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My father he rides with your sheriffs
And | know he woul d never nean harm..

—Ri chard Thompson, "Genesis Hall"

Chapter 1
Falling Qut of Paradise

| remenber where | was and what | was doi ng when Bonnie Prince Charlie was
killed. Not that | knew it at the time, of course. But while Charlie was
travelling the distance fromthe Pigeon Cloisters belfry to Hgh Street with
all the dispatch that gravity can nuster, | was sunbat hi ng.

If the weather had held, 1'd have been on the roof of ny building the next
day, too, spread out like a drying sweater. But it promised rain. (If the

forecast had been different, would the past be, too? Wuld a | ot of people
still be here? This town is strange and has weather to match, but | never

imagined it was a matter of life and death.)

So when Tick-Tick pounded on the frane of ny open front door, | was in and



washi ng di shes. She poked her head in and shouted, "I amthe queen's daughter
| come from Twelfth and Flynn, in search of Young Orient, pray God I find
him"

| lifted my hands dripping fromthe suds, took the herbal cigarette out of the
corner of ny nouth, and said, "Excuse ne?"

"Well, in a manner of speaking," said the Ticker placidly. She stalked in, the
pi cture of elven self-possession, and picked a saucer out of the dishpan wth
thunb and forefinger. "Mab's grace. So | ow as you've fallen, my precious boy."

"I"mout of cups. Nothing el se would have driven me to it." The water had
killed ny cigarette. | sighed and flicked it out the w ndow.

She dropped into ny uphol stered chair and swung her |long | egs over the arm

Her concession to sumer's heat, | noticed, was to tear the sleeves off her
favorite pair of gray nechanic's coveralls and roll the legs up to md-calf.
And still she did look rather |ike a queen's daughter; but the elves usually

| ook like royalty. When they're trying not to, they only look like royalty in
a cheap plastic disguise. Tick-Tick had a face |like the bust of Nefertiti,
only more daunting, and her eyes were huge and | ong and the gray of January

i ce.

"I's it still overcast?" | asked.

"Ch, yes. Nice sumer thunderstormtonight. Ah, of course, my condol ences.
Your tan isn't finished."

"You don't exactly finish a tan.”

"I wouldn't know. But I'mtrying to share your sentinents on the thing,
really."”

The skin on her face, her arms, her ankles, was snpoth and al npst
butterm | k-colored. As far as | know, elves don't sunburn, either

"So have you cone to hel p ne wash di shes?"

"Earth defend me. No, |'ve come to take you away fromall this. |I've work for
you to do."

| raised nmy head Iike a cat hearing a can opener

"Road trip?" Tick-Tick and | had a pleasant and profitable |line of work

est abl i shed, guiding foragers, explorers, nerchants, and whoever through the

| ess-charted areas of the Borderlands, the Nevernever. There the magic boiling
out of the Elflands nakes Alice's |ooking-glass garden, where you have to wal k
away from your destination to get there, seemlike a trivial navigation

pr obl em

"No, sorry. Not work for us, just for you. It's probably only the work of
fifteen mnutes, but I'll pay you in dinner. And it's an excuse to stop what
you' re doing."

"You're my partner, you ass. You don't have to pay for it.

"Al'l right." She grinned, and commanded, "You may find ny torque wench and do
me the favor of joining ne for dinner."

| laughed as the last glass slid fromny fingers back into the water.



Then—Ah," | said. "That was quick."

| can't explainit well. I've lived with the phenonenon for eight years, and
still it defies proper description. Sonmewhere in ne, in my mnd or ny bones or
nmy nerve endi ngs or none of these, there was a pulling sensation, a highly
directional drag at ny attention. It was both | ess and nore unconfortabl e than

| make it sound. | knew that, if | ignored it, it wuld go away in a few
hours, but that they would be an unpl easant few hours. Not pai nful ujust
unpleasant. | told you | couldn't explain it well.

The very asking of the question does it. "Were is...?" and fill in the blank

wi th the non-abstract noun of your choice. But it has to be sonething that
either the client or I know exists. Your |left shoe; your grandnother's di anond
ring (even if you' ve never seen it, if you know it exists, and it hasn't been
pitched in a volcano, | can find it); a jar of nustard (a specific one, or
just the nearest available for sate—you have to tell ne which). And once the
guestion's been asked, |I can't just tell you "Under your bed," or "At the
Marvel Mart at the corner of Ho and Peppergrass.” | have to follow the pull; |
have to track it down nyself, as if | were a dowsing rod. It's not a perfect
system But at one tinme or another, everybody |oses sonething, and ny rates
are reasonabl e.

Now t he Ticker raised her eyebrows hopefully, and | said, "Thataway," and
poi nt ed.

"Bl ess you, ny child. Get your hat, then. We'll go straight from Thataway to
di nner. "

I got ny sungl asses instead.

| admit to a certain bias, but in nmy opinion Tick-Tick had some of the best
wheel s in Bordertown. Harl ey-Davi dson made nost of the rig in about 1962, but
the Ticker rebuilt and nodified the engine and installed the spellbox that
operated the bike in the pockets of the Borderl ands where the sensible
mechani sns of real-world physics turn tail and run. She put on six coats of

m dni ght - bl ue | acquer and bought a spell that protects it fromflying gravel.
Best of all, she found the sidecar. Riding init, | felt Iike an oil sheik

wi th nmy bodyguard.

| pointed out the turns to her, playing hot-cold-hot fromblock to block to
find my way around buil di ngs. Horn Dance passed us on their way to a show
twel ve assorted bikes, their riders' jackets trailing a wake of flying

ri bbons, nore ribbons snapping fromthe antlers nounted behind the headlights,
engi nes not quite drowning out the ringing of norris dance bells.

We crossed Ho Street at Danceland's corner, and | saw that the club's

bl ack- pai nted doors stood open to catch a little breeze. It was too early for
a band, too early for the nobst determ ned woul d-be audi ence; Dancer nust have
set the staff to cleaning the place.

Snappin* Wzard's Surplus across the street was open and the tenpera-paint
sign on the front w ndow gl ass read, "Chase Lights! Curse Linmters! LEDs!
Pre-owned Spel | boxes! Big Big SALE!" Tick-Tick slowed down for just a nonent;
she coul d never conpletely resist the siren call of Snappin' Wzard' s. But she
nmust have renmenbered that it was her wench we were after, because it was only
a nonent.

Qutside the Free dinic near Fare-You-Wll Park | thought | saw sonebody wave.
But | was in pursuit of a feeling with a torque wench at the end of it, and
we couldn't pause to talk.



W were well south of Ho in a neighborhood full of what had probably been
war ehouses and |ight manufacturing back before the Border appeared, with the
El fl ands on the other side of it, to make Bordertown what it is today. |
flagged Tick-Tick to a stop outside a squat brick building with no w ndows,
and she killed the engine.

She tugged her hel net off and snoot hed her already precise cap of
chrone-yellow hair, fluffing the single long lock that fell, fine as nist,
over one eye. She was snmiling. "That's interesting," she said. "Valt Felkin's
pl ace."

"I don't suppose you lent himthe wench and forgot."

"Good. I'mglad you don't. Are you in a wagering nood?"
"Um Depends."
"I"l'l wager you five dollars that he'll deny ever having seen nmy wench unti

he finds out who you are."
| snorted. "I nmight as well just buy my own dinner."

"Quite right. Never mnd." She was whistling sonething under her breath as she
pi cked her way through the stacks of old tires at the curb. It sounded

suspi ciously like Canper Van Beethoven's "Wien | Wn the Lottery." There was a
br oken piece of tail pipe |lying against the side of the building; she snagged
it up and swung it like an unbrella as she wal ked to the door

She used the tail pipe to knock. It didn't nake a friendly sound. After a
mnute's wait we heard | ocks bei ng unl ocked. The door opened a crack
Tick-Tick janmmed the tailpipe in to hold it open. A wide, watery blue eye
appeared in the space.

"Hallo, Walt," said the Ticker. "I believe you' ve borrowed sonething of mne."
"I got nothin' of yours."

"Ch, Walt. It's a torque wench. | find | have need of it. Do pass it out I|ike
a good fellow, and I'Il let you get back to your dirty nagazi nes, or whatever
it is you do to pass the afternoon.”

"CGet gone, Ticker, or I'll pass you a couple inches of this.”
somet hing netal lic flashed.

In the opening,

The Ticker slanmred the tail pi pe upward. There was a curse fromWalt, and a
clatter; the knife fell half-in, half-out of the door. Tick-Tick kicked it out
onto the sidewal k with her foot and used her assault weapon to |ever the door
open. It nust have banged into Walt's nose, because he was clutching it when
the door finally swng all the way open. He was wearing grease-stained jeans
and no shirt. He didn't have a tan

"Walt," said Tick-Tick, smling, "you know Orient, don't you?"
H s face went blank and white as restaurant china.
"Hi," | said. "Sorry to barge in on you like this."

"The wrench?" Tick-Tick rem nded him



A patch of pink appeared on the skin under each of his eyes. "Uh. Oh, has it
got, um blue paint on the end of the grip?"

"Yes," said the Ticker, smling. "Exactly the color of ny bike, in fact."

"Ch. Hey, | thought that was Chillie Billie's wench, Tick-Tick. Honest. I'Il,
uh.." He'd already backed his way out of the door; the rest of the sentence was
| ost sonewhere inside the building as he di sappeared. Then he reappeared wth
a torque wench and anot her "Honest," even nore desperate than the |ast.

As soon as Tick-Tick laid hands on the wench, the nudging, pulling feeling in
me stopped. Alittle tension went out of my shoulders that | hadn't known was
there.

"Thank you, Walt. | do hope it works as well as it used to."

Walt nodded as if the back of his head wasn't very firmy attached and he had
to be careful. Then he shut the door

As | clinbed into the sidecar, | said, "Weren't you a little hard on hinf? The
knife aside, |I nmean."”

"I don't like thieves."

"Wasn't being caught at it enough humliation?"

She turned to me, surprised. "You don't know about Walt Fel kin, then?"
| shook ny head.

"He's an under-lieutenant in the Pack. He's adnmitted to that spot of arson at
t he Dancing Ferret, and bragged about beating up shopkeepers in Dragontown. No
one can be brought to make a cl ai magainst him though. The Bl oods have sworn
to make fiddle strings of his guts at the first opportunity. He's an oily
l[ittle Nazi."

The Ticker sounded very much unlike herself, and it was a few m nutes and
several blocks before |I said, "But he caved in as soon as he knew | was with
you. And you knew he woul d. You could have told himl was there as soon as he
opened the door."

W travell ed even nore bl ocks. Her hel net kept ne from seeing her expression

but her jaw was stiff. W were growling down Ho Street (the technol ogy was on
just then) when she finally said, "You're right. | wanted to frighten him |

think I rather hoped for an opportunity to hit him That was inexcusable."

"It's not as if you make a habit of it.

She lifted her head. "It's easier," she said, slowy, "to be angry on soneone
el se's behalf than on nmy own. And yet | find I have a well of anger in ne,
that | have been filling for years fromny own hurts. If | spill it out in
defense of another, | can deny that it's mne." She swng the bike up to the

curb outside the Hard Luck Cafe and killed the engine. "Does that nake sense,
or is it a purely fey madness?"

"Ch, no," | answered. "It makes a | ot of sense."

She smiled with half her mouth, the little wy twi st that has as nmuch sadness
init as anything. "Silly question. O course you understand."”



I swung ny legs over the Iip of the sidecar and slithered out onto the
paverent. "Hah. If we're so single-mnded, why don't you understand about ny
tan?"

"But | do, ny rambling boy! Wth ny head, if not ny heart."

El ves are given to quicksilver slides fromnood to nood, but when you know one
of themwell, you can tell the difference between that and genuine gratitude
for a change of subject. |I held the door for her, and we swaggered into the
Hard Luck like the pair of reigning outlaws we pretended to be.

It was warminside in spite of the fans, and busy, and noisy, and remarkably
i ke a conbination of farmhouse kitchen, private club, and arts sal on. Anyone
who nakes trouble at the Hard Luck Cafe is considered an incurable msfit,
even within the | oose social contract of Bordertown, and is not wel cone
anywhere, to anything. Consequently, the Hard Luck's habituTs include humans,
el ves, and halfies, people from Dragontown and shinmers fromup on the Tooth,
pai nters and gang | eaders. It's such a desirable place to sinply be that it's
al nost too nmuch to hope that the food is good.

The food is good.

| peered at the back wall and the bl ackboard that serves as menu. The Hard
Luck is a cooperative, and the people working the kitchen cook whatever they
feel like that day. Certain things are al nost al ways avail abl euburgers for the
philistines, for instance—but if the staff decides they want to do Chi nese
that day, that's what's for dinner. If you don't like it, that's—all together
nowiYour Hard Luck. That day it |ooked Iike m xed down-hore: fish chowder,
lentil and spinach casserole, stuffed peppers, Brunsw ck stew

"Bother," Tick-Tick said at ny shoul der, "no booths—wait, other side in the
m ddl e. "

W nodded to people as we crossed the room An elf, identified as a nenber of
the Bl oods by the red | eat her headband and a cut-off, shredded red tank top
glared at nme for an instant; then his face cleared and he nodded back. I'd
found his kid sister's stolen cycle a nonth ago. A muscul ar nman, nahogany
brown, with a blackwork tattoo over half his face and down his neck, |ooked up
froma copy of Dubious Truth and a cup of tea and smiled vaguely. He was a
scul ptor; he'd cone to nme about a copy of a book on Calder's mobiles. | read
it before | passed it on. Life ought to be one | ong education

County Hell Fairgrounds was on the sound system and the wi ndow gl ass quaked
audibly with every extra-low note. We clained the booth just as the bass
pl ayer grabbed a fistful of strings and clinbed the al phabet with them

"How does he nmmke his hands do that?" | asked.

"Too much Fairport Convention in his youth," suggested Tick-Tick. "Shall
make the A-sign at Peach?"

| thought about the alternative. "Yeah. It's too hot for stout. Al e sounds
right."

The Ticker sat up very straight, caught Peach's eye across the room and made
a pyramid with her hands. Then she held up two fingers.

The front door opened again and produced a partial pocket of silence. Well
no, it wasn't the door, but the person who'd pushed it open. He noved snoothly
on long, supple nmuscles that made himseemtaller than he was. He grinned at



the reaction in the room which produced nore of it, because the grin was ful
of large, white, pointed teeth in a long jaw, and the face and body were
covered with snooth red-brown fur.

Ti ck-Tick made a scratch-that gesture to Peach and held up three fingers. The
same hand turned into a waving white flag to sunmon Wl f boy.

"Ay, Lobito," | said when he cane up. "You'll just have to sit with the scaff
'n" raff if you want a booth."

Wl f boy rai sed his hands pal mup and rolled his eyes to heaven in a perfect
"Way me?"

Tick-Tick slid over to make room for him
"How s Sparks?" the Ticker asked.

Wl f boy dragged a not ebook and pen out of his back jeans pocket before he sat;
then he flipped to a new page, wote quickly (it nust be hard to wite quickly
and well with claws on the ends of your fingers, but | suppose anything cones
with practice), and showed it to us. WAy good. She's minding the store, it
read. Wolfboy and his girlfriend Sparks ran the best used bookstore in town.

It nmade ne feel alnost old; the Ticker and I had known hi m since before any of
us did anything useful with our tine.

He slid the notebook back to his side of the table and wote, Heard a great
new Canphire-ismtoday. Canphire was a Ho Street mnural painter, and by either
human or fey definition, odd. If there's an elven equivalent for LSD, she

m ght have done too much of it when she was about six. He added to the page,
"You have to break an onelette to nake eggs."

| stared at the sentence. "Ch. That al nost makes sense."

"You're right," said Tick-Tick, and shook her head. "It nust be the
apocal ypse. "

Wl f boy rai sed one shoul der and both eyebrow equi val ents, and wote, O
Canphire's a secret Sufi master ...nah

Peach set our bottles of ale in front of us, dug out her pad and | ooked
hopeful. She was too shy to actually ask for an order. The Ticker opted for
the casserole, Wl fboy for the Brunswick stew, and | decided on the fish
chowder. Peach smiled at me as if she'd been waiting all night for soneone to
do that.

"You're sure? |'m buying, remenber," Tick-Tick said.

"You' ve never had Lucy's chowder, | can tell. Are there mussels in it today,
Peach?"

She bl ushed |ike her nanesake. "Lots. Um And Bill just brought a cheesecake
in"

"See?" | said to the Ticker. "I'm having dessert."

Peach sm | ed, blushed harder, ducked her head, and bolted for the kitchen.
Wl fboy wote. What did the Human Conpass do to rate di nner?

"Hisss," | said. "I drink your blood, Dog Nose."



"No killing," Tick-Tick said, "or Peach won't bring ny order. He found ny
stolen wench." She told the story with, | thought, less relish than she m ght
once have. | couldn't decide if | felt bad about that or not. Partway through
Wl f boy shot me an odd sideways | ook, as if to suggest that he'd ask for the
rest later, from ne.

Peach ducked past again. "I set a piece of cheesecake aside for you," she told
me, about as fast as the human mouth can nove w thout stuttering, and darted
away.

The Ticker propped her chin in her palmand regarded me with bl and
approbation. "She thinks you're cute," she said. Wlfboy giggled, a terrible
thing to hear froma guy covered with fur

| grimaced.
"Come now," Tick-Tick said. "What's wong with Peach?"

"Not hi ng. She's a sweet kid." Wl fboy's cider-gold eyes fastened on nme. "Cuess
| just like wild wonen."

"You |ike wonen who use men |ike you for toothpicks," the Ticker said, and now
she had me pinned in her sights. Elf-silver and wol f-gol d—er maybe wol ves
don't have gold eyes.

"Ahem " | said, |ooking at Tick-Tick. "Since | prom sed not to nention your
| ast boyfriend in your hearing ever again, |I'mat a little di sadvantage here."

She grinned. "He was a doubl e-dyed, thoroughgoing, ratfink |ouse. But he was
the only thoroughgoing ratfink louse in nmy romantic history, which suggests
that, unlike sonme people, | do not repeat ny m stakes."

"Not yet, anyway."
Wl f boy sni ggered and covered his eyes with one hand.

She ignored us both. "You realize, don't you, that your love life has a
certain nightmarish quality? That where other people have affairs, you have
i mbrogli os?"

| held nmy beer bottle in front of me like a crucifix. "Down, girl. No nore
about ny love life before dinner."

"Ckay. Let's try your social life instead.”" It was a new voice, and famliar
| turned quickly.

Anypl ace with [ aws ends up having something |ike police eventually. Bordertown
had some | aws. Sunny Rico was sonething |ike a cop

In a town where everyone dyed their hair, hers was unconprom singly natural
light brown and showing a little silver over the ears, short on top and around
her face and curving over her collar in back. Her tan was better than mne. |
didn't know the color of her eyes, and couldn't see them now, silver N ght
Peepers wrapped across them Her |oose trousers and | ooser jacket were tweedy
gray linen with a fleck of red. Very nice, and only a little conservative for
t he nei ghborhood's catholic tastes. She had a red Eldritch Steel T-shirt

under neat h. Both her hands were in her pants pockets.

"Detective Rico," Tick-Tick said, in the tone she uses when several drunk Pack



nmenbers are bl ocking her way to the bar
"Tick-Tick," R co nodded in greeting. "Lobo. Orient. Howdo. Mnd if | sit?"
| kept ny face enpty. "We have no minds."

"That's what Dancer tells ne." She hooked a chair with her foot and pulled it
up to the end of the booth.

Tricky, to remnd us that she was a friend of Dancer's. They'd run in a B-town
gang toget her once, before Dancer grew up and opened a nightclub and Sunny
Rico grew up to fight crinme. And there you have a yardstick for maturity in
Bordertown, | suppose. | asked, "Wat brings you south of civilization?" She
wanted a favor, of course; that was what the renmi nder about her and Dancer had
been for.

She studied us. "Social life. You know Bonnie Prince Charlie?"

Wl f boy nodded, and the Ticker said, "Somewhat." Rico | ooked back to mne.
"Yeah. "

"He died yesterday."

It held us frozen for a nonment, like the glare of a canera flash. "Violently,

| suppose?" Tick-Tick said. R co nodded, and her eyes cane back once nore to
ne.

| was dammed if | knew why. Yes, |1'd known Charlie. He canme into Bordertown
cocky, desperate to be a desperado. He told us his nane was Charles Bonney,
and to anyone who didn't recognize it, he pointed out that Bonney was Billy
the Kid's nane. It was Scully, lounging at a back table in the Ferret, who
finally drawl ed, "So you're Bonnie Prince Charlie? Wl conme name to the ane
true Prin." The name couldn't help but stick

Charlie didn't usually keep the conpany | did, or if he did, it was out at the
brittle edge. Charlie worked questionable jobs for unpl easant people, ran
errands in the service of projects | didn't want to know about. | didn't like
him | didn't dislike him If he was dead, | probably didn't want to know why.
You can't always get what you want. "He fell out of the belfry up on High
Street yesterday," Rico said. "The tattle is that he was playing a little
turnabout on his enployer. CGot laid off in a big way."

"Why are you telling us?" | asked, because sonebody had to.

"Because |'d like to find his enployer."

Wl f boy spread his hands: Don't | ook at us.

| felt the sanme way. Then | heard, really heard, the infinitive verb in Rico's
sent ence.

"No," | said.

Wl f boy and the Ticker | ooked politely confused; they hadn't picked up the
clue yet. Rico went on

quickly, as if she had to convince them before they caught on. As if she had
to convi nce anyone but nme. "Charlie was running for sonebody doi ng business in



a particular kind of designer drop. Looks like he ran the wong way with
somet hi ng. "

Ti ck-Tick | eaned across the table. "Are you choosing not to speak English?"

Rico slid the Peepers down her nose and gave her a stare over them Brown

eyes. "He was taking illicit substances to people who wanted to purchase them
exchangi ng them for noney, and possibly failing to take the noney back to the
pl ace where the illicit substances came from Better?"

Ti ck-Ti ck nodded, her whole face working to stifle a grin.

"Come on," | said, and | heard the way ny voice cut across the civilized nood.
"Charlie was a little thug. Alittle Soho thug. Thirty of 'em could be nowed
down in an afternoon and the Silver Suits wouldn't | ook up fromtheir
paper wor k. "

"Not quite true," Rico assured ne, her expression nildly wounded. "But you're
right. | don't really give a dam about Charlie. So why am| here?"

W exchanged an uncertain gl ance—er at |east, Tick-Tick and Wl fboy did, and
tried to include ne.

It was Tick-Tick who picked up Rico's question, cool and academ c and
dauntingly elven. "It's not the drug problem Capital D, capital P. The Mad
River itself is a dangerous drug for humans, after all, and |I've never seen
the police concern thensel ves with what Soho's children choose to intoxicate
t hemsel ves with."

Ri co nodded. "Victinmess crime. We don't care who they sleep with, either, or
whet her they charge "emfor it. Though if they ask, we'll tell "emit's a bad
i dea."

"Are you having fun?" | asked. "Tell us a story. Detective."

Rico took off the Peepers and folded them set themon the table. She studied
me before she spoke, as if she were seeing sonething or sonmeone who wasn't ne.
"Humans can't get into the Elflands; maybe the Wall recognizes them But what
i f soneone gave you a vial of blue stuff to shoot and said it'd change you,
make you just enough like an elf that you could step over the Border into
Faerie?"

Wl f boy watched Rico, narroweyed. His Ilip twitched on one side, not quite a
snarl, but maybe the possibility of one. He was a little ahead of the Ticker

and ne, | think, in following the idea to its consequences; he usually is.
Tick-Tick frowmed at Rico. "It wouldn't be possible," she said at |ast, but
warily.

"Isn't it? There are plenty of substances that shuffle chronosones. They use
"emout in the Wrld for bioengineering."

"Leaving aside that the Elflands are overrated,"” the Ticker said, "lI'd guess a
great deal of noney could be made with a product like that. If it has any
effect.”

"Ch, it has an effect. It brings on hallucinations and euphoria. At first,
that's all it does. Wth repeated use, it cranks up or danps down certain

gl ands. You have a growth spurt, you lose weight. It seens to break down

nmel ani n; skin color fades. Hallucinations beconme increasingly intense." She

pi cked up the Peepers and sighted down the earpieces. "And then it kills you."



If that was what Wl fboy had guessed ahead to, | understood the snarl.

t hought of the runaways in Soho who wanted to see the Elflands—ahich was al
of them O the |ess-than-halfbreeds who felt the pull of their elven
heritage. O dunb Jew sh boys who'd arrived in Bordertown willing to do
anything to stop being what they were, how they were. A shiver ran down ny
ar ns.

"I"ve hit the wall on this," Rico said. "Charlie was a nule for the person or
peopl e behind the stuff. | found out that nuch, and we were on himlike polish
on a shoe for maybe twenty-four hours. Twenty-four God-damed hours | ater
he's dead, with nothing to connect himto his bosses. Wwoever it is |'mafter
m ght as well be an illusion."

She paused to toy with her N ght Peepers again, as if her next line didn't
cone easily. Tick-Tick nade a non-conmital synpathetic noise, and Wl f boy
grunted, which was probably the sane thing.

Ri co raised her head and stared at ne. "Then | renenbered how you tracked down
the killer in the Dancel and nurder."

| remenbered it, too. Normal people can take only so nmuch of that. That's what

people like Rico are there for. | wanted to | ook around the table, at ny
friends, to see whether they'd known that was comi ng, whether they'd seen what
Rico had neant to do. Ch, lord, | should have understood. She wanted me, but

she'd been careful to explain herself to them to do this in front of them to
put nmy friends on her side.

"I amnot a public utility," | said.

Rico rai sed her eyebrows. "I'Il pay the going rate."

"Then you can make nme mayor and the King of Elf-land. | wouldn't do it for
| ess.”

"Why not ?"

| drank off the last of ny beer with a ferocious snap. Then | rose and | eaned
over her, so | could look into her face, and said, "Because | tracked down the
Dancel and killer."

| straightened up, smiling like a plastic mask. "I'm gonna get another
Anybody el se?"

"Me," said Tick-Tick. She understood: Have anot her beer, business as usual
because the matter is closed. Wl fboy shook his head. Rico sat where she was,
like a woman prepared to wait.

| picked up the enpties and turned. | was two good strides away before Rico
rai sed her voice and said it, like the answer to a question

"Ri chard Paul Wi neman."

| took another step. One of the beer bottles slipped out of my fingers and
shattered on the floor. | turned around and said, my voice unstrung, "l beg
your pardon?" but it was too little, too |ate.

Ri co was | eaning back in her chair and staring at the ceiling. The Ticker was
al arnmed, by ny face, | think. Wl fboy | ooked at me and turned to Rico, lips
pull ed back in a full-fledged snarl. He didn't know how it had been done, but



someone had just hit a friend of his, and he was ready to fight back
Ri co had even pronounced all three syllables of the |ast nane.

She gestured me back to the booth with a jerk of her head. | cane as if on a

| eash. The sound of breaking glass had stopped the conversations around us;
now t hey started back up. | wondered if anyone but us had caught that nane.
When | was seated again Rico said, "The Suits have had a file on himfor a few
years. He'd be, oh, twenty-ish now "

| watched her lips nove. Mne felt |ike glaciers—old, slow, and inclined to
break around the edges.

Rico went on, "Five-foot-ten—aybe about six feet by now Black hair, dark
bl ue eyes. Good-looking kid. Alot Iike you. You okay? You're a little green.”

My fingers were tight around the remaining bottle. I let go of it and laid ny
hands flat on the table instead.

"Charged with grand theft auto, back in the Wrld," Rico concluded. She fol ded
the Peepers with a click. "And nurder."

| thought the Ticker's shoulders noved. | was afraid to | ook at Wl fboy.

"I'f I found him" Rico said, eyeing the wall above the booth, "I'd have to
extradite him If B-town got in the habit of harboring fugitives, we'd never
be able to keep the damm real cops—the ones fromthe Wrld, | neanuout of
here. Nobody wants that."

| scrabbl ed up enough sel f-control to speak. "Wat do you want nme to do?"
"Help me find Charlie's boss.”
"It's not that easy. One of us needs to know who |I'm | ooking for."

"I"ve got to try." For an instant, Rico |ooked hunted and hungry. That's
right, she'd been on the street. She'd imagine her friends falling to this.
She put the Peepers on again. "Can you start now?"

"He doesn't want to." Tick-Tick, in her fine, measured voice, like a reciting
poet or a courtroom | awer. "Nor does he have to. He's committed no crime— |
saw the stop in her thoughts mrrored in her eyes, when she wondered if | had
commtted a crine. "And if he has, arrest him Were is it witten that nere

authority allows you these liberties with another person's |ife?"

The smooth silver curve of the N ght Peepers was opaque; all | could see there
was the room ny face, the Ticker's, and Wl fboy's unreadabl e one over his

cl enched, bl ack-clawed fingers.

| pried ny hands | oose fromthe table and stood up. "lIsn't that what authority
is?"

Ri co had the grace to flinch
| smiled stiffly at Tick-Tick. "Tell Peach to eat ny chowder and think of nme."
"Heartbreaker," she said, as if it hurt her. Wl fboy nmade a quick, inpatient

gesture, then seened to stop hinself. | wondered what he would have said, if
he coul d.



| led the way out of the Hard Luck, for the sake of my self-respect. R co, for
what ever reason, let nme do it.

Chapter 2
Chance of a Ghost

To hate a part of yourself is to hate yourself, and | know no bl acker feeling.
The Ticker had hel ped ne cone to terns with ny tal ent—ae were business peopl e,
she always said. W made our living in B-town fromthe things that made our
old lives hell. W were proud to take paynment for what we did: fixing things,
in her case; finding stuff in mne. You can live in Bordertown w thout
actual ly supporting yourself. You can scavenge or bumor steal —but that's a
hard |ife, harder every year you live it. Tick-Tick showed nme that, with the
ability | hated and feared, | could do better

| hadn't hated my talent like this for years.

Rico had a car. They're not conmon in Bordertown, because a motorcycle is so
much easier to spell-power, and rarer still in Soho because they're expensive.
This one was close to the ground, shaped in needle points and gl ossy curves.
It looked as if it ate road surface for breakfast. | got in the passenger

si de.

"Triunmph Spitfire," Rico said, pride in her voice. "Oder than | am-hell, way
ol der. \When anyt hing breaks, | have to find sonebody to build the part. Belt

up. "

| was sitting in a nest of nylon webbing that | finally realized was a racing
harness: lap belt and straps over both shoul ders, fastened by one

qui ck-rel ease. Then | realized that the arc of netal over the top of the car
was a roll bar, and | shot a look at Rico. "Do | need a fire suit?"

"I drive like an idiot," she said, enbarrassed.

She did, too. It made nme feel better, the sumrer night thick with comng rain
yanking at ny hair and shirt, the rubber snmell and screech fromthe tires, the
staccato of intermittent streetlights flashing over ne. Loud music woul d have
made it perfect. Loud music and different conpany and a whol e new set of
reasons for being there.

She was called Sunny, | knew fromthat night at Dancel and. "What's your rea
first name?" | asked.

n W]y?ll

"Curious." | chose not to say anything about naking us even.

She shot nme a glance. "Al exandra," she said finally.

| leaned back in the seat. "Feninine formof Al exander. Means 'hel per of nen.'

The gl ance was longer this time. "You just happen to know that ?"

"I was in a private treatnment center." If was called that; |'ve always thought



of it as a reformschool with pretensions. "The only book in the place that
wasn't a tract for behavior nodification was about the meanings of first

nanes. | nmenorized it." | stared at the buildings going by until | was dizzy.
"Murder," | said finally.
Y —

"Pretty steep."

It was a monent before she said, "lInvestigating officer's report makes the
scene sound a little anbiguous. It m ght have been reduced to nmansl aughter, if
there'd been a hearing. And the suspect was a juvenile, of course, which stil
counts for something. But since they can't find the guy..

| had ny el bow propped on the door, my chinin nmy fist. A parody of a rel axed
pose. "Darn shame," | said across ny knuckl es.

"What can you tell me about Richard Wi neman?"

"He's dead."
"That has a nice nelodramatic ring." She stopped the car at a four-way and
said, "Wiy don't you just tell me what happened that night?"

Air canme and went in ny lungs. My hand was lightly curled and resting agai nst
my lips; | could feel my thunbnail digging into the |lower one. | kept ny eyes
on the scenery, though it was no | onger nmoving. "Because it's none of your
busi ness. "

Her hand shot out, grabbed ny wist; she pulled ny hand away from ny nouth, ny
arm down across my body, and held it there. "I think ny business is exactly
what it is. I'"'ma cop."

W were twisted mirror imges of each other: both breathing a little too | oud,
staring into each other's eyes. Qur hands nmet at the mirror plane.

"You' re not asking because you're a cop,"” | said, ny voice weightless. "You're
aski ng because you know | have to tell you. Because you're a cop."

Sonet hi ng happened in her face, sonething that was both harder and softer, and
neither. She let go of nmy wist and turned, eventually, back to the wheel. The
car eased forward again.

"Maybe 1'masking to find out if I've got a psychopath in the passenger seat."
"I think you're safe," | said. "And so do you."
Nei t her of us spoke again until we stopped.

Juvenil e Detention, on Water Street, was the whole of ny experience with
copshops in B-town, and that only fromthe visitor's side. This wasn't J.D
Sonet hi ng about the architecture suggested an old library, the conforting
muni ci pal sort that rmust have had columms stipulated in the endowrent. Rico
saw nme | ooki ng and said, "Chrystoble Street Station. Sonetimes known as
Scot | and Backyard. Come on, you'll be a nice addition to the anbience."

| followed her up the steps, through the heavy doubl e doors, and into a
surprisingly civilized room The walls were wai nscotted hal fway up in oak
above that they were painted the green of a honeydew nel on. The | ong wi ndows



wor e | ouvered wooden shutters, the | ouvers open now to encourage the hot,
heavy air to circul ate.

The furniture was various and battered, but well-nade. There were three big
dark wood tables sidled up against a wall, one of themin use—at it, a wonman
uniformed in silver was reading the top sheet of a pile of yell ow paper. Two
rows of cushioned side chairs occupied the nmddle of the floor, none of them
mat chi ng; | thought of a dozen dining roonms like my nmother's, all of them
mssing a chair. Alittle table stood between two of them holding a chess
board with an unfini shed gane. A map of Bordertown covered nost of one of the
rooms walls, and another offered quite a nice painting of the Chrystoble

Bri dge and the riverbank.

As we entered, an elf canme out of a door at the other side of the room He was
very tall; | thought the dip of his head as he went under the lintel wasn't
required by instinct alone. Age is a subtle thing in elves, but he seened

ol der than Tick-Tick. His long white hair was drawn tightly back and brai ded,
whi ch added to the |l ength and angularity of his face, and focused attention on
his eyes, warmgray and large. On him the silver uniformjacket seened I|ike
formal wear. He smiled at Rico, and she returned it with a nod.

"Captain Hawm horn," she said. "Wat brings you to this end of town?"

"Wirk, Detective. Speaking of which, aren't you here a little |ate?"

He had a | ovely broadcaster's voice without a hint of Elflands accent.
wondered if he'd been born in B-town. He seenmed |ike the wong generation for
it, but again, | couldn't be sure of that.

"Some. Do you know if my partner's here?"

"Yes, he said if | saw you to tell you he was waiting. N ce running into you,
Detective. Don't burn it at both ends, hear?" Wth that fatherly adnonition

he went out into the night.

"Gracious," | said, looking after him "Does he always sound as if he's
auditioning for 'My Three Sons'?"

"Hawt horn's all right; he gets it fromhis co-workers. The Suits up on the
Tooth don't exactly trust the Soho cops. Probably afraid we'll go native under
stress.”

She got to the door Hawt horn had come in by and stopped. "Wat | did, in the
car," she said suddenly. "That was wong. |I'msorry. I'll try not to yank your
chain again."

"The choi ce of words there is unnervingly apt."

"I know. I'msorry about that, too. But | have to have your help."

| wasn't sure what she was waiting for, but | said finally, "Here | am" It
seened to be enough to get us through the door

W turned corners nore tines than | could keep track of. At last we stopped in
front of a heavy-looking door with a little windowin it, and Ri co knocked.
Chill air hit me when it swung open

"Hold it," | said. | had figured out where we were. "Wy do we—=

"It's the only thing I have. Scared?" She sounded pl eased.



Detective Linn greeted nme gravely, and might even have renenbered nme fromthe
Dancel and business. | renenbered him Rico's partner was sort of a cross
between the King of Elfland and M. Spock, but he dressed better than either
of them He was sublinmely out of place in the cold little room tall and
white, his alnost |umnous white hair freshly cropped and showi ng the tops of
his pointed ears. He wore a dark maroon suit with an agate pin in his cravat.

"How do you get this place so damm col d?" | asked

"Magic," he said, and didn't seemto think it was funny. "You are good to help
us."

| decided | didn't have to answer that.

Li nn stood by a sturdy marbl e-topped table that, now that | think about it,
probably started work in a .comrercial bakery. The thing on it was covered
with a white sheet. Rico put a firmhand between ny shoul der bl ades and got ne
besi de the table, and Linn drew the sheet back

After a noment | stepped away and | eaned against a wall. "Long wal k off a
short pier," | said, when | could talk.

"And sonebody drained the ocean,"” Rico replied. She shook two herbal rigs out
of a pack, tapped them down, and handed me one. "Can you use himto find
whoever killed hinP" She lit for ne.

"No." | rubbed a cold hand over my face. "And if | could, 1'd just have a fix
on anot her | egman."

"Jesus Christ on the Tree, do you think 1'd mnd having a fix on a | egman?
woul dn't m nd having a fix on the | egman's goddam | aundromat. Don't you
understand? | don't have anything right now WII| you just try it?"

| looked up. Rico wore that hungry face again.
"Al'l right. But for God's sake, cover himup."

Li nn did, except for one bare, discolored arm | stood over Charlie's unlovely
corpse, enpty of anything. CQutside, people were drinking, dancing, fighting,
maki ng |l ove. Qutside was a foreign land, and there were no flights to it from
here. Wio killed you, Charlie, and where is he now? Nothing answered ne. |
reached two fingers out—from sheer horrified fascination, | think—and touched
dead skin.

Ri co had her hands under my arnpits, holding me up. My | egs were fol ded under
me. Rico's face, |ooking down into nmine, was ashy under her tan. "What
happened?" | said.

"Just what | was going to ask. You touched the body and dropped like a brick."
"Death trauma," Linn said above me, his silver eyebrows drawn down in al arm
"In Faerie, if death cones in manner sudden or suspect, one sumons an adept,
who by such contact with the corpse, reads the final noments of the life
that's gone. If it was violent death, the mage may take the trauma on hinmsel f,
and be nuch harned. "

| stared at him "Wy the hell don't you call sonebody in and do that now?"

He | ooked sad. "No human corpse will give its secrets up, that we have found.



And even fey flesh, in the Borderlands, is sonmetines nmute, or nuted. Here it
is not a tool that pays its use."

"Offhand, 1'd guess that in Faerie you don't go to your grandnother's funera
and give her a last kiss in the coffin."

"I ndeed not, if one's grandnother died by nurder or m schance." He sounded as
if he thought this was an inappropriate subject to discuss in a norgue. "Had
illness or her great age sent her hence, one could bestow such strange sal utes
as that, and fear no consequence."

To tell the truth, | didn't think much of kissing dead people at funerals,
either. I hung in Rico's arms, shaking, sucking down air.

"Do you renenber anything?" R co asked.

"No. If | hadn't been sitting on the floor, | wouldn't have believed it
happened." She | ooked sour. "Sorry," | added, as she helped me to stand. My
cigarette was scorching the floor a few feet away. | started to pick it up

then decided | didn't want to put it in nmy mouth. | stepped on it instead.
"What about his effects?" Rico said to Linn

"I't won't help,” | told them

Linn turned to a tall chest of little handl el ess drawers agai nst one wall. He
spoke softly in the | anguage of the Elflands, and one drawer slid out. This he

carried to R co.

"It won't," | repeated. "Now if you wanted nme to find his effects, maybe I'd
put you on a show But | can't—=

Rico cut me off with one of her |ooks. "W're going now. You wanna come, or
are you sleeping in here tonight?"

| made a shoot-nysel f-in-the-head gesture and foll owed t hem

W stopped in a tiny office. The walls were pale aqua at the bottom shading
slowy to turquoise at the top and across the high ceiling studded with w sps

of painted cloud. The free-standi ng coatrack, | now noticed, was painted on
the wall. So was the window with its blinds drawn, and a four-drawer file
cabinet, and the pile of books on it. | wished | was close enough to see the

titles. The way Rico stepped through the clutter to the desk chair told me the
of fice was hers.

Linn noved a file box of papers, a huge | eather-bound book that |ooked like a
photo al bum and a winkled, flattened silver jacket froma chair. He notioned
me into it. For hinself, he pushed the mess on the desk toward the center and
perched on the cleared edge. Rico caught a box that fell off the other side.

"Bad cop," she said, with a glare at Linn. "No donut. |Is this your way of
telling me we should go to your office?"

"Not at all. Confort and conveni ence dull the sharpest mnd."
They sounded like the Ticker and ne. How | ong had they been partners? | felt a
nmonent of jeal ousy. She had her best friend to back her up. Wiy couldn't |

have m ne?

Ri co dropped the drawer on top of the clutter. It was full of the things



peopl e wear or keep in their pockets: keys, some jewelry, an inpression ball
a tooled |l eather coin purse. No buttons torn froma nurderer's coat. No

mat chbook with an address pencilled inside. Wl fboy'd taken me to too nany
novi es. "No clothes?" | asked Rico.

She grinned. "You wouldn't have |iked 'em
"Ch." | picked up the inpression ball first. The song it played, started by
contact with my palm was the Pit Bulls' "Junp Me Now." "That's Charlie al
over," | mnuttered.

Ri co and Linn began to | augh hysterically.
"Shit," | said, torn between | aughter and anger
"Sorry," Rico gasped. "Cop hunor."

| swapped the ball for a ring, dull silver netal and a big piece of red gl ass.
| pushed it around ny palm wondering what to do with it. A glance showed ne
Ri co wat chi ng, sober-faced now and with that look in her eyes again. | sighed.

Finding things. | had the thing already. Wat was to find? What it had done?
Where it had been? Al over Bordertown, know ng Charlie.

No, not where it had been. \Were it belonged. Could | do that? I'd never done
it before, but that didn't nmean | couldn't. | asked the question in whatever
way | do, called for the answer in whatever |anguage ny tal ent understands.

And | felt the tugging. It was faint, but enough to give nme a direction. |
stood up and began to wal k as nuch toward it as | could, given the hallways.
The pull was so weak that | concentrated only on it, not on where | was. So
finding nyself at the door to the nmorgue was a nasty shock

Behind ne, Rico said, "It works."

The jewelry all belonged on the corpse, but faintly, as if the pieces forgot
their owner even as | held them The coins bel onged anywhere—oney's |ike
that. Their form ess, omidirectional pull made nmy head ache. The i npression
bal | gave back nothing but |ousy nmusic. Maybe my hand was where it bel onged,;
an i-ball is meant to be held, after all. O perhaps the magic in it crossed
wires with ny talent. If | understood how ny tal ent worked, maybe |'d know.
But the keys...

The keys were the jackpot, as | mght have expected if 1'd thought about it.
There were three of them and each one pulled me, strong and steady, in a
different direction. I held themup and jingled them feeling abstractly

pl eased.

"Keys," Rico said, "belong in | ocks."

"Uh huh. Doors, cabinets, ignitions. These could be to his front door, his
wheel s, and his nonmls house."

Rico stood swiftly. "Let's go find out."

The first two stops were Charlie's bike, abandoned on Hi gh Street and
i mpounded in the copshop garage, and Charlie's squat on Hell's Gate. The third
was a boarded-up rowhouse near Fare-You-Wl |l Park



"If his momlives here," Rico said—eyeing the rusted fence fallen into the
baserment entry, the trash on the steps, the wound in the wall where sonmeone
had yanked out the intercomsystem—=then | know where that boy got his sense
of style.” Her Ni ght Peepers were back on her nose, and I wondered for the
first time just how nmuch better she could see in the dark than | could. "Do
the honors, will you?" she added, and offered me a flashlight.

I unl ocked the front door and turned to find Rico close behind me, with a gun
in her hand. "Those things nake ne nervous," | said.

"Shh, you'll wake Mom "

W went quietly into the front hall. It stank of danp plaster dust and
decayi ng wood, and not hing el se. The buil ding was unconprom singly silent.
phrased a question Wl fboy-style: with eyebrows and tilt of head. She nodded
toward a piece of wall next to one of the hallway doors. | stood against it.

Rico noved to the other side, back flat to the wall, and turned the knob
slowy. Then she slanmed t he door open and snapped back out of the way. It was
as good as a movie. Absolutely nothing happened. She edged out to | ook around
t he doorfranme. Nothi ng happened then, either. She prow ed the roomlike a
tiger trained in Tai Chi, gun ready; then she made anot her textbook entrance
into the next roomin the suite. The whole suite was enpty, except for little
pil es of wallpaper that had fallen off the walls from danp. Swaths of the

cei ling paper drooped | oose over our heads, and hal f-1oosened strips dangl ed
fromthe walls like lolling paper tongues.

There were four doors on the first floor, each with a suite of roons behi nd

it, and we treated all of themequally. 1'd expected to relax as we continued
to find nothing. Instead, | felt as if | were vibrating all over. If 1'd had a
gun, too, |I'd have opened fire on the first cockroach that noved.

W found a door to the baserment. It was |ocked, and the key didn't open it.
Rico | ooked at ne, shrugged, and headed for the stairs.

The second floor had the same floor plan. | took ny place beside the first
door, and pretended | had no desire to scream

The first suite was enpty. The second was enpty. The third seemed enpty at
first.

The first roomcertainly was. But the wi ndows were covered over wth plywood
and tar paper, and | oose wall paper had been pulled down and consolidated in a
musty heap in one corner, as if it had been in the way of sonething, or
someone. Rico angled her head toward it, and | nodded. She couldn't have been
nore careful at the door to the inside roomthan she'd been before, out she
certainly wasn't any |ess.

Nobody waited for us in the inside room The w ndows were sealed up here, too.
The room cont ai ned not hi ng but another heap of fallen wall paper near the door
arickety card table in the mddle of the floor, and on it, a sheet of paper.

Rico gestured for me to hold the light on it. It was thick paper
snoot h-fi ni shed, expensive, and there was a line of witing on it. In dense
black ink, in the perfectly formed, soulless hand of penmanship texts, we
read: Set down your burden of clay, and enter happily into paradise.

The flashlight faded and died. | toggled the switch again and again, w thout
result. By the door, there was a rustling of paper



A pal e shape rose in the corner by the door. It had started, | thought, as the
heap of fallen wall paper, but sonething was happening to it; something was
sprouting fromthe paper in faint, bluish light. The shape was hunmanoid, tall,
thin, wild-haired. | thought | heard a little tittering sound fromit, I|ike

t he [ aughter of denmented mice.

| didn't nmove. There was no place to nmove to. | wasn't sure where Rico was in
the dark room and | was afraid to ook for fear 1'd find | was alone. Then I
heard a small, sharp clack beside ne, and Rico's shaky whi spered curse. "If it

cones toward us," she murmured, "go left. If we split up, we night make the
door. "

A flash of spitting light fromthe ceiling, and a resonating whunp. Then a
near - human groan above us: the voice of wood and pl aster straining.

Ri co screanmed, "Down, down, down!" Something slamed into nme from behind and
sent me lunging toward the apparition in the corner

Then the sky fell.

| had sonet hing heavy on ny back, and ny face was pressed unconfortably
against the floor. O something like the floor. | was coughing.

The thing on ny back shifted and coughed, too.

"Ri co?" | asked between spasns.

"Yeah. | don't suppose you managed to hang onto the flashlight?"

"Here."

"Here where?"

At that, | had the sense to thunb the button, and a cone of dust-filled |ight

appeared at the corner of mny vision

"Ah. My hero." Her hand cl osed over mne and took the light. "Do you hurt
anywher e?"

"Besi des everywhere?"

"Yeah. Here, roll over. Easy, now

The flashlight illum nated a heap of architectural carnage. "Wat happened?"
sai d, and started coughi ng again.

"An enbarrassing trap, that's what," Rico said sourly. "I want Linn to | ook
the place over, but 1'll bet the trigger for everything was the light fromthe
damm flashlight."

"Trigger?"

She stood up, cautiously. "Careful—a lot of the third floor has already fallen
on us, and |I'd just as soon the rest didn't. Yeah, you' ve just seen a
denonstration of the Rube Gol dberg school of spellcasting. |light on the paper
triggers the illusion that pops up out of the trash pile. Wile that keeps us
inthe mddle of the room it also sets off whatever cracked the ceiling
beams. And boom If | hadn't decided on the |lesser of two evils and gotten us
up against the outside wall we'd be hanburger.”



She was right. There were three | engths of foot-square wooden beam col | apsed
into the center of the room along with antique gas piping, an upstairs
radiator, old wiring, shattered studs, and an incal cul abl e anmount of plaster
and | at h.

"What | want to know about," Rico continued, "was the technol ogy outage."
"Huh?" | said wisely.

Even in the half-illumnation of the flashlight, | could nake out her | ook of
martyred patience. "Did you think the batteries had di ed?"

I remenbered the flashlight going out. | said nothing.

"My pistol wouldn't fire, either. Not that it would have helped. If we're

after someone who can turn the | aws of physics off at will, we're in deep
deep shit."
"You'll have to learn to fence," | said. It was her turn not to respond.

| followed the light as it noved through the fog of plaster dust. The strange
| andscape of enpty rooms was stranger still. The front roomwas three-walled
now, no division between it and the one we'd brought down on us. The air was
opaque with dust. In the hall, another piece of ceiling had fallen, and a
bearing wall, and the rotten roof. The sky hung heavy and starl ess above us.

The air was hot and wei ghted down to notionless with the threat of rain. W
went carefully but quickly down the stairs, always listening for nore building
preparing to give way. | thought Rico was |listening for sonething else, too,
and renenbered all her careful entrances into roons. O course—she was stil

wai ting for the anbush.

It didn't happen. W made it to her car in perfect safety.

Rico |l et her guard down at |ast; she stood by the car with her arns fol ded
over the roll bar, her head resting on them | sat on the curb.

"You'll never get your nice suit clean,” | said. "And all for nothing, too."
"Shut up," said Rico, with murderous clarity, "and get in the car."
n W]y?ll

"Because | thought you'd want a ride home. Was | wong?"

| slid in the passenger side door, and she started the engine. "It's on
Sentiment Street—

"I know where it is."

"OfF course." Resentnment nipped at ne. "You would."

After a few bl ocks, | asked, "Are we square? Can | stay home now?"
"What do you nean?"

"You're out of |eads, aren't you? \Wat do you need me for?"

She shook her head. For the first tinme since the roof had fallen, | |ooked



directly at her. There was blood m xed with the plaster dust on her face, from
a cut near her eye. She seenmed not to notice. The N ght Peepers were gone,
possibly lost, and | saw the intensity of her gaze, the way it seened to reach
past the street and the city and into sone place | couldn't see or inmagine.
"Did I say |I was out of |eads?"

"Aren't you?"
"I"lIl get Linn to take a crew and go over the building in daylight." She
sm | ed suddenly, a harsh expression. Her hand went into her jacket, cane out

again. "And | have this."

In her fingers, a thick white sheet of paper, now rather crumpled: the note
fromthe table.

"I'"ll come by for you tomorrow. Around noon," Rico said, just as if I'd
r esponded.

"Stop here."

She did. "Something wong?"

"I think...1 think 1'd like to walk the rest of the way."

She | ooked at me for | ong seconds, but didn't speak. She understood that much,
at least. | got out and shut the door firmy behind me. "Tomorrow," | said,
and wal ked away. | heard the engi ne pick up behind me, and the crunch of

gravel under the tires.

Ti ck-Tick's notorcycle was parked in front of ny building. Tick-Tick was
sitting on it. Wien | was cl ose enough for her to tell that the sorry object

wal ki ng toward her was nme, she vaulted off the bike and ran toward ne. | |et
her do it.
"Mab and sprites and inps of Hell," the Ticker burst out. "Wat in all their

nanes did that copper bitch lead you into?" She'd grabbed ny shoul ders; now
she et themgo, as if afraid she'd break ne.

"It was a mistake."
"I think that goes wi thout saying."

| tried running ny hands through nmy hair, but | hit a sore place and stopped.
"I't"ll probably happen again."

"Why should it?" she asked om nously.
"Because she's not done."

"M ght | suggest that you are?"

| shook ny head.

"Why not ?"

| thought about it, about the things the Ticker didn't know. About a car, and
an act of violence. "Because it would be a bad idea."

She | ooked down the street; not at anything, just not at me. "I tried to
follow you from Chrystoble Street," she said after a monent, with | ess heat.



"I got too late a start. I'msorry. Al | could do was conme here and wait."

| looked up into her nmoonlit face, at the deep dismay there, and touched her
arm "lI'mall right. | just need a shower."

