THE EMPTY CROM TRI LOGY
by

ROSEMARY EDGHI LL

Al rights reserved

Al'l characters and events in this book are fictitious. Any resenblance
to persons living or dead is strictly coincidental.

Publ i shed by arrangement w th DAW Books, Inc. 375 Hudson Street New
York, New York 10014

| SBN | - 56865-342-5

PRI NTED | N THE UNI TED STATES OF AMERI CA
CONTENTS

The Sword of Maiden's Tears

The Cup of Morning Shadows 255

The C oak of N ght and Daggers 539



AUTHOR S NOTES

Many things can happen in the time it takes to wite a book. For
exanpl e, when | began this one, the Colunbia Library School was still
open and the underground sections of the Wrld Trade Center were still
intact. If | had to try to revise these sections to reflect the Real
Wrld of Now, this book would have been set sonmewhere el se.

And so | beg your readerly indul gence. The heart has its raisins which
t he kunmguats know not of, as the French don't say.
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Never Trust Anyone Over 30
IT WAS APRIL 30TH and it was raining. Naom was at kendo, M chael was
at the gym Philip was (probably) torturing small aninmals, and Jane was
at New York Public doing passionate in-depth research on a subject of
whi ch nobody' d ever heard, and about which she would insist on telling
all of themthe next tinme Naom nade dinner. Wich would be, now that
Ruth came to think about it, tonorrow
As for Ruth, Ruth was al one.
Ruth was tall and bl ue-eyed, brown-haired and sensible, with a face, as

Naonmi often said, which made her ook like the better class of Flem sh
Madonna; oval and even, with regular unexciting features and a small



pi nk nouth. Ruth was rather vain of that nouth, and bought it lipstick
far in excess of that which is deemed needful by proto-Librarians.

Peopl e had told Ruth she was sensible fromthe nmonent she had first
fallen into the toils of the educational system so nuch so that by now
Ruth was ready for actions sensel ess and insensi bl e.

Unfortunately, she didn't seemto have any talent for themat all

After all, wasn't she on her way toward a Master's in library
sciencelibrary science, for God' s sweet sake, was there anything nore
sensi bl e than that?

Sensi bl e Rut h.

Sensible Ruth was out walking in the rain. Today was her birthday, and
Ruth was thirty. Thirty. Al alone, and on the threshold of the rest
of her entire life, which would be spent solitary, virginal, and
depressed in sone nminuscul e upstate New York |ibrary where the book was
on view between the hours of three and three-fifteen every other
Wdnesday.

Such a depressing future called for ice creamat the very |east, and
t here was a Hdagen- Dazs shop on Broadway.

Rut h' s Col unbi a- sponsored housi ng was on 116th Street between Broadway
and Riverside Drive, but the streets were fairly safe this close to the
col l ege, even at night. Marooned by the changi ng denmographic currents
of New York Gity, Colunbia University stood |like a | ast bastion of

G lded Age Gothamin a sea of late-twentieth century chaos surrounded
by a noat of chichi restaurants and donut shops.

Rut h hesitated between ice cream and going to the Hunan Bal cony and
really pigging out, but when Naom got back fromher nmartial arts class
she sonetimes liked to cook. So Ruth contented herself (sensibly!)
with a pint of something that ought by rights to be called Death by
Chocol ate and turned back toward the apartnent.

The fine spring rain hal oed everything and danpened her skin and
clothes like heavy dew. It made the slope of 116th Street slippery as
glass, and Ruth's attention was divided neatly between her footing and
the ice cream as she wended al ong.

But a New York pedestrian is nobody's fool. She had enough attention
left over to spot the body.

Ruth Marl owe, after sone practice, was a good New Yorker. She'd |ived
in New York since she'd cone to Colunbia three years ago with a fistful
of equivalency credits that let her collect a shatteringly

i nconsequential B.Ain History on her way to the Master's of Library
Sci ence that mght actually let her earn a living. She knew the rules:
If you see a supine-or-prone body, run-or at least walk fast-in the
opposite direction. Never interfere. James T. Kirk would not have
found a lot of synpathy here in New York City for his darling habit of
breaking the Prine Directive.

But this body was different.

For one thing, it didn't | ook Iike your average nuggee. Even from
here, in the rain-msted streetlanmp light, Ruth could see he (he?) was



dressed in a bright-colored tunic and boots-maybe a nmedi eval i st
wandered over from St. John the Unfinished, and thus nore likely to
respond favorably to an offer of help.

Unl ess he was dead.

Ruth tried not to think about what she'd do if he were dead, but as she
m nced cl oser she saw that he was breathing. He'd crawl ed out of-or
into?-the narrow all ey that ran between her building and the one behind
it. If he hadn't been so fair, she mi ght not have seen him

So fair-and dressed in linen and cranoisie, though the |linen was
stained and there was blood in the long silver-blond hair. She
crouched and | eaned forward, shying away fromtouching himfor fear of
hurting himfurther. Her heart hamered w th near-exposure to
violence. But at |east he was alive.

He roll ed over on his back then, mpaning, and with the inproved angle
and visibility Ruth could see that his skin was not only fair, but

al bino-fair. He wore a belt and baldric of silver-studded | eather

| uxurious and theatrical.

H s ears were pointed.

Good mekeup, but not period costume, Ruth was thinking, when he opened
his eyes.

They were bright |eaf green, and when the pupils contracted in the
streetlanmp's glare she could see that the pupils were slitted. They
flashed in the dark Iike a cat's.

OChboyohboyohboyohboy. Jane is going to kill me for being here instead
of her, Ruth thought automatically.

H s hands roved over his body, obviously in search of sonething.

Ruth repressed a wi nce of sympathy-they |ooked |ike they'd been stepped
on.

Mugged. Definitely.

What ever he was | ooking for, he didn't find. H s eyes focused on her
and he noved, painfully, to sit up

"My sword," the stranger said. "Wereis it?"

Ruth stared into his eyes and couldn't think of a single thing to
say.

M st aki ng her silence for a nunber of things it probably wasn't, the
stranger-elf began the | aborious process of attenpting to get to his
feet.

Rut h backed away and | ooked wildly around for soneone, anyone, even
Philip, to enlist in the solution of her peculiar problens. Finding
none, she | ooked for the sword.

Ruth's experience with swords was not as limted as that of other wonen
her age. She'd never joined the Society for Creative Anachronism
(t hough Naomi, who cooked for the local revels, had suggested it often)



but Ruth had been a nmedievalist by inclination all her life-and she'd
practically lived in the Hall of Arns and Arnmor at the Met.

So Ruth | ooked around for a two- to four-foot piece of netal with a
handl e, with X- or cross- or basket-shaped hilt, in a scabbard or

wi t hout one, covered with gold and jewel s and enanel or just very
pl ai n.

She saw nothing fitting the description

When she | ooked back at him the elf was standing. He was taller than
she was but not as tall as M chael, which was a good height to be.

Standi ng, his clothes were covered with a | ong dark cloak, making his
face seemto float unsupported in the shadows. He nmet her eyes.

Fair, that face; fair as a flower despite the puffiness around the jaw,
the split and still bleeding lip. Fair, and agel ess as a nun's.

"It isn't here, is it, human girl?" The elf brushed back his hair and
winced. A large plain ring on his finger flashed mrror-bright. His
hand came away wet w th bl ood, black under the streetlanps.

"Are you hurt?" Ruth asked, since one nust say sonething, no matter
how stupid. The elf sighed.

"I amhurt; I amslain; I am Were aml, precisely?"
Reality, Ruth kept herself from saying. "New York."
("o

Plainly this neant nothing to him He | ooked around agai n-1 ooki ng up
as no native-or-acculturated New Yorker would think to, and his nouth
settled itself into harsh lines having little to do with the drubbing
he'd received. For a nmonent Ruth saw the world through his eyes: a
perfidi ous Al bion of dark satanic mills, frighteningly alien

"It seens a large place," he said. He tried to keep his voice even,
but the sound of it made Ruth revise her estimte of his age
downwar d.

Younger than she, and therefore | ess threatening.
"El even million plus people-as of the |last census."

He | ooked quickly at her, as if hoping to catch her in a lie, and she
saw t he qui ck cat-in-darkness flash of his eyes.

It was the eyes, perhaps, that decided her, with the backward w stfu
logic of "If a mad ax-murderer pretending to be an elf has gone to al
the trouble of getting mrrored tinted contact |enses, why don't | let
himget away with it?"

That, and the fact that it was her birthday, and she was thirty, and
all her hopeful attenpts to clinb up to the inmagined sanity and perks
of the adult world didn't seemto be worth the trouble. Like Gakl and,
California; when you got there, there was no there there. O so
Gertrude Stein had said.



"Look," said Ruth, with firmcal mess. "Wy don't you come back to ny
apartment? You can at |east get cleaned up. |1'Il make you a cup of
tea."

"I thank you, nortal girl." He |ooked pleased, but not surprisedand
nore relieved than pleased, as if good manners woul d have kept him from
asking for what he desperately hoped for

"Ruth," said Ruth steadily. And besides, she could always hit himwth
one of Naomi's shinai

"1l am. . . Melior." He hesitated over the nane, as if there had
been going to be nore. "Melior," he repeated firmy. He shook his
head and w nced.

"Come on." Ruth, belatedly awakening to the fact that where there had
been nuggers there could still be nmuggers, glanced up and down the
hill. She took a few steps toward hone and sanity, meaningfully.

Melior followed.

He had |l ong since lost track of how | ong he had sought the Sword, for
the tine changed with each Borderland he crossed, but he thought it had
been | ong indeed. But never yet, in all his years of war and
wanderi ng, had Rohannan Melior of the House of the Silver Silences been
so caught between joy and despair.

Despair, because the Sword was | ost to himagain. For a brief nonent
he had held it in his hands, and even though it had been spellbound to
carry himinto this city of dreadful night, Melior had found and passed
many Gates, and with the Sword's aid he could win free of even the Last
VWrld itself.

But through foolishness, through inattention, through the cursed | uck
t hat had dogged every step of his quest, the Sword was ravi shed away,
stolen by a brace of conmon f oot pads.

If that were all, despair would be his only conpanion. But there was
Rut h

He had never known her nane until this noment, but it seemed to him
that he had al ways known her face. It had been his conpanion on the
bl ood- soaked battlefields of his honmel and; a pronise that he had once
been too young to understand. Her image had burned in his heart |ike
the brief bright lives of humans, only awaiting her presence to kindle
itself past all extinction.

But to find her here, in this world, human and nortal and with no idea
of the greater worlds that held her own in nested enbrace It was
difficult at tines, Melior reflected, to know when you were well off.

Was it better to search for his heart's-ease forever, or to find her
like this?

And the worst of it was, she did not know him

The | obby of the building that held Ruth and Naom's shared apartnent
was one of those typical New York glass air locks, requiring for its
navi gation two different keys and the agility required to ski through a
revol ving door. Melior acted as if he'd never seen one before, which



made things difficult. He watched Ruth's every novenent with a grave
courtesy, as though he expected to be quizzed on them | ater

The building' s elevator alternated between dysfunctional and honi ci dal

, and the apartnment was only on the seventh floor. Ruth opted for

the stairs. Melior followed her, linping slightly, the authentic signs
of a recent beating turning flushed and red.

Del i berately she did not think. Wy borrow trouble when the universe
gave so much of it away free? She achieved her door (7A), unlocked two
nore | ocks, and was in.

One carpet, indifferent khaki. The entryway was a clutter of

i nadequat e m smat ched bookshel ves covered with trinkets, souvenirs, and
just plain junk. The living roomwas an antiseptic horror of
"furniture-provi ded-by-the-college"; vinyl-covered and nended in

t ape.

She and Naonmi had put throws on the couch and chairs; fake fur and
pat chwork, tie-dye and corduroy. Melior stepped into the mddle of it
like an insulted cat, senses straining at normalcy.

In the overhead |light of her own living room Ruth got her first good

| ook at her rescue project. Forced herself to |ook; confronting the
unwel cone head-on with iron determ nation, just as she had every day
for the last four years. Beyond which point |lay that undi scovered
country fromwhich no traveler returneth, thank you very ruch, and this
was a hell of a time for her thoughts to | ead her down that particul ar
prinrose path. She turned her attention back to her guest.

This was nothing ordinary in the way of Upper Manhattan mnuggi ng
victins. Where it wasn't bruised, Melior's skin was as snmooth and

bl em shless as a child's; pale as the lily. He |ooked foreign to this
pl ace, but whether his own place was G austark or Elfland Ruth wasn't
prepared to say.

It began to seemeven less likely that this was a |long, carefu
entrapment, a way to gain access to a woman al one, and Ruth felt
hersel f begin to rel ax.

"Make yourself confortable,” Ruth said. Belatedly she becane aware of
hal f a pint of Haagen-Dazs, unconsuned, slowy nelting in her hand.

"I"ll put on tea," she said, retreating.

The kitchen, bereft of elves, was soothing. She put the ice cream
carton into the tiny freezer conpartnent of the antique refrigerator
and put the kettle on the stove, then sluiced one tea towel to sopping
and filled another with ice cubes. She put both into a bowl and
returned, reluctantly, to the living room

Melior was standing in the mddle of the Iiving room his back to
her .

He' d renoved his cloak and belt, and had pulled up his shirt to inspect
reddened ribs that woul d probably be gloriously black by nmorning. Wen
he heard her conme in, he snoothed his clothes down and turned to greet
her.

"Ah," he said, eyes on the bowl. "Probably nore than | deserve."



"You're lucky you weren't stabbed," Ruth said. The words cane out nore
harshly than she intended. She skirted around himand put the bow on
the table.

Now t hat he'd renoved his cloak, Ruth could see himbetter. Melior
| ooked gaudily medieval in red tunic and white undertunic and high
| eat her boots, but slender rather than broad; a dancer's body. He
pi cked up the towel full of ice and pressed it gingerly to his jaw

"I"ll get the tea," Ruth said, and fled.

Back in the safety of her kitchen-Ch, Ruth, this is NOTI' a good

i dea- Ruth concentrated on providing tea. Besides, she was safe, Naom
woul d be hone soon, and Naomi was authentically dangerous w th hockey
stick or frying pan.

And Melior was hurt. You couldn't spend your entire life not hel ping
peopl e out of stark raving cowardi ce But was it cowardice or common
sense?

Tea. Probably-still-okay m |k and Denerara sugar. Big stoneware
mugs.

The kitchen supplies were Naom 's: if Ruth was sensible, Naom was
conpetent. Perhaps Naomi and M chael should get together and beget a
master race of tidiers; perfect secretaries and chiefs of staff.

Ruth found half a Zabar's cake and sliced it. She puttered desperately
in the kitchen, unwilling to go back to the living roomand Cope once
nor e.

Who was he? What did he want? How nuch of her scant time, noney, and
enoti onal energy was he going to need-and how guilty woul d she feel if
she didn't provide thenf?

The teakettle shrilled. Ruth dunped |oose Russian Caravan into the pot
and poured water over it. Anonymous white stoneware, safe to drop

But that meant the tray was | oaded and the M notaur must be faced.

Ruth went back into the living room

Melior was sitting at the table by the wi ndow nowthe one she and Naom
used both as dining table and desk-by-courtesy. H's skin was reddened
fromthe application of ice packs, but he | ooked better. He |ooked up
as she entered with the tray, and not the shadow of a suspicion crossed
his face that he should | eap across the roomand take the tray from
her .

She set it down on the table. Melior | ooked at it.

"I guess you'd better tell me what you were doing just before you got
junped,” Ruth said grudgingly.

"dadly. But first-forgive ne if | offend-is it possible, in this
establi shnent, to bathe?"

Rut h poured out tea, black and fugitively iridescent.



"You want to take a shower?"

"Yes, if- If that is traditional," Melior said hesitantly.

Rut h spooned two heapi ng servings of Denmerara rock into Melior's
tea-for treatnment of shock, give sweetened hot |iquids and wap up

war mand pushed it toward him He took it and sniffed at it cautiously,
t hen si pped.

"If it is an inmposition-" he began
"Ch, sure. | nmean, no. o ahead-I'Il get you sonme fresh towels and
stuff.” Ruth fled once nore.

Why does he make you so nervous? You're the one who invited himin.

Rut h rummaged t hrough the closets to find sonething he could wear when
he cane out of the shower. After sonme thought, she sacrificed Naom's

bl ack ki mono to the Cause. Naom was tall, and the kinmono was wi de.
It should do.
Because he's going to be trouble. | know he is. And ny capacity for

handl i ng other people's trouble is sonewhat overextended just now.

Rut h took the kinono and towels into the bathroom and piled them
precariously on the edge of the sink. She nmade one quick tidying sw pe
and caught a snapshot glinpse of her reflection in the mrror: |ong
brown hair worn in a fashion ten years out of date hangi ng sheepdog
over her eyes; blue eyes the only vivid thing in her face, which was

pl easant, sensible, and unexciting.

You' re the one who was tired of being sensible, her mnd maliciously
rem nded her.

But that was before she'd nmet elves, or persons purporting to be
el ves.

When she went back to the living room the cake, the milk, and nost of
t he sugar was gone. Melior was standing, |ooking out the w ndow,

t hr ough whi ch could be seen Riverside Drive, the Hudson River, and (in
daylight) Fort Lee, New Jersey.

"I have to find it," he said w thout turning around.

"Your shower's ready," Ruth said. She pointed. He wal ked past her
into the bedroom picking up his cloak and swordbelt as he went. There
was a suitable interval, and then Ruth heard the sound of the shower.

Apparently he'd figured out howto work it-assumng he didn't really
know how.

She tiptoed to the bedroom door. Ruth m ght know armor in passing, but
her real passion was clothes. She would have enbraced far nore
socially risky acts than inviting a strange elf in for a shower, just
to be alone with his clothes.

H s cl othes-garb, the SCA always called it-was |aid out neatly on one
of the twin beds: cloak, tunic, pants, and boots (on the floor nearby),
all fromthe later TSR period. @ oves-well, one glove anyway; the



ot her rmust have been lost. For undergarments there were a pair of
knee-l ength drawers knitted out of a soft shiny beige yarn, knee socks
and nuscle shirt of the sane material, and a | ong-sleeved shirt with a
shorter hemine than the tunic. The shirt was the pale beige col or of
real |inen and enbroidered around the sleeves with an entire wil dfl ower
garden in silk toss; the front was snocked to narrowness with a

t housand tiny tucks.

She turned all three pieces of knitted underwear inside out and found
neither seam nor meker's mark: apparently it had been knitted all of a
pi ece, and to size. She set them aside.

The snocked shirt yielded nore clues: hand-sew ng, and of a sort that
ought by rights to have driven an entire convent blind. Nothing
st orebought or nodern about this.

The pants were-it took her a nmonent to nmake up her m ndl eat her

Buckski n, she thought, and soaking wet, but buckskin was fanous for
retaining its flexibility no matter what you did to it. They'd stil
been nmaking nmen's trousers out of it as late as the English

Regency-those snow white inexpressibles so bel oved of Beau Brunmell.

This particular pair was flapped at the front and closed with four
sterling silver buttons set with small sapphires.

Rut h sat back, aware of the chilly buzzing in her head that she
associated with late nights and too nuch coffee-a dizzy dazzl ed
vacation from comon sense. Silver jeweled buttons?

Poi nted ears?
Maybe they'd wash of f while he was in the shower.
Speaki ng of which, she'd better hurry up

The scarlet tunic was wool -that was an easy one-with appliques of felt
and | eather on the breast and at the el bow|ength sleeves. The front
| aced shut, the vexed grommet question having been settled by
interleaving a thin piece of punched | eat her between the two | ayers of
wool so that the rawhide theng wouldn't cause the wool to stretch.

Once nmore the fabric was sunptuous, the workmanship superb. As in
"several thousand dollars of customtailoring"” superb, and even if you
could afford to buy it, who could you find to do it?

It was too nuch noney to spend playing dress-up for a joke.

She turned her attention to the cape.

It was a dull blotchy thing, green and gray and brown, contenptible
until you realized that pure white wool had been carefully painted with

these very colors, because a man wearing such a cape-no matter how
scarlet his tunic-would not be visible in a woods or from any great

distance. It was half-lined with sheepskins and fastened shut hal fway
down its length by a system of horn buttons and | eather | oops sewn to
the inside face. It was thick as a blanket in her hands; she coul d not

i magi ne how Melior could have stood up in it, especially once it had
gotten wet.



Carefully she spread it over the back of a chair to dry and turned to
the boots. High soft Errol Flynn style boots, reaching above the knee
and notched so they could be folded over to cuff in proper buccaneer
style.

Soft and silky as a well-oiled Coach bag.
And strapped to instep and heel, spurs of bronze and jewel ed gold.

She was sure about that. Ruth had haunted enough craft fairs to know
the | ook of handmade jewelry. She set the boots down carefully,
soberly, heels together

That left, for her delectation, a baldric and swordbelt, both top-grade
harness | eather. The belt was at |east six inches wide and riveted
with small silver roundels, each of which supported a silver ring. The
forsoothly equival ent of the sadly-defunct Banana Republic
photojournalist's vest: a ring for everything, and everything on its
ring. A regular utility belt.

Still attached to rings were a knife in a netal scabbard and a small
pouch. Reluctantly forsaking the knife-which | ooked to be lovely with
enanmel work and rock crystal -Ruth opened the pouch

"Were you afraid | couldn't pay for ny |odgi ng?" Melior said behind
her .

Rut h j unped back, agonized. "I was just-"
possessi ons. "

" Sear ching ny

Melior finished.
Naomi 's bl ack kinono canme very close to not neeting in front at all.

Wearing it, Melior |ooked Iike sone perilously exotic Kabuki dancer; a
paragraph fromthe | ost | anguage of cranes.

"Let me help you."

He took the pouch from her nervel ess fingers and upended it on the
bed.

"Signet ring-usel ess-sixteen taels in copper for chummage-usel ess-a
usel ess earring, a map of no place I'mever likely to see again, flint
and steel, tinderbox, perfumne, dice-useless.

"Al'l useless. Have it if you like," he said in a deadly tired voice.
Rut h was saved from having to answer by the jingle of keys in the
| ock.

"Rut h?" Naom call ed.

Naomi Nasmyth was about Ruth's age, but then, Naom was deep in the
toils of acquiring a Doctorate in Library Science and had been at

Col unbi a, woman and girl, since the age of eighteen: B.A in English,
Master's in Library Science, Teaching Certificate, and now back to the
erebean regions of the Library School's Doctoral Program

As was often the case with roonmates thrown together by fate, Naonm was



all that Ruth wished to be: tall and vivid and poi sed and serene and
organi zed. Black hair and hazel eyes and sangfroid that Enma Pee
woul d envy-not to mention good at games. Ruth could have easily hated
her, if not for the fact that Naom had | ooked her up and down on the
day she nmoved in and decided Ruth was in need of tidying, thereby
snoot hing Ruth's way enornously through the freshman maze. |If there
were two kinds of people in the world-Tefl on and Vel cro-then Naom was
definitely a Tefl on person, the sort to whomtroubl e never stuck

Ruth hoped it wouldn't stick now.
"She's back fromthe dead and ready to party! Ruth! You here?"
Naom called cheerfully.

Ruth could see the reflection of Naom's voice in Melior's eyes. And
to their nutual surprise it was Melior who noved, sliding away from one
confrontation into another. Ruth barely had tinme to register his
absence before she was noving herself, following him She | ooked past
his shoul der into Naom's eyes.

Naom 's face was utterly still, entirely calm
"Are you all right, Ruth?" she said.

Ruth stared at her, as dunmbstruck as if she hadn't been hoping al
ni ght that Naom would come back. Melior stepped aside so that Naom
could see her clearly.

"Speak, Ruth. Your friend desires to know if | have harmed you."

"He's an elf,"” Ruth blurted out, and the rest of her strange stasis was
swanped in a burning sea of humliation. "I mean, he was mugged,
Naom . "

"Right the first time," Naom said

"And the second,” Melior said. "l was 'mugged,' if that is the word
for being assaulted by priggers and cutpurse varlets."

And that was why you decided to take up cross-dressing. Ruth could
al nost hear the words, but Naom didn't say them

"Well," said Naom , "maybe we can help. R ght, Ruth?"
Ruth swal | owed hard. "Right."

Naom heard the story of how Ruth had found him She heard Melior's
story-which, now that Ruth had a chance to hear it over a second tine
and while being told to soneone el se, consisted of little nore than his
nane and the statenent that he had been nugged and his sword stol en

After he had told Naom that much, Melior retreated into the bedroom
and emerged a few mnutes later in his white undertunic, buckskins, and
boots. Naom |ooked at his clothes, and at Ruth's face. She did not
ask any further questions.

"Looks like the first thing you need is sone nore inconspi cuous
clothes,” Naom said. "And anyway, |'m making ginger stir-fry chicken
you'll have to stay for that, so why don't | see if Mchael's home and



can | oan you a sweatsuit or somethi ng?"

It was Ruth's personal belief that if the Creature fromthe Bl ack
Lagoon itself showed up in the living roomgnashing its gills and
dripping sline, Naom would hand it a towel. Ruth had seen her outface
nost of the forms of street weirdness that New York had to offer, as
wel | as a number of the nore offensive forns of coll ege bureaucracy,
and had yet to see Naom flapped-if that was what you called the
opposi te of being unflappable. Melior gave Naom a snile that
instantly nmade Ruth unreasonably jeal ous and inclined his head.

"I would indeed be churlish did | despise such well-captai ned
hospitality," Melior said gravely. "I pray you, Lady, be aware that |
only bring peace to this house."

"That's fine, then," Naomi said. "Kitchen's too small for three, so
why don't you make yourself confortable in the Iiving roomand get
ready to tell your life story once nore with feeling."

"I amutterly at your disposal," said Melior, with only the faintest
hi nt of nockery. Ruth, absorbed in their interplay, actually junped
when Naom took her armin a firmgrip and pulled her toward the

ki t chen.

Once there, Ruth was occupied-in the sane sense that an eneny city in
wartinme is occupied-with the task of chopping fresh ginger root into
even, coin-thick slices. Naom took the wok fromthe top of the
refrigerator and set it on the stove. Form dable cleaver in hand (and
incidentally barring Ruth's escape), Naoni set about reducing an entire
hel pl ess chi cken to raw bonel ess gobbets suitable for stir-frying.

"So," Naom said over the nmetronom c thud of the cl eaver on the
choppi ng block, "what is it this tinme?"

You woul d think to hear her talk, Ruth thought with a flash of
unreasonable irritation, that I was forever getting into predi canents
that Nai was getting nme out of! She allowed several slices of ginger
to el apse before she answered: "I was up to the Hdagen-Dazs on

Br oadway, and when | canme back | found himlying in that alley behind
t he buil ding."

"Dressed |ike that?"

"No," Ruth snapped, "I took himshopping before | brought him hone."
Naomi's only comment to that was a faint snort and a rai sed eyebrow
that made Ruth unreasonably cross with herself. "And?" Naomi

pr onpt ed.

"He said his nane was Melior, he said he'd been mugged, he said they'd
taken his sword." And he asked where he was, just as if he didn't
know, and his ears are pointed, and his eyes glowin the dark. "So |
brought hi m back here,"” Ruth said, beginning to feel that this course
of action was hardly defensible. "And he asked if he could take a

shower. He really was mugged, Nai-he's all over bruises.”

"And he's got genuine M. Spock ears that don't cone off with water,"
Naomi said flatly. She took a doubl e handful of chicken gobbets and
dropped theminto the wok, then scooped the remaining debris into a
pl astic bag and knotted it shut before dropping it into the trash



can.

Pl opwhi ck-t hunp-bang. "And you're usually nore careful than that. So
what do you think is going on, Ruth?" Naom turned back to the
refrigerator and began divesting it of scallions, garlic, bok choy.

She pulled out a bottle of peanut oil and sprinkled it generously over
the chicken, and then lit the gas stove.

"Ready for the ginger in a mnute,"” Naom warned.

Rut h conti nued her careful cutting. "l don't know what's going on,"
she finally said. "If | said | thought he was a Tol kien elf, you'd say
| was crazy. There isn't any such thing as an elf,"” Ruth added,
carefully granmati cal .

"There are nore things in Heaven and Earth, Horatio-as the actress said
to the bishop,” Naom said cheerfully. She sw ped the pile of ginger
frombeneath Ruth's knife and dunped it on top of the chicken

"Watch that for a minute, will you? 1'mgoing to go call M chael."

M chael Harrison Peacock-to give himhis full nane, rank, and title-was
not the sort of person who would be called "Mke," even if you knew hi m
very well. He sonetimes rem nded Ruth of an enornous friendly dog-a

bl ack-hai red, green-eyed, friendly dog with eyel ashes much | onger than
hers, far too ebullient to be contained by anything |less than a ful
two-syll able "M chael" (or, as was often the case, "Ch, M chael
HONest | y").

M chael was sonewhere around Ruth's age, which was oldish for a
Master's program and stood out by being one of the few nmen in her Lib
Sci cl asses, but M chael would have stood out in any |ineup-except,

per haps, a Chippendale's revue. M chael was six feet, two inches tall
had a body purchased by extended work at the gym several nights a week
(and in fact M chael worked there four nornings a week as one of the
instructors), and a face so flaw essly gorgeous that it was al ways a
surprise that he could speak intelligible English. He was far too

i mposing for any norrmal woman to entertain thoughts of having a
romantic relationship with him and if Naom hadn't been assigned as
his Student Adviser, Ruth could easily have gone through her entire two
years at Col unbia without ever speaking to hi mwhich would have been
her |l oss, as M chael was genuinely, unconplicatedly nice.

As for why he was in library school instead of working as a nodel

gi gol o, or exotic dancer, Ruth couldn't imagi ne-nor why he was studyi ng
for an M L. S. at the age when he ought by rights to have been cl awi ng
his way up the corporate |adder somewhere.

She' d even asked himonce, and only days later realized that "I'm
trying a nunber of different things and this one was next," was hardly
an informative answer. But M chael managed to nake even nysteriousness
seem whol esone, and once Ruth had managed to stop being dazzled by his
whol esal e gorgeousness, she found that M chael nmade a perfectly nice
friend and study partner

If he had any flaws at all, Ruth reflected, it was only that he was a
little too nice and acconmodati ng. There was, after all, the fact that
M chael let Philip hang around with him



"Got himl" Naomi announced triunmphantly. "He'll be over here in

about- Ruth! | told you to watch that!" She deftly el bowed Ruth out
of the way and began stirring furiously at the snmoki ng wok. "Well.
Not too nmuch harm done. But honestly, Ruth-" "If God had nmeant me to

cook, She would not have invented the tel ephone,” Ruth said solemly.

"I could start the rice," she added, know ng what the answer woul d
be.

"Ch, no you can't. You can go out and be nice to our guest. | wll
preserve ny remaining pots fromGievous Bodily Harm CGo."

Thus dism ssed, Ruth went back to the living room And the elf.
Melior was sitting at the table by the wi ndow, his back to her and his
attention concentrated on the wi ndow. Ruth knew that he nmust know she

was there, but he didn't nove a nmuscle in acknow edgnent.

" Ahem" Ruth said. Melior turned his head.

"What a wonderful place your new York city is," he said
di sparagi ngly.
H s voice stressed the nane in odd places. "Come, sit, and peruse it

wth nme, nortal maid."

"Naom wants to know who you really are,"” Ruth said, sitting down
opposite him

"And you do not? It must be wonderful to be incurious-I w sh | had
been born so."

"If you're going to be nasty, you can |leave," Ruth said sharply.

Melior turned and | ooked at her. As his head noved, Ruth saw the
iridescent flash of cat's eyes, and watched, fascinated, as the pupils
contracted to vertical ovals in the lamp's glare

"I amsorry, nortal maid-Ruth. M tenper is not good-through my own
stupidity I have lost so nuch nore than belongs to nme alone that | am
sick with it. But you are not ny eneny."

"Who is? What have you lost? If you tell me, naybe | can help,"” Ruth
sai d.

Melior smled. "I owe you the round tale-1 do not see where the harm
inthe telling lies, only the urgent need. But that nmay wait unti
this "M chael" the warrior-mid Naomi has sunmoned comes to us. It is
not inme, | think, totell this tale twce."

Ruth smiled, a little distantly, w shing soneone would call her a
"warrior-maid." But Melior, apparently, called themas he saw t hem
and Ruth knew perfectly well that she was nobody's idea of an Amazon

The conversation flagged. Melior went back to gazing out the w ndow.

From the kitchen Ruth could hear the inconprehensible sounds of
culinary sorcery.



Just about the tine Ruth suspected she'd been dism ssed, Melior swung
around sharply to stare in the direction of the hallway. As Ruth gazed
at him bl ankly, there was a familiar banging on the door

M chaelL Someone nust have left the street door open again-that's why he
didn't buzz. Melior nustve heard him Ears |like a cat, too.

But even convinced it was M chael, Ruth | ooked out through the peephole
first. And saw what she had subconsci ously expected to see.

And sighed. And opened the door

"Come on in, guys. Nai! Mchael's here-and with Philip." Quelle
surprise

M chael came in, smling at Ruth and | ooking around until he saw
Melior. Tucked under one arm football-w se, Mchael held a brown
plastic trash bag, undoubtedly full of clothes.

Philip scuttled past Mchael and flung hinmself onto the couch, from
whi ch he surveyed the room through white-reflecting round

gl assesbifocals, in fact, and only one of the many surprises Philip
held in store for the uninitiated. Ruth |ooked at Philip, who gazed
bl andl y back before devoting hinmself to the portable conmputer that he
usual l y-and toni ght was no exception-carried with him

Ruth didn't much care for himand they both knew it, but Philip
LeStrange was a de facto part of their group, grandfathered in under
the unbrella of Mchael's indiscrimnate good will and Naom's
optimstic tol erance.

"H, Ruth," Mchael said. "You must be Melior," he added, |ooking past
her. He held out his hand.

Mel i or stood, and gazed at M chael's outstretched hand in the bl ankly
hel pl ess fashion with which polite people greet the unfamliar. As
Ruth had originally estimted, he was not quite as tall as M chael, and
the sight of the two of themtogether-dark and fair, fantastic and
mundane- made Ruth imagine a weird sort of mirror that reflected

opposi tes.

After a pause too slight to be insulting, Melior stepped forward and
grasped M chael's hand above the wist in an oddly formal gesture.

"And you are M chael, whom Naom has summoned,” Melior said.

"And this is Philip." Wom Naom has NOT sumoned, added Ruth with
mental uncharity. "Philip, this is Mlior."

"Ckay," said Philip. He glanced up and then away, the flash-flash of
the overhead light on his steel-rimred gl asses naking a jarring
crossreference to Melior's cat-glowing eyes. blivious to the social
graces, Philip went back to tap-tap-tapping on his conputer, a true
wannabecyber punk, poised to leap right into the future.

"Naom says you got pretty beat up. | knowa little bit about sports
nmedi cine-1 can at least tell you if you're going to need to nmake a trip
to the emergency room" M chael, all shining rational conpetence,

sai d.



"And | brought sonme street clothes for you to try." Mchael jerked his
head toward the bedroom whole body |anguage indicating that Melior
shoul d acconpany him After another socially-baffled pause, Melior
acqui esced gracefully and was | ed away.

Which left Ruth alone with Philip-which was the same as al one, unless
Philip was in one of his chatty noods. Well, worse, actually. Ruth
i ked being al one, which was nore than she could say for being with
Phi l i p.

Ruth Marl owe was a charter menber of the sane, reasonabl e,

peopl e-can-get-along-if-they' |l -just-try contingent of the Silent

Maj ority, and having never been really popular in her life, saw no
reason to di sparage people sinply because they weren't cool enough to
hang with. But there were, she felt, linmts to that kind of social

t ol erance.

Putting up with Philip, in Ruth's opinion, was carrying tolerance to
sel f-destructive extrenes

Philip LeStrange (Jane had told her-and God al one knew how Jane had
found out-that his niddle name was Leslie, and Ruth hoarded this

i nformati on agai nst a day of great need) was weedy, blond, short,
twenty-two, and the product of respectable (and, Ruth felt,

overindul gent) parents who were sure that his health was too delicate
for anything nore than a quiet respectable career as a librarian. It
was sonething to do with a heart nmurmur, M chael had told her once, and
if she had been Philip's parents and in possession of this know edge
she woul d have encouraged her only chick and child to take up

| unberj acki ng.

Philip LeStrange had pale blue eyes and no nercy and if he did not

i dolize M chael he would have been inpossible to tolerate. As it was,
he was nmerely difficult. Philip was wonderfully ill-suited to the
library field, having no particular interest in any witing that did
not appear on a conputer screen, and was al ready planning to specialize
in the electronic databases that were encroaching (like nold) on the

traditional library resources-for in his owm small and ill egal way
Philip was brilliant.
At |east, anended Ruth, Philip was illegally brilliant if you believed

hal f of what he said about his conputer hacking and other anarchic
activities, but since she had no talent in that real mherself and did
not take any particular vicarious delight in random | awbreaki ng, she
had no i dea how nmuch of what he said he did Philip actually did and how
much was just retold urban folklore with hinmself cast in the starring
role: an anoral Robin Hood of cyberspace, unfailingly successful

It was a pity he was so unprepossessing. Perhaps that was why M chael
put up with himand why Ruth herself did. Philip rapped the rap of a
darkling prince of the city, soignd and dangerous, when what he
resenbl ed was a pink-eyed | aboratory rat, sickly, hopeful, and fatally
out of synch with true hipness. Cdothes that would | ook gl oriously
macho on M chael -bl ue jeans, black high-tops, white T-shirt, and red
(James Dean) Lands End wi ndcheater (not that Philip had ever heard of
James Dean)-nmade Philip resenble sonme alien |ife-formunconvincingly

i npersonating a Real Human Being. But Philip's utter inhumanity did
not breed conpassion in Ruth's bosom whi ch was odd, considering what
she put up with from Jane.



"Somebody want to set the table?" Naonm called fromthe kitchen
"don't suppose you want to hel p?" Ruth said punctiliously to Philinp.
"No," said Philip, smling his nost irritating snile

Naonmi, on the whole, handled Philip better. She was perfectly willing
and able to nake himl ook ridiculous-a talent Ruth | acked, and the only
thing Philip hated enough to mind. Wen Ruth went into the kitchen to
collect five plates, Naom sailed out the other way, and when Ruth cane
back into the living room Philip had just finished dragging the table
into the mddle of the roomand was flipping the tablecloth over it.

"Hi, Ruth," he said, as if he'd just now seen her for the first tine.
Ruth set the plates on the table and dealt themlike a poker hand.

"Hell o, Philip; suborned any good governments |ately?" The trouble
was, she ought to like Philip; she never had to define the words she
used for him

61 Nope. Been down at the dunp, shooting rats.” Philip sniled,
nast ysweet .

"That's not original," Ruth said. The trouble was, she didn't |ike
Philip. Plain and sinple, and sonewhere underneath it all she felt it
was her social duty to try, as if anything she did or didn't do could
change the future course of Philip LeStrange's theatric
self-referential life.

"But it's good."

"The trouble is,"” Ruth observed to the ceiling, "that the good parts
aren't original and the original parts aren't good."

Philip wal ked off into the kitchen. He canme out again with a | arge
bow of rice, followi ng Naom who bore a |large bow of ginger stir-fry
chi cken that snelled wonderful at eleven o'clock at night and far too
many hours after a supper Ruth hadn't eaten anyway. The table service
was assenbled with the ease of |long practice; Naonm |iked to cook and
the rest of themliked to eat, and that-as rmuch as any nysterious
agenda-was what held the five of themtogether

That, and, perhaps, the fact that all of themwere equally unsuited,
somehow, for the space and tinme they were in now. Even Jane. O maybe
especi al ly Jane.

"Mchael!" Naom called. "Food!"™ ("Slop the hogs," Philip
nut t er ed.

"Ch, shut up, wetbrain," snapped Ruth.) The bedroom door opened, and
Mel i or energed, the gorgeous enbroidered Iinen shirt replaced by one of
M chael 's navy and khaki striped rugby shirts, making Melior | ook even
nore exotic, if possible. Mchael followed, no sign of unease

vi si bl e.

"Ri bs cracked, nmaybe, but the rest is just bruises," Mchael announced
to the roomat large with a charmng |ack of self-consciousness.

"Ro here was real lucky.”" Ruth saw Melior's mouth curve in on itself,



ever so slightly. Melior didn't think he was |ucky.

And no one anong these lunatics she called her friends had said
anyt hi ng about cat's eyes, pointed ears, or any elvish thing
what ever .

Rut h began, ever-so-slightly, to doubt her personal grip upon sanity.

Seating five at the table neant using the two chairs, the step stoo
fromthe kitchen, the high stool with the straw seat fromthe |iving
room and arranging the table so that soneone coul d perch precariously
on the armof the couch. CQut of consideration for Melior's ribs, he
was gi ven one of the chairs. Ruth had the other

"Just a minute," said Mchael, before they were all settled. He got
up, went into the bedroom and came back bearing a bottle. "Happy
birthday, Ruth," he said, grinning.

Ruth felt her eyes begin to tear; she forced her nmouth into a snile
before it could bend in another direction

"Bet you thought we'd forgot," crowed Naomi .

"I didn't," Ruth protested. "But | didn't tell anyone."

"I hacked into your records,” Philip explained. "Thiny he let his
voice trail off, as if unable to inmagi ne such senescence.

"Someday, ny son, you, too, will be thirty-maybe," Mchael said to
Phi li p.
"Well, open it and let's eat," Naonm said briskly. "And for dessert,

there's birthday cake. | hid it behind the real food in the freezer
because you and the roaches never |ook there."

The wi ne was poured-even Philip took a little, and Philip disliked
alcohol inall its forms.

"A toast," Mchael said, when the glasses were ready, but it was Melior
who stood and raised his glass.

"To the Beltaine child," Melior said. "My she find what she seeks."

Ruth felt rather as though she had been given a very great gift-and one
that she didn't know how to unwap. That's right, Ruth thought. It's

Beltaine. May Eve-the 30th of April WAl purgisnacht. But if he's from
El fl and, how did HE know?

Then Melior drank, and the noment of strangeness passed.

"Now the story," Naom said to Melior, once the dishes were scraped and
the cake was sitting on the table thaw ng.

"Lose the ears," Philip suggested. Melior raised an eyebrow in
Philip's direction but said nothing. He |Iooked around at the other
t hree.

"Is it your will that this tale be told?" he asked. "For know ye
this: Rohannan Melior of the House of the Silver Silences is a prince
and a king's son, and the son of a prince and a king's son and so on to



t he begi nning of time, and the words that he speaks are not without
power in whichever of the worlds he speaks them"

Philip smrked, caught Naom's eye, and didn't say anything.

"I think we all appreciate that, uh, Melior," Mchael said
courteously.

"Why don't you tell us what happened, and naybe we can do sonething to
hel p."

Mel i or stretched-and winced-and sniled ruefully. "Very well, Friend
M chael. But this is not a tale for high words, as it is not a tale of
hi gh deeds, nerely of stupidity, overconfidence, and pride."

"That we can handl e,” Naom said.

Philip leaned forward-really paying attention, Ruth realized, and not
out of a desire to help, but nore because if he were asked to help it
woul d give hima chance to do what Philip loved to do best-neddle with
per ni ssi on.

"Well, then," Melior said. "First the tale, then you may ask what you
will-for as strange as you are to me, | warrant you have never seen ny
like as well."

"Not since Star Trek was canceled,"” Philip said. Ruth kicked him

Mel i or began to speak. He spoke as clearly and as fluently as if he
were reciting an old and famliar story. The others becane as stil
and silent as an audi ence spell bound by a play, and soon, |i stening,
Ruth lost all sense of anything beyond the tale he told.

The Elf-Lord's Tal e

"My NAME | S Rohannan Melior of the House of the Silver Silences, and
that House is one of the seven G eat Houses of the Twilight which rule
a land so far fromthis land that the World of Iron in which you dwell
is barely a nyth for our scholars. As we rule over the Men of our

| and, so does a High King rule over us, and that he shall have died is
the cause of tragedy both in my world and your own.

"Yet it is not the death of the one who is known now in death as

Rai nouart the Beautiful, H gh King of Chandrakar, which is the tragedy,
t hough the Sons of the Morning and the Daughters of the Evening Star do
not die in the tinme and season of Men. The tragedy cane once the
funeral games were ended, and Rainouart's funeral boat was set upon the
bosom of the wave, and it was tine to say who from anong the Seven
Houses woul d be Hi gh King thereafter, for Rainouart had ruled | ong and
left no son or daughter behind him and of the Lords Tenporal, our
Barons, there was none anong t hem whose pui ssance and courtoi s was
greater than his fellows'."

("I saw the miniseries," Philip said under his breath. Ruth put her
foot on top of his and pressed.) "At first it seened that all mght be
settled with reasoned councilthat it was not, you may know when | tel
you the H gh Ywing died when ny nother was but a child, and fromthat
time until | grew to manhood his successor was not chosen

"The way of it was this: "There was a | ady anong t he Houses whose nane



was Herrnoni cet, who was the nmpost beautiful |ady born to the Houses of
the Twilight in the nenory of the Morning Lords or the reckoning of
bards. To the sorrow of all and the envy of some, her father had
betrot hed her when only a child to the Lord of the Western Marches, who
lived in wild solitude at the very edge of the sea.

"That her father was wi se and kind the barons only knew later. Then
t hey knew that the Marchlord her husband had lately died, and so the
Lady Hernonicet was free to remarry how she woul d.

"Many hopes were pinned upon her choice-for |I have seen her, and | tel
you truly she is all they said she was; as beautiful as the stars, and
as cold. And when it seenmed that the Barons-anong them ny fatherm ght
cone to agreenment on who now would rule them the Lady spoke from her
sea-tower and said she woul d take no one to spouse save he who woul d
now be Hi gh King, and open the gates of her tower never, save to that
one | ord.

"The |l ords who were net in council at the place of the H gh King's
death tarried not one nonent nmore over their deliberations but went
forth to armand to raise their troops, and there was thereafter in
that time such a war and travail that it set brother against brother
and father against son-aye, and sister against brother, and cast-out
Lady agai nst her once-loved Lord-and none of this for the High

Ki ngshi p, nor any reward nore |lasting than the sea-cool kisses of a
heartl ess el phen jade with nothing in her save trouble and despite.”

("So there was a war," Philip said.

"How long did it |ast-and what happened next?" asked M chael.) "At
last, and this an undertaking of years, and with many good nen sl ain,
Lord Baligant, a younger son from an undi stingui shed house, and not
even of the line of one of the Treasurekeepers, took the Hi gh

Ki ngshi p-by force and by guile, and partly, so | believe, because al
who m ght depose himwere sick and weary with war, and took good care
that they should not come again to the sea-tower and there becone
engl amour ed of Hernonicet's beauty once nore. So Eirdois Baligant of
(by courtesy) the House of Vermlion Shadows became Hi gh Ki ng- El ect
over the Houses of the TWIight and future husband to Hernonicet the
Fair.

"But the wounds of that |ong war were not heal ed, nor was Baligant a
forgiving suzerain, and despite the fact that |aw and custom conpel s
that the H gh King may not go to war with any of the G eat Houses, nor
condemn a Son of the Morning without a trial before all his peers,
fear me that Eirdois Baligant has found a way to punish those he will
not forgive."

(Here Melior paused for a long noment, and refilled his glass, and
drank. Ruth, roused by the silence, glanced quickly to right and left,
but the others were nerely listening, as nonjudgnental as a novie

audi ence.)

"And the way of that is this: In our land are Twel ve Treasures: Sword
and Cup; Lance and Shield; Harp; Mrror; Caul dron; Conb; d oak; Horse;
Book; and Crown. Each is a talisman of surpassing magical power; al
conj oi ned defend us from our enem es and ensure the peace and fertility
of the land. Each one of these Treasures is separately entrusted to
one of the noble families of Chandrakar for safekeeping, |est,
possessing themall beneath his own hand, the H gh King' s power grow



too great and his spirit too haughty. No one of the G eat Houses nmay
have nore than two in its keeping for the sanme cause; should such a
thing fall out through death or weddi ng, the present guardian of the
Treasure nust find someone willing to guard that which he has

guar ded.

"Li ne Rohannan is guardian to the Sword, called the Sword of Miden's
Tears, which renders its possessor infallible in battle, with an
insight into his eneny's heart as keen as a sword's edge."

("Excuse me, Melior, but that really doesn't explain how you cane to be

mugged on 116th Street," Naom said. Mlior nodded. "Forgive ne,
M stress Naomi, but | had rather tell too nmuch than not enough-and this
is not atale | care to tell twice.") "Be such things as they will-the

Treasures are twelve and in the wardship of the Seven Houses of the
Twi light, and the particular care of Line Rohannan of the House of the
Silver Silences is the Sword.

