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Walking with Spirits
through murals of mist
| visit my totem

in the Dreaming Place.
—Jane Leverick,

from “Dream Time’

Nina

“l didn’'t see you at school today, Nina,” Judy said. “Were you Sck?’

“No. | just couldn’'t goin””

“Wedl, | wish you'd tdl me when you're going to skip. | was looking for you dl over. The Tank and
her crew ended up stting at my table for lunch and | could’ ve just died.”

“Why didn’'t you just get up and leave?’

“Why should 1? | was there firs. Besides, | thought you or Lauri€ d show up to rescue me, only she
wasn't at school today ether. How come you were playing hooky, anyway?’

“l had another one of those dreams again last night, and | just couldn’t face going in.”

Judy giggled. “What were you thistime? An dephant?’

“It' s not funny.”

“l know. I'm sorry. What were you this time?’

“A rabbit. One of those little miniature bunnies you see hanging out on the common by Butler U.”



If she looked between her sneakers, which were propped up on the windowsll, Nina Carabdlo
could see the ornate bel tower of Meggernie Hal from her bedroom window. It stood on Univer-dty
Hill, overlooking the campus and the park where last night she'd dreamed—

Her body felt all wrong. Disproportionate. Her point of view was far too low—like she was
lying on the grass—except she knew she was ditting up. Her peripheral vison was so broad she
could almost see be-hind herself. Her nose kept twitching and she could smell everything out there
in the night. Newly cut grass. The sweet pungency of the lilac bushes nearby. A fascinating odor
that rose from a discarded candy wrapper.

She started over to investigate it and fell all over hersef in a tum-ble of limbs. Rear legs too
long and awkward, front legs too short. A sound came from her throat that sounded far too much
like the squeal of a pig for her liking. Lying there, sprawled in the grass, she could have cried.

Because she knew.

Thiswas another one of those horrible dreams.

Clumsily, she righted herself and looked around. And found herself beginning to clean hersdlf,
licking at the soft fur of one shoulder with a pink tongue.

She immediately stopped, disgusted at the action.

“l want to wake up!” she cried.

The words came from her throat in another squeal.

Followed by silence.

But not a complete silence. Her long ears perked up as she heard rustling footsteps in the
grass. She turned her head to see a massive shadowy shape approaching her cautiously from
across the common.

She froze, petrified with fear.

It was a huge mastiff. A monster of a dog that she’d have avoided even if she were in her own
bodly.

The mastiff paused when it realized she had noticed it. Through some quirk of her borrowed
body's eyesight, when it stopped moving, it became almost invisible to her. She stared harder,
trying to make it out, heart thumping double-time in her tiny chest. The sweep of the lawn and the
mastiff’s bulk all blurred into one indecipherable shadow.

Until the dog charged her.

Its growl froze her for long heartbeats more, then she bolted. Or tried to.

Unaccustomed to the odd shape of her limbs and their correlation to each other, she went
sprawling again. Before she could recover, the mas-tiff was rearing over her. Its jaws closed on
her, capturing her tiny body, grinding bones against each other asit bit down on her flesh—

“And then | woke up,” she said.

“Oh, that's gross,” Judy said. “Did you redly fed yoursdf die? I've heard that if you die in a dream,
you die for red.”

Nina shifted the phone receiver from one ear to the other. “But that's not the worgt of it,” she said.
“Thistime I’ ve got proof that it's Ashley who's hexing me”

Judy laughed nervoudy. “Come on. You can't redly bdieve that.”

“l saw her,” Ninasad.

She woke in her own bed, drenched in sweat and tangled up in her bedclothes. Her relief was
immediate. The dresms might keep coming—once a week or so—but they were still only dreams.

Not real.

She hadn’t almost died out there in the common while trapped in the shape of an animal.

Not really.

But still. They seemed so real.

She shivered with a sudden chill and thought she could see her breath for a moment. It was so
cold you'd almost think it was still winter. She exhaled experimentally, but couldn’t really see her
breath. The room seemed far warmer already, and she realized that her trembling chill was just a
residue of her dream.



Her stupid dream.

Which wasn't real. Everybody had dreams.

She glanced across the bedroom then to see that her cousin’s bed was empty. Still shaking, she
got up and shuffled across the floor, ams hugged around her thin chest, to look down the hallway
that lay outside their room. At the far end of the short hall, the bathroom door stood open. The
light was off. There was no one inside.

It was past midnight, so why wasn’t Ashley in her bed?

She tiptoed past her parents bedroom and crept down the stairs, avoiding the third and
seventh steps, both of which she knew would creak alarmingly. Halfway down, she could make
out a dim glow that was coming from the living room. Because her mother’s beaded curtain hung
across the doorway, it wasn't until she was directly outside the room that she could properly see
in.

There was Ashley, gtting cross-legged on the floor in front of the fake mantelpiece. Her dyed
black hair stood up three inches from the top of her head and hung in shagged layers down her
back, and she was wear-ing one of her typical headbanger T-shirts—not her usual tight, torn ones,
but an oversized Metallica shirt that she used as a nightgown. By the light of a candle that she
had placed on the end of the coffee table, she was reading a book. Nina couldn’t see the title, but
she didn’'t doubt it was one of those creepy black-magic books of which her cousin was so
enamored.

Sendng her presence, Ashley looked up, her gaze locking on Nina's through the beaded
curtain. A smile that was more a sneer touched her lips, and then she returned to her book,
ignoring Nina's presence.

Nina fled back to their bedroom.

“But that doesn’t mean anything,” Judy said. “Just because she' s weird doesn't mean she's awitch.”

“What €lse would she be doing down therein the dark?” Nina wanted to know.

“You sad she had acandle”

“That makes it even worse. Witches dways use candles and Suff like that for their spells. | tdl you,
she'shexing me. | looked through some of her books when | stayed home today, and they’re dl about
cadting soells and awful things like thet.”

“She'sjudt trying to spook you,” Judy said.

“Wel, she's doing aredly good job.”

“You should talk to her about it.”

Nina laughed unhappily. “I can't tak to her about anything. And besides, if she's not hexing me,
she'd tdl everybody and | wouldn't be able to show my face outsde the house ever again. I'd die if it
got out.”

“l won't tdl anyone.”

“l know. But she would. Just for spite”

Judy sghed on the other end of theline.

“Want to watch something on TV?’ she asked.

Nina knew exactly what her friend was about. Time to change the subject. Not that she minded.
She' d been thinking of nothing ese dl day long and she was sick to death of it. It made her fed like she
was going crazy.

“Sure” she said.

She got up from the chair by the window and douched on her bed. Leaning over, she switched on
the battered twelve-inch black-and-white that was on her night table.

“What's on?’

“‘Beauty and the Beast” started around ten minutes or so ago on three.”

Ninaturned to the channd judt in time to catch a commer-cid from one of the locad car dederships
up on Highway 14. A fat man in an ill-fitting superhero costume was extalling the virtues of “!'"Hundreds
of used cars a rock-bottom prices!!”

“| hate thiscommercid,” she said. “Friendly Ed’'s such a geek.”



Judy laughed. “His kid'sin Sus€' s English class, and she says he looks judt like him.”

“Poor kid.”

Because they lived across town from each other, tuning thar TVs to the same channd and meking
comments to each other on the phone was the closest they could come to hanging out together on a
school night.

More ads—one for Diet Coke and one for tampons—findly gave way to the show, which had
dready begun.

“I’ve seen this one before,” Nina said.

“Yeah, it's one of the mughy ones.”

“Did you ever wonder why Catherine doesn’'t just go live down there with Vincent? | mean, it's such
aneat place. I'd live down therein aflash.”

“l dways wonder where they get their dectricity.”

They both paused as the beast character recited afew lines of poetry.

“God, | love hisvoice” Judy said.

“Mmm.”

“Are you going to the dance on Friday?’

“l don’t think so. | don’t redlly fed up to that kind of thing this weekend.”

Judy laughed. “Which means you didn’t get a date ether. We could go together.”

And stand around like a couple of geeks, like they had at the last school dance, Nina thought.

“My dad says we make guys nervous because we're too brainy,” she said. “Girls aren’t supposed to
be good a math and uff like that.”

“What did you say to hm?’

“Nothing. My mum called hm a pig.”

“Good for her.”

“He doesn't redly bdieve that,” Nina added, defending her father. “He was just tdling me what guys
think.”

“So who needs’em?’

Nina thought of the guy who sat in the back of the caculus class. Tim Lockley. To die for. But he
never even gave her a second glance.

“l suppose,” she said. “Except—"

She broke off as she heard footsteps on the dtairs. It was neither her mother’s light tread nor her
fether's heavier one. “I’ve gotta go,” she said. “Adhley just got in.”

She hated having Ashley ligen in on her phone conversations. After a quick promise to be at school
tomorrow, she hung up and gave the impression of giving the televison her undivided attention.

Adhley paused in the doorway of their room, decked out indl her gear. Tight faded jeans, torn at the
knees. A Def Leppard T-shirt with the arms torn off. A leather jacket. Hair like a black lion's mane
haloing her head.

“l can't believe you waich that garbage,” she said. Nina looked up. “What's wrong with it?’

“How long do you think that show’d lagt if the woman was the beast?” Ashley replied.

She took off her jacket and tossed it onto her bed and unselfconscioudy began to take off the rest of
her dothes—with the curtains on the window wide open so that anyone standing out on the common
behind their house could get an eyeful.

Which was probably just what she wanted, Nina thought.

“Wdl?" Ashley asked.

Nina s only response was to turn the sound up louder onthe TV.

Adh

No maiter what she was doing, there was aways a core of anger in Ashley Enys. She'd overheard
her aunt and unde discussng it once. Ther theory was that it semmed from her mother’s death and her
father’ s refusd to take responghility for her.



“What would be unnaturd,” her unde had said, “was if she wasn't angry. She's been uprooted from
evaything she knew. She feds that nobody wants her—that her mother deserted her, her father has no
time for her, that we've just taken her in out of obligation. Who wouldn't fed resentful in that kind of a
Stuation? We jugt have to be patient with her, that's dl. She'll grow out of it.”

It was a pretty theory, but Ash didn’t buy it for a moment. What did her aunt and unde know,
anyway? They were just a pair of burned-out hippies who refused to accept that the sixties were gone.

Sure, it hurt that her father thought she was just S0 much useless baggage and didn’t want her hanging
around cramping his style. And even though it had been three years now since her mum had died, she dill
missed her terribly. She couldn’'t deny that she'd give anything to turn time back to that moment before
her mother’s death, to return to when they were living together in their little flat in St. Ives and she was
going to her own school, hanging out with her own friends.

It was getting so that she was loang her accent—and with it, she fet, her identity. Culturadly, North
America was s0 far behind the way things were back home that if she went back now she'd probably
fed as out of place there as she did here. But she'd return in aflagh if she had the chance. She'd go back
and try to put her life back on track again.

Except without Mum ....

It hurt, remembering. Missng what had been. Trying to imag-ine how things might have gone if her
life hadn’t been so irrevo-cably changed—twisted ingde out on the blade of a madman's knife.

WEe're so sorry, everyone said, but whet did they know about sorrow? What did they know about
the hel plessness she fdt knowing that if her mother had just taken another road home from the pub that
evening everything would dill be fine?

But that was pain. And though it could make her angry—did make her angry, whenever she thought
about the unfairness of it dl—the congtant hodlility she fdt seemed more deeply rooted than that. These
days everything made her bristle.

And Nina made such an easy target.

They had o little in common. Her cousin was a the top of her class, which naturdly made Adh's
own dismd marks look even worse. Nina and her friends were dl clean-cut and brainy—not exactly
nerds or preppies, but not exactly cool either. Ther idea of great musc was Debbie Gibson; they
wouldn't recognize a decent guitar riff if it grabbed them by the throat and shook them—the way dl good
music should. And to actudly wetch pap like this sucky rip-off of Cocteau’' s grest film ...

She 9ghed as she finished undressing and put on a baggy Motley Crtie T-shirt, trying to tune out the
TV’s tinny sound without much luck. She put away her clothes by smply hegping them on her chair by
the window, then took the book she' d bought earlier that evening out of her army-issue shoulder bag and
sat up on her bed, pillows propped up againgt the headboard behind her.

Of course it wasn't ether Nina or “Beauty and the Beast” that had her upset tonight. It was that
creepy guy who'd followed her home from the occult shop downtown on her way home.

She could usudly handle the guys thet tried to come on to her. There were the rednecks that you just
gave the finger to when they made their deazy comments. The preppies and new wavers you ignored.
Punkers and headbangers—well, you checked them out to see how interesting they were before you
meade up your mind to brush them off or not.

But thisguy ...

He gave her the creeps.

She couldn’t place him. He was tdl, with short black har and lean features. At least three or four
years older than her—he could even be twenty. He wore skinhead boots and jeans, a plan white T-shirt
and along black leether raincoat.

And he had scary eyes.

Dangerous eyes.

She'd fird seen him watching her in the shop when she was buying a used copy of The New
Dimensions Red Book, a collection of essays on the occult by Fortune, Butler, Regardie and the like.
Then later, on the way home—waking, because she'd blown the last of her money on the book—she' d
sensed someone fallowing her. She'd turned around, and there he was, skulking on a street corner,



ganding under its light and meking no attempt to hide. Just lounging there like he owned the Street,
watching her.

She'd taken a circuitous route through Lower Crowsea to her aunt and uncle€'s house where it
backed on Butler U.’s common, but he'd stayed right on her heels. No closer, no farther away than he'd
been when she'd firg spotted him. Findly she'd just had to go into the house—letting him know where
she lived—or she'd be past her curfew, which was not a good idea, congidering how drict her aunt was
getting with that kind of thing these days. She'd been canned last weekend—the whole weekend!—for
tral-ing in too late on Thursday night.

Closing the door, she'd looked out the window to see hm wak dowly past. He' d paused right at the
end of their walk, amiled at her through the window, lipsthin and ferd, eyes dlinting, and then gone on.

But he'd Ieft something behind.

A promise.

She was going to see him again.

And that was what had Ash creeped out now.

She wished there was someone she could talk to about it, but she didn’t have anyone. Her aunt and
und€ s solution would probably be to not let her go out in the evenings anymore. The kids she hung out
with would just laugh, and besides, there would go the tough rep that she worked so hard to mantain.
And asfor Nina....

She looked up to find her cousin wetching her, an odd look in her eyes. For one moment she wanted
to just open up to Nina, but then that unaccountable animosity reared up insde her.

“Why don’t you just take a picture?’ she found hersdf saying.

Nina quickly returned her atention to her televison set. Another sgh escaped Ash, and then she
opened her book and began to read the firg essay, Fortune' s “The Myth of the Round Table”

But as she read, the memory of the stranger’s dangerous eyes sat uneesily there in the back of her
mind, refusng to be forgotten.

Nina

Parents were dways embarrassing, but sometimes Nina fdt that hers were particularly so. They were
tried-and-true holdovers from the Sixties.

Her mum iill wore her hair in along braid that fdl down to the smdl of her back and tended toward
long, loose flower-print dresses and skirts. She'd first come to North America from her native England to
work as a nanny, but ended up staying because the Summer of Love was in ful swing, and, being a
hippie at heart—though she hadn’'t known it before she’ d come—she ended up fitting right in.

Nind s dad was hdf Itdian and hdf Native American, which, her mum had confided to her once, was
what had initidly at-tracted her to him. Back then anybody who had even aflicker of Indian blood was a
big dedl. He was a big, broad-shouldered man with a dark complexion, smdl gold hoops in each ear and
har so black it seemed to swalow light. He kept it long and tied back in a ponytail. Judy once told her
thet he looked like a biker and she’' d been scared to desth of him the firs time she came over to Nind's
house. Now she thought he was nest.

“I wish my parents were like yours” she'd said afew weeks later in Nina s bedroom.

Her own parents were second-generation Chinese-Americans and ill had funny ideas about what a
kid could and couldn’t do.

Extracurricular activities at school—like volleybdl practice, the drama dub and quff like that—were
fine s0 long as she kept up her good marks, but seeing boys was right out. Never mind that she was
gxteen now. The only way she got out of the house on a Friday or Saturday night to go to a dance or just
heng out at the mal was through various elaborate stories of vigting Nina or Suse—stories that Nina's
parents, with their more open attitude, were quite happy to corroborate.

Which did make her parents sort of neat, Nina thought, but it was ill embarrassng tdling people
that her mum made her living producing little beaded earrings and things like that, which she sold at craft
fars while her dad worked in congtruction, not because he didn't have the credentids for a better job,



but because he'd rather “be building something than pushing mean-ingless pieces of paper around on a
dek.”

Ninakind of liked hdping her mum out a her booth at the various craft shows, but she wished that
they could just leave that whole-earth folksness at the shows, ingtead of Ietting it take over the house as
wdl. Everywhere you turned there were psyche-ddic posters, beanbag furniture, herbs and spices
henging out to dry, record abums stored in plastic milk crates and that kind of thing. Along awadl of the
living room was a brick-and-board bookcase filled with poetry of Ginsberg and Blake, a battered copy
of The Whole Earth Catalogue and vegetarian cookbooks, hippie philosophy books like Monday
Night Class, by a guy who only called himsdf “ Stephen,” and others by Timathy Leary, Kahlil Gibran,
and Abbie Hoffmean.

It was as though time had stood dill for them.

On some leve, Nina supposed she admired her parents for gicking to their beiefs, for living by ther
philosophies instead of only paying lip service to them. Paliticaly, they leaned more toward liberdism and
were involved in animd-rights issues, homes for the homeess and God knew how many environmenta
con-cern groups—all things that Nina thought were important, too. But sometimes she wished they could
just have ordinary furniture, a color TV in the living room—she'd bought her own little black-and-white
a a garage sde with baby-gtting money—and st around in the backyard with soft drinks and hot dogs
for achange.

But things could be worse, she supposed. Her parents could have named her Rainbow or Cloud. Or
she could have Judy’s parents, who were dready picking out the guy they expected her to marry when
she finished school. So long as Nina was reason-able about what she did, her parents gave her more
freedom then a lot of other kids ever had. Like staying home from school yesterday. There were no
guestions asked—her parents were only worried.

“Are you sure you're ready to go back to school today?’ her mum asked her when she came down
for breakfast that morning.

They had the kitchen to themselves. Her dad had dready left for work—he had to be on-ste a
seven—and Ashley had gotten up early for a change and was gone as well. Her mum would be leaving
for her studio up by the market around the same time that Nina left for school.

“I'mfeding alot better,” Nina said.

At least she hadn't had that dream again last night. “ So long as you're sure.”

“I'm sure”

Though if her mum redlly wanted her to fed better and stay better, she’d move the family from this
place to a house where Nina wouldn't have to share her room with awitch. But they’d been through that
before—not the witch part, just how she and Adhley didn't get dong—and there was about as much
chance of their moving as there was of her dad going to work in a suit and tie. They couldn’t afford to
move, her mother would explain, and besides, couldn’t she find a little compassion for her cousn?

Compassion? Sure. Ninathought it was terrible that Ashley had lost her own mum and that her dad
didn't want her. But Ashley had been living with them for three years now, and Nina's patience for her
cousin had long since run its course.

Sill, she knew better then to bring that up again. Instead, she asked her mother how she was coming
dongin her preparaction for the big oring craft show, which gave them something else to talk about over
breakfast.

They Ieft together right after they’ d eaten, only Nina had to go back into the house to get a jacket as
soon as she stepped out onto the porch.

“Maybe I'd better take your temperature,” her mother said when Nina returned wearing a jean
jacket.

“Come on, Mum.”

“It's not exactly cold this morning.”

Nina blinked with surprise. She had goose bumps on her own arms.

“It snot?” she said.

“Maybe you should stay home another day,” her mother said. 1 think you' ve got a chill.”



Hot and cold flashes, Nina thought. The sure 9gn of aflu. Except she hadn’t been sick yesterday and
she sure didn’t fed sck today. Just alittle chilled, and she was fine now with her jacket on.

“I'm okay,” she protested. “Honest.”

“Wdl ...”

“I’'m going to missmy bus”

Her mother sghed and alowed her better judgment to be overruled. They walked together to the
corner of Grasso and Lee, where Nina caught the City Transport downtown to Redding High in
midtown. Her mother kissed her good-bye and then walked on up Lee to her studio, leaving Nina only
after extracting a promise that she’ d return home if she started feding sick again.

Nina douched on a bench, doing her best to ignore the guy who was leaning up againg the bus-stop
ggn. Danny Connick. Thin as arake, with huge, popping eyes and aways carrying a suck sack, he was
the neighborhood computer nerd and, for some unknown reason, considered himsdf God's gift to
women. He was dways coming on to Nina, so naturdly they had to share the same bus to school.

He kept trying to catch her eye this mormning, so she looked away, hugging her jacket more tightly
closed because she was garting to fed cold again.

“Hey, Nina” he cdled over.

She closed her eyes and pretended she didn’'t hear him. “Ninal”

A chill like the icy breath of a winter wind hit her, meking her gasp with surprise. She opened her
eyes with a start. For one moment, she was looking at the world through a gauze of fdling snow, then
suddenly she was

Elsewhere.

Out of her body. In something elsg's body. The feding was too familiar for her not to recognize it.
She looked down at hersdlf to see the front legs of an dley cat, mottled and gray. Her vison was dl off
agan: perspective wrong, peripherd vison enhanced, colors muted. A world of scents assailed her
nodrils car exhaud, garbage and litter from the dleyway. Sounds were multiplied and came too
sharply—hbreaking in her ear like brittle crystal. She was perched on the lid of a garbage can, looking out
of the dley at the bus stop

Where she was dill stting on the bench, waiting for the bus. A sick feding settled in the pit of her
somech as she looked at hersdlf from outsde her body.

Please, she thought. Don't let this be redl.

She wasn't even adeep thistime, so how could she be dreaming?

Unless she'd fdlen adegp there on the bench ...

Maybe if she took the cat’s body over to where her own was gtting and jumped on its lap, the
contact would break the spdl that had caught her. For spell was what it had to be.

Adhley’s hexing.

She darted forward, but, as had invarigbly happened to her in her dreams, the unfamiliar body
moved dl wrong. She logt her balance and only just caught hersdf from fdling off the lid of the garbage
can. Her frudration came out in the form of a plaintive meow.

Sheredly didn't need this The next time she saw Ashley, she was going to

A buzzing started up in the back of her head—a built-in naturd warning system that the cat whose
body she inhabited recognized, even if she didn’t. She turned dowly, careful how she moved the cat’s
limbs to see the vague shape of a figure stand-ing there a the back of the dleyway. It was too much in
shadow for her to make out—too ill-defined, even seeing it through the cat’s enhanced vison.

The andl of snow filled the ar. And a winter chill. Frost rimmed the brick wals and ground of the
dleyway—emanating from the figure, where it lay thickest.

The figure spoke, but Nina couldn't make out what it said. She heard only the sound of its
voice—low and gravdly, like the sound of ice shifting and cracking on ariver's frozen surface.

What do you want? Ninatried to ask, for she knew that the figure wanted something from her, but al
that issued forth from the cat’s throat was a strangled sound.

Thefigure took a step forward.

Nina fdt the cold deepen. She thought she could see snow in the ar. She heard a dicking



sound—like the beads of her mother’s curtain moving againg each other, only softer.

Then the cat’s Spirit reared up in panic and took over its body again. It turned and sprang away with
heart-wrenching speed that would have made Nina's ssomach lurch—if she'd had her own stomach. If
she waan't just some disembodied spirit riding shotgun in an dley cat’s head.

Letmeoutothere! she screamed soundiesdy.

Thefigurein the dleyway cdled after her, its words dill indecipherable. Nina's head spun—from the
cold, from the unfamiliar motion of the cat, from the figure s voice that was dhill as shattering glass now.
The cat bolted down Grasso Street, darting between the legs of pedestrians. Nina could fed whatever it
was that was joining her to the cat letting go. It was like fdling into an abyss, down and down, spinning in
atightening whirl until

She blinked her eyes open to find Danny Connick’s face close to hers, his hand on her shoulder as
he shook her.

“Wha—7?’

“Come on, dopey,” he said. “The busis here”

She sat up from her douch on the bench, ill disoriented. The bus loomed up behind Danny like
some beached leviathan. The sounds of the street made a harsh, confusing dissonance that rang painfully
inher head. She had an ache behind her eyes.

“Bus?’ she sad.

“Are you on drugs, Carabalo?’ Danny asked.

“No, I ..”

Had she just imagined it dl? Fallen adleep for red here on the bench like some dippy bag lady?

She glanced back at the mouth of the dleyway. Did she ill fed a chill wind coming from it? Were
those eyes she saw in its depths—eyes ill watching her—or just splashes of grafiti glint-ing from an
erant ray of morning sun?

The bus driver honked his horn.

“Areyou kids coming or what?' he shouted down at them.

Danny hauled her to her feet and amed her up the steps to the door of the bus. He showed his pass,
dug in Nina's pocket until he came up with hers, then waked her down to a seat in the back. Nina was
vagudy aware of everybody watching her, but she dill fdt too out of it to be embarrassed by dl the
unwanted attention.

“Don’t you know what dope can do to you?’ Danny hissed in her ear when they were stting down.
“Would you look &t the mess you are—and it's not even nine o' clock. | dways thought you were more
together then this, Nina.”

“I ... 'mnot on drugs” Ninareplied.

“Then what' s the matter with you?’

Nina shrugged.

You wouldn't believe meif | told you, she thought. And then she redlized that she was sharing a seat
with him and was going to be stuck doing so dl the way to school. Wonderful. She just hoped nobody
she knew would see. If word got out, she'd just die.

“Wel, you had me worried,” Danny said.

Nina turned to look at him—redly look at him—and sud—

denly fdt anvful. He was 4ill a nerd, but here he was, after her snubbing him day in and day out for
longer than she could remember, hdping her out. Being nice. And dl she could think of was how
embarrassing it would be if anyone saw her with him.