Her fine-carved nouth worked; then she said, "Do you need to get out of town,
t 0o0?"

"I'f | did that, |1'd never be able to cone back."

She under stood. She knew that, in all the wide world, one could run out of
pl aces to run to.

"Go on hone," | told her. "I'Il stop by tonorrow "

| went straight upstairs, picked up a towel and a bar of soap, and went down
again to the backyard. There's a solar shower there, an old black plastic
fifty-gallon drumfull of water with a hose and a shower head at the end of
it. It loses heat slowy, even well after dark

| rocked the drum-plenty of water, nearly full, in fact. Maybe nmy fell ow
squatters had |l eft town because of the heat. | pulled the shower curtain

cl osed, peeled off ny filthy clothes, and flung them out on the grass. Then I
opened the spigot. Warmwater. | scrubbed down; then | just stood, letting the
wat er pour over ne and away, as if rinsing off nmore than soap. | had an
angry-1 ooki ng gash down one arm pulled nmuscles in nmy neck and shoul der, a

dar keni ng brui se on one hip, a painful lunmp on the back of nmy head, and

anot her on ny shin.

But | was alive. That was nice. | hadn't realized that before: that events
could have turned out such that | wouldn't be there, and they hadn't done
that. | could alnost feel the other path, the one where |I'd died. Suddenly,

st andi ng naked under running water was the nost wonderful experience |I'd ever
had. So | did it for a long tine.

When | was finished | tied the towel around ne and punped water to fill the
drum again. Then | carried my clothes upstairs to ny squat, dropped them on
the floor, and craw ed under the covers. | must have fallen asl eep al npst

i medi at el y.

| sat up. No, that's not what | did. That's not even close to what | did. Like

some machine part, like a bolt being shot fromone position to another, like a
single-pole switch toggled fromoff to on, like a tractor-trailer jacknifing
on the ice, |I found nyself vertical in the dark, sweat already cold, stomach

and heart |ike trapped birds flapping, flapping, and a sound, not really a
scream escapi ng the back of my throat.

They do it in novies. Gunshot on the soundtrack, and a fast cut to an actor
sitting up in bed. It's real. | didit.

"Easy," said soneone next to nme in the dark. "Easy. You were dreaming. Tell ne
about it." There was a hand on ny shoulder. | snapped ny head around and
stared at the silhouette barely visible between nme and t he darkened wi ndow.

Li ght ni ng fl ashed behind, and a match flared in front of her. Sunny Rico. She
sat in one of ny kitchen chairs near the bed. Light sketched the outline of
the fingers on the hand that sheltered the match; light rolled over her

i npassi ve face and | owered eyes and rmade her |l ook like a statue in a Mexican
church. A Madonna with a brush cut. She lit a candle on the nightstand as
thunder cleared its throat outside.



Terror is a long-lasting, mnd-nunbing drug. | sat am d the ransacked
bedcl ot hes unable to identify them or to nmake sense of anything, dragging air
in and out through my constricted throat. Then hal f-thoughts fell over each

ot her: what was she doing here, or if she was here, where was |? Menory began
to settle out—Rico, her car, the building, Charlie, the dream|'d just—

"How d you get in here?" | gasped.

"Tell me about the dream before you forget it.

"Not |ikely—=
"Tell."
| slunped forward and | eaned on ny knees. "Don't be a ghoul," | said, nuffled

agai nst the sheet.
"You can charge nme for the tine. Please?"

| turned away, back to the rucked bedcl othes, settled ny chin on ny knees and
et my eyes unfocus. | spoke fragments aloud as | renmenbered them and as |
spoke, the pieces shifted into a reasonable order. The hot blue sky, and | ow
wal I s of crenellated brick. Tar bubbling up, sticking to shoe soles; the snell
of sweat, mine/his. The belfry enpty; someone to nmeet there, but it was enpty.
Looki ng around, out over the rooftops, the street, way down, no fear. Sound
behi nd. A thing-not clear, sonething awful, |eaping at ny face—scream ng, arms
up, a step back and the wall cones up hard bel ow ny knees and what's conming is
nore terrible than the thing I saw on the roof ...

| stopped a little before the nightmare had, and ny fingers dug into the
mattress for security's sake. A decent silence had been in place for a few
seconds before | said, "He was set up."

"Yeah. 1'd thought so, but now we're sure. And there was no one el se on the
roof, so we can quit looking for a hitter. Here." She held one of ny glasses
out to ne, and | snelled whiskey. Since | didn't think | had any whi skey, she

nmust have brought it with her. | drank it off and shuddered at the silken burn
of it.
"So how did you get in?" | asked, as soon as | had my breath back

"You | eft the door unlocked. It's a bad idea."

"I leave it unlocked all the tine. Usually there aren't any cops in the
nei ghbor hood. "

"Very funny."
"Did you just drop by to see if | was having a ni ghtmare?"

Rico said, "Actually, yes. Wen |I got hone, | found Linn waiting for ne. He'd
been t hi nki ng about what happened when you | aid hands on Charlie's body.
According to him the theory is that elves can make stuff like that work
because they' ve...God, what did he say?...integrated their conscious,
subconsci ous, and unconscious m nds better than we have. He said if you
couldn't renmenber what happened when you touched the corpse, you' d probably
passed the whol e trauna straight into your unconscious, and there was a good
chance you'd get a nice little package delivered in your dreans tonight."
stared at her. "Tell your partner to quit the cop business and take up



psychot herapy. So you cane to hold ny hand?"

"I came because he said that, depending on the quality of Charlie's |ast
nmonents, there was a good chance you coul d take naj or danage fromit."

n O,]. n

"And to find out if Charlie took anything with himto the Happy Hunting G ound
that will help me find his goddam boss." Her words were so neasured and
fierce that | had to look at her. Still a statue, but not a Madonna. Her face

was hard and still, with only the eyes alive.

"Ah. Not to hold ny hand, but to pick ny brain. Well, do you know anyt hi ng
nore now than you used to?"

"Not very dammed rmuch. "

"What about the thing | saw? That junmped at nmeuhim"”

Rico sighed. "An illusion. Hell to do in full sunlight, but it only had to be
convincing for a second. Still, it's beginning to seemlike our friend is
finest-kind illusionist."

"Sounds |ike an el f."

"You'd think so." Rico snmiled at ne, another of her hunorless ones, and stood
up. "But you can find things you' ve never seen and do psychonetry with

corpses. |'d say the species stereotypes are going to hell in this town." She
crossed the room turned in the doorway, and took sonething out of a jacket
pocket. "Catch," she said, and tossed it. When | caught it, | found it was a

flask, black |eather over silver. "Don't waste it. It's Tully. Probably ol der
than both of us."

| remenbered the taste over my tongue: honey on fire. "I don't need—
"Yeah, you do. And | ock the damed door behind ne. If for no other reason than
that a guy who sl eeps bare-assed should be nore concerned about who night wal k

in"

She cl osed the door behind her. There was only the one candle; | don't think
even if she'd waited for it, that she could have seen ne bl ush.

This time the thunder cracked before the lightning's afterimge started to
fade. It sounded |like the Wrld Tree had been split, and to say it made ne
junp would not quite cover it. Maybe tonmorrow it woul d be cool er

You can do psychonetry with corpses. As if it were now part of ny pernmanent

repertoire. Wll, it wasn't. It had been traumatic, dangerous, and not even
particul arly useful. And enbarrassing, besides. To hell with it, and to hel
with Sunny Rico. When next she asked me to find sonmething, |'d pretend to cone

up zero, and live with the resulting disconfort.
I lay back, closed ny eyes, and found the pavenent of H gh Street rushing up

at me behind my eyelids. Rico had been right. | spent an hour in intermttent
conference with her flask before |I could sl eep again.

Chapter 3



Valid I.D

I woke of my own volition, nore or less, at nine in the norning. Fromthe fee
of it, someone was tearing nmy brain tissue down the mddle |ike a piece of

paper, and my nouth tasted like an old felt hat. | decided that | nust have
been drinking, but | couldn't renmenber having any fun. | |owered ny feet
carefully to the floor and sat up. |1'd once put the stub of a candle in a

j acket pocket and forgotten it was there; when | found it a nonth later, it
was covered with lint and hair and all the unidentifiable stuff that nmakes its
way to the bottom of a pocket. According to my stomach, | had swal | owed

somet hing remarkably |ike that candle. | |lay back down.

The sight of Sunny Rico's flask on the bedside table junp-started ny nmenory.
Ch boy, oh boy. And we were to start all over again at noon. | had three hours
in which to do sonet hing about the state I was in.

This time | managed to get all the way to nmy feet and across the roomto the
ki tchen, where | worked the punp and stuck ny head under it. Then | drank a
ot of water, stunmbled down the hall to the second floor toilet, and returned
feeling, if not better, at least different. And hungry, in spite of the candle

wax in my stomach. Well, of course; Rico had spoiled ny appetite for dinner at
the Hard Luck, and after that things had been a little busy. | knew what |'d
find, but | |ooked anyway. In the bread box, one heel of whole-grain, rigid as

ceramc tile. In the cupboard, a half-tin of cocoa, a box of peppercorns, and
the dregs of a bottle of soy sauce. In the icebox, the last three bottles of
honebrew out of the dozen Hawk had given nme for finding hima copy of

Pi nkwater's Fat Men from Space. For a nonent, | thought about one of

t hoseucar bohydrates, after all—but only for a nonent.

Wll, | had told Tick-Tick I'd stop by today. | hadn't nmeant it to be quite so
short a distance into today, but if she wasn't up yet, | knew | could trust
her to tell me to go away. | pulled on a T-shirt and cutoffs, conbed ny hair

with ny fingers, grabbed my sungl asses, and headed downstairs to the street.

Last night's stormhadn't |owered the tenperature nmuch, but it had given the
hum dity a serious leg up. Al the potholes were full of water, unstirred by
so much as the threat of a breeze. Above the ragged, anbling roof-Iines of
Soho | could see the sky over the Border. It |ooked as if someone there had
seen a few animated fairy tales and neant to duplicate the style: inprobable
pastel clouds canme streanming out, toward the Wirld, against a watercol or
turquoi se backdrop. It's stuff like this that nakes it inmpossible to predict
the weat her in the Borderl ands.

I wasn't the only thing awake, but | was close to it. On Desire Street | saw
an auburn-haired girl hanging out laundry fromher fire escape, singing

somet hing about a smiling Trojan horse to a lilting, scanpering sort of
nmel ody. A calico cat teetered on the top pipe of a chain-link fence and
regarded me gravely. "I'Il live," |I assured it. It lashed its tail and | eaped

down to investigate a stormdrain.

Trudgi ng uphill to Tick-Tick's sweated sone of the hangover toxins out of nme.
Still, when I yelled under her w ndow and she | eaned out to | ook at me, she
shook her head. "Back to the pit that spawned you," she said.

"That bad, huh?"

"You should have a mirror in that little hideaway of yours. Then you coul d at



least try to turn degradation into a fashion statenent."
"This isn't a fashion statenment?"

"The young Lou Reed on a three-day bender? No, ny dear. O at least, | hope
not . "

"Who's Lou Reed?"

Ti ck-Tick covered her eyes with one slimwhite hand. "Bl essed isle. So nuch
for the notion that only cool people cone to Bordertown. Wuld you like sone
br eakf ast ?"

"Nah. | figured |I'd hang out here sone nore and we could wake up all your
nei ghbors. "

Ti ck-Ti ck yanked on an iron ring nounted next to her wi ndow frane. The |atch
on the green-painted double doors to the building said clack, and | shoul dered
my way in. The Ticker was the only tenant in the building who didn't have to
cone to the front door to let her guests in. It wasn't selfishness; she'd
prom sed to set up renote nechanical |atches like hers for at |east three of
her nei ghbors, just as soon as she got around to it. But having solved the
probl em and i npl enmented the sol ution once already, she'd found the thril

wasn't in it anynore.

I slid nmy sunglasses off as | passed through the lofty center room The grubby
skylight two storeys above me dropped norni ng sunshi ne grudgi ngly over
someone' s unfini shed project: a tapestry woven of dyed jute rope. On it, a
young man sat under a tree in a forest, his arns at odd angles and his nmouth
open. Three other figures could be seen from behind, in the background. Ravens
sat in the trees above, and the begi nnings of two wolves showed at the working
edge of the weave. There was a |lot of detail in the thing, considering that it
was made of rope, and the finished effect was obviously going to be

di st ur bi ng.

The tapestry was already twenty feet long, and seemed to be no nore than
two-thirds done, if that. | wondered where Tick-Tick's neighbor planned to
hang it ultimately. Just then, it was suspended fromthe railing that ran
around the roomon the second floor, froman artfully tw sted Vol kswagen
bunper, a wought-iron garden bench, and a street-sign post whose sign read,
"Yellow Brick Rd." The found-netal balcony rail had been another neighbor's
project two years before

The el evator was passenger-powered; | stepped into the cage and haul ed on the
rope. The pulleys it ran over squeaked just enough to let the second-fl oor

i nhabi tants know sonmeone was coming. By the time | stepped out, the Ticker's
door, further along the bal cony, was open and letting out kitcheny sounds.

The Ticker had half the second floor. It was one of those cavernous warehouse
roons that everybody wants, but hardly anybody knows what to do with.
Tick-Tick refused to divide hers up with walls; she clainmed that the whole
poi nt of a space like that was being able to see fromone end of it to the
other. Since there were wi ndows on three sides, it was a little like living in
an open field. Instead of walling themoff, she'd defined the "roons," or at

| east, the areas devoted to particular activities, by turning the floor into a
series of connected plywood platforms, each one about a foot and a hal f higher
than the last, and devoting a different level to each room |Inside the door

at the former floor level, she had her workbench and tools, the table saw, the
drill press, and all the other equipnent that was neither too big to get

t hrough the back door, nor too dangerous to keep indoors. | think the reason



her workshop was the first thing you came to was that Tick-Tick was convinced
that ideas are fragile, and when she came flying upstairs in pursuit of the
execution of an idea, she was afraid the nmere sight of creature conforts would
drive it clean out of her head.

The next |evel up was the kitchen, with cabinets with carved doors and a
countertop under the wi ndows. The indoor necessary plunmbing was on this |evel,
too, but on the opposite side of the roomfromthe w ndows, where the walls
that made it private wouldn't interfere with the sight lines. The platform
above that was the area that in anybody el se's place would be called the
living room This neant you had to go through the kitchen to get to it, but as
Ti ck-Tick pointed out, everyone goes to the kitchen first anyway, so why not
design for it? The two | evels above that served as library, study, guest
bedroom and whatever. Beyond them were the front wi ndows, and the Ticker's
bed raised like a treehouse in a | oft above the w ndow franes.

So the first smell that greeted me as | canme in the door was engine oil, and
the first sight a di senbowel ed gear box on her workbench. But beyond that,
Tick-Tick, in a red silk kinmono that contrasted startlingly with her
dandel i on-yel l ow hair, was setting a waffle iron on her gas stove. (The Ticker
is one of the few people in B-town |I'd trust with a gas stove. Sonetines,
touched by the passing of one of the Border's | ogic-devouring eddies of magic
the gas doesn't flow, or won't light. Some people forget to close the gas cock
when that happens. A few hours later, they light a cigarette and find out that
t he gas has cone back on. Several blocks in Soho have undergone sudden urban
renewal because of that.)

"Waffl es would be nice," | said.

"Fresh out. WIIl you settle for waffles?"

"Ugh. I'mtoo tired to keep that up. What can | help wth?"

"Wash your hands first, my chick. There's no sayi ng where they' ve been.”
| went to the kitchen sink. "Where's the soap?"

"Ch, that's right, | used it up. Unwap another bar, do; they're in the
drawer . "

| opened the drawer she'd pointed to and found an inpressive stash of soap in
about twenty different colors, wapped in about as many ways, bearing |abels
fromout of the Wrld, the Elflands, and fromhere in town. The snell was

pl easant, but staggering. | took out a pale purple bar. "How about this one?"

The Ticker |ooked, and sighed. "Not in the kitchen, ny dear. That's |ilac.
There should be a rather nice |lenon in there, sonmewhere."

"Way not lilac? It snmells nice."

"Very. But not in the kitchen. Fruit or spice or, possibly, herb for the
kitchen. Flowers and the strong perfunes, |ike patchouli, for the bath."

| stared at her, and tossed the bar of soap and caught it a couple of tinmes.
"There's supposed to be sone kind of internal logic to that, isn't there?"

Tick-Tick gave me a wide smile. "I"'msorry; 1'd quite forgotten that wasn't
your long suit. Now wash your hands."

| used the | enon.



"Now, slice those," she said, pointing at a cutting board heaped with
ghost -white Border strawberries each the size of ny thunb, "and pour sone of
that on them™

| uncorked the That bottle and sniffed. "Hey-yah. |1'm already hung over."
"Fear not. W're going to set breakfast on fire before we eat it."

There was a | abel on the bottle, a brown, brittle, faded paper one. It was
about as legible as a fallen leaf. | sniffed again. The funes breat hed out
nmenories of seasons past, spring in strawberry beds, sumer anong raspberry
canes, autum in orchards full of plum and peach and apple. " 'Sweeter than
honey fromthe rock,' " | nmurnured. Then | renenbered the source of the quote
was Christina Rossetti's "Goblin Market," and that it was one of a class of
stories that wasn't exactly conplimentary to the Fair Fol k.

But the Ticker laughed. " 'Men sell not such in any town.' Just so, ny |ad.
It's fromover the Border."

| 1 ooked up quickly, and the liquor slapped the side of its bottle with a
little chimng note. "I thought—= And thought better of asking, and shut up

She didn't. "That 1'd not go back? | haven't, and | won't. | took this in
payment for fixing Mdther Mayeye's sewing machine. | believe it began life in
my father's cellars, and when | think of howlittle pleased he'd be at where
it is nowand what | did to earn it, | treasure it even beyond its deserts.

Bl essed Isle, ny father would rather have cut ny hands off at the wists than
see themused to nake and mend foul Wbrldly machinery."

"He'll never know. "

"No, indeed he won't—'d heard he died a year or two ago. My brother, | think
still lives. And if ny brother objected to the provenance of that bottle,
doubt he'd have the backbone to say so to ny face. So there; tine has robbed
me of these childish pleasures.™

It nmade ne unconfortable, to hear her speak of the past. "You don't have to
tal k about it."

She turned away to pour batter on the hot iron, and over the hiss she said, "I
know. If | had to, 1'd fight it Iike death itself. But with you, | don't have
to. So | can."

llAh. "

The Ticker cast a | ook over her shoulder. "Nor do you have to reciprocate."

| knew | should. She was ny friend, and even if she'd just said that | didn't
owe her the story of my personal road to Bordertown, who the hell else did
owe it to? R co?

| sliced strawberries with all my attention. They were particularly fine ones,
| arge and white clear through without a hint of pink. (WId Borderland
strawberries are one of the Border's little jokes. They formbright red, and
fade as they ripen. No strawberry has ever been so sweet.)

"So, can you tell ne about |ast night's adventures?" Tick-Tick said.

"She didn't say not to." | told her about Charlie in the norgue, and how the



keys worked, and how the ceiling fell on us at the derelict apartnent
building. As |I'd expected, she made nme go back over that part.

"Rico thinks it was the |light?" she asked, intent. "Then why assune the
trigger was nagical, and not photoel ectric?"

"The thing in the corner was. Magical, | mean." | drizzled |iqueur on the
strawberries—sparingly, however glad the Ticker might have been to squander
the stuff on nortals. The snell made ne want to lie down in the bow. "Ch, and

so was the other thing, that scared Charlie off the roof."

She stopped in the mddle of plucking a waffle off the griddl e and rai sed her
eyebrows at me

"Ch, sorry. That was the rest of the night, after you went home." | descri bed
the dream and, sourly, Rico reappearing in ny apartnent.

"That was well done of her," said the Ticker
"It was? It didn't feel like it at the tinme."
"Hah. You're only ashamed to have been caught in a nmonment of weakness."

She was probably at |east partly right. | decided that trying to think of the
ot her parts would nake ny head ache.

Ti ck-Ti ck handed ne a bow and a whi sk, and pointed at the mlk bottle. "Pour
the creamoff the top of that and whip it, would you?"

"WaAit a mnute. That's work."

"It's exercise. Do you good before breakfast. Linn is right, you know These
dreans can harmthe dreamer; |'ve heard of it happening even over the Border
where one m ght expect people to know how to prevent such things. If Rico knew
the signs, then she would be able to wake you if she saw them"

| remenbered the end of the dream suddenly and for the first tine. It had
been as if sonething had reached past Charlie's nenories and tapped mne on
the shoulder. It could have been ny own ego, denying death for all it was
worth. O it could have been someone in the room doing or saying the right

t hi ngs, whatever they were. Nothing that happened after | woke up told ne
which it was. If R co had saved ne from unspecified danage, she'd been

sel f-effaci ng enough not to tell ne so. | wondered, while | whipped the cream
if that nade ne feel |ess nervous, or nore.

"Ideally, not butter," Tick-Tick said. She was standing next to nme, unlit
match in hand. In front of her were two gilt-edged plates bearing waffles and
strawberries. "Watever your flaws, ny bonny boy, you've always been
reasonably alert. This sudden tendency to fall into abstraction—= (the |iqueur
gave of f a satisfying foonph, and a toxic-looking blue-green flame) "—s not
like you. | put up with it in Wlfboy because | can't tell when his eyes
aren't focusing anyway."

" '"Um' indeed. And | would |l ove to know whose face you were seeing in that
poor cream" Wth that, she used it to put out the last scuttling bits of

fl ane.

| thought about it. "M ne, naybe. Probably |I was just spacing out."



W sat at the round table that was just the right size for two; | don't know
if the Ticker ever has dinner parties. |If she does, she can probably find

anot her table. This one was nade of some hi ghly-polished gol den wood in high
Art Nouveau style. Heaven only knows how t hese things cone into Bordertown,

or, once they have, why they should | and on Tick-Tick's doorstep instead of in
some parlor on Dragonstooth Hill

The al cohol was gone fromthe |iqueur, the strawberries were warmed and
softened, and sone of the sugars had caranelized. The waffles were crisp al
around the edges and soft in the mddle. And the Ticker had stopped ne just in
time on the whipped cream There was hot tea to wash it down wth, which
tasted sonething |ike Darjeeling and sonmething like not. It was related to
last night's shower: It was a nmeal to make nme grovellingly happy to be alive.

So | was grateful that Tick-Tick waited until 1'd finished before she said,
"And who did you kill?"

" Par don?"

She | ooked patient. "That was two syllables, so | knowyou' re stalling. If you
really didn't know what | was asking, you'd have made do with 'Huh?' O is
this R chard Paul Sonebody not you after all, in which case, what does he have
on you, mny lad, that you'll go out and get ceilings dropped on you rather than
tell Rico to go bother hinP"

On second thought, it would have been useful to have sone food to push around
the plate, so | could pretend to be distracted. "I thought | didn't have to
reci procate."

"Of course not. But that was in matters of confidences freely given. This is a
direct question. | ask because | want to be of use, and | can't trust you,
once you're fully sunk in misery, to recogni ze when | can be of use."

| wanted to say, "Nobody you know," and let her figure out if it was the
answer to her first direct question or her second. Stylish, if the Ticker

woul d have let it stand at that. "It's all frombefore | came here. Tick-Tick
you know every stupid thing |I've done since | got to Bordertown. Aren't those
enough? Can't | | eave the restback in the Wrld?"

"Well played. You' ve been going to the novies again. Wat would R co's answer
be?"

"She hasn't asked about it." | remenbered then that she had, in the car at the
stop sign. But she'd apol ogized for that. "I don't think she cares about the
details, as long as | help her find this guy."

Ti ck-Ti ck shook her head and reached for nmy enpty plate.
"No, you cooked. I'Il wash."

"I'n your present state, do you really believe |I'd give the good china over
into your hands? No, you'd junp at a falling leaf, and there I'd be with fewer
pl ates than saucers. Go hone, you ninny. But by the holy trees, do renenber
that 1'm here, and good for somnething."

| stood up, feeling at once ashaned of myself and obscurely conforted. "I'll
renenber. Thanks for breakfast, Tick-Tick. And if...if | told anybody about it,
I"d tell you."



If would make water run uphill." She followed ne to the door, out of the
refl exes of the perfect host, | thought. But at the door she took hold of ny
shoul der, her thin fingers al nost cool through my T-shirt, and turned ne
gently around. She spoke carefully in the | anguage of the other side of the
Border, putting all the endings on as a courtesy. "You do what you are, and
you becone what you do." She | ooked away swi ftly, then back at nme. "War
fortune as a coat, true friend."

| wanted to reply in kind, but my accent is terrible. | |ooked her in the eye
and nodded, and saw that she under st ood.

Downstairs, the artist was up and working on the tapestry. It was Luigi
Weegee for short, a halfie who Iived on the first floor

"Morni ng, Weegee. How s C arice?"

He grinned, showi ng the gap where one of his upper front teeth was m ssing.
"Cool . W're back together."

"Congratul ations.” Since Wegee and d arice broke up about once every
seventy-two hours, sonetines for as nuch as a whole day, | didn't feel bad
about not knowing they'd done it this tine.

He finished a row of the tapestry, and pressed the new work up tight against
the old with his hands. One thin lock of his carrot-colored hair swing brai ded
in front of his right ear. He was wearing cut-offs and a pair of |eather work
gl oves, and seeing the filmof sweat on his white skin and the bunchi ng and

rolling of his shoulder nuscles, | realized the weight of the rope he was
wor ki ng wi th, and how nuch effort it was to push and pull it through the
weave.

"Looks good," | said, inadequately.

"Uh? Onh, thanks."

"What's it about?"

"This? It's 'The Death of Young Andrew. ' "

"l don't know that one."

"No?" He squinted at nme thoughtfully. "D you |ike novies?"

"Yeah. "

"Well, it's kinda the Brian De Palma flick of ballads. Geat betrayal and
vengeance stuff. And generation versus generation, too, 'cause this girl's
father lets her die 'cause his pride is wounded, but her brothers avenge her.
Anyway, they leave this guy Andrew with his arns and | egs broken and Dad's
gold in his lap and tell himhe can count the noney 'til the wolves come for
him It's great."

"Yum " | agreed. "How rmuch longer 'til it's finished?"

"Coupl e days. The weaving goes pretty fast, but | haveta find some stuff for
the edging. Like, I want to get a skull. Human or elf, doesn't matter."

"In this town, it's either easy or inpossible. Good luck." | settled ny
sungl asses on ny nose and went out into the sullen heat of mi dday.



When | got to ny building, the Spitfire was in front of it. |I could see the
top of Rico's head past the driver's side seatback, and both her feet, crossed

at the ankles, propped on the passenger's side door. Wen | came closer, | saw
that she was lying with her arns crossed, and that she'd substituted very dark
shades for the Night Peepers. | couldn't tell if her eyes were closed, which

suppose was part of the point. She | ooked pretty confortable for someone
trying to nap sitting sideways in two bucket seats.

She was wearing a gray tank top, and | still couldn't see any tan lines. There
were freckles on her collar bone. It suddenly occurred to me that cops tan by
the sane nethod the rest of us use—by lying in the sun with little or no
clothing on—and it was as if all of reality shifted an eighth of an inch to
one side and snapped back. | swallowed the lunmp in nmy throat before |I spoke.
"I"'msurprised you didn't just wait in ny apartnment."

Her mouth twitched. "I'msorry, I'msorry, I'"'msorry. | was housebreaking
wi thout a warrant. I'll never do it again. Any nore baggage?"
"Baggage?"

"It's too hot to snipe at each other."

| stood on the sidewal k staring down at her. Last night Sunny Rico had been a
tough, driven cop in a sleek, strange car, with a grip on the scruff of ny
neck. Now she was...still that. But her snile was rel axed, her body | oose, and
her dammed car showed its age with the gl amour of darkness off it.

"You're off duty," | hazarded.

Rico slid the sungl asses down her nose and frowned at ne over them "How did
you know?"

"I'f I told you, you'd be annoyed. Wat are you doing here if you're off duty?"

"I feel a strong urge to say, 'If | told you, you' d be annoyed.' | may be off
duty, but Linn isn't. And Linn's conbing over last night's apartment buil ding
even as we speak. | don't know about you, but I'mcrazy to find out what he's
found out."

"Huh." 1 tried to | ook nonchalant. But after telling the Ticker about the

ni ght's adventures, and hearing her specul ati ons about the nechani cs of
dropping ceilings with nagic, | actually did want to know

"You should put on a pair of pants, though."
You better not be blushing, | warned nyself. "I'mwearing pants."
"No, you're not. You're wearing the oldest pair of cutoffs in the known

universe. If I"mseen in public with you, people will think |I've gone back to
l[iving on the street."

"Jeez, nobody likes the way | dress this norning." | left her waiting in the
car and went upstairs to put on jeans. | did it because | wasn't sure where we
were going or howlong we'd be there. It had, | was certain, nothing to do

wi th how cops get tans.

W laid a little rubber leaving the curb; R co drove like a reckless

nmot orcyclist, which caused nme to wonder what she'd driven before she'd

dedi cated her free time to the Spitfire. As the dusty trees of Liberation Row
flicked by, she asked, "What's the going rate, anyway? | said |'d pay you for



this."

"It's usually by the job. I"mbeginning to think I ought to charge by the hour
for this one."

"By the day, anyway. Wiy can't | just ask you to find the guy responsible for
maki ng and distributing this shit?"

"I don't know. It just doesn't work that way."

"What way does it work?"

| shrugged. "I don't—+'mmnot sure," | finished, since no matter how stupid
this line of questioning nade ne feel, at least | didn't have to repeat
nmysel f. "1 know there's a certain amount of...specificity involved. | nean, you

don't know if the one you're looking for is nale or female or human or elf or
hal fie. You don't even know if you're |ooking for one person or a whole crew
How do you know the person who nmekes it is the same one who distributes it?
One of us, at least, has to know what we're asking nme to find."

"But once it works, it's guaranteed?"

| spent a city block rolling my answer around in ny nouth, decidi ng whether |
was going to say sonething |I'd suspected for a while, but hadn't quite wanted

to hear out loud. It seemed like the right tinme. "I think I'"'msort of like a
pol ygraph. | think there's an illusion of+there's a word I want—+tack of bias,
objectivity, | guess—that isn't necessarily there if the thing I'm ]l ooking for
isalittle.” | shrugged. "...Subjective."

Ri co gave nme a sideways | ook from behi nd her sunglasses. "Uh. Gve ne sone
hel p here. Got an exanpl e?"

"Yeah. In the end, when we were trying to figure out who was the real, no-shit
mast er mi nd behi nd the nmurder at Dancel and, Wl f boy asked me to find the person
who nmet two different sets of qualifications, because he knew that the person
who met both was the one behind the killing. So I found that person. But
Wl f boy was already pretty sure she had done it; he was just |ooking for
confirmation. Did | find the person who fit the specs, without bias? O did I
just locate the person that Wl fboy had in nmi nd?"

"In that particular case, it was the sane thing," R co rem nded ne, but she
said it slowy, as if exam ning nmy theory as she spoke.

"Yeah. | was lucky that tine, wasn't |?"

W took a corner as if Rico expected the car to be hinged in the m ddle.
"You're telling me you don't trust this gift of yours.™"

"I"'mtelling you it's not trustworthy. You should keep that in mnd."
"Fine. I'll do that. Just don't let it screw you up."

| slid as far down in the passenger seat as the harness all owed—not far—and
sighed. | don't think she could hear ne.

She turned at last onto the street where we'd parked the night before, across
fromthe apartnent building. Former apartnent building. In the brassy |ight of
m dday, | couldn't inmagi ne anyone having left the top floor under his own
power. Certainly not ne. Then | renenbered last night's storm and realized
that things like the spill of bricks into the street, casual as a drift of



sand, m ght be new since I'd been here |ast.

Rico said something fierce and explosive that | didn't catch; then she
seconded ny thoughts. "Linn nust have been biting the heads off nails. No
telling how nuch the rain washed away | ast night."

"Then why wasn't he out here | ast night?"

Rico gave me a | ook. "Unless you want the Vul can Nerve Pinch, don't say that
to him'

She slung herself over the top of the door and strode across the street, and
foll owed her.

Linn nmet us on the sidewalk with no sign of rust stains on his teeth; if he
was angry, it was some kind of incalculable emotion that | didn't know how to
read. He wore a faded red sweatshirt with the bottom half and the sl eeves

| opped of f, mud-stained jeans, and, tw sted up and knotted around his wai st
but still recognizable, the official silver jacket.

"Such things as might have been here, the sky only knows," he said, naking al
the syllables crisp. Hi s partner knew himpretty well, after all. "Sweet
Nature herself w pes away this devil's tracks." There was a chalk line on the
paverrent in front of the ex-building; Linn stepped over it absently, like a
kid who'd trained hinmself not to wal k on sidewal k cracks. Rico did, too, just
as | walked into the thing it delineated.

The sensation faded fast, but | said "Ow " anyway, and felt |ike a dog whose
master has forgotten to hold the door for it.

"Your pardon," Linn said, on a note of genuine apology. He held both hands
over the chalk line about a door's width apart, and spoke a sweet, ringing
sentence. "You shall have passage now, anywhere along the line."

He led the way into the still-soggy front hall. Al the doors to the apartment
units stood open now, and several people in various quantities of silver were
nmovi ng chunks of brick and second-storey floor joists and scraps of faded
wal | paper and frowning over them One wonman with crisp black hair and | ong

al nrond eyes | ooked up at us and shouted, "Dammit, Linn, put hats on 'em™

"They're ours,"” he told her

"Never mind, then," she grow ed. "Nobody cares if the public servants get
brained with a brick."

"M nd your footing on the stairs,” Linn warned us. "W've bound what we can,
but the Border is an unchancy place for knots."

Rico started up the stairs after him but | lagged in the doorway and asked
t he bl ack-haired woman, "Don't the public servants thensel ves care?"

" Huh?"
"About being brained with a brick."

"Ch." The dust on her face cracked with her sudden grin. "But if we did
anyt hi ng about it, people m ght think we were scared of dying."

There was a scuffed yell ow hard hat propped rakishly on the newel post. | put
it on as | went up the stairs.



The sun was beating down in the apartnment where Rico and | had found the note.
On first look, | thought the mess we'd | eft behind us the night before was
undi sturbed. Then | recogni zed that the whol e busi ness had been shifted just
enough to forma grid, which had then been exam ned with downri ght
archaeol ogi cal sensibilities.

"Your apparition,” Linn began, "manifested here, by the inner doorway?"
Ri co nodded. "Table with the note on it over there, in the mddle of the
room"

"The remains of it are there still. W found nothing by the door; if there was
some snmall thing to serve as vessel to the spell until it was freed, it was
destroyed or carried away."

Ri co cl enched one hand, as if she would have liked to whack sonething with it.
"But see what we did find, in fallen plaster." Linn handed her a clear plastic
bag, and she frowned. | |eaned over her shoulder for a better |ook

"I"ll be damed,"” | said. "The Ticker was right." | snagged it out of her hand
wi t hout thinking, for a closer I|ook.

Before Rico could object, Linn asked sharply, "You know its nature?"

"I't's a photocell. Tick-Tick does things with 'em now and then. This one's
smal l er, though, and the part that picks up the light |ooks sort of burnt."

"Indeed. It was nmade to use only once, to close the contact in a circuit. In
that circuit." And he pointed at the remaining ceiling above nmy head.

H s excavations in the plaster had exposed it, or enough of it: the

i ght-gauge covered wire, the battery holder that now dangl ed enpty, and the
four termnal ends, only one charred bl ack where somnethi ng expl osi ve had been
attached and gone off. Three nore that hadn't fired.

"Had the wind not turned and brought a fey spirit with it, we'd have taken
your bodies fromout of this wack."

Four ceiling beans bl own | oose at once could have dropped the whole top of the
building into this room Linn's assessment seened pretty reasonable. A quick

i mage crossed my nmind: Charlie's broken body wearing ny bl oodi ed cl ot hes.

felt as if someone had twi sted a stick in ny guts.

"I don't get it," Rico said. "Why the indirect route? Wiy not just plant a
bonb and bl ow us up?"

Linn | ooked startled. It was an expression so nuch |like one of Tick-Tick's
that | smiled. He'd been so busy unravelling the fine points of "how' that
"why" had never cone up. The Ticker was the sanme way, given some conpl ex
puzzle to work out, or some delicate structure to assenbl e—

There are tinmes when the |ight bulb goes on over your head so enphatically
that you can hear the pull chain click. "Because it wasn't meant for us."

They both turned to stare at me, but it was Linn who said, "So sure?"

"Well, it couldn't have been. Charlie's keys led us here. But Charlie's keys
woul dn't have done jack if | hadn't been involved, and | wasn't involved unti



maybe an hour before we showed up at this place. And that,"” | finished,
pointing at the wires and battery holder, "wasn't set up in an hour, was it?"

"I ndeed, no. The ceiling was patched after the trap was laid, and there was no
sign that the fallen plaster was still wet."

"So who was it for?" Rico asked
| shrugged. "They were Charlie's keys."

She thought about that. "Okay. This starts to make sense. Assume our

i Ilusion-maker doesn't realize that |'mwatching Charlie already. Al so
understand that if sonebody blows up a building, even in Soho, we all kind of
notice, but that a building falling dowmn fromrot and old age is conmon enough
that we woul dn't think much about it. Woever it is wants to dispense with
Charlie and not attract too nuch attention to him post nortem So, a shane
about himbeing in that old building when it collapsed, or, gee, his friends
war ned hi m about being stoned on top of tall things."

"So this was just the leftovers.” | fingered the photocell through its plastic
bag. "But why was it still here? Once Charlie was dead..!

"You al ready explained that. They thought they had plenty of tine. They didn't
know we had you."

Li nn was contenplating nme with a sort of interested pity, rmuch like his
reaction when |'d passed out in the norgue. "You have led us to a place we
shoul d not have found. You have brought Charlie's |ast nonents out of the
past, and with them the proof that his death was not an accident. Qur quarry
wi Il know soon, if he does not yet, that you are a danger to him"

| suppose |'d already figured that out. Or at least, | would have shortly,
just as soon as | could have seen past the puzzle itself to the consequences.
| was getting to be as bad as Tick-Tick

"Why the note?" Rico said, and | tried to concentrate on that. "There wasn't
anything like it on the Pigeon C oisters roof. And why a nel odramatic, "So
| ong, sucker" nessage, anyway?"

"Let nme see it," said Linn

| left themwith their heads, sandy-brown and silver-white, bent over the
battered square of note paper, and picked ny way through the rubble to the
stairs. | sat down on the top one. | didn't know what | felt, besides afraid,
and even that didn't seemto have any shape or direction. No, not true. There
was one direction that always seened to attract fear and anger, and it could
be best described as: If | wasn't able to find things, | wouldn't be in this
mess. It was al nost conforting to have such a faniliar cause for my problens.

The bl ack-haired woman appeared at the bottom of the stairs. "You mean they're
still at it?" she said when she saw ne.

"Whatever it is. Yeah."

She clinbed the stairs and dropped down next to nme. "You're not ours, are you?
No matter what the hell Linn says."

"Well, I'"mscared of dying and | don't care who knows it."

"I nmean, you're not a cop."



"No. No matter what Linn says."

"Didn't think so. Civilians get kind of a ook in the presence of the
constabul ary. You know, nmore of the whites of the eyes showi ng."

"No, | didn't know that."
"Hey, nothing personal. It's a reasonable reaction, anyway. | mean, Jesus, who
cones to Bordertown to be a cop? It makes sense to figure all the Silver Suits

have a spoke | oose."

"Do you?" | asked. | half expected to see a bottle labelled "Drink Me" on the

step at ny feet. "Have a spoke | oose, | nean."
"Ch, yeah, but just barely. I've only been in it for a year and a hal f. But
you have to wonder about Linnuhell, | never heard that the elves have anything

like police, when they're at honme. So why woul d he do this?"

"He probably started with crosswords,"” | said, "and got hooked on the harder
stuff as he went along."

She frowned at ne.
"Sorry. He reminds me of a friend of nmne, is all.”
"Wwul d your friend become a Suit?"

"She'd be anything that gave her enough of the kind of problenms she likes to
solve. | don't think she has a choice."

"Maybe that's it. But his partner—that was her, wasn't it-she's got two spokes
out."

"How s that?

"I hear her father was a cop, back in the Wrld. | mean, if you ve seen this
job up close, you' ve gotta be crazy to want it. And who the hell ever heard of
somebody coming to B-town to be just |ike her parents?"

| thought about that one. Certainly nobody I knew had run away to join the
fam |y business. But maybe it was sonething that happened when you got ol der.

Whi ch nmade me wonder how old Sunny Rico was, anyway...

"By the way, |'m Kathy Hong."

| shook her extended hand. "lIs there a rank with that?"

"Nah. Some stations use 'em especially on the HIl. Maybe they' re cops
because they all mss ROTC or sonething. And sonetinmes down here you'll tack a
rank onto your nanme if you think it'll scare sonmebody into being hel pful. But

nmostly if it's anything, it's job description nore than rank. Detective,
Patrol, stuff like that. And you're..

"I"'mcalled Oient."

"I"ve heard of you! You're the Finder, right? You found a Taylor twelve-string
for a friend of my roomuate's, once."

"I vaguely remenber that." | shifted a little on the stair tread.



"I always figured fromyour nanme that you'd be, you know, not a round-eye. No
of fense. "

"No offense. It's the other neaning of 'orient,' as in, '"to find a
direction.""

She smled, a strangely acute and pi ercing expression. "Have you found one?"
she asked.

"Yes." | said. "Yes, | have."

Ri co canme out of the apartment then. "Linn says there's nothing fancy in the
not e—paper, ink, and no due about the witer. Wuld you m nd doing your thing,
here, and seeing if there's anything you can pick up?"

Kat hy Hong | ooked first at Rico, men at ne as | stood up. Her eyebrows were
rai sed; the corners of her mouth were raised and conpressed as if sonething
about the scene at the top of the stairs was terribly funny. Yes, | have found
a direction. Yes. Fromout of the enpty spot in nmy chest, |I said, "It's
twenty-five bucks a day, or the equivalent, in currency or trade goods. Thirty
incredit. And | don't charge you for days you don't use ne."

There was no reading Rico's expression. "That's fair," she said at |ast.

| pulled off the hard hat, handed it to Kathy Hong, and conbed my fingers once
through ny hair. "Let's see the note."

Chapter 4
And Mles to Go Before W Sl eep

Sonetimes it seenms as if any trick will work once, in the Borderl ands.
Unfortunately, there are so many tinmes when you can't make them work agai n.
"Where does this belong?" seened to be one of those. The piece of paper in
Rico's hand sat like a—well, like a piece of paper, and didn't tell ne
anyt hi ng nore than what was witten on it. | even took it fromher and held
it, though contact had never nade any difference before.

In daylight, it had nore character. It was a thick sheet, the surface not
perfectly smooth, with one thin and ragged edge. Between the creases and dirt
fromlast night's mstreatnment | could see threads, hairs really, of red and
bl ue, that seemed to be part of the paper. And the witing, of course. It was
still densely black; none of those perfectly-nmade letters had sneared or
scuffed. Very crisp, clear, careful

And inert. If this piece of paper bel onged anywhere that it knew about, it
wasn't tal king. | wandered across the I anding and | eaned on the stair rail. It
qui vered onmi nously, so | gave that up

The direct approach? Not to be scorned. | fingered the paper and wondered
where the person was who'd witten on it. Nothing, nothing.

Rico cleared her throat behind me and said, "Progress report?"

"CGarbage in, garbage out. | warned you. This is a little subjective."



"Coul d have fool ed nme. Wat's subjective about where a piece of paper cane
fronP"

I wondered if she could tell fromny face that she'd just made nme feel a right
idiot. I shouldn't have been enbarrassed; "Were did this cone fron?" could
have been the wong question just as easily as any of the ones |'d al ready
asked. It wasn't, though

"That away, " | said

"Ch, goodie. Let's go there."

"Crimny. | mght have a fix on a paper mll," | warned her

"Very true. Don't you want to know?"

"I don't have a lot of choice now Silken cord goes yank, yank. It's a
conpul sion."

"And it might not be a paper mll. It mght be a nice box of stationery in
someone' s desk drawer, and | woul d be one happy copper. Wuldn't you like
that?" She clattered down the stairs without regard to their structura
integrity.

Kat hy Hong | ooked after her and said cheerfully, "Two spokes."

"Oy," | replied, and followed Rico out into the sun
My gui dance system was suggesting we head uphill. It was too soon to tell if
it wanted us to go Up Hill. | let Rico's idea of howto | eave the curb press

me back into the bucket seat and said, "So your father was a cop?"

| got a sidelong glance fromRico that wasn't quite | ong enough to affect our
trajectory. Eventually she said, "I take it Ms. Hong is a busybody."

"I's it supposed to be a secret?"

A nonent's pause. "No."

"Did he just make it look Iike fun? Wiy did you beconme a cop, too?"

"I don't suppose it's occurred to you that it's none of your business?"

"Just making small talk,"” | said, while realizing that this was, maybe, not
the smallest subject in the world, after all.

"I had a teddy bear in a policeman's uniform It affected ne deeply."
Sonet hi ng about the voice she'd said that in suggested that she didn't want to
hear so much as an "Ch" out of nme. But silence didn't seemlike the right

response, either. "Ch," | said.

Ri co braked hard and pulled the Spitfire to the side of the road, which made

the notorcyclist behind us yell something as he gunned past. | saw ny face
twice in her sunglasses as she said, "I didn't ask you about your chil dhood."
"Only once."

"l apol ogi zed. "



| felt like slime—ot all at once, but with a steadily grow ng conviction as |
t hought back over the last few mnutes. "That's a fact," | said at last. "I'm
sorry. Try turning right at the next street.”

Ri ght was good; in fact, all of ny directions were good, which was the only
good thing in the car for about a quarter of an hour. In that time, we drove
out the side of the city proper, into a formerly residential tangle of streets
that were too close to the Border to survive untouched when Faerie canme back
Most of the neatly gridded |ots had gone back to wlderness. A fewstill held
the ruins of ramblers and two-story Colonials, the kind of houses | could tel
you the floor plans of w thout ever going inside. And there were,

occasionally, structures that had been changed by what ever non-human agency
turned off the lights periodically even now in Bordertown. | saw a tower, bent
over like an old worman, w apped in maul ed vinyl siding and topped with the
remai ns of asphalt shingles. One house seened to be in perfect condition, if
you can say that about a house that appeared to have been turned inside out
like a T-shirt in the laundry. Its exterior materials were conpacted in a tidy
cube fromwhich all its roonms radi ated. The chenille bedspread in the master
bedroom was white, unmarked, and snoot h.

"I hate neighborhoods like this," Rico said suddenly, breaking our |ong

silence. | junped because of that, and because |I'd been thinking the sane
t hi ng.
"Too weird?" | tried to keep ny voice perfectly neutral

"Not weird enough. Is it rmuch further?"

Did that mean that she hated themas | did, for the nmenories they evoked? |'d
never lived here; but 1'd lived in that place just like it that existed in
every North American town, all those places naned for trees that had never
grown there, for features the terrain had never had. Maybe Rico had lived
there, too. That would nmean we had a lot to say to each other, or nothing at
all. "I can never really tell how far. Just direction. Make this left."

She did. It was a dead end, but that was all right; | knew we were there.
Sonet hi ng had been grandfathered into the zoning here, to allow for the neat
little farmthat had once occupied the end of the street. Now all that stood
was the barn, set far back fromthe road, its white paint nearly gone, and a
scranbl e of weat hered board fence. The "KEEP QUT!" painted on the barrier
across the overgrown drive was nore recent.

"Ping," | said. "You Are Here."

"Can't argue with that," Rico replied. Her voice had changed. It was faniliar

t hough, a peculiar intense calm and | renenbered it suddenly from|last night,
when we'd arrived at the derelict apartnment building. | |ooked, and found she

had her revol ver in her hand, broken open to check the chanbers. To judge from
her face, she'd never had an enotion in her life.

"I's this going to be dangerous?"

The sungl asses swivelled to reflect ne again. "W hope not."

"Damm strai ght we do."

"Do you know how to drive a stick?"

"What ? What does that—



"I'f you don't get a signal fromme one way or another in fifteen mnutes, or
i f soneone cones out of there who isn't ne, drive back to Chrystoble Street
and tell 'em what happened, where | am" She had a shoul der hol ster in her
lap, with her copper card fastened to it. She shrugged into it as | watched.

In other words, | was supposed to stay in the car. | should have been
relieved, and | was, really | was. | was also offended. | resolved to ignore
t hat .

| watched her go, bent |ow and nmoving quickly along the fence line. Her gray
tank top and faded fatigue pants bl ended pretty well with the scenery. There
was a row of trees behind the barn that | thought she m ght be making for. The
trees weren't evenly spaced, or all the same age; they |ooked as if they were
growi ng there because they felt like it, and not because someone had pl anted
them Trees sprouted up like that beside creeks and riverbeds.

The sun drilled down on me, and | wished Rico's taste hadn't run to
convertibles. O course | could drive a stick. Though she woul dn't know t hat
fromher police report, that the damed enornous Chrysler had had a nmanua
transm ssion. | renmenbered the awful grinding sound when | tried to yank it
into reverse too fast, in the tight space between the ditches, and the way the
tall grass had stood colorless and shivering in the headlight glare.

At the barn door, sonething noved, and sl apped nme back into the present.
flinched; then | saw it was Rico. My heart banged away in my chest anyway. She
made a quick, short gesture with one hand that | finally figured out was "cone
here." | thought for an instant about traps, before | realized how stupid that
was, and clinmbed out of the car and over the barrier

Hal fway there | smelled it, and thought of wet laundry. Steam and starch and a
whi ff of bleach. There was a steady thunpi ng sound coming frominside, and an
odd m d-range hum and a sudden clang of metal. | came up to Rico with ny
eyebrows rai sed. She just nodded nme in the door, her face inpassive.

| was sun-dazzled, even after | took nmy shades off, and it took me a nonment to
regi ster what was being done in the barn. Then I rmurrmured to Rico, "I win."

"Close only counts in horseshoes,” she answered. She had taken off her

sungl asses, too.
"What do you nean? It's a paper mll."

"Don't tell that to him" Rico said, jerking her head at the figure com ng
toward us.

He was very large. Not just tall, but with shoulders big even in proportion to
his height, and with great thick arns poking out of his T-shirt. H's hair was
thi ck and bl ack, and even danp went every which way; his eyebrows fornmed a

si ngl e unpruned hedge across the field of his forehead; his noustache bristled
further forward than his nose; and his beard seenmed to conti nue over his
throat, down the neck of his shirt, and out the armholes to his wists.
Beneath the hair, his exposed skin was apple-red. For a nmonment | wondered if
he'd dyed it. Then | renmenbered the big vat behind himwith its cunulus cl oud
of steam and realized he was just lightly parboiled. Hi s T-shirt read, "Art
doesn't kill. Artists do." He was scowing at us.

"You a copper, too?" he said to me as he came up, in a voice that shook the
cross-tinbers.



"No," Rico answered for nme. "He's an independent contractor. Orient, this is
Dave. "

"Just Dave?" | asked, probably unw sely.

"Orient. You're the one who finds shit." He said it with a little snort.
"Anybody who | oses sonething deserves to be without it."

"That's kind of harsh."”

"I don't owe anything, and nobody can nmake nme do anything. You know many
people in this town can say that?"

I was careful not to | ook at Rico.
"Did you make this?" she asked, and handed himthe maul ed pi ece of paper

Dave took it to the door we'd cone in. | noticed that he barely glanced at the
witing; he turned it over to its relatively unmarked side, rubbed his thunb
across it, then held it up to the light. "Yeah, | did. | remenber this batch
with the silk fibers init. And it's got part of ny watermark. See?" He held
it up for ne, because | was closer. "Sonebody cut this in half, but you can
see the fish head at the edge."

The irregul ar pale areas, |ike reverse shadows cast on the paper, resolved
t hensel ves into pouting mouth, an X where the eye would be, the curve of cheek
and gill. "How do you do that?" | asked him

"Huh?" Dave said. Rico widened her eyes at ne. Even | was a little surprised,
actual ly.

"The watermark. 1've always wanted to know how they're done."

Hal f an hour later, | knewthat. 1'd also had a short history of waternarks,
and what Dave assured me was a qui ck description of the ancient Chinese nethod
of papermaki ng, and an expl anation of the differences between that and the
process used in Europe during the Renai ssance, which Dave assured ne was very
cl ose to what he was doing, and who the really great papermaking artists were
and why, and how a hi gh percentage of cloth fibers in the pul p nade better
paper, and that a deckle was the wooden frame in which the pul p was confined
to formsheets, that the stretched screen the pulp was spread on was a nol d,
and that the rough edge on the piece we'd brought himwas called a "deckle
edge" because it was just as it cane out of the deckle, w thout trimmng.

| got a tour of the equipnment, with Rico follow ng al ong, |ooking benused. The
steam ng vat was full of a heaving white porridge of broken-down cloth and old
paper. The heat fromthat, and fromthe wood fire burning in a stone-lined pit
underneath it, kept me fromgetting close, but | craned ny neck. In the vat a
four-bl aded wooden paddl e went round and round, attached to a wooden shaft
turned by a cluster of enornous wooden gears (they seened to be the source of
t he hunm ng and cl unki ng), which were thensel ves turned by anot her wooden
shaft that disappeared out through the back wall. The shafts | ooked Iike young
tree trunks, hand-hewn.