"But never had | seen the Sword, though | was much past the age when
its secrets ought to have been entrusted to me. Qur |and had been at
war, and |l est any be tenpted to bring the Treasures to the field of
battl e and use them brother against brother, they were hidden away in
various wi se, and only a few knew their hiding.

"So Baligant was proclainmed, and the date for his weddi ng and accessi on
set, and those with Treasures in their care set thenselves to retrieve
them as ny father set ne.

"And thus was Baligant's subtlety and guile nmade patent, and the way to
his revenge nmade cl ear, because the Kingnaking is a ritual that
requires all the Twelve Treasures to be present, and the |ineage that
does not cone before the High Seat upon that day with the Treasure
entrusted into its care may never cone before it again: all rank and
seizin are forfeit, and that line is forever banished fromthe Tw Iight
Lands. "

("And when you got to the wherever-it-was, your sword wasn't there
right?" Mchael said. Melior nodded.

"I could wite this turkey by mail,"” Philip said.
"Cet a new scriptwiter, Philip," Ruth said.

"Now, children,"” Naom said.) "The Sword of Maiden's Tears was not
where ny father had left it. | sought it within and without the Iand
al ways aware that the time draws near that Line Rohannan will be called
upon to present it to the Hi gh King, and aware of what will befall us
do we not.

"And thus, in the end, such fear made nme overhasty. | achieved the
Sword at last, but in nmy haste allowed nyself to be whel med by nagic
and cut | oose fromthe worlds; so loosed, | fell, as |I nust, down

t hrough the worlds until | reached the Wrld of Iron, than which there
is none | ower that we know of.

"The Sword fell with me; such is its magic that even then all was not
| ost-though the way be filled with hazard, it was not inpossible that
inthe end I would regain ny own fair Chandrakar."

("But you were nugged," said Ruth, speaking out for the first tine.)



"But | was nugged, as you say, when | was not above hal f-an-hour in
this world, and the villains, charmed by what ill stars | know not,
took fromme the one thing | would not willingly have given them

"And here, in the ruin of all my hopes and the destruction of ny Line,
begi ns your own horror, ny nortal friends.

"The Sword of Maiden's Tears is forged with a great magic, that no one
save the Morning Lords can wield it. Yet it has been taken from nme by
a man of nortal kind, and so | tell you that soon he will begin to prey
upon his former kindred, shunning the light, and unsl ayabl e save by
that very sword which shall be until his death his dearest treasure.

"There are no others of my kind in this world, |I fear, yet only ny

bl ood may wield the Sword safely. | do not speak of the disaster
fallen upon Line Rohannan, for its weaving none of the Seven Houses had
a hand in and that weaving may even now be past all unraveling.

speak only of the evil to fall upon your kind, here and now in this new
York city, should the Sword remain in those hands which have stolen it,
and do | fail to recover it.

"Do | not regain the Sword of Maiden's Tears, ny friends, your race is
dooned. "

Ruth Amid the Alien Corn

"GREAT GO NG GUY-and | bet Ruthie here believes every word," Philip
said, with a wholly spurious enthusiasm "So you're an elf with a
magi ¢ sword, huh?" he added, smiling patronizingly.

Ruth prepared to leap to Melior's defense, but she needn't have
bot her ed.

"Were | an elf with a magic sword, young Philip, | would have no
despite save that ny visit to your pleasant real mwas to be so short.

And do you choose to call Rohannan Melior liar and warl ock, pray do so
openly, lest he call you coward."

"Hey, nothing personal, Elfie," Philip said, holding his hands up in a
nocki ng gesture of surrender

"Cet alife, Philip,” Naom said without heat. "Now, Melior, as far as
| understand it, you aren't here by choice. You ran into a booby trap
of some kind that dropped you in the mddle of New York, and then you
got nugged, and when you were rnugged you lost this cerenonial sword

whi ch, according to you, will do sonething pretty awful to whoever has
it."

"That is the essence of my tale, Mstress Naonmi. | nust regain the
Sword, before it is too late. And then | nust try to return to my own
pl ace-before it is too late."

"I think the cake's defrosted," said Philip ingenuously. He bounded to
his feet, the i mage of hel pful ness, and sprang off to the kitchen in
search of plates and forks.

"Have you any ideas about how to, uh, regain this sword?" M chael said
carefully. Ruth, looking at him had no idea how nuch he believed of
Melior's story-but she believed, defiantly determined to hold Melior to



it no matter what nundane apostasy he contenpl at ed.

"In the lands | know | would seek aid at the nearest castle. Wre

wi thin the boundaries of a town, there would be magi strates to inquire
of -as well as taverns, and receivers of stolen goods who m ght inform
upon their patrons. Here-" Melior sighed, and bowed his head, suddenly
| ooking very tired. "Here every building is a castle, and | know not
where to begin."

"There is also the possibility that the magi ¢ doesn't work here,
Melior," said Naonmi, very gently.

The elf-lord | ooked up at her through ice-crystal |ashes. "And perhaps
I amno prince of Chandrakar, but a mad nount ebank trying your
charity," he finished. "But no."

He slipped off his ring and set it on the table. Ruth picked it up
Instead of the carved intaglio suitable for sealing letters that she
had expected to see, all she saw was a round-edged rectangl e of sone

m rrorblack stone.

Hematite? "Signet ring?"

"Here." Melior ran his thunmb over the stone. For a nonent col ored
lights sparkled just beneath the surface, then faded away agai n.

Al'l of themhad seen it. Melior turned back to Naom .

"There is too much iron in the air for this small a magic to work. But
the Sword was enchanted with a greater magic than any living thing can
wield; if the ring works even so much as this, the Sword will work well

i ndeed. "

M chael picked up the ring next, and when Philip cane back with plates
and forks, Mchael flipped it at him Philip | ooked inquiring.

"It lights up," M chael said.

Philip tapped with a thunbnail; weighed it in his hand.

"No, it doesn't," he said positively.

"It's magic," said Naom hel pfully.

There was a knock at the door

"Il get it," said Ruth to no one in particul ar

"It's the Thought Police," said the door when she approached it.

Rut h took a quick peek through the peephole, then opened the door

"Hi, Jane."

"I hope it isn't too late. | knowit's one in the nmorning, but | saw
your lights, and anyway, it's May Day and | forgot your birthday, so
t hought 1'd bring you sonme flowers," Jane said, still hovering on the

doorstep, daffodils outstretched rather in the manner of one offering a
poi sonous snake.



"Come on in. Everyone's here-Naomi nmade nme a cake-and there's soneone
here 1'd like you to neet,"” Ruth said, quasi-nendaciously, falling back
full-length on trite, timeworn, hackneyed clichds. She accepted the
flowers with an overpowering sense of cusp; she'd thought no one
renenbered her birthday and it seened that everyone had, and if she'd
known i n advance that they woul d, would she have gone out at all-and if
she hadn't gone out, would Melior even have been there?

Flowers in hand, Ruth went off to the kitchen. There nmust be a carafe
sonewhere in there that she could use for the daffies. Daffies,
daffodils, da)yy-down oillies. . . . She saw the container she sought,
hi gh on the topnost shelf, and strained, tiptoe, to reach it.

"Let me." Melior, behind her. He reached past her, over her shoul der
and plucked the vase down deftly. She turned. He held it out to her
br ows qui r ki ng.

"And are you sorry, now, that you rescued ne? And do you think nme, as
the others claimto, mad, or misled, or larcenous?" Mlior said
softly.

Ruth took the vase. "I think you're a long way fromhome. And | think
the first thing to do is get back your sword." She filled the vase and
put the daffodils in it, and stared firmy at Melior until he noved and
| et her go back out into the living room

M chael and Philip, heads together, were conferring over the nysterious
signet ring. Jane was sitting in the chair Ruth had occupi ed, back
perfectly straight (rather as if she were auditioning for a role as one
of the better class of Egyptian hieratic statues) while Naom, draped
over the couch, filled her in on the evening's events w th swooping
theatrical gestures.

Mel i or brushed past Ruth and wal ked out to join Philip and M chael

Jane | ooked up as he approached, face carefully neutral, and Ruth was
sei zed by a sudden, heart-clutching, irrational panic-a panic that
somehow this was the |ast good nonent they would all have together,
that, irrespective of normal fears of madnen and con artists, sonmehow
an evil angel was watching over everyone here, marking themfor his
own.

Honestly, Ruth, you'd think the lights were going out all over Europe
or something. It's late, that's all

Shruggi ng her shoulders at her own silliness, Ruth wal ked over to the
tabl e.

"Ch, good," Naomi said, "Mchael, go get another plate, there's a good
| ad, and then we can cut the cake and deci de what we're going to do
with Ro, here." Naom, unflappably conpetent.

"Melior is ny name," Melior corrected her gently. "M Line is
Rohannan. "

"Chi nese," Jane said cryptically.

Anot her pl ate was brought, and another gl ass, and the
nor e- chocol at e-t han-t hou cake was scrupul ously divided into six



enor nous pi eceswhich nmight not go with red wine in anybody el se's
opi nion, but Ruth found nothing to conplain of.

"What were you doing out so late, Jane?" Naonm asked around a nout hful
of cake.

"What ever it was, you shouldn't do it." Mchael said firmy. "And
don't the dorms have curfews? You could get nugged, you know. "

Jane el evated one shoul der, face studiously blank. It didn't matter
what you said to Jane: if she listened, it was because she al ready

i ntended to do what you were telling her anyway; if she did not have
such an intention, it was a waste of tine. Ruth had found that out a
long time ago; she saved her breath.

"I was nugged," Melior offered with wary pride. "And |I a bl ooded
warrior of Line Rohannan."

Jane gazed at himfor a nonment, thinking it over
"Yeah," she finally said. "But you're fromout of town."

Philip whooped with | aughter, spraying crunbs.

"Anyway," M chael said with firm persistence, "Ro-Mel and | will walk
you back to the dorm | thought he could stay with me; |'ve got the
nmost room "

And are of the right gender, Ruth added nentally. M chael l|ived al one
i n of f-canmpus student housing; Ruth wasn't sure where Philip lived, but
she knew it was with several other people. She and Naom were
overcrowded as it was, and Jane lived in the dorm expensive and
cranped though it was, because with one thing and another, at nineteen
to Philip's twenty-two, she was the youngest of them the result of

ski pped levels in grade school

From t he vantage point of eleven years' seniority Ruth was not sure
that all that skipping had been a good idea, no matter how gifted and
accel erated Jane was. Jane was glib, Jane was verbal, Jane was never
at a loss for a witty rejoinder, but Ruth suspected that the child Jane
had been had suffered frombeing forced into adul thood too soon

Enmotional ly she | agged far behind the people with whom she had been
thrust, willy-nilly, into peerdom and coped with this estrangenent by
permtting herself no enotions at all, lest they turn out

(i nconprehensi bly) to be the wong ones.

Jane, in short, had perfected the fine art of glib superficiality.

Bring on what elves you chose, they would not faze Jane Treasure
G eyson of

Patroon County, New York. She'd be too certain it was sone form of
ext ended malicious practical joke. And Jane, so far as Ruth could
tell, had wit but no real sense of humor. \Which made her a refreshing
change from Philip, in case anyone was interested.

One woul d think, all things taken into account, that Jane and Philip
woul d consi der thensel ves soul mates. One would be wong. |If there was
one person in her circle of acquai ntance whom Jane bestirred herself to



have open feelings about, it was Philip. And the feeling was mnurderous
revul si on, which was too bad as everyone el se thought they would be
perfect for each other.

They were, after all, both short and blond with bad eyesi ght, Jane
slightly plunp and noon-faced to Philip's thin and weedy, but with nice
gray eyes behind the ghastly horn-rimed thick-1ensed gl asses. And,
Rut h t hought wearily, if she would wear clothes fashi onable or even

sui tabl e she woul d | ook very well.

But either she didn't care or she didn't notice: Jane was still wearing
the shetland sweaters, plaid pleated skirts, and polycotton bl ouses
with Peter Pan collars that her nother had picked out for her in high
school, and she would probably still be wearing them when she went for
her first job interview Jane came froma famly that could (and did)
trace its lineage back to the Signers (of the Declaration of

| ndependence) on both sides and who (Ruth gathered, mnmostly by omni ssion)
felt that a library degree was the height of intellectual attainnment
for wonmankind; their collective psychic feet firmy mred in a past
where the two professional tracks for nonmarrying daughters were nurse
and librarian.

So here Jane was, massively unready to cope with Real Life in any form
and being hustled neatly down a greased chute to neuterhood and
i ntell ectual stagnation.

Rut h | ooked at her wi negl ass suspiciously. Surely she hadn't had that
much to drink?

It's turning thihy. That's what it is. GCh, Ruth, you ARE a goon

-and then tonorrow after class we can roust some of the |oca
pawnshops, " M chael was saying, "and I'll ask the Scadi ans on canpusnot
maki ng out like it was stolen, you understand, just m splaced."

"Your kindness does you much honor, M chael Peacock, but | fear you
draw that covert in vain. Wo takes the Sword will not relinquish it,
did his dearest kinsman beg himfor it,"” Melior said sadly.

"Yeah, well, you don't know earthlings very well, Elfie. Probably he
ditched it in the trash sonewhere after he pried all the jewels out of
it.

But if you want to offer a reward or sonething like that for it, |
could post it on the Internet and sone of the |ocal BBSS."

BBS stood for Bulletin Board System and there Ruth's know edge of
cyber space ended.

"He hasn't got any noney, Philip," Ruth said, all the while cal culating
how much cash she could divert from her overtaxed savings account to
cover reward, and food, and the dozen hundred things Melior would

need.

"But if there are pawnbrokers in this city, | can get noney, Ruth,”
Melior said. "If your world still trades in gold and precious gens, |
have that which I can sell."

Rut h thought of that exquisite earring; the spurs; the delicate w cked
crystal and enanel knife. "I'Il buy them" she began



"Cet together what you want to hock," M chael said, interrupting her
"I"lIl take it and get it valued-then Ruth gets first crack at it.

Philip, you can post a reward of twenty for information |eading to, and
fifty for the thing itself."

"That's too low" wailed Philip, rather as if he were hoping to claim
the reward hinself.

"Yeah, well, if you offer nore than twenty you're going to have to
chase down a lot of false leads, and if you offer fifty for the return
you'll at |least get people negotiating," said Mchael, as if he did

this all the tine.

"Settled, then," said Naom briskly. Briskly was the way Naonmi did
t hi ngs, keepi ng nmeetings and di scussions and pl anni ng comittees noving
steadily forward, never getting mred in attitude and argunent.

"Today's Friday, right?"

"Six more weeks of class,” Jane said, as if announci ng the weat her

"But none tonorrow. So |I'll see everybody here for dinner."
And that was that.

It was about two o'clock Saturday norning when Mchael, in the conpany
of Rohannan Melior, left Naom's apartnment for his own. He carried al
of Melior's wordly possessions bundl ed under one armin the bag he'd
brought his own clothes to Naom's in. Their study m ght prove

somet hing. Then again, it mght not. Mchael was prepared to w thhold
judgrment indefinitely in default of cold hard proof. Just the facts,
ma' am

And meanwhil e, the guy had been beaten and did have to sleep
sonewher e

M chael wasn't worried about trouble fromhis chance-met house guest;
M chael knew his own worth; the worth of 200 pounds of well-scul pted
beef on the hoof. A big inpressive body, so that nobody, ever, would
try to start up something with him And so nobody woul d ever get
hurt.

M chael not only abhorred viol ence, he dreaded it, with the fey
certainty of all his Irish blood that the thing which had al ready
destroyed his life once beyond all recovering nmust certainly cone
agai n.

But not tonight. And not for him And not from sone w np el fwannabe
that talked |like a cross between Alistair Cook and the Lais of Marie de
Fr ance.

But Ruth, now.

M chael liked Ruth. M chael had always |liked Ruth, fromthe nonment
Naomi had first introduced them banging themtogether repeatedly |ike
hal f - spheres of plutoniumwhich refused, stubbornly, to react. There
was sonet hing about Ruth that was |ess-than-right, but it did not



af fect any of the fundanental Ruth-qualities that M chael |iked, and
everyone, God knew, was entitled to his own secrets. But nmaybe not
NOW.

M chael regarded his conpanion. Melior wal ked unsel fconsci ously beside
him eyes flicking left and right, scanning the territory before him as
i f he thought that at any noment it might burst out into violence.

There was sonething fam liar about that, and after a monent M chael
identified what it was.

The cop look. Melior had it. Woever he was. Whatever he was.

And that made things, if possible, worse. Ruth had it bad for this
guy; M chael could see that even if nobody el se could. Had it bad for
Mel the EIf, who, bad actor or no, had blown into town |ike sonme sort
of con man, telling themthere was trouble right here in River City,
roping themall in and stringing themalong in the nane of sone kind of
obscure payoff.

A psychic payoff, maybe. Contracts signed in bl ood.
M chael shivered.

It didn't matter-or, maybe, the worst of it was-that Mel the EIf really
was authentically strange. Pointed ears and gl owi ng eyes, naybe he was
just a space alien who thought he was an elf. (As if that were a nore
sensi bl e approach to the problem) "There are nore things in heaven and
earth, Horatio, than are dreant of in your philosophy," M chael quoted
to hinself. "W're here," he said al oud.

M chael 's apartnment was small (which is to say, |arge by New York

st andards) and neat, paid for by scrupul ous saving and a nunber of
rotating part-tinme jobs (including one sumrer that had i ndeed been
spent dancing in an all-male revue) that-along with his life in New
York City-would be over by graduation. 1In six weeks' time (wthout

el vish intervention) he would be a new nade Master of Library Science
with a major in children's literature, ready to take sonme library
somewhere by storm

There were few enough nen in the field-and the bad old sexist bias so
strong-that even in today's "recovering" econony M chael Harrison
Peacock, Male Librarian, could very nearly take his pick of jobs. He
had six interviews scheduled for the |ast two weeks of June, and after
that he'd know.

It wasn't the future he'd wanted, but it was the future he was going to
get. And M chael had seen enough of real life to be grateful rather
t han di sappoi nt ed.

He stood back as Melior entered the apartnent, watching for sone clue
that would tell himnore about Melior. Crazy or just |lying?

O, worse, real?

Melior wal ked to the center of the living roomand | ooked around

hi nsel f, then back at Mchael. Mchael closed the door and | ocked it
t hree ways: chain, snap-bolt, and the deadbolt he'd bought after the
first week because the other two wouldn't stop a professiona

housebr eaker nore than ninety seconds.



"And?" Melior asked, when M chael turned back. M chael raised an
eyebr ow.

"There nust be nore, Mchael-nmy-friend. You have said so little before
openi ng your hone to ne." Melior watched himnarrowy, and M chael
found himself |ooking for the iridescent flare of light reflecting
silver-green off the retina, scientific cause for the folk belief that
cat's eyes glowed in the dark

But hunman eyes didn't.

"I think your story's bunk," Mchael said bluntly.

"Ah." Melior mght not understand the word, but the tone was clear
enough. Nevertheless, he did not seemto be particularly hurt by

M chael's disbelief. "Wuld that | could string a convincing warp of
fancy for you. | cannot."

"What is it you really want?" M chael asked.

"I want the Sword," Melior said sinply. "I want to take it to ny own
hall. And | should like a private word with he who stands as High
long," he added mildly.

"Vi ol ence never solved anything," Mchael said, and regretted it as
Melior turned and stared right into his eyes.

Green and silver, flickering like flames. Like flames . . . Like
FLAMVES "You know better, warrior,"” Melior said flatly. M chael

rel eased from whatever spell Melior had cast, |ooked away, shaking wth
reaction.

Lucky guess. Lucky question. Gypsy tricks. Leave it. "You can have
the couch; "Il get out the extra blankets. Tonorrow we can see about
getting you some clothes that fit a little better-" M chael tal ked on
filling the air with words, putting space between hinself and the

anci ent scar that Melior had so casually ripped open

And sonmewhere inside hinmself, Mchael Peacock began to believe

Ruth | ay awake after everyone was gone, gazing out of westward w ndows
while the sky slowy paled toward dawn. Saturday. May Day.

And maybe Melior had al ready vani shed with the dawn. Maybe the whol e
eveni ng had been sone bizarre formof hallucination caused by turning
thirty.

Because if it hadn't been-if the world had suddenly turned into the
sort of place that could encompass both war in the Bal kans and war in
El phane; pipe bonbs and fairy knights with gilded spurs-Ruth wasn't
sure she really wanted to have anything to do with it.

At | ast she gave up trying to sleep at all. Rising quietly, tiptoeing
past the other bed where Naom slept as sweetly as if she had not been
hostess just last night to an elf-lord fromnnowhere, Ruth gathered up
skirt and sweater and sensible wal ki ng shoes and slipped into the
living roomto dress.

The living roomw ndow shades were hal f-drawn, and the early norning



light sliding beneath them nmade the room mauve and chilly. M chael had
taken away Melior and all his possessions; there was nothing here to
prove either that he existed or didn't. 'And | awoke and found ne here
on the cold hill side." Ruth struggled quickly into her clothes;

thrift shop and antique store finds, they saved her fromthe need to
confront the twentieth century head-on. Waring secondhand cashnere
and heirloomlace, she was saved fromdefining herself by this retreat
into others' definitions and others' selves. And-sensible Ruth!-a
cashnere tw n-set was undeni ably warm warm enough, even, for a chilly,
ear | y-nmor ni ng May.

Soft blue sweaters and retro kiltie skirts; sonmetinmes Ruth wondered if
there was as much di fference between her and Jane as she thought. But
she had chosen her own cl othes, piece by piece, out of her own needs
for her own purposes, and the clothes Jane was wearing were not her
own; new in thenselves, but fostering a secondhand i mage-sense of

ot her, not of self.

Sel fness was very inportant. To be yourself Even if, as it turned out,
you didn't |ike who that was, you just couldn't live your life to suit
someone el se's definition of who you were.

And if that meant com ng down four-square in favor of reckless
insanity, then that was what it neant. Ruth slung her purse over her
shoul der and took her keys firmy in hand. She closed the door very
qui etly as she went out.

M chael lived twenty bl ocks south, on Riverside at 96th. It was not,
Ruth insisted to herself, that she was going there-who' d be up, at
quarter to six in the nmorning?-but rather that it nade a conveni ent
destination. Down to 96th, back up on Broadway, coffee and a bage
somewhere along the way as reward for the early norning wal kabout. And
besi des, the wal k woul d cl ear her head.

ElIf or not? The norning air was sharply cold, with only the faint
prom se of later warnmth to make it bearable. Regretting her absence of
coat, Ruth wal ked faster. Ef or not?

Magi ¢ or not? Ruth anmended conscientiously, thinking of Edward Eager

of children's books fame, whose characters al ways seened to be getting
into situations just like this. Only Eager's creations were fictiona

children, not real adults, and their imaginary garden of bright inmages
had no room for the thousand razor-edged horrors of contenporary urban
life.

But Melior seened so reasonable, so radiantly sane.
Rut h wal ked faster.

This section of Riverside Drive still echoed some of New York Gity's
lost gentility. Across the road there was a grassy berm sl oping toward
the fence which guarded balls and small children fromthe precipitous
drop to the river; where they hadn't been vandalized into oblivion

park benches stood, facing the water. Sonme were occupi ed by sl eeping
honel ess, sonme by early joggers doing stretches.

A fifteen minute wal k brought Ruth to the block that M chael's
apartment was on. She | ooked up but wasn't sure which wi ndows were
his. Tinme to cut over to Broadway, in search of that bagel that was
her ostensible reason for com ng out.



Melior was sitting on one of the park benches.

At first she wasn't sure it was him In New York such brilliantly
silver hair was not uncomon, even if achieved by unnatural neans. But
she felt conpelled to nake sure, and by the tine she crossed the street
he had turned to | ook at her and she knew it was him

"M chael kick you out?" she asked, sitting down. Melior snmled. He
was wearing black sweatpants, ill-fitting canvas Chi nese slippers, and
a heavy wool sweater that Ruth recalled being a favorite of

M chael ' s.

Its oatrmeal color made Melior's skin and hair seem even paler and it
coul d have acconmodat ed an additional person w thout any particul ar
strain.

"No." Melior smled. "But I amnot so fond of being perched in such a
hot and seal ed height. The door |ocks of itself if you pull it shut.

| came out here to think."
"About what?" Ruth asked.

Melior hesitated, then sighed, |leaning forward to rest his hands on his
knees. His long hair spilled forward, hiding his face.

"He speaks, does this Mchael who neans me no harmin all the world, of
what noney ny small goods will fetch, of purchasing for ne suitable

rai ment at sone gap. He speaks of what use | may be, and of what

enpl oyment ny hand nmay be turned to-in short, Ruth, he speaks of how
may fit nyself to this world! And | cannot stay here! | wll not!"

Melior took both of Ruth's hands in his, holding themstrongly as if
her belief could make sone difference to him

"I must find the sword-1 must! And once | have-" "You'll go hone?"
Rut h sai d.

"I will try. It is not as easy as that-if it were, | would | eave now
and return with an arnmy to help me in ny search. It is-" he stopped
and shook his head, amused at himself. "And here | sit, trapped

perhaps forever in the Last Wrld, arguing magi cal geography with a
nmortal maid who is quite certain that | amplain and sinply mad."

"You're not mad," Ruth said resolutely. She was conscious of his hands
on hers, strong and warmand firm "Maybe you aren't an elf, but I
don't think you' re mad."

"And your conpani ons? M chael and Naom and Philip and Jane?

Do they grant any truth to the full-moon tale | have told then? It
does not matter-they will have proof soon enough."

"Proof?" said Ruth, suddenly wary.
"Ruth, do they think | prate of cursed swords for sinple pride al one?

The Sword of Maiden's Tears is cursed The human who wields it wll



become grendel -1o0sing all humanity, he will becone a nonster that |ives
to slay, and subsists upon the flesh of what once were his fellow
men. "

"So all we have to do is wait for the bodies to start turning up-and
foll ow t hem back to your sword?" Ruth said

Melior stared at her as if she were suddenly mad. "1 had not thought
to find in you such a stony heart, Ruth. Do we but wait, it is true,
the nonster's predations will lead us to our prize-but what of the

i nnocents who nust die for such conveni ence?"

"These are the nineties. No one's innocent anynore. And people die
all the time," Ruth said, nettled.

"Then | will be glad to | eave here," Melior said flatly. "Even if |
ride only to join ny bloodline in disgrace and exile."

Ruth pull ed her hands free abruptly.

"'\Wel cone to New York-now go hone,"' Ruth quoted harshly.

Unr easonably, Melior's words hurt-and why shoul d she value Melior's
good opi nion so much, only having known himhalf a day? "I'msorry
this place doesn't fit your fairy tale notions of good behavi or-but
then, you're a prince anyway; what would you know about real 1ife?"

"I know about war, for |I have seen it," Melior said sonmberly. "And
know t hat when war is over, and peace cones once nmore, then even
soldiers put away the arts of war and live as peacefully as they
may. "

"Then you don't know very nuch." Ruth thought of the horrors she could
rattle off without a pause, the catal og of poisoning, abuse, random
shoot i ngs, bonbi ngs and mnutil ati ons, greed and nadness.

And that without |eaving the United States; worldw de she coul d add
civil wars and fam nes, plague, treachery, and cruelty beyond the

i magi nati on of ancient tyrants. So rmuch badness everywhere, and no one
allowed to believe, even for a noment's respite, that things were
better than they were or ever had been.

"l have abandoned ny search for truth and am now | ooki ng for a good
fantasy."

"No," said Melior, breaking into her thoughts, "perhaps | do not. But
| know that | do not want to stay here, and | know that every life the
grendel ends is alife |I have ended. |If not for me, those who may

di e-and may al ready have di ed-woul d not have done so."

"Wong," said Ruth. "They'd just be killed by something el se.™

Mel i or |laughed. "What an odd way you have of cheering nme, Ruth!

Cone, before you have heartened me into a black melancholy, let us
waken M chael and persuade himto feed us-and di sclose to nme what gap
holds my future garb. The day is well advanced, and | am persuaded it

will be a busy one."

M chael answered the door on the first knock, his worried | ook



vani shing at once when he saw Melior and Ruth. Though not as skilled
as Naom, Mchael was a better cook than Ruth-who wasn't?-and over
scranbl ed eggs and toasted bagel s he explained the nysterious "gap" in
Melior's conversation

"Since you're here, |I figure you could take Mel here down to The Gap
and get himsonme stuff. Shirts, toothbrushes, that kind of thing."

"They don't sell toothbrushes at The Gap," Ruth said, just to be
difficult.

"Use your imagination. Just get hima few things so he won't |ook |ike
an escapee fromthe Christnmas Revels," M chael explained, naming the

| arge, Medievalist, and | argely amateur production put on every
Decenber to raise noney for charity. "Sneakers. Jeans."

"Using what for money?" Ruth asked patiently. "You're talking about a
coupl e of hundred dollars, Mchael, even if | only get one of
everything."

M chael squirnmed around in his chair until he had freed his wallet.

He pull ed out a sheaf of twenties and handed themto Ruth.

"Ch, Mchael, | can't!" she said.
"It's aloan. 1'Il get it back. Ml says it's okay to sell his other
stuff; 1'lIl get it back easy."

"Not his clothes,"” Ruth said dangerously.

"Well, sure,"” Mchael said.

"Ruth," Melior began, "they are only clothes, and-" "Fine. |If you
don't want them [I'Il buy them Shirt and tunic, two hundred dollars,
fair price." She shoved the noney back at M chael, who had the baffled
| ook commpn to men when the subject of clothes was raised. "W can hit

up a cash nmachine on the way down to Macy's," she added, | ooking
fiercely at both of themas if they contenplated disputing her

Nei t her one did.
"You can pick themup when you get back," M chael said neekly.

And so it was that, at ten of the clock on a bright sunny norning that
was the first Saturday in May, Ruth, a list of Melior's probable sizes
in one hand and Melior's wist in the other, was |eading her charge
down the slippery narrow steps on the I.N.D and into the New York
Subway.

She had decided on Macy's 34th Street for this expedition partly
because she could put Melior's clothes on her charge card (and pay on

t he never-never, as they said in England), and partly for the fun of
showi ng Melior a bit of New York. Melior's existence was inpossible to
deny, but Ruth found the magic and the cursed sword he feared equally

i npossible to credit. Magic swords were for Saturday norning TV, not
real life-and Melior had said hinself that magi c worked poorly here, if
at all.

So the sword wouldn't work, and he wouldn't find it, and so he'd have



to stay. It was such an unworthy selfish thought that it didn't even
make its way entirely into Ruth's consciousness, but it was there just
the sane.

Melior didn't balk at the stairs, though he did winkle his nose

el oquently once they had descended far enough to snell the anbient
perfune of the subway system conposed in equal parts of urine, rotting
gar bage, and unwashed bodi es. Ruth handed over npbney and received

t okens, and carefully guided her charge through the turnstiles and onto
the platform

Melior's face was bl and and expressionless. H s hair was neatly bound
back at the base of his neck, covering those ridicul ous, inpossible
ears. He stood near the edge of the platform head down and body

rel axed, lost in his own thoughts, and if Ruth had seen him al
unknowi ng she woul d have thought hima student perhaps, a dancer
something lithe and graceful and focused on his art.

The train canme before she knewit. Melior heard it first; head up
face turning toward her to gauge her reaction to this new experience.

Then he stepped prudently back fromthe platformas the train cane
rushing in to fill the entire platformspace with battered silver cars
that rocked and wheezed.

It was late nmorning on a Saturday and Ruth was not quick enough to gain
them seats; all the way down to the 34th Street Station she and Meli or
stood, clutching the centerpole facing each other, Ruth's nose
occasionally buried in the oatnmeal wool of Melior's sweater as the
rocking ride jamed them toget her

She' d expected himto be irritated or upset; frightened, haughty, any
of these were proper reactions if-as he said he was-Melior was an
elflord from sone feudal fantasyland who had never seen a Manhattan
subway before. |In intermttent glinpses of his face, Ruth saw nothing
of that sort; Melior turned a countenance snooth and bl and to al
assaul ts and sensati ons.

And so Ruth had no clue to how angry he actually was becoming, until it
was nmuch too | ate.

The 34th Street Station was |ocated in what the announcers liked to
call "Lower Mdtown" and realtors swore was the heart of the business
district. Penn Station was a block away on Seventh Avenue, Macy's
occupied an entire city block, and nost of the letters and nunbers of
t he New York subway system crossed below, in a sprawing nmultilevel
madhouse of arcade shops and m sl eadi ng si gns and peopl e, people,
peopl e.

Ruth, clutching Melior's wist tightly, plunged into that chaos with
the ease of long practice, tow ng Melior behind her because needs nust
and dodgi ng creeps, panhandl ers, and incense sal esnen with the

obl i vi ousness of the habituated New Yorker

Melior was not so habituated. He did not ignore any of these nyriad
new sensati ons- each was brand new, any mght be a threat, and so al

required investigation. Dazzled and exhausted and cross, he foll owed
Rut h as best he could, but something was bound to happen, and it did.

Ruth automatically veered left to avoid the annoyi ng and sem danger ous



gaggle of loitering teenagers with their bizarre hairdos and equally
pecul i ar shoes. Never get involved was still Ruth's nmotto, and the
ki ds-i mpossi bl e to guess ages when she was working so hard at not

maki ng eye contact-were | ooking for trouble. Anyone could see that.

Melior couldn't. She felt the sharp yank on her armas he jerked back
tri pped by one of the kids; heard all of themstart yelling at once,
jabbering in apatois she couldn't make out over the echoes and the

noi se.

Heart starting to hamer, she pulled harder on Melior's wist, and
found hersel f yanked sharply back, forced to confront the situation

Melior was facing the | eader, gazing challengingly into his eyes. The
boy was poised on the balls of his feet, bouncing back and forth,
poking at Melior's chest and talking very fast. Qut of the corner of
her eye Ruth saw hurrying pedestrians gl ance over and then | ook away,
unwi I ling to be invol ved.

"You godda pro'len? You godda pro'lemwt nme? Hey? Hey? Hey, geek
you godda-" the | eader of the Lost Boys said.

Mel i or noved, capturing the wist of the trespassing hand and tw tching
it. Ruth heard the pop of dislocated bone as if there were no other
sound in the world, then Melior tore his other hand free of her hold
and shoved the | eader in the chest, hard enough to send himspraw ing
into his fellows. The boy's wail of pain was high, supernaturally
falsetto. No one stopped, or even | ooked his way.

"My problens are no concern of yours," Melior said clearly. "Is that
under st ood?"

If they had been professional thugs, they would have finished himrash
defiance cows the hardened crimnal only in bad fiction. Knuckling
under was the only defense; the daily papers were full of the

obi tuaries of those who tried to fight.

But probably they were, indeed, only school kids, and Melior terrified
them as much as they frightened Ruth. They | ooked away, unwilling to
face him an animal subm ssion as abject as a dog's. She could see
tears running down the face of the boy whose wist he'd broken; the
fl esh was al ready swollen and shiny.

"Good," said Melior, as if they had answered. He took Ruth's hand and
al l owed her to | ead himaway, but he never stopped | ooking back

"What did you think you were doing?" Ruth denmanded as soon as they
reached the street. "You could have been killed!"

"They were not armed," Melior said dismssively.

Rut h grabbed a doubl e handful of his sweater, and shook him spent fear
transmuted to anger. "And how do you know, M ster Elf-prince? Do you
know what a gun is? Have you ever seen one? How about a

swi t chbl ade?

How about being arrested for assault and sent to Bell evue for
observati on and never getting out?"

"I will not be handl ed by rabble,” Mlior said flatly. He |ooked down



at Ruth, |eaf-green eyes bright and sparkling nowwith fury. "Do you

think I do not understand viol ence and inprisonnent? Yet | will not
truckle cowardly to gutterspawn such as they. The |laws of your world
are not mne and I will not grovel before them"

"I don't understand you!"™ Ruth wail ed.

"No," said Melior, "you don't. But that is of no nonent-come, we
will-" he broke off suddenly and stepped backward, staggering as if his
bal ance had deserted hi m

"The Sword-" Melior whispered.

Rut h | ooked around wildly, but nowhere in the busy street and bright
sunshi ne did she see the sword that Melior had described to themthe

ni ght before.

"It is gone," Melior finally said, sighing. "Perhaps it was never
here.”

Gently he unknotted her clutching hands from M chael's sweater.

"What do you nean? Did you see it?" Ruth denanded.

"I- Perhaps to say | felt it would be best. | have held it, renenber,
and all Great Magic has its own unnistakable aura.” Melior shook his
head, dispelling the last of his preoccupation. "But | don't know
wher e.

And it has passed out of range."
In the Hall of the Mountain King

HE' D NEVER BEEN anyone worth bei ng, and he wasn't now. Hi s nane was
Kevin, and yesterday-April 30th-had been his birthday.

Yest erday was the day things had gotten bad-bad the way you read about
i n books, and al ways thought you could face better when it happened to
you.

Last night, an hour after sundown, Kevin Shel by found he couldn't face
it very well at all.

Be a man, Kevin. H s nother's renenbered voice echoed through his
head. Be a man, Kevin, she'd always said, just as if there were
alternati ves.

He wi shed there were. He really did.

When he was just a kid-yesterday he'd turned thirty-his teachers always
used to tell himthat he was bright enough to go far. The higher
education didn't matter if you were smart-or nmaybe hi gher education
woul d sonehow magi cal |y appear if you had brains and manners.

But it hadn't. People tal ked about schol arshi ps, when what they neant
was that you'd get some noney, a little noney, not even enough for a
whol e year's tuition and there m ght be other ways, better ways, ful
schol arshi p ways, but on his own he could no nore | ocate them and
unravel their mysteries than he could fly to the nmoon. And so all of a
sudden he was out of high school, just another bright boy wth good



grades and potential and a shiny new diploma that didn't matter, and
all of a sudden the higher education mattered very much and there was
no hope of getting it.

Kevin was a bright boy. He knew what "slipping through the cracks"
was, and that it happened in the educational systemall the tine, and
that he had "slipped through the cracks" but there were ways around

t hat .

There had to be.

From eighteen to twenty-five there were jobs-snall jobs at first but
getting better, only there wasn't any way to save nuch with the bills
al ways nounting at home and his mother and his brothers always needi ng
sormet hi ng.

But he had five thousand dollars in the bank and a catal og from Pace
University in his underwear drawer on the day his nother decided his
space was nore val uable than his conpany, and it was tine a big boy
like himbe a man, Kevin-got a place of his own.

So he did. Sonehow he thought it'd help. But the nmoney nelted away
and then so did the nice clean upscale job; he scrabbled for workany
wor k-and took in roommates just so he could pay the rent. It had
seened such a low rent, such a manageabl e rent, when he noved in.

He thought his luck had turned when he went to work for the T.A as a
track worker. A job with the city was secure, the risks of working on
t he underground railroad didn't bother him and the noney could be
good.

Only now he was twenty-five, then -six, then -seven, and the noney went
he wasn't exactly sure where the noney went anynore. Beer and

weekend novi es, bets on sure horses, fine clothes to inpress wonen he

didn't see twi ce, and once even on a notorcycle, stolen before it was

i nsured, and | eaving nothi ng behind but eighteen nonths of paynents.

And sl owy Kevin Shel by came to realize that some vital turning point
had been bypassed; the signpost to that deserved future of respect and
hi gher | earni ng had been changed from "soon" to "never" sone night
while he slept. "CGot any college?" the interviewers always asked, and
now, forever, the answer would be no.

And he was still smart: a reader of newspapers and magazi nes, of
history and fiction. Smart enough to see now that he woul d never do
anyt hi ng |l asting, anything inportant; never do something that no one

el se could do, or, even, touch the lives of those around himin any way
that he could be proud of. And some day he would die, and he m ght as
wel | never have been born.

And much as if it had been party to his inner deliberations and w shed
himto know it endorsed them the T.Ain its fickle wisdomlaid off a
good ten percent of its |oyal work force-which included himand at
thirty, when he searched for jobs, Kevin did not possess that aura of
yout h and possibility that he now knew he once had worn |ike a cl oak
that potential for success that had gotten him hired.

It was one thing to contenplate the inevitable fall into welfare and
the gutter at three in the norning, safe and warmand well-fed in your
own bedroom And it was quite another, Kevin |earned as the weeks went



by and the unenpl oynment benefits trickled down to nothing, it was

i ndeed quite another thing to face a cold and hungry future on the
streets without nmoney or food or even a place to sleep when a young and
heal t hy body and panpered sensibility insisted there nmust be anot her
way.

There was. Kevin net Roy.
As the old joke goes, Roy was living with himat the tine.

Roy Turpin was the latest in the series of roommates who seened
constantly to come and go, one taking half the bedroom one sleeping on
the couch and with rent and utilities split three ways the apartnent
was possi bl e-j ust.

But that was before the lost job and the tiny fractional unenpl oynent
checks and the scant savings dwindling. The stereo, the VCR the
television itself, all the luxurious toys of past prosperity trickled
away, sold for too little cash, each sale shredding a little further
the cl oth of hope.

And then there was Roy. Roy who never had any difficulty com ng up
with his two bills for the nonthly rent, Roy who worked various odd

j obs and odder hours, Roy who when the last roommate | eft had picked up
the slack w thout either coment or conplaint, Roy who one day asked
Kevin if he wanted to pick up sone noney-not a lot, just alittle-for a
few hours spent |oading a truck up in Queens.

Roy of fered a hundred dollars. |If it had been nore, Kevin probably
woul d not have taken it, would have done the right thing Be a nan,
Kevi n.

-woul d have continued riding the dowmward econom ¢ spiral until he
fetched up agai nst sonething, anything, that would give himsalutary
shock enough to make him | ook, make him see and feel and do
sormet hi ng.

But it was not to be. In alifetime of luck just faintly sour, never
good enough to be heroic or bad enough to be romantic, Kevin took one
nore fractional step down the wong road entirely.

The truck's cargo was stolen, of course, and even when he believed that
absol utely, Kevin went on | oadi ng boxes, because if he didn't, if he
made a fuss, Roy was sure to get mad, and nove out, and Kevin needed

t he noney desperately and besides, he didn't really know for sure.

But that night, after the truck drove off and Roy cl apped himon the
shoul der and steered himto the nearest bar, Kevin felt as if he had

| ost sonething worth keeping, sone talisman that, retained, would have
shielded himfromall the dark he saw ahead.

Be a nman, Kevin.
That was only the beginning. There was nore | oadi ng and unl oadi ng,

daytime pickups and deliveries, all conpensated in cash, and Kevin
spent half his tine worrying about how far he was in-dream ng fantastic



Maria dreanms swagged in bl oody tinsel-and the other half swearing he
was in no trouble at all. Roy had never said they were breaking the
| aw, had he?

Vel |, then, they weren't.

And slowy the hope of an orderly real life dwi ndled. Kevin stopped

| ooking for work at all. Roy always had sone project he needed a
little help on, and Roy becanme the center of Kevin's universe,
replacing all other gods and ethics and futures, until Kevin Shel by (be
a man, Kevin) neasured every act not by legal and illegal, good and
evil, but by whether Roy would like it, and whether he woul d be

caught .

And then, in the end, it all cane down to viol ence.

Yest erday had been Kevin's birthday. Thirty, the age you didn't trust
anyone over. He would have liked to celebrate it-or nourn-but instead
he and Roy had spent the evening with sone of Roy's friends uptown.

Kevin didn't |ike them much, but what could you do? And besides, the
casual talk was of dark knights and illegal acts, vicarious romance and
sel f-determ nation, the refuge of the road. And a thousand
dollars'worth of counterfeit subway tokens to take away, to package up
and sell fifteen for ten dollars to a grateful public tired of fare

i ncreases.

They were al nost heroes, Kevin told hinself.

But then, on the way out, wal king down Broadway, hungry for Chinese and
beer and trying to think of nothing at all, it happened.

"Hey, Key, wouldja |ookit that?"

Kevin foll owed Roy's gaze without difficulty and saw a big blond in a
red dress and a cape, holding sonething long and thin that glittered as
if caught in a spotlight shining for it alone. Then the figure turned,
rotating slowy as though determned to see everything at once, and
Kevin realized it was a man, not a worman-a nan with long silvery hair
stream ng over his shoul ders, wearing strange clothes that had the
insistent famliarity of sonmething seen in a dream

"Damed faggot," said Roy. "Hey, Key, let's have sone fun. Let's have
some fun here, boy, whaddya say?" He put an arm around Kevin's

shoul ders and hurried himtoward the man.

Accomnpani ed by the staccato tocsin of outraged car horns, the nan in
the red dress and cape crossed Broadway. That the notorists stopped at
all was perhaps a tribute to what he held in his hands-five feet of dan
erous glittering metal and gem studded hilt.

Less reckless, Kevin and Roy had to wait for the light. Roy bounced up
and down, jittering as he waited.

"Ch, boy-oh, boy! Nowthere's a sword just like in that Conan novie.

I know somebody' d give me a thousand bucks for a sword |ike that,
cust om nmade and everything."

And Kevin knew suddenly just what Roy planned, and crossed the street



wi t h hi m anyway.

Possibly if Roy had been al one, he would have changed his mnd; as they
foll owed their dreamwnal ki ng quarry down the slope of 116th Street, it
becanme clear that he was one of the body-building kinds of faggot and
not the winpy kind of faggot. But Kevin was there as w tness, and so
Roy went ahead.

"Hey-you! Grlieboy!" Roy said, and the faggot turned around and his
eyes shone red and green and he | ooked |ike sonmething you'd see in a

ni ghtmare of a novie but never in real life. And then Roy swung at him
with one of the sweatsocks full of bootleg tokens-aimng not for the
head, but for the wist of the hand holding the sword. And the sword
fell to the ground in a brassy tintinnabul ati on because the sock had
burst and scattered bootleg | argess everywhere and the faggot,
girlieboyBe a man, Kevin.

-was reaching for the sword when Roy hit him again, knocking himto his
knees.

"Get it, Key!"
And Kevi n grabbed the sword.

There in his hand was everything he'd ever wanted. The chance to nake
it right, to nake anmends, to take back the Iife he was supposed to have
had. And the nightmare thing lying in the street reached for it,
grabbed at Kevin's leg, and filled with revul sion and terror he struck
out, bringing the sword down, the flat of the blade hitting the

whi te-bl ond head with the sound of an ax on wood.

The man tried to get up one last time, and Roy kicked hi mdown and went
on kicking as if he wanted to be sure he'd done it right.

"G me that, Key.
"I don't want-" "You put himin with those trash cans-cone on, hurry
up." And Roy pulled the glorious renascent sword out of Kevin's
shocked fingers and shoved himtoward the body.

Kevin was strong. The health and strength that had first conmended him
to Roy's attention served now he hauled their prey upright and slung it
carelessly into an alleyway. The sound the body made when it fell made
himsmle. Some sort of bal ance had been regai ned, sone eterna

adj ust ment nmade.

The silken-swift. The gloriously fair . . . He'd read that in a book once
It and that guy/thing/creature/girlieboy they' d mugged made Kevin think

of it now beautiful in a dangerous inhuman way, but what right did

that thing have to be beautiful when Kevin's world had all gone

wWr ong?

He turned back to his partner, and the sight of the sword in Roy's
hands was jarring, unwel cone.

"Hey, Roy, give that here, okay?" Kevin said. Roy's face twisted in
an ugly knowi ng grin.

"The hell, Key. This's mine-1 saw himfirst, didn't 1? You wuuldn't a
hit on himw thout nme. You want sonething, you go back and see what



el se he's got." Roy pulled off his jacket, began to wrap the naked
bl ade.

"Hey, Key, you gi me your jacket, okay? Cotta get this covered up."

And Kevin, thinking and planning for the real world for the first tine
in his life, eyes and mind and heart fixed on a goal that was for the
first time in his life sonething he could not bear even to think of not
achieving, ready, willing to be-a-nman and intent nowwith a will of a
passionate intensity, that Kevin shrugged off his jacket and handed it
to Roy.

To his good buddy, Roy.
For the sword.
For Being A Man.

They got out of there then, wal king quickly up the sidestreet through
the light April rain that had begun to fall, heading for hone.

Kevi n had al ways hoped for better things; each tine he saw his
apartment he winced a little inside, knowing he could have, ought to
have had, better.

Be a nan, Kevin.

But tonight he didn't waste a nonent's nourning on the worn, the
shabby, the walls overdue for painting and the w quitous roaches.

Toni ght he followed Roy in nmeekly, |ocking the three | ocks, the
deadbol t, and the chain, and went off to his roomto see if what he
t hought was there was still there.

It was. And when he cane out, Roy had unw apped the sword, had laid it
out upon the once cheap and new and now worn and shabby couch

It did not contrast with its surroundi ngs, sham ng themby its
perfection. It sinply dismssed them as if in its presence nothing
el se could be inportant. It was a little over five feet long, with a
yard of blade that tapered gradually fromthe hilt to the point, as if
it had been drawn out so, taffy-soft in the child-time of its

f or gi ng.

