will be," she said
pl easantly.

CGosh. Since there were no nore channels for the small talk to runin, | led
themall to the basenent.

Again, | stood in the elevator in such a way that no one el se could see what |
did with the loose wires in the control box. | knewit was a del aying tactic;
one of them could, with enough incentive and tine, duplicate the process.

hat ed knowi ng that. Three nore people who were aware that the el evator was not
br oken down. M ck Skinner seened to be doing ne all his disservices

post hunousl y.

The apartnent door was still |ocked. The apartnent, when | opened the door
was quiet as—well, perfectly quiet. Dana cane in after me, followed by La
Maitresse and the large man. He cl osed the door after hinself, which made ne
unconf ort abl e.

When | opened the bedroom door, | knew i medi ately that sonethi ng had changed
state. Mck Skinner's nortal remains were where |'d left them But the body
seened altered; maybe in its color, or the texture of the skin. | stepped in

and plucked gingerly at the wist 1'd lifted before, and found that this tine
rigor mortis worked. "He's different."

Dana was standing in the doorway, staring. The woman pushed her gently out of
the way and cane to the bedside. "How?"

"Well ...deader," | said.

I found nyself staring at nmy reflection in the sunglasses, |ong enough to
realize that ny way with words had not inpressed her. "I need nmore room" she



said at last. "Can you give it to ne?"
"Ch. Yes, down the hall."
"M. Lyle. Bring him please."

At that the big nman cane forward and took the body off nmy mattress with no
apparent effort. | led the parade to the next room wondering what she needed
space for. Dissection, maybe. | ought to tell her | didn't have a garbage
disposal. M. Lyle laid his burden tidily on the floor, and went back to the
hal . Wen he returned, he had the | eather case. He gave the woman an

i nquiring | ook.

"Yes," she said.

He took candl es out of the case. Lots of candles, in black. They all had
somet hing sticky at the base, and stayed upright when he placed themon the
floor—ene at the top of Mck Skinner's head, one at each shoul der, at each
wist, at the outside of each knee, at the sole of each bare foot. He reached

into the case again and cane up with a tin box. | craned my neck when he t ook
off the lid; the contents |ooked like flour. When he began to dribble it on
the floor in fine lines, | realized that of course it was flour, and he was

maki ng the veves with it.

| turned to Dana, who sat cross-legged on the floor out of the way, her skirt
spread out around her. "Maybe | gave you the wong inpression,” | told her. "I
said | wanted the real-world version."

"Don't bother them when they're working, sugar."

"Does it bother themif | talk to you? I want him di sposed of, not raised from
the dead."

"W will dispose of him" the black worman said behind me. "Wen we are done
with him"

"I'd think the whole world was as done with himas could be. He's dead." The
veves were going remarkably fast, for drawings done in flour; there was one
el aborate triangle at the corpse's head al ready, and another taking shape at
its feet.

"In an ideal world," the woman said fiercely, "the dead are left in peace. Do
you live in an ideal world, do you think?"

| wasn't even tenpted to answer that.

When the veves were done, M. Lyle stepped back, and the woman began to take
t hi ngs out of the | eather case. An unmarked bottle of clear liquid. A shot
glass. Alittle dark glass vial. A square of red silk, enbroidered around the
edges. She spread the silk over Mck Skinner's chest, with points toward his
head and feet. Then she poured some of the liquid into the shot gl ass—+the
snel | of high-proof drinking al cohol reached nme—and set the glass in the

m ddl e of the square of silk. After that, she began to |light candl es.

She was speaking, and so was M. Lyle—n unison, | realized only after a
nmonent, because their voices were so different | had trouble listening to both
at once. Hers was | ow and snooth; he m ght have had some damage in his throat,
to judge by the whistling, broken, breathy sound of it. | didn't recognize the
words, or even the | anguage, but the speech had a dance rhythm | had to work
to keep from swayi ng. Dana wasn't bothering. Her eyes followed the woman in



bl ack, and her shoul ders moved freely with the words.

It was taking a long tinme to light nine candles. The roomwas al ready warner,
and the points of Iight swamin hal os before nmy aching eyes. By the tinme there
were nine of them bouncing in their golden auras, the speaking seened to have
a tune, and sonmeone was patting a drunbeat on the fl oor. The woman produced
the dark vial, unscrewed the cap, and held it over the corpse's closed nouth.

"El eggua,” she said, as if to someone in the room "Find this man for nme, and
see if he has something to say. Exu Lanca, sonebody fool ed you when you cl osed
the way behind this one. Let himthrough to speak to nme, and I will see that
the joker is punished in your name. Papa Ghede, this is your daughter asks you
this, and it is right that you give it to ne."

| wanted to rub ny eyes; they burned with tiredness, with the candl elight,

wi th not blinking enough. But | didn't want to nove. It was inportant not to
nmove. Soneone might notice me. | wanted to see what Dana was doi ng, but that
woul d have neant turning nmy head. The candl es, the singing, the beat, were
narrowi ng the world alarningly. The woman let a drop fall fromthe vial onto
the corpse's I|ips.

Silence. Silence as if the air had turned to nercury, heavy, thick, and

poi sonous. The candl es burned strai ght up, not noving. | was watching M ck
Skinner's lips so hard, | thought | mght be sucked into his nouth if they
opened. The whol e room nmi ght; the space behind his teeth was such a vacuum it
woul d take the whole roomto equalize the pressure. | thought |I felt a drop of
sweat crawl from ny forehead, past ny ear, to ny jaw.

The liquid in the shot glass burst into flames, and the gl ass shattered.

| was halfway to the sink for water before |I realized | wasn't holding stil
anynore. The teakettle was full, and | grabbed it. Nothing we did in this room
could harmthe contents of the other, of the third room except fire. Except
fire. 1 bolted back toward the ness on the fl oor

But when | tried to fling the contents of the teakettle onit, | couldn't. |
| ooked down and found two huge brown hands cl osed around my wists. "That will
only spread it," M. Lyle's whistling voice said above ne. "Look."

The corpse was burning. The black, oily snoke of it rose straight up and
stained the ceiling. But where the flanmes shoul d have splashed around it with
t he burning al cohol, there was nothing. The nine black candl es stood

unt ouched, |ike everything outside them | couldn't even snell the snoke.

The wonman was on her knees, bent double, and Dana hovered over her, her hands
stretched out and falling a little short of La Maitresse's shoul ders. Then the
bl ack-w apped head lifted. The woman | ooked straight into ny eyes and said,
"He wasn't there."

The sungl asses had cone off. Below the Iine of the scarf, at the bottom of the
sweat - marred forehead, were her eyebrows, two arcs of silver metal inlay in
her skin. | hugged ny teakettle and stared.

"He wasn't there. Were has he gone?" She rose and advanced on ne, her eyes
very wi de under those bright, notionless brows.

| edged around the snoking corpse. "Wo?" | croaked.

"The one who was in there. Le chevalier," she spat. Her hand snapped si deways
and down, toward the body.



"He's dead." Even in my own ears, | sounded hysterical. "What do you expect?"

On the left, around the pillar of snoke, | saw M. Lyle moving carefully
toward me. Dana was on ny right, |ooking back and forth between nme and the
worman i n dark blue on the other side of her

"You are an ass, an ass,"” the woman said to ne. "Where is he now? Tell ne, or
"Il wing it out of you like water froma rag."

| didn't kick Dana, exactly; | pushed her hard with my foot. She stunbled into
the black woman. And | threw the teakettle at M. Lyle, and plunged for the
front door.

It seened to take five mnutes to turn the knob and pull the door open, half
an hour to run down the hall, with the sound of footsteps com ng fast behind.
The el evator control box took a week, and | | ooked up fromthe crossed wres
to the sight of the doors closing on a huge brown hand, with an angry face
behi nd. Two fingers stuck through the rubber door seal, so | bit them They
di sappeared and the car |urched downward.

The opposite wall of the el evator was farther away than usual. So was the
ceiling, and the floor. | rubbed nmy eyes. The light in the car was fading.
knew, suddenly, what was happening. This time, for the first time, | had sone
scrap of warning. And it didn't help a bit.

I went down.

Card 4: Behind

Seven of Swords

Gray: Possible failure of a plan, argunents, spying, inconplete success,
unstabl e efforts.

Crow ey: The policy of appeaserment, which may fail if violent, unconproni sing
forces take it as their natural prey.

4.0: What friends are for

...And came back up, easy as a swimer who rises, breaks the water's surface,
and opens eyes and nouth to the air. | opened mine to the night. | heard the
churni ng, guttering sound of water noving over sonething; snelled a faint odor
of dead fish, beer, perfunes, and old snoke; and saw row after row of little
electric lights, swinging vigorously on their strings overhead. My Hyde
persona had brought me to the street in front of the Underbridge and dropped
me off. | was standing up, nmy feet wide apart on the uneven concrete. Finding
nmysel f so suddenly in charge of ny own |egs al nost made ne fall off them |
caught nyself on an iron stanchion that marked the edge of an old parking lot.

The Underbridge had been a generating plant for electricity once, stealing
force fromthe water dashing past the river dam Electricity was stil
generated there, but on a nuch smaller scale. Now the river ran spotlights and
a few tubes of neon and the sound system and the video projector and these
festive strings of lights outside the building. Wen the river was low in

m dsunmer, we snuffed the outside lights and the neon, and kept the vol une
down and our fingers crossed. Yes, we; the operation of the Underbridge was
the only thing | did in which | identified nyself as one of a group. | didn't

do it with very good grace, but even so | recognized the Deal in action. | got
to work with the skills I'd been born to; | paid with ny independence. Fair's
fair.

This was the first time I'd cone back up wi thout disconfort or outright pain



somewhere on or in ne, and in a famliar place. So it was a mnute or two
before |I panicked. What tine was it? How had | gotten here fromthe N ght Fair
on the other side of the river, and what had gone on while | did? Wre Dana
and her friends still there? Had they found the third roon? No, they coul dn't
have, not wi thout knowing to |look for it, and even Dana wasn't aware of ny
collection. Had they found and braved the stairs? If they had, maybe they'd
all broken their necks. But if they'd made it to the ground floor, they m ght
be in pursuit of me even now.

A frantic look around told ne they weren't, at |least not imediately; nor was
anyone else. Then | realized that for all | knew, it had been nonths since
went down. By now we might all be best friends. | hated this.

The nmoon had risen down the river, above the Bank. That would nmake it about
nine o' clock. It was a furry squashed sphere, near full, veiled with
convergi ng clouds. The wi nd was cool, enphatic, and fromthe west. The
Under bri dge woul d soon be packed, then: we were going to get a storm

Robert was doing the door, his dark curling hair | oose over his thin shoul ders
and his antique T-shirt with the London subway symbol on it. He turned one
corner of his nmouth up and nodded at ne.

"Didn't know you were coming in tonight," he said.

| had to clear ny throat-how |long since |I last talked? | hated this—before
said, "Just lucky, | guess."

"You or me?" he asked, perfectly serious.

| wasn't prepared to answer that, so | didn't. "Actually, | forgot what day it
was." | shrugged for de-enphasis.

"Ch," said Robert.
| cursed himin ny heart. "Um what day is it?"

Wth the infinite patience of someone used to dealing with drunks, nusicians,
and techies, he replied, "Sunday."

I'"d lost a day and a half. It could have been worse. It could have been a | ot
better. But | rel axed sonme. "Who's here?"

"Theo, so far. Spangler. There m ght be sonebody else in later."

And now ne. Gracious. Hadn't anyone been watching the weat her? Robert on the
door was a waste. The Underbridge was his creation, and if there'd been three
of him the place would have run best if he'd done it all hinmself; he was that
much better than anyone but me—and | had unnatural advantages. For him
screwdrivers didn't slip and solder went on like a liquid kiss. His fingers
woul d brush patterns over the sound board's faders, dab at the EQ and one
song woul d segue into the next out of the mmin speakers like pleats in a
single piece of fabric. I knew | ought to offer to take over the door, but I
didn't want to be the first thing anyone coming to the Underbridge would see.

| |1 ooked past Robert into the main room all three stories of it. The long

wi ndows showed ne the Deeps across the river, a silhouette against the
mounti ng cl ouds, speckled with lights in the towers. The reflected noon stuck
to one of Ego's faces like a dab of wet silver; then a tail of cloud stroked
across it, like a finger drawn through the puddle. 1'd once referred to the
wi ndows as the passive video system People paid to cone and dance under that



view, and nore of thempaid to do it when the City cowered under |ightning and
t hunder. A great show, and it didn't cost us a thing to put on

Over by the beer taps were a dozen or so clubbers, |ooking | ost and
enbarrassed in all the enpty space. Sonmeone was tending bar, of course, but
bartenders were not included in Robert's or ny tally. At the other end of the
roomup by the screens, a tall wooden | adder, spraddle-|egged and spindly,
stuck its head up into the confusing darkness of the rigging. A beamof |ight
on the dance floor changed col or and position. A nmonotonous stream of commrent
and obscenity rolled gently down fromthe | adder top

Robert tilted his chin toward the | adder and grinned. "He's been at it since
bef ore sundown. "

"I"ll go see," | said. "It always nakes himfeel better if soneone asks."

| wal ked to the bottom of the |adder, warily; solid objects had been known, at
monents like this, to follow the stream of sound that fell fromthe |adder
"Hul |l o, Spangler. What's it this tinme?"

"Ch, nothing, we just lost another fresnel, that's all, there's no goddamm
fucking way in the world I can get it working by showtine, if ever, and the
whol e I'ighting balance is fucked at this end of the room because we're runni ng
out of goddam units |I can fill in with."

"It's beautiful," | said.

"Shows what you know." He did, in fact, drop a crescent wench, but on the
other side of the ladder. By the time his feet were on the rungs at ny eye
| evel, ny heart rate was al nost back to nornal.

"I take it you don't want to say sonmething like 'H, Sparrow, hows it been? "

He junped the last three feet to the floor and gave ne a di sgusted | ook
Spangl er was not exactly the youngest crew nmenber, but he clainmed the
distinction, and it would have been counterproductive to contest it. Half his
brown hair was |ong and worn braided beneath his ear; the rest of his head,
fromforehead to nape of neck, was shaved clean and tattooed w th Japanese
carp and water lilies. Wenever the shaved part went to stubble, it |ooked as
if the pond had an al gae problem "I know how it's been," he said. "Wnderful
You never have anything go wong."

"Not a thing. If youlike, I'll try to trip on ny way upstairs.” | wasn't in
the habit of airing the details of nmy life here, either

Spangl er shook his head, even nore disgusted. "Help nme with this fucking
| adder first."

| did; then | pulled nyself a beer and took the stairs behind the bar two at a
time to the sound bal cony.

"Robby?" Theo's voice came around the door as | opened it.

"Nope. Me."

"Sparrow " he said, surprised and pl eased. "What're you doi ng here?"
He' d been cl eaning one of the cassette decks; a stick with cotton wadded

around it was in his right hand, straight up like a little torch. There was a
hand-rol | ed cigarette bal anced and glowing in one corner of his nouth, and



could snell Theo's mi xture of tobacco and nmarijuana. The air itself seened to
trenble, full of the light of the dozen m smatched candles that he always lit
on the bal cony.

"I mwat ching you undo your work," | replied.

He took the cigarette out of his mouth, |ooked at it, and grimaced. "Well
that's why |I'mcleaning the thing."

"I'f I answered that, this conversation would get damed recursive."

"Instead of just redundant. d ad you're here, man. We should be able to do
some groovy stuff tonight, if we get the crowd.”

Theo's favorite novies were Wld in the Streets, The Dagger and the Rose, Easy
Ri der, and Leary. They'd affected his vocabulary. He seened to glowa little
in the sem -gloom he was wearing a white cotton jacket whose previ ous owner
had been either a waiter or an orderly at an asylum and a collared knit shirt
under it. The VU neters fromtwo tape decks and the m xing board reflected in
his wire-rimred gl asses, and Spangler's floor lights turned his brown bob to

auburn. | found mysel f wondering what | ess appropriate things shone on him
when he wasn't working. I'd known Theo for about four years, and | had no idea
where he lived, or what he did before the noon was up. | hadn't seen anything

strange in that before, but suddenly | was aware of it, and it bothered ne.
Par anoi a, maybe—downti ne erasures, wal ki ng dead nen, vanmpire hunters, and why
shoul dn't | wonder who ny acquai ntances were when | wasn't there?

"I may not stay the whole night," |I warned him

"That's okay. Maybe Liz'll come 'round later to fill in." One of his heels
tapped furiously at the leg of the chair he sat in; he seenmed unaware of it,
as if it were run by a second brain.

After a noment | said, "Al so—soneti ne—sone people may cone | ooking for ne."
Vell, spit it out. "I"'min a little trouble.”

He cl osed the door on the tape transport and stared at me. It was unnerving to
find nyself the single focus of all that energy. "Sonebody noticed you?
Sorry," he said, in response to my expression, no doubt. "Bad trouble?"

"No, no. Annoying. | just don't want to be found."
"Not hi n" easier." Theo stood up, anbled past nme to the door at the top of the
stairs, and kicked it shut with a crash. The candle flanes | eaned w | dly.
"You're working, man. Can't be disturbed."

"That's the idea, anyway. But these people may have connections beyond those
of nortal men."

"City connections?" He was rolling the cotton swab hard between his fingers.
"I was thinking of the kind that are supposed to result from sacrificing snall
ani mal s. But yeah," | said, remenbering Dana's apartnent, "there may be one or
two of those, as well."

Theo nibbled his lower Iip. "That's not good. If it was just the brujo, you
hire anot her brujo. But we bugger the City over here and we're done, you know

that."

| sat down at the console and powered up the two video decks and the A/B



switcher. "They need us. W're part of the circuses side of the equation.”

He sat down next to me and stared into ny face. "Wat we have here," he said
in the voice of the warden in Cool Hand Luke, "is a failure to think straight.
W generate electricity by the grace of God and A. A Albrecht. | don't know

about God, but Al brecht can shut us down anytinme he wants."
"Theo, what can they do to us? Reroute the river?"

Theo shook his head, sadly. "The City controllers license the hardware, sel
the fuel, own twenty-five percent of the netered output and tax the rest, no
matter how you make it. What do we do if the inspectors confiscate the
generators?" He waved a hand at the quaking flanes around the bal cony. "Light
candl es and si ng?"

| knew all that. It was why the wind turbine on ny roof was disguised as a
vent, after all. But the Underbridge had seenmed—still seemed—too big, too

i mportant, too visible to be at the mercy of the City. "There'd be a stink if
we cl osed.”

"There's people lined up to run places like this. If the Gty closes us, they

just hand our permnmit to the next guy, who'll keep his nose cleaner than we
did. And the nightbabies all just nobve on down the bl ock. Be damed hard on
Robby, nman."

| knew all that, too, | suppose. "It's okay," | said. Qutside the w ndows, the
nmoon had drowned in the cloud bank. | felt—t took nme a nonent to figure it
out. Lonely. "If anything happens, I'll keep it away from here."

"Sorry, Sparrito," said Theo.
| shrugged. "Maybe nothing will happen. Let's do sone good."

| had color bars on nmonitors one and two, and zip-all on nunber three, which
meant that either the third nmonitor was evil-eyed or the canera in the rigging
was. | hoped it was the nonitor. The canmera was one of maybe five I'd seen in
my life, and that only because |'d been looking. It had full renote
capabilities and a twenty-X zoom and | suspected it of having been made to
mlitary specs and used to spy on SouthAm dictators. But who am| to judge?

| jiggled connectors, and finally crawl ed out on the edge of the bal cony, |ay
on nmy stomach on one of the crossbeans, and, by reaching as far as | could,
managed to poke at the canera jacks thensel ves. The camera swung on its nount,
and | grabbed at the beam

"Watch the fuckin' lights," Spangler shouted from somewhere bel ow ne. Serve
himright if | fell on his head. | w ggled nmy way backward off the rigging,
and checked the nonitor. Live, tah dah

"I hate it when you do that," Theo observed.

"D you ever wonder what it was |ike when this stuff was new?" | asked him
wavi ng at the nixer, the tape decks, the video gear

Li ght turned the I enses of his gl asses opaque pink. "Crowded," he said, but
his voice made it mean nore than that.

The house lights were down, the roomwas dark, and thunder rmuttered frommles
away. | slapped a tape in one of the decks and faded the inage up on the
projectors, on both screens at the other end of the room At the edge of ny



vision | could see Theo's hand on the nixing board, bringing up sound as |
br ought up ny vi deo.

"So, don't let 'emcatch you, okay?" Theo said mldly in that |ast nonent as
it got too busy to answer him | don't know what | woul d have said anyway.

Strange scratchy sounds noved through the room hung on mpani ng bass notes
like the lowing of cows |ost underwater. The image |1'd grabbed to start with
was the ol d bl ack-and-white test pattern and countdown spinner: nine, eight,
seven, six ...At one it froze and began to nelt, iridescent color oozing slowy
out of the nmonochrome rings and crosshairs. Theo woul d have call ed the effect

"trippy."

Suddenly Theo segued to his other deck, pulled in sonething that went

t hunp-t hunp-t hunp agai nst a harnoni ca that went chi gga-chi gga-chigga. So |

swi tched sources, too; because | knew how Theo's mind worked, | had a bit
ready froma fifty-year-old war novie that put the viewer nose to nose with an
assault rifle on full auto. Pull back on bronzed beefcake sneering under his
vi sor, spew ng hot |ead at whoever it had been that week,

budda- budda- budda- t hwakow! | grinned at Theo: That for your chigga-chigga. He
gri nned back and poked the pan controls as a flute riff seared the room and
sent me back to nmy decks for the next inmage. W were just warming up

On nost nights our partnership would snag on sone piece of equipment;

somet hing would fail. Everything we had was old, and hardly any of it was
built for the kind of industrial-weight use we gave it. The regul ar
after-closing ritual turned the sound bal cony into a repair shop where we
fixed anything that had broken during the show. But that night, we had the
hoodoo wor ki ng.

Chri st opher Lee sank his fangs into sonmeone just as Theo cranked to a horrible
reverbed wail from Morticia just as lightning shattered the air between two

cl ouds outside the window. Uma Thurman, with a | ook that would nelt gl ass,
stretched out a glimering hand to the Beast in the Forman remake of Beauty
and, while Theo raised a Zi nbabwean singer's plaintive high note into the
rafters, while blown rain broke the view outside into a noiré pattern

Li ghtning lashed at the Cty like artillery; Ego's top was lost in cloud, but
the hits on the obelisk shape of the Foshay | ooked |ike pointing fingers. Theo
put both decks to work at once, overlapping and cutting between somnething that
was entirely percussion and sonething el se that was all singing. | took a feed
of f the canera, panning the dance floor in dizzy swoops, then zoomng in on
anyone who took ny fancy.

| had a |l ot of people to choose from The place seened to have filled up
suddenly; but that only nmeant |'d been absorbed in what | was doing. Then, on
one of ny video strafing runs, | noticed a hand wavi ng, an oval of face

| ooki ng straight at the canera. | zooned in, startled. "My God," | said al oud,
"it's Sher." Sherrea's pointed chin and big, shadowy eyes, under a mass of

bl ack- and- purpl e headwap, filled ny nonitor. Just then she turned to gl ance
at the screens and saw her own profile ten feet high. She turned back to the
canera and gave nme the finger. "Wuat?" Theo asked.

"It's someone | know," | said, |oud enough to be heard this tinme. "I didn't
know she ever cane here.”

Theo | ooked over at the nmonitor, where Sher was now naki ng some shruggi ng,
inquiring notion. "Oh, Sherrea," he said, nodding. "Goovy. Take the m x, and
"Il send her up. | need a break."

And he left, while | was still trying to ask how he knew her, and trying to



figure out why | was surprised that he did.

One person can handle all the hardware on the bal cony; you just can't do as
much, and it's not as much fun. | cued up the next song: "They Want My
Four - Wheel Drive," by Los Blues CGuys, copy of tape courtesy of my archives.
I'd gotten the original fromsomeone who'd brought it from northern Texas, who
knew t he recordi ng engi neer and hal f the band nmenbers. A fine exanple of the
new record distribution system

Mich of the material at the Underbridge was of mnmy providing. It was another
thing I weighed on the scales of the Deal: Robert provided the opportunity and
a cut of the door, and | repaid himw th fresh antique nmarvels for the
customers. Besides, |like nmost collectors, | couldn't quite keep it all to
nmysel f. | needed sone appreciative audi ence to ooh and ahh over the gens.

I was showi ng the car chase from The French Connection when Sherrea cane up

It had taken her too long, and | wondered if Theo had wayl aid her and

menti oned ny personal problenms. Joke on Theo—she had the advantage of himon a
few points.

" '"Lo," she said. "You want ne to take audi o or video?"

"You know how to run these?" | asked. | had assunmed she was a technophobe;
nost adi vinos were. O at least, | thought they were.
"Santos," she sighed. |I'd never heard anyone sigh that |oud before. "You

har dware heads all think you need | essons from God to do this. Next time your
significator's gonna be the Hi gh Priestess. Audio or video?"

"Video," | said weakly. "Theo's had the tunes all night."

She slid into the chair in front of the A/B switcher, pulled her headw ap off
in a heap, and began rummagi ng for tapes. | began to think of the 27 Various,
Reptile Zoo, and pre-detox Lilly @Guilder. O —what kind of rmusic did Sherrea
i ke, anyway? The candl elight caught the enbroidery on her rusty-black denim
jacket: silks, beads, and netallic thread in Celtic knots, runes, warding
synmbol s. They didn't seemto have worked agai nst the weather; her shoul ders
were danp. "How s the storn?" | asked.

"Just rain, but a helluva ot of it. Theo says sonebody's after you for
somet hi ng. "

Good guess, ne. "Did he say that? Not exactly. It's nothing serious."

She popped a tape into the B deck and turned to ne. "Sure. Robby says you
showed up white as a bar of soap and | ooking |ike you slept in your clothes.
Not hi ng seri ous. "

Vll, | had slept in nmy clothes. | noticed, too, that she called himRobby. I
felt as if | were looking in the wi ndow of sonme place | used to live in.
"Spangl er dropped a wench," | said.

"Ch, excuse ne for asking. | just figured if there was sonething | could do,
maybe you'd like to mention it." This sounded |i ke Sher being acerbic, which
she did often. It also sounded |ike Sher being hurt. | |ooked up and nmet her

eyes. Sher wasn't the sort to avoid eye contact at a nmonent |ike that. But |
was.

"It's no big thing," | said, changing the tape bias on one machine, then
changing it back. "It's taken care of."



She brought up B deck: a series of shots of the head of a daisy, a chanbered
nautilus that came apart into animation. There were fractals right after that,
| knew. | ought to cue up something trippy. "Sparrow," she said, "if you
really don't want anybody to give a shit about you, say so, and we'll just |et
you go to hell."

| al nmost cracked wise. If it had been any conscious inmpul se that stopped ne, |
woul d have overridden it. "It's inportant to nme," | said instead.

"Why? What's so private that you have to nmake an eneny of the whole world to
keep it that way?"

Just for that instant, | was tenpted to tell her

But Theo cane in, a beer in each hand, and ki cked the door shut behind him
"Who needs a fresh one?"

"You take it," | said. "lIt's my turn for a break." Then | caught a | ook at the
third nonitor. The canera, which wasn't feeding to either screen, was on the
front door. | saw Robert |eaning on the frame, a pack of nightbabies newy

arrived and staring just in front of him and behind thema head of pale curly
hair, a big white snmle, shades—no, not shades.

| grabbed the canera renote and zooned in. Dana's friends hadn't found nme. The
other ones had. It was the man in the silvertones.