"CGot a water mll out there in the streamto turn it," Dave explained. "If |
had to stir the stock by hand, it'd slow nme way down. This way | can nold and
roll one batch of stock while another one cooks."

There was another vat, not as hot, where the stock was thinned with water
before it was scooped into the nold, and basins for sizing and starch. There



was a press made from what | ooked like the tinmbers of another barn, with a
huge hand screw on top, to force the water out of a stack of forned sheets.
Anot her press was mounted with a cylinder that woul d squeeze the surface of a
sheet down to a snooth finish. The cylinder bore the slightly raised

doubl e-dead-fish logo at regular intervals on its polished face. On the other
side of the roomwas a wide table with a heavy draw knife mounted in a frane,
to trimthe sheets to size.

My hair hung danp and curling in my eyes. | wiped it back and asked Dave, "Is
t here anybody el se in Bordertown who nmakes paper?"

"A few people. Nobody with this big a setup. And nobody as high-quality as
ne."

"Why are you doing it all the way out here?"
"Takes lots of water," he said, waving one platter hand at the vats. "Cot the
streamright back of the barn to pump from™

"There's the Mad River, in town."

He nade a face. "I nake white paper. Nothing but. You don't make white paper

fromwater the color of cherry goddamm soda. 1'd have to put all Kkinds of

bl each in the stock, and that's bad for the paper, and bad for the river. The
little bit | use, | don't like. That's why | got the dead fish watermark, to

remnd me not to fuck up."

|'"msure there have been drug dealers and serial killers with environnental
consci ences, but | couldn't nmake nyself believe that Dave had any active

i nvol vemrent in the plot Rico wanted to bust. For the first time |I recalled
that this was where the paper was from and | understood that someone |ike
Dave coul d nake paper that, no matter what its subsequent history, would

al ways bear his magical inmprint, would always name him and this place, as its
origin. In spite of his opinion of ny talent, | wanted to tell himthat his
paper renmenbered him Then | | ooked around again, and deci ded that he already
knew t hat .

In an el aborately patient voice, Rico interrupted. "I don't suppose you
renmenmber who you sold this particular kind of paper to."

Dave lifted the awning of his eyebrow. "That batch was five hundred sheets.
That's two thousand quarter-sheets, which is nmy usual trimfor witing paper
Alittle under fourteen reans, if anybody bought it by the ream which nobody

does. | sell it a couple hundred quarter-sheets at a tine to shops around
town, then some to the big nmerchant famlies and business houses, and to
i ndi vidual s sometines in quantities of maybe twenty-five or fifty. Hell, the

town council's bought stationery fromnme. Do you want the whole Iist?"
Rico sighed. "Not really, but 1'll take it, anyway. | have to check "emall."

Dave | ooked closely at her, for the first time, | think. "Wt the hell is
t hi s about ?"

"Somebody is making and distributing sone stuff that kills people, and | want
to find and stop the sonmebody. That note on your paper was part of a trap laid
to kill a guy who might have tal ked about it. Instead, it al nbst got ny

associ ate and nme |ast night." She nodded in ny direction

"My paper?" Dave echoed, his voice surprisingly small. He | ooked as if someone
had told himhis kid had shot a Iiquor store clerk. He shook his head slowy,



twi ce. Then he glowered at Rico. "That's the other reason | live out here. |
forget it sonetines."

"Why?" | asked.

"Because people suck." He turned his back on us and headed for a flight of
wooden stairs up to the loft. "I'Il get you my customer list. Then you can get
out of here."

Conversation was formal and drastically linited after that, until Rico and
got back in the Spitfire. Then she made a U-turn in a spray of dust and
gravel, and | said, "Now what?"

"Now a | ot of boring flatfoot police work, unless another lead turns up." She
tapped the sheaf of papers tucked between her seat and the gear shift. "I go
around and talk to all of these. Which neans you're out of the cop biz for a
while."

W shot past the bent tower. Ahead, through the heat haze, | could see the

bui | di ngs on Dragon's Tooth Hill, and past them the suggestion of Faerie's
rolling nmeadows and forested sl opes. The Ticker had assured nme that the view
was a glamour, part of the barrier of the Wall, but she'd never described what

it really looked like. "Different,” she'd said, and we'd both changed the
subj ect.

"Happy?" Rico's voice cut across ny thoughts.
"Un? About what ?"

"About being out of the cop biz."

"Ch." | shrugged agai nst the shoul der harness. "Neutral."
"Well, that's an inprovenent."
"It's a job."

"Some people like their jobs. Especially people who get to be their own
bosses. "

| thought about that. "I'm self-enployed. |I'mnot exactly nmy own boss."
"I don't get it."

"Putting this thing to work so that it feeds nme, that's good. It's better than
the reverse, which is when it feeds on me. But when | use it, it's calling the
shots. "

"Uh- huh. As in, 'Yank, yank.' You could quit."

Except that | didn't know any way to turn it off. Once |I'd had a concussion
and ny talent had gone away. It would have been a wonderful couple of days, if
only the events surroundi ng the concussion hadn't been such a nightmare.

shook ny head. "If you're already a geek, you're better off joining the

si deshow and biting the heads off chickens, because at least it's a regular
paycheck. "

"Don't tell that to your pal Lobo. He might part your hair for you. Where'd
you get the idea you' re a geek?"



"I grewup with it," | said, |ooking at her profile. "Sort of l|ike your teddy
bear."

W were back in town; | recognized the edge of the Scandal District. She said,
"I didn't nean to push your buttons."

| don't know what | would have answered, because that was when the big Norton
pai nted netal fl ake olive and creamand brilliant with original chronme, slewed
out in the street next to us. R co said sonething sharp and pull ed over.

The motorcyclist yanked his helmet off to reveal Linn's ascetic pale face. It
was bl oodless to the lips this time, lines drawn sharp between the eyebrows,
eyes a little wide and nouth laid tight closed.

"Sunny! There's another one," he said.

"Hell," Sunny Rico breathed, and it sounded less like an epithet than a
description of the circunstances.

"Bolt Street emergency, and not much tine." Linn pulled his hel net back on and
throttled the Norton into the street and around the corner

Rico turned to ne. "I can't take you home right away. I'msorry."

"It's all right," | said, suspecting that whatever was goi ng on was not al
right for sonebody. We sped off in pursuit of Linn

The clinic on Bolt Street was alnost a real hospital, certainly as close as
you were likely to get south of Ho. Sonetinmes they even charged patients for
treatment, when it seened like they could afford it. Four doctors kept their
of fices there for outpatients, but there were also a few recovery roons and a
surprisingly well-outfitted ER It was outside this that R co bunped her front

wheel s up over the sidewal k. | hadn't exactly been invited, but when she cane
flying in the door, making everyone in the hall leap back with startled | ooks
at her shoul der holster, | was pretty close behind.

She grabbed the first person in white she cane to, a niddl e-aged woman in
tunic and trousers, and said, "You had an O D. adnmtted, very recently.
Waer e?"

"You're with Detective Linn?"
"Yes. \Were?"

"That hall, third door. And who the hell are you?" she said to ne,
straight-arming me in the chest.

"I"'mwith her," | answered, and dodged past.

By the time | reached the door, the place had caught up with me. There was the
snel |, of course: alcohol, disinfectant, the spoil ed-yeast snell of sone

nmedi cati on; and under those, the frightening scents, the snells of sickness
and wounds and fear. There was the relentless.

bright light that bounced off surfaces that were easy to clean but hard, hard
to look at. And the sounds, of people trying to hurry quietly, to talk of
urgent things calmy, and to nuffle the noise of pain as if it were a germ
that could spread. | bit ny tongue against a fanmiliar twi nge of anxiety and
slid into the room before the door closed behind Rico.



There was a human girl in the bed. O maybe she'd been a worman, before

what ever this was had dragged her back to the hel pl essness of chil dhood. Her
hair was white and thinning, but the face beneath was unlined. Her skin was
the color of old paper against the pillowase. Her eyes seened to be
retreati ng down bl ue-black tunnels in her skull, and her cheeks m ght have
been hol | owed out with spoons. Under the sheet, her body was | ong and bony,
and the proportion of leg and armto torso seemed wong. She had a tube down
her nose and an IV drip in her arm

Linn was already there, his helnmet on the deep wi ndowsill, his notebook and
pen out. | stopped at the foot of the bed and he | ooked at nme, but |'m not
sure he quite registered ny presence.

"I s she awake?" Rico asked.

He nodded. "She's not given her name. Three other children brought her in an
hour ago, left her in the hall and ran away. She was taken straight into
energency, and has only been out these few m nutes."

Rico | eaned over the bed rail. Her sunglasses hung by one earpiece fromthe
neck of her tank top, and I could see her whole face fixed on the girl in the
bed, on the closed sunken eyes, as if sheer concentration could acconplish
whatever it was she neant to do

"M ss, can you hear ne? Mss? |'msorry to disturb you, but I want you to talk
to me. Mss?"

The eyelids shifted, fluttered, opened. | took a step back before | could stop
nmysel f. In a network of ruby-bright broken veins, the girl's irises were the
color of slightly nuddied water, as if the pignment had been rinsed out of

them Her pupils were barely visible.

The girl nuttered, and struggled to see Rico. Finally she said, "Ch...no,
you' re...oh, you're just..what d' you want?"

"I need you to answer some questions. Do you think you can do that?"
"Afew I'min a hurry. | have to go soon."
"Wher e?"

The girl's face crunpled into a frown, and her eyes closed again. "Through the
Wall. I'min a hurry.”

A muscl e showed suddenly under Rico's ear, but nothing el se changed. "You've
been taking a drug lately. Sky-blue liquid. Wiere did you get it?"

A long, harsh inhalation fromthe pillow. "So I can get across."
"Yes. Wiere did you get it?"
"Cone...follow me over. To...follow...Charlie. H's nane is Charlie."

Rico's eyelids dropped for a nmonment. "Do you know anyone el se who's taking
this drug? | need to find them"

The girl smiled. Her gunms were bleeding. "They'll never let you across."

"That's all right. Just tell ne who else is taking it."



"W're all—= the girl burst out, and stopped to swallow. Her voice was nmuch
weaker afterward. "Humans are over. Dinosaurs...we have to change. W have to..!
Suddenly her eyes opened again, very wide. "Lady? Are you still there?" She
didn't wait for Rico's answer. "Did | change? You can see, right? |I changed
didn't I? Please?"

It wasn't her guns bleeding, after all. Linn jerked the cord that would cal
in help. I wanted to | ook away, but | couldn't. "Yes," R co said. "You
changed." Rico was hol ding her hand, and both sets of knuckles, Rico's tanned
ones and the girl's papery skin, were white, white.

"I have to go soon. When |'mbetter. Then I can go across? Can't |?"

"Yes," said Rico. | could barely hear her. "Very soon." Three people in
hospi tal uniform burst through the door, arnmed with apparatus that wasn't
going to be of any use.

| bolted fromthe room followed by the frail bubbling sound of the girl's
br eat h.

| fetched up hard agai nst the opposite wall of the hallway and slid down it,
and sat on the floor with ny face on ny drawn-up knees. Al nost imediately a
man in white was crouched next to ne, saying, "Do you feel faint?"

| shook ny head without raising it.

"Stay here." | heard his footsteps nove away, blend with others, come back
"Drink some," he said, by ny ear

It was a paper cup of water. | felt desperately guilty for attracting
attention, for seenming to need care in a place where other people really did,
where in a roomacross the hall a girl was henorrhagi ngul knocked back the
wat er and croaked, "Thank you."

"It's what | do."
"I"'mfine. 1'"'mnot really—=

"She's the third one we've had," he said, as if he thought | needed to know
why he could still stand up, and tal k, and think

"They can't know," | nuttered.

"They do, though. They don't care. They take it anyway, because they think
maybe this tine, for them it'll work."

For one bl eak, cyclonic noment, | hated elves. | hated Tick-Tick, and Linn
and every elf | knew and didn't know, for existing, for being there to envy
and long for so fiercely that someone could think a lingering, ugly death was
not too great a risk

It was only a nonent; | knew too much for it to last longer. Tick-Tick, if I
told her about the dying girl, would find sonething rare and precious, take it
to her second-fl oor window, and let it drop. Then she'd stand and stare at the
wreckage. |'d seen her do it; it was what she did with a grief too big for
crying. No elves I'd ever net, no matter how haughty, would believe they were
due such unspeakabl e homage.

But soneone el se, who didn't know any elves, might hold that hatred for a | ong
time, let it grow strong, and pass it on. For the first time, | began to



understand the size and shape of the thing that Sunny Rico was trying to head
of f, in Bordertown.

"I'"ll be all right now," I told the nurse, and ny voice was steady. "If |I'm
not in the way, 1'd like to stay here, though.”

"Were you a friend of hers?"

| shook ny head. He stood up, said, "If you need anything, flag somebody
down, " and di sappeared down the hall.

The enmergency teamleft the roomfirst, wheeling a gurney with an el ongated
shape under a stained sheet. It was a surprisingly long time after that that
Rico and Linn cane out. Both of them had that absence of expression that took
a lot of work to achieve.

"Qut of chairs?" Rico asked, when she saw ne folded on the fl oor

I was angry—and then | wasn't, just like that. Tick-Tick broke valuables. Rico
said things like "Qut of chairs?". It ambunted to the same thing. | stood and
ki cked the cranps out of ny Iegs.

"Want to go home?"
"Yeah. "

W didn't say anything to each other between Bolt and Sentinent streets. It
was a slightly different kind of silence than any of the ones we'd indul ged in
bef ore. When she stopped in front of ny building, | said, "Let nme know if
there's anything I can do."

"Towill."

| scranbl ed over the car door and trudged up the steps. Behind nme, the
Spitfire noved off in what sounded |ike an al nbst sedate fashion

| went upstairs to ny apartnent, pulled the uphol stered chair over in front of
the wi ndow, and sat down. After a few mnutes, | got up, took one of the
bottles of beer out of the icebox, and took it back with nme to the chair. Then
| just sat, and drank until the bottle was enpty, and stared blindly at the
outdoors until the Iight was gone.

I lunged up out of sleep in the ink-dark room the bedcl othes tangled around

me. | was sweating and making odd little noises as | breathed.
"Deja vu," | said, and the sound of ny voice in the darkness nmade ne w sh
hadn' t.

It was Charlie's death again. Nobody had told ne this would keep happeni ng.
This time | didn't even have a synpathetic cop and a flask of whiskey. 1'd
dreaned anot her backwards-and-headfirst dive off the belfry, the street very
close and clear. Sonmething rising up off the hot tar roof, |eaping at ny face.
The bright, silent day, with the heat nuffling everything. It was cool er on
the winding stair up to the belfry, but before that, on the sidewal k, the sun
bounced painfully off the paint job on a bi ke—

It had started earlier. It had rewound further, the replay had started
earlier, and there had been a notorcycle at the scene, before Charlie went up



the stairs. Not Charlie's bike, which would have been behind himas he cane up
the sidewal k. One with a natte-bl ack-tubing chopper frame, and a dark-red
teardrop gas tank—that was what the sun had reflected from

Where was that bi ke now?

| groped in the dark for my clothes and pulled themon. Then | thundered down
the front stairs to the street and turned north toward Chrystoble. | could
find Sunny Rico, but depending on what incredibly stupid hour it was, she

m ght not appreciate that. At the station | could tell themny news, and they
could take responsibility for waking her up. Then she or someone like her
could come along to help follow the invisible string that already stretched
taut before me in the dark

stretched taut before ne in the dark

Chapter 5
Speci al Deliveries

Sentiment Street to Chrystoble is a long walk. | had plenty of time to w sh
was back in bed, and to congratul ate nyself for not dashing off alone to track
down the nystery bike. Tick-Tick would be so proud of me; she'd once described
me as the sort of person who'd try to sell magazi ne subscriptions where angel s
fear to tread.

| could feel the bike, though: My brain seened to be | eaning outward, yearning
toward sonething off the port bow | had real trouble keeping nyself noving in
the direction of the copshop. Al so, not being able to scratch the ongoing itch
gave the issue an artificial urgency | couldn't shake. Reasonably speaking,
coul d have gone back to sleep '"til noon, then trotted uptown to tell Rico (who
woul d al so have gotten a whole night's rest), and we'd still have found our
next clue waiting for us when we got there. After all, why suddenly di spose of
the bi ke three days after the deed was done? Particularly, why dispose of it
inthe only way | could think of that would keep nme fromfinding it again:
nanely, destroying it entirely? Assum ng the notorcycle had anything nore to
do with Charlie than having been reflected off his retinas the day he died.

As | said, that's reasonably speaking. My talent doesn't care how reasonably
it's spoken to, unfortunately. |I'd never have gotten back to sl eep anyway.

For all the bustle and activity around the Chrystoble Street Station that
particular mddle of the night, it mght still have been a library. | went up
the broad concrete steps two at a tine, which got nme through the big front
doors at a sufficient clip that the copper on front desk graveyard shift
junped out of his chair and dropped his book

So | opened with "Sorry," and segued into, "I don't suppose |I'mlucky enough
to find Sunny Rico here?"

He sat back down, warily. "If she was still here, neither of us would be
[ ucky. She was on until two a.m, and when she left, the whole shift believed
in the Evil Eye."

| added it up for nyself. If Rico had gotten up just in time for our noon
nmeeting, she'd been awake for fourteen hours. Not so bad, if she hadn't spent



all of themworking. | hadn't really expected to find her there, but it would
have been so easy if | had; and suddenly | wi shed things were a little easier
| dropped into the nearest chair, a straight one drawn up to one of the |ong
oak tables by the wall, and hoped that ny strength would catch up to ne. Muist
have left it out on the steps.

"I"'msort of...'"mhelping Rico with this thing she's working on." It occurred
to nme that she could be working on nore than one thing, but the cop on duty
nodded. "I've got sonmething that mght be a lead. So | thought I'd let you

guys know, and you could take it fromthere."

"I can take a statenent, but." He nade a paper-tossing gesture with both

hands. "1've got three people out sick tonight, and |I've got to hold down
di spatch. | hope like hell it's not an emergency."

"It won't spoil,"” | assured him | really should have let it wait unti
nor ni ng.

This guy was part of the proof that there's no such thing as a typical B-town
cop. He would have | ooked right at hone in the clothes of a working cowboy,
except that his hair mght have spoiled the effect when he took off his hat.
Even that, | wouldn't have sworn to. For all | know, |ots of cowboys have

bl ack hair an inch | ong, except for the horizontal strip at each tenple |eft

| ong and braided with seed beads close to the scalp, fromthe hairline to the
back of the head. There was no gray in his hair, but his face had been crossed
by a ot of weather. If | ran that sort of carnival booth, |I'd have guessed
his age at soneplace in the late twenties.

"You're Orient, right?" asked the point man on the dawn patrol

| nodded, a little surprised that he knew.

"Toby Saquash. Pleased to neet you. A lot nore pleased if you help solve this
fucker before Rico reans us all new assholes.” | nust have | ooked startled. He
shrugged. "Sorry. She got in ny face last night, is all, so it's kind of

fresh. But she's been going off like a pushbutton lighter for the I ast couple
weeks. "

"I don't think I'll be nuch help with that."

"Maybe not. She should take a goddamm vacation. Ah, it's not that bad. Sorry,
if she's a friend of yours..

| had the feeling this had all been weighing heavily on his chest. "Not
exactly."

"Yeah. She and | haven't ever been buddies, but she's okay. She's a good cop."
That hit ny ears with the force of novelty. "Good cop"” wasn't a phrase in
heavy rotation in Bordertown, and even Saquash used it as if he didn't use it
nmuch.

"Cood, how?" | asked.

He seened nmomentarily baffled. "Well..you know. You do your job—ence you
figure out what it is. It's not like there's a police acadeny in B-town. And

you stay straight."

| wanted to tell him no, | didn't know, but we were interrupted. The front
door swung wi de on the newconer in regulation silver. He wasn't big, but the



outline of him on first glance, suggested he worked out. The second gl ance
supplied a little softness around the belt and under the chin, but | stil

t hought | wouldn't want to hit himin either place. Over his brown hair he
wore a bl ack baseball cap with no insignia. The hair was tied up in a ponytai
t hat poked through the opening at the back of the cap. H s face was sunburned.

"It was a tree branch," he said, in a tone of deep disgust. "Jesus Christ."
"Well, you gotta check," said Saquash

"Hell with | gotta check. Let them check once. Practically hidin" under the
counter with that goddamm enpty shotgun when | got there."

"If they were that scared, you oughta be glad it was enpty. They m ght have
shot you ot herw se. "

"Probably woul d've shot themsel ves. And good ri ddance. "

That was when he noticed ne. A quick flush came up under the sunburn, which
produced a really inpressive color on his nose. Then he gave ne a harder | ook
and turned to Saquash. "You been out bustin' '"em or did this one turn hinself
in?"

Saquash shot me an apol ogetic glance. He replied, "He's working with R co on
her drug shake."

The sunburned cop cane over and squinted at ne as if | were an illegible
postcard. For want of anything else to do, | stared back. He had very pale
bl ue eyes, and the shiny streak of a scar running fromthe right side of his
nose to the corner of his nouth. He turned back to Saquash and asked,
"Snitch?"

"Jeez, Vickie, mnd your manners and get a brain. Inforners don't hang around
at the police station."

"Goddamit, don't call ne Vickie," he said mildly, as if he'd had to do it a
few tines before this.

"Pleased to neet you," | told the sunburned cop, in as neutral a voice as |
could manage. "I'm Orient."

H's brows drew together. "Ori—wait a sec. You're the mutant who finds stuff,
right? How ' bout finding me a bl onde babe about 38-24—-=

" '"Fraid not," | said. "It doesn't work that way." The awful thing was, it did
work that way. | hadn't had to field that particul ar joke since back in the
Wrld, when |I'd had an arsenal of snappy conebacks to it. Just as well |
couldn't remenber any; | was sure one or two of themhad gotten me hit in the
face.

"Jeez, | bet Rico's even paying you. You do this for nobney, or dope, or what?
| bet you'd find ne a bl onde for enough dope.™

| gave up. "I'mholding out for gold, spices, and slaves. Are there nore at
hone |ike you, or did your parents replace the | ead water pipes?"

He t hought about taking offense; | watched himdo it. In the end, he |aughed.
"You punks down south should be nmore careful. Some cops don't have a sense of
hurmor like | do."



| wanted to tell himl was relieved about that, but Saquash intervened.
Probably just as well for the sake of ny appealing profile.

"Vic," he said, "if you don't haul ass, you're gonna be | ate on the dock
check. And | don't want to hear about it from Apollonius."

Vic scow ed. "Pointy-eared tightwad. Wsh he'd hire a security guard."
"He did. Us. Be glad it's not raining."
"Jesus. Wiy don't you go?"

"Because |'m catching tonight, and you're on patrol. Next week you can sit
here and listen to ne whine about ny job, okay?"

Vic blew through his lips |like a horse and tranped back toward the door. He
turned when he got there and waved to ne. " 'Bye, Miutant Boy. Gve ny love to
Sunny- honey. "

| thought of a good many observations | could nake to Saquash, but once the
door closed behind Vic, | found | was too tired to make them | propped ny
forehead up in both hands.

"You okay?" Saquash asked.

"Tired. Guess | used up my second wi nd getting nmad."

"He m ght have been taking it out on you; he's scared shitless of Sunny."

| woul d have answered, but | was occupied with a huge yawn and a vi ol ent
shi ver.

Saquash | eaned over the table to give nme a close look. | didn't feel like a
postcard this tine. "Wen did you | ast eat?"

| thought back. "Ch," | said w sely.

"Sheesh." He shook his head. "I'Il be right back."

He swung through the door that | knew | ed back to that deer track of offices
and the nmorgue. Now that I'd been remi nded to add it up, | noticed that since
Sunny Rico had wal ked into the Hard Luck, oh, maybe thirty-six hours ago, 1'd
had a total of seven hours' sleep and one neal. Next time | saw her, | was

going to ask if she was required to display a Surgeon General's warning.

The notorcycle was now behind and to the left of ne. Its nudge for ny
attention was beginning to feel less Iike a nudge than a scrape.

I was involved in some el aborate eye-and-bridge-of-nose massagi ng and ni ssed
his entrance; but when | opened ny eyes, the tall, fatherly elf with the
tightly braided hair, the one I'd seen here on ny original visit with Rico,
was sitting across the table. He wore a classic furrowed-brow Fred MacMirray
ni ce- guy expression, and the imrmacul ate silver jacket.

"Hawt horn," | said. | was pleased with nyself for renenbering his nane. Then |
was a little alarmed, thinking that there had been a rank attached that |
couldn't remenmber. But Kathy Hong had said that they never really used

t hem—no, she'd said they did, up on the Tooth, which was where Hawt horn hail ed
from.. That took less tine to think about than it |ooks, but not nuch.



Hawt hor n, thank Mab or whonever, smiled. He had really good teeth, and cross
nmy heart and hope to die, laugh winkles around his eyes. Had | ever seen an
elf with laugh winkles? "Captain Hawt horn, actually."

Wll, there was nmy answer. "Captain. Sorry."

"No offense taken. | saw you here with Detective Ri co—ight before |ast,
wasn't it? Did she introduce us?"

| certainly wasn't going to tell himthat | renenbered his name because Rico
and | had tal ked about himbehind his back. "No. I"'mOient." | stuck out ny
right hand, which is not sonething one usually does with elves, but | had the
feeling it was appropriate with this one.

It was. He had a good firm handshake, which fit the role. Bi ngo—ow he made
sense. He might be older than nost elves | knew, and have a nore responsible
j ob, but Hawt horn was as much a sucker for playacting as any of them Darn
good at staying in character, too. Wl fboy would have asked himif he'd seen
Robert Preston in This Gun for Hire.

"I think I'"ve heard of you,"
you?"

he said. "You can find things for people, can't

| nodded. "That's what |'ve been doing for Rico. I've got a fix on sonething
ri ght now that m ght be useful."

"I see. Failing Detective Rico, will | do?"

"Nicely." | explained to him about the dream which took consi derable
backtracki ng; he was as surprised as Linn had been that 1'd snagged a nmenory
off a corpse, and wanted all the irrelevant details. Then | told himabout the
bl ack-framed bike with the red teardrop tank. He stared over ny shoul der
abstract ed.

"Sound famliar?" | asked.

"Possi bly. Possibly..

| made a reflexive gesture toward the breast pocket of nmy T-shirt; then I
renenbered | hadn't put ny snmokes in it before | tore out of the apartment. My
l[ighter was in ny jeans pocket, but ny cigarettes were on the wi ndowsill at
hone. | nade a little disgusted noise.

Hawt horn m ssed neither the gesture nor the sound. He pulled a packet of
cigarettes out of his inside breast pocket, shook one out for hinself, and
hel d out the pack.

"Her bal ?"

He nodded. "Take a fewto tide you over."

"Captai n—+s there an elven equivalent for a saint?" | took two, and put the
extra in my T-shirt pocket.

Hawt horn smled and |it for both of us. "I don't think so, but | understand
the sentinent. You say you know where this bike is now?"

"Mm Thataway," | told him with a swing of ny head.

"I't would help if you could be nore specific.”" He sounded a little chilly, and



| realized he thought |I was wi thhol ding information

"I can't be nore specific. | only know direction, not location. | have to go
out in person and find the sucker. If somebody here can go with me and do cop
t hi ngs when we get there, there m ght be something useful init."

Hawt horn sat with his long, bony chin on his hand, |ooking thoughtful. "There
m ght, indeed," he said at last. "Unfortunately, Oficer Saquash can't |eave
t he di spatch desk, as I'"'msure he told you. And |I'd need approval to act
outside my jurisdiction. | can get it, but it will take a few hours."

"The bi ke shoul d keep. And even if somebody does nove it between now and then
"Il be able to followit."

"Well," Hawthorn said. He seemed inpressed. "Well. Is this feeling of yours
somet hing that wears of f? Can you wait a little?"

| rubbed the bridge of nmy nose again, in reflex. "It wears off eventually, but
eventually isn't for a while yet. In the neantine it's sort of unconfortable.
I f you happen to have two aspirin and a pint of dark beer it would help a
lot."

"Wn't that— He seened to scranble for a phrase. "—nnke the feeling go away
faster?"

"Wn't matter if it does. I'll just find the bike again."

The door at the back of the room swung open to | et Saquash in. He was
bal ancing a bow and a cup, both giving off steam Wen he saw Hawt horn he

stopped and stared. "Hullo, Captain. Didn't know you were still here."
"I was working too hard to make any noise, |I'mafraid. Wat's that you' ve
got ?"

Saquash set his load down in front of me. "Food for the kid. He was starting
to l ook fuzzy around the edges."

The food was vegetabl e soup, and the cup was full of genuine coffee. Wll, |
suppose if anybody knows where to get it when the rest of the town is short,
it'll be the police.

| hope | didn't salivate visibly. | slid an ashtray over fromthe end of the
table and snuffed my cig. "You didn't go out of your way for this, did you?"

"It was all we had left. W already ate the donuts. No, we keep a pot on
pretty much all the time, for when we're too busy for breaks."

"Good grief. Thank you."

"No prob. If we run out, next shift can make their own dam | unch."

Hawt hor n had wat ched t he whol e exchange closely, as if he were | ooking for
tips on his intonation. "W can al so manage sone aspirin and a beer, | think
Can't we, Saquash?"

"Yes, sir. Beer's in the icebox, and aspirin's in the first aid cabinet."
Hawt horn pursed his lips faintly, eyeing Saquash. Saquash was rumagi ng

industriously in the table's long drawer for, it turned out, a spoon. Finally
Hawt horn's shoul ders rose and fell a little, and he anbled off through the



door at the back as if he'd always nmeant to do it, anyway.

Saquash gave a contained snort of laughter. "Ad Prickly's a swell guy,
actually,"” he said, and handed ne the spoon. "But you have to make himrun his
own errands, sonetines."”

| dug into the soup. It probably wasn't as good as it seemed at the tinme, but
that still |eaves sonme room at the upper end. "Hawthorn's a Dragonstooth Hil

guy?”

"Yep. But we |l et himhang around just to show how broad-m nded we are.
Actually, | think he's interested in Rico's illusionist, this guy you're
hel pi ng her chase down. Maybe they haven't forgotten, up on the Hill, that
Soho is full of their kids."

"I hadn't thought B-town cops had so nany regul ations."
Saquash cocked his head. "Like what?"

"Hawt horn said he had to do something to clear working outside his
jurisdiction."”

"Eh. That sounds like AOd Prickly. It's nmore a courtesy than a regul ation
Nobody woul d give himshit for pitching in, but his conscience' d bother him
for months."

Then Hawt horn came back, and we had to stop tal king about him He had an

unl abel | ed, sweaty beer bottle in one hand and the aspirin bottle in the
other. From a pocket of his silver jacket he produced a ring of keys so big
wonder ed what he weighted the rest of the pockets with in order to get the
jacket to hang so well. There was a bottle opener on the ring, with which he
popped the beer. "No dark, |I'mafraid," he apol ogi zed.

"Lager works, too. Thanks, Captain."” | washed the aspirin down with what
turned out to be a perfectly presentable pale ale. Alittle heavy on the hops
for my taste, but | wouldn't have sent back a case.

The door to the hallway opened a little, and Vic stuck his head around the
edge of it. | was startled, until | realized there was no reason why the
copshop woul dn't have a back door. He took a quick survey of the room spotted
Hawt horn, made a face, and drew his head back again. The door cl osed behi nd
him | don't think Hawt horn noti ced.

"Make yoursel f confortable,” Hawthorn said. "lI've radioed for ny

aut horization. If the call went through, there should be no trouble about it,
and we can go after that notorcycle in about an hour."

Saquash caught ny eye over Hawt horn's shoul der and w nked.

Bef ore Hawt horn could turn away, | asked, "Do you think this mght be it?"

He rai sed his eyebrows.

"I mean, that the owner of the bike m ght be the person Rico' s after."

He t hought about it. "Frankly, | doubt it. This fellow seenms to be too good at
covering his tracks to have risked bei ng anywhere near H gh Street when his

trap was sprung."

"Good." Wien Hawt horn | ooked surprised, | added, "Rico would be ticked if this



turned out to be it, and she wasn't there."

| finished the soup, the beer, and the coffee while Saquash popped in and out
of the roomon various errands, and finally disappeared altogether. Hawt horn
sat at another table with a pile of paper. | felt nmuch better after the food.
Rel axed. And after all, who'd mind if |I put nmy head down and caught a nap?
Surely they'd give me a poke if | started snoring.

| closed nmy eyes, and opened themon a different room wth a w ndow across
fromme that was letting in the commotion that birds make just before dawn. |
was lying on a cot in a roomthe size of Rico's office. The rest of the
furniture was a stack of cardboard file boxes along one wall. | was only
slightly alarmed, because | couldn't think fast enough or well enough to
figure out what there was to be al arned about. Wen | sat up, nmy head did the
breast stroke, but the rest of me was fine. | stunbled to the door and out
into the hall.

It looked as if | was still in the station house, so | tried drawing a bead on
the front room | managed to follow the trail wi thout actually running into
any walls. At last | pushed through a famliar-I|ooking door, and the tug on ny
brai n went dornmant agai n.

The first of the norning shift must have just come in; a blond, slightly
chubby guy in his thirties and a halfie woman with forest-green hair and a
Chi nese dragon tattoo were passing papers back and forth while they dunked
their tea bags. Vic was there; he was sitting backwards on a chair talking to
the first two cops. | couldn't tell fromwhat |I caught if he was filling them
in on the night's events or airing his prejudices.

Hawt horn was at one of the big oak tables, cradling a coffee cup. Just for a
nmonent, he wore the closed, stony expression that highborn elves sonetimes
slip into, when they're not being social. Then his eyes met nine, and grew
wi der .

"Sun and shadow, you're awake! Are you all right?" At the alarmin his voice,
the other two | ooked up as well.

"Hey, Sleeping Beauty!" Vic called out. "You nmovin' in here, or what?"

"Bad cop," said the green-haired woman wi t hout | ooking up from her papers. "No
pronotion. "

| ignored themboth. "I"'mfine," | said to Hawt horn. "Wy didn't sonebody wake
me up?"

"W tried," Hawthorn said. "We couldn't."

| frowned at him trying to make sense of that. I'mnot a heavy sl eeper
particul arly.

"We tried quite hard, in fact. Finally Oficer Saquash and | carried you in
and put you on the cot, and he headed for hone. |'ve been trying to wake you
every hour or so, but it wasn't doing a bit of good. 1'd nearly resolved to
get a doctor."

"No, | don't think | need a doctor." No question, though; | still wasn't
exactly firing on all cylinders. | once heard that it takes four hours for a
bear's body tenmperature to get back up to normal after a winter in

hi bernation. | felt as if | were about two-and-a-half, maybe three hours
warnmed up. | sat down in one of the straight chairs.



Hawt horn checked my pulse in fine professional style. "Have you had reactions
like this to al cohol before?"

"Ye gods, it had better not be a reaction to alcohol. No. Maybe I'mallergic
to sonmething. Maybe it's just that | was so short of sleep."

He shook his head. "I suppose it could be. Look, there's only an hour or two
before Rico comes in. At this point, |I think the best thing for you to do is
go home and get a little nmore rest. I'lIl send her to you as soon as she cones
in"

"I don't know. |." To be honest, | was a little scared. Those of us who are
rarely sick are inclined to panic whenever our bodies |et us down. But
somewhere out there (I didn't ask for it; | was careful not to) was a

motorcycle. It mght not have anything to do with anything. Except, except—6h,
hel | . Hawt horn had spoken with the Wse Voice of Benevolent Authority, and
besi des, he was right. | would wait for Rico at hone.

| stood up. "As soon as she gets in, okay?" | said.
Hawt hor n nodded. "Inmediately. She'll say you did exactly the right thing."

"I hope so," | nuttered. As | went out the door, | made an acknow edgi ng
gesture at the other three cops. The two new ones raised their teacups to ne.
Vic said,

"See ya, Miutant Boy." | blew hima kiss, but | didn't have the nerve to wait
for a reaction.

Dawn was just about to spill over the edge of the horizon. The sky was

battl eship gray, and if there wasn't yet enough light to read by, there soon
woul d be. The air was noist with a little cutting edge of coolness. It was
like nenthol in ny throat and lungs, and | took in lots of it. That, and the
exerci se of wal ki ng, brought ne closer to awake. The nore awake | was, of
course, the nore the sense of unfinished busi ness nagged at ne.

| had to go find the damm nmotorcycle. If | found it, | could give Rico the
address when she cane 'round to my place, and go back to sleep. | wouldn't do
anyt hing about it by myself; in fact, | would try not to be seen in the

vicinity of the bike, for fear someone woul d get nervous and make the thing

di sappear before the cops got there. Nothing too demandi ng. Just locate it and
go home. That seened to di spose of every objection | could think of. | hoped
it covered the ones that Rico or the Ticker mght have, on the grounds of
ei t her good police work or my personal safety.

Now, where...ah. Thataway. | turned off Chrystoble, following ny nmuse. | felt
better already.

I know, | know. Any reasonable person (and even |, now) will |ook at the
decision to go find the bike and think, "Hey, what was that funny noi se? Cuess
"Il go down into the dark basement al one and check it out."” And that's not
the only decision |I've ever nmade that would cause one to think that. In this

case, | plead exhaustion and obsession, and can only tell you that it seened
like a swell idea at the tine.

It was a long walk. Still, I'd had some food, and by whatever cause, |'d had
some sleep. | felt alittle drowsy and inattentive, but even that was fading

away. So | hiked into what was once the warehouse district, before Faerie cane
back and changed everything about who lived in B-town, and where, and for what



reasons. | was passing under one of the old freeway ranps, |ooking up through
a hole in the concrete at the pearly gray of the sky, when | realized |I'd seen
that hole before. Tick-Tick and | had conme this way, in search of her stolen
wrench. How | ong ago? A coupl e of days?

The further | went on the string that tied ne to the bl ack-and-red notorcycl e,
the nore things | recognized. Nah, couldn't be, | thought, just before
turned the corner and stopped in sight of Walt Fel kin's bunker-Iike house.

Wll, how unlikely was it? One unsavory Townie (Charlie) had associ ated
hinself with Rico's illusionist. Wiy not another one? Especially one |ike
Walt, with a reported eye for the main chance and the fast buck, and no
reported qual ns about anything that m ght have to be done to |lay hands on
them In short, a lot like Charlie.

While |I thought about all that, | did have the sense to step off the pavenent
into a pass-through between two buil dings, across the street fromFelkin's
place. I'd resolved not to be obvious about this, after all

| |l eaned agai nst the bricks under a broken fire escape. Water ran down the

m ddl e of the passage, headed for a stormdrain in the street. Too nmuch to be
left over from night-before-last's rainstorn soneone on the block was
enptyi ng a hol ding tank. That meant sonmeone was around, and awake, and

shoul d be careful about being seen

O course, | couldn't be sure that Walt had any direct contact with the
illusionist. He nmight be fencing the bike for a friend of a friend. He m ght
be repairing it, or repainting it. He m ght have bought it from sonmeone. Hell
the blasted thing mght just be parked next to his property. An actual sight
of the bike mght tell ne nore. And whatever Walt's relationship to Rico's
case, he was at least a real, live person who could answer questions.

| went further down the pass-through. There was a sort of courtyard, that was
really only a widening of the alley, at the heart of the block. Ad |oading
docks yawned open above the street, their doors | ong ago broken down, their
head- hi gh concrete aprons crunbling. The only signs of habitation were three
cardboard boxes of enpty beer bottles stacked in one doorway, and the water,
whi ch was rushing out a drainpipe that clinmbed the side of the building to a
tank at the edge of the roof. | stayed close to the wall, in case soneone was
up there and attentive.

| followed the alley out to the street, and followed that to circle around
Walt's place. The house itself, | decided, mght have been a garage
originally. It was a single-storey building with a flat roof and a few | ong
narrow wi ndows set too high in the walls to look into, their glass painted
white. It also had a big paved area in back, walled with ten-foot chainlink
and two strands of barbed wire. On the oil-stained paving | could see untidy
stacks of old tires, rusting heaps of auto body components, and piled | unber
war pi ng i n the weat her.

| also saw a bl ack-and-red notorcycl e parked inside the fence, by the back
door. The string connecting us dissolved.

As anbivalent as | was about ny talent, | had to adnmit there were tinmes when a
find gave me a near-adrenal rush. This was one of them M grin was

i nvol untary, ny whispered "Gotcha!" nearly so. There was an enpty buil di ng
next door, with a back yard full of scrub trees and high grass. | declared
that "cover," and noved in closer. | should have known |I wouldn't be able to
get ny notorcycle sighting and go home. Too much cat in ny ancestry.



|'d expected the black finish on the rod frame to be priner, fromnmny dream
glinpse. Instead, it was either dense matte-black paint or sone kind of
rubberized coating. It |ooked phenonmenal |y expensive. It was the netal -fl ake
red on the teardrop tank that seemed a little cheesy; it didn't have the depth
or gloss of the pearl escent m dni ght-blue |acquer on Tick-Tick's bike, and was
alittle battle-scarred, besides. Were nost bikes would sport chrome, this
one had bl ack anodi zed netal. "The Stealth Chopper,” | nuttered, and realized
that, whether functional or attitudinal, that's exactly what it was. Except
for the gas tank. A replacenent, waiting for a new paint job? O were the

bl ack parts left over frombetter days and a previ ous owner?

It was a shaft-driven bike, which was surprising; chain drives are cheaper

and easier to fix, which means they're nore common in Bordertown. The Ticker
could have given ne a rough idea of the engine size just by |ooking. Lacking
her presence, | guessed 750 cc or larger. | couldn't tell how recently it had
been driven, but the engine wasn't hot right then; there was no telltale
ticking fromcooling netal. There was what |ooked |ike a custom security cable
running fromthe ignition, under the gas tank, and connected to sonething in

t he hi gh weeds al ong the pavenent's edge.

Unfortunately, there was no nonogram on the seat uphol stery, no tag that read,
"If lost, please return to," and no way to tell if the bike belonged in Walt
Fel kin's back lot. It was not, in other words, as easy as |'d hoped.

That was Rico's problem | acknow edged irritably. | pulled the cigarette out
of my breast pocket and lit it while | thought. R co would have to push past
Fel kin's front door manners (I tried to imagine her using a piece of tail pipe,
and couldn't; possibly I didn't know her well enough) and ask himlots of
guestions about illegal things. And Walt, fromwhat | knew, would cl ose up as
if he'd been wel ded shut. The Ticker had been confident that the nmere naning
of me would get her wench out of him but that was different. W were

Towni es, after our own. W weren't cops.

So. | crouched in the long, dewwet grass behind the buil ding next door

stared at Walt Fel kin's painted-over w ndows, snmoked ny herbal tig, and let ny
stupi d i dea hatch. Maybe | was even | ess awake than | thought | was. Still, it
seened good then, and better the nore | |ooked at it: Walt knew who | was. A

Soho fixture, a friend of Tick-Tick's, an adamant neutral in the choosing of
sides that went on anbng gangs and races in the territory south of Ho street.
| began to conpose ny line of innocent enquiry. | didn't stub out ny cigarette
inthe dirt and rise up out of the undergrowth until it was nicely polished.

Walt's front door was actually at the corner of the structure, recessed a

l[ittle under a projection just big enough to keep the weather off while one
fumbl ed for the key. One would have to, every tinme; there was a | ock, but no
door knob. The door faced the wong way for norning sunlight, but the current

owner didn't strike ne as the sort to have noticed. Though it was still barely
dawn, the difference in the |light between the back of the building and the
front was enough to make the porch seemdark. | knocked with enough enthusi asm

to wake someone up, which | knew I was doi ng.

And when | was done, ny eyes had adjusted to the gloom Now | could see the
roughly tw sted strands of wire taped to the doorframe, the connector that
woul d separate when the door opened, the cardboard box set against the
doorsill, big enough to hold a basketball, to which the wires ran. The | ast
vestige of fog left my brain in a great cold rush

Prom beyond the door came the sound of sonething falling over.

"Don't open the door!" | screamed. A steel door full of insulation; could he



hear the words? "Walt, this is Orient! Don't open the door!"
"What the fuck?" If I could hear him then he could hear nme. Thank you, Cod.

"There's a bonmb wired to your door! It'lIl go off if you open it. Stay there
until 1 get soneone to disarmit!"”

"There's a what ?"

"A bomb—don't touch the door! The cops'|| have sonebody who can dismantle it.
Walt, do you hear ne?"

He was right next to the door now "lIs this a joke? Did that goddamm el f broad
put you up to this?"

"What ?" Oh, he neant Tick-Tick. "It's not a joke; there's a box out here big
enough to—+ don't know Just don't open the door. It's got sonething to do
with the notorcycle around back."

There was no conment fromthe other side of the door

"Vl t ?"

"Who sent you?"

"Nobody. Walt-—=

"Who the fuck sent you?" He'd stepped back a little.

"wal t, cal m down—

H s voice rose in volunme and pitch. "...Backstabbin' sonofabitch! Well, fuck
him" The |l ast was a shriek. | could hear the nmngled fury and terror even
t hrough the steel

n \Ml t ?II
No answer. In the room beyond the door, sonething clattered.

In one sickening instant, | knew what was happening. "Walt, no!" | screaned,
and | aunched mysel f toward the back of the house. | couldn't have been fast
enough if 1'd tel eported.

Fel kin, you idiot. Did you think he wouldn't rig the back door, too?

The blast fromit, when Wlt tried to bolt, blew out the windows in a
hai |l storm of glass. | renmenber that: over ny head, three sparkling gouts of
glass, like water spat out by someone surprised by a joke. Surprise, \Walt.

The contents of the cardboard box at the front door went off inmrediately, when
the first blast warped the door. |I felt it nmore than | heard it. The third
expl osi on, though—+ heard that one. The one set off by what |'d nistaken for a
security cable on the notorcycle. It sounded like the Devil hinmself was

| aughi ng.

The weat her saved ny life. If it hadn't poured rain two nights before, and if
t he dew hadn't been heavy that norning, the parched trees and tall grass next
to Walt Felkin's house woul d have kindled fromthe flam ng debris and burned



like a grease fire, and ne with them As it was, they snol dered, and the snoke
fromthe field, the house, and Walt's old tires kept anyone from spotting ne
for a while. It would have been | onger yet, except for Sunny Ri co. According
to stories | heard later, she refused to |listen to the suggestion that | m ght
never have been there at all

"Drunks woul d pass up free beer first," she said through clenched teeth, and
began to conb the site for ne or ny renains.

The first | knew of this was Rico's voice, saying, "No, don't nove. There's a
stretcher comng."

Everything I'd found out flooded ny m nd and clanored to be reported. |
couldn't sort it. | opened nmy eyes and shut them again i medi ately; the sun
was painful, and the snoke. |1'd caught a glinpse of Rico' s face, daubed with
soot and with a bleeding scratch across the bridge of her nose, her hair
soaked with sweat and sticking to her forehead. Now that | paid attention,
could hear the rushing noise of flames, and the firecracker expl osions of
things caught in the fire. The heat was buffetting.

"It's a he,” | said.
n \N]at ?II
"It's a he," | said, nore carefully this time, and | ouder

"I can't hear you. Don't worry about it now "

"Felkin said 'he.' The bike was here. | can describe it."

I nside nmy head, the words had been half shouted and clear. But R co shook her
head, frowning. | finally realized that | was only half conscious, and even

t hat wasn't guaranteed.

"I can't tell if you've broken anything," she said. "The blood' s just fromthe
cut on your head. |I'mworried about things |ike your spine. So when we nove

you onto the stretcher, if anything hurts, screamlike hell right away, okay?"

That seemed funny. She might even have neant it to be. "Hel per of nen,"
nmur mur ed.

She rai sed one eyebrow.

| didn't recognize the two people with the stretcher, when |I squinted up at
them They were probably with the nei ghborhood fire watch. They were both as

grubby as Rico. At that point | lost the signal again, if not consci ousness
altogether. | tuned back in as the sky was being replaced by the roof of an
anbul ance. "Sunny!" | said with all the force | could manage.

"Yeah?" She was sonewhere cl ose by.

"Tell Tick-Tick." | hoped she'd understood; | hadn't the strength to stick
around and find out.

Chapter 6
The Consequences of That anay



And that's how | ended up in Bolt Street Clinic nyself. It could have been the
same roomas the one |I'd been in the day before, the one in which I'd watched
agirl die. I don't know, | hadn't paid nmuch attention to it then, and

wasn't going to ask.

At Bolt Street, the medical hierarchy wasn't any nore el aborate than the | aw
enf orcenent equival ent at Chrystoble Street Station. Anybody who knew how to
handl e a problem handled it. | wasn't, the staff assured ne, much of a
problem | was attended to by the man who'd brought me water in the hall, the
last tinme |I'd been there. He sewed up the gash between ny right eyebrow and ny
hairline, shone light into ny eyes and ears, prodded ny battered |inbs and
asked "Does this hurt?" (the answer was usually "Yes"), and told nme | was

going to be there for twenty-four hours, for observation, whether | liked it
or not.
| told himl didn"t. | also told himl'd clinmb out a wi ndow sooner than spend

the night, no of fense neant.

"Good of you to warn ne," he said. He sounded tired. "How about if you stay
away fromthe wi ndows for eight hours, and we'll renegotiate then?"

"Il try." | didn't really feel like standing up yet, but | wasn't naking an
enpty threat. The hospital surroundings were already maki ng ny nerves flutter
It had been four years since I'd lived in the Wrld, since I'd lived with this
anbi ence at second hand and come to associate it inextricably with everything
t hat happened at hone. Sone things take nore than years and di stance to
escape, | guess.

He cl eaned ne up and left, warning as he did that there was probably sonmebody
waiting to see ne; at least, there had been, on and off for a while. | propped
my pillow and nme agai nst the headboard and tried to | ook conpetent and

unf azed.

I don't know why | was surprised when Tick-Tick came in. | was expecting her
of course; | just wasn't expecting her first. Her back was very straight and
her face was calm She shut the door behind her and sat down in the chair
besi de the bed. She crossed her |egs. She folded her |ong white hands, right
over left, on her thigh

"I"'msorry," | said. | didn't think | |ooked conpetent and unfazed.

"I know that." Her voice matched the rest of her. "So?"
That was when | understood just how hard this was going to be. "Do you want ne
to prom se never to do it again?"

"Never to be foolish? O course not. Wat good would that do? You night as
wel |l prom se not to blink. Or were you proposing to promi se never to go to
Walt Felkin's in search of..clues?" She coughed the word out as if it had

stuck in her throat. "I believe you could keep that one, but it's precious
little protection from anything now. "

"I thought | was doing the right thing at the tine."

"Did you? Think, | mean. O did you sinply put your nose to the ground and
chase along behind it, like a dog after a skunk?"



The Ticker actually stopped, then, |ooked at nme, and waited, as if the
guestion weren't rhetorical. | said, "Don't let me interrupt you. You're
barely warnmed up."

That was neant to make her overtly furious; which woul d have been easier for
me to take. It failed. "It seems | was nearly called upon to identify your
body. "

"Ch, for God's sake. Three stitches, all right? Three. | had worse falling off
a swing when | was five."

"I spoke at length with Linn, Rico's partner. Fromhis reconstruction, you
nmust have been about hal fway down the I ength of the concrete wall of the

house, which neans only about four long strides fromthe center of either
blast. A few strides, and the chance durability of concrete—does that not seem
like a near brush to you?"

It would eventually seem worse than that, | knew, but | also knew that the
real know edge of it would have to catch up to me at its own tinme. "Walt's
dead, | suppose?"

"I'f you can assure the police that Walt was present at the time of the blasts,
I know they'd appreciate it. There was certainly soneone present, but dental
records are few in Bordertown."

n O’]. "

"Linn is an excellent source of information, if one has the wit to ask himfor
it." She sounded positively pleasant now, but | knew her; there wasn't
anything in that for me. "For instance, did you know that the expl osive used
in the ceiling of the apartnment building was Astrolite?"

"l don't even know from Astrolite." She knew | didn't.

"Ammoni um ni trate and hydrazi ne."
"Why does that sound fam liar? Wait—+ocket fuel ?" | asked, appalled.

"Different hydrazine. Not so viciously toxic, nor so difficult to | ay hands
on, though it nust be sought assiduously and worked with caution. But once
conbined with the nitrate, it is dependably stable outside the presence of
fire or spark, even under the influence of magic, and powerful in very small
quantities. | have used it and nade it and traded it, as have many ot her
people in the Borderlands with the know edge and the need." Her voice, and her
eyes, which didn't waver frommne, were steady and cool. The clinic could
have air-conditioned the whole building with her. "But the gifts placed at
Walt Felkin's house were not that. No, my dear. They were gelignite. Celignite
contains nitroglycerin, which cannot be nmade dependably stable in the

Borderl ands no matter what you dope it with. Anyone who uses it here is either
an unlettered fool, or a lettered one of appalling hubris. | would sooner keep
a polar bear than | would a corn-kernel of gelignite.”