The bl ade had a soft rich sheen, pronising sharpness; not mrror-bright
like the daggers in the Hoffritz w ndow, rhodi um plated agai nst

tarni sh, but softer sonehow, soft and sharp at the same tinme, like
gold. Precious as gold, with its soft white sheen

Later Kevin would come to know the rest of it well: the crosspiece, an
undul ati ng wave of the sanme white netal, seeming to change form each
time he looked at it, now serpent, now wonan; the hilt, |ong enough for
himto put both hands around, ornamented with tiny gold beads I|ater
revealed to be the pulls of drawers he could never open, set against a
dark swirling richness that seened now wood, now stone, now goldsmith's
l acquer. And then the pommel, the counterweight that nmoved the center
of gravity up the blade so that a man holding it as it was nmeant to be
held woul d feel only its lightness, the pormmel was a gl obe the size of
an orange, an opal or a dianond or perhaps a sphere filled with
swirling sumer snoke, always changi ng.



"Hey, lookit this, huh, Key? Lookit this-sure is sonething," Roy said
prayerfully. H's hands hovered above the bl ade, making m ght-be nystic
passes, unwilling to touch it.

Wldfor to hold. Oher scraps of poetry came to the surface of Kevin's
mnd, relics of a time when he believed in the power of intellect. Now
he had abandoned intellect, and all he had left to voice his feelings
and his fears were borrowed words, clunmsy of fit. WId for to hold.

WIld for to hold.

Was the wildness in the sword, or in himor in some New Wave ni xture of
objects and life history?

"You got to give me that, Roy," Kevin said, sweet reason forcing the
words out through the expanding lightness in his chest. "You got to
give me that sword right now, Roy," he said, as his lips pulled back in
a smle that nade his jaws ache.

Roy turned away fromthe sword.

"Right now, Roy!" Kevin shouted on an upskirl of l[aughter, of a fine

j oke, the best joke ever, or certainty and rightness |ike chanpagne
bubbles in his blood as he brought the bat, his Louisville Slugger from
chi | dhood days, down, and down, and down agai n.

And then he | aughed until the tears cane, kneeling there on the floor
besi de Roy, waiting for the |abored, concussed breathing to stop as if
its silence were his pernmission to go on. And he thought that all his
life had led himto this nonent, that it had given himas little choice
as it gave the bullet fired fromthe gun's barrel, and as he waited for
the breathing to stop he filled his eyes with the sword, with the sight
and fire and tainted certainty of it.

"Be a man, Roy. Be a man," Kevin said to his dying friend.
He was afraid, and he was alone. He had no choice, and he knew it.
And worse. He knew what he was going to do next.

Pard-Spirit on 34th Street RUTH FI NALLY CONVI NCED Melior to go on into
Macy's as, even if he had sensed its presence (Ruth was inclined to
doubt this), Melior's magi c sword was nowhere he could get at it just
NOW.

Once she'd succeeded in getting himinto the store she wi shed she
hadn' t.

Ruth had lived in New York for three years, and had | ong since
forgotten the dazzling rush of sensory overload brought on by her first
exposure to The Big Apple. And even so, Ruth had come from anot her
city; a smaller city, but still a city, Uban Anerica at its best, the
twentieth century.

Melior hadn't.
For a nonent she saw it through his eyes: the golden marble, the

sixty-foot ceilings, the space filled with people all rushing at top
speed to no discernible place. The glittering piles of Things, al



di spl ayed to catch the eye, and over all the roar of conversation, the
pong- pong- pong of the callbells, and the Muzak of sone alien and
unconsi dered civilization

Melior took a step back, pushing her into the influx of shoppers from
the street, dazzled and blinded and conpl etely hel pl ess.

Ruth clutched at him too. She took a deep breath, forced the sense of
vertigo and hel pl essness away fromher, and pulled himaside into a
qui et backwater of the eddying onward torrent of trade.

And this isn't even Christmas Rush, Ruth thought to herself. Macy's
was a little crowded, sure, but not inpossible to navigate this early
on a Sat urday.

But what must it | ook Iike to soneone who canme froma real mof knights
and castles, forests and quiet green fields?

If he did. If this weren't all some |ong el aborate hoax. But how,
otherwi se, to explain those eyes, those ears, except by the tale that
Melior himself told, of war, treachery, and elfin magic?

Bewar e, bewarel his flashing eyes, his floating hair, Ruth thought
sourly. But if he froze up like hell's own autism poster child at the
sight of a departnent store, how in heaven's nane was Melior of the
Silver Silences going to be able to get enough of a grip to search for
a denoninfested magic sword in New York City?

But it was less than five mnutes later that Melior released his death
grip upon Ruth's arm and si ghed.

"This is a marketplace?" he asked, in even, if faintly disbelieving,
t ones.

"It's Macy's. The world's |argest department store,” Ruth added
apol ogetically. "I knowit's a zoo, but we can get everything we need
here.”

"Except the Sword," Melior said with a ghost of a snile
"Except that."

Wthout Mchael's checklist it would have been harder, since neither
Ruth nor Melior had any idea of Melior's sizes. But socks and
underwear were achieved without difficulty, and they went on to the
next thing on Ruth's list.

"Shoes. You'll feel better once you' ve got proper shoes that fit."

Ruth said hopefully. She consulted the store directory and headed them
in the direction of the shoe departnent.

Melior's head was constantly in notion, turning to |look at this and
that, watchful, all of himmving with a kind of frantically-achieved
stillness, a suppressed kinesthesia that nade Ruth's jaw ache in
synmpathetic tension. He restricted hinself to brief questions, all his
will directed toward |earning the paraneters of this world he was
trapped in. In the shoe departnent Melior was di scouraged fromhis
first choice"Not those."



"Why not, Ruth?"
"They're rain boots. For wonen."

-and becane the proud owner of a pair of black |eather high-tops (for
whi ch Ruth paid, wincing at the price, but this had been her idea,
danmit). M chael's Chinese boxing slippers went into the bag; Melior
wore the sneakers, |ooking somehow even | ess normal the closer he cane
to being properly clothed.

Next they recrossed the store to the men's clothing departnment. Ruth
had been thinking of sonething casual, yet conservative: clothes, she
vaguel y thought, Iike Mchael wore, bland and inoffensive. She headed
for the display of blue jeans. This won't take |ong, she thought
hopeful | y.

Melior foll owed her.

"Here we are: Levis for It. We'd better try a few different sizes;
M chael wasn't sure, but he thought a thirty-four inseam........

"No." Ruth | ooked up. Melior ran his hand over the nound of folded
clothing. He held up one pair-heavy folded cotton de Nines, as it was
once call ed, deni mindigo-dyed, stiff and harsh-and shook his head.

"l cannot wear this, Ruth,” Mlior said.

"What's wong with then?" she burst out. "They're jeans, dammit. |
wear them M chael wears them everybody wears them ™"

"Mchael's are not like this." Melior reached out and stroked the
fabric of her wool plaid skirt. "And you are not wearing them now. "

Melior tossed the jeans back in their pile, not appearing to notice
Ruth's flustered retreat. The jeans hit with a thunp |like a book being
t ossed down- heavy and unyi el di ng.

"They'll get like Mchael's with time," Ruth said, half-stamrering.

"I do not have tine," Melior said flatly. He reached out and put a

hand on Ruth's shoul der, pulling her toward him "You say | nust have
clothing of this world so that | may nove freely init. | understand
thatand believe me, Ruth, | amgrateful for the tinme and silver you

expend in ny service."

"Plastic," muttered Ruth. The corner of Melior's nouth quirked
upwar d.

"But | do not dress this way for ny own joy, but to serve an end. And
| cannot serve that end rasped bl oody by peasants' canvas trousers.”

"Well what do you want-silk?" Ruth snapped. It was true that jeans
had begun as work clothes, cheap and | ong-wearing for ranchers and
farmers, but they had | ong since become (with all inconvenience

retai ned) the universal dress of the twentieth century. She knew
Melior wasn't from here, but when faced with Levis, enpathy faltered.

If he would not wear jeans, what would he wear?

"want suitable clothing for this time and place,"” Mlior corrected her



softly. "Everyone does not wear these-and there are so many things for
sale here. Let us but search a little farther, my friend, and try if
we may not find something that suits both our needs."

Mel i or gave her his nost dazzling smle, and in the di mstrange neon
[ight of the "Young Actives" departnent Ruth saw for the first tine
that his teeth were pointed; curved canines a little | onger than the
rest, slanting down to neet the upward thrust of pointed teeth in the
| oner jaw.

Great. Just what | need A vanpire elf.
"Ckay. We'll keep | ooking."

Now it was Ruth who followed Melior as he prow ed the aisles of the
"Wirld's Largest Departnent Store." Suddenly he stopped, fairly
qui vering, taut as a bowstring. Ruth followed his gaze.

"Ch, no. Not that. Anything but that."
This particular departnent swore that it sold clothes for nmen 18-25.

Rut h i magi ned that those nunbers nust refer to their 1Q, as she
couldn't inmagi ne any sensi bl e person shopping in a departnent lit
primarily by red, green, and amber key lights and the glare froma
dozen nmonitors all tuned to different mnusic videos.

The mannequins were flat silvery cutouts, headl ess and ostentatiously
jointed and wearing clothing that Ruth had never seen on any living
body that wasn't on television. Melior went up to one mannequi n and
felt the fabric of the baggy batik-printed rayon pants.

"Yes, Ruth, here. |If you please,"” Mlior said.

In the end it was jeans they settled on-but jeans as soft and pliant as
Melior's own buckskins; acid washed, frayed, and artistically
pat ched.

Melior ran his fingers over themand then held themup to his narrow
hi ps, | ooki ng questioningly at Ruth.

"After all this you want jeans anyway?" Ruth jibed. The |ight nade
her eyes hurt and the nmusic made her teeth hurt; she wondered why the
managenment didn't just set off snoke pots if their aimwas to drive
custoners out of the store.

"These are different," Melior said inarguably. "And | have seen many
here wearing garnents such as these."

"Well, you'd better try themon," Ruth said grudgingly.

Armed with a range of sizes-as Mchael's |ist contai ned approxi mati ons,
not hi ng nore-Melior vanished into the dressing room Ruth took

advant age of his absence to collect for his future use a red snakeskin
belt with a faux-silver buckle. Thank God she'd tal ked hi mout of the
pi nkand-t ur quoi se baggies. O the red, acid-washed, overdyed

junpsuit.

O the tie-dyed spandex jodhpurs. O Honestly, Ruth, get a life.



You're going on like you' re dressing up a doll

Buyi ng clothes like this-spending all this noney-and it isn't even for
yourself. You'll be paying this off until the Last Trunp, and for
what ?

"I't's worth it," Ruth nuttered back at herself. "And he's worth it.

And | don't want clothes like this for me, | want-" She ran the sinuous
| ength of the supple |eather through her hands, ran the ball of her

t hunb over the cold hard scul pture of the buckle. | want soneone who
dresses like this for ne.

"I's this suitable, Ruth?" Melior had conme out of the dressing room
whi | e she daydreaned; he stood before her-a ghost of rags and patchesin
artistically-frayed and very tight jeans that nol ded the entire swell
and sweep of calves and thighs and anchored Melior firmy in the
twentiethcentury world. His hair had cone |oose of its tie and fl owed
over his shoulders. He |ooked |like a particularly del ectable rock
star; silvery and shining and insulated fromnortal touch

"Rut h?" Melior said again.
"It's good, it's fine, let's go pay for it, okay?"

Melior regarded her closely. "Wat is wong, Ruth? |Is this so
unsuitable? | admit that |I find this department store very strange,
but surely you shoul d not?"

"Go on. Take themoff so we can go pay for them okay? After all,
they don't matter-they're just part of your equipnent for this

i mpossi bl e mssion, right?" She |ooked away in frustration, and when
she | ooked back, Melior had retreated to the dressing roons again.

"I do not withdraw nmy question,” Melior said, once this new purchase
had been added to their growing store and he and Ruth were out in one
of the main aisles again.

"I"'mso glad to hear it. Wy don't we go get lunch-ny feet hurt."

"I will not be toyed with," Melior said, stopping dead. Shoppers
detoured around him giving himwary and resentful |ooks. A small
child, towed away by its uninterested parent, cried: "Ears, Momy!"
pointing up at Melior.

Rut h st opped, too, and | ooked back at him

Fine. Nobody's toying with you. God knows |I'm not stupid enough to do
something like that, great big dangerous interdimensional vanpire elf
as you are, and there's nobody el se here. Watever the problemis, it
isn'"t you, and you woul dn't be able to understand the expl anation
anyway, so why don't you get off ny case and let's go get sone

[ unch?"

Melior took the time to think this through, giving her entire speech
his active consideration for possibly two mnutes while Ruth stood,
glaring and irritated all out of proportion to the offense, and
wai t ed.

"We have not finished our shopping yet," Melior offered.



Ruth took a deep breath. Oher shoppers swirled around them
obl i vi ous.

"Fine. We will finish our shopping. And then we will go get |unch

And so we can go get lunch before the next glacial age is on us, we are
going to buy what | pick out and what | think you ought to be wearing
and you are not going to argue with me. |s that clear?"

"Perfectly clear, Ruth," Melior said, with the corner of his nouth
qui rked in that maddening half-smle

And that, of course, was how they wound up in possession of the black
| eat her notorcycle jacket (on sale).

Rut h swept back through the menswear departnent |ike an avengi ng ange
with a mission to shop and a tight deadline. She picked out a bl ack
turtl eneck sweater, a white "river diver's" shirt with twelve tiny
silvery buttons down the placket, and an orange-cotton T-shirt that
said "It's not my planet, nmonkey-boy" in raised black paint-spatter
letters. Al ong the way she collected a pair of Ray-Ban avi ator

sungl asses with a beetle wing mirrored finish, in the hope that they'd
hel p to make hi mnore normal |ooking. She thrust them at himas soon
as they were paid for.

"Here! Put these on!"

Melior did, and was instantly transforned into an F.B.1. agent from
Bet el geuse. But at |east his eyes were hidden.

H s flashing eyes, his floating hair-oh, stop it, Ruth!

And having filled out Mchael's list and gotten Melior as nmuch in the
way of clothing as your average (male) freshman brings to college, she
saw t he jacket.

There were three of themleft, hanging on one of those novabl e stands
that retailers use to tenpt the unwary. Ruth went closer and | ooked.
"Sale," the sign said. "End of Season.” Ruth ran her hand over the
sleeve. Hard and slick, acrid with the chemicals of its tanning.

Lined in a slick acrylic satin, alnost as black. A thing of studs and
buckl es, zippers, flanges, pulls, and straps. Twentieth century arnor
for a realworld dark knight.

He' Il need a jacket, Ruth argued to herself with insane practicality.
It'Il be useful But that wasn't why she wanted to buy it and she knew
it.

"Melior? Cone over here; | want you to try sonething on."

He wore it so she wouldn't have to carry it. It neshed with the

m rrorshades and cl ashed oddly with the dobby sweater. They were
al nrost out of the store when Ruth renmenbered one |ast thing.

"Hat."



"I beg your pardon, M stress?"

"Hat," said Ruth. "W'Il|l get you a hat. Covers a multitude of sinsand
ears," she added, renenbering the little boy. They'd been |ucky so
far.

They retraced their steps. Macy's was always changing its groundfl oor
layout. Al the inpul se purchases were there-and the | uxuries.

Jewel s and perfune, silk scarves . . . and in this day and age
hat s.

Ruth |l ed himtoward the haberdashery displ ay.

"It doesn't have to be nuch," she said. "This?" Ruth held up a watch
cap, silky black cashnmere, and | ooked at Melior hopefully. "No.

That . "

Melior turned away and reached for the hat: black, fur-felt with a | ow
crown and a wi de, sweeping, oval brim He picked it up

"That's a woman's hat," Ruth pointed out.

"I don't care. | likeit." He put it on, settled it on his head and

| ooked in the mirror, gazing at his reflection, face half-hidden by the
sweep of brim a cipher in mrrorshades and | eather. And he didn't
ook silly at all-he | ooked fine, better than fine, like a fey horseman
riding out fromthe other world to clai mWwat?

Not me, Ruth thought, firmy bundling her inmaginings away. | already
know what he wants.

"Ckay. Fine. You want to |look |ike Doctor Who? We'Il take it."

"Do not bother to pack it," Melior said with his new command of idiom
"I shall wear it out of the store.”

"Don't you think you'd better take the tag off first?"

And so they energed, blinking and ravenous, fromthe underworld of the
consumer-driven market pl ace at about 2:30 of a fine Saturday
af t er noon.

Ruth | ed them down Broadway until she found what she was |ooking for: a
Blinpie' s, chosen on this occasion because it had both seating and
table service. She led Melior to a table in the back and handed him
the menu. Melior stared at it for a nonment, then handed it back

"l cannot read this, Ruth."

She stared at himin surprise. She had just naturally assumed Melior
could read-he seened so civilized, that it was just ridiculous to think
of himas illiterate.

"There was little tine for scholarship during the War, but | can wite
a passable hand in Court and Conmon, read those and hal f-a-dozen nore,
and spell a passable dweorer in the al phabet of high sorcery," Melior
of fered in response to her blank | ook



"But?" Ruth pronpted, knowi ng there nust be nore.

"But here in the Wrld of Iron | cannot read your sighs. Any of
them™

"But you speak English!" Ruth protested.

"Do I? | imagine | would speak the comon tongue of whatever |and
found nyself in. It is the way of things when one goes Gatewal ki ng."

"Well this land hasn't got a conmmon tongue! And everyone here can
read. Mostly."

"So | gather. And so can | read, though not here. Perhaps you wll
teach ne, if there is time." Melior took her hand across the table.

Wrld enough and tine. Had we but world enough, and timel TIly coyness,
Lady, were no cline.

"Hey, uh, excuse me. | saw you cone in, and-could | have your
aut ogr aph?"

Ruth jerked her hand away from Melior and | ooked up. The boy was
standing in front of Melior, |ooking at him hopefully. He had on jeans
and scuffed white sneakers and a sl eevel ess deni mjacket open over an

i ndeterm nate heavy netal T-shirt. He thrust a copy of the
restaurant's take-out menu at Melior.

"I really love you, man. | love you a lot," the boy said.
"Ah." Melior |ooked fromthe boy to Ruth and back. "Certainly. A
pen, please, Ruth."

Rut h took the precaution of uncapping the pen before she handed it to
hi mno matter how sophi sticated he was, Melior could never have seen a
pen like her 89-cent Flair. But he took it w thout a bobble, and
signed the menu in swooping curlicues of florid purple that matched no
al phabet Ruth had ever seen

"Hey, man, thanks-1 saw you in concert |ast year. Got all your
al buns." The boy departed, still talking over his shoul der, and hit
only one table and the trash can on the way out.

Ruth held out as Iong as she could and then burst out | aughing.

"And what," asked Melior when she had subsi ded sonewhat, "was that
about ?"

"Ch, wait till I tell Nai! He thought you were a rock star, Melior-it
must be the jacket. And he- And you-" The thought was too nuch for
her; the previous tension too great; Ruth began to | augh again. "What

did you wite?" she finally nanaged.

"My name. It was what he wanted, was it not? And now, will you read
this ordinary to ne so that we nay be at neat?"

It was fortunate for Ruth that, |ifel ong anachronist that she was, she
was aware that an ordinary was the bill of fare at an inn. After sone
consul tation Melior chose a chicken sandwi ch and herb tea. Ruth had a
tuna sal ad and coffee. The waiter who brought themsmiled as if they



were all in a conspiracy together

Now t hat she was habituated to it she could see it: Melior acted like a
rock star, a celebrity, and people treated himas one. O perhaps it
was the other way around, but now that she was | ooking it was

i npossible to miss the aura of anticipation, of charism, of grand

sei gneur expectation that even New York roused itself to neet. Melior
was fanmous, Melior was news-whoever they thought he was.

They dawdl ed over lunch. Ruth took the time to organize all the
purchases into two | arge shoppi ng bags; Melior renmoved M chael's
borrowed wet-sheepdog sweater and put on the new orange T-shirt. Ruth
saw herself reflected in his sungl asses as she read its printed sl ogan
once more. "lIt's not ny planet.” Right. And what if it isn't?

If this were happening in a book or a novie, Ruth would have had her
expectati ons ready. Woever had tripped over this wonder should take
it directly to the authorities. Fictional people rarely did, of

course, and Ruth, reading or watching, was always vastly indignant with
whoever allowed the strangeness to sinply slip away unrecorded; to keep
it selfishly and not add it to the universe's store of marvels.

But it wasn't as easy as that. Kk never is. . . . If she believed
Melior was a lord out of Faery-and | do, Ruth pronmi sed herself
fiercely-who could she tell? The Mayor? The President?

Faced with the personal task of naking sonmeone notice the unlikely
truth about reality, Ruth realized she wasn't up to it.

And Melior was not some abstract cultural phenomenon; not an Elvis
sighting in a 34th Street deli. Mlior was a person, with things that
he needed.

And she woul d rather give Melior what he needed than pay homage to sone
i deal of civic-m ndedness that was as nuch a dead issue as the Wiite
Man' s Bur den

In the end, what Melior was didn't matter. H s exi stence made Ruth's
world no wi der.

"Come on. Let's go find a subway."

Melior held his tongue until they reached the street. Heads turned to
ook at him Melior |ooked back

"Subway's this way," Ruth said. "Cone on. W've got to get back."

"I know. | will not go in those ways again. | wll walk," Melior
sai d.

He | ooked up-taking his bearings fromthe sun, Ruth realized-and set
of f.

By the time they reached 42nd Street Ruth realized he was conpletely
serious. He strode down the sidewal k perfectly possessed of both

hi nsel f and it-nobody woul d ever guess he'd been mugged flat | ast

ni ght, Ruth thought admringly-gazing openly around hinmself in a
fashi on no New Yorker woul d be caught dead doing, with the cold My
sunlight glinting on the silvery spill of his unbound hair; flashing
off the oil-slick surfaces of his sunglasses' |enses, and glinting upon



t he i nnumerabl e chrone w dgets of his black | eather jacket.
Jaded New York crowds parted for himas if they were the Red Sea.

Rut h, soldiering on behind with two shoppi ng bags full of underwear,
was | ess fortunate.

She put up with this as far as 79th Street-Miseum Row, and | ovely and
dangerous Central Park on her right hand. The pedestrian traffic was
t hi nner here, and Melior had sl owed down enough about an hour before
for her to keep up with him

"It's only a couple of stops on the subway to Mchael's fromhere," she
of fered, having finally called a rest. She dunped the bags on one of

t he green wooden park benches that lined the sidewal k here and
col | apsed beside them throwing a wary protective armover them

Mel i or showed no sign of flagging.
"No. You may take the subterranean way, if you will. | shall walk."

"Wal k? How are you going to walk? You can't find Mchael's by
yoursel f-you can't read the street signs!”

"I know the way lies north, and that the river is to the west of us.

If I followthe river I will find it-and that | will do gladly, rather
than venture into your underworld again."

Underworld is a good name for it, Ruth thought wyly. She did her best
to renenber that, no matter how frazzled she felt, she was at least in
her right world, with no particular sins of om ssion hangi ng over

her .

Melior was not.

"All right. Okay." She rummged in her purse and dragged out her
wal | et, scrabbling through it until she located the remains of her cash
machi ne advance. She counted it carefully. "Fine. Let's take a taxi,
then-1'm not going to wal k another forty bl ocks carrying your

under wear . "

Hailing a cab was a difficult process-at least until Melior properly
under st ood what a taxi was and why it was wanted. Then he sinply
stepped out into the traffic in front of one, bringing it to a

hor n- bl ari ng stop.

"You coul d have gotten killed!" Ruth said once they were both

i nsi de.

"Yeah-you tell 'im lady. Crazy foreigners. Where to?" the cabdriver
agr eed.

"One-si xteenth and Riverside, please.” They mght as well go all the

way up to her and Naom's place, so long as they were taking a taxi.
"But I was not killed, Ruth. And one can be killed in so many ways.

Every exercise of skill is a risk," Melior pointed out as the taxi
began to roll.



"You don't know how things work here-you can't just take it for
granted-" "That the hired car will stop?" Melior smled. "Ruth, | do
not. And though this is a ghastly place, it is not entirely different
fromsome places | have seen. It is only nore so."

Only nmore so. VWhat a convenient and tinme-saving way of putting
t hi ngs.

The ride uptown was brisk and uneventful. They stopped right in front
of Ruth's apartnent; the fare was seven-fifty, and Ruth, unwilling to
argue, gave the cabby a ten. This left precious little in her wallet,
and she hesitated even to total the Macy's charge slips lying like a
nest of vipers at the bottom of her purse. But it was worth it. By
dressing Melior in earthly raiment she nade himhers, sort of. O
maybe it was a way of giving himall the help she could in regaining
hi s sword.

The Sword of Maiden's Tears. Every time she tried to think about it
sensibly, her mnd skittered away, as from sonething too God- knowswhat
to take seriously. But the Sword-and its absence-was the centra
problerrf that had to be faced.

He'll neverfind it. Never. This is New York. |It's gone. And it
woul d be a minor life triunmph if Ruth could figure out whether that
made her happy or sad-and why.

My Dinner with Melior

RUTH COULD SMELL the powerful fragrance of baking bread and
Sonet hi ng-wi t h- Burgundy the nonment she arrived on the seventh fl oor

Melior's nose twitched, too; he | ooked at her, eyebrows raised
guestioni ngly.

"Ch, CGod, | forgot. Saturday dinner," Ruth said. "Everybody will be
here.”

"Wth such an ornanental puzzle presented for their delectation, how
could they not be?" Melior said.

"Don't flatter yourself. Naom's cooking. Everybody'd be here
anyway, " Ruth said.

Sat ur day- or soneti nmes Sunday-di nner at Ruth and Naomi's (Naom's,
really) had becone sonething of an institution. Even splitting the
cost of the raw materials four ways (Naom provided the kitchen and
skill) it wasn't as expensive as a no-hol ds-barred dinner out, and it
was |ight-years above the cuisine de schol astique available in the
Col unbi a dining hall.

More inportant even than that, Naom's dinners took hours to prepare,
and anyone who wi shed could profitably spend the day in the apartnent,
mncing garlic and the reputati on of absent friends in an atnosphere of
t oget her ness.

And that, thought Ruth with a cool dispassionate intelligence, was
somet hi ng none of them coul d get anywhere else, wasn't it? The thing
that drew themall together was that all of them each of them was
al one.



Al one, but not loners. Just people who didn't fit in anywhere, which
by sone nerciful alchenmy made them nore tol erant of others who sonehow
didn't'fit. Howunlike Iife, Ruth thought cynically.

When she opened the front door, the first thing she saw was
Janesurrounded by books, of course. Jane's guitar in its case sat
propped primy against the wall under the wi ndow. Jane | ooked up as
Rut h ent ered-and | ooked whol |y di sapprovi ng as she saw Ml i or.

| wonder what that's about, Ruth thought.

"They' re ba-a-a-ack,"” Jane called toward the kitchen. She made one
nmore entry in her notebook, closed it with a slam and began stacki ng
the books in a neat pile to one side of the table. Ruth glanced at the
spi nel abel s: 398 and 291- Fol kl ore and Myt hol ogy.

"Ruth? 1Is that you?" Naom called fromthe kitchen

"No, it's Jack the Ripper," Ruth called back. She thrust the bags at
Melior. "Wy don't you go put on your jeans SO everyone can get the
full effect?" Ruth said, and headed for the kitchen w thout | ooking
back.

Naonmi was there, bending over and peering into the oven, which gave
forth its lovely scent. She |ooked up when Ruth entered.

"Beef with Burgundy. It's cheap, it's stupid, it'll feed fifty. And
how was your day?"

"Vertical ?" Philip added sweetly.

"You're not tall enough for that gesture, Ms. Siddons." Ruth shot
back. Philip was crouched gnomelike on the step stool shoved under the
wi ndow. One of Naonmi's mxing bows was on his lap; he stirred the
contents intermttently with a | ong wooden spoon. She wondered how
Naomi had ever gotten himto help.

"Melior thinks he saw his sword."

Al t hough, | ooking back on those crowded few m nutes outside Macy's, she
wasn't sure that "saw' was the word she wanted. Sensed?

"Fine," said Naomi . She peeled up the foil on the pan in the oven and
prodded nystically beneath it. Satisfied, she closed the oven. "W
can tal k about that after dinner. Mchael's going to be a little late
he called."

"OFf hocking Elfie' s stuff,” Philip added, surprisingly hel pful (for
Philip). H s glasses flashed as he | ooked down at the bowl and started
stirring again.

"Faery gold vanishes in the light of the sun." Jane edged into the
ki tchen beside Ruth. Jane herself |ooked as though she m ght vanish in
the Iight of the sun, assum ng she ever sawit. For one still cursed

wi th the puppyish roundness of unshed baby fat, Jane gave a surprising
air of insubstantiality. Her nouse-blonde hair (indifferently |ong),
straggl ed down over the shoulders of the "pretty in pink" shetland
sweat er she wore. She shoved her glasses up on her nose again.



"It's just a good thing that the sunlight never reaches street |evel,
or Mchael'd be in trouble. | w sh he'd go away," she added under her
breath. Ruth knew it wasn't M chael she nmeant, but Jane had barely net
Melior. What could he possibly have done to tick off Jane?

"Ckay, you guys, get out of ny kitchen. Ruth, why don't you go see if
Mel would like a cup of tea, or something? Dinner won't be ready for
an hour or so. Mchael said you went clothes shopping, so | dug out an
old suitcase to donate to the cause; it's on ny bed."

"What's that?" Ruth pointed to the bow Philip was stirring.
"Wl dn't you like to know?" Philip said.
"Qut," Naom insisted.

Jane preceded Ruth into the living room Ruth, blissfully unwary in
the confort of her own hone, |ooked up to see Jane's back stiffen into
silent, long-suffering di sapproval

Melior had taken Jane's guitar out of its case.

One woul d not necessarily think of Jane in connection with the
guitar.

GQuitars seened so frivolous, sonehow Jane's whole nature cried out
for nothing I ess than a grand piano, funereal in black |acquer, but as
eal Life is conducted without an art director, Jane had cone anong hem
with an entirely ordinary acoustic guitar that reposed, when not in
use, in a black fiberboard case innocent of paint or decals.

In Melior's hands, the guitar becane a different thing entirely.

He had slung the strap over his back, but held the instrunent al nost
vertically, his long pale fingers wapped about the neck. Hs free
hand stroked the strings and the sound box as if the guitar's whole
shape were faintly unfamliar but one that he was learning fast. His
head was | owered, his face turned toward the guitar. 1In jeans and
T-shirt, sneakers and sungl asses and long silver hair, he could be
taken for any normal student at Col unbi a-and that made himjust as nmuch
an outsider in this roomas being an el f-king did.

"You shouldn't take things that don't belong to you," Jane said in a
tight voice.

Mel i or | ooked up and focused on her. "I beg your pardon, M stress."

He di pped his head to slip the strap over it and held out the guitar
"My reckless curiosity has ever been ny sin." He |ooked at Ruth. "And
does this habilinment nmeet with your approval ?* He held out the

guitar.

"You | ook just like all the other kids," Ruth said.

"But you don't wear sungl asses indoors unless you want people to think
you're a junkier" Jane added. "Are there guitars in Elfland?"

The question could have been either offensive or ingenuous, but Jane's
perfectly-controlled tone gave no clue as to which it should be.



"Things sinmlar," said Melior, still holding the guitar toward Jane.
"And do you pl ay?"

"No," said Jane, "I just carry it around for fun." She plucked it out
of his hands, giving the inpression of a small field nmouse skittering
around a large lion, and went to replace it in its case.

Children, thought Ruth, fromthe vantage of a decade's seniority.

"Naom says that dinner won't be for at |east an hour. Do you want
sonme tea?"

"Yes, | thank you," Melior said. "And is there perhaps a map of this
city?"

"I'"ve got maps," Jane said surprisingly. "I'Il get the tea." She
flipped the Iocks of the guitar case shut and went off to the kitchen
again. Ruth |ooked at Melior.

"I amstrange here, as well as a stranger," he observed. "Is it true,
Ruth, that of all the Five Races only humans abide in the Wrld of
I ron?

| had heard that was true, but it is always desirable to have firsthand
information." He renoved the sungl asses carefully and set themon the
table. The silvery lenses reflected back at Ruth Iike a second set of
eyes.

Rut h sat down on the couch, and got the benefit of the westering sun
full in the face. "And what are the Five Races?-by which you may
understand that, yes, as far as | know nothing but humans |ive here.

There are runors, of course,"” she added darkly, "but they're only fairy
tal es-nmyths."

"I amput in my place," Melior observed. "The Five Races are those
peopl es able to use magic. They live in the Wrld That Is, though not
all live together in one Land. |In ny own, humans and ny kind live-and

per haps the Sea People, although they are wild and canny and dislike to
meddl e in the affairs of |andsmen unless they can do so to their own
advant age. "

"How like life," Ruth nuttered. "So there are mermaids? Wth
tails?"
Melior raised his eyebrows and | ooked anmused. "I have not enquired.

But to summarize," he went on, his tone of voice putting Ruth forcibly
in mnd of sone of her duller professors, "the Five Races whi ch abide
in the lands of the Wrld That |Is are these: the Earth Born, which are
call ed humans; the Sea Born, called merfolk and ceil dhe,- N ght's
Chi l dren, who have as many names and fornms as the stars cast shadows;
and ny own kind."

"The elves," Ruth supplied. "And that's only four."

"Ah," said Melior, "but you are not a scholar of the nysteries, and
will not burden you with gossip you will never have a use for. And



"elves" is only what the Earth Born call us."

"ElIf. In German, Erl. Fromthe Ad Teutonic Eorl, neaning 'Lord,"’
whi ch passed into English from Saxon as' Earl,' " Jane said. She set
down the tiny tray with the brown Rocki nghamteapot and the sugar and
creaner.

"So you do renenber,"” Melior said

"Not personally,"” Jane said. "And that has to steep.”

Melior withdrew his hand fromthe teapot.

"So what do you call yourselves?'" Ruth asked. She half-suspected she
was being made the butt of an el aborate joke, with all this highfalutin
taxonony of races and titles. Mddern anthropol ogy had proven that
every society called itself Us, and everyone else it net, Them

"The Folk of the Air," Melior said quietly. "The Sons of the Nbrning
and the Daughters of Twilight. The Star-Begotten."

"Twi nkle, twinkle," said Philip nmockingly fromthe safety of the
door way.

If Melior had done what Ruth half expected-flayed Philip where he stood
wi th a backl ash of hauteur and pride-it would have been possible for
Ruth to successfully dislike him(even though she, herself, frequently
felt that Philip would have been a good deal better conpany if he had
been drowned at birth). But instead, unexpectedly, he |aughed.

"Perhaps all peoples-if they were honest-have too high an opini on of
thensel ves! But | think it nust be far stranger to think there are no
other peoples in all the wi de world-although this world is not so very
wi de, " Melior said.

"What do you know about it?" Philip said aggressively. "You guys are
still fighting with cavalry and swords-what do you know about guns and
bonbs-and ai rpl anes? O conputers? O spaceships?”

"Not hing," said Melior, in tones that suggested he did not grieve for
his lack. "And what do you know, ny fine mannikin, of horsemanship, or
sorcery, or Gatewal king; of the treaties that bind the Five Races-" "O
which there are four,"” Ruth nuttered.

"Or cars-" said Philip, adding to his list.

" 'Inthe tine twixt the dark and the twilight/%Wen the night is

begi nning to | ower/ Cones a pause in the day's occupations/ That is known
as For God's Sake, Shut up, Philip,"" Jane mi squoted strenuously. "W
agreed; we could discuss this when M chael gets here."

Ruth realized that some agreement had been reached by the others while
she and Melior were out; through a childish pang of hurt feelings at
bei ng excluded she wondered what exactly the agreenent was.

The talk turned quickly and briefly to school; Ruth and M chael woul d
graduate this June, but Philip and Jane both had another year to go.

Rut h thought guiltily about her master's thesis, still unbegun. "The



Role of the Librarian in the Illiterate Society." She wondered if
there were elf-librarians, and what sort of books they guarded.

Havi ng settled that he and Jane were both behind in their coursework
and that it was a waste of tinme anyway, Philip flipped on the TV.

The | ate-afternoon sunlight bl eached the picture to oblivion, but the
sound wor ked fine.

"A Bronx man i s being sought in connection with the death of Roy
Turpin, 36, of North Queens Avenue. The body was di scovered early this
nmorni ng by-" Ruth tuned out the sound 'and the pastel image of a
shrouded body being bundled into a waiting anbul ance. Just anot her
beautiful day in Fun City.

"Your tea, Ruth." Melior sat down beside her, pushing a teacup gently
into her hand.

She took it, but when she | ooked up to thank himhe was not | ooking
toward her. Melior was staring out toward the setting sun, his nmouth
set in agrimline.

M chael arrived at a quarter of eight, when the brownies that Philip
had been mi xing were | ong since baked and only perilously preserved
fromthe depredations of starving students (or persons purporting to be
starving students), an entire |loaf of French bread had been anointed
with garlic butter, toasted, and devoured, Ruth had renoved the tags
and staples fromevery one of the day's clothing purchases and st owed
the clothing itself in a green vinyl suitcase of surpassing hi deousness
(she did not, even now, total her charge slips), and Naomi had finally
said "the hell with it" and set the table.

"Hello, all," said M chael

"It's about time you got here,"” Philip said.

"Ch, honestly, Philip, don't you ever think about anything but food?
Don't answer that," Jane added.

"Hi," said Ruth and Naom in ragged chorus.

M chael flung his w ndbreaker through the bedroom door and advanced on
Ruth. " GOkay, how rmuch did you spend?" he asked.

"Why?" Ruth demanded suspiciously. Melior nmade a sound that could be
taken (by the suspicious nature that even such a sensible person m ght
be supposed to have) as amusenent.

"You may understand that it nust be a very great deal, ny friend, or
el se she would tell you,"™ Melior suggested.

"It couldn't be," Mchael said. "Ruth doesn't have a very great dea
of mnoney."

"Ch, thank you so nmuch, M chael Peacock. For your information,
foll owed your list exactly-" "Al nost exactly,"” said Melior

"She got hima | eather jacket," said Jane.



"It was on sale!™ Ruth pointed out. "And he'll need it. He'll be
cold."

"No he won't," said Philip with a snirk.

"Philip, dear, if you ever do find out what the facts of life are-"
Rut h began.

"A leather jacket?" Mchael said in tones of pained disbelief.

"What's he going to do with a leather jacket? It's My."

"Join the road show of Shakespeare's Punk Elves in Bondage Revue," Jane
said, looking as if it were nothing to do with her. "You can wear a
| eat her jacket in the sumrer."

"I beg you will all stop discussing ne as if | weren't here," Melior

said. He did not raise his voice, but it cut efficiently through the
crosschatter. "l now possess a | eather jacket, which was purchased at
my insistence. It remains for Ruth to be reinbursed for this and for

the other itens."

"Right." Mchael's face assunmed an expression of studied disinterest,
whi ch woul d have been believable if not for the quirk in his nouth and
the slant of his eyebrows. He pulled his wallet out of his hip pocket
and pull ed out a sheaf of bills bound together with a paper tape. It

was not a terribly inpressive sheaf until you realized that the "one"
on each of the bills was followed by two zeroes.
"Five thousand dollars," Mchael said. "Cold, hard, |egal tender."

"Who' d you nmug?" Philip asked with interest.

"Sold the earrings and all the sterling. Except this-" M chael dug
deep into a pocket and flipped Melior's signet ring at him Melior
plucked it deftly out of the air and slipped it onto his finger

M chael dropped the sheaf of bills into Ruth's hands. She stared at it
as if it were a book she didn't want to read.

"I took the spurs down to the Met," said Mchael, referring to the
Metropolitan Museumof Art. "l1've got a friend down there. Stephen
Mal lison. He's Arms and Arnor, but he knows somet hi ng about
forgeries.”

"Like the Cellini salt cellar,"” Jane said.

"I don't see why they had to take it off display just because it was
fake," Ruth said. "It was an old fake-and besides, it was pretty."

"Beauty our only criterion,"” Naom said.

"Pretty is Truth and Truth is Pretty-" Jane began

"But anyway," M chael said, heaving the conversation back on track by
dint of main force, "T showed himthe spurs and told himlId been told

they came from Ancient Atlantis."

"And he believed you?" said Naom wth interest.



"Patience, nmy child. | didn't believe ne; | made that clear. \hat |
asked himwas what they were really; | hinted | thought they were
stolen.”

"As a deception only," Melior clarified firnmy.

(Philip: "What do you care, Elfie?" Naonmi: "Philip-") "I had to give
hi m some reason why |'d cone to ask hi mabout them

Museuns know what's ol d, expensive, and stolen-they have to in order to
keep frombuying it and then | osing what they paid when they turn it
over to the rightful owner. Anyway-" "Dinner's getting cold," Naomi
said. There was a brief interruption as food was brought fromthe
kitchen and distributed. Ruth offered the noney to Melior; he shook
his head. She set it on top of the television set as a |ast resort and
hoped nobody woul d forget about it, although how you coul d forget about
fifty one hundred dollar bills was sonething beyond her capacity. When
plates were full and nost of his audi ence occupi ed with beef burgundy

i nstead of airy badi nage, M chael resuned.

"So he told ne they were no nore Atlantean than my grandnother and
didn't | ook offhand to be very old. The workmanship was top drawer and
they' d cost sonebody a brick to make-solid gold rowels and all that-but
Anci ent Atlantean or ancient anything el se they were not. He begged ne
to rem nd whoever |'d gotten themfromthat only nounted cul tures which
had i nvented the stirrup would have any use for spurs.”

"I had a horse," Melior said. "It died. And the spurs?"

"I left themthere; he said he'd show them around. You said sell them
so | didn't think you'd nind."

"I ndeed not. You nay keep themfor all of ne."

"So | eaving asi de however nmuch Ruth spent on clothes-" "Six hundred and
ei ghteen dollars and thirty-five cents,” Melior said.

Everyone at the table stared at him Ruth's cheeks flamed, as if she'd
been caught in secret sin.

"You told ne it was a decimal currency, Ruth. One hundred cents to the
dollar. The lackey recited the total each tinme you paid. | added it
up," Melior explained. "Part of that is tax," he added.

"And the jacket was necessary," Naom said, poker-faced.

"I't was only-" Melior began

"It was on sale!™ Ruth interrupted.

"And that |eaves," said Mchael, who intended to becone a children's
librarian when he graduated and so had a great deal of practice in
bei ng heard over other conversations, "about four thousand dollars and
change. "

"I's this a great deal of noney?" Melior asked.

M chael shrugged. "Depends on what you try to do with it." He applied
himself to his dinner.



Four thousand dollars. Ruth was old enough to know that this wasn't

t he enornmous anount of noney it seened-not when her and Naomi's joint
rent and househol d expenses were nearly a thousand a nonth-but surely
it was enough to last Melior until he found his sword.

And if he doesn't find it? He doesn't have a birth certificate, or a
hi gh school diploma, or a Social Security card. O a passport-and
where coul d they deport himto, anyway?

D nner, having been so |long del ayed, was a swi ft, brutal business,
acconplished nostly in silence. Finally Naom cleared the plates
away.

" And now, for dessert," she said.

"Dam! | forgot the ice cream”™ M chael burst out. "It's in the
freezer at ny place. Look, Mel, I'll give you the keys-could you go
down and pick it up for ne?"

"That was the nost unconvincing con job |I've ever seen in ny life,"
Rut h said, once the door had shut and the sound of Melior's footsteps
on the stairs had been heard. "Wy didn't you just say, 'Melior, why
don't you get out of here so we can tal k about you behind your

back' ?"

"Because doing it this way is what is called manners, Ruth dear," Naomi
said. She sat down at the table. "I hereby declare the first neeting
of the New York Council on Elvish Affairs in session.”

"Right," said Mchael. "And the first question is, who is this guy
Ruth rescued | ast night really?"

"What's the second question?" Jane asked hel pfully.
"Do we believe his story?" Naom said.
"But if he's an elf-" Ruth began, and stopped.

"Very good," Mchael said to her. "He could be a real elf with a fake
story."

"Or a fake elf with a fake story,"” said Philip, who was, in his own
smal | way, a conpletest.

"Or a fake elf with a real story," said Jane, "although that neans we
still have to believe in sonme elves, just not this elf."

"Ckay," said Naomi . "Reasons for believing he's an elf. Anyone?
Rut h? You've spent the nost tinme with him"

"Well," said Ruth. "He's got pointed ears."

"Plastic surgery," said Philip. "Mkeup SFX "

"You' d see the line," Jane pointed out.

"Shut up, guys," said Mchael. "Let Ruth think."

"And slit pupils, like a cat's,” Ruth went on. "They reflect, too,



like a cat's, and |I've seen them change shape. People don't have eyes
that green, and while that could be contact |enses, they don't reflect
or make your pupil change shape like that. And his teeth are pointed,"”
she rushed on, "like a-a wlfs. And it could be dental bonding, but
why ?"

" "Why' cones later," Mchael said. "Okay, he's got pointed ears and
fangs and his eyes glow in the dark. And probably that isn't makeup
SFX makeup is meant to fool a camera, not a human eye; it just isn't
that good. And sonething that isn't makeup is that beating he got |ast

night. 1 |ooked himover then-it was pretty raw. But today his

brui ses are al nost heal ed-and another thing. | |ooked himover pretty
carefully twice. He's got a good set of nuscles on himand scars |ike
you woul dn't believe. |If you showed nme that and told ne this guy'd
been off to a war where they fought with swords, 1'd believe you."
"There's one other thing that isn't on your list," Jane said. "He
could be a not-a-human-being and still not be an el f."

"Cccaml's razor,"” Naom said

"Or in English, cut to the chase,"” Philip added. "If he was a space
alien, why say he's an el f?"

"Why not?" Jane shot back. "If he's a space alien, he doesn't think
like an Earth person-and aliens are a lot nore likely than elves. "
"Wwuld you listen to yourself?" Philip said. "Space aliens are
[ikely?"

"What reason do we have to not think Melior is an elf, after he's said
he was one?" Naom said pacifically. "Jane, you were |ooking through
fol kl ore today-what does it say about elves?"

Solicited in the area of her conpetence, Jane subsided.

"First, there are no reports of elves in Anerica, only some unproven
sixteenth century reports of 'weird bl ack dwarves,' which lets our guy
right out. Mbst of the folklore lunps elves right in with fairies, and
it sort of boils down to: 'No force, there | was, out after dark and
saw this Real Weird Guy who took ne home with himand we got to
drinking and that's why |'ve been gone a week."' Jane shrugged. "Elves
and UFO stories have a lot in comon: tinme distortion, mssing days,
menory | oss, and strange ail nments suffered by those who' ve net them

In fact the descriptions of elves and of space %liens are al nost
identical, allowing for there being about seven hundred years between
them and this guy doesn't match any of them \Wat he really is, is a
prime speci men of genus Tol ki enus, the fictional elf. You know tall
gl owi ng, noble-" "Wth a palantir strapped to his forehead and a | ong
gray cape," supplied Naom .

"He didn't say he was an elf. He said humans called his kind el ves,"
Ruth pointed out, with a scrupul ous regard for the facts.

"So we have a certain anpunt of physical evidence that Mel is Not

From Around Here," Naom sunmarized. "Anything else? O opinions to
the contrary?"

"The clothes and jewelry," Mchael said. "It cost a lot to put that



outfit together. |If this were a con job that would net hima couple
mllion, | could see a few thousand going to prine the punp. But it's
us he's working this on-if it's a sting. There's no way he could get
back his initial investnment. So there's no reason to waste the

noney.

And he was really thunped. Don't forget that."

"It's nore than a few thousand. All those clothes were hand-sewn.
Every stitch. They don't even do that for novie costunes anynore,"
Ruth said. She flung out her hands helplessly. "I can't even imagi ne

what it would cost to make them"

"And don't forget the ring," Mchael said. "It glowed. W all saw
it.

No lights, no wires."

"Not a dream not a hoax, not an inmaginary tale," Ruth said.

"And besides, | was |ooking around in cyberspace today. He wasn't
there," Philip added. He dug around in the pack at his feet and laid

somet hi ng out on the table.

Phot ographs. Four Pol aroid shots of Melior, |ooking pale and
interesting, his eyes glowing like red moons in the flash

"Just in case we want to fake himup sone ID " Philip said. Naom
deci ded not to have heard him

"Ckay, show of hands: does everybody agree that Melior, who and
what ever he really is, all semantics aside, doesn't cone from here?"