At the corner of my eye | sawthe shift in roomlight that neant the picture
had changed on the screens. "Sher, no!" | cried, but it was too |late. The
canera feed was up on the left screen. | panned the camera away so fast it
nmust have made the drunks sick, and

Sher hit the switcher, but it was too late. |I'd seen him| ook at the screens.
He knew sonebody on the bal cony was watching him

Sher was chal ky, and her eyes were big. "I'msorry," she said faintly. Theo
stood as still as I'd ever seen him
"I have to go," | said. "I'lIl use the back stairs.”

"And we're gonna handle it?" Theo asked politely.

Sher | ooked at him "Yeah," she said. "W are." She stood up and stretched,
fl exed her hands, gl anced over the edge of the balcony at the dance fl oor
"Then | guess we are." Theo shrugged, picked up a heavy fl at-bl aded
screwdriver froma box by the sound board, jammed the bl ade between the
stai rway door and the door frane, and pounded it in as far as it would go.
"Door's sticking again. Bummer."

"I"'msorry." And | was, but | didn't know what to do.

"CGet out of here," Theo said to me, his face blank as tape |leader. | plunged
t hrough the door in the rear wall of the bal cony and shot the bolt hone.

| said before that | had a place at the Underbridge. This was it. | passed
t hrough without really registering it, beyond deciding that nothing in the
cl oset-si zed space could help themfind nme: a mattress, a couple changes of
cl ot hes, a toothbrush. Maybe the barrenness of ny life-style would nove them
to pity, and they'd | eave nme alone. | began to feel nore than guilty. The guy



with pink hair seenmed |ike a dangerous sort, and | was |eaving Theo and Sher
to make nmy apol ogies. Well, what could |I do? | yanked open the outer door and
stepped onto the fire escape.

It was raining steadily, steamly, and everything shone. Sonewhere nany bl ocks
away, a fire alarmwas wailing. | heard the Underbridge's sound system from
the open front door. Water gushed over the damin the river in front of ne.
The storm stalking away to the east, gave a long, low runble |like an enpty
stomach. | hoped the accunul ated noi se was enough to cover the sound of ne
runni ng down all those netal steps.

I ran down nost of them actually. Five of them| fell down, |oudly, because
forgot that things are slippery when wet. And the last three | skipped
entirely and just junped to the pavenent. | was feeling hopeful when sonething
smal |l and hard settl ed agai nst nmy skull over mny right ear, and a cheerful
femal e voice said, "Darlin', you nust think we're awfully thick. Wre you
hoping we'd forget to | ook for another exit?"

| stood very still, because | had a suspicion about the hard thing over ny
ear, and wondered if | should tell her that no, the forgetting was all on ny
side, thank you. Because, of course, |I'd known that the man in the silvertones

had a partner.

"Put your hands behind you," she said. Wien |I did, sonething closed around ny
wrists. Handcuffs? No, these people were not Gty security, | knew that. Wat
was happeni ng here? What had | done?

"What do you want with ne?" | asked, and there was nore than a hint of a wail
in ny voice.

She came around in front of ne. Yes, that was a gun she had. Under the nannish
hat she wore | saw her hair, the dark cherry color | renmenbered froma

di stance in the Night Fair. Her skin was translucently pale, the conpl exi on of
the rich. Mney made an excell ent sunbl ock. Her eyes were cold, flat gray, and
fam | iar—eh.

"You were with the nightbabies. Qutside the Gdeon," | said. | was forgetting
to breathe, which broke nmy sentences up. "Wth the bone in your nose."

She | ooked pl eased. "Very good! | didn't even have to do the voice for you.
Now-who are you, at the nmonent ?"

| stared at her.

"Al'l right, I don't think your other half is a good enough actor to do that
brai n-damaged | ook. You're still the little scavenger, whatsits ...Starling?
Sparrow. "

Behind nme, | heard the steel door slamand feet come pounding down the fire
stairs. "Well, damm it, Myra," the pink-haired man said, "sonetinmes | feel

i ke your damed bird dog. You can do your own flushing and chasi ng next
tinme."

He was simrering with sonething: adrenaline, anger, speed, nmaybe all of them
| could feel it behind me, and it nmade the skin on ny back want to craw
around to the front of nme for protection

"Dusty, honey," the red-haired woman—-Mra—-said, "I let you have all the fun
while | stood out in the rain, so what are you conpl ai ni ng about ?"



| cleared ny throat and said, "Did you ...was there anyone there when you
passed t hr ough?"

Dusty cane around at last into nmy line of sight. He m ght have been studying
my face. Then he smled his huge fluorescent snmile. "That'd bother you, if |
hurt sonebody? No—essed up the real estate some, but the tenants, they're al
safe and sound. And | know where to find "emif | need to."

"What do you want?" | said again, and this time | was pleading in earnest. "Is
t here something you want ne to tell you? I'lIl tell you. You don't have to hurt
me—you don't have to hurt anybody."

"That's good," said Myra. She took me by one el bow and pulled nme toward the
packed-dirt service drive by the riverbank. The rain had turned the dirt to
slurry. | hadn't realized it would be so hard to walk with my hands stuck
behi nd ne.

I could feel the major arcana at work, the cards that said someone else was in

control of nmy future. | was in terrible trouble, and yet it seened to stand a
polite distance fromne. Al | had to do was be propelled around, by these
peopl e, by another set—sinple. They woul d nake ne do what they wanted nme to
do, right or wong. | had no choice, and no responsibility.

There was a little electric delivery van parked in the drive, painted dark
maroon with "Kincaid Adjustnments"” on the driver's side door in gold.

wondered if | was going to find out what the inside | ooked like. | could start
yelling, | thought, and hope sonmeone cane to see what the problemwas before
they could club me sensel ess and nake ne di sappear. Silly. Who woul d cone?

The red-haired wonan pressed nme agai nst the van's front fender and over the
wet hood; then she hooked her foot between ny ankles and forced ny feet apart.
She was going to pat me down. A long, uncontroll able shudder went through ne.
"Dusty," she said, "take this and cover her."

"Her?" said Dusty.

A |l oud voi ce, behind and above nme, said, "Stand back fromthe truck. Sparrow,
nove away from'em"

It was Theo's voice. |I'd never heard himyell before. He was at the head of
the fire stairs, with Sher beside him and he, too, had a nice little gun
whi ch he'd pointed at Myra and Dusty.

Ch, Theo, no. Didn't he renenber his own advice? Didn't he know he was naking
t he Underbridge | ook dammed uncooperative? Didn't he have the sense not to do
this for someone who'd never done anything for hinf

Dusty still had Myra's gun. So he smled and snapped it upward. | was |unging
headfirst toward him not sure how |l'd gotten there or what | was going to do,
when soneone expl oded t he whol e volume of air around us. At least, it sounded
like it.

| was lying in the nud, deaf, |ooking at the toes of Dusty's shoes. My nose
was full of the smell of fired gun. | couldn't get up, because nmy hands were
behind me, so | rolled over

Dusty still smiled, with the pistol in his hands pointed at the fire stairs.
Theo stood where he'd been, wearing the archetype of expressions of surprise.
Sher was flattened against the door at the top of the stairs, her eyes show ng
white all around, her face col orless. Everything was—+ | ooked back at Theo.



H s attention was fixed on his right arm It |ooked as if someone had spilled

ink inside the sleeve of his white jacket, and the stain was spreading. | saw
his lips nove. Was it sonething profound? Al | could think of that needed
saying was, I'msorry, and it wasn't his line.

Then someone back by the van said, "If you try that with ne, 1'll cut you in

hal f, Peppermint,” and | thought, Have we had enough drama yet tonight?

| struggled to sit up, and found mysel f | ooking at Myra. She held an automatic
rifle that | realized nmust have cone fromthe van, was pointing it at Dusty,
and seened ungodly pl eased with hersel f.

Card 5: Crowning
The Lovers
VWaite: Trials overcone.

Crow ey: Various twin deities. H's weapon is the Tripod. H s drugs are ergot
and abortifacients. His powers are to be in two or nore places at the sane
time, and prophecy. Analysis, then synthesis. Openness to inspiration
intuition, intelligence, second sight.

5.0: One hundred stories wthout a punchline
"Myra?" said Dusty with a quaver

Myra surveyed us all with the sane smle. "God, | |ove tableaux. Les Enfants
du Paradi s neet The Untouchabl es. Pepperm nt, hold that toy of yours by the
barrel and fling it toward the river just as hard as you can. Now. " He did,

and after a noment, there was a splash. "There's a good boy. Lie down."

"What the hell is going on?" Dusty's voice was |like a skin of ice over deep
wat er .

"Al'l ah has sent the change wind, and the world's turned arse over ears. Now do
what you're told."

"I ain't gonna lie down."

"Yes, you are. But you have a choice as to whether you do it alive or dead. |
have no preference, myself."

Dusty sank slowly to his knees in the nud, and finally lay on his stomach.
Myra reached into the little van and started it, fiddled with some things in
t he cab, and stepped back. The van lurched forward into the darkness, toward
the river. In a few nonents, there was a crunch

"Pity," said Myra. "I was hoping it would sink. Now, as for you two," she went
on, turning her attention to Theo and Sher

Theo had cone to hinself enough to clanp his hand over the wound in his arm
but he |l ooked as if he would like to fall down. Sher was keeping himfrom
doing it, and staring narromy at Mra.

"Who are you?" Sherrea asked her

Myra's eyebrows went up. "Child, you frighten ne. Bright young peopl e al ways
do. Take your |eaking conrade back through that door, lock it, and don't cone

out again. WIIl you do that for ne?"

"What're you going to do with Sparrow?"



"I amgoing to take Sparrow home, and you will damm well have to take nmy word
for it. Get inside."

"What home?"

| was, after all, a confirmed bird of passage, but | hadn't thought that
Sherrea knew that. Myra said, "If | wanted you to know, 1'd invite you al ong."
Sher was glowering fromunder her hair, a pixie with a bad attitude. "I'd
rather she didn't shoot you," | croaked.

"You don't belong to them" Sherrea said savagely. "You never did. And you
don't now." Then she turned and pull ed Theo inside.

Myra wal ked over to me and hauled me up by one arm "Your standards of
personal groom ng never cease to inpress me," she said, giving ny nmud the

once-over. "Peppernint, stay there until | cone back for you, and if I find
you've twitched a finger, they'll mstake your corpse for a screen door."

He still had the silvertones on; their blankness gave his face extra

mal evol ence. He said, "When | kill you, |I'm gonna nake you renenber tonight."

She | ooked down at him the rifle pointed at his jaw. "Probably," she said,
her words sl owed by the weight of some personal neaning. "I have a dammably
| ong nenory." She took ny el bow and drew nme stunbling toward the parking |ot.

The dust was rinsed away, but the thing parked at the pavenent's edge was
recogni zably the tri-wheeler fromtwo days before. W stopped next to it, and
Myra dug in her raincoat and pulled out a little chromed key. She poked it
into ny jeans pocket. "The cuffs,"” she explained. "I'd ditch them now, but
you' re so rmuch nore manageable this way. Get in."

She' d popped the weather shell open, and | stood staring, a sickly colored
light dawning in ny battered head. In the driver's seat of the tri-wheeler was
t he bl ack-haired woman who owned it, she of the many nanes. She sat sl unped,
her eyes hal f-closed, her nouth slack, her hands dead on her thighs. Inert.
Cone.

"Ch. Onh, hell,” | whispered. | glanced at Myra, back again to the bl ack-haired
driver.
Myra sighed. "Never mind; I'Il doit." Before | could struggle, she grabbed

t he back of ny shirt and the wai stband of my jeans and swung nme in behind that
uni nhabi ted body. Then she turned the driver's linp hands over. Twined in the
fingers of the left one | saw a strip of braided | eather thong and bl ack
beads: ny hair tie. Myra laid the rifle across the bl ack-haired woman's pal ns.
I must have made a little noise, because Myra turned her flat gray gaze on ne.
"Sorry," she said. "Wen you booked your seat, you should have specified 'no
shooting."'"

Myra wal ked away fromthe tri-wheeler, about a dozen feet. Then she turned
around. Her face was bl ank

The hands that had been linp closed around the rifle and raised it, pointing
it at Myra. And above the rifle, the black-haired woman's face was alive with
t he pl eased expression that Myra's features had worn nmonents before. Myra

| ooked |i ke someone who had gone to sleep in the basenent and woken up on the
roof, which | suppose wasn't far fromtrue.

"Myra Kincaid, you nmake me wi sh there were disinfectant for the nmind," said



t he bl ack-haired woman. "Are you confused? OF course you are. The short
version is that I'mnot on your side, I'll shoot you if you take one nore of
those steps, and |I'mstealing your friend here. For the |ong version, ask your
brother. He's around back."

| saw Myra take a breath; then, as if that had broken a spell, her face
contorted, and she screamed, "Wo the hell are you?"

"I"'mthe thing you' re a pal e shadow of," said the bl ack-haired worman, and
started the tri-wheeler. "Cone see ne again when your pernanent fangs grow
in"

Myra took another step, and | steeled nyself against the sound of the rifle.
But the weat her shell slamred down instead, and | was thrown against its
scarred wi ndow as the trike | aunched and U-turned.

The driver said loudly, "If I'mlucky, her brother will kill her first,
thi nking she's still me, and ask questions later. But God knows, | haven't
been that |ucky yet."
"I know what you are." The words popped out of ny nouth as soon as | opened
it. Maybe they'd been sitting there too |ong.

"Do you?" she said, all polite inquiry. "How nice. | was afraid, for a nonment,
that you m ght di sappoint ne."

Once there had been people who stole the prerogatives of the | oa, who forced
their way into other people's mnds and possessed them They were a fantasy
fromsilly novels and B-novies cone alive. They were harnessed to the
mlitary—but who harnesses gods? In the end, they betrayed their side,
betrayed everyone: they pushed the Button. Over half a century ago.

"You're a Horseman," | said

The three wheels rattled and sl ammed over a street of potholes and patches, a
typical street in this rough, hollow new world. The one she had made.

She stopped at the bridge to the Deeps and turned, and smiled a smle that
made ny skin creep. "Aren't we all supposed to be dead?"

| nodded. Somewhere in the back of ny head, where | couldn't get to them |
felt facts begin to fall into line.

"Good. It would have been so confusing, otherwi se. Now, shall | return the
favor ?"

"l don't—what?"

"Well, you see, | know what you are."

W stared at each other for perhaps ten seconds, which is a very long tine.
For the rest of the trip to the Night Fair, | tried not to nove. It hadn't
worked with La Maitresse and M. Lyle; but this time | was hoping for better
results than sinply not being noticed. This time | nmeant to di sappear
entirely.

The gates of the Night Fair were open, the lights on, the party rolling
forward in its habitual way. She stopped at the first opening in the fence and
said, "Gve me directions."



| stared at her, all ny possible responses shooting |ike scan |ines across ny

mnd: fill the screen, overwite, overwite.
She | aughed. "As |'ve said once tonight, | have no preference. But | thought
you'd rather | asked, since we'll get there whether you help or not."

I wanted to ask which of the major arcana she was. There was a gas |anp on one
of the gateposts; it sent |ight skidding over the side of her face, across her
nose, but it mssed the eye socket. There was a little scar, barely nore than
an indentation, near the corner of her nouth. It mght have been froma

chil dhood injury, long forgotten. Ch, little |aughing gods, of course
forgotten—her body couldn't have been nore than thirty. It was an injury from
soneone el se's chil dhood.

"Keep going," | said in an ugly, clogged voice. "There's a closer gate."

She took the handcuffs off as soon as we arrived. My wists hurt, but | didn't
rub them She kept the automatic rifle with her; | couldn't inagine what she
nmeant to use it on, since she didn't need it for ne.

There are no simles for the way | felt, leading her into the building, into
the el evator, standing across fromher in that little box as it |urched
quietly toward the top of the building. Maybe it says enough that | didn't try
to hide ny wire-crossing from her

What had it been like for Myra Kincaid? Had she known that her body was being
stol en? Had she struggled? O had she missed it all, and suddenly found
hersel f awake, face-to-face with the confortless snile of the |oa? Make the
el evator work, Sparrow, or she'll nmount you, and sink her spurs into you, and
have every scrap of know edge out of you, of that, of anything. Let her fight
me for it, | thought. But there were the wires in ny hands, and here was the
el evat or quaki ng around nme. Maybe a reputation for coercion was the best
coercive tool of all

Open the el evator doors, unlock the apartnment door—o, it was already

unl ocked, because I'd bolted out of it with the key in nmy pocket and a | arge
man cl ose behind nme. | didn't feel anything at the menory. Through the dark
front room then, into the hallway.

| wasn't nunb after all. Because at the end of the hall, the doors to the
third roomstood a little open, spilling light and rmusic, and | felt a shock
of cold on ny skin, and a scream bl ocked up in ny throat.

I think I took the black-haired womman by surprise; | was through the hall door
and the inside one as well before anyone could have stopped ne. A man sat in
my confortable chair, his back to ne. The song was Ri chard Thompson's "Yankee
Go Home." | had an absurd, precise recollection of it; it was on disk, and the
insert was inscribed to soneone, in blue ink, in a pointy, idiosyncratic hand.
Then the man swung around to face ne, and snil ed.

"I love this one," he said. "Brings back a |lot of |ousy nmenories."

I'"d never seen him before. Maybe in his md-twenties, with smooth, gl ossy
brown skin, long hair bleached to chestnut-brown that was braided all over his
scalp and twined with bright green thread and tiny copper fish charnms. Wde
nmout h, heavy straight brows over |arge round bl ack eyes. A conpact, sl ender
body in a yellow cotton shirt and | oose gray trousers. But he was wearing M ck
Ski nner's jacket, and smiling Mck Skinner's self-nocking smle, and | knew
who he was. And what he was. The facts were assenbl ed now, because the driver
of the trike was not the only person who ought to be dead and wasn't, and Myra



Ki ncaid wasn't the only person with a chunk m ssing fromher nmenory. M ck
Ski nner knew what all mny missing pieces were.

O course he did. He'd been nme while they'd happened.

Now he was sonebody el se, but it was still him using ny best-kept secret, ny
archives, ny sanctuary. It was as bad as using ny body.

"How the hell many of you are there?" | squeaked in his unconprehending face.
H s eyes went past ne then, and narrowed, and his smle faded. The

bl ack- hai red woman had cone in behind me, the dammed rifle | evel ed—€hango, if
she pulled the trigger she'd chop the hardware to bits. She didn't pull the
trigger. She just stared with the sane narrow eyed concentration at him

"Frances?" he said at last, as if he couldn't breathe.

"Hell o, Mck," she said. The rifle never wavered. "I wondered when it woul d be
you. "

He puffed air out through his nose—a substitute for |aughter, nmaybe, though he
wasn't smling. "You're still a woman."

"' Again,' actually. Didn't you go through a few | earni ng experiences getting
out of the goddamm stinking jungle? O have you kept your boyish charm ever
si nce Panama?" She had an edge on her voice and manner now, bl ackened and
snoki ng and too hot for safety.

He shook his head, as if shaking off insects. "Fran ...Jesus, would you put
t hat gun down?"

"No, | don't think I would. Why aren't you dead, M ck?"
"Well, why the hell aren't you?"

"Because | have the norals of a shark. On the basis of personal experience,
I"'mforced to assume the same of you."

M ck's new nout h pressed cl osed, crookedly. Then he said, "W all did. There
wasn't one of us 1'd trust to feed ny dog for a weekend. But that was a | ong
time ago."

"As long as that?" Her snmile was really only a baring of her teeth. "Heavens,
M ck, did you think we'd evol vel™

It took hima nonent to rally. "Learn, maybe? Change? People do." But his
voi ce was fainter, battered down by her manner

"And lucky they are, too. But we're not people. We're sharks. It's our nature.
W can't stand to see clear water without a little blood init."

"Fran, can't you—=

"\What are you doing here, M ck?"

"Pardon me," | said, and | was as amazed to hear ny voice as they seened to
be. "If neither of you mnds, we could have this conversation in the next room
just as well. And if you're going to shoot him" | added to the wonman naned

Frances, "I wish you wouldn't do it in here."



She stared at me, then took in the roomwith a quick shift of her gaze. |

think, until then, she hadn't really seen it. "Bless my soul,"” she said at
last. "It's the lost graveyard of the Sonys."
"If it was only a graveyard, | wouldn't care,"” | replied, though | hated to do

it. "They all work."

She | ooked the room over again, this tine with nore attention. Then she | ooked
at me. | could al nost hear her thinking, though not well enough to know in
what direction. "Lead the way," she ordered. So | did. She gestured M ck

Ski nner out behind ne.

| wal ked into the mddle room The teakettle was lying on the floor in a small
puddl e; npst of the water seened to have di sappeared between the fl oorboards.
That, and a bl ack smudge on the ceiling, were all that were left to remnd ne
of La Maitresse and M. Lyle. | took the kettle to the sink and started
punpi ng water into it. There was a cal mand reasoned di al ogue going on in ny
head, sonething |ike:

This is a ridiculous thing to be doing.

The whol e business is ridiculous. What should | be doing that woul d nake nore
sense?

She m ght shoot ne.
For maeking tea? | suppose she night. She might shoot me for not naking tea.

In other words, | can't fix things no matter what | do, so | might as well do
anything at all.

I think I"'mso scared | can't feel it.

When | turned back to face nmy houseguests, M ck Skinner was standing by one
felt-covered wi ndow, watching ne, benused and a little alarmed. And he was

M ck Skinner; | was surprised at how easy it was to think of himthat way,

i ndependent of his | ooks.

The wonman, Frances, was perched lightly on the armof the |eather slingshot
chair, the rifle confortable in the crook of her right arm its barre
tracking M ck Skinner. A casual sweep of that arm and both he and | would be
perforated at the waist.

She said, "I haven't forgotten the subject before the committee, even if you
have. Wsat brought you here, M ck?"

"I came back for ny jacket."

"No, no, answer the exam questions fully; you've no idea what we're testing
for. This city, Skinner, you idiot, just now, for what God-damed purpose."

He | ooked steadily at her, his face baffled and hurt, and resigned. "Do you
still have purposes?" he asked. "I used mine up. | just nove around, Fran."

"Why nove here?"

"I'"d never been here, so | canme. | had a notion to go on north and try to get
into Canada."

"A pitiful and profoundly noving story," she said. | hadn't realized |I'd been



hopi ng she'd believe himuntil | felt my spirits fall. "Let's explore a
prom si ng side passage, shall we? Wat's your connection to our chum here?"
She tipped her head toward ne.

M ck Skinner, inexplicably, was silent. "He rode ne," | told her, and stopped.
The bald statenent of it, out |oud, sickened nme; and it didn't answer her
guestions, or nine.

"Ch, my downy chick, my sweet hatchling, | know that. | knew there was one of
us here by the stink of it. When | laid hands on you, there on the bridge,
got the snell of Horseman in nmy nose so strong | thought 1'd gag with it.

"Did you know that, M ck? That we leave a trail behind us, a spoor of
possession? It's related, |I think, to the way we recogni ze each other in sone
ot her poor bastard's body. And |I thought, when I got a whiff of this one, that
it was dammed famliar."

"I couldn't help it,"” Mck said. He sounded as if the words were being
squeezed out of him "I had ...some bad rides. | didn't know what happened the
first time. | didn't make the switch, it just—

"Don't, please, spare us the gory details," Frances said pleasantly.

"The body | was on got hit by a car," he said. | could tell—+ thought | could
tell -he hated doing it. "And suddenly | was three streets over, on Sparrow,
bei ng pushed out a door." | had been in danger of being thrown through the
door; if he had, by skill or fortune, spared ne that, | owed hi msonething. "I
only stayed | ong enough to find another ho—anot her body."

"What was wrong with that one?" Frances asked, pointing at ne.

A muscle worked in Mck's jaw. "He wasn't done with it."

Frances rai sed her eyebrows.

M ck Skinner's eyes closed, and his | ong brown hands cl enched. He was ...

ashaned? O not taking ne over? "I can't not do it. Every time the choice
cones, between dying and taking another horse, |I junmp for the horse every
goddamm tinme. | can't let go of living. But |I try to find people who have | et

go. You find sonebody who's about to eat a bullet, you hop on, take the gun
out of his mouth—+t's alnmost with his consent, isn't it? It doesn't feel so
fucking evil."

"But it happened nore than once,"” | said. | couldn't bring nyself to say it
agai n: You rode ne.

"I couldn't get a solid ride. Sick people are hard. Crazy ones are harder

Jesus, the last one | got on a second too |ate, and he was dead. | didn't
thi nk that was possible." He | ooked up at me, apologetic. "And you were such a
good fit. | kept being pulled back. |I didn't nean to be."

At that, Frances began to laugh. She rose fromthe armof the chair and cane
over to me. She still held the rifle as if she neant to use it. "Heavens, yes.
Fits as if it were nade for you. And with every convenience built in. O

m ddl i ng height, to avoid drawing attention. Strong, young, resistant to

di sease, toxins, and bad food. And em nently bi ddable."

"Fran," said Mck with great care, "you don't have to nmess wth Sparrow. "

"No, | don't. But |I want to. Do you know, M ck, that by my reckoning there are



only three Horsemen left? 1'd thought it was two, until you surfaced, which
only shows you that | may be a hair off in ny figures." She was cl ose enough
for me to see the gloss of sweat on her skin. "Only the real sharks survived
the witch-hunts after the Big Bang. And | found that each passing year pruned
them further, leaving only the creme de la crenme of sharkdom

"Now, Mck, ny old friend and partner, if there are only three of us left, and
my theory of natural selection is correct, nmustn't we be the three neanest
sons of bitches in the valley?"

M ck shrugged, not too unconvincingly.

"And yet—+ remenber you, Mck. You weren't a nice person—

"W were all shits," Mck interrupted.

"—but you didn't have the real, cold-hearted taste for bl ood. Now, how could
someone |ike that have survived for years in a world that will not suffer a
Horseman to live? By apprenticing himself to the biggest shark of all, the
Daddy Killer of the whole toothy race, that's how The slayer of cities, the
drowner of worlds, the pusher of Buttons. Let me tell you why I'min this
city. I've come to pay a |long-delayed call on the Prince of Sharkness."

The stove burner hissed in the silence while Mck and | worked out what that
meant. "Who?" Mck said finally. H s voice was a col orl ess whi sper, and al

t he bl ood had deserted his face for parts unknown. "Who was it? My famly
lived in Gal veston."

"Excessive, Mck. Too much pathos. Add the dog that was your boyhood
conpanion, and I'll throw you off the stage."

"Who did it, Fran?"

She was grave when she said, "For to see Mad Tom O Bedl am ten thousand niles
|'ve traveled."

M ck Skinner stared, his round bl ack eyes open as wounds. His |lips forned the
first letter twice before any sound cane out. "Wrecski? Tom Worecski pushed
the Button?"

"He was the nmasternind. He assenbled the clique, and convinced themthey woul d
be humanity's saviors. The clique, hubris-ridden idiots, have made pernmanent
anends. Now there's only Mad Tom "

M ck put one unsteady hand behind him found the wing chair, and sat init.
"I't would have been Wrecski. My God."

The teakettle was runbling, | realized, and | stepped toward the canp stove to
turn it off.

"No," said Frances. She took hold of a lock of ny hair and pulled ne to a
halt. "W just got to the good part."

| stood very still as she fingered ny hair, tugged it lightly, tucked it
behind ny ear. | would not trenmble Iike a nervous dog.

"As | was sayi ng about our specinmen here, all the conveni ences. The apparent
genetic inheritance, for instance. The ruddy tan, the black hair and dark
eyes, the bone structure"-she tapped ny cheek under ny right eye—nothing
there to rai se an eyebrow anywhere from kl ahoma to Tierra del Fuego.



I ndi genous Western Hem sphere genes. Just what you' d want for sneaking around
down bel ow Texas."

M ck Skinner's eyes were on us, but | wasn't sure they were seeing anything. |
wondered if his mnd was sonewhere in drowned Gal veston

"Anot her handy thing about those genes is that they're comonly associ ated
with a lack of facial hair in nales.”