"If it's that bad," | said, "why would anybody have it here at all?"
"Because there are, without question, fools in Bordertown. Sensible people,
when they find caches of unstable explosives, have them confiscated, thus

reduci ng the comunal price of folly by a few pennies."

The dissertation on explosives was entirely Tick-Tick-1ike. The apparent
change of subject in nmid-rant was not.



"This has sonething to do with why you're so angry, doesn't it?"

She stared at nme and chewed the inside of her lip. "Yes," she said finally.

"Can you explain it?"

"To a thoughtful analyst l|ike yourself? Probably not." Her gaze left nine
finally, to consult the ceiling. | could have told her it was blank. She

fol ded her hands the other way, left over right. "Astrolite requires sone
know how and experience to use efficiently, and tine and care to set up at the
site. Woever blew the ceiling of the apartnent building had all those. What
was done at Walt Felkin's was not unlike deer hunting with a grenade. |'m sure
Linn will squeeze all the relevant details out of you later, but he's assured
me that the nost cursory observation of the site indicates a woefully
inefficient use of materials. The blast at Felkin's and the denolition of the
apartment buil ding m ght have been done by two different people. Under the

ci rcunmst ances, that seens so unlikely as to be | aughable."

"So that's not what scares you."

She shot nme a glare, as if | wasn't supposed to notice that she was scared.
"What is likely is that soneone with the know edge and experience to use

expl osives wi sely and well has, under pressure, used them sl oppily and wi thout
regard for the wi der consequences. Such a person, under pressure, will make no
di stinction between targets and bystanders."

My fingers had closed on the bl anket, gathering it in two knots. "I don't know
if this person believes in the concept of bystanders."

Tick-Tick stood up with a sharp exhal ati on, and paced to the foot of the bed.
(Was it the same bed? If so, that was where |'d stood.) "And that's why you
won't leave it be."

Until then | hadn't considered whether or not | nmeant to leave it be. I'd
still thought of nyself as having been pressed into service by Sunny Ri co. But
| hadn't behaved, the night before, |ike soneone who was working against his
will. Maybe | was as bad as the Ticker herself was, when faced with a puzzle.
What ever ny notivation was, | didn't feel up to analyzing it imediately. "
don't know. "

She stood erect at the foot rail, as if behind a | ectern. She |ooked, in fact,
like a preacher who wasn't very fond of the congregation. "Your duty as an
honest citizen of Bordertown is to deplore evildoing. You are not obliged to
tie a cape over your shoul ders and search the alleys for it. You have a job,

whi ch you should do well, and | eave others to do theirs. You did what you
could for Rico. Then you did what you shouldn't have, which harned you and
muddi ed the waters generally, | suspect. If so, no doubt you'll hear it from
Rico." She | eaned forward, her forearnms pressing down on the railing. Her

expression was noticeably | ess conposed. "Leave it, Orient. Let it go. The
police will take over."

| had a headache banging at the front of nmy skull, and the snell of

anti bacterial soap was naking me a little bit queasy. "I sort of thought you'd
mention the consequences of nmy actions right off. You left out getting Walt
killed and the evi dence destroyed."

Ti ck-Ti ck shook her head irritably. "Linn thought the doors were wired. Wre
t hey?"



| nodded.

"Then he woul d have opened one with or w thout you. Wallow ng in unearned
guilt won't save you. WIIl you give it up now, or not?"

| hadn't thought about it, and | wasn't going to think about it then. "I'II
think about it,"” | said.

"I do hope you'll practice on sonething else first."

| mght have said something unforgivable, if Rico hadn't appeared in the door
to the room | felt Iike a kid caught waging a nane-calling fight. Rico | ooked
fromthe Ticker to ne, and said, to neither of us in particular, "This is a
bad tinme, right?"

"That depends entirely on what for, and for whom" Tick-Tick said, making al
t he consonants count.

Rico blinked. "I'Il figure that out and get back to you." She turned her
attention full on ne and nodded. "My, you |ook |ousy."

"But | feel terrible," | assured her

"Quess that proves you can't tell by |ooking."

Ti ck-Tick's eyes went back and forth between the two of us; then they stopped
at me, and she raised one eyebrow. "Have you been studying | nsouci ant

Copspeak?"

"He's a natural at it," said Rico. And to ne: "The guy in white out front says
you don't want to stay here."

"l don't, nuch."

"They can't check for internal injuries if you don't hang around. And the
city's picking up the tab."

"I'd rather go hone," | said. At the sane tine, Tick-Tick said, harshly, "He
doesn't like hospitals."

| stared at her. |'d had no i dea she knew that.

"Nobody |ikes hospitals,” Ricoreplied. "Git your teeth."
The Ticker straightened abruptly. "He can go hone with ne. |I'Il take
responsibility for him™"

Ri co | ooked at her—+ooked up at her, where, absurdly, she stood with feet
planted and chin a little out-thrust. You tend to forget the rel ative ages of
el ves; now | renenbered that Tick-Tick was the elven equival ent of my age,
nore or less, and Rico was older than me. | wondered again by how rmuch. Now
Rico said drily, "And what does he say to that?"

"I"l'l go home with her. But I'Il take responsibility for nyself, thank you."

Tick-Tick bent a ook on ne that told ne exactly how she woul d have responded
to that if Rico hadn't been in the room

Ri co shrugged. "Take it up with his repairmn.”



| got another look fromthe Ticker, this one harder to read. Then she said,
"I"ll do that now. " She gave the inpression of gathering herself up, though
she hadn't brought anything in with her. Then she stal ked out of the roomlike
the Queen of the Veldt. Grr.

Sunny Rico sank her hands in the pockets of her trousers. She was in formal
dress again: black suit jacket and pants and a nmaroon Edward n T-shirt.
"Crimny," she said, gazing toward the door where Tick-Tick had gone out. "Wy
do | feel like I've been dism ssed?"

| took the question seriously. "Force of personality. She has an awful |ot of
it."

"And all of it ready to launch in your defense. Wien | cane in | thought she
was kicking your butt."

"Yeah, but that doesn't mean anybody el se gets to. You know Your sister can
punch you, but heaven hel p the neighbor kids if they try it."

"It's a sisterly sort of relationship? | wondered if it was anything closer."

"God, |'ve never had a closer relationship. Including with nmy nother." Wich
rem nded nme of my surroundi ngs, of course.

It nust have shown on ny face; R co saw somnething, anyway. "Anything you want
to nmention?"

"No." Then | changed nmy mind. "My nomwas a nurse. She went back to it
after—after ny father left her. Us. She was second shift ER staff. Things were
pretty grisly for us, and | still associate the whole thing with hospitals."

| didn't sound very coherent, even to ne, but Ri co nodded. "Money probl ens?"
It woul d have been easier to say yes, but that wasn't, | discovered, what |
wanted to say. | struggled with it for a monent, and shrugged, and | ooked out
t he door, since there wasn't anything to see out the w ndow except the wall
across the alley.

She said, "Kids always bl ane themsel ves when their parents get divorced."

| was startled enough to stare at her. Her expression was bland, but | think
she made a nental note.

"Ckay, let's get some work done," Rico said, and pulled a notebook out of her
i nsi de jacket pocket. "Before the nedical professionals decide you' ve had
enough social life." She |let her pen hover over a clean sheet and | ooked at
ne.

| drew a | ong breath, by way of organizing sonme brain cells, and began by
summari zing the director's-cut version of the dream as |I'd had it the night
before. | explained why | had gone to Christoble Street with the new

i nformation instead of finding her, and she shook her head.

"Shoul d have woke ne up."

"Fine. If it ever cones up again, I'll remenber that."

"What tine was all this?"

"Ye gods, | wasn't really—wait, when | got to the station, it was pretty close



to four a.m"

"Wi ch side of four?"

"Maybe ten, fifteen minutes short?"

"COkay. Keep going."

| tried to do it in order: talking to Saquash, being interrupted by Vic's
entrance (Rico nodded and nuttered, "Vickie, God's Gft to Third Shift"),
Hawt horn's entrance, telling Haw horn about the dream and the bike, eating,
waiting for authorization, falling asleep, Hawt horn sendi ng ne hone...

"You fell asleep?" Rico repeated, a textbook exanmple of skepticism

"I't wasn't something |I'd been doing nuch of, until then."

"Didn't they think to wake you up?"

"They tried, | guess. | don't know if Hawt horn ever got his authorization
come to think of it."

Ri co shook her head, and said, "Go on."

So | explained, or tried to explain, why | thought at the tinme it would be a
good idea to track the bi ke down nyself. Rico didn't nake all the faces

Ti ck-Ti ck woul d have; she just wote things down.

"Time," she pronpted again.

"Um Just before dawn. What's the | egal definition of dawn, anyway? The sky
was getting light. Call it somewhere around six."

| told her about recognizing where | was, when | got to Walt Felkin's, and
expl ai ned how | knew who Walt Fel kin was. Then | described the bike with great

care, knowing that it didn't exist anynore. "Il really did think it was a | ock
cable,"” 1 sighed.
"And then?"

It seened strange, suddenly, that she didn't know what had happened at \Walt
Fel kin's place, that she hadn't deduced everything I'd done from evi dence at
the scene. That made nme wonder how nuch evidence was |eft there, of anything.
"You're going to hate this," | warned her

"Probably. But right now I'mgetting down what happened, not how | feel about
it. Keep going."

"I knew Walt woul d do his doubl e-damedest not to tell you anything. | nean,
you or any other cop. And | thought that might not be true if it was just ne
he was talking to. So | went 'round the front and knocked on the door."

At the pause, she | ooked up from her notebook and wait ed.

"Then | saw the bonb wired up to go off when the door opened. | yelled through
the door and told himabout it. He asked—after | told himl thought it had to
do with the notorcycle, he wanted to know who sent me. And then he said

somet hi ng about ... a backstabbing son of a bitch, and ' Fuck him""

| raised my hands to rub my head, which ached, and ny fingers brushed agai nst



t he bandage on the right tenple. | settled for rubbing the left side. "After
t hat before | could stop him he tried to get out the back door. Boom"

Rico didn't comment. Instead, she flipped back a few pages in the notebook and
began to re-read what she'd witten. | stared off into space, consoling nyself
with Tick-Tick's observation that Walt woul d have opened t he door eventually,
that that had been the bonber's original intention, in fact.

| was brought back to the roomby a newintensity in the silence. R co was
| ooki ng across the top of her notebook, not quite at ne, and | could see a
nmuscl e appear and di sappear in her jaw as her back teeth worked. "Tell ne

again," she said quietly, "about what you did at the station.”

| started to, and she said, "Slow down." | did, and she still stopped ne with
qguestions like, "Was that when Toby canme back in?" and "Did you see Vic again
after he left to check the dock?" and "Did Hawt horn | eave the building while
you were there?" and "Was that the first tine you'd seen the two norning shift
of ficers?"

I'd been hit on the head, but | still wonder why it took that |ong before
said, "You think it's a cop."

The bl ood had backed away from her face and left her tan gray. "Yes," she
said, alittle hoarse. "I think that."

After four years in Bordertown, one would expect nme to have given up being a
ni ce suburban kid. But in this, at least, |I'd held onto ny roots; the idea
that Chrystoble Street Station had not been a safe place to tal k about the
not orcycl e was very hard to accept.

Ri co nmust have seen that. "You were right the first tinme," she said. "Wy
destroy the notorcycle now? Wiy do anything about it now, as |ong as soneone
isn'"t looking for it? Unless, that is, you find out someone is |ooking for it.
The only people who coul d have known that, going by your testinmony, were in
Chrystoble Street. Unless you told soneone el se about it, and forgot to
mention it." Her voice was determinedly flat, but I could still hear the hope
that lay under the |ast sentence.

"No. But one of the cops m ght have said something to sonmebody."
"When?"
"Hell, J don't know. Rico, | can't see it. | can't picture any of those guys..

She waited for ne to try to find the words, and when | didn't, she offered,
Killing people? It's the last resort in ny job, but I have to be prepared to
do it if the last resort comes around. So do they."

"Not |ike that. Which of themcould do that?"

"Just at a guess, |'d say the one who doped your soup."

| stared at her.

"Ch, cone on. You're not going to tell ne that never occurred to you?"

When | found ny voice, | said, "You bet. Every day. My God, of course it
didn't. Wiere am | supposed to get all this practice at being paranoi d?"

"I don't know, but you'd better start |ooking." Then she cl osed her mouth



sharply, and after a nonment added, "No, scratch that. You won't have to.
Beyond devel oping a certain base | evel of practical street smarts, which is ny
parting recommendation to you."

"What does that nean?"

"It neans you're off it. You're out of here. Done. | need to pick your brains
about a few nore things that happened | ast night, and then these |ast couple
days can fade like a bad dream" Just too |ate she must have recogni zed t he
appropriateness of that; she w nced.

| was surprised to find that everything inside me seenmed to have stopped
happening; | had a feeling of suspended tine filling ny ribcage. "I screwed
up," | said. "I knowthat. It won't happen again."

Ri co sl apped her notebook against the armof the chair. "God damm it, this is
not a puni shment." She sprang up out of the chair and paced to the other end
of the room stood there for a few seconds, and wal ked back to ny bedsi de.
"Not negotiable. You're out. Sorry if it cuts into your incone."

I had ny mouth open to tell her off, when | realized it was another of those
characteristic sentences: Sorry if it cuts into your income. It built a

cof ferdam around the thing she didn't want to tal k about, and let the

di scussion run safely around and on. And she expected me to respond in kind.
This time | had no idea what she didn't want to tal k about.

| took a deep breath and nodded, and said, "I won't starve."

| saw a small relaxation in her face. She poi sed her pen over the notebook
agai n and asked, "Toby brought you the food?"

"Anybody coul d have been in the back and added sonething to it. Except—while
Saquash was getting the food. Hawt horn was out front talking to me. And once
it was in front of me, nobody had a chance to do anything to it."

"\What about the beer and the aspirin? Hawt horn brought those."
"The aspirin was in an aspirin bottle, the pills were stanped 'aspirin,' and

shook them out mnysel f. That woul d have taken a hell of a lot of planning to
set up."

"The beer?"
| reconstructed ny nenories. "No. The beer had a crinp-on cap. | watched him
pop it off with the opener. | think you have to | eave Hawt horn out."

"Maybe. Christ, this is going to be fun. | have to question everybody w t hout
making it look as if anyone's under suspicion. You say Hawt horn got on the
radi o?"

"He said he radioed for authorization to do stuff outside his turf."

"I'"ll check that. If he nmentioned the notorcycle to the dispatcher, the field
of suspects opens up |like a sonofabitch.”

| knew what she neant: The cops on Dragonstooth Hill would have the news. So
woul d anyone in B-town who'd nonitored that frequency in the frail hope that
radi o transm ssion woul d, even tenporarily, be working in the Borderlands the
way it worked everywhere else. If | were the illusionist, | would try to keep
an ear on the police band, if | knew there was one. It was still possible that



Ri co wasn't | ooking for another cop

Except for the suspicious circunstances of ny falling asleep in the police
station. "I night not have been doped,"” | said.

"OfF course not. And the El flands may have di sappeared again while we've been
standing here, but it's not what you'd call likely." This tine her expression
rem nded nme a |l ot of one Tick-Tick mght have used.

"Could it have been a spell?"

"I assune you woul d have noticed if anybody in the roomcast one." She asked
it as if it were a serious question

"I"ve lived here for four years."

"Some people are thick enough that four years won't even nmake a dent. Wuld
you recogni ze the casting of a spell if you saw it?"

"Thank you," | said pleasantly, "yes, | would."

"Al'l right, then. That would rule out anything but a spell to put the whole
station house to sleep, and according to what you've said, Chrystoble Street
didn't turn into Briar Rose's country house |last night. | could have soneone
sniff around the place for lingering traces of hocus-pocus, but there usually
are some. W use it ourselves, any tine it makes life easier.”

She flipped her notebook closed and stuffed it back in her breast pocket. "I'm
going to go before they throw me out. Thanks for giving me the rundown on | ast
night. And don't be in any rush to get back on your feet."

| had forgotten. | really had, just for a minute, because we had gone on
tal ki ng about the case, picking it apart. | hadn't realized that she was just
guestioning a witness. "And that's it?" | asked her

"Linn may cone around to ask you nore questions.”
"That's not what | neant."

"Ch, right. Send ne a bill." And before | could repeat nyself, she turned and
wal ked out.

It seened very quiet, in spite of the clinic sounds in the hall, in spite of
the dry-grass sound of ny breathing. Nobody was doi ng anythi ng nuch today. |
certainly wasn't. Nothing to do but get out of the hospital and go back to ny
slightly-interrupted life, which offered bl essedly few opportunities to court
di saster. What a relief.

The room was dar ker when Tick-Tick came back in. "I talked theminto letting
you go. Do you need hel p dressing?"

She pl unked what she was carrying on the foot of the bed, and | recognized the
conponent parts; she'd gone to ny place and brought back some cl othes. |
wondered if the clinic had throw out the ones |'d been wearing. There

woul dn't have been anyone around to tell themthat nobst of ny wardrobe | ooked
i ke that anyway.

"I think I can do it. Thanks."

"I prom sed you'd stay overnight with ne."



Wl |, that was that, then. Tick-Tick was scrupul ous about promnises. She |eft

the roomto give ne sone privacy, and | slid out of bed. | was shaky, but it
was nice to contenplate |leaving the clinic, and that gave nme the strength of
purpose to get ny clothes on. I was sore enough to be rem nded of what it felt

like to have a ceiling fall on me. No nmore of that, thank you, and no nore of
this. Relief was the word for it

"Are you decent?" Tick-Tick called through the door
| said what | was supposed to: "No, but |I'mdressed."”

She stuck her head in as | was |inping cautiously toward the door. She didn't
of fer to help, because even if | had behaved Iike an idiot and betrayed every
intelligent piece of advice she'd ever given ne, she was still my best friend
and a dammed considerate fey wi ght.

My nurse waited in the hall. "Need a chair?" he asked us.

Ti ck-Ti ck shook her head before | realized that he'd meant the kind with
wheels. "We'll do very well,"” said the Queen of the Veldt, and offered nme her
el bow with a dashing air. | took it as if the gesture were mere gallantry

bet ween friends. Besides, she was too tall for nme to throw an arm across her
shoul ders to hold nyself up

The nmoon had come out of its corner, silver on turquoise, and the sun was
expiring under a count of ten. 1'd missed the whol e boxing match for the sake
of Rico's stupid case. Good riddance to it and her

| slunped in the sidecar in relative confort, while Tick-Tick drove with
decorum and a sixth sense for avoi ding pothol es. Wen we got to her place, she
wor ked the el evator rope. There wasn't enough light in the atriumto see how
far her nei ghbor had gotten on the tapestry. Besides, it had only been a
day—two daysusince |'d seen it. In a normal life, that wasn't long. | wondered
if he'd found his skull. Heck, maybe he could get WAlt's.

Ti ck-Tick had a fainting couch about two |levels up fromthe kitchen platform
| hobbled up the risers and sprawied on it. "Did you tell "em at the clinic,
that you lived in a tree house?"

"Ho. Ho. Wait until norning, when you're stiff as bricks and have to cone down
for breakfast. Wiich puts me in mind of dinner. What do you want for it?"

"No vegetables. It'd be cannibalism Actually, I don't think I could eat right
now. Do you m nd?"

"Gracious, no. Waste away to nothing. W'Ill hang you on a pole with your mouth
open and use you for a w nd sock."

Alittle later she called softly, "Are you asl eep?"

| turned my face away fromthe w ndow, where the outlines of buildings against
t he navy bl ue sky made such pl easant, cool geonetry. The Ticker was sitting at

her workbench in a spill of light froma kerosene | anp, a book open in front
of her. | don't know what it was; it had tiny, closely-spaced type, thin
yel | owed pages, and occasional illustrations that |ooked |ike Victorian

engravi ngs, dense and scratchy.

"No, |'m awake."



"I shouldn't bother you."

Pretty tentative, for the Ticker. "You' re not bothering ne. |I'm not doing
anything." Well, | was breathing, and ny heart was beating. But the rest of ne
wasn't busy.

"Ah. Then...have you thought about it yet?"

"What do you nean?"

"I said you should give up Rico's puzzle, and you said you would think on it.
I wondered if you had, or if you cared to think aloud."

"I don't have to." Her head came up rather sharply when | said that. "I've
been laid off."

For a nonent she sat still as a painting. Then she said, in a changed voice,
"Ch. Onh, bother."

" Huh?"
"Sleet and snow, |'d never thought Sunny Rico was a fool ."
"I"'mnot following this," | said. | hadn't expected the news to make her angry

and amused and resigned, and all of them at once.

Ti ck-Tick folded her arms over the back of her chair, rested her chin on them
and | ooked at me. "I, at l|east, know that the surest way to nake you want to
do something is to tell you that you absolutely may not."

| thought about it. Then | said, "Not this time. It's arelief. | can get back
toreal life now Hell, maybe I'Il find a steady girlfriend and learn to play
the guitar."

She glared at me. "You are ny dear friend," she declared, "and you lie like a
rug."

"No, honest."
She snorted delicately and turned back to her book

But | really wished that | hadn't taken the tinme to think about it. Because as
soon as | did | realized that, of course, she was right.

Chapter 7
Street Snarts

Linn did cone around, the next day. He |ooked tired, which doesn't always | ook
the sane in elves as it does in humans. H s eyes weren't bl oodshot, and there
were no shadows under them and heaven knows he coul dn't have been pal er than
normal and not be dead. He just seenmed dimed, like a candle flane flickering
inits own wax.

| was sitting in the kitchen window (that is, the wi ndow cl osest to the |evel
the kitchen is on) nursing a cup of tea when Tick-Tick showed himin, so | had



a nice vantage point to watch himfrom H s gaze bounced fromlevel to | evel
around the roomlike a runaway Superball, starting and ending at the Ticker's
wor kbench. | couldn't tell if he was trying to | ook unal armed, or uninpressed.
| was pretty sure it was one or the other

"Good norning. Tea?" | asked, sliding down off the w ndowsill.
"Thank you, no. |I'mpleased to see you well, or seenming well."

"Not bad, actually." Wat | wanted to say was, "Have you found out anything?
What's Rico up to?" and, oddly enough, "How is Ri co?" though nothing suggested
that she should be any different fromthe way she'd been when I'd seen her
last. But the words were hanging in off-the-case linbo, and it seened

i mportant to pretend that that didn't bother ne.

"Have a seat," Tick-Tick said, pulling up a Louis XV side chair with
dai ry-cow print cushions.

He turned his head aside and coughed. The hand he covered his nouth wth was
ni cely mani cured; the Ticker's hands usually had sonethi ng bl ack under the
fingernails. "I will, if each of you will take a seat, as well."

Ti ck-Tick shrugged. "You want to talk to Orient. | can get out of the way."

Tick-Tick's verbal style usually slid easily fromfey to human idiomatic and
back, but I'd noticed this about her: in the presence of another elf, one she
didn't know well, her |anguage was adamantly human and enbarassi ngly

gracel ess. It was her version of a Brooklyn accent, | guess. | also had a few
guesses about why she felt the need to do it when she did it, but that was her
busi ness, very little of mne, and not a bit of anyone el se's.

Li nn made no sign that he'd heard anythi ng unusual. He shook his head. "You
know of these devices, | believe. If you will, sit and listen, and what |
negl ect to ask, speak out upon. | would be glad of it."

"I guess | can do that."

Honestly, she sounded as crass as me. \Wich was probably where she | earned a
good bit of it. | scrunched ny nouth up at her, which she pretended not to
see.

Li nn asked questions |ike pal eontol ogists dig up bones. It's hard to
accurately describe catastrophe after you' ve taken part in it; each successive
| oud noi se tends to obscure the last one, until the only thing you' re sure of
is that everything cane ungl ued, sonehow. But Linn demanded, patiently and
politely, every tiresonme detail in order, fromthe tine | arrived at the
corner down the block fromWilt's. He did it by the steady application of
"What happened then? No, before that." Except, of course, that when Linn said
it, it sounded better.

The Ticker seened to relax as the questions progressed; things that explode
were, after all, one of her areas of expertise. Several times she rephrased
Li nn' s questions, when she caught on to what he wanted to know and had a
better idea than he did howto get it out of ne. | think she was inpressed by
his attention to detail. | certainly was.

When he finally had everything out of ne that | could remenber, Linn said, "So
we may have a witness to the art.”

"W may?" | asked, startled.



"The early riser, working on the roof, the one you sought to hide your
presence from There is sone chance the one who set the blast was o' erl ooked
as well." He coughed again. He'd done it several times during the round of
guestions, but this time it went on a little | onger

Tick-Tick rose, filled a glass with water fromthe jug by the sink, and set it
down in front of him He drank the whole thing, with great concentration, and
t hanked the Ticker in the | anguage of their nutual homeland. | think if he
hadn't been distracted he woul d have pi cked anot her | anguage.

The Ticker sniled and said, "De nada." Linn |ooked up, startled and, 1'd
swear, apol ogetic. The sudden notion rmade hi m cough again, and Tick-Tick
refilled the gl ass.

To forestall a repeat perfornmance of the whole thing, | said, "That sounds
awful . "
Li nn shook his head. "It is only snoke, | think, from Felkin's house. And

little sleep, and some distress of mind."

I could count ny acquaintance with Linn in hours, but admitting to distress
seened conpletely out of character for him | stared. Tick-Tick anbled away,
down to the first |evel and her workbench, and that nade ne stare, too. Had
m ssed sonet hing? | nust have, because Linn was visibly relieved when she
passed out of earshot.

People in the Wrld may claimthat in Bordertown, all bets are off when it
cones to manners, but that's ridiculous. Etiquette is much nore conplicated
here, and the residents learn it faster, because we'd all go crazy otherw se.
Bad enough in the Wrld, where one culture's respect for privacy is another's
st andof fi shness. Toss in the custonms fromover the Border (various and
contradictory), plus the lot of us who canme here fromone culture or another
too young to have been properly socialized anyway, and it's a zoo. Anybody
who's fit to stay in town figures out in the first fifteen m nutes that good
social skills are worth nore than a | ate-nodel tank in nost nei ghborhoods, for
defense and offense. And the first and last rule of B-town etiquette is, if
all else fails, keep your nouth shut and your eyes open. Having mastered that
one, | waited for Linn to give nme a hint.

He contenpl ated the glass of water, his |lean face grave. "This is difficult,"
he said at |ast.

| decided that wasn't mnmy hint.

He pursed his lips, as if he'd cone to an unsavory decision, and raised his
eyes to mine again. "You see, |'d ask a boon of you, but there |I'm stopped.
cannot frame its nature. How may you grant what |'ve not craft to ask?"

After working that one over for a second, | said, "I see.”

A quick, surprising smle lit his face. "Or at |east, you see you cannot see,
if I cannot be nore plain. This touches on ny partner."

| junped, but only internally; and | wondered why | had. "I don't think
there's much | can do for you there."

"You have done, if not nuch, then sone at |east already."

"1 have?"



Li nn shook his head, inpatient, and coughed again. "She will not have you

| onger on this case. She will not countenance it, even to discuss. And yet,

t hi nk she held great hope of you, of what your skills mght bring into the
light. She seenms now as if all her hope is fled, but will not, when | ask her
have it so. She is ny friend; | cannot see her thus."

| wanted to tell himhow many tines |1'd seen friends with troubl ed m nds, and
felt 1| had to do sonething about it, and did, and made it worse. But that was
one of life's little |l essons that was best |earned through on-the-job

trai ning, anyway. And maybe in this instance he was right. "So you want nme to
go back to work for you and not |et her know?"

"I'"d not serve her such a turn. She has forbidden it, and 1'll not go behind
her to have it done in secret, nor above her, to have it ordered done in her
despite. Still, if it were done, and no one had the ordering of it.."

"Except me, of course," | said, because | really did see, this time. "You want

us to have never had this conversation, and me to go on sticking nmy nose into
pl aces where it's likely to get blown off in the hopes of finding this
illusionist, and Rico to have nobody to yell at for it, if she finds out |I'm
doing it, but yours truly."

Li nn snot hered anot her cough and studied the tabletop. "Put so, | would deny
it if I could. But no, that is the nmeat and bone of it."

"You coul d have saved yourself all that scansion. | never neant to quit on
Rico's say-so." Al right, 1'd thought I meant to, for a few hours the day
bef ore, but nobody but nme believed it anyway, so | wasn't counting it.

He stared at ne. | think he was hal fway between grateful and guilty, which is
an unenvi abl e piece of real estate. "You will...the danger will be great."

| quirked the eyebrow that didn't have stitches in it.

He | ooked away and rubbed his eyes. "If | can, I'Il help. Take no fool hardy
chances; you're to seek information, not to act."

| stood up. "If I"'mnot working for you, it's not your business how the job
gets done. Your partner woul d understand that."

Li nn stood up, too, nore slowy than | had, as if he were the bruised and
battered one. "She does, | think, and the reverse as well, which rmay be why
she will not now enploy you. Good day, and thank you for your help."

| watched himgo. He took polite | eave of the Ticker as he passed the
wor kbench.

She stayed where she was until we heard the el evator squeak. Then she anbl ed
up to the kitchen |l evel and put the heat on under the teakettle. "How are you
doi ng, mny dear?"

Except for the head wound, and feeling nostly as if |1'd been kicked down a
long flight of stairs, | was fine.

When | said so to the Ticker, she sighed and asked, "Very well, then; what's
t he pl an?"

"I haven't made one yet," | said, since | knew denying it would be a waste of
time. | hoisted nyself back onto the wi ndow sill.



"Tell me when you have, then. Because if you try to tiptoe off and indulge in
heroi cs by yourself, | shall have you changed into sonething. Sonething slow"
She consi dered. "Which wouldn't be so nmuch of a change, now that | think on
it."

"Ha. Ha. Did you hear any of the stuff that Linn said to nme?"
"I very carefully did not."
"Did he send you away? | didn't notice himdoing it."

"Not really. He was unconfortable, so | made to wander off, and he didn't stop
me. If he'd asked ne to sit back down, | would have tried to nake you go away,
unl ess he nade it clear that he was sinply unconfortable with what he had to
do, and that we were both welcone to attend on his disconfort."

"Well, there was sone to attend on. Rico officially tossed me off the job.
Li nn has unofficially asked me if | couldn't find it in ny heart to be curious
enough about the case to go on working on it privately."

"Did you tell himyou didn't need a hobby?"

"No. | told himl had every intention of continuing to dig up dirt on this.
Whi ch you al ready knew, so don't try to | ook surprised.”

"I ammuch too lazy to feign anything so difficult as surprise at what you'l
do next. You're angry, aren't you?"

My forehead itched under the bandage; | pressed it a little, know ng that
woul dn't really help. "I guess | am"

"Li nn made you so?"
"It's—yeah. | don't—+ can't really explain why, even."

"No, | expect you can't, though you would never consider doi ng what he's done,
and if you were accused of doing so, you would think it a blowto your honor."

| haven't hung out in Tick-Tick's company for so long that she can't, now and
t hen, nmake nme gape at her. "I would, would |?"

"You woul dn't put it so. But indeed, ny cabbage, our fine policeman's actions
don't bear much scrutiny." She sat down on the chair Linn had occupi ed and
stretched her long legs out in front of her. "H's partner has forbidden you to
dabbl e further in this—the nost probable reason being that she doesn't care
for the thought of waking up some nmorning and finding that all your
recoverabl e parts can be stored in a space the size of a post office box. She,
at |least, recognizes the difference between choosing to risk her own Iife and
choosi ng to suggest somneone else risk his.”

"Now here's Linn, who doubts his partner's judgenment. Instead of confronting
her with his doubt, arguing the natter over with her, and abiding by the

deci sion, he cones away in this furtive fashion to underm ne what she has
done. He does not hide fromyou that he doubts his partner. He does not want
to accept responsibility for it if you defy Rico and continue the search. And
he has offered you nothing but a share in his guilt. Your successes will be

t he hol e-in-corner successes of the inforner; your failures will be described
as just what one woul d expect froman amateur; and your death, if it happens,
will not be called a hero's death but the sordid result of your own folly."



The teakettle was working up to a good kazoo-like hum 1 grinned down at
Ti ck-Tick and eased nyself off the window sill. "You' re pissed at himfor
rem nding you you're an elf."

"You think I'mtoo hard on hi nP"

"Yeah." | turned the gas off and peered into the teapot. "Are these | eaves
okay to use agai n?"

"Bl essed Mab, they nost certainly are not. You nay be as slovenly as you like
in your own house, but in mne you'll make a decent pot of tea. Use the | ast
of the Darjeeling."

| scraped the old |l eaves into the compost, rinsed the pot with a little hot
water fromthe kettle, and left the new | eaves to steep before | returned to
t he question of Linn. "Okay, he's running roughshod over a couple of ny
principles, but he's doing it in the interests of the public good, at |east.
He wants to get this guy."

"Bring the pot to the table, or you'll forget it, and we'll have cold paint
thinner to drink. 'Good'" is a somewhat differently-shaped concept on the other
side of the Border. One may pursue one's own good: that is sinple wisdom a
care for one's owmn well-being. If one extends that care to the well-being of

t hose one | oves—+the good of friends and fam |ly—ene is adnmired as above the
common in honor and in duty, as having an ardent soul. But the public good?
There is no ardency in that, no romance; the well-being of unknown persons
does not touch upon fey honor nor the fey heart.”

"It touches you."

"I ama changeling."

"Mmm But Linn does want to catch the illusionist."

"OfF course. As he would want to win at tourney. And he does have an ardent
soul —+he distress of his partner causes himdistress. But there is no abstract
desire in him as there is in you, or in R co."

"You think he's not a changeling, too?" | asked her

"Why woul d he be?"

"He noved to Bordertown."

Ti ck-Tick raised her hand, acknow edgi ng the point. "W are all changelings.
Al the nore reason, however, not to judge himor anyone by yourself."

I looked out at the ragged |line of buildings, trees, and fences that made up
the town as seen from Tick-Tick's kitchen wi ndow "Hey, does it work the other
way ?"

" Par don?"

"If people don't think nuch of the concept of a general good, over the Border
does that nean they don't think in ternms of public evils, either?"

She frowned and poured out the tea. Then she answered, "Sone do. Changelings
of another sort, my chick."



And changelings, as |'d pointed out, gravitated to Bordertown. | sighed. "I
wi sh | knew what to do next."

"Have you tried sinply |ooking for the wetched stuff?"

" Huh?"

"This drug. Have you been on its trail |ong enough to know what it is, and
that it is, so that you can sinply lock on and find the nearest sanple of it?
Wll, it mght be a start,"” she added, when | stared at her in what nust have

been a pretty blank fashion

"No—+ mean, of course it would be. | just feel so stupid for not—except |
probably couldn't have done it until recently."” What I'mtrying to find has to
be real to me. What the specifications of "real" are varies fromitemto item
but I knew the drug Rico was worried about was real to me now, because |'d
seen the girl in the hospital bed. All | had to want to know was where to find
a sanple of the drug that had killed her. So | wanted that.

Not hi ng happened. It was as if 1'd tried to find the man in the noon; there
just wasn't anything. Tick-Tick was |ooking at me, hopefully.

"Maybe |'m broken," | offered.
"What ?"

"Do you have any chocol at e?"

"Yes, it's—=
"Don't tell ne." Question. Answer. "If it's in the cupboard over the spoons,
on the shelf next to the honey, |I'mnot broken."

"Then you don't know this drug well enough to find it after all?"
| shook ny head. "I know it. Has the supply dried up? This is creepy."
She gazed out the wi ndow past nmy head. She | ooked irritabl e—dnexpectedly so,

and | realized that she'd decided this really was her business. "How do we
find out?"

IERYYOIN
"Yes, 'we.' Don't nmke trouble for yourself."

| knew that voice; | knuckled under. "W find out the hard way, | guess."
"Wich is?"

"We tranp around town asking until we find sonebody who'll tell us."

"And if we find a great many people who don't want to?"

"That'll tell us something right there."

Nei t her of us nentioned that there m ght be people who didn't want us to ask.
| know Bordertown isn't Utopia, and never has been. It's riddled with old

hat es and grudges that people have brought to it from wherever they came from
inthe Wirld, no matter how pointless and outdated those grudges mght be in



the strange new world of the Border. Wrse, sonetines; sonetinmes old

prejudi ces are as conforting as old clothes when you're up to your lower lip
in elves, in mgic, in all-bets-are-off B-town weirdness. Sonme people, faced
with the perfect opportunity to give their lives a conplete makeover, turn
tail and do everything they can to identify "our kind' and stick to it. This
i s why Dragontown exists, for crying out |oud, and the whole silly two-block
area stubbornly referred to by its inhabitants as "the Barrio," and even the
desperate attenpts at suburbia that crop up in pockets around the outside of
the city proper. Gve themthe choice between the famliar—even if the
famliar is terrible—and the unknown, and they'll take fam liar any tine.

And there are people who think they have brought their lives up to date,
simply because they've put aside hatred of whoever or whatever it was they
hat ed back hone and replaced that with hating sonething they can only find in
Bordertown. Once we started asking questions, | began to wonder if both kinds
of inmmigrants were deeply and personally involved in the issue of drugs that
prom sed to turn humans into elves. | suppose if |1'd thought about it

bef orehand, | would have realized that the answer was yes.

There was the fierce, black-haired human girl with the broken nose, who
glowered at Tick-Tick while she told us that if she did know where to get hold
of something like that, she'd turn herself into an elf and cross the Border
and beat the shit out of every elf in Faerie.

There was the round-faced brown-ski nned human boy who | aughed heartily and
wanted to know who the hell would want to becone an elf fag anyway, and then
made it even nore disconcerting by | ooking conscious and apol ogizing to

Ti ck-Ti ck.

There was the tall, slender, silver-haired beautiful girl whose only sign of
her halfie blood was a pair of undi sgui sabl e honey-hazel eyes, who | ooked down
at me with haughty anusenment and asked if the people who'd devel oped the drug
had started by turning sow s ears into silk purses.

There was the elfin knight with thin features and a brush cut, who thought the
drug sounded |like a good idea, since it could make it possible for Bordertown
to be entirely elven without having to force anyone out, thus allow ng the

i nhabitants to nmake a start on achi eving a golden age of civilization. Then
hi s brushed-al um num col ored eyes wi dened as he realized what he'd said, and
he apol ogi zed to ne.

Those were only the nost articulate ones. 1'm|leaving out the people who

gl ared, who nunbl ed, who had sonething they had to do sonewhere on the ot her
side of town—ot because we were asking unconfortable questions, but because
one or the other of us was the wong species.

W were sitting on the wall outside the Antler Brewery at the corner of Ho and
W1 dwood (I was swinging ny feet; Tick-Tick's reached the sidewal k) when

finally said, "I don't think I'mstupid. O naive. Am|?"

Ti ck-Tick thought about it. "l suppose it depends on the subject, really."
"Thank you very much. No, |'ve always known that B-town has its share of
dipsticks. | just didn't think they were as high a percentage of the

popul ation as this. And in nmy line of work, I've met a lot of people in this
town. "

She | ooked at me, a little aslant and rueful. "I was afraid you were noticing

t he mi scel | aneous | apses of manners."



"\What ever subjects |'m naive about, racial and ethnic slurs aren't anong 'em
What ' s happeni ng here?"

The Ticker was silent for what was, in the context of the conversation, a |ong
time. "You know," she said at last, "a human who truly hated and feared fey
thi ngs, or one of my folk who hated and feared humans, night prefer to | eave

m spl aced things msplaced, than to come to you." After a nonment, she added,

"I don't say it to hurt.”

"I know you don't. Fact of life, and a very wi se observation. Besides, it only
hurts a little. Except—enenber the one in the gray |eather vest? He has cone
to nme. About six nonths ago, | found seeds for sone kind of antique tomato for
him and everything was fine. We even conpared notes, a little, on what it was
like to grow up weird in the Wrld. Now he's about as friendly as an ice

scul pture. Hell the cops get better treatnent down here than that."

Then | | ooked at her, and she | ooked at nme. "Uh-oh," the Ticker said, summ ng
it up for both of us.

"What Rico was afraid of has started, hasn't it?" | asked, just to be sure.

"This drug—even the runmor of it—s a divisive force. My people can viewit as
a threat to the safety of the Border. Yours nust hear of its failures and
think it a murderous fey trap.”

"Excuse me. What is this 'ny people, your people' stuff?"

She opened her nouth, and closed it, and finally said, "A very wi se
observation, my chick, in spades. Didn't | say it was a divisive force?"

"Well. So the runmor's out, and the wedge is in. No wonder Linn's worried about
Rico's state of mnd. She's probably cancelled Christmas until this gets
sol ved. "

W sat in silence for a minute, our el bows crossed over our respective knees.
Then Tick-Tick said, "You like Rico, don't you?"

| frowned at her while | thought about it, so she would know that | wasn't
i gnoring the question. Also so | could pretend that the question hadn't thrown
me into nore confusion than | could account for. "I respect her."

"Perhaps that's it," the Ticker replied inscrutably, and stood up. "Then let's
return to our quest, ny dear. After all, if we can help solve her case, the
respect will be nutual, won't it?"

| alnost said it was already; she'd seen fit to hire me, hadn't she? O
course, she'd also seen fit to fire ne. | hopped down fromthe wall, and
foll owed her around the corner onto Ho Street.

Two bl ocks later we found Canphire. No, actually, two blocks |later we found
Canphire's advance guard, in the formof a grid of chalk lines on the street,
the sidewal k, and up the sides of buildings as high as a nedi um sized person
could reach. Already outlined on the grid were shapes and figures that |ooked
randomto ne—but if they were random why grid themfirst? Then | | ooked
further ahead, and sawthe filled-in color that didn't yet extend to where we
stood, and how it made sense of the design. The two bl ocks ahead of us were
filled, walls and street, with chal k-drawn ani mals, plants, and people

el ongat ed, geonetricized, and abstracted into a knot-work that was part
Celtic, part Aztec. Sonme of the people were elven, sone hunman; sone of the
animal s were real and some were fantastical. | couldn't vouch for the plants.



It seenmed at first as if we couldn't go any farther w thout wal king on the
art. Then | noticed the path that wound through, as non-random as the art
itself, calculated to bring you to just the right view ng distance for each
maj or group of figures.

"This must have taken weeks," Tick-Tick breathed.

"Two and a half to do," said a sweet, breathy voice behind us. "On paper,

t hough, designing it, that was a couple nmonths. | think. Getting there is half
the fun, or maybe it's that packing takes |longer than travelling. One of those
things that's supposed to be broadeni ng, anyway."

It was Camphire, of course. She was stunningly ordinary to | ook at: mddling
hei ght for an elf, collar-length hair dyed brown and tucked untidily behind
her peaked ears, eyes nore like gray than silver, regular but undistinguished
features. There was a smudge of indigo chalk dust on the side of her nose. She
wore a T-shirt that was nuch too large for her, and a wi de denimskirt that
didn't seemto have ever been hemred, and a carpenter's apron with the pockets
full of colored chal ks.

"OfF course," she went on, with a not-exactly-focussed-on-anything snmle, "a
journey of a thousand steps begins with a single nmle, unless they're really
smal |l steps. Here," she said to me, and handed nme a | ength of dark green
chalk. "Fill in that stem Start at the bird s tail, and don't do the |eaves
yet." She held out a handful of chalks to Tick-Tick. "Over there, that's a
sunfl ower. Make it whatever color you think sunflowers are."

"Yel | ow?" Tick-Tick ventured, not as if she thought it would help.
Horticulture isn't Tick-Tick's subject, either

"I'f you want themto be," Canphire told her, nodding.
"We're sort of...in the mddle of sonething," | said to Canphire.

"Of course!" Her grin was big and bright and not vague at all, and she
directed it at ne as if she were a third-grade teacher and | had j ust
correctly spelled "aardvark"” out loud. "You're in the mddle of green. You'l
like it."

Mich as | hesitate to admt it, she was right. For the next three hours, she
pl aced the Ticker and nme |ike a general places troops, while she skritched
furiously away herself, filling in color with a speed and certainty that
baffl ed ne. She seenmed to hold the finished work in her head; she never
referred to a drawi ng, and she never seened to have to think about the next
st ep.

Wl f boy, onl y—how many days ago had it been? Too nuch had gone on between then
and now-Hrot |ong ago, had told us that Canphire had said, "You have to break
an onelette to nake eggs.” | wondered if he'd been in the niddl e of this when
she'd said it. Canphire was a byword in Bordertown for not having the firnest
grasp on reality; in fact, nost of the time one could feel pretty certain that
she had both hands full of something else, and reality, if she had any contact
with it at all, was slipping out fromwhere she'd tucked it under one el bow.
W col |l ected Camphire-isnms as ultimte nonsense and non sequiturs, and didn't
pay a lot of attention to what she did while she uttered them

This, all around ne, was what she did, and she was very good at it. She stil
snmi | ed and nodded at the Ticker and ne, and in that pretty, insubstantial

voice said things like, "lIs negative space the space you don't like, or the
space that's not there? And if it's not there how can you tell?" and "I can



see the light at the end of the candle. W' re al nost done." But she al ways
knew where the next color went, and never snmeared a grid line or dragged her
skirt hemthrough the chal k.

I went fromreluctant to absorbed in the course of those three hours, so it
cane as a shock when | | ooked up and found nyself a foot fromthe end of the
scarlet feather I was coloring, and the sun [ ow on the skyline. Canphire
strai ghtened up fromthe figure she was working on and conmanded, "Okay, stop
| have to end as | neant to begin. Actually, | did begin that way, but | neant
it, too." She took the chalk fromme and finished the feather in a dense,

j agged polygraph line that jolted out of its border on both sides and trailed
off like a tadpole tail at the end. She took the turquoise chalk from
Tick-Tick and did the same thing to an el aborately outlined curlicue. She
fished out a canary-yell ow chalk fromher apron and turned the pointed petals
of alily into a furious squiggle. Then she sat down, suddenly and hard, on

t he pavenent, and dropped her forehead on her knees.

Ti ck-Tick reached her first. "What's the matter? Are you all right?"

Canphire raised her head. "I'mfine. It's just always a shock, that's all."

| stopped a little ways away from her and stared. Her voice, though stil

hers, had nore decision in it, and her face didn't ook as if it were waiting

for its next expression. "Hullo?" | said.

She smled (the smle was different, too). "This happens whenever | finish a
really large piece. Don't worry, it wears off after a while. And a good thing

it does, too, because | can't get a bit of work done in this state. | just
can't concentrate." She stood up and dusted chal k and road grit off her skirt.
"Thank you ever so rmuch for helping me finish. I'd set ny heart on w nding up

today, and | didn't think I could do it."
| got ny voice back, sort of. "This...al ways happens?"

"Ch, yes. | suppose out in the Wrld soneone would say | was using nmy art as
t her apy. "

"Seens to work."

"Well, yes, but do you know, | think my present state is the one |'mtreating,
because however confortable it is to be normal, | find | can't really be happy
like this."

"Mm " | said, beginning to wonder if she was conpletely recovered after all.

"Don't you think so? I'msure you'd be nore confortable if you weren't fey,
but woul d you be happy?"

It was Tick-Tick, unexpectedly, who answered. "No. You're right. It's better
to be happy than confortable, if you can't have both."

"Artists hardly ever get both," Canphire said with a shrug. "The odd thing is,
that if they don't choose happi ness, they don't usually manage to be
confortable, either, because they're busy fretting over how unhappy they are."

"You're sure you're all right?" | asked.

"Perfectly. Ch, Mab! You were busy when | roped you in, weren't you? |I'm
terribly sorry."



"We're | ooking for sonmething," Tick-Tick said. "Wthout much luck, so far."

Canphire's gaze noved fromthe Ticker to me, with a question init. | realized
that Camphire really did know who I was and what | did, and that the official
town finder of things wandering around asking people if they knew where
somet hi ng was nade as strange a picture as Canphire being rational. It would
take too long to explain, so | told her about the drug instead.

Her frown made a neat pair of winkles over her nose. "Wy does that sound
fam liar?" She interrupted her own thoughts w th another glancing smle at us.
"You see, when I'min ny usual state, people will be indiscreet, sonetines.
And | can't think why, since it's not as if anyone believes |I'mdeaf. It had
something to do with Bonnie Prince Charlie."

"That woul d be about right. He was probably a courier for whoever's
responsi ble."

"Good riddance to bad rubbish in that quarter, |I'mafraid, though I know I
shouldn't be so quick to say it. Ch, | renenber! It was that poor wetched
girl who calls herself Tiamat. Do you know her?"

Tick-Tick and | shook our heads in unison

"Maybe she swinms well. If so, it's nore than one woul d expect. She's a

| unpi sh, angry, red-headed girlulives above that store on Wodruff that sells
art supplies, and works at the counter there sonetinmes. She and soneone

don't know were worrying over where to find a new source of somnething, because
word had just gone round that Charlie was dead, and Tiamat said that she was,
and | quote, 'dammed well going to get it, because |I'm pl anning on the

El flands for Christnmas this year.' End of quote. | couldn't think why anyone
would refer to the Elflands as if they were on a par with Canc-n, but it makes
sense now. "

"It does, doesn't it?" said Tick-Tick. "Thank you very nuch. You've given us
the first reasonable hint we've had."

Canphire | aughed. "I believe stranger things have happened, but not very many
of them OCh, you didn't tell ne what you think of the picture!l™

What we thought of a piece of art that we'd had a hand in, and that had been
indirectly responsible for a lead? W told her it was swell.

W found the art supply store on Wodruff. It was still open, and one of the
people tending it was a red-haired human girl with a grimexpression. She had
been fat; her skin sagged, doughy and inelastic, on her upper arns and around
her neck and chin, where the paddi ng had di sappeared too quickly beneath it.
She wal ked uncertainly, as if her legs were newto her, and a little painful

The Ticker studied her fromacross the store, frowning. 1'd told her alittle
about the girl who'd died in the hospital, but nothing like all of it. "She
is...there's sonething odd."

"It gets odder, if you let it."
"Mm Want nme to mind the door?"

"I don't think she'll bolt. She might feel alittle ganged up on with two of
us, though."



"Il be near by."

The red-haired girl was taking boxes of colored pencils out of a carton when
approached. "Excuse ne," | said, and she | ooked up with an expression that
suggested that | was not excused, and wouldn't be anytine in the near future
if she could do anything about it. "Are you Ti amat ?"

She nodded.
"My namre is Orient. I'm..looking for sone stuff that Bonny Prince Charlie used
to have. A nutual acquai ntance said you knew about it." It was surprisingly

hard, this tine, to talk about it.
"Who' s the mutual acquai ntance?"

Thi ck, Oient—you shouldn't have said that. "I don't think | ought to say. But
the stuff—+t has to do with crossing the Border."

"Humans can't cross the Border,"
pencil s.

Ti amat said, and turned back to the col ored

"Not ordinarily."

"I don't know any Bonny Prince Charlie."

"Nobody does anynore, unless there's an afterlife.”

"Does that nean he's dead?"

"You know he is."

"I don't know anything about him and |I don't know about his stuff."

"Yes, you do. You're taking it. | can see the effects.”

Her hands stopped novi ng, stopped sorting. |I noticed how | ong the fingers
were, out of proportion to the palnms and the thunb. Wat weird conpound of

i ngredi ents woul d nake your fingers grow and neglect your thunbs? O was it
even that predictable? | |ooked up, into her face, and found her staring at ne
wi th an unnerving m xture of hope and anger.

"What effects?" she said, and | understood. She wanted ne to tell her it was
wor ki ng. The way the girl in the hospital had asked Rico if she could see it,
could tell by looking that the transformation had happened. My stomach felt
pi nched.

"It's killing you," | said. "It doesn't work. You'll be dead before you see
the Elflands."

Her chin cane up, shifting the folds of pasty skin. "If it doesn't work, how
cone you can see the effects?"

"Sudden weight |oss won't nake you an elf. You could get the sane result
shooting smack. | swear to God, | just saw sonebody die of this a little while
ago. And she | ooked pretty strange, but she was still human when she died."

"You can't prove it won't work."

I was silenced; she was right. Being able to dispense truth is not one of the



jobs of a finder.

"But | can prove it will work," she added.

" How?"

"By taking it until I'm changed and wal ki ng across the Border."

"And if you take it 'til you're dead, that'll prove it doesn't work, and much
good it'll do you."

"No. That'll just prove it doesn't work on ne."

W stared at each other again. Her grasp of the scientific method beat the
hell out of mine, and her need to believe trunped that. She needed to believe
in this transformation, even if it killed her

"Where are you getting it?"

"If it doesn't work, why do you care?" she asked, with a haughty little smle
that said she knew exactly why | cared, and she wasn't going to tell ne
anyt hi ng.