Naom asked.

Ruth rai sed her hand, feeling a little ridiculous. Slowy, so did
everyone else. Mchael w nked at her

"Great. That subject's closed and isn't going to be debated any
nor e.

Saves time. Now, what about his story?"
"Which story?" said Jane. "The one about the el f-war?"

"I don't think we need to worry about that," Ruth said, after a
pause.

"I think the only thing we have to worry about is whether or not we
believe that he lost a sword that he has to get back."

"Never mind that he's got a hope in hell,” Philip said sweetly.

"Yeah, right, never mind that," M chael said.

"I think the question is, what would he want us to do to go | ooking for
the sword?" Jane said. She fiddled with the hem of her sweater
staring off into space. "And what would happen if he didn't get it
back?



Really, | mean, and not just in elf-space. Here."

"He said,"” Ruth said, cudgeling her mnd for scraps of a conversation
that had seened less inportant at the tinme than her own feelings, "I
think he said that if a human had the sword, it was cursed-1 nean, the
sword was cursed whether a human had it or not, but its curse was, if a
human had it, it-the human-would turn into sone kind of nonster.”
"Tol ki en again," Jane sighed. "Gollum gollum what has it got inits
pocket ses-can't these people ever be original?"

"Tolkien did it because it was an archetypal thenme,"” M chael said.

"The cursed thingunmy that turns its owner into a beast. They're
pretty thick on the ground in fol klore and nyt hol ogy."

"We'| | just have to wait and ask Melior about it," Ruth said
"You will not have to wait," said Melior
Fractured Fairy Tal es: Hansel and G ende

NONE OF THEM had heard the door open. Melior stood there, with the bag
containing the ice creamin one hand, and Ruth's keys on their brass
ring keychain in the other

He took those out of mnmy purse! Ruth thought on a rising flare of
i ndi gnati on.

"You know," Naomi said with commendable calm "you really shouldn't be
back yet."

Melior smled, wlf-teeth gleaning. "I ran," he said. "Both ways."
Ruth stared, with guilty conplicity, at Melior's black high-topped

| eat her sneakers.
"You spied on us,"
weat her.

Jane said, as univolved as if she were reporting the

"How di d you get the door open wi thout us hearing you?" Philip
asked.

"Quile has its uses,” said Melior, "and you were greatly involved. But
since your councils were bound to affect ne, | w shed to know what
their result was."

"You got back too soon," said Ruth. "W were just trying to figure out
how you coul d possi bly benefit by |ying about the sword."

"We' d al ready decided you were an elf," said Naoni.

"I do not lie," Melior said. "Catch." He threw the bag, with fastbal
accuracy, straight at M chael

He caught it with a thunmp. "l guess this means dessert."

" And then you can tell us all about your nagic sword,"” Jane said.



Philip sniggered. Ruth kicked at himbut only succeeded in disl odgi ng
her precarious perch. She slid backward off the arm of the couch, but
Melior was there to support her

"You stole ny keys!" she whispered to himin an accusi ng undertone.
Mel i or shrugged and rel eased her. "I brought them back. | do not
steal ."

"Just like you don't Iie?" Ruth shot back. Melior's eyebrows rose, a
M. Spock gesture he could have no way of know ng was associationally
hi | ari ous.

"Exactly the way | do not lie, Ruth. | borrowed the keys."
"And woul d you borrow the truth?" Ruth shot back.

Sonet hi ng made her | ook sideways then, to neet Philip's china-blue
gaze.

"Ch, go on," Philip said. "This is fascinating."

"Shut up, Philip," said Ruth and Melior in unwitting chorus. Philip
made an obscure handsign and slithered off his chair to foll ow M chael
and Naom . Melior watched himgo.

"Privacy," he said, "is a state devoutly to be wi shed for, and, I|ike
all wishes, unlikely to materialize."

"Look," Ruth began uneasily, "no one neant-" Melior waved her to

silence. "O course you did. Wwo would not? 1Is that not true,
Jane?"
"Sure." Jane was gazing aimessly out the wi ndow, her |ank nousebl onde

hair falling in snake-1ocks against the pink shetland sweater. To al
i ntents and purposes she was paying no attention to Ruth and Melior.

"We all voted you're an elf, so that's settled. But it doesn't nean
you're a nice elf," she added, turning around.

"If he was nice, would he be hanging out with us?" Naom said, coning
back with brownies. "But seriously, Melior, none of us has any
experience with sword-quests, or magic-" "Or elves,"” interrupted

M chael hel pfully. He was carrying four dishes of ice cream bal anced
perilously. Philip had the other two. Jane junped up and went to

unl oad M chael. "So naturally we're a bit curious,"” Mchael went on
Melior favored Mchael with a crooked smle. "And you wonder how
twist ny nets to lure you in. | cannot deny that | do, friend

M chael .

The stakes are too high; | need allies.”

"Yes," said Mchael carefully. "And we were sort of all wondering just

what the high stakes are, you see.™

"For myself, | lose all if | cannot present the sword when Baligant
sumons it. Myself, ny kinfolk, all that I amor w sh to be-gone.™

There was a pause, then Melior added, "I cannot imagine this tugs on



human heartstrings greatly, and your charity in aiding me in this cause
alone is rightly limted. Yet there is a matter that | would have-at
| east yesterday-held to be of your deepest self-interest."

"Why yesterday and not today?" M chael asked, getting his question in
bef ore Naom el bowed himfor interrupting.

"Because yesterday | believed you valued the Iife of your fell owsand
today | see that this is sinmply not true. |If hundreds, if thousands,

if tens of thousands of your kind were to die, you are so many here you
woul d not even notice."

"Wy to go," breathed Philip.

"Why don't we just go back to pretending it's yesterday, then?" Ruth
asked. She took a brownie and bit into it, distracted for a nonent by
pure chocol ate ecstasy.

"Very well," said Melior. He prodded delicately at the nmound of
vanilla nelting in the dish before him and obviously decided to | eave
wel | enough al one.

"I'f you don't want that, I'Il eat it," Philip offered.

"Pig," said Jane.

Sl ug. "
"Louse. "
"Maggot . "
"Children, " said Naom .

"Wornhol e, " Jane said, getting in the last word. Philip took Melior's
di sh and dug in, oblivious.

"About the end of Iife as we know it?" Naom pronpted hel pfully.

Mel i or | ooked around at them all-wondering, Ruth suspected, why a group
of nere humans took so little interest in a real live elf and his
enchanted passions. Little did he know how wondrously the real world
concentrated the mnd-after a go at page one of the Times no one had
much enotional energy left for any one else's problenms, no natter how
exotic the anyone. O her people's problens were distractions. And

di stracti ons made you | ose your place on the | adder-not even of
success, that would be too venal, but of sinple garden variety

survi val

O course, after an eon or two of being, well, sensible, you got the
reckless urge to ganble. To trade on other people's good natures, as
they had so |ong traded on yours.

In short, thought Ruth crossly and personally, one day you decide to
chuck it all and get stupid.

"The end of life as you knowit," Melior repeated. "Perhaps. Perhaps
only the ending of a great many lives. You did not, either of you,
find word of the Sword in your travels?" He |ooked hopefully at

M chael and Philip.



"That's another reason | went down to the Miseumw th your spurs
t oday.

' mguessing that if the sword is hocked, sold, restolen, or just sent
off to be appraised, Stainless Steve'll get a hold of it at some point,
or hear about it. As of today, he hadn't."

"Not hi ng on the boards," said Philip. "I posted the reward. Maybe
something will turn up."

"No," Melior said sadly. "If this-" he gestured with his signet ring,
"-has even a little magic, the Sword's wards will be in full effect.

At least for a while, and this while is far too long for whoever has
it."

"You keep saying that," Jane said, fromthe corner into which she was
barricaded. The Coke-bottle | enses of her horn-rins turned to silver
coins in the light as she tilted her head. "You keep saying that, but
could you be a little nore specific?"

"Very well, Mstress Jane, since you nost particularly ask it. The
Sword of Maiden's Tears is, froma human's point of view, cursed. One
of the ol dest and sinplest spells-and nost powerful. Powerful enough

| fear, to work even here.

"Once a human seizes upon the Sword, he will begin a transformation. A
nmet amor phosi s into a nonster whose only food is the flesh of the humans
who were once his own kind, and whose only desire is to retain
possession of the Sword. A reasonable desire, that, as once the
transformati on takes place, the Sword is the only thing that can kil
him"

"\What about an atom c grenade?" asked Philip.

"Have you got an atom c grenade, Philip?" asked Jane.

"The only thing," Melior repeated. "Not fire, not sorcery, not boiling
| ead nor cold iron. The Sword alone will slay the grendel There was a

pause. "Beowul f," said Jane.

"By the shore of Gtche Gunee/By the shining Bi g-Sea-Wter?" quoted
M chael inquiringly.

"Wong poem" said Ruth. "That's Longfellow "

"Grendel is a proper nane," said Jane. "The nane of the nonster who
slewand ate-King Hrothgar's warriors every night until Beowulf slew
him By ripping his armoff," Jane added, with gl oomy relish. "It's

an epic A de English poem from around 1000."

"Grendel s are bespell ed humans,"” Melior said. "They are often used as
guards. The transformati on cannot be reversed, as it feeds upon a
human's innost heart to find the fuel for its work."

"Real scientific, Elfie," breathed Philip.

"Never mind the details,” said Naonmi just a little sharply. "So you're
sayi ng that whoever has that sword of yours will turn into a canniba



nonst er ?"

"No. Only any human who seizes it. Against the Mrning Lords this
magic will have no effect. It was thought, at the tine, to be a
security neasure,” Melior said disgustedly.

"Ckay, one nonster. Height, weight, distinguishing marks? Last known
address?" asked M chael

Melior |ooked at himas if he suspected, for a nmonent, that M chael

m ght be joking. Then he relaxed with a visible effort. "If | knew
where it was, Friend Mchael, | would go there and take the Sword

back.

Each hour it possesses the Sword renders it nmore powerful. And each
kill. As it kills-and feeds-this hapless human will begin to grow, and

change. A grendel never ceases to grow, sonme | have seen are
enor nous.

The larger they are, the less human their form they begin to go about
on all fours.........

Melior roused hinself fromwhat appeared to be a private nenory.
"You will know the grendel because it will not |ook elvish or human
And because it will be trying to kill you."

"Terrific," said M chael

"Could you be a little nore specific?" said Jane. "Like, how stupid
isit? And if it walks around in broad daylight munchi ng peopl e,
somebody' s going to notice."

The grendel is cunning, but is said to | ack human reason. They shun
the light; the older ones can stand it for short periods, but a man
when he is first made grendel will instinctively retreat to a cave or
ot her cover of darkness. As for the kills-" again Melior shrugged, and
an expression of helpless frustration made a mask of his features, "-I
had hoped they would be noticed, and reported to the magi strate or
mayor of this town-" Philip snorted.

"-but now | know they will not be." Melior put his head in his
hands.

After a nonment's hesitation, Ruth put an arm about his shoul ders.

"That isn't true." Everyone |ooked at Naonmi. There was a frown |ine
bet ween her eyes, as if she were trying to reason sonething out. She
ticked off the points on her fingers as she spoke. "W have a nugger
who has your sword. Having it-you say-will turn himinto a nonster, a
grendel that will nurder-" " And eat," said Philip hel pfully.

"And eat people, hide during the day, and can't be killed by anything
but your sword. Wat does that suggest to everybody? Conme on: the
category is Fairy Tales and Fol klore."

"I"'d like to buy a vowel, Vanna," M chael said. Naom nade a face at
hi m



"Werewol ves?" said Ruth finally.

"CGot it in one. And do you think werewolves won't make the six o'clock
news? He'll turn up,” Naom said grimy.

Mel i or | ooked at her, suddenly hopeful. "One could wi sh," he said
carefully, "that it did not require so nmany deaths to reveal his
presence. "

"It's okay," Jane said confortingly. "If your werewolf didn't kil
them they'd probably die anyway."

"Al nost certainly, given enough tine," Ruth said editorially.

"But it would be nice to catch our elvish Godzilia before he started
racki ng up a body count,"” M chael said, "if only for neatness' sake."

"How?" said Philip, in his best "imtation of someone being hel pful"”
Voi ce.

"Consider his airs and his graces/And the way he kicks over the
traces/ The shape of his head/ And the width of his bed/ And be sure that
you cover all bases," singsonged Jane from some | ost mine of

dogger el

"For the Snark was a boojum so you see," added Naoni.
Melior | ooked fromone to the next, baffled.

"Don't worry about it.
all the time."

Rut h squeezed his shoulder. "W're like this

"Except when we're worse," Philip said, grinning evilly.
"But we'll help,"” said Mchael firmy. "R ght, guys?"
There was a pause, during which no one disagreed.

"What el se have we got to do with our time," said Philip. "Pursue
hi gher | earni ng?"

"Ckay," said Naomi. "I declare the first official meeting of the New
York Council on Elvish Affairs closed. W help Melior find his
sword. "

And what then? Ruth wondered, al nost twenty-four hours later. The
party the night before had broken up late; Melior departing with

M chael and the maps of New York City that Jane had brought. Ten miles
by two and hone to eleven mllion people-how were they going to find
one enchanted werewol f in all that?

Especially since it's so full of neighborhoods that | don't think even
a werewol f would enter alone, Ruth thought. She stared at her
t ext book.

She'd been staring at the sane page for half an hour and had yet to
make sense of it.

She had no real reason for believing that Melior would conme to the
apartment today. He'd gone home with Mchael. Ruth fingered the



bundl e of currency on the table before her. And forgotten his noney.

Why shoul d Melior think anything nore of her than he did of any of the
others? So she'd taken hi mshopping, for God's sake. It wasn't as if
it were the equivalent of a formal proposal. Just because he was the
nost exciting, exotic thing to happen to her ever.

Didn't nean that the reverse was true.
The phone rang.
"Hel | 0?"

"I wish to speak to Ruth." Melior's voice, sounding small and
uncertai n.

"Melior? It's ne. Ruth. How are you?"

"I amarrested. They have said | may make one tel ephone call. | did
not know who else to call, Ruth.”

Rut h had never been any closer to a police station than an epi sode of
Hill Street Blues and she didn't want to be here now. She had the

whol Iy unfair superstitious feeling that she would be arrested, too;

not for anything she had done or not done, but sinply at sone draconian
whi m

Rut h had been under the grindstone of the system it was not an
experience she cared to repeat.

"Excuse me," Ruth said carefully to the receptionist, "I’
up sonebody." | hope.

m here to pick

And there civilized converse ended, because she had no idea what sort
of name Melior might have given-if any-and she knew he didn't have any
IDon him But the receptionist, if not exactly gracious, was patient
with Ruth's patent bewi |l dernent, and soon Ruth found herself talking to
a uni formed sergeant who was equal ly disinterested, and equally
patient. What was her relation to the individual? Wen had he been
arrested? Did she know the charge?

"I don't know," Ruth repeated hel pl essly, beginning to want to cry.

She wi shed that she'd waited for Naomi, or called Mchael, or even
asked Jane to go with her. She'd never felt so helpless. "I don't
know, he called nme maybe an hour ago. Do | need a lawer? Can | see
hi nP"

There were none of the confortable courtesies of Televisionland
avai |l abl e here; when she saw Melior again, it was in the mddle of a
crowded hal lway, and his hands were cuffed in front of himand he was
sitting on a crowded bench with a nunber of other people, all under the
wat chful eye of a policeman. The bl ack |eather jacket that had made
him 1l ook so trendy yesterday was scuffed now and only nmade hi m | ook
hoodi sh; the mirrorshades lent his face an alien reptilian col dness.

"Ruth!" he exclained, and, to the uniformed patrol man, "There! | have
sent for ny hostage-now release nme." He junped to his feet and the
handcuff chain jangled as Melior pulled on it. Ruth had a sudden
snapshot vision of the Iinks breaking outright. The cop put a hand on



hi s bat on-and who coul d blanme hin?, Ruth thought with a dash of
desperate enpat hy.

"Nice to see you, too," she said, her voice shaking only slightly.
"Good thing you renenbered ny nunber.’
"Are you his sister, ma'an?" the policeman asked.

"Yes. Yes, | am Please, what has he done?"

"Tried to beat the fare. Refused to take his summons. |If you want to
pay his fine now, you can both go hone."

Ruth felt her knees go weak; the giddy relief was |like half a bottle of

Scotch. "Yes. Yes, thank you. 1'll pay the fine."

The officer took a clipboard off the wall and sorted through the papers
on it. He renoved a sheet and handed it to Ruth. "Room 202, nma' am
The clerk will give you a receipt to bring back here."

Rut h took the paper. The policeman pointed off down the hall. Melior

started to follow, and the policeman put a hand on his shoul der
warni ngly. Melior |ooked ready to expl ode.

"Sit down," snapped Ruth, as to an erring collie. "Wit here and nind
your manners. |'ll be back as soon as |I can."

Luck; oh, blessed luck. ©Ch, don't let the fine be nore than |I've got
on me, Ruth prayed to herself, but surely it couldn't be nore than five
thousand dollars if they were willing to let himgo w thout booking
him She | ooked at the page in her hands, but all she could nmake out
in that handwitten hash were the typeset words at the top of the

form

"Arresting Oficer's Report" it said.

But he hasn't been arrested He 1-L4SN T And | can get hi mout of
her e.

And then I"'mgoing to kill him

The fine, counting everything, cane to seven hundred and sixty-eight
dollars. Ruth received a conputer-generated receipt that listed dollar
amounts next to citations fromthe New York Gvil Code. A few hours in
the library tonorrow and she could find out everything that Melior had
done.

She al ready knew the worst.
"Fare beating," the clerk said. She wasn't wearing any uniform just a
photo IDwith a nane Ruth couldn't make out; she | ooked freeze-dried
into sone eternal senescence, Ruth's own nightmare of what she herself
woul d resenble in twenty years' time, brought to Madame Tussaud life.

"Cheaper to pay the fare than the fine."

It's not his fault. He didn't know. He's fromout-of-town, Ruth
wanted to say and didn't. Even as she chose not to argue it, she



wondered if there mght be some m stake. Yesterday Melior had flatly
refused to go back into the subway tunnels. Wy, today, should he be
trying to beat the fare?

Mutely Ruth handed over currency and received her change and receipt.

She went back downstairs with her paperwork and handed it to the
uni formed officer, who inspected it carefully before reaching for the
key to Melior's cuffs.

"Tell himto behave hinsel f-next time we mght not be so backed up

This is in the conputers, even if we didn't book him" the cop said in
a weary voice

"Thank you," Ruth repeated, her own words giving her a sense of
inanity, as if she were sone kind of celluloid puppet; one of those
springl oaded things with a head eternally nodding. "Thank you very
nmuch. "

Finally they let her take Melior away.

It was Sunday, May second, a drizzly gray evening on 42nd Streetand
probably the rest of Manhattan-when Ruth and Melior energed fromthe
Transit Police station. The sense of freedom was overpowering; even
t hough Ruth had been in no danger, she was trenbling with exhaustion
and the aftereffects of stress.

And |1've got a nine o' clock class tomorrow. Terrific.

"Wuld you like to tell me just what that was all about? I1t's a dam
good thing you had ny nunber-and just how did that happen, by the
way ?"

Rut h asked.
"M chael told it to ne. He said | might have need of it."

"He was right. And I'mstill waiting for an explanation. |If | hadn't
had that cash fromlast night, you' d still be in there, you know -and
if you had to go before a judge, | really don't think he'd be inpressed
with your More Tales From El fland bi ography.”

"I sawit, Ruth,” Melior's voice vibrated with utter conviction. "I
saw the grendel | was this close.” He nmeasured a space in the air with
hi s hands.

"So you junped over the turnstile to follow him" Ruth said flatly.
Mel i or nodded.

"There was shouting. There was a man on the platform| know what your
guardsmen's uni fornms | ook Iike, now, but I did not then and he seized
me. The grendel got into a subway car. And I did not," Melior said,
rubbi ng the back of his head.

"And nobody noticed they were in the sane car with a grendel ?"

Rut h asked.



"No. It does not look any different yet, but the stink of high sorcery
isonit. It is a scent your human noses do not catch, |I think, for no
one else remarked him Yet it was he. So close-1 sensed it-!"

"I sense the presence of Bellevue if you're not nore careful!" Ruth
snapped. "What if | hadn't been home? What if you'd gotten hurt?"

"Hurt?" Melior cried, stopping to stare at her. "I amslain
al r eady!

Don't you understand? |'mlost-thwarted at every turn by the Wirld of
Iron, by the thousands who choke the streets of your city! He hunts
where | am hel pl ess, thwarted by his kindred! 1'll never catch

hi m never! This beast hasn't a single throat-" Mlior was shouting,
now, and even in Tinmes Square people were stopping to | ook

"The peopl e-that great beast!"™ Ruth tried to remenber who'd said
t hat .

Al exander Hamilton? It was like himthe elitist of his day. Maybe
Al exander Ham | ton woul d have under st ood Rohannan Melior; God knew,
Ruth didn't.

"Ch, will you shut up? Things can get worse-trust me," Ruth said with
weary anger.

"How?" Melior turned on her savagely. "How worse than ny failure?"
"Well," said Ruth viciously, "you mght have to live with it. Here."
And it was unholy what a shamel ess pl easure that thought gave her.

"Ah. Yes." Melior struggled with his surging enmotions and won through
to a white-lipped calm "Very well. Walk with nme, Ruth.”

Bridled by guilt, she wal ked up Broadway with himas the day
dar kened.

A mingy rain began to fall again; both of themignored it. It sparkled
on Melior's hair like crystal heading, too light yet to soak in. Late
afternoon on a Sunday, and raining besides-the streets were al nost
enpty (for New York). They jagged sideways, onto Fifth Avenue, and
after a while Melior began to speak

"I began where | had sensed himonce. | spent all night studying the
maps-1 was certain | could find him no matter his resort. It is only
a handful of days since he and his fellow shanefully defeated nme; he is
weak yet. As weak as he will ever be. Perhaps, even, he has not fed
yet.

And he escaped ne." Melior's voice was flat, uninflected. "And so he
will continue to do, in this bizarre |land where everything is out of
joint.

Wher eas he, though a beast out of nightmare, knows what | do not, and
can thereby twist the unjust laws of this insane realmto thwart ne at
every turn."

"Now just a minute, Ham et," Ruth began



"Tell me wherein | amin error, Ruth,” Melior purred silkily. "Tell ne

how well | manage nyself in this place. | amtaken into custody for an
of fense | do not recognize as | conmit it, children stare at ne upon
the streets, | cannot even read the handbills that are posted." Melior

gestured at a passing bank window, filled with posters advertising its
servi ces.

"Ckay," said Ruth. "You've convinced ne. You're a failure. Gve
up.

Go hone."

They wal ked on in silence. Ruth wondered if she'd hurt him or
of fended him or if he'd even noticed what she'd said. The sky
continued to darken. Twilight. Evening. N ght, in an hour or two.

Sunset was at 6:48, if she renenbered rightly. Ruth Marl owe,

conpul sive nmenorizer of vital statistics. Today, unencunbered by
packages or places to be, she was willing to wal k, yea, even unto 96th
Street, where Mchael lived. They were passing 50th Street now.

Rockefeller Center, Saks, Saint Patrick's Cathedral.
"How?" Melior said at |ast.
"What ?" Ruth said.

"How shall | give up-and go home? Sorcery sent me here, to this place
where sorcery goes awmy. Wthout the Sword | cannot begin to hope of
returning."”

"And with the Sword?" Ruth asked.

"Wth the Sword, | may hope, " Melior said, choosing his words
precisely. He sighed. "I play with words and try your patience,
M stress Ruth.

| cannot give up. | shall blunder on, hopeless, until | die."

""There's just no word to describe your behavior at tinmes, Don

Qui xote," " Ruth said, quoting the caption froma | ong-ago New Yorker
cartoon. Melior shrugged. "You do have local help,"” Ruth said, trying
agai n.

Si | ence.

Rut h grabbed his sleeve and hauled Melior to a stop. "Look, just what
is it that you want nme to say? 'Gve up'? You ve already-" Melior
seized her in turn. And kissed her.

Ruth was not a cloistered nun. In her lifetime she had certainly been
ki ssed and nore than ki ssed on enough occasions that the act itself did
not come as total surprise. On the majority of those occasions,
however, Ruth's consent and cooperation had at |east been solicited.

Melior solicited neither. Wth expert efficiency he pulled her close,
pressing her body against himas if he were trying to drown init. And
for one moment Ruth was willing to help him But "Not here!" She
pushed him furiously away-Melior |let her go-and uttered the first words
that came to her. "Are you out of your mind?" She | ooked quickly



around, but no one seened to have taken advantage of this nomentary
| apse to pickpocket, nug, or worse, either of them Mdness, to becone
so distracted on a city street.

"Yes," said Melior. "No. |If not here, Ruth, then where?" His
intensity had no | eaveni ng gl eam of nockery now, and Ruth's mind
steadfastly refused to make any sense of the situation. Suddenly she
felt as if New York was as alien to her as it surely nmust be to

Mel'i or.

Why had he done it and what shoul d she do?
Her mouth felt bruised, sensitized, tingling and tender and naked.

That it was beyond silly-what would a lord of Faery want with Ruth
Mar | owe-di d not, sonehow, aneliorate the physical sensations one
whi t.

It took nearly all of her fast-fading store of common sense to pul
free fromthe remains of Melior's grip and start wal ki ng once nore.

She ducked her head and strode as if her life's anmbition were to
outrace Melior. Unfortunately, he had no trouble at all keeping up

"Do you reject ne?" Melior asked, com ng up beside her

"You can't just go and kiss someone on a public street,” Ruth
countered. "Sonething could happen.”

"I did not kiss 'someone." | kissed you."

"Well, why don't we just forget about that, okay?" Ruth's cheeks
burned; her heart rattled its ivory cage far faster than brisk wal ki ng
could account for. Melior had added a fresh and unwel cone di nension to
the puzzle he presented, and wi de new vistas of ghastly hunmiliation
opened before her.

"Why don't we not?" he said in her ear. "Hold yourself ny guide and
preceptress; do you not, who knows what harm| may get nyself into?
m ght, perchance, kiss young M stress Jane," he added lightly.

Despite everything, the nental inmage so conjured nmade Ruth giggle.

"She'd kill you," Ruth said. And then, nore soberly, "Don't. She
wouldn't like it." Not quite against her will Ruth slowed to a normal
wal ki ng pace. 59th Street. Colunbus Circle. Central Park

"Even | know that," Melior chided her. "The paladin for Mstress Jane
has yet to win his spurs. Wile I-" "You' re just |ooking for a good
time?" Ruth said. She'd nmeant it to be light, nonthreatening, but
despite herself her voice skirled and fl attened, exposing pain.

"No!" Melior protested. "I want-1 neant-" he stopped. "I find you
passing fair, Mstress Ruth."

The opening was too good to m ss; w thout conscious volition her
i nternal nonol ogi st took over." 'Passing fair, passing strange-sorry,
just passing through,' " Ruth quoted airily."

"The sane thing happened tw ce | ast week: O heaven hel p the working



elf."" "Do you reject me, Ruth?" Melior softly repeated.

Oh, heavens no; just what | need to round out my year; a one night
stand with a passing elf-king. "I think," Ruth said carefully, "that
we cone fromtwo different worlds-" Melior was surprised into a bark of
| aughter; only then did Ruth realize what she had said. She |aughed,
too, the sound a little strained with tension

"Right," she said. "Literally true. But you may be taking things for
granted that we don't-here; and just maybe this isn't such a good tine
to rush into things? Besides, shouldn't you be thinking about how to
off this grendel? You can do it; of course you can." She chattered
on, hating the sound of her own voice and the way she was tal king so he
woul dn't, because she was nore afraid of what Melior mght say than of
what he woul d | eave unsaid, because, because, because.

You wanted an adventure, Ruth told herself brutally. You wanted things
to be different, a chance to be . . . senseless? Insensible? Wll,
what ever the opposite of sensible is. You wanted it. You got it. Now
quit whi ni ng.

"And with you beside ne nmy fortune is assured,” Melior agreed

anbi guously into the silence. "lIs there ever a good tine to rush into
thi ngs?" he added rhetorically. "But there is no time, Ruth. There
isnotine left at all."

Sheer noral cowardice and the passionate desire to end this discussion
kept Ruth silent; but even through her confusion a faint traitorous

voi ce insisted that she, that Melior, that all of them were overl ooking
somet hing vitally inmportant.

Gat her, Dar kness

I N SCATTERED MOMENTS of lucidity Kevin Shel by | abel ed Friday night the
Last Good Time. Friday night-before. Before he had done what he did
not have the strength to avoid doing, before he had firmy and
irrevocably overstepped the line that separates the Okay People from

t hose who have Really Bagged It.

W thout knowing it, Kevin had al ways valued his self-esteem his own
good opinion of hinself, the certainty that he'd al ways been right;
justifiable. Now that sweet self-content was gone. It was as if sone
war m covering had been stripped fromhis ego, and sonething raw and red
stood snarling in the chill

But he had the sword.

The sword, and nothing else. He'd held it in his arns all that
horrible Friday night, clutching at the hilt and staring into its
jewels in order not to see Roy's body lying on the floor

He'd thought it woul d be bl oodier, sonehow. Mre blood, and redder

The way it was in the novies. It wasn't |like that, but Roy was stil
dead. Didit matter? D d it maybe not count because it had happened
all wong? Wuld the ever-present all-seeing They forgive it and
forget it because he hadn't neant it to come out quite that way and
besides it was all Roy's fault to begin with?

Wul d sonmeone, anyone, please give hima second chance?



No. Bright, educated, admonished all his life to Be a man, Kevin.

-accept responsibility, Kevin Shel by knew the truth. No excuses. No
second chances. Roy was dead and it was Kevin's fault. He'd killed
him and the weight of self-loathing, self-contenpt, slid |like a stone
curtain between his life before and life after, cutting himoff from
contentnent and filling his vision of the world with poison

But he still had the sword. And to make all of this, any of this
matter, to ensure that Roy Turpin had not died for nothing at all
Kevin had to keep it.

He could not stay here. Toward dawn that sinple fact of

sel f-preservati on penetrated Kevin's consci ousness. He becane aware of
what he had been snelling for sone tinme-the thick organic scent of

Roy.

The body on the floor. Nothing to do with me. Not hing!
Roy who was dead as a doornail, as |last year's elections, as history.

Roy was dead, dead, dead and deconposing, the bl ood on the floor pool ed
and drying to black jelly, the shards and gobbets dried and starting to
| ook l'ike any meat you'd accidentally left out of the fridge overnight,
the snmell of piss and shit transform ng the body on the floor into just
anot her Bowery bum A di sposabl e weck. Human garbage. And
eventual |y even the super in this building would bang on the door and
then use his key, wanting to find out just what trouble his tenant was
maki ng for himnow. Then there would be police.

And police would al nbst certainly want to know how Roy, how t he body on
the floor had come to be here. They would find Kevin's sword, and take
it away, and then everything that had happened to Roy, that had
happened to Kevin, would all be for nothing.

So Kevin got up. He pulled down the wi ndow shades because the glaring
pi nk |ight gave hima headache. He turned back, and wi thout thought
the sword flickered in his hand |ike sunmer |ightning, carving through

it as if it were hot butter, and when it had struck, Roy Turpin's
head rolled free, gathering notion fromthe canted fl oor until it
banged gently into the tel evision set.

Kevin carefully wi ped the bl ade of the sword on the couch and went into
the kitchen, already forgetting what he had just done. He drank a

gl ass of water, holding the sword point down |ike a dangerous wal ki ng
stick. He threw up the water and everything else left in his stomach
all over the dirty dishes in the sink and the clean ones in the
drainer, and felt a certain cheap exultation because he didn't have to
clean it up-he never had to clean anything up again. Then he drank
some orange juice right fromthe bottle, and dropped the bottle to
shatter on the kitchen floor as the juice cane right back up in a pang
of cranmping nausea, still orange, in a vaulting are that spattered the
opposite wall. Kevin choked and spat, gagging, until his nouth was
free of the rotten-sweet taste. Enough of this.

He went into the bathroomcarefully not looking in the mrror and
turned on the shower. And when the hot water had cone up and the
roaches been put to flight, Kevin took off all his clothes, gleefully
poppi ng buttons, and stood under the hot water and scrubbed and



scrubbed until no possible trace of Roy remmined on his skin or in his
hai r.

Through all this the sword stood propped against the wall, glinting
faint rainbows in the gelid dawn |ight.

Then Kevin stepped out of the tub-not bothering to nmop uptowel ed
hinsel f off, and went into his bedroom He pulled the blinds in here,
too, a faint pang of worry breaking through for the first tine. It was
so bright out there. He felt the pounding behind his eyes already, the
foretaste of a really bad headache. Wat if going outside gave him so
bad a headache that somethi ng happened to the sword?

But he woul dn't think about that now. He'd think about that when he
was ready. He polished the sword clean on the bedsheets, but once that
was done and the covers had been pulled straight to provide a suitable
backdrop for it, only the sword' s presence proved that anything strange
had happened in Kevin's life at all

That was when Kevin had his great idea.

Maybe it was the light, or the menmory of the |ast hopeful point in his
life before the slide down to the Last Good Time. Maybe it was that,
down deep under it all, Kevin Shel by was no fool, and smart enough to
know how rmuch anonymity a uniform gives. And knew, too, a place where
he coul d vanish, far away fromthe |ight of the sun

Kevin took down his track worker's uniform the steeltoed safety boots,
the gray work pants, the long-sleeved gray shirt with its sewn-on
patches. He found his photo-ID and clipped it to his pocket. The

aut horizati on was out-of-date, but he wouldn't be needing to showit.

And when he finally stood and | ooked in the mirror, he
| ooked- ordi nary.

Kevin smiled. He picked up the sword and crossed the hall to Roy's
room

Probably if he'd known he wasn't com ng back, he would have been
neat er.

The thought made Kevin smile; with a swift gesture he stabbed the sword
down, two-handed, at the center of Roy's unmade bed. It slid snoothly
t hrough mattress and box spring, stopping as its point touched the
floor. Kevin released it, and it wobbled gently back and forth, held
upright in place by the mattress stuffing.

Kevin thought it | ooked just like Excalibur in all the nmovies. But
this one was his. He was King Arthur.

" Awyi ght . Kevin breathed to hinself, nonmentarily distracted.
Then he searched the room and the closet, and when he was done he had
Roy' s bl ue nyl on bonber jacket, worn on those outings when Roy wanted
to convince soneone he was a police officer or at |east a security
guard. It had an Anerican flag patch sewn on one shoul der and a Sea
of New York patch sewn on the other, and neither of these
easily-obtainable things by itself conferred |l egitimcy, although they
| ooked very convi nci ng.



Then there was Roy's secret store of cash-five hundred dollars, stuffed
in an envel ope taped to the back of the dresser. But Kevin hadn't
grown up with five brothers w thout |earning about hiding places |like

t hat .

He put Roy's nmoney into his wallet and | ooked for the |l ast thing that
must be here, because he knew Roy had a pair and because Roy hadn't
been wearing them |l ast night.

He found them at |ast, pushed to the back of a drawer he'd al ready
checked twi ce. Ray-Ban sungl asses, just like the Terni nator wore.

Kevin put themon, and the light dimmed to a much nore acceptabl e
| evel .

H s mouth was dry and cottony, and his stomach grow ed with unful filled
hunger. But he was ready to | eave.

Al most.  Wth shaking hands, Kevin carefully withdrew the sword from
its mattress anvil. It gl owed, whispering pronises to him al one.

If he carried it openly like this, they would take it fromhim Kevin
frowned. He rested the point of the sword on the floor. Upright, its
| ength measured himto md-chest; the pulsing jewel of the pomel
resting over his heart. He had to disguise it sonehow.

A guitar case night have concealed it-if there were guitar cases that
were five foot long, and Kevin didn't think there were. A rifle case,
maybe, only the crosspiece wouldn't fit inside and anyway, a rifle case
was just as bad a thing to try to carry through the streets of New
York. He thought about it very hard, and then sacrificed his record
collection to sheathe the entire sword, blade tip to ponmel, in al bum
covers. He wapped that in newspaper, and the newspaper in garbage
bags, and strapped the resulting package in every conceivable direction
wi th heavy silver duct tape. A friend of Kevin's had once said that

duct tape was the force that held the universe together. Wll, maybe
it was.
He hefted the final package experinmentally. It was clumsy, but no one

woul d suspect it contained a sword-his sword. No one woul d suspect it
and no one would take it and it would be safe, he would be safe.

If he could only get to the subway.

Dressed and ready to go, the bundled sword bal anced precariously under
one arm Kevin lifted one corner of the living-roomshade and peered
out. The sunlight nmade hi m hi ss-even through the sungl asses the |ight
was a bl ue-white hamer of pain.

He dropped the shade. He couldn't go out in that. He was hurt, he was
sick- Kevin rested the sword gently against the wall and used both
hands to clutch his tenples. He whinpered, deep in the back of his
throat. He had killed Roy-and Roy was his friend-and in that one
irrevocabl e act he had wi ped out all future content.

But he'd had to. Roy'd been going to take the sword away. They'd see
that. They'd have to. And it was only Roy, and Roy (let's be honest)
was just a cheap hood, a mugger; and conpared to all that Kevin could



achi eve, woul d have achieved already if he'd only had the luck, just a
little luck, alittle.

It took himan hour to convince hinself to | eave the apartnment, and in
hi s punped-up desperate haste to go and be gone before he lost his
nerve, he left the door unl ocked.

Encouraged by the uneven slant of wall and floor in the ancient
apartment buil ding, the door drifted slowy open. Wen the super cane
upstairs to nop the hallway at nine o' clock, he found it open. He
called out. Then he | ooked inside. Then he called the police, but by
t hen Kevin Shel by was al ready far away, riding the underground
railroad, his own private new y-renovated carousel, round and round and
round.

H's train passed through the 34th Street station for the unpteenth tine
a few hours later, and Kevin had no inkling how cl ose he'd cone to | ast
night's victim

Last night's first victim

Kevi n had ot her problens of a nore pressing nature. Problens of hunger
and thirst and guilt. And fear.

That he was | osing his mnd.
O that he wasn't.

Through a @ ass Menagerie, Darkly IT WAS PI TCH DARK and her feet were
tired by the time they reached M chael's apartment, but even so Ruth
hated to | eave Melior here and begin her lonely wal k farther north.

From her sidewal k vantage point she could | ook up and see that the
lights were on in Mchael's apartment. No fear of leaving Melior to a
chill and enpty roomin an alien land, then. The w ndow was surrounded
by ornanental bands of nol ded concrete; old, gray, baroque, and

prewar .

The shades were raised, giving Ruth an uni npeded view of the livingroom
ceiling five stories away.

"He's in," Ruth announced.
"Come up," Melior urged. "Mchael will have to know of this, and
undoubt edly you can tell himof that which I will onmit."

For one paral yzed nonment Ruth thought Melior meant the incident of the
ki ss; then her mind unstuck itself fromthat broken record track and
she realized that he neant the arrest and what had preceded it. Wth a
charisma that undoubtedly comranded troops in Elfland, Melior led Ruth
t hrough the front door and up the five flights of stairs to Mchael's
apart ment.

Swept along by the force of his personality, Ruth did not even stop to
wonder if M chael mght not be alone. Fortunately Philip was in plain
sight as M chael swung open the door in answer to Melior's knock. Like
the bad fairy in the tale, one forgot about Philip LeStrange at one's
peril.

"I amarrested,"” Melior announced, as one wanting to get the ill news



out of the way at once.

M chael stood back to et thementer. Philip was lying at full length
on the living-roomrug and staring spellbound into the tiny screen of
his | aptop-or, tonight, carpet-top. Two wires led fromit. One was a
phone cord. In the background the tel evision babbled
self-referentially, volume turned down | ow.

"Wy to go," said Philip, renoving one fist fromhis chin to hamer
one-fingered at the keyboard. It was inpossible to tell whether he was
addressing Melior or the conputer.

"Arrested? H, Ruth. What happened?" M chael closed the door behind
them There was a rattle of |ocks.

"H . I'mdead. Melior was arrested.” Ruth wal ked across the room on
| egs that suddenly felt like |lead to collapse on Mchael's couch. She
carefully did not ook at Philip's keyboard. Were Philip was
concerned, total ignorance was the better part of valor, in Ruth's
educat ed opi ni on

"Pepsi. Diet Pepsi, ere | die," she enunciated, closing her eyes
dramatical ly.

"You're already dead," Philip rem nded the anbient air punctiliously.

Melior entered the room cautiously (Ruth could see from beneath | owered
| ashes) and perched on the edge of a chair, a hard-edged contenporary
figure of black |eather and nmirrorshades. Only the sensuous curve of a
poi nted ear beneath the fall of platinumhair proclained hi msomnet hing
el se entirely.

M chael went off to the kitchen, returning with those two stapl es of
nodern life, Diet Pepsi and potato chips. He deposited both beside
Rut h

"Arrested, you said,"” Mchael informed her inquiringly. "As in,
police-arrested?" He sat down on the arm of the couch, which creaked
but seemed resigned to such treatnent.

"Fare-beating," Ruth said conprehensively. She grabbed the nearest

i ce-cold recycl able alum num five cents deposit in the follow ng states
can, popped the top with expert fingernails, and quaffed nonnutritive
sweeteners to the full. Thus refreshed, she was able to sit up. "The
transit cops nicked him™"

"Good going, Elfie," Philip said. Melior renoved hinself fromhis high
seat to crouch beside Philip, watching whatever was going on in
liquid-crystal cyberspace.

"It isn't as if he doesn't have the fare," M chael said off-handedly.

"Plus about four thousand and several hundred nore dollars."

"Not any nore," Ruth said. "And besides, he'd left it at ny housewhich
was |ucky, since | was his one phone call."

Quickly, then, Ruth explained the rest: her trip down to the station
the good luck that let her ransom Melior without his ever really being
booked, the ruinous cost of that one heedl ess turnstile vault.



"And he doesn't even like the subway. So we wal ked back," Ruth
finished, |eaving out great gobs of the story and hopi ng M chael
woul dn't noti ce.

"If you are quite through with inessentials,” Mlior said crossly,
prove your teeth on this truth: if not for that guardsman's

interference, | night have captured the grendel So close to ne it was,
and still in the formof nmortal man-and the Sword with it, though I saw
it not."

"Yeah," said Philip in a meant-to-be-overheard aside, "but you
didn't.

You got caught. Cose only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades."

Sonet hi ng nmust be going less than well for Philip; Ruth registered the
fact clinically w thout having the slightest interest in finding out
what it was. But for Philip to pick on Melior, who had a good six

i nches and a nunber of pounds on him argued a nore than usually
conpl ex death wish on Philip's part.

Rut h opened the potato chips with a | oud snap and crunched a handfu
furiously, following this with a second Di et Pepsi fromthe six-pack
M chael had brought out into the |iving room

"And what," asked Melior with icy punctilio, "do you suggest | do?"

In the corner sonme sitcom Ruth had never heard of revolved around its
sacred couch in living color. Philip tapped sone key that seened to
signal an end to the evening' s conputer activities. He |ooked up into
Melior's face, oddly anachronistic bifocals gl ean ng

"Learn the rules. Then break them"

"Whi ch brings us to something | guess we shoul d have covered earlier,”
M chael said on a deep breath. "Tactics."

"As in' How W Do What We've Already Made Up Qur Mnds To is Strategic,'
" Philip said in an "achi ng-to-be-sl apped" voice. Melior rocked back
on his haunches and rose to his feet.

"Correct. You know What'but not'How, "' M chael said to Melior.
Suddenly Ruth was aware of a sudden upswi ng of tension in the room

Had she and Melior wandered into the mddle of a fight between M chael
and Philip? But Mchael never fought with anyone; he was a great big
infinitely tolerant teddy bear who practically bent over backward to
avoid confrontation. That was why he and Naonmi were so nuch alike.

"Not so," Melior said evenly. "You forget, Friend M chael-1 know
precisely "How " | rnust track the grendel to his lair, claimthe
Sword, and kill himwith it."

"Whi ch you cannot do from Sing-Sing," Mchael said.
"Or Bellevue," Ruth added. She was conpl etely exhausted and she hadn't

studi ed and now there was going to be sonme kind of ugly sceneshe could
taste it. Which neant she was going to feel like death on toast in the



norni ng. Good-bye, one third of the final grade.

"You see, Melior, the, uh, real world has rules,” Mchael was saying,

still with that charged politeness. "If you don't followthem you're
going to attract a lot of attention. And that is sonething you can't
beat, believe me. They'|ll catch you, and if you're lucky they'll just

thi nk you're crazy and | ock you up."
"I'f I amlucky," Melior repeated in an inflectionless voice.

"And if you're not lucky," Mchael said, "they'll believe you. And
then, ny friend, you'll disappear into sone five-sided roomdown in
Washi ngton, while they try to find out who you really are and where you
come from'

"And how they can get there,” Philip said unexpectedly, while Ruth
tried not to stare at M chael -or indeed, at anything at all. Ws this
M chael spouting Aiver Stone conspiracy theories? M chael?

Philip folded up his computer and unhooked it fromthe phone. He
gl anced at Ruth, then away, his shoul ders hunched fam liarly. "Just
think of all those taxpayers,” he added obli quely.

"Aren't you both being a little pessinmistic?" Ruth said. "Whatever
happened to Kl aatu barrada nicto? O |1DIC?"

"Star Trek, " said Philip with the scorn of one who was born the year
it was canceled. M chael had the grace to ook at least a little
enbar r assed.

"Well, maybe that woul dn't happen,” he admitted. "But whatever happens
once you're discovered, you're here illegally, and you're not hunman,
Melior, so you've just got to be real careful-" "That the soulless
drones you call your | andsnen do not know ne for what | am |lest |
suffer the same unwel cone fate as any other intruder into an ant's
nest."

There was a brief silence.

"Yeah," said Philip, "something like that. So nake up your m nd
Elfie, whether you want to do it your way-or do it."

On that note, Philip got to his feet and reached for his jacket. He
tucked his conputer back into his knapsack and slung that over his
shoulder. "This is going to be a stupid conversation. See you
tomorrow, M chael. Comi ng, Ruth?"

Ruth was so surprised to be considered by Philip that she let the
nmonent pass her conpletely by. Not getting an answer he shrugged,
turned, and left, pulling the door shut with a jingle of hardware
behind him M chael went to lock it. Melior sat down at the opposite
end of the couch fromRuth, taking M chael's place.

"What | 1ike about Philip," observed Ruth after a noment, "is his

unst udi ed natural ness; his total freedomfromthe toils of worn,

out roded, convention. For he is a child of Nature, and takes after his
mother."” It wasn't quite fair; but on the other hand, Philip wasn't
here any nmore either.

"But is he right?" asked Melior



"Yeah," said Mchael, comng back. "He is. That's the problem" He
pull ed up the stool to make the point of an invisible triangle halfway
between Melior and Ruth, and sat down on it.

"Your problem" Ruth added, with a mean-spiritedness that surprised
her .

But Melior did not seemto be able to understand that, Ruth realized
with a sinking feeling about half an hour later.

This was what the strange "before-a-storm' feeling was all about; this
particul ar argunent must have been buil ding since Mchael took Melior
hone with himon Friday night. Over and over again M chael explained
about how big the city was, how intolerant this particular civilization
was of error or transgression, how different froma land with elves in
shi ni ng armor where nen made war on horseback. Melior was a stranger
here; his only hope of moving freely about the city-of noving freely at
allwas to not be noticed, not really.

Once he was seen for what he was, it would be all over, and the
possibilities after that ranged the CGothic ganut from guest appearances
on Oprah to being w nkled down sonme Al phabet Agency rabbit-hol e and
never being seen again. Along with all the rest of them of course,
just to nake things interesting.

Ruth believed him Wy not? M chael nade perfect sense-and besides,
he was right.

And over and over Melior patiently explained that these things did not
interest himthat all he wanted was the sword, and given that, he would
give themalso his solemm word to trouble themno nore

"Look," Mchael said finally, long after the tine when Ruth woul d have
been reduced to interrogative screaning. "You've said you want our
hel p. That you need it. And, frankly, you owe Ruth here a helluva
lot. So.

Bottom line. How reasonable are you going to be?"
"I am bei ng reasonabl e, Friend M chael," Melior began once nore.
"You are not being reasonable!"

M chael's full-throated bell ow sent the adrenaline of shock rinsing
through Ruth's overtaxed veins. She stared at himin horror. He was
on his feet, and, as she watched, Melior got to his feet also. The two
of them faced one another like mrror imges.

"You-are not-being reasonable!™ M chael shouted. "You are saying
we're all going to do it your way-and | amhere to tell you, ny

poi nty-eared el f-boyo, as you seemto be a little hard of hearing, that
your way WIlIl-!  Not-! Wrk-!"