My resolve was all for nothing; | was shivering in little, uncontrollable
bursts. Frances was studying ny face as if | were a painting, or sonething
el se that couldn't stare back. She prodded ny jaw lightly. | was nore aware of

her hand than the rifle.

"And there, Mck," she said, "we conme to the real artistry. This face, this
pl easi ng architecture that woul d be handsone on either sex. The gothic arches
of the eyebrows and the nostrils and the lips, echoing each other. That's a
work of art, that is, a work of tronpe |'oeil."

"He hates to be touched, Fran," said M ck

"A nice balance of bone to flesh, too. Seens a bit sturdy one minute, a bit
frail the next. The Adami s apple, that was tricky. See?" She pushed lightly
with her thunmb to raise ny chin. "There isn't one, but there's sort of a
suggestion in the angle of the neck. Marvelous. There's a |lot here that's done
wi th suggestion, in fact."

Mck said, "Stop it."

"The silhouette of the torso, for instance.” She drew a line wi th her index
finger, slowy, fromny collarbone to ny stomach. | closed ny eyes. "Tapered,
but not excessively; narrow at the waist, but not too much. The tits weren't a
problem wthin tolerance for a flat-chested woman, as long as the shirt never
cones off."
"Frances,"” Mck said in a voice that would have stopped a train. It stopped
her hand on the first button of ny shirt. "Yes?"

"I got real tired of watching people be tortured. Gve ne another thirty years
to work up a taste for it. He hasn't done anything to you."

She was suddenly full of focused intensity, |like a magnifying glass held up to
the sun. "H s m nd?" she asked Mck gently. "Or the body? You and I, we've
| earned to consider them separately.™

"Do you think he's Ton? God damm it, Fran, |'ve been in there. | would have
known—

"Two things: | have only your word for that; and if it's not Tom" she said in
a voice like a breeze off an icefield, "why do you call it 'he ?"

M ck opened his mouth, and closed it.

"Because if you've ridden this body," said Fran, with horrible satisfaction
"you must knowit's not male."

"O fermale," Mck said faintly. "It's—eh. Ch, nmy God."

"Christ, Mck, if you really were surprised, 1'd think you were a drooling
i di ot. Non-sex-specific bodies aren't exactly thick on the ground."



"It's a cheval," said Mck, huge-eyed.
"Very good, class." She brushed | oose hair back frommy forehead and studi ed
my face. "A mindless, soulless, sexless shell, genderless as a baby doll," she
said to me—at ne—whoever she was talking to, it wasn't ne. She didn't believe
| existed. Ch, tricky Legba, she was going to kill ne, and she didn't even
know | was there. | stepped back, and she matched ne as if she'd read nmy m nd.
She probably had. "A crisp new brain without a tenant. A bottle made to be
filled by one of us, enpty brass waiting to be turned into a bullet. A shiny
new horse to be offered to the desperate Horseman, in the vain hope that he or
she will prefer it over the nearest infantry grunt. A domestic animal bred and
broken for one of us to ride. And that means one of us is riding it. If his

i ntenti ons were good, why the charm ng masquerade?" Her eyes were strange and
wild, and | couldn't | ook away fromthem

"What if he—she—doesn't know?" M ck said desperately. "Wat if it's one of us,
but messed up, so he doesn't renmenber?" Her fingers twisted in nmy shirtfront,
and she thunped nme back agai nst the kitchen wall

"Run for it, Tom" she said softly. "Or plead a bit, or try to kill nme. Do

anyt hing you |like, except nove to skip off this body. That, | won't allow"
My vision wavered with tears, and ny knees were buckling. | wanted to reach
out and grab her shoulders, to hold nyself up, to beg, but I was afraid to
rai se my hands for fear she'd pull the trigger. She was going to pull it
anyway. My knees hit the floor, and the tears spilled over. Wat a horrible,
shaneful, pointless way to die. "Please," | babbled wetly, "I'mnot who you
think I am |I'mnot anybody."

M ck Skinner said fiercely, "Fran, if you don't stop, |'mgonna hit you. And
you' re gonna have to wei gh whatever's kept you from shooting nme against that."

"Maybe | just wanted an audi ence," she replied. There was a distance in her
voi ce at odds with the violence in her eyes. "Shall | tell you how many
people's bodies |I've ridden and lost, or used up? I can't renmenber. But | took
themall to get Mad Tom Wirecski. 1'I1 kill that many again before | let him

get away fromne."
"I't's not Whrecski," Skinner shouted. "You want to know for sure? Ride
hi m+t—oeh, God damm! Ride it and see!"

She stood over ne, her face wild. The nuzzle of the rifle was al nost agai nst
my lips. Then hot white pain blossoned in ny chest, ny head, pierced ny eyes
and ears and made ne deaf and blind. Consciousness didn't slide away; it just
st opped.

And was back. | had barely enough warning to turn nmy head before | threw up.
My head was too heavy for nmy neck, and both of themwere too nmuch for ny
shoul ders. | slunped against the wall. That hadn't been anything |ike before,
when |'d been ...when Mck ...1 couldn't think it, 1'd be sick again.

Frances was still in front of ne, her feet planted wide, the rifle in her

hands. She was the color of raw bread dough, and her face and arns shone wth
sweat. She shook her head and turned away, wal ked across the roomto the desk,
and laid the rifle on it. Then she braced both hands on the desktop

"He's not there," she said, her voice nuffled. | wondered if it was her voice
or my ears. Mck stood watching her, and | thought he m ght be preparing to do
somet hing, though | didn't know what. "But one of us has to be riding. The



chevaux were enpty, no personality, no mnd. Just a carcass. It's a cheval,
but there's a mind onit, so it nust be one of us. But it's not Tom Worecski
And if it's not ..." She straightened up, and her right hand reached, shaking,
for enpty air. " ...then | don't know where he is."

Slowy, tidily, she folded up; Mck caught her before her head hit the floor

"Ch, Frances, you never did know rmuch about people. Including you." Mck
turned to me, and there was nothing on his face to say that he didn't spend
every day in scenes like the one we'd just played. "It's only exhaustion," he
added.

It took ne a noment to realize he was tal king about the worman in his arms. |
wanted to say sonething rude, but couldn't nobilize nore than a stare.

"She was always like this. Like a damm gui ded mi ssil e—ence she | aunched
hersel f at sonething, she couldn't stop or slow down or change direction. W
used to call her Redline. I'lIl bet she hasn't let this body sleep for a
coupl e-three days."

He got her over his shoulder and stood up with a grunt. "I'll put her on the
bed. "

"No. "
He stopped and blinked at ne.

"She was about to shoot me in the face. Leave her where she fell. If she gets
a crick in her neck, 1'll cry buckets." Then | renmenbered that the crick would
be in soneone el se's neck. But Frances would feel it ...Papa Legba, no wonder

t hey' d gone nuts.

M ck frowned, but |owered Frances gently back to the floor. Her black hair had
swung forward when he'd picked her up; strands were caught in her eyel ashes
and over her lips. Mck smoothed them back, his I ong brown hands |ight and
careful, as if he were afraid of marking her skin. "She's not ...It sounds
stupid, but she's not so bad. For one of us. She was crazy, but she wasn't

vi ci ous. "

The taste of bile was still in nmy mouth, and | was shivering steadily. "Wich
were you?" | asked. "Crazy, or vicious?"

He settled back on his heels and shook his head. "W were all crazy. God, how
long d'you think you could stay well adjusted after you found out you could
possess peopl e?"

"I"'mthe possessee. You tell me." | got up slowy—+ felt as if I'd |l ost blood,
| was so weak—and turned off the fire under the kettle. It hadn't boiled dry,
whi ch was nmy only proof that it had not been hours since | filled it. |
rummaged for tea on the shelves and found chanomile in a jamjar. Fine with
me; my nerves could use soothing. | caught nyself reaching for the teapot, and
took down a mug instead. Wiile the flowers steeped, | cleaned up after mnyself.

"I'f I leave for half an hour, will you be here when I get back?" M ck Skinner
asked, which forced ne to admt to nyself that he was still in the room

"\Where are you goi ng?"

"Thought | ought to fetch sone food, before things shut down at dawn."



He was relatively newto the GCty, but he knew the Night Fair's
schedule. "Did you steal that out of my head?"

"What —eh. Yeah. | needed it this norning, when I ..." Wen he'd ridden ne |ast.
"Do you have all ny menories

now?"
"No. Don't get so dammed excited. | get at a hor—a person's nenories just |ike
they do. | have to fish for 'em Sometines what |'m concerned with brings one

up, but it's usually not that easy."

| settled carefully into the wing chair, cradling my nmug in both hands. | felt
as brittle as one of nmy fragile old tapes, yanked into notion between pinch
rollers, around capstans. If one reel balked: snap. | angled ny head at
Frances, linp on the floor. "Is that why it felt Iike she was killing ne, when

she made her little trip in?"

He rubbed his forehead and finished the gesture by smoothing his hair. The
copper fish chined lightly. "She was in a state. Instead of opening a w ndow,
she broke the glass with a hammer, | guess."

"I'n other words, she didn't have to do that. Heck, | feel lots better."
Mck's front teeth net, sharply. "Look. There's a limt to how nmuch

apol ogi zing I"'mgoing to do for Frances, but |I'mnot going to trash her for
you, either. We went through hell together—and if that sounds like a cliche,

it's not. W were friends. If she's nuts, | know why. And there's nothing
she's done that | haven't done, too." He stood up, a series of precise
nmoverents. "lI'mgoing for food. If you're not here when | get back, | prom se

not to give a goddamm." And he left.

The tea had cleared the foul taste out of my mouth, and had stopped ny
shaking. | could probably make my way out of the building now, and | ose nyself
inthe Night Fair. | renenbered, suddenly, the thong fromny hair that Frances
had hel d outside the Underbridge. She'd found me then. But maybe she was done
with me now that she'd gouged out know edge and found | wasn't what she

want ed.

Oh, snakes and scorpions. O course | couldn't go. The archives were all the
host age anyone needed to hold me. Wthout them what did | have to Deal
except fast talk and fal sehood?

"Excuse me," the pale thread of a voice cane fromthe figure on the floor
"Can | borrow two pennies? The nman with the ferryboat won't take ny 1.0 U."

She hadn't noved, except to open her eyes. Those were fixed on ne, |large and
bl ack and smudged underneath with the driven weariness that, | now realized,
had been there all night.

"You're not going to die," | said. It would be harder than that to squeeze
sympat hy out of ne.

"Ah. That explains it. Though | can't inmagine why |I'mnot."
"Because there's a cure for overwork. More's the pity."

She cl osed her eyes at that. "Do you know, | think | agree?"



| stood up with a lurch and went to pour nore water into ny nug.

"For what it's worth—-which | suspect is not a lot—+'msorry," she added. "Wen
| have a little nore energy, |I'll endeavor to grovel, if you want."

"Don't put yourself out on my account." | thought about going into another
room But it would have | ooked, and felt, like retreat. And there was the
possibility, small but non-zero, that if | stayed I mght be able to nake her
unconfortable. | sat down again. "So, did you have a nice tinme? Did you get
everyt hing you want ed?"

"Qut of you? No, since what | wanted was to find out you were Tom Wbr ecski
Does it nake you feel better, or worse, to know that you went through that for
not hi ng?"

"Only fromyour point of view It nmakes nme feel better that I'mstill alive.”

"Ah, yes. Everyone's first desire. To stay alive."

| suppose what happened was that we were both nade unconfortable. At any rate,
the conversation faltered there

It was she who broke the silence. "You were in Louisiana?"

At the word, | remenbered: waking disoriented and enpty of thought, chilly and
stiff-linmbed, to a steady sound | didn't recognize. |'d struggled up on one

el bow, disconfort in my eyes until 1'd realized | could rub themwith ny
fingers and the feeling would go away. Running water, that's what the sound
had been. | flinched and splashed ny tea.

"I amsorry," Frances said. "Watever that was, it was probably nmy fault.
Mermory is like silt, sometines. It nay be a while before it settles.™

"No. | just—+ didn't know | remenbered it."

"What was it?"

"The first thing | ever ...Coming up, the first tinme."
She | ooked anused. "The first tinme for what?"

"No, the first time for anything. Wen |I woke up."

"It can't have been the first time, you know," she said. "You nust be one of
us, riding a cheval. You've mslaid your identity, but it may turn up."

"You're the one who went through ny head with a crowbar. Didn't you find it?"
She frowned. "No. Nothing ol der than a bunker down south."
"How much of that did you sanpl e?"

She wi nced; at ny tone, | suppose; so | added in the sane one, bright and
poi nty, "Not t hat

| object. | just don't want to bore you with things you al ready know. "
I must have reached the limts of her apologetic nobod, because she said, "If
you bore me, you'll know. I'mgoing to get off the floor and sit in this

chair. Unless you plan to shoot ne if | do."



And that, | swear, was the first time | renenbered the rifle abandoned on the
desk. In her hands it had been a mal evol ent, ticking presence. Qut of them it
was a paperwei ght. Somet hing had happened in the room sonething | couldn't
fathom that had nade it unlikely that any of the three of us would shoot the
ot hers.

She settled into the slingshot chair Iike an old woman, and the | eather
creaked. "What happened to M ck, by the way?"

Had that | ast been too casual ? Was she worried? If so, what about? "He's gone
to get supplies to restore your depleted self."

Frances | ooked up at that. "Has he?" she said nildly. "If he has a yen to play
Sai nt Theresa, he can lavish his talents on a nore appreciative audi ence."

"Since you've proven you can take care of yourself."

"Gven the state you were in when | made your acquai ntance," Frances said
"you should tal k. "

| shrugged. "I couldn't help it. Your pal Mck left nme lying in the sun."
"And you warped. | understand. Tell me about Louisiana."

"It's very wet."

"No, | nean waking up in Louisiana." | stood up again. | was beginning to fee
spring-loaded. | stalked to the sink, put my mug in it, and turned around.
"Way in hell do you want to know?"

"Maybe I'1Il be able to figure out who you are.™

"I know who I am"

Her eyebrows went up. "Really."

"Al'l right. |I don't, particularly. But are you surprised that |1'd rather be
t he pal ace eunuch than one of the great boogeymen of our age?"

"I'f we were only boogeynen," she said, echoing ny earlier words, "no one would
care." In the way she spoke, | heard again what she'd said to Dusty: Probably.
I have a dammably long nmenory. |ndeed. Nobody shoul d have one that |ong.

"Have you ever done anything that Mck hasn't?" | asked.
"Did he say that?"
"Mre or less.”

She | aughed a little. Then she said, "He was m staken.'
mne. "But don't tell him He'll find out eventually."

She raised her eyes to

"Are you going to kill hin®"

"The future is a |l and unmapped, from which no expedition has returned. | don't
think so. He had nothing to do with the Bang. Strange as it seens, he is, as

t hese things go, a passable human being."

"Are you going to kill ne?" In spite of my conviction, it seenmed reasonable to



ask.

"I told you I was sorry. No. I"'mnot."
"But you're still going to get this Watsisnane."
"Yes," she said, "I am In the best tradition of vigilantism |'ve filled al

t he appointive offices nmyself: judge, jury, prosecutor, and
she-who-pul | s-the-trigger."

"It's along tine since the Big Bang," | said uncertainly. |1'd been al nost at
ease with her for a few m nutes—er pleasurably uneasy, caught up in the

hei ghtened reality of verbal sparring. But her |ast declaration rem nded nme of
t he woman she'd been before she fell down.

"Sparrow, Tom Worecski is responsible for nore deaths than Hitler. Does tine
wi pe that clean? How nuch tinme? Does renorse? | don't knowif he's sorry for

murdering mllions of people and meking |arge areas of the Western Hem sphere
uni nhabi tabl e, but tell nme, how sorry ought he to be before |I say, 'Ch, never
m nd, | guess that nakes it all right'?"

| stared at her, and she stared back. "Is that what |'m supposed to say when
you apol ogi ze?" | asked.

She pressed her lips together. "Point to your side. But believe me, Tomhas to
die. And | have to do it. There's no one else.”

"Chango, you could assenble a posse in five mnutes if you told 'emwhat you
wanted themfor."

"And shall | tell themhow | cone by my information? That | know Tom from way
back, that we worked together, et cetera? No. There really is no one else.”

This time she didn't sound as if she took pride in the fact. O maybe the
phrase neant sonething el se, now She sat staring at her strong hands crossed
in her lap, as if images of the long, terrible, unchangeabl e past were shining
up between her fingers.

| punped the teakettle full of water and put it on the flame. Then | dunped
the rest of the chanomile in nmy chipped enanel teapot and went back to the
wi ng chair.

"Loui siana was wet," | said. "And getting wetter." | told the whole story
wi t hout | ooking up. | had never told it to anyone. |I'd been so careful never
to even want to tell it that 1'd nostly forgotten it nyself. After all, no one

el se | knew remenbered bei ng born

I'd heard the sound, rubbed my eyes, and recogni zed the hiss and bubble as
runni ng water before I'd seen anything. My vision had been slow to clear; the
roomreveal ed itself with each blink, each scrubbing pass with nmy fingers. The
lighting was bl uish and uneven. | was surrounded by metal boxes, |arge ones,
with tops that caught the light: glass. | squinted past the reflections into

t he nearest one.

A dead, sunken face, a shaved head, a nunmmified naked body. There was a corpse
in the box. There were eight boxes in the room all alike. Wen, frightened, |
turned my eyes away, | saw nmy own | egs and feet, attached to the rest of ne,
bordered by a box with an open glass lid. | began to scream | don't know why;
it was an instinct toward terror, a dread of being just |ike the eight dead
things in the room And of course | was, but for one small detail.



| scrabbled out of the box and fell, and learned that | couldn't breathe in
water. There was alnost three feet of it on the floor. | dragged nyself up the
side of nmy resting place. On the walls above sone of the coffin-boxes, red
lights flashed. Warning, alert, sonething needs attention, systemfailure. It
babbl ed t hrough ny head. Later | knew |I'd understood the purpose of the
lights, but not then.

| had a sudden cl ear know edge, |ike another instinct, of electrocution and
the conductivity of water. | staggered clunsily through the flood (the
strangeness of that cane to ne later: | was born knowing howto walk) to a

door (sight of it, and the word springing into ny head, door, and the
understandi ng of what it did), which | pounded and pushed on. Finally I found
a lever in the wall next to it, which turned.

The door crashed inward on its hinges. It and the water that had | eaned on it
for—years?—threw ne back into the room One of the mumm es fl oated past ne,
upward; another followed it. The water had broken the boxes open

And then, when | had to knowit, |I knew howto swm | lurched toward the
ceiling of that underwater enanmel house, sucked air out of the rapidly
di m ni shi ng space there, and ki cked out against the pressure, toward the door

| learned eventually that it was the water of Lake Pontchartrain | was
struggling against. The place where | canme up, under a full noon with m st
rising white fromthe surface into the cooler air of a mdsumer night, was
Bayou St. John. Three weeks later a hurricane added it all to the New Ol eans
basi n.

"How | ong ago was that?" Frances asked after a little space of quiet had
settl ed between us.

"Fi fteen—al nost si xteen years, now

She | eaned her head back and smiled. "Mm If |I'mright, you' re eighty or
nore. If you're right, you' ve barely reached the Gol den Age of Skepticism
Ei t her way, you hardly look it."

I don't know what |'d expected fromthe first person to hear that story, but I
found Frances's response oddly conforting. Just another bizarre,
life-threatening adventure. How many of them had she had? | went to pour hot
water into the teapot.

There were a few cookies, bought naybe a week ago in the mall market, in a tin
on the shelf. They weren't fresh, but they had refused to go stale, either.
carried the tin, along with the teapot and ny other nug, over to the desk and
set themon the corner nearest her. She | ooked at the two mugs and said,
"Entertain often?"

"I only have an extra for when I'mtoo |azy to wash the first one. If you were
me, would you have a lot of close friends?"

"I'n ny owmn fashion, |I'munder the sane constraints. And you're right, | don't.
It's a furtive little life, but it's all mne." She chewed carefully. "Better
al ready. Butter and sugar, in sufficient quantity, will cure anything." She
ate and worked on her tea as if that were all she could concentrate on, and
maybe it was. 1'd done ny talking; | was prepared to sit, and watch, and see
what happened.

At | ast she set the cup down and slid her hands over her face. "Thank you.



CGod, I'mtired." She closed her eyes, and | wondered if she nmeant to fal

asl eep there. Then she said, "If we'd been left to our own devices, | think
none of the Horsermen would have willingly been within a hundred niles of each
other. As predators go, we were nmore like tigers than wolves. Forcing us
toget her |ike that just nmade us worse."

"That gave you a taste for the furtive life?" | asked.

| expected her to ignore nme, or, nmore likely, to turn one of her phrases that
sounded i npressive and gave away not hing. Instead, she said, "Christ, no. If
it gave ne a taste for anything ...no, only a distaste. For nyself, anong ot her
thi ngs." She sighed and tipped her head back against the chair. It was harder
to see her expression now "Wat a dammed waste of human potential it al

was. "

"Turning Central Anmerica into an archi pel ago wasn't enough of an
acconpl i shnent for you?"

"I's that the proper ambition of humanki nd? W had—ae were |ike gods." She gave
a gasp of unconfortabl e-soundi ng | aughter. "W were |ike gods. Think of Zeus:
He could turn hinself into a shower of gold, and all he wanted to do was to
cheat on his wife. W played savage practical jokes, ruined lives, and w eaked
vengeance. That was our contribution to society."

"Why did they keep you?"
"Who?"
"The arny. O whoever."

"Why did they keep the stealth bomber? I'msorry," she said when | shook ny
head. "You don't know what the stealth bomber was. O you don't renenber.
suppose they'd spent too nuch noney on us. Though, to be fair, we did exactly
what we were neant to do, as long as we felt like it."

"Whi ch was?" | knew, in a vague way; but something told nme that Frances

di scussing the past was a rare comodity. It seenmed a shanme to |let her stop
now, when, if she kept on, she might get to ..sonething I wasn't even sure
wanted to hear.

She drew her feet up in the chair, folded her arnms over her knees, and propped
her chin on her crossed wists. "(bjective," she said crisply. My experience
of lecturing professors was all fromactors on video, but she rem nded ne of
those. "To provide lousy intelligence and advice to El Presidente de |la
Republ i ca Banana. O d-fashi oned nethod: feed fake dispatches and phony coded
orders to his intelligence staff, and hope they don't realize it was too easy
to get. Newfangl ed nethod: mount a Horseman on his Jefe de Seguridad, maybe
another on his Secretary of State. Not only do you get hand delivery of your
bogus i nformation; you also get a highly placed double agent with an

i npenetrabl e cover. ?Que bueno, si? And that, of course, was only one of our
many uses."

"Did it work?"
Her grin was feral. "Sonetines. And before you ask, we'll |eave the exceptions
decently buried, thank you. Since they ranged fromthe deeply shanmeful to the

utterly horrific."

"Why didn't you just take the presidentes over and decl are peace?"



"It may be," she said, l|ooking insufferably patient, "that you are fifteen
after all. Because the cabinet, the generals, and the God-dammed janitorial
staff would have bl own El Presidente's brains out and decl ared a change of
government. Do you think a nation wages war because of one person in a big
| eather chair in a nice office?"

"Having never lived in a nation," | said, "I wuldn't know. "

Frances turned her face away, as if |1'd slapped her. "Don't worry, you're not
m ssing much. A wretched anthill of peaceful, productive, useful life with
hardly any invigorating biting and scratching. \Where people flossed once a day
and nowed the | awn on Sundays."

| watched her, and said, "It wasn't your fault."

One emphatic bl ack eyebrow went up, and her straight nmouth crinped with irony
at the corners. "Thank you, | feel ever so nmuch better. | suppose ny sense of
soci al responsibility makes up in vigor what it lacked in tineliness."

"Coul d you have stopped themthen?"

She paused to think about it. "Yes. Wiich is why I'm so assiduously stopping
t hem now. Have been stopping them It's ny penance. Hail Mary, Full of G ace,
the Lord I's Wth Thee would be easier, but it seenms a shame to waste all that
good mar ksmanshi p. "

My hands cl osed over the arns of the wing chair. "You nean, it's not just this
Tom What si snane. You're hunting themall down."

"Have hunted. Past tense. |'mnearly done."
"Al the Horsenmen?"

"God, no. Besides, the populace at |large has nostly taken care of that. | only
wanted the refined gathering that thought, for their various reasons, that

| obbi ng one in would be a good idea. The popul ace did take care of one of

them as it turned out. | dispatched four nore." She spread her hard, browned
fingers in the air between us. "And all the perfunes of Arabia cannot sweeten
this little hand. Well, not specifically this hand." Then, suddenly: "That

bot hers you, doesn't it?"

I swallowed, with an effort, and said, "That |I'm sharing a roomw th someone
whose life's work has been to find people and nurder then? Way woul d you think
t hat ?"

"\What ever you're good at, it's not sarcasm They were four people who had
never done a decent thing in the world and never woul d. They were the highest
acconpl i shnment of a subset of humanity who gloried in degradation and cruelty,
who saw everyone—even each other—as |l ab rats and Judas goats."

She was so calm Maybe she'd lived | ong enough with righteous anger that it
had snobothed into something else. But it drove ne to say, "Wat's the matter?
Wre you j eal ous?"

She | eaned forward, and there was sonething in her face that made ne shiver.

"I had nothing to be jealous of. Listen and be nade wi se. Once upon a tinme in
New Mexi co, there was an MP naned Stednon. One dark night he annoyed ne. |
don't remenber the offense. The next evening he wal ked in on an edifying scene
involving his fiancée and four men fromhis unit. Four being the nost | could
collect, fromny vantage point on his fiancée, on short notice.



"Then there was the Geat Parachuting Lesson, considered by ny fellows to be

one of our best gags. | mounted my victimin a bar off base and di snounted in
m dair, just when he ought to have opened his chute. He was a little
disoriented at first, I'mafraid, and as a result broke his |egs.

"The four people |I killed could have matched both of those for cruelty. In
fact, any Horseman coul d have. Every sane conmunity kills vermn and rabid
animal s. "

She jerked to her feet and strode to the other side of the room | hadn't
noticed until then how small an area the lanp illum nated; she was an
arrangenent of |ight and dark near the door. Then the arrangenment noved, and
knew her hands had gone up to her face.

"I"'mvery sorry," she said. Her words were blurred, as if by her fingers. "I

told you I'd devel oped a distaste, which was understating it a bit. |I'm not
proud of those incidents, and | apologize for telling themas if | am O for
telling themat all. They're over half a century old."

She was not going to get to it, the thing | was afraid of. | didn't have to

worry about it. So | was alarmed when | found nyself saying, "And what was |
supposed to be for?"

| heard her take a steadying breath, and saw her hands cone down. "Did you
know you had something to do with us?"

"Not at first. Never mnd."

She stood very still; then she cane back into the light in a few strides and
squatted beside me, looking into ny face. "You didn't know, did you? Unti
toni ght, when | said so?"

"Everything in the dammed bunker said 'Property of U S. Covernment' on it," |
said bitterly. "I figured they just hadn't gotten around to stenciling nme. And
| didn't think anything hidden that well had been nmeant to do anybody any
good. "

"You were nmeant to do us sone."
"That's not nuch consol ati on for having been hatched full-grown out of a box."

Her bl ack eyes w dened, and she said, "Wuld you rather not have been hatched
at all?" | stared down at her, silenced.

She rose again and began to pace the room in and out of the darkness. "I
think the nost el ementary purpose of the chevaux was to reassure everyone
el se. Regular forces pointed out—and rightly, too—that if any of us were
wounded or threatened with death, we were likely just to steal the nearest
avai |l abl e body. Those of our friends and allies, for instance. The solution
was to have untenanted and hi ghly desirabl e bodies available as a bribe to
keep us from devouring our own side. So they grew the chevaux."

| repeated, a little nunb, "G ew them"
"Well, of course. Did you think you were made of bicycle parts? The chevaux
were organi c; hence, grown. Brought to maturity and then held until needed,

probably in those boxes."