"He's right," said Tick-Tick over ny shoulder, in an unsteady voice. Not a
voice | was used to fromher. | turned and found her face was pretty unsteady,
too. "You have...what's been done to you is unnatural. You must stop taking

t hi s—ho good can cone of going on."

Ti amat gave the Ticker the once-over; the sullen anger that seened to be her
nost common expression mxed with envy and a terrible w stful ness. "Were do
you get of f?"

"I"'m..I'"'msorry. | can tell What coul d nake you do this to yoursel f?"

"Ch, you wouldn't know. Conming fromthe Elflands, where everybody is so
beautiful that nobody thinks it's inportant. Well, in the Wrld it's
different. If you're not beautiful, they make sure you know it's the nost

i mportant thing ever. So what if you're smart, or nice? If you' re not pretty,
they tell you to settle for what you can get, and what the hell did you

expect, anyway? So don't tell me to settle, pretty girl. Pretty elf girl. 1've
tried that." Tiamat bit her |ip suddenly and grabbed up the rack of pencils.
For a nonent | thought they'd spill, but she righted them and sl anmed t hem

onto a shel f.

| alnmost said, "I'"'msorry;" | confess | was that stupid. Not stupid enough to
et the words get to ny tongue, though

"Better think twice about trying to cut off the passport,” Tiamat said, stil
with her back to us. "There's a lot of us who think it's our big chance.
Peopl e don't like losing their big chance.™

The passport. Well, everything had a nane. "It's not a passport to the
Elflands," | said. "If you change your mind, just ask around. |I'mnot hard to
find."

| had to take Tick-Tick by the armand propel her out of the store, because
she seemed to have forgotten how to go by hersel f.

W were a bl ock away and around the corner before she dug in her heels
(actual ly, grabbed the fender of a gutted, rusted-out car that still stood by



the curb) and refused to be noved. "That was it?" she asked ne, still wearing
t hat shaken face. "That was what had happened to the girl who died?"

"Except that there was a lot nore of it.

She rubbed her hands over her face. "That wasubl essed Isle. It was a parody of
Faerie. A parody of me. And yet—eh, surely not."

n \N]at ?II
"A part of it was true."

"What ?" | said again, but in a different tone, because there was sonething in
her voice that scared ne thoroughly.

"W are-the elven people are in a few ways nore |ike animal-kind than humans
are. The wild canines know in a dozen snall ways which are menbers of their
pack and whi ch not, and where they stand within those groups. W can do that
too, alittle. W can sonetines identify the blood of Faerie. And what that
girl had, ny heart—+t was not so, but it was very like. What can it be, this
t hi ng we seek?"

I was just wondering if this latest piece of information was news to Rico,
when t hree people came around the corner behind Tick-Tick. They weren't moving
qui ckly, but they were purposeful just the same. "Conpany," | said. "Three of
them | think they're |ooking for us."

"Five," Tick-Tick replied. "And no question of it."

It was alnmost a relief; | knew fromthe Ticker's face, anyway, that she'd set
everything el se aside for the nmoment to deal w th whatever physical problemwe
m ght be about to have. The newconers were all humans, and | wondered how many
of them had applied for their passports. Fromthe [ ooks of them if they had,
none were as far along as Tianmat. WAs that to our advantage or not? W needed
some serious advantage. Neither of us was in the runbling line at the best of
times, and | wasn't at the top of my formright then

They stopped and spread out-at |east, the three behind Tick-Tick did, which
was all | could see, since she and | hadn't changed position. Stopping was a
good sign. In sane people, it means that they're willing to consider being
tal ked out of pounding your face into the asphalt. Two mal e, one female,
probably friends and/ or roommates of Tiamat's. None of them had anything in

t heir hands, but one of the guys had a baggy deni m coat on, wi th pockets big
enough to hold a lot of things | hoped they didn't. "It's all right," | said,
trying for a soothing balance of cal mand scared. "W're | eaving. And we
prom se not to cone back."

"Dam right you won't come back," said one of the ones behind me, and | had
maybe part of a second to realize that one of themdidn't want to be tal ked
out of it, and that it only took one, before soneone grabbed the back of ny
shirt. The Ticker's fist whistled past my ear and nmy shirt was free again, and
| was sliding past her to deliver a stonping kick at the kneecap of the girl
who' d cone up behind her. | knew when | |landed it that it wasn't in the right
spot, but it stopped her anyway.

| left Tick-Tick to pay attention to things behind ne. The guy in the coat was
hangi ng back a little, but the other one, a boy with a long blond braid and a
big purple bruise on the side of his jaw, waded right in. | nmade a feint at

t he brui se, which ought to have worked, so | didn't pay as much attention to
defense as | should have and got a stiff one in the ribs. The girl whose knee



I'd kicked | ashed out at my ankle with the heel of her work boot and had her
calf stonped on instead. But that put nme off balance, and | couldn't do
anyt hi ng about it when her partner punched nme somewhere in the vicinity of the
ki dneys.

One thing led to another, as things do if you let them W ended up with me on
nmy feet but pretty thoroughly i mobilized by two people who, if they hadn't
had a grudge agai nst ne when they came down the street, certainly did now, and
Ti ck-Tick pinned down to the hood of a |ong-abandoned Bui ck Special by three
peopl e, one of themthe guy in the coat, who was holding a pistol with the
barrel end in the hair over her ear. H mand his dammed pockets. W were al

br eat hi ng hard.

| knew next to nothing about guns—t wasn't my job. Tick-Tick knew about them
t hough. The guy in the coat pulled the hamer back with his thunb. The
Ticker's face | ooked as if it had never worn an expression inits life.

@Quns are pretty rare in Bordertown. Ammunition is even nore so. | kept ny
voice low and even, so it wouldn't startle anyone, and said, "Tick-Tick? Is it
| oaded?"

Ti ck-Ti ck, who knew about guns and what they did and how they did it, who had
t he acute hearing of her species, would have |istened when the hamer went

back; she would know, fromthe sound of netal on netal, if there was a round
in the chanber. If there wasn't, | hadn't figured out what we would do, since
there were still five of themand two of us. But we woul d probably think of
sormet hi ng.

In a voice as blank as her face, the Ticker said, "Yes."

| hadn't been afraid until then, | discovered. "What do you want us to do?"
"Just wanted to make sure you knew we were serious," said one of the ones
pi nni ng Ti ck-Tick, a dark-skinned fermal e one. "Don't come back. It's none of
your busi ness what happens to us."

I thought of the day's events, thought of saying that if the climte of public
opi nion got any worse, it would be everybody's business, that there were

peopl e who already considered it their business who had even | ess reason than
| did. But all I wanted was to see the side of Tick-Tick's head undamaged and
out fromunder that gun barrel. So all | said was, "It's a deal. W're going."

The guy with the gun stepped back first, keeping Tick-Tick covered. Then the
other two I et her go, and she straightened up slowy. "Go on," said the gun
owner. | realized it was the first time he'd spoken; his voice was higher than
I'd expected.

"What about ny friend?" asked the Ticker

"Start wal ki ng. When you get to the end of the block, we'll let himago."

For the life of ne—naybe literally—+ couldn't think why they'd do it this way.
Pure harassnent ?

Ti ck-Tick turned around, |eaned against the fender of the Buick, and fol ded
her arms. "Maybe you'd better just shoot me and be done with it."

"CGo on!"

"Not without ny friend."



"Tick-Tick," | said, "go ahead."
She wrinkl ed her mouth. "I don't feel like it."

The two people holding nme didn't | oosen up, but | could tell their attention
was caught. The dark-skinned girl said, "Are you crazy? W're not afraid to
shoot you. What's your problen®?”

"He's nmy best friend," Tick-Tick said to her, as if she were expl ai ni ng why
one shouldn't cross the street when there was traffic comng. "I'm not
stirring without him"

"He's a human," said the guy with the gun

Ti ck-Tick blinked. "No, really?" She didn't sound a bit sarcastic.

Still, the dark-skinned wonan took a step toward her

"No," said the Ticker. "I will not run, and I will not fight, and I will not
| eave here without my friend. Let himgo," she told the two who held ne, and
they did. Probably out of surprise. Once they did, | stood where | was, and

since | refused to do anything hostile, they probably felt it would ook silly
to grab nme again.

We all | ooked at each other for maybe half a minute. Finally the dark-skinned
girl said, "If you come back, we'll shoot you dead. W won't do any tal king."
"Fair enough," Tick-Tick replied. | joined her by the fender, and we started

up the road. Nobody said anything, so we kept going. After two bl ocks we
| ooked back. They were gone.

My place was closer than hers at that point, so we headed toward it. Twilight
had set in; everyone who lived south of Ho was finally awake and | ooking for
something to get into. Now that | knewto look for it, | saw signs of pulled
threads in the social fabric—edd, suspicious, sliding-away gl ances at
Tick-Tick or at me from humans or el ves, respectively, whomwe didn't know.
There were peopl e around town, apparently, who believed that one or the other
of us was letting the speci es down.

W didn't do a lot of talking until we got to ny building. Then Tick-Tick
sai d, "Wat now, ny dear?"

| had been thinking about that, which was why | hadn't been talking. "I say to
hell with Linn's little plan to keep this quiet. Rico needs to know all this."

She nodded. W& nade it to the first-floor |anding before | remenbered that |
was out of beer.

"Go on up," | told her. I went back down and cadged two bottles of |ager from
nmy nei ghbor Yoshi, who | ooked Iike he'd just gotten up

"I owe you," | said.

"Nah. | think | owe you. Anyway, don't worry about it.
wi th both hands and yawned.

He scratched his scalp

| tranped back up the stairs with the two sweating bottles. At the end of the
hall, my door was open, and the room beyond was dark. | set the bottles down
on the floor outside and bunped the door open with my armat full stretch



Tick-Tick was sitting in the arnchair by the w ndow.
"You didn't light a lanp."

Her sil houette shook its head. "Hadn't the energy. And the dark is so
restful =

Her words stuck on a |l ong and pai nful -soundi ng cough

Chapter 8
Tal ki ng Heads

She was tired—+easonable enough, | was tired, it had been a hell of a day-and
said, if | didn't mind, she'd as soon sleep in the arnchair as stunble off
horre.

"I mnd," | answered. "You can have the bed."
"Where will you sleep?" She really did | ook tired; her eyelids drooped, her
shoul ders drooped, and her head was carried a little crooked, like a rose

begi nning to sag on the stem
"Same place | slept before | got the bed. On the floor."

"Aren't you a little bruised and chipped for that sort of thing?"

"Nah. Foam pad and a sleeping bag will take care of it.

She protested a little, but only a little. She slid fromthe chair over to the
bed i n one bonel ess notion, and seenmed to fall asleep as soon as she | anded.

It didn't sound like a restful sleep. | lay on the floor in my sleeping bag
listening to her cough, because | knew |'d wake up every tine she did it,
anyway. Not a familiar sound. Tick-Tick had been hurt before, and sick drunk
once in my menory (tequila shots, imoderately taken, will make even an el f
sick), and mldly food-poisoned a couple of tines, fromone cause or another
| couldn't renmenber ever hearing her cough before, and the strangeness of it,
and the intensity, brought me fully conscious every time she did it.

When the |ight through the wi ndow got to be too nmuch to ignore, and the room
war med up too nmuch for the sleeping bag, | got up and put a kettle of water

on. | was out of peppernmint tea, which the Ticker would have |iked, and out of
licorice root, which she wouldn't have |iked but which would have been good
for her. There was purple conefl ower, though, which according to Ms. Wi was
good for the i mune system Okay, better late than never. | nade a pot, poured
out two cups (I had no idea if |I could catch anything she could catch, but a
wel | - groomed i nmune systemis an ornament to one's life at the best of tines),
and took hers to the bedside.

"Hull 0," she croaked. Tick-Tick usually wakes up quickly and gracefully,
unli ke yours truly. This was obviously not going to be one of the usual days.

"Tea. Do you want honey in it?"



"No, thank you. I'msorry if | kept you up. | did, didn't I?"

| thought about lying politely, but it would have been pointless. "I think
Li nn gave you his stupid cold."

"I think you're right. Probably the day before yesterday; he was coughi ng at
the hospital ."

"I hope he's niserable."

"For shame, dear heart. | assure you, |I'mnot miserable. |Indeed, once we
finish this pot of tea, | think we should venture out for breakfast. Ch, but I
was so weary last night, as if all the virtue had been drawn off from ny

bl ood! "

She spoke in a good, strong, lively voice, but spoiled it by coughing at the
end.

"I can cook something here."

"Certainly. This fromthe boy who had to beg beer from his nei ghbor | ast
night, and I know very well that if you have nothing el se consumable in the
ki tchen, you have beer. | had sonething nore sustaining in mnd to break ny
fast than fried water."

She was right, of course. "I can go out and get sonething and cook it here."

"No, my dear, if I'"'min a weakened state, the last thing | need is your
cooki ng. Huevos rancheros at Taco Hell will set me up to a nicety, if it's
open yet."

It was, for a wonder. M ngus, in fact, |ooked as if he hadn't been to bed yet,
which didn't interfere with his cooking. | |ooked around for his sister

El ectra, w thout much hope; she's not the kind of girl who sees eight o'clock
in the norning very often. If she was seeing it that day, she wasn't doing it
at Taco Hell. One less conpelling distraction. |I had, suddenly, an urge to
know what Sunny Rico was doing at eight in the norning. Idle curiosity.

The Ticker and | ate, and tal ked about nothing very consequential. W avoi ded
the matter that had absorbed us all day yesterday as if we were under a

conpul sion. Tick-Tick explained to me that fresh sal sa was the best renedy for
a cold the world has ever known, and | wanted to know, if that was true, why
hospital food was bl and.

She | aughed, and coughed, and, suddenly serious, said, "I'msorry | told Rico
that you didn't like hospitals.”

| shrugged. "No reason why you shouldn't. | didn't think you knew. "

"You' ve never said, all in one piece, what your life was |like before you cane
to the Borderlands. But you've said bits of things...l suppose it's like

knowi ng who lives in a house by the washing they hang on the line. |'ve cone
to understand that your family thought of your talent much the way ny famly

t hought of mne." She began to pleat her napkin. "I believe that your nother
didn't like you very nuch."

"No, she just had a lot on her mind." It still bothered nme, though. You're
supposed to be able to count on your nother putting in a good word for you in
spite of everything. Al those serial killers, down through history, whose
not hers swore to the reporters, "He would never have done that-—-he was a good



boy.
"\Why 2"

"Way, what?" 1'd lost the thread.

"Why did she have such a lot on her m nd?"

"Ch. Because | busted up her marriage. Or at least that's what Dad said in the
nmessage on the answering nachine.”

Her brows clinmbed up her forehead. "The answering machi ne?"

"He's a nmodern kind of guy. Mom picked ne up after track practice, we cane
hone, she played back the nessages while | made us a snack, and there it was."

Tick-Tick sat with her nmouth open, until another round of coughing seized her
She gul ped water and croaked, "Mab and all attendants. \Wat did he say?"

"He said,” (and | knew exactly what he'd said, even after all those years, but
| preferred to paraphrase it), "that he'd had his chronpsomes checked, and
they were normal, so it had to be her fault, genetically, that their only
child was a nutant weirdo, and he was going to find a normal wonman and have
children with her before he was too old to father a proper son."

The Ticker thought about this. "I'msorry to have to say it to your face, but
| think your father was not the nost well-spoken man |'ve ever heard tell of.
What, then, did your nother do?"

"She'd been a nurse, before I was born. She got recertified, and got work in a
hospital energency room Wich, she found out, is a hell of a lot different
from bei ng sonme specialist's office nurse, which was what she was used to.
gotta tell you, in the list of jobs you should not take hone with you, night
shift ERis right up there. And it made her kind of...unstable. She started
saying things to ne, out |oud, that she'd probably thought before, but at

| east hadn't felt the urge to share. So," | shrugged again, "I have bad

associ ations with hospitals."

"Gracious," Tick-Tick said mldly. "Myst of us sinmply go straight to the
source and have bad associ ations with our nothers."

That made me sort of |augh, which was a better way to end the meal. Tick-Tick
stood up fromthe table and said she was goi ng hone.

"Should I conme al ong?" | asked.

"What ever would I do with you underfoot? No, | believe you have an errand to
run. "

"1 do?"

"I distinctly remenber hearing you say that Rico needed to know about
yesterday's events."

"Yeah. But.."
"But what ?"

"I mean...will you be all right?"



"Good grief," she said, alittle explosion in words. "I only have a cold."
"Ckay, okay. Make sone chicken soup or sonething."

"Yes, nmy keeper. Now do make yourself scarce.”

W parted on the sidewal k. | heard, behind me, the sound of her cough

There weren't a lot of people at the Chrystoble Street copshop. Shift change
had been hours ago, and in Bordertown, as in nost places, first shift is a
relatively quiet time for the cops. The one with desk duty was the
green-haired halfie woman with the dragon tattoo |I'd seen the last tine 1'd
been in the station, the ill-fated nmorning that Walt Fel kin bl ew up. There was
another guy | didn't recognize, who seened to be filling out a claimfor
sonmebody, at one of the long tables; and there was Captain Hawt horn, who

wal ked through the door that led to the back roonms just as | came in.

He was surprised, in a well-bred sort of way. "Orient! | had no idea you were
up and around already. Are you certain you' re not pushing yoursel f?"

"No, just walking Iike normal." That got me a bl ank | ook from Hawt horn and a
little noise fromthe desk cop. "Is Rico here?"

Hawt horn | ooked to the desk cop, who told nme, "Nope. | think she's at hone. |
suppose | can give you the address.."

"Don't worry," | said, "I'll find it." Thataway.
"I's there anything | can help with?" Hawt horn asked.

Ri co thought we were |ooking, at least in part, for a cop. "No, just checking
in. Alnmost a social call actually. See you."

Rico lived in a nicer neighborhood than I did. Not that mine's a bad

nei ghbor hood, just that anyplace where you can live w thout paying rent won't
be the aesthetic equival ent of Boardwal k and Park Place. And it wasn't that
Rico lived on the Hill, either. Thataway said she was behind the facade of one
of a block of red-brick row houses. Their steps and nortar were in good
repair, and none of the wi ndows had bl ankets substituting for curtains, which
told me that all of the people who lived there had done so for a while and

pl anned to go on doing it. The row fronted on a street split down the middle
by a broad nedian strip planted with grass and trees.

| triangulated a little and deterni ned that hers would be the second door from
the east end. Yes, four nechanical bells nounted in the doorfrane, and "Ri co"
under the top one. Fourth floor. She probably chose it on purpose to keep in
shape. | twisted the bell knob

Just to ny left | heard a distant bongi ng noise, |ike someone whacking a
radi ator at the far end of a pipe. It was a speaking tube, | discovered.

"Who is it?" asked the far-away voice, which was probably Rico's.

"It's Orient,"” | shouted back

That produced a nerve-racking silence. It hadn't previously occurred to ne
that she might not want to see me, or that this mght be a bad tine, or that

she mi ght be annoyed that |1'd found her doorstep and shown up on it. No, she'd
said, next time come wake me up, but this wasn't the next tine, exactly...



"I'"ll come down," the voice said, and | felt a wave of relief big enough to
surf on. Then | wondered what |'d been expecting, since being told to go away
woul dn't have done ne any | asting danage.

As | woul d have expected, it didn't take Sunny Rico much tine at all to cone
down four flights of stairs. | saw her through the heavy glass in the door
she cane | oping round the corner and down the |last few steps into the little
dimlit tiled hall with the snpboth, swooping notion of a good hurdl er

What ever stresses this case had put her under, they hadn't cut into her

ener gy.

She opened the door and stood in it.
"Hello," | said, stalling for tine.

"Hell 0. What's up?"

"I have a lunp of new information for you."

"You," she said with a barely perceptible increase in force, "are not supposed
to be concerned with information for me. At least, | remenber telling you so.
Do you renenber ?"

Quch. "Could we go sonmewhere a little nore private? And confortabl e?"
"What for?"

"Ch, for crying out |oud. Look, | have things you should probably hear. Is it
going to do either of us any good for you not to hear 'en? WIIl that make it
all right that I didn't do what you told nme to?"

She breathed out, loudly. "No. But if |I listen to you, it'll only encourage
you. Christ, | have to listen to you, don't |1?" She stepped back and held the
door. "Come on up."

| woul d have | oved to have known how long it ordinarily took Rico to go up
four flights of stairs, but this wasn't a fair test; she clinbed themat a
staid pace out of respect for conpany. The stair |ayout suggested, as the
doorbel |l s had, that each floor was a separate apartment. The fourth fl oor
certainly was. It had a tidy floor plan, probably not rmuch different fromthe
way it was when the place was built. The walls were nmostly white, framed and
bordered and vaulted in dark oak, except for the dining room which was
papered in a small-figured monochrome print of flowers and | eaves in a light
rusty-rose. A row of casenment wi ndows set into the front wall of the parlor
were all open. Rico led ne through the parlor, the dining room and down a
short hallway with a couple of closed doors in it to the back of the
apartment, and the kitchen. This was nmostly white, too, and none of the very

few things on the countertop was purely ornanental. It was the kitchen—the
apartment, in fact—ef someone who couldn't spend a lot of tine there, and when
she could, didn't want to spend it dusting knick-knacks. Still, sonething

about it made it strongly hers, and | was torn between feeling as if | ought
to tiptoe, and wanting to sneak | ooks into cupboards.

Rico gestured at a little drop-leaf table under the back wi ndow, and one of
the chairs pulled up to it. "Tea?" she asked. "Beer? Bl ackberry juice?"

"Beer, please." | got a look in her icebox as she opened it. It had lots nore
things in it than mne, and none of them seened to have green stuff grow ng on
them She popped the tops on the beers and set one in front of me. It didn't
have a label. | took a swallow. "That's famliar."



"Huh. My nei ghbor down the street makes it, but not for sale. | wonder where
you had it. It's a nice sumer hamock beer. Not very fizzy, either."

"Alittle heavy on the hops." Then | renenbered. "I had this at Chrystoble
Street! This is the same stuff Hawt horn brought out fromthe back room"

"That accounts for it—+ take extras down to the station house, sonetinmes. Now,
are you going to tell me what all the excitenent's about?"

| told her about yesterday's adventures. | gave her a good-sized sanpling of
the reactions we'd gotten to our questions, which made her wi nce, but she
notioned me to go on. | told her what Canphire had overheard from Ti amat, and

| told her about my conversation with Tiamat, and our subsequent neeting with
Tiamat's friends.

"Ch, good," Rico said at last. "Drug-crazed elf wannabes with a gun, with
bull ets. The town thick w th paranoid-bigot runors. And Linn sick in bed."

"I'n bed, is he? Whatever he's come down with, he's given it to Tick-Tick."
She frowned. "When did he have a chance to give it to Tick-Tick?"

Time to decide if | was going to give Linn away to his partner. | decided not.
"He came 'round to her place yesterday to grill me about the bonb, but the

Ti cker says she probably caught it fromhimthe day before, at the hospital."

Rico continued to frown, and stare at ne. Her jaw noved, as if she were
absently probing a tooth with her tongue. "That seens odd. Doesn't it?"

"Does it?"
"Have you ever seen an elf with a head col d?"

"No," | said, after a little consideration. "But you | earn sonethi ng new every
day."

"I"ve never seen one. And forty-eight hours is pretty quick incubation,
think, for respiratory bugs. If it's that easy for elves to catch a cold, we
ought to have seen an exanple of it before this.”

"I't nust be a real beaut, anyway—Jick-Tick's never sick."

She shook her head. "This bothers ne. You saw Linn yesterday?"

"Yeah. He seenmed tired, and he had a hell of a cough, but he said it was
overwork and the snoke at the bonb site.”

"But of course, that's not what it was after all." R co raked her fingers

t hrough her hair, across the top where it was shortest. She was sitting in a
patch of sun fromthe kitchen wi ndow, and the Iight sparkled back fromthe
occasi onal white hair amd the brown ones.

"How ol d are you?" | asked suddenly.

"What ?"

"Sorry. Never mnd."

"Not as old as | feel right now, " she sighed. "Ch, and speaki ng of things that



make ne feel old, |I consulted MIlo Chevrolet yesterday about this stuff
we're—t'mafter.”

M1lo was one of the nost powerful magicians in Bordertown; he'd used some of
that power to carve out a mmgic-free space to live in, which he'd filled with
three hundred volunes of nonfiction and a nodel railroad. He could nake a
fetus feel old. "And he says?" | asked, cautiously.

"He was annoyed when | kept calling it a drug. He says that properly it's a
mut agen, if it's maki ng permanent changes in the bodies of the people taking
it."

"It's a who?"

"Never mind. Until somebody fails to die of it, there's no saying the changes
are pernmanent, anyway. | reserve the right to save tine and call it a drug.
Unfortunately, he hasn't seen any of it."

"Well, Tiamat has."

"Mm Odinarily, 1'd have that art supply store staked out, and follow this
Tiamat around until we found the next link up. But lately when | find people,
they tend to get snuffed.”

| considered this. One of the snuffed, of course, was soneone |'d found, but |
appreci ated her restraint in not mentioning it. "Wy?" | asked.

She | ooked at nme as if | were a rare formof bread nmold. "Wat do you nean,
why? To keep themfromleading me to the next link in the chain."

"No, | know that. | nean, why is it an unavoi dable result?"

Rico's turn to consider. She scanned ny face as she did so, but as if it mght
have been any face; she was just |ooking at me for sonething to | ook at.
Still, | felt as if |I might be blushing, so | concentrated on drinking beer
Yes, too hoppy. What a shane. Coul d have been a cont ender

"Linn's the only other cop | can trust absolutely," Rico said finally. "The
ones | don't really suspect of being in the trade, | can't be sure will keep
qui et. They m ght trust people | wouldn't. And I don't know how |l ong Linn's
going to be sidelined."

"So why do you need Linn?" After his proposal to me the day before, and
Tick-Tick's analysis of it, | confess | didn't entirely trust Linn, though
had a hard tine imagining himinvolved with the bad guys in this case. "Take
care of it yourself, and you don't have to worry who trusts who."

"Whom "

| frowned at her. "Are you sure?"

"Cross ny heart." She made the gesture over the light green cotton of her very
large shirt. | felt as if | were invading her privacy and | ooked away. "I need
Li nn or someone, because you can't stake out a place by yourself, and be

prepared to follow any of the tenants if they |eave."
"Ch." | finished ny beer. "You'll find somebody to do it."

"What, no vol unt eers?"



"I"ve proved that | get in trouble if you let me out of your sight."

This time it was ny face she was |ooking at. "If | thought you'd done it on
purpose, |'d give you free roomand board in jail until this business was
over."

"No, you wouldn't. Just think, there I'd be within reach of the corrupt
nmystery cop. He might do me in to keep ne frominterfering."

"I haven't been that lucky." She finished her beer. "And | don't think you get
in trouble on purpose. | think it's pure natural aptitude. But do you think
you could maybe curb it for a few hours at a stretch?"

"Excuse?"
"Don't be thick. | hereby invite you, grudgingly, to share ny stakeout." She

took up both bottles and carried themto the counter. Then she turned back and
gave me a look that felt as if she'd grabbed the front of ny shirt with both

hands and pi cked nme up. "But before you get puffed up about it, listen to ne:
This is not a God-dammed Hardy Boys adventure. This is all live fire and rea
troubl e, and nore people's safety than just yours on the line. You do what |
tell you, and if you do one thing nmore than that | swear |'Il drop everything
to deport you under police escort back to the Wrld." | was at a | oss for what
to say. "Your line," she said grimy, "Is, 'Yes, Ma'am"' "

"No," | said at last, "I don't think that's it."

Her eyebrows went up. "Cone agai n?"
"That's not how you and Linn work, is it?"

"Linn is an experienced professional. | know what to expect out of him and he
knows what to expect fromne. W have a couple of years' worth of shorthand
that allows us to react to surprises as a team You don't have that, and if |
were to count on you as if you did, I might as well stay hone and play Russian
roulette." | didn't think I reacted, but she was |ooking at me, and added,
"Sorry. But that's the truth."

| folded my hands on the tabletop and | ooked out the window. It was a nice

nei ghbor hood; the wooden bal cony was in good repair, and recently painted, and
sported a wooden folding chair and a little table with a candle on it, any of
whi ch woul d have eventual |y wandered away from a back stoop in ny

nei ghbor hood. Fromthe distance between Rico's bal cony and the one on the back

of the buildings across the way, | suspected there was a snmall courtyard

bel ow.

"Whatever it is, go ahead and spit it out," she said.

Still looking out the window, | said, "I have a partner, too." R co didn't say
anything, so | went on. "W have that kind of relationship. W don't usually
do anyt hing as dangerous as you and Linn, but we break a lot of trail in the

Never never, and travel rough, and we have to count on each other to decide the
right thing pretty quickly. So | understand what you're saying."

" And?"
"And that's why | can't just promise to take orders. | know nyself. I"'mnot in
the habit. | just won't. That wouldn't bother ne—'d go ahead and proni se, and

do what had to be done, and explain nyself to you afterward—except for one
thing. You insist on taking responsibility for what | do. Linn said that was



why you didn't want me to work on the case anynore. Wiich is okay, if you're

the boss and I'mthe |lackey, and all | have to do is remenber to ask, 'Do you
want fries with that?' But that's not howit'll happen, and you won't be
responsi ble for ny actions, but you'll try to be. On those terms, | think I'd

rather stay an outsider, and work with ny partner, and spend another day |ike
yesterday. It may have been unconfortable, but you can't say it didn't work."

She didn't say anything for a few nonents, so | turned to see what was goi ng
on. She was | eaning up agai nst the counter |ooking at me, with an expression
that, except for a certain anpunt of anusenment, was hard to sort out. "Wen

you and Tick-Tick are working together," she began, gently, "don't you ever

gi ve each other orders?"

"l don't—

"Duck? Hold this? Watch out? Gab that end, quick? And are you telling ne that
i f sonething happened to Tick-Tick, especially when she was in your conpany,
you'd say, 'Darn shame, but she wasn't my responsibility' ?"

"No. I'mnot telling you that."

"Good. Because | wouldn't have believed it. Linn and | give each other orders,
and we're responsi ble for each other. That's what I'min the habit of doing,
and I"'mnot likely to change the way | work, either. |I'mnot asking you to
shuffle and roll your eyes. |I'masking you to do what | tell you, when | tel
you, in any potentially dangerous situation, on the off chance that ny
experience mght tip me off to trouble before you spotted it."

"Does it work both ways?"

"I promise you, if you tell nme to duck, 1'll do it. Don't abuse the
privilege."

| |1 ooked back out the wi ndow, but this time, not at anything particular. "I
don't know," | said.

And | really didn't.

I'd thought 1'd have to browbeat her into letting me help again, and |I'd

t hought that w thout considering why it was | was so hot to do it. Then, when
she'd turned hi gh-handed on ne, | wanted to prove to her that | deserved
better—and | wanted to walk out after | did it, and wait for her to browbeat
me into changing nmy mind and hel ping. | obviously hadn't thought about what |
was doi ng, because nothing was less |ike Sunny Rico than that.

Now she'd presented me with an option that, sonewhere in the back of ny head,
| realized was exactly what | wanted. O had wanted, not so | ong ago. And
couldn't say yes.

What she was asking ne to do was to be her new partner. She was asking ne to
be a cop. Unofficially, tenporarily—but she'd as good as said that she

consi dered what she was asking of ne to be the equival ent of what she expected
of Linn. She just didn't expect me to be as good at it, that was all. Maybe

t hat was what rankled, though a second's worth of thought told ne | wasn't,
and woul dn't want anyone to believe | was. Maybe it was that | didn't, even
temporarily, want to be considered police officer material. Well, that was
true enough.

But it occurred to ne that what | wanted her to ask was sonething different.
didn't exactly know what umaybe something with nore of a sense of high



adventure in it? No chance; she'd already pointed out that this wasn't the
Hardy Boys, and | didn't think that she'd call it the Three Misketeers,
either. This was her job—her hard, nerve-wacking, intermttently sordid job.
No hi gh adventure.

"You can think about it," she said. Her voice cut through ny confusion and
made me junp.

She was still |eaning against the kitchen counter. In the huge shirt and a
pair of skinny jeans with the knees worn through, and her brown hair runpled,
she | ooked younger than |I'd ever seen her. Until | |ooked at her face. There

were lines at the corners of her eyes, but her age lay in sonething other than
wrinkles, in the sternness that set her features even now, when she was
smling alittle.

"Twenty-five? Twenty-six?" | asked.
" St ubborn bastard." The smile widened. "It's sonething like that."
"Don't you know?"

She tilted her head a little to one side, not in the coy, fey gesture |I'd seen
ot her people use, but as if she wanted to see ne with the light a little
different. Very serious person, Sunny Rico. Her age was in that, too; even
when she smiled, even when she was witty, she was very serious. "Have you ever
been back to the Wrld since you first came to B-town?" she asked.

| shook ny head.

"I have, a couple of tines. Never for very long, or very far in. Every tineg,
t he cal endar surprised ne."

"What do you nean?"

"You know that tine in the Elflands runs differently—tots differently,
sometines—fromthe way it does here?"

| nodded again. My friend Strider had told ne once of slipping back across the
Border after he'd been in town for six nmonths (I didn't ask himwhy he'd done
it, because | think he was taking a risk by telling me as nmuch as he had;
Strider's exile, enforced or self-inposed, had a whiff of politics about it).
In the Elflands, only two nmonths had passed. Another friend said she'd run
away to Bordertown for two weeks, when she was very young, and cone draggi ng
hone to the Elflands to find it was a little over a year later and her parents
had staged her funeral in absentia the week before.

"It's also true of the Borderlands and the World. The discrepancy isn't as

bi g, but the longer you' re here, the further off you'll find you ve gotten
fromWrld Standard Tine. |'m probably anything fromtwenty-three to
twenty-ei ght at the nonent, depending on when | |eave the Borderlands, and you

don't know how old you are, either.”

"That's silly. You know how long it's been for you, so that's how old you
are."

"Maybe. You can count years. You can count days. You can even count hours. But
how do you know t hose hours are as | ong as the ones where you used to |ive?"

"They feel like it."



"They woul d, wouldn't they? This is the Borderlands. If everything wasn't
di fferent when you got here, why woul d anyone bother to run away to it?"

"I"ve forgotten what we were tal king about,” | said irritably.

"No, you haven't. Go hone and think about it. But for God s sake don't take
too long."

| stood up and wal ked past her, down the hallway, through the dining room to
the bright, pleasant parlor. | stopped at the door. "Wiy did you becone a
cop?" | asked her, though I hadn't meant to.

"My dad was one," she answered pronptly.

"My dad," | said, taking care to get it right, "was a division vice president
for a conpany that designed nedical appliances.”

"Did he do it well?"
I blinked. "I think so."
"That's the difference, then. Let ne know what you decide."

Before | could think of an answer, | was on the other side of the door, and it
was cl osed.

| wandered around town for an hour or two (how | ong were they? How coul d
tell?), thinking. To help me think, | bought a fish taco at a stand near
Chrystobl e and Delight. The guy who ran it, a tall, thin human with brown hair
and dark eyes under tortoise-shell glasses and the kind of |ong, bony face
that a lot of wonen like, fried the fish while | waited, and gave ne mny pick

of other ingredients. It was, as best | could tell, authentically Mxican, but
his accent was authentic Eastern European, and his faded T-shirt was lettered
in Cyrillic. The fish was absolutely fresh

"Where's this fronm?" | asked, gesturing at the fish

"Fromthe dock. | buy themthere in the nmorning, and | keep themvery cold. It
is terrible when they are not fresh."

"What dock?"

He | ooked over the tops of his glasses at nme. "The one on the shore. These are
ocean fish. | would not use river fish."

I'd heard runors about this—that Bordertown was, on sone days, in sone
nei ghbor hoods, when the wi nd was right, an oceanfront property—but |'d never
seen it for nyself. | said so.

He shrugged. "Two years ago, | ran away fromny uncle's house in Bratsk, in

I rkutsk. | struck out across country, thinking that I would join the road far
from anypl ace where | woul d be known as ny uncl e's nephew, and beg a ride
west. | did not know where | was going, except that | was going away from
Bratsk. |I becane |ost, of course. | was two days in the woods wi thout food,
and very cold, when |I came out of the trees to find nyself on the banks of
Lake Baikal. Its closest part is nore than four hundred and fifty kiloneters
east of Bratsk. | could not have wal ked so far in two days. But there it was,
the great lake like oil in the darkness, and on the shore far to ny left a



city, shining with lights and strange towers |ike none | had seen in pictures
of Mbscow or St. Petersburg. | wal ked toward it, and at | ast entered it,
hungry and tired, and it was Bordertown.

"In these two years, | have not seen Lake Bai kal again. But | think that is
because | have not wanted to."

I'd never seen Bordertown's ocean; but then, I'man inland kind of guy. "Wy
Mexi can food?" | asked at |ast.

"I like it best."

The only sensible reason, now that | thought about it. | thanked hi mand

finished ny taco as | wal ked.

| had no idea what | wanted anynore. For a noment | wondered what Sunny Rico
want ed, what she hoped |I'd decide. | would al nost have gone back to ask her
except for a nagging feeling that it would be enbarrassing, and that it would
bother me nore to be enbarrassed in front of Rico than in front of nobst other
peopl e. And what had she nmeant about her father, anyway? That he'd been an

i nept cop? That he'd died at it, maybe? Surely that would warn his of fspring
away nore than anything el se.

The problem was, ny head was too full. | decided to wal k back to Tick-Tick's
and see how she was, and run sone of this by her

When | hol |l ered under her w ndow and not hi ng happened, | didn't know whet her
to be worried or relieved. She was inside delirious with fever; she felt so
much better that she'd gone out. | hollered again.

This time she stuck her head out. She smled at ne, but it was a tired smle
"What, you agai n?"

"I think so. Wiich makes two of us."”

"C non up." She pulled the ring that unlatched the front door

The picture part of the tapestry that Tick-Tick's neighbor was weaving in the
atrium was done. Young Andrew sat spraw ing at the base of his tree, his arns
and |l egs in painful-looking attitudes. The bag on his lap had partly spilled
into the grass, and the rope weaving was accented with nmetallic fibers there.
The brothers were leaving the clearing at one end—ene of themtaking a | ast

gl ance over his shoul der at his handi work—as the wol ves prepared to enter from
the other. The border was in progress, but | saw that if Wegee had found his
skull, he hadn't installed it.

Al the banboo blinds were | et down over the wi ndows on the west side of the
Ticker's big room which nade it a little dinmer than | was used to.

"Hope you aren't trying to read in this," | said.

She was stretched out on the couch. "The light hurts ny eyes. You can raise
them though, if the gl oomweighs on your spirit." She smiled when she said
it, but followed it up with a fit of coughing. It was a dry cough, and sounded
painful. | filled the kettle and put it on the heat.

"My spirit can take it for the sake of your eyes. How do you feel ?"

She didn't answer imediately. | put the first herb tea | could find in the
teapot and got the honey out, along with a spoon and a nug. Then |I went over



to the couch.

What ever this was, she'd gotten it fromLinn, all right. She had that sane
di nmed and faded | ook. | put a hand on her forehead, and it was hot under ny
palm "I don't know rmuch about diseases of elves," | said apol ogetically.

"Neither do I, to speak truth," the Ticker said. She spoke softly, maybe to
keep the cough at bay. "Though oddly enough, we are healthier in the
Borderl ands than in the | ands that gave us birth. The evil airs that bring
di sease are ill-suited, perhaps, to this hybrid place."

| went back to the stove, poured water into the teapot, and brought it and al
t he accessories over. "How rmuch honey do you want in it?"

She shook her head. "I suppose it had better be a lot."

That's what | gave her. W found ourselves dwelling over the

commonpl aces—Careful, it's hot," and "Set it down over there," and all the
rest of themand 1 thought of Rico and Linn, and the giving and taking of
orders. And instead of telling her about nmy visit to Rico, | said, "This isn't

acold, is it?"

She | ooked up at nme, and | could see the fright in her eyes. "I don't know. It
m ght yet be."

"But you don't think so."

"I don't know. I've so little experience of sickness—t could be nothing, and
I mght fancy nyself at death's door."

"Linn'"s in bed with it, and Rco thinks that's odd. J think it's odd."

She turned her head away roughly, which set her to coughing until her eyes
streamed with tears. | made her drink some tea, and after a bit she could say,
inasmll voice, "I think it's odd, too."

"What do you want nme to do?"

"I think.! She closed her eyes, and for a few nonments lay still, only the rise
and fall of her chest keeping me frompanic. At |last she said, "I think you
shoul d bring Ms. Wi."

Ms. Wi was not, strictly speaking, a doctor, though she knew a good deal of
medi ci ne. But she was a powerful magician, certainly the equal of MIlo
Chevrolet. For all anyone knew, she had been here since the Elflands cane
back; she m ght have been created all of a piece with the Borderl ands

t henmsel ves.

"Then you don't think it's just a cold." She caught at ny fingers, her hands
still warmfromcradling her tea. "I'mafraid. Oient," she whispered. So was
Rico. So, for that matter, was I

Chapter 9
The Transformati on Bl ues



Bordertown: the | and where doctors and hi gh- powered magi ci ans run Chi nese
grocery stores. | didn't actually run all the way to Wi's Wrldly Enporium in
the sense that untrained people use "run." | used the gait I'd | earned as a
cross-country runner in high school and had enough use for over the years that
I'd never forgotten it. It ate miles in a hurry, and it tended to drop you
into a light trance, in which you could stand a little back from your

worri es—who was behind you, who was ahead of you, or, in this instance, why
you felt the need to be in such a rush

So | arrived just a little short of breath, and with the aura of sonmeone who'd
been doi ng honest work, rather than being overcone with panic. Elsewhere, the
bookstore that Wl fboy and Sparks ran, was right next door. | had an urge to
stick ny head in, to tell themthat Tick-Tick was sick—but that woul d be
silly. There was nothing to worry about. People got sick all the time, and

was taking care of it by consulting Ms. Wi, so why should | bother Wl fboy and
Spar ks unnecessarily?

| hadn't been in Ms. Wi's store for a nonth or two, and when | pushed through
the door, | expected a few changes. Like every other retail establishment in
B-town, Wi's is at the nmercy of the elenents, the Border, the independent

haul ers, and the luck of the draw for its stock. Ms. Wi probably did her own

i mporting, rather than rely on the maverick buyers who set up tenporary

whol esal e deal ershi ps on Mondays in the old Raven | ce Conpany warehouse down
by the river. Still, you never knew when a truck would go unaccountably astray
in the Borderlands. It happened often enough that a fair percentage of the
Ticker's and ny business was in rescuing |ost truckers and their cargo from

t he Nevernever.

I counted on garlic, and jasm ne soap, and gi nseng tea, and gl azed pottery
jars of candied ginger; unbrellas, pearls, ebony boxes, bunches of |eeks, and
sticks of ink. | also counted on Ms. Wi, who | ooked |Iike C audette Col bert,
smled like a skinny femal e Buddha, and | aughed nore often than anyone el se
knew. She woul d be concerned when | told her about Tick-Tick, but she woul dn't
frown; she'd say, "OF course,” and turn to the antique apothecary's chest
behi nd the counter and select things fromit, put themin her bag and cone
with me to Tick-Tick's. There she'd make ny partner drink weird-snelling

t hi ngs, prescribe an unpl easant change in her diet, tell her to wear nothing
but blue until all the synptons were gone, ness with the feng shui of the
room and | eave, and everything would be better

WI's was nuch the sane as it always was. The change was in M. Wi.

She' d never | ooked mi ddl e-aged, though it seened as if she was; she'd al ways
had one of those terrific 1930s novie heartthrob figures, and her silk-black
hai r never showed any gray. She dressed with practical el egance, and I'd

i magi ned her com ng froma wealthy Hong Kong fam ly, bringing her sense of
styl e and nobl esse oblige to straitened circunstances on the Border

Now she sat behind the counter with her head in both hands, her face hidden
Her white bl ouse sagged, and her trousers were winkled and |inp. Her hair was
dragged back into a twist at the back, and wi sps of hair were springing out of
it at odd intervals. There was a bell over the door that rang as | cane in,

but she hadn't | ooked up.

"Ms. WI?" | said.
She lifted her head and didn't smle. "Orient." She said it the way one m ght

count off nileposts by the highway, saying themaloud to fix themin place.
"Can | help you?"



"I hope so. Tick-Tick's sick with something."

For an instant, her face went slack with despair. Then she shut her eyes and
said, "Tell ne the synptons."

| did. She turned to the apothecary's chest in a parody of the scene |I'd

i magi ned, sliding out the little drawers and bringi ng calico-w apped parcels
or crushed | eaves in waxed paper bags or tiny brown glass vials out of them
Her hands trenbled a little, and the veins stood out in the backs of them

"What do you think it is?" | asked.

She pushed all the things she'd taken out of the chest into a tight pile on
the counter, and stood staring at them "I think," she began, slowy; then she
stopped herself. A nuch-diluted version of her smile flickered on her face. "I
thi nk that not even you would be so silly as to ask the doctor for a diagnosis
when her patient is halfway across town. How did you get here?"

"On foot."

"I have a bicycle, so I'mafraid | can't give you a ride back. Tell me the
address, and 1'll neet you there."

"I could | ead you—=
"I"msure you could, but it would be nmuch slower, really."

| figured out that what she really wanted was to be relieved of ne hanging
over her shoul der and worrying while she packed her bag. So | did as | was
told, and | oped off to Tick-Tick's again.

W arrived at our destination at pretty nmuch the same time. Ms. Wi did it on a
particularly nice all-terrain bike with fifteen speeds, well-suited to the
uncertai n topography and pavenent of Bordertown. She hoi sted her bl ack | eather
bag out of the wire basket over the back wheel and told ne, "Lead the way."
I'd remenbered, when I'd left to fetch her, to take one of Tick-Tick's keys to
the front door, so | did that.

When we came in, the Ticker was sitting propped up agai nst the raised end of
the fainting couch with an Arabi an Ni ghts-ish shawl spread over her | egs,

| ooking tidy and conposed. The cough spoiled the effect a little, and the
weakness of her voice when she said, "Gacious, that was quick." But it galled
her to receive conpany in a state of disarray, and | knew that, however nuch
effort she'd gone to to make it look as if she wasn't sick, it was necessary
to her peace of nind.

Ms. WI sent me away, which was fine with me. | took a cup of tea out to the
front stoop, sat in the ruddy light of the setting sun, and tried to think
sensi bly about Rico's offer. Unless Tick-Tick recovered inmediately, it seened
as if | could ignore it. My first responsibility was to make tea and run
errands for ny partner, or whatever needed to be done for the duration. Wuat's
nore, |ooked at sinply as a job, the last thing | wanted to do was police
surveillance, or anything like the things 1'd already done with Rico. |I didn't
like the suspense. So | didn't understand why | kept com ng back to the
gquestion. It was as if 1'd flipped a coin on it, come up negative, and found
nmysel f wanting to make it best two out of three.

Ms. Wi | eaned out of the wi ndow above ne and called, "Come on up." So |
abandoned all the speculation that |1'd already decided three tines was



poi ntl ess, anyway.

By the time | reached the second floor, Ms. WI's bag was packed, and she was
towel ling her hands at the kitchen sink. She seenmed a bit pal e and pinched.

Ti ck-Tick | ooked no better, but no worse. There was a lingering snell of sone
light, sharp-smelling incense, and red votive candles still burned in hol ders
on each wi ndowsil |

"I woul d have told Tick-Tick my diagnosis and let her pass it on to you, but

this will save her the wear and tear," said Ms. Wi. "Not to nention the
annoyi ng questions that she won't be able to answer." Her face was calm but
not smling; | was nervous enough to think that she m ght have steeled herself
to this. | sat down next to the couch, where | could watch her and the Ticker
bot h.

"Did she treat you bad?" | asked the Ticker

"Heavens, no," she answered, in the pale version of her usual manner that
seened to be all she had the strength for. "Not even one of her wetched
fortune cookies, though if she'd offered ne a nice ginger jelly for being a

good girl and not crying over the needle, | assure you | wouldn't have

m nded. "

"Ch, hell! | should have remenbered to bring you some when | went to fetch
her."

"I suppose you were distracted," the Ticker said, pretending to be wounded.
could have enlarged on the pantom ne, if she hadn't been folded up just then
with a cough that made her clutch at her chest. "My, that hurts," she croaked
when she' d finished.

"I felt as if someone had taken a pair of tongs out of the freezer and used
themon nmy heart. But all | said was, 'Then shut up, for God's sake, and you
won't cough so nuch."

Ms. Wi, who had been pretending not to listen to us, sat down on the other
side of the couch. "l've treated fourteen cases of this so far this week," she
said. "At least, the synptonms and the onset of them has been the sane. After
the first six or so, | was driven to do a little research. The early synptons
i nclude a dry nmouth and nose, a painful, unproductive cough, a sensation of
chill in the extrenmities, painful joints, headache, and fever. Al of ny

pati ents have been Truebl oods."

The Ti cker snorted.
"I beg your pardon?" Ms. W asked.

"I have no objection to being called an elf. | don't believe it has any
derogatory connotations."

"Qt hers anmong your people do."

"My people,"” Tick-Tick said, with fine dignity and a shot of a glance at ne,
"are widely assorted genetically, and are by no neans limted to those who
have their origin across the Border."

| remenbered ny recent objection to her use of "ny people" and "your people,"
and grinned.

"Shut up, round ears," she said, wthout |ooking at ne.



Ms. Wi's lips twitched, but she only said, "May | go on?"
"Please do," | replied

"I don't know how familiar you are with the nature of viruses. They're one of
the npst easily nmutated organisnms in nature, which is one of the things that
makes them so hard to fight, in the Wrld. By the time you' ve found sonet hi ng
that will kill one, it's likely to have turned into sonething el se.

"True—elves living in the Borderl ands have had very little to fear fromvira
infection, for the sane reason. The Wall between the Elflands and the

Bor derl ands seens to have a disruptive influence on any virus that passes
through it, killing it or mutating it into sonmething harmess. In particul ar
ai rborne viruses fromthe Elflands are unknown in Bordertown."

| thought | recognized a prol ogue when | heard one. "Until now?"

"Until now. This seens to be a version of a disease known only in the

El fl ands, and not known well there. There, it's not only rare, but slowto
spread. No one |'ve talked to has figured out yet howit crossed the Border
and became viable here. There may be a specific vector, which we can elimnnate
to sl ow down the spread of the disease.”

"Vector?" | asked.

"I"'msorry. Carrier, nmore or less. Rats were a vector for the Black Plague, in
the M ddl e Ages."

"Huh. Do rats cross the Border?"
"Only," Tick-Tick supplied, "If they're Trueblood rats."

"So how do you cure it?" | asked, hoping to keep Tick-Tick from maki ng any
nore outrageous comrents.

Ms. Wi pressed the fingertips of her two hands together. "I don't know, " she
sai d.

The Ticker and | both stared at her

"You weren't listening properly,” she said in answer to our eyes. "This is,
essentially, a new disease. It's related to an old one, but given the
difference in contexts, who's to say if the old treatnent will be effective?
Viruses tend to weaken over tinme, but that's no help to the popul ation
infected with this generation. Besides, when | ask the few people |I know
who're really well-versed in the nedicine of Faerie what the usual treatmment
is, they get wonderfully vague."

"There are prohibitions," Tick-Tick said.

"On saving lives?"

"I suppose, if it cane to that, they mght inhibit the saving of lives. But
there are many things in the Elflands that can't be spoken of outside them
The prohibitions seemlaid al nost at random it's not until you are about to

say sonething that you find yourself unable to do so."

Ms. Wi | ooked outraged. "Was this a spell? Can it be lifted—er at |east an
exception nade, just once?"



"I was not placed under any enchantnment, so far as | know. | think, perhaps,
it isinall elves, that we are born with it." Then she gave Ms. Wi a wy
little smle. "But if this disease is rare, as you say it is, they may only
hesitate to admt that they don't know the treatnment."

"Well, | adnmit it in a flash. |'ve given you sonething that will reduce the
pain and swelling in the joints, and tincture of echinacea for your imune
system Let the candles bumthensel ves out if you can. If you have to snuff
them do it with your fingers—don't blow themout. ['ve left wllow bark tea;
take that in the evening when your fever starts to clinb and you'll sleep a
little easier. There's a cough syrup for your throat, too. Right now, that's
all I can do."

"What ...what are we expecting?" | asked her
"I was getting to that. This has the potential to be a very dangerous ill ness.
It is in the EIflands, anyway. | want you to lie there and do absolutely

not hi ng except take medi cati on when you're supposed to. Some of ny other
thirteen, the earliest, are so sick I had them noved to The Lil acs, where they
can be observed around the clock."

"Bl essed Mab," Tick-Tick said, on a startled cough. "How many town counci
menbers do you know, to have managed such a thing?"

Ms. Wi shrugged el egantly.

"Resources to make a princess blush,” the Ticker nmuttered, and added to ne,
"Even you would fancy it, ny duckling. It's nore like a resort hotel than a

hospital, and high up on the HIl, far above the fetid airs and cares of
town. "

"Beggar's snobbery,"” | told her. "Ms. Wi, what is this virus when it's at
home? If that's all we know about it, 1'd Iike to know that nuch."
"Dangerous. | told you."