Oh, that’s being red gracious, Nina, she told hersdf.

“l guess I’'m not quite over theflu | had yesterday,” she said. “Maybe you should have stayed home
another day.”

“God, you sound like my mother.”

“Thanksalot.”

Nina couldn’t help but laugh at the face he pulled.

She found Ludy in the girls washroom just off the rotunda around which the remainder of Redding



High was built like spokes emanating from the hub of a whed. The room was full of cigarette smoke and
gossip as the girls squeezed out their last few moments of freedom before homeroom. Judy was leaning
close to a mirror, putting on the makeup that her parents wouldn't let her leave the house wearing, and
grinned a Nina as she came in. She'd dready changed from the prissy blouse and skirt her mother had
bought her into a pair of faded jeans with a vintage flowered frock overtop.

Conversation bounced around the room dl around them. “Did you hear about Vderie and Brad?’

“Yeah, they broke up lagt night.”

“He's o0 hot.”

“Exceptiond.”

“Shels got to be dippy to break up with him.”

“l heard that he dumped her because she was hanging out with Keith Larson.”

“| think I'm getting a zit ingde my nose.”

“Oh, gross”

“Debbie’s got "em on her butt.”

“Heré s aflash. Beth Grant’s quit school to dance a Pussy’'s.”

“But that's a drip club.”

“Tel me about it.”

Nina let the conversation flow around her, waiting impatiently for Judy to be finished with her
makeup.

“So how do | look?” Judy asked her findly.

“Totdly cool,” Nina assured her.

And it was true. Judy had skin so clear that Ninawould kill for it, and her harr took to a perm like it
was born curly. Nina had to spend ages every morning getting her own har to hold more than a dight
curl.

She waited until they were out in the hal on ther way to homeroom before she told Judy what had
happened to her that morning.

“That’s just too weird,” Judy said when she was done.

“Am | going crazy or what?’ Ninawanted to know. “Danny thought | was on drugs.”

Judy pulled a face a the mention of his name.

“What if it happensin class?” Ninasad.

“You can't control it a dl?’

Nina shook her head, but she was a little doubtful.

“l don’t know,” she said. “I’'m aways panicking so much, | don't redly stop to think anything out.
just want out of whatever body I'min.”

“But ..." Judy hestated. “You did fdl adeep walting for the bus, didn't you?’

Nina thought back, trying to place the morning's eventsin their exact order.

“I don't know,” she sad findly. “It feds like | only just closed my eyes for a second and then it dl
dtarted to happen.”

“Wel, maybe—"

The bell rang, and there was a mad scurry in the hdlway al around them— ockers damming shut and
kids rushing off to their homerooms.

“Well tak later,” Judy said as she and Nina joined the scramble not to be late.

Ash

Ash couldn’t face going into school that Thursday morning. Since being canned for the weekend,
she'd been on her best behavior for three days now, atending the endless round of boring classes, not
missing one, getting home on time every evening to St around in the bedroom she shared with Ning,
where she had to put up with her cousn's sulky face sudying her whenever she thought Ash wasn't
looking; helping out around the house like the good little suck she was pretending to be.

But enough was enough. She had to sted at least the morn+ing to hersdf or go nuts.



So she got up early and Ieft the house before her cousin was even dressed. By the time Nina was
waking to the bus stop with her mother, Ash had crossed town and damed a bench in Ftzhenry Park.
She sat there as the morning progressed, watching the lagt of the commuters trail into the office blocks
that fronted the park, then enjoying the familiar Sghts of the park’s regulars as they started their own day.

The cat lady was the fird to arrive. She came pushing a battered grocery cart loaded with her lifé's
belongings, and wrapped in so many layers of clothes that it seemed she carried her entire wardrobe on
her back. From out of the cart she took a bag of dried cat food, which she fed to the cats that had
congregated at the foot of the war memorid, drawn there by her crooning cdl of “Minoux, minoux,” and
the promise of food.

In rapid progression, others appeared: Pedro, the Higpanic sorytdler who dways arived early to
stake out the best spot by the fountain, from which he'd declam his city fables to the noon crowds; a pair
of buskers—a fiddler and a hammer dulcimer player, the latter of whom, Ash knew from previous
experience, tended to spend more time tuning than playing; the bicycde man, his three-whedler festooned
with every accessory imaginable—lights and mirrors, flags and a transstor radio—with a baby droller
attached at the back, in which his dog, Surfer, sat, athin, scraggly furred creature of indeterminate origin,
wearing toy sunglasses. There were panhandlers, winos fresh from their free breskfast a the men's
misson, other kids skipping school, bang-ing about on their skateboards near the war memorid once the
cat lady was gone, bleary-eyed junkies looking for thaer morning fix, women from the nearby barrio
pushing their kids around in gtrollers or packing them on their shoulders as they stood around gossiping in
groups, joggers, a couple of college-age kids throw-ing around a Frisbee, various fast-food and amadl
goods vendors with thar carts, and too many others to mention.

Adh sat and watched them go about their business, tapping the toes of her black boots againgt each
other and keeping a careful eye out for the source of lagt night's unwelcome attention, but he, at leadt,
didn't appear. She started to relax as the sun rode higher. The hammer dulcdmer player findly got her
ingru-ment in tune and now she and the fiddler were playing the old Gerry and the Pacemakers hit
“Ferry Cross the Mersey,” which sounded weird, but not too shabby, consdering ther odd choice of
ingrumentation for the piece.

Her mum used to like that tune. She had the origind soundtrack to the film that was made from the
song, and used to play the thing over and over again until Ash thought she'd go crazy if she heard it one
moretime,

She' d give anything to be back home with her mum, ligening to it now.

A tight feding grabbed her chest, and she could fed tears wdling up in her eyes.

Let it go, she told hersdf. ludt let it go.

But it was s0 hard. Three years was forever, but it dill fet like only yesterday when Mrs. Christopher
from next door was gently shaking her awake.

Oh, you poor child, I’ ve terrible news ...

Ash rubbed a her eyes with a knuckle.

She was not going to St here in public, crying like some baby. But there was an emptiness indde her,
a hole that her mum had left behind when she died, which could never be filled. Ash was getting redly
good at hiding it, pretending it wasn't there—at least she was when she wasn't done. But hearing that
music now and remembering ...

The hole opened like the vast maw of some ancient mono-lithic beast and threatened to swalow her
whole.

“Hey, girl. Gimme a kiss”

For a moment only the words registered—not the voice itsdf nor its humorous tone. Ash turned,
anger flaring, only to fal away again.

“Oh, Casse” she cried, and embraced the woman whose approach to her bench she'd never
noticed.

Cassandra Washington was the closest thing Ash had to a best friend. In her late twenties and a
street person by choice rather than need, Cassie had coffee-colored skin, wore her har in a hundred tiny
beaded braids, and was the prettiest woman Ash knew. She tended to dress flamboyantly. Today she



was wearing a pair of tight red jeans tucked into orange hightops, a ydlow blouse and a black matador’s
jacket and huge plagtic hoop ear-rings and bracelets in a rainbow hue of day-glo colors. Plunked down
a her feet was a bulging red canvas shoulder bag that held the tools of her trade: a complex puzzle of
cawas and wood tha folded out to become a smdl collapsible table and stool, a tablecloth
hand-embroidered with ornate hermetic designs, a amdl brass change bowl and, wrapped in dlk and
boxed in teak, her tarot cards.

Cassie was afortune-tdler, and Ash hadn’t seen her in months,

“| thought you’ d gone out West,” she said after they’d hugged. “1 did. And now I'm back.”

“I'mglad.”

Casse gave her aconsdering look. “I can see that. You do look like you need afriend, girl. You got
yoursdlf caught up in hard times agan?’

“Sametimes as dways” Ash said.

“Spinning the whed and landing on empty?’

Ash nodded.

“Wel, then,” Cassie said, “why don’'t we head on over to Emi€'s cart and buy us some tea, and then
well seeif we can't find some quiet place where we can tak about it?’

Adh poked Cassi€' s bag with the toe of her boot.

“What about your gig?’ she asked.

“Oh, | don't need the money,” Cassie assured her. “I've got me a squat in Upper Foxville these days
and a juju man named Bones crashing there with me who judt lives to keep me happy, so don’t you
worry none about me.”

She stood up and shouldered her bag, then caught Ash's hand. “C'mon, girl. Well go do some
serious téte-a-téting.”

They bought ther tea from Eri€'s cart, Casse loading hers with five spoons of sugar, which
agonished Ash for a moment. She'd forgotten her friend's sweet tooth. But Ernie hadn't. The short,
dark-complexioned Cuban pulled out a sticky bun, dripping with honey, from a bottom shdf of his cart
and offered it to Casse.

“We ve got hiscuits” Cassie said, patting her shoulder bag. “For you,” Ernie said, “on the house. To
welcome you home” Casse laughed. “Wel, when you put it like that ....” Ernie was beaming & them as
they wandered off.

Deeper in the park, centered around a series of statues depicting a satyr lipping a syrinx and three
dancing dryads, was a smdl hilltop surrounded by cherry trees in ful blossom. The area was cdled
Slenus Gardens and had been funded by a rich Crowsea patron of the arts in honor of the poet Joshua
Stanhold. The benches here were marble—the same stone as the statues—and the air was sweet with
the heady scent of the blossoms.

“| lovethis place,” Casse said as she sat down on one of the benches. “When I’'m here | fed likel’'m
hidden away from everything—not cut off, it's just thet the world's sort of on hold.” She amiled a Ash.

“It sagood place to tak.”
Ash nodded. “I like it, too. | come and St here at night sometimes just to, | don't know ... think, |
guess”

“Did you know that nobody’s ever been mugged or hurt in this part of FHtzhenry? Casse sad.
“There s magic placesin the world, places where | figure whoever’s in charge—God, Allah, a little gray
accountant in a gray suit, awitchy earth momma, you take your pick—decided that there was only going
to be good vibes and thisis one of them.

“It's hard to find that kind of space in abig city. Most places, if they’ve got anything at dl, have only
got one. We're pretty lucky here. Thiscity’s got two.”

“Wherée s the other one?’ Ash asked.

“An old housein Lower Crowsea—I’ll point it out to you sometime.”

Cassie pried the lid off her tea container, broke a amdl pie-shaped wedge from it, then replaced it on
the top of her Styrofoam cup.

“People should carry around their own cups so that vendors wouldn't have to use this kind of crap,”



she said, regarding the Styrofoam with a critica eye. “Plays hdl with the environment.”

Ash nodded.

“So why don't you tdl me what's got you burning blue?” Casse said.

Adh picked at the lid of her own tea container, not saying anything for a while. She looked at the
statues. They looked so0 carefree and happy. She wondered what it would be like to fed that way, to not
aways be carrying this chip on her shoulder.

Cassie gave her dl the time she needed. She ate her sticky bun, making a goopy mess of her chin and
fingers, drank some tea. She acted like they were on a picnic, like conversation wasn't necessary, maybe
not even wanted, but when Ash findly began to talk about what was bothering her, she gave the younger
grl dl of her attention.

“It's never easy, loang your momma like thet,” she said when Ash was done. “But we've been
through dl this before.”

Ash nodded “I know. I’'ve got to let it go. But | just can't ssemto doit.”

“Not let it go,” Casse said. “You don't forget. You've got to put it into perspective, that's dl.
What' s happened has happened. Y ou can't change that. But now you' ve got to go on.”

“l suppose.”

“That’s what your momma would' ve wanted you to do.”

Ash dghed. “Butit'snot jud that. It's ... | don’t know. | don't fed normd.”

“Hate to bresk this to you, girl, but that's part of the curse of being your age. When | think of the
weird head spaces | wasinwhen | was Sxteen ....”

Cassie gave her arugful grin.

“But I'm dways angry,” Ash said. “Always. it's not right. | know it's not right. 1 don’t want to be this
way, but | can’t seem to do anything about. My aunt and undle think I’m just going to grow out of it. The
Sudent adviser thinks I'm jugt trying to get attention—that I'm only pretending I’ ve got problems so that
| can goof off in class.”

“You know what'swhat,” Casse said. “Nobody ese can know it for you.”

“But maybe | need, you know, serioushdp ... 7’

Cassie didn’'t say anything for a moment. As she looked across the garden, Ash studied her profile
and wished she could be like her. Cassie never seemed to have problems.

“l don't like to lecture” Cassie said findly, “but you' re ask-ing, right?’

Ash nodded.

“Thething is, you're bringing thisdl down on yoursdf.”

“What do you mean?’

“Wdl, if you think things are going to go wrong, then they usudly will. It's dl got to do with your
attitude, girl. 1 know this sounds like teacher/parent bull, but it's God's own truth. You walk around with
anegdive dtitude and you're just naturaly going to bring trouble and hard times down on yoursdlf. The
more trouble you get into, the easier it isto bdieve that the whole world's out to get you.”

“But how do you stop from feding negative?’

Cassie shook her head. “That's the red quedtion, ig't it, just? It's kinda hard to think about feding
good when everything feds bad.”

Ash nodded.

“Maybe you could try hdping somebody ese—you know, do something good for someone who's
having their own problems without expecting anything in return. Like vigting old folks in a nursng home.
Or volunteering at the hospitd, talking to sick kids. Stuff like that.”

“They wouldn't want me, looking theway | do.”

“I'm not saying you should change the way you look—that's part of who you are. You'd be
surprised how many people will take the time to find out what's ticking in there behind the gear. But
you’ ve got to take the time as wdl. I'm betting you've got as many preconceptions about them as they
do about you.”

Anangry retort cameriding up Ash's throat, but she bit it back before she could give it life Because
Casse was right. Ash dumped lower on the bench and stared down &t her boots. Everything Casse was



sying made sense. She' d told hersdf as much about amillion times. But thet didn’'t help the way she fdlt.

“Why don’t | do areading for you?’ Casse sad.

Adh looked up in surprise. Cass€' d never offered to do areading before, and Ash had never asked.
She'd just assumed that it wasn't something that Cassie did for friends.

“Now you've got to take it with a gran of sdt” Casse sad. “All the cards do is tdl you
possibilities—strong possihilities, mind you, but ill just posshilities. Nothing's carved in stone. This is
more like looking into a mirror, except instead of showing you a reflection of your face, it reflects what's
gaing onin here” Cassie tapped her chest. “You up for it?

“Sure”

Ash looked expectantly at Cassie€'s shoulder bag with dl its parepherndia, but Casse jus took a
tattered set of cards from the insde pocket of her matador’'s jacket. They were held together with an
eadic band.

“Uh,” Ash began.

Cassie smiled. “You're wondering why I'm not usng the ones in here?” she asked, patting her
shoulder bag.

Ash nodded.

“They’'re my pretties,” Cassie sad. “They're for show. People put out the money, | give 'em a
performance—fancy gear, lots of mystery, the kinds of things they expect.”

“Preconceptions,” Ash said.

“You got it. Most people figure that if they don't pay for it, then it's not worth anything. And if they
do pay for it, then they want a show. So I"ve got the fancy cards for them, wrapped in slk, stored in a
box. Red pretty. Surface pretty. But these”—Cassie tapped the tattered cards she'd taken from her
pocket—"now these are magic.”

She undid the éagtic and pushed it onto her wrigt, then shuffled through the cards.

“We need a Significator,” she said.

Ash nodded. She had an Aquarian tarot a home and had done some reading on how the cards were
used, but she'd never actudly tried to do a reading. You weren't supposed to do them for yoursdf, and
who did she have that she could do one for? Nina? That was alaugh. Her cousn seemed scared to deeth
of Asvs metd records, never mind her smdl occult library.

“The Page of Pentacles,” Casse said. “I think thisll do. Black har and dark eyes ... the Queen’s
maybe too old, what do you think?’

Adh looked a the card that Cassie had laid on the bench between them and drew a sharp breath.

“That's ..

Casse looked up with agrin. “You. Yeah.”

“But it's really me”

The cards looked old—adl tattered around the edges, the images worn amog threadbare in places.
But the painting de-picted on the card that Casse had laid down looked exactly like Ash, right down to
the skeleton earring and A in a cirdle Anarchy-symbol stud she wore in her I€ft lobe, and the Motorhead
patch on the pocket of her jean jacket. It was so perfectly her that it could have been a photograph.

“How ré

“Magic cards,” Casse sad. “Don’'t worry about it, girl.” She handed the rest of the pack over.

“But—"

“Give’em adhuffle” Cassie prompted her.

For long moments, dl Ash could do was stare at that image of hersdf that lay on the bench between
them. The pack in her hands fdt warm—warmer than she thought they should from gtting in Cassi€'s
pocket, next to her chest. She was suddenly aware that she' d been thinking of this as a game, but now it
was brought home to her that it was far more red than that.

And it scared her.

“We don’'t have to go on,” Casse said gently.

A lifted her gaze to meet Cassie's. This was her friend, she thought. No matter wha happened,



Cassie wouldn't let her get hurt. And if it helped ...

“No,” Ash sad. “It's okay.”

She shuffled the cards dowly, thinking about what was trou-bling her, then handed the pack back to
Casse.

“Thisisagood place,” Casse sad. “Remember that. Some-thing kind' s watching over us here.”

She drew a card from the pack and laid it on top of the Significator. An image of Nina looked up at
Adh fromits face.

“This represents the generd atmosphere,” Cassie said. “I'm going to lay out the cards firdt, and then
well talk the whole thing through, okay?’

Ash could only nod. Seeing firg a picture of hersdlf, and now one of Nina, on these old cards had left
her with a numb feding. Cassie laid a second card acrossiit.

“And this represents the opposing forces,” she said.

The second card showed an image of the stranger who'd followed Ash home last night.

Adh suppressed a shiver.

“This shows the foundation of the metter.”

The third card was placed under the others. The picture on it was of an old woman. Her features
were a wrinkled webwork of lines, drawn tightest around dark brown eyes that seemed age-less. She
looked like a Native American, dressed in a soft, beaded doeskin dress with a fur mantle over her
shoulders. Her hair was braided, the braids entwined with feathers, cowrie shdls and more beads. She
hdd a gaff with feathered ornamentation at its head and wore a smdl moose-skin pouch a her hip, hed
there by leather thongs tied to a beaded belt.

Adh had never seen her beforein her life, She'd also never seen that imege before in any tarot deck.
But before she could ask Cassie about it, her friend was aready going on to the next card.

“This shows an influence that has recently passed away.”

Thefourth card went to the left of the Significator. On it was an odd mechanica image that seemed
like a synthesi's of machine and human-body parts. The colors were dl shades of gray. It reminded Ash
of aGiger painting or something from the movie Aliens.

“This shows the near future”

Lad above the Sgnificator was a windswvept, snowy plain with a tower rigng from it. No, a tree. But
it looked like a tower, with hundreds of samdl windows running up its face. Ash got a feding of utter
desolation from the image.

“This shows the far future”

The sxth card was placed to the right of the Significator, completing a cross shape. It carried the
image of a walf wearing a crown woven from a rosebush. The leaves on the branches were ill green,
and there was a red blossom in full bloom nestled in among the thorns above the animd’ s | eft ear.

“This shows your fears”

Casse dtarted a row of cards to the right of the cross the others formed with the seventh card.
Depicted on it were the remains of a building ravaged by fire. Adh's pulse quickened when she redized it
was the building in S. Ives where she and her mother had lived.

“This represents the influence of your family and friends.”

The eghth card was laid above the saventh. On its picture, Ash's aunt and uncle stood in a summer
glade. Thar limbs were wrapped with the roots and boughs of the surrounding vegetation. Ash got a
sense of both hope and menace from the image.

“This represents your own hopes.”

The ninth card continued the row. It showed the back of a figure dimbing to reach a summit. The
figure was only a few feet from the top, but there were no more handholds. An aam came down from the
top of the picture, reaching to help the climber. With only the limb in the picture, there was no way to tdl
who it was that was on the summit, reaching down.

That's me, Ash thought. But whose hand was that?

“And this shows the find outcome,” Cassie said, drawing afind card from the pack.

She lad the last card above the ninth, completing the row of four cards thet lay to the right of the



cross that the firg 9x had formed.

Ash looked at the card, then quickly lifted her gaze to Cas-si€’'s face. Her pulse was tgpping out
double-time like the fren-zied rifting of a metalhead' s guitar bresk.

“What ... what does it mean?’ she asked.

There was a look in Cassi€'s eyes that she'd never seen before. Casse seemed to be drawn into
hersdf, yet looking far away at the same time. It was like she was there, but not there. Here, but gone.

AdT's uneasiness deepened. Fears came sKkittering up her spine like they were carried on tiny rat’s
claws

“Casse?’ Ash asked again when her friend didn't reply. “What's going on?’

“l ... 1 don't know,” Casse said.

They both looked down at the find card again. it lay there, its face blank. No picture. No image. A
clean date.

The comforting feding that had pervaded the garden when they’d firg arrived seemed to be draining
away, and there was a sudden chill inthe air.

Cassie arted to reach for the last card when a gust of wind arose from nowhere and scattered the
reading onto the path by ther feet. The cards lay on the pavement like so many haphaz-ardly fdlen
leaves. Cassie sat there, her hand 4ill outstretched to pick up the cards, her eyes looking off into unseen
distances.

Nothing bad happens here, Ash told hersdlf as she tried to stop from shivering.

But what if you brought something bad to this place? What if there was something wrong inside you
and it got loose in here, taking the magic, twigting it? The way she had something wrong insde of her ...

Cassie shook hersdlf suddenly. The odd expression in her features smoothed away. Matter-of-factly,
she bent down and retrieved the cards, returning them to the pack. She unrolled the rubber band from
her wrigt, placed it around the pack, then returned the pack to the inner pocket of her jacket.

“Casse?’ Ash sad. “What's going on? Why was there noth-ing on that last card? How can there be
pictures of me and Nina and everybody on those cards?’

“Like| told you,” Cassie replied. “They' re magic cards.”

“Is something bad going to happen to me?’

“Not if | can hdpit”

That was far from comforting, Ash thought.

“What did the cards—"

“Nobody’s going to hurt you,” Casse assured her. “You've got my word on that, and Casse
Washington doesn't jive. Okay?’

“But the reading ... 7’

“I'mdill working onit,” Casse said. “I've just got to think it through a bit more before | tak about
it

She stood up and shouldered her bag.

God, Ash thought. Cassie was teking off. She didn’t know if she could handle that.

“l don’'t think | can be adoneright now,” she said.

“Who's leaving you? Y ou’ re coming with me, girl.”

“Where are we going?’

“Tomy squat. Thisissomething | want to talk over with Bones.”

At Adh's blank look, Cassie amiled.

“l told you, girl. HE's ajuju man, and that’s what we ve got working here. Juju—deep and thick. So
what we need’s ajuju man to show us what it means”

Adh didn't know what was going on, but she trusted Cassie enough to let hersdlf be led away, out of
the park and on a northbound subway to Upper Foxville, where Cassie and Bones were sharing an
abandoned building with a dozen or so other squatters.

Ash had never been in the part of Upper Foxville where Cassie and Bones were squaiting. Their
building was a couple of blocks north of Gracie Street, right in the heart of the square mile of empty
buildings and rubble-strewn lots that were dl that was left of the well-intentioned designs of a developers



consortium who' d planned to turn the area into an inner-city verson of the ‘burbs. Once the whole area
had been jugt like the blocks south of Gracie—low-rent gpartment buildings and tenements—but now it
was home only to squatters, junkies, bikers, and the like.

It wasn't the kind of place that Ash would go into on her own. There were some places where it just
wasn't worth hanging out, rep or no rep. Even waking through the rubble-strewn streets at Cassie's Sde,
Adh fdt nervous. She saw junkies congregated in the mouth of one dleyway, haunted eyes checking them
out as they went by. The whigtles and jeers of some street toughs followed them as they went by another.
At acorner near Cassi€' s building, alone biker with the colors of the Devil’s Dragon emblazoned on the
back of his dirty jean vest sat adtride a chopped-down Harley and watched them from under hooded
eydids.

It was with rdlief that Ash followed Cassie into her squat to meet Bones.

The indde of the building was dressed up with graffiti—everything from spray-painted Anarchy
symbols to cruddy scrawled commentaries on various sexud perversions. Garbage and refuse littered the
hdlls and gairwells. But on the second floor, the wals had been scrubbed down, the hdls and rooms
swept ot.

“How’re you doing?’ Cassie asked her as they waked down along empty halway.

“Okay, | guess”

Ash thought about what had gone down in the Slenus Gardens earlier.

“But I'm il kind of shaken up,” she admitted.

“Me, too,” Casse sad.

Ash gave her atroubled look. It made her fed alittle better to know that Casse shared her fears.
The problem was, though, that she was looking to Casse to solve everything for her and if Casse
thought it was bad ...

Shedidn't let hersdf continue that train of thought.

“Hang tough,” Cassie told her. “We ve got some high-powered help with Bonesin our corner.”

Bones was a Native American—a full-blooded Kickaha, a amdl locd tribe that beonged to the
Algonquian language fam-ily. He was older than Cassie, in his late twenties, which made him postivey
andent as far as Ash was concerned. His skin had a dark coppery cast and his features were
broad—nose fla, dark eyes set widdy apart, square chin. He wore his long black har in a angle braid
that was dmogt as long as the one Agh's aunt had, and dressed like a punker in faded black jeans, torn
a the knees, scuffed work boots and a plan white T-shirt.

They found himin a back room on the second floor, dtting cross-legged in front of a amdl tepee of
twigs. There were odd things woven in among the twigs. Smdl shells. Pigeon feathers. What looked like
animd claws. Little strips of leather with animd fur dill on them.

Bones wasn't anything like Ash had expected. He seemed as spaced as Casse had been back at the
park, gaze turned inward, but looking as though it was seeing into far, invisble distances at the sametime.
He gave no indication that he even knew they were there.

Gresat, Ash thought. We ve come to get advice from a space cadet.