Sheer volune flattened Ruth in her seat. She heard him Mlior heard
him probably everyone else in the building heard him

"Now t he question you have got to ask yourself is whether you believe
me. Are you saying to yourself this nere human has an agenda of his
own'? You're right. | don't want to be arrested or any other thing



for having anything to do with you when you run right smack up agai nst
a systemthat's just too alien for you to understand. Because you do
that and you're going down, ny friend, and it just mght be that you
don't know how far down Down can be."

M chael was breathing very hard and tal king very fast, |ow now and
intense with his face flushed and his breathing ragged. Ruth watched
himwi th the spellbound intensity of one who has seen a teddy bear turn
into a wolverine right before her eyes. |In the spaces between his
words the tel evision, unregarded, whispered its gibberish bel ow the

| evel of the senses.

"But there's another way. Qur way. M way. You do it that way and it
just mght work. You might get what you want. But there's no nore
going off alone. There's no nore plans that you try wi thout clearing
it with one of us. This is going to have to be a teameffort, and if
the way we do things looks silly to you, it's just going to have to
ook silly and you're just going to have to do it anyway, because our
way-my way-is the only way things are going to get done."

Ruth continued to stare at Mchael as if she'd never seen him
bef ore-and in sone sense of the word, she hadn't. Not this M chael

"And if | do not do things your way?" Melior asked.

"Then wal k right out that door and keep on wal king, elf-lord. None of
us wants anything to do with you."

Rut h woul d have opened her nouth to protest, but sone pang of
sel f-preservation kept her silent. Wth clinical detachment she noted
unconnected things. The beads of sweat rolling down M chael's face.

The tightness of his clenched fists. The brilliant green of Melior's
eyes, open very w de and fixed unblinkingly upon Mchael, as if Melior
were some strange cockatrice that could slay with a gaze. The nonent
stretched, until Ruth thought the tension of waiting to see how it
woul d end woul d nmake her scream

"Then, it seems, | nust accede to your ternms, M chael of the Wrld of
Iron. And I wish you joy of them™

Melior's voice was so even Ruth nearly missed the capitul ation

When M chael turned away, she actually twitched; a junp dying
stillborn.

"That's okay, then," Mchael said in a voice that only shook
slightly.

He ran a hand over his forehead. Ruth handed hima Diet Pepsi. He
popped the top and poured the entire contents of the can down his
throat; a masculine gesture Ruth envied even while wondering how it was
that men could do things |like that and she couldn't.

"The first thing you' ve got to do is, always pay your fare in the
subway. And the second thing is, when you go out |ooking, you' ve
al ways got to take a native guide."

"And the third thing is, when | see ny lawful prey, | should turn away
again and pretend | do not." Melior's voice was flat.



"Maybe." M chael's voice was equally unconprom sing. "Because it

m ght just be that if you junped himjust then, he'd get away. O a
bunch of people'd get killed. O you' d get dead. You don't know the
rules, man, and if anything you' ve said is true, you don't have time to
learn them"

"It is you who do not have time, Mchael. The grendel preys on

manfl esh. H s appetite is as endl ess as the ocean, and as he feeds he
grows. Wth so many tenpting norsels for his plate, soon he will be

i mense. But his appetite will be greater.”

It was too nuch tension; Ruth had to focus on anythi ng other than
t hem

And so she was staring at the tel evision when the ten o' clock news cane
on, and the screen flashed red with the display graphic for the I ead
news story.

"Shut up!" Ruth hissed.

M chael | ooked where she was | ooking and [ unged for the vol une
control.

The newscaster's accentless mdlantic diction filled the room

-errant case of cannibalismin the New York Subway, Spokesnan Dal e
Werther of the Transit Authority expl ai ned.™”

The screen junped to the i mage of an anonynous bureaucrat in a suit
standing on a vaguely familiar subway platform He was the sort, Ruth
t hought, that you would automatically decide was |ying, no matter what
he said. Thirty years of selective nonstop disinformation in the form
of hi gh-pressure advertising had produced an American consumer so savy
that he wouldn't even believe the truth.

"Every year over two hundred riders expire while in the subway, for
reasons having nothing to do with the subway services."

"Li ke being nmugged," Ruth said.

"The tunnels are also home to a nunber of aninmals, one of which may
have had access to the body before it was found. W are

i nvestigating-', "But the witnesses who found the body tell a different
story," the news reader intercut smoothly. The news clip this tine was
of an ol der woman, indignant tears stream ng down her face. The inages
were bl eached and grailly, not the careful PR lighting of the
spokesman.

"I don't care what nobody says-sonebody ate on him and | don't think
it's norats, and he didn't just die there in the car!"

"This footage was taken by one of the w tnesses," the news reader

sai d.
"Transit officials could not be reached for further conment."”
Last image of all, and the strongest saved for last: the inside of the

subway car, jiggly with a hand-held M nicam the col or grayed al nost to
bl ack with poor light and bad film The unaccustomed eye took a nonent



to adjust, then enhanced the imges to lucidity: the black streaks on
the walls were spattered bl ood. The horribly altered bundle on the
floor of the car was a body.

(I Authorities are continuing their investigation."
The screen went bright with the network | ogo.

"And in Queens, a dyslexic woman teaches her daughter to read, back
after this."

M chael flipped off the television. Silently, he began to pace the

I ength of the apartnment, remi nding Ruth of a caged | eopard and maki ng
her wi sh she were sonmewhere el se. The televised images-nore vivid in
retrospect-made Ruth's stomach churn in helpless fury. This was the
dark side of the fairy tale: the nonsters to match the princes.

"And now he has gone to ground, in the trackless caves that |lie beneath
your city, and you say | may not hunt hinP" Melior said bitterly.

"The World of Iron is only a fable for sorcerers, but even so | did not
think its men were nmad."

"Yeah, right," said Mchael, who wasn't really |istening.
"But it isn't trackless,” Ruth said in the over-reasonabl e tones of
shock. Both nmen stared at her. "It's got plenty of tracks. M chael
Melior's tal king about the subway. The nonster's in the subway. And
t he subways are mapped " But strangely now it was Melior who held

back.
"The grendel has fed, and will be nore dangerous with each passing
hour. | rust know its territory before | seek it out. | amno coward,

but much rides upon ny life: if I amslain, then the chance of the
grendel's death dies with ne."

"I thought you said the sword was what would kill it?" Ruth said.
"Aye, sweet Ruth, and who will wield it if | do not? For any norta
who takes it up will change as well, and another grendel will take the

pl ace of the first."

"You have a point," Mchael said. "Do you have a plan?"

"I must go once nore into the subterranean way, " Melior said
seriously, "and travel its byways and turnings. Perhaps | will sense

t he

Sword's nearness again. In any event, | shall gain an understandi ng of

t he ground over which | must fight."
M chael thought about this. "GCkay. Tonorrow you ride the subway.
But one of us goes with you. Ruth?"

Ruth hesitated. It seenmed vastly nmean-spirited to protest that she had
her final examin Catal ogi ng tonorrow except that she did, and if she
mssed it she might as well blow off graduating in June. And that

meant the sumer to get through without a job-maybe nore if the course
weren't being repeated until spring-and all of that neant noney, tine,



t roubl e.

"No; | forgot; we've got the Cat final tomorrow. And Naomi's
rehearsing for her orals. That |eaves Philip or Jane to go with you,"
M chael sai d inarguably.

Just about then the phone rang. Wile Ruth was still |ooking around to
try to find where it was this week, M chael grabbed it.

"Hello? . . . yeah, she's here." ("Naom," he nouthed at Ruth.)
yeah, we saw the news. Ml thinks it's his grendel,- he wants to go
check it out . . . of course not. I'mgoing to send Jane with him"

After this last statenment there was an extended pause, through which
M chael listened with patient good humor. \Wich had been the only
enotion Ruth had thought himcapable of, before tonight. Wat was
happening to all of themwas it Mlior who was maki ng them all unravel
like badly-rolled string?

"She can skip that," Mchael said at |ast. Mre pausing, then: "Yeah
| know that, Nai, but do you think I ought to send Phil wth hin®"

Ruth grinned to herself, and in truth that seened to be a clinching
argunent, because soon after that he hung up

"Naom says |'d better call you a cab. So okay; you're a cab," M chael
sai d agreeably.

"Cee, thanks," said Ruth. She stood up; |ooked around for coat and
purse. The day had been full of too many strong enotions for her to
feel anything at all now. The thought of the additional distance she
had to cover was daunting, but Ruth had that vague distrust of taxis
which a certain class of New Yorker feels, as if traveling by sone
means ot her than the preordai ned paths of buses and trains is sonehow
fraudul ent and di shonest.

"But seriously, folks," Mchael said. He dialed another number and
gave instructions to the dispatcher. "Be here in about fifteen
m nutes,” he told Ruth.

"Whi ch gives us nore than enough tinme to call up Jane and tell her
she's cutting classes tonorrow and why."

M chael began again to dial.

Ruth and Melior stood on the sidewalk in front of Mchael's apartnent,
waiting for the cab. The spring darkness had closed in entirely, but
here it did not frighten, instead | ending the riverside the charm of
unclarity.

"M chael thinks my quest in vain; it angers him" Mlior said.

"Something did," Ruth pointed out. Her figurative ears still rang; who
woul d ever have thought M chael could | ose his tenper?

"He fears to know hinself a coward, and twice fears to test the
know edge, " Melior said sinply.

M chael a coward? Ruth shook her head in bafflement. She didn't think
he was, but then she didn't think he was especially brave, either



Cowar di ce and bravery, |ike honor, were not concepts that cane up very
often in daily conversation

"And do you, Ruth, also think | ought not seek the Sword?"

Yes, thought Ruth before she could censor herself "New York is an
awfully big place," she began, hesitantly.

"And | should content nyself with securing my own happiness,” Mlior
suggest ed, |ooking sideways at her. "Though | admit | had never
thought to find it here. But what use is happi ness when one is
dead?"

"Dead?" Ruth echoed. She stared at Melior

"“I'f I remain here in this Wrld of Iron | wll die, Ruth, whether |
face this grendel or not."

"When? | nean-" "In fifteen years. Perhaps twenty." Ruth's shoul ders
sagged as relief replaced tension, and Melior snmiled bitterly. "You
think it a sufficient time, but even you, Ruth, would outlast it. And
it is not so very long a tinme to one who was not born to die."

Furious with her own transparency, Ruth turned away. She still had her
back to Melior, staring at the river with every evidence of fixed
interest, when the taxi arrived.

"Ruth, | want-" Melior began, but Ruth didn't wait to hear it. She
| eaped into the taxi as if pursued by devils. It pulled away, |eaving
Mel i or standing al one on the street.

"Where to, lady?" the question cane, and nunbly, automatically, Ruth
told him

Coward, coward, coward, Ruth thought bitterly. Always afraid of what
people will think. A ways. Still. After everything.

She didn't remenber her |ast night on earth, but she'd seen pictures.

Her prom dress had been pink: pale satin spaghetti-strapped bodice, the
skirt yards and yards of pale-pink tulle tinted darker pink at the edge
of each asymmetric layer. Mm had snapped her picture just before she
and Jimy'd left the house.

But she didn't remenber that. She didn't remenber buying the dress, or
why she woul d have bought something that, in retrospect, nade her | ook
so nmuch like a flam ngo. She didn't renmenber going to the Senior Prom
nor Jimy Ramirez getting drunk, and nost of all she didn't renenber
why she'd gotten into the car with himagain. He had to have been very
drunk, drunk enough so anyone could tell. The coroner's report said
so. So her father said.

June 7th, 1981. And early on the nmorning of June 8th Ruth Marl owe's
worl d ended, as she and three other kids hit a tree at sonething in the
vicinity of eighty mles per hour.

Rut h graduated in absentia while on total life-support in the County
Hospital. She'd been thrown clear; broken arms, broken |egs, broken
col I arbone, but nothing that woul dn't heal



Except that Ruth woul dn't wake up. Conm, they said, and, as tine
passed, irreversible. They unhooked the respirator. Ruth slept on

Ti me passed and the world went on. And then, eight years later, Ruth
woke up.

Wke up five years ago to find her nother dead, her father dying, the
house she'd grown up in sold |long since to pay the nmedical bills and
all the world changed. Not beyond recognition. That woul d have been
ki nder. But changed just enough that everything seemed |like a
reflection in sone cruel |ooking glass. Her father died about the tine
Ruth learned to walk again; it was alnost a rel ease fromthose painful

i nterviews, each of themin their respective wheel chairs, when he tried
not to blane her too openly for destroying his life and Ruth searched
vainly for her father in this ailing, bitter, w dower.

Seventeen going on thirty, and the only thing left for her to do was
cobbl e together sone kind of adulthood and pretend she agreed when the
nurses called her lucky. Lucky, with what people called "the best
years of your life" vanished in a night. She hadn't even had to go
into EIf Hll tolose them Al she'd had to do was . . . whatever
she'd done, that night. Something stupid, something cowardly,

somet hing that cared nore for what peopl e-Ji nmy-would think than for
life itself No wonder she'd been ready, ripe, and reckless for the
first stray elflord who came along. Wo didn't treat her like the
thirty-year-old she wasn't, or like a raree show, or a science project,
or like soneone who should be grateful-!

Oh, yes, Rohannan Melior was sonething worth having. But what did
somet hi ng that wonderful want with her?

Bread and Roses

HE WAS HUNGRY. Hungry, and thirsty, and he knew the only thing that
woul d ease him Kevin Shel by rode the subway, a magic sword from
El fl and concealed in the awkward bundl e at his side, and pl anned.

The run through the sunlight had been bad, very bad. Bad enough that
Kevin did not wish to contenplate a repetition of it. By the time he
had reached the subway entrance three bl ocks away, tears of pain were
stream ng down his face beneath the Terni nator sungl asses.

He' d retai ned enough presence of mnd not to vault the turnstile into
the subway: Transit cops lay in wait for fare-beaters and if they
caught himthey woul d take hi mback toward the sun

No, even in his pain and hunger, Kevin made hinself worthy of the
sword. He flashed his out-of-date ID at the token booth clerk and was
buzzed through the "Enpl oyees Only" gate. The gate clicked shut behind
hi m and he nmoved down the platform Then Kevin was free-free in the
system

Even though the subway systemitself was |it up bright as night

i ndoors, the light wasn't nearly as bad. The bl ue-white pain behind
his eyes receded and the sense of inpending doomleft him He was in
t he New York Subway System with hundreds of miles of track. It ran
twenty-four hours a day, and all he had to do was avoid the parts of
the subway lines that ran above ground and he'd be fine. He could
transfer across platfornms from Uptown to Downtown |ines; he could even



buy food, hot dogs and stuff, w thout ever |eaving the system

At the thought of a hot dog, Kevin's stomach lurched. H's nmouth was
dry and cottony, a torment of an entirely different order than the pain
behi nd his eyes, and his midsection was occupied with a sick nunb
cranping that testified to a too-long enptiness. But a hot dog was not
t he answer.

The train canme and he got on-a car near the niddle; safest place to
ride the train. The doors shut with their fanmliar two-note chine, and
the train started to nove. Kevin braced hinmsel f against the rocking
with the ease of a |ifelong New Yorker and headed for a seat.

This early in the nmorning he had his choice; he chose one of the corner
side seats at the front of the car, near both the doors to the platform
and the doors that |ed between cars. Carefully he propped the sword,
sheathed in record jackets, against the fake woodgrain veneer of the
car's bul khead and | eaned back on the gaudy orange pl astic seat.

Saf e.

But i mmedi ate physical safety only left Kevin with the | eisure to think
of all the ways in which he was not safe, and of all the things he
| acked.

He rode the subway hour after hour, up and down and around, while the
t hought of food came to obsess himeven nore than it nauseated him

He had to eat. And that understanding becane the anvil upon which his
fear was hamrered, because that which he desperately nust do was that
whi ch he coul d not do.

He tried. He bought sodas, candy bars, potato chips, nustard pretzels,
soft-serve ice cream candi ed popcorn, gyros, falafel, and hot dogs.

He threw all of them away before taking even a bite.
He couldn't even drink water

The hours passed. The cars filled up with weekend ridership, a

seet hing nmass of assorted humanity that remained constant throughout
the day. The car filled, but sonmehow there was al ways an enpty seat
besi de Kevin, huddled in his peculiar msery, guarding the sword and
riding the subway.

He was there when Roy Turpin's body was discovered, though he didn't
know it. The story broke in time for the evening editions; he could
have picked up a copy of the Post or its sister papers at any nunber of
newsst ands on platforns serving the |.ND and the | .R T lines. But his
head hurt too much to read, and television and radio did not penetrate
the I ayers of concrete, stone, and steel that separated Kevin Shel by
fromthe light of the sun

By el even-thirty Saturday night the cars were enpty once nore. By that
time all of Kevin's fear and guilt were distilled into the particular
horror of need. H s nouth watered constantly, though that did nothing
to alleviate his thirst, and for the first time he began to understand
how it was possible to go mad wi th hunger

The worst part was, he didn't have to be hungry.



He didn't know when the know edge came to him Sometine during that
Il ong dimsuffering day he had roused into brighter awareness and knew
the solution. He knew what he could eat, what woul d soothe himand
nourish himand not fill himwth sickness, nausea, and pain. He
knew.

In sonme dying corner of his mind the part of Kevin Shel by that had
tried to be good rebelled. Frantically it built barriers of

i mpossi bility against the sweet seductive reasonabl eness of that inner
know edge.

It woul d be dangerous. It would be nmessy. He might get caught, or
hurt, or it mght not work. The only defense he did not use was that
it was wong, for Kevin had forfeited the right to that defense
sometine |ate Friday night.

And eventual ly sheer privation wore hi m down.

It was very late. He didn't quite remenber how | ong he'd been here, or
what he' d done before that, but he knew it was late. The car he was
riding in was enpty. H's entire body vibrated with an unwhol esone

di shonest energy inposed fromw thout, as nuch destroying his body as
enlivening it. H's hands shook. The vivid inages of his intention

pai nted t hensel ves agai nst his eyes, offering heat but no warnth

And then The Gther One boarded the car

The O her One was a person of the sort that Kevin, in better days,
woul d have avoi ded out of an instinctive sense of self-preservation

For one thing, anybody riding the trains at this hour had to be
crazy.

For another thing, he | ooked like the sort of person that somebody
riding the trains at this hour would naturally run into, which was why
nobody who wanted to keep their wallet and their neck rode the trains
at this hour.

The Other One wore a |long green raincoat and hi gh-topped sneakers and
humred to hinself as he selected a seat at the opposite end of the
train. Kevin watched with hungry fascination

The train began to nmove, pulling out into the tunnels and the relative
dar kness. The Gther One got up and nmoved to a seat in the middle of
the car. Kevin was on the "A" Line now, and the Uptown stations were
several minutes apart. He clutched at the Sword in its clunsy

W appi ngs.

Sonetime during the day he had picked through the plastic and tape and
newspaper sealing one end. |f he reached inside he could touch the
cool curve of the jewel in the Sword s pommel

He had to be strong. That was the inportant thing, the nost inportant
thing. If he failed, if he died here, it would all have been for
not hi ng.

Hs |life woul d have been for nothing-all the things he mght be, al
the things he could have been . . . gone.



Hs mind hurt in a nuddl ed, painful way. There was sonethi ng w ong
wi th his reasoning, sonewhere-but he felt so bad. The thirst was the
worst, worse even than the hunger.

And there was only one food that woul d appease the hunger and thirst.

"Hey, man, you got any spare change?"

Kevin said nothing. Now The O her was cl ose, very close; Kevin could
see him smell stale breath and stale sweat and beneath it all the

living aroma of food "Hey, man, |I'mtalking to you. What's the nmatter
with you?"

The O her was his chance for life. |If he didn't take it, he would

di e.

It was that sinple. And so Kevin Shel by took the final step that nade
his own life nore inportant than right or wong.

He stood up, forcing The O her back, and thrust his fist through the
hol e he had made in the cardboard record cover. H s hand cl osed over
t he roundness of the pomrel and slid farther to the ridged hardness of
the heft.

"Hey, man, you got a problemw th ne?"
"No problem" said Kevin, and yanked to pull the sword free.

But it slid out only a little way, and then tangled in the tape and
newspapers that Kevin had so carefully wapped around it. And The
O her |aughed, and pulled out something small and shiny.

A knife.

Roy had al ways sai d-when there was Roy-that a knife woul d scare people
nore than a gun up close. Because a gun really didn't |ook |ike much,
if it wasn't one of the ones too big to hide, but a knife always | ooked
like exactly what it was.

Sonething to cut.

"Gve me that," Kevin said reasonably, and The O her |aughed. His eyes
were on the jewel ed ponmel and Kevin knew he had nade a mi st ake.

"G ve what you got there and | let you keep your noney."
The Ot her reached for the Sword.
Kevi n grabbed the knife.

The bl ade slid along the palmof his hand. It bit deep into his
Wi st.

Kevin didn't care. He knew what he wanted. He clawed The Qher's
fingers open, getting at the knife, and now The Other was trying to get
away, but that didn't matter; Kevin was pushing hi mback, and back; The
O her's body hit one of the poles in the center of the car and he
tripped with Kevin on top of himtrying to get the knife right way
round in his hand.



The train pulled into a station. After a nonent the doors opened onto
the enpty station platform

"Help! Help nme! Help! |'m being mugged!"
Then Kevin found the right way around with the knife.

It slidin so easily at first it didn't seemthat it could have worked,
but The O her was suddenly silent, and lay quietly beneath Kevin as the
doors shut and the train began to nove again.

And then there was the cutting, which was good, and the eating, which
was sweet relief. But even the eating wasn't enough somehow, so there
was cutting and cutting and cutting. And when it was over, Kevin's
skin felt stiff and hard, and with the new bright energy he felt he

ri pped the coverings fromthe Sword.

It was sinmple, then, to jamthe sw tchbox so the doors of the car

woul dn't open. And around five o' clock in the norning, when the train
was on standby in a tunnel, it was sinple to use the Sword to | ever
open the doors again, so that Kevin could step out of the train and
into the tunnel

The Looki ng-d ass War

AS AN ELF he was a total washout. And as a way to spend Mnday, it was
conpr ehensi vel y stupid.

Jane Grayson had few illusions about Life and was willing to get by
with fewer. She had no idea why people insisted on maki ng the best of
thi ngs, as transformati on was a concept unknown to her phil osophy.

Hers was a policy of Things As They Are, and if something wasn't best
there was no point in trying to pretend that it was.

In that context, whether or not the person called Melior was an elf as
defined in the Oxford Unabridged Dictionary New Revi sed Edition was of
much | ess inportance (as |ess subject to |ogical proof) than the fact
that Ruth and M chael and Naom had all agreed to treat himas an elf
and to do what they could to help him Once that was settled, Jane had
something to work with, secure in the knowl edge that her opinions woul d
not be consul t ed.

Thus it was that M chael and Ruth had not really had to explain that
Melior couldn't be trusted to run around | oose. 1In Jane's opinion
nobody could be. The world was too endlessly inventive; if your nunber
was up, it would get you, and that was that.

But Ruth especially had insisted that Melior had to have sonebody wth
hi m who knew the ways of the world, and though Jane knew that the
others regarded her as an unworldly little inconpetent whose sole
recomendation lay in that she was not Philip Leslie LeStrange, she
supposed they felt she had at | east enough sophistication to guide a
poi nty- eared what ever - he-was around the subway system

He wasn't an elf. Jane clutched that cockle-warm ng know edge to
herself with all the surely of one who has read several very good
transl ations of several very elderly Eddas. The Aelfvar were a race of
Nor se dem gods who lived in Aelffieimand stayed out of the affairs of
Men.



Furt hernore they were dark-skinned and short, and probably didn't have
pointed ears at all. And nost of all, they didn't exist.

But nobody woul d have believed himif he'd said he was a Vul can

Jane considered this carefully and decided that probably Ruth woul d
have believed him but woul d never have adnmitted it to the others. And
possibly it would have nortified her so nuch that she would even have
tried to conceal himfromthem too, so all in all it was just as well
that he'd said he was an elf.

Even if he wasn't one.

But they'd all voted to let himbe an elf, so Jane abandoned the
ultimately fruitless question of what Melior really was, and
concentrated on what they were doing.

VWhi ch, on this fine Monday norning in May, was al nost precisely
not hi ng.

The record time for traversing every last inch of the transit systemis
somewhere just under twenty hours; every year an inpronptu "subway
rally" is held to try to better that time. Today she and Meli or
weren't even trying to conme close to it; they'd ride as nuch of the
subway as they could cover until around three-when M chael and Ruth
woul d be done with their exams-and then go back and try to figure out
what to do about the creature that Melior said was down in the

subway.

Personal |l y, Jane couldn't see what the fuss was about. She understood
that Melior wanted his sword back-Jane understood about wanting to
retain ownership of one's own possessions-but she really couldn't see
that one nore crazed canni bal roam ng New York could make a difference
one way or the other. So what if he ate people? Stone cold dead hath
no fellow, Jane quoted to herself. |If they were dead, who cared what
happened afterward? They didn't.

Still, taken all in all, the day was a wash

After the phone call |ast night, Jane had spent some tinme planning out
a suitable route. Fortunately, the book on subways that mentioned the
subway rally al so nmentioned enough about the paths taken for her to
reconstruct it. This nmorning, bright and early, at the ghastly hour of
7:00 a.m she had presented herself at M chael's apartnment and prepared
to be bored.

Melior was living up to her expectations in that respect. At |east he
hadn't tried to talk to her. And she had brought a book

Rut h chewed on the end of her regulation Nunber 2 |ead pencil and

wi shed she were sonmewhere el se. Anywhere would do, but specifically
she wi shed she were the one with Melior on the subway instead of
Jane.

The room where she and thirty-five other bored and nearly-graduated
student librarians were being tested to destruction did nothing to

i nprove her nmood. Vast, chal k-scented, dusty, scrupulously silent, and
seem ngly devoid of all human life, it seemed to be a dress rehearsa
for the buildings in which she woul d spend the rest of her working



life.

Ruth noticed the test proctor |ooking her way and qui ckly bent her head
to the test paper again. She hated library school. She hated her
life.

No, worse, she was bored with her life, and being bored with your life
before you'd really even started it led to chilling specul ations on the
whi chness of what you would do for the rest of it.

No, not even bored. D ssati sfi ed.

The right word at last. Ruth stared at her paper and tried to sumon
up sone interest. Catal oging: Dewey or don't we?

Back to work.

The questions were nultiple choice, but that didn't nake them any
easier. Al the answers were alnmost right, but in the eyes of God and
Col unbi a there was only one really right answer.

Mel i or.

Not an answer, no, not even a question, and not a problem she could
avoid, after last night. The defiant fact of his existence was an
assault upon the fabric of her world, was a wound she would carry with
her forever, and in all honesty and good consci ence she still had to
deal with his problem the missing sword, and the nonster that had been
caused by it.

What if it was a coincidence? Ruth's logical mnd insisted. Mirders
are horrible, but they happen. None of us had inside information about
that killing. What if it's just an ordinary lunatic and not a
GRENDEL ?

Melior thought it was a grendel But Melior, Ruth realized with a chill
standoffish clarity, wanted nagic to work in this world. |If magic
didn't work here, he would remain here until he died.

But would that be so bad? He said his world was at war; here he'd have
years of peace. WED have years Wich was the root of the matter

really. She loved Melior-how could she not? And she thought, maybe,
that he loved her, but if he found his sword, he was going back to

El f1 and.

If he coul d.

And Rut h, who wanted his happi ness nore than she wanted her own,
suddenly wi shed he coul dn't.

The Conputer Department of Colunbia University had, until quite
recently, occupied the basenments of several scattered buildings. Only
| ast year, in a series of shuffles rem niscent of Three-Card Mnte, had
the Powers That Were consolidated their mainfranes, their LAN servers,
their free-standing PCs in one |ocation

The students called it Hacker Heaven

But, of course, nothing like that went on there. The Age of the Hacker
was past: penalties were too high if you were caught, safeguards were



too stringent. Cyberpunks existed only in the imagination of the
nmedi a.

Ri ght ?

M chael knew better. And so, while Ruth, who was no norning person

sl ogged slowy through her Cat Final, Mchael checked answers with the
reckl ess abandon of one who only needs to graduate to becone enpl oyed,
and finished the three-hour examin forty mnutes flat.

And went | ooking for Philip, knowi ng where he'd be. Where they'd both,
unknown to the others, agreed that Philip would be.

"You know that this is illegal ?* M chael Peacock said, mpostly because
he knew it would give Philip such pleasure to hear it. And it had been
his own personal wonderful idea, too

"I know, | know," Philip nmuttered, not really listening. "lsn't it
wonder f ul ?"

H s | aptop reposed on the table beside the conmputer reserved for
student dat abase searchi ng, connected to the bigger conputer-and its
noder n-by arcane nmeans. The big screen was currently welconing themto
Colunbia's Electronic University Services. At intervals Philip hit a
key on his laptop, to no apparent effect.

Suddenl y the dat abase computer screen went blank and the laptop emtted
a small, self-satisfied beep. Philip sat back and | ooked at M chael

"It's showtine," he said.
"Ckay, kenmp sabe, where do we go from here?" M chael asked.

"Anywhere," Philip said. "Okay," he added, in his voice for lecturing

the nentally deficient. "Wat goes in here-" he indicated the | aptop
-goes up there-" the conputer, "-but we can use the prograns stored in
here to nodify there." He sat back, snug.

M chael had | ong since given up wondering what Philip was doing in
library school. There was no point in asking, because Philip didn't
seemto know either. There was going to be trouble there,
ten-fifteen-twenty years down the line, sure as taxes. And there was
nore hope of avoiding taxes than of derailing the trouble for his
friend.

M chael Peacock knew sonet hi ng about human nature and inevitability.

"Ckay, Phil. The first one should be easy. Get us into the Departnent
of Mdtor Vehicles database.”

After five hours on the subway, Jane felt that |lunch was in order. She
mentioned this to her conpanion

"How do you live like this?" Melior responded. He had been staring
out the wi ndow al nost the entire time-except when they changed

trai ns-wat ching the interplay of |light and shadow and the alternation
of station and tunnel that were faniliar-bordering-on-invisible for
Jane.

"Consider the alternative," Jane said. "Do you want to stop for



| unch?

Because | do, and this grendel-thing is as likely to be in a MDonald's
as anywhere el se.™

Now Melior |ooked at her. He'd taken off the mirrorshades that Ruth
had bought him and Jane stared into eyes of a green found only in
coloring books, with slit pupils that waxed and waned in the |ight.

Jane felt her stomach lurch with nore than hunger; with an instinctive
rejection of the unnatural. O Melior.

"Come on," she said. Once she'd gotten himmoving, they could find
some place to eat. First things first.

"You do not believe, do you?" Melior said, showing no inclination to
shift himself. He sniled, showing pointed teeth. "Were | in nmy proper
pl ace, | could show you nagic to freeze your young bl ood; wonders to
l[ift the heart. Then you would believe."

"You really don't get it, do you?" Jane said. "It doesn't matter

Magi ¢ or not-who cares?"

Who cares'?" Melior echoed blankly. "But, child, it is magic."

"I don't care. Nobody cares. And |I'mhungry,"” Jane said flatly.
"Then we shall eat, of course.”" Melior rose to his feet in a perfect
nmoti on that made Jane sharply aware of her own clunmsiness. The
conparison did not make her like himany better

Since Melior had the wi ndow seat, she got up and noved to the center of
the car. They were just coming in to a station now soneplace in

Br ookl yn she'd never heard of. But there had to be McDonald' s even in
Brookl yn, didn't there?

"But tell nme, Mstress Jane,"” Melior said to her back. Jane stopped
but didn't turn around. She knew what canme next. Now he was going to
say sonething witty and obscure that was supposed to nmake her feel like
ajerk.

"I'f you do not believe in ne, why are you hel pi ng ne?"

There it came. Jane's view of the universe was reconfirned.

"Because Ruth asked nme to."

"And woul d you do anything for Ruth?" Melior asked, still in the tone
of one who hopes to play verbal trunps.

"I"d do this," Jane said, conceding not hing.

The doors opened on yet another unfanmiliar platform Jane wal ked out
t hrough them wi t hout | ooking back to see if he foll owed.

In the computer room the screen was filled with endlessly scrolling
l'i nes.

"Don't worry about it," Philip said. "I'm downl oading everything to



the capture buffer."

"Great," said Mchael, who wasn't absolutely sure what all this neant
but it sounded good.

From the DW conputer they had progressed by easy stages into the
Coroner's O fice conmputer for New York County (which is to say, for
Manhattan and Brooklyn). |If there were a grendel, and if it were
killing, the resulting bodies would be entered here.

It hadn't been that hard to get in. M chael had been surprised.

"The thing is," Philip had said, "people |ock up the information they
think is valuable. Too bad they don't know what it is. How do they
know what |'m going to want to know? O they |leave it unprotected but
scattered, which really isn't going to slow anybody down. You can

al ways put it back together. A librarian is a synthesist, isn't that
what they're always saying in class? A specialist in genera

know edge? People are such dorks," Philip added, on a sigh of pure

di sgust .

The screen scrolled up into darkness, |leaving only a flashing square of
cursor.

"What's wrong?" M chael asked.
"We're done. Al the homicides since April thirtieth. O course,
we've only got Elfie's word for it that that's when he showed up-"
Philip pointed out sneeringly.

"If thisis a scam it's a scamlike |'ve never seen," Mchael said.

Philip | ooked at himcuriously and shrugged. Hi s bifocals went
flash-flash in the light.

"Look, M chael-I don't care. Elfie's a nmoron and he's going to get us
all killed. But who wants to live forever, especially at these
prices?"

It was better away fromthe train. The train was too bright. Too

dry. It was better here, in the lay-bys and access tunnels of the
underground railroad. There was rest. And there was food.

If only his skin didn't itch

When he had been human, Kevin Shel by had been a track worker in his
underwor | d ki ngdom and perhaps sonme of the know edge he had gai ned
then remained to him but it was nore a matter of instinct now that |ed
himto the deeper and |l ess traveled sections of the line; to the

st orage cupboards, the equi pnent depots, the niches for a man to stand
in as a train passed by.

The prey.

Only hours after that first, well-publicized kill, Kevin-who still, for



a while longer, renenbered that he had once had a nane-found his second
subt erranean victim

It was dark in the tunnel. The air they pushed ahead of themin their
headl ong flight warned himwell in advance each tine a train was due.

There was plenty of tine to find safety; to crouch in a niche designed
for the purpose until the heedl ess gl ass-and-nmetal worm was gone.

Eventual |y he reached a place in the systemwhere the tunnel s opened
up: four, five, six sets of tracks running parallel for a few yards
before diverging to their separate lines once nore. And in the
vaul ti ng darkness on that qui et Sunday, Kevin could sense novenent.

He could snell food.

He did not have to debate within hinself for very |long before killing;
t he maddeni ng hunger that had |left himso briefly had returned again,

stronger than before; the hunger that was the Sword's true legacy to

humanki nd: an unsl akabl e and very specific appetite.

And about the tine his last victi mwas di scovered, Kevin killed
agai n.

Sonmewher e between the subway car and here he had unsheat hed the Sword
fromits nakeshift scabbard. There was no need for conceal ment any

| onger; he carried the Sword naked in his hand. He heard a voice cal
out to him and flinched momentarily away fromthe beam of a weak
flashlight, but whether this new G her was track worker or fellow

i nterloper Kevin did not choose to care. Between recognizing the prey

and | ashing out with that killing engine was no nore than a

heart beat .

And then again there was food; warm gl orious soft sweet fulfilling
f ood.

He gorged until he could eat no nore, crouched there between the
pillars. He was safe; such trains as passed in the distance carried no
one who woul d see himfor what he was. At last, satiated, he stopped
groping toward unfamliar delicacies in the intermttent darkness.

What he left behind would be finished by rats; it was unlikely that
this body would ever be found, no matter who it had been. Kevin
wandered on, with a vague certainty that his journey now led to sone
definite destination

It was then that his skin began to itch

The dark gl asses had gone Iong since. Now the militaristic nylon
bonber jacket was discarded; its heat and wei ght maddeni ng to skin gone
suddenly raw and sensitive. He paused again and again to scratch every
where his hands could reach, until his nails drew fresh native blood to
mngle with the dried blood that caked his clothes, and found no
relief.

Eventual |y shirt and undershirt were abandoned in the tunnels as
wel I .

He fol ded them neatly and set them aside carefully, out of the danp.



Per haps, at the time, he even neant to cone back for them And sone
unreckonable tinme |later, what was | eft of Kevin Shel by found the cure
for the itch, just as it had for the hunger

She'd known he woul dn't do something as sensible as go to McDonal d's.

Mel i or caught up to Jane just as she was about to go through the
antique yel |l ow pai nted wooden turnstile that | ed to Darkest Brooklyn.

"Wait," he said, and like an idiot, a worldling, a mundane, she did.
"Stay a nmonent," he said, just as if he thought he was Shakespeare and
she was PBS, "there is sonething | wish to see.”

And then he went back to the edge of the platform to the sheer
drop-off that led only to the tracks bel ow and junped of f.

"Hey," said Jane.

Her voi ce sounded weak and unconvi ncing, even to her. |If not for the
fact that she felt conpletely unequal to the task of explaining this to
Rut h, she woul d have gone off and left Melior-the-elf right then, and
if she had held out any hope that he would have stayed put she would at
| east have had lunch before she dealt with him

But since she knew perfectly well he would not, and equally she knew
that Ruth would not be satisfied by even the best and nost reasonable
expl anati on of events, Jane abandoned |unch and egress and went back to
t he edge of the platformand | ooked down.

Mel i or was nowhere in sight. Jane was nethodi cal; she | ooked both
ways. She even | ooked behi nd her, back toward daylight and sanity.

Not hi ng
"Hey!" she cried, a good deal |ouder this tine.

Two gl owi ng green orbs of the cat-in-darkness sort appeared out of the
bl ackness. They fl ashed and vani shed as Melior | ooked away.

"M stress Jane?" Melior said. H's voice, pitched lowto carry,
sounded weirdly as though he were standing just beside her and not
several yards away. "It is just as | thought. Cone and see for
yoursel f."

Jane | ooked all around, but this station was not one of the ones with a
manned token booth (or any sort of token booth at all, to be brutally
accurate), and apparently this quarter of Brooklyn was not particularly
wel | -travel ed at 12:45 Monday afternoon

She | ooked up the tracks. She didn't see an oncoming train, but
uppernost in her mind was the fact that if Melior here was to get

hi nsel f creamed by a train, she didn't even have to bother to go back
to Ruth and the others. She could just junmp in front of the next

one.

"Where are you?" Jane called, trying very hard not to fee
ridicul ous.

Melior came out into the light of the platform |ooking like a fifteen



second clip fromthe next thing in horror filnms. He'd taken off his
m rrorshades, and in the shadows his eyes flared green-yell ow and
silver, reflecting all the light there was. His pale skin seened to
pl uck up shadows fromthe surrounding air, nmaking himlook not only
unearthly pale, but white in the way of nushroonms and fishbellies and
things far better left unexami ned. His |eather jacket hung open, his
shirt was snudged with tunnel grine-a thousand innocent things
conspired bizarrely to form one snapshot imge of horror

Jane jumped backward, enmitting a nouselike and inel egant squeak

She gritted her teeth. He'd done that on purpose, she was al npst
certain.

But either Melior was a very good actor (granted) or innocent of such
subtle plottings as Jane assigned him He wal ked up the railbed to the
edge of the platformand heaved hinsel f up

"I could not be certain frominside the cars-" Mlior's distaste gave
the word a foreign and unfamliar flavor, "-but now | amcertain. This
is such a place as a grendel would lair."

" just the place for a Snarkll have said it thrice: lawat | tell you
three times is true." Lewis Carroll. Charles Dodgson, if you
prefer.

He saw fairies at the bottom of the garden," Jane added expansively.

"Whi ch doesn't nean there were any."

"But there is a grendel-and it has been here, at |least recently"”,
Melior said.

#%at did it do, |leave graffiti? Jane thought, but did not say it.

O fensively smartass renmarks were Philip's speciality. Al Jane did
was state the obvious. They couldn't get you for reporting the
facts.

"Or so | think," said Melior, with sudden suspicious humlity, "but, as
| have been told far too many times for ny liking that | do not
understand this Wrld of Iron, | wish you to see what | have seen as
well, and tell me, if you may, wherein lies nmy error."

"You mean |' m supposed to tell you if you' ve made a m stake. And
have to go down there to do it." | can hardly contain ny rapture

It was spring, so it had been raining recently, and, as after every
rain, pools of water had collected at the bottomof the faintly-curving
floor of the railbed. The tunnel was littered with garbage tossed from
the wi ndows of passing trains or flung fromthe platformitself, and
from where Jane stood she could see the busy and entirely unworried-and
large, and well-fed, and nothing-at-all like Stuart Little-rats saunter
to and fro

Melior vaulted down off the platformagain and held up his hands,
obvi ously ready to assist her

"We're all gonna die," Jane nuttered. Hi ssing curses between her

cl enched teeth, she sat down on the edge of the platformw ncing at the



filth-and slid off into the unknown. Wthout help.

The drop was farther than she had expected, and jarring. The first
sensation she registered was the soft but not treacherously noist
squi sh of conpacted litter beneath her sneakers.

The second was the wind that heral ded an onconing train.

She flattened herself against the platform but wthout Melior's help
she had no hope of clinbing up it again. Jane was not particularly
tall; the lip of the platformwas a foot and nore above her head. It
was streaked with grease and soot and probably the entrails of a

t housand rush-hour sui ci des.

And Melior stood there, oblivious.

"It's a train, " Jane said, in a voice that refused to be either steady
or audi ble. She knew she had to do sonething, but terror held her
still.

Movenment was a surrender to fear.

And now Melior reacted, but slowy, slowy: where every instinct
screamed at Jane to run, he had to reason out the danger with instincts
honed to sonething entirely other.

The light was a faint spark in the distance now The trainman had seen
them or seen sonething; the despairing wail of the sel domused whistle
echoed through the tunnel

And Melior caught her by the arm and began to run

They ran. Wet garbage slid beneath Jane's feet. They ran away from
the lights of the platformand into the darkened tunnel where there was
no light to see by, and despite this Jane's greatest fear was that she
woul d | ose her gl asses and be blind in truth. They passed the end of
the platformand ran on. The snmooth close walls of the tunnel nocked
their efforts, providing themno place to hide.

And even if there were a place for one, there would not be a place for
t wo.

The train's klaxon was constant now, and with some unoccupi ed portion
of her mind Jane recognized that it was not slowing as it neared the
station: an express, or some other line running on the Double-L's
tracks.

The roadbed beneath her feet pitched sharply downward; she would have
fallen if not for Melior's inflexible grip on her arm

And then, mracul ous-though al so what Melior was running toward, having
seen it in his previous explorations-the tunnel intersected with
another, and in the safe holl ow where the rails crossed, Melior dragged
Jane to her knees and threw his arnms around her

The train thundered by instants later.
Sparks sprayed up fromits wheels; there was a teeth-setting scream of

metal on nmetal. The wind of its passage stank of burning oil and
liquid rot. And it was loud, a rhythm c thunder that terrified by



sheer disorienting volunme, even while the reasonable mnd insisted that
the sound cane from a machi ne that was bound by Man's | aws, incapable
of transgression

It seened to go on forever

At last the train, with one last wailing tocsin, fishtailed its way to
its next destination, and |l eft them behind.

Slow y Jane becanme aware that Melior was holding her in an enbrace so
tight it hurt. H s face was buried agai nst her neck; the upraised
collar of his leather jacket tickled her nose. He was shaking. She
wondered if he was crying and desperately hoped not.

But of nore i mediate interest was the know edge that she, Jane
Treasure Greyson, had survived a genuine urban nyth fol k | egendary
experi ence and was now i nvested wi th bragging rights.

Melior raised his head. Jane saw with sincere relief that he was not
crying. Maybe elves just didn't, but Jane was thankful for snall
favors, whatever the genesis.

"Have you taken hurt, M stress Jane?" Melior said

"No, I'mfine." Wich, whether it was true or not, was one of those
aut omati c dunb things people always said to prevent true comunication
fromtaking place

Al t hough on this occasion it was nore true than not. Jane was nore
than fine. She was exalted.

She had won. She wasn't quite sure what ganme they were playing, but
she knew she had won. She'd done it. She'd been conpetent. She
hadn't tucked up

Melior seermed a bit taken aback by her matter-of-factness. Slowy,
stiffly, he unwound his arms from about her and got to his feet. Jane
scranbl ed after, inelegant but unwilling to be assisted. She realized
wi th di smay that she had been kneeling in something not only gross but
wet, and the palns of her hands were greasily black fromtheir contact
with the tunnel walls. She wiped themdefiantly on her powder-bl ue
corduroy sl acks.

"So," she said, with a dawni ng delight at how cool she sounded, "what
was it you wanted to show ne, before we were interrupted?”

"Forgiving me for ny foolishness; it seenms that Friend M chael was
right, and I do in very truth need a keeper. | did not wish to place
you in such nortal jeopardy, Mstress Jane, | did not realize-" Melior
broke of f in the manner of soneone who realizes they're about to be
less than politic. "I did not precisely understand the nature of these
conveyances"' he finished instead.

| wonder what he was going to say before he stopped? Jane thought with
| ess than urgent curiosity.

"Well, now you know," she said equitably. Self-confidence swelled |like
a gol den balloon in her chest. She had done it.

"Yes," said Melior, "now | know. And | fear that when M stress Ruth



di scovers how | have used you, she will be less than kind." Melior
sounded nore upset by that than by his recent brush with trainicide.

And Philip will be sure to say sonething disgusting. At regular
i nterval s.

For years.

"I wouldn't, you know, mind if you didn't nention it," Jane suggested
carefully. She | ooked up the tracks the way they had come. The
platformwas a surprising ways distant. There was no train in sight.

She | ooked back at Melior. He was smling.

"Then we shall not trouble the mind of Mstress Ruth with inessentials,
by your leave. And for this day's grace, Mstress Jane, know

that you have some cl ai m upon Rohannan Melior of the House of the
Silver Silences, who has incurred a debt that he shall repay."

Yeah, right. That and a dollar-fifiy'll get me a fide on the subway.
But Jane smiled back. "So what was it you wanted nme to see?"

What Melior had wanted her to see |lay sone distance farther down the
tunnel, where the light fromthe platformdw ndled to i nconsequence and
only the red-and-green of the lights in the tunnel gave any
illumnation to see by. Now that she was habituated to them the
subway tunnels took on a weird beauty, alnost as if they were caves

i nstead of human creations. Every surface was covered with the furry
flat bl ackness of greasy soot, and the signal lights did little to
illum nate the space.

Once they had to pause for the passage of another train, but there was
pl enty of warning, and plenty of space to slide into. Jane estinated
that they had wal ked the equival ent of about two city bl ocks when
Mel i or stopped.

"Here," he said.
"Wher e?"

They were standi ng al nost beneath one of the signal lights. It was
green, indicating that a train mght pass with inpunity, but even in
its ghastly viridian light the interior of the tunnel was only
shadow shapes.

"Here," Melior said again, and now Jane could see that he was pointing
downward, at sonethi ng wedged between two of the girders that held up
the roof and divided the sets of tracks from each other

"I can't see in the dark, you know, " Jane pointed out.

"I do not want to touch it. The grendel has been here, and left this
behi nd. "

Jane took a step forward and poked at the bundl e experinentally, then
pulled it out before Melior could stop her. It wasn't that much of a
ganbl e; the thing | ooked dry, and if it turned out to be stuffed ful
of human hearts she was al ready braced not to squeak



But it wasn't, and she didn't.

"M stress Jane!" Melior protested, but Jane was already holding it
up.

She felt cold zippers, nylon, and acrylic fur. A bonber jacket I|ike
t he police wore.

"Cet alife, will you?" she muttered under her breath. Sonething on
the jacket flaked off as she ran her hands over it, but the darkness
was too deep to see.

"Don't touch that. Put it fromyou; it reeks of evil."
"I don't snell anything."

But who could, down here? The mingled snells of urine and rotting

gar bage had | ong since put her nose on overload. Jane could no |onger
snell them and lair du subway was only a burnt-rubber taste in the
back of her throat.

O maybe Melior was feeling metaphorical ?

"I said leave it!" To Jane's surprise, Melior grabbed the jacket and
flung it away into the outer darkness. There was a squeaking and a
scuttling that woul d have played havoc with Jane's delicate nerves if
she' d happened to have any.

"I'f that was your proof, you've just thrown it away," Jane said after a

pause.

"1f?" Melior demanded. "The creature sheds its varied skins; | show
you proof and you nock at it."

