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THIS IS YOUR SOUL ON DRUGS

After the events chronicled in Bedlams Bard, world-saving bard and
magi ci an Eric Banyon noves into his new New York apartnent hoping to
settle down to the quiet life. No such luck: his building is a

saf e-house for a group of occultist Guardians protecting the city
fromsupernatural evil. And there's a new evil for themto guard
against....

When unet hical drug researchers discover that they can induce
amazi ng mental powers using psychotropic drugs, they begin planning
to raise a drug-enslaved arny of mercenaries and grow very, very
rich. But this gets the attention of Aerune mac Audel ai ne, |ord of
the dark Unsel ei ghe Si dney, who hopes to use the drugs to break
through to the human world and feed on the suffering there. Both
plans will bring terror to the world-and both are threatened by the
very existence of Eric Banyan

Wth his possibly | oyal conpanions-a beautiful elven half-breed and
a gargoyleEric heads for a three-way battle of wizardry that wll
determ ne CGothanmls fate-and his own.

ALSO IN THI S SERI ES

Bedl am s Bard by Mercedes Lackey & Ellen Guon
Born to Run by Mercedes Lackey & Larry Di xon
Wheel s of Fire by Mercedes Lackey & Mark Shepherd
Chronme Circle by Mercedes Lackey & Larry Di xon

ONE: THE PARTI NG OF FRI ENDS
"By a kni ght of ghosts and shadows
| sunmoned amto tourney
Ten | eagues beyond the wide world's end
Met hinks it is no journey."

--;Tom O Bedlam (traditional)

"Are you sure you really want to do this?" Beth asked Eric for roughly the five hundredth time in
t he past nonth.

As a long-tinme stranger to big cities, it was hard for Eric to believe that

there was anywhere in New York City where she could have been heard wi t hout

shouting, but this strange little tree-shaded court was sonehow as quiet as a desert canyon mles

out si de of Los Angel es--;and just about as hot. It was Septenmber, but there was no hint of fall in
the air, and the | eaves on the slender maples growing in their squares of earth allocated in the
sidewal k were still green. Today was one of the shinmering-hot days that persisted well into
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Cct ober here, and the stone of the buildings surrounding them seened to hold and refl ect back
every degree of heat. The buildings also shut nost of the traffic noise out, nmaking a private
oasis in the heart of the city. Beth and Kory--;and their notorcycl es-cum el venst eeds--;were the
only creatures on the street besides FEric.

Eric looked up at the old apartment building that was going to be his hone for the next year or
so, and nodded.

"I"'msure," he replied firmy. "Things couldn't go on the way they have

been--; and none of us wanted themto." Then he grinned. "Besides, you aren't going to be that far
away by Underhill standards. And |'ma fully functional Bard now, renmenber? | can cone visit you
any time | want to--;or any time you guys are getting stir-crazy."

Beth | ooked as if she might want to argue that point for a nonment; then, instead of saying
anyt hi ng, she just sighed.

"You certainly aren't the sanme Eric Banyon anynore," she admtted. "You not only have feck, but
you know what nachine to buy your clues from" she said, grinning proudly.

"And | brought ny own roll of quarters to put in the machine," Eric shot back, grinning.

Earlier this nmorning, the three of them had packed up the last of their stuff fromthe friend' s
pl ace they'd been crashing at between Faire weekends. The Sterling Forest RenFaire ran every year
fromJuly to Septenber at a site about an hour north of New York City. There was even a Nexus
there, Elfhanme Everforest, the only one on the East Coast, tucked away in the State Park that
surrounded the Fairesite.

The three of them had been working the Faire together, just like old tinmes. Only this time it was
a farewell performance, and they'd all known it. It had added a certain sweetness to the nusic.
But all good things must cone to an end.

He put down his two bags to hug her. "No worries, pretty lady. I'lIl be fine. The kids at Juilliard
are already calling ne “old man,' and taking bets on who's going to win the confrontations between
me and the administration. Odds are in ny favor, by the way." C asses started on Monday, but he'd
al ready been up to the school several times, for Registration and Orientation. It hadn't changed

much in all the years he'd been away--;schools had a lot in common with Underhill in that respect.
Beth traded places with Kory, who was not at all ashaned to bestow as hearty a hug on Eric as Beth
had. "You do know the way Underhill, if you need to cone,” Korendil appealed. There was an

unspoken plea in the elf's eneral d-green eyes.

"Do not allow pride to keep you from seeking your friends if you need help."

Eri c shook his shaggy head; haircuts had not been a priority either Underhill or at the Faire, and
he didn't want to do anything about the length of his mane just yet. "Believe ne, Elfhanme
Everforest is the first place I'lIl head for if | get into trouble,” he prom sed. "Now, you two--
;go! If you don't nmke some tracks, you won't reach Sterling Forest before sunset, elvensteeds or
no el vensteeds, and this is going to be your last Renfaire gig before the baby cones. | think I
can nanage to nove ny last two bags into an apartnment w thout hel p--;and take care of nyself once
I"ve settled in."

They' d been staying with Bonnie and Kit up in Inwod--;a conmic book witer and a Wtch that Beth
knew from years ago--;while Eric and Beth nmade the many purchases necessary to turn a rented
apartnent into a hone--;and waited the several weeks for delivery of the furniture! Eric wasn't

di spl eased to have the transition tinme: living Underhill for an extended period made returning to
the Worl d Above a distinct shock. And no place else, in Underhill or the Wrld Above, was quite
like New York City. It nmade even the Chaos Lands seem qui et.

Bet h paused to hug himonce nore. "You know, | think you can," she admitted, looking just a little
tearful. "And maybe that's the scariest part of all. You don't need us anynore."

There wasn't any reply he could nake to that statenent--;there was enough truth in it to sting--
;80 Eric didn't bother to try. Instead, he picked up his bags and noved away fromthe curb,
wal ki ng backwards, as Kory and Beth nounted their sleek, exotic notorcycles.

A third bike already resided in the tiny parking |ot behind the building, and Eric had no fear

t hat anyone was going to steal it. For one thing, they wouldn't be able to find a starter or a
place to hotwire it. For another, she wouldn't let them Lady Day was an el vensteed, and could
take any form she chose. Eric didn't really ride her, she carried hin he could go to sleep while
riding her and she would get himsafely to his destination no matter what the conditions were. She
coul d take any shape he wanted her to--;he'd heard that there were even elves in other Elfhanes
that had el vensteeds the shape of racing cars, though frankly Eric would believe that when he saw
it.

H s mind was al ready running ahead, into his future here. He preferred her as a notorcycle, and
Lady Day preferred to take that form but as soon as the weather turned, she was going to have to
take on the formof a little econobox car, unless he intended to take the subway across town to
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Juilliard. She wasn't |ooking forward to that, and frankly, neither was he, but that was the price
he paid for returning to Juilliard--; East Coast w nters.

Maybe | can have her clone a Kia, a Neon or a sporty little Isuzu 4x4 instead.

That woul dn't be too out-of-keeping with my cover story, Eric thought hopefully.

It had been so long since he'd had to worry about noney at all that he wasn't too sure he
remenbered the gory details. I can always say | put the bike in storage for the winter. Nobody at
Juilliard is likely to know enough about cars to wonder how | can keep a nai ntenance hog fuell ed
and runni ng!

Eric paused at the front door of the building for a last |ook back. Beth and Kory had donned their
hel mets, and "started" the bikes, thus making further conversation a nmoot point. The el vensteeds
not only knew enough to counterfeit the roar of powerful notorcycle engines, they seened to enjoy
doing so. The two riders, anonynous now in their matching helnets and |leathers, pulled neat little
reversal noves that got themgoing in the right direction on the street with an appropriate anount
of tire spin and snoke. They waved, and Eric tucked one bag under his armand freed up a hand to
wave back. He kept waving as they roared out of sight.

That didn't take long in the city; they were out of sight as soon as they turned the corner. He
evened his | oad again, and wal ked soberly up to the door of the buil ding.

Hone. Sweet hone? Well, hone is what you make it, | guess. This is as good as any. And a | ot
better than some. Good thing I'mnot on a starving student's budget.

He coul d have had any apartnent in any building in the city, of course: as an adult student, Eric
didn't have the sane residence restrictions that the mnors and first-year students did at
Juilliard, and a fellow with a safety-deposit box full of gold Krugerrands could pretty nuch

af ford what ever he wanted. But he'd gone out wal king one day when he and Beth and Kory first
arrived here, and found the old building as if he'd been drawn to it. It'd had a nane once--; npst
ol d New York apartnent buildings were naned--;but tinme had eroded the carvi ng above the door

until all that remained was a florid "G' and a barely |egible "ouse."

Sonet hi ng- house. Maybe Gargoyl e House, for when Eric had | ooked up--;he was

enough of an out-of-towner to do that frequently--;he had been surprised to see the hunched w nged
forns of classic nedieval gargoyles perched on the building' s four corners. New York was rich in
such hidden scul pture, he knew. Art for birds, sonmeone had once called it.

There'd been a discreet sign in the building nmanager's wi ndow-;the only "For Rent" sign he could
renenber seeing anywhere, actually--;and the building itself had attracted him There were three
apartnments avail able. One was a corner apartnment on the top floor, and when he saw that there was
a gargoyl e perched right outside the |iving-roomw ndow, he'd been sold.

That had been the good part. The bad part was the age of the building. AOd

bui | di ngs had ol d building problens. Still, it had a lot nore heart to it than sone of those high-
rise condos that were going up everywhere. And a place like this would be a |ot easier to explain
i f anyone ever asked.

For a wonder, the building manager--; her nane was Toni Hernandez, a m ddl e-aged Latina woman--; had
been ready to show himaround right then. The building was of about the same vintage as the
@unfight at the OK Corral, which neant that the ceilings were high and the bat hroons were ancient--

;which meant very cool lion-footed bathtubs, but teeny sinks and plunbing he wasn't altogether
sure

about. The kitchen cabinets and counters | ooked |ike originals fromwhen the building was new, and
forget central air--;if he wanted to be cool during the sumer and early fall, he'd have to buy a

wi ndow AC, and hope the wiring could stand it. He was going to have to swelter for the rest of
this year, though--;by the time he could get a window unit delivered and installed at this time of
year, snow woul d al ready be falling.

As for the heating, it was all by ancient steam pipes, and those didn't function until the super
decided it was cold enough--;and Eric knew all about the way steam pi pes sang and banged at night.
He' d probably need to supplenent the radiators with space heaters, given how far away his
apartnment was from the basement boilers, anyway.

He' d been assured that the wiring was nodern, though--;and |ooking the apartment over, seeing all
new cover plates and plenty of grounded outlets, Eric had felt fairly sure he wasn't being lied
to. If the wiring was nodern enough to accept the |oad of a conputer, a mcrowave, and an air
conditioner, he felt he could put up with steam heat and anci ent plunbing. He'd accepted the top-
floor apartnent on the spot, and the rest had been nere fornality.

The buil ding might be old, but it had sone nifty nodern anenities where it really counted, and
considering its West Side location, Eric was surprised that the building hadn't gone condo a | ong
time ago. A security system nounted discreetly in an etched brass plate beside the door had a code
for every tenant--;and with ten digits, it would take a long tinme for soneone to hit a correct one
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at random

He punched it in now-;a little slow, but he'd taken care to pick a string of nunbers fairly easy
to remenber--;and wal ked in through the front door. The cool ness of the | obby was wel come after
the heat outside, and as he usually did, he paused to admire the foyer--;very Art Nouveau, and al
of it original. Even the opulent brass faces of the mmil boxes were vintage. O course, that neant
that the elevator was pretty vintage too--;hydraulic, and in mnt condition, but very slow M.
Her nandez told himthat when the building had been built, people had been afraid of fast
elevators. So it rose gently and serenely at a | ess-than-wal king pace, but hey, if he was in a
hurry, he could always use the stairs.

The el evator took its time in arriving on the top floor, but that wasn't bad either. He wasn't as

frisky as he'd been when he first cane to school at Juilliard, hinmself. He liked the folding
bronze safety-gate; it rem nded himof an old hotel he'd once stayed in that actually had an

el evator attendant, little red uniformand all. Fortunately the building didn't cone with a
doornan, |ike sonme of the posh places along Park Avenue did. He didn't think he could quite handle
t hat .

The long elevator ride up to the 10th floor gave Eric time to think and to probe his feelings as
if they were a newWy filled tooth. Did it hurt, Beth and Kory going off like that and |eaving him
behi nd? Shoul d he reconsi der?

Nope. It doesn't really hurt, it just feels different. It stopped hurting a long tine ago. And the
decision isn't really new. It's old.

He renenbered the day Beth had first told himshe was pregnant. She and Kory had | ooked so happy--
;Beth wanted a large famly, and el ves were crazy about children anyway--;but all Eric had felt
was fear, as though he'd nade a disastrous mistake in fathering this child. It had been Beth who'd
gently broken it to himthat she already knew what Eric had only that nonment di scovered: that
while he'd been growing into his magic, she and Kory had been growing into a couple. Wthout him
Only not really. After what we've been through together, we'll be friends

forever. Only it's a different kind of friendship now In sonme ways it's better

Better, because it |acked the elenment of sexual anxiety that had flavored the earliest days of his
relationship with Beth . . . and Kory. This was sonething strong and deep that didn't need sex to
fuel it, something that would last as long as the pillars of Underhill

The el evator creaked to a halt on the top floor, jarring himout of his reverie, and Eric opened
the safety gate and the door. His apartnent was a corner apartment, which had been another selling
point. Its location neant that there would be | ess noise fromfellow tenants, and no noi se from
the elevator itself, as well as a cooling cross-breeze on nost days. He still wasn't used to how
noisy this city was--;even in the mddle of Central Park you could hear the sirens and the traffic
noi ses.

New York, New York, it's a wonderful town. The Bronx is up and the Battery's down. And the city
never sl eeps.

Li ke the | obby, the hallway decor had sonehow survived being "nodernized"; it was original, and
for a wonder, no one had ripped off the vintage paté verinel light-fixtures. Then again, naybe
that was why the owners had put in the security systemin the first place. Architecture thieves
were only one of the problens of life inthe Big Gty.

The only concession to the nodern world was in the carpet running the length of the hall; it was
standard grey-beige industrial stuff, but it didn't clash with the Art Nouveau wal | paper and
frosted-glass fixtures, not all of which were lights. There were caneras in sone of those wal
fixtures, and snoke and heat detectors too, and sprinklers in the ceiling--;everything the heart
could desire froma safety and security standpoint. Another selling point, not that a fully
trained Bard had nuch to fear from hunman thugs. Magical attacks were another matter, but frankly,
Eric wasn't expecting nmany of those.

At the end of the hall was his door. No hollowcore flimsy barricade or scary netal portal this,
but a solid slab of oakwood, polished deep brown with the passing of years, with brass | ockpl ates
and doorknob that gleanmed brightly against the old wood. Here was the building's second concessi on
to the nodern age--;there were two key-operated deadbolts plus the door key, and a final key pad
on which once nore to enter his ten-digit code. If he didn't enter it, or keyed it wong and
didn't correct hinmself when it beeped at him the systemwould alert M. Hernandez--;she'd check
the caneras and maybe call the cops.

I wonder why this place has got so nmuch security? O maybe this is normal for New York? After all

I have been away for a while.

Li ke about 20--;no, closer to 30--;years. Though he'd spent a lot of that time Underhill, where
time flowed nore slowy than it did in the Wrld Above. That was one of the reasons he'd been
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willing to risk coming back so openly. Anybody who was still |ooking after this Iong would be

| ooking for a guy in his forties--;not a sassy young dude still in his twenties.

He negotiated the three key-locks--;here was a nonment of funbling with the ring of unfamliar keys
(Eric hadn't carried keys in years, and had kept losing themfor the first few weeks)--;punched in
his code, and watched while the light went fromred to green. Then he was inside and | ocking the
door of his new home behind him Beth's friends said it would soon become second nature, but for
now it was an effort to renmenber the actions involved.

At |ast he turned away from the door and | ooked around with a sudden feeling of hesitancy. Even
with as much work as Beth and Kory had al ready done while he'd been getting squared away with
Juilliard, there was a lot still to unpack and arrange, and nost of it was brand-new unt ouched- by-
human- hands stuff. This was the first time in his life he'd had this many things.

I nedi ately before himwas the Iiving room a huge space (so Bonnie had said) by New York
standards. A new | eather couch and matching recliner in the sort of oxblood brown that reni nded
himof Ad English clubs sat cozily in front of the fireplace--;this place was retro enough to
have fireplaces, (with terrific white-marble mantels, though he didn't think the fireplace stil
worked). To the right of the sofa and behind it were the tall sash wi ndows, and if he | ooked up,
Eric could just see the back of the gargoyle on the corner of the roof. Against the blank wall was
his new rack systemand a tel evision and | aser-di sk pl ayer.

In the corner farthest fromthe w ndows was his desk--;light cherry, from Levinger's--;which
mostly held a brand-new conputer with a nusic keyboard and speakers as well as the usual techie
stuff.

Sheepski ns covered the worn wooden parquet floor, and the gl azed-chintz curtains in an archiva
WIlliamMrris pattern--;nostly deep greens, with a hint of orange--;that Beth had pi cked out were
pul |l ed open to display the view There were flowers in a blue glass vase on the mantl epi ece--
;moonlilies, so that was Kory's touch; they didn't grow anywhere but Underhill, and a daily little
touch of nagic woul d keep them alive forever. The heat made the apartnent seemstuffy, and Eric
nmoved around openi ng wi ndows. Though there was a six week wait for delivery of an air conditioner
he'd been able to pick up a couple of wall fans.

He Iifted theminto the kitchen and bedroom wi ndows now and swi tched themon. A cooling breeze
began to waft through the apartnment, and Eric sighed with relief.

He coul d manage to be pretty confortable, so long as he didn't get into any

heavy lifting.

Eric still had a faint feeling of trespassing when he noved around the place. It |ooked |ike an
apartnent belonging to a noderately (okay, let's adnmt it: nore than noderately) prosperous
classical flautist--;at least, until you got to the CD collection, which was currently still in

boxes waiting to be unpacked. He'd had one heck of a time putting that together, and the | ook on
the clerk's face at Plastic Meltdown over in the East Village when he kept coming up to the
counter with anot her stack of disks had been worth every penny. Thanks to a little help, both
magi cal and non, Eric Banyon had an A-1 credit rating and an AnEx Platinumcard to prove it.
Thanks to the Krugerrands in his safe deposit box, he even had a way to pay the hunpongous bil

that was going to arrive

Besi de the enpty bookshel ves--;nore |ight cherry from Levinger's--;were boxes of books, also
waiting to be shelved. He'd had al nost as nmuch fun in the Strand as he had in the record store.
More, in a way, because he kept straying over to the children's sections, picking up volunes he'd
read as a kid and wanted to get reacquainted with. This place was as unlike his L. A apartnent as
possi bl e--;and just as unlike the house he'd shared with Beth and Kory in San Franci sco. That had
been due to calculated effort on all their parts. He was starting over, in a sense, and he should
start fresh.

Bet h had stocked the kitchen, so he wasn't going to starve, and she hadn't

| oaded it down with equi prent he didn't know how to use and food he didn't know how to cook
Mostly microwave stuff, he suspected, to go with the

nmot her-of -al | -mi crowaves sitting in silent splendor on the white-nmarble kitchen counter

It was too quiet, suddenly, and he wal ked over to the rack and turned on WQXR, the | ocal classica
station. Stravinsky's Pulcinella Suite filled the room not his first choice, but not bad, and
nmore to the point, not reeking of Onens and Portents. He'd had about enough of those for a while.
He took his bags into the bedroom and once again was confronted by newness. The bedroom was snal |,
only 14x14, with just enough roomfor a double bed with a bookcase headboard. The bed, covered
with a thick, red, silk-covered goosedown conforter--;another of Kory's touches, Eric suspected,
because elves liked color and weren't shy about using it--;was a classier version of one of those
adj ust abl e beds you saw on |l ate-night TV commercials. He hadn't wanted a waterbed; that would have
cone with too many nmenories of Beth and Kory attached.
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The headboard had built-in lanps and his new al arm clock (retro-Deco to match the buil di ng)
nestled cozily in a nook that would be difficult to reach if he wasn't awake. On top of the

mat chi ng bureau was a smaller tel evision, and one of those nifty-keen Bose Wave radi o/ CD pl ayers.
The curtains were the sane glowing red silk as the conforter. There was another sheepskin rug--
;dark brown this tine--;on the floor in front of the bed; it reminded Eric slightly of a large
flat dog.

He carried his bags over to the walk-in closet and opened it. It was the

ol d-fashi oned kind with drawers in the back and several tiers of shelves

reaching all the way up to the ceiling, and it was full of bags of brand new clothing that he
hadn't yet opened. Eric slowly unpacked his bags and hung the only things he owed that had any
wear on them on polished cedar hangers at the back. The clothing was nothing if not flanboyant;
Faire garb, all of it, and all of it nmade by magic. That was Kory's forté: he coul d produce
clothing at the drop of a pointed ear. It wasn't likely that Eric woul d need any of this at any
time soon, but he wanted to have it around. Alink to his past--;to the Faires and Underhill--;to
the only part of his life that Eric thought of as real

Everything el se in the apartnent had cone by way of the efforts of Eric's nentor, who was as
skillful at producing gold as Kory was at producing clothing--;and as Beth was at knowi ng where to
shop. Thanks to Master Mage Dharinel's work, Eric was not going to have to worry about where his
nmoney was conming fromfor a very long time, if ever. The rest of his tenure at Juilliard was
already paid for in advance. His rent was paid up for the next year in advance. Uilities, phone,
cable, ditto--;all handled out of an escrow account adm nistered by a "friend of the fanm |ly" down
in Wall Street sonewhere, just so Eric wouldn't have to worry about them And in addition to
everything else, Eric had a bank account again, besides that excellent credit rating and the
energency stash of Krugerrands.

As for the inevitable IRS agents (if nothing worse)--;well, he'd found a way to handl e t hem
They' d stopped in DC before coming up here; Eric had set up shop outside the agency, put out his
hat, and played his flute until he found one agent that was susceptible. Alittle Bardic magic, a
sob story about being out of work in Mexico for the last couple of years, a tale of w nning an
unspecified lottery outside the States, and an expressed eagerness to pay his rightful share of
taxes (and a check for the anpbunt the nice agent deened appropriate), and his record with the IRS
was as clean and shiny as Lady Day. He could use his own social security nunber without being
afraid it would red-flag every Federal conmputer fromhere to Utina Thule . . . in fact, his
entire record was so clean and shiny that anyone checking on him night suspect he was in the
Federal Wtness Protection Program Eric's nanme, his real nanme, was on the mail box, the apartnent
| ease, the utilities, in the phone book, and on the driver's |license and bank and credit cards in

his wallet. He wasn't hiding, he wasn't Underhill, and he didn't have to start thinking of ways to
escape whenever he saw a cop or someone in a too-perfect suit. |I'ma person again, he thought with
wonder. |'mreal. Whatever | do will go with ne; | can't shed ny past |like a snake with an old

ski n.

He went back into the living roomand sat in his new chair, the glossy leather chilly through the
back of his danp shirt. He listened to the Monlight Sonata wafting in courtesy of the radio
station. It all felt--;o0dd. Very odd. Not |uxurious, no--;strangely enough, although this was
luxury by all conmon standards, it did not match the | evel of sunptuousness Underhill, or even the
standards of confort Kory had established in their old San Franci sco townhouse.

But it was all Eric's, chosen to please only his taste and no one else's, and it was real and
solid, not sonething conjured up out of energy and thin air |ike goods of elvish making.

It might have felt restrictive after the bootl ess freedom of the past few years, but sonehow it
didn't. It felt solid and confortable and good. And when the Krugerrands ran out, and the account
that covered his rent and utilities expired, he'd have to have a job to pay for all of this.

Not that he had any doubt that he'd be able to do that when the tine came. He was probably one of

the few people, if not the only person, who ever quit Juilliard and then returned to finish what
he'd started.
Returned to finish . . . that had been a recurring thene lately. It wasn't the first tine the

t hought had crossed his nmind over tine--;but the first tinme, it hadn't been his thought at all.
"You have unfini shed business."

When he closed his eyes he could hear that stern voice saying those words even over the strains of
Beet hoven in the here-and-now. He didn't have to think about it; the scene played out behind his
eyes without effort, as clearly as if it had happened yesterday.