But as soon as Cassie and Ash sat down across from him, his dark eyes focused on them. For a
moment, there was such a sense of power about him that it literdly crackled in the air and made the smdl
hairs on Ash's ams sand up as though charged with gtatic. Then he gave them a toothy grin that
transformed him into what Ash could only think of as a clown.

He pulled a plastic bag filled with jujubes from his pocket and popped a red and a black one in his
mouth, chewing them with relish. Obvioudy he shared Cassi€'s sweet tooth. Ash just hoped that those
candies weren't what Cassie had meant about his being ajuju man.

“Hey, Cassie,” he said. “The pickings poor?’

“I never even set up,” she replied. “Ran into afriend, and she's got a problem.”

The downigh features turned to her.

“Hey, Ash,” he said. “Good to meet you.” He offered her the bag of candies. “Y ou want one?’

Ash shook her head. She glanced a Cassie.

“Uh, maybe my coming here wasn't such a good idea,” she started, then paused to give Bones a



closer look.

How had he known her name?

“I know whet he looks like,” Cassie said, spesking of Bones as though he wasn't present, “but trust
me on this. He can’t help acting the way he does. He's got too much of Nanabozho in his blood.”

“Nanawho?’ Ash asked.

“You've got to laugh,” Bones said. “If you don't laugh, you cry.” Casse nodded. “Ain't that the
truth.”

Ash shook her head. There were things going on here, an underlying resonance that she just couldn’t
get agrip on. “Here sthe problem,” Cassie said.

She launched into a description of what had happened in the park, teking Bones through the
incomplete reading and how it had been interrupted. As she spoke of the images on the cards, each one
rose up in Ash's mind's eye, as dearly as though the cards were ill spread out in front of her. Ash
started when Bones suddenly spoke to her.

“What did the images mean to you?’ he asked.

The down was gone—except for a vague and digtant flicker of humor in the back of Bones's eyes.
Ash was taken aback with his sudden seriousness. The images of the cards—so clear in her mind when
Cassie had been describing them—tangled into a muddle.

“Ah . she began.

“Well take them one at atime” Casse said, hdping Ash out. “Thefirst one was of agirl your age”

Adsh gave her agrateful look. “That was my cousin Nina”

With a little prompting from Cassie, Ash ran through the rest of them, explaining who the people
were and how they related to her life. Some of the images she couldn’t explain—the walf with the crown
of thorns, the old Native American woman; others she could only guess at—the burned ruin of the
building that had housed the gpartment she and her mother had shared in St. Ives, her aunt and uncle in
the glade, their limbs tangled up with branches and roots.

When they’ d gone through dl ten cards, Bones nodded thoughtfully.

“l s2e” he said.

From the floor behind him, he picked up asmdl tanned hide pouch, which he set on his lap. Closng
his eyes, he reached ingde. Ash could hear afunny, muffled, rattling sound as he moved his hand around.

“What's he doing?’ she asked Cassie.

Cassie put afinger to her lips

Bones started to make a sound then.

“Ahhh, hyeh, hyeh-no, no-ya.”

At firg, Ash thought he was moaning, but then she redized it was akind of droning chant. That sense
of power she'd fdt for just a moment, when she and Cassie had firg sat down with him, returned—this
timefilling the room. Goose bumps went running up her forearms, and she couldn’'t quell a shivering that
seemed to come from someplace deep indde her, right in the marrow of her bones.

The chanting grew louder.

“Ah-nya-hee, hey-no, hey-no.”

With a sudden abrupt movement, Bones brought his hand out of the bag. Opening his hand, he
scattered its contents on the floor between himsdf and the odd little tepee.

So that's where he got his name, Ash thought.

Tiny bones lay where they’'d been strewn, forming a pattern that meant nothing to Ash—and
probably nothing to Cassie as wel, she thought—but obvioudy held meaning for Bones. He bent over
them, fingers outstretched to follow the crazy-quilt pattern, hovering just a fraction above the tiny bones.

He was quiet now. The only sound in the room was thet of their breathing. Ash studied the bones,
trying to see what he saw in them.

What did they come from? she wondered. Birds? Mice? Maybe it was better not to know.

Bones scooped up the pattern, the mation as abrupt as the one that had initidly cast it, and replaced
the bones into their pouch.

“The trouble' s not yours,” he said once he'd put them away. “It touches you, but you' re not its focus.



Your pain and anger were the catdyst—caling the wraith from out of the spirit world—but once here, it
found someone ese to hunt.”

Adh's pulse began to quicken again.

“What ... what do you mean?’ she asked.

“He means a spirit from the Otherworld was drawn to you by the strength of your emotions,” Casse
explaned.

“C'mon,” Ash said. “Get red.”

“Troubleis” Cassie went on, as though Ash hadn't inter-rupted, “it found somebody e se to haunt.”

Adh shook her head. “lugt saying any of thisisred, what makes that a bad thing? It's not my problem
anymore, right?’

Cassie said nothing, but the recrimination was plain in her eyes. Bones merdy lowered his gaze to
that odd little tepee that sat on the floor between them.

Ash Sghed. “Okay. | wasn't thinking. Or maybe | was just thinking of mysdf.”

Bones gave her an encouraging amile.

“So what makesit harder if this’—she sumbled over the word, because she was sumbling over the
whole concept of the thing—"pirit’s chasing after someone else?’

She had her little occult library, and she liked to think about the suff she read in those books, but
deep down ingde where it redly counted, she'd never redly accepted that any of it was red. Because if
it was red, then her mother would have contacted her. That was the whole reason she'd gotten into
exploring that kind of thing in the firg place.

But her mother never did.

Because when you were dead, you were dead for good. You couldn't fed anything anymore. You
were gone. It didn’'t matter to you anymore.

But it wasn't the same for those Ieft behind ...

“If the spirit wanted you,” Bones said, “we could cdl her up right now and ded with the matter. Asit
IS, we've got to track down who it wants and then convince that person—firgt, that the problem’s red,
and second, that we can help.”

“My money’s on her cousin,” Cassie said.

Ash shook her head. “Nina? No way. She's about as inter—

ested inthiskind of thing as | amin her goofy friends.”

“The hunter chooses,” Bones said. “Not the victim.” Maybe so, Ash thought, but Nina? Who'd want
her?

“What about this guy that followed me from the occult shop last night?” she asked. “I'd think he was
abetter candidate.”

“He bothers me” Casse said.

Bones nodded. “He doesn't fit in. And | don't believe in coincidence. But the spirit is a feminine
aspect—the bones tdl me that, as did the foundation card of your reading—and traditiondly, for this kind
of ahunt, she would be seeking one of her own sex.”

“Why'stha?’ Ash wanted to know.

“It appears that we' re deding with one of Grandmother Toad' s little manitou cousins.”

“But she's dways been a hdper,” Cassie said, frowning.

Bones nodded. “True enough. But the manitou are amord. This one appears to be withering; she
seeks the energy of ayoung femae soirit to replenish the loss of her own.”

“You meen like a vampire?’ Ash asked.

She couldn’'t help but laugh. The idea was ridiculous. Some Indian bloodsucker going after her
cousn? Yeah, right.

“Something like that,” Bones said, his features solemn.

Everything tightened up ingde Ash. Jeez. He sounded like he redly meant it.

She cleared her throat. “So ... uh, what do we do about it?”

“I have to meet your cousn,” Bones said.

Like Nina d come traipsing into Upper Foxville on Adh's say-so. Or maybe she could have Casse



and Bones over for dinner? What would her aunt and uncle have to say about that?

The loose train of her thoughts skidded to a halt.

Nind's parents.

“She's part Indian,” Ash said. “My cousin Nina. Her dad’ s hdf something or other.”

And come to think of it, Nina s parents would probably welcome Cassie and Bones into ther house
without blinking an eye. It wasn't like they were exactly yuppies or anything them-salves. Not with ther
old psycheddic Fllmore posters dill hang-ing on the wadll, twenty years down the road from when the
ggs were firg being advertised. The Grateful Dead. The Acid Test Band. Big Brother and the Holding
Company.

“Is she now,” Bones said.

Adsh nodded. “I don't know what tribe her grandmother was from, but her dad’s lived around here dl
hislife, so maybe it's some locd one”

“| think you guessed right,” Bones said to Cassie. “We ll have to—"

He paused as a sudden cdlamor arose from downgtairs in the building.

“Oh, crep,” Cassie said.

“What's the matter?” Ash asked.

Cassie 9ghed. “The cops are running one of their little sweeps through the squats.”

“The cops? What for?’

“The consortium that owns these blocks has convinced some member of the dty council to get the
police department to occasiondly pick up and disperse the trangents from the area.”

She sounded as though she was quoting a newspaper aticle.

“But that’s not fair. Nobody e se is usng the buildings, so why can’t you?’

“Because if something happened to someonein one of them and they decided to sue, the developers
would be held legdly responsible. And since you can bet that they don't have any insurance on these
places ...

Ash darted to get up. “Well, let's get out of here. The last thing | need is for my aunt and uncle to
have to bal me out of juvie hal.”

Cassie lad ahand on Ash's knee, preventing her from rising. “Cassie. I'll get grounded for months.”

“Don't be scared,” Casse sad. “But there's only one way we can get out of here without them
caching us”

Adh could hear the brusgue voices of policemen on the ground floor as they rousted the sguatters
they found in there. The sound of arguments came down the hdl. Something that sounded like a door
getting kicked in.

“Wha are you taking about?’ Ash sad.

Casse mardy looked at her companion. “Bones?’

He was dready chanting—a different chant this time. “Oh-na, oh-nya-na, hey-canta, no-wa-canta

He'd produced a pipe from somewhere. It had a long ssem. From the bowl hung lesther thongs
gtrung with beads, shdls and feathers. He stuffed the bowl with dark tobacco leaves.

Ash could hear the police coming up the stairwell. “Casse,” she began.

Shetried to rise again, but Cassi€'s grip tightened painfully on her leg, making it impossible for her to
get up.

“I'm sorry, Ash,” Casse sad. “But it's best you come with us”

“But you' re not moving!”

Bones broke off his chant and lit the pipe. Thick smoke clouded the ar—more smoke than Ash
knew could possibly have come from such alittle pipein so little time. She fdt a sudden sense of vertigo,
like she was dropping too fast in an elevator. Her somach lurched queasily. She couldn’t see anything in
the room anymore—just the acrid smoke that sung her eyes and made her cough. She could fed
Cassi€'s hand, dill on her knee, but no longer holding her so tight. But underneath her, where the floor
had been

Panic came skittering up her spine.



Oh, jeez.

The hardwood was gone and she could fed a rough, uneven surface of some kind of stone. A wind
arose, tossng her hair, tattering the smoke and dispersing it.

Adh's panic turned to numb disbelief as she redized that the three of them were now gtting on top of
ahuge granite outcrop, high above acres of forestland. The treetops were a green sea that spread off into
the horizon for as far as she could see.

“C-C-Cassie ?" Ash mumbled, finding the words hard to shape, her throat was so dry.
“Where ... where are we ... 7’

“The spirit world,” Bones replied.

She looked a him. That mad down humor danced in his eyes, but Ash didn't think there was
anything funny about him anymore. He was a real, honest-to-God shaman. A guy who could do that—he
could do anything, couldn’t he? So what was he doing, hiding out in a squat in Upper Foxville?

What did he want with her?

“Don't be afraid,” Casse said again, her voice pitched soothingly.

She waan't afraid, Ash wanted to tdl her. She was terrified. But her throat had closed right up on
her, and dl she could do was stare around her, willing hersalf to wake up from what had to be a dream.

Nina

After school, Nina pulled one of the old-fashioned wicker chairs from behind her parent’s house. She
positioned it in the middle of the postage stamp that served as a backyard, where it would catch the last
of the afternoon sun. Changing into a pair of baggy shorts and a blouse that tied loosdly closed across her
somach, she brought a lemonade and the latest issue of Sassy out to the chair, and sat down with her
glass baanced on one fa am of the chair, the magazine on the other.

She wasn't in the world' s greastest mood.

Firgt, Judy had used her as an excuse to head over to the mdl with Bernie Fine. Nina didn’t mind
covering for her friend, but she'd redly wanted a better tak with Judy than the one they’d managed to
squeeze in at lunch time. That was the trouble with boys. They interfered with the serious business of a
red friendship.

Then Nina had to ligen to her mother railing about how the school had phoned her while she was a
the sudio because

Adhley had skipped again, and did Nina know where her cousn was, and just wait urtil she got her
hands on that girl, because enough was enough. Take it out on Ashley, Nina had wanted to tdl her
mother. But of course Ashley wasn't here, so Ninahad to ligento it dl. 1t'd serve Adhley right if she got
canned for ayear.

But the red problem Nina had was her dreams. It was bad enough having them once a week or so
for the past year. Now they were intruding on her waking life, and that she didn't need a al. Next thing
ghe knew, she’' d space out in the middle of volley-bal practice and start barking like a dog or something,
and wouldn't that be great? She got enough flak because hdf the school thought she was a nerd; the
other hdf didn't know or care that she existed.

She didn’t know what their problem was. If you had to go to school, you might as wel do the best
you could. Besides, alot of the classes—History, English, but especidly the Maths and Sciences—were
redly interesting. It wasn't like she didn't fool around some, skipping the odd class, hanging out in the
wash-room. But that wasn't enough for some people. If you wanted to be truly cool, you weren't
supposed to get good grades ether.

Nina sighed. None of which helped her with her current problem.

She considered the advice that Judy had left her with before she and Bernie had gone off to the
Williamson Street Mdl. Judy said that instead of panicking, next time Nina should try to get into being
whatever kind of animd she was dreaming she was.

“Like in Caddyshack,” dhe told Nina. “Remember? When Chevy Chase is explaining the zen of

golf?



“Be the bdl,” Nina said before Judy could declam what she thought was the second best linein the
film, the firg being Dangerfidd’'s comment on his own fart: “Did somebody step on a duck?’

Caddyshack was one of Judy’s favorite movies because two of her heroes—Bill Murray and Chevy
Chase—were bothinit.

“They’'re too old,” Nina complained more than once when they got into a discusson about it.

“But they’re funny.”

“Sometimes”

The reruns of “Saturday Night Live’ with them in it were sure funnier than the current crop. But, be
the bdl? Be the animd? Don't panic?

Sure. Like she could just turn her fears on and off.

Nina sghed again. I'm beginning to sound like an old lady, she thought, and turned to her magazine.

Her mum used to complain about her reading teen maga—

zines because of “the kind of role modes they presented to impressionable young minds,” never mind
Nina s arguments thet their fashion and make-up spreads were the best way to keep on top of wha was
hot. But she didn’'t mind Sassy after Nina pointed out that it aso carried articles like the current issu€'s
“Who Wants to Change the World?" which dedlt with sexism, animd rights, nuclear disarmament, and
thelike

Ninaflipped through the pages, agresing with one writer thet the lead singer from INXS should never
have cut his hair and wondering how the modes kept their complexions so clear, but dl the time thinking
about her dreams. When she got to the Help column—in one |etter someone wanted to know how to tel
when aguy was usng you, another wanted to know what orgasm meant—she thought maybe she should
write in with her problem.

She knew what the reply would be: Go see a shrink.

At lesst it would be if they were honest.

She closed the magazine. It was no use. She couldn’'t get the dreams out of her heed—particularly
the one she'd had at the bus stop this morning. Just thinking of that weird figure anding in the dleyway
mede her shiver.

After awhile, she got up and went ingde. Writing up a Biology lab helped take her mind from things
until dinner, when things got horrible because her parents were both mad and worried about Ashley’s
disappearance.

Good riddance, was Nina s only comment on the subject, but she knew enough to keep it to hersdf.

After dinner she cdled Judy, but dl Judy wanted to do was tak about Bernie. Bernie did this and
sad that. He' d asked Judy to a movie this weekend, and did Nina think she could cover for her? It was
only going to be their second date, but it was sort of like going steady, wasn't it?

Nina listened for awhile, getting off the phone as soon as she could with the excuse of having to do
the homework she'd aready finished. Instead she just went to bed.

At least I'll be safe from dreams for awhile, she thought as she lay under the covers, saing up a the
cdling.

They rarely came more than once a week. This week she'd dready had two.

She drifted off, wondering what had happened to Ashley in a degpy, hdf-interested fashion—

—and woke to find her skin covered with fur.

She was garting to get used to it. Not that she liked it—no way, absolutdy not—but she was getting
to the point where the firg thing she did was run a quick check on hersdf to see what kind of animd she
was dreaming she was. The panic dways came later. When she tried to move. When she had to move
because something anvful was about to happen if she didn't ...

Thistime she was awolf.

It wasn't fair. This was the third timein two days. But she' d been a dog before—a mangy little street
muitt thet only stood about astdl as abig cat—and was amost getting the hang of moving its body when
abig German shepherd thought that she’'d make a nice med. A woalf’s body wasn't that different, so
maybe she could get it to work for her.

Bethe bdl.



She moved one paw tentetively, then another, concentrating for dl she was worth until she'd taken a
few wobbly steps, her tal stuck straight out behind her for balance. She grinned as she shuffled forward a
few more steps and came face to face with a sharp drop. A steep cement ravine lay in front of her.
Beyond it was a low wadl. Beyond it, the wolf’s keen night vison brought her a view of the broad
sweeping acres of the Metro Zoo.

She knew a moment’s frudration. Here she was, in the body of a pretty heavy-duty predator—I
mean, who was going to mess around with a wolf?—and she couldn’t go off exploring in the body. But
then she redized that she was aso safe from outside threats as well. No big brave hunter was going to be
taking pot shots a her with hisrifle. She didn’t have to worry about hiding out anywhere, because where
could she be safer than locked up here at the Z00? It was the perfect opportunity to learn more about the
anmd and what she was doing in its body.

Bethe bal.

Maybe she should do her next biology paper on wolves.

She took afew more exploratory steps, her confidence risng as she started to get the hang of moving
around on four legs. The wolf's olfactory senses brought a staggering world of exotic odors to her
nogtrils. She sfted through the myriad scents, enjoying the chalenge of puzzling them dl ouit.

At the far Sde of the wolves enclosure, something moved.

A tiny gibber of fear went scurrying up Nind's spine, but then she saw that it was just more of the
Zoo'sgmdl pack. A hdf-dozen wolves were moving out of the deeper shadows, padding towards her.
The dpha pair—the pack |leaders—were in the fore, the other wolves deferring to them.

Hi there, Nina wanted to say.

Her words came out in ardling growl, gartling her.

| sound like something out of a werewolf movie, she thought. She started to grin at the notion, but
stopped when she redized that her growl had woken an adverse reaction in the other wolves.

Oh, jeez, Ninathought. What did | say in wolf-tak?

The adpha mae approached her on 4iff legs, an answering growl rumbling from deep in his own
chest.

Easy, boy, shetried to say. | didn't mean anything bad.

The words just came out as more growls. The hackles on the apha maée's neck stood & attention.
He paced closer, the other members of the pack drding around her.

Nina began to remember things she' d read about wolves. Like how closdly knit a pack was and how
they’ d drive outsiders away from ther territory. She wasin the body of one of their companions, but she
was probably acting wrong. Probably smdled wrong.

She shot a quick glance at the encdlosing gulch. It was too steep for her to dare the drop. Bt if she
couldn’'t get away—if the wolves couldn’t drive her off from whet they considered ther “territory”—what
would they do?

The answer came with an abrupt attack from the dpha mde.

He lunged at her, teeth, sngpping a her shoulder. Sheflaled out of his way as soon as he moved, o
that while his teeth caught at her flesh, they just nipped her shoulder, not bresking the skin. But the pain
was dill intense—a hot fire burning in her shoulder muscles—and the panic she'd been so successfully
kegping at bay now came dawing up her nerve ends.

Shefdl onto her sde from the sudden motion of evading the wolf’s attack, scrabbling immediatdy to
her feet and backing away. But then she had the drop at her back, the pack in front of her.

Wake up, shetold hersdf. Wakeupwakewupwakeup!

But nothing changed.

Except that the dphamade lunged at her again.

Ash
“It'sokay,” Casse sad. “We're not going to be here long.”



She gave Ash an easy amiile, like they were il just hanging around in the Silenus Gardens instead of
off in some Nevemeverland. Incongruous though that amile was in this place, in this Stuation, it was 4ill
far more reassuring than the mad, lopsided grin that pulled a Bones's features.

“Rignt,” Ash said inaamdl voice. “Not long.”

Shedill couldn’t believe the “here’ part. Where had Upper Foxville gone? And how hed they Ieft it?
From the craggy granite outcrop on which the three of them were gtting, dl she could see was virgin
wilderness. Thousands and thousands of acres of wild forestland, dretching dl the way to the digant
horizon, broken only by the odd idanding outcrop like the one they were on—ancient stone bones,
pushing their way up through the forest to reach for the sky.

This place looked like it had never known the step of awhite man, little say a block of tumbled-down
tenements.

“It's not good to stay in this place for too long,” Bones said, a solemn look taking the place of his
grin. But laughter continued to bubble in the back of his eyes.

Adh gave him a quick glance, then looked away across the panorama of forestland. She knew he
was Cass€'s friend, so she should be able to trust him, but something about him gave her the willies. It
wasn't so much him, she redlized, as what he could do. Like whip them &l away from redlity with nothing
but a chant and some dry ice effects that would do Motorhead proud.

Although maybe they hadn’t been whipped away. The smoke that had come from his pipe ... maybe
it was just some kind of drug and they were dl imagining that they were in this place. Right now the
cops could be hauling their bodies off, while they sat around just spacing out. Wonderful.

Except it fdt too red for that. Ash wasn't sure if that made her fed relieved or not. She was s0
unsettled about the whole thing that it was hard to tdl what she fdlt.

She looked back at him findly.

“Why not?’ she asked. “What would happen if we stayed here for too long?’

“Thisis the spirit world,” he replied, “where the manitou live. We're not meant to vigt it for long
periods of time in our corpored forms. It's a place our spirits travel to when we seek knowledge or
wisdom or to speak with the shades of our ances-tors, but our bodies create ripples of dissonance the
longer they remain, changing them, changing the land. Those changes aren’t dways hedthy.”

“What do you mean by spesking with your ancestors?” Ash wanted to know.

“Ghosts sometimes walk thisland before they are reborn or travel on.”

“Do you know how to cdl them up?’

“I have spoken to the voices of the past,” Bones said. “But it'snot a good ides,” Casse sad.

Bones nodded. “The dead don’t often remember the details of ther past lives If you cdl them up,
they rarely recognize you. Like manitou, they can play tricks on you—not intentiondly, not for the prank
itdf as a manitou might, but smply because you were foolish enough to cal them up in the firs place.
Everything has its price—especidly in this relm—and sometime the coin is dear.”

“Too dear,” Casse added. “You can come away crazy.”

“And sometimes you don't come away at al,” Bones said.

But her mother would recognize her, Ash thought. How could she not?

“Because this is a land of the spirit—of the mind,” Bones went on, “it's difficult to trust one's
perceptions here, particularly when viewing it through the coarse senses of the body. Time travels in
paths, like a gugt of wind. On one path, it travels a the same speed as it does in the world we have so
recently quit. Along another, one minute can be a week. Or aweek can be aday.”

“Like Faerie,” Ash said, having read about mortds sraying for a night into Faerie, only to find that
seven years had passed when they returned.

“Thisisthat same Faerie,” Casse sad. “It’s the otherworld where the spirits live. You can cdl them
manitou or eves or loa—doesn't much matter. Each of us sees them differently. We see the land
differently. But it's dways the same place.”

“BUt—"

“Time we were going,” Bones said, rigng fluidly to his feet. “We ve been here long enough asit is”

“Going?’ Ash asked, scrambling to her own feet. “Can't you just enchant us back?’



Bones nodded. “But if | do that from here, we Il end up back in the squat with the police. We're just
going to move on a bit and put some distance between us. Think of this vigt as a short-cut to get from
one place to another—without being seen by anyonein our world.”

Adh looked around hersdlf, struck not so much by what Bones had said as by what he hadn't said.

“There€ s people watching us here?’ she asked.

Shedidn't see aggn of life

“Spirits watch us” Bones told her with that mad humor rising in his eyes again. “Come dong now
and day close. It's easier to get logt here than you might think.”

Spirits were watching? Ash thought. Maybe her mother was in there behind the trees, looking out at
her ...

“Comeon,” Casse sad.

Bemused, Ash nodded and followed the pair as they made their way down into the trees on the one
gde of the steep hill that was more eadly negotiable than the others. She peered in among the trees as
they went, pausng each time she thought she saw something move, but it was dways just the way the
light caught a branch, or her own shadow cast in among the cedar and firs.

“Don't lag,” Casse told her after she and Bones had to pause for the fourth time to let her catch up.
“You don't want to get logt in this place. Trust me”

“l won't get logt,” Ash assured her.

Cassie nodded. She and Bones moved on, Ash fallowing. But then she saw something else move and
hed to stand very 4ill, trying to make out what it was. This time it wasn't either her own shadow or
aunlight on a branch. This time there redly was someone in there, looking back a her. She could make
out a vague glimpse of dark hair under a gossamer vel that fdl from an odd headpiece, something dong
the lines of those she'd seen in medievd paintings. The body was cloaked in black—a long dress or a
cloak. From its shape, Ash could tdl that this was definitdy a woman.

“Who are you?' she asked oftly.

Casse and Bones had paused again, waiting for her. “Ash!” Casse cdled.

“lugt asec,” Ash replied.

She took a step closer to where the mysterious figure was standing. She had a momentary sensation
of the ground shifting underfoot—a smdler verson of the vertigo that she'd experi-enced when Bones
hed brought them to this place from the squat in Upper Foxville—and then everything changed.

Gone were the cedars and pines. Gone was the daylight. Twi-light lay thick in the woods now—the
trees predominantly birch, rather than the cedar and firs they’d been only a moment ago. The doping
ground had leveled out, making Ash sumble for balance.