"Ch." Understanding cane with a jolt, the way it often does when a
conpani on's bi zarre actions suddenly nake | um nous sense.

"But it wasn't proof, Melior. Not of anything. Not to me. Not even
to Ruth." It was only sonebody's jacket.

And there never would be proof, Jane realized suddenly, and there
probably wasn't a grendel, either. Because whether Melior was an elf
or not, he was also crazy.

"How can | make you see, before it is too late?" Melior groaned, and
Jane, gal vani zed to honesty, answered.

"I don't know "
When the Magic's Rea

ALONE I N THE apartnment after Ruth's hasty departure, Naom pulled the
not ebook she was keeping out of its storage place and gl anced through
it. A cup of tea stood at her elbow, spiraling steaminto the air.

Not hi ng had changed. Everything was just as it had been the last tine
she'd | ooked: what he'd told her, what they'd done. She'd even
sketched pictures of his clothes and jewelry-the clothes and jewelry of
a self proclaimed Prince of ElIfland. And hadn't M chael said there was
just too much of it to fake? Those eyes, those ears, those teeth My



what big pointy teeth you've got, G andna.
None of it hel ped. She'd seen the sanme news broadcast Ruth had.
The nurder in the subway.

Melior thought it was his grendel And what else, after all, could it
be?

Al most anyt hi ng.

Too real for me. Naom shook her head in sad self-rebuke and cl osed

t he book again. In the children's books she |l oved things like this
never happened. She believed Melior (with reservations) but what she'd
really been expecting was for his sword to turn up in the w ndow of

Sot heby' s.

O something, anything, just so long as it wasn't this cross between
The Taki ng O Pel ham One Two Three and Sil ence O The Lanbs.

Naom shuddered. Did the nmurder make this nore real, or nore
fantastic? She didn't know. She only knew that she resented it

deeply. 'Areal toad in an imginary garden." And she was worried
about Ruth.
"Sensei, | have a problem"

Mast er Paul Robillard was Naom's sensei, or teacher, in the gentle art
of kendo. His dojo was | ocated on Broadway a few bl ocks south of her
apartment, in a bright corner space two flights up froma
greengrocer' s.

There, three evenings a week, Naom and seven others took naster
classes in the Way of the Sword.

"I'f you'd stop dropping your wist when you attack, you'd be fine."
Mor ni ngs, no one was here, except Sensei

"It's not that sort of a problem" Naom said.

"Well, why don't you get dressed and we'll talk about it?"

There were windows in three walls of the dojo; the huge square space
with its white-painted walls and bare wood floor, was drenched in

i ght .

The back wall was still mrrored, and a barre ran around all four
wal I's, legacy of its one-tine use as a dance studio.

Naonmi padded out onto the floor in her hakama and slippers, and bowed
to the altar with its photos, oranges, and lit candles. Then she
turned and regarded herself in the mrror

She'd come to Sensei Paul for help, but what could she say? Ruth was
the one with the problem not her

Since the fall senester, with graduati on suddenly on everybody's m nd
Rut h had been, well, |looking for a way out. Advanced coursework wasn't
the answer-as it had been in her case, Naom thought wylysince Ruth



had to get out there and earn a living before the Student Loan O ficer
decided to take the debt out in white slavery.

But if Ruth were using Melior as a formof escapism it was going to
backfire, badly.

Sensei Paul came out onto the floor, holding two masks in one hand and
a pair of bokken in the other. Paul was tall and handsome, with skin
like polished teak. He looked like a poster boy for street crime and
was the gentlest soul Naom knew. He even nade M chael | ook

aggr essi ve.

He crossed the floor and handed her the mask. Like nost of the senior
students, Naomi kept the bulkier itens of her kendo costunme here. She
put the mask on, settling its famliar contours against her face, then
took her sword. It was shaped |ike a rough sketch for a katana; |ight
brown wood and a plastic sword-guard. Al nmost harm ess.

But even a toy sword could kill.

Paul Robillard put on his mask, and Naom's friend vanished. Al that
was | eft was Sensei, who woul d whack her severely if she nade a
m st ake.

It settled the m nd wonderfully.

Naomi bowed. Sensei bowed. And then she let the sword-mind flow into
her as Sensei slipped easily into position and began circling her

Part of her mnd watched, waiting for her own opening, but, flying high
above the room the other part considered Ruth.

Thi ngs coul d be worse than they were, of course. Ruth could have
fallen for some guy and gotten married as an escape fromreality. Only
Rut h never dated. Naonmi had known her for al nost three years and woul d
have been happy to make suitable introductions. For a while she'd

t hought Ruth and M chael m ght pair up, but Ruth had made friends with
hi m i nst ead.

But if Naom were any judge of human nature, Ruth was falling for
Melior. And that would not be a good thing at all

Whack!

"You're not paying attention," Sensei said. Naom wanted to rub the
stinging welt on her hip where the blow had | anded, but didn't dare.

She raised her sword again, but Sensei did not raise his. After a
nmonent he strai ghtened, and pulled off his nask.

"It nust be a very bad problem to make you so stupid," he observed
mldly.

Naom sighed. She'd deserved that.

"It is a bad problem |It's not mne, you see, and that makes it
wor se. "

"Ah. A friend?"



"Yes." And the only thing Naom couldn't decide was whether it would
be worse for Ruth to fall for Melior-or for her to be the sort of
person who never fell in Iove at all

"You cannot solve the problens of others. Each person is his own
problem and his own solution.”

"Thank you, Master Po. If | want Zen, | can go to the library."

Sensei Paul smled. "Well, if "no-mnd" won't work, why don't we see
if we can beat it out of you with a good workout? And after that, you
can tell me what's wrong."

| have this friend," Naom said. She was wapped in a terrycloth robe,
hair still danp from her shower, sitting on a stool in Paul's tiny New
York kitchen while he whisked a bowl of green tea into an opaque

froth.

"She's getting really attached to this guy, and | think he's going to
be a ot of trouble."”

"That isn't a very detailed outline of the problem" Paul observed.

"I think details would get in the way of the facts,” Naom said.
"And how much trouble can this guy be for your friend?" Paul said
after a monent. He set a bow of tea in front of her. Naom sipped
and t hought about it.

"I suppose he's what you could call the "attractive nui sance" type.

No job. No money. |In fact, he's sleeping on Mchael's couch at the
monent. He's got a ... problemhe wants help with. The help could turn
out to be pretty costly, in the long run, but he's so gosh-darned cute
it's hard to renmenber that when he's asking for just one little

t hi ng.

It's like chasing a dream She coul d pour her whole life into himand
it woul dn't be enough.”

And woul dn't Melior's dream be preferable to anyone's reality? Who
woul dn't rather live in a world of evil enperors and magi c swords, of
nmonsters and heroes? Everything clear-cut and obvious. The perfect
escape, wWith a side order of noral rectitude.

"And how does this conme to be your problen? You aren't your brother's
keeper, as a great Zen master once said." Paul regarded her steadily,
hi s hazel eyes allowi ng for no evasions.

Naom studied her tea a while longer. "I think it's nmy probl em because
I'"mnot objecting to what he's doing," she said at last. "If | see
sonmething that | don't like, and | say nothing, then it's the sane as
endorsing the thing I don't like. Isn't it?"

"That could be a hard phil osophical position to live with," Paul said,
as if addressing the bonsai in the w ndow.

Naomi sighed. "It could be a hard position to live wthout."

The Dream You Never Found



RUTH FI Nl SHED HER exam handed it in, and went off to check her mail.

She stood in front of her mail box in the Student Union with its
contents in her hand.

Aletter fromCarol in Idaho. A Macy's bill. Her student discount
rate copy of Library JournalL Five crisp, bland, and forbidding

envel opes-the fruits of her nobst recent spasm of job searches. Pray
that they were all at least invitations to interview One of them
woul d be her future.

Suddenly the sight of themrevolted her utterly; she crunpled themin
her hand and stuffed theminto her purse, seeking for the bottom
knowi ng that her defiant gesture was only enpty theatrics, that later
she woul d open them and read them out.

But she did throw the Library Journal in the trash

Safe, sensible, prudent Ruth. Wo never did anything drastic. Wo
never made a gesture that mattered.

Wth the crunpled letters still at the bottom of her purse, Ruth wal ked
out of the Student Union

She was contenpl ating wi |l dness-or at |east another pint of HdagenDazs

Doubl e Chocol ate-and blinking in the unexpected May sunlight when she

was hailed frombelow. Squinting down the steps, she peered until she
made out M chael and Philip.

Philip's backpack was cranmed to even nore overstuffed proportions, and
his | aptop was bal anced (with an acconpanyi ng sheaf of papers) upon his
hip. Mchael stood beside him towering over Philip as usual and

| ooking faintly uneasy. He was not the one who' d shout ed.

"Hey, yourself," Ruth said, descending the steps.

"Looki ng for another line of work, yet?" Philip asked.

"I"ll leave that to you," she said which, if feeble, was at |east
something. "l understand that there are positions in license-plate
technol ogy opening up every day." And where was "Seen Jane?" M chael
asked, and Ruth's naggi ng disquiet kindled into six-cylinder life, even
t hough she had a cl ose concept of where Jane nust be; she'd gone off to
the subway to be Melior's Keeper-For-A-Day at an hour when Ruth was
still doing her best to prop her eyes open

They' d been supposed to be back by one or two, but it was only the
subway, for heaven's sake, and if she wasn't here she had every reason
to be late. Ruth |ooked at her watch. 'Rvo-thirty.

Not so very late, but the unfocused fear still cut through her like a
knife. "No," she began

"Lucky you," Philip said, but Mchael quelled himwth a gl ance.

"She's probably with Nai," Mchael said. But if she was, Ruth worried
on, then why had he asked?

"If she didn't get arrested,” Philip said.



"That social refinement we |eave to you,'
poi son.

Ruth said with gracious

"Whul d you guys cut it out? | want to talk to Melior," M chael said.

Philip produced an el oquent subvocal rumble but said nothing. M chael
headed across the street and the other two foll owed.

"How di d the exam go?" M chael asked her when he had them both in
noti on.

"How does any exam go? And yours? | hate cataloging, | hate

cat al ogi ng exans; everybody buys LC catal ogi ng nowadays whi ch neans
that some gnone in the basement of the Library of Congress or probably
his computer is making us all file Qutlaws of Sherwood under Fol kl ore
and books on the Mss Anerica pageant under Beauty Aids and what's the
point?" Ruth finished in a rush

"Take it easy," M chael said.

"The point is, there is no point.”" Philip spoke up surprisingly. "No
one here gets out alive. And over a sufficient period of tine, al
choices tend to nornalize on a curve of randomdistribution."

"You mean if you wait |ong enough, nothing happens?' Ruth said.

"I'n a hundred years, who will care?" Philip snmled a |opsided and not
terribly happy snile.

But | don't even care now, Ruth thought forlornly, and wondered what
evil she had conmitted in the |lost hours of that |ong-gone sunmer's
ni ght that was enough to poison all the rest of her years.

Naomi turned out not to be home either, though in her case a scribbled
note proclai med her out of eggs for the cake and back in ten. Ruth,
putting on the kettle for tea, saw the cranped utilitarian student
housing as if for the first time; a clarity of sight she was unable to
amel i orate.

Vi nyl couch patched with plastic tape and draped with a | ength of
tattered fabric. Threadbare sage-green carpet. Age-yell owed,
obscur el yst ai ned shades; each object a blatant letter of an al phabet in
an unfam liar tongue. Shabby, threadbare, rock-bottom bone-weary.

Ruth stared blindly at the spotted paint behind the stove and realized,
with horrified clarity, that she was going to cry. Over the couch, for
God' s sake? She must be | osing her mnd

And there was no one here but M chael and Philip.

Snuffling only a little, Ruth lit the stove, and in the soft bl oom of
bl ue gas flame set the kettle on the stove and turned around to the
sink. She splashed water on her face, but the sense of despairing
dread still hung over her, like foreshadowing in a bad novel.



Heavens. How perfectly Celtic, Ruth thought nockingly. The next thing
"Il dois sit down and how at the noon.

But that woul dn't be sensible, some ghostly interior counterpoint
inserted. Ruth sighed sadly over her inability to carry off a really
good dramatic interior nonol ogue and turned away fromthe sink

M chael was standing in the doorway. Things always tended to | ook too
smal | around M chael ; he was | arge enough to make even Rut hwere she so
i nclined-feel small and kitteni sh, which was no nean feat when you
stood five foot eight in your stocking feet.

"Feel better?" M chael asked.

"No," said Ruth honestly. She waved t he unspoken words-hers and
his-away. "I don't know. Melior. What if-" "What if there isn't a
sword?" M chael finished. "O what if we just don't find it? What if
he's stuck here forever? What if he dies?"

Ruth stared, struck reasonably speechl ess.

"Way is it you wonmen always think that guys don't ever tal k about
anyt hi ng but sex and fast cars?" Mchael sniled, to take the edge off

it. 1t 1 , evenif only alittle. "He's been sleeping on ny couch
f or - what ?"
"Three days," Ruth supplied automatically. "Friday, Saturday, and

Sunday. "

"And if he stays here, he's dead. He said he told you."
"He did."

M chael shrugged, unconfortable.

"What is it, Mchael-nmne, that you found out between breakfast and
unch and aren't telling?" Ruth, goaded, pounced.

M chael net her gaze squarely. M chael always | ooked everyone in the
eye, no matter what he had to say.

"The peopl e whore supposed to be being killed, aren't being killed," he
said sinply.

It took Ruth a nonment to shift mental gears frominterior nonol ogues to
hom ci de and figure this one out.

"Whi ch neans his grendel doesn't exist," she said flatly.

"If," said Mchael, |eaning back against the wall and bl owi ng out a
breath of pure exasperation, "if his grendel is a magical creature, and
if this world is the Wrld of Iron his nythol ogy tal ks about, and if

el f-magi c works as badly here as Mel seens to think it does, then he

m ght not be right about his sword working better than that."

Ruth took a monent to puzzle all that out.

"No grendel, no way to find the sword."

"The real question is," Philip said, pushing his way past M chael to



enter the kitchen and the conversation, "how |l ong are we going to | ook
for it before we give up?"

Philip's hair was pulled back into the thin queue that always rem nded
Ruth of a white rat's tail. H s steel-rinmed bifocals nmade his eyes
alternately distant and flat featureless coin-mirrors in his narrow
mustelid face. He stood with shoul ders hunched and both hands jammed
into the pockets of his red w ndbreaker and seened to be addressing his
remarks to the refrigerator. But for once he wasn't trying to score
verbal |y off anybody.

"How | ong?" Philip repeated. "He's sleeping on your couch" -to

M chael - "and you've spun major plastic on him -to Ruth- "and yat a-da
ya-ta-da and ill-nmet by noonlight proud Titania-" Ruth stared in
shock.

She hadn't known Philip ever read anything but software manuals.

"But the bottomline is: how | ong?"

Si |l ence

"After a certain point, finding the sword is like finding the kidnap
victim inpossible. At least with what we've got to work with,"

M chael observed.

"Si x hundred bucks and a | eat her jacket,'
guestion is, 'can he type?"

" Philip footnoted. "So the

" "What?" Had Philip been out in the sun too long? (In May?) Was he
trying a new designer drug? (He didn't even drink coffee.) Was he al
there? (But in his own sweet sociopathic way, Philip LeStrange was
al ways all there.) Philip turned away and hunched hi s shoul ders even
hi gher, as if denying the existence of his ears. "After the ball is
over, Cinderella. And we pack it in. You and M chael are graduating
this year, y' know. After that."

"I don't think," Mchael said slowy, "that he's going to give up."

Philip shrugged angrily and stal ked back to the living room After a
monent Ruth heard the tap-tap-tap of his keyboard.

But the obvious last line remained, as clearly as if he'd said it.
So when are YQU giving up, Ruth?
It was a norose and di saffected party which greeted Naom 's return.

A brown Rocki ngham pot of infused but undrunk tea sat in the middle of
the living roomtable. M chael was spraw ed on the couch

Philip was spraw ed on the floor. Ruth was curled, feet up, in a chair
al nrost too small for the gesture, paging through an old exhibition
catal og and pretending neither of the others was there.

Naomi put down one of the sacks and shifted the other one to her hip.

"Who di ed?" she asked. "O is that remark not in the best of
t ast e?"



"No one died," said Mchael, "and that was the curious incident."

"I see," said Naomi. "Do | take it, then, that the customary trappings
of the wake are in order?" She lifted the lid off the teapot and
pull ed out the tea ball. The liquid running fromit was al npst

bl ack.

"I think it's done," she commented, heading for the kitchen. She
returned a monent later with four nmugs strung on her fingers like
useful rings and the remai ning necessities for tea gripped precariously
anong remai ning fingers. She extracted the tea ball and poured tea.

"W were trying to think of what kind of job Melior could get," Ruth
vol unteered, at last, into the silence.

"Mal e nmodel ?"  Naomi suggested at |ast, which at |east drew a snicker
fromPhilip. "But seriously, folks-is Jane all right?"

Rut h kept herself fromsnarling with an effort, and as a result Naom's
guesti on stood unanswered when the buzzer rang.

M chael uncoiled fromthe couch with surprising violence and | unged for
t he buzzer. "Yes?" he barked, and the hash of street noi se he got
back seened to satisfy him because he hit the unlock button and held
it down for a long mnute.

"They' re back," he announced, |ooking at Naom's startled expression

"You kids | ead such interesting lives," she commented, and went on into
the kitchen with the bag.

It was M chael who held the door open, allowi ng the sounds of sneakers
on stair treads to fill the apartment. Ruth stared at her hands, as if
she were being paid good noney not to |l ook. And eventually they got
there.

Jane came through the door first, and for a nonent Ruth didn't
recogni ze her. The white turtleneck with the blue flowers, the

mat chi ng bl ue cardi gan, the pale blue corduroy slacks which were the
cl osest Jane ever got to jeans were streaked and barred w th bl ack
grime. The knees of her pants were literally black, with a

pol i shed-cotton sheen of ground-in dirt. There were even snudges on
her face, painting on a faint faux glanorie of tronpe |oei
cheekbones.

"What the hell happened to you?" Ruth demanded in a voice she hardly
recogni zed as hers.

Mel i or entered behind Jane. The black |eather jacket, the
artisticallydistressed jeans, showed the dirt far |ess than Jane's once
pai nful | y-neat ensenbl e, but when you | ooked for it, it was there.

Rut h got up. Jane ducked past M chael and fled to the bat hroom

Melior ran a hand through his hair. "W have been in the subterranean
ways, Ruth. And as | foretold you, the grendel is there. | have found
proof." He set down the bag he'd been carrying; Ruth saw a faniliar

fastfood | ogo.

M chael shut the door behind him "And did you, ah, bring this proof’



with you?"

Melior regarded himw th school ed bl andness, and once again Ruth felt
t hat ghostly echo of clashing wills between the two nen.

"And how does one bring the scent fromthe earth, or the track fromthe
mud? Yet they are no less real for that. The grendel casts off its
human seemning, and becomes nore powerful wth each passing hour."

Mel i or advanced into the room wapping the | eather jacket around
hinmself as if he were cold. "And we are here."

"Everybody's gotta be someplace,” Philip comented. He sat up and
| eaned back agai nst the couch

"And | and thou are here,” Melior said. "And yet | amforced to
wonder, Master Philip, why should this be so?"

"Come agai n?" Naonmi said fromthe kitchen doorway.

Melior turned toward her and favored her with a smle of dazzling
charm "I would not forgo your conpany easily, M stress Naom, nor yet
the table you set. But | have | earned, as you wished ne to, that this
world is wide. And so | wonder: when | fell prey to the traps which
bespell ed the Sword of Maiden's Tears, why should ny place in it be
here, and not sone other place?"

"Well," said Naom slowy, "there's no place like this place anywhere
around the place, so this nust be the place."

"Why?" said Melior.
"Why not?" said Philip to his shoes.

"Because things do not happen save for reasons,” Melior said
patiently.

Naom | aughed. "Brother, are you a |long way from hone."
"Yes," said Melior seriously, and snmiled. He wal ked across the roomto
Rut h, and | ooked down at her. "But as you see, | have gone and cone
back again, uninpeded by the city guard."

"On Earth we call them policenen,” said Philip.

Jane came out of the bathroom danp and hostile. Her face was scrubbed
pi nk and her cotton cardi gan buttoned up denurely over the worst of the
grime. She glanced at Melior; Ruth saw her do it and felt a flash of
reasonl ess jealousy. Mlior's hand closed reassuringly over Ruth's
shoul der and squeezed warmy.

"So exactly where in the subway were you?" Ruth asked.

Again Melior and Jane exchanged gl ances. "Somewhere in Brooklyn," Jane

said finally.

"And that's where the grendel is?" Mchael said, working very hard to
keep his voice neutral. Fromthe kitchen there was a nmonentary whi ne
of an electric mxer and a clatter of pans.



"No," said Melior patiently. "That is where the grendel was. But, so
| amtold, the tunnels are all linked, and it will not venture forth
into the light willingly again."

"So it's in the subway?" M chael repeated again, as if it were very
i nportant that this question be answered. There was a rattle and bang
of the oven door, and Naom canme back into the living room

"Forty minutes," she said cryptically. She sat down on the armof a
chair and swept the roomwi th a glance, very much as if they were al
books and she were about to catalog them "So. Wy don't we all tel
each other what kind of a day we all had?"

There was a nonent's silence. Ruth felt again that strong sense of
peril; as if the words spoken here woul d serve as choi ces; would set
paths that all of them here would have to foll ow.

She was al nbst spooked enough to warn the others; to suggest it, making
it a joke, when Philip spoke.

"Well, Mchael and ne hacked into the Coroner's O fice and found out
that whatever else this grendel's doing, it isn't |eaving a bunch of
bodies lying around. Guess it isn't very hungry, huh?" Philip shoved
his gl asses back up on the bridge of his nose.

Ruth felt Melior go very still behind her
"This is Monday afternoon," Jane said, getting all of her facts
straight. "W heard about the last kill Sunday night, but it had to
have been killed Saturday night at the |latest, because it was found
Sunday afternoon. But this grendel's supposed to be hungry," she
added, |ooking half-challengingly toward Meli or

"It starves fromwhat it battens upon,” Melior agreed. "The hunger
that was a man's in life for glory or fame is transnmuted by the curse
i nto unsl akabl e appetite.”

"Betcha can't eat just one," Philip nmuttered.

"So if there is a grendel, as you believe," Mchael said, "there should
be nmore victins."

"Shoul d there?" said Melior. He stepped away from Ruth now, and al
five of themwatched him "How do you know there are not?"

"W didn't find any," Mchael said. He sounded as if he'd | ooked
personal Iy, but Ruth knew he neant that it hadn't turned up in
Philip's, urn, hacking.

Philip's hacking. Was Mchael really taking Philip's word over
Melior's?

Was she willing to take Melior's word over Philip's?
When was she going to "call it quits"?
WAs she going to?

"Wth your machines,” said Melior, as if it were a personal insult.



"The machi nes see nothing, so you say there is nothing. But these
machi nes know only what nen have told them"

"I n the nonexcl usive sense of the word 'nen,"' Naom added.

"So you're telling us there's sonmething we've mssed,” M chael said,
careful ly neutral

"I amsaying | beg your trust, Friend Mchael. For a tine-a short
time-nmore. You say there is no magic-" Melior raised his voice and
spread his arnms. The sweeping gesture was nmeant for a cape but sonehow

did not |ook silly when performed in a |eather jacket. "l say there
is.

And | say that the creature | seek is there. 1In the subterranean. It
hardly matters if you believe, you know. You are not worldlings for ne
to beguile with tales of sorcery, nobility, and gold. | ask you now

for one sinple thing-'
a ticket, isn't it?"

"This is something nore substantial than buying

Naom said, cutting through the spell of Melior's words.

"Yes," said Melior. "I do not need the cars. | need to get into the
tunnels. On foot. | need your aid for that."

Jane shifted where she sat, but only Ruth noticed. She thought Meli or
m ght have tried to go down into the tunnels today, but probably Jane
had st opped hi m

"Into the tunnels,"” said Naom . "Just junmp over the side of the
platform Sounds easy."

"And get creanmed by an oncoming train," said Philip.

"I woul d need provisions. Lights. And weapons; a good club; a sword
or a boar-spear."”

Philip made a noise. "In the first place you can't do it. 1In the
second place, they'll arrest you. And in the third place, there isn't
anyt hi ng down there to chase. Period."

Now it was out and all of themhad to face it. Not disbelief in
Mel i oras- he-was; only disbelief in his goal

"If there is nothing there, then no harmcan cone, can it?" Melior
sai d.

"We could be arrested,"” said sensible Ruth. Sensible traitorous
Rut h

"We could get killed-by the third rail, by rats, by passing nuggers.

And if we got caught down there they'd fine us to death. | nean-"
"Bye-bye Col unbia," Mchael finished.

"You got a better idea?" said Jane, surprisingly defensive of
Mel'i or.

"Not getting creamed by an oncoming train |eaps instantly to nind,"
Philip said hel pfully.



"I do not propose that you do," Melior said. "This is not your
battl e.

Only provision ne, and | shall go alone.”

"That'd | ook great on the six o' clock news. 'Dead Elf Found In Subway,
Pictures At Eleven."' "If you can't say sonething hel pful, Philip,
woul d you pl ease go hone?" Jane asked | ong-sufferingly.

"I know that you do not believe," said Melior, "and this makes no
di fference-not to ne, and certainly not to the creature I hunt. And
must hunt it-with your help or alone.”

Mel i or | ooked beseechingly toward Naomi. She ran a hand through her
short black hair. "Wth us or without us," she said. "But, Melior,
you just don't understand-" "I think you should |et himdo what he

wants, even if it is stupid,” Jane said flatly.
"It isn't that it's stupid,"” Ruth began
"Although it is,"” Philip said.

"But there's the little matter of unlawful trespass, breaking and
entering, little things like that. It's illegal," Mchael said, a hint
of truculence in his voice.

"Il'legal ?" Philip said. "I sure hope so." He laughed, then
f r owned.

"CGet down on the tracks. There's got to be ways. The subway guys do
it all the time."

"The 'subway guys' are trained to do it," Naom said. "They know al
t he nooks and crannies of the system And the train schedules. And
everything."

"The trains-and the schedul es-are on conputer,” Philip said sweetly.

"No," said Naom flatly. "Not w thout proof-real proof."
Everyone | ooked at her. "This is not a ganme. This is not 'for-fun."

And it sure isn't the steamtunnels at Mchigan State University,"
Naom said. Her face was set, determi ned, and her voice vibrated with
conviction as she spoke. "Everything Ruth's said about the third rai
and the trains and everything is true. And it isn't just a matter of
Melior not getting hurt-what if he caused a train weck? Hundreds of
people killed or injured-and our fault?"

"You'd have to do it at night," Philip said. "There aren't as many
trains then."

Rut h had al ways suspected Naom of being soft on Philip, for sone
unbel i evabl e reason, but the | ook she riveted himwi th now was filled
wi th such contenpt that even Philip noticed. He ducked his head

qui ckly, ears red, and didn't say anything el se.

"I"'msorry, Melior," Naom said. "W can't just go off and play in the
subway on your word that there's sonething down there. This is rea



life, and this is dangerous. There isn't enough proof. I|'msorry."

That was that, and they all knewit. Even Melior didn't bother to

argue. "I thank you, then, for all the patience you have shown ne,
M stress Naomi. In my own place, | do not think that such kindness
woul d have been shown to strangers.” He inclined his head,

acknow edgi ng his defeat.
And then he turned and wal ked out the door.

"Hey!"™ In the noment Ruth realized he was really gone she | unged up

out of her chair and flung-she'd never realized the description could
be correct before-herself out the door. She thought someone tried to
stop her, but if that was so, they didn't try as hard to keep her as

she did to go

Melior was waiting for her just outside the street door-or, if not
wai ting, then at |east not |eaving very fast.

"Wait," Ruth gasped, clutching at the edge of the door for support.

"Isn't it amusing, in a quiet way, that a Prince of the House of the
Silver Silences, whose blood is filled with silver and starlight, who
has commanded nmen in the field, and broken the Successor Lords on the
Field of dass, cannot entreat a nonent's fealty from humans? Hunans,
Ruth. Can you credit it?"

"1''"'m human, " Ruth sai d.

"Then perhaps you can explain it to ne." He took her arm and drew her
onto the sidewal k. He put an arm around her shoul ders, and she | eaned
into him The | ate-afternoon sun was just warm enough, and no one

| ooked at either of themas they wal ked south on Riverside Drive, with
the glassy swell of the Hudson beside them

"I"'mright," Melior said softly after a while.
"So what?" said Ruth mournfully. "It doesn't matter. It's a big
thing to ask, you know. |It's dangerous down there."

"I asked no one to acconpany ne," Melior rem nded her

"That wouldn't stop them" Ruth said darkly. "But it's-1 knowit's
i nportant to you, Melior, but it-1t's just another chanson geste to
you, and for us it's real. It's our lives."

"And when | am dead, and you are grendel -ridden; when the House of the
Silver Silences is cast into the Quter Darkness forever and the bal ance
of power in the Morning Lands slides inevitably toward Ni ght, then

then you will say that you had no inkling of its inmport." H's voice
was quietly bitter.

"That isn't fair."

"I"'mnot inamnd to be fair."

"You want us to throw over everything-on your word al one-for sonething
that probably isn't even there! What's in it for us?"

"Ah." They wal ked on for a few monents in silence, past skateboarders



and a hot-dog stand, past frisbee-throw ng kids and joggers. "But what
if it is there?" Melior said.

Once again it was Ruth's turn to be silent. Because nuch as she wanted
to believe in the grendel, even with Melior's technicol or presence to
bol ster her faith, she couldn't. Not when it was so nuch nore likely
to be the forlorn delusion of a dying exile. Not when cynica

twentieth century probability said that was the way to bet-agai nst
nmonsters and heroes, bright prom ses and val orous deeds.

"If it is," Ruth said, coward conmprom se in her voice, "there'll be
proof, won't there? Mre killings? Mchael said there weren't any,
and. "

"He said the machi nes had recorded none, not that there were none.

This city of yours is vast beyond imagining, and rich beyond the dreans

of madmen, but it holds its poor who sleep in doorways. | have seen
t hem
And | think, were | such a poor man and did | have the coin, | would

choose to sleep in the subterranean where the rain and wi nd conme not.
If such a man dies, who nourns hin? Tell ne that, Ruth."”

"Well, maybe,"” Ruth said irritably. "But it isn't proof, Melior. It's
just another fairy tale."

"And you, Ruth? WIIl you do for |love what they will not do for
reason?" Melior stopped and pulled her gently around to face him

Conflicting emotions spun through her panic-stricken brain, but topnpst
of all was the sick certainty that there was no grendel, and that if
Melior went down into the tunnels the inevitable They would catch him
and trap himand put himin a cage, and then even frustrated hope woul d
be dead.

"Love?" said Ruth, through a choking throat. "Wo said anything about
| ove?"

Melior stared at her for a long nonment, his pupils dark vertical flicks
against the light of the setting sun

"I did. But it seems that | nmi sspoke mysel f."

He | et her go and turned away, and left her with a long |l oping stride
that she could not have matched, even if she'd cared to. She sat on a
bench, and eventually the unwel come and | owcomic certainty came to her
that she was going to have to go back honme and tell themall sonething,
and that undoubtedly by then there wouldn't be any chocol ate cake |eft,
ei ther.

Dar kness at Noon

THE LAND HE passed through had neither sun nor moon. |Its voice was the
roaring of the distant ocean, and the water through which he wal ked was
as warm and fecund as blood. Kevin Shel by had come into his ki ngdom at

| ast.

Only he didn't knowit-or to be perfectly precise, the one who



possessed all these fastnesses did not precisely renenber that once he
had been a man who dreaned of glory. The One who was now woul d have

t hought Kevin Shel by's anbitions | aughable if it had been confronted
with them The One who was now wanted only two things: food and the
continued safety of The (bject.

It was al ways hungry. There was still plentiful food available here in
its realm but with the focused facility of extreme paranoia The One
knew that this soft sweet confortable food was-still and al so-a source
of danger to it. A time would come when to hunt would be to inperi

the safety of The hject, and The One did not want that. It was naking
arrangenents agai nst that day. Provident arrangenents.

And there was one other source of danger. An Qther, unlike either The
One or The hject, an O her who wanted The (bject for hinself.

But The One was naking arrangenents for that, too

Determ ned to pretend that nothing had happened, Ruth went back up the
hill, away from Melior, toward Broadway and the Col unbia canpus. There
she spent nmost of the afternoon, until twilight and a rumbling stonach
made her admit that what she was really doing was trying to avoid her
friends.

And feeling as if she wanted to avoid themwasn't fair, dammt, it
wasn't Ruth who'd done anything to blush for. It was Melior who' d been
so unreasonable; in fact, all of this was Al Melior's Fault.

She wi shed she believed that.
She wi shed she knew what to believe.

But Melior had asked themall five of them Ruth and M chael, Naom and
Jane and Philip-for sonething they couldn't give him It was all of
their futures on the line here, and this wasn't sone convenient fairy
tale where the price of their mstakes would be death. No, it was
worse than that: any m stakes any of them nmade woul d be m stakes they'd
have to live with, all down the gray cheerl ess years of quiet
desperation that were shaped by those m stakes.

You' re a bundle of cheer tonight, Ruth told herself But it was true.
It was a | ot easier to ganbl e when the stakes were Success or Death.

Hal f a century of being an inpoverished failure was a little harder to
swal | ow cheerful ly.

She didn't believe in the grendel And she didn't believe Melior would
ever stop looking for it. And sooner or later he was going to run
splat into the power structure and they'd take himand | ock hi mup and
Her hands were shaking. And her mnd was, as it always did when she
was upset, trying to push into the gray space that |ay between ei ghteen
and twenty-six, trying to find reality in what was actually and al ways
woul d be a | ong gray vast shapel ess expanse of nothing.

And that was the real joke, if Melior only knewit. She had so little
to |l ose that she would gladly have gone into the subway with Melior
bearing only an are lanp and a machi ne gun-if she'd been able to
bel i eve.



In anything. Anything at all.

Rut h swal | owed hard and wondered what he was doi ng and where he'd
gone.

Mel i or believed; good God, he had enough belief for any three nornal
people; he'd believe in sonething at the drop of a hat; just watch him
and you could get yourself convinced of anything fromthe Doctrine of
Signatures to the Ninety-Five Theses of Luther to the inportance of
tossing after neals.

Mel i or had passion. Passion. And wasn't that what everyone thought
was such a hands-down terrific lifestyle accessory? A sensibility that
went for the gusto like a starved pit bull? Mnd, it mght not know
enough to cone in out of the rain, but.

If it had hurt |ess, she night have cried.

Sone tine later she | ooked up, conscious that sonmeone was wat chi ng
her .

Jane was standi ng about three feet away, wearing a pink deni mjunper
(she nust have changed her clothes) and bal ancing a | oad of books on
her hip.

"I thought you were probably here," Jane said, sitting down.

"Wel come to previews of my post-collegiate depression,” Ruth said
nocki ngl y.

"There wasn't anything there," Jane said sinply.
"I'n the subway?" Ruth guessed.
Jane nodded, and sighed. "And he's going to go look for it anyway."

Their gl ances | ocked, in wy conplicity over the utter predictability
of none-too-bright Tyrant Man.

Rut h shrugged, weary to the bone. So nuch for reaching out to grasp at
magic. Al it left you with was a handful of ashes.

"So we've got to stop him" Jane said stubbornly.

"What do you suggest, a straitjacket?" Ruth shot back

"The New York Subway System has twelve hundred and fifty-seven mles of
track and over ten thousand units of rolling stock. And somewhere in
there he thinks there's a grendel and a magic sword. The grende
guards the sword. The sword is the only thing that can slay the
grendel , Jane said pedantically.

"Right so far," Ruth said

Jane | eaned both el bows on the table, her Iank hair sw nging forward
over her cheeks.

"So the only thing the grendel (if it really did exist) has to do to
not get killed is hide the sword, right?"



Ruth stared at Jane and tried to find some flaw in her reasoning.

Unfortunately it was seanl essly logical, as Jane's reasoning al ways
was.

Rut h wondered if the (probably nonexistent) grendel was as smart as
Jane G eyson.

"Right," she said hesitantly.

"And even if it's too stupid to think of sonmething like that, strategy
requires that you act as if it will think of it, in case you get caught
flatfooted. So whether the grendel thinks of hiding the sword or not,

Melior has to."

"And?" Ruth pronpted

"So Melior," said Jane with a sour expression, "has to make an enornous
pounce. He can't give the grendel tine to know he's hunting it,
because that would give it tine to hide the swrd. He has to nove
fast."

Li ght dawned. "So he has to know exactly where he's going," said
Rut h

"Ri ght ?"

Jane nodded. "And if he has a chance of getting accurate tactica

intelligence, he won't nove without it," she finished
matter-of-factly.

If Melior had enough information to know where the grendel was,
woul dn't that mean that there'd be enough information to constitute
proof of its reality?

"But he isn't going to believe we'll do it! Not after-" "He'll believe
Philip will do it. Because Philip will do anything for noney. And
you've still got Melior's noney," Jane said.

Ruth made a guilty grab at her handbag, but Jane was right: there it
was, a little over thirty-six hundred dollars, all that was left after
t he shopping expedition at Macy's and the run-in with the Transit
Pol i ce

"I couldn't. Rut h began

"He doesn't care what you do with it. And | bet you can't get Philip
to do it for free. And if you did, it wouldn't give you-" there was a
pause while Jane hunted for lemot juste, "-plausible deniability."

Ruth made a face. Jane was undoubtedly right about that. Only
Naomi - and sometines M chael -could induce the spirit of cooperation to
i nhabit the breast of Philip Leslie LeStrange.

But it could work. It mght work. Bribe Philip, and have himgo to
Melior, and "So it's a deal ?" Jane pronpted.

"Sure," said Ruth, recklessly promsing. "But where are we going to
find Philip?"



None of them had much interest in hanging around after Ruth and Meli or
had left, even with the pronmi se of one of Naom's cakes in the
of fi ng.

Jane had left alnost inmediately, and Philip had |lingered only Iong
enough to repack his laptop and rucksack. He'd left the printouts
behi nd, the printouts that proved that the killer that Melior said was
| oose, could not be | oose.

So not very long after Philip left, Mchael left, too.

Monday was one of his nights at Lundgren's Gym he wal ked downtown a
dozen bl ocks and spent a couple of hours that afternoon working out
with the free weights. A healthy mind in a tired body.

But at last it was ten o' clock, the last of the customers gone and the
| ast of the weights racked and machi nes reset and towel s bagged and
vacuum run and all the hundred and one little chores by which M chael
paid for his gymtinme acconplished, and the only thing left to do was
go hone.

And hope he didn't dream

"I could be bounded in a nutshell, and count nyself a king of infinite
space, were it not that | have bad dreans. " So he went hone to
hi s adequate apartnent and opened the wi ndow for night air as fresh as
New York's ever got, and he popped a beer and was flipping channel s

| ooki ng for something anmusing on the public access channels when the
door opened and Melior came in.

He wasn't wearing that stupid novie-star hat he and Ruth had been so
pl eased with, and the mrrorshade aviators dangled fromone of the
pockets of the S&M Bi ker Slut jacket. Hi s hair stood out around his
head |i ke a novi el and special effect, and he | ooked as if he and the
clothes were only coincidentally in the sane pl ace.

"may | cone in?" Melior said, although he was already in and the door
shut .

M chael sat up and put both feet on the floor. He had four inches and
at least thirty pounds on the el f-guy and ought not to feel this sense
of threat every tine he faced Melior. But npst guys woul d back down
from somebody M chael's size, or do their best to I et himknow they
didn't have to. Melior just seemed to take it for granted that if
there was a fight, he'd winit.

Except there'd been a fight today. And Melior had lost it. Badly.

"You're already in," Mchael pointed out. "Two questions: Are there
any hard feelings about today? And where's Ruth?"

"Mstress Ruth left ne shortly after | left you. And as for your
refusal of aid......... Mel i or sighed and shook his head. "I do not
understand, but | nust accept it. You have sheltered, fed, and cl ot hed
me, even if only for Ruth's sake and the amusenent of the thing. That
alone is nore generosity than | could rightfully lay claimto in these
[ ands, " "Uh-huh." There were any nunber of half-insults in Melior's
speech, if Mchael wanted to take himup on them M chael didn't.

"So, what are you going to do now?"



Melior regarded himw th an exasperation that was very near the end of

its patience. "l amgoing to take such of ny possessions as | require,
and bid you farewell, and go to hunt the grendel, which lairs in the
subt erranean way and has stolen the Sword of Maiden's Tears. |f, upon
di scovering it, | took the Sword and slewit, then | would take the

Sword and go to nmy own place, and pray | was in tine. That is what |
am goi ng to do now, M chael Peacock."

"And, ah, what if it isn't there?" Mchael said, very carefully,
ignoring the fact that Melior seemed to have | ost his grasp on the
concept of present tense.

"It is there,"” Melior said flatly.

"Look," Mchael said, getting up. "I didn't want to say this before,
in front of the others, but whether it's down there or not really isn't
the issue. What matters is that you can't just play Peter Pan in the
subway tunnels without getting caught. |f you go down there, they're
going to catch you and | ock you up sonewhere the sun don't shine, if
you take my meaning, and that isn't going to do you a whole | ot of
good. "

"And doing nothing at all is?" Melior demanded. "Mchael, try to
understand. | swore an oath upon ny father's head that | would find
the Sword and bring it back. | swore.”

"I swore an oath once," Mchael said. Melior's attention sharpened,
focused on Mchael as if the words M chael was about to say were the
words Melior had been waiting for since the nmonent they'd net.

And because of that, M chael swallowed hard, forcing all the words that
m ght have been back into silence. "I broke it. End of story."

"No. Not the end, Friend Mchael. And this oath | have sworn | wll
die in attenpting. | want to go honme, MchaeL " The words were uttered
in atone very like a wail, and Melior threw hinself into the chair

t hat stood beside the door. "When Baligant is vested, and the Sword is
not anong the Treasures, Line Rohannan of the House of the Silver
Silences will be cast out, wolfshead. Dooned, and it will be ny fault,
who could not see the trap or, having sprung it, retain possession of
that which it was death to relinquish."

"I'f you go down into those tunnels, you are going to hit the wall, Ml,
and then it isn't going to be a case of won't. There won't be anythi ng
in God's Creation we can do for you." And you're going to break Ruth's

heart either way, ny friend, and there's nothing to do about that but
wat ch.

"There is nothing else | can do now," Melior said bitterly. "I cannot
conpel your aid, and it is little consolation to me to know that the
grendel will fatten itself upon the bones of ny failure, growing in
power until all this land is in despair, and no hero will conme fromthe
Mor ni ng Lands to succor you."

"That's a chance we're going to have to take." Thus spoke M chael
Peacock, child of his tinmes, growing up with A-Bonb drills in schoo
and cal luses on his neglected soul fromliving beneath the shadow of
Ar mageddon



"And you could have stopped it," Melior said. "That know edge you w ||l
carry with you into the next life: you could have stopped it."

Suddenl y somet hing occurred to Mchael. "Wy are we tal king about this
as if it's already happened?"

Melior stood up. "Because | will not kill the grendel This much I know
for truth,” Melior said, and wal ked into the kitchen

M chael gave the renmark about three beats' worth of thought and
followed him Melior was hangi ng over the open refrigerator, gazing
into its electric depths. He'd had several rude things to say about
New York America Earth beer when M chael had introduced himto the
stuff, and passed it by nowin favor of the two-liter bottle of
unfiltered apple juice.

"You aren't going to kill the grendel, " Mchael said uninflectedly.

Melior removed the cap fromthe bottle with the innocent pride of a
recently-learned skill and raised the bottle to his lips. "I am not
going to kill the grendel, " he agreed, and drank

A powerful sensation of being the straight nman in an old Abbot &
Costello routine took strong possession of Mchael. "Muybe you could
explain why it was you decided not to share this little factoid with us
this afternoon?”

"You already do not believe in the grendel when | have told you of it,"
Mel i or pointed out reasonably enough for an elf who was a few

sandwi ches shy of a picnic in the first place. He put the cap back on
the apple juice. "Wy should you give any nore credence to any ot her
facts I mght relate?"

"In the first place they are not facts and in the second place woul d
you m nd explaining this new theory of yours?" He was actually going
to lose his tenper, Mchael realized with a distant amazenent.

Agai n.

Melior replaced the apple juice and closed the refrigerator door. He
waved his hand; the gesture of an elf-prince who is at a |oss for
wor ds.

"It is not a '"newtheory,' Mchael. 1t is a fact; an ability of ny
kind. | was not certain at first that it would work in this world,
even though I had found my heart twin here, but now | know that it
does. The future is not fixed," Melior went on, |launching well and
truly into his explanation, "it spreads like the fingers of a hand, of
a hundred hands, each finger growing fromall the choices that precede
it. And when there are so many branchi ngs-when any thing is as
possi bl e as any other-our kind is as blind as any human to what WI I
Be.

"But there are tines when the choices do not matter, when the
branchi ngs of the future are few, and the road we nust take is
i nevi t abl e.

Then the Sons of the Morning can see farther into What WII Be than
those of nortal blood. The branches of ny future are narrow and few.



And | do not see the grendel's death upon them™

M chael heard this speech out in a respectful silence, and then gave
the silence a little nore el bowroom while he thought about it.

"You aren't going to kill it."

"True."

"But you're going to go out and try to kill it anyway."
I 'Yes."

"That is the stupidest thing |I've ever heard,"” M chael announced.
"Then you haven't heard much, Friend Mchael,"” Melior told him

A few hours earlier, but in nmuch the sane area, Ruth and Jane, soldiers
of the sanme side, plotted their next nove.

"First we've got to find him" Ruth said helplessly. She could not

i magi ne where to begin. M chael mght know, but Ruth did not feel I|ike
seei ng M chael just now Were would you go to hang out, if you were
as strange as Philip LeStrange?

"Come on," said Jane, no indecision at all in her voice. She got up
and strode off. Ruth shrugged and fol | owed.

They drew cover first at Hacker Heaven and canme up enpty; Monday ni ght
and the first week in May, and the only people in the conputer center
were harried students engaged in legitimte pursuits.

| ' Maybe he's at Mchael's," Ruth said reluctantly, but a quick resort
to the pay phone in the hall outside the conputer |ab revealed that no
one was at Mchael's, or if they were, they weren't answering the
phone.

Jane hung up the phone and turned to Ruth. "Maybe he's at hone."

For a nonent Ruth thought Jane meant her dormroom but that wasn't
possi bl e. Then she realized Jane had to nmean Philip's home, and the
dazzling possibility that Philip actually had an apartment sonewhere
struck her speechless. What sort of an apartment would Philip

LeSt range have-and how did Jane know where it was, anyway, when none of
the rest of themdid?

Ruth said sonmething to that effect.

"It's on his ID," Jane explained sinply, which left only the question
(better unasked) of what Jane had been doing with Philip's wallet.

In an orderly universe (or even at a college in the Mdwest) Philip
woul d have been in on-canpus housing, subject to the |laws of the Dean
and the watchful scrutiny of his nore stable peers. But Colunbia was a
canpus in a city where space was at a prem um and the students were
encouraged to find any other place to live than the campus.

"Here?" said Ruth doubtfully. They were up above 120th Street, east
of Colunbia, and Ruth felt as if she were wearing a large sign with the
words "Miugger Bait" blazoned on it. The street was dark, and dirty



even by New York standards, and the doorway was one of those deep
cubbyhol es in the shadows of which anything m ght be hiding.

Jane didn't even hesitate. Up the steps, yank the handle (the outer
and supposedl y-1ocki ng door's | ock was pernmanently sprung), and into
the New York Urban Airlock. There was a round hole in the doorfrane of
the i nner door where the electric | ock was supposed to be, but at | east
the [ obby Iights worked.

Nobody had attended to basic daintiness in the |obby for quite sone
tine.

"Sixth floor," said Jane.

The journey was acconpani ed by the distinctive grace notes peculiar to
an unl oved New York apartment building: rotting garbage, urine, antique
grease, cooking spices, disinfectant, multilingual quarreling,

dogs barking, the insistent bass thunp of an overcranked canned mnusic

sour ce.

Poverty. O as it was called these days, |owincome housing. The
econom es of depleted resources. Ruth thought of com ng home every
night to a place like this and recoiled inwardly. But some people had
no choi ce.

And for sonme it was only a way station.

"Here we are,"” said Jane. |If she disliked this place as nmuch as Ruth
did, she didn't showit. Her face behind the heavy horn-rinms was as

stolid as a plaster saint's. She raised her hand, and banged on the

door with a vigor that made Ruth junp.