" How?"

"Possi ble inmpairment of brain function fromhigh fever; damage to the heart,
simlar to that caused by rheumatic fever; and thinning and breaki ng down of
cell walls in certain kinds of tissue. Do you know nore than you did before?"

"My nother was a nurse. Yeah, | do." Sonething about that description bothered
nme—besi des the obvious fart that whatever the virus did m ght happen to
Tick-Tick. "Are you treating Sunny Rico's partner, Linn?"

"No." Ms. Wi raised her eyebrows. "lI've met him of course, but | don't know
either of themvery well. Does he have this, too?"

"Yeah. So raise the tally of sick people to fifteen."

"If I've treated fourteen cases personally, there nust be a good many nore
than fifteen," Ms. Wi said softly. "This may be an epidemic. If so, the town
faces something of a challenge, since in the past our epidemcs have run nore
to things |Iike nononucl eosis.”

W were interrupted by a banging at the door in the street below, and a voice
shouting up, "M. WI M. WI!"



"How do they know you're here?"

"I left a note at the shop," she answered on her way to the wi ndow. "Yes?" she
cal | ed down.

"Ms. Wi," | heard the unidentified shouter say, "can you come? Eglantine is
awful 'y sick."

"I'"ll be right there." She pulled her head back in the wi ndow and turned to
us. Somet hing flashed across her face that rem nded me of the way she'd been
in the shop when |I'd gone to fetch her, and | realized that at |east sonme of
her brisk, confident style at the Ticker's couch-side was an effect achieved
with a little effort. "Take your nedicine, and send your partner to fetch ne
if things take a turn for the worse," Ms. Wi said to Tick-Tick. "I'll cone
back to check on you as soon as | can.”

| went to the door to show her out, but she said, "I can find ny way." Up
close, | could see how tired she was.
When she was gone, the Ticker stretched and groaned. "I suppose |I'd best

explain all ny drugs and doses to you, so you can help ne nind 'em" she said,
her voice coarse with the irritation of the cough. "By leaf and root, this is
a tedi ous business for you, ny dear, nursing the invalid. |I'm damably sorry
for it."

"Silly. I don't mind." | took the cap off one of the bottles and sniffed.
"Bl eah. What does this do?"

"It's meant to soothe my throat."

"Well, it's sure not going to soothe your nose. You know, if you wanted an
excuse to find out how the other half lives, we could probably trade on Ms.
WI's connections and get you into The Lilacs."

"I have a reasonably clear notion of how the other half lives, thank you." She
gave me a rueful look. "Besides, it is a bastion of Truebl oodedness, and they
m ght be rude to you during visiting hours."

"I could stand it."

The Ti cker shook her head and gave another little snort. "Truebl oods. What,
then, are humans? Fal se? Artificial bloods? Al blood is true." Her voice was
deteriorating into a whisper, which nust have been nore confortable. She
turned her gaze fromne to the shaded wi ndows. "By its nature, all blood is
true.”

"Except .."

Ti ck-Ti ck wat ched me and wai ted, her eyebrows up.

"I don't know. | was thinking of this drug of Rico's, and the way it changes
peopl e. "

"Are you saying that people like the girl, Tiamat, are fal se-begotten, untrue
creatures?"

"No, but they're not quite...one thing or the other."

"Some say the sanme of half-elves."



"But that's not true. They're a whole new thing that happens to be part elf,
part human."

"What of Wl f boy?"
"He's hinself."

"And before he was hinself, there was nothing like him Wen the Elfl ands
returned, they changed everything. But the Borderlands have never ceased to
change, since then. They have produced, and will go on producing, objects and
peopl e that are not one thing or another. They have al ready produced a human
with a fey gift, and an elf with a human talent."

| grinned. "Ch, if you' re going to make it personal ..

"You never listen if | don't. The Borderlands are the ki ngdom of change and
transformation. The children of this drug may be nore truly the children of
the Border than any of us. | told you that there was sonething in Tiamat that
seemed to ne nore elf than human."”

"I'"d hate to think that the natural result of being a child of the Border is
that you croak early."

"So would I. It would suggest that the Borderlands thensel ves could not |ive.
And this is my home." She sighed. "I wonder when it becane so? It's not nere
spite any longer, that makes me say | have no wish to return to the Elfl ands.
This place is strange, uncertain, difficult, and beautiful—-and nmne. I would

not |eave it."
"Except for the 'beautiful,' that's a good description of your apartment."”

She pulled a pillow out frombehind her head and threw it at me, which set her
coughi ng.

"You' re not supposed to do anything," | rem nded her
"Then see you don't provoke ne. Wiat's for dinner?"
"Takeout from Godnomis."

"Lavi sh."

"Well, you don't want to eat ny cooking, do you?"

The Ticker slept on the couch, because it was easier than going up and down
the platforns to and fromthe bed on the highest level. | set up a cot near

t he workbench because |I didn't want to get too confortable, in case Tick-Tick
wanted to wake me up in the mddle of the night. Consequently, when she did
wake me up in the mddle of the night, it didn't take any tinme at all

She didn't do it on purpose; she was in the throes of a fever dream and the
tossing and nuttering were enough to rouse nme. | put the kettle on before
went to her.

Her skin was hot and dry. My hand on her forehead woke her up, and she stared
at me blankly for a second.

"Orient? But | thought you—no, | dreaned that, didn't |?"



"I don't know, but probably. It's time for sone wllow bark."
She coughed. "And the lo00."

| hel ped her to the bat hroom door, and hel ped her back to the couch, and nade
the tea, and felt reasonably capabl e. But reasonably capable wasn't quite
enough to ensure either the Ticker or me an easy, uninterrupted night. That
was why | was only hal f-asleep at dawn, one armthrown over my eyes to keep
the Iight out, enduring just a little too much brain activity to nmake it
really worth the effort.

The Ticker sick, and Linn. Rico |ooking worn to the bone; Ms. W | ooki ng worn
to the bone; and ne probably added to the list as soon as | gave up and got
out of bed. The girl Tiamat |ooking the way the girl in the hospital bed
probably had before she got quite so far along. So far al ong what? Was the
thing that Tick-Tick hadn't said, but strongly suggested, true: that, up to a
point, the drug worked? That'd be one in the eye for the Lords of Elfland. A
little tuck and shuffle in the old DNA, and you could make an elf froma
human. Except they'd already sort of got that one in the eye, because
human-el f crosses produced fertile offspring, which meant that we had to be
pretty near nei ghbors genetically as it was.

So far along. Which was how far? How far was "up to a point"? How | ong did
humans have on that passport to the Elflands, before their visas were
cancelled in a big way? And why did the transformation fail?

Al to get into the Elflands, when as many kids ran away fromit as ran away
fromthe Wrld. O maybe that wasn't why they did it. Maybe the human ki ds had
cone to Bordertown to be sonebody or sonething el se, and found out they
couldn't change enough to nake it happen. They were still thenselves, and
their selves had never been good enough. Maybe they didn't give a damm about
getting across the Border, except to be able to say that they were different,
and could do it.

My sel f had never been good enough; for ne, for ny nother, for my father, for

t he people around me who | wanted to be ny friends. |1'd come to Bordertown,
too, with only that, and found it still wanting in this new place. |'d becone
a River addict, trying to erase the parts of me | couldn't live with. Then |I'd
found Tick-Tick, who'd been a mirror, a shoulder, and a friend. She'd polished
nmy self on her sleeve and handed it back, so that | could finally tell the

real flaws fromthe tarnish. Wthout her, ny road to the Border woul d have
ended in the river or a box. | wanted to think I'd done a little of the sane
thing for her, but she'd started stronger, and angrier, and hadn't sunk as | ow
as |'d had before coming back up.

What woul d | have done, if someone had offered ne a synthetic alternative to
self-respect? I'd have taken it. | knew it because it was just what | had
done, and |1'd done it with less justification than any poor elf wannabe. They
at least had a goal in mnd when they took up with their dangerous drug.

Wuld it nake themelves? It wouldn't nake them Tick-Tick, with her quirky mx
of human and fey idiom her steady confidence and stubborn principles, her
strange notions of how to decorate an apartnment. \Wat about the prohibitions
that Tick-Tick had tried to explain to Ms. Wi; if elves were born with them
what woul d happen to an elf who wasn't born, but only grew?

But they weren't becom ng el ves. They were beconi ng dead.

I finally acknow edged that | wasn't going to fall asleep again, and got up. |



needed to give Rico her answer; if | wote a note, | could find sonebody to
take it by her place, or by Chrystoble Street Station. Dependi ng on what |
wote, it mght be safe to leave it at the copshop

There was graph paper in the drawer of Tick-Tick's workbench, and a fountain

pen. | wote the date at the top of the page and paused over it, thinking
about what Rico had told ne about tine, and wondering what the real date was.
No, local time was as real as anybody ever got. | could settle for Bordertown

consensus reality.

| stopped again over the salutation. "Rico," by itself, was curt and hostile.
"Sunny" was too friendly—+ didn't think 1'd ever called her that to her face,
so why start on paper? "Ms. Rico" made it sound as if | put her in the sane
category as ny high school geography teacher. "Detective R co" would do—but as
soon as | started to wite it, it seemed too cold. And should | put "Dear" in
front of it? It seemed wildly fool hardy to think of using the word to Sunny

Ri co.

By this time the ink had dried on the point of the pen, and | had to lick it
to make it wite again. This was damed silly. It was a note, not the
soliloquies fromHamet. It only had to be short and businesslike. | tore the
sheet in half, threw away the part |'d nuddl ed over, and wote on the rest:

I can't hel p—ick-Tick's sick, and | have to take care of her. Hope you find
out what you need to know.

Now that I'd witten it, it |ooked thin and w thdrawn and kind of
mean-spirited. In ny head, it had sounded brisk and professional. | wanted,
suddenly, to commit to paper all the things |I'd been chew ng over that norning
while | should have been sleeping, to see if they struck any answering chord
in her. If | did that, though, the possibility of |eaving the note at
Chrystoble Street would be right out. | conpromn sed:

Did | tell you that Tick-Tick thinks the stuff al st sort of works?

That, now that it was on paper, |ooked downright cryptic. Well, if she wanted
to know nore, she could stop by. As soon as that occurred to me, it seened
like a very good idea, and I was suddenly pleased with the unintelligibility
of the sentence. | signed ny nane. Then | thought of sonething else.
considered starting the letter over on a new sheet, but graph paper was
expensi ve, and since the note was already pretty addl ed-sounding (1'd veered
frombeing pleased with it to despairing over it in nere seconds), |'d settle
for:

P. S. Ask Ms. Wi to have a | ook at Linn

After all, if Ms. Wi was tracking epidenics, she ought to be able to
aut henticate as many cases as possible. And something about this illness had



bot hered Ri co, and nagged at ne. Maybe sonet hing would come of the exchange of
i nformati on.

| folded the note up into a packet, runmaged in the drawers for sealing wax
and couldn't find any, gave up and used epoxy instead. (There were tines, in
t he Borderl ands, when epoxy woul dn't set. But Tick-Tick clained that this was
an i nprovenent on Supergl ue, which according to her, wouldn't work at al

here. | told her that was nonsense. She told ne, no, it was magic.) | wote
"Sunny Rico" on the outside of the note, put the cap on the pen, and turned
around to find that Tick-Tick was awake.

"Love letter?" she whispered.

| felt nmy face get warm "OF course not! Note to Rico."

"Ah." She nodded and wi dened her eyes at ne.

"I's that supposed to nean somet hi ng?"

"No, no, ny dear. But | hope she appreciates the effort involved."

"How | ong have you been awake?"

"Since | heard the desk drawer open."

| thought back over what |'d done since | got the paper and pen out, and what

it must have | ooked like. "I just wanted to rmake sure it didn't give anything
away if the wong person read it."

"Ch," she said, sounding about the way she had when she'd said, "Ah.

| made a di sgusted noi se and pushed the chair back fromthe workbench
"Crimny, she's a cop.”

The Ti cker nodded. | sat down in the chair next to the couch, to save her
voice, if she insisted on having this conversation. "She is indeed a cop. It's
that very fact that nmakes me so concerned for your susceptible heart."

"I. Beg. Your. Pardon."
"Didn't | say, not so long ago, that your preference was for wonen that any

reasonable male woul d ward off with garlic and crucifixes? I'mafraid that in
Sunny Rico, ny dear, we see your ideal romantic object."

"Huh-uh. No way. You," | said firmy, leveling an index finger at her, "have a
fever."”
"Yes, | do, but a fever's always at |ow ebb in the norning."

"Then |'m counting on you being delirious by noon, because you're already
seei ng things."

"I always see things. But if you prefer, | won't tell you what they are. After
all, I"'mat your mercy."
"Good grief," | said, and went to stick my head out into the atrium to see if

anybody el se was up yet. Nobody was.

However, it wasn't |long before a guy canme past in the street below, selling
eggs out of his bike basket. | bought some and gave himthe note to carry, and



went back upstairs to nmake breakfast. Yes, | can make a perfectly decent
breakfast, no matter what sort of comments may have been made to the contrary.
But the Ticker hadn't nuch appetite, and seenmed alnost too tired to wield her
fork if she did have

"I didn't nean it, about the delirium" | said.

"Faugh. | wouldn't give you the satisfaction. No, I"'monly weary. | mean to
doze the day away, so if you yearn to run errands, feel free."

| didn't feel free. | didn't want to go very far away, or for very |ong,
because | had the inexplicable twitchy certainty that the worst was still to
cone. | went out for groceries, and to get some clothes frommy place. There

was a note stuck under mny door, from Yoshi, saying that some girl had come by
to see me, and hadn't said if she'd be back

Sonme girl? Didn't sound |like Rico. Besides, Rico would have | eft her own note.
I went downstairs and banged on Yoshi's door

He opened it cautiously. "Ch, hi, guy. Cnon in."
| shrugged and stepped into his front room It was a lot like mne, but with

more dirty laundry. "I"'min a hell of a hurry. Tick-Tick's sick, and |I'm over
at her place taking care of her."

"Jeez, that sounds serious." He knuckled his eye sockets. Yoshi's natura
hours are a lot like mne; he' d probably gotten up fifteen ninutes ago.

"It may be. Yosh, what's this about a girl?"
"Ch, yeah. She cane by last night."
This would take a while. "Wat kind of girl?"

He squinted at me. "Funny you should ask. It was kinda hard to tell."

"What ?"
"Well, no. | mean, you could tell. She was human, red hair, wore a | ot of
bl ack. You know, like a ot of people. Only at first |I thought she was fat,

but she wasn't. And ki nda—

Tiamat. For the love of God, Tiamat had come | ooking for ne. "Tall in places?
As if she'd been stretched on the rack? And sul |l en?"

Yoshi blinked. "Yeah! Only not sullen. |I thought she was a little scared, but
she might've just been shook 'cause you weren't hone."

Shook was right, because it would have taken a | ot of shaking to bring Ti anat

| ooking for me. And | couldn't go |ooking for her, not with the Ticker waiting
back at her place. Rico? No. If Tiamat was scared, | wasn't going to help

t hi ngs by sending her a cop. | banged ny fist off the doorframe, which nmade a
sati sfactory noise, and hurt.

"Hey, guy, do | knock your apartnment down?"

"Yoshi - She might not be at the art supply store anynore. It was the only
address | had, though. "Yosh, will you carry a nmessage for ne?"

| told himwhere to find the store on Wodruff. He | ooked disgruntled. "Wy



can't you go talk to her yoursel f?"

"Yosh, | can't. | can't leave the Ticker. If you find her there, tell her
where | am Don't tell anybody el se around the place,” | added, thinking that
Tiamat's friends nmight not be as ready to talk about it as she was, if she
was. "If you don't find her—well, maybe she'll come back here and you can tel
her then."

Yoshi was staring at nme in a speculative fashion. "Is this, like, really

i mport ant ?"

"It"'s alot like really inmportant." | remenbered the gun. "But seriously,

don't say anything about it to anybody but her. Don't mention ny nanme. And if
she's not there, pretend you just cane in to |l ook at art supplies."

"You have a really weird love life, guy, you know that?"
"Don't ness around over this. It has nothing to do with my love life."
"Yeah, right," he said.

| wasn't going to convince him "In that case, did you ever read Roneo and
Juliet?"

"Sophonore year in high school,” he said, confused.

"Remenber what happened to the cool best friend, Mercutio?"

"Yeah, he got offed," Yoshi replied, as if he still nursed a sense of outrage
over it.

"Good. When you're doing this, think of Mercutio and do otherwise. | gotta
go."

"What? Orient, hey—*
But | was on the sidewalk by the tine he got to his next question mark.

Tiamat didn't come; Rico didn't come; Ms. Wi didn't come. Nothing cane but
dinner tinme, and night, and the predictable rise in Tick-Tick's fever. Her

| egs and arms hurt her, and her chest muscles fromthe coughing, and her
throat |ikewise. | wished | had something stronger than willow bark tea to
give her for the pain. But | gave her as nmuch of that as was good for her, and
an hour or two after mdnight she settled into something al nost |ike restful

sl eep.

| was sitting at the open w ndow | ooking down into the street, trying to
unwi nd enough to fall asleep nyself, when the vehicle nosed in to the curb,
drifting smoboth as a ghost wal ki ng—a ghost that grunbled under its breath in a
| ow pitched voice. Monlight slid over the needl e-curves of the front fenders,
turned the windshield to running silver, and nmade the driver's runpled hair
colorless, but I knew it was brown. The engi ne noi se died.

My stomach felt as if it were trying to crawl up under my lungs to hide.
Tick-Tick's fault for teasing; it was only that | was afraid soneone el se
woul d t hink what the Ticker had thought, | told nyself. And | couldn't very
well deny it if the question didn't conme up, because | couldn't bring it up
My God, what if-soneone el seuhadn't noticed anything, and | were to say, "You
don't have to worry about ne, because | don't have a thing for you." | could
imagine the look 1'd get. I'd have to kill nyself out of aggravated



enbar r assment .

Rico turned her face up to the window, and the noonlight fell full on it.
"Orient," she called up softly. "Sorry I'mlate."

| hung ny head as far out the window as | could, to keep ny voice from waki ng
the Ticker. "I'Il be right down," | told Rico

| remenbered, for a wonder, to take a set of keys with me when | went; it
woul d I ook so good to | ock nyself out of the building.

She was | eaning on the car when | cane out, lighting a cigarette, and

snel |l ed the snoke of coltsfoot, clover, and bearberry |leaf on the cool air. |
was about to sit down on the stoop when | realized there was a lit one in her
hand al ready, and she was hol ding out the freshly-fired one to nme. Lordy, |
hadn't stopped for a snoke in—days? It seened |ike days. | wal ked over slowy
and took the cig, brought it to my mouth and realized with a sudden
unconfortable force that it had just been in hers. She was watching nme, so
took the drag and pretended ny hands were steady.

"You |l ook like shit," she said.
A list of responses occurred to ne, starting with "So do you," which wasn't
true, followed by "You don't,"” which | didn't want to say. | shrugged.

"How s Tick-Tick?"

That was one | could answer. "Lousy. She can't eat, she can't sleep...| don't
know. Ms. Wi said she'd be back around, but she hasn't come yet. | think I'd
better go fetch her. How s Linn?"

Rico's cigarette flared scarlet in the dark. The reflection of it shone in one
eye, until a blink seemed to wipe it off. "Lousy. He's up at The Lilacs, which
is where you'll find Ms. Wi right now She's nore or less living there."

"Tick-Tick says it's a pretty |ah-di-dah place."

"I't has been. Right nowit's nore like a field hospital."

| frowned at her, but she couldn't see it in the dark. "Wat do you nmean?"
"Sorry, | forgot; you wouldn't know Whatever Linn and Tick-Tick have, it's
achi eved epidemc status, and The Lilacs is the only nmedical facility in town
that specializes in treating the Truebl ood popul ati on. They're too crowded and

too busy to put on airs, right now " She took another pull at her cigarette,
and not hi ng happened. "Shit," she said, with a little nore force than was

called for. I funmbled for matches, but didn't have any. Hers were in her
j acket pocket; she took them out and struck one. Wen she cupped it to her
cigarette, | saw the reflection off the wet |lines on her face.

"My God. What's wong?" | asked her.

She tossed the match away as if it had betrayed her, which it had. "M. W
lost her first two patients to it today."

| didn't stop thinking—er if I did, it was only for an instant, and after that
nmy head was full of thoughts, running around |like people trying to get out of

a burning building. This didn't mean Tick-Tick would die. Maybe those two

el ves were already weak, old or wung out with wild living, or susceptible to
this sort of thing. Tick-Tick wasn't susceptible to anything. She was strong.



W' d caught her illness early, earlier than Linn's even, and maybe those two
peopl e hadn't realized how sick they were until too late. Just because sone
peopl e died of a disease didn't nean every person who got it woul d. People had
died of the flu, of pneunonia, of heart attacks, and none of those things
killed every person who had them It would be all right.

But Rico was scared enough to cry. And she'd said "her first two."
"How... Does she think she's going to | ose nore?"

A deep breath fromRico, fairly even. "She thinks so. It's too early, |
gather, to get a really clear picture of the progress of the disease. She
can't tell yet who to be hopeful about."

| grasped at ny last straw. "But she's sure that Linn's got the sane thing,
and that Tick-Tick has it, too?"

Her head turned a little toward ne. "Yeah."

We snmoked in silence for about half a mnute, before | said, "Should | take
her to The Lil acs?"

"You should ask Ms. Wi, but | wouldn't think so. She'll probably rest better
here. Keep her isolated, though."

"It's still only elves that get it?"

"So far. Not even any halfies reported, though if I were them | wouldn't
press my luck. Hurmans don't seemto get it, which neans The Lilacs is pulling
i n human doctors and teaching them fey medicine and therapeutic magic. It's
unhear d-of, but they have tout hree-quarters of the Truebl ood staff is either
down with it, or showi ng synmptons, and can't break quarantine."

| closed nmy eyes. "How many peopl e have got it?"

"I don't know. Nobody knows, in fact—you have to assune there are a | ot of

unr ecogni zed and unreported cases all over town. It's not as if Bordertown has
a public health departnment. There are leaflets going out to all the

nei ghbor hoods, though, describing the synptons and expl ai ning treatnent, and
stressing the need for isolation. About all anybody can do."

| finished ny snoke and crushed the butt under nmy sneaker. "How s your case?"
She turned her face in ny direction again. "You tal ked to ne yesterday."
"Just thought 1'd ask."

"I'"ve been busy.'
same ways | had.

She said it softly. I knew she'd been busy in sonme of the

"Tiamat —the girl at the art supply store—ane |ooking for ne at my apartnment
last night. I've sent word to tell her where | am Maybe she'll try again.”

Rico shifted abruptly, inpatiently. "I can go talk to her."
"You coul d. But she didn't cone |ooking for you."

"God damm you," Sunny Rico said, still softly. "Don't try to take this al
into your own hands."



"She won't come to you, because you're a cop." | felt as if | were accusing
her of something, and | think it sounded that way, too.

"There are things | can do that you can't. Because |I'ma cop."

Wth the cigarette gone, | wanted sonething to do with ny hands. | would have
put themin nmy pockets, but nmy jeans were too tight to make a smooth gesture
of it. | took a few steps down the sidewal k because | needed a couple nore
cubic feet of air. She stood stiffly, one hip against the car, as if she
wanted to follow me and wouldn't. | sat on the curb next to the Triunph's
right front headlight and | aced ny fingers together on ny knees.

"I don't want to take this all on," |I said slowy. "I don't want to take any
of it on. | thought I did, for a while. Now all | want is for my life to go
back to the way it was |ast week."

"I't never does," she said. "I've wanted sonething |ike that at |east once a
day for the last few years." She canme over and settled herself on the front
fender, one booted foot on the chronmed tubing of the bunper. She took her
cigarette case out of her jacket pocket again and handed me one. "But |
understand. If that's what you want, I'll |eave you alone." The match scraped
and flared, and was held a cigarette's length fromnmny face.

The timng, | realized with an unconfortable rush of anger mxed with
somet hing el se, wasn't accidental, and the heat in ny face wasn't all fromthe
match. | held her eyes for a second, to show her 1'd caught the trick, and

drew the flame into ny cigarette
"Do you want nme to | eave you al one?" she pressed.

"What, couldn't you tell?"

"You have a better poker face than | gave you credit for," she said lightly.
"I"'msorry, it's a habit. Sone people bite their nails; | manipulate as a
reflex."”

| watched the ash grow on the end of ny snoke. "What about Ti anmat?"

"I hope you'll pass on anything | need to know, but you don't have to. Hell
if you really want out of it entirely, you could | eave town."

| looked up at her, outlined in nmoonlight. "I can't |eave town."

"Because of Tick-Tick? She could go into the hospital. O you could hire a
nurse to stay with her; there are good ones around."

"No. | couldn't—+ couldn't go, and not know what was happeni ng. She m ght not
mnd, but | would."

"And you objected because | insisted on taking responsibility." There was

ever-so-slight nockery in her voice.

| took a mouthful of snoke, and was gl ad the cigarette hadn't gone out. The
last thing | needed was anot her revealing match. "W go way back."

"That's a nmixed commodity in this town, have you noticed?" she said, and the

nockery had been replaced by a sort of mild speculation. "Friendships of |ong
standing are valuable. But a long friendship, here, is four or five years. And
not hi ng goes back to before, either to the Wrld or to the Elflands. Before we
cane to town. W all pretend that when we hit the Borderl ands, our pasts were



cut off |ike six inches of out-of-fashion hair."

"That's part of the point of coming."

"Of course. But it's still just pretend.”
It doesn't take nearly long enough to snoke a cigarette. | flicked the remains
of mine into the mddle of the street and stood up. "If the results are the

same, what does it nmtter?"

"Are the results the sane? You don't |ike hospitals. You're not sure you like
yourself. Is that because of things that have happened to you since you got
her e?"

| was angry. It seened to me she was picking at a scab, and | wasn't even
certain whether it was mne or hers. And when had | given her perm ssion to
tell me about nyself? "I don't know. What do you think? You re the one with
the father who was a bad cop."

That stopped her; or at least, she sat still, and that night have been the
cause. |If she made a sound, | couldn't hear her. | couldn't, in fact, hear
anyt hi ng much around us, and | wondered that | hadn't noticed earlier what a
quiet night it seemed to be.

"How are you using 'bad cop'?" she asked, in a voice that seened nerely
curious. "One that's not skillful? O 'bad,' as in 'a bad apple? Rotten?"

| said, carefully, "I don't know. |'mjust quoting you."
She sighed. "One can lead to the other, it turns out. | grew up thinking ny
dad was a good cop. It was the religion of nmy youth, in fact. | had a pretty

fuzzy notion of Jesus, but | was certain ny father was a good cop, and that
everyone adnmired him Hi s precinct buddies would come over to play cards, or
for backyard picnics, and they'd take ne on their knees and say, 'Bet you're
proud of your daddy.' And they were right. | was so proud of himthat | hardly
had to think about it. That was one of the pillars that held ny |life up—that
nmy daddy was a good cop, and | was proud of him"

"\What happened?" | asked.

"About what you'd expect, given an introduction like that." Her cigarette
foll owed roughly the same arc as mne had, into the street. "He wasn't good,
at | east when the going got tough. | think first he was unskillful. Then he
tried to nake up for it by being crooked. It turned out a | ot of those guys
who' d held ne on their knees were taking a little something and | ooking the
ot her wayufrom party houses, stolen car parts rings, coke deal ers.

"But | didn't know about it for a long time. My nom knew before | did. He knew
that she knew, and they'd fight, and after a while he started to hit her. That
was when | realized there was sonething wong. And...one night, when he was on

duty, | got her to tell nme what it was."

I thought | knew how that rmust have felt. | renenbered what it had felt like
when one norning my nom had cone hone at the end of her shift, and | ost her
tenmper over sonething, and said to me—no, never mind what she said to ne. But
| knew the feeling, as if your insides were an elevator in a tall building,
and sormeone had just set off the fire alarm Straight to the baserment, do not
pass Go. "Did you...confront himwth it?"

"Ch, yeah. Perfect timng, too. That night he and his partner had had to chase



a vehicle, and he'd banged his head on the rear-view nirror in the squad car
when it junped the curb. So he came honme with a bandage onuli ke yours only
smal l er, actually. | was very brave and called hima crook anyway."

"What did he say?"
"He said | didn't understand."
"Did he—did he straighten out eventual | y?"

"I don't know." | saw her shrug at |east one shoulder. "W screaned at each
other '"til the neighbors phoned in a noise conplaint, and then I ran away from
hone." Her head lifted, turned a little to one side. She added, soundi ng

al nost amused, "It wasn't like I could call the police."

"Yeah," | said after a nonent. So was she a cop to prove to herself it could
be done right? To even the overall score for her father? | renenbered her
reacti on when she'd realized that one of her fellow officers had to be part of
the group that put, and kept, the passport on the streets. "And you stil
can't."

Sonme quick notion of her head showed ne that she understood the reference.
"No. There's just nme."

Maybe she thought, after that account of her history, that I'd answer with
somet hing mel odramatic, like, "And me." An appeal to the swashbuckler after
all. What | said was, "1'd better go see if Tick-Tick's still asleep."

She stood up and stretched her spine, both hands on the small of her back
"G ve her ny best."

"Sure."

| stayed where | was, expecting her to get into the car and drive away.

I nstead she reached out two fingers and pinched a | ock of nmy hair that had
fallen down in my eyes. "You need a haircut," she said, and deftly flipped the
| ock back off my forehead, never touching the skin. "G night."

Then she got in the car and started the engine. The Triunph pulled away
primy, as if out of respect for the night and the sl eeping | ocals.

A haircut. A haircut, for crying out I|oud.

At | east maybe nothing woul d happen to make nme have to admit to Tick-Tick that
she'd been right, that | did have a thing for Sunny Rico. If | was very | ucky,
maybe nobody would nention it to Sunny Rico, either

My scalp tingled, in the front, right along the hairline. | scorned to rub it.

Tick-Tick rallied in the norning, as she had the day before, but she didn't
seemquite as rallied as she was then. Since neither her household nor nine
could boast a fever thermoneter, | could only judge fromthe feel of her
forehead what her tenperature was, but it felt high. | could tell from her
face that she was in pain. She turned down food again; she drank sonme orange
juice, and | wanted her to drink nore, but she said it hurt her throat.

| had the wi ndows open, so | heard the banging on the front door. | hopped up
three platfornms and stuck my head out to see, wondering why, if the Ticker had



gone to the trouble of installing a renote mechanical latch for the front
door, she hadn't rigged up a doorbell, too. Probably wasn't enough of a
chal | enge.

It was Tiamat. Wien | whistled she | ooked up, and | saw the evidence of tears
on her white, pouched face.

"Ch, Jesus, you are here," she said.

“I'"ll be right down." | could have let her in, but I didn't think she'd be a
useful distraction for Tick-Tick. And | renenbered the way she'd | ooked at the
Ti cker, and spoken to her, as if being born on the other side of the Border
had nade her the author of Tiamat's miseries.

As Rico had reninded nme the night before, it hadn't been so awfully I ong since
the last tinme |I'd seen her, and consequently, the last tine |I'd seen Ti amat,
too. She didn't seemtaller, or thinner, or paler, and her hair was stil
red—though that, | realized, seeing it in sunlight, wasn't the color it
usual |y was, anyway. But her skin seened dry and dull, and her eyes were

bl oodshot, as well as red from crying.

"I wasn't going to conme," she said, as soon as | came out the door
"Everyt hing was okay then, when | talked to you."

"I know. Have a seat," | told her, in as soothing a voice as | could manage.
Hers was hoarse and inclined to crack, suggesting that she was prepared to
have hysterics if the occasion called for it. My nerves weren't exactly
titani um w apped, what with one thing and another. | settled down on the stoop
and stretched nmy legs out in front of me, and pretended | was rel axed.

Tiamat didn't sit down. Instead she shifted fromone foot to another on the
sidewalk in front of me, and fixed me with a desperate glare. "I don't know
what you can do about it, anyway. Except you seenmed to know all about this
bef ore anybody el se did. Jesus, you' ve got to be able to help ne."

"Il try. Are you sure you don't want to sit down?" Maybe she coul d be
hel ped—aybe she wasn't so far along that the effects of the passport coul dn't
be reversed, or at |east, stabilized.

She | ooked down, rummaged in the inside of her denimjacket, and canme out wth

a fol ded sheet of neon-yell ow paper, rather dog-eared and stained. "I wasn't
worried until | saw these. | thought everything was going like it was supposed
to. But then | read— She stopped and swallowed. "I read these. And | knew

that it wasn't okay. That | have it."
| took the paper fromher. As | unfolded it, | asked, "Have what ?"

Ti amat drew a sharp breath, as if she neant to use it in snapping at nme. But a
cough interrupted. Wen she was done, she said, "The-the disease. Like that."
She nodded at the paper

Ri co had mentioned, |last night, that flyers had been posted all over town.
This was one of them | tried to read the warnings, the description of

synpt ons, the recommendations, but they kept going in and out of focus. This
was a much nore conprehensive list of synptoms and consequences than Ms. Wi
had recited for the Ticker and nme, | could tell that nuch. O course, now that
Ms. Wi had seen the end of the disease as well as the beginning, she had a
better idea what it could do.

"I have it, don't 1?" Tiamat asked, her voice bobbing and cracking.



In ny mind | held up her white, frightened face to Tick-Tick's; then to the
face of the girl in the Bolt Street Cinic. | had been so stupid. | had asked
the wrong question. 1'd wanted to find the drug that had killed her, but of
course, she hadn't been killed by a drug. She'd been killed by a virus. The
evol ving hal f-humans, with their underdevel oped, un-fey i mune systens, were
the vector that Ms. Wi had specul ated on

"Yes," | said. "You have it."

I'd asked the wrong question. | could ask the right one now, and find out
where the passport was. Did | want to do that? | had no obligation to,
realized. It was ny choice, and Rico would know I'd made it only if | chose to
tell her.

The girl who waited, still barely hopeful, on the sidewalk in front of ne had
nothing to do with that choice. She was an inperative, the responsibility of
life for life.

| stood up. "Cone on," | said to Tiamat, "we have to get you to a hospital."

And as | dusted the grit off the back of ny jeans, | asked the question
That away, Thataway, Thataway. It was all over town.

Chapter 10
Ghost of a Chance

"Nunber six," Sunny said when | cane back to the car. She coul d have sounded
accusing, or bitter, or even nmocking, maybe. What she did sound |like was the
way | felt—a little nunb, a little spacey, a lot tired. W'd been chasing
after nmy sunburst of Thataways. It wasn't a speedy process, no natter how
careful we were about the geography. Each |ocation had to be triangul ated;
each had to be carefully surveyed to see if it was full of dangerous w cked
people and their hirelings trying to subvert the human youth of Bordertown
(this part was exclusively Sunny's—+ was ordered to stay with the car). And
since none of the six |locations we'd checked so far had been the hoped-for

i ssuing office of the passport, the next part was mne, as a relatively

wel | -known and trusted face around town. | got to play public health officer,
going into each place and finding out which resident or residents had gotten
their passports, explaining to them about the virus, and naking them swear to
report to the closest of the free clinics for nmonitoring. As sonme of the
residents were inclined to be resentful and belligerent, this wasn't nuch |ike
selling candy bars door to door. It was sunset. | wanted some di nner, and
wanted to go visit Tick-Tick at the care hostel. | told Sunny so.

"Which first, dinner or Tick-Tick?"

"Tick-Tick," | said, realizing that it ought to be dinner. The last thing an
invalid needs is a visit fromher partner when he's | ow on cal ories and
running on half a brain. She'd be patient, but | ought not to make her work so
hard. And it wasn't as if she were alone, since Wl fboy had volunteered to sit
wi th her. Nobody knew if Wbl fboy, himnmself something of an avatar of Borderl and
transformation, could get the bug. But when asked, he'd raised one jutting
hairy eyebrow, considered it, and given a bark (literally) of |aughter that I



t hought was nmeant to be ironic. He'd witten on his notepad, Doesn't jive with
my secret origin. Only vulnerable to silver bullets and the color yellow.

"Yellow?" |'d said.
He'd witten, C ashes with ny eyes.

Sunny drove with her usual terrifying panache, which didn't have any apparent
ef fect on her conversation. "How was that |ast one?"

"Not so bad. Except— | sighed, which she wouldn't hear anyway, in the open
car at this speed. "I don't know | just get around to deciding that | won't
m nd anyt hing as |ong as sonmebody doesn't threaten me with a baseball bat
again, when | walk into a little bare squat with cardboard over the w ndows
and find nobody there except one undernourished thirteen-year-old girl with a
pain in her chest and half her fingers longer than the other half, who only
wants everything to be beautiful.”

We went about a block and a half before she said.

"You know, you're pretty articulate when you're revolted. That's what this one
was ?"

"That's what this one was."
"Well, try to think positive thoughts. W're here.”

W hadn't been when she started the sentence, but at that speed, she wasn't a
liar by the time she got to the |ast word.

It was very little like a hospital: an enornous brick pointy-Victorian mansion
that at one tine had served as a convent. It was still a little of that, since
it was being run by the Daughters of Brede, an all-fenmale Celtic Pagan nursing
order. They took their work seriously, and had been one of the first places to
vol unteer their services when the epidenic became public. 1'd roused Tick-Tick
up and noved her there—with her consent, of courseuas soon as |'d cone back
fromgetting Tiamat down to Bolt Street, and sending soneone off with a
message for Ms. Wi at The Lilacs with the particulars as | knew them and a
recomendation to find Rico and punp her for the rest. Wich she nust have
done, since in fairly short order Sunny found me. No, she didn't draft ne. She
didn't know yet that there was something to draft ne for. | vol unteered.

The Daughter on visitors' duty | ooked |like she'd just wal ked out of an old
Marl boro cigarette ad, tall and bony and tan with cropped gingery hair and a
network of crow s feet at the corners of her blue eyes. She smiled at ne,

whi ch | decided she woul dn't have been able to do if Tick-Tick were failing.

"The Trueblood girl in room?24, right?" she asked ne. | nodded. "I'Ill check.

t hi nk second floor neds were half an hour ago, so it should be fine." She went
to a cord hanging behind the visitors' desk and tugged on it several tines in
an irregular rhythm After a nonent or two.

there was a short spate of clacking froma box mounted on the wall next to the
cord, and | noticed that a simlar cord, comng fromthe box and di sappearing
up through the ceiling, was moving.

The Daughter came back to the front of the desk. "You can go up." She saw the
direction of my gaze, and added, "Mrse code, levers, and string. Rea
hospital s have radio things, they tell me, but this works fine for us."



The Ticker would like it, | thought. Wen she got well, |I'd show her the setup
on our way out. She'd probably nake ne | earn Morse code.

Sunny and | went upstairs, past a brown-skinned wonan in jeans and a gray
cotton sweater who bal anced a tray of bottles and jars agai nst one shoul der
She didn't seemto hurry, but she got down the stairs pretty quickly for al
that, and w thout so nmuch as the clink of glass on glass fromthe tray. Not
much |i ke what | thought of as a hospital, anyway. There were nore nenbers of
the staff working upstairs, in their assorted clothes and their quiet,
conpetent style.

"Il wait for you," Sunny said outside the door of 24.

"You can come in if you want."

"I know. 1'Il wait."

Wl f boy must have overheard us. He canme out of the Ticker's roomand showed a
few of his teeth in a smle, then gave a casual index-finger-to-the-eyebrow
sal ute to Sunny.

"How i s she?" | asked him

He nade a gesture with his hands and shoul ders that was expressive of not mnuch
of anything. Since it obviously didn't satisfy ne, he sighed and took out the
not ebook. Not any better, he wote.

"Are they treating her okay?"

Li ke a goddess. He paused, then wote, | have to go back to the store tonight.
Think that'll be okay?

| knew what he nmeant. There was nothing either of us could do, by being there,

to make her well, but if we went away, it felt as if we weren't trying. Still,
Wl f boy had a business to run and a relationship to keep up. "Go ahead. 1'I
tell her you'll be back in the norning."

As soon as | saw her, | knew Tick-Tick was worse. |'d been warned that she

woul d get worse before she got better, but that didn't really nake it easier
to look at and smile. Her face seemed sunken and worn away, her eyes and hair
dull. She wasn't coughing, but |I knew she was being nmedicated for that, and
that it was only a synptom

"Am | interrupting anything?" | asked fromthe doorway.

She scrunched the corners of her nouth, and beckoned nme in. Wen | got within
whi spering di stance, she said, "Are you having fun questing?"

| thought about lying, and rejected it. "No. It's godawful. Are you getting
wel | ?"

"I believe | am ny dear. | know | |ook devilish, but it's always worst in the
evening. And if | don't recover, I'Il will you the bike, and we'll both fee

i ke characters out of a Richard Thonmpson song."

"That's not funny," | told her, alittle nmore sharply than |I'd neant to.

"It will be, eventually."

There wasn't anything nuch to say, but | didn't want to go yet, and | thought



she didn't want me to leave. Finally she said, "lIs Rico bullying you cruelly?"
"No. She's out in the hall, by the way."
"Does that mean you only said 'no' because she m ght be Iistening?"

| shook ny head. "This isn't nuch easier for her than it is for ne. For about
the sane reasons.”

"How i s Linn?" she asked, because she understood what |'d neant.
"Pretty crumy, fromthe sound of it. | haven't seen him"
"WIIl he die?"

There; she'd said the damm word. "1 don't know. Nobody's figured out yet how
to tell in advance who gets the |lucky nunbers.” My voice sounded harsh in ny
ears.

She nodded once, her head settling deeper into the pillow. "The influenza
epi dem ¢ of 1918."

"The who?"

The Ticker sniled, which nade her look tired. "It's a piece of the Wrld's
hi story. Ask one of the Daughters. They're the ones who explained it to ne—ene
of them | can't keep themall straight." She frowned and cl osed her eyes.

I frowned, too, because not keeping people straight was such an odd thing to
hear about Tick-Tick. "I guess | should go. CGotta get sone food, and go back
to the bl oodhound job. Wl fboy's gone to take care of business, but he'll be
back tonorrow. "

Her eyes flew open, silver and red-rimed. "Mist you go?" Then she nade a
scornful noise. "Yes, of course you nust. lIgnore ne, my chick, I amin a
weakened state. And it's tine for nmy nap. Orient— Her hands were outside the
bl ankets; she turned one palmup, and | put nmy hand in it. Her fingers were
hot and dry. "You'll take care?"

| returned the pressure of her grip. "Much as | can.”
She studied ne gravely. "I amsatisfied with that."

Nei t her of us said good-bye, in so nmany words, probably because it seened |ike
bad | uck.

Sunny was down the hall, |ooking out a window If she'd been eavesdropping,
she'd had the grace to nove well out of earshot before | came out. One of the
Daughters, a small woman with straight brown hair braided hal fway down her
back, canme out of the next roomwheeling a cart full of clean sheets. "Excuse
me," | said to her. "Do you think you could answer a history question for ne?"

She wi dened her eyes at me. "I guess | could try."

"What was the influenza epidem c of 1918?"

She | ooked startled for a nonent. Then her expression sharpened and settl ed.
"That's right, you're the friend of the girl in 24. Some people can only be

brave if they're ignorant about what's happening to them She's not one of
"em Made ne explain to her everything we knew about this damm bug."



"How does 1918 cone into it?"

"Well, not for scale, at least. Not yet, anyway. But that tine, there was no
way to tell who would get it, and once they'd got it, there wasn't any sense
in who got a |light dose and who died of it. Wiole famlies would cone down
with the influenza, including babies, and the only ones who'd die would be the
parents, who ought to have been strong enough to hold out. This thing is |like
that. Years fromnow we're still going to be studying to figure out the

popul ation at risk."

"Does that mean that people have recovered fromit?" | asked.

Sunny had cone up behind the Daughter. Her face was conposed, but she seened a
little white around the nouth, and | knew she was waiting for the answer as
much as | was.

"Too soon to be sure. If we can get the fever to break, there's a good chance
of the person pulling through. W' ve had a couple of patients already who' ve
gotten over the hunp. | think your friend' s tenp is just about to peak. If we
can get her through tonight okay, she may be in the clear.”

"If we can get rid of this gene-transformng stuff,” | said, "then everybody
will be in the clear.”

The Daughter |ooked at nme oddly. "The genie ain't going back in the bottle."

No, of course it wasn't. The mutation, if that was what it was, had happened,;
the virus had crossed the Border, and was doing a fine job of ditching its

hal f - evol ved hosts and fastening on the real elves. |'d been careening al ong
with the blinders on, half-convinced that if | did ny job, everything would be
fixed. But the passport and the virus had never been the sanme thing, and only
one of themwas ny job. Sunny was watching nme, and fromthe way she was doi ng
it, she nmight have known what | was thinking.

But all she said was, "Cone on. It's dinner tine."

"Taco Hell?" | asked when we got to the car, which twlight was maki ng sl eek
agai n.

"I don't think I can face any restaurant south of Ho tonight. Do you nind?"

"I"'measy." | blushed when | heard what 1'd said, but Sunny didn't seemto
noti ce.

It wasn't that 1'd forgotten |I had an enbarrassing fascination with Sunny

Ri co; but since that norning it had been pushed a little to one side by the
press of Tick-Tick's health, Tiamat's news, and the hunt for the passport and
its victinms. 1'd been riding around in a little sports car with nothing but
the sliver of air between the bucket seats to separate ne from her, and hadn't
been bot hered. Suddenly | was rem nded, and if | could have perched on the
edge of the upholstery and still fastened the safety harness around ne, |
probably woul d have. It was a |l ot shorter drive than it seened.

W ended up in what | recognized as her nei ghborhood. |I took a mental sighting
on her apartnent building, in fact, and found it in the mddle of the next
bl ock. For a nonment, | thought we were going there, and suffered a ridicul ous

little inner twitch. But Sunny led nme instead to a brown brick building on the
corner where yellow light slipped out around the curtains in a first-floor
wi ndow, and where a conpletely unintelligible sign (well, to me, anyway)



suggested that it mght be a place of business.

It was a restaurant of sone Central European flavoruor maybe all of them The

oil lanmps gave it a nice honey gl ow and a not-so-nice suffocating heat. If 1'd
been in charge, 1'd have pulled the curtains and opened the w ndows, and

at nosphere be dammed. But the people in charge didn't seem bot hered, and that

was the only thing | could have conpl ai ned about. The cash register stood next
to a big glass case full of breads and pastries, nost of which seened to have

something to do with wal nuts, apples, poppyseeds, or all of the above.

"I's this a rem nder to save room for dessert, or do they expect you to just go
ahead and eat it first?" | nmuttered to Sunny, as we passed it on the way to a
table in the back.

"They expect you to not have room for dessert, and to get it to take hone and
eat three weeks |l ater when you' re hungry again." She handed ne a typed nenu on
whi ch | recogni zed naybe a dozen words. "Get the gulyRs. Unl ess you want
vegetarian, in which case get the eggplant, peppers, and noodle stuff."

| woul d have bal ked at this high-handed style, but | didn't know anyt hi ng
about any of this food. | decided |I'd have a better dinner if | was hunble.

W were served by a round, stern, red-faced man with hair that nature had nmade
bl ack and white over the course of tine. "Guly s" turned out to be what it was
pronounced as; in other words, goulash. Around here, that translated as a
really good beef stew made with paprika and served over honmermade noodl es. It
wasn't anything like nmy nother's goul ash, thank God.

Sunny's table manners were excellent, even when she ate fast and didn't seem
to be paying attention to what was on the plate.

"I'f you eat like that at Taco Hell, M ngus gives you the bum s rush,” | said.
She | ooked up bl ankly. "What ?"

"This is very good food."

"Ch. Yeah. | cone here a lot."

"I figured that. It being right down the street from your apartment."

"That's right, you' ve been there."

I was a little disappointed that she could have forgotten. | wasn't likely to.
"SIl ow down. Anything |I've found once, | can find again, and nobody can know
that we're out conbing the town for this stuff. You have time to eat your

di nner." | shrugged. "Besides, |'m having dessert."

She stared at her plate and took a deep breath, very slowin, very slow out.
Her hands lay clasped at the edge of the table. Then she | ooked up at ne, not
quite smling. "But if |I eat slowl'll have to talk between bites. And the
only things I can think of to talk about are bad for ny appetite.”

"No small talk? Here, have sone bread. It's great."

"I know that, remenber? Small talk is for winps. Wiere | come from we talk
big manly tal k. "

"Heard any good nusic |lately?"



Sunny sniled and shood her head. "I never hear any nmusic. | have a job."

"Yeah, well, so do 1.1 find having a life helps me to tell when |I'm working."
Involuntarily, | thought about the |ast couple of days, when |I'd been working
and when | hadn't, and how hard it was, in that case, to tell. In other words,

I found nyself standing at the edge of a conversational pit. Al right, |
t hought, to hell with small talk. "Wuld you have extradited nme?"

She net my eyes, and | ooked away, and net themagain. "I don't know. "
"I't would have been the good cop thing to do, wouldn't it?"

"No. Good cops don't use threats to force people to help them™

"They did on all the cop shows | ever watched."

"Then you're probably qualified to join the force." She smiled, alittle

| opsided. "That's the Police Acadeny around here, you know. Cop shows and
nmystery novels, and even sone firsthand experience of being busted, out in the
Wrl d. The police here do what they do because they watched a whol e season of
"Steeltown Beat," and think that's how being a cop works. O because they

wat ched it and think that being a cop should be anything but that. W're al
making it up as we go al ong. Maybe we should go back to the old Renai ssance
nodel of rich people's nei ghborhood bodyguards. ™"

"Then who | ooks out for the poor people?"

"Who | ooks out for 'em now?" she said with a snort.
"People like you."

"Who says we have to be cops to do it?"

That stopped nme for a second. Then | answered, "You did."
Sunny rai sed her eyebrows. "I did?"

I knew |'d asked the question once before, but | couldn't think of another way
to put it. "Wy did you becone a cop?"

She stared, and for a nmoment | thought she was angry. Then she threw her head
back and | aughed. | suppose that didn't preclude her being angry. "To | ook out
for the poor people? Ch, naybe. And maybe it was the only thing | thought I
knew how to do."

"What did you do when you first cane to town?" | knew that she'd been a friend
of Dancer's, that they'd been in a gang together, that Dancer had, after a
whil e, started Dancel and and stopped being in a gang. | didn't know any nore
than that.

"What | did wasn't rmuch |ike doing anything at all. Do you think you can spend
your life riding nmotorcycles around town, dressing up tough, crashing parties,
picking fights with strangers on the basis of who they hang out with, and
eati ng what ever you can nmooch or browbeat out of someone? Wat did you do

when you first got here?"

"You forgot the drugs,"” | said.

"You're right, I did. O was that your answer?"



"Sort of."
" And?"

"I spent a while...l| was hired by an aspiring gangster type to find things for
him He gave ne room and board and all the drugs | could ingest, as long as |
wasn't passed out when he had a job he wanted ne to do. | kind of got a taste
for River water."

"You weren't a Wharf Rat?"

"Uh-uh. Miuch nore genteel. Sane addiction, though. Things would have turned
out pretty bad, except that Tick-Tick met ne and took a liking to ne, for Mb
only knows what reason. She put me on ny feet and kicked nme in the butt, and
here I amtoday."

For a mracle, she let me get away with the flippant version. Wth her fork
she drew lines in the last of the sauce on her plate. "You can't just hang
out. You can't just nooch, and panhandl e, and suck all the...the sustenance out
of life. Bordertown is a scary place, an angry place, and sonetinmes you'll see
it reach out and crush sonebody. But for every one of those there's dozens of
peopl e.."

"I used to have a recurring dream that | woke up and the city was gone, and
all the people who lived in it were wal king around in the big enpty field that
was left, trying to figure out where they were supposed to go now. And in the
dreamit was because we'd used the city up. Just used it up, like a |oaf of
bread, and there wasn't even a wapper left."

I'd finished ny dinner. It |ooked as if she'd finished as much of hers as she
was going to. | hoped | hadn't really raised subjects that had killed her
appetite.

"W shoul d go," she said, dragging herself back from whatever abstraction
she'd fallen into

"This is enbarrassing, but I don't have room for dessert."
"I told you, you get it to go, and eat it three weeks from now "

At the cash register, | went for ny pocket, but she shook her head and
inforned nme that it was on the city.

"Wn't it di sappear?" | asked.
"What ?"
"The city. Like your dream"”

"I think you' ve put enough in today that taking a little out isn't going to
hurt. Don't you get expenses?"

So | let her pay the check, and we stepped out into the night. The tenperature
had dropped with the sunuhad dropped radically, in fact, as sonetines happens
in sunmer. The hood of the Triunmph was pebbled with dew, and the sidewal k
edges were dark with it. | could snell the noisture in the air, it was so

t hi ck.

"Look," Sunny said softly, and pointed to the tree-planted nmedian strip down
the mddle of the street. A sheet of thin m st [ay about six inches above the



grass down the length of the block, broken by tree trunks and concrete benches
and |ines of shrubbery. "Ground fog. The parks are going to look like a
Dracul a novie." She tossed the waxed paper bag that contained half of a rolled
pastry thing full of walnuts into the space behind the driver's seat, and
swung her |l egs over the driver's side door

"Do you ever open the doors on this car?" | asked.
"My God, they come up to ny knees. Wy should I7?"