She looked back the way she'd come—she'd only taken one step, but she might as wel have
stepped hdfway across the world. And maybe she had, because this no longer fdt like a North American
forest. Instead it had an Old World fed to it, like the forests back home in England. The boughs of fat
beech and oak, wych dm and slver birch trees spread a thick canopy above. Beow them, the ground
was deep with old mulch and cleared of much of its undergrowth.

And Cassie and Bones were gone.

The only trace of them she could find was the sound of their voices. They had a distant, far-off queity
to them—as though they came drifting to Ash from the other side of a hill. Or were seeping in through
some muffling barrier. Cassi€' s voice, cdling her name. And then Bones, taking.

“It' stoo late” he was saying. “ She's gone where we can't follow.”

“We have to find her,” Cassie replied. “I'm responsible for her being here. | can't just go off and
leave her inthis place. She came to me for hdp and now look what I’ve done. If | don't find her, | won't
be able to live with mysdf.”

“You've no choice. There are a thousand thousand paths she might have taken. She might have
stepped into yesterday. Or tomorrow. She might be in a time that never was, or never will be. We can't
possibly follow. We could spend lifetimes looking for her and never even come close to finding her.”

Ash shook her head. What was he saying? What did he mean?

Cassie was dill arguing, but her voice was floating in and out of audibility, like a radio station’s



fluctuating Sgnd, and Ash couldn’t make out what she was saying. But she heard Bones.

“All we can do is go back and wait. And hope that she can find her way home.”

Cassie said something else that Ash couldn’t make out.

“We can pray,” she heard Bones reply before his voice faded as wll.

Ash stared at where she thought the sounds had been com-ing from.

Now I’ve done it, she thought.

Nervous fears went skittering up her spine. She started to take a step back, but then paused to teke
another look at the mysterious figure that had seduced her from the path she'd been following. She
half-expected the woman to be gone, but she was dtting now on a rounded dm stump, short hazd
bushes rigng up behind her. She was looking a Ash with a fant amile that reminded Ash uncomfortably
of Bones's mad humor.

The woman's val fdl only to the bridge of her nose in the front, hiding her eyes, while it cascaded
down to her ankles in back. The headpiece from which it hung seemed to be made of Hiff leather,
encrusted with amdl gems. Another gem—a blue stone in a gold setting—dangled like a pendant from a
black choker and lay in the hollow of her throat. Her skin was pae, pae. In her hand she hdd a
pomegranate, curioudy bound with iconic Slver bands.

She was heart-stoppingly beautiful, just as Ash remembered her mother had been.

She could hear Cassi€’ s voice in her mind.

You can call them manitou or elves or loa—doesn’'t much matter. But this woman wasn't her mum.

Each of us sees them differently.

She was like the fairy princesses in the stories that he mum used to read her.

We see the land differently.

Judt like this forest was like a forest from back home. But it's always the same place.

It fdt familiar. Just as the woman seemed familiar.

Oddly enough, Ash's fears had washed away. The fact that she was logt in this forest didn't seem
that important anymore. Nor did the fact that there was something dangeroudy dluring about this woman.

Trugt me, everything about her said.

Except for her amile

If you dare, was its message.

Asgh took another step forward, and it was then that she noticed the birds. A raven sat on the dm
sump beside the woman, its head resting on her Igp beside the pomegranate. A hawk or a facon was
perched on alow-hanging branch her other side.

Magic, Ash thought. A magic bird lady in amagic place.

A faint voice cried out awarning in the back of her head. Cassi€’ s voice.

You can come away Crazy.

Maybe she dready was crazy, because this whole afternoon had an insane fed about it.

And sometimes you don’t come away at all.

So what was there to come back to? lugt hasdes and londi-ness and that anvful feding of anger that
condantly rode indde her.

Shedidn’t fed angry here.

All she fdt was a sense of wonder.

She moved closer Hill. The woman lifted her head. Through her vell, her eyes dlittered, but ther
dudve expression remained hidden behind the gauze.

“Who are you?' Ash asked again.

“Let me show you something,” the woman said, ignoring Ash's question.

Her voice was husky, but its tones were rimmed with a fant bell-like sound. She st asde the
Slver-banded pomegranate and pulled back the right deeve of her dress to reved a bracdet cluttered
with dozens of siver charms. The charms jingled in amusicd harmony to her voice as she deftly removed
one. It lay for a moment in the pdm of her hand—a miniaure reproduction of some stoneworks, Ash
saw, acircle of ganding stones shrunk down into atiny slver charm—then the woman tossed it onto the
ground between them.



The raven cawed and raised its head from her lap. The other bird half-opened its wings, feathers
rugling. Ash, for her part, could only stand there and stare around hersdf in open-mouthed wonderment
as the charm grew, pushing back the forest until she and the mysterious woman were in the center of a
crde of old worn ganding stones.

“Nothing need be asit ssemsin this place,” the woman said. “Only as you perceive it—as you need
it to be.”

She made an odd movement with her fingers and the stone-works shrank down, the forest dosing in
around them once more, thicker and darker than before. The woman bent down and re-trieved the
charm, which she then refastened to her bracelet. When she straightened up, the hidden gaze behind her
val stud-ied Ash again.

“Do you understand? she asked.

Ash dowly shook her head.

“Who are you?’ was dl she could say.

“You can cdl me Lusewen.”

The woman smiled, that same maddening smile, &t As's bewildered expression.

“But a name's not enough, isit?’ the woman went on. “You want my whole pedigree and history
wrapped up and labded, and then handed to you so that you can comfortably file me away in the proper
dot inyour mind. For dl your ‘open-mindedness,” you're redly just as bad as your sister.”

“l don’'t have asger,” Ash sad.

“Not in the drictest sense of the word, perhaps, but your mothers were twins, weren't they? They
shared the same genes. Surely that makes the two of you close enough dmost to be ssters?’

“How do you know anything about me—about my family?” How do you know nothing about me?’
Lusawen responded. “I only just met you. How could | know anything about you?” The sense of
wonder was fading, the ever-present anger risng up to push it aside.

“Temper, temper,” Lusawen sad.

Ash wanted to lash out at the infurigting woman, but caught hersdf jugt intime.

She' s magic, she warned hersdf. Stay cool, because if you don't, shell probably turn you into a frog.

“Where did you meet my Sgter?’ she asked instead.

“I've never met her,” Lusawen said. “I’ve only watched her spirit go totem-seeking. She's an unusud
girl. There are dways myseries following her around.”

“Myderies?’

“Spirits”

“Likeyou?’

Lusawen smiled. “Still trying to fit meinto adot?’

“You're the one who said | was doing that,” Ash replied. “I never did.”

“But it'swhat you do. | know.”

But then Ash thought about it. It was true that she tried not to make vaue judgments of people just
by their appearance, but that didn't stop her from putting people into convenient little compartments in
her mind. Punkers and draights, headbangers and preppies. You hung around with some, others you
ignored, dill others you avoided ....

“Wha do you mean by totem seeking?’ she asked to change the subject.

“Your ggter’s soirit is drawn out of her body into the bodies of animds, as though seeking the
totemic influence that will guide her life”

“Nina?" Ash asked, the disbelief clear in her voice. “You've got to be kidding.”

Lusawen stood abruptly and caught Ash's hand.

“Look,” she said.

Agan the forest dissolved, only this time it was replaced with something familiar. Lusewen hed
brought her to the Metro Zoo, right smack dab in the middle of the wolves enclosure. Their appearance
interrupted what seemed to be a confrontation be-tween one of the wolves and the rest of the pack.

The pack scattered as she and Lusewen emerged from the spirit world into their midst. The wolves



fled to other parts of the enclosure—all except the one that they’d been picking on. That one cowered
near the lip of the concrete ravine that kept the wolves in ther enclosure and was garing a them
with—ner-vousness, yes, Ash redized, but there was exceptiond intelli-gence present in the animd’s
eyesaswdl.

It had humen eyes.

Her heartbest did a sudden skidding double-timejig.

She d recognize those eyes anywhere. They were Nina' s eyes. It was Ninain that wolf’s bodly ...

Or at leadt it had been Nina. The wolf shivered violently, blinked, and then there was just an animd’s
mind behind its gaze. The wdlf growled, baring its fangs, then fled as its compan-ions had earlier.

But that had definitely been Ninain there.

The zoo faded as Lusewen returned them to the forest in the Otherworld. Ash fdt a litile
weak-kneed and sat down right where she was standing.

How could the whole world change in the space of one afternoon? Ten hours ago, magic was
something she read about in books about the occult, wishing it was redl, but knowing deep down ingde
that it wasn’t. Now she was in the middle of this spirit world—brought here by a shaman who was dso
an Upper Foxville squatter—talking to some wizard woman, finding out that her sweet little cousin was
actudly into some heavy-duty magic suff dl on her own ....

“Jeez,” she sad.

“Do you believe me now?’ Lusewen asked.

Ash dowly nodded. “Kind of hard not to when it'sdl saring meright in the face. | never knew Nina
hed itin her.”

“Oh, it snot her doing,” Lusewen said. “As far as she's concerned, it's dl a nightmare. A recurring
nightmare where she finds hersdf inhabiting the bodies of animas and she doesn’t understand why.”

“Wl, why is it happening?’ Ash asked.

And why wasn't it hgppening to her instead, because she'd & least appreciate it.

Lusewen only shrugged in response, but then Ash remem-bered the reading that Bones had done for
her earlie—the scatter of anima bonesin his Foxville squat that had been cast to make sense of Cassie's
Tarot reading.

The troubl€’'s not yours, he had told her. It touches you, but you're not its focus.

The mixed-up stew of her emotions had drawn something out of the spirit world—out of this
place—and then

It found someone ese to hunt.

It found Nina. And—she closed her eyes, trying to recal what it was Bones had said before she'd
garted joking to him about vampires. Something about a pirit getting weak—no, with-ering was the
word he'd used. It was looking for the energy of ayoung femae spirit to replenish the loss of her own.

Adh opened her eyes and regarded Lusewen with sudden suspicion.

Was she gaing to find a more likdy candidate as to who that hunting spirit might be than the woman
gtting right there in front of her?

“What's the ded?’ she asked Lusewen. “What do you want from me?’

Lusawen gave her that maddening amile.

“l didn't come looking for you,” she said. “You came—"

“Yeah, yeah. | sumbled on you. Except it was just an accident.”

“In the spirit world, there is no such thing as coincidence.”

“You're driving me crazy!” Ash cried.

Lusawen shook her head. “It'sthis place that’s mad,” she said. “Remember what | told you, nothing
need be as it seemsin this place. It's only as you perceive it—as you need it to be.”

“I need hdp,” Ash sad.

“That’'swhat I'm here for.”

AdT's eyes narrowed. She sudied Lusewen's features again, but though the woman ill had that
look about her that re-minded Ash of Bones, Lusawen didn’'t seem to be mocking her. And why did she
dill look familiar? There was something about her—like a name that sat on the tip of your tongue but you



just couldn’t cdl it up.

Nothing need be as it seems to be in this place.

Right. So where did that leave her?

It's only as you perceive it—as you heed it to be.

Was Lusewen even red? Had she jugt cdled the woman up from her own imagingtion?

“Can you send me home?’ Ash asked.

Lusawen nodded. “But what about your Sster?”

“She's not my—" Ash began, then she sighed.

Well, maybe in some ways she was. Or maybe she should start treating Ninalike she was.

“What about her?’ she asked.

“If you want to hep her, you have to do it from here”

“And what do | haveto do?’

“Confront the source of what’s troubling her.”

Wonderful. The best thing in Nind's life would be if Ash moved out of her room—out of the
house—and never came back again. And now she was supposed to hep her cousn?

Adh sghed again.

“So where do | start?” she asked.

Nina

Nina woke, gtting bolt upright in her bed and dutching a tan-gled braid of sheetsin a tight fist. Her
nightie dung damply to her skin. Her body quaked with the aftershock of her nightmare. It was cold in
the room. Icy cold. Her bregath frosted in the air before her as she gulped for air.

Images cascaded through her mind.

The Zoo. The wolves. The attacking aphamae.

And Aghley.

Right there at the end, her cousin gppearing in the middle of the pack, scattering them. Ashley and
somebody dse—only a vagudy remembered imege of a veled figure remained of her cousn's
companion.

It was megic, Nina thought, shivering as much from fear as the cold. What else could you cal Adhley
gopearing in her dream like that?

She shot a glance to her cousn’'s empty bed and her breath-ing literdly died in her chest. She
couldn’t take a breath, could barely focus on what she saw, she was trembling so violently.

A tdl, cloaked figure stood beside Ashley’s bed. Hoary frost rimmed the floor where it stood. Pde
flickers of snow drifted like dust motesin the air between them.

The figure spoke. It was a woman's voice, more hoarse than husky. Though Nina couldn’t
understood what it was that the woman said, the voice itsdf sent icy shivers prickling up her spine.

And she kept thinking: the magic’s redl. Her cousin was usng magic againg he—fird to bring Nina
her avful dreams, and now this. Sending some kind of a demon after her.

The figure spoke again, and this time the foreign words sorted themsdves out in her mind so that she
could understand what was being said.

You are mine.

Nina shook her head numbly.

You were promised to me.

“G-g-go aw-way ...."” Nina managed.

Her teeth were ratling againgt each other and she could barely form the words.

Mine.

The figure took a step towards her and dl of Nind's fears coalesced into one terifying scream. It
came up from her dia-phragm, raw and tearing againgt her throat until it burst dilly from her mouth. The
figure hesitated. It seemed to shimmer, undulating like a reflection in a pool of dill water into which a
pebble had been tossed.

Then the door to Nina s bedroom opened with a bang and her mother was there. The figure vanished



as though it had never been. There was no frost. No snow faling.

But the cold remained, rooted in Nina' s bones.

As did the memory of the cloaked woman and her avful message.

You are mine.

You were promised to me.

Her mother crossed the room quickly and sat down on the edge of the bed, enfolding Nina in her
ams.

“My God,” she said. “You fed likeice”

Nina couldn’t talk. All she could do was Stare a where the cloaked figure had been standing and
shiver.

“Y ou're not going to school tomorrow,” her mother said. “I should never have let you go today.”

Her mother stroked Nina's hair, pushed the damp strands away from her forehead. Sowly Nina's
gaze moved from where her unwanted visitor had been to the doorway where her father stood wearing
the same anxious expresson as her mother.

“Everything okay in here?’ he asked.

“She's got achill,” her mother said. “And she had a bad dream, didn’t your sweetheart?’

Dream? Nina thought. If only it was dl a dream.

“I'll go warm up amilk toddy,” her father said.

“You'll be fing” her mother told her as he left the doorway. “You're just sick and you had a bad
dream. It happens, Nina. It doesn't make it fed any less red, but it was just a dream. Do you want to
tak about it at dl?”

Nina swalowed thickly. “It ... there was ...”

Words just jumbled in her mind as she tried to explain. “It was ... Ashley,” shefindly managed.

Her mother sghed and continued to stroke Nina s hair. “1 know, dear,” she said. “We're dl worried
about her.”

“No, it'snot thet. It sjud ....”

“Y ou were dreaming about her?’

Nina nodded. “It was awful.”

We just have to hope for the best,” her mother said. “ She' s dways had a stubborn streak about her,
| just never expected her to pull something like this. God knows we' ve tried with her.”

You don't know the hdf of what she's pulling, Nina thought.

“But,” her mother went on, “a least one good thing's come out of dl of this. It might not seem like a
nice thing to say, but | have to admit that I'm happy to see you're worrying about her as wdl. | guess
your subconscious knows how you redly fed, even if you don't think you much care for your cousin.”

“My subconscious?’ Nina asked. She wasn't redly sure what her mother was getting a. “What's
thet got to do with anything?’

“That's where dreams come from,” her mother explained. *“ Sometimes dreams are judt its way of
tdling us something that we don’t redly think we know.”

“But | kKnow—"

Her mother lad afinger againg her lips. “Don't get yoursdf upset. What you need now isrest.”

Wha was the use? Nina thought. How could she possbly explan what was going on without her
mother just thinking that she was making it up so that Ashley would look bad? Her parents certainly
weren't going to bdieve in magic and spdls anyway. She was having enough trouble bdieving in them
hersdf. And even if she did manage to convince her parents that she was redly seeing what she'd seen,
they’ d probably ship her off to see adhrink like they’ d done with Ashley earlier this year.

“Here we go,” her father said as he came back into the room. He brought over a mug of seaming
milk, laced with cinna-mon, nutmeg and a dollop of brandy.

“Now you jusgt drink that down.”

Nina took it, grateful for the mug's warmth as she cupped her hands around it. The liquid settled in
her gomach like tiny cods, ther warmth spreading dl through her body. The brandy made her fed

deepy.



“Don’t you worry about getting up tomorrow morning,” her mother said as she tucked Nina back in
under the covers. “You just get as much rest as you can, dl right?’

Nina nodded deepily. She turned over on her Sde, pressing her face againg the pillow after her
parents had |ft the room. But though she was feding drowsy, she doubted she'd be able to deep. The
milk toddy had banished the cold from her body, but the chill of what Ashley was doing to her, and the
memory of that cloaked figure

You are mine.

—continued to spread with like frost forming on a window-pane, brittle and thick.

What was she going to do?

When she findly dept, it was restlesdy, congantly shifting from one position to the another, never
redly getting comfortable until the dawn began to lesk itslight into the eastern skies.

The next morning she was only vegudly aware of first her father dipping into her room to see how she
was before he headed off to work, and then her mother, doing the same as she Ieft for her sudio. It
wasn't until mid-morning that Nina came fully awake to the brittle jangle of the phone ringing a her
bedside.

“I thought you were going to tell me the next time you skipped,” Judy complained as soon as Nina
muttered a deepy helo into the receiver.

“l didn't know | was staying home until it was too late to cdl you,” Nina replied.

“Areyou sck for red?”’

Nina wasn't quite sure how to answer. Was she sck for red? That depended on what was red. If
she had just imagined that woman being in her room lagt night ...

“l don't know,” she sad findly.

“You had another dream, didn’t you?’

“Yeah. And it was the worst one yet, because it was dill going on when | woke up.”

“You're not making much sense,” Judy said.

So Nina explained the whole busness. being a wadlf a the Metro Zoo, the pack attacking her, but
then scattering when Ashley and her mysterious companion had appeared, and findly waking up to the
cold room, with the frost on the floor, snow in the ar, and that horrible thing waiting for her there by
Adhley’s bed.

“Now do you believe me that it's Ashley?” she asked when she finished up.

“Not necessaily.”

“ Jucy!”

“Hold your horses, Caraballo. | believe you had the dream. But maybe you were dill dreaming when
you thought you woke up—do you know what | mean? That's happened to me before, dreaming that
I’'m dreaming.”

“| suppose ...”

“But even if some kind of magic isgoing on, it doesn’t sound like Ashley’s causing it—not from what
you've told me.”

“But she was there at the zoo—checking out her handiwork.”

“Sounds more like she saved your buns from those other wolves.”

“l don't know about that,” Nina said. “Sure, the pack took off when she appeared, but she just
stood there garing at me ....”

Like she couldn’'t bdieve it was me, Nina suddenly redized as she played the scene back in her
head. Like she was shocked to see me there, looking back at her through a wolf’'s eyes. But if Ashley
waan't responsible for what was happening to her, then who was?

She cdled up her memory of the cloaked figure standing by Ashley’s bed. The image was easy to
hold in her mind's eye. As was the woman's creepy hoarse voice.

You are mine.

Frost and snow. Right herein her bedroom.

You were promised to me.

She shivered. Wasiit getting colder in the room? Was that frost riming the windowpane?



“Ning, are you dill there?”’

Judy’ s voice, tinny sounding through the receiver, but com-fortingly familiar, brought her back.

“Yeah, I'm here” Ninasaid.

“Areyou dl right?’

“Not redly. It' s like, if I'm not going crazy, then I’ ve got some heavy-duty witch women after me. 1
don’'t know which isworse.”

“It slikein afary tde, iVt it?’” Judy said.

“What do you mean?’

“What that woman said, about you being promised to her. You know how people are dways
promisng ther firg kid to somebody or other in those stories.”

“Thanks alot. That makes me fed awhole better, thinking that my parents involved meindl of this”

“l didn't mean that they'd redlly doneit. That's just infairy tales.”

“Thisis likebengin afary tae”

“Do you want me to come over and keep you company?’ Judy asked.

“Could you manage it?’

Judy’ s parents kept such a sharp eye on her that it required maor preparations for just hanging out in
the mdl, never mind what it took for her to go out on a date or to skip schoal .. For the latter, a note had
to be forged, which wasn't exactly the easest thing in the world to do because Mr. Woo had very
didinctive handwriting and a flourish at the end of his Sgnature that was dmost impossible to duplicate.
Judy’s younger brother Danny had made it his god in life to perfect his father's sgnaure. So far, his
verson was s0 good thet the school secretary couldn’t tdl the difference, which, while it didn't sisfy
him, was close enough for practica purposes.

“I'll get Danny to write a note for me” Judy said.

“Can you afford it?’

Danny didn’t do anything for free.

“l don’'t have to,” Judy said. “I caught him in the bathroom with a copy of Playboy last night. | told
him then that alittle blackmail can go along way.”

Nina couldn’'t help but laugh.

“He deservesit,” Judy said. “Maybe I'll tdl dl the girlsin his class anyway.”

“You're wicked.”

“But kindhearted where it counts. I'll be by after lunch, okay?’

“Thanks, Judy.”

“Hey, what are friends for?’

Ninaamiled as she cradled the receiver. The chill she'd experienced earlier was no longer in the air,
and she fdt alot better knowing that Judy was coming over—enough so that she got up, put on a pair of
jeans and a sweetshirt, and went down-gtairs to get hersdf something to eat. She got as far as the bottom
riser of the stairs when the front doorbell rang.

Not thinking about what she was doing—"Never let strang-ers in when you're by yoursdf,” her
mother was congtantly warn-ing her and Ashley—she opened the door. Standing on the stoop was a
complete stranger. He was maybe twenty, with short, dark hair and angular features, dressed in jeans, a
white T-shirt and a long black leather raincoat. He looked kind of tough—enough so that Nina was
dready regretting just flinging open the door the way she had. But it was his eyes thet redly gave her the
creeps. They were a pae blue—so pae they dmost seemed colorless—and ther intengty made her
immediatdy uncomfortable.

“Y-yes 7?7 shesad.

“I'm looking for Ashley Enys” he said.

“I'm sorry, but she's not here,” Ninatold him and started to close the door.

The sranger put his hand againgt its oak panels, sopping her.

“It' simportant,” he said.

His eyes glittered menacingly.

“Ijustasecand| ... I'll get my dad. You can talk to him.”



And she'd be out the back door and phoning the cops from next door so fast it'd make his head
Soin. But the stranger shot her feeble plan down before she could even giveit atry.

“l don't think s0,” he said. “Your dad's a work; your mom's a her sudio. It's just you and me,
Nina”

Nina stared numbly a him. How did he know her name and where her parents were? More to the
point, whet did he want?

He pushed past her and walked into the house like he owned it. As soon as he was by her, she
collected hersdlf enough to try to bolt, but he caught her arm and pulled her back ingde with him. Then
he shut the door.

“No one'sgoing to hurt you,” he said. 1 just want to ask you a few questions.”

“Whwhy?" Nina asked, mustering what bravado she could “What are you? A cop, or are you just
writing a book?’

The stranger laughed. “Maybe I’'m a cop writing a book.”

He waked her into the living room and pulled her down so that they were Stting together on the
beanbag couch. He let go of her arm then, and she rubbed the spot where he'd been halding it, dthough
it wasn't redlly sore.

“What do you want with Ashley?” she asked.

“Actudly,” he said, “now thet I've met you, | think | was looking for the wrong one of you.”

Greset, Nina thought. Ashley attracts some fruitcake and now Nina was stuck with him. As if she
didn’t have enough to worry about right now.

Asif she wasn't scared to death.

The sranger leaned back on the couch, folding his arms behind his head.

“So tdl me about these dreams” he said.

Ninawas so surprised that dl she could do was stare a him.

Ash

Adh found that journeying through the spirit world with Lusewen was like taking a pleasant amble
through her own memories of home. The ancient forest in which she fird met her odd compan-ion soon
gave way to moorland, which in turn fdl in a tumble of diffs and rock-strewn indines to the sea. The
landscape could have been plucked draight from the northern coast of Cornwall—an area that she and
her mother had hiked at least one weekend in every month of the year.

Lusawen guided her dong the coadtline, fallowing a narrow track that twisted back and forth upon
itf as it wound through the rocky common thet lipped the diffs. The air was thick with the sdty tang of
the sea. Lusewen's birds—the second was a gos-hawk, she sad when Ash asked what kind it
was—shared the skies with innumerable scolding gulls The ground was springy underfoot, the earth thick
and dark where it was caught between the ancient limestone formetions.

“Thisplace is like a dream,” Ash said as they paused to look down & the view of atiny cover that
hed opened suddenly before them. “Like it mugt have been back home, before the people came.”

“We re the dream,” Lusewen said. “At least in this place.”

“Wha's that supposed to mean?’

Lusewen smiled. “Only that here, in this pirit world, we're less red than the world is itsdf. As its
denizens are like ghosts when they intrude on our world, so we are the ghodly intruders here”

“The people | came with told me that the longer you're here in your physcd form, the more
dangerous it becomes,” Ash said. “That you gtart to go alittle crazy if you're here too long.” She shot her
companion aquick look. “Isthat true?’

“You can dways tdl those who've journeyed often and long in these lands” Lusewen replied.
“There's an otherworldly look in ther eyes—a kind of mad light that makes them appear not quite dl
there anymore. They amile when there' s nothing humorous. They seem to watch things move that aren't
there. Such people are disconcerting to those who haven't traveled here; they make people unessy,
because madness—no matter how dightly it has brushed aganst someone—aways seems dangerous to



those who haven't known its touch.”