The boxes in which, abandoned, support systens failing slowy, eight costly,



enpty shells had been left to decay. Nine. But one of themhad risen like a
horror-novi e nenace to wal k a changed earth, where even the living tried to
avoid the sunlight. "They custom zed them too," Frances continued. "After
all, a brainis aterrible thing to waste, when you can store useful skills
and information in it. Languages, codes, computer programm ng, voll eybal
rules, flirting with a fan—whatever the brass considered useful. Wio knows.
God and you, | suppose.”

"Electronics," | said thickly. "Why am | neuter?"
"I"'mnot sure. | think the chevaux could be nodified by the rider."
"They coul d what ?"

"I told you, I'"'mnot sure. | never met one before you. Christ, | don't think
any of them were ever depl oyed."

"Depl oyed. Amazing. Feels just |like being alive."

"Life can be defined as that which admts of no confortable acquai ntance with
the cenetery. By that definition, you' re nore alive than | am" The resonant
voi ce was snooth and bitter as unsweetened chocol ate.

"I don't know," | said, examining ny filthy shirt. "I look as if | m ght have
just dug nyself out with nmy fingernails."

That seemed to amuse her. "You could go change, you know "
"I would have. But ..." My voice slipped away from ne.

"But it would have neant |eaving Mck and ne alone in here. And," she said
slowy, "it would have neant undressing with strangers in the place. In the
whol e secretive fabric of your life, your body is the nost private thread.
Because it's the outward sign of all your secrets.”

I wondered if | was pale. "CGee. Do you read mi nds?"

Frances snorted. "No, | attack them stun them and bolt themwhole, |ike a
constrictor. And |I'm sluggi sh while digesting."

"I think you need sleep,"” | told her, shaking ny head. "And food."

"I always talk like this. Al npst always. It whiles away the tedium of the
decades. But speaking of food, where the hell is Mck?"

A good question. He wasn't as famliar with the Night Fair as | was, but the
pl ace was full of things to eat. If he wasn't picky, he could have been back
in twenty mnutes. Unless—well, why not? Wiy shoul dn't he have taken the
opportunity to bolt before Frances came to and started waving her rifle around
again? Even in the vulnerable and addled state |1'd been in when he left, why
shoul d I have expected himto do anything el se? The way he'd caught Frances as
she fell, brushed the hair back from her face, was no evidence to the
contrary.

| looked up to find Frances's eyes on ne, her hands curled tight on
t hensel ves. "Pack if you're going to," she said softly. "W're on the street
in ten mnutes."”
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"Mck is the only person besides you and me who knows where I am And who
am"

| gaped. "He woul dn't—

"Wul dn't he? Maybe not. But even so, could he keep it to hinself if soneone
asked hi m strenuously enough? O, perhaps, didn't bother to ask?"

I swallowed, to no effect, and said, "You' ve been |ooking for this guy for
years. You think he'll find M ck Skinner in an hour?"

"l can't afford to believe he hasn't."

"I"mstaying here." | managed not to drop ny eyes from hers.

"No, you're not," she said agreeably.

"They don't want nme. None of them want ne. They want you."

"What | did to you tonight," she replied, each word evenly spaced and w t hout
enphasis, "was nothing. Tom O Bedl am or anyone who serves himw || separate
you fromyour desire to live and any | ast conplacent conviction you may have
about the privacy of your own mind as easily as tearing rotted cloth.

Knowl edge of nme will gush out of your brain and your mouth and a hundred ot her
openings that he'll make just for that purpose. | suggest you cone with ne."
"What can | tell hinf? 'Wll, yeah, there's this woman, right now she | ooks

like this, but that m ght have changed; and she wants to bunp you off, but you
knew that already."'"

"Sparrow, " she said, and stopped, and began again. "It didn't occur to you
that | mght have your welfare in mnd and not nine?"

| frowned at her, and she returned ny gaze, her eyebrows raised. "Wy would
you?"

"Thank you, | have retained a few dried-out shreds of human decency, | think."
"That's not how t hings work around here."

It was her turn to frown. "Pretend you' re somepl ace el se, then. Go change, and
gat her up anything you need, within limts."

"\Where are y—ae—goi ng?"

She | eaned on the corner of the desk. "Away."

Do you still have purposes? Mck had asked. | used mne up. | just nove
around. | couldn't go to Dana, obviously; and | couldn't go to Cassidy,
because | didn't know where that was. If | went to Sherrea, | mght involve
her —

Ch, no. Think. | already had. Sherrea and Theo, Theo with a hole in him and
at the bottomof the stairs the wonan Frances had ri dden, Myra, and Dusty,
whose craziness had cone off himlike heat off a griddle. Wiwo'd pointed out,
smling, that now he knew where to find Theo and Sher if he needed them

"When you ...when you rode that red-haired wonan out back of the Underbridge.
How much of her brain did you pick?"



"Not much. | was busy, you'll recall. Wy?"

| didn't ask themto get involved. |I didn't ask Theo to follow me out of the
building with a gun. He knew better; he'd told me so. "The two people | was
with. They were still there ..."

Sone buttress of self-contai nment slipped | oose, for an instant, behind her
face, and was restored just as quickly. "If you' re going to suggest we go
back," she said, "I'lIl save you the trouble. No."

"Why the hell not?"
"Because if it's not the first place they'Il look, it's the second.™
"You think Myra and Dusty work for Tom What si snane. "

"Wirecski." She sighed. "I didn't, when | thought you were a better prospect.
Whol e hours ago. Now |'m forced to confront the notion that | backed, as it
were, the wong horse."

"They were after M ck Skinner."
"Were they?" she said, startled. "Wiy? Do you know?"

"No." | thought about the confrontation behind the Underbridge, before she'd
arrived. "But they knew that he'd—that |I'd been himpart of the tine."

"Now t hat woul d suggest a surprising familiarity with the process, wouldn't
it? Hm Go change."

| did. | l|ocked the door of the bedroom and felt no nore confortable about it
than 1'd expected to. Another pair of jeans, another shirt, jungle boots; it
didn't take long. | hid folding nmoney in each boot, and coins in a bag around
nmy neck. When | dropped the cord over nmy head, | realized there was already
somet hing there: Sherrea's pendant, the two overlapping V shapes. If it was
protective, it was doing a rotten job. Maybe it only worked for people who

believed it would. What did | believe in? The Deal; it wouldn't nake nuch of
an anulet. | threw a few other things in a rucksack and went to subnmit nyself
to the will of Frances.

She | ooked nme up and down. "That must have been a tough decision."

It was nmy turn to make ny eyes wide. "Wuld you prefer the evening gown, or
the tuxedo?"

Frances gathered up her purloined rifle. | |ocked the archives and doused al
the lights. We rode down to the first floor in silence. Frances, it seened,
was thinking. We got all the way to the tri-wheeler before |I finally asked,
"\Where are we goi ng?"

"To the Underbridge," she said. "lI've had second thoughts about renew ng ny
acquai ntance with everyone invol ved. Munt up."

| 1 ooked at her sideways. Frances just smled.
Card 6: Ahead
Seven of Wands

Waite: Discussion, wordy strife, negotiations, war of trade.

Cearhart: The individual against the community; one agai nst many. Unequal



odds.

6.0: The house of the spirit

"The nights are getting shorter,” | shouted over Frances's shoul der as we
rode. "Mnd the east." The sky there was a dense and vel vet cobalt, over solid
rooftops and shattered ones, over the feeble | anps and torches of the Fair.

"Very nice," said Frances.
"That means the gates close in an hour or so."
"It does?"

Wll, there; that was one thing | knew that she didn't. "That's why they cal
it the Night Fair."

"\What happens after that?"

"Not hi ng. Lively as a mausol eum The hours are shorter in the sumrer, but it
beats staying out in the sun."

W were threading a narrow, noisy, busy strip of pavenment bordered with
vendors' stalls. She braked as a huge, hairy gray dog shot out from between
two of them and hurtled across the path, its bony joints rolling. A snooth,

| oam bl ack face topped with a brilliantly colored cylinder of a hat thrust
itself in front of the windshield. "Las bujias, senora," it said, show ng
small white teeth and a raised hand full of spark plugs. "Para todas |as
nmdqui nas, senora, y muy baratas— Frances growed with the throttle, and the
face di sappeared as we lunged forward. | peered back through the weat her

shell, and couldn't find a sign of the bright hat.

"Not to be critical,” |I told her, "but if we'd gone to the gate we cane in by,
we' d have nmissed the crowds. "

There was a pause before she said, "I was hoping we mght find Mck."

"The place is a warren. W could pass hima dozen tines in the next ten
m nutes and never knowit."

"Ah, but he would," said Frances harshly. There was a fierce, fruitless rev
fromthe throttle. "Have you noticed many of these here tonight?"

"What if he's gotten into trouble?"

"In other words, what if he hasn't come to us because he can't?" She turned
the trike into the mouth of an alley and, to nmy surprise, killed the engine.
Her shoul ders rose and fell with her breathing. Finally she said, "W do al
want to survive. |'ve been doing it for a long tinme, in difficult
circunmstances, and |'ve done it by suspecting everyone unfailingly. I"'mafraid
it's a habit now "

Her habits didn't account for why we'd stopped here. "Does that mean that you
don't think Mck Skinner is in | eague with the devil ?"

She twisted to | ook at ne. Her eyes didn't |ook focused. "OF course | do.
told you, it's a habit." She turned away agai n.

After a noment | said, "If you'll open the shell, I'Il get sonme food. The
stall's right there; 1'll be in sight the whole tine."



She didn't answer, but she groped for and pulled the | ever that popped the
shell. | scranbled out past her as best | could.

The snell and sound and sight of chicken frying was a swooni ng sensua

overload; | wondered, for an instant, if that was how a caress seenmed to nost
people. | was suddenly vague and giddy with hunger. | had al ways worked t hat
way: not needing to eat all day, until | needed it desperately, like an engi ne

that runs snmoothly through a tank of al cohol and stops w thout warni ng when
it's gone. What string of adjectives had Frances hung on me, earlier? Strong,
resi stant to di sease and poi sons ...She coul d have added cheap to operate, and
rarely needs refueling. | bought chicken ("Picante," the old woman warned, her
hands fluttering, her accent terrible, "picante") and fried potatoes and okra
and butterm |k biscuits and two | ong bottles of honenade pear nectar. | tucked
the bottles under nmy arm and juggl ed the hot paper-w apped parcels back to the
trike.

Frances sat where |1'd left her, but her wists were crossed over the

i nstrument panel, and her forehead was pillowed on them Her hair had fallen
forward to sweep and scatter across her near forearm Rel axed, that arm| ooked
surprisingly thin, and the pointed bones in her el bow seened frail and

vul nerabl e. Qut of character

Sonetimes wisdomarrives first in the pit of your stomach. That was where
felt it then, a little slippery twist. OF course it was out of character. That
wasn't Frances's arm

| already knew that this body didn't belong to Frances; but now | really knew
it, all the many-sided shape of it. There was no relation here between the
shell and the spirit, no way to judge from outside, except by the crude

| anguage of action and expression, what the person inside was. The body | was
| ooking at was the life story, in fading ink, of a person |'d never net.

Who was she? Whul d she approve of this vendetta she was being ridden on? I'd
awakened, over and over, in strange places with bits of my past gone, and it
had nearly driven ne crazy. How | ong had Frances ridden this woman? Wul d she
wake up in a new city, maybe years since her |ast menory, and do any better
than | had? Wuld she get the chance to wake up at all?

The exhaustion belonged to the stranger's body. The driving passion, the mnd
under the | ash, belonged to Frances. Both needed to eat and rest. Both would

suffer if they didn't. Wioever was entitled to judge between them it wasn't

ne.

| said, alittle loudly, "Well, if you didn't |ike spicy chicken, you should
have said so."

"I love spicy chicken," she said, and sat up. Her face was conposed, and
knew | wasn't supposed to notice, or at least to comment on, the weariness in
it.

So | said, "At the Underbridge, there's a place where you can catch a few
hours' sleep."

"I'"l'l be fine once | eat. Now, can we eat?"

"You're welcome,"” | replied, and began to set bundles on all the flat
surfaces. There weren't a lot of these, on or in the trike, but | ate |eaning
agai nst the outside, which left her the passenger's seat as a table. "Eat the
okra first," | warned. "It's terrible cold."



And that was the | ast conversation for a few mnutes. Except for the rattle of
t he paper, we were a speck of silence in the Night Fair's tapestry of noise. |
stopped chewing to listen to it. |I felt like an alien object in the

wor | d- body, sonmething it had encysted because it couldn't cast it out. O was
it Frances who had been isolated, and I was sinply standing within the radius
of the effect?

"Wsh | had sonme coffee," Frances said at |last, around a bite of biscuit.

| stared at her. "Nothing easier. Gve me ten bucks, and 1'll be back sonetine
tomorrow wi th about twel ve green coffee beans. If soneone, somewhere in town,
has managed to | ay hands on a sackful."

She smled, wy and surprisingly genuine. "I know. | think that's the rest of
nmy penance. To get to where coffee grows, it's a thousand mles over bad roads
full of unpleasant people. | hear there's a slope near Taos where they' ve

di scovered it does pretty well, but strangers within half a mle can expect to
be shot at."

"I's coffee worth shooting people for?" | asked.

"Or getting shot at for? Have you never had it?"
"No. "

An indeci pherabl e expressi on crossed her face at high speed. "In that case,
suppose not. But | wish | had some, all the sane."

Headl i ght s appeared and bobbed in front of us, blinding, as a car turned into
the other end of the alley. "Bother," Frances said, and began to clear
wr appi ng paper away fromthe ignition

"Stay where you are, please,”" said an air-filled whistling ruin of a voice
behi nd ne.

| was drinking the |ast of the pear nectar. As | lowered the bottle,
reversed nmy grip on the neck, smacked the glass against a sign post as |
turned, and ended crouched in front of M. Lyle with a broken bottle in ny
hand. | was probably nore surprised than he was.

He was smling, in fact, "way up at the top of his great height. 1'd forgotten
how unreasonably | arge he was. "Teakettles, bottles—do you always fight with
your drinkabl es?" he asked. And: "You should turn round and have a | ook before
you use that. There are things you don't know "

| did not, of course, turn around. "Frances?" | call ed.

"I don't—= | heard the clunk-squeak of a car door opening. "Ah. | see," she
said. "Sparrow, before | decide how to manage this, tell ne, who are these
peopl e?"

I was frantic to | ook behind nme. People, plural; the woman nust be there.
tried to figure out what Frances wanted to know. "N ght before last, Mck saw
their car and avoided it," | said slowy. "Then yesterday, when Mck left his
| ast body at ny place, | went to someone—soneone | thought | could trust—to
help ne get rid of it. She brought these two around. They were pretty peevish
when they found out Mck wasn't resident anynore.”

"I's that true?" Frances asked, but not, | realized, of ne.



"It is so, absolutely," said the other fam liar voice, the rough, |ow pitched
femal e one. | could hear that she, too, was smiling. "A careful w tness, that
one, who draws no conclusions. But it is not all that is so."

"What do you want ?" said Frances.
"That we shoul d hel p one anot her, maybe."

In failing tones, with a fortune in skepticism Frances said, "And this,
take it, is synbolic of your good intentions. My God."

"And whi ch one is yours?"
| couldn't bear it anynore. | |ooked over my shoul der

The I ong bl ack car had pulled out of the alley at as rmuch of a diagonal as it
could manage; it blocked the sidewal k as well. The wonan Dana had addressed as
"Maitresse" stood in the open passenger's side door. Her costume yesterday
nmust have been casual wear. Now she was a different kind of formn dable: black
suede punps, long dark | egs, a black sheath dress of dull nubby silk, a fur
stole white as a cloud of talcum |ong dark neck rising out of it. Her face,
under a bl ack-and-white turban, seened younger than it had yesterday. And
still, nothing shone or sparkled anywhere about her except her immuobile silver
eyebr ows.

Behi nd t he wheel was the dark-skinned person in the bright-patterned hat, the
one who' d peered in the wi ndshield waving spark plugs. Beside the driver was
the big gray dog.

The back door on our side was al so open. And on the back seat, head lolling
down as if it had been propped against the door before it opened, entirely
unconsci ous, was M ck Skinner's new body.

Then one of M. Lyle's big hands cl osed around nmy wist, and the other plucked
the bottle away, sent it flying to smash on the sidewal k. Hs fingers closed
around ny upper arms, pressed themto nmy ribs. It felt as if he might flatten
me between his palns |ike softened wax. He half wal ked, half carried ne to the
car and poked nme in the back on a rear-facing seat opposite Mck. | shot
across to the other door and tried the handle. No response, and no |l ock in
sight. The driver with the bright hat turned and smled at me through the

gl ass between us.

"I'f you will cone with us,"” the woman said to Frances, "we will go to a safe
pl ace, where we may talk. You will not conme to harm™

Frances nodded toward the back seat of the car. "How do | know you have him
and not just a body?"

"He is there," the woman with the eyebrows said. "You knowit."

"Yes." Frances's voice was |ow, but | heard her

None of us noved, and tine seened to keep us conpany. | was waiting for an
expl osi on of violence—soon the rifle would come up in Frances's hands, there
woul d be I ots of noise, and we would probably all die—er a ripple of the

bi zarre—soon, now, Frances woul d possess one of them

Slow y, Frances got out of the trike. Her face was full of resigned and weary
di sgust, and her hands were enpty.



"Leave the key," the wonan said. "Etienne will drive your vehicle after us."
Eti enne—+he one in the hat.

"If Etienne wecks it," said Frances, toward the driver, "I will eat Etienne's
liver. If | have to cone back fromthe dead to do it."

Eti enne sml|led and nodded, as if he thought that was reasonable.

M. Lyle gestured Frances into the back, and she slid onto the other
rear-facing seat. Not for Frances the indignity of being tossed in like a
pi ece of |uggage. He pushed M ck's unresisting body farther along the
uphol stery, and cl osed the door. Somewhere inside it a | ock chunked.

M. Lyle took the driver's seat, and the dog wagged its tail once, briskly.
The trike did not explode when Etienne started it. As we pulled into the

street, | watched its two cl ose-set headlights swing and settle in behind us.
Frances had rescued nme once; against all reason, | had expected her to do it
again. "You didn't shoot them" | said finally, watching her

She'd l et her head drop back to rest against the glass partition, and her eyes
were closed. "No. | didn't."

"Or ride them O even drive the hell away. Wiy not?"

"You sound as if you're taking it personally." She opened her eyes and rolled
her head to |l ook at me. The lights of the trike slid and shuffled over her
face, and | saw her eyes clearly for a nonent, all pupil. "I found, on

exam nation, that | couldn't afford it." She turned her face back toward the
roof and cl osed her eyes again.

Her nose was short, and tilted up a little at the end. But then, it wasn't her
nose. "Are you ever going to |let her back out?" |I asked sharply.

"Who?"

"The person whose body that is.

| thought she wasn't going to answer. The pause was attributable, perhaps, to
t hi nki ng. "No. Either way, no."

"Either way?"
But that, she didn't answer.

Qutside it was dawn, a light so fragile that it seemed a strong wind could
break and scatter it. On the edges of the Cty, people would be gathering the
things they would bring to market: peppers, poultry, straw hats, water jugs,
fabric dye, burn ointnment, door hinges. On Loring Conmon, the mlking would be
fini shed; the heavy-shoul dered, |yre-horned cows woul d be pl oddi ng out of the
shed to graze. The mlk would be on its way to market soon. | was on ny way to
...where? Sonepl ace safe, where we could talk. Wiat if | had nothing to say?

The I ong bl ack car passed out of the gates of the N ght Fair. Somewhere in the
City Theo and Sher were alive, or dead. Myra and Dusty and Dana and Cassi dy
wer e doi ng what ever they pleased, or could get away with, or thought they had
to. To them for now and naybe forever, the three people in the back seat of
the Iinousine were irrelevant. | wedged nyself in my corner of the car and
wrapped ny arnms around nme. | wouldn't, had | been asked, have said | was col d.



In the norning light, the Schm dt beer cap sign looked as if it had been

pai nted on the sky behind it. The suspension bridge, its cables looping Iike
the flight of swallows, ran above and below us. |If La Miitresse hadn't

i ntercepted us, we'd have gone this way anyway; the Underbridge was on the
ot her shore, east along the river

Then the car slowed and turned, and | straightened up and pulled ny gaze down
fromoverhead. We'd turned off—-Aot on the other shore, not quite as far as

t hat .

| stared, and breathed, "W're on the island.”

"I know," Frances said. Her head was up and her eyes open. "What, then?" She
must have understood ne fromny voice; hers was low and level. | saw in her
face the effort to focus her mnd, to gather up her scattered reserves and
hol d t hem ready.

"The pl ace has unreasonably high ju-ju levels. For instance, they say if you
don't belong, or weren't invited, you won't be able to turn off the bridge
onto this street."

"The ultimate private subdivision."

| shrugged. "Don't believe it, then."

"I al mobst do, actually. This always was an oddity sink. Maybe someone's found
a way to use it. Do you believe it?"

"1"ve never had business on the island." That was true. There was no reason to

mention the times when, on the way to or from busi ness el sewhere, |'d intended
to test the folk wisdom and forgot the intention until | was on the other
side of the river. | wished |I'd been paying nore attention to where we'd

turned off.
"1"ve been here," Frances said. "Before ... The row houses | ook the sane.
wonder who lives in them"

W were on an old brick street that foll owed the edge of the island. To our
left, the river ran gold in the norning |ight. The row houses were on our
right, a handsone old bl ock of gray stone and | ong wi ndows, gl ossy doors wth
brass hardware. W drove past. Trees hung heavy over the road and shrubbery
grew up between them making a dimgreen tunnel. Sonetines we saw an openi ng,
with a dusty gravel drive; sonetimes a house and yard behind the weat hered

pi ckets of a fence. Once three chickens scrabbled out of the road in front of
us, scol ding.

"It was always a little wild," Frances said softly behind ne. "But never so
wild as this."

| thought | knew what she meant. People lived here; but it was as if the I and
had gathered itself around them veiling and swaddling them hiding them and
the signs of their habitation. If | hadn't been on the outside of it, it m ght
have seened benevol ent.

The car turned and nosed up to a peeling wooden double gate in a piebald wall
of round stones and nortar. Ivy and clematis were turning the wall into a hil
of shifting green starred with crinson. There was a flash of yellow on the
other side of the gate, and it swung open to reveal an elderly woman in a
yel l ow dress. She made a half bow to the car in general. The people in the
front seat sniled at her. Since ny wi ndow was one-way glass, | didn't feel



had to.

Then we were on the other side of the wall; and if what we'd passed through
was wild green, this was its civilized cousin. It was solid garden on either
side of the gravel drive. There were fruit trees and flowering ones; the
dense, druglike snmell of mock orange and butterfly bush, strong even in the
car; a mass of tall orange and yellow flowers like a streak of fire; grapes
hangi ng heavy and green on a long arbor; the red cones of hot peppers set like
jewels in their bushes. There m ght have been paths or terraces of grass, but

| couldn't see themfromwhere | was.

And in the mddle, a sonmber monarch in sonme highly ornamental court, was a
three-story, sprawling wood-frame Victorian house. It was nmostly dark green
trimred in black, brick-red, and yellow. Once, maybe, it had been of nodest
size, before the gables and dorners and bays, the additional roonms and entire
wi ngs. It should have been awful; instead, it had a sort of rhythm as if half
a dozen dissimlar people had agreed to dress alike and dance in figures.

"l would swear," Frances said, "this wasn't here when | left."

"How the hell long ago did you | eave?"
"l know. That house is a lot older than | am Still .."

By that time, the car had stopped at the broad front porch, and the
tri-wheeler had pulled up behind us. M. Lyle got out, the dog following with
a great lazy spring, and opened the passenger door for the woman. He perfornmed
the sane office for Frances, as his—enpl oyer? partner?—aent briskly up the
steps, the sound of her heels unconprom sing on the wood. She turned at the

t op.

"I think," she called back, "that you should carry your friend. It will be
nmore work than it would be for M. Lyle, but it will keep you fromtrouble."

Frances stood in the angle of the open door and | ooked in at me. She seened
torn between anusenment and frustration. "Let us, by all means, be kept from
trouble. Wuld you like the head or the feet?"

"The head," | said. "His feet will be lighter."

"Don't be chivalrous. You haven't the plumbing for it." She stood back to |et
me out. M. Lyle was nearby, his distance nicely judged: too far for us to
surprise him but close enough to stop us if we did sonething rash.

"But 1've got the energy." | grabbed the inert Mck under the arnpits and
dragged. "I thought you had to eat a poisoned apple to stay under this |ong.
What do you suppose they did to hinP"

"Not, | hope, an apple, or one of us will have to kiss him Perhaps if we're
very good the lady with the alarm ng eyebrows will tell us. She m ght even
tell us where she got the eyebrows. God damm it!" she said suddenly, then
pressed her lips closed. It was the only leak in her supernatura
self-command. It wasn't so bad for me; | didn't expect to be able to contro
the situation.

Since |'d picked the head, | went up the steps and into the house backward. |
don't suppose the effect would have been much softened if I'd gone in face
first.

The coved ceilings were fifteen feet high, all of them and the hall and the



two parlors to either side were outlined and ornanented in glossy walnut. In
one parlor, the walls were the color of chilled butter, and painted ivy
clinbed out of the baseboards and tw ned around the wi ndow frames. In the

ot her, the paint was punpkiny; beneath the ceiling nmolding was a frieze two
feet high of Egyptian kings and queens and gods and all their attendants and
accessories. The door |I'd just cone through was double, and nostly stained and
| eaded glass. It was flanked by a pair of benches that | ooked M ddl e Eastern
piled with pillows covered in African cloth. Under nmy feet was a carved-pile
Chi nese rug; inside the door of the ivy roomwas a stone carving that m ght
have been Mayan; on the hall table was a shallow reed bow that was al nost
certainly Native North American. | didn't want to be obvi ous about | ooking,
but | had the inpression that the place went on in that style: a world
government of interior design, rich in a way that couldn't be achi eved solely
by noney.

And one thing nore. Around the edges of the rug, the parquet floor was
bordered with inlay in many woods. It ran across thebottom of the door, along
the walls, and continued unbroken across the doors to the two parlors. In it |
saw designs and figures | al nbst recognized, from Sherrea's cards, fromthe
veves, fromanulets. If the border was continuous behind nme, too, then whoever
stood in the hall would be well protected. O nicely contained.

"M. Lyle," the woman said from behind ne, "would you take himnow, please?"

M. Lyle had conme in after us. He nodded and sniled, and gathered M ck up and
over his shoul der.

"You should rest,” the woman said. She stood at the foot of the w de wal nut
staircase. "Then we will talk. Cone with ne."

Frances m ght have been made of stone, if stone could shrug. She wal ked
stiffly toward the stairs. M. Lyle, behind nme, said, "After you." So | went.

W clinbed to the third floor, turned right down a short hallway, right again,

and stopped hal fway down another hall, carpeted, lighted by a wi ndow at one
end. The walls were yellow, and the trimwas white. It's hard to fee
apprehensive in surroundings like that, but |I did. After all, werewolves only

grew hair at the full nmoon. The wonan opened a door and stood aside for M.
Lyle to pass. Then she went to the next door in the hall and opened that.

"Yours," she said to Frances. "If you need anything, pull the bell."
After an instant's hesitation, Frances inclined her head and went in. | didn't
hear any | oud noi ses.

I, of course, got the next door. It was open, and the woman waiting for ne to
go in, when | said, "Do | need to call you anything yet?"