Underhill. He'd been Underhill, at Elfhame M sthold, and he hadn't known what day, week, or even
month it was. Tine noved strangely Underhill; |ight cane and went, but there was no telling if it
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was the end of a day or if the Queen of the Hill had decided she was tired of |ight and wanted
sonme darkness for a change.

Bet h--; Beth needed not to be Above, in the nortal world, where there were | aw enforcenent people
who t hought she was responsible for sone very unfortunate occurrences. And she was--;but not in
the way that they thought.

Besi des, as the elves with the ability to See into the future had said at the tine, at sone point
Real Soon Bethie was going to show up preggers, even nore reason not to go back into the Wrld
Above. So he and Kory were living Underhill with her, and in that strange tineless land Eric had
thrown hinself into his nusic--;which neant his magic--;fully and conpletely for the first time in
his life.

After the Lona Prieta al nost-disaster, the Nightflyers, and the absol ute proof to everybody

i nvol ved of the nadness of allowing a half-trained Bard to run around | eaking nmagi c and goi ng of f
unexpectedly, he'd had little choice. It hadn't been anbition that had driven him it had been
desperation. Beth was slipping away from himnore every day, and he knew it. Things were changi ng

in his life, even in the tineless world of Underhill, and he didn't like it. Maybe he'd thought
that being a real Bard, one with full control of his powers like the old Druidic Bards,--;Merlin,
Tal i esen, Gnion--;would lure Beth back and put himon an even footing with Korendil, Elven Knight

of El f hame Sun- Descendi ng.

Heck, Kory didn't have all that much nmagic by elven standards, surely Eric could catch up

But before long, the rmusic and magi ¢ stopped being a crutch, or a neans to an end, and becane the
end itself.

One day--;a day nmuch like any other, here--;he had finished playing and put his flute down,

wai ting for Dharinel to give himthe usual critique. Dharinel was a Magus Maj or and one of the
nmost powerful of Elven Bards in any Elfhane, anywhere, and there was always a critique. Either
Eric's control over the magic energy was not firm enough, or it was too grasping, and he didn't
let it flow

He went too slowy, or too fast. There was al ways sonet hi ng wong, and Dhari nel was al ways correct
when he pointed those things out.

It had all felt right when he played, conpletely and utterly right, but it had felt right in the
past, too. But this time when he stopped, Dharinel said nothing for a very long tine. The perfuned
m sts of Underhill drifted past them both, and the birds that had stilled out of politeness while

Eric played resuned their song. There was no sunshine, of course: there was no sun Underhill, only
a perpetual twlight, except when the Prince or the Queen deened it appropriate to deepen the
twilight to sonething like true night, so that the fireflies, Fae Lights, and Faerie ||l uninations

could enliven the darkness. Eric held his breath and wondered what he had done wong this tinme.
Was it that horrible?

Finally Dharinel had let out his breath and opened his jewel-toned eyes. "I have nothing nore to
teach you," he said in his controlled, utterly perfect voice.

Eri c had shaken his head. "What?" he blurted. "Was | that bad?"

"You were that good," Dharinel corrected. "I have nothing nore to teach you. The rest will cone
with maturity and practice, and it is a pity that you are not of the Blood, for you would be a
force to reckon with in a hundred years or so." He had actually smiled then; a thin smle, but the
expression so sel dom crossed Dharinel's sardonic lips that Eric had nearly fallen off his bench
"As it is, in a mere handful of nortal years, you will be a force to reckon with in the norta
world. And that is where you nmust go now. You have unfini shed business there."

The nonent Dharinel said those words, all of the vague discontent that had been in Eric's heart
attained an object. Once nusic had becone his Al again, he had been able to come to terns with
the fact that Beth and Kory were an Item and he had been slowy eased out of that side of their
rel ati onship. They woul d always be friends, the three of them but--;Kory and Beth were a pair
and he wasn't part of that structure anynore. He'd allowed it to happen without trying to fight.
And once those | ast pieces of the puzzle had fallen into place, like the tunblers in a lock, he'd
known what he shoul d do.

Besi des, Beth had a | ot of Things she needed to deal with. She and Kory wanted kids, and while
Eric liked kids in the abstract, he wasn't ready to play daddy right now, even though he'd

fathered the child she was carrying. It had seened |like a good solution at the time--;call it a
kind of parting gift. Kory and his cousins were very pleased with the idea of raising a baby-Bard
fromscratch in Underhill where she could be properly taught. Though Eric knew that Beth wanted

nore children--;and with Kory--;an elf couldn't father a child on a nortal wonan without a | ot of
hi gh- power ed- -; and very dangerous--; nmagi cal intervention
Hal fling births could be arranged in a nunber of ways, but nost of theminvolved stealing life-
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energy from another source to allow the woman to conceive--;and that nmeant whol esal e sl aughter of
the i nnocents who donated that energy. There were runors that there were gentler ways, but no one
in Msthold was really certain what was involved, actually, though Kory had the elven librarians
searching the nost ancient records and sending to the other hanes for hints of the ancient
Sel ei ghe qui ckeni ng nmagi cs.

But unlike Eric, Beth really didn't have much choice about staying in Underhill

Those very unpl easant people fromthe "al phabet agencies" were still |ooking for Beth. This was
bad. It nmeant that Beth Kentraine could never live in the real world again, unless she concocted a
whol e new identity or noved to another country where no one woul d ask her about her past. She
could visit--;with care and constant vigilance--;but she couldn't live in the States anynore. And

babies and the Faire circuit didn't coexist well, at the best of tines. .

And if the two of themdidn't have enough problens, there's the fact that if Beth spends |ong
enough in Underhill, she CAN T cone out, ever. She'll die. And before that happens, even if she
does find sone way to live Qutside, she gets older. And Kory . . . doesn't. O not fast enough

anyway. He's young by Sidhe standards. He has centuries ahead of him Bethie has | ess than a
century. There are spells that can slow her aging, but they'd tie her and Kory together for the
rest of their lives--;and shorten his. And even if she were willing to take that kind of
responsibility, she won't even |l et Dharinel try anything |ike that while

she feels responsible for ne!

It all had come together in that noment. Eric wanted his life back--;his life in the Wrld Above.
There were things he needed to finish, like his degree, if only to prove to hinself that he coul d.
And he just didn't like Underhill all that much, to tell the truth. He had at first. He'd enjoyed
the tinelessness, the tranquility. But after a while, what was sweet had becone cloying, what was
tranquil seened stale, and a growi ng restlessness brought it home to himthat nothing ever changed
her e.

"You're right," he'd told his mentor. "I have unfinished business. And | don't belong here." He'd
| ooked around, for a nonment. "Maybe no nortal bel ongs here--;"
"Unless they' re sorely wounded in heart or soul, lad," Dharinel said softly, so softly Eric had to

strain to hear him "Only then, when nortal sunlight brings pain, not gladness, can they bide
happily with us. O if they're so heart-bound to one of the Blood that |osing the sun of the
nortal |ands seens no kind of sacrifice to nake."

* * %

Eri c opened his eyes in the here-and-now and sighed. Well, if anyone qualified as "wounded in the
heart or soul,” it was Beth. Hell, she still couldn't even sleep at night unl ess soneone had her
sandwi ched between himand the wall--;except when she was Underhill. Living at Kit and Bonnie's
during the week, doing the Sterling Forest RenFaire on weekends, was one of the rare situations
when she rel axed outside of Underhill--;it would be next to inpossible for a governnent goon to

insert hinmself into the organization of Rennies. Rennies all knew each other, or knew people who
knew each other, and the habits and mannerisnms of a Rennie were sonmething it would take a | ong
time for a governnment agent to master. Not to nention the esoteric skill-sets it took to get hired
on at the Faires in the first place! Beth could feel safe there, and at night, surrounded by ot her
canmpers (and guarded by her and Kory's elvensteeds) it would be pretty hard for anyone to get at
them Inpossible to do it quietly.

Unless you're a ninja, and | don't think they take governnent contracts. At

| east | hope they don't.

The three of them had already planned the trip to the Sterling Forest Faire

before Eric had nade his decision--;he d just expanded the trip to include his reentry into the
human race. It hadn't been easy, but the biggest hurdle had actually been getting an audition to

reapply at Juilliard in the first place
Convincing Beth that this was sonething he had to do had been child' s play. Kory hadn't objected
at all, largely because Dharinel, who was his superior as well as his Elder, had made it quite

clear in his quiet but inplacable way that this was something he felt Eric had to do.

After that it was just a matter of lining up the ducks, and shooting them down.

And here he was.

He shook his head, |evering hinmself up out of the chair with a sigh. He had a | ot to unpack, so he
nmght as well get to it. He could always brood | ater

There'd be a lot of tinme for it. And it wouldn't get nuch cooler even if he

wai ted: the stone and concrete of the city held heat for hours after the sun set, unlike both L. A
and San Francisco, where tenperatures tended to drop sharply once the sun went down. Since his
apartment was near the Hudson River he could expect a drop of at |east a few degrees tonight, but
not really enough to count on. Still, there were only three or four nore weeks of this hot weather

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (8 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:13 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

at the very nost, and he could always conjure up sone cool if he really needed it.

Say . . . there's an idea. He rubbed his sweaty forehead, and then went into the bedroomfor his

flute.

Musi ¢ was a handy tool for focusing his Bardic nagic, but in nbst situations it wasn't absolutely
necessary. Still, Eric enjoyed the game of fitting the nmusic to the spell. And here in the Wrld

Above, where magic didn't fill the anbient air as it did in Underhill, it was nice to have a bit

of a framework to work within.

He fitted the pieces of the flute together and bl ew an exploratory trill before segueing into

"Troi ka," one of the five pieces that made up Muussorsky's Pictures at an Exhibition. A troika was
a three-horse Russian sleigh, and you could al nost hear the sleigh-bells and the cadence of the
horses' pacing feet in the bounce of the nain thene. Eric closed his eyes, imagining the crunch of
hooves on snow, the clear cold bite of the wintery air--;

But not too much. We just want to make it a little cooler in here, not turn the place into an

i cebox.

As a pleasant chill rolled through the apartnent, Eric opened his eyes. He could see a faint

shi mer of nmagic over the wi ndows, where the parameters of the spell he had set turned the air
fromhot to cold as it passed through the window. In a few nonents, the nuggy cloyi ngness of the
air was gone. The spell would fade away naturally after a few hours in order to avoid being too
disruptive; after all, he could set it again any tine he needed to. Eric wal ked back out into the
living room flute in hand.

Now for a little urban renewal .

He started with the CD collection, although the first things he unpacked didn't go into the
storage cabinets, they went on the machi ne, and when he was done, he had a stack of thirty enpty

j ewel boxes piled beside it.

He set the changer on "shuffle,” and let it rip, sinking back down in his chair and thinking
anusedly that this was one nmx no radio station on the planet would ever match. Hey, it's K-Banyon
radio, all Celtic, all the tine!

Then again, maybe there was one station that could match his CD-shuffle. WYRD, a little station
somewhere in the mddle of nowhere in North Carolina or Georgia or soneplace |like that, was

al | egedly progranmed by elves. Al he knew was the one or two tines he'd accidentally picked it
up, it had played things he was only thinking about, as if the DJ were reading his mnd. And
supposedly, you could count on it to give you omens of what was going to happen to you

No thank you. And | certainly hope and pray ny CD player doesn't start doing so.

Wl l, he had sone pretty esoteric platters in his Celtica-m x today; stuff he hadn't known was
back in production, stuff he hadn't known was in production in the first place. Strange little

| abel s he'd never heard of, and some that were clearly self-produced.

* * %

"W don't get a lot of call for this--;" The clerk had said that over and over, in a bew | dered
voi ce, as Eric brought out disk after disk that wasn't in his conputer. Finally one of the

assi stant nmanagers had taken pity on the poor kid and sent himoff to help a Gen-Xer find the

| at est Snmashi ng Punpki ns CD.

"Qur owner has a hobby," the assistant manager explained, as he patiently

entered the prices and stock nunbers nanually. "He's independently wealthy; as long as the store
breaks even, he doesn't care. His hobby is to nake sure that no natter what sonmeone's nusica

taste is, he'll always find fabul ous surprises here. You should see the mail he gets--;catal ogues
fromindividual artists, even. So--;a lot of stuff may sit around for a year or nore before anyone
buys it. He doesn't care; he knows that soneday someone is going to want it, be amazed and
thrilled that it's here, and keep com ng back to see what el se shows up. That's why the store's
called "Plastic Meltdown.' He expects credit cards to go into overload when the right people walk
t hrough the door."

Eric just grinned. "Well, | know I'mgoing to put ny plastic through a workout here on a regul ar
basis. Does this happen often?"

"Often enough," the mddle-aged fellow said, with a wink. "Yesterday it was soneone who collects
novi e scores--;she was funny, kept saying, "My God! My God!' until | thought the Big Quy was going
to show up to find out why she was calling on Hm Today it's you. Tonorrow, probably no one
unusual , but next week, maybe an opera buff. The heavy hitters are usually fromout of town; the
rest of us know we don't have to blow all our savings at once."

If that was a subtle inquiry, Eric didn't answer it quite as the fellow expected. "I just took the
pl unge on a CD player--;I| resisted for a long, long tinme; nowthat |I'ma convert, | put the vinyl
in storage and gave away the tapes, and |I'mreplacing everything with CDs. And picking up stuff |

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (9 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:13 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

didn't know was around."

The cl erk coughed, but didn't comrent; it was a Centurion AnEx card on the

register.

He probably sees a |ot of heavy rollers in here

"Wn the lottery?" the clerk asked instead, as the total on the register

continued to nount.

Eric grinned, since that was his original cover story. "Actually," he said,

"yes, | did. Low enough it paid out all at once, high enough to let ne do what |'ve wanted to for
along tinme."

The clerk stared at himfor a nonent as if to see if he was joking, then said, alnbst reverently,
"Does any of that luck rub of f?"

Eric chuckled. "Not that |'ve ever heard of. You know | uck--;you always get it when you don't need
it. I was pretty happy where |I was--;playing for tourists down in Mexico. Cinmate was good, cheap
to live down there, and the tourists were pretty pleased to discover people who spoke English, so
they always tipped well. But--;when | didn't need luck, there it was. And if things don't work out
here like |I hope, I'Il probably go back."

"Way woul d anyone | eave Mexico for New York?" the clerk shook his head wonderingly as he passed
the AmEx through the reader and waited for the approval to cone through

"Because the coast of Mexico doesn't have Juilliard, and | want to find out if |I'ma nusician or
only a busker," Eric told himas the approval cane across the wire and the receipt scrolled out.
The cl erk nodded, and mi ght have said something nore, except at that nonment four nore custoners
appeared behind Eric, and all of themlooked in a hurry to check out and | eave. So Eric took his
bul gi ng bags and got out of their way before they started giving the clerk a hard tine.

* * %

He opened his eyes and sank a little deeper into the chair, acutely aware of the silence beneath
the music conming fromthe speakers. For the first time in along tine--;a very long tine, going
back to even before his last girl dunmped him just before he met Kory and got really involved with
Bet h--;there were no ot her sounds of occupation around him The walls and floors of the building
were very thick--;which would be a blessing on the whole, but right nowit prevented himfrom
hearing the sounds other tenants made, noises that nmight have let himfeel |ess alone and

i solated. The only sounds within this apartnent came fromhim

There would be no quiet clatter of Beth puttering about, or of Kory

experimenting with nmodern human foods in the kitchen--;

On the other hand, that isn't altogether bad. The kitchen won't have to be hosed down at | east
once a week. I'll never forget the day he discovered m crowave popcorn. . . .

But the place felt like a nuseum-;a stage set, with no life in it. He sighed.

Maybe | ought to get a cat. O a couple of finches. Anything to sound as if there's sonething hone
besi des ne. He couldn't renmenber what the | ease said

about pets; he'd have to look it up.

But a cat would nean nore responsibilities, and having to renmenber to feed it and change the
litter and be here to play with it. How nuch time would he have to give a pet, anyway? Even if the
| ease said he could have one (he hadn't read it that closely), he'd better be careful about what

ki nd of conpani on he chose.

He' d be in classes and rehearsals all the tine, and studying when he wasn't at the school. It
woul d be cruel to have a pet that needed a |l ot of attention

A dog woul d be out of the question. So would a parrot or any other bird bigger than a pair of

budgi es. Wth enough toys and each other, a couple of budgies would be all right left alone al

day, and so would the right tenperanment of cat. If | got an adult cat fromthe pound, or even
rescued one off the street.

Maybe a tabletop waterfall and sone environnmental disks might be the better

answer. Or canaries? Eric sighed, renmenbering the birds of Underhill. Now that was one thing he
woul d m ss about the place.
| wonder if Dharinel would |et me sneak a couple of those Underhill larks out here? | could | eave

the cage open so if they got bored or hungry they could go back hone.

He wat ched the cl ouds pass outside the window, and let his thoughts drift with the nusic. And at
sonme point he nust have actually fallen asleep, because he suddenly woke with a start, to find
that the sky outside his wi ndow had gone fromsilvery to indigo, there was a crick in his neck
the environnental spell had faded, and his nmouth was dry. Sunset! | didn't think | was that tired;
I must have been working harder than | thought. By now the Faire was over for the day, and Beth
and Kory were--;what? Probably gathering with old friends and new around soneone's fire, passing
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around bowl s of stew, trading gossip. The Faire circuit really was a world unto itself, upon which
the real world seldomintruded until Mnday rolled around agai n.

He got up, stiffly, and wandered into the kitchen to get sonmething to drink

Beth had | oved the apartnment's kitchen, which nmeant, he supposed, that it was laid out well. There
were too nany cupboards for his few pots and di shes, though Beth had seen to it that the pantry
was filled with things that were easy to cook, even for soneone of his limted skills. The

cabi nets were newer than the building, but not by nuch: creamcolored nmetal with black Bakelite
Deco notifs, and the floor was those tidy octagonal tiles that no building outside of New York
seened to have. But the stove was nodern enough, and so was the refrigerator, and at sone time in
the past one of the cabinets next to the sink had been sacrificed to permt the installation of a
di shwasher, which was a good thing, since Eric never liked to wash dishes. The countertop and

spl ashboards were of white marble that matched the cabinets, and it all |ooked very unused and
perfect, like an illustration in House Beautiful from 1920.

Yeah, well, I'Il try making an onelet tonorrow, and fix that in a hurry. If | don't slash ny hand
open chopping onions, |I'Il drop at least two eggs on the floor and | eave bits of potato all over

the top of the stove.

He opened the fridge and was confronted with a vast array of crystalline water bottles of various
shapes and | abels, with a few |lone bottles of juices, root beer, cherry, and cream soda providing
alittle color anobng the col orless arny.

There'd be no one to drink it all but him and suddenly Eric was struck with a sense of |oss that
brought a lunmp to his throat.

Kory had obviously, personally--;lovingly--;stocked the fridge.

El ves couldn't handle caffeine. It was as destructively addictive for themas cocai ne was for
humans, and worse: it acted on themlike horse tranquilizers, sending theminto a euphoric,
oblivious state they called "Dreaning." Kory would no nore have put cola or tea into a fridge than
Eri c woul d have stocked one with heroin and crank

Bl ess Kory! Nothing wong with yuppie-water. And until | get a filter onit, I"'mnot sure | want
to trust what cones out of the kitchen tap. Kory's "allergy” had done Eric a favor. The pipes in
ol d buildings frequently added a |liberal helping of rust--;if not |ead fromthe pipe solder--;to
the drinking water. |'ve killed enough brain cells on ny own, | don't need to | ose any nore! FEric
shagged the first bottle that cane to hand, twisted off the top, and took a long swig of water as
he wandered back to the living room

As he settled back into his chair, Eric suddenly had enough of the CD player. He shut it off wth
the renote control, and silence rushed in so abruptly it felt as if his ears had popped.

He waited, straining to hear what, if anything, the building contained. By now people should be
com ng horme fromwork or school; they should be taking baths, fixing dinner, turning on TVs for
the evening news. And there were sonme sounds, faint and far-off, as if from another building, but
they certainly weren't intrusive. In fact, he had to really concentrate to hear themat all.

He shivered, stood up and started to pace, then stopped hinself and sat down quickly on the sofa,
putting the water down on the floor and reaching for the flute case that lay on a snall table in
front of the sofa. Suddenly he wanted the silence filled again--;but not by soneone el se's nusic.
For a while he sinply played whatever was nost famliar, a mx of the tunes he'd used to play when
he busked al one. One thing he knew he didn't want to do, and that was to play the things he and
Bet h and Kory perforned together

But as his fingers warned up and the notes came as easily as breathing, an idea came to him

He didn't necessarily have to stay alone. He was a magi ci an, and al though he had to be very
careful not to neddle, there were things he could do for hinself w thout casting a geas. Wiy not
use Bardic magic to hunt out a friend here in this building?

There was no good reason why he shouldn't do just that--;now. He had the control; he knew what not
to do as well as what to do. Instead of the old sl edge-hamer process of using brute force to get
sonet hi ng done, his touch these days was the equival ent of a neurosurgeon with a hair-thin |aser
beam Al he had to do was to send out a call for soneone who al so needed a friend Iike him-
;sinply speeding up the inevitable, because sooner or later he'd run into people in the building
who had sinmilar interests anyway.

If he did this right, whoever came woul d hear his nusic despite the excellent sound-deadeni ng
qualities of the building. He--;or she--;would recognize it for live rmusic, become curious, and
follow it to the source. He shouldn't get too specific, though. And he should keep the need on the
lighter side of friendshinp.

O herwise | could end up with a case of Fatal Attraction. Ch, no; no thank you

We' || keep this casual and innocent. Just the same kind of good tines and good fun | had with sone
of ny Faire buddies. He knew what that felt like; friends you could count on, but who gave you the
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space you needed. He'd taken it for granted: first, on the Faire circuit, and then Underhill, but
now t hat he'd shut hinself out of both worlds, he realized how nuch he'd unconsci ously depended on
t hem

He set his thoughts in the right pattern, breathed softly into the flute, and set the magic free
on the wi ngs of the song.

Three times to repeat the song; that was what Dharinel had taught him Once to nmake the pattern
twice to set the pattern, three tines to bind the pattern. For really heavy work, he'd repeat his
mel ody nine times--;or, nore rarely, five--;but this wasn't heavy work. There was nothing riding

on whet her or not anyone "heard" his call, there would be no grave consequences if no one
answered. He had been careful in being so conpletely species-nonspecific that it was even renotely
possi bl e that sonething fromUnderhill might answer the call

He didn't think any of the Sidhe lived in New York City--;they lived in Los Angel es and San

Franci sco, but so nuch nmore of New York was nman-nade than either of the other cities, layers and

| ayers of infrastructure descending as far below the surface as the skyscrapers stretched above,
that he doubted they could stand it. He hadn't even specified "in the building,” only "nearby"--
;and for Sidhe or other Underhill creatures, "nearby" could be quite sone distance away.

Not that he wasn't being cautious; the other half of his "call" was very specific. Nothing would
"hear" himthat didn't have what Dharinel called "good intentions." These were not the kind of
"good intentions" that the road to Hell was allegedly paved with--;nmore like a healthy set of
ethics and norals. Nothing would hear or respond to Eric's nusic that would harmhim wllingly or
accidental ly.

It was no longer a difficult proposition to hold all those conponents of his magic in his mnd--
;but it was rather like being a skillful juggler. It required i ntense concentration, and he kept
his eyes closed to naintain that concentration right up to and through the final note.

And as the last breath of that note faded, Eric heard a quiet tapping, just Ioud enough to catch
his attention.

But not fromthe door. Fromthe w ndow.

Surprised, he opened his eyes, wondering if the wind had bl own sone bit of debris up against the
franme of the open wi ndow that was naking the tapping sound. But he knew there were no trees that
close to his windows. Maybe a pigeon? That was possible. If the last tenant had been feeding them

What they hey, there's bread in the kitchen

He wal ked over to the window to see, still thinking of pigeons, so it was with a profound shock
that his eyes net another pair of eyes on the other side of the frame--;dark, wide, and set in a
fanged grey face beneath a pair of waving, batlike wings. And just to confirmthat it was no

acci dent, beside the face was a clawlike hand with a single talon extended, tapping once again on
the frane.