Ash thought of Bones' eyes, and of her companion’s—hidden behind her vell, but visble enough to
reved ther brightness. Both Lusawen and Bones had that light in their eyes. They were both as much a
home in this spirit world as Ash was in her own. Maybe more so. Then she remembered the man that
hed fol-lowed her home lagt night. She'd thought he had dangerous eyes, but maybe what she'd seen
was judt the light of the spirit world. Maybe he'd spent time here as well. Though that didn't explain why
he' d fallowed her home from The Occult Shop.

“You sad that mysteries were following Nina around,” she said. “Why’s that?’

“Because she carries amagic insde her.”

Right. Ash was dill having trouble thinking of her cousin as having any ability beyond goplying her
makeup just so and get-ting caught up in whatever was currently getting the hardest sdl, be it the new
Madonna abum or some goofy TV show.

“No,” she said. “I meant why do they do it?’

“Magic attracts them.”

“Do | have that kind of magic indde me—the kind that would attract mysteries?’

Lusewen's eyes glittered behind her vell as she studied Ash for along momen.

“Would that make you happy?’ she asked findly.

Ash shrugged. “I’'m not sure. 1t'd definitdy make life a little more interesting. | mean, | look a what's
going on around me in the red world, | think about what it's got for me, and | don't come up with a
whole lot. At least with magic, | ... | don’'t know. Maybe | could make a difference.”

She thought of her mother. Magic could cdl her back, couldn’'t it? And then everything could go
back the way it had been before she'd died. Normal. Not dl screwed up the way it was now.

“You've got an attitude problem,” Lusewen said.

Ash glared at her. Where did thisfary tae bimbo come off tdling her that?

“Like you'd know dl about it,” she said.

“I know that things haven't been easy for you,” Lusewen began.

Ash gave a quick bitter laugh. “Sure you do.”

“But | do know,” Lusawen said. “I’ve been where you've been. My mother died when | was young.
My father abandoned me. And I've been where you are, too. Waking around with a chip on my
shoulder, wanting so desperately to fit in, but not being able to because there were things in my head for
which the kids around me just didn’t have any frame of reference.

“The way | see it—the way | remember it when | was in your current Stuation—is that you've got
two routes you can take. You can let your bitterness drag you down and make the rest of your life as
empty or worse than it isright now, or you can make something of yoursdf.”

Ash wanted to ask Lusewen about what had happened to her mother. She wanted to commiserate
with her, to share the pain and maybe ease that tight, awful feding that lived insgde hersdf, but that
unaccountable anger wouldn't et her breach the walls she'd erected between her inner sdf and the rest
of the world. The walls were necessary. Because if you let someonein, you just got hurt. There was only
one way to survive, and that was toughting it out on your own.

The two needs warred with each other. She could fed a pat of hersdf reaching out to
Lusewen—the soft part, the core hid-den deep behind the tough veneer, the kid who'd been hurt one
time too many. But when she spoke, it was the toughness that put a sneer on her lips.

“Ohyeah?’ she said. “Like what?’

“What you're doing right now’s a good step—helping your cousin.”

“Big dedl. Like I'm redly doing the world a favor by helping little Miss Sunshine-and-light.”

“You could take alead or two from Nina,” Lusewen said.

Which was what they said to her in school. Why can’t you be more like your cousin? You've got so
much potentid, but you're just frittering it away.

The ghrink that her aunt and unde had sent her to hadn’t been much better.

“I'm dck to death of hearing about Nina,” she said. “ She’'s a good person.”

“And I'm not?’



“l didn't say that.”

“Yeeh, wdl maybeit's easy to be like her. She got dl the breaks.”

“What do you mean?’ Lusewen asked.

Her voice was gentle, soothing. And because of it, because—God knew why—Lusewen redly
seemed to care, Ash could fed tears wdling up behind her eyes.

| won't cry, she vowed. | won't.

But her chest was o tight that it was hard to breathe and she could fed hersdf losng her grip on the
tears.

“Nothing,” she managed. “Let’s ... lel'sjugt ipit ....”

“BU—"

The grief was just too much.

“At least her parents love her! Okay? Is that what you wanted to hear? They didn't say ‘“We don't
want you' or ... or go and dieon her ...”

And the dam burst. She turned away, tears streaming down her cheeks. Lusewen reached for her,
but Ash jerked her am away.

“Don't you touch me!” she cried.

She backed away until she was danding at the edge of the diff, her body sheking as she wept.
Lusewen kept her distance.

She stood with her arms hugging her chest, the raven on her shoulder, feathers ruffled in distress, the
goshawk drding above her, filling the air with anxious, eerie cries.

Y our mother loved you,” Lusewen said softly.

Adh only wept harder.

“She didn’'t want to leave you ... to go away the way she did.”

At that the pain ingde Ash grew worse.

“You do believe that, don't you?’

Ash could only nod. The tears wouldn't stop.

“And your father’sjust ajerk for not wanting you.”

“E-easy for ... foryouto say ....”

“Come on, Ash, Lusewen said. She moved a few steps closer, her voice like a soothing bdm. “The
world's ful of people like him. People who only think of themsdves. People who won't take
respongbility for things that they should. People who can't love ...”

Ash turned an anguished face to Lusewen, tears dill stream-ing. When she spoke, her words came
out in gulps between the tears.

“Then...l guessI’'m ... just ... just likehim ... aen't | 7

Lusawen closed the distance between them. Shelaid a hand on Agh's shoulder. Ash flinched, but she
didn't draw away as Lusawen cupped her chin and lifted her head o that they could look each other in
the eye.

“l don’'t believe that,” Lusawen said.

“How ... would you know? You don't ... don’t even know me.....”

But the wind blew the vel back from Lusawen's eyes and something sparked between them. In that
moment Ash fdt as though the woman's gaze went right ingde her. It was as though Lusewen could see
every hidden crack and cranny that Ash had secreted away behind her protective wdls. Could see dl
Ash had ever been or thought or done, weighed it and didn’t find it wanting.

“You've made mistakes” Lusewen said, “and you've had bad luck, but in your heart—where it
counts—you're a good person. That's enough for me”

Adh sniffled and wiped her nose againg her deeve. She didn't protest when Lusewen drew her into
her arms and held her tight.

“It should be enough for you, too,” Lusewen said.

It was awhile before they went on. Lusewen took a charm from her bracelet. When she cdled it up
into life, aamdl table appeared on the moor, lopsdey leaning againg a limestone outcrop and laden with
two mugs of tea and a plate of amdl cakes. Ash accepted the tea gratefully. She didn't think she was



hungry, but once she tried a cake—they were sort of like honey and nut muffing but had a heavy cake
texture—she ended up edting four of them. When she started on a fifth, but found she couldn’t finish it,
Lusawen taught her the names of her birds and showed her the trick of cdling them down onto her
shoulder or am to feed them.

The raven’'s name was Kyfy, the goshawk, Hunros—meaning “trus” and “dream” respectively,
Lusawen explained.

“Why did you cdl them that?’ Ash asked.

“To remind me to trust in my friends as wel as in mysdf, and that when things get blesk, it's 4ill
possible to dream, to hope. Sometimes just thinking positively makes things get better, just as the inverse
can be true”

“Attitude,” Ash said with afant amile

“Something like that. Are you feding better?’

Ash nodded.

“Enough to go on?’

Ash nodded again. She was feding better, if oddly subdued.

As though in response to her mood, the landscape changed as they journeyed on. The moors
became more bleak, the diffs more forbidding. There were no birds now except for Kyfy and Hunros.
Theair grew progressively cooler until Ash had to button up her jacket. She glanced a her companion,
but Lusawen didn’'t seem to fed the cold.

Hours later, after traveling through increesingly desolate heathland, they topped a smdl hill. Below
them, hidden in asmdl valey, lay aforest of pine, heavy with snow. The wind coming up the hill to meet
them had a winter’'s breath. Hunros landed on Lusewen’'s shoulder and complained in his high-pitched
voice. Kyfy rode the cold wind in a descending circle until he, too, sought a perch. He chose Adh's
jean-clad shoulder, much to her ddight. She reached up a hand and tentatively stroked his gleam+ing
black feathers.

“That’'s where she lives” Lusewen sad.

Adh's momentary happiness fled. She wrapped her ams around hersdf, chilled as much from the
cold as from the grim look of the forest. Catching her mood, Kyfy shifted nervoudy on her shoulder,
talons gripping alittle tighter than was comfortable.

“Who does?’ Ash asked.

But she knew.

“Yawau-tse” Lusawen replied. “The spirit who has laid daim to your sister’s soul.”

Adh didn't even bother correcting her. Cousin or sister, she supposed it didn’t redly matter. She just
looked down at the forest and shivered.

Nina

Lounging on the sofa, the stranger appeared completely relaxed. He acted as though the house was
his and Nina was the intruder. It was a disconcerting sensation for her, but what made Nina fed even
more rattled was that, for dl the tough leanness of his features, he didn't seem very threatening at dl, just
lazing there.

Except for hiseyes.

They were dangerous eyes. Spooky lights flickered in their depths, promisng menace. They scared
Nina so much that she couldn’'t move.

Please don't let im kill me, she thought.

“The dreams,” the stranger said.

“Wh-who are you?’

“That's not redly the question you want answered, isit?” he replied. “Or it'sonly part of it.”

“What do you mean?’

“You want to know how | know dl about you. What I’'m doing here. What | want from you.”

Nina nodded uneesly.



“My name's Alver,” he said. “But you can cdl me Al—like in the song.”

There was amocking look in his eyes now.

| just want to cal you gone, Nina thought. Out of my life. “Doesn’'t help, doesit?” Alver said.

She shook her head.

“l was fallowing your cousin because she plays with magic,” he said, “but you are magic.”

“Me?’

Alver nodded.

“It's the magic that cdls us—from the Otherworld. And it's the magic that made it easier for me to
find you.”

“Oh, come on,” Ninasad.

Her fear wasn't forgotten, but this was so preposterous that she couldn’t hep but protest.

“I'm about as magic as a piece of cdery,” she added.

Alver amiled. “Actudly, certain Native People use the roots and seed of the cdery plat as a
gimulant and tonic, even as a nerve sedative. That's a sort of magic, wouldn't you say?’ His amile gave
Ninathe creeps.

“| suppose. But that doesn’t make me magic.”

“No. But what about your dreams?’

“What about them?’

“What do you think they are?’

Ninasghed. “A pan.”

“Andif | told you they were red?’

I"d think you were a fruitcake, Nina thought, but she redlized she should be more diplomatic.

“I wouldn't believe you,” she said.

“l see”

For along moment then, he sat there without spesking. The mockery died in his eyes, replaced by a
remote, dmost melan-choly look that made Nina think he was looking right through the wals of the
house, off into unseen distances. As though he could see things there that nobody e se could.

And they weren't very happy things.

“Let me tdl you a gory,” he sad. “Imagine there€'s a place, a faaway place that’s not in this
here-and-now, this world of yours, but is ... someplace ese. A vdley, hidden from prying eyes even in
that hidden otherworld. The people who live there are like the hamadryads of your Greek
mythology—they livein the trees. They are literdly a part of the trees. Mobile sensory units, if you will,
for no matter how far they travel from ther home tree, they dill remain a part of it—some essentid
essence of them stays behind in the tree. And unlike the classcd interpretation of these beings in your
world, both sexes are represented.”

Nina didn't like the sound of this. Imagine this place and its people, he'd said, but he didn’t sound
like he was imagining it. He sounded like he thought it was red. Like the way he kept referring to “your
world” when he was talking about the only world there was. Or the bit about her being magic. Next thing
he'd tdl her was that these people kept the ingde of ther treehouses wrapped in tinfal to hide them from
UFOs and that Elviswas their literd king.

Crazy was fine. People could be as crazy as they wanted to be. But not like this. Not pushing ther
way into your home with their scary eyes to tdl you weird stories. Because thiskind of crazy weas like the
kind where the guy pulls out agun and starts making his point by killing a few dozen people.

And since she was the only person here ...

“Are you with me so far?’ he asked.

Nina nodded quickly, not wanting to make him angry. “Uh, sure.”

Play dong with him, she told herself. Keep him happy.

She looked around the living room as he went on, trying to decide what she could use to hit him
with—just saying she got the chance. She settled on a vase her mother had made in a ceramics class
she'd taken a couple of years ago. It was solid enough to knock him down, but wouldn't kill him like
hitting him with the hammer her dad had forgotten to take to work with him this morning might.



“Naturdly,” Alver was saying, “this forest would be the literd lifetime of these people. If their trees
were to die, so would they. Ther lives are dependent on the forest and its seasond life cycle. In soring
they blossom. Summer is alivdy time. Autumn afruitful harvest. In winter they deep.”

He paused and cocked an eyein her direction.

“Makes sense” Ninasad quickly.

The vase was across the room, stting on the table by the window. How many steps was that?

“The important thing to remember isthat as these people are dependent on the forest, so the forest is
dependent on the seasond cycle. It needs the winter to rest, to garner strength. It needs the summer to
grow and drink the sun. The baance is Sgnificant. Without it, the naturd order is upset and things ...
change”

Nind s attention returned to him. He was no longer taking the way he had when he'd fird come to
the door, she redized. He 4ill spoke English, but it had thickened with an indefinable accent. The
cadences of his speech had changed as wdl, from a kind of streetpunky brashness to something more
dong the lines of the way her English teacher’s voice sounded when he was reading doud from a
textbook.

“One year winter came to this valey,” Alver continued, “as it does every year, fdlowing fast on the
heds of autumn’s harvest, but thistime it didn't go away. Thistimeit stayed. Y ear followed year, and ill
it remained. And do you know why?’

Because space diens kidnapped a dwarf nun? Nina thought, but she wasn't stupid enough to say it
doud. Ingtead, she just shook her head.

“Because she had come.”

Alver lapsed into Slence again.

He redly bdieves this quff, Nina thought. Which left her in deep trouble. Her gaze flitted back to the
vase, then searched the room looking for something that might be easier to reach if she got the chance.
But it was the vase or her dad’ s hammer—one or the other. Anything else she could think of was just too
far away.

“Who's ‘sheé 7’ Ninafindly asked as the slence dragged on for too long.

Alver blinked and those pale eyes of hisfixed her with their menacing gaze.

“Her name' s Y awau-tse—that’ s a Kickaha word which means being-of-white-fire.”

“I'm part Kickaha,” Nina said, unable to stop hersdf from bringing it up. “My grandmother on my
dad’ s sde was a full-blooded Kickaha.”

“I know.”

“Oh”

Like it was a crime, Nina thought. Though maybe to him it was. Who knew wha was going on
behind those spooky eyes of his? Maybe he had a thing againgt Native People no matter how thin the
blood ran in them.

“Yawau-tse is an earth soirit,” Alver said. “A winter spirit. Where she makes her home, the snow
never leaves. Nothing can grow. The whed of the seasons ceases to turn. And when it doesn't turn, then
the wheds of our own lives can't turn either. We become locked in the stasis of winter. Our spirits wither
and grow old without replenishment. We dl become a little mad. Some of us die. In the end, well dl
die”

His voice was harah, hitter. The eyes hard with pain and anger.

“Dying's part of another cycle—another whed,” he added. “We can accept that. But Ya-wau-tse
bringsit to us too soon. And too unnaurdly.”

He fdl slent again, but this time the tenson lay in the air thick enough to make Nina find it hard to
breathe again. Her chest was o tight that her lungs just couldn’t seem to work properly.

“l ... | dill don't see . she began.
“What it's got to do with you?’
Nina nodded.

“Even spirits aren’'t immortd,” Alver said. “Most amply live out the span of ther years, just as we
do. But some have tasted worship and gained strength and even a longer life span from it. They come to



need the nourishment of that worship. Otherwise they wither and fade away. They become addicted to
the concept of immortdity and ther own power. When worship is denied them, they look for thar
nourishment in other ways.”

Ninafound him looking & her in away that made her skin crawl.

Here it comes, she thought.

Her legs began to tremble.

“You ... you're not thinking of ... feeding meto her, are you?’ she asked.

Alver shook his head. “lust the opposite.”

Rdief went through Nina, her tendon easng like ar escap-ing from a deflated baloon, until he
reached a hand into the inner pocket of his raincoat and brought out a switchblade. A flick of the thumb
and its gainless ged blade legpt from the handle with a sharp dlick that made Nina's pulse jump back
into double time.

“l have to kill you so that she won't have a chance to feed on you,” Alver said.

His voice was gpologetic. The sadness in his eyes directed towards her, rather than the plight of his
people.

All Nina could do was stare a the blade of his knife. Her entire being seemed concentrated on it.
The way the light caught the stedl. The shimmers of blue in the metal. The razor thinness of its blade.

“W-why ...me... 7

“There are prescriptions even for beings such as Yawau-tse,” Alver explained. “She can't take a
vidim at random—only one that has been dedicated to her, and then only when that one has reached
maturity. When she was worshipped, she could have taken any of her followers, for they were dl
dedicated to her, but a that time she didn’'t need to. Their worship sustained her. Now that she needs
nourishment, she has only you.”

“Thisisn't something my people and | are proud of. It's not something we want to do. But to survive,
we have no choice. Y awau-tse withers more each day. If we can prevent her from feeding, shéll soon
fade avay and well be free. The whed of the seasons will turn once more, and the whedls of our lives
will turn with it. We would drike at her directly, but even in her weakness she is too powerful for us to
win such a confrontation.

“I'm truly sorry.”

As he started to reach for her, Nina backed as deeply into the beanbag sofa as she could to get
away from him.

“You've got the wrong person!” she cried. “Nobody’ s dedi-cated me to anybody.”

Not even Ashley? she asked hersdf, then redized just wha stupid question that was. Like any of
what this guy was saying was red. He was so smooth that she'd gotten caught right up in his little
supermarket tabloid fantasy, but it wasn't redl. All that was red was that he was nuts and she was about
to die

“Of course you were dedicated,” he said in a reasonable voice that completely beied the knife in his
fig, the hard grip of his hand as he grabbed Nina's shoulder and pulled her towards him. “Otherwise
Y awau-tse wouldn't send your spirit totem seek-ing, now would she?’

At her blank look, he added, “Y ou haven't been dreaming. Y awau-tse can only take you when you
have found your totem—among her people that's the 9gn of maturity. That's why your spirit's been
leaving your body and entering thet of other creatures.”

Ninanumbly shook her head. “That ... that’s not true.”

“For dl our sakes, | wish it weren't. But it is. The proof lies before us. | can andl Yawau-tse's
touch upon you. Someone dedicated you to her and now she seeks to dam that bounty.”

Ninadill shook her head. “W-who? Who did it?’

“l don’t know who. It's usudly on€e's parents, but it's not important, anyway. It's not rdevant to the
busness a hand.”

As he pulled her closer, she findly found the strength to struggle, but it didn't do any good. He was



stronger than he had any right to be. He hed her captive as eadly as though she were just a toddler,
ignoring the ineffectud blows that she rained upon his shoulders. The dlittering blade of the knife rose up
as helifted his face, blinding Nina with the fear it woke in her.

“Pease forgive us” he said.

“No!” Nina cried. She whipped her head back and forth, dammed her hands againg him. “You're
crazy! None of thisistrue!”

She heard a shriek then—a long, piercing sound that rang illy in her ears. She was sure that it was
her own voice, until Alver lifted his head to look at the doorway where the sound had actudly originated.

In his brief moment of distraction, Nina heaved desperately away from him and managed to pull
hersdf free of hisgrip. She ralled to the floor and was on her feet in a moment, bounding to the far sde
of the living room before she turned to see what had interrupted Alver’s attempt to murder her.

Judy stood there, hands lifted up to her face, eyes wide with shock. When Alver rose from the sofa,
Judy turned and bolted, il screaming. Curaing, Alver followed her.

Now’s my chance, Ninathought. I'll just dip out the back and call the cops.

Except there was Judy. If he caught her ....

Swallowing thickly, Nina grabbed the vase she'd settled on earlier ran quickly into the hall after them.

Judy had only managed to get as far as the front door where Alver had her pinned up againg the
wall. She was dill screaming. “Shut up, shut up!”  he shouted.

Nina crept up behind him, the vase lifted above her head. Please don't let me screw up, she prayed.

But just as she got near enough to hit him, some sxth sense seemed to warn Alver. He turned, pae
eyes sharp with anger, an animd snarl on hislips. He started to lift a hand to protect himsdf, but he was
too late. Nina swung the vase and it con-nected with the sde of his head. There was one moment of his
eyes widening with shock at the pain, then he dropped to the floor like a marionette with its strings cut.
The knife dropped from hisfig as he fdl and went skittering down the halway.

Nina stood over him, the vase hdd limply in her hands. Her fingers fdt nerveless. They opened of
their own valition and the vase dropped to shatter on the floor. There was a strange hum-ming in her
ears. It took her awhile to redlize that it was the sound of her own blood, thrumming in the sudden silence
that had settled in the halway. She glanced at Judy, who was saring a Alver’s fdlen figure. Judy hugged
hersdlf, shivering with shock.

“Is ... ishe dead?’ she asked.

“l don’'t know,” Nina said.

“Shouldn’t we find out?”

Nina glanced from Judy to the fdlen man. There was blood on Alver’'s temple where she'd hit him.
His chest didn’'t seem to be moving.

“l ... I'm too scared to touch him,” she said.

Judy nodded in agreement. “Blt ... shouldn’t we do some-thing?’

Everything was a confused muddle in Nind' s head. She was totdly unprepared for the redlity of what
was happening. It was o different from how it seemed to work on TV or inamovie. The heroesin those
shows dways knew just what to do.

She was having trouble remembering how to breathe.

“l ... | guess we should cal somebody,” she sad findly.

Judy nodded again. “We should cdl the police—oh shit. I'm not even supposed to be here. My
parents are going to kill me when they find out.”

What aweird thing to bring up, Nina thought. Here they’d just survived an attack by a knifewidding
maniac, and Judy was worried about getting caught skipping school. Not that she was doing much better
hersdf. Now that Alver was down and out, dl of the weird things he'd been tdling her came back to
buzz around insde her head like flies betting up againgt a window.

Her soirit going totem-seeking.

Tree-people on wheds of time.

Someone dedicating her to an earth Sirit.

“Nina?’



She blinked and looked at Judy.

“What if he comes around while we're cdling the police?” Judy asked.

Nina nodded and findly stirred. “We Il have to tiehim up.”

“BEvenif he's ... dead?’

“l don’'t think he’s dead.”

Nina didn't even want to think about having killed him. It didn’t matter that he’'d been ready to kill
them. That part didn't seem quite rea anymore.

“I'll get some rope,” she said.

“I'm coming with you,” Judy told her. “I can't stay here done with him.”

“Then you get the rope,” Nina said. “I think my dad left some in the kitchen cupboard under the
ank.”

She had visons of them both going off and coming back to find him gone. That she couldn’t handle a
dl. it d be too much like one of those dasher movies where, no matter how many times the maniec is
killed, he just keeps getting up and coming after the kids ...

She grabbed her dad’s old basebdl bat from the closet by the front door and stood over the fdlen
mean, dutching the handle tightly, her knuckles whitening.

“Go on,” shetold Judy. “As soon as we get him tied up, I’'m going to cdl my dad. HEll know what
to do.”

And then she could just collgpse in hisarms and stop pretending that she was brave.

“Okay,” Judy said.

She edged by Alver’s body and went into the kitchen.

Nina could hear scrabbling sounds as Judy looked for the rope. Her pams grew swesty where they
pressed agang the tape-wrapped end of the bat. She kept thinking she saw Alver move—a finger
twitch, an eydid flutter. It took Judy three weeks to find the rope, another month to come back to the
hdll with it.

“Tienimup,” Ninasad.

Judy shook her head. “No way. You tiehim up.”

She exchanged the rope for the basebal bat and stood over Alver as Nina gingerly touched him, firgt
with a toe to see if hed move, then findly trussng him with the rope. By the time she was done, he
looked like a cartoon heroine tied up on a set of ralway tracks, the rope tied around and around him as
often as its length would alow.

When she was findly done, she phoned her dad and then told Judy what Alver had been ranting
about.

Judy shook her head dowly, looking from Nina to their captive as Nina spoke.

“l was judt joking,” she said when Nina was done. “About your parents promising to give you to the
bad fary.”

“Don't you start,” Nina replied.

“Yeah, but—"

“Besdes my parents would never do anything like that, okay? The guy’sjust nuts”

“Then how did he know about your dreams? | sure didn't tdl him.”

She gave Judy an anguished |ook.

“All that Suff he was saying ... it can't be true ... canit?

People living in trees and evil spirits. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Y ou're the one who said that Ashley was awitch,” Judy said. “Yeah, but that was ...”

What? Nina asked hersdf. Different?

She looked down at Alver. With his eyes closed, he just seemed to be desping. He dill [ooked
tough, but there was a kind of innocence about him as well.

“But how dse could he know?” Judy asked. “About your dreams, about you and your family?’

Nina shivered. “I can't handle this”

And then her father came home. John Caraballo took one look at the trussed-up figure and then
enfolded Ninain hisarms.



“Jesud” he said. “When you said there d been alittle trouble .... Are you okay, sweetheart?’

Nina nodded againg his chest.

Stroking her hair, he looked over a Judy, the bat dill gripped in her hands.

“How about you?’ he asked.

“I'm okay now, Mr. Carabdlo.”

“Thank God for thet,” he said. “If the two of you can just hang in there for a moment longer, I'll call
the police” He turned to Nina. “Did he say anything about Ashley? This has got to be connected to her
disappearance. I’ ve been awreck a work dl morning just worrying about her.”

“Uh, Dad?

“What isit, Nina?’

“Maybe you should hear what he had to say before you cdl the police”

Her father frowned. “What are you taking about?’

“Well, before this guy showed up, I've been having these weird dreams and the thing is, he knew dl
about them. I’'ve only ever talked to Judy about them, and neither of us have told anyone else, but he
knew just what had been happening to me in my dreams. And then he started taking about magic and
Kickaha earth spiritsand ...”