A l ook crossed her face, sonething |ike enbarrassnent. "I'm China Bl ack," she
sai d. "Though there are many other things to call me, even respectful ones. Is
it respectful to call you 'Sparrow ?"

"It's the only name | have."
She nodded. "Until you have another, then." She turned and wal ked to the
joining of the two halls, where M. Lyle waited for her. | heard them a nonent

| ater, going down the stairs.

| |1 ooked back at the open door. Apparently it was not going to be | ocked
behind me. | went in.



It was a very nice room It had sloping, papered walls and a | arge dorner
wi ndow. It was so honest and pleasant and innocent that |I felt a rush of

panic. | hurried to the window It was neither barred nor |ocked, and | ooked
out over the gardens we'd just driven through. | thought back over the
orientation of the stairs and hallways. | nust have m ssed sonething; | hadn't
expected this to be the front of the house. |I opened the w ndow and sat on the

bench under it to examne the rest of the room

There was a bed, with a high carved head and foot, and a dresser with a round
mrror. On the dresser was a pitcher and bow, soap and towels. Any minute the
porter will bring ny luggage up, | thought wildly. Across fromthe dresser was
an armoire. | got up and flung its doors open. A sudden nmovenent, a person—a
mrror on the inside of one door. | closed the arnoire and sat on the bed
until my pulse settled dowmn. On a table next to the bed was an oil lanp and a
box of matches. One doesn't supply a prisoner with the means to burn down the
house. Unless it's inpossible to do; | thought of the inlay in the hall.

"Confortabl e?" said Frances fromthe door, and | junped.
"I see you're not resting."

"No. |'ve reconsidered the wi sdom of keeping fromtrouble. I want to know what
happens when we try to wal k out."

"You shoul d have just made a break for it back in the Night Fair."

"Ch, | expect to be stopped. But | think it would be instructive to know
where, and how. Care to join me? We could say we were |ooking for the
bat hroom " She seened rel axed and casual, |eaning in the doorway; but |

suspected she wasn't.
"No. "

"Care to join me anyway?"
| |1 ooked sharply up at her

"I find I"'mreluctant to | eave you behind," she said. "I think you'd best cone
al ong. "

The bathroomwas at the end of the hall, perfectly agreeable, with a tub big
enough to drown in. W continued to retrace our route, left and another left.
But we didn't cone out at the top of the stairs.

"Over there," Frances said softly. She pointed down the corridor. |I sawthe
turned wal nut newel post and frowned.

At the landing, instead of turning left to the next flight, the stairs turned
right. "The back stairs?" | muttered.

Now Frances was frowni ng.

W mght eventually have reached the first floor, but we couldn't tell. W

m ght have passed through the basenent on the way to it. The halls were

graci ously appointed, the stairs were ornate, the roons we peered into and
passed through sunny and i nnocuous and even a little bland. And at | ast,

wi t hout ever going up a flight of stairs that | renmenbered, we turned a corner
into a hallway with yellow walls and white woodwork and a wi ndow at the far
end.



"Ch, Lord," Frances sighed. She was pale and inclined to | ean. "Shall we make
book on the next scene? W open the doors to our roonms and find oursel ves

sl eeping on the beds. W open the doors and find the pits of hell. O someone
with a sword, who kills us. Or a bag of gold."

| stalked to the door of mine and wenched it open. "Or the room just as we
left it."

"Coul d we have been drugged, do you think?"

"I"'mtoo tired to think. I"mgoing to take nmy damm boots off and lie down. I|f
you want to explore, have fun. Don't wake me " | didn't actually slamthe
door. It had a bolt, so | turned it.

The sheets, of course, snelled |like | avender

6.1: A shedding of skins

The curtains were blowing lazily at the wi ndow, the breeze was | ukewarm and
snel l ed of the garden. A shaft of light gently cooked the floorboards. |
didn't renmenber falling asleep, but it nust have happened. There was a
distinct feeling of afternoon in the air.

| sat up and swung ny bare feet to the floor, and thought, There's nore
changed than the hour. It night have been the light. It mght have been that
the filter of weariness and alarmwas thinner. O maybe Frances was right:
Maybe sonehow we'd been drugged, and it had worn off. But the room seened
different.

Had the wal | paper been like that, before? Hadn't the bedspread been a little

t hreadbare? For that matter, had there been curtains? | couldn't renenber. The
room seened | ess determi nedly reassuring and nore ...exotic? Not quite. Well,
I'd been awfully tired.

| put ny boots back on and cleaned up a little at the dresser. Wien | tried
the door, | felt an instant of fright. Then |I remenbered |I'd | ocked it. At
| east nobody had been hanging curtains while | slept.

In the hall, on the floor by the door, | found ny canvas pack. So the porter
had come up. | dropped it in a | adderback chair that | didn't renenber,
either. The corridor was quiet. | thought about trying Frances's or Mck's

doors; then realized | didn't know why |I'd want to.

When | cane out of the bathroom the enornbus gray dog was waiting in the
hall. It rose to its feet and gave that articulate single wag of its tail.
Then it turned and went to the junction of the next corridor, and | ooked back

"Don't tell me," | said aloud. "The old nmine caved in, and | have to cone
rescue little Timy." The dog, nmercifully, did not respond. | could test
matters by trying to wal k back to ny room but why bother? | followed the dog.

Aleft turn, and a left, and | was at the top of the stairs. It was as
annoying as not arriving at the top of the stairs the last tine | tried it. At

the bottom of the stairs | was in the beautiful front hall. The dog trotted
into the ivy parlor. | thought it seened a little smug; given the success
Frances and | had had at reaching the sane place by the same route, | supposed
it had a right. | heard voices and clinking in the parlor: |ow, even voices

and the noise of crockery used as its manufacturer had intended. It seened, if
not safe to go in, at |least the next |ogical step



Everyone | ooked up when | entered, including the dog. Everyone was Chi na Bl ack
and M. Lyle, Frances and Mck. They were sitting on a pair of cushioned

wi cker couches that faced each other, one teamto a couch. | had just begun to
wonder which team | was on when | | ooked past them

The far wall of the parlor held a | og-swallow ng fireplace, surrounded by
painted tiles and conplicated woodwork, surnmounted by a nantel pi ece with what
seened a hundred unmat ched candl esticks on it, and a huge, gold-framed nirror
over that. On either side, taking up the rest of the wall fromside to side
and floor to ceiling, fronted in | eaded gl ass, were bookshel ves. Ful

bookshel ves.

| made the circuit around the couches without exactly seeing them and stood in
front of the right-hand case. \Wat was probably the conplete works of Mark
Twai n, in |leather. The Jungl e Book. The Encycl opedi a of Fol kl ore. Treasure

| sl and. Shakespeare, Yeats, Piercy, Eliot, Wolf. Halliburton's Book of
Marvel s. Grieve's herbal. Stephen Jay Gould and Martin Gardner. And those were
the ones | recognized. Who were Gene Wl fe and Alice Wil ker and Kenneth
Roberts and Jane Austen? Maya Angel ou and John Crowl ey and Zora Neal e Hurston?
And there was anot her bookcase on the other side.

"I knew you'd do that," said Mck's voice, and | junped. | really had
forgotten there were other people in the room

"I"'msorry," | said, and yanked my eyes fromthe books and back to the pair of
couches. "Excuse ne."

China Black's face was uninformative, but M. Lyle was smling broadly.
"That's only part of the collection,” he said. "The rest is in the library.
"Il take you there when we've finished tea."

Chango—the rest. "Do you have any"—+ fished in ny nenory for the
name— Mar quez?"

"Al'l of his, | think," said M. Lyle gravely. "One of ny favorites. Now, sit
down and have sone tea."

| saw a wicker chair with a cushion that matched the couches on one side of
the fireplace. | carried it over and set it firmy down with its back to the
bookcases. Wi ch neant the seating was now U shaped, with ne hal fway between
the two couches.

M. Lyle hadn't neant tea; he'd neant Tea. On the low table that separated the
couches was a brass sanovar, a plate of sandw ches, a bow of dark nmuffins the
size of dandelion puff-balls, a tray of cookies with specks of sonething in
them and a bow of strawberries. There were also two cups. | |ooked to see
who el se hadn't gotten tea yet, but Mck, Frances, China Black, and M. Lyle
were all holding theirs. Maybe the dog had decided to wait.

The tea was nmint, the sandwi ches were cucunber and basil, the nuffins were
carrot, and the specks in the cookies were caraway. Then, | didn't think that
was significant. Tasty, but not significant. Now | wonder: How much of what |
ate at that neal canme fromthe garden that held that house |ike a cupped hand?

"You are safe here," China Black said, "as long as you are our guests." She
was stern and distant, the patron of sonme church that put nmercy after
judgrment. Her voice was roughened a little, as if fromhard use. "It seened to
me we must have safety before we could speak freely. But now | would like to
know why you are here." And she | ooked at Frances and M ck



Since her attention was el sewhere, | studied her over the edge of ny cup. She
wore a long, sleeveless olive-green dress, and a headwap of green and yell ow
Her nose, in profile, was high-bridged, and the nearest eyebrow shone like a
streak of sweat. Her eyes were al nond-shaped and sl eepy-1ooking. | didn't

t hi nk she was sl eepy.

"I"d li ke to know why you ask," said Frances, smling blandly.

Trust Frances to put all this amcability to flight. She watched us over her
teacup |i ke a panther eyeing a herd of antel ope.

Chi na Bl ack was unruffled. "Wuld you like my credential s?"

"It's a start," Frances said.

Qur host ess—was she our hostess?—seened al nost pleased. "This is a city
divided in power. There is AL A Al brecht, who sits at what he thinks is the
heart, and tries to keep the flow of power all one way, all toward hinself. He
does not know, or care, perhaps, that the City is an organism and that
without its circulation, it will die. I ama houngan; | was chosen by the
snake thirty years ago to serve the spirits, and the living. | and those |ike
me try to keep the City's lifeblood flowing in spite of Al brecht.”

"I thought if you were a woman, you were a manbo, not a houngan.™

"Once, if you were a wonan, you could not be a houngan. And once, if you were
a wonan, you couldn't be a soldier." The | ook she gave Frances was probably
meant to be quelling.

"Power is nost things to nost people," said Frances. "Wen you tal k about
power in the Gty, do you nmean noney? Politics?"

"I mean energy," China Black replied.
Frances's expression made nme think again of predators. "The ju-ju kind?" she
asked with a hint of distaste.

"Not usually. Like you, he has little interest in the spirit." China Black's
teeth flashed, just for a monent. "He wants to control electricity and fuel

I f your vehicle was powered by met hane, he would have it confiscated, because
inthe Gty no one may use fuel he does not profit from and he neither nakes
nor taxes mnethane."

Whi |l e China Bl ack and Frances eyed each other, | stole a glance at Mck. He
was | eani ng back, legs crossed at the knee, cradling his teacup. He didn't
| ook rel axed. He was waiting for something, and until it came, there was no

way to tell what.

Chi na Bl ack put her teacup down and said to Frances, "Wat is your nane?"
"Frances Redding."

"And you are ...7?"

Frances rai sed her eyebrows. "Femal e? A Scorpio?"

"You know what |'m asking."

"Then 1'Il bet you know t he answer."



"Then it can do no harmto tell it to ne."

Frances's jaw worked a little, as if she mght be biting the inside of her
l[ip. "I'"ma Horseman," she said.

It might not have surprised anyone in the room still, there was a nonment of
silence for the enormity of the fact.

"And so are you," China Black said, turning suddenly on M ck
He started, |ooked up with a jerk. "Yes, nma' am"

"What brought you here?"

"I'nmpul se,” said Mck, with a shrug. "Nothing particular."
After a noment China Black turned to Frances. "And you?"

Frances | eaned forward and | aced her tanned fingers together. Meeting China

Bl ack' s eyes, she said, "I came here to kill someone."
"Ah. In the interest of the general welfare, | think | amentitled to ask
who. "

"His nane is Tom Wrecski. He's also a Horseman. He was the | eader of the
group that betrayed ...that started the exchange of things that go bang."

"That betrayed humanity?"

Frances shrugged. "It seened, on reflection, a little nelodramatic. And not
quite true. | think the grudge belongs to the Western Heni sphere."

"The world is not so large that half of it can afford to ignore what happens
to the other half. I would let it stand at 'hunmanity' —but maybe | am an
unforgiving old woman. And naybe you are, too."

"Maybe. 1f, when I find Wrecski, | decide he's becone a saint, 1'll see if |
can forgive him"

"You haven't found hinf? Then why do you think he's here?"

Frances rubbed the space between her eyebrows absently. "lI've trailed him
here. | followed the weckage he |l eft behind himover the years—he's a great
one for weckage—and the little personal notifs. That's all we had as
identities, once we found that the rel ationshi p between body and soul was

t enuous.

"And Tomwould want a city. He'd want plenty to work with, to run roughshod
over. He wouldn't be out in the bush, or settled in some farmvillage."

"What if you're wong, and he's changed?"

"Then | won't be able to find him will |? He'll be safe. But | don't think
he's changed. "

Chi na Bl ack set her cup in front of the sanobvar and turned the spigot. A fresh
wave of mnt snell curled around the room "And why do you trust ne with al
this?"

"Because | suspect it doesn't matter. | think he knows |I'mcomng, and if he



does, none of this is news. |If he doesn't, it still won't matter. He won't
run; Tom al ways | oved a fight."

"You know himvery well, then?"

Frances's face was still. "W went to Killing People School together. It
produces a wonderful camaraderie.”

"Why were you after ne?" M ck asked suddenly of the opposite couch. "You

foll omed ne around that night, didn't you?"

"Maybe we didn't know we were follow ng you," China Black replied with a |arge
and uncharacteristic grin. "Maybe we thought we were foll owi ng your body."

M ck opened his nouth; then the expression seened to fall off his face. "Ch,"
he sai d.

He settled back into the cushions again, as if he were satisfied. But I'd seen
the Iine that had appeared between his brows for a nmoment, and the unhappy
little twist of his lip. | wondered if anyone el se had.

"You said we mght be able to help each other,"
what | want. What about you?"

Frances said. "Now you know

China Black's attention noved slowly fromMck to Frances. "I am not so sure,
now. \What do you know about the spirits, the |oa?"

Frances visibly squashed her frustration. "I've heard of them"

"They are not gods, though they're like them and they are not ghosts, though
they're like that, too. The European churches prayed to gods that rarely
spoke, and then only to a few. The spirits speak all the tine, and we don't
pray to them any nore than you would pray to your grandnmother. W live with
them They are part of our famly."

""Qur'?" Frances said.

"I'f you asked, you would find nost people of the Cty—ef the streets—know
them The loa, the saints, the spirits, the ancestors. There are nmany nanes,
but you would find the principles simlar, and the way they shape the world.
The people in the towers don't think about the spirits. They don't know how
the world is shaped. And so they give it a shape, and try to make everything
fit it. They separate the right fromthe left, the man fromthe woman, the
plant fromthe aninmal, the sun fromthe noon. They only want to count to two.
Ah!'" Chi na Bl ack snorted and shook her head. "I have been a teacher so |ong
that | fall into it, so!"

She drained her teacup and stood, and began to walk slowy up and down the
room "You don't believe. You are |like the people in the towers; it is your
past they live in, not seeing that it hurts us all. But these things don't
wait for you to believe in them Chango, the young warrior with the sword,
cane anmong us while we danced. He said that fromhis quarter, the south, one
of his own would cone, |inping. Oya lansa, Lightning Wnan, canme and said that
change would arrive fromthe west, but would not know its own nature. And Eshu
drank white rum and snmoked a bl ack cigar, and | aughed until the tears poured
down, as he told us to duck when the marassa net, and joined the dossou-dossa,
and the three of them like a three-pointed throwing star, broke all the

wi ndows in the tall buildings in town. Tell me," China Black said, turning
back to the couches, "do you see anything of yourselves in that?"



Mck | eaned forward to set his cup down; the angle and a sudden sweep of
l[ittle braids hid his face fromnme. He didn't answer. Frances said, "Since
didn't understand nuch of it, no, not really.”

"The marassa are twins," | said. "Real-world ones, and spirit-world ones; you
have to figure out which by context, | guess. Their hoodoo is unity and

pol ari zati on, innocence and malice both at once. They share one soul. The
dossou-dossa is the child born after twins. Actually, it's dossou or dossa,
dependi ng on what sex the kid is. And in the spirit world, it's the neuter
principle, the third point on the hoodoo triangle that connects the nmale and
femal e points.” | |ooked at Frances and thought, Don't say a thing.

She m ght have understood, or not; her face didn't change. "My, that was
encycl opedic. Do you believe? |I'm forgiven because of ny great age, it seens,
but what about you?"

After a noment | shook nmy head. It seened rude to deny the operating system of
our —host ess? Who owned this house, anyway?—n her own parlor. | was annoyed at
Frances for making ne do it. "Knowing it is a survival skill. She's right. If
you mention any of those nanes on the street, the people you're talking to
mght tell you they use a different name, but that's the nost denial you'l
get."

Frances pressed her lips together—+o keep fromsmling? "This nust be a hard
town for atheists."”

China Black said, "But | told you, they aren't gods. You don't believe," she
added, and | ooking up, | found she was now talking to me. "But you have sworn
by Chango, haven't you?"

"Me?" | shrugged. "It's swearing, not invocation. You pick up habits from your
nei ghbors. "

"I'f you were hoodoo, maybe you woul d swear by sonmebody el se. Chango is not the
mast er of your head. That's Legba's symbol around your neck, you know. "

My hand went to ny throat before | thought about it. Sherrea's pendant was
lying outside my shirt. "No, | didn't know "

Chi na Bl ack nodded. "It is always in Legha's veves: the figure for androgyny
and netanorphosis. It is why Legba and all his cousin spirits keep the gates
and the crossroads. Do you like practical jokes? Legba is a trickster."

She seened to want a response, but | couldn't think of one. The gates | worked
had to do with sem conductor technology, and in the last few days I'd

di scovered | had a positive distaste for change. As for practical jokes, it
could be suggested that | was one. | certainly wasn't going to take up the
matter of androgyny w th her

"So your information was that three peopl e—er maybe four—woul d appear, join
forces, and rai se whatever passes for hell in this pantheon," said Frances

t houghtfully. "You think we mght be them Pigs might get pilot's |icenses,
too, but | don't think so."

China Black didn't seeminsulted. "How so?"

"I"ve come to raise a very limted and specific sort of hell, in a localized
area. You found the three of us in close proximty because what |'m about to
do would be likely to splatter on Mck and Sparrow if they're nearby. Far from
joining forces with them | was hoping to get them out of range before



started."

"That's very noble of you," said M. Lyle, his dark face exquisitely grave. It

had been so long since he'd | ast spoken that | junped a little.
Frances, equally grave, ignored him | saw M. Lyle smile out of the corner of
my eye. "If you think the text of all these nmessages from beyond is that you

shoul d help ne," Frances said to China Black, "then you could hide Mck and
Sparrow, and tell ne about anyone highly placed and crazy enough to be Tom
Worecski on his horse.”

Beside me, M. Lyle made a dreadful sound. It was laughter, | realized,
genuine merriment distorted by that broken voice. "You're trying to force the
world into a shape. You were a soldier. Do you know the saying 'No battle plan
survives contact with the eneny' ?"

Frances turned to him her face very still. "Mdre so with some enem es than
with others,” she said at last. "Yes. Point taken. In the nmeantine, shall |
pl an on help fromyou, or hindrance?"

"We cannot hel p you," said China Black. She stood very straight by the
fireplace, once again the stern, judging i mage. "W were warned, | think, of
your coming. The | oa never said we were to serve your cause."

It was the word "serve" that did it. China Black had received no instructions.
But Sherrea—er a voice in her nouth-had given sone to ne. They couldn't be
connected to this. If they meant anything at all

The front doors rattled under three solid blows. Frances was on her feet, the
butter knife held low in one hand. 1'd risen, too, | realized, but ny hands
were enpty, and | was wondering about other exits.

The door banged open, and a voice yelled, "China? Were are you?"

"Ti-so!" China said, her grimlook nelting. "Cone quick!" The intruder
appeared in the door, disheveled and wi de-eyed. It was Sherrea. She wore a
bl ack tank top and purple harem pants that |ooked |like a pair of collapsed
dirigibles, and a gol d-shot sash around her hips that flailed the air behind
her. Her neck and arnms were hung w th amnber.

"You see, | have found themfor you!" cried China Black, |ooking nearly as
smug as her dog had.

"Sparrowl " Sher crossed the roomin a | eap, stopped before me, and put a light
hand on ny arm "Are you okay?"

| nodded, because sonmething stiff in my throat kept me from speaking. Her hand
slid off my arm

"Gracias, m hermana,’
do?"

' Sher said to China Black, beaming. "WAs it a bitch to
"Ch, no, they were wandering around the Night Fair |like old wonmen on market
day."

"Were you?" Sherrea asked ne intently.

"No. "

"That's what | thought. The old crow just wants to save it up 'til she can



make ne feel guilty about all the work she did."
"Pah! | would never be so stupid. | know you have no conscience at all, so!"

They were friends. They were good friends. | felt as | had at the Underbridge,
when | heard her call Robby by his nicknanme, when | discovered she knew Theo.

" ...Theo!" | gasped. "Sher, where's Theo? Is he okay?"
She blinked and turned to China Black. "You didn't explain?"
"There were nore inportant things to discuss.”

"Sure. | bet you forgot," Sher grunmbled, scowing. She sent that glare at M.
Lyl e next. "You coul d have said something."

M. Lyle grinned. "I had no chance, little sister. \Wen she gets |like lansa
with her horsetail, what can poor nortals do?"
"I apol ogi ze," Sherrea sighed. "These two would tell a gopher how to dig, but

alittle thing |ike saying whether your friend' s alive or dead—
"I's he?" | blurted.

"Dead? Nah. Theo's upstairs—er he's supposed to be. Resting up. If he cones
downstairs before tonorrow, |'m gonna kick his butt."

"CGet your pointy shoes, then," said Theo fromthe doorway. He was smniling and
runpl ed and pale, and his right armhung in a black cloth sling. "I was coo
withit, "til sonebody broke down the door. Then | got curious. Hey," he said
to me, and the smile was w der

"Hey," | answered. He | ooked enbarrassed. | felt enbarrassed.

I wondered if he had any idea why; | sure didn't. "Ch, Cha—here, have a seat.'’
I moved quickly away frommy chair.

Chi na Bl ack frowned. "W need another cup. 1'Il get one."
As she di sappeared into the hall, Frances studied Sherrea. "I think
m sj udged sonething a few hours ago," Frances said. "I"'msorry if | seened

patroni zi ng, back on the riverbank."

Sher shrugged. | watched them size each other up, and realized, with a jolt,
what Frances was reacting to. Sher and China Black weren't just friends. They
were peers. China Black, with her |linmp, elegant clothes, haughty manner, and
easy power, behaved as Sherrea's equal. The Sherrea | thought | knew, the
adivina with the cheap cards and the nel odramatic apartnent, barely ol der than
| actually was. What had | m ssed?

| was irritated. It was another change, another upset to ny delicately
bal anced routine. | found nyself suddenly too grouchy to converse. | would
have dropped into ny chair, but Theo was in it.

"Here," Sher said. She'd dragged two | ow backed chairs to the other end of the
tea table. That was irritating, too: the second-guessing, the attention, the
proximty.

"Thank you," | said, and sat down. She gave ne a sideways glance, filled the
| ast clean cup for Theo, and sat, too. Then China Black returned with a cup



for her.

"I bet everybody's told everybody everything,"'
mnd telling it all to me, anyway?"

Sherrea said. "But would you

"Starting fromthe Underbridge," Theo added across his tea. | didn't feel I|ike
tal ki ng, but they were | ooking at me. Well, | was the one they knew, not
Frances or M ck. Chango—er whoever—+t seened strange that they didn't all know
each other. I knew them and until a few days ago, | would have descri bed

nysel f as knowi ng no one and happy about it.

| started fromthe Underbridge and didn't get far. As | canme up on the image
of Mck in the archives, | realized | was in trouble; | should have started
earlier and explained Mck. But | couldn't explain Mck, because that woul d
mean telling about his dead body, and revealing that he was a Horseman, which
wasn't mne to tell. And then there were the archives. | dragged to a

hand- wavi ng st op
"They' re Horsenen," Sherrea said briskly, nodding. "I knew that. Which one was
riding the redheaded woman?"

| stared at her.

"It was the only thing that explained what happened. Wat did you think, that
she was having a religious conversion?"

| gave up on chronol ogy and expl ai ned Frances's vendetta agai nst Tom Wrecsk
and our interception by China Black and M. Lyle.

"How di d you sandbag M ck?" Frances asked. "It's a bit of a trick to get one
of us unconsci ous before we think to junp horses.”

M. Lyle nodded. "You have to be very slow, or very fast. In this case, it was
speed. And one can't suspect every large, friendly dog one sees."

M ck half grinned, sheepish, at Frances. "He distracted ne."
"Il remenber that. Too bad it wouldn't work on Tom he hates dogs."

Sherrea fol ded her knees up under her chin and wedged her feet on the chair.
"So you want to find a guy who coul d be anywhere and | ook |ike anybody, who
m ght not even be in the City. Wiy not give us a hard one?"

Frances turned her hands palmup. "It was the best | could do at short
notice."

"Ti-so, this has nothing to do with us,” China Black said urgently.
Sher | ooked up at her. "How can you be sure? It has something to do with
Sparrow. "

Chi na Bl ack's gaze went from Sherrea to me, and narrowed. She tapped a finger
agai nst her lower lip. She | ooked as if she were planning to nmove furniture,
and | was a sofa.

Sherrea began to push enpty dishes and the sanpbvar to the far half of the tea
table. M. Lyle caught the muffin bowl as it was about to heel off the edge,
and stacked it and anything el se in danger on the tea tray. Then Sher pulled a
wad of electric-blue silk out of her sash. It fell open when she put it on the
table, in a way | recognized. | wondered if anyone else there knewit was a



new cl ot h, and knew why.

Gven ny last reading from Sher, | wanted to volunteer to take the dishes to
the kitchen. Unfortunately, | didn't know where it was. | lifted ny eyes from
the cards to the rest of the audience. China Black was haughty and nervous;
M. Lyle was calm as if this was the | ogical progression of the conversation
Theo was | eaning forward and peering. "G oovy cards," he said. "Were they
fron?" M ck was | ooking, and | ooking blank. But Frances was sitting
strai ght - backed on the edge of the couch, her face frozen

"Could we forgo this, do you think?" she asked. "It's silly."

Sherrea rai sed her eyes to Frances as she shuffled. | watched her small-boned,
purpl e-nai | ed hands working over the cards, fllllIII1IIt, fIllIlIIllt, as she
said, "This won't take long. And we promi se not to tell anybody you did
something silly." Thunp—she set the deck on the silk and cut it into three

pil es. Then she snapped the top card off each pile and onto the table, face

up.

"Ch," she said, and stopped. Her head lifted again, and this tine her eyes
went to Theo. "Well, that was easy."

Theo | eaned even nore. "Wat di d—eh," he breat hed.
The Tower, the Ace of Pentacles, and the Enperor. | |ooked at Sherrea.

"For the question-and-three-cards, you want to be pretty literal-m nded," she
expl ai ned. "VWhich nmeans he's in a tall building, the one associated with the
nost noney and power; and either the building is owned by, or he's in the
conpany of, or he is, the bossman of the temporal reality.”

"Or all of those," | said, staring at the three cards. "You nean, he's in Ego?
Wth Al brecht?"

She turned again to Theo, so | did, too. He |ooked like old ivory. "He is,"
said Theo, barely audible. H s glasses reflected afternoon sun; | couldn't see
his eyes. "Ch, shit. He sure is."