The noises within that had been making their feeble reply to the
backbeat ceased. Jane thunped again.

The door was finally opened-on the chain-by a black-haired boy with a
haircut that couldn't make up its mind whether it was punk or
unkenpt .

He had on a bl ack-washed-to-gray T-shirt that seened to be a homenade
advertisenment for necrophilia. He |ooked at Jane, then past her to
Rut h, and his eyes wi dened in disbelief.

"Uh, you got the wong address,"
i nwardly.

he said finally, which made Ruth grin

"I's Philip here?" she said, know ng that Jane would sinply argue the
guestion of was-this-or-was-this-not the right address for Jane's
pur poses.

"Uh," said the boy again. He slammed the door
"Phil!" they heard himyell, "It's sonmebody's nother!™

"I resent that remark," Ruth muttered. |If she were a character in a
nmovi e she'd spin around now and ki ck the door open. The chain would
break, and The small peephole in the center of the door went dark as
someone | ooked through it, then there was a rattle as the chain was
taken of f.



Philip opened the door. He was, Ruth was relieved to see, not in the
state of undress that the inhabitants of all-male housing usually
ver e.

Philip | ooked, as usual, clean, neat, conposed, and nonnecrophilic.
"What do you guys want?" he asked.

"Ruth had an idea," Jane said.

"Wuld it be okay if | had this idea inside?" Ruth asked.

"Um" Philip seemed nonplussed by this suggestion. "Just a minute."

The door cl osed agai n.
"I could have gone home," Ruth remarked to the anmbient air. "I could
have stared at ny own front door in perfect confort and safety."

"They're probably all naked," Jane said grinly.

Whi ch was apparently pretty much the case, judging by the hurried
retreats and sl anmi ng doors that followed once Philip cane back and
opened the door again. By then Ruth was interested enough in getting
out of the hallway that her standards were appreciably | ower than
usual .

Whi ch was just as well. This was a Never-Never Land w t hout Wendy.

Sleep all day, pansy all night . . . Ruth thought grimy, as Philip
rel ocked a series of chains and deadbolts behind them The (enpty)
living roomseened to be decorated in Early Cardboard Box. There was a
mattress and a pile of drawers sans chest-of- over beneath the w ndows,
whi ch were obscured only by ancient roller blinds, some with posters
taped to them The floor was covered with a nmedl ey of newspapers,
books, al bum covers, and rug scraps. Linoleum showed through in

pl aces.

The walls were their original color of utilitarian gray, except where
someone had nmade the attenpt to redecorate, apparently with a can of
glitter-purple lacquer. There were the remains of a couch, without
cushi ons, up against one wall, buttressed by two nore stacks of boxes
and an array of cognitively-di ssonant high-end stereo equi pment perched
on a set of college-traditional books-and-bricks shel ving.

Mal e student housing, as per the norm
"What do you want?" asked Philip. He seened nervous, and Ruth could

i magi ne why. Personally, she expected troglodytes to cone |urching out
from behi nd the bundl ed hei ghts of paper

"It's about him " Jane said.
"Ch." There was a pause, while Philip reluctantly made the ultinmate
concession. "Cone on."

When this had been a prestigious address, this had been a | uxury
apartment; left over fromthat hal cyon era was the roomthat you got to
by going through the kitchen and pantry: the naid's room where once
upon a time before color TV, sonme (lrish) cook or maid had w | ed away



her |eisure hours.

There was a conbination |lock on the door. Philip worked it quickly,
wi t hout expl anati on or apol ogy, and opened the door.

The | ong-ago nmaid had nmade do with a room about six feet by eight-and
it had probably been spacious in those days, Ruth thought, or at | east
seened that way. She squeezed in beside Jane to the eighteeninch

wal kway which was all the free space she could find. Philip slid in
besi de her and shut the door.

The ul ul ati on-and-static of a police band scanner broke the silence.

Rut h | ooked upward at piles of junk on racks of gray steel industrial
shel ving, and | ocated the source, but barely.

Sonme of the junk was lit and hunm ng, and sone of it wasn't, and Ruth
was certain on very little evidence that Philip had every form of
semelicit listening device known to Man jamed in here. There was
anot her scanner, tuned to the car-phone frequency, and a CB that seened
to be putting out nostly static.

By then Jane had edged around the first redoubt of technology and into

an open space fully three feet square. It contained half a door
bal anced on top of two buckling file cabinets and supported a conputer
whose nonitor was scrolling lit lines of gibberish. In front of this

nmesal | i ance was what seened to be the roomis only chair. Ruth sidled
into the open space and turned around. Jane noved down next to a tidy
bookcase completely cramed with inpersonal technology. Ruth glanced
around from her new vantage point. There was no sign of a bed
anywhere. She | ooked back at Philip.

Philip | ooked as enbarrassed as if they were reading his personal |ove
letters. "Well?" he said. "This had better be good."

"How much woul d you charge,"” Ruth said, choosing her words with care,
"to track all the disturbances of the kind Melior is looking for in the
subway?" On her right, various scanners warbl ed and bl atted.

Philip | ooked suspicious and interested; which was to say, his face
went conpl etely bl ank.

"Why?"  he said.

"Why not?" said Jane.

"There aren't any," Philip said.

"Did that ever stop you before?" Jane shot back

"What's he going to do?" Philip asked. Dear Philip, with no sense of
soci al responsibility anywhere in sight; he'd been one of the votes,

Rut h remenbered suddenly, in favor of the expedition to Downbel ow
Stati on.

"He's going to go get it." Jane shrugged. "But he'll wait until he
knows where it is."
"I'f he thinks we're looking for it. |If we are looking for it," Ruth

anmended.



"So you want me to |l ook for something that isn't there?" Philip asked,
with a certain air of exasperated superiority. Beside Ruth the
conput er finished doing whatever it was doing, emtted a satisfied
gueep, and covered the bl anked nonitor with a rotating starfield.

"Whi ch word didn't you understand?" said Jane.

"The part about how you want nme to do an illegal hack for noney,"
Philip said, smrking.

"Ch, cone on, Philip, wuld you do it for free?" Ruth snapped
exasper at edl y.

Philip fixed his gaze on a point three feet above her head and an
indefinite distance away. "You want to string him Ckay. | can do
that. | won't even charge you for it, much, just expenses. Because it
isn'"t going to work for very long. And then he isn't going to pay any
attention to anything any of us says."

"You nmean |ike he does now?" Ruth said.
"How much for expenses?" Jane said.

Philip bit his lip and figured. "Two hundred. That's just for the
connect tinme. That's the truth."

Ruth took out her wallet and started counting twenties. Philip took
them and stuffed themin his pocket. "Done deal. So why don't we go
get some Chinese? |'mstarved. Ml can pay."

"What makes you think we want to buy you dinner?" Jane said.

Philip smled, his typical nasty smile; techie in the catbird seat.
"Because you want ne to explain to Elfie what he just bought."

M chael Peacock stared at Mel the Elf across the kitchen, and running
on through his mind like an idiot refrain was the phrase: this changes

t hi ngs, this changes things

Melior not only believed there was a nonexi stent grendel haunting the
subway system he believed he was foredooned not to kill it.

Thi s changes things, this changes things .

M chael came froma |large and aggressively Irish famly, and, besides
the usual collection of bluff, no-nonsense uncles, he had an
accunul ati on of |ong-haired bookish aunts who, in addition to

col l ecting advanced degrees at European universities, knew the fol klore
of their own particular ethnic group rather well indeed. Even if he
didn't believe in them M chael was nore than famliar wth dooned

her oes who coul d see the future.

Havi ng one of themin his own kitchen changed things, though
Thi s changes things, this changes things.

"Mel, that makes it even nore stupid. |If you know you can't kill the
t hing . "



"I swore | would retrieve the Sword. | will fulfill ny oath or die,"
Melior said sinply.

Whwhi ch m ght nmake YOU sleep well at night, boyo, but doesn't do nuch
for the rest of us, Mchael reflected.

"There are-" he began.

There was a knock at the door. M chael |ooked at his watch.

"Christ, it's after eleven." The knock cane again.

Melior flowed out of the kitchen Iike cats and rivers and any nunber of
ot her apposite simles. He placed hinmself behind the door and | ooked
at M chael .

A col d hackl e of forebodi ng whi spered down M chael's spine. Angry with
hi nsel f, he shook his head and went to the door.

"You going to open up or am| going to stand here all night?" cane
Philip's voice, only slightly nuffled, fromthe other side of the
door.

And M chael, who always had to know how the story canme out, opened the
door.

Philip wandered in, |ooking, as always, |like a cat checking out a new
acconmmodati on that he m ght not choose to approve. He |ooked around.

"Where's. . . ? OCh. H, Elfie. Slain any good orcs lately?"

Philip came the rest of the way in, gazing about hinself like a visitor
to the Prado, and only then did Mchael realize that Ruth and Jane were
with him

"Hi," said Ruth unconfortably.

"Ch, what the hell," said Mchael, standing back to let thementer.

"l better call Nai," Ruth said as soon as she was in. M chael | ooked
at Melior. The elf s face was scrupul ously conposed, as if he were a
cat trying very hard not to |augh.

"l suppose you're wondering why | called you all here,"” Philip said.
"The suspense is nearly bearable,"” Jane comented. She gl anced at
Melior, then away. |In the kitchen, Ruth's voice was a | ow expository

mutter on the tel ephone.

"It's after eleven," Mchael pointed out with a certain anmount of sweet
reasonability. "It's Mnday."

"Yeah, well, first you weren't here and then if it waited until
tomorrow he woul dn't be here and that's the whole point, isn't it?"

Philip said.

"I's it?" Mchael asked.



"Look," Philip continued, Sweet Reason at its nost arch. "You don't
believe in grendels. | don't believe in grendels. There aren't any
grendels.” Ruth canme out of the kitchen at the end of this speech and
| ooked rather stunned at this intelligence. But what else had she
expected Philip to say?

"There are," Melior said. He did not | ook at Ruth.

"But what we all-I-1-1-1-1-1 agree onis that if there were a grendel
it'd | eave tracks, " Philip continued.

"Cut to the chase, wetbrain," Jane nuttered.

"Thank you for sharing this with us,"” Mchael said. "Phil, it's late,
we all have things we'd like to do with our tonorrows, we know all this
al ready. "

"Fine. You can leave. HmI'mhere to cut a deal with."

"It's his apartnent,” Melior explained to Philip.

"Everybody needs a straight man," Jane said in an aside.

M chael wal ked ostentatiously over to the couch-his own couch, if
anyone was interested-and sat down. "Tea?" he said to Ruth.

"That would be lovely," Ruth said, and went to make it.
"You want to find that grendel, right?" Philip said to Melior.
"I will find the grendel, " Melior corrected him

"Right." Jane spoke up. "But you've got to find it without it know ng
you're comng, otherwise it's got options and you don't."

Mel i or | ooked from Jane back to Philip, an expression of bland wariness
settling over his face.

"So you say the grendel's going to start killing people. So when it
does, someone'll notice," Philip said.

"I't has already begun, and no one has noticed," Melior rem nded him

"Maybe," admitted Philip. "Maybe not. But if there's a Creature from
the Bl ack Budget in the subway eating people, there's all kinds of ways
it can get noticed. Not just corpses, which, hey, you already know
didn't find. But ways."

"Name them" Melior said sternly.

Philip smled, all cherubic innocence. "Transit police overtine.
Changed train schedules. M ssing persons reports. Thefts, burglaries,
love letters to the Animal Control Oficer. Everybody always wants to
cover his tracks. And nost of those tracks get stuck in some computer

or other.

And | can find them All it takes is tinme, nmoney, and know ng what
you're | ooking for."



The teakettl e began to whistle; a hoarse, off-key note. Jane went off
in that direction, follow ng Ruth.

"And you would do this for me?" Melior said tonelessly. "Even though
you do not believe?"

And you are going to stand there and let him M chael thought, even
t hough you're convinced it won't do you or any one el se a damm bit of
good.

"Hey," said Philip, doing his best to |look |ike a used-car sal esnan.

"I"'ma believer in free enterprise. Rent ny tine and |'myours to play
with."

Rut h came out of the kitchen holding two nugs. She handed one to

M chael and, bracing herself only a little, crossed to Melior to hand
himthe other. Melior took it without removing his attention from
Phi li p.

"I amto pay you to discover the grendel's lair?"

"Yeah, sonmething like that," Philip said.

"Wth what?" Melior said

One look at Ruth's face was enough to tell M chael whose idea this
originally had been. And this was sonething she hadn't thought of,

ei ther.

"Well, that, for starters.” Philip pointed at Melior's ring.

Jane came out of the kitchen and nudged Ruth hard, handing her a
teacup. M chael watched her take it, and wondered if she was going to
pour it over Philip.

Mel i or | ooked down at his hand. He spread the fingers w de, and the
strange flat oval in its baroque silvery setting flashed in the living

roomlights. "This?" he said. Philip's grin w dened.

There was an al nost inperceptible pause, and then Melior drewit slowy
off. "Done," he said, flipping the ring through the air to Philip.

"Fair bargain, Child of Earth, and silver and gold to bind it."

"Philip LeStrange, how could you?"

Rut h advanced upon Philip where he stood upon the sidewal k in front of
M chael's building. Twelve o' clock. Wtching hour. And Ruth didn't
intend to | eave enough of Philip for a good broomto sweep up

"I had to make it look convincing, didn't 1?" Philip demanded. "I can
al ways give it back later." He flipped Melior's ring up and caught

it.

Fl ash, went the stone in the streetlight.

Al of the replies she wished to make were cut short by Melior's

unexpected arrival. He turned a glow ng basilisk gaze on Philip. "You
will see Mstress Jane safely to her door. | wll acconpany Ruth."



Philip opened his mouth to coment but couldn't think of anything to
say. He |ooked at Jane.

" "Night," Jane said, and strode off dormmvard with an air that said
Philip mght followif he liked. Philip shot one last |ook at Melior
and scuttled after her. Melior |ooked at Ruth.

"And you will acconpany Ruth," Ruth said.

"Yes," said Melior. They started north.

"It feels strange to go about unarned,"” he conmented after a while.

"I cannot renenber a tine that | went unweaponed before."

"I"msorry about today," Ruth said tightly. Even while she said it she
hoped they weren't going to restart any conversati on containi ng words

that started with L and other discredited romanti c noti ons.

"But you did not fail me, even though you do not trust ne. Did you not
bri be young Philip to discover the truth | require?"

It is a peculiar sensation to feel your jaw drop from shock; Ruth filed

the sensation away for later cataloging. "You-!" she said. You
knew.

"An idiot, perhaps, but not a fool. You have hired himbut | have
seal ed the bargain." Melior's mouth curved in a private anusenent.
"And while awaiting ny vindication, | shall acquire those itens which

are nost likely to anuse a grende
nmout h was gri m again

Rut h gl anced sideways. Melior's

"I'f you knew I'd put himup to it, why did you |l et himchouse you out
of your ring?" Ruth finally said.

"It is of less value to me than his cooperation. It is, after all, as
easy to lie to ne as to actually seek the truth. But he has nmade a
bargain with ne, and will give me that which he has said he woul d

gi ve.

Philip is an honest creature.”
"Phili,r?"

"A poor servant, but mne for this while." He stopped, and took Ruth's

hand. "And it is of some value to nme to have . . . nore tineg,
Ruth."

"Time?" Ruth was baffled; flustered by his nearness. "Tine for
what ?"

"For everything; for nothing. For you, nmy Lady Bright, ny heart
twi n-but fear not, Ruth; | recall your dislike of being courted in the
open," Melior said. He wal ked on, not rel easing her hand.

"I have a dislike of being made fun of, too, if anyone is at al
interested,"” Ruth said in a tight voice. She yanked on her hand, but
it was not relinquished. Perforce she matched her pace to his. After



a nmonent Melior slowed to accommpdate her shorter stride.

"And do | have an interest, even at the best of tinmes, which this is
not, in making sport of nortal girls?" Melior shot back

"That's 'nmortal wonen." 'Grls' is politically incorrect, you know. "

Stop, I'mfromthe Language Police. Surrender all your adjectives and
cone out parsing "My Line has never taken overmuch interest in
politics. But how, ny lady, shall | court you, if | may not speak you
fair, and costly gifts are beyond ny power?"

"Cut it out," said Ruth. This time she pulled so hard she pulled him
to a stop. Such a common sight of urban New York; a |overs' quarrel
but they weren't |overs nor were ever likely to be.

"I do not care if your heart is given to another,"” Melior went on
"though I do not think it is. | ask only the chance to incline your
t houghts to ne; why should | not hope?"

"Because you don't want nme!" This tinme Ruth nanaged to get her hand
| oose; she woul d have slapped himif she felt she had either the
coordi nation or the noral authority to carry through the gesture.
"It's just a gane to you-"
face.

She st opped when she saw the | ook on his

"Ganme?" Melior repeated dangerously. "Do not want you, nortal girl?
You nock ne at peril-" He lunged for her. Ruth didn't wait to di scover
his intentions. She ran.

It was New York. No one noticed. And it took himless than half a
bl ock to catch her. One nonent she was running; the next he sinply
lifted her off her feet and yanked her into the shadows.

"I's everyone here blind and deaf as well as mad?" Melior demanded
crossly. Ruth felt the poky parts of a building pressing against her
back and hoped it | ooked as if she were bei ng nugged.

"This is no ganme, Lady Bright," Melior said. For one mad instant she
t hought he was going to bite her, but no.

This time was not like the last time. For one thing, Melior knew she
was likely to object to being kissed. For another, Ruth wasn't sure
she wanted to object.

Mel i or ki ssed her.

She coul d feel the zipper on his jacket where it pressed against the
back of her hand. She could feel Melior's body, warm beneath the
T-shirt and every nmuscle tense. A faint scent of cinnanon and berganot
clung to him making absurd cross-circuited ideas skitter across her
preoccupied brain. Finally she was able to work one armfree and put

it around himbeneath the jacket. Wen he felt her touch, he broke the
ki ss and stared down at her.

"Necki ng in doorways," Ruth said breathlessly, "how juvenile." Her
heart was a jarring staccato in her chest and she found it ridicul ously
hard to breathe.



"I no longer regard you as a reliable source of information," Melior
informed her. He bent his head to kiss the side of her neck, and Ruth
cl osed her eyes to the sensation of being in a rapidly-falling

el evat or.

Fortunately, he wasn't likely to go any further than this in a
door way.

She hoped. At |east she thought she did.

"Ah, Ruth, were it not for the Sword, even exile and death at your side
woul d be bearable,” Mlior groaned.

How sweet. | wish | believed it. Hesitantly, she raised her hand to
stroke his hair, just as she'd wanted to fromthe nonent she'd first
seen him It was soft and fine, dandelion silk beneath her fingers.

"You don't even know nme," Ruth said, voice whisper-soft.
"I have al ways known you," Melior said quietly. "I saw your face in ny
dreans and sought for you in the Mrning Lands all my days. | did not
know | would find you here."

Whi ch was | ovely to hear, but what they never told you in the books was
that Capital-L Love didn't solve any problens, it just added nore to a
life that already seened nore than ordinarily overfull of them

And what did he nean by it? Not a |long white dress and orange
bl ossoms, 2.5 kids, a Volvo, and a house in the suburbs-or, probably,
anyt hing el se she could instantly imagine.

"Well, herel am And it- It's cold, okay? | want to get hone." But
she wasn't cold. Not even a little.

He pulled her away fromthe wall, but only to put both arns around her
and hold her as if soneone were trying to take her away. Wen Ruth
began to feel that he really m ght not be planning to | et go, he

rel eased her and | ooked away.

"I forget ny manners," Melior comrented. Ruth let that remark sai
by.

"If only there were nore time," he said wistfully. He put an arm
around her shoulders. Ruth |ooked around to see if there was anyone to
notice. There wasn't.

"But Naom waits," Melior added, |ooking up the curving slope of
street.

"Yeah," said Ruth, sighing. No tinme? Wiiting for me? It was hard to
think with her thoughts skittering through her brain like self-willed
butterflies. But butterflies or not, she and Melior were going to have
to have nore than a little talk.

Because if he neant half of what he said, maybe she could use it to
keep himfrom being killed.

The 111- Made Kni ght



I N ADVENTURES, RUTH reflected sourly, there were not |ongeurs during
whi ch everyone stood around waiting for something to happen

Not that Ruth was standing around, by any stretch of the inmagination

The Country of Mundanity wouldn't | eave her alone | ong enough. It was
t he adventure that was standing still.

And the real world was strangling her. Last night it had been Naom :
was she okay, how was she feeling, did she want to talk? Ruth,

di stracted by Melior's avowal s on the wal k home, had been safe in bed
and hal fway to sleep before the sinmlarity of those questions to the
ones the psychiatrist she'd quit seeing used to ask made the penny

dr op.

Naom thought there was something wong with her. For which (Ruth
admtted with scrupul ous honesty) she had some grounds; Naom was her
best friend, and Ruth couldn't remenber a single conversation they'd
had since Melior had shown up.

Nonet hel ess, it was unreasonably annoying. And since Ruth knew the
guestions that Naomi would ask were all the ones Ruth knew were
unanswer abl e, she was going to continue to avoid her

O woul d have, except for the fact that Naom's first and last words to
her at 8:30 this norning were: "Don't you have a nine o'clock class on
Tuesdays?"

Her oi nes of fiction would have | aughed off nine o'clock classes and
gone on mapping their rich enotional |andscape. Ruth |leaped up like a
gal vani zed frog and nade it to her class only ten nminutes |ate.

And this afternoon, when heroines of fiction would go off for tyistesse
trusts with their lovers, Ruth was pretty sure she was going to keep

t he appoi ntment she'd nmade three weeks ago with the Placenent O fice
and answer those letters she'd shoved to the bottom of her purse.

Why, why couldn't she ever do something random and wild and burn al
bri dges behi nd her w thout | ooking back?

Because the one thoughtless act she'd conmitted-nust have committed,
al t hough she had no nenory of it-half a lifetime ago had cost her
everyt hi ng she had.

The bell rang, the class was over, and for all her punctilio in
attending it, Ruth could not renenber what had been discussed. She
stood up, grabbed her books and purse, |ooked up

Melior was standing in the doorway. Curious students eddied around
him leaving; Ruth was glad to see his hair was | oose, carefully
covering those fatal Spockian ears. He saw her and snil ed.

"M chael knew your schedule, Ruth. He said he thought you would be
here.”

"Yes." Sinple nortification turned her words to nonosyl | ables. She
wal ked out of the classroomw th Melior beside her

"So | will company you," Melior said, his speech making one of its
strange slides into an archaismthat was nere precision for a society



not hers. "And lend to Philip the hours to spin his webs. And he will
di vul ge to nme where the beast hides."

Only even with the best will in the world, nothing Philip did would do
that. And then what would Melior do? And what woul d she do?

They wal ked down the hall together. The sunlight blinded her
monentarily as Melior pushed the door to the outside world open. Ruth
started to speak, found her throat was suddenly dry, and tried again.

"What if- He might not find anything, you know For reasons.”

"Then | must search without the aid of his malicious engines, much
though I would joy to have it. But | expect himto find things,
Rut h

The grendel's appetite grows with what it feeds upon. How can its
mur ders conti nue undet ect ed?"

"And if they do? If he doesn't?" There it was, the hard question, the
one she needed the answer to.

"Three days, Ruth," Melior said, answering the question she'd asked and
all the ones she hadn't. "Today and tonorrow and the day next, and
when the next day's sun dawns, | shall go."

Into the subways, chasing nonsters. A giddiness that ought to have
been strong enotion but was probably actually a nissed breakfast made
her lurch into him H's armwas steady, a wel cone pressure about her
shoul ders.

Who are you, Melior, and who have you been? Wat's your favolite
color and who did you want to be when you grew up? Tell me all about

Elfland and the girls back home and why just because you're the nost
beautiful thing that's ever walked into ny life | should believe that
you want nme as much as | want you?

"Breakfast," said Melior firmy. "And then, perhaps, you will show ne,
Ruth, where in this city | may purchase a weapon."

It was | ate afternoon when Ruth (who had cancel ed her Job Pl acenment
Counseling interview) got back to the apartment. She'd left Melior
with M chael, having exhausted all the (licit) avenues of weapon
purchase in The Big Apple. And Melior didn't even want a gun

He wanted a sword.

O, failing that, a stout spear, or even a crossbow and a quiver full
of bolts, as he had expl ai ned hel pfully.

They had gone to sporting goods stores, antique stores, canping supply
stores, and any store Ruth could think of that nmight hold sonething
that could be adapted to Melior's needs. The results were |less than
encour agi ng.

And three days fromtonorroww n, |ose, or draw Melior was going off to
the subway. And getting arrested, if he was very | ucky.

She turned her key in her lock and went in-both actions overlaid with a



touch of strange, now, because her m nd kept inmagining these acts as
Melior would view them She went through to the living roomand found
Naom waiting for her.

"Did it ever occur to you, Ruth, that we could all have been wrong?
Naom sai d.

Naomi was sitting in the confy chair beside the wi ndow. She wore a
white polo shirt and khaki pants and | ooked as though she'd been
sitting there waiting to ask the question since Ruth had |eft that
nor ni ng.

She hadn't been, of course. Ruth took confort fromthat thought.
"Wong about what?" Ruth asked. She heard the defensive edge in her
voi ce and hated it, and covered her feelings by turning away and
pai nst aki ngly making certain that all the |ocks on the door were,

i ndeed, | ocked.

"About. . . . \Were's Mel, by the way?"

" At Mchael's gym He- There's sonme stuff he wants that naybe M chael
can get for him"

"Uh-hum " Naom picked up a mug of tea and stared into as if it were
some formof caffeinated telepronpter. "You renenber we all agreed
that Melior had to be an elf. Nobody could do nakeup that

good. ........ Her voice trailed off.

Slowy, unwillingly, Ruth advanced into the mddle of the room She
| ooked down at the top of Naom's head, still bent over the tea.

"They can't. Seamless. Witerproof. Gdows in the dark. And the stuff
he cane with: eneralds, rubies, fine hand-enbroidering? Cone on."

Hesitantly Ruth pulled out a chair fromthe table and sat down next to

Naomi. "He's real." Just how real is he?" Naom |ooked up from her
tea and turned to face Ruth. "Philip thinks he's a science project,
M chael "Il rescue any stray kitten that neows, |'ve never been able to

figure out why Jane does anything, and I'mjust waiting to see what
happens. \What about you?"

"Me?" The word was enmitted as an inel egant squeak, and Ruth felt her
cheeks go hot.

"Yesterday | told himwe weren't going to play any nore, and he took
of f-and you took off right after him | suppose it isn't any of ny
busi ness, but-" "Ch, Naomi," Ruth said, half anused, half
exasper at ed.

Naomi smiled. "Well, what if he turned out to be an escaped seri al
killer with plastic surgery? |If | lost you, they'd make nme buy a

repl acenment before | could graduate, and after six years |'mjust about
out of noney."

Ruth snorted. "And then you'd have to travel door-to-door, selling
Chocol at e Sui ci de Browni es and rum orange butter cookies to make up the
di fference. For heaven's sake, it isn't like that, Naom, it- It just

isn"t,"” Ruth finished |anely, and stared at her friend.



Naomi smiled sadly. "I know, one elf appears out of nowhere and | go
all over Signund Freud on you. It's just that |I've had too many
friends who went and did the dammedest things when they should have
been thi nki ng."

"And you think I'mone?" Ruth said, striving for |ightness.

"You're about to graduate. You've hit the Big Three-Ch. And
youSonet hi ng happened to you before | net you, Ruth; | wish you'd tel
me what it is. But don't let it push you into being in love with this
guy just because you can't think of anything else to do with your
time!" Naom finished up in a burst. She |ooked away, cheeks

fl ushed.

"Now you tell me I'ma jealous, interfering jerk."

"You're a jealous, interfering jerk," Ruth said obligingly. Naom

swatted at her; Ruth |laughed, then sobered. "No; you're right; | don't
know what's been wong with me lately; one birthday divisible by five
and | go all to pieces. And I'll tell you about what happened soneday,

| promise-but that isn't it with Melior."

Rut h took Naom 's hand; for whose confort, she wasn't certain. "why is
it so hard to say? "when | was eighteen | becanme a Mwvie of the
Week.

Sinple. The word is "coma."” It would be easier to confess to being
Bat man.

"Wth Melior, the thing is, he says he |loves ne, Naom , and |I'm not
sure what | feel. He's like a book I"mreading; | don't know whet her
like it or not, but I don't want to stop before the end." Even telling
the bare truth made Ruth feel the blush-heat on her cheeks again.

The silence night have stretched if she had let it; but Ruth junped up
and fled to the kitchen. The teapot was still half full. She poured a
cup and drizzled honey into it, and stood drinking the tepid brew while
staring out the window at the twilight.

The Seven Houses of the Twilight, and if Melior doesn't bung the sword
hone there's going to be six, not seven, and it doesn't seemreal at
all. O course, why should it. . . ?

"Have you considered, when you think about himlike this, that the
reason he's so fascinating is because he's crazy?" Naom said fromthe
ki tchen doorway. She threw the rest of her cold tea into the sink

took Ruth's nmug from her hands, nmade a face, and slid it into the tiny
m crowave perched precariously on top of the refrigerator

"I"'ma librarian, | know these things. 614.58: Mental Health, all you
have to do is look it up. Melior's insisting that things are a
particul ar way because he wants themto be that way, not because they
are or aren't or are even likely to be or not. And | eaving aside
sanity, he's on a collision course with the real world and there isn't
anything you can do . . . except decide whether to junp ship or crash
with him"

The microwave pinged; Ruth's eyes filled with tears.



"Ch, Naom, why isn't it that sinple?"

Forty bl ocks south of Colunbia (give or take the odd bl ock) and across
Central Park on the Upper East Side-Fifth Avenue in the Eighties, to
be nmore precise-lies a district variously called Muiseum Row or Miseum
Mle. The Metropolitan Museum of Art, the Guggenheim as sorted
foundati ons and very expensive galleries deck the tree-lined street;
Miseum Ml e is the natural habitat of noney: physicians, psychiatrists,
expensi ve psychics.

And of the largest collection of people with obscure know edge out side
of a coll ege canpus.

"And do you think your friend can help us?" Melior asked.

"If it was forged, Stainless Steve knows where. |f you want a sword
go to an expert."

M chael Harrison Peacock and Rohannan Melior of the House of the Silver
Sil ences wal ked up the steps of the Metropolitan Miseum of Art.

Hs friend Mchael wal ked over to a guardsman in uniform seated at a

podi um whi ch, Melior supposed, must indicate his purpose and all egi ance
But if there were letters upon it, Mlior could not read

t hem

The sorcery that had gi ven himcommand of the |ocal tongue (a common
enough nmagi c, useful when one travel ed between the Lands) had not
taught himto read its letters. The others forgot that, often; as
young schol ars, their lives revol ving around books, nust.

Rut h was such a scholar. And if he brought her to his world and
stripped her learning fromher, would she hate him or would she fee
their love was worth that price?

Folly, to think of a future when his |life ended here.
"Come on, Mel. Steve can see us."

Stephen Mallison's work area was behi nd and bel ow and i n back of any
nunber of exhibits, and reaching it was nade particularly difficult
because half the floors of the museum were cl osed for reasons rangi ng
frominstalling frescoes shipped hal fxvay around the world to
recreating an Egyptian tenple. They had to go all the way up to the
fourth floor before they could find an el evator that woul d take them
down to the right side of the basenent.

It was, Mchael realized as the doors closed, the first el evator Melior
had ever been in.

The doors shut. Melior, seeing nothing but a small enmpty room turned
to Mchael for explanation. And the elevator began to descend.

M chael stared at him nouth half open and several reasonable

expl anations janmed in his throat. Melior flung hinmself back against a
wal I, scrabbling for a dagger that wasn't there. H s pupils dil ated,
flashing red; he snarled, and M chael could see the long canid teeth
gleaming in the faint fluorescent el evator |ights.

"Hey; it's just-" M chael began hel pl essly.



Melior saw him saw M chael's ease and knew there was no danger; and

wor se, knew that he'd | ooked like a fool. H's green gaze fixed on
M chael, and for a noment M chael felt the fury that raged against the
bars of Melior's will like a separate thing.

Then Melior | ooked away and pretended neither of themwas there.
It was the |l ongest four floors of Mchael's life.

When the doors opened, it was on the unlovely subbasements of the Met,
and before the doors were fully open Melior had reel ed through them

He turned and faced M chael defiantly; a creature caught between two
fables in a | and undeni ably rmundane.

"It's an elevator,"” Mchael said lanmely. Melior said nothing. M chael
si ghed i nwardly, knowing Melior would be especially difficult now.

Wll it only stood to reason, as the spaceman said of the alien
conputer. Mchael didn't like |looking like a fool, hinmself, and he
guessed an elf-prince in exile didn't either. "Steve's this way."

Stephen Mallison's office was at the end of the narrow brown and yel | ow
corridor. A tall narrow oak door marked "Properties" barred the way;
M chael rapped on it twi ce and opened it.

The chamber the door opened onto was both vast and crowded.

Snells of rust and iron, dust and paper and oil and nyriad alien scents
assailed Melior's nostrils. He followed Mchael into the space.

There were glass cases filled with artifacts; standing arnor, racks of
| ong- unused weapons, wooden crates scribed with glyphs that Melior
couldn't read. The space had the orderly disarray of an archivist's.

In the | argest open space available was a broad white table. To one
side was a glowi ng box of the type called conputer. There was a nan
sitting at the table. His pale red hair was as long as Melior's own,
hel d back with a scrap of leather. H s back was to them

On the table before himwere Melior's spurs.
"Hi, Steve," Mchael said. "Don't bother to get up."

The man addressed as Steve spun his chair around on its |large shining
wheels. Still seated, he wheeled his chair to where M chael stood.

"Took you I ong enough. This your friend from Ancient Atlantis who
wants the sword? Hi, |I'm Stephen Mallison. |[|'m a Catal oguer at the
Met, which is to say I'ma glorified packrat and work nostly with the
conputer.” He held out his hand.

Melior knew this custom He extended his hand for Stephen to grasp.

Stephen's grip was warmand dry; a little rough and nuch stronger than
Mel i or had expect ed.

"I am Rohannan Melior," he answered only, for to be so brief was not
rudeness, not anong humans and not here.



"And those are your spurs. Terrific. You know they've been driving ne
nuts for days? M real specially is Restoration and Re-Creation of
peri od weapons, and |'ve even got a degree to that effect stashed
around here somewhere, but they don't look |ike anything |I've ever

seen.

Where' d you get thenP" He turned his chair on its wheels again and
went back to the table. Apparently he was not going to get up

"They were ny father's," Melior began, but Mchael interrupted him

"Steve, do you know of anywhere around here we could lay hands on a
swor d?"

"Or a boar-spear?" Melior added hel pful ly.

St ephen gestured to the crates and cases in their serried ranks. "W

got fifteenth, sixteenth, seventeenth-lots of seventeenth; there was a

war on practically everywhere in Europe-sone eighteenth, nostly cerenonial
Take your pick. It's no trouble; it all belongs to the Miseum

and they're never going to display or deaccession it. And if they were

i mportant pieces, they wouldn't be left down here to rot."

"You, uh, are joking, right? About giving away Museum property?"

M chael said.

"Probably," Stephen said. "But on the - other hand, if your friend s a

collector, it is usually possible to pry something | oose

guasi -1 egal | y.

I could kick it up to Doctor Bonner."

"No," said Melior. "These won't do." He touched the glass lid of a
case and then wiped his fingers on his jeans, making a face.

"Well, what is it that you want themto do?" Stephen said
obligingly.

"I wish to kill a grendel, " Melior said seriously, before M chael
could stop him "These woul d break."

St ephen | ooked at M chael

"A reproduction,” Mchael said hastily. "He wants a new sword."

"I take it we are not talking
SCA-hit-themw t h-rattan-w apped-i nduct-tape type sword here?" Stephen
sai d.

"Live steel,” Melior said, and Stephen sniled.

"Now you're tal king ny | anguage. Let nme consult ny files; we should
have a list of the smths we use to do our Re-Creation work."

Stephen Mallison turned in his chair and wheel ed over to a bank of
two-drawer file cabinets that supported shelving stuffed with |ong,
paper wr apped parcel s.



"Why does he not rise?" Melior said to Mchael, in puzzled tones.

The chair stopped and turned around. Melior saw the | ook that passed
from Stephen to M chael and knew that sonmehow he had made anot her
strange World-of-Iron error

"Steve, it's just that he-" "A horse fell on ne, spinal nerves don't
grow back, the miracle cures you see on television are the exclusive
provi nce of people with good health insurance and noney to burn, and
there isn't much call for a blacksmth who can't stand up. | go to
Therapy three tinmes a week and that takes all nmy spare cash. Now can
we change the subject?"

"Ah," said Melior as understanding dawned. "You are crippled.”

M chael groaned. But, Melior's strange chari sna worked even here, and
amazi ngly, Stephen smil ed.

"That's right. | amnot challenged | amnot differently able. 1'ma
cripple. But at least |1've got my health." Stephen smiled a crooked
smile.

"I think you are very able," said Melior, as if he had given the matter
consi derabl e thought, and as if his opinion mattered.

"Yeah. Thanks." Stephen turned back to his file cabinets.

"You' ve got a big nouth,” M chael said under his breath.

"M chael, if you had told ne he was a cripple, | would not have asked,"
Melior said reasonably. "But it is wonderful, that chair with the
wheels. | wish-" He stopped. "I wish | could tell ny sister that such
things exist. | think we could make one."

Now it was Mchael's turn to stare. He'd never thought of Melior
having a sister, let alone a sister who would be grateful for a
wheel chai r.

A sister who was going to die because Melior wasn't going to be able to
bring The Sword of Maiden's Tears hone.

"Here we are," said Stephen. He bent sideways awkwardly, and
straightened up with a thick manila file folder in his hands. "Two
guys in California, one in South Carolina, one in Maine. They all do
customwork. Tw grand and two years, and you can have a sword that
Conan the Barbarian would be glad to call his own." He spun his chair
around and wheel ed over to Melior. Melior took the folder, and gazed
down at gl ossy colored pictures of swords laid on velvet as if they
were jewel s.

"But | cannot wait two years,"
tonorrow s dawn."

he said helplessly. "I nust have it by

"Then you're out of luck," Stephen said flatly.
"Steve," said Mchael. "There's got to be sonething."
"Fine. Co down to Acne Rent-a-Sword and give themyour credit card

Nobody uses swords any nore, Mke-this is all customwork for



collectors. And it takes tine."

"Well, what about secondhand?" M chael heard hinmself say. "O soneone
willing to | oan one?"

St ephen | ooked from Melior to Mchael for a long noment. He wheel ed
backward until he reached the table. He reached around behind it and
canme up with a canvas-w apped bundl e about a yard | ong, bound in three
places with twine. He picked up a knife and began saw ng through the
twi ne.

"Do you know what a gladius is?" he asked Meli or
"No. "

"Roman short sword. Sword of the |egions. They conquered half the
world with an oversized pocket knife cast out of a netal so soft that
iron can chop it right in half: bronze." The tw ne was gone.

Stephen flipped the canvas open

He'd called it an oversized pocket-knife. Mchael estimated it at
about thirty inches long. It had a wide straight blade that cane to a
spade- shaped point. The quillons were narrow. The heft seened to be
wr apped i n braided horsehair.

Mel i or stepped forward and picked it up. Hefted it, testing its
bal ance.

"It's the last thing | ever nade. Berylliumin the bronze instead of
tin-ain't nothing going to chop that baby in half. You take that.

"Il keep the spurs. Deal ?"

Mel i or | ooked down at Stephen, saying nothing. M chael, standing
behi nd him suddenly realized that Melior's pupils woul d have narrowed
as he wal ked into the Iight.

"I will returnthis if I can. The spurs are yours."

"No biggie. And now why don't you guys get out of here, and | eave ne
al one so | can get sone work done before this place shuts up shop for
t he ni ght, okay?" Stephen said.

Melior rew apped the gladius in the canvas and tucked the bundl e under
one arm He wal ked past M chael toward the door. M chael waved
good- bye to Stephen and foll owed him

Stephen's | ast words reached them at the open door
"And | hope you get home safe, Rohannan Melior."
Love Anong the Ruins

TUESDAY AND WEDNESDAY were replays of Monday, with Ruth getting edgier
by the hour. Melior's plans for Thursday norni ng hung between them
like the Sword he was | ooking for, keeping them fromtalking about any
of the things that really mattered. He bought a canteen and a
flashlight to go with the sword he and M chael had come back fromthe
Miseumwith, and now in a few short hours he would be gone, and Ruth



woul d have to try to nmake sense of a world in which the book that was
Melior would go forever unfinished.

And the two of them had no privacy at all

Melior slept on Mchael's couch. Ruth shared a one-bedroom apart nent
with Naom . And the nmonments and hal f-hours of privacy they' d snatched
had been enough to make Ruth heartily regret that fact and not enough
for her to be able to do anything about it, even if she could nanage to
find the nerve.

And he said he loved her. Said that she, Ruth, was the woman he had
searched for, to wo and win, all through the Mrning Lands-what ever
they were (but, thought Ruth wistfully, they sounded pretty).

"If," said Melior, drawing the word out lazily. They sat in perfect
propriety and chaperonage in a forgotten inglenook of the big main
library down on 42nd Street. Melior sat across the table from her
m rrorshades and | eather jacket and an expression of faintly rueful
| ongi ng that nmade Ruth want to.

"If," Melior began again, reaching across the table and taking her

hand, "If the Sword were mine, and you and | were set upon the high
road to Chandrakar-" "'You and |'?" Ruth quoted back to him

"Did I go, | would take you with me, would you cone," Melior parsed
carefully. "They say the lower world holds the nenory of the higher

did you never dream of Chandrakar the fair?"
"And if | did?" Ruth bandied back
"Then you would go, did you hold nme in fond affection or not. But if

you have never dreaned her green hills and silver rivers, | nust assumne
that it is | alone who amthe attraction."”

"I'f I went," Ruth pointed out prosaically.

"Ch, Ruth, do!" Melior |eaned across the table. "Say you would cone
to Chandrakar for Rohannan Melior's asking. He would do you all honor
and set you at his right hand. It is not true that no human bl ood runs
in the Houses of the Twilight; such alliance is a thing done, aye, and
done before; you will see-" "If | cone," Ruth said. "And when did you

devel op a twi n brother?"

Melior smled instead of answering, and Ruth felt her innards go
cust ard- puddi ng weak. Go to Elfland, like the nan was asking-it would
sure as hell get her out of finals week, wouldn't it?

And Melior's Chandrakar could be no nore strange to her than the nodern
worl d was now.

Ei ght years. Not quite a decade. But in that tine there'd been
anot her Star Wars novie, alnost half a dozen Star Trek novies,
something called AIDS, two terns of President Reagan

And sonehow, as if Life were an exceptionally boring book, Ruth had

| ost her place. Lost her place and all desire to regainit. | try to
take things one day at a tine, but lately several days have attacked ne
at once.



Ei ght years of days, served up in one nonent of awakening that Ruth,
honest now, realized she would never recover from

Melior said he loved her. And Ruth knew she wanted him And if both

of themturned out later to have been nistaken, well, lots of people
ver e.
"Ckay, Rohannan Melior. Take me to Chandrakar." |If you can, if you

go, if and if and if and IF

Wednesday evening. Ruth supposed she'd missed classes. She didn't
care. She'd spent the day with Melior at New York Public again,
consulting all the maps her skill could find for him Mps of New
York, to be | aboriously conpared agai nst the subway maps. Geo-survey
maps of the island Manhattan, its stone and water-table, marl, schist,
and aquifer.

Maps of such terrain as the place had left to it after four centuries
of buil di ng.

But nmost of all, the subway. Were Melior was going to go. And die,
in all probability, even if it was only through being hit by a train.

A proper heroine, Ruth supposed glumy, would have spent the tine
beggi ng himnot to go. But she'd known it wouldn't do the least bit of
good, and so she' d-sensibly!-done what she could to help himand | et
the rest go unsaid.

Everyone knew he was going after the (unproven) gi-endel Thursday

nmorni ng. M chael was particularly upset-tw ce she had caught hi mand
Melior arguing in corners-and Ruth had cherished a traitorous hope that
M chael would stop him do something splendidly male and physical and
knock Melior over the head, tie himup in the closet, do sonething
until the fit passed and sweet reason prevail ed.

But when they'd left the Iibrary and gone back to M chael's, al
M chael had done was propose Chinese at Naom 's, and Melior had
vol unteered to pick up the order M chael had al ready phoned in.

And all her idiotic purchase of Philip's cyberstealth had gai ned her
was these three days.

Ruth wasn't quite sure how she'd ended up going with M chael, but she
had, and now she was back at her own apartnent, and he and Naom were
wat ching her with close fond anxiety; her dear friends watching over
her to make sure she didn't do something stupid.

Like go with Melior. Into the subway, if not to Elfland as he'd
asked.

She hadn't told anybody about that.

Only there wouldn't be nuch point to following himinto the subway,
now, would there? They probably wouldn't |let them have connecting
roons at Bell evue.

Ruth fiddled with the glass in her hand. Red wi ne; a good bottling, a
special treat; or was it just cheap and sl eazy nepenthe? She swirled
the liquid around in her glass and stared down into it. Red as

bl ood.



The | anguage of fairy tales.
Naom fidgeted. M chael fidgeted.

"What in God's nanme is taking himso long?" Ruth snarled as, with
perfect timng, the downstairs buzzer buzzed.

"He was going to stop by Philip's tonight," Mchael said. "Probably on
t he way."

He didn't tell me, Ruth thought, unreasonably jealous. O their |ast
hours together, even if spent in conmpany. And maybe tonight

"Then he's lucky he isn't stuffed and on display in an antique shop on
East 57th by now. M chael, have you ever been to Philip's

apart nment ?"

Naom sai d.

,. | have denied nyself that pleasure,” Mchael said gravely.

"I haven't," Ruth said sadly, her nmind el sewhere. "It's probably
cold," she added, neaning the Chinese food. She stood in the open

doorway listening to the elevator rise, waiting to see Melior again.

And after tomorrow norning you won't see himany nore. This is the way
the world ends.

You couldn't see the elevator fromtheir corner apartnment. Ruth heard
t he doors open, and waited.

They say it settles a nman's nmind wonderfully knowi ng he is to be hanged
inthe morning. |If that's true, why am| so jittery?

Philip LeStrange cane around the corner. He held a shopping bag from
t he Chi nese take-away in each hand.

He wasn't Melior.
He saw Ruth and st opped, and sonme of the pleased expression vani shed
fromhis face. It probably hadn't occurred to himuntil that noment

that he was going to have to face Ruth.

"Where is he?" Ruth said. Philip set down the bags and took a
hesi tant step backward.

"Philip?" Naom brushed past Ruth and went out into the hall. Ruth
felt a hand on her arm M chael

"Come and sit down," M chael said gently.

"But it's Philip," Ruth said with the bew | dernment of someone who has
taken a nortal wound and doesn't quite realize it yet.

"Cone on, Ruth," M chael said.
It was at least five mnutes before Philip and Naom canme into the

apartment. Philip still hung back, glancing sideways at Ruth as if she
were a housepl ant unexpectedly turned carnivorous. For once he had



nei t her backpack nor laptop with him

"He's al ready gone, hasn't he?" Her voice was remarkably even, Ruth
noted with a certain pleased vanity.

"That's right," Naom said. "Come and have dinner, Ruth." Her voice
had the careful tone one associated with speakers to the hysterical

O the nmd.

"No, thank you," Ruth said, equally carefully. Wth careful, measured
steps she left the living room She passed through the bedroominto

t he bathroom There she shut the door tightly, and turned on the
shower as, after all, the walls of even the best New York apartnents
are rather thin.

Rut h had been in there | ong enough to get over the worst of her tears
and to begin to notice that the spray fromthe shower had soaked the
left side of her skirt. The hamering on the door was enough to make
her j unp.

"Ruth!" Mchael's voice, raised in a bellowto bring sinking ships to
mnd. "Cet out here!"

She unl ocked the door. He shoved it in on her. He grabbed her and
yanked her out into the living room wthout giving her the opportunity
to make even the nost elenentary repairs to her tear-Dblotched
conpl exi on.

"-irst footage of the Subway Snatcher. The footage you saw was shot by
a rush-hour passenger who had intended to tape his daughter's sixth
birthday party. Transit officials still will not say whether this

amazi ng occurrence has any connection to the closing of six Lower
Manhattan |.N. D stops earlier this week."

The living roomtelevision was on. Half the screen was filled with a
graphic of a red claw superinposed over a black sil houette of the front
of a subway car. Beneath it in yellow, jagged letters screaned:
"Subway Snat cher."