Her voice trailed off at the confused look on her father’s face. He gave Nina and Judy a congdering
look and sghed. Bending down, he checked Alver’s bonds; then he sat down there in the hdl with the
two girls, Nina and Judy on one side of ther captive, he on the other.

“Okay,” he said. “I guess we can hold off cdling the police for a couple of minutes. What did this guy
tdl you?’

Alver regained consciousness right near the end of Nina's story, though no one noticed until Nina had
finished tdling her dad the whale thing. It was Judy who fird saw that Alver's eyes were open and
watching them. She gasped and pushed hersdf as far back againg the wdl as she could to get away from
him.

Nina knew just what Judy was feding, but she didn’t fed as scared anymore. Not with her dad there.

“They told me not to talk to you,” Alver said to Nina “They sad, just do it, but | thought you
deserved to know why.”

Nina's father grabbed Alver by the lgpes of his raincoat before Nina could respond and hauled him
up from the floor until their faces were only inches apart.

“What've you done with Ashley?” he demanded. “What' ve you done with her, you miserable excuse
for a human be-ing.

“But I'm not humen.”

The cdmly stated remark just made John Carabalo more angry. “Where isshe?’ he cried.

He punctuated every word with a shake that was hard enough to rattle the teeth in Alver's head.
Nina had never seen her father so angry before, and it frightened her dmost as much as Alver had earlier.
Her dad wasn't supposed to lose contral like this. She reached across and lad a hand on her hisarm.

“Dad,” she said nervoudy. “Don't ....”

He turned to her, a stranger’s eyes watching her for a long moment until the wild look findly cleared
from his gaze. Sowly he lowered Alver to the floor, then held up his hands and looked a them in
surprise. They were shaking.

“Jesus” he sad. “Look a me”

“Dad, what if it's true?’ Nina said.

Her father shook his head. “It's not possible. The kinds of things he told you about just don't exigt.”

“But my dreams ...”

A troubled look touched her father’s features.

“Totem dreams,” he said softly.

From the way he spoke, Nina knew that the dreams had struck a chord in him.

“Do you know something about them?’ she asked.

“My granddad—Nana Ouickturtle' s father—used to tak about them,” he said. “Back in the gxties,
when | was going back to my roots, like every other kid who had even a drop of Native blood in him, he



told me about the two kinds of totems—the dan totem, the one that looks out for your family as a whole
and then the persond one, the one you have to go on a spirit journey to find. A shaman would put you
into a specid kind of a trance, and then your spirit was supposed to go waking, looking for that persond
totem.”

“Did you ever do that?’

Her father Sghed. “I didn’'t know any shaman, but | used to ... experiment with different things back
then.”

Which was another way of saying he'd tried drugs, Nina thought.

“Our dan totem was the cetfish.” He gave Nina arueful look. “Not very exating, isit?’

“Not very.”

“So | tried to find my persond totem on my own. | was hoping for a wolf or a bear or an
eegle—something impressive that | could talk up to people, you know? Or if not tha—if it wasn’t going
to be something that was immediady specid sound-ing to a non-Native—then a least something
individud to the Kickaha, like the toad, which was supposed to be especidly lucky, or the crow.”

“What did you find?" Nina asked.

“Nothing. | just got high and risked the good hedlth of my body for some stupid kicks. | was lucky. |
didn't hurt mysdf. Not like some of my friends ....”

Nina could see unpleasant memoaries crowding in behind his eyes and knew he had to be thinking of
some old friend who had become a junkie or ODed. She could never figure out why people took that
kind of a chance with their hedth. It sure wasn't something she'd ever try hersdf.

John Caraballo shook his head. “Enough of this. It's time we cdled the police”

“l can proveit'sred,” Alver said as Nina s father started to rise. “I can take you to my world.”

John looked a him. “It doesn't matter. Even if what you say is true—which | don't bdieve for a
moment—what makes you think I’ d sacrifice my daughter for your people?’

“Your jal won't hold me” Alver said.

“I'm betting it will.”

“And evenif it did,” Alver added, “evenif my people don't send someone else to complete the task |
was set, your daugh-ter’ s dill in danger.”

John's eyes narrowed dangeroudy. “Don't thresten me, pd. Don't thresten me and don’'t—don’t
ever—threaten my family.”

“The threat doesn’t originate with me—it comes from the earth soirit you dedicated your daughter to:
Y awau-tse.”

“l never dedicated my daughter to any ...”

But again his voice trailed off as more memories arosein a press behind his eyes.

“Jesus” he said softly.

“Dad?’ Nind s eyes were wide with shock. “Isit true?’

“1 ... it was never something | ever redly thought about snce those days ....”

“What isit?’ Nina cried.

“It was the summer you were born,” her father explained. “Y our mother and | were at a Renaissance
far—one to celebrate the middle of summer. We were more into the spiritud sde of environmenta
concerns back then. The earth is our mother and that kind of thing. There was a big bonfire one night and
we had an impromptu naming ceremony for you, dedicating your spirit to the good of the earth ....”

Nind s features went white.

“Oh, jeez,” she sad. “Thenitistrue”

“Absolutely not,” John replied. “Y our mother and | were just kids back then, and we were into a lot
of dternate lifestyles and bdlief systems, but we certainly weren't involved in any kind of a cult that would
require the sacrifice of our daughter.”

“Tel thet to this Y awhatever,” Nina said.

“Yawautse,” Alver said.

Both Nina and her father gave him a dirty look.

“Nina” John said. “All of thisis just nonsense.”



“Oh, yeah? Wel, what if this Yawau-tse made the same mistake that Alver did and she's got
Adhley?

“l ...” Her father shook his head. “It's not possible—not the mumbo-jumbo way he's tdling it with
earth spirits and other-worlds and that kind of thing. He might be involved in Ashley’s disappearance, but
it'sthe kind of involvement that’s set right here, in our world. We ll let the police sort it out.”

“Youwill seg” Alver said.

“No,” John told him, “ you're going to see” He turned to Nina. “Can you watch him while | phone
the police, sweetheart?’ Nina nodded.

“That'smy girl.”

As her father rose to his feet, Alver began to speak once more, but thistime it was in a language that
none of them could understand. He delivered the words with a nasal tondity, dragged the sounds of them
together so that they bled into each other. Ligening to him, little shivers of dread crawled up Nina's
oine. As his voice took on a sng-song qudlity, sweat began to bead on his forehead. His eyes were
tightly closed.

“D-dad 7?7

“It'sgoing to be okay,” her father said.

He hurried off into the kitchen to make the call.

Left behind, the two girls stared at thelr chanting captive. “God, he redly gives me the creeps,” Judy
sad.

Nina nodded, but she didn’t speak. She was scared again, because something was about to happen.
She didn't know what, she just knew that there was more to Alver’'s story then a crazy man's ranting.
Theair in the hdlway suddenly fdt charged with eectricity. Goosebumps marched up her ams and she
couldn’'t help shivering.

“Nina.... 7" Judy began, but Nina saw it too.

Thear was getting cloudy. Mist was crawling out from under the floor where Alver lay and fogging
the hdlway.

“Dad!” she cdled.

That sense of something impending sharpened abruptly. By the time her father returned, his cal il
unmeade, the hdlway was thick with mist. They could sill hear Alver’s chanting, but it had grown soft as a
whigper now—as though it came to them from some great distance.

“What the ... 7 Nind s father began.

The chanting fdl ill.

Nina and Judy scrambled to ther feet and stood behind John as he pressed forward, reaching for
where ther captive was hid-den in the unaccountable fog.

There was nothing there for him to grab.

Thefog cleared as precipitoudy as it had come. When it was gone, they saw that it had taken Alver
with it. All that remained of ther captive were the cails of rope with which they’d tied him, lying in an
untidy heap on the floor.

Nine and Judy held onto each other, both shaking. Nina's father stepped forward and dowly bent
down to pick up the rope. It hung limpin his hand as he turned to look at the girls.

“It's... ItT'sjust not possible” he said.

But the evidence lay there in his hand, plain for them dl to see.

All Nina could think as she looked &t that rope was, if Alver could do this, if he could magic himsdf
away like this, then wasn't everything dse true?

Otherworlds and totem seeking and earth spirits .... Yawau-tse.

To whom her parents had dedicated her.

Withering and in need of new blood to rejuvenate her. She was doomed, Nina thought.

Theredization lay like a cold stonein the pit of her ssomach. She looked at her father but could find
no comfort in his own stunned reaction. The redity of Alver’smagic seemed to have leached his strength
from him.

Doomed.



Ash

“Do you know how to ski?” Lusewen asked.

Adh pulled her gaze away from the forest below to look a her companion.

“Not redly,” she sad. “Why?’

“It would be the quickest way down the dope.”

Adsh nodded. The snow lay in athick blanket over the vdley and its surrounding dopes, puddied like
porridge in a bowl. It was not going to be fun plowing through it. She drew her jacket more tightly
closed. They weren't exactly dressed for the weether down there ether, especidly not Lusewen in her
shimmery black dress and that long vell.

“l could learn,” Ash said.

Lusewen laughed. “It’s not the kind of thing you pick up in a few minutes. Never mind. I've got
something e se that'll do the trick.”

She unfastened a charm in the shape of a amdl tepee from her bracelet and tossed it to the ground.
As soon as the slver touched the moorland, the tepee grew up around them, enfolding them in its
warmth. A fire burned low in the center, the banked coas surrounded by stones, the smoke escaping
through the hole at the top where the support poles met. Thick furs lay on the floor. The amdl of damp
leather and smoke was gtrong in the air. The smokiness made Ash's eyes ding, but she was happy for
the warmth.

“Seeif something fits” Lusewen said.

She indicated a heap of fur dothing that was piled up againgt one leather wall.

“How do those things work?” Ash asked.

“The charms?’

Ash nodded.

“They’re magic,” Lusewen said with asmile

“l know that. It'sjust .. how can something so smdl and made of slver become full-9zed and red? It
doesn't make awhole lot of sense”

“Magic’'s like that. These charms work here, in the spirit world—in dl aspects of the soirit
world—but not in our own.”

“Too bad.”

“To each world its own wonders.”

“1 suppose.”

Lusewen had outfitted hersdf in the dothing while they spoke, choosing a fur parka and leggings, a
thick scarf and a pair of warm boots with the fur turned indde. Ash quickly followed suit. Except for a
pair of boots that fit perfectly, the clothes she found were dl alittle too big.

“Welook like apair of Eskimos,” she said as she wrapped her scarf around her neck.

“But we'll be warm,” Lusewen replied.

Lying on the buckskin floor near another wal was a tobog-gan, which she picked up.

“All set?” she asked.

Ash nodded.

Lusewen made that odd movement with her fingers again and the tepee returned to its charm shape,
taking with it its dark warmth. Ash blinked in the brighter light outsde and took the toboggan from
Lusawen while the older womean retrieved the charm and snapped it back onto her bracelet.

“How come this suff—" Ash fingered the deeve of her fur parka “—didn’t disappear as wdl?’

Lusawen shrugged. “For the same reason that we weren't hungry after our med earlier. | don't know
what the charms are—where they came from or how they work; | just know how to use them.” Taking
the toboggan back, she st it on the snow at the top of the dope and added, “Do you want to St in front
or the back?’

“Ddfinitdy the front,” Ash said.

Lusewen amiled. “I thought you'd say that.”



The ride down to the forest was exhilarating. Kyfy and Hunros swooped above them, filling the air
with sharp raucous cries that twinned the laughter that came bubbling up Ash's own throat. For the
moment, troubles and trids were forgotten. She was breath-less by the time they reached the bottom,
and not even the gloomy umbra of the forest could dispe her sudden good humor. Right then it just fdt
good to be dive.

They got off the toboggan, dugting the sprayed snow from their parkas. Lusewen caled up the tepee
again and put the tobaggan indde, then returned the charm to her bracelet. While she was doing thet, Ash
Sudied the forest. Its brooding shadows worked on her nerves. Sowly her good fedings drained away.

“| fed like there s someone wetching us” she said.

“Thereis But don’'t worry,” she added as Ash gave her a sharp worried look. “It's just the spirits of
the trees. Don't break any of their branches and don’t start any fires, and you'll do just fine”

Something in the way Lusewen spoke awoke an uneasinessin Ash.

“You sound like you' re not coming with me” she said. “I'm not.”

“But—"

“Thisis your undertaking,” Lusewen said gently.

She stroked Hunros's feathers where he sat on her shoulder, talons sunk deep into the pile of the
parka s fur. Kyfy was dill airborne, winging above them in high sweeping circles.

“Yeeh,” Ash sad. “But dl of thiswas your idea. | don’t know anything about Y a-wau-tse. How do |
find her? What do | do when | find her?’

“Hnding her iseasy. You'll see a path as you enter the forest—stick to it and it will bring you directly
to her tower. But don't stray from the path.”

“Or I'll end up in some other place?

Lusawen nodded. “Or some other time”

“But what do | do? How do | defest her?’

“We never spoke of combat,” Lusewen said. “It was my understanding that you meant to rescue
your Sster.”

“And how am | supposed to do tha?’

“You could offer yoursdlf up in her place”

Ash looked at her companion with a sunned expression. Lusewen merely returned her gaze with a
mild look.

“You're serious, aren’t you?” Ash said.

“It'san option.”

“Gregt option. It just means that Nina getsit dl again and | get nothing. | lose everything.”

“Or maybeyou'll gan ... everything.”

“You're not meking awhole lot of sense,” Ash sad. “If giving yoursdf up to Yawau-tse's a good
thing, then why don’t | just let Nina benefit from it?’

“Because she's not doing it willingly.”

“And that makes a difference?’

“The choices we make dways make a difference”

“You know what | meant.”

Lusaewen nodded. “And you know what | mean.”

Ash turned to look at the forest again. Snow hung heavily on the branches of the pines. Except for
the sound of ther own bresthing, the dillness was absolute. Beyond the firg few trees, the darkness
became impenetrable. Ash looked back at her com-panion. Kyfy had findly perched and was preening
his festhers on Lusawen's other shoulder.

Lusawen undid the clasp that held her bracelet and offered the charms to Ash.

“Thisbelongs to you now,” she said.

“To me?’

Adh took the bracelet gingerly. The charms were ill warm from Lusawen'’s touch.

“Can | use one of these to defeat Y awau-tse?’ she asked.

Lusawen shook her head. “The charms are for cregting, not bresking. You can find or fashion more



to add to the bracelet, remembering only that they must be true siver and they mugt not be a symbol of
any form of undoing. If you add one such as that to the bracdet, it will become what it is in our own
world: only jewelry once more. Here, aswdl as a home”

“I'll be careful.”

“To give the charm life” Lusewen continued, “you must keep an image of what you are cdling up
firmin your mind. And this—" she did that odd movement with her fingers again, but dowly now, so that
Adh could eeslly see how it was done “—is how you return what you cdled up to its aspect as a charm.”

Ash nodded her understanding, but she was having trouble concentrating now. As she hed the
bracelet a memory rose up in her mind that refused to be ignored.

In her mind's eye, she saw Cassie gtting on the marble bench in the Slenus Gardens, laying out the
cards on the bench between them as she had earlier in the day before dl this weirdness had begun. The
ninth card, the one that was supposed to represent her own hopes, had been an image of her trying to
top asummit where there were no more handholds. Reaching down had been a hdping hand. And—she
remembered now—on the wrist connected to that hand had been a charm bracelet.

This charm bracelet, she redlized. It had to have been this bracelet.

Which meant thet it had been Lusawen, reaching down to her.

“Who are you?’ Ash asked.

Lusewen amiled. “Still looking for a compartment into which you can nedtly fit me?’

“No, redly.”

“I'm who you might be.”

A hefted the bracelet in her pdm. “You mean | could become a magic worker like you?’

“A thousand—a thousand thousand—possible futures lie ahead of each choice we make,” Lusewen
replied. “Each of them becomes a world of its own where the person who made the decision to create it
carries on her life”

“Are you saying | could?’

“Who knows? In one of them you could. Anything is possible, epecidly here—in this place.”

“But does it last when you go home?” Ash asked. “Or does it just become fary gold—Ileaves and
dirt?”

“That depends on who takes what back,” Lusawen sad.

Reaching into her pocket, she took out that curious pome-granate with itsiconic slverwork. She held
it up to her eye for a moment, then handed it to Ash.

“Thisisfor you aswdl,” she said.

“What isit?’

Lusawen shrugged. “Whatever you wart it to be.”

“Don't tak like that. Please. Y ou're not making any sense.”

“Remember what | told you about this place when you firg found me?’

Ash nodded. “That it's the spirit world that's crazy, not the peopleinit.”

“Jud so. But it can make you crazy. That'sthe trap. It tries to remake you to be like it is, rather than
what you are. You have to be strong.”

“But—"

“Good luck, Ash.”

“Wat aminute” Ash sad. “Don’'t go.”

But she was too late. Lusawen took a step to one side and disappeared as though she'd stepped
between the folds of an invisble curtain.

“You can't leave me herel” Ash cried. “I'm just akid.”

A wind arose on the hed's of her words, dusting the snow around her.

So were we all once, she heard whispered in its passage. The wind died down.

Slence returned.

And she was done, ganding there amongst the snow drifts on the edge of the forest.

She st me up, Ash thought. Thiswhole thing was a set-up. Lusewen was working with Y awau-tse.

She looked down a her clenched Ieft fi. Sowly she opened her fingers and studied the charm



bracelet that lay there on her padm. Then she looked at the weird piece of fruit jewery, was dl she could
think to cdl it.

Nothing made sense anymore.

She didn’t know who or what to trust anymore.

Lusawen had seemed like the perfect friend. A little weird at firdt, but once she'd gotten to know her
better, Ash had fdt a red dfinity towards the woman. She'd fdt she could trust her—spooky eyes,
magic, birds, and dl. Lusewen had seemed to redly care about he—not just how she did in schooal, or
how she got dong with other kids, or whether she helped out around the house and was in on time, but
about her. What she fet. Her hopes and aspirations. Her fears ...

Ash had opened up to her as she'd never opened up to anyone before—not even Cassie.

And now Lusawen had just abandoned her.

Like her mother had.

Like her father had.

Thisis your undertaking.

Right. Like she could do it on her own.

It was my understanding that you meant to rescue your sSgter.

Like Nina'd ever do the same for her.

You could offer yourself up in her place.

Sure. Sacrifice hersdf for Ninawho dways got what she wanted.

No way.

Maybe you' Il gain everything.

Adh looked down at the bracelet again.

Everything?

Magic wasn't everything, she rediized a that moment. Magic was only a tool; you used it to help
achieve your gods, but it was the doing, the learning, that was the most important, not the end result.
That's what dl the serious books she'd read on the subject told her. It was the journey, not the
destination, though you needed the one to embark on the other.

And, in the end, you had to do it yoursdf. People could give you directions, map out some good
routes, but you had to actu-adly do it yoursdf.

That was what Lusewen was saying, wasn't it? That was why she' d taken off the way she had.

Ash wanted to bdieve that, because she wanted to trust the mysterious woman. She needed to trust
in someone.

She needed red friends.

Sghing, Ash fastened to the bracelet to her wrist. She dropped the pomegranate into her pocket and
turned to face the forest again.

So naturdly, she thought, she'd gone and picked another person like Cassie, who was off mooching
around as much as she was there to hang out with. But friends didn’'t dways have to be right there beside
you for you to know that you had their love and support, did they? And when you had to do something
on your own

Did she even want to do this?

No way.

But Lusawen had shown her this much: She was so wrapped up in what she fdt was wrong with her
life, so centered on its negative aspects, SO ready to just let everything dide and give up, that she never
even tried to make it better. Anybody with an ounce of authority over her was automaticaly the enemy.
And everybody was ...

When she hung out with Cassie, dl she did was talk about her own problems. She redly didn’t know
much about her friend. Like why an obvioudy well-educated woman would choose to live on the streets
and be afortune-teler.

The kids she hung out with—well that was dl surface, wasn't it? Copping attitudes and being cool.
Bang tough.

And Nina



Looking back—if she was going to be honest about it—Ash knew that her cousin had redly tried to
make her fed a home when Ash had fird come to live with the Caraballos. Ash just hadn’t given her a
break, and so Nina, naturdly enough, had smply met Adh's hodtility with her own.

Could they ever be friends? Did she even want to be friends with someone like Nina with her just-so
hair and magazine ad outfits, her sappy music and her perfect grades?

But that wasn't redlly the point, was it?

You did something like this without trying to figure out what you could get fromit.

You jud did it.

The forest swalowed her as soon as she stepped insde. The path Lusewen had indicated was easy
to follow, winding through the trees like an unspooled ribbon. The snow wasn't deep under the canopy
of pine boughs, but the cold seemed to sneak in under her furs and cut right through to her bones. With
each step she took, she could fed the gazes of the tree spirits settling more and more heavily upon her.
Don't break a branch or light a fire, and you'll be fine, Lusewen had said, but Ash sensed that the trees
harboured spitefulness towards her just because she was intruding in their space.

Stray from the path?

No way. Not in this place. She'd learned that lesson dready when she'd gotten separated from
Cassie and Bones. She didn't need to try it again. In this world, it was just too easy to get lost. Who
knew what the next world she ended up in might be like? But if she made it through this confrontation
with Y arwau-tse, she was determined to learn dl the ins and outs of traveing through the Otherworld.

She wondered if her eyes were dready getting that weird gleam in them like Lusewen’s and Bones's
hed.

She thought about how nice it would be to just be lying in her bed, reading a book, The Cure playing
on her Wakman. She kept on walking.

And tried not to worry.

About Y awau-tse.

About what she was going to do when she was findly face-to-face with the earth spirit.

Her caves had developed a fierce ache in them by the time the path ended in what she supposed
was a glade. The forest had thinned somewhat as she approached it. It had become a grave-yard of
trees. Huge pines lay in a tumbled tangle, their needles browned and dead, their boughs broken from
therr fdls—the larger trees pulling down smdler ones in ther wake. The path twisted through the
wreckage, then ended in what fdt like an opening, but it was hard to make out exactly what lay ahead.
Winds blew blinding vels of show at the edge of the forest, meking it impossible to see more than an
am'slengthin front of her.

Ash paused there, shidding her eyes from the wind-driven snow. She was reluctant to step into the
gorm.

If Yawau-tse was awinter earth spirit, Ash thought, then this had to be where she lived. And if this
was where Y a-waur-tse lived, then Ash knew she'd reached the end of her journey. What she didn't
know was if she could go on.

We never spoke of combat, Lusewen had said.

Well, that was good, because Ash didn’t fed strong enough to take on a mouse. But the other option
Lusewen had given her ... to offer hersdf upin Nind's place ...

That would take a courage that Ash didn’t think she had.

The dread of this moment had been growing steadily stronger in her, with each step she took dong
the path. And here, now, a the end of the journey, she was frozen with fear as much as the cold. She
couldn't move.

Come on, she told hersdf. Don't be such a chickenshit. Where's the Street tough who's got an
answer for everything and everybody?

Adsh knew where she was.

That kid didn’t redly exist. She was just a congtruct to hide the hurt. To keep from being hurt more.

Fine, she thought. So make the change. Just do it.

Shivering, Ash drew in a frosty breath, and stepped into the vel of snow, only to pause again. This



time from surprise.

Gone was the forest and any trace of it. Gone was the snowstorm, if not the snow. It lay thin on the
hard ground. The wind remained as wdll, gusing smdl clouds of the granular snow againgt her skin, then
swegping across a plain that sretched for as far as the eye could see in dl directions. And there, a
haf-mile or so from where she stood, was a structure that was oddly familiar. It took Ash a moment or
two to redlize that it was the tower from the Tarot reading Cassie had done for her in Fitzhenry Park.

It had been the fifth card.

The one representing her near future.

Wil, thet future was here now.

Jud get it over with, she told hersdlf.

She was about to move forward when a footstep in the snow behind her made her turn quickly, pulse
hammering. Her fears weren't relieved when she found hersdf confronting the man who'd followed her
home from The Occult Shop last night.

He looked different here. His hair was Hill cropped short, but he was dressed in furs and leggings
much like what she wore, instead of that street punk outfit she'd fird seen him in. His hands were thrust
into his pockets.

His eyes hadn’t changed at dl. Their gaze fixed on her with a menacing intensity.

“You,” Ash said. “What are you doing here?’

Had everybody walked between the worlds before except for her?

“I live here,” he replied.

“Yeah. Right.”

“It' strue. Thered quetion is, what are you doing here?” Ash nodded at the tower behind her.

“I'm trying to rescue my cousin,” she said.

The stranger Sghed. He brought his hands from his pockets. In the right one was a knife,

“Then I’'m here to stop you,” he said.

Nina

Gwen Caraballo sat quietly at the dining room table after her husband and daughter had told her ther
story. Nina regarded her with a kind of awe. It was obvious from her mother’s thoughtful, if somewhat
worried, expresson exactly what she was thinking.

“You believe us, don’t you?’ Nina sad.

That surprised her. Nina had been there when it was dl happening and she dill was't sure if she
believed it. If someone had come to her with thisstory ...

“Of course | believe you,” Gwen said. “1 know what you've told me sounds impossble, but you're
the two people | love the mogt in the world and if | can't believe in you, then who can | trust?’

“Jeez,” Judy said. “1 wish my parents were more open-minded.”

Judy had absolutdy refused to go home. What had happened here was scary, she explained, but it
was even scarier to think of being a home by hersdf. She knew tha the spooks hadn't been chasing
after her, but she didn't want to take the chance that, now that they were aware of her existence, they
wouldn’'t come after her as well. No one could hdp her a home. Her parents would never understand.

“Maybe you should give them more of a chance” John said. “I try dl the time” Judy replied. “Just
with ordinary things like going out on a date, but they’re too Old World.”

Nina s father nodded. “I hear you.”

He was the one who had cdled Judy’s mother to ask if Judy could stay over for the night.

“So what do we do now?" Nina asked.

“Cdl the Ghostbusters?” her mother replied with afant smile

Not funny.”

“I know.” Her mother sighed, then turned to her husband. “Maybe we should cdl the police again to
seeif they’ ve learned anything new.”