Frances's icy posture was nelted. It had been replaced with the hunting-ani nal
intensity I'd seen before, and that was turned on Theo. She hadn't spoken, but
she was waiting.

"What ?" | said. "How do you know?"

"My dad's goddamm advi sory officer. |I know those two freaks who were after you
at the Underbridge—they' re goons of his. Ch, shit, shit, it makes too much
sense. "

"No, it doesn't. What does this have to do with Al brecht?" But as | said it, |
knew.

"That's my dad,"” Theo replied.

Chi na Bl ack sat down suddenly. "Ah," she said with a | ook at Sher. "This would
seemto be our business, after all."

The assenbled nultitudes were in the parlor, listening to Frances plan her
murder, no doubt. | wasn't with them 1'd found, after a few nore m nutes,
that | needed a walk in the garden



The front door didn't object to the idea, and the path didn't |lead nme back to
the porch as I'd half expected. It was a brick path at first; then it becane a
trail of slate flags in a streamof silvery creeping plants. In the shade of a
cluster of trees, | found an ornamental pond with a boul der beside it for
sitting. So I sat.

| hadn't been there | ong before Sherrea said behind nme, "I know just how you
feel. Hey, you' ve been doing this to us for years."

| decided | wasn't up to a heated response. |1'd try Frances as a rol e nodel
Chilly. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Ch, fuck that," she said, and sat down with a bunp on the grassy bank

"You're pissed as hell that you' ve known Theo for years and he never told you

who he was. And that you've known nme for about as long, and | didn't tell you

I was an accredited kick-ass bruja. In fact, you've had your nose rubbed in it
that |life has been going on outside your skin and nobody was filling you in on
the details, and it bothers you a lot."

At the side of ny boul der, alnmost hidden in a tuft of tall grass, was a
thin-stemmed little plant with a cluster of deep pink flowers. The col or was
so vivid it seenmed to vibrate. | pulled it. It had no fragrance. There were
short oval leaves clinbing in pairs up the stalk. | began to strip them off,
starting at the bottom

"So now you know how all your friends feel," Sher continued.

"Not quite," | said. "You haven't had any sudden revel ati ons about ne."

She glared at me. "I've had plenty about you. Half of "em | found out by
accident and the other half by putting things together, and every tine |I found
the kind of thing friends tell each other, it made nme feel l|ike shit. Because
you hadn't." Sher dug a stone out of the grass and |obbed it into the pond;

wat ched the rings of water pulse out toward us as she talked. "If you' d wanted
to know anyt hi ng about nme, or Theo, you could have just asked. But then we

m ght have asked you sonet hi ng, and whenever we did, you'd slither out of it
until it was pretty clear that you wanted us to keep our distance. Now you're
mad because we did. Were we supposed to keep giving our little secrets to you
and never get anything back?"

"That's not true!" Careful, careful. Chilly. "I've always kept even-up with
you. | know t he Deal ."

Sherrea | ooked at me as if |1'd sprouted antennae. "Danbal | ah, you can bite ne
now, " she nuttered. "For instance,” she went on, stronger, "there was when
found out you weren't a wonan."

The stem bent in ny fingers.

"There's one you can pay Theo back with; | don't think he's been disillusioned
yet. He still talks as if you're a guy, anyway."
"Make up your mind," | said. It cane out thin. "Wich am]l|?"

"My mind has nothing to do with it. Wien | figured out that either you were
both or neither, | started watching for it. You do a chanel eon thi ng—aybe
it's not even consci ous—that nakes you seem femal e when you're with a wonan,
and nal e when you're with a man. Like you take on the local coloring. In a

m xed group you kind of shift around. | was still trying to figure out if you
were natural or technol ogi cal when the Horseman showed up. Then | knew just



did—that they were in it somewhere. And | was afraid she could control you
withit, so |l said what | did to you."

"You said ...I"'msorry. | can't remenber."”

"That you don't belong to them Never did, and don't now. "

| blew air out through ny nose, like |laughing. "Maybe | don't now But as far
as 'did," you're wong. | was a custom order."
"No." She rose and brushed nonexi stent grass off her trousers. "lI'mthe

ki ck-ass bruja, and | say so. You never did."

I'"d peeled all the | eaves; now | had a bare, battered stalk with a little
cluster of magenta bl ossons. "What kind of flower is this?" |I asked suddenly.
She stood with her hands in her pockets, her feet planted. She didn't answer
i medi ately; then she said, "Why do you want to know?"

"I don't know." Inside each star-shaped circle of petals was another ring,
little bristly projections, like eyelashes around a circular eye. It stil
didn't smell like anything. | tossed it on the water, where it wandered unti

it di sappeared al ong the bank

"I'"mgoing back to the house," | said, and slid off the boul der
"Can | go with you?"

"It's a big house."

She didn't flinch; she just closed her eyes for a nonent.

6.2: Tine stands still on the road
Al together, my stay in that house was four days long. It seens |onger; not
because tine dragged, but because of things | did, of things |I |ooked at, of

conversations | had. It seenms strange that they all happened butted up agai nst
each other in four days. Maybe tinme, during those days, ran the way the
hal | ways did when Frances and 1'd tried to find our way out. The hal |l ways

t hensel ves, after that first surreal norning, remai ned where they were put.

M. Lyle had prom sed ne the library, and delivered when | came back, stil
snappi sh, fromthe garden. It was another | ong-w ndowed roomon the first
floor. The heavy nol di ngs around the door and wi ndows, the shelves, the
pedestal table, were oak; the chairs were high-backed and uphol stered in a
dark fabric full of birds and flowers. The shel ves were anywhere the w ndows
weren't, except for the floor and the ceiling. The rug under the table and the
smal | er ones by the wi ndows were deep red, figured with detail ed geonetric
nmedal i ons in many other colors. There were | anps on brackets and on stands by
the chairs, and a huge oil and candl e chandelier over the pedestal table.
Readi ng after dark, it seemed, was expected.

| was inpressed, but I was also in a |lousy tenper, and not inclined to show
was i npressed. | began to read spines. |'d been caught off-guard in the ivy
parlor; it would be a good deal harder to make nme gape now

Part of the collection mght have been acquired in reaction to the events of
the I ast hundred or so years: all the books in the Foxfire series, for which
had a sort of uninvol ved respect; several works, theoretical and not-so, on
gl obal warning; a delectable variety of howto books on solar and water and
wi nd power, and the attendant wiring, storage, water heating, and whatnot.
(The latter were shelved in plain sight, which nearly ruined ny resolution



How secure was this house, its land, this island? Any City deputy who got a
gli npse of those books woul d burst a bl ood vessel.)

The rest of the shelves, the majority, had been filled by the process of
finding a book that |ooked interesting and bringing it hone. The finders,
hoped, had been plural; there was a point at which diversity of interest
became multiple personality, after all. Eventually, under M. Lyle's benign
eye, | found the works of Gabriel Garcia Marquez. | took a volunme down at
random and pecked at the beginning. And began, after a little, to grin.

"Whi ch?" said M. Lyle.
"You' ve read this one?"

He nodded. "The bit about the maid shaking the pillowase, and the pistol
falling out and going off."

"You read Spani sh?" he asked after a nonent.

| 1 ooked up and cl osed the book. The title was Cronica de una Mierte
Anunci ada. "lIs that so odd?"

"Some. It's the lingua franca, or one of them but nost of the people who use
it can't read it. Many of themcan't read at all." | remenbered ny nood
suddenly. "I don't inmagine it bothers them As long as they can count."

"No, they're perfectly happy. They have no idea there are things like this out
there."”

He mi ght have been tal ki ng about the Marquez book, or the library, but | saw
something in his hand, and turned to | ook. It was one of the books on
wi nd- power ed generators.

| put the novel back and stood where | was, my arns slack at ny sides. "I saw
themthe first time."

"I was watching you when you did, too. Once you renenbered that you shoul dn't
react, you had a very good stone face. \What does this mean to you?" He
gestured again with the book

"It"'s illegal as hell to have it," | said, my eyes wide. "lIsn't it? Any of
t hose books."

"And that's what inpressed you? The wi ckedness? Maybe it was. But tell ne, why
isit illegal?"

Wll, there was a linmt to how brainless |I could be expected to be on the
subject. | said, "In a town where the City controllers have an energy
nmonopol y? I nformati on about free, unregul ated, untaxable energy? Heck, | can't
i magi ne."

He smiled. "And don't you know anyone who buys untaxed methanol ? O has a
portabl e generator with no registration tag in the cellar?"

| raised my hands and opened them the international symbol of hel pl essness.
"Afraid not. If you' re |ooking for households to raid. | guess you'll have to
find your own."

"My owmn would be a good place to start. But you've forgotten, | think. | rode
in your elevator."



| had forgotten. "My elevator?" | asked, blinking.

"Up and down. | was glad you'd left the call button working on your floor
after | had a | ook at the stairwell. But it took us half an hour to make it
run frominside."

If it had ever occurred to ne that I'd be escaping fromnmy own floor, I'd have
torn out the dammed call button. If I'd realized I'd be facing this

exceedi ngly | arge person who held a copy of Running on the Wnd |ike a snpoking
gun with ny fingerprints onit, 1'd have junped off the roof before I let him
ride in ny elevator.

| wal ked past himto the wi ndow seat and occupied it. There wasn't a chair
near by, and | thought he'd have to stand. "All right," | said. "Wat, do you
need your VCR repaired?"

M. Lyle sat on the rug at ny feet. It was |ike being attended by a fol ded
cast-iron pillar. "Atwelve volt to ACinverter, actually. Can you do it, do
you t hi nk?"

This time my blink wasn't for show "Good grief. You' re not kidding. You use
wi nd?"

"Sol ar panel s."

"Wnd's better," | said absently. "Or water. You can't replace photovoltaics
anynore, unless you know about a warehouse | haven't found." Then |I woke up
"Chango, anyone can spot a solar panel! |If you want to get busted, why not

just carry the damm thi ng downt own?"

M. Lyle's smle was benevol ence itself. "You don't understand the island.
Besides, the City can't afford a helicopter.”

O course. The building that held ny treasure house stood in plain sight of
Ego and her tall sisters. The spinning vent on nmy roof had to pass daily

i nspection. Who woul d see anything here? This was one of the tallest buildings
I'd seen since we left the Deeps. "I don't have any tools with nme."

M. Lyle shrugged and stood up in the sane notion, as if his shoulders pulled
the rest of himalong. "Conme see what we have."

So | was shown through the dining room the kitchen, the pantry, and, finally,
into the power shed, opening off the pantry. | was a little di sappointed.
There were enough tools, but no nore, and they were only of reasonable
quality. The inverter was all right, but I had one rated for twi ce the | oad,
and anot her hi dden away, still crated, for when the first began to showits
age.

This wasn't the opulent marvel that the rest of the house was; this wasn't the
magneti c center of anything, for anyone. Wiile | took the inverter apart and
assaulted it with nmultineter probes, | asked M. Lyle, casually, what they ran
off it. Answer: a punp, sone lights, sone fans, a couple of recharging units.
No audi o, no video? A shortwave radio. So this wasn't Paradise, after all

M. Lyle must have seen sonmething in ny face. He said gravely, "There are so
few di sks and tapes left, and they cost so nuch, that it's easier to fall back
on other things. Books, and live nusic, and theater. There's a |lot of that on
the island."



"Anyone recordi ng the nusic?"
He | ooked at me as if | hadn't spoken a | anguage he knew.

"The trouble is finding blank tape stock. It would be great to videotape the
pl ays, but there was never as much tape or hardware for that, so it's hard to

get. | think we've |ost the novie biz for good."
Then, appalled, | shut up. Enthusi asm had possessed ne for a monent, tricked
me into an openness as foreign to ne as ...well, as any nunber of things. 1'd

be giving guided tours of the archives, if | went on like this.

The output off the inverter seemed steady. | put the cover plate back on
"Hand me the lanp and we'll test it."

The fluorescent tube clinked like mcroscopic bells and lit. M. Lyle stared
at it, pleased, and the |ight sketched chilly blue-white highlights over his
bare scal p, down his nose, along his upper lip, and across his chin like a
scrat chboard drawi ng on the brown of his skin. "My first nane is C audius," he
said. "Feel free to use it."

As if 1'd earned it by fixing the inverter—but that didn't ring true. Before

had time to reconsider, | asked, "What happened to your voice?"
"I used to sing. | was proud of it. But when | was fifteen, | was involved in
a cocaine deal that went a little astray. | was shot in the neck."

"Chango." My eyes, before | could stop them went to a spot just below his
face, but the band collar of his shirt hid nost of his throat.

"It was hard to forgive that fifteen-year-old boy for ruining ny voice. But
you rust forgive yourself. | never forgot; that would have neant unl earning
the I essons that nade me wi ser than him But | forgave."

"Well, there," | said brightly, and put the screwdriver away. "All done. But |
still think you should switch to wind."

As we retraced our steps to the front of the house, | waited for himto return
to the subject. | was relieved when he didn't.

The person | least wanted to talk to was Theo, so | was unreasonably annoyed

when he was consistently sonewhere el se all afternoon. Wen | found China

Bl ack in the kitchen and nmentioned him she raised her hands froma pile of

| ettuce and | ooked at the ceiling. "Your Frances has him cher," she said.
"She is making hi mdraw maps and remenber the nunmber of steps in all of Ego's
staircases.”

"She's not ny Frances," | said, without heat. "But | w sh her luck. Theo's
doing all right if he remenbers to go home when we turn the lights off." That
was spite; Theo was perfectly acute by any normal standard. Now | could tel
her how many—

| could, too. | could tell Frances all manner of useful things about Ego, that
Theo was unlikely to have noticed. Number of security people on the front and
back entrances, day and night; old fire exits; corners that stayed dark, even
when guards passed with their lanps ...Theo woul d never have gone into those

wi ndowl ess roons wary of the absence of light, as | had, frightened of the
power that could swallow nme with inpunity, that dimed nmy life to nonexistence
just by being there.



Frances was pl anni ng her dammed nurder. Santos, | could take the point for
her, with a videocassette in ny hand. Al | needed was a faked | abel for—-what
was the supposed nane of the stupid thing?—Hellriders. The Horseman novi e.
sold video to his old man, for gods' sake. Did he know that? He had to.

"Are you wel |l ?" said China Bl ack

I'd forgotten | was in the niddle of a conversation. "Yes," | said. There was
a | eaf cast aside on the counter, brown around its red-and-green edges.
picked it up and turned it between my fingers and thunb. "Dana called you
"Maitresse,'" | said suddenly.

China Bl ack went on tearing lettuce. "Shall | answer the question you want to
ask? | amteaching her, for her safety."

"Saf ety?"
"I may be too late. Ponbagira may already have her."
"Who," | asked with a stirring of unwel come alarm "is Ponbagira?"

"She is the wife of Eshu. Sone call her Red-eyed Erzulie. You will see her in
the bar, in the whorehouse, wearing her tight red dress, snoking her
cigarette. She likes liquor and blood, and in her service there is power and
noney, but no lasting joy."

| pleated the lettuce | eaf, and heard the center rib pop with each fold. "You
can't Deal with joy," | muttered, but she heard me. She turned her back on the
counter and stared at ne.

"No. You can Deal with power and noney, and shane and pain. Do you want your
friend to have those?"

"I have no friends," | said, and wal ked blindly away.

Pantry, power shed, garage. | stood staring at the lino, barely visible in the
near darkness; the sun was dipping its toes in the river, to the west, and the
garage wi ndows faced east. Did Al brecht have a |im? Had Theo ridden in it, to
t he Underbridge, even, and dusted the snell of wealth off at the door to keep
the secret? But it had been no secret for Sherrea. Just for ne.

| didn't want to think about either of them | hoped Frances the Serial Killer
was scaring the wits out of Theo, along with the information she wanted. Was
this why Al brecht wanted the Horseman novi e? Not because it was rare, but
because he had a dammed good reason for wanting to know about the Horsenmen, no
matter how unreliable the source? Because he was suffering an infestation of
Tom Wor ecski ?

O maybe he was a willing acconmplice. | thought of that noney-pale face in the
light of his desk lanp, the profile repeated on the coins he gave ne. He'd
sent me to find a copy of Singin' in the Rain. Maybe Glles de Rais would have
loved Singin' in the Rain. But if A A Al brecht was delighted with Tom
Worecski, why had he wanted the Horseman novi e?

My thoughts were as productive as peas in a rattle: they nade a | ot of noise,
and went nowhere. My eyes had adjusted enough to see the garage door, so
left by it.

Evening, in that garden, seemed to bloomlike one of its plants. Cinging to
the garage wall was a vine with flowers like the bells of trunpets, nmlk-white



and lum nous in the dusk, lavishly scented. Bats rose in a translucent cloud
fromthe eaves of an outbuilding and set to hunting with brisk, irregular
darts. A slow spark fired and di sappeared in the shrubbery across the grass,
and another: fireflies. | crunched along the gravel path to round the garage
and see the last of the sunset.

It was down to turquoise, watery gold, and indigo. "Going someplace?" said
soneone behind ne.

"Nope." | glanced over ny shoulder. It was Mck Skinner. | wasn't famliar
with the tinbre of his new voice, though | noticed that he'd brought the hint
of Texas with himwhen he'd switched bodies. The light warned his features,
delicate and angul ar under the well-kept copper-brown skin. The whol e body was
wel | kept, | realized, and young. "WAs that one trying to kill hinself?"

asked.

"What ?"

"Your newride. This is going to be a real growth experience for him right?"
"Jesus," said Mck, "who put a burr under your sa—*“

It took ne an instant to renenber the end of the expression, as it had him
The sound | made was a substitute for |aughter. "Let's do "emall and get it
over with. Shall | take the bit between nmy teeth? O you could | ook a gift
horse in the nouth."”

He | ooked away.

"I haven't any horse sense. | kick over the traces. I"'mmulish. I'mgiven to
hor sepl ay, nagging, and feeling ny oats. Have we | ocked the barn after the
horse got out, or is this a horse of a different color?"

"Stop."

"Whoa?"

"I"'msorry," Mck said. "Whatever it was | did. Only I'"'mbetting it wasn't
ne."

| sighed. "Well, the thought of you doesn't lead nme to remenber several years
of my life with vague enbarrassnent."

"What ?" he said again. "You're starting to sound |ike Frances."

"That's alnpbst an insult.” | turned and wal ked back to where he stood. "Are
you part of her invasion plan?"

He lifted one shoulder. "I don't know "
"Why are you still here, then?"
"Why are you?"

"I don't know. Sorry, that wasn't neant as nockery. Last | heard, you and
were to be protected.”

He | ooked out toward the sunset, which was gone. "Wuld you join the
i nvasi on?"



Here was the opening to say that | knew Ego, that | knew Al brecht, that |I'd be
useful. "I can't imagi ne why."

After a noment he said, "Because nobody's as good at | ooking out for
t henmsel ves as Frances thinks she is.”

That was nearly as hard to figure out as the sentence of mne that he'd
conpl ai ned about. "Then maybe she'll get killed. Ask anybody in this household
if they'd weep at the thought."

"I would."

"Then go pick up your flamethrower and enlist."

He smiled, reluctantly. "I don't think a flanmethrower would help."

"What ever. What does she have to do to get Worecski ?"

M ck scuffed the gravel, drawing patterns in the pale stone with his toe.
"It's all brute strength and speed. At least, it always was. Christ, two
Horsenmen in a head fight is an ugly thing. You can keep sonmebody from
switching rides, fromshifting to a new body, if you nove on himfast and

hard, as if you're gonna ride him"

"What do the real owners of the bodies do while all this is going on?
Ref er ee?"

"They're not necessarily there," he said with an odd expression
"Where are they?"

"A Horseman seal s up the host personality and uses the rest of it: menory,

consci ous and unconsci ous notor control, learned skills. But ...if you've got a
horse you want to keep, and you want it to stay where you left it when you

ri de sonebody else ...it's easier if the host isn't there anynore."

| felt a chill. "You kill it." He could have killed ne.

"I't can happen by accident, if you ride too |ong. The personality dw ndl es
away, like a candle going out. But you can snuff it right away, too, if you
need to. If you want to." He dropped his gaze to the path.

| wanted to ask himif he'd killed the young man who' d taken such care of that
pretty body. | was afraid to know. "So Frances will try to take Wrecski over.
What happens if she does?"

"Ch, she won't,"
his brains out."

he said. "She just needs to hold himthere while she bl ows

"Chango." Wen ny voice was entirely mne again, | said, "But if she' s—aon't
she bl ow her own brains out, too? Effectively?"

"Timng' s everything," he agreed. "If she pulls back too early, he can skip
before she kills the body. If she doesn't pull back in time, it's blamo,
brain for rent."”

Unl ess that gave the brain back to its original owner. Did Mck believe that
Frances had killed her host? "You don't talk as if this is hypothesis. You ...
Peopl e have done this before.™



"Yes," he said, mldly surprised. "I told you, it's called a head fight. Not
too many people actually got killed, but that was usually the intention."

"Frances has done this."

"Ch, yeah. It must be the way she got the Horsenen she was hunting, too. She
was al ways good. Strong and fast. But Tomwas strong and fast and bugfuck
crazy. | don't think Frances can take him Wthout help."

"This doesn't sound |ike something you can do by committee."

"We could distract him" said Mck. He was hard to see in the dark. "W could
do that much." He sounded as if he were arguing with sonething | couldn't
remenber sayi ng.

It was cool, out near the river after sunset. Mck was wearing his jacket, the
one he wouldn't | eave behind in my apartment. | shivered and rubbed ny arns.

"Then you can," | said. "Have fun. If this is a renmake of H gh Noon, she's not
Gary Cooper. She's not the good guy."

"Who i s?" he asked, as if the question wasn't rhetorical

"Forget it. I'msquare with Frances, and |'m sure as water runs downhill not
going to try to get killed just because |I can."

"You still hold it against her, that bit back at your place."

"No, | told you. W're square. If | owed her, it would be different, but I
don't owe her anything. Do you?"

Wth a crunching of gravel, he turned back toward the shrubbery. He cane out
of the shadow of the garage and moonlight fell on him | caught up to him
where the path bent.

"We all slept with each other," he said. | wasn't sure what he was tal king
about, at first. "We had a | ot of contenpt for nornmal people—er we said we
di d—and besi des, sone experiences are so strange and strong that they force
you away from anybody who doesn't share 'em When we wanted to get laid, as
opposed to when we wanted to prove sonething, we turned to our own kind. So
Frances and | have gone to bed with each other a few times." He pinched a
branch end off the nearest shrub and toyed with the | eaves, creasing them
along the veins. "I think, for Frances, that's all it was."

I knew it wasn't the sort of statement one was expected to answer. | said, "If
t hat was supposed to nmake me understand, let me remind you that's not a
notivation | have much experience with."

He | ooked up sharply. "Haven't you ever |iked soneone? Respected thenf? Been
their friend?"

Had | ever ..."No," | said. "So if you tell ne it nmakes you want to get killed
for no good reason, 1'll have to take your word for it."
He dropped the twig. "I was going to tell you dinner was ready. | bet we've

both mssed it now "

We had, but there were leftovers. | felt alittle Iike a character m stakenly
let loose in Beauty and the Beast, in that house. Al one's needs provided
for, and no staff in sight. And a strong suspicion that one ought not to try



to leave. Mck took his dinner amay with him | sat in the kitchen with m ne
at a wooden table with a scarred top, under a hangi ng kerosene |anp. It was
anot her of the house's conforting roonms, full of sinple objects and the snell
of garlic. O maybe the dammed house just thought | needed conforting.

cl eaned up after nyself and found ny way up the back stairs wi thout incident
to ny allotted room

O all the things that might legitimately trouble ne, one seened to take
precedence, but | couldn't quite grab hold of it. |I yanked off ny boots and

| ay down on the bed, staring at the wall that sloped over it, the part under
the roofline that was al nost but not quite the ceiling. The wall paper was ful
of flowers and | eaves, |ike everything else in the house. Wo was the
gardener? China Black? It seened out of character fromny first sight of her
vampiric in dark blue chiffon and sungl asses, on the first floor of ny
bui I di ng.

Bi ngo. The tea party, when China Black had told M ck Skinner that they weren't
| ooking for him they were | ooking for his body. But in ny apartnent, China

Bl ack had asked ...no, it wasn't conclusive. She'd asked, nore or less, to be
allowed to speak to the previous occupant, and there was nothing to tell ne
for sure who she thought that m ght be. Then when she failed, and was so
furious, she'd said, He wasn't there.

If there was sonething about Mck that ought to be passed on, she or M. Lyle
would do it. If it didn't need to be passed on, | didn't want to know it.
After all, plenty of people around that tea table knew things about nme | was
gl ad they hadn't said.

| lived on City time, staying up until dawn and sl eeping through half the day
to avoid fighting with the sun. So | was surprised when | woke to a mld blue

nmorni ng sky in the window | hadn't remenbered falling asleep, which I'd done
in my clothes on top of the conforter. | really had to stop sleeping in ny
clothes. The hall was quiet. | thought of that bathtub suddenly, the one big
enough to drown in. | dug ny clean shirt out of my pack and headed for the
bat hr oom

If 1'd been in Beauty and the Beast, the hot water would have been waiting for
me. | found the sight of the enpty tub reassuring. But there were towels in

t he cupboard, soap in the dish, and | didn't even have to punp the water up by
hand. O course not—the inverter was fixed, the punp was running. There'd been
a hand punp in the kitchen, so that even when the electric one was down, no
one woul d have to haul water from outside. One cassette deck and the place
woul d be a pretty supportable prison. |I braided nmy wet hair and went
downstairs.

The kitchen was deserted, but there were signs that soneone, singular or
plural, had al ready had breakfast. | found sone |eftover nmuffins and carried
themw th ne as | wander ed.

| wouldn't explore the house; it would look as if | were hunting for conpany.

I went outside again instead. Hi dden in the gardens beyond the garage, | found
t he chicken yard, the rabbit cages, and the beehives. There was a wooden shed
that I knew fromthe sweet hickory snell was the snmokehouse. Past that, down a
wooded trail, in the center of a broad ring of old trees, | found a circular
one-story building that | couldn't identify at all

Hal f the building didn't have walls; there were only the roof pillars, peeled
trunks maybe six inches thick, to mark where the walls would be. The floor was
dirt, packed smooth, and featureless as if swept. On one side, where the wall
started, there was an enpty raised platform There was a center post for the



roof, rising out of a cenent footing. Beyond the center post, at the back of
the circular room it was dark; but | nmade out another platform with a
squarish bulk on it Iike a table or a chest, and irregular points of |ight.
There was nothing to indicate that | ought not to go in.

The center post was painted. It rem nded ne of the stair railings in Sherrea's
apartment building, the colors twining one after another, yellow red, black
green, and white. The walls were painted, too, with nurals. They were sinple
and stylized, angular and al nost abstract—the antithesis of Sherrea's cards. A
muscul ar young bl ack nman, smling, wore a red cape and carried a curved sword,
and seened to be wal king through fire. A naked woman, wi de-hi pped and
heavy-breasted, her curly blue-black hair falling to her ankles, poured water
froma jar under her arm An old, fat black man sat cross-1egged and grinning,
as if his erect penis were the best joke in the world. Two snakes tw ned
upward, facing each other, as if dancing on their tails. Between the figures,
tying them together, explaining and keeping secrets, were the veves.

The square bul k was an altar, draped in scarlet and purple, and the changeabl e
lights were candles. They reflected off the rest of the altar fittings: glass
bottles, a mrror, strings of beads, a silver bow, tw tall vases with
flowers in them

| backed away and bunped into the center pole. The whole w de, unwalled space
was closing in on me, pressing nmy skin against my nuscles, nuscles against
protesting bones. | heard ny breath entering and |l eaving in bursts. The back
wal | wavered under ny eyes.

| heard a voice, not loud, but | didn't see the speaker; | smelled ozone and a
thick, watery odor, like the banks of a pond. My tongue was thick in nmy nouth.
A ball of panic swelled in nmy chest.