TWO. A CALLI NG ON SONG

If this had happened a couple of years ago, before Eric had the unique

experience of having an El ven Knight appear in his apartnment and scare the crap out of him been
wor shi pped by Nightflyers, chased by Unsel ei ghe El ves and becone a Bard, he probably woul d have
put an Eric-shaped hole in the door on his way out. By now though, he had seen so nany arcane and
outré critters that having a nonster staring at himfromhis fire escape, wanting to come into his
apartnent, was not going to frighten him It was a surprise, even sonmething of a shock, but it
didn't frighten him

If it had happened the last tine he was in the Wrld Above he might still have come at it with

ei ther a baseball bat or a sword. He hadn't known how to protect hinself, not really, and his
grasp of magi c had been rudi mentary at best. He had tended to assume that anything he didn't

al ready recogni ze--; or which hadn't been properly introduced by sonmeone or sonething he already
knew - ; was dangerous. And that wasn't an unreasonable way to operate, given all he' d been through
Par anoi a was not a bad thing, in the appropriate degree.

But that was then. Now he had the responsibility that magical ability brought.

He didn't act wi thout thinking. He observed and thought before he did sonething.

He had enough power and the control over it to protect hinself for a linmted tine against al nost
anything. And he had the ability to call reinforcenments quickly, which was even nore inportant.

Al these factors gave hima |l evel of calmhe wouldn't have had before, but his tinme Underhill had
made sone deep-laid changes in Eric's psyche, had nade himrealize that his mnd could work faster
than his body, and that there generally was tinme to take in and process infornmation before doing
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sonet hi ng, because acting w thout thought usually led to doing sonething that m ght prove to be
very stupid.

So he had taken in a lot of information with his first glance at the visitor outside his w ndow.
It wasn't as large as shock had first made it appear; only half the size of a human, though that
didn't nean it couldn't be dangerous.

Still, there were other considerations as well.

First of all, he had noted the eyes; there was no anger or aggression in them

G anted, a professional killer would probably | ook just as cal mbefore he killed you, but at the
monment, Eric couldn't think of any enenmy he'd made Underhill that would have the notivation to

send an assassin after him

Second, the creature was just sitting there tapping on the window frame. And even if the w ndow
had been closed, fromthe look of it, if it wanted to get in to attack him a sheet of gl ass
wasn't going to stop it.

Third, it appeared to want to be invited in, rather than just wal king in through the open w ndow.
Now, all vanpire nythology to the contrary, nbst nasty critters could cross a nortal's threshold
wi t hout any problem he hadn't had tinme to set up the heavy-duty wards that would stop it. So
there was a very high probability that this thing--;whatever it was--;was friendly. That it had,
in fact, answered his call. So what if it wasn't necessarily the kind of drinking-buddy he'd
assuned he would get? After all, he hadn't specified species--;just soneone he'd |like to know, and
who'd |ike to know him

So, after the first jolt of atavistic fear, Eric carefully put down his flute and wal ked sl owy
over to the window. The thing grinned at himas it saw that he was going to let it in, and he
noticed a few nore things about it.

One, except for its big dark eyes, the creature was a uniform textured grey, all over, just like
granite. Right down to the soot snmudges and patches of lichen

Two, the gargoyle that perched on his corner of the building just outside his wi ndow was gone. O
to be perfectly accurate, it wasn't where it had been. It was on the fire escape outside his

wi ndow, bat-w ngs, fangs, ape-like arns, and all.

"H ," he said, extending his hand cautiously (the creature did have sone form dable talons, after
all). "My name's Eric Banyon--;"

"Sieur Eric, Knight and Bard to the court of the Queen of Elfhane Msthold, don't you nean?" the
creature asked, in a thick accent that was part Bronx, part Irish, and all cheerful, raising what
woul d have been an eyebrow if it had any hair on its uniformy granite-colored exterior. It took
his hand in its for a firmbut not overly aggressi ve handshake, and stepped through the w ndow.
Its hand was surprisingly warmand dry, though rough and hard as granite.

"Or is it that you aren't nuch of a one for titles and all?" It didn't wait for an answer. "I
ain't, sothat'd be all right with me. Greystone, at your service.

d ad you whistled, Eric ne fine | addybuck. | was trying to figure out how | could do ny job

wi t hout you noticing that I was moving. O gone; sonetinmes, y' see, | got to leave, and | figured
you'd catch on that | wasn't there pretty quick."

The gargoyl e rel eased his hand, and Eric blinked. "Job?" he said carefully, then woke to his
duties as a host. "Please, would you like to sit down? Can | get you anything? A drink? It's
pretty hot out there." So what do | offer a gargoyle to drink? 1'd think they'd get kind of tired
of water.

"Yes and yes, and ne thanks t'you." Geystone plopped hinself down on the floor and stretched his
Wi ngs |uxuriously. "Water--;nore of yon yuppie-water, if you please. Take the acid taste of the
snog-wash out of me nouth."

Just goes to show | shouldn't junp to conclusions. Eric fetched two nore bottles of a different
(and nore expensive) variety of water. The best he could offer woul d be nothing conpared to the
waters of Underhill, after all, and any gargoyle he met would be nore than famliar with
Underhill, after all. At least it ought to be.

Greystone accepted his offering with a grin and an appreciative smack of the |ips as he drank
about a third of the bottle in a single gulp.

"Ah!" he said with enthusiasm while Eric took a seat on the couch. "Now that's nore |ike it!
Clean, clear--;you wouldn't believe what city rainwater tastes |ike these days."

He drank again and put his bottle down on the floor beside him "WIlIl, Eric Banyon, and did you
think you'd cone to live in this grand building all by accident? Not hardly. Yon col d-spell was an
anusing little conceit, but I'lIl admt | didn't think you'd have the balls to make a calling-on
song; that took sone brains and sone noxie, |'mhere to tell you."

Eric took a careful sip fromhis own bottle before replying. He had the feeling that he needed to
phrase his questions carefully. "You say | didn't get this apartnent by acci dent?"
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The gargoyl e nodded.

"So why did | end up here?"

"The building chose you, lad, what do you think?" G eystone nodded w sely.

"That's the long and the short of it. No one cones here that Guardi an House doesn't want; that's
the way it was built. It felt you enter the city, and it nade its own calling-on song to bring you
here. That's why you went for a walk, and that's why you found the building and saw the sign. The
bui |l di ng manager just serves the building' s needs. Wien it has a vacancy, Ms. Hernandez waits
until sonmeone shows up who can see the For Rent sign--;not everyone can, but you've probably
guessed that by now That's why it's called Guardi an House. One of the reasons.™

A building that picks its own tenants? Boy, that's a new one! "Wiy choose ne?"

Eric persisted. He wasn't alarned; he was quite certain that if there had been anything ill-onened
about this place, Kory would have sensed it. And the name--; Guardi an House--;sounded as if it were
a force for Good, at least. "Is it because of the nagic?"

Dhari nel had warned himit would nake himvisible to all kinds of creatures that didn't have the
time of day for an ordinary nortal, but Eric had already had a taste of what that was |ike.

"A bit." Now Greystone seened to be picking his words carefully. "Mst people who |ive here aren't
wi tches, sorcerers, or even nages--;nhot the way you are, ne lad--;they're just people with a very
singular talent for living, and certain gifts to be nurtured. Mst of '"emare artists, but not
necessarily the way nost people think of artists. Oh, there is a fair crop of painters, witers,
musi ci ans and dancers, but there are others who do things like--;like putting exactly the right
peopl e together. O who can nmake conputers do things that'd bug your eyes out. Or who've got the
gift of healing the m nd and body together

The city needs people like that, and this building--;this House--;needs themtoo. They make things
and peopl e around them happy, and the House lives on that happiness. It's a living thing, not just
a bunch of plaster and stone, and happiness is food and drink to it. So it shelters the specia
people it finds and protects themin exchange for their happiness--;it's like that arrangenent
with the little fish and the seafl ower."

"The clownfish and the anenone?" Eric hazarded, out of his nenories of sone hal f-forgotten
Nat i onal Geographic special, and G eystone nodded

"What about the people who |ive here who are nages. Do they know about the House? About you?"
"Only four of themdo. Ms. Hernandez's one, of course. And, no disrespect intended, boyo, but each
one of the four of 'emcould bl ow you into powder and not have to think about it."

G eystone waited to see what Eric's reaction was, but Eric just shrugged. It was hardly news to
himthat there were other nmgi ci ans out there who were nuch nore powerful than he was. Wat
surprised himwas that four of themlived in the sane building, as nages tended to be as touchy

and egotistical as . . . well, as professional mnusicians.

The gargoyl e seened satisfied with Eric's response, for he continued. "As for the other four, they
know about me, of course, since I--;well, we, ne an' the lads--;are their security system" The
gargoyle sniled smugly. "And sonetinmes guard dogs. Stuff they need to worry about won't even show
up on a camera, like as not, but we'll sniff it out before it ever gets within a bl ock of here.”
"Why?" Eric asked. "I nean--;why do they need you?"

He realized as soon as he asked the question that he really didn't have any right to know the
answer, but G eystone didn't act upset. He laid one finger along his nose and | evel ed his gaze at
Eric.

"I'mtelling you all this for your protection, |lad. Maybe those four can bl ow you i nto powder, but
you're streets ahead of the rest in the House. The four--;well, they take care of things Qut
There, in the city. One's a real cop, the rest, well, you wouldn't know they were special. But
when bad t hi ngs happen out there, bad nagical things, sonetines they need to get taken care of,
and the four of themdo that. That's the real reason the House was built, grown, whatever you Iike-
-;to shelter the Guardians. There've been as few as one and as many as nine here at once. And
that's why we're here, ne and the lads, to watch while they're sleeping. But the four of us can't
stop everything, and sonetines when bad things cone |ooking for a fight, they don't nuch care
who's in the way, or take the tinme to sort out the Guardians fromthe bystanders."

Ain't that the living truth. Eric thought over the possible inplications. "So sonething com ng
after one of themnight mstake ne for the right target?" he hazarded. There had to be a reason

G eystone was telling himall this.

"Mght. Not likely, but mght. So you get to know about the House, and about ne." G eystone
grinned. "You did a calling-on for a friend, you know. | hadn't figured on letting you know about
all this so soon, but | couldn't pass up such an open invitation."

Eric grinned back; he liked the feisty little fellow In fact, he couldn't think of a better
answer to his call. "Do the four nmages you nentioned know about nme yet?"
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"Ms. Hernandez, of course. The other three will figure it out in the next couple of days if she
doesn't tell themfirst," G eystone said conplacently. "Now don't you go get cocky now that you
know about them mnd! They're not here to babysit you--;you' re expected to defend yourself

agai nst anythi ng you get yourself into.

That's only fair--;they've got a deal nore to worry about than you, any day of the week."

"Ch, believe me, |I've learned nmy lesson!" Eric assured the gargoyle hastily, with a shudder as he
t hought of some of the things he'd done out of ignorance in the not-so-distant past. And if |
never see another N ghtflyer again, it will be just fine with me! "At least, | hope | have."

"You did all right with your calling-on song," Geystone assured himkindly.

"Just keep thinking cautious and conservative, and you'll be all right.
"Anyt hing el se you want to know?"

He wanted to know who the other three mages were, but he had the feeling that G eystone woul dn't
tell him "You're a sort of nmgical security system-;how do | know if there's trouble around?"
Eric finally asked.

"I1"I'l tell you," the gargoyle infornmed him "You' Il hear ne in your head. |I'Il tell you what the
danger is, and give you ny best guess on what to do to avoid it. After that, you're on your own.

If you don't do what | tell you to, that's your problem and you handle it."

"Fair enough," Eric acknow edged. They both finished their drinks in friendly silence, then Eric

sl am dunked the enpties into the trash basket near the kitchen door. "Can you be a security system
and hang out with ne at the same tinme?"

He grinned agai n.

"Sure," Greystone replied firmy. "I have to be able to do that--;multi-tasking, you nortals call
it. Sometimes | sit out there and read a book, if it isn't raining. Ms. Hernandez | ets ne borrow
hers. And P--; One of the others gave ne one of those little FMear radios. | used to use a set of

headphones until sone snart-ass photographer took a picture of ne wearing themand it got into the
paper, but that little one hardly shows."

Just what | was hoping to hear! "In that case," Eric said, as the gargoyle watched himw th a | ook
of expectant anticipation. "How about popcorn and a novie?"
* * %

G eyst one had good--; and sophi sticated--;taste for soneone who sat on the edge of a roof all day
every day. After a quick scan of the novies Eric had bought to go with the new DVD pl ayer, he

chose Bullets Over Broadway. "I have to tell you, |addybuck, sonmetines it's downright frustrating
sitting out there, listening to a line or two fromthis or that, and not able to even catch al

t he di al ogue. "

Greystone shook his head sadly as Eric unwapped the DVD and |loaded it. "I can't tell you the

nunber of tinmes |'ve sat up there and thought about flying down to a wi ndow and taking ny chances
on being spotted."

"Well, if you get bored at night, even if |'m asleep, just cone in the wi ndow and channel -surf or
|l oad a tape or sonething; 1'll |eave the wi ndow unl ocked," Eric promised him "I guess you'll take
care of any burglars that happen by."

Greystone sighed happily. "Sonehow we're never bothered with that sort of thing," he said

i nnocently. "Blessed if | know why. But you're sure it won't wake you?" he asked, anxiously. "l've
got good hearing, | won't play it above a whisper, | promse."

"I't won't wake ne," Eric assured him "Honest. My |last roommate never slept to speak of, and he
used to run the tube or the stereo all night long. He was pretty considerate about vol unme, but
some of his friends weren't, and they'd drop by any tine they felt like it. | learned to sleep
through entire parties.”

"Ah, the Sidhe are not always thoughtful guests, now, are they,'
turned his attention to the screen

Wien the novie was over, Eric's sides hurt fromlaughing. Since it was his choice next, he put in
a copy of Riverdance, which had Greystone tapping his talons in tinme to the nusic al nost

i medi ately.

"You could do that," Geystone said when it was over. "You could play with that group, right this
monent. You're good enough. Wiy don't you? Wiy are you wasting another couple of years going to
school when you don't need to?"

Eric was no | onger surprised that G eystone knew so nuch about him A tel epathic gargoyle would be
an entire intelligence network all by hinself.

"Because | have a couple of things to prove to nyself," Eric told him as he sat on the floor

besi de the DVD pl ayer and ejected the disk. He cocked his head to one side as he watched to see
Greystone's reaction.

"One of themis the laying of old ghosts. Another is that | have to prove to nyself that | have
the discipline to make it through to a degree; that | have the patience to put up with teachers

Greystone observed shrewdly, then
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who are going to put nme through the winger just because they can. | have to know that | can do
sonet hi ng al one, without help from anyone else. And there are things | can learn in classes that
I"I'l never learn on ny own. The piece of paper |I'Il get doesn't nmean a dam insofar as ny passing

auditions; it's what it will nean to ne that matters."

He hadn't explained any of this to Beth or Kory; Kory wouldn't have understood, and probably Beth
woul dn't have, either. Kory would point out that he could study with the finest of Underhill Bards
i f what he wanted was to | earn about nusic and di scipline--;hadn't he survived Dharinel's

teachi ng? Beth, who never had graduated from coll ege, had the contenpt for the sheepskin that nany
who drop out or never nmake it through often have. In Beth's case, Eric was fairly certain it was
because she had seen so nmany overeducated idiots pass through the tel evision studi os she worked
at. She had a point, but every tine Eric had tried to argue the counter-point, he'd had to give it
up before he lost his tenper with her. O she with him-;Beth had a tenmper that could strip
wal | paper at 600 yards, and the tenper that went with it. And her not even a redhead.

"In a way, you need to prove you're a man, eh?" the gargoyle observed shrewdly, and Eric had to

| augh. Going back to Juilliard was a far cry from John Wayne heroi cs.

"Yeah, you could say that. This is kind of ny manhood ordeal." He nade a face.

"And part of it is going to be an ordeal, all right. I'mgoing to have to keep sl apping nysel f
down to keep fromusing nmagic to deal with some of those bastards in there that call thenselves
teachers. Wiy is it that the teaching profession attracts so nany insecure sadists? But | won't do
it. That would be cheating--;and hundreds of people who don't have magi c manage, after all. | just
have to renenber that my way won't count in there, figure out what they want, and give it to
them"

"I don't know. Sounds |ike knuckling under to ne.
| ooki ng at Eric.

"Sonetines you have to knuckle under," Eric replied wi thout heat, though such an inplied slur
woul d have had himin a rage as recently as a couple of years ago

"That's life in the nortal world; it's a food chain, and you can't always be top predator."” And, a
part of him acknow edged, he wouldn't want to be top predator

You gave up as nuch as you got if you becanme King of the Hill--; Above or Bel ow-;and there were
some things Eric wouldn't give up, no matter what price he was offered for them

Greystone exanmi ned his talons carefully, not

"l suppose." The gargoyl e sighed. "Makes ne glad | have a sinple job, one with no conpronises

i nvol ved. "

"And there are plenty who'd envy you," Eric told himhonestly, and yawned.

"Well, I"'mfor bed. Knock yourself out: watch or listen to whatever you like, just shut the w ndow
behi nd you when you | eave, okay?" He got up, and offered his hand to G eystone, saying in his best
Hunmphrey Bogart voice, "Louis, | have the feeling this is the beginning of a beautifu

friendship."

G eystone shook his hand and, to Eric's delight, then saluted with his bottle of water and
responded (in a better imtation), "Here's |lookin' at you, kid."

Eric went off to his bed and fell easily and quickly asleep, with the reassuring sounds of British
conmedy and the gargoyle's | ow chuckle nmurnuring through the apartnent to keep hi m conpany.

In the norning, it all could have been a dream The disks G eystone had used had been put neatly
away, and the gargoyle was back in place, looking like an ordinary stone gargoyle. But as Eric
entered the living room the gargoyle noved just enough to | ook over his shoul der and wi nk.

Eric |l aughed, and waved back. Greystone returned his gaze to the street bel ow

Wth that reassurance, Eric sauntered into his warm pleasant kitchen, and sat down at his own
tiny kitchen table. Menories of other kitchens, other wakings, filled his thoughts. | never used
to get up this early, he thought, noting that the tinme was only nine A°M But then again, | used
to drink or snmoke nyself into oblivion nost every night, too. That tends to make for late risings.
He poured and devoured a bowl of cereal absentm ndedly, and considered what he was going to do for
the day. It was Sunday, his |ast day of conplete freedom

Tonorrow he'd begin classes and all the rest. Wiile he didn't expect to have a great deal of
trouble with actual playing, there would be things |ike nusic theory and conposition
orchestration, and other technical subjects where his natural gifts wouldn't carry him Homewor k!
My god, I'mgoing to have to deal w th honework again!

At least this time around the drudgery of homework woul d be | essened by the

conputer set up on the desk in the living room Pointing and clicking, and even typing, were al
things he could manage on his own, and there were classes at Juilliard in using the sane
conposition software and M DI interfaces he'd had installed on his box. Then again, the tech he'd
hired to install his rig had sworn to himthat the MD software wasn't all that hard to learn, so

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (16 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:13 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

maybe he could play around with it himself. That would take up a bit of his tine.

And then there was the not-unattractive possibility that he might find sone fenale conpany
somewhere al ong the way, which would also take up sorme nore of his tine.

| guess |'ve gotten over Beth pretty painlessly, he realized with a pang of

surpri se.

Then again, he'd have to be careful about letting new people into his life.

There were holes in his carefully-patched-together cover story that would be pretty hard to
mai nt ai n agai nst soneone who was getting close to him

Conplications, conplications. Ch, well. | guess the first thing I'd better do is go down and 'fess
up to the building nmanager that |'ve penetrated her little disguise.

Though if he was going to do that, he'd better fix hinself up to | ook nore |ike a responsibl e,
respectably cautious nage and less |ike a Gen-X slacker who couldn't be bothered to shave.

An hour later, shaved, chestnut hair thoroughly brushed and pulled back with an elastic tie
ornanented with a silver plaque inscribed with Celtic knotwork, and wearing a perfectly proper
outfit of jeans, a good collarless shirt, and a nol eskin vest, Eric Banyon presented hinsel f at
Apartment 1-A on the first floor. There was a small hand-lettered | abel that said "Hernandez-
Manager" over

the bell. After a brief interval, she answered his ring.

Ms. Hernandez didn't |ook |ike a nmage. She was a Latina woman with skin the col or of buckwheat
honey; an ol der woman who wore a harried lifestyle and a score of responsibilities |ike an

i nvisible cloak. She was dressed in jeans and a pink Henley, and her blue-black hair was pulled
back in a tail.

Her eyes showed a flash of annoyance--; quickly hidden--;when she saw who was at her door, and Eric
knew what was goi ng through her m nd. She probably figured that he was going to conplain about one
of the nany features of the apartnment that she couldn't do anything about, because you sinply had
to accept a few problems when you lived in a building that was this old.

He held up his hand in the universal gesture of peace. "I'mnot here to hassle you about anything,
Ms. Hernandez," he said quickly. "I just wanted you to know that |I've net ny nei ghbor, M.
Greystone. He was kind enough to spend sone tine watching novies with nme |ast night, and he told
me that you sonetinmes |oan himbooks. He told ne to say hello to you."

For a monment she stared at himw thout conprehension, as if his words had taken her by such
conplete surprise that her mnd had gone bl ank. Then her eyes w dened, and she opened the door
further. "Please, M. Banyon, come in," she said formally, gesturing to himto nove past her. "I'd
like to talk to you about that, and see how you're settling in here."

He took the invitation, and she shut the door behind him Her hallway was the mirror inmage of his,
and so was the living room though the apartnment | ooked as if it had a dining roomas well, and
probably three bedroons instead of one. By New York City standards, it was palatial, and any pl ace
else it would cost a fortune to get this nuch space. Mst of the people Eric had known from
student days here lived in about two hundred square feet of room and considered thenselves | ucky
if they didn't have to share it with a roommate. Her |iving roomwas pleasantly furnished in the
usual m shmash of furniture that nost people who didn't buy "suites" out of departnent stores
owned. Her color scheme was a m x of golden yell ows and browns, and she had a coupl e of bright
rugs on the polished wooden floors. He wondered soberly just what Ms. Hernandez did to earn this
place. If the House rewards these Guardi ans comensurately with risk--;yikes! Guarding a city the

size of New York? He wasn't certain he'd have what it took. | wouldn't want to get her nad at ne!
"The kids're out at a novie, so we'll have sone privacy. I'll put on the kettle and make us up a
nice pot of peppermint tea. | don't do coffee in the norning any nore. Makes nme jittery. | hope

you don't nmind."

"Not a bit," Eric said, following her into the apartnment with a snile. He'd net Toni's two boys--

; Raoul and Paquito--;briefly when he'd signed the | ease. They were eight and ten, and seened--
;fromEric's linted experience with that age group--;to be perfectly normal kids, if a bit nore
polite than the average run.

She gestured, and Eric seated hinself at the table tucked into one corner of the kitchen. Evidence
of Toni's boys was everywhere, fromthe action-figures tucked onto the shelves along with the

di shes, to the pronotional glasses for the latest Star Wars novie in the drainer

"Pl ease, sit down, M. Banyon," Toni Hernandez told him npving over to the sink to fill the
teakettl e.
"Call me Eric; 1'd rather,” he replied. "M . Banyon is still nmy father to nme, and | don't think

I've turned into himyet."
"Fair enough. And I'm Toni. Well then, Eric," Toni Hernandez said, looking into his eyes intently.
"Ei ther you have managed to get hold of a nanme and a fact and put themtogether with extraordinary
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skill, or you nmust have been a bit startled last night. Wichis it?"

"Startled," Eric snmled. "It isn't every day that a gargoyle conmes to call--;but it was ny fault,
if fault there be. I did invite anyone who m ght be a friend to conme over and say hello."
"Interesting--;so that was you, playing?" She smled. "I don't think we need to play word ganes,

then, or beat around the bush. You're obviously a nage, and a better one than nost of the people
in the House who dabble in the Art. You got G eystone to reveal his nature to you by cooperation

rather than coercion, so he may know nore about you than he's told nme. | heard you playing,
recogni zed what you were doing, and adnired the careful crafting--;and if | hadn't been busy at
the tinme, | would probably have followed the invitation. | knewthat it couldn't be a trap or a

trick, but it didn't occur to me that it mght be the new tenant

who was setting the spell.”

Eric spread his hands, grinning despite hinself at her praise of his magic.

"Consider the invitation still open--;on weekends, anyway. During the week | have to be a

consci enti ous student."

She nmade a face. "I wish you could talk nmy kids into that attitude. Al right then--;1 knew the
House wanted you the nmoment you came in, but it wants a | ot of people that aren't the kind to get
visits from Greystone. So what are you, besides a nusic student at Juilliard? You aren't Wccan, |
know t hat nuch."

Eric considered his words carefully. "Are you aware of the powers once

attributed to Bards?"

"Li ke that Wel sh guy, Taliesen?" she asked. "Magic through nusic? That what you do? How the heck
did you find soneone to teach you that? Not at Juilliard, I'Il bet."