"Kelly Groen is standing by live at Gty Hall. Let's go to her now

Kel y?" the perky newsreader (male) said. He turned expectantly
toward the graphic. Nothing.

"While we wait, Rob, why don't we run that clip again?" said the other
perky newsreader (female).

"Ladi es and gentlenen," said Rob, "we would like to remind you at this
time that what you are about to see has not been authenticated. W
prefer to let you judge for yourselves." He spoke in the hushed tones
of a very expensive nortician.

The screen went dark and cinema-verite jiggly; the synmptom of homne
novi es through the ages. The watchers took it on faith that this was a



subway station; it mght as easily have been any of a dozen hundred
ot her things.

VWhat ever was happeni ng was already in progress. The people noved with
frightened pointlessness. The image on the viewfinder of the invisible
caneraman veered wildly; at one point the inmge bl eached out as the
canera pointed directly upward into a light.

Finally the picture stilled. The dark blobs resolved into bodies at
the edge of the franme. At the center of the picture was a hand,

grayi sh-black and far too | arge for any proper hand, splayed on the
subway platformas it levered its possessor up onto the platformfrom
the tracks.

Bl ackness, as soneone got between the canera and the picture. A sharp
di scontinuity as the canera was dropped. The platform s surface filled
nost of the franme, but off at one edge a hominid figure could be seen
blurred as footage of Bigfoot, wal king away hol di ng an awkward pal e

bur den.

Then the film stopped.

"The victimhas been identified as twenty-six-year-old Theresa
Scarlatti, a secretary for Burford, Foote, and Hoo. Relatives-" "W're
ready to go to Kelly now," said Perky Two, and the picture did another
two-step dissolve to a wi ndbl own bl onde agai nst a | at e-afternoon
backdrop of rescue equi pnent, holding a nmicrophone beneath her chin and
prepared to tell the world at great length that she knew not hi ng,
nothing at all.

Ruth | ooked at M chael. His face was pale, stretched with shock; it
seened alnost as if she could | ook down into his skin and see through
it to the skull beneath.

"There's a nonster in the subway," Naom said.

She' d thought she was tired before, but now a weariness beyond bearing
stole over Ruth. She | eaned against Mchael. He put his arns around
her and hel d her.

"Yeah," Ruth said. "lIt's real. Too bad we didn't know when it woul d
do any good."

Kelly-Goen-at-City-Hall spent two m nutes explaining that nobody knew
anyt hi ng, including when subway service would be restored, before the
inevitable cut to a commrercial about Life on the Edge with your
favorite soft drink

Rut h pushed M chael away and wal ked over to a chair with | agging,
ungraceful steps and dropped into it. The Chinese food still sat,
virgi nal and untouched, in its bags. She reached in and extracted a
fortune cooki e.

"It is better to travel hopefully than to arrive, it said. Sure it

was. Welcone to the Quter Limts Cty Linits.

"Philip," Naom said in a voice of soft and dangerous gentl eness, "what
did you tell Melior when you saw hi n?"

Rut h | ooked up, curious-rapidly-becomn ng-appalled as inspiration



struck. Philip was sitting in the big chair under the window with his
arnms wrapped around his knees. He |ooked Iike he'd been kicked in the
stomach. He didn't | ook up

"Philip." Naom's voice, still soft, but demanding.
A munbl ed response.

"Phil. You were checking the police reports to find the grendel
M chael pronpted.

"What did you tell hinP" Naom repeated, and finally Philip raised his
head.

He wasn't crying-that would be too nuch, even for Philip, Ruth observed
wi th gl assy detachnent-but behind the silvery bifocals his eyes | ooked
red and irritated. He pushed them up, rubbing his eyes, reninding Ruth
once again of a white rat grooning

"He paid ne," Philip said, only slightly muffled this time. There was
a hint of desperation in his voice; a trace of actual feeling that mnust
be as stunning to Philip as it was unbelievable to his friends.

"Yeah," said Mchael. "He paid you to find the grendel Well, it was on
the six o'clock news, so-" "l paid you," Ruth's voice cut across
M chael 's; banked coals on the edge of flaming. "I paid you to find it

out, so tell ne what |I paid for."

Philip stood up and dug in his pocket. After nuch diggi ng he produced
a crunmpl ed wad of twenties and set themon the table. Melior's signet
ring gl eamed on his finger

"He paid ne," Philip said. H s voice was rough, slightly hoarse. "He
paid ne to tell him not anyone else.” Philip's entire body vibrated
with the tension of futile resistance. "He gets what he paid for."

M chael had a ook on his face indicating he'd bitten into a peach
only to find it rotten inside. "You nmade a bargain to |look for the
information for him But it isn't a secret, is it?" Mchael said
coaxi ngly.

Philip closed his eyes. Ruth had problens of her own; only behavior as
out of character as this of Philip's could draw her notice now.

"W nmade a bargain,"” Philip said, his voice strained.

"What sort of bargain exactly, Philip?" Naom asked gently.

Philip rubbed his eyes again, and stared at the television as if the
sports and weather could save him \Wen he spoke, he chose his words
as if they were footsteps through an invisible mnefield.

"He came and got . . . what there was to get. And he told ne to pick
up the stuff from Hunan Bal cony and bring it here. And he told ne not
to tell you anything else until tomorrow," Philip sounded exhausted at
havi ng told themthis nuch.

"But he doesn't think he's going to kill it," Mchael said.

M chael's words didn't quite sink in. "If anyone el se makes a stunning



revel ation,” Ruth announced, "I shall burst my bud of calm" "And
bl ossominto a copyrighted quotation,” Naom agreed. "If Philip feels
honor - bound to do what Melior said we can talk himout of it later

After M chael explains who isn't going to kill what." M chael didn't
bother to tell themwhat he suspected; that it was nagic, not honor
that notivated Philip's reticence. |If they had doomed heroes, why not
a geas as well? And speaking of which "Melior isn't going to kill the
grendel, " Mchael said. "He said so."

He hadn't been here before, but the passersby were glad enough to
furnish the information. And he had nmenorized the workings of the
t el ephone.

"I know where | must go now," he said when she arrived. "WII| you
acconpany ne, M stress Jane?"

It took Mchael a while to explain elvish precognition to the

ot hersespecially as, he suspected, he hadn't understood Melior's

expl anation very well hinmself But what he did manage to make very clear
was that Melior believed that he could see into the future, and that

Melior couldn't see hinself killing the grendel anywhere in the future
he saw.
"But why would he go if he knew he wasn't going to kill it?" Philip

said in frustration

"Because nobody el se would go with him" Ruth said bitterly. "None of

us believed in him none of us trusted himenough to-" "Hold on, Ruth,"
Naom said. "Just how detailed is this vision of Melior's, M chael?
Does he see the grendel at all? Does he see someone else kill it? W

know it's there."
"Now, " Philip added.

"When | get ny hands on him" Ruth said in a | ow voi ce of promise, "I
amgoing to kill him The grendel isn't going to have anything to
worry about."

"I don't know," said Mchael. "He just kept saying we'd all be sorry
later that we'd missed this chance.”

"But anybody who has Melior's sword can kill the grendel, " Ruth
protested. Her head hurt, and thinking was an effort. Her brain
hurt.

But underneath the exhaustion and pain was hope, because if Mlior's
grendel was real after all that meant there was a way for the hero to
Wi n.

"Not quite,"” Naom said. "The Sword of-what was it?"

"Mai den's Tears," supplied M chael

"-is what kills it, but any nere human who touches the sword i s going
to turn into another grendel You might kill that one, but there it'll
be to do all over again."

"A woman's work i s never done," Ruth said, with a faint attenpt at



hunor .

"So where is it?" Mchael said. "The sword, the grendel, the whole
tanal e?"

Al eyes turned to Philip.
"No." Philip's voice was quite deternmned. "And | wi ped the disks and
tapes and shredded the papers.” He |ooked grimy unhappy, as anyone

m ght who was in the process of alienating his only friends.

" But, Philip," Naom said coaxingly, "You' ve got to tell us. W can't
help himif we don't know where he's gone."

"We had a bargain,” Philip said wearily.

"Leavi ng aside how we could help himif we knew where he'd gone,"
M chael said.

"Well, this has got to be the first time you ever did something because
somebody asked you to," Ruth snapped Philip-ward. "It's just a stupid
prom se-he won't ever know and | don't care if he does. "% re is

he?"

"If promising is stupid, then so is going down there when he knows he

won't kill it,"” Philip said with desperate | ogic.
"Granted," said Naom . "It was stupid."
"No," said Philip. "It was a covenant. |If you don't do what you say

you' re going to do, nobody can ever trust anybody."

The words were obviously Melior's, and Philip's | ook of anguish was
proof of the indigestibility of the concept. Ruth would have been | ess
surprised if he'd started spouting O assical G eek

"You ought to know better than to nake pronises to elves," Mchael said
sternly to Philip. "Leave himalone, Nai. | don't think he can say.

| hope Melior had a good reason for making himpromn se.™

"To get hinself killed,"” Ruth said mserably.

Naom bounced to her feet. "W've got to do sonething."

"We are doing sonething,”" Mchael said. "W're waiting for m dnight.

Twel ve-oh-one. Tonmorrow. So why don't we have di nner while we
wai t ?"

Their train was stopped at 34th Street.

"What are we supposed to do now?" Jane said. The station was jamed
with angry commuters, jamed as if it were peak rush hour. The PA
system was repeating hel pful information over and over again with its
speakers turned to "High Distort". Useless.

"I must get to the Down Town," Melior said. "The grendel is there."

Stephen Mallison's sword was carefully wapped in brown paper with a



red-and-white mailing | abel on the front. Melior carried it, hoping it
woul d be as inconspicuous as Jane thought. He wore a nylon backpack
slung over one shoulder; it was heavy with trail bread and chocol ate and
a two-quart canteen filled with brandied water. He carried a small
lantern, and in the backpack were a dozen candles to power it.

And behi nd hi mstood his squire.

It might have been Ruth. It ought to have been Ruth. But Ruth | oved
hi m and Jane did not. Jane could bear to watch himdie.

In fact, thought Melior, she mght even enjoy it. He |ooked at Jane.

Jane's head swi vel ed as she regarded stalled conmuters, backed up
trains, and the indefinable air of Great Events in the w nd.

"The grendel is downtown," she said, wanting to be clear on this one
poi nt .

"Philip's scrying has told me so. There have been vani shnents and
tales of prowing beasts, and now !l wll seek it at the center of its
web of destruction.”

That was the information Philip had given Melior, the information that
made this work. The pattern of the kills. Jane did not waste tine
wondering if the information was true or false; it didn't really nmatter
to her. This was the data they were using, and the rules of the gane
were that it didn't matter if the data were true or not. It sinmply
was, and on its basis Melior would go to a certain place and begin his
hunt .

She had al ready been prepared when he call ed her-not hopi ng she woul d
be asked, because hope was not a word in Jane's personal |exicon, but,
rather, being ready if he did.

No one el se had to know, after all

And so Jane, always so neat and | adyli ke, had real denimjeans and
wat er proof boots, a military surplus pullover, and a black watchcap
pul | ed down over her hair to hide its telltale gleam No one had seen
her | eave her room dressed that way; there was no one to ask her what
she neant by it and no one to | augh; Melior had no cl othes-sense
anyway.

And everything she had could sinply di sappear once this adventure was
over, even the backpack, with its freight of food and water, flashlight
and map. Disposable. Deniable.

Assum ng they ever went anywhere at all

"The trains aren't going downtown," Jane pointed out.
She di d wonder why the trains had been stopped, but not very nuch.

How to get to where Melior wanted to go, following the laws of this
worl d, that was Jane's puzzle.

"There is a way. There nmust be a way. Find it for ne!" Melior pled
urgently.



Jane thought hard for a nmoment. The trains weren't goi ng downtown.
Fi ne.

"Come on. Let's get out of here. W're going to the Wrld Trade
Center."

"She isn't there," Naom said. She set the tel ephone receiver back in
its cradle.

"Quarter to ten. They shut the phones into the dormdown at ten,"
M chael said. "I could run over there."

"No, leave it. Wy shouldn't she get a good night's sleep?" Naom
sai d.

"Even if we don't," Ruth said. "Twelve-oh-one," she said to Philip's
hunched shoul ders.

Philip shook his head and said nothing. He'd already told themthat
"tonmorrow' meant dawn at the earliest-the start of day in a society
with no clock but the sun. Ruth thought he was probably right, but had
no intention of letting that stop her

"And what then?" Naom said. "Think, guys-Melior's in the subway
chasing a nonster. The nonster's real. Wat do we do?"

"Call CNN," suggested Philip, but his heart wasn't in it.

"Where do we start?" said Mchael to the air. "Even when we know
where to start,"” he added. Philip wi nced, very slightly.

"I think you're making this too conplicated,” Ruth said slowy.

"You're | ooking for a grendel in the subway. Gkay. |It's grabbing
people in Lower Manhattan, fine. But where is it living? Not on the
tracks. This grendel's supposed to be not-too-bright, right? But it's
managed not to get hit by a train-and even if a head-on collision
didn't kill it, it'd still do a nunber on the train, right?"

"And meke the six o'clock news. And the pages of all the newspapers,"
said Mchael. "And this hasn't happened."

"So the grendel, said Ruth logically, "hasn't been hit by a train.

O seen by one, because that'd be on the news now, you'd better
bel i eve. "

"Right," Naom said. "But it hasn't been. And the first thing
anybody's heard was the news tonight," Naomi said. "The first thing
nost peopl e heard," she enended.

"Not quite," said Philip, and clamed up suddenly.

"So where in the subway systemdo the trains not run?" Ruth asked.

"W can start |ooking there. Sinple."

"Break into the New York Subway System and she calls it sinple,” Naom
sai d.



"It beats working for a living," said M chael

"New i nformati on on the Subway Snatcher. Details after this," said the
t el evi si on.

He found he did not |ike the subterranean way any nore this tine than
he had the last tinme he had been here. Rohannan Melior of the House of
the Silver Silences stepped, wth painstaking caution, onto the subway
tracks.

M stress Jane had been correct. Far south, in the Wrld of the Trade
Center, was the termnus for the Double-E Iine. Comuters, forewarned,
had made other arrangements. They had reached that place by surface
nmeans. Once there, the unguarded platformthere had been enpty.

And he and Jane had descended.

Jane shone the light down along the tracks, careful not to blind
Melior's dark-adapted eyes. And as she wal ked she thought, trying out
Melior's plan for practicability. Walk down to Wall Street. Track the
grendel to its lair. Gab the sword, which Melior was sure would be
there. Cut the grendel into collops. Leave.

The difference between a plan |like that and w shful thinking was small,
if even extant. And it required luck of a staggering order of
i mprobability to work.

But Melior wasn't asking for Jane's opinion. Only for her help. She
could give that.

"If someone sees you, they're going to stop you," she offered at
| ast.

Mel i or stopped and turned back to her. Jane flicked the beam of the
flashlight away as he noved, shining it away fromhim |In the darkness
his eyes were netallic changeant noons; the light flashing fromdilated
pupils. Melior waited.

"The platforns. You can't get near themwi thout being seen. There
could be sonmeone up there. Subway cops," Jane said.

A map both accurate and representati onal of the subway system was hard
to find, but Jane had one. She peered at it. Down here the intervals
bet ween the stations were shorter. The flashlight's beamturned her
map into a paper lantern; lighting the paper and turning the lines to
gray scrinmshaw.

"Or comuters. |If there are any. |f they see you, you'll be in
troubl e," she added.

Mel i or saw no reason to doubt her. Jane was not |ying, and he knew
it.

"These commuters,” he said after a pause, "there is one tine nore than
anot her when they are likely to be here?"

"Sure." Jane |ooked at her watch. "Gone by ten, naybe, especially
this far downtown. But you still can't get past the platforns w thout
bei ng seen.”



"When the tine conmes," Melior said, "you may | eave that to nme. For
now, we nust find a place to occupy the time until we may proceed."

It was twelve o' clock, and Philip hadn't told. He was neither
triunphant nor defiant about it, and even through her anger Ruth sensed
that Philip was as frustrated by his refusal as they were.

"We've gone about this all wong," Naom said. She cradled a |arge
earthenware teacup in her hands. She wasn't |ooking at Philip.

" Red hot needl es, maybe?" M chael said. It was hard to tell if he
was meking a joke. Maybe M chael wasn't sure hinself.

"About Melior," Naom said. "He came to us for help. W shouldn't
have just said 'no.

"He wanted to go hunting space-alligators in the subway,"” M chael
pointed out. "Gendels. Whatever. But-" he sighed and rubbed the
back of his neck. "Too bad we didn't know then what we know now. "

"We don't know anything,"” Ruth pointed out wearily.

"But that isn't the point," Naom said. "Going down into the subway is
a stupid idea, take it all in all. It doesn't nmatter whether what's
there is fictional or real. And we should have found another way for
him"

"But you didn't." It was Philip who spoke. For the last several hours

he had been all but silent, as the strange gane he had played wth
Melior went frombeing a joke, to a business proposition, to a tragedy,
and on to a contest of wlls.

"No," said Naomi. "We didn't."

"And what are you going to do now?" Philip asked her.

"What are you going to do, Phil?" M chael said.

Philip's mouth twi sted nockingly. "Me? Wen did | ever do anything
that mattered, M chael ?" He shrugged angrily. "All you' ve got left to
do is take up a collection for the funeral."

"It's May 5th. Sunrise is at five-oh-five aam" Ruth blurted out.

She put the newspaper down. "And at five-oh-six a.m . . ." She
paused.

"W have to figure out what to do," Naom said. She regarded her

conpani ons. "Think about it, guys. There really is a nonster in the
subway. It's killing people. Melior's gone after it, but he doesn't
think he's going to do very well. It's up to us. What do we do?"

Anyt hi ng was better than thinking about where Melior mght be and what
he was doing. "He asked for a sword,"” Ruth began

"But only The sword will kill it. So he says. But since we don't have
anything better to go on, we mght as well take Melior's word for it,"
M chael said.



"So we get The sword,"” Ruth said slowly. The rules. Al nagic had
rules. A story where the magic didn't have rules was no fun for the
reader. There were rules to everything if you could only find out what
they were. "But the grendel's guarding it-isn't it?"

"Well," said Naom consideringly, | would be. It sounds like first
we've got to get the grendel " The One no longer slept. The One
guarded The Object; guarded and fed and waited the day that The O her
foretold to it would cone and be destroyed.

Insofar as it could be, in the grip of its nonstrous and eterna

hunger, The One was content. It had purpose; the thing which its human
chrysalis had always | acked. It had a function to perform and, as far
as its truncated intellect could perceive those abstractions, a sense
of achi evenent, of honor, of glory and struggle.

And triunph.

The O her could come as he chose. The O her could come down into The
One' s ki ngdom and search as he chose. The (bject was secure. And The
One coul d di sappear at will.

But The One did not choose to. At this nonent there were Men in The
One's donmin, and The One renenbered Men.

Men meant food Jane had explained the third rail and its |letha
properties to Melior very carefully twi ce-the second tinme once she
realized that he didn't have the faintest idea what electricity was.

She was pretty sure now that he knew that if he touched it he would
die. She had not bothered to enunerate the scant exceptions to that
rule; they were unlikely enough to occur, and since he probably thought
t he whol e thing ran by magi c anyway, there was no point in confusing
hi m

The tunnels weren't so bad once you got used to them

They spent the waiting tine sitting against the wall of the tunnel

near a cubbyhole they could retreat into if a train cane. Jane had
brought extra batteries for her flashlight; she spent the waiting tine
readi ng a book.

And no trains did come. It was strangely silent here in the tunnels
beneath the bottomtip of Manhattan; only a faint suck and sough of
wind froma place mles away where the tunnels broke out into
nmoonl i ght .

Even the ventilation grates which marked sone of the ol der tunnels were
absent here. A separate world, an underground dom ni on where there was
neither sun nor noon Abruptly Jane sat up straighter. Neither sun nor
nmoon.  Sun nor noon.

And there was neither sun nor noonland all the roaring of the sea-"
Suddenly Jane wi shed for her guitar, the words of the old ballad
nocki ng her. Neither sun nor moon. A sound |ike the sea roaring, or
what you heard when you put a seashell to your ear, or wind. Rivers of
bl ood, or sonething at |east as disgusting.

Fairyland. By all the laws of ballad-land, the New York subway tunnels
wer e Fairyl and.



Was this the actual answer, the unriddle that woul d solve Melior's
quest? The know edge that the Real World-Melior's Wrld of Iron
possessed all the | andmarks and appurtenances of Faery, if only you
| ooked at it just right?

"Il met by noonlight, proud Titania."
"How many niles to Babyl on?l Threescore niles and ten."

"Ch, where are you bound?l said the fal se knight on the road" "The sedge
is witherd.fromthe |akeland no birds sing." A faery knight, a

ravi shed sword, a nonster nonstrous through its own cupidity. What was
there in that baggage of twice-told plain tales fromthe hollow hills
that could hel p now?
"It is past mdnight," Mlior said suddenly, "and those who travel are
safe within doors. It is time for us to travel, Mstress Jane."

She | ooked at her watch. Alnobst one o' clock in the norning, and a
couple of miles of tunnels to cover before they got to the place where
Melior wanted to be.

"Whassamatter you guys? Ya wanna live forever?" Jane quoted, getting
to her feet.

Now t hat she had made t he connection, new evi dence kept presenting
itself; images fromthe ballads Jane |oved to play w thout reposing the
| east belief in them For Jane, normally unfanciful, these

associ ations clothed the prosaic ugliness of the subway tunnels in
faery. Once, in a place where A and C crossed 4-5-6 and several sets

of tracks ran parallel, there was a faint nournful wail in the
di stance, and Jane and Melior retreated into conceal nent to watch the
passage of a yellow and-black flatcar. 1t did not rely on the third

rail to power it; the watchers in their hiding place heard and snell ed
t he worki ngs of a gasoline engine.

Three nen stood on its open surface, peering out into the dark. One
carried arifle. A Border Patrol for the |ine between fact and
f ant asy.

When it was gone, Jane and Melior went on

They reached the first platform Harsh blue i ncandescence like a
special effect spilled out along the tracks. The pools in the center
of the tracklied were silver footprints, and every soda can and

di scarded wrapper was an el phen horde.

It was at this point that the first faint disquieting sensation cane
upon Jane that things weren't precisely right. The tinme is out
ofjoint. She had the sneaking suspicion of the teetotaler that there
m ght have been whi skey in the whiskey, a feeling that the description
"self-controlled" was no longer Truth in Advertising.

Mel i or stopped just short of the point where anyone standing behind the
yel l ow |i ne which passengers are urged not to cross when a train is not
in the station could see him He held two fingers to his lips in an

al nrostfam | iar gesture and notioned Jane closer. She put out her
flashlight and cane over. The soot on the wall was the black matte
softness of velvet and the slick untrustworthi ness of grease.



"First | will go, and mark you well how | do it. Then follow, and

haply no one will reckon us," Melior said. He |ooked over his shoul der
at the platform "And should the alarmbe raised, do you draw t hem of f
and I will make nmy way as best | mght."

And |l eave me to take the rap. But fromMelior's point of viewit was
reasonable. He was best equipped to kill the grendel She was just the
spear carrier. |If Melior'd happened to have a spear

And Jane was very well equipped to deal with any question that began
with "why." Wy did you, why don'tyou, why wllyou, why won'tyou, why
do you.

Tol erated everywhere she'd ever been. As opposed, perhaps, to being
want ed, wel conmed, valued. Not noticed enough to be disliked; in a
worl d where isolation kills and science has shown that any attention is
preferred to none, Jane Treasure Grayson was tol erated; not even

noti ced enough to get rejected. Tolerated. And what is there in that
to connect with enough to fight it? Tolerated. Blandly unseen

gl ossed over, endured.

Until any one who dared communi cate was forced to pay the teind for al
t hose who never tried to. And driven away, so that she could keep the
one thing she had.

She knew exactly what she did. Pitiless insight isn't called that for
no reason. Pity nmakes allowance and turns its face away. Intellect
does not.

And so the sane thing that let her see their neglect, that caused their
negl ect, made certain that they would never sinply | eave her al one,
because such a clever little thing, such an earnest, forever hopeful of
being loved little thing, such a biddable little thing rmust surely be
useful, sonehow But Melior valued her, w thout ever trying to know

her .

Wt hout using her, except in such a blatant and obvious fashion that it
was al nost as if she gave her help freely. And for that Jane would
provide the one gift in her ken. Loyalty.

"You'll need the map," she whi spered back, and transferred it,
carefully folded, to his waiting bl ack-gl oved hand.

But all was anticlinax, as after that Melior crossed the open space,
crouched | ow and nmoving swiftly, crossing directly beneath the
platform hugging it closely to mninmze the time when he would be
visible. To discover whether there were watchers in truth would have
reveal ed them they could only go on as if there were and hope t hat
there weren't. His silver hair was a bright flag in the darkness; the
sword a gol den sparkle at his hip.

And Magi c was afoot in the world.

Mel i or crossed, safely, making his way into the other darkness, hidden
again. It would not have surprised Jane if he had gone on and |l eft her
there; after all, he had al nrost warned her. But instead he stopped,

turned back, and waited.

And now it was her turn. She hesitated. It had | ooked easy when he



did it. There probably wasn't anyone up there anyway. All she had to
do was wal k, very fast and crouching optional, across the space that
was the open front of the platform

And still she wavered. What if she slipped, what if she fell, what if
there was soneone up there after all? Wat if she | ooked stupid?

Go. The demand was al nost a spoken word; clear enough to have been
heard. Jane let it gaivanize her; push her forward w thout thought.

Her shoul der slid along the soot, a featherwhisper scraping that told
her she was going rightly. She watched her feet, chary of the bottles,
t he wrappers, the noisy treacherous footing beneath.

A subway platformis at |least the width of the street above, sonetines
the Iength of a city block and nmore. A distance hardly thought of when
choosi ng which car to enter or stairs to exit by. Atiny eternity to
cross through the gl oomof the rail bed below. Her heart hammrered;
consci ousness was suspended in the throbbing silver of the Eternal Now
and for once Jane Grayson lived in the nmoment.

Mel i or faded back into the darkness as she advanced, preserving the
di stance between themuntil she was safely past the point where she
m ght be seen. Then he allowed her to catch up to him

They went on. After a few yards the darkness closed in again and Jane
flicked on her flashlight. A few blocks to the next platform and then
alittle beyond that the crossing of tracks where they changed from
uptown to crosstown lines as they navigated this web of angles toward
their goal.

"Can | get there by candlelight?

Yes, and back agai n.

Judgnent Day

DAWN WAS A white sheen over Fort Lee, New Jersey.

No one had slept. Not Mchael, not Ruth, not Philip |ooking red-eyed
and stubborn Iike a nutant Spartacus of |aboratory rats. The
excitement of plotting how best to go after Melior's grendel had
foundered on the conplete | ack of information and-on Ruth's part-a
worry for Melior that was literally, surprisingly, paralyzing. He was
facing the grendel The grendel was real. Melior was foredooned to die
and he'd cut out on her without giving her a chance to make a rea

nui sance of herself, just |ike a paperback hero.

And she knew, with sharp and annoyed certainty, that her life was in
suspensi on and woul d hang fire forever if she could not see Melior
agai n and ask hi m What ?

"Wall Street," said Philip in a flat, tired voice. "The attacks al
center around the City Hall Station, down by Wall Street."

"Attacks?" M chael seized on the word. The norning sun was shining on
his face, lighting his eyes to a brilliant green. But not the
i mpossi bl e green of Melior's.

"Attacks,"” Philip said. "Six or seven people that they know of are



m ssi ng- presuned- hi story and about a dozen nore are inconmuni cado, a
small town in New Jersey. Trackworkers, and like that. And the street
peopl e are avoi ding the Lower Manhattan stations for sleeping and
panhandl i ng. "

"How did you find all this out?" Naom asked, honestly curious.

Philip pushed up his bifocals. "Stats. M ssing person reports.
cracked BlueNet, the cop BBS, and pulled the I ocal gossip for the |ast
week or so. Everybody's junpy, but it could look like just a |ot of
coi nci dence, you know?"

"Until last night," Ruth said bl eakly.
"Whi ch brings us back to Topic A: what do we do?" Naom said.

"We could, of course, let the trained professionals handle it," M chael
said. "That is what they're there for. They've got manpower,
resources, access to tools. They can get an aninmal control officer in
there with a net and drag the thing out."

"You're no fun,"” Philip said under his breath.
"Before it kills how many nore peopl e?" Naom asked.

"That's a cheap shot, Nai," Mchael said. "They're doing what they can
right now, and telling themwhat we know isn't going to change that.

Every whack in New York and the five boroughs is already calling up and
confessing to being the Subway Snatcher. W'IIl sound like just one
nor e nutcase. "

"So we just say "What is Truth?" and wash our hands of it?" Ruth
said. "Wat about Melior?"

"Well, what do you think we could do to help himwalk up to the grende
and refuse to let it graduate?" M chael asked.

"If he isn't going to kill it, and if all your damed trai ned
prof essionals are so hotshot, why don't we get himout of there?" Ruth
snapped back.

"Cetting Melior Down and Not Hurting Anybody," Naom said, gazing at
the ceiling. "Does it matter whether the grendel's dead if it's
captured and Melior has his sword back?" she asked.

"Not to me," Ruth said. Suddenly the gears were turning in her head
again. "I think we've been going at this inside-out. W' ve been
concentrating on the grendel, because that's what Melior thinks is

i mportant. But the grendel isn't as inportant as the sword-" "So
forget the grendel, " Naom finished for her. "Find Melior, hold him
of f until the police catch the grendel-" "And then find the sword,"

M chael fi ni shed.

"Which will be one of two places,” Naom said.
"Either where the grendel hid it," Ruth added.

"Or somewhere in Washington crated up next to the Lost Ark from
Rai ders, " Naonmi finished, "which may be difficult to get to but not



i mpossi ble-" And burglarizing the CIA or searching the MTAwill be a

| ot easier without playing Bullets and Bracelets with the Thing from
Forty-thousand Plotliness" Mchael said. "So all we have to do is get
our hands on Melior and convince him

"That's Ruth's job," Naom said.

Everybody | ooked at Ruth, and Ruth had the panicked feeling of having
been asked to speak in public.

"He'll listen to her," Naom added inexorably.
"He won't do it," Philip said, not about Ruth.

"He wants the sword, not the grendel, " Mchael pointed out. "This is
a way to the sword. |If he doesn't get picked up. We didn't turn
Melior over to the cops in the first place because if we did, he'd

di sappear into a little underground room somewhere. Vich he stil
could, if we can't get himout in tinme."

"The m stake was in not forbidding the serpent,”' Ruth quoted.
""Then he woul d have eaten the serpent.” Mark Twain."
"So how do we find hinP" Naom said.

"Come home, Elfie, all is forgiven," Philip nmuttered.

"Go where he's gone,” Mchael said. "And there's no good tinme for
t hat .

"Right," said Naomi. "Come on, Ruth, let's get dressed for a little
nightcrawing. Mchael, we'll nmeet you at your place in about forty
m nutes. Check the radio to see if they've started running the Lower
Manhattan lines again. W'Ill have to figure out how to get onto the

tracks sonehow. 71

"Jane was," Ruth said suddenly. "Down on the tracks, | mean. The day
she went on the subway trip with Melior and came back all over soot.

They were down in the tunnels somewhere. They have to have been.”

"Fine," said Naomi. "They turn on the dorm phones at six." She | ooked
at her watch. "It's alnobst that now. W can call her. Get going,"
she added, as M chael stood up. "And you," she said to Philip, "had
better get back to your conputers. | think this tinme you're going to
work for free."

It took them four hours of painstaking subway craw ing, backtracking,
and waiting, to reach the stal king ground. In the pauses Melior told
Jane as much as he knew about the nature of grendels.

"Their food is the flesh of their kind, and their whole nature is to
hoard beyond their use and spoil what they cannot take away. And their
appetite grows with what it feeds upon, until at last their hunger |ays
waste to all that is near."

Jane had pondered this as a lifestyle choice and then asked: "Well
just how rmuch area can they |lay waste to?"



Melior had smiled. "Anything within their reach, and their reach grows
with time. |If they could ever bear to abandon their hoard, they would
be even nore dangerous. But it takes much to dislodge a grendel from
its place, and then the creature only lairs again as soon as it nmay."

"If it can stand the sun," Jane had added, and Melior had agreed.

"But this one may be strong enough to do that even now. And if it is
not, there is so nmuch darkness in your city that its choices are
many. "

But Melior had not spoken for the last half hour or so. At their |ast
stop he had made Jane put away her flashlight, and handed her, in
exchange, one of those small canping lanterns that is sinply a candle
encl osed by glass. How many mles to Babylon? Now she followed hi m by
the Iight of the candle Threescore mles and ten and tried to ignore
the words that circled round in her head Can | get there by
candl el i ght ?

Yes, and back agai n.

"Hist," said Melior, and Jane was so keyed up that it was only nuch
| ater that she registered that the archai smshould have been funny.

"It is very near."

The scent of evil that these Ironworlders refused to ken hung in the
tunnel like sickly marsh mst. The beast was near, and Melior hoped
wi t hout knowl edge that M stress Jane would run when he bid her, when
the grendel turned first to him ancient eneny, and he nade his futile
assault upon it. Tw sted product of magi c gone w ong-el phen magic-it
was his responsibility as March-Lord of the Silver Silences to undo
what his kind had w ought.

Perhaps the little nagic he hoarded agai nst this nonent could harmit;
cripple it so that those who cane after would find the grendel easier
prey. Stephen's sword hung naked at his hip; there had been no tinme or
chance to contrive furniture for it, but the weight was wel cone-oh, to
hold a sword again; to die a clean death with it in his hand-!

But he was so very far from hone.

And his failure | ooned dark and tangled across all the leys of the
future, strangling his Foresight in its single asseveration: that the
grendel woul d not die by his hand.

So it nust be that he would die, and when he died the Sword woul d be
| ost here forever, and Baligant who had plotted his Line' s downfal
woul d reign triunmphant.

He could see no way to escape that. Ruth and her friends would accept
no proof he could offer that this danger existed. And even when Philip
spread out all his truths to themas he had to Melior, would they say
any different?

He did not know. He had not dared wait to find out. Each time he had
brought them proofs they had thought himmad. Perhaps this greatest
proof would have seened to themonly the greatest madness, and then
they, lovingly and with kindness, would inprison himto keep himfrom
doi ng what he nust.



Per haps he was nmad. But as the humans of this |and said: even though
you were paranoid, it did not nean you had no enenies.

Jane wasn't there. Naom put down the phone and | ooked at Ruth, who
was just pulling on her jacket of choice. Merrie Month of May or not,
it was going to be cold down there

Rut h had scoured her wardrobe, as Naom had, for clothing she woul dn't
m nd throw ng out as soon as she got back. She wore a sl oppy

| ong- sl eeved singlet that was already the shade of gray it would
otherwi se turn, gray-green cargo pants, and an Arny Surplus w ndcheater
that had seenmed like a nuch better idea in the store than it had when
she'd got it home. The black canvas hi-tops on her feet were another
such purchase; inmpul sive and inpossible and too much Iike the ones
Philip wore. She'd pinned and braided her hair up into a hard knot on
t he back of her head and covered it with a crocheted bl ack bun-doily

t hat Naom had dug up from somewhere. Wen she |ooked in the mrror
Rut h deci ded she | ooked like the Termi nator's fashion-victimsister

Naomi, of course, |ooked as if she'd been shopping for months with the
ai m of schl eppi ng t hrough subway tunnels. She had on tightly-1laced
green rubber duckblind hal fboots into which were tucked crisp poplin
suntans (ironed . . . ) over which was a no-nonsense bush jacket. She
was even wearing gloves, and Ruth, thinking of what she'd have to touch
down there, wi shed she weren't the sort who regularly | ost her winter

gl oves every March.

"You | ook lIike an outtake from King Sol omon's Sewers, "
Naom was dialing Jane.

she'd said, as

"Just trying to bring a fashion sense to urban fantasy," Naom had
answered as she listened to the phone ring on unanswered. Now she
| ooked at Ruth, hand still over the receiver

"W can worry about her or about Melior," Naom said to Ruth, as if she
were offering her a choice between chocolate and vanilla. "And
personally | think Jane could be lots of places in no trouble while we
know exactly how much trouble Melior is in."

"Right." Ruth drewin a deep breath, which did her exactly as nuch
good as the | ast one had; none.

"Come on," Naom said. "Let's get Mchael."
Along time afterward Jane decided that what the problem had been was
that it was too easy.

It was true that Melior behaved as if the situation was dangerous, but
then, Melior behaved as if wal king the streets of New York was High
Adventure. And it had been hour on hour, and all they had done was
wal k, through an environnent that lost all of its terror and nuch of
its charmthrough | ong acquai nt ance.

Now t hat changed.

It was after four o' clock in the norning, an hour in which Jane's body
was asleep even if she wasn't. The first candl e had burnt down and she
had changed it by flashlight. Melior had given her his pack and
canteen to carry as well as her own and panthered forward on fl exed



joints like a dark and dangerous ball etomane. And she wasn't paying
attention to much of anything beyond foll owi ng himand wondering if
they coul d stop soon

There was a hiss. A clang as the gladius rang off the subway wall.

Mel i or sprang sideways, landing directly in the center of the
rail bed.

The sword flashed in the |ight of Jane's lantern and Melior's every
gesture spoke of fearful threat.

She backed away, icy with the uprush of fight-or-flight chemistry, and
in that instant there was a "tok" sound |ike the Babe hitting one over
the fence and the scunnering ring of the sword sliding away into the
dark, both combined with the snapshot inage of Melior flung boneless to
t he ground.

It had happened so fast.

Facts. Jane dealt with them the nomentary chem cal al arm pushed back
to uninportance. New information reached another of her senses.

Jane | ooked up, beyond the silver flame of Melior's hair being slowy
ext i ngui shed by bl ood and bl ack water.

She raised the |antern higher, but even so the |light barely reached
what stood in the shadows, that had struck Melior down so casually.

Jane | ooked at the grendel The grendel |ooked at Jane. Melior's body
| ay between them vul nerable.

It was so rmuch taller than she was that there was no point in assigning
it a height. It snelled of excrement and rotting meat, thickly and
insistently; as she stared, she saw it nore clearly.

Its skin was the livid purple-gray of gangrene, winkled like a raisin
and beginning to scale. Patches of what m ght have been nold spotted
the skin here and there; exotic fauna known only to pathol ogi sts. The
grendel 's eyes were small white gl obes set in an angry weepi ng expanse
of scarlet flesh; abraded sockets swollen and peeling.

If she had screaned, if she had run, if she had shown any reaction to
it at all, things m ght have gone differently. |If it had not eaten
recently and well, it might have taken nore interest. But she was not
The O her, and she was not The Object, and soon The O her would not be
able to hurt it at all

Jane stared at the grendel Her heartbeat did not race; it was possible
she was not thinking of danger at all. She sinply |ooked, and recorded
what she saw, and waited for what she saw to change

There was a blast of sound; an eerie, flatulent how. Startled, she
dropped the candl e and could still see; Jane | ooked behind her. Far
but not far enough she saw the flatcar they had seen earlier; but this
time it was on the tracks behind her, sweeping the tunnel with its
spotlight. The over-anplified yow of an electronic bullhorn stunned
her with pure noise, its message lost to distortion.

She | ooked back. The grendel was gone as if it had never been there.



Melior raised one hand; a feeble gesture.
"Run," he whi spered.

There was only one direction possible. Mlior on the tracks would
delay the flatcar, noving at its stately 35 nph. She could get away.

This time Jane did not pause to think. She threw away everything she
carried and ran.

The bul | horn squawked. The spotlight drilled into her back, but it had
not cost her nuch of her night vision. Down here the |ines converged
again, and in the underground cathedral vastness warning |lights burned
like the stars of an earthbound constellation. On her left, across a
noman' s-land of third rails, she saw the pale gl eam ng refuge of a
station platform

She heard the change in engine pitch as the flatcar stopped at Melior's
body. If she was quick, she could reach the platformand a state of
pl ausi bl e deniability.

She didn't think the grendel would follow her to the Iight; nore
precisely, she didn't think of the grendel at all; that was sonethi ng
for later, after she had performed the function for which she now knew
Mel i or had chosen her, and brought back the truth of her own eyes to
the only people left on earth who might be able to act upon it.

There was a nonster |oose in the New York Subway.

It was on a May norning, and just like in any ballad the day was
determ ned to be beautiful enough to make Pol | yanna suspi cious. Ruth
had the edged feeling of too nuch tea and too little sleep, and the air
like wild silk and the light |ike raw honey did nothing to anchor her
inreality.

M chael was waiting for themon the corner. Philip was nowhere in
sight. Conversation was superfluous. They wal ked over and caught the
A Train downt own.

New Yorkers are a blasd lot. Once, many years ago, for a bet, to prove
a point, or on sone esoteric scientific raison a man undertook to wal k
stark naked (except for shoes) the length of Fifth Avenue. Extant
phot os (snapped from behi nd) show hi m passi ng anong New Yorkers who are
nei t her | ooking nor not-I|ooking, strenuously proving thensel ves
sangfroi dian even at the cost of common sense.

This, conbined with Warhol's heart-held dictumthat there is a
fifteen-mnute time linmt on fane, assured that no matter who had been
dragged by what off a subway platformat the height of the rush hour
the night before, today the trains were running and nobody woul d be so
gauche as to wonder whether making the norning commute was worth the
per sonal hazard.

The only trouble the three of them had was finding standing roomon the
rush-hour trains.

It took them nore than an hour to reach West Fourth Street from 116t h,
in between the profit and the loss, in the T.S. Eliot where the dreans
cross. Wen they reached it, M chael gestured and they were borne onto



the platformin a tide of Thursday nmorning | emming ballet.

"Now | know why | don't work for a living," Naom panted as they fought
their way to freedom "Were now?"

"Phone call,"” said Mchael. "Coffee. And maybe one of you

pr of essi onal geni uses can figure out how we're going to get down onto
the tracks in the mddle of all this w thout being either seen or
creaned. "

"Easy enough if Lower Manhattan's still stopped,” Naom said.
"There's only six or seven ways to find out,” Ruth pointed out.
"Come on. Let's find a phone that's working."

On the way out, Ruth glanced at the clock overhead. The tine was
seven-twenty-ei ght.

It was eight-thirty-five when Jane |let herself into Ruth and Naom's
apartment with her spare key. It had been a little before five well
she finally reached the surface of New York, at a station and line
she'd never seen, sonewhere in the depths of Wall Street.

She'd struck out first for Broadway, and had seen the red warning
fl ashes of energency |ights before she'd seen anything nore.

Paranoid as a lifestyle choice, Jane had not had to think tw ce about
headi ng south, toward Battery Park and away from police vans, energency
vehi cl es, firetrucks, ninicams, and anything el se containing sonmeone
who m ght ask her questions. She had a pretty good idea that the
grendel wasn't Melior's little secret any nore-which would account for
the fact that there'd been no subway traffic until the flatcar full of
fuzz showed up-but she didn't know how nmuch of what version anybody
knew, and she didn't intend to be the one to |lighten the |oad of their

i gnorance. Jane had other plans for her Thursday.

Havi ng gone south as far as was safe she headed east, having no desire
to be nugged, either at any tinme or before she'd delivered the news to
the others. Melior'd been right all along, and that should just about
fry Philip to the ultimte max.

Earliest nmorni ng broke about twenty minutes after Jane cane above
ground; bright and clear, one of those nornings that seem al nost to be
saf ety-seal ed for your protection; too good to be true. Vintage
season, and like the C.L. Mwore story, only the overture to the nost
sel ect form of apocal ypse.

But up-and-com ng Cotterdamerungs weren't Jane's affair, and frying
Philip LeStrange was. Philip Leslie LeStrange.

At the hour and in the area she had chosen, Jane's tatterdenalion
appearance was not too nuch noticed. Just another strange street
person, this one young enough to be a runaway.

She knew what her few observers thought and it suited her fine;
Manhattanites weren't a charitable people. It took her until about six
a.m to hoof it clear of the nmedia circus pitch and find a phone that
wor ked.



It did not occur to her that she was already m ssed, that there was

al ready vi deot aped proof of the grendel's existence and that the others
were already trying to figure out how best to save Melior from

hi nmsel f.

She thought there was all the time in the world, and that Ruth woul d
hardly relish being awakened so soon after dawn.

And so, hesitating, trying to decide not only what Melior wanted her to
do but what a reasonable person would do, Jane waited until six-thirty
to phone Ruth and Naomi .

The phone rang. And rang, and rang, until Jane was quite certain no
one woul d answer.

She phoned Philip's nunmber. Woever answered hung up the phone wi thout
speaking, and after the third time, Jane gave up. Served Philip right
for not giving themany of hisprivate phone nunbers.

M chael was out, too. But that was reasonable; Mchael liked jogging,
and norni ng classes, and other masochistic pursuits.

She found a MDonal d's and ordered breakfast, sinply because it was the
sort of thing that normal people did and Jane, perhaps, had new doubts
about her ability to fake normalcy. She ate it wal ki ng back up the
street, wondering whether she was going to have an attack of nerves
about going down into the subway again. She deci ded she wouldn't, and
caught the "A" Uptown at Canal

She tried Ruth and Naom once nore, while waiting for the train. No
one answered. Jane did not specul ate; she went hone.

It is entirely possible that Jane passed Ruth and the others at sone
fulcrumpoint on the ALine. It is certain that when she reached their
apartment (a better place to go than the dorm where there would be
nore of that tiresome tribe, nosy people with awkward questions) and
buzzed for adnmittance, there was no answer.

There was nobody honme. Wthout any particul ar sense of guilt, Jane
i nvestigated the apartnent thoroughly, but the scribbled notes and
lists in Ruth's and Naom's handwriting conveyed very little.

Except that they were both gone, at a tine when they ought not to be
gone. She phoned M chael again, but after fifteen unanswered rings she
gave it up. After rmuch thought, she even phoned Philip again, but al
she got for that was a shouted "Not here!" and the receiver slamed
down.

Curi ouser and curi ouser.

The tel evision only had | ate-norning happytal k news to offer, and
Doubl eyew-ten-ten-Wns News Radi o was spending its time on things with
"East" in the title, Iike the Near East and Eastern Europe.

She coul d, of course, dash off and try to rescue Melior. Only she had
no i dea how badly he'd been hurt, or whether he'd been arrested, and
whet her anyone claining to be his friend mght just be arrested in
turn.

She was pretty sure that rescuing Melior would require extensive and



creative lying, a skill she knew she | acked, and if she were detai ned
in any fashion Melior's nessage m ght not get delivered. Besides,
peopl e m ght call her parents, and then there'd really be trouble.

And she knew that M chael or Naoni would be much nore efficient at
dealing with the nundanes. And success was to be preferred over speed,
if you had to choose just one.

Jane gave up and took a shower, scrubbing until the water ran clear

She borrowed a skirt and sweater of Ruth's and a garbage bag for her
subway-craw i ng clothes. Then she headed back for her own dorm room
trying to forma criterion for deciding when she'd have to do what she
could without the others.

And then, having wal ked nearly twelve niles and been up for nore than
twenty-four hours, she fell asleep on her dormroom bed before she
began to wonder precisely how trustworthy Philip's roommtes were in
the matter of phone nessages at eight-forty-five in the norning.

"Not hing." M chael hung up the phone.

:"What kind of nothing?" Ruth wanted to know.

"No police reports. Philip says Downtown subway lines are on a
hal f hour del ay, but they're running. No sign of Jane," M chael

el abor at ed.

"I's he sure?" Naom said.

"He called her again while | was on his other line, and he's got the
conput er scanni ng continuously in several places | don't even want to

t hi nk about. No Jane."

"Dear Philip," Ruth said. "Three phone lines, no waiting. | don't
even want to think about how he does that."

"Illegally,"” Naom said. "And if he weren't feeling so guilty right
now, you still wouldn't have the phone nunbers.™
"Well | do have them ™ M chael pointed out unnecessarily, "so cone

on.

I think I know a way to get to where Melior is.

"And then we can play Dodge 'Emcars with real subways. Cute," Naomi
sai d.

"Especi ally when you pause to consider that there's no place to dodge
to," Mchael answered cheerfully.

Rohannan Melior of the House of the Silver Silences, firstborn of his
Line, of the line of the sons of the Mrning Stars, Marchlord and
Swor dwar den, had had better days.

Mich better days.
As it was, he had luck of a sort on his side. The Guardsnen had not

sei zed himarmed, and nuch as he grieved over the [ oss of Stephen's
sword, things that Ruth had said had convinced himit was a better



thing in this land to be found unweaponed.

The second point in his favor was that he was injured. |In fact, hi