A voi ce—the sane one? Cone with ne. | felt an armaround ne, guiding nme. Then
| was sitting on the grass under the trees, and a gl ass was pressed agai nst ny
lips, holding sonething that gave off fierce fumes. | swall owed, al npst

prepared for it: rum

The face above me belonged to China Black, as did the voice that said, "Wll,
cher, are you sickening for something?"

| took the glass of rumfromher and had another sip. "Wat is that?" | said,
noddi ng at the buil ding.

"It's the hounfor." | nust have | ooked bl ank, because she added, "Were we
dance, and call the spirits.”

"I"'msorry. | suppose | shouldn't have gone in."

| thought, if she could have raised the silver eyebrows, she would have. "Wy
not? There's nothing there to harm anyone, or do harmto. Wre you afraid?"

"Not until ...No."

She studi ed ne; then she took the glass out of ny hand. "Hmh. Come al ong. Yes,
back inside, nothing will happen to you."

W cane to the center pole, and she laid a hand on it. "This is the
poteau-mtan. The spirits rise through it to us. The altar |ooks pretty, and
we do our work there, but this is the source." She stopped at the altar
"Kneel here. On the platform yes."



"Why?" | said.

Her dark face radiated tried patience. "Because it will make me happy. You do
not believe in this. So what can it do to you?"

| knelt, which put everything on the altar at eye |evel

China Black lit a new candle. "Legba," she said, her voice perenptory, "are
you listening to me? Here is one of your children, Papa Legba, a child of the
crossroads. Are you watching out for this one, Papa?" She took a rough gray
stone off the altar and handed it to nme, along with the glass of rum "Take a
little and rinse your nmouth with it," she said. "Then spit it on the stone."
did. She set the stone back on the altar. Then she handed nme the mirror I'd
noticed. "Do the sanme to this." After | did, she took the mirror fromne and
set it on the altar to reflect my face. Distorted by the rum the image

rem nded me of Frances's catalog of ny features, back in my apartment. |
shivered and cl osed ny eyes.

"Legba, you were thirsty, and we gave you rum Now you see your child, Papa,"
China Black said. "You will watch over this one, and play your tricks on the
enem es of your servants. And we will make a neal for you, to show you we are
gl ad that you have listened." She tugged ne to ny feet, and |l ed me out of the
hounf or .

"Nothing's free," | said as we wal ked up the path. But |I felt a naggi ng
di sappoi nt nent .

Chi na Bl ack stopped and stared at ne. "Mdst things are free," she said. "You
have nuch to nmake up for, that is all."

"What is Legba to ne, or | to hinP" | smled when | said it, though
"That is exactly what | nean."

| made a gesture nmeant to include the hounfor, the gardens, the house. "Ws
nost of this free?"

The | ook she gave nme had irritation in it, and surprise, and a little of
something else that | liked | ess. She shook her head and continued up the
path. | followed her back to the house.

She put me to work. As long as | was there, she said, and knew about these
things, | could |l ook over their electrical system | reninded nyself that |
was getting free roomand board, whether | wanted it or not, and clinbed up to
the roof to look at the solar panels. If |I hadn't known better than to stay
out in the sun that long, | would have found an excuse to be there all day. |
could see the whole island, green and dotted with rooftops, and the
silver-gray brilliance of the river around it. The suspension bridge | ooked
like a fistful of streamers, tying the island to the Cty, and the City dozed
upright, glossy and geonetrical. | had | ocked the doors and covered ny tracks;
the archives were safe and would wait for me, as they always did.

There was a printing press in the basenent. | should have known there woul d
be. It was a hand-operated one; nore than that | couldn't tell, since that
wasn't the nmedium| specialized in. | recognized type cases, though, and the
apparatus for laying out a page. | had to squeeze around it all to get to the
circuit box.

I was in the cellar when Sherrea stuck her head around the door (I junped) and
said, "lIt's lunch. Are you done?"



"Well, you may as well stop to eat it, since it's there. Theo's been asking
where you are."

It occurred to nme that Theo coul d have done a lot of what I'd found to do
today. He was a friend of Sher's, and Sher seened to run tame here. Had Theo
been here before? O had he been, was he still, an unknown quantity, as |'d
been before M. Lyl e—€l audi us—surprised things out of me in the library?

The di ni ng room paneled and bay w ndowed, was awfully full of people. China
Bl ack and d audius Lyle, Frances, Mck, Etienne, the old wonan who' d opened
t he gates—yesterday? Was that all?—Fheo, and now Sher and me. Sher's hand
lifted, as if it wanted to settle on ny shoul der, and dropped again. "Don't

worry," she nuttered, "I'll protect you."
"I'"'mfine."
"You're half out of your mind, and hiding it damm well. |'ve never seen you in

a group larger than three people.™

She was right, of course. Maybe it had to do with the chanel eon nature she'd

commented on, or maybe | was afraid that if | talked to nmore than two people

at a sitting, they'd conpare notes and find out all ny secrets. The tea party
in the parlor had been, before this, the largest intinate gathering |I'd ever

been in.

"What's the old woman's nanme?" | asked.

"Loretta."

"And the dog' s?"

"\What ?"

"The dog's name. If I'"'mdoing this, | may as well do it all the way."
Sher grinned. "Eustace."

"You're not serious."

"The hell I'"'mnot. It was six nmonths before I could call himwith a straight
face. "

The food was laid out on the buffet, which meant |'d be spared having to ask
anyone to pass the whatever. The whatever consisted of the crown jewels of
sout hern cooki ng: ham and red-eye gravy, corn bread, hoppin' john, string
beans, and sweet potato pie. If Frances didn't get on with her nurder soon
she wouldn't fit into Ego's el evator

Fol | owi ng Sherrea got ne either exactly what | didn't want, or what | did,
dependi ng on which interpretation of my wants | used. | found nyself at a
corner of the long table, with Sher on ny right and Theo, at the end, on ny
left. He smled when | sat down and pointed to the sling on his arm
"Tenporary lefties get to sit in state, man," he said. "Makes me want to ask
the neeting to come to order."

| stared at the sling, stupefied. He hadn't told ne anything about hinself. |
hadn't told himanything about me. But he'd stood on that landing in the rain



and taken a bullet fromone of ny woul d-be ki dnappers. He—and | —mde | ess
sense than ever, but sonething heavy lay on the scal es between us. | had
i gnored that, yesterday. How could I?

"Does it hurt?" | asked.

"Ch, yeah. | keep forgetting and reaching for things." He pulled a hand-rolled
snoke out of his shirt pocket. "But hey, we have the technology." It was a
red- and- orange paisley shirt. | wondered it it was his. Probably.

| would have offered to cut sonething up for him but the hamwas fork-tender

As it turned out, | wasn't the quietest person at the table. M. Lyle
mentioned that |'d recomended wi nd power, and engaged nme in a pl easant
argunent about the efficiency of aging PV cells and the availability of good
bearings. The woman fromthe gate, Loretta, was sitting across fromnme; she
scow ed and shook her head.

"Everybody 'long the river ought to be runnin' off communal -owned hydro," she
said sharply. "Doesn't make efficient sense or econom c sense, all this
sneakin' around for power that rightly belongs to everybody or nobody. No
point arguin' over it, either, with that horse's ass Al brecht sayin' it's al
his."

| glanced at Theo, but he seemed to be concentrating on his plate. For all |
knew, he thought his father was a horse's ass. How should |I know? | had no
i dea what family feeling was |ike.

"Why hydro?" | asked.

"Frees up the rest of the stuff for fol ks w thout running water nearby. Though
the way you talk, | could run a goddamm dance hall on old bicycle parts and a
car battery." | was about to protest when she snmled at nme, and | decided
didn't need to.

| talked; it was Frances who was quiet. Her face was pale and pinched, and
sometines her fork would pause in mdnotion, and her eyes would | ock on
nothing at all. | was hal fway through dessert before |I understood. She was
afraid.

Di d she share M ck's doubts? Was she wondering if she was fast enough, strong
enough? O was she only worried about getting in and getting out?

| could tell her the nunmber of steps in all the staircases. But she never
| ooked at ne. Had Theo told her that | had know edge she coul d use? Had he
realized, yet, that | did?

Theo was pushing his chair back. "Can | talk to you?" | asked.
Sunlight flashed on the | enses of his glasses. "Sure. C non upstairs.”
| caught sight of Sherrea as | rose fromthe table. She | ooked pl eased.

Theo had a roomon the second floor. It was larger than mine, but it had the
same character; it was a guest room not a regular habitation. "Heck of a
house,” | said, to see how he'd respond.

"Scared the shit out of me," he said, dropping lightly on the bed and prying
hi s sneakers off one-handed. "Wen Sher brought ne here, right after that
Frances haul ed you away, and | saw this big old house with the |ightning going



of f behind it ...1 thought she was checking nme into the Bates Motel, man."

He knew I'd understand the reference. | would have used it with him secure in
the sane know edge. | | ooked into his face, the pale face of a confirnmed
ni ghthawk or a rich kid, and said, "I'mnot a man."

The light on his glasses interfered with his expression, but there was no
great surprise in the lines of his nmouth. He was nice-looking, |I realized
suddenly, by any standards. "It's just a figure of speech," he said.

"I'"'mnot a woman, either."
He sat quiet for a few nonments. Then he said, "Oh. That explains sone stuff."
| don't know what |'d expected. Or wanted. "Wat stuff?"

"Well, Sher and | once, when we'd had a lot to drink, had this discussion.
said ...that | felt, sonetinmes, like | had a crush on you, and it nade ne
unconfortable. And she | ooked at ne like | was nuts, and said she didn't know
why it woul d, because you seened |ike soneone it would be pretty easy to have
a crush on. | was really enbarrassed, and | |aughed and said maybe for her

but you weren't, like, ny type. Then we both | ooked at each other funny and
changed the subject. But that was when | realized that naybe | didn't know
what sex you were, and maybe Sher didn't either."

"She figured it out,” | said thickly.

"She didn't tell nme." He gazed steadily at nme through the tops of his gl asses
as he said it. He was telling me that Sher had respected ny privacy; and that
he had, too, by not asking.

| sat down on the edge of an arnthair across fromthe bed. W had the w ndow
bet ween us, lighting both our faces. The conditions for perfect vulnerability
had been established. So | told himeverything | knew about what | was.

"Far out," he said when | was done. "In fact, about the farthest out |'ve ever
heard of. But none of you can figure out if you' ve got a Horseman in your
head?"

| shook the body part in question. "I want to say | don't. I"'msure | don't.
But how would | know? For a while Frances thought | was Tom Worecski, and
can't even say for certain that |I'"mnot."

"No," Theo said softly. "I'"mpretty sure where he is. He's calling hinself
Frederick Krueger. Some joke, huh? | never got it 'til yesterday."

Freddy Krueger, with a handful of knives and the ability to turn dreanms to his
advant age. Who died at the end of every novie and cane back again and agai n.
Sone joke. "lIs he that bad?"

"I"'mscared of him | think ny father's scared of him™"

"And your father's never even seen N ghtmare on Elm Street, unless he bought
it from sonebody el se. You knew | sold videos to your father?"

"Hell, yeah. That's how you wound up at the Underbridge."
After a noment | said, "Pardon?" Well, this wasn't supposed to be painless.

Theo nmust have understood. "lI'msorry," he said. "I don't—ook, ny dad and



don't get along. | nmean, if he was just a guy | knew, | wouldn't like him And
contrary to popul ar belief, being A A Al brecht's kid is not the cool est
thing in the world. | nake a point of not telling people. So | couldn't just
march up to you outside ny dad's office and tell you about the Underbridge.
And | couldn't ask you to sign on, anyway. It's Robby's club."

"So you asked Robby to ask ne?"

"So | told Robby that you might know the stuff we needed, and that he should
check you out. | told himwhere he could | eave a message for you."

"You knew all this about nme?"

He flung his free hand out to one side. He would have flung the other one,
too; | saw himw nce. "You were interesting! Al right? D you know how nany
ot her people care about this stuff? Electronics and old video and recorded
nmusi c?"

"We're throwbacks," | said. "No, you're a throwback. |I'msort of a
throwforward. If that cigarette you showed ne downstairs has marijuana in it,
woul d you be willing to share it with ne?"

He pushed his gl asses back up his nose and poked his hand through his snooth
brown hair. "It'Il put you on your butt. It's high-test stuff."

"You'll be anazed."
"I"malready amazed. Let's get petrified instead."

W' d passed the thing back and forth twice, in near silence, before |I said,
"Did you tell Frances | knew ny way into Ego?"

Theo | ooked insulted. "Hell, no."

"Why not ?"

"Because | figured if you wanted her to know, you'd tell her."
"Are you goi ng back with her?"

He shook his head. "I think she wi shes she could ask. But, man, |'ve talked to
Kru—Worecski. And |'m staying right here 'til it's over. |'ve got a good
excuse." He tapped the sling.

"I owe you for that," | said softly.

He gurgled. "Heck, | didn't do anything. And now |I've got this cool dueling
scar."

"But you tried. And you didn't have to."

He | ooked at ne owishly. Finally he grinned. "You' re an asshole," he said

happi | y.

"I'n cannabis veritas. Don't fall asleep with a lit joint.
"Can't," he sighed, |eaning back against his pillows. "W finished it."

"You're no fun," | told him "Quess |I'll just go away.



| felt relaxed, but not at all absentmi nded; Theo woul d have been anazed, if
he'd still been awake. | finally found Frances outside, on the broad covered
porch that faced the driveway. She was sitting in a wooden chair with her feet
on the porch railing and the chair bal anced on its back | egs. She didn't nove
when | cane out the front door

| dragged up another chair, its back to the railing so | could see her face.
"Last night, Mck tried to talk me into going with you."

"I hope he didn't spend a lot of time onit."
di stant edge of the garden.

Her gaze noved idly over the

n W]y?ll
"Because | won't take you. O him or anyone else."

For several minutes we sat in unconpanionable silence, while | tried to talk
nmysel f out of doing the inevitable. Was it inevitable? | thought of Theo,
recuperating upstairs fromthe wound he'd received on ny behal f. Even if
Frances left the Cty now, |eft Wirecski undisturbed, he could never go back
to Ego. He had stepped between Myra and Dusty-Wrecski's servants—and their
quarry, and they would renenber. And how long would it be before Theo let slip
that he knew who and what Wrecski was? But if Frances killed Wrecski and
left town, Theo would be safe. | would be safe, too. Frances woul d be gone,

M ck would | eave, Myra and Dusty woul d take their orders from soneone el se,
and | could go back to something like the life | was used to.

"I'f you get Whrecski, will you go away?" | asked, to be sure.
For the first tine since I'd come onto the porch, Frances |ooked at nme. "If |
kill Tom Worecski, you'll never see me again. My word of honor, for whatever

that may nean to you."

| took a deep breath and sighed it away. "The guard shift at the front door
changes at midnight," | said. "They get sloppy then. The only working security
canera is on the front door, and it doesn't pan anynore, so it covers a pretty
smal |l area. The fire stairs are great for getting out, but they won't do you
any good getting in; the doors lock fromthe stair side on all the floors. So
you want to go up in the elevator, which, as long as |'mw th you, is no

probl em"

Her eyes narrowed. "Then | have a problem™

"Because you won't have me with you? Bet you five bucks, hard."

"Do you know what Tom woul d do," she said, her voice |ow, "when he found out
what you are? My God, he'd love it. It would be horrible. You, of all people,
are not going in with nme."

This wasn't supposed to be painless for her, either. "What can he do to ne
that you and M ck haven't done al ready?"

A muscle fluttered in her jaw, but she didn't turn away.
"Did Theo give you a good technique for getting in?"
"He couldn't," Frances said, as if she hated to.

"I can. Unfortunately for both of us, it needs ne to work."



She spread her fingers like a fan across her forehead. At |ast she said,
n W]y?ll

She didn't mean, "Wy does it need you?" Because sonething has tw ned you and
me and M ck Skinner together, and the only way to get free seenms to be to go

forward. But | didn't say that. "I'Il tell you nmy idea. If you cone up with a
better one that doesn't involve ne, | won't conplain."

| told her. | told it again to Mck Skinner, to explain why he couldn't be in
onit. | told it to Theo when he woke up, because, however different his view

of Ego was, there were observations of mne that he m ght be able to check and
correct. And | told it to Sherrea, because she insisted on it. Wth each
iteration, it becane nore and nore the shape of the future. The plan

It required me to spend that afternoon in the cellar |learning the ways of
novabl e type, and sent Theo and ne to the Underbridge for a day and a half of
hard wor k naking equi prent do things it wasn't designed for. Frances probably
spent the time cleaning guns; | didn't ask. On Thursday afternoon we came back
to the house on the island. | went up to ny room to try to get sone of the
sleep | was going to | ose that night.

When you're lying in a roomthat isn't yours, on an uninhabited floor of a
house that isn't yours, trying to fall asleep in spite of the rat naze your
mnd is running and the sick feeling growing in your bowels, you discover that
your hearing is marvelously acute. | heard Frances's door open and cl ose, and
somet hi ng—shoes?—drop to the fl oor

Later (it seened like fifteen mnutes, but it night have been three) | heard
someone knock there, and Frances's voice. Then soneone else's. The creaking
floor, and the door opening. Voice, voice, the door closing. The intermttent
rise and fall of conversation from Frances's room Then quiet.

That's what | heard with ny ears. But the other things, what | didn't hear, or
maybe heard with other ears than mne; and what | didn't quite see, and didn't
quite feel, but thought | saw and felt all the same—

| can't describe it. | can half explainit: Mck had been in ny head severa
times. Frances once, but she'd been there. Frances herself had said that there
was a connection between a Horsenan and the horse, a link that remained after
the contact was broken. That the connection becane rel evant just then m ght
have been an accident. | wanted it to be. | didn't like to think that either
Frances or Mck could hate nme so rmuch, or be so cruel w thout cause.

I lay on my side hugging nmy knees, biting the inside of ny nouth, while Mck
and Frances nade love in the next room | didn't nove until Sher knocked on
both doors and said it was time to go.

Card 7: Fears

Ten of Swords

Waite: Death, pain, desolation. Advantage, profit, success, power, and
authority, but all transient.

Dougl as: Desol ation and ruin, but with the idea that it is a community, rather
t han individual, tragedy.

Crow ey: Reason run nmad, soulless nechanism the logic of lunatics and
phi | osophers. Reason divorced fromreality.

Case: End of delusion in spiritual matters.



7.0: Of to see the wizard
"Well," said Frances, "have we forgotten anythi ng? Hot dogs, pickles, potato
sal ad, ants—you did bring the ants?"

"Frances," | said, not for the first tine, "that's enough.”

The trike was parked on the apron of an unused garage door, in a service drive
bet ween Loondal e and the enpty G|l ded West tower. That put it near our
preferred exit route. We'd circled Ego on foot, and were now on the opposite
side, at Ego's front door, where the guard station was. It was five mnutes to
m dni ght .

"I suppose we'll have to do without the ants." She tilted her head back and

| ooked at Ego's top, where the ring of white lights shone snugly, and runni ng
cl ouds edge-lit with nmoonlight nade the view | ook |ike the opening shot of a
horror novie. "Use it while you ve got it, Tom And so will |I. My the best
fiend win."

"Is the best one nore fiendish, or |ess?"

"When we finish this, you have ny pernmission to tell ne.

"If I still can.”

She | ooked at me, and opened up a noonlit death's-head grin. "If | can hear
you. "

"On that jolly note—+t's time." | headed for the doors as Frances tucked

herself in the shadows of the door enbrasure. She wore something dull and dark
and snug, with a pocketed vest of the same stuff. The fabric didn't nake any
sound when rubbed against itself. Mdtionless, out of direct light, she

di sappear ed.

| pushed through the door and squi nted under the bare bulb at the guard
station. There were two men there, swapping gossip as their shifts overl apped.
One |I'd never seen before: an earnest-|ooking youngi sh man with short,
sun- bl eached bl ond hair. The other, a big man with a heavy red beard and a
Santa C aus belly who occupi ed the desk chair, was a regular on the

m dni ght-to-eight shift. | alnost sniled at him He did | ousy work.

"Hey, |l ook who's here!" he called, |eaning back. The desk chair screeched on

its base. "It's the handyman! Al brecht keepin' up his service contract, huh?"
"You'll have to ask him" | said. The blond man curled his lip, whether at ne
or at his fellow guard | couldn't tell. Seeing that, | tried a shot at random

"I's that a blackjack in your pocket, or are you just excited about working
with this guy?" | said to him

The curl becanme a full-fledged sneer. He turned to the red-bearded guard. "I
gotta go, Shoe. CGot a date out at the pier."

"Tell himhi for ne," | said to the blond one's departing back. Shoe thought
t hat was funny.

Good. Down to one; now to nove himaround. "You want to call up to M. A and
[ et himknow I'm here?"

"Let himknow who's here, boy?"

"D. W Giffith," which was the nane Al brecht knew nme by. "Tell himl've got



the one he wants." In ny hand was an unmarked box, somethi ng nobody woul d
identify as a container for a videotape. Just |ike always. Everything had to
be just l|ike al ways.

"I bet you do," said Shoe. He went through a door behind the desk. There was a
little pane of glass in it to watch nme through, but the door kept nme from
heari ng what ever he m ght choose to say to the person upstairs.

| dropped the videotape. Swearing, | went to nmy knees in front of the desk and
bunped it farther under. Then | reached beneath the desktop and tw sted the
door canera's coaxial cable loose fromthe wall jack, where it connected to
the nonitor upstairs. | was careful not to break the connection entirely; |
want ed streaks and snow, not a bl ank screen. Frances cane through the door
like a patch of black fog, under the guard's wi ndow, and around the corner to
the elevator. | popped the coax back on. Never use qui ck-connect jacks on
security equi pnent, | thought as |I came up sniling frombehind the desk with

t he unmarked box in nmy hand. | had time to dust off ny knees and straighten ny
collar before the guard canme out.

"So, what's in the package?" he said, and ny bone marrow turned to brine.

"You'll have to ask M. A. about that, too, won't you?" | hoped nmy voice was
firmand pleasant. Hadn't | been passed? D d they know sonehow t hat there
woul d be a break-in? If that elevator noved w thout authorization, hell, in

condensed form would break | oose.
"Maybe | will. You're supposed to get your ass up there. You know the way."

The rel ease of fear was al nost harder to bear than the onset. | couldn't
answer him snappily or otherwise. | walked at what | hoped was a |l eisurely
pace down the hall and turned the corner

Frances materialized fromwhatever surface she'd adhered to. | poked the
button, and the scarred bronze doors in front of me opened. There had been
lots of elevators there once; the seal ed-of f openings for their doors were al
that were left. Frances stepped in next to me as | pushed the button for the
top fl oor.

| sagged agai nst the wall when the doors closed. | could feel sweat wandering
down my spine and chest and rib cage. | couldn't think of anything to say that
wasn't swearing.

Frances had a pistol in her hands; she was nounting a silencer on it with
qui ck motions. "If | were you, |I'd save nmy enotional collapse for later. That
was the easy part."

"For you, maybe."

"Coul d they have seen you drop the box?"

"Upstairs, you nean? No. The canera only covers the area right around the
front door."

"Then there isn't anything to connect with the snow on their nonitor. Good."
She seened to be content with the pistol, but she didn't put it away in her
vest. "How likely is it that we'll be net at the top by another guard?"

She was right: that had been the easy part. I'd forgotten. "Fifty-fifty. There
hasn't been one the last fewtinmes. |'mhoping |I'm considered trustworthy."



"Fi ne. When the door opens, don't run out, but don't dawdle."

For the first tine it occurred to me that if it went to hell, | could say
Frances forced me to do this. | wondered if | would. If | asked Sherrea, what
woul d she recommend? Wuld she say that |ife was precious, and that | should
save mine if | could? O would she say things about honor, and conmitnent, and
t he greater good?

O would she say, in a voice that wasn't hers, You gotta learn to serve, and
l et your own self be fed by the spirits! She'd said | had to do sonething
about nmy evil ways. Well, Sher, here | am | wished |I could have found

somet hing | ess drastic.

"Cet ready," Frances murmured, and | tried desperately to renenber, and
re-create, what leaving this el evator had been like when it wasn't a matter of
somebody's life or death.

The doors opened, and | strode out. No one. No one at all. Al this relief
woul d be the ruin of nme. Frances noved up and touched ne on the shoul der. No
tal king now, we'd tal ked the floor plan to pieces back on the island.

nodded. She di sappeared down the hall while | knocked on the familiar door
dar k wood, heavy and polished. A voice called frombeyond it, and | turned the
cool chrome knob and stepped through

The room was the sane, dark and close, with its desk and draped w ndow and

hi gh- backed chair. The light fell, neat and constrained on the desktop. The
white hands in the light were Albrecht's, and the pale, fleshy face di mabove
t hem

How had | done this before? Had there been a routine, a series of actions that
made up the dance of trade? | stood with the box in nmy hand, ny mnd bl ank, ny
heart slammng in ny ribs. The box, the box. I lifted it, set it on the desk,
and with nmy index finger slid it across the wood to Al brecht.

"What is it?" he said
"What you asked for. Open it."

| realized belatedly that | hadn't needed to make the tape |look like an
original. If I was right, he would have settled for a dub, and it woul d have
been reasonable for me to claimthat a dub was all | could find. But he pulled
the box (cardboard, this time) open, and | watched his hands, his face, for
any sign that 1'd failed.

In the nmellow light of the desk lanmp, | thought it was still convincing: the
bl ock lettering for the title, the running tine, the distributor's nane; the
scuffing and fading of the print where fingers would have worn it. The | abe
glue didn't even snell. 1'd mssed nmy calling; | should have been a forger
When Al brecht played the tape, he'd see a title sequence that gave
surprisingly little evidence of its lowtech origins, and five m nutes of
non-speci fic establishing scenes assenbl e-edited fromsix different B-horror
flicks. By minute seven, | calculated, he'd know this wasn't the novie he'd
paid for. But by then, |1'd be gone.

He cl osed the box. H's hands didn't have the acquisitive curl | was used to
seeing in them But again, if | was right, it wasn't sinple acquisitiveness
that had driven himto seek this out.

Frances, have you found your dammed nonster yet? | would have to | eave her
there. If | left without her, before she found Wrecski, they'd let ne go



unhi ndered, unconnected to the thing about to happen. As it was, the business
reputation that was making this possible would evaporate; |'d never sel
another tape to Albrecht; 1'd have to |l eave town for a while; but | could
survive that. Now Al brecht woul d open his desk drawer and pull out the | eather
bag.

He stood up. "Conme with ne."

My tongue froze to the roof of my nmouth. "Wiy?" | asked. Hi s expression was
neutral, as any good bargainer's would be. "You don't think |I keep that nuch
in here, do you? Cone al ong."

So much for maintaining our routine. There was nothing | could do, except
follow himand stay alert. He worked a latch on a door set into the paneling
behi nd the desk, and light shot out all around it. | squinted and stepped

t hr ough.

"Sugar?" said a voice | knew, a wonman's. "You all through—Sparrow "

She wore a narrow dress of midnight-blue silk that draped |ike water running
over her skin. Her lips were bright coral-red, and her eyelids were snoky. Her
shi ning white-blond hair fell unbound all around her lightly tanned shoul ders
and decol | et age.

"Hell o, Dana," | said, and was surprised that nmy nmouth worked. "Fancy neeting
you here."

Her gaze snapped to Al brecht. "Sugar, what's—+s this—What's going on?"
"Just a little business, sweetie," he said, his attention on the cabi net he
was opening. "Don't you worry." But she'd used a nane for me he'd never heard.
O had he? Myra and Dusty had known it.