He smiled crookedly, answering her questions with others--;a habit he'd picked up fromthe el ves.
"Woul dn't True Bards confine thenselves to a single student at a tine? And woul dn't any of the old
True Bards tell you that no bard can ever afford to stop |earning?"

"Touché. Perhaps | ought to be asking, then, why a True Bard is incarcerating hinmself in Gotham"
She rai sed an eyebrow. "Except that the answer is obvious;

Juilliard is here. So I'll try a different angle--;is that the only reason you' re here? Is there
sonet hi ng going on | should know about ?"

Eric recalled what G eystone had told himabout the four Guardians "fixing" things that needed to
be fixed around the city. She was probably thinking that Bard Eric represented sonmeone with a
problemthat could easily get out of hand, given what some of the ancient |egends said about
bardi ¢ m schi evousness.

"Juilliard is the only reason |'mhere," he pronmsed. "O at least, it's the only reason |I know
about. | amnot aware that there's about to be a War of the Trees played out in Central Park, or
that the Fair Folk are about to start WIld Hunts through the East Village, if that will set your
mnd at rest."”

She heaved a sigh of relief. "In that case, the interrogation is over, Eric.

Here in the House we respect peoples' pasts, so whatever you choose to tell me you can do so
socially. And in return for your forthrightness, I'Il tell you that the fallout shelter in the
basement is proof against magical fallout as well; if Greystone sounds a warning, you aren't

certain of your own protections, and you haven't tine to get out of the free-fire zone, head for

t he basenent.

Punch three, six, and nine all at the sanme time on the elevator and it becones an express to the
baserent . "

She held up a warning finger, and he noticed that there was no polish on the well-kept nail. "Be
careful not to try it outside of an energency, though, and keep your knees flexed. It's a jury-
rigged override on a very old system and although it does work, the stop is abrupt enough to drop
you to the floor. Fred rigged it--;he's the fell ow who had the building manager's job before ne,

and he's the one who installed the regular security system | know the override works, |'ve used
it and the shelter."”
Wi ch neans that she lived here before she was a Guardi an. Interesting. | wonder if her kids know

what she is? I'd think she'd have to tell them but maybe sonehow she's nmanaging to keep it secret
from them

Then agai n--;these were kids. Even if she thought she was running a double |ife, she probably
wasn't.

The kettle was boiling now, and Toni poured the tea into the pot, bringing it over to the table to
steep. She took down two hand-thrown stoneware nugs fromthe cabi net above the sink and brought

t hem over as well.

"Adam made ne these. He's one of the artists who lives in the building--;a

potter. He's got a lot of stuff at Mad Monk, down on Sixth and Nineteenth. |f you need any dishes

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (18 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:13 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

or anything like that, he's got a special rate for tenants."

"Thanks," Eric said. Fromthe | ook of the nmugs, he already had a few of Adam s creations in his
own cupboards. Beth had insisted on the hand-thrown pottery, saying that fine china was too
soul | ess--;and too easy to break.

When the tea had steeped, Toni poured both mugs full and added a |iberal dollop of wild honey to
her own. Eric picked up his cup and inhaled the fragrance.

Fresh mint, no matter what the box said. | wonder if it grows wld anywhere

around here? There's a lot of wild herbs and plants growing in enpty lots here, if you know what
you' re | ooking for.

"Do you ever worry about your kids, | nean, living here in the city?" Eric found hinsel f asking.
Gods, where did THAT conme fron?

Toni checked in the mddle of raising her owmn cup. "All the time, m hermano. | worry about them
following in ny footsteps--;and | worry about themnot. Drugs, gangs, stray neteors--;life is just
one big anxiety-filled mnefield when you're a parent," she said, with a rueful note of anusenent
in her voice. "But | wouldn't have it any other way. | only wish their father had lived to see
them grow up. | think he'd be proud of them"

Eri ¢ nodded, his thoughts turning to the other things he'd cone to ask her about. "I'm wondering--

; Greystone said there were three nore of you in the building? Wuld it be a good idea if | threw a
little private housewarmng for the four of you? And anyone you want to bring al ong, of course.
That m ght be the best way for all of us to get a |look at each other." And for everybody to get
the chance to interrogate ne at once.

She pondered that for a moment. "It wouldn't be a bad idea,"” she said slowy.
"Maybe it should be just the five of us and Greystone. Believe nme, | know these apartnents |ike
the back of ny hand, and six people will nore than fill up your living room How s next Saturday

ni ght for you?"
It sounded good to Eric--;he'd need a break after the brutal first week of

cl asses.
"Sure. 1'll get the usual party stuff--;ah, except for one thing." He flushed, alittle
enbarrassed, but not too enbarrassed to insist onit. "No alcohol. | don't do it anynore, and

don't like having it around ne."

"No problem As it happens, none of us drink, other than the old honey-and-whiskey thing for a
sore throat." Toni | ooked oddly relieved, and expl ained why in the next sentence. "The House
doesn't |ike druggies and drunks, and it seriously doesn't |ike addicts of any kind. The House
doesn't make ni stakes, but people change, especially here. 1've had the unpl easant duty of finding
reasons to evict sone of the tenants in the past who thought that artists had to debauch
themselves in order to be artists."

Eric winced, since he had cone rather too close to that Iine hinself a time or two. Looking back
on it now, he'd been on a collision course with oblivion before he'd stunbled into Kory. Al the
freedomin the world, and no place to go but down. "Right then, I'll see you all Saturday night?"
He swi gged down the | ast of his now cool tea and stood.

Toni Hernandez smled, and held out her hand and shook his. Her grip was warmand quite firm
"Once you neet them | think you're going to find that you fit in here quite well, Eric. Even if
you actually turn out to be an elf or sonething."

Eri c managed not to w nce. "See you Saturday, then."

* * %

Over the course of the week he found that he had cause, nore than once, to |ook forward to that
party on Saturday. Fitting back into the student |ife was much harder than he'd expected.

Hs alarmclock jarred hi mawake at seven A M Mnday norning. It was set to an all news, all the
time station, and a woman who sounded far too perky for this hour of the norning was chattering on
about tie-ups at various bridges and tunnels. Eric staggered out of bed, groping for the "Of"

sSwi tch.

A col d shower jolted himawake, but his brain didn't seemto want to take the hint and join the
rest of his body. He dragged a conb through his hair and tied it back with a strip of rawhide,
then grabbed the first things out of his closet--;chanbray shirt, featherweight suede vest in a
deep rich burgundy, and well -broken-in jeans.

Not bad, if | do say so nyself, he decided, glancing into the mirror

H s stomach was too junpy for breakfast to seemlike nmuch of a good idea, so he grabbed a handfu
of granola bars and stuffed theminto his nmessenger bag for later. Fortunately he'd nmade nost of
his preparations the night before, so his course schedul e and the paperwork he'd need for today
was al ready stowed away, along with his flute in its case. Wth one |last | ook around the apartnent-
-;amazi ng how nmuch it had started | ooking Iike home in just a few short days--; he headed for the
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street.

The hot weat her had broken overni ght--;though according to his friends uptown, it would be back a
time or two before autum really came to stay--;and the norning was bright and cool, a perfect
early fall day. He hesitated about taking Lady Day over to the school, but then deci ded agai nst
it: the only easy-to-find parking around Lincoln Center was paid parking in garages, since nost of
the students couldn't afford to keep cars in the city, and public transportation nade it really
unnecessary. He'd been in the subway a few tinmes since his arrival, and there was a stop only a
few bl ocks away. That would do for now

The subway station was hot--;the trains were air conditioned to the point of pneunonia, but the
platforns weren't--;but as he passed through the turnstile, Eric was surprised to hear the sound
of music echoing off the walls: a busker setting up his pitch to take advantage of the early-
nmor ni ng comruter traffic.

Can't beat the acoustics, Eric thought, |ooking around for the source of the nusic. He saw a tall
regal young woman, her hair dyed a surreal cherry-black, playing an electric violin. Its silvery
surface gleanmed with rainbow iridescence in the florescent lighting of the platform Her case was
open at her feet, and there was already a tidy accunul ation of coins and bills--;even a few subway
t okens. He caught her eye and grinned, giving her a thunbs up. She sniled back and nodded wi t hout
nm ssing a beat: he recognized Copel and's Variations on a Thene from Appal achi an Spri ng.

For a nonent Eric thought about joining her for a little inpronptu jam session, but decided
against it: he'd heard that street nusicians had to have a license to performin New York, and
that was sonething he hadn't gotten around to finding out about just yet. He dug in his pocket and
tossed a handful of change into her fiddle-case. Wth the practice of |ong experience, the
violinist brought her nusic to an end just as the train pulled into the station and her
appreci ati ve audi ence began nmoving toward the open doors. Eric joined them

In a few short stops he reached his destination: Lincoln Center. The Center was essentially the
Juilliard canpus: the school itself was a tall building tucked off in a corner behind Lincoln
Center. Though when evening cane this would be one of the busiest parts of the city, there were
few people in the plaza at this hour of the norning. Famliar with the |layout from previous
visits, Eric found his way to his classroomwi thout difficulty.

* * %

The halls were filled with students, sone new, sonme returning. Juilliard wasn't "just" a nusic
school. It offered progranms in Drama and Dance as well. The dancers were easy to spot, nost of
themalready in |l eotards and soft shoes fromearly-norning practice, with their dance-bags sl ung
over one shoul der. A nunber of the other students were carrying--;or tow ng--;instrunent cases.
He found the auditoriumw thout difficulty. There were several of his fellow students waiting
around outside. One of them-;a short blond kid who | ooked |ike he should still be in grade-
school , waved.

"Hi . You must be " Pappy' Banyon." He grinned, relishing the joke. "I'mJereny Mtchell. Oboe. You
know what they say about doubl e-reed players.”

"Hi," Eric said, holding out his free hand. "Pleased to neet you. Back when

di nosaurs ruled the earth, they always used to say the pressure on the brain'd drive you crazy.
dad to hear it's still true."

"Some things never change," Jereny agreed happily. "I'ma nusical prodigy--;but then, hey, aren't
we all? This is Lydia," he added, pulling a redheaded girl forward. "Lydia Ashborn, mneet the

| egendary Eric Banyon."

"Hi," Lydia said, blushing heavily. |If he hadn't net her here, Eric would have been sure she was
one of the drama students. She had the looks for it--;flamng red hair, ivory skin, and the nost
amazi ng eyes Eric had seen outside of Underhill, a deep violet color.

"Wth Banyon here, Rector won't have any tine to pick on you," Jereny prom sed her. "He's supposed
to be a real nonster--;likes to keep his students fromgetting too stuck on thensel ves, from what

| hear."

"l know the type," Eric said. "Ashborn. Isn't--;"

"Yeah," Lydia said too quickly, |ooking even nore unconfortable than before.

Marco Ashborn was a worl d-class violinist, and Lydia was obviously his daughter

And equal |y obvi ously woul d rat her be anywhere but here.

"But it isn't your fault," Jereny said. "Nobody's going to hold it against you

W won't, anyway. Right, Banyon?"

"Right," Eric said, because it seenmed to be expected of him For all his upstart sassiness, Jereny
seenmed to be fond of Lydia and doing his best to put her at ease. It couldn't be easy coning here
as the child of a star of the music world.

Tal k about performance pressure.
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At least that was one thing |I never had to face: parents who were expecting me to followin their
gol den f oot st eps.

Just then the bell rang. "Tine to face the lions,
"Cnon. Let's sit together.”

* * %

Before long, Eric knew exactly what Jereny had neant, and was grateful for the warning.

Prof essor Rector taught History of Misic. He was new since Eric had |ast studied here, and seened
to be one of those professors who believed in teaching through intinidation. That meant that
sonmebody in the class had to be the scapegoat, and after neeting the sixteen-year-old Lydia, Eric
was just as glad it was him

Bef ore the hour was over, he'd already had his fill of sardonic coments about unusual aspects of
the work of this or that obscure conposer ainmed directly at himand ending with, "but | don't

i magi ne that you encountered any requests for his work in the subway, M. Banyon."

It was obvious that his history had preceded him and if there'd been anyone at the school who
didn't know that he'd left Juilliard years before and gone out to make his living as a street-
busker, they all certainly knew by the end of the first class.

Eric kept his tenper, although the constant gibes really began to grate after the fourth tine.
When M. Rector actually phrased his coment as a question, Eric answered it when he could, and
when he could not, he admitted it.

O herwi se, he ignored the constant stream of barbs--;at |east that was sonething at which he had
pl enty of practice, thanks in no small part to having studi ed under Dharinel. Dharinel didn't |ike
anybody, least of all half-trained raganuffin scapegrace dragged-up-anyhow hunman Bards foisted on
himby his liege-lord. Wien it canme to hitting nerves, Dharinel had all the accuracy of a surgica
| aser, and had taken just as nuch nalicious enjoynent in getting a reaction out of Eric as

Prof essor Rector did.

Probably Rector thought Eric was a pushover, and sonme of the students mght, too--;but the ones
who weren't getting off on seeing Eric constantly sl apped down were beginning to see just what a
sadi stic bastard the man was w thout having to becone a target thenselves. So in a way, Eric was
giving thema useful lesson in maintaining dignity in the face of adversity. And that was

Jereny said cryptically.

certainly a vital survival skill in the world of mnusic.

I've faced off with bastards who could kill the populations of entire cities, and who got a kick
out of the kind of torture that |eaves lifelong scars. | can handle a little harassment. And
besides, it's still the first week. Maybe he'll get tired of it. It's possible.

Fortunately, none of his other professors were as confrontational as Rector, nor did they seemto
want to waste class tine busting his chops, and by the end of the day, Eric had figured out a way

to take the wind out of Rector's sails if he ever needed to. He'd bought a very nice mcrocassette
recorder with a good m crophone in order to tape all of his lectures in addition to taking his own
spoken notes. Wien he got hone that evening, he sat down to transcribe his notes--;including every
word of Professor Rector's lecture, inappropriate gibes and all

When he was done, he |l abelled the tape and put it aside--;fromnow on he was going to save every

gol den word of Rector's lectures, and if the man tried to drive Eric out of Juilliard by any
nmonkey business with Eric's grades, he'd find out in a hurry that Eric Banyon wasn't the pushover
he'd t hought. Those tapes would be in the hands of the president of Juilliard--;along with a

neatly typed transcript with the inportant parts highlighted--;wthin hours, and the good

prof essor would have a hard tinme expl ai ning away what would | ook |like a really unhealthy negative
fixation on a student.

M crocassettes were wonderful things.

But Eric didn't think he'd ever have to use that weapon. He'd eaten lunch with Jereny and Lydi a,

and Jereny seened to be a clearing-house for every scrap of gossip on the Juilliard canpus. He'd
told Eric that Professor Rector didn't have tenure--;and as a result, Rector didn't have any rea
power in the Juilliard hierarchy.

So Eric didn't waste any energy fretting over one nore bully. Energy and tine were two things he
didn't have enough of to waste; there was an awful lot to learn, and the structured classes--;wth
their structured expectations--;were nore of a drain on his energy than he'd thought they'd be.
Students were expected to do three things in the course of their studies: learn, perform-;and
conpose original works.

When it came to composition, he'd always worked on pure inspiration and inpul se;

now he had to learn nmusic theory and be able to explain why certain things worked or didn't. It
was a lot |ike mathematics, and left his head aching with the anount he was trying to conprehend
And this was only the first week, the overviews of what students woul d be expected to nmaster in

t he weeks ahead.
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It was only when it cane to performance that Eric was conpletely at ease. The years of playing at
RenFaires and on the street had taught himhow to inprovise endl essly on conmon thenes, and

pl ayi ng before the Sidhe--;the toughest audi ence on either side of the HIl--;had polished his
performances. Al of that showed, even when he was playing classical or contenporary nusic, and so
Eric was quickly recruited, not only for the main orchestra, but for the chanmber group and a trio.
He woul dn't take any nore ensenble groups after that, in spite of the fact that he was repeatedly
asked to, and the fact that nmany of the Advanced Certificate students were carrying a |lot nore. He
was ol der than they were. He needed a life away fromnusic; he was too old to be able to dedicate
hi msel f obsessively the way sone of the younger kids could, playing in half a dozen chanber groups
besi des their regular work. Granted, sone of it paid--;and that was another reason not to take
potential work away from peopl e who needed the noney nore than he did.

He reflected with some irony that, as with mainstreamreligion, it was easy

enough to dedicate your life to nusic before you di scovered sex--; but

afterwards, it was a different proposition. The way the kids threw t hensel ves into everything--
;they had an intensity he'd | ost somewhere along the path to growing up. He didn't regret his | oss-
-;change was nornmal everywhere but Underhill--;but sonmetimes he envied the passion the younger
students seened always to carry at their fingertips.

By Friday, Eric had | ess idea than before if he was going to cone out of this experience as a
really brilliant mnusician (as opposed to a Bard) or nerely a conpetent one, |like the nornmal run of
Juilliard graduates. If he didn't add nmagic to the music he played, just how good a flute player
was he going to be, anyway? He was way too old to be a prodigy now, but had the years of actua

pl ayi ng been enough to nake up for |ack of formal schooling?

It was not a question that caused himto | ose any sl eep--;as G eystone had pointed out, he could
get a decent-paying professional gig just as he stood, and he could even go back to the Faire
circuit with tine in between spent Underhill--;but it was a question that he pondered in the few
monents not devoted to his coursework. Did he really want to be another Janes Galway? Eric didn't
think so--;being a True Bard and having the high profile of a celebrity nusician could be a

danger ous conbi nati on.

But being very good didn't necessarily nmean you had to be very famous. There was al ways studio
work, for instance, if he wanted to stay in one place. And there were a | ot nore recordi ng studios
in New York than nost peopl e thought.

The weekend arrived, and he spent Saturday afternoon happily shopping for his party, taking Lady
Day rather far afield to obtain some of the things he wanted.

After all of the celebrations Underhill and in the house in San Francisco, he had the feeling he
woul d never again be content with potato chips and dip, a platter of cheddar and jack, and boxed
crackers, and he was rather proud of the spread he assenbl ed.

I know | don't really have to try to overawe these guys, even if | could, but heck, It sure would

be nice if they liked me. Geystone's cool, and | like Toni--;and | guess | can judge the rest of
them by the conpany they keep, at |east nore or less--;but it never hurts to make a good
i npression. And besides, after a week like that one, I"'mentitled to a little celebration

By the time his guests began to arrive, he'd finished arranging the food in the |iving room and
kitchen--;not at all bad for a |one bachelor, he congratul ated hinself. There was sonething here
for every taste--;he figured that between him and G eystone, there wouldn't be any |eftovers,
either. There were two plates of the sushi rolls he'd grown to [ove on the Wst Coast; a cheese
pl atter containing brie and neufchatel and other strange or strong cheeses; |ox and cream cheese
and bagels fromthe corner deli; a cold hors d oeuvres tray from Bal ducci's, with shrinp and

m ni ature qui ches and spinach rolls and stuffed nushroons; fresh-baked, thinly sliced, mniature
| oaves of bread for the cheese and the handmade Amish jans and jellies he'd found down at the 14th
Street Farmers' Market.

Remenberi ng what Toni Hernandez had said, for drinks he had gournmet teas and coffee, his vast
assortment of designer waters, O assic Coke, plain seltzer, and a couple of oddball soft drinks.
He could hardly wait for his guests to arrive.

Eric found hinself going to the mrror nervously, over and over. He'd dressed carefully, in a mx
of the clothing Kory had kenned for himand nore nundane garb. Tucked into a pair of black suede
trousers froma |l eather store was a deep burgundy silk shirt straight fromUnderhill, and the
pants were tucked into his Faire boots with the burgundy | eather pattern laid into the side. Under
a side-laced, black suede vest he wore his sword belt wi thout the sword, and wondered if any of
the four would notice that om ssion

G eystone slipped in the window as he was going to the mrror for the fourth tine. "You | ook
simply fah-bul ous, kiddo," the gargoyle said, with a wi nk.

"Settle down, you'll like these people, and they'll like you. You've already nade points with
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them just by being | owkey."

"I wish you' d told me nore about them" Eric fretted. "At |east what they look like! | nmean, |I'm
never confortable nmeeting people cold, and you're hitting me with three total strangers! | don't
even know how nmany are nen and how nany are wonen--;"

"Well, they won't be strangers for long, now, will they?" Geystone countered, scarfing up a

pl ateful of food and a bottle of water. "Toni an' me, we didn't want you forming any opinions in
advance. Have sone sushi and relax."

"As if | could," Eric grunbled sotto voce, and just then the door buzzer sounded. He opened it to
let in the four "senior nmages" of the House.

And as Greystone had said, maybe it was a good thing that he hadn't been told anything about these
peopl e, because he couldn't have picked out four nore nornmal folks if he'd tried.

"Everyone, this is Eric Banyon," Toni said, as they all noved inside and Eric shut the door

"Eric, this is Jimme Youngblood--;that's short for “Jemim,' and she'll kill you if you use it.
Jimme is with NYPD Detective Division."

Even in her street clothes, Jinme |looked Iike a female cop; Eric had cone to be able to recognize
the commonalities with other LEGCs2 he'd net. She didn't have to | ook tough, it was sinply a part
of her. In point of fact, if you only | ooked at the surface and not at the way she noved and the
carefully wary way in which she was al ways checki ng her surroundi ngs, you'd have said she | ooked

frail--;but she wasn't thin, she was whipcord and nuscle. It was difficult to identify a
nationality for her; she had thick, lustrous straight black hair, very dark eyes, a bronzy
conpl exi on under a good, even tan, and cheekbones a nmpdel would kill for, though the rest of her

face was too strong to be called "pretty.™

Maybe sone Cherokee in there? Eric thought.

"CGood to neet you, Eric," Jinmme said fornmally, shaking his hand firmy. She raised an eyebrow,
glancing at his waist. "Nice belt, but isn't there sonething missing?' she asked with a glint of a
smle in her anmber eyes.

"Now it's ny turn to make an introduction. This is Paul Kern: computer nerd by day, gami ng addict
by night."

"Eric," Paul said, shaking his hand with a grin. Paul was a tall el egant black nan who carried
hinself with the grace of a dancer. Mst of the conputer nerds Eric had known had noved as if they
weren't sure where to put their hands and feet, but Paul noved like a cat turned into a human

Eric noted that his eyes had already flicked to the conputer in the corner and back to Eric's face
in the brief instant of their introduction. "You get in trouble with that system of yours, give a
shout,” he said with a grin. Hs voice held a faint trace of a British/lslands accent.

"I will, if you won't mnd," Eric replied fervidly. "What | know about conputers would fit in a
greeting card."

Paul |aughed. "Now | rmake the last introduction--;this is José Ranirez, who

leads a triple life to my double one. He's the super--;which is | ess work than you'd think, since
the House's systens tend to cooperate rather than break down at the drop of a power surge--;he's
our fourth Guardi an, and when he's not fixing faucets, he's raising African Grey parrots who are
probably nore intelligent than nost of our tenants." There was general |aughter at the |ast

remark, which had the flavor of a famly joke.

"Pl eased to neet you, Eric." Like the others, José had a firm warm handshake.

Hi s bronze skin and strong square features made himattractive--;if not as nodel - handsone as Paul --
;and he reminded Eric slightly of a darker Charles Bronson. "If you are ever considering a parrot
as a conpanion, please et ne know. | can help you deci de whether or not you will have the tineg,
and if so, which breed would suit you best." He grinned. "I'mafraid, |ike nost bird people, ny
conversation tends to begin and end with ny little ones."

"So?" Toni put in, gesturing with a piece of sushi. "That's not nmuch different from any ot her
person with an all-consumi ng avocation. O a parent, for that matter, but | promise |'ll |eave
Raoul and Paquito out of the conversation tonight. José is night-shift supervisor for any
extraordinary problems here at the House; |'mday-shift. W cover for each other if a problem

t akes one of us outside."

Al'l of themfound places in the living room Eric took the kitchen chair, Toni and José shared the
sofa, Paul got the chair and Jimi e stood | eaning agai nst the wall where she could watch all of
them As usual, G eystone sat on the floor, since his wings tended to get in the way of using
furniture.

Eric had a mllion questions he wanted to ask, but he didn't get a chance to, for Jinme, who'd
gone and gotten her own plate of food, got her question to himin first.

"So, Banyon--;just where did you |learn your stuff?" she asked, direct and to the point. "And how
come your clothes have nmagic all over then®"
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He'd intended to tell them anything they wanted to know, but he hadn't planned on telling them
about Kory and Conpany quite yet; he'd hoped to warmup to the subject.