They were a little higher than that, but it was still a good point. | clinbed
over my side and buckled nyself in.' The seat was cold and danp fromthe dew.

"Where to?" she said, as the car growed to life.
| got ny new nmental fix. "Thataway."
"We're outta here.”

I don't know why that style of leaving the curb is described as being like a
bat out of hell. |'ve never seen a bat that could |ay rubber

W were a little under a dozen bl ocks away when sparks spat out from under the
dashboard, once, twice. "Ch, hell," said Sunny, "not the wiring harness again.
It nust be the danp. Can you see anyt hi ng?"

There's not much space inside a Triunph Spitfire; the ideal position for

| ooki ng under the dash is with the door open and your knees on the pavenent.
But by unfastening the safety harness and turning half around, | got ny head
upsi de down at the right level without actually having to put it in Sunny's

I ap.

The ot her thing about that car, and that vintage, is that it's a pretty

strai ghtforward machi ne. Everything built in the |ast few decades of the
twentieth century has wiring |ike rainbow |inguine under the dash, for the
conputeri zed fuel injection, the electronic ignition, all the power extras.
Sunny's Spitfire had ignition, dash lights, and the headlight sw tch—-Aot even
aradio. So it wasn't hard to spot the taped-up bundle fastened to the
undersi de of the dashboard with a wad of sticky stuff, and the gl eam of
fresh-cut wire ends.

| stayed exactly where | was, with ny head upside down, and said, "It's a
bonb. "

| had the sick, enpty feeling at the base of ny spine that comes from bei ng
able to count the fillings in Death's nolars. My face was twel ve i nches away
fromthe thing, which would probably go off in a second. Nobody woul d be able
to identify nme even if they could find ny head.

Sunny's foot had come down on the brake and her right hand had gone for the
ignition, in reflex. She stopped herself before she touched the key and

sl apped her hand back on the wheel. "Can you see the wire that's sparki ng?"

| cleared ny throat. "Yeah."

"What color is it?"

"Red. "

She sucked air in through her teeth. W were only doi ng about 30 nph now, so



could hear it. "Should have gone off when | started the car. Maybe it was the
danp that screwed it up."

W were down by the river now | could snell the sweet-sick odor of the water
of the Big Bloody, running red and strange out of the Elflands. The Triunph
was still slow ng down.

"Junp, " said Sunny.

"\What ?"

"Junmp. If | go any slower, |I'mafraid she'll stop.”
"I''"'mnot go—

"God damm it, asshole, get out of ny car."

I think I rmust have vaulted cl ean over the door, because | don't renmenber
touching it. | did remenber to roll when I hit the pavenent, and only scraped
the pal ms of ny hands and my el bows and ny knees, a little.

There was a concrete slope, a ranp, down fromthe street and into the river.
Maybe it had been a boat ranp once, before Faerie came back and the river ran
red. Maybe it was the driveway to an underground garage, flooded by a change
in the river's course. Whatever it was, Sunny was aimng the Spitfire down it.
| understood now why she was afraid of letting the speed drop too | ow

It was her turn to junp—wasn't it? | was chanting it in ny head, Junp, junp,
junp, like a crowd watching somebody on a building | edge. The Spitfire's
engi ne revved, and the back bunper tilted up as the front end | unged down the
sl ope.

She junmped and | anded hard, harder than | had, and alnost rolled off the edge
of the ranp into the river. But she was up in a flash, on her feet, and
running toward nme. The river was maki ng gul ping sounds over the car, as if it
were chugging a pitcher of beer. Based on the way the Spitfire went down,
have no reason to believe that British-made convertibles float.

At first | thought nothing was going to happen. The only novenment was Sunny,
running, and the water swirling as it closed over the car. Then the surface of
the river bul ged up, shining; the ground heaved under me; Sunny sprawl ed on

t he pavenent; there was the roaring, rushing sound of the explosion, and the
racket of breaking glass. The river came down |ike a cloudburst all over us,
stinking of madness and fish. A few of those cane down, too, dead before they
hit.

The quiet afterward nmight have been only in contrast to the noise, or | mght
have tenporarily been a little deaf. | ran to Sunny, slipped on a dynanited
fish, and sat down hard in the road next to her

She pushed herself up on her arns and shook her head vigorously, and nmade a
sound that |'d rather not try to spell. "You okay?" she asked, squinting up at
ne.

Reaction was setting in; sone things in this world you can al ways count on
"Wonderful " | said.

She pul | ed herself upright, and sat cross-legged in the street, |ooking at the
river.



"Peopl e are going to show up pretty soon," | suggested. "Maybe we shoul d

| eave.” Then | realized that | wasn't certain what cops do in cases like this.
Maybe t hey were supposed to stick around when their car blew up and took out
hal f the wi ndows in the nei ghborhood.

"Do you know how many of those were left in the world?" Sunny said, stil
| ooking at the river.

| figured out that she nmeant the car. "More than there are now. "

"I't's not funny. | slaved over that car. | loved that car. Like fanmly. Wen I
find the bastard who did this, I swear— | watched the way she closed her I|ips
tight over the rest of the sentence and realized that this, too, was partly
reaction. "Wich way do we go now?"

| pointed. "We're in trouble if it's very far."

"Then we'll be in trouble. So what. Ch, damm themall, and all their nearest
kin!"

Sunny's attachment to the Spitfire rem nded ne of Tick-Tick, which ren nded ne
of something else. "W have wheels. Come on."

The Ticker's bike was parked in the garage on the other side of the alley in
back of her building, shining, tuned, and |ooking downright eager in the

[ anpl i ght.
"You can drive it?" Sunny asked.

"D you think the two of us would have gone out into the Nevernever alone if
only one of us knew how to drive the bike to get us back? | even stay in
practice. Tick-Tick drives because it's her bike, and because the traditiona
pl ace for the navigator is in the sidecar."” |'d brought the keys down fromthe
apartment, and | jingled themnow Sunny hung back as | put nmy |eg over and
felt for the ignition in the dark. For just a noment, | thought about

expl osions; but the Ticker's | ock had been secure on the door, and her spel
still in place on it.

"She'll be back," | whispered to the bike, laying ny hand on the gas tank
"She'll be back soon." | turned the key and the engi ne caught wi thout a hitch
just as one woul d expect of a piece of Tick-Tick's hardware.

Sunny held the door wide, and when |1'd rolled out into the alley, she |ocked
it behind ne. Then she clinbed into the sidecar. It was an awkward novenent,
not like the way she'd gotten into the Triunph.

"Take it away," she said, fastening the second hel net under her chin.

Driving didn't feel strange, but not having to give directions did. Except for
that, we followed the sanme drill we had all day. | found our spot, and waited
on the bike while Sunny did her reconnaissance. | had a twitchy certainty in
the pit of ny stomach that this was the one, this was the place the passport
cane from Fromthat | passed on to realizing that | had no idea what Sunny

pl anned to do about it. Watever it was, she wasn't crazy enough to do it by
hersel f. Was she? On the other hand, they had just bl own up her car

So when Sunny came up beside me out of the dark and shook her head, telling ne
that no, this wasn't The Place, ny feelings were m xed, to say the |east.

stal ked in without a thought for baseball bats or anything else, and told the
six conplete strangers living there, all of themlarger than me, that | knew



they didn't have two brain cells to rub together anmong the lot of them but if
they wanted to hold on to any of the rest of their pitiful persona

attributes, they'd flush the goddanm passport down the nearest toilet and get

their butts down to the free clinic for a virus check. Unless they didn't want

to, in which case, | sure wasn't going to cry at their funerals. They stood,

sl ack-j awed and enpty-handed, while | delivered ny advice, and not one of them
noved to stop me when | left. | suppose ny being danmp, filthy, and stinking
reinforced my image a little. In retrospect, | recognized one of Tiamat's

friends fromtheir fight with Tick-Tick and ne, but | couldn't renenber which
one she'd been

| slammed back out of the house and threw nyself on the bike. Sunny was
already in the sidecar

"Now where?" she asked, in a rather small voice.

"Thataway," | grow ed, and pulled into the street.

The little hand-lettered sign on the door said it was a cooking school. W
| ooked at each ot her.

"It's always the last place you | ook," Sunny said, peeling the helnet off.

| made a quick inward check, and found another |ocation in the queue. "This
isn'"t the last place."

"Last one |I'mgoing to tonight."

"What if this isn't where Mster Big hangs out?"

Sunny rai sed her eyebrows at ne. "I wonder? |'ve been assum ng that the brains
of this outfit will have enough of themto stay as far away fromthe product
as he can. No, |I'mnot expecting to net the big fish here. But | think we my

find some evidence to connect himto the stuff."

"Don't talk about fish," I said. "You sound as if you know this is the place."
She gave ne anot her significant | ook. "A cooking school ?"

"Not all bad guys have a sense of hunor."

She slithered out of the sidecar. "lI'mgoing to have a | ook."

"Wait! If this is the place, what are we going to do? Is this a
go-in-wth-guns-bl azi ng kind of gig?"

"You know, | can see white all the way around your eyes. Since | have exactly
one gun, which works exactly sone of the tinme, | don't think that would be the
best plan, no."

"Then what is the plan?"

"I"ll tell you as soon as | nake one," she said, and wal ked off into the dark
| sat on the bike in the lee of the building across the street and rem nded
nmysel f of all the reasons | was there. They were good and sufficient, but they

didn't take up nuch time. | thought about Tick-Tick. Her bike had started on
the first try, which seemed to ne like an omen. |If anything was in tune with



her health, it was this engine. Tonorrow norning | would go to visit her and
be told that her fever had broken, just at the nmonment |'d cranked her bike,
and that she was on the nmend. And what the hell was keepi ng Sunny?

I could have recited poetry to nmyself to make the minutes pass, but |'ve never
been able to nenorize any. What if | heard gunshots? What if | didn't hear
anything at all? Way didn't this job cone with instructions?

Across the street, in the shadow of the cooking school wall, | saw Sunny in
sil houette. She jerked her head at nme in a come-al ong gesture.

For a nonent | didn't think about what the gesture neant. But it wasn't
This was The Pl ace. The bad guy—er guys—had a sense of hunor after all

no.

There was a nul ti-paned wi ndow al ong the side, the kind that pushes out at the
bottomto open. It was a warm ni ght; the w ndow was open. The gl ass was
frosted, but if you stood to one side you could | ook through the opening and
see part of the little room beyond. That's what Sunny and | did.

The last tine |I'd seen that particular kind of nmess was when |'d hel ped
Wl f boy nmove out of his apartment. It had that characteristic |ook of a place
hal f di smantled, half thrown away, half packed. There were a coupl e of
cardboard boxes on a counter with things wapped i n newspaper sticking out of
them and a wooden fruit crate on the floor |eaking excelsior at the seans.
Beside it was a spray of broken glass and a puddle of liquid. Several bags of
trash were propped by a door, and a broken chair teetered on top of them A
filing cabi net drawer hung open, with a file folder sticking out; nore file
folders were scattered on the cabinet's top

My first thought was that they knew we were on to them and were trying to
clear the place out before we got there. Alittle reflection told ne that was
i mpossi ble, and that there was a nmuch better reason why they' d be packing up
and skipping town. It was the virus, of course. They woul d have figured out
before we did what the vector was. They night even have decided to quit naking
the stuff in the interest of public welfare. No, based on what was going on in
there, it didn't seemlike they'd decided to quit.

Al'l the people in the part of the rooml could see were elves. Three of them
sat at a long table, each one doing a different job: measuring sky-blue fluid
into little glass tubes, sealing the tubes with netal foil, witing sonething
on the seal and poking each tube into—+the end of a candle? It certainly | ooked
like a carton of househol d-grade candl es, each one with the blunt end hol | owed
out to fit the tubes. Sneaky. Pop the thing in a wall sconce, l|ight it—Aobody
but me would be likely to find someone's stash in the bottom of a half-burned
candl e.

As 1've said, it's hard for humans to figure out an elf's age with any
accuracy, but | like to think I'"mpretty good at it, and ny guess was, the
three at the table were hardly old enough to be out after dark. Runaways from
over the Border, working for food and a place to sleep, nost |ikely. Not
masterm nd material .

The one who stood on the other side of the roomwas ol der than the kids, with
a narrow, clever face and his silvery hair worn in Romantic-poet curls over
his forehead. He was scow i ng.

He snapped at soneone in the part of the roomwe couldn't see, "I'mnot a
tradesman. The cost of materials is no concern of mne. If you can't afford
them | shall find another patron.”



The person he talked to said something in a | ow voice. The angry elf replied,
"That has nothing to do with nme. You are a shopkeeper and the child of
shopkeepers; you think only of profit, and not of honor nor of know edge,

whi ch may win you honor. It is these peddler's instincts that have drawn
strife down upon your head. Had you but supported my work openly, as would any

kni ght of the true lands, no ill fortune could have attended the enterprise."
| still didn't hear what his companion said, but | heard the voice nore
clearly. It seened famliar. | stole a glance at Sunny, and found her

har d- eyed and tense.

What ever the speech was, it nmade the curly-haired elf sulk. "I could have done
it. That we fell short at first was only to be expected. Wth nmoney and tinme |
could have refined the process; relieved of secrecy, | could have matched each
dose to its taker, like a glove made to fit a hand. By queen's blood, | could
have rai sed even you!"

"That's enough!" growl ed the other voice. Definitely famliar. Woever he was,
he had to be pushed before he'd project well enough to be heard out a w ndow.
| couldn't nmake out a word of what he said after his outburst.

The older elf turned to the table and snarled something in the | anguage of the
El fl ands, and the kids, |looking frightened and resentful, filed out of view,
past the speaker we couldn't see. They nmust have left the room a door slammed
and the older elf wi nced. Then he snatched the box of candles off the table in
a carel ess, haughty gesture, and carried themoff what | thought of as the
stage, toward the other person. A few nore indeci pherabl e sentences, and we
heard t he door sl am agai n.

Sunny grabbed ny arm and yanked me toward the back of the building. W were
trying to be discreet and quiet, so we made it to the rear corner just in tine
to see the back door open. It and the steps down fromit were lit by a torch
in a bracket. Torchlight was enough to keep soneone fromfalling down the
stairs, and enough to nake it easy to recognize the nan on the steps. Toby
Saquash, who'd had third shift desk duty at Chrystoble Street Station the
nmorning | found Walt Fel ki n.

Sunny didn't | ook surprised; she nust have had all the reaction she was going
to when she recogni zed his voice. Saquash put the box of candles in a
hardshel | case over the rear fender of a dark-col ored Yanaha Virago and
mount ed up. When he started the engine, Sunny said next to ny ear, "Wuld you
be able to find hinP"

| nodded. |1'd liked Toby Saquash. How coul d sonebody | |iked have been
responsi ble for the passport, for the virus, for bonbs, and death by falling,
and ny partner weak and sick in the care hostel? "You're not going to let him
take that batch out of here, are you?"

"Calmdown. He won't distribute it in a hurry—-he can't. He knows as well as |
do that when these things get rushed, people nake m stakes, and that's when

t hey get caught. Besides, we spent the whole day playing jacks with his

cust omer base. "

The Virago bounced away down the alley, taillight dark. "Now what ?"
whi sper ed.

"We find out how many people are in the building."

As far as we could tell fromlooking in and listening at wi ndows, we'd already
seen all the occupants. Sunny tried the front door, and nodded when it



woul dn't budge.

She knelt down beside the [ock. "Keep a | ookout," she ordered. | did, but the
street was deserted, so | saw nost of what she was doing. She took a piece of
t hread out of her pocket, and a box of matches, and pulled a hair out of the
back of her head, where it grew | onger. She wet the thread on her tongue,
twisted it together with the hair, and w apped both around the I ock plate.
Then she struck a match and poked the paper end into the keyhole. The words
she murmured weren't in the | anguage of the Elflands, or in any |language |'d
learned in the Wrld. They m ght have been Latin. She said the last one with
extra force, though still softly, and as she did, the flane di sappeared down
the matchstick into the I ock and went out.

"Didn't work?" | asked.

"Nope, worked just fine. Look." Around the lock plate there was a |ine of
faint iridescence where the hair and the thread had been

"It's unl ocked?"

"No, it's locked to anybody but me or ny designated surrogate. Doesn't natter
whi ch side of the door you're on, or whether you have the key." She stood up
and dusted off the knees of her jeans. "There are a few advantages to police
work in this towmn. Conme on, we're going in the back."

She put her hand inside her jacket when we noved into the torchlight, and
brought it back out holding her gun. On this door, when Sunny tried the knob
it turned. "Heavens, not very wary, are they? Stay behind ne," she said, and
opened t he door.

The hall was dark, but wavering light |eaked out of a roomon the right.

Voi ces did, too, the nusical rise and fall of the |anguage of Faerie. |
expected Sunny to do the kick-open-the-door-and-yell-Freeze routine that I'd
seen in novies. What she did was slide through the opening and | evel her
pistol in a long sweep that covered the whole of the little space. It was the
three elf kids in what was obviously their dormitory. The Iight came from one
fat candle stuck by its own wax to the top of a battered footl ocker. One of
the kids sat on the |lower mattress of a bunk bed; another sat on the floor at
her feet, his back against the bed frame; and the third sat on the cot agai nst
the opposite wall, which wasn't far away. The three of them were snoking one
herbal cigarette, passing it around like a joint, and | wondered if they were
on short rations, or if it was just their |ast one.

Sunny warned themnot to nmove. She didn't say it loudly, but she' d mastered
the voice of authority that nmade vol ume optional. She'd al so nmastered a darned
good accent in their |anguage. | suspected that was Linn's doing. She said
some other things, too quickly and too well for me to translate exactly, but I
think they were the rest of the warning that goes with "Freeze," the stuff
about keeping your hands in sight, and why you should pay attention to the
person ordering you to do all this, besides the fact that she's the one with

t he gun.

The kids really were straight out of the Elflands. They hadn't had the tine,
or maybe the inspiration, to do funny things with their hair and clothes yet,
t hough the girl on the bunk had cut hers off untidily to about chin length. It
shone |i ke nother-of-pearl, white with a hint of rainbow shadows, in the
trenbling light. She wore an enbroi dered knee-length gown with scall oped
hangi ng sleeves lined in red, and red hose. Her bare arms were white as a
marbl e statue's, but still child-skinny. Her conpanion on the floor wore a
boy's long jacket, indigo blue, with deep cuffs and | apels of pale gray that



showed t he grubbi ness of constant wear. The shirt underneath still had
fragnents of |lace so fine they | ooked |ike scraps of mist. The one on the cot,
now that | could see himbetter and at full length, | decided had run away
from home during the el ven equival ent of his senior prom H s doublet hadn't
been nade to stand up to daily use, but in its heyday it had been green and
silver tissue, and his narrow bl ack pants were velvet, trimred with silver
knotwork, now torn in places. Hs feet were bare, as white and childlike and
vul nerable as the girl's arns.

|'d stopped paying attention to the flow of Sunny's words, but the silence
brought nme back. The youngest boy, after a startled, wild-colt |ook at Sunny
when she cane in, had kept his eyes on the floor, but the girl had watched
Sunny t hroughout the speech. Now she said sonething quickly, apparently to the
roomat large. The other two | ooked at her. Then the girl on the bunk gave a
cool little shrug and stood up. She noved wi th breathtaking grace, |ike water
flowing, as if she and the air had sonme kind of agreement. The little boy
besi de her scranbled up, too. The boy—the young nman, or whatever they cal
themin Faerie when they' ve stopped being children but haven't quite nade it
to adul thood—n green and silver sat for a nmonment |onger, trying to keep his
enotions off his face. But he, too, rose at last, slowy, and stood at parade
rest with his chin high.

To ne. Sunny said, "Let 'emout the back door, and make sure they |eave. |
don't want them hangi ng around to give any warnings or get in the way. Ch, and
here." She runmaged in her jacket pocket with her gun-free hand, and produced
three of the seven-sided gold coins that Tick-Tick said were called lion's
teeth in the Elflands. "Gve themto the girl. The little prince there," she
sai d, nodding at the one in green and silver, "won't have the comon sense to
accept."

"You'll be okay here?"

"I won't stir without you," Sunny answered drily.

On the back steps, | gave the girl the remains of ny |ast pack of cigarettes,
and the coins. The torchlight gave the three of thema particularly
supernatural glimering | ook, glossing their skin and touching their ruined
clothes discreetly, and | thought about how ny ancestors, centuries ago, had
witten about visitations fromtheir ancestors. Faerie rades, changelings,
danci ng under the hill.

The girl | ooked at the coins in her palm The kid in his ball dress said

somet hing sharply to her, but |I shushed himjust as sharply, thinking of Sunny
i nsi de, and what might happen to her, or me, if sonebody decided to check out
t he argument on the back porch. The girl wasn't any better at keeping her
feelings off her face than her well-dressed conpatriot. | saw her pride put up
a fight and take a serious blow as she cl osed her fingers over the noney. |
felt as if I'd hit her, instead of making it possible for her to get along on
her own. But learning to distinguish false pride fromtrue is a survival

skill, and if the first lesson had hurt—well, if she hadn't wanted to grow up
the hard way, she shouldn't have run away to Bordertown.

She went down the steps and into the alley, where the light barely fell on
her, and jerked her head to order the others to follow It was the first
ungraceful motion I'd seen her make. The younger boy canme pronptly, and she
started away, an irregular brightness in the night. The ol der one paused, and
| ooked at the door and ne one last tine; then he, too, disappeared into the
dark. | hoped that when the girl gave himhis share of the gold, he'd have the
brains not to refuse it.



Sunny may have thought | was silly to worry about her, but she'd kept her word
anyway; she was still in the little dormtory. "Okay, extra careful," she
said. "Don't assune there's only one person left in the building, and don't
assune that just because he seens |ike a self-absorbed wanker he can't do you
danage. "

There was, as it turned out, only one person left in the building. And he

m ght have been able to damage us, in sone other place, at sone other point in
his life, under sone other set of rules. Just then he was sitting at the table
where the kids had been packi ng contraband, holding up his head with both
hands, staring at the tabletop

This time Sunny did the rap in a |anguage | could follow "Police. Don't make

any sudden noves, and keep your hands where | can see them | accuse you of
taking life and of conspiring to take others, and declare that your freedomis
forfeit until such tinme as this accusation may be tested in fair trial. If you

attenpt to flee this test now or in future, it is ny sworn duty to stop you,
even unto the resort of causing your death. And | have to admit, that would
give me a lot of satisfaction right now "

Not the same one she woul d have used on the kids; and | was pretty sure that
the | ast sentence was not standard.

Qur quarry | ooked up as she began to speak, his eyes w de, and as she went on
his face, his whole body, sagged. It was one defeat too nany to be called a
setback. "So!" he said when Sunny finished. "My dear conpanion sold ne out to
his fellow officers, did he?"

Sunny shook her head. "He's next."

Bitter satisfaction flew across his face. "That's nmore than | had hoped, that
the others mght be held to some account."

"Why shoul dn't they?" Sunny said, seening about as casual as the context
al | owed for.

"Ch, they neant the blane and all the paynment to be mne. Small minds are the
same in any land. | did the best work I could with what they gave me, and they
never gave me what | asked. But here is all come to ruin through their
smal I ness, and it's 'Hai, Malicorne, you evil dog, you have set the Gatherer
upon your own race!' They will lie, they will lie, but it was none of ny

doi ng. None. Upon the Crown and upon the Hill, |I meant no harm"

It's not true that elves can't cry. That's a piece of slander |left over from
what the World used to believe about witches. It's true that they don't do it
easily, however. This one certainly didn't. Gief and fear swallowed up his
fey prettiness; his white skin blotched pink as the tears ran past his nose
and down his chin. He gave a gul ping sob and his long fingers scrabbled at the
tabl etop. Then he pushed hinmsel f roughly out of his chair and turned his back
on us, his shoul ders hunched.

"As | remenber it," Sunny said, "the old command is 'Do no harm' It doesn't
say anything about 'nean.'" Watching her, | thought it was better that the elf
had turned his back. She didn't show any signs of being in a forgiving nood.

And if Sunny didn't forgive him it suddenly occured to nme to wonder, what
were we going to do with the bastard? We couldn't take himto the copshop in
the sidecar with Sunny in his lap, for God's sake. | wasn't even sure we could
take himto a cop shop at all, given there was a cop involved; how chummy were
the various stations around town?



"The harm was none of ny doing. How can you presunme to judge ne, who are not
of my kind? | would have given you the neans to raise yourselves, but you are
too weak, too weak."

"I don't presume to judge you," Sunny said. "I only presune to bring you in.
The judging part is sonebody else's job. But I wouldn't advise you to give ne
too much crap about it, because ny best friend has the virus and is | ooking
pretty bad, and 1'd hate to find | was unduly influenced by that."

He | ooked over his shoul der at her, open-nouthed. "Your best friend is..

"Some of us are nore broad-m nded than others. Now, you have a coupl e of

choices to make. | can tie you up and | eave you here, so | can find you in a
hurry. Or you can tell ne where you live, and swear on the stars of the four
quarters and the noon in their net to go honme and stay there until | cone and

get you, and not speak to anybody in the neantine."

| stared at her, shocked; but then, so did the elf. "May that oath burn your
[ips! No human shoul d speak of such."

"I warn you, | neant it when | said don't give ne trouble. You'd rather be
tied up?"

He thrust his fingers into his poet's curls and yanked on them "I don't—=
"Remenber," Sunny told him sounding a little less inplacable, "I"'mwlling to
bel i eve that whatever el se may have happened, you aren't an oathbreaker. |f
you prove that | wasn't wong, it'll weigh in on your side with the people who
hear your case." She | ooked toward the dark w ndow, which nmeant that | had a
better view of her face than he did. | thought she night be specul ating on

somet hi ng—+t was a ganbler's look. "And |'d need to know that you wouldn't try
to escape across the Border."

There was a nonent's silence. Then he said, in a small voice, "l cannot...go
again into the true lands."

Sunny nodded briskly. "I'Il hear your oath, then."

She coached it out of him | could tell that this was something she'd done a
ot of, by the watertight nature of the results. If he abided by it, he'd be
as safely locked away as if she'd sent himto San Quentin. |If he abided by it.
| waited until he'd hurried off down the street, and Sunny was doing the hair,
thread, and match trick with the back door lock. Then |I said, "I can't believe

you did that."

"Did what ?" she asked, once the recitation was done and the match had gone
out .

"You let the son of a bitch go. Wiy do you think he's going to do what he
prom sed? What's going to keep himfromrunni ng away, going to ground
somepl ace, and starting work on the next batch?"

Sunny smiled up at nme, the torchlight gleaning sharply off her teeth. "What,
can't you find him again?"

| shut nmy nmouth so hard it was lucky | didn't bite ny tongue.

"Besides, | think he will keep his promi se. You heard what he said about



Faerie. | think his bridges are burned in a big way there. And if he's
grateful for alittle mercy, we mght be able to get sone help out of him"

"Testinmony. "

"That, too. | was thinking of the kids that are hal f-changed, and the virus.
If he's actually the originator of the passport, he may know enough of his
stuff to repair sone of the danmage."

She stood up, and the torchlight fell full on her face. She was tired, and
angry, and nothing like any novie cop |I'd ever seen. | was fascinated by the

texture of the skin on her forehead, the tight [ines of her |lips. She met ny
stare and frowned.

"Vengeance is sonmebody else's," she said. "Don't ask nme whose. But it's not in
nmy job description, no matter how rmuch you or I wish it was."

"That's not what | was thinking," | said.

Li ght ni ng was shuttling between cl ouds, where the sky showed between gaps in
the buildings. "I need to take the bike back to the garage," | said, as she
settled into the sidecar. "Do you want ne to drop you at honme?"

"Are you staying at Tick-Tick's apartnent?"

"No, I'll walk back to ny place."

"I'"ll stick with you, then, and wal k you hone."

| looked at the sky. "You'll get rained on."

Sunny shrugged. "Now that |'ve lost ny wheels, | better get used to walking in
the rain."”

| pulled my helnmet on, to avoid saying anything else, and to dodge her eyes.

As we pulled away fromthe not-a-cooking-school, | thought about how it m ght
work. If | had the nerve. | wouldn't have the nerve. Stopping on the sidewal k
in front of nmy building, inviting her to cone up for a beer—did |I have any
beer? Damm it, no, | didn't, and | couldn't invite her up for one and stop at
Yoshi's on the way to bum sone nore beer. Well, tea. | could offer her tea. |
wondered if the apartnment was marginally clean. | should have said I was

staying at the Ticker's, where there was something in the icebox.

Soneone sprang up off the stoop of the Ticker's building as we drew near in
the street. | alnost recognized her. | stopped the bike and tugged off ny
helmet, and it canme to ne. Small, with a long brown brai d—she was the one who
knew hi story at the Daughters of Brede. The tenperature around nme seened to
have dropped ten degrees.

"Orient? You're Orient, right?"

| nodded. Sunny had her hel net off, too, and was watching me. | didn't |ook at
her .

"Can you go to the care hostel right away?"

That was all she said. | could have asked why, but that would only have been
stalling. Sunny pulled the hel net back on, and | put the bike in gear



Chapter 11
Par adi se Lost

At the door to room 24, | looked at the bed with Tick-Tick in it and had two
t houghts at once: The Daughters were wong-she was sleeping; and | was too
| at eushe was dead. | was wong on both counts.

A Daughter | hadn't seen before was in the room She wasn't bustling around,
or measuring things, or taking a pulse. She was just sitting, keeping watch,
keepi ng the Ticker conpany. Now she stood up and touched Tick-Tick on the
shoul der, and said, "Your friend is here. |Is there anything you want ?"

The Ticker's eyes were closed, but she smiled. "Not now. "

The Daughter nodded as she passed ne, and left the room

| sat in the chair she'd vacated, which was in hand-hol ding distance. | didn't
t ake advant age of that.

"How goes the quest?" the Ticker whispered.
"We're winning, | think. W found the source, anyway."

She opened her eyes a little, just enough to squint at ne, and | renenbered
her conplaining that the light hurt them The light in the roomwas already

low, but | |eaned over and bl ew out the | anp nearest the bed. "Too late," she
said, with a dry, windy chuckle. "I got a |look at you. Was this source in a

m dden?"

I'd forgotten the state of ny grooming. "It's sort of a long story. But we had

to borrow your bike. Sunny's car got blown up."

| regretted it the instant it was out of my mouth. Pain noved her features.
She shook her head a little on the pillow "A Triunph Spitfire. The dearest

t hi ngs—part of their value is that they cannot last." Then her eyes squinted
open again, and she grinned. "Bl essed Mab, what an awful thing to say at such
atine."

| clenched ny hands on the chair arns. "Sunny wouldn't mnd."

"Sunny be damed. You know what | neant."

"Stop it."

She cl osed her eyes and frowned. "If you nmean to be neal y- nout hed, go away and
send the nurse back in. | did not wish for your conpany so that | could share
inalie”

"The mddle of the night is always the worst tine for sick people. You'll be

pretty dammed enbarrassed about this in the norning."

"You are wasting tinme, and | at |east have very little of it. Stop playing the
fool ."

The Daughters of Brede was hardly like a hospital at all: no bright, hard



lights, no hushed terrors, no snmell of pain and death, none of the things that
Bolt Street Cinic couldn't help but remind me of. But pain and death could
still enter here, and the people who had to sit hel pl ess and watch them cone
felt just the same, wherever they did it.

"Orient?" she said. "I didn't nmean to scold."

| took her hand. 1'd known |I would, eventually, and I'd known that when | did,
it would be to acknow edge the thing | didn't want to know, to let in the word
I"d tried not to hear. | swallowd and said, "Never nmind."

" "Al that has been mne is yours to keep, to guard, or give away.' " She

drew an uneven breath. "There. That's binding, you know. "

"1 know. "

"AI! those tools you haven't the faintest notion howto use." She grinned
agai n.

"And your apartnent for nountain goats."

"And ny curious furniture."

"I like your furniture."

Her grip tightened on ny fingers. "I meant what | said, ny dear. This is ny

hone. These are ny people. You are nore to nme than any brother of ny blood. |
have no regrets."

| do, | wanted to cry out, | have enough for both of us. Don't |eave nme. "I'lI
remenber," | said.
"I't's well," Tick-Tick announced. "I am satisfied."

Sunny was prying ny hand away, gently, one finger at a time. It prickled as
the circul ati on cane back. The room was col der than it had been when I'd cone
in, and a little brighter, too. Sunny had turned the wi ck up on the remaining
lanp. "Stand up," she said, and | realized |I'd been sitting for a very |long
tinme. She half-lifted ne out of the chair. "Conme on," she ordered, and

foll oned where she pulled nme. After a little wal king she nade ne sit down
again, and put something in nmy hands and told me to drink it.

Cof f ee—very good coffee. Cops al ways know where to find it when the rest of
the town is short. There were no beds in this room only chairs and a couch
and a square table with folding chairs pulled up to it. There were scattered
pl aying cards on the table, and two coffee cups. It |ooked Iike a nurses
break room and | ooked, too, as if Sunny m ght have chased a few of them out
of it.

A seedybox was playing softly in the corner, "Bonnie Barbry-O' by...what was

t he nane of that band? Bards of a Feather. Clever nane. | carried ny coffee
cup over to the wi ndow. Such a good version, pretty and nmournful, and that | ow
bass harnony on the refrain like something out of a South African nen's

chorus, singing, "Bid a fond farewel | —=

It was raining. What a nel odramatic piece of work. It wasn't any better than
Ti ck-Tick's comment on the passing of precious things—

Ch, hell, out of coffee—



"You should try to stop crying. You'll dehydrate,’
behi nd ne.

Sunny sai d from sonewhere

"I"mnot crying."
"Ch," she said.

She took the coffee cup out of ny hands and replaced it with a full one. Then
she managed to catch it again before | dropped it. God forbid, | thought,
gripping a fistful of the wi ndow drapes in each hand, God forbid that we
shoul d wast e precious things.

When | could think again, | found that Sunny had nade the effort nostly
unnecessary. She only wanted to knowif | was fit to drive, or if she ought
to. | weighed the alternatives carefully: driving the Ticker's bike (1'd
prom sed it she'd be back soon; her voice saying "All that has been mne..)
versus sitting in the sidecar and the person driving not being her. "I'll
drive," | said.

By the time we got out to the curb in the rain, |I remenbered to ask, "Were
are we goi ng?"

"My place," she said. "It's closer."
"I +'d kind of like to be by nyself."
"No, you wouldn't. Trust ne."

| tried to marshall a couple of civil argunments, or even an uncivil one. She
interrupted with, "Do you have a shower?"

| thought of the barrel in the backyard, in the rain. "Not...really."

"I do. Drive, or give nme the keys."

| drove. It wasn't raining hard enough to substitute for the shower, but it
made ny cl othes danp enough to bring back the awful river snmell in them and
chilled me pretty thoroughly in the bike-made breeze. A passable set of
distractions. Wuld it be very long before | could quit worrying about where

nmy next distraction was comng fron?

Sunny's street was quiet, and alnmost all the windows were dark. "It's late," |
sai d.

"It's that. So try not to throw any pots and pans down the stairs."

There was a candle in a holder, on a little table inside the front door. Sunny
it it and led the way up, and | put all ny effort into not mssing a step in
the wobbling light. On the third floor Ianding. Sunny turned to nme. "Wit
here.”

| remenbered that she was on the fourth floor. "Wy?"

"Because. Not scared of the dark, are you?"

The Iight disappeared with her, up the next flight and around the corner.
heard her stop at her front door

There was a long silence before the jingle of keys reached me, and the sound
of the door opening. It was a well-made building, so | couldn't hear anything



after that.

It seened |ike several mnutes before her head appeared around the turn in the
stairs. "Coast is clear," she said softly. "Conme on up."

The lanps were all lit in her apartnment, and the white walls had warned to a
ki nd of buff color in the glow "Coast is clear of what?" | asked.

She tipped her head to one side and gave ne a | ook that suggested she was
being patient and | should appreciate it. "OF anything that m ght have been
left by the person who nmade ny car bl ow up."

| stared. "I forgot." Ye Gods, how could I? I'd had one surprise at Walt

Fel kin's front door; wasn't that enough to nake ne pernmanently wary? Well, |
had a | ot on ny ni nd—ahich rem nded me of what and how rmuch, and | turned away
and sat down in a chair in the living room blind for an instant with the
return of feeling.

Sunny stood for a nonent in the open front door. Then she shut and | ocked it,
and said, "Company gets the first shower. There's towels in there already, and
"Il hang a robe on the hook, since you won't want to put those clothes back
on. Don't dawdl e, okay? | want one, too."

"You can go first."
"I prefer second.”

She went off toward the back of the apartnent. | stayed where | was for |ong
enough to be sure that she was in the kitchen, before | went down the hall and
di scovered that one of the doors that had been closed on nmy first visit was

t he bat hroom

It remi nded me of her kitchen, clean, plain, with white towels and a rag rug
on the floor, and soap that snelled nice, but only like soap. (Wat was it?
Fl owers and strong perfunes for the bath?) The robe on the door hook was navy
bl ue cotton flannel. Had the Triunph been Sunny Rico's only indul gence? She
nostly lived as if she didn't want to | eave fingerprints.

The water was very hot, and there seened to be a lot of it. |I cried in the
shower, because | knew Tick-Tick woul d have asked how t hey heated water for
the building. It was harder to stop, knowi ng that no one could see or hear ne
do it. Was that why Sunny had assured nme | didn't want to be alone? | dried
of f, and conbed ny hair, and noticed that 1'd be the better for a shave. One

of these days. The robe fit. | carried ny towel and ny dirty clothes into the
ki t chen.
Sunny was standing at the counter |ooking at nothing. | thought she junped a

little when | canme in, as if she knew soneone was there but didn't expect it
to be ne.

"I'f I wash these, is there sone place | can |leave themto dry?" | asked her
hol di ng up the cl ot hes.

She let her breath out. "There's a line on the bal cony out back. You can hang
the towel out, too. Don't worry about washing it."

Sunny cl osed herself in the bathroom and | did a hasty job on ny jeans and
T-shirt in the kitchen sink. It had quit raining by the time | stepped out on
t he bal cony, and | set to work pinning things on the clothes Iine. The
ordinariness of it was conforting. Everything had just changed—except t hat



clothes still got dirty, and | could still rmake them clean again the sane way
| had before everything changed.

Don't think about it, | insisted.

Sunny had nmade coffee while | showered. | poured nyself a cup, and was
carrying it down the hall to the living roomwhen the bat hroom door opened.

Steam puffed out, and light into the unlit hall

Sunny's robe was white terrycloth, as ascetic as the one | was borrow ng. She
stood in the doorway, her bare pink feet over the sill, the light outlining
her head with the wet hair conbed down sleek as otter pelt. Her eyel ashes were
dark with noisture, and her eyes |ooked | arger than usual. She was so cl ose
could feel the danp heat from her skin, and see the beads of water gathered on
her breastbone between the | apels of the robe. She was a little shorter than
me. | was surprised; nmaybe |I'd been thinking of nyself as a version of ne at

si xteen, when all cops were taller than nme. Maybe she was taller when she
wasn't wearing a robe, when she wasn't warm and danp and snelling of shanpoo.

| shoul d have said sonething casual, but | couldn't talk at all. | forced ny
feet to carry ne toward the living roomand an arnchair as far fromthe hal

as | could get.

If 1'd expected anything, |I'd have thought she would go into her bedroom for
clean clothes. Instead, she came into the living room too. She didn't seemto
be able to hear ny heart beating, which was a relief. "Think you can settle
for the couch?" she asked.

| swal l owed, which didn't help, so | just nodded.

"Are you hungry at all?"

| shook ny head.

"Well, that's good, because dessert was in the back of the car.” Wien | didn't
respond to that, she asked, "Did you | ose your voice?"

Surprise made me cough. "No. No, I'mfine." | was too restless to stay where
was; | stood up and went to the front wi ndow, and parted the curtain enough to
see the street. It was still there. The bi ke and sidecar waited by the curb,

and everything gl eamed with the polish of rain.

"Are you tired?" Sunny asked.

| ought to have been. | probably was, if only |I could figure out howto tell
"No," | said, |ooking out at the street.
"Me, neither," she said, and sighed. "I keep wondering if | should have heard

somet hing from The Lilacs."
| couldn't think of an answer to that.

After a noment Sunny said, "I could |l eave you alone, if you wanted. Maybe
was w ong—aybe you woul d have preferred to be by yoursel f."

"No, you were right." | |ooked over ny shoul der at her and found her closer
behind nme than |I'd expected. She |ooked disarned, and it had less to do with
the robe and the wet hair than it did with the absence of sonething in the set
of her nouth and the way her eyes tracked, an arnored attitude that she'd had



as recently as when she went to take her shower.

| had ny back to the wi ndow, though | couldn't remenber turning around. | was
al so forgetting to breathe, and conpensating for it by taking in little gasps
of air. Sunny put her hands on ny shoulders. | could feel the heat of them

t hrough the robe. Her eyes tracked over ny face, her expression grave, as if
she was | ooking for sonething. | didn't knowif | wanted her to find it or
not. My hands reached out, al nost by thenselves, and curved around her wai st.
| waited a nmonent to see if she'd hit ne.

Her fingers slid up frommy shoulders to ny neck and nmoved lightly through ny
danp hair. | gave up waiting, pulled her to me, and ki ssed her

She wasn't waiting for ne, and she wasn't enbarrassed about it, either. She
pushed the robe down over ny shoul ders to ny el bows and searched across ny
skin with her fingertips as if they were eyes. She followed themw th her

lips, until | stopped her by putting ny arm around her and draw ng her near
again. | ran my hand slowy down her neck, over her collarbone, into the space
defined by the opening of her robe, and finally under the cloth to the sl ope
of her breast, soft over the firmess of her pectoral muscle. My fingers
brushed the nipple, and she drew a hard breath and opened her mouth on m ne

It was an urgent matter, that |overmaking, wi thout time for subtleties, for

tal king, for sweetness. It didn't cel ebrate anything, or synbolize anything.
It was two creatures who needed an extrenme of confort from each other, without
delay, and got it. Afterward we lay in a tangle of skin and robes on the
living roomfloor, and still we didn't say anything.

One of the oil |anps began to snoke furiously. Sunny untw ned herself from e
and fromher robe and blewit out. As she noved to the other side of the room
and the other lanmp, | watched her, watched the | ong nuscl es show t hensel ves
and di sappear in her thighs, watched the curve of her buttocks rise and fal
just alittle out of synch with the rhythm of her steps, watched the |ight
slide off her shoul der bl ades and define the vertical path of her spine. Then

she put the other lanp out, and | could barely see her at all, until ny eyes
adjusted to the dark. When they did | saw her standi ng above ne, reachi ng out
her hand. | took it, rose, and let her lead me into the bedroom

W both had to hunt down that state of exhaustion that would let us sleep. But
eventually | found nyself Iying on nmy back | ooking at the bedroom ceiling

t hrough hal f-cl osed eyes, aware, but not desperately so, of the strong, supple
body stretched out and touching mne, thinking about rolling over toward her
and wondering if | would fall asleep before I got it done. Sonething about the
[ight on the other side of the bedroom blinds suggested that dawn was cl ose.

| turned my head and saw Sunny, her head raised a little by the pillow and one
hand, watching ne, her expression detached and a little specul ative.
renenbered, all in a rush, where |I'd seen the expression before: when she'd
collected me fromthe Hard Luck, when she'd asked about Richard Wi nenman, when
she'd wanted to know the story of my |last great disaster out in the Wrld, the
| ast maj or roadmark on nmy trip to Bordertown. And | wouldn't tell her. |

woul dn't even tell Tick-Tick, that hungover norning over waffles and
strawberries, which was—eh, God, only days ago. Only days. And 1'd said to the
Ticker that if | told anybody about it, I'd tell her. Already, in a few days,
it was too |late.

| rolled over abruptly, but in the opposite direction fromthe one I'd thought
about a minute before. Sunny said, "It's all right. Go to sleep."

| didn't think | could anynore. But as | waited for sleep, | heard nyself say,



"I didn't even think I was on nmy way here. | was just getting away. | didn't
know | was getting away to Bordertown. | was hitchhi ki ng—+ got one of those
rides that your parents tell you about to try to scare you off hitching. Cod,
i f anybody ever got one, of course | would."

She didn't say anything at first; then she said, "You don't have to tell ne
this."

"I know | don't have to," | said, and sucked in my breath against the pain.
"That's why | can."” If | had to, I'd fight it like death itself. But with you,
| don't have to. That was what | was echoing: Tick-Tick's words.

| pressed on. "lI'd taken sone recreational drug, | don't renenber what. | was
al nrost al ways on sonet hing back then. | thought | could turn off the finding
ability with it, if I just found the right thing to take. And this guy stopped
for me in his big dammed boat of a car, and he had some hash, and sone pills
of some kind, and the next thing | knew it was night, and he'd pulled off the
hi ghway down a dirt road by a creek

"I can't remenber it all. I know | woke up and | ooked out the car w ndow, and
saw himsetting up a canp under the trees. | got the door open and tried to
wal k away, back up the dirt road, but wal king was...| couldn't coordinate. And

the driver spotted ne, ran up and grabbed nme by the collar and threw nme out of
the road, into the grass. | kept trying to get up and he kept hitting ne. Then
I was further off the road, where he was pitching canp, and he had sonet hi ng
in his hand, and | was so scared. | felt something under nme, in the grass.
picked it up and swng it at him | didn't knowuntil it hit himthat it was
his canp hatchet."

| stopped for breath, and Sunny didn't say anything. Maybe she'd fallen

asl eep. Maybe | was reciting this for my own benefit, and in the norning I'd
di scover that |1'd gotten it off my chest without ever spilling the secret.
"The next thing | renenber was trying to get his car, his huge damed Chrysler
with its damed stick shift, turned around at the end of the dirt road w thout
getting stuck in a ditch, and the headlights Iighting up the long grass and

nothing past it. | just knewit would be like in a horror novie, that he'd
conme lurching up out of that grass with his hatchet still stuck in him and
break the wi ndshield and kill ne."

"I nstead, you got the car turned around and canme here," she said behind nme. |
roll ed over and stared at her. She was propped up on her el bows, gazing at the
bri ght eni ng wi ndow. "And as soon as you got here, it never happened. You cane
to the Borderlands, and your past was cut off l|ike six inches of hair. It
never happened at all."

W lay there like that for what m ght have been a long tine. Then she said,
"Go to sleep,” and | curled up and obeyed orders.

| woke up several hours later with sun knocking on the blinds. I was alone in
bed. | renmenbered whose bed it was pretty quickly, and | renenbered at about
the sane nonment that there wasn't any Tick-Tick anynore

The first fact warred with the second, and won. | couldn't lie there staring
at somebody else's ceiling all day, the way | could have if it had been ny
ceiling. But | thought about the logistics of it, and felt a whole new
reluctance to get up. My clothes were on the back porch, and ny borrowed robe
was in the living room | hadn't realized before just how nmuch ambiguity there
was i n going naked in the house of a worman you'd just had sex with for the
first time, who you nmight be in love with but who you were pretty sure was not
in love with you.



| worked up enough courage to slink out into the hall. There were noises
comng fromthe kitchen, but | nade it to the living roomand got the robe on
wi t hout seeing her. The white one was still on the floor.

| headed for the kitchen, trying to make a little noise nyself. "Good
nmorni ng, " said Sunny. "There's coffee left over." She was dressed: gray pants,
a green Boiled in Lead T-shirt, and her shoul der hol ster. Fully arnored.

"You've had | ess sleep than ne." Now that was clever. What the hell had | been

trying to say?
She shrugged. "Messenger came this norning."
ne.

She poured a cup and handed it to

"Where fron?" | asked, before it occurred to ne that if she wanted ne to know,
she'd tell me. "Never mnd."

She seened to think about it for a second before she said, "Ms. Wi sent a
note. She thinks Linn's come through the worst of it."

| looked into ny coffee cup and throttled nmy nmost primtive worst instinct,
and said, "lI'mglad."” She had seen ny friend die, and knew that hers night, as
wel | um ght already have died, and the word not reached her yet. Tick-Tick's
death and the threat of Linn's had been in the mx last night, in the place
where nmy grip on Sunny nmet her grip on nme. Now she could stop being afraid,
and | could try not to think, Wiy does her friend get to live, when m ne died?

"I know," she said, in the matter-of-fact voice she'd been using all norning,
and | got the feeling she wasn't answering what |1'd said out I|oud.

| fetched nmy clothes in off the line and put themon in the bathroom The
jeans were still danmp around the wai stband, but they'd warmup, if they didn't
actually dry.

"Breakfast?" Sunny asked when | came out.
| tried to imagine sitting across the table fromher, the effort involved in
not crying and not saying any of the wong things. "I don't think so. Wat do

you need ne to do today?"

She took a gray linen jacket off the back of a chair and shrugged it on. It
lay nicely over the holster. "Nothing yet, though if anything goes wong,

that' Il change. Today's work is tricky business, and sone of it | have to do
alone. | need to get alid on this before Toby finds the | ab has been seal ed,
or has the chance to talk to his boy biochen st and maybe convince himto
break his oath and blab. | have to get authorization to |ock up a cop. Once |
get it, I have to nove like hell to get to himbefore sonmebody tells himabout
it. In the meantinme, | want to |l ook |ike business as usual and you're," she

sai d apol ogetically, "unusual."
"You have to get permission to jail a cop?"

"Yeah." She smiled that smle that wasn't anused, and added, "It's a wonderful
worl d. That's because none of the stations are in very good conmmunication wth
any of the rest of the stations, and they say if we ness with each ot her

wi t hout some higher office giving the go-ahead, we'll screw up ongoi ng

i nvestigations. That's what they say."

"M ght be true."



"Sure. And maybe you can keep water fromboiling by watching it." She checked
t he back door |ock, and asked, "Were can | find you if | need you?"

"My apartnment, on Sentinent."

"I know where it is.
Yes, she knew. "Can | drop you somepl ace?"

She shook her head. "I've got a neighbor who used to rent ne his bike every
time | had to pull the engine on the Triunph. I'lIl check with him™"

She let me out the front, and | wal ked down the stairs alone. So what were the
nost stressful experiences in nost people's lives? Death, |ove, job changes,
and noving? Well, the job was kind of built in, but maybe | could find a new
apartment and conplete the set. | told nyself that Tick-Tick's bike was happy
to see me; at least it started right up. My God, the first time it didn't was
going to be a | andmark bad day.

When | got to ny block | stopped at the market, which had been a bar when the
Wrld had just been the world, and Bordertown just another city. Now the

shel ves behind the bar in front of the mrror were the candy counter. Gswald
Assai was the only nenber of the famly in the place, though there was a hired
kid stocking shelves. Ozzie greeted me noisily, and asked ne how | was, and

wi shed |1'd gone for groceries in sone part of town where | didn't know
anybody.

"I"'mfine, Ozzie. Is there any beer in?"
"Yeah, Fern Hobarth brought in some brown ale yesterday. You want that?"

"Sure. Six—o, nake it twelve." After all, 1'd probably be getting condol ence
callers. Ch, God, what a horrible, horrible thought.

| shopped without an appetite, which always makes for an interesting icebox.
Ozzie helped me carry the stuff to the sidecar. | was afraid he'd bring that
up, what was | doing with the Ticker's bike, or was she here? But |
conplimented himon his hair, and the subject didn't cone up

It was ny apartnment. It was just my apartnment, and not hi ng had changed, and
maybe if | went up to the roof to work on ny tan, maybe everything would start
over and | could make it conme out different this time. | put the food away and
started to cl ean house.

The laundry and the bedcl othes went first, and the rugs and towels. |
separated theminto | oads on the picnic table in the back yard, and started
the first one thrashing in the gas-powered washer on the porch. Then | took
the cotton mattress out and beat it, and left it to air in the sun, put
another load in and hung the first one to dry. |I went back upstairs and took a
broomto the cobwebs in the corners, noved all the furniture (there wasn't
really very much) into the hall and swept the floor. Downstairs again, to tend
the next load of laundry and get the bucket and the scrub nop.

| washed the wi ndows, which | could al nost sort of renmenber how to do. | was
surprised at how well the wood floor boards responded to the nmop; 1'd have
sworn they'd never been that color while | lived there.

By then |I needed another shower, but there was no point in having one before
finished. I was careful not to think of hownice it would be to use Sunny's



shower again, where the water was actually hot. | changed into cutoffs and
dropped last night's shirt and jeans off the upstairs porch railing onto the
| ast | oad of laundry. There went another piece of history; there went another
inch of hair.

| came back down the hall to find that sonmeone had threaded his way through ny
furniture and was knocking on ny front door. It was a tall, thin person with
long white hair, and for a second in the dimhallway | didn't recognize him
But he turned when | cane near, and | saw Captain Hawt horn's | ong face and
severe features. My heart gave an ugly kick, but he smled when he saw ne,

t hat annoyi ng warm paternal smle, and | rel axed.