It was a |l arge room exquisitely appointed. Dana was sitting in a pose that
suggested she'd been |lying down a monent earlier, on a creamcolored couch. It
was one of two, set in an L shape. A carved Chinese table stood in front of
them scattered with things: a carafe of dark red wine and two partially
filled glasses; the remains of a small meal for two; a little silver-stoppered
vial half full of something white; a heavy necklace of silver and turquoise
nmedal | i ons. The lighting cane fromrecesses in the ceiling. The air was coo
and dry. There was a sky-blue carpet on the floor three inches deep, and a
rack of stereo and video gear topped with a twenty-five-inch nonitor

My eyes kept going, past the rack to another shining wood door and the man
standing straight and stiff next to it. | didn't recognize himat first. He
wore a high-collared white jacket and black trousers. H's blond hair was
scraped back fromhis face, and he | ooked even nore cadaverous than usual. He
was trying desperately to |l ook at nothing, and the effort, | could tell, was
al nrost nore than he could bear. Cassidy. Uniforned, clearly in Al brecht's
enpl oy, he was having to witness his boss's seduction of the wonan he was in

love with. | turned back to Dana and found her watching ne.

"I's this one of life's little jokes on the two of you?" | asked. My voice was
unst eady, but not nuch. "O did you use your connections to get himthe job?"
Connections. 1'd realized that Dana had them | just hadn't realized they'd

been to here.
Dana flushed. "Honey ..." She shook her head.

| 1 ooked again at Al brecht, who was pouring hinself a drink froma decanter



he'd taken fromthe cabinet, and then back to Cassidy. Hi s deep-set eyes were
wi de, neeting nine, even w der than the circunmstances would warrant. For an
instant, | didn't understand. Then | did what | should have done | ong before.
| turned around.

There was a fifth person in the room He | eaned at ease against the wall,
where t he opening door fromthe office had hidden himas | came in. He was
tall and | ean, with sandy brown hair that fell forward into eyes so
light-colored they were nearly colorless. His white shirt was open over his
pearl-gray cotton trousers, and his feet were bare. His smle was full of big,
even teeth.

"Howdy, " he said. "I do believe you rmust be Sparrow. "

Frances, | thought in that |ong noment when | couldn't so nmuch as swallow, |
found the nonster.

M ck had said he was strong, fast, and bugfuck crazy. |I could see it, feel it,
snell it on him the nmadness that, when he had to, he could probably disguise
as sonething el se. Now he didn't have to.

He crossed the space between the wall and nme in three strides, grabbed up ny
stiff right hand in both of his, and shook it, hard. "M ghty pl eased to neet
you, after all this tinme. |I've heard an awful | ot about you. Heck, for a while
| thought | might mss you conpletely, but here you are at last.” H s snile
grew, if possible, wider, and he turned it on Dana. "Your friend don't talk
much. You didn't tell ne that."

"I"'msorry. | just haven't had anything to say," | said. | barely recognized
nmy voice. | sounded like soneone talking to a growing dog. "I missed your
name. "

"Ch, no, you didn't." The smile had changed. | was not going to be able to
bluff my way through this. "I didn't tell it to you. But you know what it is,
don't you? These fol ks have been calling me Fred, but I want you to call me by
t he nane ny nomma gave nme." He still had hold of ny hand. He squeezed it. "Co

ahead. You call me by ny nane." He squeezed it 'til the bones pinched
t oget her.

"I really don't—= Harder. Alittle catch of sound came out of my throat. | saw
a noverent from Dana, that might have been her fingers going to her nouth.

"Say it," said the nonster, his face close to mnine
"Tom Worecski," | said. He let ny hand drop. | was afraid to flex it, for fear
that he'd notice he'd left it attached to nmy wist.

"Good for you! Now, you go sit on the sofa there. Babe, cone over here and
give us a kiss."

As she passed ne on the other side of the table, Dana's eyes cut away from

m ne. She went to Tom and put her arms around him He didn't turn his face to
her, but she kissed his jaw and his neck and the holl ow of his collarbone
while he smiled at me. It wasn't Al brecht's seduction. It was Tom s.

wonder ed whet her anybody would care if | was sick on the rug.

Al brecht set his glass down on the cabinet. "God damm it, Krueger, she's not—

"A. A, if you keep your nmouth shut, not only will | let you live, I'Il think
about not wal kin' you through N collet Mrket buck naked with your dick in



your fist. You got that?"

Tom had rai sed his voice. A brecht's face, innocent of sun, flushed to
magenta, then went bl oodless. "You need ne. My staff won't listen to you."

"We been through this before. | need you |like a goddamm dog needs shoes, A A
| figured if | let you run all the little shit, it would keep you out of ny
way. But if that's not workin' anynore, | can find some other asshole to run
the little shit. So you just sit behind your big desk and buy novies that you
think'll help you get rid of me, and stay the fuck out of my way."

He was stroking Dana absently, as if she were a cat on his | ap. She had her
face turned into his shoul der; whatever expression was there, none of us could
see it. Al brecht watched Tom and Dana with a | ook that rem nded ne a little of
Cassidy. | was glad | had ny back to Cassidy.

"lt's not Hellriders,"” | said to Al brecht.
"Nobody ever thought it was," said Tom "But we didn't want to di scourage you
right off, if you thought you needed an excuse to come up." He frowned over
Dana's head, and gazed around the roomas if he m ssed sonmething. "So where's
Her Hi ghness?"

"I beg your pardon?"
"Don't fuck with me. You know what |'mtalking about."
My hands closed in reflex over ny knees. The right one hurt.

He saw it; it made himhappy again. "Well, shit, Myra and Dusty work for ne,
you know. When Franny had her little joke on Myra the other night, don't you
think Myra woul d've told ne?"

"She told you who it was?"

"She didn't have to. Dusty told me sonme of the stuff Myra said when she wasn't
Myra, and | knew right off. There ain't anybody jaws on like that but Franny."

That didn't explain how he knew someone had cone up with ne, or how he knew
wasn't really there to sell A A Al brecht a faked videotape. The only thing
that di d—

"I expect she's listening at a keyhole," Tom said cheerfully. He stared at ne
as he added, |ouder, "So, Fran? You come in here, or |'mgonna break this
ki d's neck. You know I can."

Maybe she woul dn't care. But | thought | ought to tell her, at least, that he
hadn't started yet. "I'd hate that," | said. "Besides, you haven't finished ny
hand." Stall. You' ve lost the advantage of surprise, Frances. At |east pick
your nonent.

"Thatagirl," Tomcalled out, "come on in and have a seat. Hell, we got us
enough folks for a party."

| twi sted around on the couch. The door beside Cassidy swng slowy open to

admt Frances, alone, with her pistol. Wy hadn't she shot—-ah, of course. She
wasn't here to kill Tom's body. The head fight had begun already; | could see
it in Frances's tight-closed |ips, the net of squint |lines around Tom s eyes.

| wanted desperately to know the range of a Horseman's powers. Because |'d



t hought of another solution to the problem of isolating Tom Wrecski. Frances
could elimnate Tom's options for swtching bodi es. Bang, bang, bang. Bang.
Maybe she'd meant to all along, and it was ny bad luck 1'd ended up here, as
one of Tomi s options.

"Someone gave us away," | said to Frances.

"I was beginning to think soneone nust have. Everything was going according to
pl an." She kept her eyes, and the pistol, on Tom

By | ogic, someone in the roomought to have wenched it out of her hand by
now. No, if anyone approached her, anyone who wasn't Tom she could shoot. Tom

could order one of themto get the gun. | began to think |I ought to be doing
somet hi ng besides sitting and watching, but what could I do? | wasn't supposed
to be there. | wasn't part of this fight. It had nothing to do with ne. | was

caught between the two of them
"Go sit beside your friend, babe,” Tom said, and Dana let go of him Her face,
when she had her back to Tom was vacant with fear. She sat down close to ne
and clung to nmy sleeve, where Tomcouldn't see it.

"Put it down, Franny. It's not gonna do you any good."

"Ch, | don't know. A Ioud noise, some nasty stains—+t would have a certain
nostal gia value at the very least." The roomwas cool, but there was a |ight
gl oss of sweat above Frances's eyebrows.

"Huh. | thought they were the good old days. But | figured you' d got religion
or something. Al the fun we used to have, and here you are, with a
sel f-righteous stick up your ass, out to blow ny brains out for bein' just as
bad as you." He took a step forward, grinning, teeth clenched internmttently.
"And you know that's true. |'ve never done anything you didn't do."

I'd heard that before, from M ck about Frances. She'd denied it. And
renenbered what Tom Wrecski's death sentence was for. | nust have noved
Tom s gaze flicked to nme and back to Frances.

"You didn't tell anybody?" he said. "Ch, nmy. Let you who are wi thout sin cast
the first stone.”

Frances also grinned; |ike Tom she seenmed to be doing it at |east half
because of the pressure. "If 1'd washed ny sins away first, | wouldn't have
been able to minister to the rest of you."

Tom snorted. "You loved it. You always figured you had a right to run the
worl d. You thought being part of the commttee that was gonna blow it to hel
was no nore than you deserved. You wanted to show those bastards who hadn't
had the sense to get together and el ect you Goddess."

"That's not true." Frances spoke without heat, as if he'd nmisstated the tine
and she was correcting that. But the heat was there, underneath, unspoken, a
slow tide of it. "You had to lie to get me to sign on. You never once planned
to hold the country hostage, but | believed it. | thought | was working for
peace. | may have been crimnally stupid and blind as a cave fish, but I
didn't think we nmeant to actually drop the Big One."

"Shit, Franny, then you were the only one."

"Aloner to the very end." Her right hand was trenbling, barely.



"I's it true?" Tom asked the air. "Was she really pure as the driven snow, even
t hough she executed hal f the damm | aunch sequence her own sel f?"

"W were supposed to hold and wait to abort,"” Frances snapped, her face white.
Sone of it was surely whatever Tom was doing to her head. But she | ooked like
a wonman wat ching a rerun of her worst nightmare. She had done it. She had
l[ived with it all these decades. And she'd dedicated herself to seeing that

t he people who'd shared the blame wouldn't live with anything anynore. 1'd
been right all the tine, to be afraid of her

"I"ll bet the jury's done deliberating," Tomsaid. "Awful sorry | couldn't get
twel ve of 'em but one good one oughta be enough for this. Whattaya say, Skin?
I nnocent or guilty?"

In Al brecht's darkened office, soneone noved hesitantly toward the door. It
was M ck Skinner.

Frances took a step forward—ro, it was a stagger, a w dening of an unstable
stance—and flung her left hand up to her face. The pistol wobbled and sank
Cassidy, glancing at Tom noved toward her. Then the hand over her face
dropped, and showed the bl ackness of her eyes, and her clenched teeth. She
brought the end of the silencer to bear on Cassidy. | heard Dana suck her
breath in; but Cassidy stepped back.

Tom had used M ck, the shock of him to break Frances's concentration. Then
he'd struck at her, hard enough to cut her |oose, for a noment, from her
muscl es. But Frances was in fragile command of herself now, and Tom st ood
rel axed for the first time since Frances had conme into the room He'd struck
and let her go. It was a gesture of contenpt.

M ck | ooked |i ke soneone enduring the course of a natural disaster. Hs
once-neat braids were coming | oose, coils and streaks of hair stuck in the
sweat on his forehead and jaw, and his clean-lined features were marked wth
weari ness and enotion. Sweat striped and dotted the chest of the T-shirt he
wore. He must have cone fromthe island on foot, and quickly. At Tom s
conmmand. Hi s hands opened and closed at his side. "Quilty," he said softly,

| ooki ng at Frances. And, in an echo of hinself, "My famly was in Gal veston."

"I was going to tell you," said Frances. Her eyes were on his face; her voice
was | ow and unsteady. "By deed, if not by word. Feel free to reproach ne, but
you won't catch up to what |'ve done to nyself. I've had nore time, after all.
But what about you? What will you have to reproach yourself for?"

"You ought to die." Mck sounded hal f strangl ed.

"So should your ally, here. Leave us out of it. You didn't inform Tom of ny
arrival out of sheer righteous indignation. Christ, | w sh you had. Then maybe
you' d have kept all these civilians out of range of my coneuppance. Besi des,
Tom hadn't told you I was one of the ones responsible for the Bang, had he? He
wanted me to convict nyself. He knew you'd hurt nore that way. So why did you
tell himwe were com ng? Wat superior phil osophy made it necessary to warn

t he snake about the scorpion?"

M ck was silent.

"Or was it not philosophy at all?" Her voice was softer now "You can wal k
away fromhim Mck. Now | can hold himthat |ong. Take Sparrow and get away
fromhere. There's nothing he can do to you. If he told you otherw se, it was
alie."”



"That's easy for you to say," Tom broke in, cheerful. "d"' Skin, his
experience tells himdifferent."

"I tried,” Mck said. "He sent Myra and Dusty after ne. | dunped ny body and
rode Sparrow, figuring | could hide out that way, just until things cooled
down. But they found nme. | got away fromthem but | think | was supposed to.
He can find me anytinme he wants, Fran, and now he can find Sparrow, too."

"No," Frances said, and in her voice was the deep sadness |1'd heard when she'd
told Dusty, | have a dammably |long nmenory. "He just has a hold on you. The

| onger you stay, and the nore dirty things you do for him the better the hold
will be."

But | had | ooked up, uncontrollably, at Tom

"That's right," said Tom to me. "Mck got you away fromthemthe first tine

sent nmy kids. No love | ost between M ck and Myra and Dusty, 1'll tell you. The
second tine, Franny got you away. But while that was going on, 1'd sent M ck
hi msel f."

M ck, in the archives, saying, | cane back for ny jacket.

"You bastard, that's not true," Mck said. "You didn't send ne."

"That got a little screwed up," Tom continued, as if Mck had never spoken
"Wirked out all right in the end, though. |'ve never been able to get anybody

on that goddamm i sl and before.™
This time there was no protest from M ck

"My God," Frances sighed, "can you hear yourself? Playing Mng the Merciless,
gl oati ng over your explanations to the captive hero?"

Tom | ooked surprised. "Who says you're the hero?"

"I do. How can you be so small, Tom O Bedl an? How can you have lived so | ong
and still be so small?"

"I run a city," he said, his lip curled. "You're just a little killer."

She | ooked mildly insulted. "I'm seeking vengeance for the whole Wstern
Hem sphere. | think that's positively grandi ose."

Tom | eaned into the cushions of the couch and snmiled. "Hell, | nissed you,
Franny. |'d have el ected you CGoddess."

"Don't start," Frances said softly.

"It don't hurt to ask. There's enough here for two of us." H's voice, too, was
soft. Albrecht, in the act of pouring hinself another drink, made a little
noi se and turned. "Fran, | know you. | know you better'n anybody. | know Skin
here thinks he's got your nunber, but he's just a goddamm puppydog." And t hat
made M ck flinch, and | ook to Frances. "But it could be the good old days al
over again. | know what you want, Franny."

H s voice, his face, had turned surprisingly sweet. Frances watched him
gravely, the line of her dark brows straight, her lips pressed tightly

toget her. The head fight was over. This was the cl ean, insidious pressure of
words and a shared past.



The rest of us sat or stood quite still, waiting for our futures to be
decided. | had seen Albrecht's face when Tom proposed to turn half his city
into a courting gift. I had seen Mck's face. Mck, who a few hours ago had
made | ove to Frances. Cassidy's expression was of uncomprehendi ng, enduring
despair, the |l ook of a man who didn't expect things to ever be good again. And
Dana, beside ne, m ght have been carved out of ice. She hadn't raised her eyes
fromthe Chinese table since Frances's pistol had pointed at Cassidy. There
was no bl ood under her faint tan, and her fingers tw sted and ground at the
sil k over her knees.

Chango, was | going to go quietly to the slaughterhouse? My side had the gun
If ny side was still on ny side. | wanted out of here. She wanted ...sonething.

"I don't understand,” | said in as conversational a tone as | was capabl e of.
I wasn't sure what | was hoping for, besides a change of subject. "Wy did you
deci de you had to bring ne in?"

Tom paced slowy to the other couch, and sat down. He was at right angles to
me now, and his right knee brushed nmy left one. Asnmile grewon his face, in
i ncrenents. "Because Mck said you were a good fit. He and Franny nust have
told you all the fun we used to have? | wanted a taste."

"Take a bite of this, then," said Frances calnmy. She raised the pistol in
both hands, firing position. The silencer had a perfectly round bl ack eye that
| ooked into mne

| wanted to scream | noved instead. Before | knew | meant to, | found nyself
rolling over the back of the couch and breaking for the door that Cassidy
guarded. The gun made an ugly, flat sound. Cassidy reached the door first—and
yanked it open. "Go!" he nouthed. Hi s holl owed-out face was twisted with

angui sh, like a man facing the nedusa. |1'd have to take himwith me. O herw se
Tom Wor ecski woul d di ssect himalive, and Cassidy knewit. | grabbed his arm
as | hit the door.

It turned into a snake, strong and contrary. No, still an arm but tw sting
through mine, jerking it up until my shoulder joint blossomed with fire. H's
other armclosed around my jaw. He giggled next to my ear.

| couldn't see him but | could see the part of the roomI'd just left.
Frances stood with her gun not quite aimed at us, wearing a near cousin to
Cassi dy' s expression. Dana, half crouched on the sofa, stared w de-eyed at us.
Al brecht had pressed back against the wall, his hands over his face. Mck was
still in the office door, one armreaching, as if he could stop whatever was
about to happen. And Tomwas sitting, enpty, on the couch

Enpty.

Cassidy's voice said, beside ny head, "I told you, Franny, | could snap the
kid's neck. Wanna watch?" Then he sucked air in through his teeth, as if
somet hi ng struck him

| pulled and pulled, and only hurt nyself. | didn't stop trying to pull away.
If I could have torn off the arm he was hol ding, | would have.

"You know what | want, you say," Frances said in an unattended way, as if
she'd sent the words to her lips and tongue with no instructions for tone of
voice. "After all these years—all this overly |long and sel f-i ndul gent
life—there's only one thing | want. And the nost unnatural circunstance on the
face of God's creation is that | mght be here, with a gun in ny hand and you
in front of me, and still be denied that one thing."



Frances's eyes were round and pitch-dark, as if the pupils had eaten the
irises. | didn't think she was seeing us. | thought she night be walking in
some ni ghtmare desert | andscape inside her head, where she was convergi ng on
Tom Worecski with all her conscious mnd, her wit, her honed and focused wll.
Cassidy's body was still, and tensed hard. Tom was novi ng through that

| andscape, too. The gun nuzzle swng and steadied, and | saw again a
foreshortened view of the silencer

| don't think | heard the gun. It would have been dramatic, but however
dramatic the nmonent may have been, | don't think that was part of it. No, |
didn't hear anything, or see or feel anything. | stopped—

—and started again on ny hands and knees on a field of sky blue, with Tom s
voi ce ringing out across the room "Wat is that? Wiat the fuck is it?"

"Cass?" Dana's voice cane, thinly, fromthe same quarter. And again, stronger
"Cass?"

My shirt, where it lay over my shoul ders and back, felt funny. It stuck to ny
skin. | turned my head and found the bl ood shining under ny chin. | couldn't
get ny breath. | was afraid to | ook behind ne.

"Cassidy!" Dana screamed finally, and crossed the carpet in a headl ong
stunble, to fall to her knees next to Cassidy. Next to his body, behind ne.
You had to have known, beforehand, that it was Cassidy. | shivered once,
twice, and realized that | wasn't going to stop. "You bastards," Dana gasped
"you fucking bastards!"

"Wanna try again, Franny?" Tom s voice, fromthe couch, was harsh. "Wanna see
how many nore civilians you can go through before I get bored and pull your
guts out through your face?"

Frances stood in front of me, her feet wi de apart, the gun in both hands
pointing to the floor. She was staring at Tomas if her eyes would never nove
agai n.

"Let her go, Tom" Mck said, barely Ioud enough to hear. Perhaps anythi ng
| ouder woul d have gotten out of his control. "Let 'em both go. You proved you
could beat her. She can't stop you. Let 'emgo."

"What's the goddam thing, Mck? You ve ridden it. You didn't tell nme about
it."

" ...it's a cheval ."

"Bullshit it is! They don't have any brains."

| stood slowy up. Dana was curled on her knees beside Cassidy's body, crying:
great, heaving sobs with no self-awareness in them Her hands were cl osed over
her face. Now, when there was no one there to feel it, she didn't touch him

Mck's sigh trenbled. "It's a long story, Tom Please let "emgo. |I'Il tel
you all about it. You don't want them"

Li ke Frances, | |ooked at Wrecski. H's eyes noved between us.

"Don't 1? How long a story is it, Skin?" Tom jerked his head toward Frances.
"Go take the gun away from her."



M ck canme wal king slowy, shakily over. | think he expected Frances to shoot
him Instead she stared at him the gun still in both hands; then she pulled
the clip out snoothly and handed the gun to M ck. Tom | aughed.

"That'll do. Now, here's how we're gonna play it. Skinner's gonna tell ne his
long story. Then I'Il decide what | want to do with the two of you, and I'|
cone round you up. Wiatcha think, Skin? Fifteen minutes? Is it that long a
story?" He threw his head back and | aughed. "Jesus, Skin, if Scheherazade had
| ooked i ke you, her old man woul d have offed her the first night."

Then he sat up and turned to Frances and ne. He didn't look |like a man who'd
just laughed. "Ever seen a rabbit after a dog's caught it? Run, you little
rabbits. 1'Il be right behind you."

7.1: You get what you pay for
Had we known that Tom in this one thing, was perfectly trustworthy, we'd have
taken the el evator.

Instead we ran as we'd been ordered to. W plunged down the fire stairs in the
near darkness of the emergency lighting and the seal ed-in heat of the past

day. At first we tried to pause at |andings, watching for an ambush, waiting
for the sound of a shot. W gave it up after a dozen floors. After all, what
did it get us? A chance to return fire? Wth what? But the strain on our
nerves was as great as the strain on our |egs and |ungs.

By the time we reached the foot of the stairs we were both winging wet.
Frances had twi ce come close to falling. She | eaned on the door at the bottom

of the stairwell, her head flung back, the breath shuddering in and out of her
lungs. "lI'msorry," she said. "I thought | ought to say so, while |I had the
chance. "

"It doesn't matter." And it really didn't. She'd killed—y friend? | didn't
know, | couldn't tell, I wasn't sure what a friend was. | could have asked him
whet her we were friends, if she hadn't-—But she wasn't responsible; cats kil
birds, and rattl esnakes bite, that's what they do. She only wanted one thing
inthe world. | wondered if she wanted anything el se now.

"What's out there?" she asked. "Should | be prepared for the unusual ?"
"I don't know. Maybe not. It's the Hall of Broken d ass."
A thin burst of a laugh. "Crystal Court. \Wat happened to it?"

"I don't know," | said again. "The whole first floor is enpty, except for the
guard desk. | think the mess has been left as a no-man's-land. W'll be
exposed, crossing it."

"Well, that'll be a change. Let's do it."

W canme out of the stairwell quickly. | led, because | knew where the door
was. Frances knew where the doors used to be. Wak pools of |ight overl apped
across broken tile floor and drifts of glass and plastic shards, and shone

t hrough gapi ng frames that had once been storefronts, rimed with the remains
of shattered plate glass. In the center of the roomthe tw sted weck of an
escal ator lay, wenched free of the saggi ng second-1|evel bal cony and heaped on

the floor like the spine of a netal dinosaur. | had a badly preserved bit of
vi deot ape of an old television show that showed this space full of people, the
escal ator turning and turning. |I'd watched it once, and never again.

The floor crunched and rang under me as | ran, loud as a siren. | could hear



Frances behind nme; then suddenly | couldn't. She'd slipped and fallen to her
knees. | skidded to a halt, darted back, grabbed her arm and pulled her up
and forward. She got her feet under her in tine to keep from bei ng dragged.

Two shots, | thought as the door | ooned ahead of ne. One for each of us. |
shoul d hear them any minute now He's had his fun. Then we were through the
door, and the air was warm and hum d and snelled Iike food and al cohol funes
and sweat and cooki ng snoke and not at all like the roons at the top of Ego.
The trike was still there.

"This is crazy," Frances said, funbling the | atches open. "As soon as we rol
away, he's lost us, he can't ...Ch, God." She scrubbed fiercely at her face
with both hands. It printed her cheeks with little snmears of bl ood. She nust
have stopped her fall with her palns, back in the Hall of Broken dass. "O
course—Ffom doesn't give a damm if he | oses us. W can't hurt hiny why should
he care if we get away? He must be | aughing hinmself into a seizure right now "

She hel ped me into the back and scranbled into the driver's seat. \Watever she
t hought Tom was doi ng ri ght now, she hadn't slowed down. As for ne, the

m ndl ess strength that had gotten ne out of Ego shut off the nonment the

weat her shell closed over ny head. Waves of trenbling passed over nme, and to
stop thinking of Cassidy | had to stop thinking at all.

Spirits, he hadn't even gotten a good exit line. No lines at all; no nore
trusting, unconplicated, ill-considered actions; no nore startling nonments
when the fine nmind shone through a break in the al coholic clouds. The fine
mnd was on a wall in Ego—

St op t hi nki ng.

And Dana, who was still alive, still there, who m ght cone to envy Cassidy
because nobody could stay on the good side of a nmadman forever. And when she
found herself deep in the nightmare, who had the neans to drag her safe out of
it? What friend did she have—

St op.

The trike was rolling; buildings passed overhead. Frances's shoul ders were
rai sed, as if she were ducking something. W shot through an intersection, and
| saw headlights catch fire, swing in behind us.

"Dios te salve, Maria," Frances spat. "Tell me that's coincidence."

She turned, and turned, and did a savage cut-and-cut-again through the remnains
of a hotel's covered driveway. W sailed, nearly airborne, into the street and
around the corner. A few streets |later we had headli ghts behind us.

By the third time, we'd been forced south all the way to the Exhibition Hall
Frances slipped us out of reach by darting down a highway exit ranp—the tol

col l ector saw us coming and fled the booth—then lurching off it and straight
up through the tall grass of the enbankment to the street above. | couldn't

hear her words over the engine, but the tone held a rising edge of fury and
pani c.

Ego' s dark sil houette rose over her sister towers ahead of us, banded near the
top with its ring of lights, its two antenna masts rising |ike horns fromthe
r oof

"Radi o! "



"What ?" Frances shout ed.

"They' ve got radi o! Nobody el se does because nobody can afford to power a
transmtter. But Albrecht runs the commercial stations! A few roof spotters
wi th binoculars, talking to a central point, plus the receivers in the cars—

"Ch, Cod," she groaned. "I'd gotten used to civilization being dead. | suppose
you don't know of anything to foul their signal?"

"Sure. One good el ectronagnetic pul se—got a nuke?" | said, with unnecessary
force.
"Thank you."

"Transmitting on their frequency would do it, but 1'd need the wattage and the
ant enna hei ght. No go."

"And | can't exactly lose themin traffic," Frances said bitterly, with a
gesture that took in the enpty streets around us.

"No," | answered slowy, because | wasn't sure that what |'d had was a useful
idea. "But if you can |ose themlong enough to get to the Night Fair, | defy
"emto track you through it."

A moment; then she said, "And fromthere | can bolt for old 1-394 and sinply
outrun them"

Thi nki ng about sonething el se was as good as not thinking at all. Al | had to
do was not run out of sonmething elses. "How are we fixed for pin noney?"

She didn't answer; she was in the mdst of a nauseating bit of maneuveri ng.
But fromthe quality of the non-answer, she thought it was a dam silly
guesti on.

So | added, "Running costs. | want to stop at ny place and pick up a couple of
t hi ngs."

"I'"ll let you use ny toothbrush.”
"WIl you let me sell your near-mnt CD of Sergeant Pepper?"

"Aha. | amenlightened. But how do we keep them from find