"Ah--;" he hesitated, then tried to | ook apologetic. "I'mnot sure just how nmuch you people are
going to believe."
Granted, Greystone already knew about Underhill, but fromhis conversations with the gargoyle

Eric had been led to believe that these people had yet to encounter anything |like the Sidhe. He'd
gotten the inpression that their

problems had all dealt with the consequences of powerful, untrained amateurs dabbling in magic, or
powerful, trained magi ci ans doi ng very nasty things.

"Hey, they believe in living gargoyles," Geystone said (now around a nout hful of bagel). "How
much harder to believe in can your pointy-eared friends be?"

"Pointy-eared friends?" Paul raised both eyebrows. "Sonehow | don't think

G eystone's referring to Vul cans.”

"He's not," Eric said faintly, then gave up and blurted it all out. "Elves.

Sel ei ghe Sidhe. The Fair Folk. | learned ny magic fromthem"

At first, the four Guardians | ooked at himas if they thought he was joking.

Then they | ooked at each other, questioningly. Finally, they |ooked at

G eystone, who nodded enphatically.

"Cross ny heart, folks," the gargoyle said, making the appropriate notion. "He's not putting you
on. 1'd never seen a Sidhe before his buddy Korendil showed up to help nmove himin, but |I'd heard
about them No kidding; under the glanourie that nade himl ook hunan, there wasn't a doubt. | knew
what Korendil was the first noment | saw him™

So nmuch for disguises, Eric thought. He'd have to renmenber to nention to Kory that his Seem ng
spell wasn't as seamless as it mght be.

"Elves." Jimm e pondered that for a noment. "Well, that's not the sort of thing you expect to hear
about in the Big Apple, and |'ve never met anyone before who could say he'd seen elves, but--
;well, we've seen weirder things than elves, | guess. So, okay. Elves." She sounded as if she were

pronouncing a judicial verdict. Luckily, it seenmed to be in Eric's favor

"My inpression is that there's too much Cold Iron around this town for elves to be anything but
unconfortable here," Eric put in, hesitantly. At |east, w thout a Nexus closer than the one at

El f hane Everforest. "Kory can stand it only because he wore silk fromneck to toes while he was
here with nme, and because he's been conditioning hinself to handle it. |'ve heard that Sidhe can
manage to build up a resistance to what they call Death Metal--;kind of |like you or | devel oping a
tol erance for snake venom Most of them though--;at best, they'd be unconfortable all the tine,
and at worst, in terrible pain, depending on how sensitive to Cold Iron they were, and how much
experi ence they'd had being around it."

There were nore questions about Eric's friends, as his four guests batted the idea around unti
they got confortable with it. He was rather surprised that it took themas little tine as it did,
but then, they were trained professionals.

"If elves taught you nmagic and took you Underhill, how did you get away fromthen?" Paul asked
pointedly. "All the legends |'ve heard indicate they tend to grab nusicians and keep t hem pri soner
for extended periods of time. Thomas the Rhyner, TamLin, Taliesen--;" He shrugged, breaking off
what promised to be a |l engthy catal ogue of exanpl es.

"It's a long story," Eric admtted. "Basically, you can't believe everything you read. | wasn't
their prisoner. | was an honored guest. And--;well, the whole story involves elves in Los Angel es,
and elves in San Francisco, some of them Sel ei ghe and sonme of them Unsel ei ghe, and--;it's a | ong
story."

"W have food, drink, and it's Saturday night," José said, settling down on the couch as if he was
prepared to stay for as long as it took. "So, stranger anong us--;tell us the story. As you are a
Bard, it should at |east be entertaining."

Since Eric couldn't think of any reason why he shouldn't tell these people the truth, he did,
starting all the way back at the G ove of Elfhane Sun-Descending at the L.A Fairesite

"Once upon a tine--;a very long tine ago (nore or less)--;there was this traveling nusician naned

Eri c Banyon. " he began
And the story did take a very long time to tell, but not as long as he had thought it would, since
other than the Sidhe thensel ves and the exi stence of Underhill, the four Guardi ans were quite

fam liar with magic, nodes, G oves, and other arcanities, including power-mad Bl ack Magi ci ans. And
while they were hardly a group of conspiracy nuts, they were also nore than faniliar with sone of
the mlitary, governnental and quasi-governnmental projects involving psychics that were floating
around t he espi onage underworl d--;including many that were supposed to be secret.

To Eric's surprise, they even knew about Nightflyers, those terrifying, |ife-devouring creatures
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fromthe Chaos Lands Underhill, and were about as fond of themas Eric was.
"Not my chosen dancing partners,” Jimme said with a shudder. "Not that you really get a choice
once they show up. Well, Eric, you just verified your story for us. W knew sonet hi ng about the

busi ness in San Franci sco--;not everything, of course, but nothing you told us conflicts wth what
we al ready knew, and nost of it dovetails very nicely. You couldn't have done that if you'd been
making it all up."

Eric felt himself relax inside. Jinmm e Youngbl ood seened to be the one in charge of vetting
newconers for the group, and even on such short acquai ntance, Eric found hinself val uing her good
opi ni on.

"That thing with Project Cassandra's sonething | don't ever want to have to go through again,"
Eric told them soberly. He thought of Warden Blair, the madman responsible for hurting Bethie and

hundreds of others so horribly. "It would have been so easy for everything to go terribly wong--
;as it was, well, people got hurt, and people got killed, and | can't help thinking it was ny
fault that they did. If 1'd realized what was happening sooner--;if 1'd figured out a better way

to handl e the situation--;"

Jimm e patted his hand and the others nurmured synpathetically, but none of them said the kinds of
things others had said--;about howit wasn't his fault, and that he'd done the best he could. He
was grateful for that. Platitudes didn't help, not when he renmenbered how many peopl e had been
hurt or even kill ed.

"Every time you have a situation, you always think it could have gone better,"

Jimm e sighed. "And you know what? It probably could have. My partner always says you can only try
to keep it fromeating at you so bad that you can't learn fromit. He m ght even be right." She
grinned faintly.

"So, what about this guy that taught you about being a True Bard?" Paul said, quickly changing the
subject to sonmething | ess painful. "How d that happen? | thought you said that nost of the ol der
elves didn't nuch |ike humans.™"

Expl ai ni ng Dharinel --;which meant trying to explain a little about Underhill--;was harder than
explaining the | ast several years of his |ife, and by the tinme they were done with their
questions, Eric felt Iike a wung-out--;but content--;dishrag. It was nearly four in the norning,
all the food was gone, and nost of the drink, but he didn't have that dissatisfied feeling that
usual Iy canme when he'd been raked over the coals. It felt nore as if these were four people who
really wanted to be friends, but needed to find out everything they could about himand didn't
have a lot of tine to do so

That i npression was reinforced when Toni called a halt to the "party."”

"That's enough. You're tired, we're tired, and we all know for certain that you're all right. Next

time, | promise it will be your turn, Eric," she said, for they had all quickly gone to a first-
nane basis, even Jinmie. "None of us will ask any questions, and you can put us through the
wringer."

"Il help," Geystone offered, grinning w ckedly, and Jimm e groaned. "Ch, no.

Not the Jell-0O shooters story! If you turn it into another “Truth or Dare' gane, | swear |'I|

wring your neck," she threatened.

"Who? Me?" Greystone spread his wings and managed to | ook as innocent as it was possible for a
gargoyl e to | ook--;which wasn't very.

"Meanwhile, we all need sleep--;well, except José," Toni continued, ignoring both of them and
setting a good exanple by getting out of her seat. "Thank you, Eric; we know what we needed to
know. You' ve got a |lot of power, but you're also responsible and mature. W don't have to worry
about you getting all of us into trouble by doing sonething stupid, and we don't have to worry
about you nessing up sonething we have going by blundering into it. | think you're going to be a
wel cone addition to the House."

"Absol utely," Paul seconded, as they all got up, stretched, and took their leave. It was al
acconpl i shed snmoothly and efficiently; so much so that they were out the door al nost before Eric
was ready to say good night.

He shut the door behind themand turned to face the suddenly enpty apartnent.

Wwel |, al nost enpty.

"You nmade a good inpression, kiddo, like | said you would," Geystone told him

"And they're a tough house to play for, y'know what | nean?"

"They aren't planning on recruiting nme, are they?" Eric asked, a little

anxiously. "I mean, all that about being a welcone addition to the House--;l'mnot up to taking on
ot her peoples' problens, you know. | have ny hands full with ny own!" He knew it sounded a little
selfish, but it was the plain truth. He hadn't done so well on his last outing as a woul d-be
Wor | dsaver that he wanted to repeat the experience.
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"Naw. |f you were going to be a Guardian . . . believe nme, you' d' a known a long tine ago,
| addybuck. O your elf buddies woul d've, and pointed you our way a | ot sooner. No, they folks're
just glad you' re smart enough not to attract trouble, and skilled enough to duck anything that

conmes here. Wsh | could say the same about some people that've noved in. | could tell you
stories. . . . And--;1 will, but not tonight. Get some shut-eye, kid," G eystone said severely.
"You' re about to go up with the blinds."

"Yeah, thanks. | will." Eric felt exhaustion drop over his shoulders |like a too-heavy cloak, and

stunmbl ed into the bedroom barely noticing that G eystone was courteously picking up the party
detritus. He nmanaged to get undressed and make it as far as his bed, and all he renmenbered of the
rest of the night was a deep and dreanl ess sl eep

THREE: ON THE SEACOAST OF BOHEM A

I can do this. The worman wal ki ng down t he expensively-carpeted hallway that |led fromthe express
el evator to the penthouse boardroom gave no hint that there was anything am ss. From her Manol o

Bl ahni k punps to her fashionably dishevel ed ash-blond hair, Ria Llewellyn | ooked as if she

bel onged here.

Once she had. The world of mega-corporate high finance had been her el enent, and she had noved
through it as naturally as a shark nmoved through water. Until the Accident.

Ch, Christ, Ria. Tell the truth, if only to yourself. Before Beth Kentraine hit you over the head
with a Fender guitar and the backlash from your | oving

father's nagi c scrubbed your brain |like a copper pot.

Al nost against her will, she renenbered. It all began with the Nexus, the rent in the fabric of
Reality that let the power fromthe Wrld Beyond seep over into this one, to be tapped by the

Si dhe and others with simlar magics. Only a human Bard could create a Nexus, for Creative Mgic
was the human power. Elves could imtate, copy, refine on the original. But they could not create
sonet hi ng as uni que, as powerful as a Nexus.

Since before she was born, Perenor had plotted to steal the Nexus of Elfhame Sun-Descendi ng near
Los Angeles and bring it under his direct control. He'd created Llewell Co to do that. He'd created
Riatorunit, to deal with the daily grind that elves had so little taste for. And after years of
plotting, he'd managed to buy the Fairegrove where the Nexus was--;in order to destroy it,
bul | doze the great trees that anchored the Nexus in the Wrld. The warriors and rmages of the Sidhe
Court were powerless against him |ost ages before to Dream ng and despair. It shoul d have been
easy.

But at the el eventh hour, the Sidhe had found an unlikely chanpion. A human Bard, living in

i gnorance of his true nature and his great power: Eric Banyon, street-busker and Rennie. Perenor
had ordered Ria to destroy him but she'd thought she'd found a better way. She'd engl anoured him
taken hi mand hi dden hi m away, with her

And it had worked, for alnost |ong enough. But then he'd awakened to the danger--;conme into his
birthright of power, driven by dire necessity and danger to his dearest friends. He'd awakened the
Hi gh Court, stolen back the Nexus fromRia's control to nove it to Giffith Park, high above the
city, a place where bulldozers and urban devel opnent coul d never cone. To protect it and him
Eric's ally and |l over, the human Wtch, Beth Kentraine, had gathered those humans together who had
not quite forgotten the A d Know edge, and offered battle.

Ri a renenbered driving |like a nadworman in her Porsche, up the twisting nountain roads that led to
the park. The sun had been high--;a glorious bright L.A day, the last she was to see for quite
sonme tine. Even then she'd thought there would be sone way to end the war w t hout bl oodshed. Wth
the power of the Nexus at her conmand, Ria could have sent the surviving Sidhe of Elfhanme Sun-
Descendi ng across the Veil, to the Faerie Lands beyond. She'd thought that Perenor had agreed to
that. But conciliation had never been her father's way. He'd intended to kill themall, in
repaynent for an eons-old insult.

She renenbered the hot snell of sumer grass, renenbered how gl ori ous Perenor had | ooked in his
arnor the color of blued steel, remenbered the nmusic that had filled the air, the Celtic rock of
Kentrai ne's group Spiral Dance. Since that day she'd never been able to listen to Celtic nusic,

t hough she'd once loved it.

The nmenories were too terrifying, too painful--;as if she'd been given a glinpse of Paradise, only
to have it ripped away before she could reach it. Mst of all, she remenbered her first sight of
the Court in all its glory, gathered around the nusicians and the Bard on that sunny hillside. In

all her life, she'd never seen any Sidhe other than Perenor. How beautiful they had all been in
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their silks and arnor! Sonething glorious, out of the ol dest dream of strength and beauty there
was. I n that nonment she had hated them for being sonething she, by the curse of her half-hunman
bl ood, coul d never be.

But she had never neant to kill them

But Perenor had. By what right? they had asked him She renenbered the defiant words he had
shouted in return:

"By the right of the strong over the weak, Eldenor. O the naster over the slave--;the right of
one who was unjustly bani shed, cast from his place anong you, and has dreanmed of the nmonent when
all of you shall lie lifeless in pools of your own blood--;"

In that nonment, a noment far too |ate, she had truly understood her father for what he was--;a
nmonster, w thout |ove or charity, conpassion or honor. He had reached out to her, stripping away
all her carefully constructed shields and defenses with no nore than a thought, naking her nothing
nore than a tool of his madness, a wellspring of Power for himto draw upon in the fight.

I mprisoned by his magic, she had been forced to watch as day becane night, as the sunlit hillside
becane a shadowy glen filled with billowi ng black fog, as the Sel ei ghe Sidhe had clashed with

ni ght nare nonsters of Perenor's sumobni ng.

They had died to nusic, to the clashing of blades and the wild how of guitars, to the hamrering
of drums and of sword-blows. The black ground had gone red with blood, and the screans of the
dying had nelded with the frenzied song of the Bard's flute. The day woul d have been lost in that
monent, save that Terenil, Prince of Elfhame Sun-Descendi ng, had shaken off his despair and
chal | enged Perenor directly.

And all Ria could do was screamsilently within her own mnd, fighting usel essly agai nst what

Per enor had made of her.

She had not seen Terenil die, though die he had. Before that nonent, the Wtch Kentraine had
realized the truth, and had struck her own bl ow agai nst Perenor and his nightmare allies.

Ria renmenbered that |ast nonent: Kentraine standing over her, her Fender guitar raised like a
club. She had willed the girl not to flinch, to do what had to be done to stop the madness and

sl aughter. And Kentraine had--;striking with all her strength, smashing her guitar down on Ria's
head, shattering the magical |ink Perenor had forged, saving themall. Saving the Nexus, and the
Si dhe foothold in this world.

Ria had only learned the details of the end of the battle |ong afterward--;how the dying Tereni
had slain Perenor with his last breath, how Eric had reached beyond hinself to pierce the Veil and
anchor the new Nexus in a place beyond harm how when Korendil would have slain her, Elizabet and
Kayl a, heal ers who had been drawn into the conflict on the very norning of the war, had clai ned
her life in payment for their help

Toget her the two, Heal er and Apprentice, had brought her back on the long slow journey fromthe
edge of death, piecing back together Ria's shattered body, m nd, and soul. She owed them a debt
she coul d never repay.

Even when she was well at last, it would have been so nuch easier just to slink away and hide
herself forever. As Perenor's heir at law, everything they had built together was hers. She never
needed to work another day in her life if she didn't want to.

But when she'd tried to offer Elizabet noney, the Heal er wouldn't accept it.

"You'll repay me best by taking up your life again, Ria. | don't Heal people so that they can hide
fromtheir lives. You have responsibilities in the world. Go see to them"

So now she was here.

* * %

But that was old news, and Ria preferred not to dwell on the past. Perenor was dead, his bid to
claimthe power of Elfhame Sun-Descending a failure, thanks to a Wtch, a Bard, and an el ven

kni ght. She'd never figured out by what tw sted mercy the three of them had spared her to claw her
way back to nenory and sanity once nore. She tried not to think about it.

Ri a had other things to think about.

She reached the end of the corridor, and the uniforned Ll ewel|l Co security guard opened it for her
There was an audi bl e hush as she entered the boardroom N ne nen and three wonen were gat hered
around the gl eami ng oak table. A breathtaking view of Los Angeles and the Valley was visible

t hrough the enornmous wi ndows that filled one wall of the room but nost of those at the table were
sitting with their backs to the view An oil portrait of R a--;done in Early Hagi ography, she'd
never liked it--;hung over the head of the table. She'd been wearing bl ack when it was painted,
but today she wore red. Phoenix red, the color of rebirth.

She shut the door behind her

"Good afternoon, gentlenen. Ladies. | hope I'mnot |ate?" she asked with a

warrior's smle.
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Several of the people sitting around the table glanced fromR a to the portrait as if confirmng
her identity. Ria snmled inwardly. She didn't | ook a day ol der than she had when it was painted.
One | ast advantage of her elven-Blood heritage--;she wouldn't age as fast as nortal ki nd, though
she didn't share the elves' imortality. In the nortal world, especially in these rarified
corporate circles, her prolonged youthful ness woul d be taken for the work of an excellent plastic
surgeon, nothing nore.

Jonat han Sterling had gotten smoothly to his feet as she entered--;of all those in the room he
was the only one who had been expecting her arrival here today--;and stood aside as Ria took his
pl ace at the head of the table. The seat at her right was unoccupi ed--; how had he managed t hat
feat of choreography? a small part of her m nd wondered idly--;and he settled into it, trusted
courtier to a grand prince. Only a shadow of a smle marred his perfect corporate nmask, and you
woul d have to know himvery well to be able to see it. An answering flicker of anusenent in her
own green eyes, Ria took her seat.

She |l et her gaze sweep slowy up and down the table, taking careful note of who flinched, who

| ooked angry, who | ooked relieved--;and there were one or

two--;and who couldn't neet her gaze at all

"l understand that there was sone doubt about the extent of my recovery," she said dryly. "Thank
you for your concern. Now, if you will all direct your attention to point one on the agenda.

For the next three hours Ria worked themunmercifully, probing for signs of timdity and
unsoundness in Llewell Co's interimrulers. It was primarily a display of power, proving that no
matter how | ong she'd been a bed-ridden basket case, she was back now, and as much to be feared as
ever. It was easy enough to know what buttons to push: their minds fairly shouted out their
deepest fears and reservations, allowing her to | eaf through their eddying surfaces |ike the pages
of a high-fashion magazi ne. Only Jonat han, beside her, was a still pool of well-organized calm
There had been | apses and attenpted coups, of course. She'd hired the cleverest and nost amnbitious
corporate sharks, and one had to expect a little feeding frenzy now and then. Baker and Hardesty,
in particular, had taken advantage of her absence to do things they knew she woul dn't approve of,
and that Jonathan woul d be hard-pressed to discover. Several of the conpanies they'd bought had
been bl eeding noney for years, with precious little to show for it.

"So we're all agreed on breaking off the courtship of TriMark Pharnmaceutical s?"

Ri a said, |ooking Sabrina Baker right in the eye.

"Of course, Ms. Llewellyn," Baker said. She put up a good facade, but the Tri Mark deal had been
all Baker's idea, and everyone here knew it. Mst of themdidn't know that TriMark was
substantially funded by certain South American investors, but Baker did, and if she didn't, she
shoul d have.

"And the | everaged renortgagi ng of our Far East assets?" she added, turning to Colin Hardesty.
"Well, with the Asian dollar going soft . . . yes," Hardesty said, capitulating all at once. Ria
hadn't quite nade up her m nd whether he was stupid or just subtle, but what was plain was that
he'd overreached hinself mghtily with this deal. And now he and everyone el se here knew it.

"Good," R a purred. "I imagine this concludes all our current business. |I'd |ike to nbve our next
meeting forward a bit, so that | can get an update on your other projects. So shall we say two
weeks fromtoday? |I'll have ny secretary prepare you a nmeno."

She did not smle now Snmiling was a sign of conciliation, and she had no need of that. There
wasn't any argunent--;she hadn't thought there would be--;and her staff quickly gathered up their
papers and left the room R a stayed behind, watching the | ong bl ue shadows stretch over the L. A
Basi n and savoring the nonent.

Jonat han remai ned behi nd.

"I thought for sure you were going to can Baker and Hardesty," he said.

She snmiled then, a genuine smile without edge or nmalice. "So did they. They know that | know, and
they know | let themoff just this once." Her expression turned grim This was not the whol e war,
just a mnor battle init. Today's victory settled very little. "And fromthis second on, they are
going to be so careful how they operate that if | get run over by a bus the nonent | wal k out of
here, the two of themwould still wait a year before naking any noves, just so they could be
certain | was dead." She heard an echo of her father in her own voice, and steeled herself against
flinching. Perenor was a part of her--;her blood, her bone--;and once she would have exulted in
that. Now it was only a fact, and one that sonetinmes nade her tired.

Jonat han chuckl ed. He'd been the one stuck with riding herd on them over the |last several years,
after all. "And they aren't clever enough to hide their activities fromthat suite of conputer
hackers you insisted I hire. And | know they know that."

"Whi ch puts you safely in the driver's seat for about a year if anything happens to ne." R a
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shrugged. "If you can't get firmcontrol of LlewellCo by then, you aren't ever going to." She owed
Jonat han the truth, and R a had al ways val ued honesty over kindness. In her world, kindness had
al ways been a feint, a prelude to war
"And if | don't, I'mnot the person to handle it in the first place," Jonathan answered. "Wich
by the way, |'d rather not, unless you're going to be around to pick up the reins again."
Ria | ooked at himquizzically. It was al nbost an adm ssion of weakness, and Jonathan Sterling was
anyt hing but a weakling. If he had been, he could not have survived to rise in the conpany she had
built at her father's orders, nuch | ess managed to keep control of it in the aftermath of her

injury. Al her life, she'd never depended on anyone in quite the way she depended on Jonat han
Theirs was not a romantic rel ationship--;he was quite confortably married, and she'd never seen
any reason to change that--;but it was a partnership that was stronger than any bond fornmed of
bodi es. He had al ways been her trusted aide, but the relationship she had forged in the arrogant
assunption of her own invincibility had changed when she had come to truly need him He had given
her unswerving loyalty and trust; even in her weakness, he had given as a gift what she could no
| onger demand, and that gift had changed both of them In another age, Jonathan woul d have been
squire to her knight, trusted vassal to her prince, a relationship to endure beyond all testing.
She'd trusted him and had been given his trust in return. In the last six nonths she'd | earned
nmore about his fanmily froma few oblique remarks than she'd learned in all the years he'd been her
assi stant.
"I don't like the feeling of the hounds nipping at ny heels,"
simply.
"And you' d rather be nmarried to your wife than your work. | can't blane you
there," she added
"You woul d have, once," he replied.
Ri a shrugged, getting to her feet. "Now | just envy you, sonetimes," Ria said.
She wal ked to the window to stare out over the Valley. The sunset |ight painted the scene before
her in tones of fire and gold, the |light bouncing off the inversion |ayer that hung over the
metropl ex. She'd told himthe truth. She received truth in return.

he expl ai ned

"There's sonething you'll want to know," he said, and sonething in his voice kept her fromturning
back, kept her gazing out over the city. Her unacknow edged ki ngdom bought with bl ood.

"Eric Banyon's surfaced. | waited until | had definite word fromthe Pl | hired for you that it
was the same Eric Banyon you wanted, but there's no doubt. He's in New York, enrolled at
Juilliard. After all this tine, the Feds aren't looking for himany nore; | checked that too. |

suppose he figured that."

Eric! She forced herself to relax, and when she spoke her voice was even,

neutral . "And?"

"No sign of his friends. He's there alone."

Jonat han, her trusted chanpion, knowi ng what she wanted to know and making certain to tell her
those things first. Mney could not buy such care. Fear could not command it.

So Eric was back at Juilliard. She had as conplete a file on himas noney could buy. She knew he'd
been a child prodi gy, knew he'd dropped out of Juilliard on his 18th birthday to make his l|iving
on the street and at Renfaires, a rootless rebel, as shy as a wild hawk. The Eric she'd known
woul d never have gone back to the scene of his failure . . . nuch | ess abandoned his friends.