"Captain Hawt horn. Hullo." He put out his hand, so | gave himmine. | was
suddenly afraid that this mght be a synpathy visit—but no, it was the w ong
snmle. "Come on in—eh, | guess you'd better bring a chair."

He | aughed and picked up the big arnchair, which didn't seemto give himany
trouble. "Were do you want it?"

"Anypl ace is fine. Can | get you a beer?" | hoped he'd say no and go away.
VWhat ever | was doing, | didn't feel as if | could stop in the mddle of it.

"Thank you, 1'd like that." He sat down, and | pried the cap off a bottle and
handed it to him

"What can | do for you?"

He drank sone beer, and sighed. "That's a good one," he decl ared, noddi ng at
the bottle. "I've cone to ask a favor, if |I mght."

"Ask away."

"l need to find Detective Rico."

Ah, well done. He hadn't asked the question, which would have forced nme to do
the sane and live with having the answer, whether | felt like giving it to him
or not. | wal ked across nmy nice clean floor to the front wi ndow. There was a
not orcycl e down bel ow, a dashing nunber, with a raked front fork and sweep
bars. Hawthorn's? It seened out of character—he didn't seemlike a bi ke guy at

al I -but | supposed he had to drive sonmething, or walk. "N ce wheels," | said.

"Thank you." He seenmed about to add something to that; then he changed course
and said, "About Detective R co...?"

"I"d be glad to take you to her," | told him "but | don't think I ought to."
"I beg your pardon?"
This was going to be difficult. "She's busy."

"Young man, | am also busy." Hawthorn seenmed about equal parts offended and
anmused. "I wouldn't like to violate your professional ethics..

"I"'msorry. It's not that. It's just—sonething she told me makes me think that
she shouldn't be interrupted right now "

He folded his lips together tightly and sighed. "It's a matter of great
i mportance."

"You coul d | eave her a message—



"And 1'd prefer to be as discreet as possible.™

If this had to do with getting Saquash | ocked up. Sunny mght very well break
nmy neck when she found out | hadn't helped. On the other hand, if nmy making it
possi ble for Hawthorn to find Sunny was involved in tipping Saquash of f. Sunny
woul d break my neck for absolute sure. "I really can't do it," | said finally.

He shook his head and stood up. "Excellent principles, if alittle m sguided
in their application," he sighed. "I will not hold that against you."

"You can finish your beer before you go," |I offered, as an apol ogy.
"I"d best take it with ne, if you' ve no objection.”
"On a bike?" | asked.

He | aughed. The cap was still on the counter; he picked it up, fitted it over
the nmouth of the bottle, wapped his thunb and i ndex finger around its edge,
and squeezed. "Thank you for the beer. | hope we'll meet again soon."

"My pleasure,"” | called after him slightly stunned. Now that was grip
strength. He gave a jaunty wave as he headed down the stairs. A noment |ater |
heard his bike pull away.

| shook ny head and began to retrieve ny furniture fromthe hall. | had the
kitchen table in the door before | realized what |1'd seen

Had he done that on purpose? Had he expected me to put two and two together?
O did he think I wouldn't remenber that he'd handed ne a seal ed beer bottle
that night at Chrystoble Street copshop, the night | was drugged?

| dropped into the chair, because it's better to sit still when your brain is
doi ng hi ghway speeds. Two cops. Saquash doing the | egwork, and Hawt horn...oh
what odds wouldn't | give that Hawt horn was the big guy? If the pyram d even
stopped with Hawt horn, which | didn't want to think about. Sunny would find
out, once she started investigating. Wiy hadn't Sunny realized it mght go
beyond Saquash? | hadn't, because | hadn't had any practice at this kind of

t hi nki ng, but shoul dn't Sunny have been nmore wary?

Why was he | ooking for Sunny? Ye Gods—because of the sealed | ab. There was no
reason to expect Saquash to come back after picking up his parcel, but

Hawt horn coul d have. Hawt horn woul d know the | ab end of the business had been
snoked.

And he came to me—smybe to find Sunny, but probably to find out what | knew,
too. He would want to know if Sunny was after him Well, she wasn't yet. I'd
have to find her after all...except that the sanme problens arose in finding
Sunny that 1'd explained to Hawt horn, or rather, hadn't been able to explain.
| understood just enough of what she was supposed to be doing to know that |
didn't dare interrupt her at it.

I had to find Hawt horn instead. If | could follow him keep himfrom
destroyi ng evidence, warn Sunny if it came to that—well, | had to try. |
stuffed my keys in ny pocket, |oped downstairs, got a clean T-shirt off the
line and put it on, and went out to the street for the Ticker's bike.

| hopped on and al nost turned the key without [ooking. | called nyself sone
rude nanes for being a slow learner. | slid off the seat carefully and | ooked
t he bi ke over, including in and under the sidecar. It was clean



| settled back down behind the handl ebars and t hought about that. It would
have been easy to get me out of the way by wiring the bike. Even easier to
bunp ne off in ny apartment just now. But he'd checked me out and deci ded

didn't know he was init, so it wasn't necessary to kill nme. It was al nost
conforting to know that we were dealing with soneone who was at |east that
fastidious about his trail of bodies. | fastened ny helnmet, started the

engi ne, and got a Thataway for Captain Hawt horn

Up the hill and Up the Hill was where it led ne, to the costly confines of
Dragonstooth Hill, where if people aren't well fed it's by choice. Bordertown
is taller there, and not just because of the slope of the land. Walthy elves
l[ive in pastel glass spires that sonetimes top a hundred feet, that |look as if
you could bring one down with a single well-placed brick. Except all the
bricks are in the humans' buildings, and so is the pink granite and the pale
gol d sandstone, shaped into neo-castles and pocket skyscrapers that their
owners are terribly proud of whenever the elevators work. Little parkways

twi ne between the feet of buildings, dotted with fountains and scul ptures and
gardens with roses inported fromthe Elflands at Great Cost. It's the kind of
nei ghbor hood where you'd never expect to find a hair in the sink, except when
peopl e in paint-stained cutoffs and faded T-shirts ride up fromthe great
downbel ow. Then passersby [ ook at you as if you've conme to take the caps off
all the toothpaste tubes in town.

I homed in on one building, and circled it to be sure. The answer to ny
guesti on about Hawt horn was. Right here and straight up. | hoped the el evators
wer e wor ki ng.

| didn't know what building it was, but it seened to be a public one. People
stared at me, but no one told ne | had to | eave. | wal ked purposefully toward
t he back of the center |obby, found a small, badly-lit corridor, and foll owed
it to the service elevator. It was on sone kind of chain-lift system and nmade
an ungodly noise, but it got me to the top floor, which felt Iike the one
want ed.

Now all | had to do was tranp up and down the halls | ooki ng conspi cuous unti
I found a door to lurk outside. If |I ever did this detective thing again,
was going to pack a disguise kit.

One dubious "Can | hel p you?" spoken in a penetrating voice, and | would have
been pinned like a butterfly in a box. But | was lucky; all the doors in the
hal | way were cl osed, and nobody seenmed to be going in and out of them And the
door | was | ooking for, the Thataway door, was right in front of ne.

There was no name on it, only a symbol, a ring enclosing three clusters of

| eaves. It was flanked by two huge planters, big enough to hold a young tree
each, which is pretty much what they held. It was a good thick wooden door
with no transomand no inset window It did have a mail slot, though. | knelt
on the floor, lifted the flap slowy, and put nmy eye to the opening. Nothing;
the sl ot sloped down on the other side, and bl ocked ny view But the sound
wasn't bad.

A female voice | didn't recognize was saying, "..here? You re nad. Take your
little nmurders back down into the sluns. You said that's where they'd stay."

"This is different." Hawthorn. The pull that had | ed nme disintegrated.
"But on my doorstep? By the Crown, you prom sed ne—

"Why not ? What better way to control all the evidence? Do as | say and you're



i n no danger."

"No. You've nmade a mull of the business. Qur agreenent—=-

"You would find it...di sagreeable...if | were to be taken, and nmade to testify."
There was a nonent of silence on the other side of the door

"I certainly would," said the one | didn't recognize, and for the first tine

in my eavesdropping, | thought that, given a choice between bei ng caught by
Hawt hor n and bei ng caught by the wonan he was talking to, I might as well flip
a coin.

They' d been sitting down, which was all that saved me from having to make the
flip; | heard the chairs scrape as they stood up. | let the mail flap down as
slowy as | could force nyself to do it, with all of my nerve endings
screaming at me to run. If it made a noise, | hoped it was snmall enough to be
covered by the sounds in the room | scranbled behind one of the planters and
made nyself very small as the door opened and Hawt horn came out. The door shut
behi nd him He pushed through another door to the right of the service

el evator, and after a nmoment, so did |I. The sign on that one said "Roof."

The stairs came up in a greenhouse. | realized that they cane straight up into
t he greenhouse w thout any nore enclosures or doors just in tine to be able to
keep ny head down bel ow the floor level. | could hear Hawt horn novi ng around,
rustling, banging things, sliding things. |I stretched my neck and stole a | ook
between the stair railings.

| couldn't see a thing. It was a beautiful greenhouse, with full-sized trees
and ornamental shrubs and basins and beds of flowers, and ny |ine of sight was

full of leaves. | crawed up the stairs on ny belly, to the end of the
railing, and all | got was a view of a different bunch of |eaves. | could hear
Hawt hor n, though, off to ny left. There was a row of tall, narrow evergreens
growi ng al ong one glass wall; if | could get to those w thout being seen, and
get behind them | could straighten up and have a | ook

As | slithered across the floor, deaf to anything but the hamrering of my own
heart, | wondered if Hawthorn had a gun with him Though with a grip strong
enough to cap beer bottles, he didn't really need one to take care of me. |
could snell the evergreens. Then | was between them ny back agai nst the
glass, and | could breathe alnmst normally again. | stood up and peered out

t hr ough t he boughs.

He was wiring up a bonb. It |ooked pretty rmuch like the one |I'd seen under
Sunny's dashboard, though admittedly | hadn't been able to see that one very

wel | . He wrapped a couple of connections and proceeded to tape the whol e thing
to the underside of a little rustic bench beside a potted azalea. | watched
hi m work and found mysel f agreeing with the unseen wonan downstairs: Hawt horn
had to be nuts. Did he think he could blow up sonething on the Hill and not

start up a hue and cry? And on his own doorstep?

No—that was exactly why it would work. Nobody woul d believe that the woman
downstairs had anything to do with an expl osion that had happened near enough
to take the plaster off her ceiling. And when the hue and cry started,

Hawt horn woul d t hr ow Saquash to the hounds—deal ly, dead, so he couldn't deny
anyt hi ng. Case cl osed, heat off, back to business as usual

But that woul dn't work, because Sunny had found out about Saquash, and woul d
get a statenment out of himdamm soon, if she hadn't al ready—



Wake up. Orient. Who did you think the bonb was for?

Hawt horn's head canme up sharply. "Wo's there?"

| could have sworn |I hadn't made a sound. Could he have heard Sunny, arriving
earlier than he'd expected? No, he woul dn't have spoken aloud if he'd thought
t hat .

"Don't nake ne hunt you out. Show yourself."

Every minute was worth sonething. He could dammed well cone and find ne.

The suspense made ny stomach chum | wat ched himcome toward the greenhouse
wal |, steadily nearer.

and when he began to penetrate the evergreens | gave up and stepped out of
them about three plants down.

He didn't cry out, "You!" and fling out a hand dramatically. So much for old
novi es, or wherever it was he |l earned his affable stage persona. That's all it
was; no one woul d have seen anything paternal in himnow He stood within
reachi ng di stance of ne, but he didn't reach. He just |ooked, his head a
little to one side, his eyes narrowed.

"I woul d have taken an oath," he said at last, "that you didn't suspect ne."

| swallowed with a dry nmouth. Wl fboy had taken ne to every filmnoir picture
that had ever hit town. | proceeded to mne that resource with both hands. "I
never woul d have, except that everyone el se seened to."

H s expression didn't change. "Indeed?"

"Sunny's got half a file drawer's worth of stuff on you. And if you go down to
the | obby, you'd better |eave the elevator with your hands up, or they m ght

get the wong idea. The nice | ady down on the top floor sold you out."

He let me think it was going to work, | know he did. Then he smled. "Pull the
other one," he said. "It's got bells on."

I met his large, warmsilver eyes and kept ny nouth shut.

"I would like to hear how you came to suspect," he added. "Surely it can do no
har m now. "

| drew a long breath and let it out. "The beer bottle,"” | told him

| saw his face change as he worked that out. He shook his head. "The snare of
vanity."

"Where did you learn to bl ow things up?"

H s eyes narrowed a little nore, and he snmled. "FromWalt Fel kin, actually.
He rigged the abandoned apartment. And he advised nme on the plans for his own
house, though of course he had no notion that that was what it was."

"You blew Walt up with his own expl osives?"

"No, just his expertise. The materials were police confiscated property."

Among Walt's |ast words had been "backstabbin' sonofabitch.” They seened



pretty accurate. "This is—+this is the part of the novie where the villain
tells the hero everything, because he's going to kill him anyway. Except that
I can't think of any nore questions.”

"You aren't the hero," Hawthorn said, rather kindly. "You re a pawn. And
really tried not to have to kill you. Go sit down on that bench.”

| looked at it and shook my head. He grabbed nmy armand pulled me toward him
then twi sted ny el bow up behind me. The grip strength wasn't just for beer

caps. | didn't have any choice but to walk to the bench and sit on it. "You
m ght not have wanted to kill me, but you cane pretty close a couple of
tinmes."

"And in every case, there was no reason why | should have expected you to be
there. You're a fairly well-known person in Soho. Your death would have been
noticed. | thought we should avoid being noticed for as |ong as possible." He
knelt down by the bench, and |I |eaped up to nmake a dash for it. He shot out a
hand, caught ny wist, and yanked ne back down, damm near breaking nmy armin
the process. Then he unrolled a long, thin wire fromunder the seat. "In a
mnute, I will be going downstairs. You'll be staying here to wait for Rico."

Fromthe direction of ny evergreens, behind nme, Sunny said, "Ch, why don't we
all stay?"

| wanted to turn and | ook at her, but | was | ooking at Hawt horn instead, the
expression on his face, and the nmotion of his hands toward the package taped
under the bench. | kicked himin the face.

It woul d have worked better if |I'd been wearing something heavier than
sneakers, but he still fell back. | sprang off the bench. Sunny fired her
pistol and I was instantly deaf as a blue-eyed cat, but | saw a leaf fly up
froma bush next to Hawt horn's neck, and a pane of glass in the greenhouse
wal | shatter.

"The bench is wired!" | shouted to her

She' d stepped forward to keep Hawt horn in her sights. She was a storybook cop
brought to life: the gun braced with both hands, her stance w de, the jacket
falling open over her holster, her mouth a straight, unconprom sing |ine under
her sungl asses. She scared nme to death, but | knew she wouldn't scare

Hawt hor n

My ears were working again; | heard Hawt horn scream sonething. | |ooked toward
t he sound.

The plants were noving. The azal ea stretched out branches into the path, the
potted trees withed their |inbs and bent their trunks, and the evergreens

| eaned and twisted in toward the center of the greenhouse, toward ne. | heard
Hawt horn's running steps, but | couldn't see him

Sunny was beside ne, the pistol ained along what had been the path, before the
plants had crawmed into it. "It's an illusion!" she yelled, and pulled the
trigger. Nothing happened. "God damm it" she grow ed, "why do | carry this

t hi ng? Cone on!" And she | eaped straight through a thrashing vine and

di sappear ed.

By the time | reached the top of the stairs, the greenery was all back where
it belonged, and Sunny was careening through the door at the bottom I
fol | oned.



The door 1'd listened through was standi ng open; so was the door inside that,
that connected the front reception roomto the beautiful dark-panelled office
beyond it. An elf in a pink silk suit, her fine straight white hair cut to
sweep her shoul ders, stood in front of the rosewood desk. Her eyes were
beautiful, and round with horror. She had a silver letter opener in her hand.
Hawt horn lay on the rug at her feet with his throat cut, and a little above
the hem of the pink skirt there was a thin arc of dark red.

The elf | ooked up as we came in, her face full of terrified appeal. "He—he
tried to-+ had to defend nyself."

I don't think we stood frozen for nore than a second. It seened | onger because
| was busy. He couldn't be dead, not so quick as that. It must be another
illusion. But no, Hawt horn was Thataway, on the floor, which neant this was
real, didn't it? Could an illusion trick that sense, too? The elf's voice was
the one I'd listened to through the door, talking to Hawt horn, the one who had
agreed, in that cold, steady way, that she wouldn't want himto testify.

"The hell you did," | heard nyself saying, and | wal ked forward.

| thought, as | did, about the way any trick seems to work once in the

Bor derl ands, and how so few of themwork twi ce. But | closed ny hand over
Hawt horn's still-warm wist, and had just enough tinme to realize that this
was one of the second kind, before |I went down into the dark under a |arge
dose of his life and death.

| came to with ny face in the carpet, and there was a bit of tinme when |
couldn't remenmber why. Then | groaned and rolled over, and interrupted, |'m
told, a speech in which the elf assured Sunny that the trauma had probably
killed me.

| suppose, if 1'd taken the tine to think about it, that | had trusted Sunny
to know what | was doing, and to nake it work. | hadn't been wong. By the
time | was conscious and noticing my surroundi ngs agai n. Sunny had expl ai ned
to the elf how well ny adventure with Bonnie Prince Charlie's corpse turned
out, and did she prefer to wait until tomorrow norning, or would she like to
just confess now and save everyone a |ot of trouble? Al that at gunpoint, of
cour se.

"This is nonsense," said the elf woman. "Thi nk what you're doing, ny dear. The
word of one rather scruffy young human person agai nst mne, and the influence
of my house? Bl essed Isle, everyone knows that kind of nagic never lights on
humans. "

"Well, it's lit once before. Secretary, and in front of w tnesses. Cut your
| osses, and maybe the judges will be nice to you."

The elf woman's jaw cl enched. "Watever | say, they will be nice. My house
will see toit, as it will see to breaking you for your presunption.”

"Honey, right now your house couldn't break eggs in this town, and you know
it."

This was all going over ny head. | had dragged nyself to ny feet with the aid
of the edge of the desk, and was standing with both hands braced on the gl ossy
expanse of rosewood, waiting for the bees to get out from behind ny eyes.

Thi ngs swam slowy into focus on the desktop: a silver fountain pen, a black

| eat her blotter holder, a black |eather box enbossed with silver, open, wth
sheets of stationery in it. Thick white sheets with hair-thin red and bl ue
fibers in the weave. Paper that remenbered its naker



The woman in the pink silk suit had yanked Hawt horn out of our hands—y hands.
Hawt hor n had wal ked t hrough Soho and seen us, the people who lived there, and
knew t hat some of the ones he saw woul d di e because of what he was doing. He
had | ooked us all in the eye and set death | oose anong us.

Thi s woman m ght never have seen Soho, but that didn't nake it better. She'd
never had to decide to kill; only to do business. Death was an operating
expense. Even Hawt horn's death. H's blood was, literally, on her hands, and
all that was to her was the cost of solving a problem The collapse of the
passport ring was only an affront to her professional pride. The nutation of
the virus was nothing to her at all

| crossed the roomunsteadily to stand in front of the elf woman.
The skin between her nose and her upper lip twitched, as if she had controlled
a sneer. "Stand off fromme," she ordered. "I don't like the way you snell."

But her eyes cut away from ne and back, and away, as if trying to run.

"Orient," Sunny said sharply, "if you do anything I will throw you down the
stairs.”

n W]y?"

"Because it's nmy job."

"To protect her fromme? My God, then who the hell is left to protect nme from
her?" | swung around to glare at Sunny. She'd never |owered the pistol, and
her eyes hadn't left her prisoner for nmore than an instant. | said, "If there

were any fairness in the world, she'd be dead. |Instead everybody else is, the
world is unfair, and it's your job to enforce it?"

If she hadn't been tanned, Sunny's face would have been al nost as white as the
el f woman's. "Vengeance is not mne, renenber? My job isn't punishnent. It's
not even dealing out justice. | don't get to decide right and wong. | only
get to bring themin."

My breath rasped over a burning lunmp in ny throat.

"You don't want to be a good cop,"” | said. "You want to be a Knight of the
God-damed Round Table. There's a limt."

"There is a limt," she said, in a fierce, quiet voice. "I know exactly what
it is, and you don't. Now shut up and go downstairs. You'll find Cascade and
Wally and Kathy Hong in the | obby guarding the doors. Send themup."

| had to go, or I would have choked on the coal in ny throat. If she forgave
me for those last words, it would be nore than | deserved.

Cascade was the green-haired halfie cop from Chrystoble Street, and Wally was
her human partner. Kathy Hong | renenbered fromthe remains of the derelict
apartment building. | sent themup, so they could read the elf her rights, or
what ever the real -world equivalent was in Bordertown. | was so tired | could
have dropped down and slept on the floor. | wanted to go away, but it would
have seened |i ke breaking something. And | wanted to go back upstairs, but |
knew | had no place there. | sat downstairs in the | obby and told nyself it
was so | wouldn't have to | ook at Hawt horn |lying there being dead.

Eventually | felt a touch on ny shoul der, and raised ny head off my knees. It
was Sunny.



"Can | go hone now?" | asked. "All my furniture is out in the hall."

She rai sed her eyebrows. She'd taken the sunglasses off, and she | ooked al npst
as dazed as | felt. "That's not deliriumtalking, is it?"

"No. "
"Well, you can't go home, because if I'mgoing to have to sit up watching you
sleep again, |1'd just as soon do it in the confort of nmy own place."

"That's right. Ch, boy. | get to find out what having your throat cut is
like."

"I'f you're lucky, I'lIl time it right, and it won't cone to that."

"Did you know Hawt horn was in this?"

"Not until he sent nme a nmessage asking ne to neet himhere. | thought there
nm ght be somebody besides Toby—+ couldn't see Toby running the thing—but I
didn't know who until then. As soon as | got his note, | realized he was it,

and the note was his one stupid mstake. So | came early and brought sone
friends."

"You trusted them-€ascade and What shi snane, Wally, and Hong?"

"I had the least reason to mstrust them anyway. Wy were you here?"
"Because | didn't know you al ready suspected Hawt horn.™"

She snorted, and rubbed her eyes. "Well. I'mglad you did it."

"Ye CGods, why?"

"You don't think you hel ped?"

"No. No, | think—= The hot thing materialized in ny throat again. "lI'msorry
for what | did and said up there. | didn't nmean it."

Sunny shook her head. "I know how nuch of it you meant. It's all right."
| | ooked up at her.

"Honest," she said. So | believed her.

| stood up and sagged a little, and she caught my el bow

"You want nme to drive?"

"Ah. Yeah, | think you'd better." | handed her the keys. "Wo was the elf
wonman?"

She was helping me into the sidecar before she answered. "First Secretary of
t he House of the Weeping Birch. A commercial famly with interests on both
sides of the Border, and a reputation for being...intent on growth. Mybe at

t he expense of a few other things. It |ooks Iike Weping Birch was Hawt horn's
backer. The next challenge is to prove they knew what they were backing."

"I heard themtal king, when I first showed up. It sounded as if she knew. "



I put ny helmet on, sank back into ny accustonmed place, and pretty nuch passed
out for the rest of the ride. | was too tired to feel nore than an aching
nost al gi a about the change of drivers. | wasn't worried; | knewit'd hurt |ike
hel | again |ater.

| slept on Sunny's couch that night, in ny clothes. Neither of us said
anyt hi ng about alternatives to the arrangenent, either past or potential. |
had a dream that Hawt horn's |l ast noments were a sad, sordid betrayal scene,
and woke to the know edge that, of course, it was true. Also incrimnating,
but by then that was al nost beside the point. Sunny roused nme up just before
could absolutely swear that the little silver knife had been the murder
weapon. The om ssion woul dn't bother anybody, and it certainly didn't bother

me. Eventually, | would describe the dreamto a roonful of solem people, sone
of whom were taking notes. It's in the court records, if anyone wants the
details. | don't have any taste for repeating them here.

Chapter 12

Getting On with It

I moved ny furniture back in, every piece of it in a different place fromthe
one it had been in before...before. Then | rendered the whole effort pointless
by spending nost of ny time at Tick-Tick's. | was housecl eaning there, too,
boxing up the things | didn't plan to keep, sorting the things | did, and in
bet ween, stopping in the middl e of whatever | was doing and staring at nothing
until sonething brought ne back to the present. By the second day of

housecl eani ng, people began to figure out where to find ne; then the
interruption of the trancelike state would often be a friend dropping by with
alittle food, an offer of help, and a couple of words that, if they didn't
make anything better, at |east gave me an excuse for tal king out |oud. Yosh
showed up, around m d-norning of that second day after Hawthorn's death, with
a cheesecake.

"Where' d you get this?" | asked.

He | ooked mildly affronted. "I made it."

"Yosh, you amaze ne."

"Hey, the way | figure it, you gotta eat. So you gotta learn to read a recipe
It's like being able to tune your bike." He flushed and shot a quick glance at
me, to see if that had been an unfortunate thing to say.

| asked quickly, "You nean you do stuff besides cheesecake?"

"Ch, yeah. But hey, | didn't take hone ec. or anything. | taught nyself how "

| nodded. "Mdre manly that way."

"Li ke you'd know, guy. Hey, that woman, the cop, what's her name? Rico. She
was by your place a couple tines."

Ah. "Did you tell her |I was nostly over here?"

Yoshi | ooked down at his feet for just |ong enough to suggest that there was a



story in that, and that he wasn't going to tell it to me. "Well, the second
time | did. Like, once | figured that you'd want ne to, | told her. | nean,
you did want me to, right?"

"I did. You' re a standup kinda guy, Yosh." Well, maybe | could ask
Ri co—Sunny—what they'd said to each other. If she dropped in.

Wl f boy and Sparks canme up a few hours after that, to consult ne about the

| ast arrangenments for the funeral, which was the next day. | didn't know
Sparks very well, and |I'd been afraid |I'd be unconfortable putting matters
partly in her hands, naybe having to accept the wong sort of synpathy from
her and be polite about it, for Wl fboy's sake. But she seened to be
transformed by the occasion fromsweet, self-conscious, and slightly vague to
capabl e, sensible, and slightly brisk. Wien |I hinted at that (a |l ot nore
tactfully than 1've described it here), she nodded. "I turn into ny nom ny
granny, and all my aunts. \Wat they don't know about |aying people out's not
worth know ng."

W settled what needed settling, and | asked, "How s the store?"

Spar ks | ooked at Wl fboy as he linbered up his pen, and I was inpressed. |'d
known a | ot of relationships where one partner answered all the questions
addressed to the other one, and those had been pairs of people who could both
speak.

Slow, Wl fboy wote. Didn't realize how many of the customers were el ves.

I frowned, and he pulled the notebook back toward him You' ve been away. The
virus is spreading, and the ones who don't have it are staying out of public
pl aces so they won't get it.

"I guess | have been away. And | didn't even go anywhere."

Knew that, he wote. You' d have sent me a postcard.

"Trust ne," | told him "the viewreally sucked."

He nmade a "whuff" sound that was as good as anybody else's "I hear ya." No,
better, because | knew he really did.
"Plan on dinner at the store tonorrow, "
har d- boi | ed eggs."

Sparks said. "Bean soup, big sal ad,

| met her eyes, startled. She nodded just a little. You ate hard-boil ed eggs
after the funeral, during shivah, to renmind you that |ife was al ways renewed.

| felt the tears start, the ones that could still too often be surprised out
of me. But | got themblinked away this tine. "I'Il come," | told her
She and Wl fboy said their goodbyes. As they stepped out into the hall | saw

them reach for each other's hands.

Several fits of abstraction later, | heard knuckles on the doorfrane and

| ooked up to find Sunny standing there. | wi shed suddenly that |I'd closed the
front door downstairs, just so |I'd have had a little warning.

"I's this a bad time?" she asked.

| thought of a possible response, rejected it, and then said it anyway.
"Depends on what you want to do with it."



"Just wanted to pass on news. It can wait."

My God, did she want nme to send her away? "No, now s okay. Have a seat. Oh,
wait a minute." | cleared the debris off the nearest likely chair, which was
the one with the dairy-cow cushions.

"Thanks. "

"Yoshi said you'd been by ny place.”

"Ch, your housemate."” The corners of her mouth twi tched upward. "I hope he
never takes to a life of crine.”

"What' d he do?"
"Nothing terrible. | just had to convince himl wasn't there in the |line of
duty before he'd say anything to ne but, 'l don't know where he is, and |I'm
not telling." "

"Sheesh. I'd think Yoshi is exactly the kind of crimnal a cop would want."

"Nah. I'd feel sorry for him and et himgo. Ch, and when | told himthat not

only was | not on duty, but |I was a friend of yours, he said, 'No way!' |'m
surprised he's still speaking to you."
"I"msurprised he dares, the lunk." |I owed the lunk another favor. Alittle of

t he awkwar dness had fall en away during that conversation. "So what's the
news?"

"They're letting Linn go home this afternoon.”
"Al ready?"

"He's still pretty linp, but they need the bed. The nunmber of cases is stil
on the rise.”

"Have they figured out any kind of treatment yet?"
"Nice lead-in for nmy next piece of news. Hawm horn's | ab boy, Mlicorne, is on

limted rel ease, provided that he works with the people who are trying to
devel op a vacci ne. Wi ch nmeans he's going to spend his days shoul der to

shoul der among the test tubes with M1 o Chevrolet, which will either broaden
his outl ook or drive himto suicide. Mlo says if Mlicorne gives himany
trouble, he'll tie himup and make hi m watch Rocky and Bul | wi nkl e epi sodes

until he can say, That trick never works.'
"Are they having any luck, though? Wth the vaccine?"
It was a nonent before she said, "It may be a long tine."

That was al nost a confort, really; nothing could have saved Ti ck-Tick, not
even finding the |ab sooner. "Wat about Saquash?"

She ran her hands through the cropped part of her hair. "Nothing s decided
yet. The judges' council has heard the accusation, and conmi ssioned the

gat hering of evidence. | gave themcopies of Linn's and ny files yesterday,
and you'll probably be called to tell your part of the story. Justice takes a
little time."

"If..what'll happen to hin®"



"I'f they decide he's guilty? Depends. But they nmay ask for bani shment."
| turned away to the kitchen wi ndow, and pretended to be tidying the counter

"Does that seemtoo |light? Toby's been here for alnobst ten years. Hs life is
made here. And in all those years he never went back."

"No," | said, looking at the skyline. "Not too |ight. Maybe too heavy." If he

was bani shed, how could he nake it up to the city? How could he put back what

he had taken out? One of the things he'd taken out was Tick-Tick, and sonebody
had to make good on that loss, didn't he?

"Ch, and Weeping Birch's charter is suspended, pending the resol ution of
Toby's case. |If they have any excuse to, the city will vote to revoke. They've
been wanting a reason for nonths." | heard her get out of the chair, and after
a nonent she was standing next to ne. | snelled her shanpoo, which only
snell ed |i ke shanmpoo, and not |ike rosemary or nmangoes or cloves. "So there.

I s that enough vengeance for you?"

| shook ny head, "You were right. Vengeance isn't mine, either. Justice is,
maybe, because | live here, and | wouldn't want to if there wasn't justice.
But that's not the sanme as vengeance."

Sunny brought her index finger down lightly on ny shoulder. "I dub thee Sir
Gareth."

"Sunny—= Ch, Lord, had | ever called her by her first name to her face before?
| could feel ny ears turning red. | shot a sideways gl ance at her. "The night
Ti ck-Ti ck di ed—hen we—

"It never happened,"” she said, with a little crooked snile

| turned around, braced both hands behind ne on the counter, swallowed hard,
and said, "Yes, it did."

She regarded me gravely, her hands deep in the pockets of the gray |linen
jacket. "But if that's so, what if it never happens agai n?"

Quch? | think so. 1 think that's what that is. "Then | guess it doesn't. So |
shoul d stop hol di ng ny breath, huh?"

She | ooked past me to the wi ndow, with the not-seeing-much expression | was
com ng to know. "That night, neither of us had nuch chance to consider it
bef orehand. It was sonething that happened to us nore than sonething we did.
don't know about you, but 1'd like to do a little thinking now"

| felt as if sonmething was slipping away fromne, very gently. "No problem"”

Sunny chuckled, a real, full-throated, genuinely anused one. | stared at her
" 'Ye lie, ye lie, ye false'—+ don't renenber the rest of the verse. | tel
you what: In six weeks |I'Il cone around and take you out to dinner, and we can

talk about it then. How s that?"

I swal | owed again, and wondered if it could be good for one's insides to be
made to feel like a volleyball in notion. "Deal."

She went to the door and gl anced back over her shoulder at me. "Now I'Il go
tell Yoshi you're in jail."



"Bad cop," | croaked. "Go |lie down by your squad car."

She narrowed her eyes. "Get a haircut."”

By the time she got downstairs into the street, | had ny voice back. |
sprinted up three platforns to the front wi ndow and yelled, "I"'mgrowing it
out!"

Late that afternoon, Tick-Tick's brother arrived on her doorstep

The first news | had of it was a voice with an El flands accent down in the
street calling, "Excuse nme? Hello, the—the building. |Is soneone there?"

Dam, had everybody el se in the place gone out? And one of them nust have
closed the front door. |I bounded to the wi ndow again and stuck ny head out.

He | ooked like her. It alnost undid nme. | would never have m staken him for
her, but you could see her in the straight, rather high-bridged nose, the |ong
eyes, the undercut |ower lip.

He called up, "lIs this where—= He dropped his chin to his chest for just an
instant, then tipped his head back again to look at nme. "Is this where the one
who called herself Tick-Tick |ived?"

"You' re her brother."

He seened surprised. "Yes. | was—+ am"

"Come on up," | told him and pulled the ring that unlatched the door

"This way," | called over the bal cony railing when he canme into the atrium
and after that let himfind his own way up. He stood in the doorway half
timd, half arrogant, and each one made the other harder to deal with, | bet.

"Come in. My nane is Oient.” This one wouldn't want to shake hands.

"Do...don't humans usually have two nanes?"

I couldn't keep fromsmling a little. "Sometines."

"Ch! Onh, of course. You are the one who was her partner."
That surprised me. "I didn't think she kept in touch."

"I'n touch? Ch. No. That is, there are those who douwho wite to their
famlies, who visit—and | asked that they convey word of her, when they
could.” He scow ed at me suddenly. "I did not have her spied upon. Sone
fam lies do, whose children have fled."

"No, | don't think she would have | et that happen."” Once | saw himup close, |
was willing to guess that he was ol der than Tick-Tick. He wore an
expensi ve-1 ooki ng wi de-skirted coat in a sober shade of dark green, and a silk
cravat, and had a heavy gold ring with what was probably the famly crest
enbossed on it on his left hand. He | ooked like a fine upstanding pillar of
the Faerie comunity. He al so | ooked conpletely out of his el ement and aware
of it, about evenly concerned for ny good will and his dignity.

| slung anot her assortnent of stuff off the dairy-cow print chair and said,



"Make yourself confortable. And | didn't catch your nane."
"I —ay name of customis Vissa. You may use that."

"Thank you." | did know my manners, and that included Faerie manners, so
of fered himfood and drink before asking himwhat | could do for him

He refused the refreshnents and said, "I have cone to take ny sister hone."

I'd thought it might be something like that. | filled the kettle and lit the
fire under it, which would have been an enbarrassing gesture if the gas hadn't
decided to flow today. Qut of the corner of ny eye | saw himwatching the
procedure. Not scornful, not amazed, just interested. "Wat happens to the
bodi es of dead people is always a big topic with humans. Sone of us figure the
occupant has noved out, and they're conpost. Sone of us think there's still a
connection between the dead person and the body, and that what happens to the
latter affects the former. And some of us think it doesn't matter one way or
the other, but that the people who are still living should be content with the
arrangenent, whatever happens to the remains.” | couldn't think of Tick-Tick
as "remai ns" yet, but it had been two days. Sonetines a strange artificial

di stance would set in, as if she'd gone on an extended jaunt into the
Nevernever and | didn't expect her back for a nonth. | think it was what M.
Wi had called denial, and | was pretty sure it wouldn't |ast.

"And where," asked Vissa, his chin up, "do you stand, on the matter of the
bodi es of the dead?"

Haught y—but not as haughty as he m ght have been, | realized. | knew sone
nose-in-the-clouds feel-ny-pedi gree Truebl oods who woul d have asked what the
opi ni ons of humanki nd had to do with the funeral custonms of real people. "I'm
not sure," | told him rummging in the cupboard for the newtin of Earl Gey.
"This is—= ny voice cracked; | took a deep breath and backed up. "This is the
first time |'ve had to think about it, really. But nmy first inmpulse is to
respect her w shes."

He nade a harsh noi se which wasn't quite a snort, and said, "And have you sone
way to ask her what they are? | have none."

"No. But |—she was ny best friend for four years. And fromthat, |'d say that
if you want her at hone, you should | eave her here. Because that's what she
t hought of Bordertown as."

He shook his head, a quick inpatient gesture that was a little |ike one of
hers. | couldn't call back the picture of her doing it, though. Such a short
time, and already she was sneaking away. This was proving to be one of the few
sensitive discussions I'd ever had that | would have preferred to be able to
conduct on the tel ephone.

"I will believe that this was her hone, as any place may be that shows the
exile a kind face, that offers food, shelter, work to do, and a circle of
friends. But the place of one's birth and raising may show one whatever face
it my and still be at the center of the heart. Its |loss |eaves a holl ow

pl ace, like a nutshell wi thout the nmeat. She would not have spoken of it, for
one does not speak of what one thinks cannot be mended. But | cannot believe
she did not feel the loss.”

| thought about the place of ny birth and raising. Maybe it was an attachment
that only occurred in the | anded gentry. "Are you sure you're not judging the
way she felt by the way you do? I'msorry to keep on about this, but | was

here, and I can't renmenber her ever suffering from anything that |ooked Iike



honesi ckness. "

| had the inpression that he thought | was just being dense, that | was

m ssing his point. He turned his hands pal mup and spread themw de, as if
opening a box, as he said, "Her spirit should be sent forth fromthe hone of
her kin. How else can it be? Generations of our famly have been sung to their
rest there. W held that |and as ours before any human nation that stil

stands was forned."

"Yes," | said, "but she left."

He stared at ne with a bleak, arrested | ook that rem nded me of the way I'd
felt when, the day before, I'd called out to ask her if she had any tw ne and
she hadn't answer ed.

| set the tea to steeping, and put out the good cups and saucers. By the tine
| brought everything to the table he had his face under control again. He
woul d have been within his rights to remind nme that he hadn't wanted anyt hi ng,
t hank you, but he didn't do that. | poured, and he lifted his cup and drank as
if his mnd wasn't on it. | sipped at mne and kept nmy nmouth shut. 1'd just

pl ayed what | considered an ace, and it was up to himto respond.

Finally he set the cup down with a little click. "I amsorry if it gives you
pain," he said, in his nmeasured, rather formal way, "but | nust carry her body
back. That is all."

Not an ace, after all. But he'd sure looked as if it was. "Why?"

"It is the duty I owe to the menory of...of the ones who have gone before us.
To our famly."

| had | ess synpathy with that argument than sone people would, but it seened
to weigh a lot with him "You have a duty to her, too, don't you? To her
menory. Because if you came here at all, you nust not have di sowned her."

China rang softly as his hand bunped the saucer. He junped a little and put
both hands in his lap. "It cannot be discussed. Pl ease, please, do not press
me, but be assured that it is of the greatest inmportance to ne."

It was unsatisfying; it was unsatisfactory; it did, in fact, give me pain; but
| didn't know what else to say. Tick-Tick's last four years nmeant nore to ne
t han anyt hing that could happen to what was |left of her now Vissa hadn't had

t hose four years. Maybe he needed her funeral nore than | did. | didn't | ook
forward to explaining to anyone who showed up for it tonmorrow why there wasn't
going to be a cerenony after all, but | could do it

And what if he was right? She had been ny best friend, but there had been
things we didn't tal k about, boundaries we didn't cross, questions we didn't

ask. If | knew nore about her than | had actually been told by her, | didn't
mention it, and she did the same. It had sonething to do with pride, with
recogni zing its requirenments in each other and respecting them 1'd shared the

| ast four years of her life, but he'd shared the ones before that. He m ght
know things | had been too respectful to ask

"I't nust be inmportant to you," | said at last, "or you wouldn't have cone. Al
right. You can take her body back." | rose and wal ked up those three platforms
to the front wi ndows. Wiy nmy crazy partner had wanted it to be so much work to
| ook out at the street was beyond ne. | supposed a few other things might have
been beyond nme, as well. | braced ny hands on the wi ndow frame and | ooked, at
the enpty street sunk in twilight, at the trunpet-fanfare sunset in orange and



rose and azure, at the rooftops, at nothing.

Alittle noise behind ne made ne turn. 1'd |l eft the cupboard door open when |
got out the tea things. Vissa stood in front of it, cradling sonething in his
arnms, his head bent. It was a nonent before |I could tell that what he held was
a bottle with a brittle brown |abel. The |iqueur, the one Tick-Tick had said
was from over the Border, that she'd poured on strawberries and set fire to.
Vissa clutched it as if it were a child, and on his face | could see tears

st andi ng.

"What is it?" | asked, coming toward him

He whi spered, "This...is fromour vines, our cellars. The work of our famly,
for centuries, is in this liquor."

My heart gave a little sinking lurch. She'd tal ked defiance toward her fanily
whil e she poured it, but still, she owned sonme, and that seened to nean
something to her brother. He was right, and | didn't know as much about her as
I'd thought.

Then he raised his head. It was the wong kind of sadness. It was as if she
had died long ago, and still hadn't quite died until now "I was m staken," he
said slowy. "I should not have come. Ah, blessed Mab, she did | eave, and a
curse on us that we hardly knewit!"

"l don't understand,” | told him

"No. This," he nodded at the bottle, "is an unintended nessage, and only |
have the reading of it."

"Well, can you tell nme what it is?"

He smiled, just barely. "She did not decant it.
| stared, and at last, in desperation, added, "Huh?"

"To use this fromthe bottle is—eh, our father would have raged to see it done
so! It is against all custom alluyou may trust ne, it is not thought of, and
in my house, had the thought been nade a deed, what woul d have cone of it
woul d make you think no stormterrible, no raised hand to be dreaded. But if
anyone woul d scorn the custom it would be she.

"That was ever her way. | was the elder; | would bid her show respect for her
father and mother, for our line, for tradition. | bid her do as | did, for
showed respect always. But what | showed al ways was not...She told nme that |
feared more than | honored. She never feared. CQur father hated her skill at
devi sing and constructing, and forbade her to use it. She would flout him and
he woul d play the tyrant, and she would defy himeven to |laughter."” He dashed
the tears away with one hand and lifted his chin. "I thought I would find
that, in her heart, her home and m ne had been ever the sanme. | thought, when
she left, that she had left only him and not the |land, not the past, not— He
brought hinself up short. "But if that was so, you see, she would have
decanted the |iquor."

He set it back in the cupboard, |ike sonmeone setting a nmenory away.

For a nonent, we stayed |like that, hangi ng between old beliefs and new ones. |
said, "The funeral's tonorrow. Wuld you like to conme?"

H s brows drew together. Then his face cleared and becanme al nbst serene. "Yes,



that would please nme, if it can be done.™

We finished the contents of the teapot, and eventually switched to beer. There
wasn't any trouble finding something to talk about: we tal ked about her. He
told me about her as a child, about the tree fort that she'd designed and
bullied her brother and his friends into assenbling, with an el evator made of
a wooden platform a rope, and two pulleys, conplete with a friction brake

whi ch, he assured ne, |aughing, worked nost of the time. She'd gotten hold of
some eyegl ass lenses fromout in the Wrld and tried to build a tel escope.

Chil dren and even nuch ol der kids brought her broken things to fix, and she'd
do it in secret, in trade for whatever bits of nechanical or electrical things
they could find for her. The electrical things were al nbst inpossible to get,
but they were her favorites. One night, when the whol e house was asl eep, she'd
crept to her brother's roomand woken him and insisted he come to hers. Then
she made himclinb into the wardrobe with her, to show himwhat she'd hidden
there in the dark: an electric clock working off an inprovised battery, its
lighted face gl owi ng greenish-silver |ike the moon behind a cloud, its second
hand naking its steady way around the dial, its notor running with a faint,
buzzi ng whi sper.

She' d been clever as an adol escent, too, he told ne, as well as wild and

| onely. There were fewer stories that he could tell me fromthat time, though
an adol escent lives in a larger part of the world than a child, and the

prohi bitions that keep elves fromtalking freely about the Iand they conme from
applied nore often. But from what he said, added to what Tick-Tick herself had
let fall now and then, | thought her reasons for running away hadn't been very
different fromm ne

In turn, | told him about her adventures in Bordertown, trying to give him
some of the aspects of his sister that he'd missed out on. Sometines he shook
hi s head; sonetines he frowned; but nore often he smled, and | w shed, for
his sake and hers, that he'd set famly tradition aside and shown up on the
doorstep a year earlier
"I did not—stand by her," Vissa said once, when it was very |ate and the beer
was getting low "I might have defended her against my father's anger, agai nst
the little cruelties of others. If | had, perhaps..

I could fill in the end of the sentence as well as he could. Even though one
of the endings was, "...she would be alive now," | couldn't wish hima
different past. If it had been different, she mi ght not have been herself,
Tick-Tick, and | might never have known her. But | reached out ny hand and
laid it lightly over his, and said one of those inadequate things about it
being all right.

He turned his palmup and clasped ny fingers, hard. "No, it is not. But it is
done, and now we nust seek our happiness in what we have made, and set aside
t hese phantom joys."

Back in the Wrld, | had never really sat shivah, when for seven days after
the funeral the famly gathers to renenber and tal k about the dead. By the
time | was old enough to pay attention, ny branch of the famly was estranged
fromthe rest, and that we didn't participate had less to do with | ack of
respect for the dead than |l ack of willingness to speak to the living. But
Vissa and | renenbered Tick-Tick to each other until the sky began to pale,
and | understood the custom at |ast.



I"msure there are funeral traditions in the El flands, and heaven knows, there
are thousands in the Wrld. But the Borderlands haven't been around | ong
enough for what could be called traditions. Wddi ngs, funerals, births,

nam ngs, whatever: either you bring old practices with you and use those, or
you take a handful of what you renenber, another of what you've heard of, a
dash of invention, stir until blended, and call it custom Wen this works, it
does so because the participants conme prepared to take their part in an act of
creation.

Ti ck-Tick's funeral was one of the second sort. There was sone of the Elflands
init, and sone American plains nomad, sonme anci ent Roman, sone traditiona
Japanese—the sort of result you' d expect fromputting the cerenony in the
charge of two people who ran a bookstore. It was held in a meadow on the

sout hern edge of the city, under a bright blue cloudl ess sky and the

occasi onal outraged diving attacks of red-wi nged blackbirds, like little
fighter planes. A space had been cleared away in the middle for the scaffold.
Its uprights were sections of young pine trunks, the scaly bark intact; the

bi er they supported was nade of |aced pi ne boughs. There were dried herbs and
fragrant plants heaped on it, sage, artem sia, sweet woodruff, rosemary; and
on that mattress lay the body, cocooned in scarlet silk and strewn with yell ow
sumer flowers. The fire was laid and ready to |ight under the scaffold: apple
wood, cherry, rowan, and oak. A lot of the people who came wore white, though
not by any apparent prearrangenent.

No, not everyone in town showed up. Not even all the people who had known

Ti ck-Ti ck showed up; some of those were down with the virus, others were
afraid of catching it and were staying hone, and a few, | was afraid, had died
as she had. But the staff of the Hard Luck had cl osed the place and cone, as
had M ngus from Taco Hell. Myst of the people who worked at Snappin' Wzard's
and Magic Freddy's had cone, as had Sunny, and Wl fboy and Sparks, of course,
Ms. Wi, MIlo Chevrolet, Yoshi, Canphire, Wegee, Kathy Hong and Cascade from
Chrystobl e Street copshop. Dancer and Val from Dancel and, a contingent of the
all -elven Bl oods, at |east as many nmenbers of the all-human Pack (after all
you couldn't afford much anti-elf prejudice if you wanted to get your

not orcycl e repaired by the best nechanic in town), a lot of the Horn Dance
fol ks, and a whole great crowd of people whose faces | did and did not
recogni ze, whose nanes | did and didn't renmenber, to whom she had neant

somet hing. You don't take a head count at a funeral. Let it suffice to say
that there were a | ot of people there.

Sone of them had brought offerings, of objects they'd made, poens they'd
witten, things they'd grown, or food or drink or perfume or incense. A band,
conposed of a fiddle player, a drunmmer, a guitarist, and a woman with Uil |l eann
pi pes, played while the offerings were left, on the bier or beside it, as the
givers saw fit.

A few peopl e brought things to read al oud. The |ast was Sparks, who raised her

unassuming little voice with surprising strength to recite one of
Shakespeare' s sonnets, in an artless, easy way that made ny throat ache.

Thy gift, thy tables, are within nmy brain
Full charactered with |l asting menory.
Wi ch shall above that idle rank remain

Beyond all date, even to eternity;



O, at the least, so long as brain and heart
Have faculty by nature to subsist,

Till each to rased oblivion yield his part

O thee, thy record never can be m ssed.

That poor retention could not so rmuch hol d.
Nor need | tallies thy dear love to score.
Therefore to give themfromne was | bol d.

To trust those tables that receive thee nore.
To keep an adjunct to remenber thee

Were to inport forgetfulness in ne.

Silence fell, just for a nonment. Then a sweet voice, Canphire's, began a song
in the | anguage of the Elflands, and one by one the people there who knew it
joined in. 1've never been good at translating words of songs on the fly, but

the tune was beautiful, and not at all sad.

Vi ssa had been beside ne the whole tinme. I'd wondered what he was maki ng of

t he busi ness, whether he thought it was appropriate, or shocking, or tasteful
or gauche. | didn't worry about it, but | did wonder. But when Canphire began
her song he noved suddenly at the edge of ny vision, and | heard himdraw an
unst eady breath. Halfway into the second verse he added his voice to the rest,
and it trenbled with tears. Eventually the fiddle player caught it up, and the
guitarist. Wl fboy beckoned ne up to the scaffold, lit the torch, and handed
it to me. For just a nonment | thought about the synbolismof it; then | turned
back to Vissa and held out the torch. He accepted it. Still crying, stil
singing, he sent his sister's spirit forth.

O her people would stay to make sure the pyre burned down safely; that wasn't
nmy job. Sunny started to give me a brisk handshake when she left, but it
transformed itself halfway through into a fierce hug, and she wal ked away

qui ckly across the grass. | sent Vissa back across the Border wth assurances
that he woul d be wel cone in Bordertown whenever he liked. | didn't think he'd
avail himself of the opportunity, but that was up to him Eventually | went
hone, not to Tick-Tick's apartment (it wasn't hers anynmore; | would have to
get used to that) but to mine (ny old one; | had two now, and I would have to
deci de between them soon). | had an hour to kill before dinner

On the one hand, nothing had changed. Over there on the other, everything had.

I could go back to the Wrld. There wasn't a very good reason to, but | could.
| could probably even face ny nother and father, now that | knew who and what
I was, and didn't have to believe in what they thought | was. | could survive
out there now. But what could | do? What did | have to give back, that the
World woul d accept ?

If | stayed, it would be like having |lost the use of one eye, at least for a
while. And it would hurt. At least, in the Wrld, there were no reni nders of



Ti ck-Tick. That was as much a di sadvantage as a reconmendati on, though

I could become a cop. Could | go to Sunny and say, "Dinner in six weeks aside,
woul d you teach ne the trade?" O maybe | only wanted to ask her to make ne
part of sonething. | had been part of sonething, before the other part died.
woul d hate being a cop, but at least | would share it with someone, and that
person woul d appreciate what | was and what | coul d do.

| wanted to do sonething, to renounce or enbrace sonething, to nmake a
sacrifice, to nake a gesture. It was a dangerous noment. Heaven knows what |
m ght have done if there hadn't been a knock at the door.

| opened it to a halfie boy with Iight blue hair and m smatched eyes.
renmenbered him a little, fromthe funeral, and fromnonths before in the
street in front of Tick-Tick's, with a bicycle.

"Sorry to bother you," he blurted out, "today, you know. | mean— He gave up
and changed direction. "My little sister's missing," he said in a rush. "My
stupid wi ener brother was supposed to | ook after her, but he went out back to
roll dice with his friends and Lum wandered off. |'m scared—

| stopped himw th one finger, held up. He | ooked at me past it the way | used
to see people | ook at Tick-Tick when they'd described the sound the engine
made before it died. Maybe they'd al ways | ooked at ne that way, the people
who' d asked me to find sonmething. Alittle awe, a little doubt, and a whole

| ot of hope.

"We have to find her in half an hour,"” | told him checking ny pocket for ny
keys. "I have a date with sonme hard-boiled eggs."

He | ooked baffled; then he realized that |I'd said |I'd do it.

"That away, " | announced, and |ed the way.
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