John shook his head. “I’ve dready phoned them three times this afternoon. The last time they sad



they’d cdl me as soon as they had word, so could | please just let them get on with their work.”

For once Nina didn't find hersdf thinking something dong the lines of, don’'t worry about Ashley
being missng, worry about some ice queen coming to get me, because, oddly enough, she was feding
worried about Ashley hersdf. Here it was, just what she' d dways wanted—Ashley gone and her parents
belonged to her done again—but now dl she wanted was to have her cousn back. She fdt guilty for
ever wishing Ashill because she couldn’t stop the little negging voice in the back of her head that kept
reminding her that she was partly to blame.

For dwayswishing that Ashley would just get out of her life

For having some spook running after her and Ashley getting caught up in dl the trouble just because
she was her cousin. Because that was what mugt have happened.

This Y awau-tse mugt have grabbed Adhley ...

“What are the police going to know about magic lands and earth spirits?” Nina asked.

Her father dghed. “There s that.”

“What we need isawizard,” Judy said.

“Or aghaman,” John said.

Ninafdt a surge of excitement. “Do you know any?’ she asked.

Her father shook his head.

“We could ask around, though, couldn’'t we?” Gwen said.

“Thereé's a woman at the hedth food store who's dways taking about heding crystds and past
lives”

“And there' s that store where Ashley buys dl her creepy books,” Nina added.

“I'dfed likeafoal,” John said.

“They won't think you're fodlish,” Gwen said. “Not if they redly beieve”

“Wheat about the guys from the Renaissance far?’ Nina asked. “Like whoever it was that organized
My naming ceremony?’

“God, | just can't believe this is dl because of that,” her mother said. “That was dl so innocent.
Peace, love, and flowers ....”

“There's a lesson here” John said. “It just brings home the smple truth: Y ou've dways got to take
respongbility for every-thing you do, no matter how trivid or frivolousit seems a the time”

Ninarolled her eyes. Please, she thought. Not the respons-hility shtick again. If she'd heard it once,
she'd heard it a thou-sand times.

“But what about those fair guys?’ she asked, hoping to circumvent the lecture before it started.

“The Wiz—Peter Timmons” her mother said. “+e's the one who organized suff like the Maypole
dancing and that naming ceremony.”

John nodded. “Only the lagt 1 heard, he wasin Morocco.”

“Agan?’

“More like dill. Wendy mentioned that she got a card from him a few months back. Seems he never
left”

“Wdl, what about Paul Drago? Didn’t you work on a job with him last winter?’

Winter. At the mention of the word, a chill cat-pawed up Nina's spine. Was it cooler in the room, or
was she only imagining it? She looked nervoudy around hersdf, but then redized that it couldn’t be
Y awau-tse. She only came when Ninawas deeping ... didn’t she?’

“Thisian't getting us anywhere,” she said.

Her mother lad a hand on her arm. 1 know, honey. But thisisdl new to us. We don't know what to
do. The only way we can work something out is by talking to someone who maybe does know.”

“But these people you're talking about, they're judt ....”

She let her voice trall off as she redlized what she' d been about to say.

Her father smiled. “Old hippies? Like us?’

“Wdl ... yeah”

“Jug because we were dl idedigtic back then, doesn’'t mean that everything we bdieved in was
nonsense.”



“l know. But that was dl sort of spacey stuff—back-to-the-earth philosophies and things like that.
Thisisred.”

“Environmentd concerns are pretty red,” her faher said. “Hedping out those less fortune than
oursalves, the way the Diggers did back then, that was red.”

“So was promisng your kid to an earth-spirit!” Nina blurted out, then quickly put her hand in front of
her mouth.

Her parents both looked hurt.

“I'm sorry,” Ninasaid. “I didn't mean that to sound the way it did.”

“l don't have an excuse for what we did,” her father said. “Saying that we didn’'t know any better
doesn’'t mean much, does it? Not now.”

“l know you didn't do it on purpose,” Nina said. “That you didn’t know this Suff was dl going to
happen. It'sjud that ...”

She shivered, feding achill that seemed to settle in the marrow of her bones.

“I'mredlly scared,” she sad.

“So are we, honey,” Gwen said.

“But | fed so cold right now it'slike she's coming for me again ....”

Her parents exchanged worried glances. Judy started to trem-ble as wel, though she was only
scared, not cold.

“Nina... 7’ John sad.

As he leaned towards Nina, his face got dl blurry in her vison.

“Socold...,” shesad.

She could fed hishand on her arm. It was hot. Not like the room. The room was like the ingde of a
freezer. She could see her own breath every time she exhaled. A sprinkle of snow drifted through the air
above the table. No one se seemed to seeit.

“She'slikeice” she heard her father say, but his voice came as though from very far away.

“Oh, my God,” her mother said, her voice growing more and more digant too. “What should we
do?

There was another hand on her arm—another hot touch.

“Nina, honey,” her mother was saying. “Can you hear me?’

Shetried to nod, but her head fdt so heavy. It Started to drop to the table, faling ... dow, dow. The
cold touched every part of her. She had aringingin her ears. The room smdled like a winter’s day. And
then she was drifting away.

Into the cold.

Into the cold dark.

She heard her mother shriek her name, but it was like a pinprick of sound in avast ocean of shadowy
Slence.

And then she was gone.

Into that cold darkness.

She blinked her eyes open to a bizarre new perspective. She was in another body again. An animd’s
body. But thistime it was different. Thistimeiit fdt ... right.

She wasin aweird forest of tal green growth that took her afew moments to redize was only grass.
Her new body was fat and squat, the skin dry and wrinkled, but there were powerful muscles in her hind
legs and she fdt attuned to her new shape in away that made it fed more familiar than her own body.

The cold was gone.

Bunching up her legs, she gave an experimental hop. Her borrowed body answered with a grace that
mede her grin with pleasure,

Shewas atoad.

And shefdt jud fine

Looking for a totem, she thought. Now that she had found it, she wondered why she'd ever been
scared inthe firg place. The toad's body, the odd scurrying way its mind worked, the way it indinctivey
understood its relation to itsdf and everything that existed, brought her a sense of peace that left her



bregthless.

Thiswaan't scary; this was beauty—the way her dad had used the word once when he was taking
about the Native con-cept of everything being in its proper place, dl the connections made and
understood. A kind of inner harmony that, when you had it, reflected that beauty out into one's
surroundings.

And hadn't her dad said something about a toad totem being lucky?

Well, she fdt lucky. All those old terrors were gone—the dien bodies, the dumsy way she'd tried to
make them move, the utter dread she'd fdt trapped in ther flesh ... All that was gone.

Until she heard the footsteps.

Until the mongtroudy huge shape loomed over her, an old wrinkled face as wide as a house bending
towards her, leviathan fingers reaching down to pluck her from her haven in the grass.

Y awau-tse.

“Welcome, daughter,” the spirit said.

Agan the words were in some dien tongue, but again Nina could understand them.

“Now that | have helped you learn who you are, it istime for you to hdp me”

Nina s pulse thundered, the tiny toad heart ratling ingde her chest like a frenzied drum.

“No need for fear,” Y awau-tse said. “Therewill be no pain. It will be like faling adegp—fdling into
the forever where your ancestors spirits wait to greet you. Be joyful. The Whed turns. You will step
upon it again.”

| don't want to die, Nina screamed Slently.

“There are worse things than dying,” the spirit told her. “There is living without hope. There is never
having known love. Thereis never learning who you truly are. Y our life has been short, little daughter, but
you have known dl these things and more.”

The fingers that gripped her were like icicles. The cold numbed Nina so that her amphibian body
grew drowsy. She caught a glimpse of a building, recognized it as her own house.

She was in the body of a toad in her own backyard, she thought deepily. That seemed funny for
some reason—odd funny, not ha-ha funny.

The cold was geding away her fear, Seding away her daility to think at dl. Her drowsiness was a
bam that cdled her into deep’s dark embrace.

Likefdling adeep, Yawau-tse had said.

Falling into forever ....

A pat of her tried to muster up the energy to fight off the deepiness. It tried to warn her of the
danger, but she was too tired to ligen to it. By the time Y aswau-tse stepped from her backyard into the
Otherworld, Nina had let the darkness take her away.

John rose from where he was gtting and caught his daugh-ter’s head jugt before it hit the table. He
cradled her againg his chest. Her muscles were dack, arms hanging loosdly like the floppy limbs of arag
doll.

“She'sfreezing,” he said. “It' slikeshe's ...”

He didn't say the word, but it hung there in the room between them dl the same.

Dead.

Hetried to fed for a pulse, fumbling at her wrist, not redlly knowing what he was doing.

“What are we going to do, what are we going to do?’ Gwen was crying.

“We don't panic,” he said, hugging the cold, limp body of his daughter closer to him. “We ... Jesus, |
don't know ....”

Gwen was a his sde now, brushing the hair back from Nina sicy brow.

“We have to take her to the hospitd,” she said.

She fdt as though something insde her was dying as she looked down a her daughter’s ashen
features.

And then the doorbell rang.

Nind s parents looked a each other, neither quite grasping what the sound meant.

Sitting numbly at the table with them, Judy was il shiver-ing as well, fear riding up her spine like the



dawing grip of a nightmare that wouldn't let her go, Why hadn’t she just gone home? She didn’'t want to
be here. She didn’'t want to see Ninalooking like this. She didn’'t want to know anything about magic or
any of thisawful Suff.

The doorbell rang again.

“I...1I'getit)” shesad.

Anything to get out of this room where the smdl of desth seemed to be gathering thicker with each
passng moment.

She opened the front door and stared at the two drange people tha were waiting on the step. A
black woman and an Indian. The woman looked like she'd just stepped out of one of the sdewak
vintage dothing and jewdry booths in Crowsea market and was wearing hdf its wares. The man looked
like a Foxville punk, except he was too old. His eyes were so like Alver's had been that Judy took an
involuntary step backwards.

“Mun—Mr. Caraballo!” she cried.

John appeared in the hdlway, Ninain hisarms. He didn’t know this pair any better than Judy did.

“Who are you?’ he said.

“We're friends of your daughter,” the woman replied. “We ...

The man pushed by her and Judy and hurried to where John stood holding his daughter.

“l don’t have time for—" John began.

The man reached over and lad his pdm againgt Nina s forehead. He glanced over his shoulder at his
companion.

“Weretoo late)” he sad. “ She's dready taken her.”

“l told you we should' ve come right away,” the womean said.

“What the hdl’s going on here?’ John demanded. “Who are you people?’

“Friends of your daughter,” the woman repesated.

“Which daughter?” Gwen asked.

She'd come into the hdlway as wdl to stand besde her husband. When Judy sdled down the
halway towards her, she put her arm around the girl’s shoulders and hugged her close.

“Adh,” the woman said. “My name' s Cassie—Cassandra Wash-ington. And thisis Bones. We knew
of the danger Ninawas in, but we didn't think it was as immediate as this”

“l don't have time for this crap,” John said. “Get out of my way. | have to take my daughter to the
hospitd.”

“What's wrong with her, they won't be able to curein a hospital,” Bones said.

“Yeah? Wel, I'm teking her dl the—"

“Look a me” Bones sad. He spoke in a voice tha would brook no argument, his eyes flashing
dangeroudy. “What do you see?’

A crazy Indian, John thought, but the words died tillborn because he knew exactly what Bones was.
He couldn’t have put into words how he knew; he just did.

“Blood cdls to blood,” Bones said. “Y ou know | mean you no harm. How could 1? We are kin.”

Before he even knew what he was doing, John was bending his head in respect to the shaman.

“My ... my daughter,” he said.

“I will try to ease her passing,” Bones replied, “but it is with the living we mugt concern oursaves
now.

“We need something that belonged to Ash,” Cassie said. Gwen just looked at her numbly. What the
shaman had said was only bardly snking in.

Ease her passing ....

“Nina... 7" she said.

“Do you want to lose both your daughters?” Bones asked her. “Wh-what’'s going on here?” John
asked.

All the belligerence had gone from his voice. The man who spoke now seemed only logt.

“Itsalong gory,” Cassie said. “One we redly don't have time to get into right now.”

Bones took Nina gently from John's arms. Skinny though he was, the weght of her limp body



seemed of no consequence to him.

“Bring me something of AdY's” he said as he carried Ninainto the living room. * Something she cared
about.”

“l ...,” John began, but then he nodded and hurried up to the girls room.

“Ning” Gwen sad in a andl voice as she followed Bones into the living room. “Will she ... is she
redly ... 7

Cassie remembered the reading she’ d done for Ash. The blank outcome card lay heavily in her mind.
She hoped to God thet it didn’t meen that Ash was going to end up the same as her cousin.

“Miss...uh ... Casse... 7

Casse looked a Adh's aunt and her heart went out to the woman. Gwen was in shock right now.
Her eyes had a glaze to them and she moved with diff, jerking motions as she kndt down by the sofa
where Bones had laid Nina down.

Casse hdped Judy St down in a chair, then joined Gwen by the sofa. She lad her hand comfortingly
on the woman's shoulder.

“Bones” she said. “He' sthe best at what he does. He' s going to do dl he can for her.”

She hated hersdlf for the fdse hope she was handing the woman, but what could she do? There was
dill Ash to think of. Ash, lost somewhere in the Otherworld.

They should never have taken her across with them, never let her get mixed up with any of this. But
the juju had been working on thisfamily dl aong. Just check out the poor girl lying there on the couch.

Damn, why couldn’t they have come sooner?

Shel d argued with Bones about it dl afternoon.

“We can't just not do anything,” she'd said.

“We are doing something. We're looking for Ash. That's our primary respongbility.”

“But her cousin ... 7

Bones had sighed. “What can we do? Do you think her family is going to welcome to us when we
come knocking on their door? It's only going to sound like some cock-and-bull story to them. Firgt thing
they'll doisn't ligen to us, Cassie. What they’ll do is cdl the cops. We're not exactly citizens, so where
do you think well end up?’

Busted, Cassie thought. Because they were homeless. Street people. Never mind that they’d chosen
this life for themselves, where others had it thrust upon them. Citizens had jobs, lived in homes, pad
taxes, and looked on the police as thar employees. Got a problem? Cdl the cops. Living on the street,
you didn't have the luxury of cdling in the men in blue when things got a little hairy. You dedt with it
yoursdlf. As best you could.

And whenitwasjuu ...

Bones was right. They couldn’t go to the Carabalos. But when she thought of what would happen
when that spirit chasing Ash's cousin findly caught up with her ...

“Don’'t worry,” Bones said, knowing what she was thinking. “1t's not like the spirit's going to move
on her today or anything.”

Cassie had nodded and let Bones get back to the task of tracking down where Ash was in the spirit
world, but the after-noon dragged by without success. As evening fel, Bonesfindly gave up.

“l need something that belonged to her—a persond posses-sion,” he said. “It'll give me the extra
focus | need to cut through the veils. They're layered thick today—Iots of action going down in the spirit
world.”

“l don’t have anything,” Cassie said.

Bones sghed. “Then it seems we have to pay avist to the Carabdlos after dl. Do you have ther
address?’

Cassie shook her head. “It's somewhere in Lower Crowsea. We can look up the street and number
ina phone booth on the way.”

“Hold on,” Bones had said. “Ash may be logt in the spirit world, but | should be able to track down
where she livesin thisworld.”

Where there weren't so many conflicting folds of time over-lgpping each other, Cassie thought. Or



manitou playing tricks with one's perceptions.

Bones closed his eyes, fingers playing with the dream crystd that hung from the belt loop of his jeans
by a beaded leether thong. Cassie was prepared for alongish wait, but Bones's eyes flickered open only
abrief moment after he'd closed them. He rose quickly to his feet.

“Come on,” he said, tugging Cassie up from the floor and then down the hdl of the tenement in his
wake. “Do you have money for a cab on you?’

“Sure” Cassie replied, worry flaring in her. “What's wrong?’

“The spirit iscoming for Ash's cousin.”

“Tonight?’

Bones shook his head grimly. “Right now.”

They'd lucked out on a cab as soon as they hit Gracie, but it took them too long to find the
Carabdlos house because Bones couldn’t give the driver a street address, just directions.

Turn right here, Sraight for so many blocks, take aldt ....

By the time they’d arrived, it was too late. The spirit had come and taken Ash's cousin away into the
spirit world, leaving only an empty shdll of abody behind. No longer animated by its soul, it would soon
die

Cassie looked down at the dricken gil and her heart went out to her. Poor kid never even knew
what was happening to her, she thought.

Adh'sunde returned then, holding a battered old teddy bear in his hand.

“She dways loved she lovesthisold guy,” he said.

Bones glanced a Cassie, who took his place by Nina's sde, gently stroking the stricken girl’s icy
brow. If there was only something she could do. But herbs could only hep so much when you were
dedling with this kind of heavy-duty juju. Stll, if she could ease the girl’s passing ...

“Ball me some water,” she said to the mother. “Can you do that?’

Gwen nodded dully and Ieft the room. While she was gone, Cassie reached into her shoulder bag
and took out asmdl cloth sack that was filled with packets of dried herbs, each individudly wrapped in
brown paper. Behind her Bones had taken the teddy bear from Ash's unde and was stting cross-legged
on the floor now, the toy bear on hislap, his eyes closed.

Helit his pipe. Smoke wreathed about him, growing thicker than it had any normd right to. Judy and
Adh'sunde stared wide-eyed.

Bones began to chant.

He talked to the smoke, cocked his head as though ligening to its reply. By the time Gwen returned
with a bowl and the kettle, stleam il wafting from its spout, the smoke was dying down.

“l can't find her,” Bones said.

“Wdl, try again,” Cassie sad.

Bones gave her aquick look &t the sharp tone of her voice, then nodded and lit his pipe again. Cassie
chose a packet of herbs. Flling the bowl with bailing water, she steeped the herbs in the liquid, then hdd
the bowl up under Nina s nodrils so thet the steam could enter the girl’s system, riding in on the back of
her shdlow breathing. The steam brought a little color to Nina's cheeks and her breething deepened
dightly, but otherwise there was no response.

Gwen crouched on the floor beside Cassie, her trembling arms hugging her knees. Judy sat in the
chair to which Cassie had led her and didn’t seem able to speak or move. John was on his knees on the
floor in front of Bones, staring hopefully into the smoke that was wregthing around the shaman.

Cassie could tdl by the look on Bones's face that he wasn't having any more luck finding Ash than
ghe wasin reviving Nina. She closed her eyestiredly.

Oh, man, she thought. Had any of them ever had a worse night?

Ash

“Hey, look,” Ash said. “Can’'t we tak about this?’
The stranger shook his head. “I’'m done talking with you and your family.”



Say what? Ash thought.

She eyed his knife without looking directly at it and took asmdl step back. The stranger immediatdy
closed the distance between them.

Keep him taking, Ash told hersdlf. Until you can think of something.

Good plan. Gresat plan. Think of what?

“What's that supposed to mean?’ she asked. “Who are you anyway?’

But then she remembered the trees—those old pinesin the snowy forest that had been watching her.
Watching her with the same kind of maevolent gaze as lived in his eyes.

He had to be one of the tree spirits.

“Youlivein the trees” she said. “You're a—" she searched for the word Bones had used, found it
“—amanitou.”

The stranger shook his head. “We are not the little mysteries—merely the spirits of the trees. Manitou
have powers such as shaman have, only they are born to them, born of smoke and drum magic. My
people are little different from you, except that we livelonger ... and in trees”

“Whatever,” Ash said.

Shetried not to look at hisknife, just wanted to keep him talking.

“l didn't light a fire or break any branches” she added, remembering what Lusewen had told her
about the forest, “so why do you want to hurt me?’

“My name is Alver,” he said, speaking dowly, as though to a child. Only his eyes betrayed his
impaience. “There is a Soirit living in that tower; her name is Yawau-tse. She once lived free as the
manitou aways have, but then she tasted worship and stepped from the turning of her Whed. The
worship sustained her, raised this tower for her, changed her perceptions of her place in the natura order
of the world. But her followers died off, and now she withers and seeks the soul strength of your cousin
to sudan her.”

“I know dl that,” Ash said. “Why do you think | want to stop her?’

“Where Yawau-tse dwdls” Alver went on as though she hadn't spoken, “it is dways winter.
Branches are laden with ice and snow; the frost pierces deeply into the ground. Her winter iskilling us.”

“l getit,” Ash said. “If she dies, her hold on you's gone—right?’

Alver nodded.

“But if she gets Nina—my cousin—then she's just going to be strong again.”

“Exactly.”

“So what's your problem with me? We' ve both got the same enemy.”

“You can't defeat her,” Alver sad. “If it was so smple a thing to do, my people would have
accomplished it years ago.”

“But—"

“And even if you were gble to rescue your cousin, Y a-wau-tse will merdly pluck her from your world
agan.”

Adh remembered what Lusewen had said just before she' d disappeared.

We never spoke of combat.

No. To save Nina she wasn't supposed to try to fight Yawau-tse. Lusewen had this red brilliant
idea

You could offer yourself up in her place.

Somehow Ash didn't think that would go over too wel with bright-eyes here.

She fiddled with her charm bracelet, wishing that it didn’t have the limitations that Lusewen had told
her it did. Forget wishing there was an Uz or sword or any other wegpon charm. Just a shidd would be
nice right about now.

“So you've talked to Nina?’" she asked. “And to my aunt and unde?’

“To Nina, your uncle, and another girl.”

“And ...” Ash swalowed dryly. “What happened?’

Alver touched the dde of his head, fingers just fluttering againg the skin, not redly touching. But he
dill winced. Looking closdly, Ash could see blood meatted in his short hair. She hadn’t noticed that



before. She' d been too busy trying not to look at his knife or his crazy eyes.

“Unde John did that?’

Alver shook his head. “No. Your cousin did.”

Way to go, Nina, Ash thought. | never knew you had it in you.

“l won't be caught so eedly again,” Alver went on. Ash took another step back.

“I'm sorry,” he said as he followed her.

Yeah, right.

“Look,” she tried again, but suddenly he wasin motion.

The knife came a her, Alver's am moving fagter than Ash would have thought was possible. She
sucked in her somach and tried to throw hersdf to one sde, but the knife got snagged in the folds of her
parka. As Alver started to pull the blade free, she shoved a him with both hands. He dipped on the
snow and went down, taking her with him. She turned as he fdl. The knife, dill caught in her parka,
pulled out of his hand.

He hit the ground hard. Ash managed to block her fdl with her aams. The shock of the impact
rocked her dl the way up to her shoulders, but she pushed hersdf avay—out of Alver’s scrab-bling grip.
His fingers caught the pocket of her parka, the pocket ripping as he tried to pull her towards him. Ash
kicked out a him, but he' d suddenly stopped his attack.

Ash scooted away from him on her hands and knees, pausng when she'd put a few feet between
them. But he didn’'t seem to be interested in attacking her anymore. All the fight had gone out of him.
Instead he was saring a what had fdlen from her pocket when he'd torn it. The hard gleam in his eyes
softened with awe.

The pomegranate with its iconic slverwork lay there on the snow between them. Closer to her than
to him. Sowly his gaze rose to meet hers.

“Where did you get that?" he asked.

“Screw you.”

“You don't know what it is, do you?’

“Surel do.”

“Liar”

“Sotdl me” Ash sad.

“The dlverwork speaks of Grandmother Toad—she whose Whed is the moon—while the fruit itsdf
isthe heart of the spring. Its shape and internd Structure are a symbol of the reconciliation of the multiple
and the diverse within apparent unity. Worked together as they are here, they promise Wheds brought
back into their proper balance no matter how far they have strayed from ther initid turnings”

Ash thought of Lusewen’s birds. The raven, whose name meant trust; the goshawk, whose name
meant dream. Lusawen, it seemed, was big on symbology. She touched her bracelet. These charms were
symbols as wdll.

Only how was she supposed to put it dl together? “So?" she asked.

Alve blinked. “Thisis a powerful fetish. It can hed; it ... the blood it carries within it will hed our
forest.”

Thanks alot for filling mein on dl of this, Lusawen, Ash thought.

“You meen it'll break what’ s-her-name’ s hold over you?” Alver nodded.

“Sotakeit,” Ash sad. “It's yours. Now will you just leave me done so thet | can—"

She broke off a the look that came over Alver. Utter terror swept across his features. A moment
laer she was aware of the footsteps crunching in the snow behind her. Alver shot a glance a the
pomegranate, then scrabbled to hisfeet and fled. Disap-peared. Just like Lusewen had.

Dreading the idea of doing it, but knowing that she didn’'t have the same option as Alver had to just
conveniently vanish, Ash turned around. Approaching her was a living verson of the image from the
foundation card in Cassi€' s reading.

Yawau-tse had the mogt wrinkled brown skin Ash had ever seen. She wore the same beaded
doeskin dress with its fur mantle that she’d been wearing in the picture on the card. Her eyes were even



more compeling in red life—deep, bottomless brown pools, quarries of dark water that had no bottom.
The amdl cowrie shells and beads woven into her braids made fant dicking noises as she moved closer
to stand over Ash. Little flurries of snow danced around her feet, dthough there was no wind that Ash
could fed. The spirit-woman carried her gaff with its headpiece of feathers in one hand. In the other she
held a toad.

She spoke, but the words were just so much gibberish. Sparks flickered in the back of her eyes and
Ash fdt a buzzing in her head, but when the spirit-woman spoke again, she could understand her.

“Wdl,” Yawau-tse sad. “What have we here?’

There seemed to be afant rumbling in the air. Ash put it down to the thundering rhythm of her own
pulse until she red-ized that it came from outside hersdlf. It was like far-off thunder.

Or drumming.

Adh got dowly to her feet. “I ...”

“But | see you are kin,” the spirit-woman said as Ash's mouth grew al gummy and wouldn't work
properly.

“K-kin?" Ash managed.

“Didant, but kin,” Y aswau-tse assured her. “Be easy, child. | won't harm you.”

Oh, yeah? Ash thought. Then why did she fed like she was about to die?