But had he? O had they abandoned hi n®

Perhaps the truth was somewhere in between.

She'd traced the three of themas far as San Francisco, but there they'd vani shed. She'd assuned
that meant they'd gone to Underhill--;the elves would al ways wel conme a Bard, and Korendil and Eric
bet ween t hem coul d have sponsored the Kentraine bitch--;but why had he cone back?

Did she dare go and ask hin? His enrollment at Juilliard argued that he'd be easy to find. He nust
feel safe if he'd been willing to go there. But of course the years in Underhill would have been
as good as a disgui se.

"Does our set of New York interests need a shaking up as well?" she asked.

No.

Leave it. He's the past. Let himstay there.

But Jonathan canme to her side, silently holding out a slimleather pilot's wallet. She took it,
seeing the sheaf of paper inside fromthe travel agency Llewell Co used. Plane tickets. A hote
reservati on.

"l think you'll just have tinme to pack and catch the red-eye," Jonathan said.

"Your schedule's there. There's a board neeting scheduled for Llewell Co East the day after
tonorrow, which should just give you tine to get over jet |ag."

He handed her another folder, this one |egal-pad-sized and thick. "This is the Pl report and
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contact information. You'll have tinme to read it on the plane. The reports on our East Coast
hol di ngs are there, too. Have a good trip."
She mi ght have kissed himthen, but such gestures had never been a part of what was between them
I nstead she turned away fromthe wi ndow and favored himw th a cool Sphinx-like smle.
"Thank you, Jonathan. You al ways know just what | need."
H s answering snile was only in his eyes. "lIt's good to have you back. And now

your car is waiting, and I've just got tinme to return a fewcalls before | hit the freeway."
* * %
The ol d yell owbrick building occupi ed nost of a city bl ock, and dated back to the days when
there'd been factories in Manhattan. It faced the East River, in an area that was sporadically
gentrifying. But no matter how many new gl ass office buil dings studded Hudson Street and Second
Avenue, old dinosaurs like the riverside warehouse renai ned, | egacies of the past of The City That
Wor ks.
And as al ways, they adapted to circunstances.
The logo in gold on the front door said THRESHOLD LABS, as did the sign over the | oading dock
doors. It was a cryptic declaration, that m ght nean al nost anything. Watever Threshold did, it
was clear that the conpany--;and its enpl oyees--;valued their privacy.
For good reason
* * %
Despite its functional, down-at-heel exterior, serious noney had been expended on the interior of
the building. The three floors had been renodell ed and subdivided into offices, Cray sequencers
and the power lines to feed them brought in, mcrowaves and centrifuges, air scrubbers and cl ean
roons and serious water purification systens installed, as well as a nunber of nodifications bel ow
street that would never have passed any New York building inspection, no natter how well-bri bed
t he inspector.
The small cl andestine lab three floors below the street was bisected by a wall of triple-sealed
gl ass, and could only be entered through an airlock by
technicians in full clean suits. The | ab was kept at negative pressure, so that in case its seals
were broken, the air would flowin, not out. On the other side of the glass was a w ndow ess
office. It, too, was dark, but there was sonmeone there, sitting behind the desk with a guitar in
her lap, fingers soundl essly stroking the strings. She was working late as usual, nulling over the
last run of tests. It wasn't as if she had sonmepl ace else to go, after all.
She | ooked up as the timer cycled the lights in the ab down to sleep-tinme |evels. The sudden
darkness in the room beyond turned the thick glass into a mrror, nmercilessly reflecting the
of fice's occupant. She net her own gaze unflinchingly, a wonman who prided herself on having shed
all her illusions.
She'd had plenty of help in doing so. If she hated what she saw at 31, she al so knew t hat wi shing
woul dn't change it
Romantic | oners of any sex should be tall and sl ender and dressed in bl ack
Jeanette Canpbell was short and sloppily plunp, with thin fine nouse-brown hair dragged back in an
unforgiving ponytail, persistent acne, and short stubby fingers that struggled to fit around the
neck of a guitar. She was a loner through both arrogance and fate--;verbal and opini onated, she
had al ways been the sort of person who, when teased, |ashed back viciously, taking no prisoners.
By the time she reached high school, Jeanette was a full-blown social pariah. Through pride, she
rejected the few tentative overtures that were made to her--;it was very clear to her that those
willing to be kind to her branded thensel ves worthl ess by the gesture. She'd yearned for romantic
isolationismwhile longing to be popular. She'd dressed in studs and | eather, know ng she made
hersel f ook ridiculous, but still sonmehow unable to give up the gesture.
She was desperately unhappy and worse: bright and insightful enough to know she had woven the
tapestry of her sorrows strand by strand through the long years that separated third grade from
hi gh school freshman, but unable to find her way out of the web. She would not bow down to the
pretty and popul ar whatever it cost her. She would never adnmit that their opinion mattered.
H gh school was hell, but by then Jeanette had calluses on her soul as well as her fingers. She
concentrated on her classes and her part-tine job, intent nmerely upon getting things over with: so
fixed upon the destination that she
di scount ed the journey.
Then somet hi ng happened. Hal fway through her senior year, Jeanette slowy becane aware of
somet hing that had never been true before.
Nobody car ed.
Nobody slimed her |ocker, tripped her in the halls, stole her homework, nmade crank calls to her
house. Nobody nocked her in classes, pasted stupid bunper stickers on her guitar case, cut in
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front of her in lines, or stole her |unch

She coul d read any book she liked, in public, without being afraid it would be snatched from her
hands and rui ned.

Nobody cared about her at all

It took her a long tinme to believe it could be true, and longer to trust her good fortune. She'd
spent nore than half her life in a war she'd known she could never win. Nobody had ever told her
that it wouldn't go on forever. And one day, when she wasn't |ooking, it had just stopped. The
eneny had decl ared peace and gotten out.

She didn't know what to do about it. At first the relief had been so great that she didn't care
about anything el se. And when the truth finally sank in, it nmade room for an anger as devastating
as grief.

That's it? You ruin ny life, all of you, and then you just wal k away? You don't even pretend it
never happened. You just FORGET |IT?

Well, I can't forget it.

She tried. But all that left her was the realization that she had nothing at all to say to her
former tornmentors. The only connection she'd had with her classmates was being their scapegoat,
and now she didn't even have that. They had shaped her nore than she had ever understood and | eft
her to cope with the result. Freed of constant peer pressures, Jeanette sought new pressure as
instinctively as the flower seeks the sun. She drifted into things that appalled her, but she
couldn't summon up the interest in her own actions to stop. She couldn't even take refuge in a
romantic self-imge. She'd always |onged to--;she dressed the part--;but it required a | evel of
sel f-delusion that Jeanette Canpbell had never had. She was not and coul d never be the thing she

| oved nost.

Unl ess she found the answer

That there was an answer was sonething she'd never questioned. She'd read all the books, the ones
that told her the human ni nd had powers which, if she could only unlock them could transform her
life. She'd started studying the mnd then, reading the classics in the field. The brain was a

bi ol ogi cal machine. It could be reprogrammed with the right tools.

She'd grown up at the tail end of the period that considered drugs recreational, and for a while
she' d thought that was the answer--;the right chemnical cocktail could do what she wanted and
needed it to, unlock the hidden powers of her mind and nake them available. A few senesters at the
community coll ege had given her the rest of the tools she needed to pursue what she thought of as
her Research,

and as soon as she had the basic tools for her quest, she'd dropped out. She already knew that
legitimate research woul dn't divul ge what she sought. For one thing, it frowned on human
experimentation.

And she had experinented--;first on herself, then on others--;a conbination of |oneliness and rage
pushi ng her down the easy road from science geek to outlaw chemist. Bills had to be paid, and
research took money. But she knew the answer was there, somewhere. |If she only had the courage and
the discipline to find it.

The answer was in the hallucinogens. She'd always known that, fromthe first tinme she'd dropped
acid. But LSD al one wasn't enough. It was too diffuse, too variable, too soft. She'd added
mescal i ne, crystal neth, cocaine, trying to cone up with the right cocktail that would |l et her
push through all the barriers and claimthe lightning for her own. She'd known she was on the
right track, but every time she had a conpound she was ready to try, it failed somewhere al ong the
way. Sometimnmes people died, but she hadn't cared. She worked frantically, desperately, know ng her
tinme was running out, because life on the street just wasn't safe, and when you were supplying
illegal drugs, the working conditions and your co-workers left a ot to be desired. Sooner or

| ater sonebody woul d sell her out, and she'd go down.

But in her own strange way, Jeanette was heroic. Inevitable arrest and inprisonnent didn't faze
her. Finding the key was all that mattered.

Then Robert Lintel came, and that changed everythi ng.

She' d been in the back room of a garage sonewhere in New Jersey, cooking up a batch of

nmet hanphet ami ne in a nakeshift kitchen. She'd had to nove three tinmes in the past nonth because of
the Feds, and the last tine she'd |ost her whole lab. If the Sinner Saints--;the bikers who were
her protection and distribution network--;hadn't tipped her off, she would have | ost nore than her
| ab, but her product was pure and consistent, and they knew that if she went down she'd sell out
as many of them as she coul d.

wn't live to see thirty if |I do, but | don't think that matters, do you,

Jeanni e?
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O course, they nmight kill her themselves to keep that from happeni ng. Even without the psychic
powers she coveted, Jeanette could tell that. She could al nost hear Road Hog thinking that, when
he set her up out here in the mddl e of nowhere. But the Saints were greedy, and already had a
deal in place for this current batch. She was safe at least until it was done, and maybe |onger if
t he heat died down.

Wien the door of the garage opened, she |ooked up, irritated, thinking it was Road Hog or Hooker
com ng back to chivvy her along. But it was soneone she'd never seen before, a well-nanicured man
in an expensive dark grey suit, walking in |like he owned the pl ace.

Her hand had crept toward the gun in her knapsack--; people in her profession always went arned--
;but she hesitated for a crucial second, because the roomwas full of acetone and ether and the
muzzle flash froma shot would send the whole lab up like the Fourth of July.

And he'd snmiled at her, like there was sonething that he wanted. Her hand cl osed over the gun, and
she pulled it into her lap, behind the desk where he couldn't see, but she didn't fire.
"Jeanette Canpbell? H. My nane is Robert Lintel. |'ve got a business proposition for you."

Wth those i nane words he'd changed her life. So that now she could ook in a nmirror, and not
flinch quite so hard.

The lights in her office flared to full nerciless brightness, and Jeanette blinked and squinted up
at the figure in the doorway, |aying her guitar aside.

"Hey, Campbell. What are you doing sitting here in the dark?"

There was an edge to Robert's voice, but there always was. He'd rescued her years ago, but it was
for reasons even nore selfish than her own, if that were possible.

Wil e she wanted the powers that were hers by right--;and god hel p anyone who stood in her way
once she had them-; Robert wanted U timate Power. She wanted the power for herself, Robert wanted
to control the powerful people. He saw hinmself in charge of a group of perfect psychic spies,
assassi ns, and saboteurs, whose work was undetectable . . . and whose skills were for sale to the
hi ghest bidder, though he never said that.

He didn't have to. Jeanette, better than anyone el se, knew how his m nd worked.

Hadn't he sought her out back there in Jersey because he'd gotten to see the research notes she'd
left behind in the lab the Feds had seized, and knew she could be a neans to his ends?

Just so.

There was no | ove | ost between predators.

"Thi nki ng," Jeanette answered sullenly. She gestured toward the prinmte cages waiting on the other
side of the glass. The experinental aninmals were only one of the things here that shouldn't be.
When she'd been a street chenmist, she had to nake do with what she could get, with random
custonmers as her experinental subjects. These days things were much nore satisfactory: absolute
imunity fromthe law, pure chemicals to work with, the best apparatus, and an unlinited budget.
But no human subj ects.

"I't's too dangerous,” he'd said, and for years she'd accepted that. There'd been too nmuch else to
do--;first, catching up on all the schooling she'd sluffed off,

then re-docunenting and refining her previous research, as what good was a

br eakt hrough you couldn't replicate at will?

She'd made do with primates--;chinps siphoned to Threshold from ot her projects or bought on the
bl ack market. On paper--;and nore or less in fact--; Threshold was a small pharmaceutical research
conmpany. Mst of its enployees were engaged in legitimte research into the neurochenistry of the
brain. Few of them even suspected the existence of the Black Labs that occupied the cellars of the
buil di ng, the place where Jeanette Canpbell did research that went far beyond sinple cures for
ADD, narcol epsy, clinical depression, bipolar disorder, and the |like. Some of the hundreds of
primat es shipped to Threshold every year even went to the careful legitinmte experinments of the
people in the | abs upstairs, but nore of themwent to the Black Labs.

The brain structure of a chinpanzee was sinilar to that of human beings, and some of them even
knew si gn | anguage. Jeanette wasn't interested in talking to them but | anguage use nodified the
deep structure of the brain and gave her a benchmark by which to neasure the effects of her drugs.
She had three consistent results fromher drug protocols to date: dead chi nps, crazy chinps, and
superficially unaffected chinps. She'd | ost count of the nunber of brains she'd centrifuged,

| ooking for results and reasons. But she was getting closer. That was all that nattered.
"Thi nki ng," Robert echoed scornfully. "You want to get up off your dead ass and do a little nore
than think? Beirkoff told ne you were going to be ready for another trial today."

Bei rkof f was Jeanette's personal assistant--;sonebody had to do the record-keepi ng gruntwork who
was in on Threshold's big secret--;but she'd al ways known he geeked for Robert. It was how t he
wor | d wor ked.
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"Yeah, well, | amready," she said, getting up and putting her guitar down. The reflection in the
gl ass nmocked her like an evil angel, showing her the hated reality so far from her dreans.
"Bei rkoff should have the chinps prepped. | can shoot themup and | eave the caneras running, then

check themout in the norning.

It's better to do this sort of thing at night, anyway."

No need to put into words the nebul ous feeling, not even a hunch, that sonething about the drugs
woul d just work better in the small hours of the night when nost people were asleep. Once upon a
time she'd fancied herself a mmgician, but in the years since then Jeanette had put both nagic and
superstition behind her

She worked entirely with what was, abandoni ng dreans.

"What's your hurry, anyway?" she asked incuriously.

"I'"'mnot paying you to sit around playing that dammed guitar," Robert said grudgi ngly, and
Jeanette smled inside, though she allowed no vestige of that expression to reach her face. In
fact, Robert was paying her to sit around playing that dammed guitar, and whatever el se she wanted
to do with her tine.

Her work was as nuch inspiration as anything el se--;and the accidental discoveries along the way
had proved her worth. She'd cone up with a conmpound that induced abject terror in its subject and
one that destroyed the sleep centers. Both killed the subject in anywhere from 24 hours to a week,
but Robert had liked them even though they'd never be nentioned in Threshold's quarterly report
to its parent conpany. He'd taken them off sonewhere and never told her what he'd done with them
but Jeanette knew those di scoveries were what had bought her a free pass for the foreseeable
future.

"I"'mgoing to go down and inject themnow. Want to watch?" she said.

Robert gestured, indicating she should precede him It was one of the few things she actually

Ii ked about Robert. He wasn't squeam sh

* * %

She wal ked out of her office and down the grey-carpeted corridor to the roomthat held the airlock
that would let her into the primate |lab. She didn't bother with a clean suit--;the whol e fantasy
of biological contanmination was just a useful fiction for any of Threshold's legitinmte enpl oyees
who m ght stunble accidently onto her work area. No one but Robert and Beirkoff really knew what
it was she did here, and neither one had the brains to follow her science.

Secrecy was power. She renenbered that from her magi cal days.

When she wal ked in, the full-spectrumlights brightened slowy to their daytinme |evels, washing
every corner of the main floor in pitiless illumnation, illumnating the row of cages so brightly
that their contents seened like unliving mannequi ns. The roomwas warm and snelled strongly of
ozone, ammonia, and fermenting fruit. She | ooked up, and saw the blinking red lights of the
cameras. They'd record every nove that anyone made in this roomfromhalf a dozen angles, no
matter the light level, and store the inmages in digital conputer nenory for instant retrieval, so
that |l ater Robert and Jeanette could scrutinize and specul ate about every squeal and twitch of the
subjects. The oldest files were purged on a six-nonth rotation, |eaving no trace of thensel ves
behi nd. Robert ran a cl ean operation

Her subjects were in the five cages along the wall, brought in fromthe larger primate lab at the
ot her end of the building. Beirkoff had sedated each of them an hour ago, so that now they were
torpi d and manageabl e, but nost of the sedative had al ready been processed, so that chemica

resi due woul dn't screw up her study.

Satisfied that everything was in readi ness, she went over to the big refrigerator at the end of
the room-; past the stainless-steel examtable with its drains and shackl es--; and punched a ni ne-
digit code into its |ocking key pad.

The light at the top of the pad turned fromred to green, and Jeanette opened the door. Inside, it
| ooked like any other lab refrigerator, with anonynous bottles and bundl es neatly stacked and

| abel ed on the shelves. She pulled out the jar she wanted. It was half full of a sparkling white
powder, as pure and anonynous as salt. "Threshold 6/157" was witten on the label. Sixth year of
trials, test 157.

From the cupboard beside the refrigerator she took a fresh bottle of distilled water, and m xed
and neasured until she had a seven percent solution of T-6/157

She filled five disposable syringes with the liquid, and then advanced on her

subj ect s.

She'd had a ot of tinme to get good at westling primates in the |ast six years.

Pop open the cage door, nmake sure the dammed thing wasn't |ying doggo, find a vein, drop her |oad,
snap the cage door shut again. The chinps' bodies were warmand flaccid in sleep, their nuscles
rel axed. It was over in less than five nminutes, the subjects twitching and restless, rousing to
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wakef ul ness under the tonic effect of the injection. The tenporary restl essness woul d pass--; T-

6/ 157 was a minute variation on a previous recipe, and she knew the spectrum of effects al nost by
heart--;and the subjects would fall into a brief coma. In about fifteen mnutes the conpound woul d
begin to take effect, though nost of the subjects continued to sleep for several hours. The

ef fects woul d pass conpletely within twelve hours. Then they could review the tapes and start

agai n.

"What are you waiting for? Brass bands?" she snapped. This was the part that always got her down,
when she injected the drug and not hi ng happened. She knew she coul dn't expect anything to happen
right away, but it still depressed her

Robert had already turned away. As he reached the door, he tapped the switch, and the |ights went
back to nighttine |levels. Jeanette followed himback into the hallway, in the dark

The sound of the bedside tel ephone woke her. Jeanette groped for it in the dark, but at her first
flailings the night-lights went on, notion sensors activating a strip of illumnation all the way
around the floor. Wth that to guide her, she grabbed the tel ephone. The clock on the bedside said
4: 07.

"Cet down here. Now, " Robert said.

The cab ride down from Central Park West--;the posh uptown apartnent had been Robert's idea, not
hers--;took about twenty minutes at this tine of night, but it was plenty of tine for Jeanette to
thi nk. Oovi ously, sonething had happened --;fire? --;break-in? At any rate, sonething big enough
that Beirkoff had freaked and phoned Robert--;which was as it should be. Threshold was Robert's
baby. He was the CEQ and she (on the books at least) a lowy researcher. She even had a tiny

of fice upstairs, with a wi ndow | ooking out over the river, and attended the nonthly staff neetings
that were a part of Threshold's legitinmate side. But her real work was here, down in the Bl ack
Labs, alone and unconnected to the rest of the conpany.

But in that case, why had Robert phoned her?

* * %

She cane in through the night entrance, using her passcard, and Beirkoff net her at the doorway.
Hs eyes glittered with excitenent and she realized that whatever was going on here, it was really
huge. Big enough to get Beirkoff excited, anyway, and nost of the tine the technician approached
his job with all the verve of soneone working the counter at MDonal d's.

Soneti mes Jeanette wondered where Robert found all these people. Beirkoff didn't seemto have any
life outside Threshold. The security staff were hardcase nercs |i ke she'd never seen working the
sunny side of the law. Dr. Ranthandra, who handl ed the nedical side of the Black Ops project,
smiled a lot, but fromliving outside the | aw Jeanette knew a stone cold spook when she saw one.
And she woul dn't have the first idea about how to pull a crew like this together

Ei ther Robert had a | ot of backing, or a conplex secret |life, or maybe both.

"M. Lintel says you should neet himdownstairs--;" Beirkoff began

An unfamliar enotion filled her--;hope--;and she pushed past himand headed for the executive

el evator. She had to present her passkey again, but once she had, the el evator descended into the
secret world beneath the street, the one that nost of Threshold didn't even suspect was there.
Robert was waiting for her in her office, |ooking as i mracul ately corporate as ever.

"Tell ne," she said, when she saw his face.

"Look for yourself." His eyes were shining with the sane Iight that was in her own: the gl ow of
pure triunph. He turned off the lights, and in the darkness it was easy to see through the wall of
glass into the small | ab.

"Nobody's gone in there yet. | gave orders," Robert said. H's voice was hoarse with sheer
stupefied enotion. "Nobody's gone in there since you |left, four hours ago."

For a moment she didn't understand what she was seeing. At |ast her eyes and brain worked together
to tell her what she saw

This was what success | ooked Iike.

The room was a ness. Drawers and cabi nets had been torn open, their contents strewn around |ike a
fall of strange snow. The wheel ed cages were scattered around the room as if sonmeone had been
shaki ng them and bl ood, urine, and chinp feces were spattered everywhere. But nost of all, there
were only four cages, and four hours ago there had been five.

Four. Yes. She was sure of it.

There was novenent in the corner of the room-;since no one had gone into the room the lights
were still nighttinme dim-;and she sawit was the fifth chinp.

He was nmoving slowy, as if he were ill.

"How did he get out of his cage?" she asked al oud. And where's the cage?
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"Keep | ooking," Robert said, his voice filled with unholy gl ee.

She turned her attention to the other cages. One was enpty, its bright yellow plastic security
seal still intact. In two of the others, the animals were obviously dead, having ripped thensel ves
to pieces with their own teeth and nails. She'd seen that side effect often enough

But in the fifth .

Its occupant was an ol der fenal e chinp, obviously once sonebody's panpered pet until she had grown
too inconvenient. Her body was sneared with red, and for a nonment Jeanette mistook it for blood,
until her disbelieving mind finally adnitted what she saw.

Strawberries. Raspberries. And Godiva chocol ate-covered cherries. She knew they were Godiva
cherries because the distinctive gold-foil box was still in the cage.

How? cried half her mind, and: It worked! said the other half.

She | ooked at Robert, her eyes alight.

"It was T-6/157," she said.

"Yes," Robert said sinply. "It does seemto have been."

"We'll have to arrange for nore trials--;find out what happened--; maybe direct injection into the
neurocortex. I'll review the surveillance i mages--;we'll have to prep sonme nore chinps--;" she
sai d, al nost babbling.

"No need. | told Beirkoff to put the rest of the chinps down, anyway."

Al'l she could do was stare at him stunned by the enornmity of her success.

Robert smled, as pleased by that as by the nearness of his ultimate goal

"Canpbell. W aren't going to |l earn anything froma bunch of nonkeys that can't answer our
questions, now, are we?" Robert asked, alnost playfully.

"Hurmman trials." She felt a thrill of excitenent course through her. There was an exhilaration at
wat ching a drug take possession of a person that all the lab aninals and private funding in the
world couldn't match. Finding volunteers for this sort of experinment was difficult, but there were
ways. Expensive.

Unet hical. But ways. "I'Il tell Beirkoff to get the Large Primate Containment set up. |I'll need at
| east half a dozen subjects to start with."

"But not volunteers," Robert said, as if reading her mnd. "Not yet. But that's nothing for you to
worry about. |'Il have your lab rats for you by tonorrow night. This is New York. You can find
them on every street corner."

FOUR: THE DARK CARNI VAL

He had been born a Lord of the Bright Court when nortal kind was still painting itself blue on a
smal | island off the coast of Europe, and for uncounted years of Man's tine what the nortals did
had not mattered to him Anong his own kind, Aerune nac Audel aine was a high prince, a Lord of the
Si dhe, and his rank and birth had insulated himfromthe petty squabbles that others of his race

liked to fall into, spending eons on a vendetta in retaliation for some petty slight.
Strong enotion was the bane of the near-immortal Sidhe, tied as they were so closely to place and
kindred. Instead of great wars that could tear Underhill apart and doomthemall, their energy was

spent on snall battles and | ong-running spiteful ness.

Aerune, even as a youth, rejected this code of cool serenity. Passion drew himas the flane drew
the moth. Grand hatreds, nurtured in secret, had sustained himfromhis earliest nenories, |eading
himinevitably to declare his allegiance to the Great Queen Mrrigan, ruler of the Unsel ei ghe

Si dhe. He was her courtier and nost trusted |ieutenant;but in secret. For centuries Aerune was as
trusted a guest at the Bright Court as the Dark, until that shadow gane began to pall, and he
withdrew fromthemboth to follow his own inclinations. Still he ignored the race of Men, whose
antics so anused the other Sidhe.

And | would have left themto their sordid lives forever, were it not for Aerete. Aerete the
Beautiful, ny love .

She had been barely a woman when Aerune had known her: gol den as the day, a child of the Bright
Court, filled only with |ove. She had spent that |ove upon the nortal kind, healing their wounds,
listening to their woes, ruling over themas their Queen.

It was she who had opposed him standi ng al one before himwhen Aerune woul d have taken his WIld
Hunt anmong the tribes under her protection. She had stood

unafraid in the path of the Unsel eighe rade, her child s face stern, telling himthat he and his
folk must ride another way.

He nmi ght have cut her down, bespelled her, done a thousand things to renove this obstacle fromhis
path, for Aerune cared for nothing living. But sonmething in her stern innocence had stopped him
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and he had turned the Hunt aside.

Afterward, he had sought her out. She knew himby reputation, but had accepted himinto her hal

as a guest. She had spoken to himof the humans, the lastborn of Danu, and had tried to show him
the good in them the spark of nagic that they shared with Danu's firstborn, the Sidhe. Aerune
felt his dark heart open to her like a flower to the sun. He begged her to come away with himto
the Worl d Beyond.

"But how can | abandon ny human children, Lord Aerune? They are so innocent, so helpless. Their
lives are but a brief span conpared to ours. Stay with nme, and offer them your guidance as well."
He had not stayed, but he had cone to her often, always hoping to persuade her to cone away wth
him And perhaps, Aerune told hinself, he would have succeeded in tine.

But tinme was not granted to them

War cane out of the East. At first Aerune paid no attention to it. Mrtalkind' s battles were the
echo of the Sidhe wars, eternal and unchangi ng. They could not matter to him

O so he thought.

Aerete tried to nake peace between the two tribes. It was hard, for the newconers had the secret
of a strange netal far stronger than the flint and bronze weapons of her people, and their | osses
had been heavy. Aerune had urged her to fight, counselling that only their victory would end the
threat. He had not neant for Aerete to take the field beside her war-captain, using her nagic

agai nst their iron bl ades.

Iron. It was iron that had killed his love, a spear thrown to strike her in her chariot, piercing
the elvensilver arnmor that she wore. She had cried out for his aid. .

And Aerune had cone, with all the hosts of Darkness at his side. But he had cone too |late.

He cradl ed her dying burning body in his arms, there on that bl oodsoaked human battlefield. And as
she died, all there was of kindness and nmercy died with him

When he left the battlefield that day, all that lived upon it were the ravens of Mrrigan. There
were no survivors, and no victors. Only his pain, his |loss, remained. He woul d have vengeance upon
everything that had conspired to take his Aerete from him

He began by seeking to crush the Bright Lords who were his kind s natural enem es;those who had

| et his golden darling go anong Men to find her death. H's canpai gn agai nst them had bl ossoned
secretly, silently, over the course of centuries.

It had failed at |ast, beyond any hope of success, and finally Aerune turned his attention to the
world of Men. Men who, in what seened only a nonent of his inattention, had gone from weapons of
bronze and stone to weapons of smith-forged iron; deathnetal, fatal to all who drewtheir life
force from magic.

These he could kill, if he was careful, but no matter how many he killed there were always nore to
take their place. They called him Arawn, Lord of Death;but even as they cowered in terror fromhis
Hunt, they fought back in a thousand other ways, breeding |ike the verm n they were, chall enging
the Sidhe in their Groves and high pl aces.

H s ki ndred fought back, of course, trying to retain their pride of place. But Men had magi c of
their own, and the | ove of powers far greater than Sel ei ghe and Unsel ei ghe alike. Wth | ove and
iron, nortal Man bound and banished its elder brothers, the Sidhe, until at last the Courts fled
the Ad Wrld entirely, searching for a place where they could take up the A d Ways unnol est ed.
And Aerune fled with them wapped in his hatred and pride. But Man;arrogant, presunptuous
Man; fol | oned the Sidhe even across the Great Water, destroying the ties the Bright Court forged
with the nortal folk of this new |land. Destroying the nortalfolk as well, in a slaughter that would
have gl addened Aerune's heart if it had only been his own work. At |ast el venkind was bani shed
into the shadows of this world, its foothold a tenuous one, its vast enpire shrunken to a handfu
of hanes.

From hi s stronghol d Aerune had watched all this, too bitter in his wath even to ride forth as he
had once done. The natives of this new | and sensed his

presence, and avoi ded his place, but when Muxrtals followed the Sidhe across the sea, many of them
di sregarded the warni ngs of their brown-skinned cousins, and flocked to settle in the place that
Aerune had made his own. Aerune tolerated them There was nmuch to |earn before he could work their
doom Cautiously, Aerune sought allies, but even in this extremty, the Sidhe had battled one
another, as if seeking to do the humans' work for them He had watched fromhis tower as the
Sel ei ghe Si dhe of Elfhame Sun-Descendi ng had destroyed Lord Perenor and saved thensel ves fromthe
Dreanmi ng. He had watched as the Sun-Descendi ng el ves had summoned great sorceries and forged a new
Nexus that would allow themto flourish safely forever in the lands of the Utternpst West, forging
a strong alliance with El fhame M sthold. They thought thensel ves safe. They would not swear fealty
to himnow.

And so, like any good general, he had turned his efforts el sewhere;to the iron-haunted city that
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had grown up in the Wrld Above. To the world of Men, Men who were kin to those who had slain
Bright Aerete

Underhill was a place conposed of all places and none, Chaos Lands given form and substance by
magi ¢ al one, in which the hanes gl owed |i ke abhorrent stars, welding all Underhill together into
one vast tapestry. The Sel ei ghe Sidhe were the bright threads in this weaving, the Unsel ei ghe were
its shadows, and once;long ago;that bal ance had satisfied him But within Aerune's nmenory, Elfhane
Everforest, with its Nexus so near the heart of the Lands of Men, had grown stronger as well, and
the Dark Sidhe could foresee a time when the Bright Lords' weaving would bind the shadows in an
unbr eakabl e net, and the Bright Lords would bow their necks and their pride to a yoke forged by
nortal Man.

Aerune pl anned accordi ngly.

If he could not defeat his Bright Kindred directly in Underhill, nor bring them beneath his
banner, then a flanking attack was needed. Aerune turned his attention once nore to the Lands of
Men.

Aerete, Aerete . . . if you could see what they have become, surely you would renounce them as

wel |'!

Cold Iron was their weapon, and in their hands, it could slay Seleighe and Unsel ei ghe alike. But
if the Sidhe of Elfhane Fairgrove could learn to tolerate Cold Iron, why shouldn't he and his be
able to do |ikewi se? On his dark throne, Aerune dreanmed of a nortal arnmy under his conmand,
bearing the Cold Iron that could allow himto west the Nexuses fromthe control of the Bright
Lords and plunge all of Underhill into endless night; a first step before he turned his human
armes on their nortal brethren, sweeping aside everything that stood in the way of vengeance, his
Dark Queen's rule of all the lands, nortal and Sidhe.

But to summon such an arny, he needed a foothold in the Wrld of Iron. He needed a Nexus under his
control, one that would allow his followers; boggl es and boghans, his bane-si dhes, water-horses,
ni xi es, and the like;to nove freely in the world of Men. Wthout that power source, even opening a
Portal between the worlds would drain him and so he noved cautiously, searching for the perfect
time, the perfect spot. And in the concrete canyons of Manhattan, he had found it.

Take this city, and with it such souls as these nortals possess. | shall hunble

themin the strength of their fortresses, until not one stone remai ns set upon anot her

And at | ast he was through with waiting. It was tine to act. And so, in the sanctity of his

great est stronghol d, Aerune began the weaving of his webs.

The place in which Aerune held his Court would have been beautiful to nortal eyes, if any had
lived to see it . . . a forest of dark silver, with | eaves of shadow. He sat upon a throne forged
of darker shadow yet, his hellhounds lolling at his feet, his Court surrounding him a host of

i nsubstantial waiths and bound servitors, all of whomowed himfealty, just as he owed it to the
Morrigan. Fromthe base of his throne stretched a pool of black mirror, in which Aerune often

wat ched the antics of his future subjects, into which he sent dreans to guide them Even the

happi est nortal carried within hinself a spark of darkness, the phantom of Death whose dark w ngs
woul d one day enfold him and it was fromthat phantom and that fear that Aerune forged the chains
that bound nortals unknowingly to his service.

Just as the joy of the Bright Lords had created a human | and of nmgic and inagination around their
grove, so did Aerune's dreans create a darkness in the Wrld Above his pal ace;a vast dark iron
city that the nortal ki nd had crafted out of blood and betrayal and the dreans he had sent them
filled with pain and sorrow and suffering enough to glut even a rapaci ous Unsel ei ghe lord. There
was even a place inits heart filled with great trees such as his foll owers needed to anchor

t hensel ves; Central Park, the nortalkind called it. And so, at last, Aerune nade his first nove
upon t he chessboard of war.

He sent for the least of his servants, the redcap, Ul a.

* * %

"My lord?"

Ula seened to coal esce out of the mst of the grove itself. The redcap was one of the Lesser

Si dhe, shaped by the ni ghtmares of generations of nen. It was snall, barely the size of a child,
but with a distorted, msshapen form. . . and very long arns. It wore a |laborer's snock and

ragged pants, but upon its head there was a soft cap of bright scarlet, as bright as the bl ood of
men. It approached the Shadow Throne nervously, bowing | ow and grovelling as it judged its lord's
mood. One of the hell hounds raised its massive shaggy head and growl ed, red eyes gl owi ng. Aerune
silenced the beast with a gesture. Today he had need of Urla, for of all his servants, Ula was
one of the few who could nove with relative freedomin the Wrld Above, for the redcap preyed upon
men, stealing their strength to replenish its owmn. So long as the blood in which Urla soaked its
cap remai ned fresh, it had the strength of those it had sl ain.
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"Do you love nme, Ul a?" Aerune asked gently.

The redcap wi nced, and grovelled nore deeply, inching its way toward Aerune's

feet. "More than death. Mre than darkness, Great Lord. Al ny strength, all my power, are yours."
This was nothing nore than the truth, and Aerune accepted it as such

"Then you are mine, to do with as I choose. And so | choose to send you back to the world of Men
Hunt this city for ne. Slay whomyou will, hunt whomyou will, saving only that you choose those
souls who will not be nmissed in the Wrld of Men. But find ne the power to open the door between
the worl ds once nore.

"Find for me . . . a Bard."

Way did | ever decide to do this? Eric asked hinself again. He ran his hand down the side of his
slacks to dry it, and then transferred his flute to that hand and repeated the gesture. He was
wearing the standard "school uniform' for recitals;white shirt, black pants, dress shoes, and tie.
H s |l ong chestnut hair was pulled back in a length of black velvet ribbon. H's feet hurt, and his
collar felt as if it were strangling him Look at nme. |'msweating |ike a novice.

He' d al ready been out there once before tonight, but that had been with the chanber orchestra, and
there'd been safety in nunbers. But nowit was tine for his chanber group, and there were only
seven of them The other six nenbers of his group;Jereny, Lydia, two French horns, a violin, and a
cell o;were standi ng nearby, waiting to go on when the previous group finished playing. He took
what consol ation he could fromthe fact that they all |ooked as if facing a firing squad woul d be
preferabl e; even Jereny, who normally carried ironic detachment to new heights. And Lydi a | ooked as
if she were about to faint.

"Hey," Eric said gently, reaching out to gain her attention. "Relax. It's just another
perf or mance. "

She turned toward him her scared violet eyes huge. The three of them had becone friends in the

| ast several weeks, though Eric's need to keep his other |life under waps, and the crushing wei ght
of rehearsal and course work, had kept them from becom ng as cl ose as they mi ght otherw se have
done. While a part of Eric regretted that, nostly he was grateful. He wasn't ready right now for
any nore of what Toni Hernandez had called "hostages to fortune."

But right now, it looked as if Lydia could use a friendly hand. Her red hair was pulled back into
a tightly scraped bun and her pale-gold freckles stood out against her skin |ike a dusting of

gol den pollen on the surface of skimred nmilk.

Lydia had real talent, but even in the short tine he'd known her, Eric was afraid that the
Juilliard pressure cooker woul d destroy any |ove she had for the music . . . assumng Marco
Ashborn hadn't done that already. Lydia was a technically flaw ess nusician, but with her it was
all technique, no heart.

"It's a performance,” she said in a low trenbling voice. "People will be watching. |nportant
peopl e. Father's friends."

"So what?" Eric said cheerfully. "Qur friends will be there too."
Lydi a blinked as his words penetrated. Each student got a limted nunber of tickets to hand out to
recital performances, and enpty seats could be filled by Juilliard students on a stand-by basis 15

m nutes before the performance. Eric had given his passes to Toni, José, and his other friends

from Guardi an House, including Caity, a children's book witer (with no nmagical gift outside her

stories, so far as Eric could tell) whomhe'd net while doing laundry in the basenent of the

House. He wasn't sure if they'd be able to attend;Jinmm e had the usual l|ast-minute crises that

came with an LEO s job, and Toni might run into sonething that kept her at the House.

He'd only wi shed there was sone way for Greystone to attend as well. At |east the perfornance was

bei ng taped, and he could play it for his gargoyle friend | ater

Lydi a hesitated, about to say sonmething, but just then there was a wash of applause fromthe other

side of the curtain. The previous group was finishing, and it was tine for themto go on

"I't will be fine," Eric said coaxingly. "No matter what happens.”

He could see that the girl didn't believe him If there had been time, he mght have used nagic to

cal m her and give her some of the confidence he felt, but the other nusicians were noving past

them naking way for themon the stage, and he knew better than to neddl e with another nusician's

concentration just before they played. Lydia would be fine once she got on stage; Eric knew t hat

from experience; but he also knew that no natter how well she played, it wouldn't be good enough .
for her, or her father.

Then he had no nore tine to consider anyone el se's probl ens, because the septet was novi ng out

onto the stage.

He al ways forgot how hot the house lights were, dazzling his sight even as they pressed down on

himlike a heavy hand. The small Lincoln Center auditoriumwas full;he could tell fromthe sound,
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even though he couldn't see the audience;and in the first row sat their instructors, clipboards in
hand, preparing to grade the perfornmances of their students.

Ch, sure. No pressure, right? Just a big chunk of your final grade and no way to gl oss over any

m ssed notes.

And, of course, the fact that, since he was sitting First Chair, the others were |ooking to himto
set the tenpo and carry them al ong.

Their first piece was a sprightly Myzart contradance;fast, but not too fast, with a French horn
solo in the mddle that Lisa choked on half the time, even in yesterday's dress rehearsal. Eric
waited for the others to take their places, gathered themin with his eyes, and smled
encour agi ngly.

It's just like leading troops into battle. Act confident, and they'll be

confi dent.

Then he raised the silver flute to his lips, nodding to set the tenpo, and blew the first note.

* * %

The little trio he'd forned with Kory and Beth, Beth's group Spiral Dance, and the pickup jans at
RenFaires were no kind of preparation for working with a real ensenble. It called for discipline
as well as spirit, cooperation as well as feeling;all characteristics that Eric had grown used to
t hi nking of hinself as lacking. But if the difficulties were greater, the rewards were greater as
wel | ; the compl ex surge of nmelody filled himlike a stormof |ight, the passion and discipline of
the others creating an ocean that bore himup |ike a w ndjanmer upon its surface, its master and
victimall in one.

There is nothing better than this, Eric thought, in the |ast nonment in which words were possible,
before he surrendered to the nusic and sinply was.

Their first piece ended;there was appl ause;and he | ed themthrough the second, a sprightly rondo
that called for fast fingering on everybody's part, five separate threads of nelody weaving into a
glorious braid of sound. Monments later;too soon;it was over, and he and the others were conmng to
the edge of the stage to take their bows. Lisa had hit every note perfectly, the horn's gol den

mel | owness soaring over the brightness of the flutes and the deep echos fromcell o and bassoon
Jereny had regai ned his usual bland expression, and even Lydia | ooked radiant.

"I't was good, wasn't it? It was good," she said, as soon as they were off.

"I't was okay," Eric said, smling back at her. And best of all, it was a part of hinself that he
could share with those who could not share any other part of his life;this nusic was a matter of
skill and craft, not magic, though the

discipline he'd learned in those long | essons with Dharinel certainly hel ped

here.

In fact, | don't think |I could have gotten this far without it. You've got to want it, and work
for it, to be able to do it. The first tinme | was here it wasn't ny idea at all;it was Mom and
Dad, wanting to add "prodigy" to their list of nmy Trophy Child acconplishnments. But this tine it's
my idea. My success.

"Are you coning to the dormparty?" Jereny asked.

"Sure." Eric paused to consult the programtucked into his pocket. "I've got a solo after this,
then the reception, then I'mthere."

"I''"ll see you, then," Jereny said, turning away to go | ook for his bassoon case.

"CGood | uck."

The ot hers had al ready wandered off, still giddy with the high that came with performance. Eric
snmled. No matter how often you perfornmed, it was always a rush to find yourself off the stage
alive and in one piece, and these kids didn't have a | ot of experience with perform ng yet.

"These kids." Boy, does that nake ne feel old!

There were tinmes when the gulf of years;only a handful by the cal endar, but far nore in terns of
experience;made Eric feel like he cane froman entirely

different planet than his classmates. Sonetimes he just felt |ike grabbing them and shaki ng them
telling themto value what they already had, to see how precious it was. The nood, fortunately,

al ways passed. If there was one thing he'd learned fromhis tine Underhill and his experience with
the elves, it was that you couldn't pass on wi sdomjust by tal king about it. Wsdomcane only from
experi ence.

He hung around backstage while two nore groups went on, doing his best to stay out of their way.
There was a woodwind trio;the clarinetist faltered badly at the beginning and they had to start
over; and a baroque group whose nenbers were al ready getting outside gigs, they were that good. The
wai | of the shaum and dronepi pe sent shivery hackles up his spine;not Bardcraft, but close, close.

But it was tine to focus inward, because his next performance was only minutes away. The evening
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had started with the full chanber orchestra, noving slowy toward smaller and snaller groups as
the stagehands cl eared away the stands and chairs during breaks. The soloists traditionally closed
out the evening. In the high-stakes world of classical nmusic, they were the heavy horses that
everyone was waiting to see, the next Galway or Wi sberg.

Toni ght there were three of them including Eric. And the whinsical gods of

m sfortune had placed himlast.

Prof essor Rector was out there laying for him Eric knew. Tonight wasn't only a solo for him It
was his first Juilliard performance of his own conposition, "Variations on “Planxty Brown.' " He'd
pi cked the tune not only for its lively nelody, but because it had no associations with Bardic
Magi ¢ or elves or anything el se uncanny.

The other two sol oi sts;one piano, one violin;acquitted thensel ves honorably (as Dharinel m ght
have phrased it), and then;too soon!;it was Eric's turn to step out on the stage again.

He was sure he'd sweated all the way through his shirt, sure the audience could see his
nervousness and uncertainty. Some of them probably, still remenbered his |ast nenorable solo
appearance on this stage, when he'd unwittingly summoned N ghtflyers with his nascent Bardic G ft.
Oh, THERE' S a cheery thought!

For a heartbeat he was filled with panic, and for just that nonent he was tenpted to call up the
magi ¢ agai n; under control this time;to exert just a tiny bit of influence on the professors
grading and critiquing his performance. It would be so easy. .

No. | cane back to do this on ny owmn ternms. No magic, no Gft but the nmusic | was born with. |
know I'"ma good Bard. I'mhere to see if I'ma good nusician, too.

He lifted the flute to his lips and began to pl ay.

It wasn't as powerful an energy surge as playing with an ensenble. That was |ike driving a team of
wild horses, a swelling power that came from nmany hearts and minds all working as one. This was
nore |ike flying, soaring over the earth on the wings the nusic lent him As always, his anxiety
vani shed with the first note, and he carried his audience with himthrough all the intricate

vari ations of the old dance tune. And perhaps because it was nusic nmade for dancing, he felt his
audi ence caught up in his rhythm toes tapping and heads nodding to the nusic.

He brought the piece to an end with a flourish, and there was that one nonent of silence as he
lowered the flute that was the true tribute every nusician | ooks for

Then the appl ause began, and Eric stepped forward to take his bow The house

lights came up, and for the first time he could see the people he'd been playing for all night.

He | ooked down at the front rows;still bow ng;looking for Rector and the other professors. He
could just imagine the sour |ook on Rector's face; he'd been good, and he knew it, and so did they.
He was smart enough not to catch Rector's eye;the nan | ooked to be in a towering snit, and his
mood woul dn't be inproved by knowi ng Eric had seen it;and glanced around the rest of the house as
he strai ght ened.

And froze

Ria Llewellyn was there. Second row aisle, the critics' seats.

She was wearing something in pale blue, |ooked just the way she always had, the ice princess who
had turned his world inside-out. Only years of professional experience kept himnoving, and
smling, and got himoff the stage.

Ri a! How did she get here?

Backstage was full;friends and relatives com ng back to congratul ate the

musi ci ans, stagehands, other perforners. Several of themtried to stop him to congratulate him
but Eric tore through them |ooking for the stairs that |ed dowmn into the house, his flute stil
clutched in his hand. By the tinme he reached them the audience was getting to its feet, preparing
to | eave.

He didn't see Ria

He shoved through the concertgoers, fighting his way up the center aisle |like a spawning sal non.
He reached the street ahead of npbst of the audience, but he didn't see Ri a anywhere.

The biting chill of late autum cut through the danp cotton shirt he was wearing, bringing him
back to hinself. Even if she had been here, he'd never

find her now

And face it, Banyon. You could have been inagining things. And the only question that |eaves,

i s;why would you imagine Ria Llewellyn coming to Juilliard?
* * %
The Sherry-Netherland was the grande danme of New York hotels . . . expensive, tasteful, and with

better security than the Wiite House. It kept secrets better than the Wite House did, too, even
with the Joint Chiefs thrown in. If you wanted to vanish in style in Manhattan, you booked roons
at the
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Sherry- Net her | and.

Ll ewel | Co kept a permanent suite here to panmper its out-of-town execs and to provide a perk for
visiting guests. It had probably been occupi ed when Jonat han

booked her flight. It wasn't now.

Ria didn't care. She'd had a long day with a killer ending.

Dam the boy! she thought furiously, and then, with grudging honesty: No. That isn't right. He's
no boy. He's a man, now, and how does that make you feel, Ria-girl?

She didn't know. That was the worst. Not the |oss of command of her emotions, but the turbul ent
swirl that didn't even let her know clearly what they were.

She wal ked into the bathroom shedding pieces of her ice-blue satin dinner suit as she went. She
ki cked of f her Ferraganmp punps and tossed her jewelled Judith Lei ber handbag onto a chair,
standi ng before the bathroomnirror wearing only a silk slip and enough pal e-gold South Sea Isl and
pearls to finance a startup conpany on the Internet. The bathtub beckoned invitingly;water hot
enough to scald away her sins, and bath salts froma little shop down on Chanbers Street that

bl ended themto her personal specifications. She turned the taps on full, then, too keyed up to
sinmply stand there, wal ked back out to her bedroomto pace.
The papers fromthis norning's neeting were still strewn across the bed, as if she'd have the

discipline to look at themany tinme soon. She felt a faint pang of guilt, knowi ng that she'd dealt
with the New York people a bit high-handedly.

She'd pay for that later;if there was one thing years of corporate infighting had taught her, it
was that while friends cane and went, enem es accunul at ed.

She was sure she'd nade nore than a few enem es today.

But she hadn't been able to give the neeting her full attention, because nore than half her
concentration had been on the contents of that folder Jonathan had given her, and on the |unch
appoi ntnent she'd nade to interview the private investigator that she'd hired as soon as she'd
started reading the report. She'd taken the woman to Le GCirque to overawe her, but the wonan
hadn't been overawed, and Ria had l|iked that about her at once.

Cl aire MacLaren was an unconprom sing wonman in her fifties, prosaic as bread.