Even with her parka, leggings and boots, and the long scarf wrapped around her neck, she was
suddenly freezing. Something sparked off the spirit-woman—a kind of invisble cold fire thet licked at
Ad's bones, chilling them to the marrow. Now she knew what Alver’s frozen trees mus fed like. And
she was supposed to offer hersdf up to this woman?

Think of Nina, she told hersdlf. Ninawasn't like her. There'd be no big loss to the world if something
happened to her—who'd miss her anyway?—but Nina ... Nina had everything ahead of her dill. She
was smart and shefit in.

Not like me, Ash thought. I’ve got nothing.

All she had was her anger. And her loss.

“I [ shesad. “I'vecometo ... to offer atrade”

Y awau-tse' s eyebrows rose questioningly.

“Me. Take meingead ... ingtead of my cousin. To ... you know ...

The drumming seemed to have grown louder, but now Ash was sure that it was just the sound of her
own pulse thrumming againg her inner ear.

Y awau-tse held up the toad. “I dready have what | need,” she said.

Adh looked a the creature in the spirit-woman's hand, not understanding. The thing seemed
comatose, a tiny, limp, wrinkled creature held in a hand that was, if anything, even more wrinkled. But
then it stirred, its eyes blinking open, and Ash saw those eyes.

Her heart stopped for one long deadly moment.

Oh, jeez.

That was Nina trapped in there. Nina trapped in that toad’ s body like she'd been caught ingde the
wolf before. Totem-seeking ..

Y awau-tse gave a short sharp laugh that sounded like a coyote' s yip-yip-yip.

“Go home, child,” she said.

Then, before Ash could reply, the spirit-woman brushed by her, heading for the tower, snow eddying
in her wake. The drumming continued—sounding like distant thunder again. Fading.

Ash stared numbly after the spirit-woman. This wasn't the way things were supposed to work out.
Lusewen hadn’t said anything about Y a-wau-tse refusng ...

“You can't not take mel” she cried.

Y awau-tse never turned, never acknowledged that she heard.

Adh picked up the pomegranate and thrugt it into the pocket that Alver hadn't torn. She stared at his
knife, but left it lying there. What did she know about knives? The idea of just holding it scared her.
She'd never be able to useiit.



She got to her fedt.

“Ligento me” she cried after Yawau-tse' s retregting figure. Still no response. It was as though Ash
no longer existed for the spirit-woman.

“You can't treat melikethis” she muttered. “I'll make you listen.”

Oh, redly? And how was she going to manege that?

But she started after Y awau-tse, pausng only when she thought she heard her name being called.
She looked around the snowy plain and listened carefully, but then redized it mugt just have been her
imagination.

Or an odd echo of the drumming.

She hurried after the spirit-woman, determined to come up with some course of action to help her
cousin before Y awau-tse did something worse to Nina then turn her into a toad.

Y awau-tse reached the tower before Ash did. When Ash got there, she couldn’t find a door,
couldn’t even find the spirit-woman's footsteps in the snow. There was only one set of prints marking the
snow—her own. The tower reared above her, round and tapering upward, dwarfing her into
inggnificance with its bulky height. The structure’s round walls were made of hewn stone. They were
pocked and wesathered, worn with wind and age, grey and veined with quartz. The stones were set
swgly againg each other with only harline cracks to show where the one ended and the other began.
Not only was there not a door, there was no opening to be found at dl—not even a window.

Not & dl like the tower on Cassi€'s card with itstiers of windows, high up on the wall.

Adh kicked a booted foot againg the stone.

“Let mein,” shecried.

Sill no reply. The building might as well have been deserted.

Ash looked back the way she had come. She could find no trace of the snowstorm through which
she had stepped to reach this place. There were only the plains, spreading as far as the horizon, desolate
and cold. The ar crackled with the promise of a coming storm. Thunder rumbled—hbut no, she thought as
ghe ligened to it. Snowstorms didn’t have thunder and lightning, did they?

Ninawould know if that was possible. Nina the amazing toad gifl ...

Adh turned back to the tower and pounded afis againg the stone.

“You've got to take mel” she cried.

Why should |? a disembodied voice asked her.

Ash stepped back from the wal and looked around her. Though she couldn’'t see the spirit-woman,
she recognized Y a-wau-tse's voice. Her ears buzzed with afaint dissonance,

The rumbling sound, thunder or drumming or whatever it was, grew deedily close. It was ill soft,
but there was a sense of nearness about it now. As though the drummers were just a thought away.

You care about nothing, Yawau-tse went on. If you live or dieg, it is all the same to you. What
would 1 want with a spirit such as yours? You don’'t need me to take you from your Whed. You
have already stepped from it yourself.

“That ... that’s not true.”

That you care about nothing, or that you' ve stepped from your Wheel?

Ash sensed a mocking humor in the spirit-woman’s voice that infuriated her.

“Neither’struel” she cried.

S, Yawau-tse's disembodied voice replied. Then what can you offer me, child—child who
cares so srongly?

The spirit-woman spoke with heavy irony.

“l do so care)” Ash sad. “It'sjug ...”

She thought of her mother.

Gore.

Her father.

Ancther kind of gone, but just as permanent.

She'd loved them both.

Her friends.



She could count them on one finger.

Casse.

Her aunt and uncle.

Teking care of her out of obligation.

Nina

They hadn’t got dong from the word go.

“People just don't care about me” she said.

The spirit you offer me is as withered as my own grows, Yawau-tse said. Why should | want
it?

“Because ... because I'm offering it to you fredy.”

That does not make it much of a bargain. A hard, unloving spirit in exchange for this one of
your cousin’s, filled to repletion with its love for life. And for those in her life. Even for you, child.
She even has room to love you.

“l ... | love her, too!” Ash cried, redizing only as she spoke the words that they were true.

Then remember her with that love.

“Jud take meingead.”

What you have is not enough, Y awau-tse replied .

Ashfdl to her knees and laid her brow againg the stones. “Please” she said. “I have to be enough.
I'madl I've got.” There was no reply.

Her voice tralled off as she redized that the spirit-woman's presence was gone again. She pressed
her forehead againg the stones, hard enough to hurt, and stayed like that for along while, the cold sttling
into her, snow blowing up againg her face, caking around her eyes and mouth.

The drumming was dmost gone now.

Sowly she stood up, falure bowing her shoulders.

Waan't that the worst of it? She' d falled because she just wasn't good enough.

Widl, it wasn't news—was it?

That's what her father thought for sure. And the dim bulbs who passed for student counsdors a
school, pretending to care about the kids. And that psychiatrist that her aunt and unde had sent her to.

They were dl the same. They’d dl come to the same verdict. She was't good enough.

Unde John and Aunt Gwen, they must fed the same, too, or ese why send her to see the shrink?

She stuck her handsin her pockets. One hand could find no purchase because the pocket she put it
inhad been torn. The other closed its fingers around the pomegranate. She took it out and looked &t it,
tracing the silverwork with her gaze. What was it that Alver had sad about this combination of fruit and
slver? Something about it being a fetish. About when the two were combined ....

They promise Whedls brought back into their proper balance no matter how far they have
strayed from their initial turnings ...

“Wdl, balance this” she said to the fetish.

Cocking back her arm, she threw it as hard as she could at the wdl of the tower. It struck with the
sound of an enormous bell beng rung. All around her the fading sound of the drumming sud-denly
intengfied. The fruit was just a smear of juice and pulp on the wal now, its pedl and the slverwork lying
inthe snow ét its base.

The juice looked like blood, dripping down the stones.

Adh took a step closer. She put her knuckles to her mouth and couldn’t tear her gaze away from the
dripping.

It was blood.

The tower was bleeding.

The drumming intendfied until her head ached with it.

Her gaze followed the dow passage of the blood to the ground. Where it touched the snow, steam
arose. Greenery ap-peared in the seam, shoots of grass and then a flower—the amdl ydlow blossom of
a buttercup. Hissng and crackling as it grew from the thawing ground, the greenery spread like spilled



water. Swesetgrass and clover, dandelions and bunches of violets, purpose flowers sparkling. Shrubs
grew in the wake of the ground cover. Sgplings, crowned with tender new shoots and buds that unfolded
into leaves with a speed only duplicated by stop-motion photography. The air was thick with the sudden
heady scent of spring.

Heding, Ash thought. That's what Alver had told her the pomegranate fetish would do. Hed the
land.

But the tower ... Cracks seamed the stone wdl facing her. The shifting of the stone sounded like ice
bresking on ariver in goring. Rumbling came from deep underground. The tower swayed, rock powder
duding the air.

Ash backed dowly away, fear dawing a her nerves.

With a boom like a sharp crack of thunder, the stones she'd struck with the fetish fdl in on
themsdves. For a moment, Ash's vison went black. When she could focus again, Yawau-tse stood
there among the broken stones, wreathed in stone dust.

The spirit-woman'’s fegtures were more ravaged than they’d been before, reminding Ash now of a
picture of amummified corpse she'd seen in an issue of National Geographic. It was as though dl the
liqud in her flesh was evaporating. Her eyes flared with dangerous lights She ill held the toad in one
hand. She pointed her Saff a Ash.

“Wha have you done?” Y awau-tse cried.

Frost gripped Adh's chedt. It froze the ar in her lungs Stopped her heart. Make her bone marrow
sl so that her bones fdt as though they were cracking with fissures.

She couldn’'t speak. She could bardy make a sound. Every-thing was a shimmery haze of frost and
ice

“You mdidouslittle child,” the spirit-woman spat. “I'll—"

“Do nothing,” a new voice said.

Y awau-tse dowly raised her head to look beyond Ash. As soon as her gaze left her, Ash found that
she could move again. She sucked a ragged breeth into her tortured lungs. Hugged hersdf with trembling
ams. Sowly turned to see what had inter-rupted the spirit-woman from finishing her off.

And found who had been responsible for the drumming she' d been hearing.

There were people ganding in a hdf cirde around the spirit-woman and hersdf—or at least Ash
thought they were people at firs. People dressed in leather shirts and leggings, men and women both.
Beadwork decorated their bandoleers, the medicine pouches hanging a ther bdts and the bdts
themsdves

And they dl wore masks.

There was a fox with a feathered headdress. A bear with grizzled braids. A raven with a beaded
headband. A turtle with a brightly coloured scarf worn on its head like one of the old Itdian ladies in
Foxuville. A tree frog, skin speckled green and ydlow, wearing a black, large brimmed hat. A hawk with
an antlered headdress. A mousein alittle beaded cap. A catfish, a hare, a moose.

And awolf with a crown of rose briars.

“You have no right to interfere” 'Y azwau-tse told them. “ She has given us the right,” the bear-woman
replied. Ash gtifled a gasp of surprise.

Those weren't cleverly-made masks. Those were their redl heads ...

“She has cdlled us” the fox-man said.

“Who ... who are you?" Ash asked in asmall, wondering voice.

“Dreamers,” the mouse-woman said.

“Wefill the spirit-realm with our dreams,” the frog-man added.

“We show dreamers their Wheds” the raven-man said.

Ther voices woke the same buzzing sensation in Ash's head as Y awau-tse' s voice had, but she fdt
no danger with these animd people. She regarded them with delighted wonder, noted the drums hanging
from their bets, the fingers that strayed to them—first one player, then anothe—and kept the smple
rhythm of their sound thrumming in the air.

“You're totems, aren’'t you?’ she said.



The wolf-woman indlined her head gravely. “We guide” she said.

“We watch,” the hawk-man said.

“We dream,” the moose-woman added.

“You interfere” Y awau-tse told them.

“No,” the catfish-man said. “We are merdly here to see you off on your long-delayed journey.”

“And to make certain that you do not take those whose time has not yet come with you,” the
turtle-man added.

“l am going on no journey,” Y awau-tse assured them.

“Look at yoursdf,” the hare-woman said.

The mummifying process had continued while they spoke. Yawau-tse's flesh was only dry withered
kin dinging to her bones now. Her eyes were sunken hollows. Her lips thin to the point of
disappearance. She hed up Ninain one skeleta hand.

“Shewill renew me” she said.

She held the toad to her brow, pressed thetiny creature againg her wasted skin and began to chant.
Thefingers of the animd people dl strayed to their drums. Music arose from ther ingruments—a sately,
yet joyful, sound. Its rhythm played counter to Y awau-tse’ s chant, diffusng its power, washing it away.

The ar was warm now, the plains bright with green growth. The tower was just so much broken
stone, heaped like an enor-mous cairn behind the withering spirit-woman.

“You murder me” Y a-wau-tse said.

The wolf-woman shook her head. “No. It is merdy your Whed, tumning once more. Quickly,
quickly—to capture dl the years you have stolen from your aloted span.”

“Your timewill come again,” the hawk-man said.

“l won't be the same.”

The hare-woman laughed quietly. “Why should you? Y ou have dready stepped this Whed; it is time
you learned another.”

But Y awau-tse could no longer speak. The dried flesh hold-ing her jawbone in place gave way and
the bone tumbled to the ground. Ash stared at in horror, shivering as the woman became only so much
dusgt and bone that fell to the green earth in the jawbone' s wake. The catfish-man caught Nina before she
gruck the ground and solemnly handed her to Ash. The turtle-man retrieved Y awau-tse's daff from
where it had falen and broke it across his knee. He thrust the two halves into the ground—broken ends
pointing down. When he stepped back from them, the broken haves of the gaff grew a webwork of
branches, which burgt into bud.

“Farewdl, sgter,” the frog-man said.

Adh hdd the toad that was her cousin gingaly in her pdm. “So ... that was dl | had to do?’ she
asked. “I just had to bresk the pomegranate?”’

The mouse-woman shook her head. The fetish was a catarlyst,” she said, “but it required a sacrifice
before it could become effective”

“Hrg you had to die” the raven-man explained at Ash's blank 1ook.

“Butl ... never ...

“Are you dill who you once were?’ the wolf-woman asked gently.

Ash dowly shook her head.

“S0,” the turtle-man said then. “Now do you understand?’

“The ... theold me ... died? And now ... now I'manew me...7

“Jud 0.

Adh frowned. “Blit ... that seems too easy ....”

“Hasit been s0 easy?’ the wolf-woman asked.

Adh shook her head again. No. The changes she' d gone through ingde hersdf had been anything but
€asy.

“And the task will grow harder ill,” the harewoman said. “For you must now mantan what you
have so recently earned.”



“Y ou mean, be good to other people and do what I'm told and that kind of thing?’

The catfish-man shook his head. “No. lust be true to your-sdlf. Anything ese of worth will develop
from that.”

“Wecome the days to come, rather than wait for them to come to you,” the hawk-man added. “Or
you will become as Y awaur-tse gptly pointed out—the same as she was. But you will be withered before
your time, rather than long after.”

A touched a finger softly dong the back of the toad, marveing a how soft the skin fdt. Nina's
eyes looked back at her from the creature' s broad face. They werefull of trust.

“Canl ... can | tak to my mum?’ Ash asked.

“Sheisnaot here” the bear-woman said. “She has dready stepped onto a new Whed.”

Ash tried to hide her disgppointment, but her throat grew thick and she had to look away to concedl
the brightness that tears woke in her eyes.

“Beglad,” the moose-woman said softly.

Adh looked up. Through thefilm of her tears, the animd people seemed like so many dream shapes.
No longer red. “Glad?’ she said.

The turtleeman nodded. “Her song has no ending, child. We are dl part of the same song—your
people, our people. That song goes on forever. Our individud strains will dways be a part of it, no
meatter what Whed we step.”

“So S€e’s... she's okay?”

“Of course sheis,” the wolf-woman said. “The pain exigs only for those left behind. Put it from you.
Remember her with joy—great joy—buit let her hold on you go.”

Adsh nodded dowly. No one spoke for along time then. There was just the drumming. Ash let her
pulse twin its rhythm until that desperate feding indgde her sarted to ease alittle.

“l guess I've got to go back now,” she said. “To bring Nina back. All this must be pretty scary for
her.”

“Not now,” the raven-man said. “Not now that Y a-wau-tse has journeyed on. Your Sder revesin
her totem shape, for init, she sees the world, and her placeinit, asit truly is”

Ash never thought to correct the raven-man about her relationship to her cousin. She just accepted
that they were shlings—as she should have years ago.

“Do | have atotem, to0?" she asked.

“Look for it,” the frog-man said.

“In dreams,” the wolf-woman added.

She took something from her pocket and attached it to Adh's charm bracelet. It was a tiny slver
wolf’s head charm.

“Wewill be here to help you find it,” she said.

The drumming grew softer now. Ash gtirred, redizing her surroundings for the firg time in a while.
The plains were gone. She and the animd people stood together in a glade. All around them, green and
growing, were the trees of Alver's forest. She could sense the tree spiritsin the trees, watching them—no
longer maevolent, just curious.

When she looked back at the animd people, they didn't seem as sharply focused any more. It was
as though they were garting to fade.

“Why didn’t you stop her yoursalves?’ she asked.

“Yawau-tse?’ the fox-man said.

Ash nodded.

“It wasn't ours to do,” the hare-woman replied. “When hu-mans meddle with manitou, they must
gtand respongible for ther actions”

“We can only watch,” the moose-woman said.

“And wait,” the raven-man added.

Ther voices were growing more and more distant. Ash could see right through them now.

“Is Lusaewen one of you?’ she asked quickly.

There was S0 much she needed to know.



“No,” the catfid+man said.

“But sheisadear friend,” the wolf-woman said.

They were dmost gone now—just vague ghogtly outlines remained.

“Will I see you again?’ Ash cried.

The animd peopl€’s outlines disappeared. Fant drumming replied, faded, was gone. But there was
promisein its rhythm. Ash looked down at the toad in her hand.

“Wdl, kid,” she said. “It’ s time we went home.”

She fdt light-headed, capable of anything.

“And how’re we going to do that?" she asked Nina rhetori-cdly. “lugt you watch.”

She placed the toad on the ground and took off the fur parka, Ietting it fdl to the grass, then sat down
to remove her leggings and boots. It was sweltering here now compared to how it had been when
Y awau-tse was in control. Cdling up the tepee with its charm, she stowed away the winter gear, then
returned the tepee charm to her bracelet. Sorting through the other charms on the bracelet, she findly
found the one that she knew would be there. A tiny Slver imege of a Lower Crowsea house, complete
with its tiny-postage stamp of a backyard. She got it free from the bracelet, then picked up Nina and
stood up.

“Here we go,” she said.

But before she could toss the charm down and wake its odl, a figure stepped from the trees on the
far Sde of the glade. Alver.

There was no knifein his hand now.

But his eyes dill held that spirit-world wildness.

“l just wanted ... to thank you,” he began.

Adh looked a him for along moment, trying to summon up some anger for what he’'d dmost done to
her, but it wouldn't come.

“It sokay,” she sad.

Then she tossed the charm down.

The back of her aunt and uncle's house rose up in front of her. She was sanding in the backyard.
Bending down, she et the toad go. The little creature looked up a her with Nina's eyes ill there in its
face, for one long moment. Then it was just a toad. Ash rocked there on her heds, watching it hop off,
then dowly rose to face the back of the house.

Timeto goin.

Timefor the new person to make a new life

She got as far as the doorway leading into the living room and just stopped there, looking in. Her
aunt and uncle were fussng over Nina. Aunt Gwen was crying and hugging Nina; Unde John looked like
he was going to cry. One of Nind's friends was there—Nina couldn’t remember her name—4tting in a
char looking kind of dazed and happy, dl at the same time. Casse and Bones were there as well, as
totaly caught up in Nina's miracu-lous return as the rest of them.

Some things never changed.

Everybody was paying dtention to Nina. Jugt like dways. Ash's hard-won resolve in the spirit-world
wavered, then fled. She wondered if they had even missed her as she turned to leave the house again.

Nina

“Adhley!” Nina cried.

Nina's whole experience in the spirit-world held a dreamlike qudity for her. it was like her other
dreams—she could remember it, but only a a distance. As though it had happened to someone ese. The
whole experience dready seemed vague and logt intime.

Except for Y awau-tse.

And Aghley. Who'd been willing to give up everything for her. It made Nina fed like a hed for the
way she'd treated her cousin.

She saw Adhley hesitate in the doorway. Everyone dsein the room moved as though in dow mation.



For one long endless ingant the world was just her and Ashley. The understanding that passed between
them spoke volumes that could never be articu-lated. Then pandemonium broke loose as her mother and
father rushed across the room to worry over Ashley. Her mother hugged Ashley, her father enfolded
them both in hisarms.

For once, Ninadidn't fed an ounce of jedlousy.

“Oh, you had us so scared,” her mother was saying. “Don’'t ever do this again. Will you promise me
that, Ashley?if you're not happy about something—talk to usfirst. Don't run away.”

“l didn't run away,” Ashley said. “I got taken away.”

“What happened?’ John asked.

As he and Gwen stepped back, Cassie moved in to give Ashley a hug.

“Lord, but you had us worried, girl,” she said.

And then time was swallowed with explanations as they dl told of what had happened to them that
night. They were dl forthcoming with each other—as though they were dl friends, rather than adults and
parents and children—except Ashley never spoke of how she'd saved Nina She made it sound as
though the manitou had done that. And she never spoke of the charm bracelet that hung on her left wrigt.
But Nina knew what it was. Her own totem iill moved ingde her and it let her see the world with new
eyes. She could make connections between seemingly unreated items that she'd never have thought to
make before.

She knew the bracelet was magic.

Jugt as she knew that she and Ashley were bound together as closdly as ther mothers had been—for
dl that they were only cousins.

“Friends?’ she said to her cousin when the taking was findly done.

She and Ashley were stting on the couch with Judy between them. Nina leaned across Judy, one
am around her friend's shoulders, the other offered to Adhley.

“Friends” Adhley said, taking her hand.

“Things are going to change,” Nina said.

“I hope you're going to start with your hair,” Ashley said. “What's wrong with my hair?”

“It needs a mgor overhaul. Redlly. The bangs have got to go.”

“She might be right,” Judy said.

“Oh, thanks alot. Why doesn’t everybody just gang up on me?’

“She'sjust teasing you,” Judy said. “Right?’

Adhley shrugged. “Maybe ...

But there was atwinklein her eyes.

“Wdl, what about that jacket of yours?’ Nina said. “What's wrong with my jacket?’

“What' s right with it? All those headbanger patches ...” Nina s parents sat with Cassie and Bones on
the other sde of the room, ligening to the conversation. The fortune teller and her shaman friend were
amused at the girls fencing, but Gwen'’s brow wrinkled with worry.

“| thought they were findly going to be friends,” she said. “But just ligen to them.”

“Maybe you should just settle on them being Ssters” Cassie said.

John nodded and took hiswife s hand. “I'll sttle for that any day. OP

“Doexn't look like you have much choice,” Bones said.

Ash

The next Monday afternoon after school, Ash and Nina sat to-gether in one of the reading rooms of
the G. Smithers Memorid Library a Butler Universty, poring over a Cornish-English English-Cornish
dictionary.

“What makes you think you'll find something in that?’ Nina asked.

“It'sjust the way she told me her name” Ash replied, run-ning her finger down a page. “She didn't
sy her name was Lusewen; judt thet | could cal her that. There' s got to be a reason why she chose that
name. Her birds both had names that meant something.”



“But why're you so sure its Cornish?’

“Because that's what | am. And because the birds' names were Cornish words.”

Her finger stopped in the middle of a page.

Lusawen.

It meant Ash.

“That’'syou,” Nina said as she leaned close to reach what Ash had found.

Ash nodded.

“But what's it mean?’

Adh looked across the library, but she didn't see the long rows of bookcases, the graduate students
working on their theses.

Wheat did it mean?

It was short for Ashley.

But her extengve readings into various mystery traditions called up other meanings, meenings that
were more esoteric, more ... Sgnificant to what Lusewen represented for her.

Adh was what afire left when it had burned right down to the heart of an object, symbalic of the
trangtory nature of human life. Or as the manitou might say, it reminded one of his or her life Whed,
cydic as the seasons. A life span might seem short, but it dways came around again.

Ash was ds0 the tree in the Cdtic myderies that linked the inner and outer worlds. Yggdrasl, the
World Tree from which Woden hung to gain his enlightenment. In the Ogham aphabet of the druids,
Gwidion took Woden's place, and with him the mysteries lay thicker. The druids cdled the tree Nuin,
and for them it connected the three circles of existence—which some named as the past, the present, and
the future, and others as confusion, balance, and crestive force.

Circles.

Whedls.

So what did that make Lusewen?

Wefill the spirit-world with dreams, the manitou had told her.

Did that mean that they had created Lusewen as a guide for her, or was Lusewen the person that
Adh could grow up to be?

I’'m who you might be, Lusewen had told her the last time Ash asked her who she was.

“Ash?’

She blinked, then turned to look a her cousn.

“You looked like you were miles away,” Ninasaid. “I was.”

She told Ninawhat she' d been thinking, enjoying the smple pleasure of having someone to share this
kind of thing with—someone her own age, someone she could trust.

“Does that mean your totem’s an ash tree?’ Nina asked when she was done. “Is that kind of thing
even posshle?’

“l don’t know.”

“I wonder how can wefind out for sure” Ninasad.

Ash didn't reply for along moment. She fingered the charms on the bracelet that Lusewen had given
her and then thought of the pomegranate.

She was definitdy going to have to take up slverwork, she decided.

“There s only one way to find out,” she sad findly.

They found Bones in Fitzhenry Park, working his shtick on atourist. They stood nearly, wetching the
fdl of the tiny bones, the delicate way hisfingers sketched ther patternsin the air just above them. When
he was findly done and the tourist walked away, her satisfaction expressed in the ten-dollar bill that she'd
left in the wooden bowl by his knee, he turned to the girls.

“Hey, now,” he said.

His down eyes were back—mad, prancing specks dancing in their dark depths.

“Did you come by to hear the little mysteries speak through me?’ he added with a grin.

Ash shook her heed.

“We want you to show us how to wak the spirit-world,” she said.