She made no effort to hide either her age or the fact that her figure had long since lost, if it
had ever possessed it, the whippet slenderness of youth. She resenbled the Mss Marple sort of
detective, grey-haired and kindly, her strong Scots bones and pal e bl ue eyes show ng her heritage,
even without the faint flavor of the Hebrides still in her voice, and was, very sinmply, the very
best at what she did.

"1"m pleased to have the opportunity to speak with you personally on this matter, M. Llewellyn,"”
she'd said, after they were both seated and the waiter had taken their drink orders. R a had
ordered white wine. Caire had unabashedly ordered Scotch

Al'l around them the hubbub of Le Girque's lunchtine clientele eddied and fl owed, providing perfect
privacy for their conversation. Mechanical eavesdroppers would be foiled by the background noise,
and nagi cal ones woul d be baffled by the sheer numbers of minds all thinking at once. Even R a
whose gift was very small, had some trouble shutting themall out. But even with her shields in

pl ace, Ria could easily sense the unease radiating fromthe woman seated opposite her at the

tabl e.

"I find it's always best to do this sort of thing personally," R a said. "There are al ways sone
things that don't make it into a report.

Thi ngs too .
tenuous? to conmit to paper.”
"Ch, | wote it all down," Claire assured her strongly. "Everything | could find. And that wasn't

enough; consi dering. There's the matter of the noney, for one thing."

"Money?" R a said, nomentarily at a | oss. She knew Jonat han had already paid C aire MacLaren's

exorbitant fee in full

"Money doesn't just appear out of nowhere," Claire said. "And that young man has quite a | ot of
it. Wiere'd it cone from is what |1'd dearly love to know. "

"Ch, that," R a answered.

She kept a show of interest on her face, but in fact, the source of Eric's noney didn't concern

her very much at all. A full elven nage could ken and replicate anything;rubies, dianonds,
Krugerrands, bearer bonds. She couldn't work that magic, and neither could Eric, but all that
meant was that someone Underhill had set Eric Banyon up with a serious stake and the neans to
finish his studies Here Above.

Why ?

That was the question that had occupi ed her throughout the neal, as she'd fenced with Caire and
finally thrown a small glanmour over her to quiet Claire's worries that Eric Banyon was bei ng
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financed by drug lords, industrial espionage, or worse. |t had nagged at her through the round of
aft ernoon neetings with various Ll ewell Co East departnment heads. She'd been supposed to have
dinner with one of them but had cancelled at the last m nute. That was good |uck of a sort.

If she hadn't, she wouldn't have given in to the inpulse to drive past Juilliard and seen the

noti ces of a student concert to be held that evening. She woul dn't have | ooked at the list of the
sol oi sts and seen Eric's name. She woul dn't have gone inside; gaining a seat by a ninor
enchant nent ; and seen Eric soloing up on the stage, performng with a surety, a grace, and an art
that he had never had before.

The bathtub was full, and she wal ked back into the bathroom shedding the |ast of her clothes, and
turning off the taps. She picked up the bottle of bath salts and shook in a generous hel ping,

wat ching the crystals dissolve and stain the water a rich living green

She sank into the water, wincing at the tenperature. But the heat did its work, |eaching away the
nervous energy that filled her, calm ng her

Eric is back, and he has Underhill backing. And why is he back? Because he's

finished with everything he needed to learn Underhill;that much was clear fromtonight. You saw
that performance. The old Eric couldn't nmanage to play "Baa Baa

Bl ack Sheep" without some nmagic |eaking. This Eric has as nmuch control and discipline as any El ven
Bard |'ve ever seen.

She cl osed her eyes, trying to surrender to the spell of the water. In a lot of ways, an Eric in
control of his nagic was the scariest thing she'd encountered since she'd reentered the world
after her cona.

First of all, who taught hinf And nost of all, who sent him back?

She knew that nost of the Seleighe Sidhe didn't blanme her for Perenor's attenpt to grab the Nexus
back in Los Angeles. She'd changed sides at the last nminute, at great cost to herself, and that
counted for a lot with their kind.

But what if Eric's teacher were one of the few who did bear a grudge agai nst her;either because of
her past actions or because of her hal fbl ood ancestry?

VWhat if Eric had come into the world as a kind of secret agent, intending to lure her out?

What if, for that matter, Eric held a grudge of his own? She'd tried to kill his friends, after
all. Mst people tended to take that personally.

She sighed, sinking deeper into the water and inhaling the fragrant steam She had no idea what
Eric was feeling right now, and that disturbed her nore than she could express. She hadn't been
able to read anything in his face but shock when he spotted her, and after that

She' d pani cked, plain and sinple. Proof (as if she'd wanted any) that her feelings for the nan
were too strong to lightly dismss. There was unfini shed business there, and like it or not, one
way or another, it was going to be finished. Before the turn of the year, she thought, with an
undependabl e flash of Foresight, and shivered.

The bat hwat er had grown cold while she'd sat nusing, and now Ria got to her feet, swirling her

| ong ash-blond hair up into a towel and wapping herself in another of the vol um nous Turkish
towel s the hotel provided.

It was just too bad the problemwasn't on Eric's side, she thought, rubbing herself dry until her
fair skin was pink and tingled. If Eric hated her, it wouldn't matter. Ri a had been hated by
experts. It nmade little difference in her life.

The trouble was the fact that she wanted him Still. Again. Not as a pet, as she had before, a
graceful subservient boy who could anmuse her while she used his magic for her own ends. No, if it
were that, if her own desires were that

simple, it would be an inconveni ence, but not a problem

The problemthe real problem the insurnountable one;was that seeing himtonight on that stage,
assured and totally in control, Ria had realized that Eric Banyon woul d never again be anybody's
pet. Not a boy, not a toy. He was a man now, with a man's will and determination. Her equal, and
nor e.

And everything in Ria's hal f-Blood Perenor-nurtured soul rebelled against the thought of accepting
anyone on equal terns. Conciliation was weakness.

Cooperation was only a trap. Only the strongest had any right to survive, and Ria knew that if she
mat ched her power and her tricks against the Eric she had seen tonight, she mght very well |ose
the battle.

And the worst was, she had no heart for such a fight. Unless he truly was here hunting her, he was
no threat to her, and unlike Perenor, R a had never had any taste for enpty cruelty. She was

ruthl ess. That was her nature. But viciousness had never been a part of her spirit, and if it had,
that part of her was purged | ong since. So she had no quarrel with Eric Banyon, True Bard of
Underhill, and if he were in truth sent here as her foe, mercy woul d be inpossible. For either of
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t hem
I can't be his pet. He won't be mine. \Where does that |eave us?
Wiere does that |eave ME?

FI'VE: GOBLIN FRU T

It was cold out here under the highway tonight, but Daniel Carradine tried to ignore it. There was
money to be nmade, and the need to nmake it. Bobby wanted his noney, and Daniel wanted his Wite
Lady, the demanding mistress for whom Dani el had given up everything el se

Not that there'd been all that much. Wen hone was a decayi ng Pennsyl vania steel town and a father
who coul dn't accept that tines had changed, even the underside of the West Side H ghway on a
freezi ng Decenber night was better

The wi nd came whistling in off the Hudson, cold as nmenories. If he'd been able to fix before he
came out, Daniel wouldn't have m nded the cold, he knew, but Bobby didn't sell on credit. Still,
Daniel told hinself hopefully, it might be a good night. He was seventeen, and |ooked younger, and
that was good. It was what the nmarks |iked, the guys who cane cruising down here with their
Mercedes and their Jags, |ooking for what Daniel and the others were selling. Goblin fruit, Iike
in the Rossetti poem where no matter how nmuch you ate, you were always hungry for nore.

A friend of his--;Tony--;went by, and he snmiled and waved. Bobby had cone across for Tony before
he left the flop tonight--;it was obvious in the way Tony strutted, as if he were living in a warm
world where the river wind didn't blow-;and for a nonment Daniel felt a pang of envy that was
shocking in its violence. He quashed the emption firmy. There was no point. Nothing cane free.
That was the first lesson growing up in Cartersville had taught him There was a price for
everything, even freedom And if the only freedom he could buy with the only thing he owned--;his
body--;was the freedomof a derelict flop down in the Bowery that he shared with half a dozen
other rentboys, then he'd take it.

A car cruised by--;slowy, on the prow--;and Daniel smled hopefully, arching his back and
shaki ng his head so that a | ock of bl eached-blond hair fell down over his eyes. But the car noved
on, and Dani el hunched back into hinself again, seeking what confort he coul d.

He wanted to get this over with and go find Bobby. He really did.

* * %

Froma few feet away, beneath the body of a burnt-out and abandoned car, Urla watched its victim
The redcap had been about to rush out, but the cruising car had stopped it. The Geat Lord had
said there nust be no w tnesses, and Aerune's command sat upon Ula |ike a geas.

He had al so said that Ula nust take no one who would be mssed, and Ul a knew that nobody woul d
nmss this one. Still young and strong, and filled with such self-hatred and despair that the
redcap was nearly drunk with it, all laced through with a yearning, a fiery craving for sonething
that was not food or drink or sex. Urla dismssed its own curiosity. It did not matter what the
boy hungered for, for he did not hunger as nmuch as U la did for the bright warnth of the untasted
years, the unspent years the boy would have had if Urla had not come hunting here tonight.

Anot her car passed, then two nore, and each tinme the boy was assessed and refused. H s fear was
stronger now, and Urla licked its lips in anticipation

Soon, soon. .

At |ast the boy stunbled away fromthe pillar by which he stood and began shuffling up the street,
hi s steps uncoordi nated. He shivered, wapping his thin jacket tighter around his starved body as
if the thin cotton had the power to grant himthe warnth he | acked. In a few nonents nore he woul d
pass directly before Ula's hiding place.

But the redcap's anticipated feast was not to be. Another great black chariot turned down the
street, its night lanps pinning the boy in their beanms. Ula sawits prey stop, hopeful once nore,
as the car drew level with him and the door opened. The boy stepped forward, and a nortal--;tall
tall, with the stink of Cold Iron about him-;rose up out of the car and grabbed Ul a' s prey,
dragging himinto the car as he began, too late, to struggle and cry.

The door shut. The chariot noved away, nore qui ckly now, belching foul gasses that nmade Ul a
cough.

No! They will not have him He is mne

Snarling its disappointnment, the redcap wapped itself in shadows and began to trot after the

bl ack chariot that had taken its prey.

* * %

"I said no al kies, goddanmmit! Wich word don't you goons understand?"

The tall dark man with the sl eepy eyes blinked at her. Jeanette w shed she could kick him but she
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didn't dare, quite. She took a deep breath and tried again, marshalling her hard-won and

i nadequat e soci al skills.

"Look, Elkanah." Was the nane on the tag first, last, or even his? Not her problem "Mst of these
people are fine. But you see that one in the corner?"

Jeanette gestured toward the nmonitor in the Security Room It showed the space they called Large
Pri mate Contai nment--;a euphemi smfor the Black Labs and holding cells set up for human
experimentation. Just now it was dressed to look like a police holding cell--;an environment she
was sure all of her guests were nore than famliar with. Junkies, rentboys, and hookers, the |ot
of them and that was fine with her.

Except for the man in the corner, the one in the tattered vomt-stained trenchcoat, his face |ong-
unshaven and caved in upon nissing teeth and

mal nutrition. The others gave hima w de berth, and she could i magi ne why. He probably stank to

hi gh heaven.

"That guy is a juicehead. | can't use him Hi s liver's already shot to

hel |l --;drugs process through the liver, Elkanah, did you know that? Al cohol's legal--;by the tine
a juicehead gets to the street he's already a wal king corpse; all his insides pickled and shot to
hell. | told you guys when you went out: no alkies, no crazy street people. Junkies and whores,

that's what | told you to get."

The man in the uniformof Threshold Special Security blinked down at her, as inpassive as a cigar-
store Indian, and for a nonent Jeanette didn't think he'd heard her. Didn't any of Robert's

har dboys speak English, for God' s sweet sake?

"So what do you want ne to do with him M. Canpbell?" El kanah finally said. H's voice was sl ow
and deep and thoughtful, and despite her fury, Jeanette did not for one noment nake the nistake of
t hi nki ng he was stupid. Stupid people did not rise to key positions in Threshold's Bl ack Ops.

She took a deep breath.

"I don't care what you do with him Throw himin the East River for all | care. But get rid of him
before lights out, because if he's still there tonorrow when nmy Judas Goat goes in to offer these
losers a trip out of this world, I amgoing to be seriously pissed. And when |I'm pi ssed, Robert
Lintel is pissed. Are we conmuni cati ng?"

"Yes, Ms. Canpbell. |I'msorry about the confusion."

He wasn't sorry and there'd been no confusion. Jeanette knew that perfectly

well. But she'd won, and that was all that mattered.

"Ckay," she said. "I'll be in my office if anyone needs ne."

She turned away and wal ked qui ckly out of Security before this El kanah person coul d guess how
scared she was. Wen she'd been running with the Sinner Saints, she could have eaten corporation
rent-muscle |ike El kanah for breakfast, but it had been years since she'd had to face off anything
but chinps and winp |lab technicians, and, unlike riding a Harley, sone skills didn't stay with you
forever.

Security and personnel were Robert's problem They always had been. She supplied the science. He
supplied the noney and nuscle. That was the deal. So why did she have to do everything around
Threshol d hersel f?

She reached the safety of her own private |ab and closed the airlock behind her gratefully,
irritation and a feeling of narrow escape both fading as she surveyed her private ki ngdom Nobody
woul d bother her in here. Nobody woul d dare.

The room had been cl eansed of all traces of the chinps' occupation, though they were still | ooking
for the one that had vani shed. The two that had died instantly had been autopsi ed, and she'd found
about what she'd expected: nmassive stroke and brain henorrhage, the inevitable side effect of
chenical Russian roulette.

The other two--;the ones that had nanifested the bizarre powers--;had al so died, but several hours
| ater and of something that |ooked surprisingly |ike starvation, though how the old fenale could
have died of starvation with all she'd eaten was an interesting question. She was the one who'd
survived the longest, and Jeanette was | ooking forward to seeing those autopsy results, but right
now both bodies were in freezers awaiting their turn. Rancthandra had better work fast, because in
a day or so those chinps were going to have a | ot of conpany.

Jeanette fully expected that the people Robert had gotten for her off the New York streets would
die of the drug the same way the chinps had. That was what lab trials were for--;to find out what
killed themand to try to refine the next batch even nore. She'd obviously found the right button
to push, the one she'd been | ooking for ever since she was a teenager

Now all | have to do is keep their heads from exploding. A few nore hours al one would cl ean her
test subjects out of whatever they'd been using, then another of Robert's goons would be thrown in
with them the packets of T-6/157 in his pockets |ooking |like any other sanple of party dust. He'd
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say he needed to get rid of it before the police searched him and if Jeanette knew junkies, they
woul dn't ask too nmany questions when there was free dust on offer. They'd suck the stuff right
down, and then .

Then she'd finally start getting sone answers.

Hel | couldn't be worse than this, Daniel thought. And to think, he'd thought his |uck had changed
when that linm had pulled up

He could still feel the shock of anger, alnpbst of betrayal, when the big man had seized hi m and
dragged himinto the Iinbo. He and his buddy had tried to make it | ook |like they were vice cops
ringing himin on a solicitation bust, but Daniel had been through that m!|l nore than a few tines
since he'd gotten to New York, and he'd never seen a vice cop that rode around in the back of a
fancy car--;or that put a hood over your head so you couldn't see where you were when they dragged
you out of it.

That was weird, and for a while he'd tried to console hinself with the fantasy that they were just
two kinks looking for a wiggy party, but he couldn't make hinself believe it. He'd never seen a co-
ed hol ding tank, for one thing, and no matter how nmuch this place mght |ook like the Tonbs, it
just didn't snell right. And it was way too quiet. In prison there was al ways sonmebody scream ng
sonmebody crying, sonebody jonesing for a fix that wasn't going to conme any tinme soon

That would be him in a couple of hours. He needed his White Lady, his beautiful |ady who nmade the
world all soft and sweet. He didn't know about the other eight people stuck in here with him and
he didn't care. Life on the street was rough enough w thout caring about other people, and Dani el
had jetti soned his enotional baggage early.

They fed hima couple of tinmes, and once the lights went down | ow and he'd slept a little, but by
the second day he was too sick to care about his breakfast. A lot of the others were just as bad
of f, and when one of them started scream ng and wouldn't stop, two guys in black al nost-a-cop

uni forms had come in and dragged her away pretty quickly. The rest of themsat, huddled in silent
m sery, waiting for the torture to end.

No | awyers, no bondsnen, no arraignment. This isn't any bullpen |I've ever been in. But | ain't
gonna be the one to say it. They're probably watching

everyt hing. \Woever they are.

The word nust have gone out to nake up the nunbers after the wonman di sappeared, because a little
while after dinner--;he'd forced hinself to eat, but thrown up again al nost instantly--;they
brought in soneone new.

He was dressed better than they were, but still street. Daniel's internal radar prickled
instantly. He was pretty sure he knew what this guy was, and he was only hoping that the rest of
his guess was right as well. The guy was hol di ng.

He could smell it. Nobody had searched Dani el when they brought himin. Wy

shoul d they search any of the others?

He waited until the lights went out, when everyone was curled up in their bunks.

There were twel ve bunks--;four sets of three tiers each--;for nine people, which nmeant that nearly
everyone coul d have his pick of places to sleep. The New Guy took what was |eft--;a bottom bunk
of course, since anyone with brains wanted a top one.

Dani el made sure he had the top bunk on the New Guy's tier. It wasn't his to begin with, but he
got to it first and stared down the woman who' d been sl eeping there. She just shook her head
bitterly and went to find another bed.

"Hey," Daniel called softly. "Hey, New Guy?"

"That's ne." The voice cane out of the darkness, pleased and nell ow and

unafraid. "You got a name, pilgrinP"

"Danny-boy." It was what Daniel answered to on the street, as if keeping the name he had been
call ed at home a secret could sonehow | end hi marnor against the cruelty of the streets.

"Wl |, Danny-boy, you can call me Keith."

"Hey, Keith." Daniel's voice was ragged with relief. He knew the noves of this dance, and knew
he'd been right. The man was hol ding, and Daniel neant to cut hinself a slice of that pie.

"Now Danny-boy, | got ne a problemthat naybe you could help ne with. | was checki ng you out
earlier, when | came in. You look like an intelligent kind of a guy."

"Yeah, that's nme." He wasn't entirely successful at keeping the bitterness out of his voice. If
he'd been really smart, would he have ended up here?

"Well, 1've got this inventory. And | kind of need to hold a fire sale, as it were."

Dani el dropped down out of the top bunk, quick as a cat, and squatted beside the bottom bunk
Keith was resting on one el bow-;looking toward him though it was hard to see that in the
darkness. A gold ring in the shape of a phoenix glinted in one ear, the brightest thing Daniel
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coul d see

He's holding. And he needs to get rid of the stuff before the cops figure that out. Daniel held
out his hand.

Keith dropped the small white packet into it. "There's plenty for everyone,"” he said in his nellow
voi ce, as the other inhabitants of the hol ding tank began converging on himwith a slow tida
novenent .

Dani el backed away, defending his prize. In one pocket, along with other odds and ends, was a
chopped off bit of soda straw. He tore open the small gl assine packet--;carefully, oh so carefully-
-;and dipped the straw end into the white powder. It wasn't as good as spiking a vein, but it
woul d do, oh, yes. He snorted hard, pulling the powder up into his sinuses, and fromthere,
straight to the bloodstream He didn't know what Keith had offered him-;coke, horse, one of the
new supposed-to-be-1egal concoctions--;and right now he was too far gone in need to care. Just a
little something to quiet the dragon trying to gnaw its way out of his bones.

He felt it come on alnost instantly: a velvet-wapped pile driver that made his heart race, even
while it wapped himin soft clouds of not-caring. He blinked, forced hinself to | ook up, and saw
Kei t h handi ng out packets to everyone.

"Hey, " Daniel croaked. "Save ne sone for later.'
pl ace where nothing hurt and no one was cruel
"Don't worry, Danny-boy." He heard Keith's slow rich voice as froma great

di stance. "This stuff, nobody ever needs two."

And the heaven and hell of it was, Daniel heard him Heard himand didn't care.

Five mnutes after the last of the neat had gone on the nod, Keith stood up and stretched. The
floor of the cell was covered with unconscious junkies. He shivered, |ooking down at them

What ever this stuff was, he was sure as hell glad he hadn't sniffed any of it.

He | ooked up at the main security canera in the ceiling.

"Hey. What are you guys waiting for? An engraved invitation?" he demanded.

There was no response, but a few mnutes later the lights cane up in the corridor outside, and
technicians in white | ab coats wheeling gurneys appeared.

The one in the | ead opened the cell door, and Keith stepped outside hastily, as if whatever had
sent the eight people in the cell off to dream and ni ght be catching.

"Everything go all right?" Beirkoff asked.

"Fine as frog hair. What the hell was that stuff, anyway?"

Beirkoff smiled, and the lights turned the lenses of his tinted glasses silver

"Hey, you know the drill. I could tell you, but then I'd have to kill you."

Keith growl ed wordl essly under his breath, and stalked off to report.

* * %

The white tide was rising, carrying himoff to a

Jeanette had sl aved the security cameras to her desktop PC. She could have been down in the
security room where all eight holding cells were being nonitored on visual and audio as well as
by a whol e spectrum of other devices, but she didn't want to share this nmoment with sonme wage

sl ave of a technician. She could see all she needed to fromhere, anyway. By tapping a few
buttons, she could watch as her unconscious subjects were transported to separate hol ding cells,

i mplanted with transceivers that would nonitor their heart and brai nwaves. As soon as the pickups
were live, she killed the picture and brought up the telenmetry. Slow rolling delta waves bill owed
across her screen |ike the waves of an anci ent ocean.

VWhat are you feeling? she asked the silent screen. Were are you?

But the answers, she knew, would have to wait. Until the awakeni ng.

Beneat h the edge of the desk, her hands tightened into fists. Gve it to ne, she demanded
silently. Gve ne sonething | can use!

* * %

Qut side the building, wapped in a darkness of its own weaving, Ula watched the netal door
through which the car had gone. Day had cone and gone while the redcap waited. Wien the sun rode
high in the sky, Ula retreated to the friendly darkness of the city's sewers, killing rats to
amuse itself while it waited.

Their tiny deaths were only an appetizer, though, one that left the redcap restless and
unsatisfied. Ula hungered for its stolen prey, taken by the nmen in the black night-wagon, the one
that had burned with such painful inner fire.

There were others like that one in the griny yellow building, and Ula conforted itself with
fantasies of a gluttonous feeding, one that m ght slake even the redcap's eternal hunger, for
there were many within the yellow building filled with terror and such a burning despair that it
made Urla's nouth water. Wen night cane again it took up its watching post once nore, though by
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now it had lost all hope that the prey it had tracked here woul d enmerge once nore.

Its tiny mind had been occupied for several hours with the question of whether it would be better
to abandon its waiting and go once nore in search of the Bard its dark master had conmanded it to
find, but instinct told it that this place contained nany secrets, and secrets were always good to
know.

The nmoon rose high and began to set. And then, just before the sky began to lighten and Urla nust
once nore choose whether to retreat into the sewers again or to admit its failure, sonething
happened. The prey-creatures' lives burned in Ula's consciousness |ike bright candles, but
suddenly several of themsinply . . . went out.

Ula crawled forth fromits conceal mnent beneath a parked car, |eathery brow

winkling in puzzlement. They had been there a nonent before, and now they were not there. It did
not sense the tang of death, and sleep alone could not render prey invisible to a redcap's hunger
Ula crept closer to the strange buil di ng, wondering.

The riptide of fury that followed the strange quenchi ng was enough to send the redcap spraw ing
stunned in the niddle of the street, visible to any who mght |ook. After the first shock, Ul a
dragged itself to conceal ment again, shaking its head as if to ward off the effects of a mghty

bl ow. The rage still keened through its senses--;an unhinged fury worthy of a mghty Unsel ei ghe
lord, black and all-devouring.

It had to know nore.

Forcing itself forward agai nst the tenpest of madness, Urla began searching for ways to enter the
bui | di ng.

* * %

She' d ordered soneone to go out for pizza--;one good thing about New York, you could get takeout
at any hour--;and nost of a deluxe pie now sat on the corner of Jeanette's desk, cold and
forgotten. Styrofoam cups, half full of cold coffee, studded every avail able surface within reach
Across the screen the readouts scrolled, changing only slightly fromnonment to nonent.

The first effects of the drug should be wearing off now, Jeanette thought. It had been four hours,
and her psychoactive cocktail was |layered, |like a fine perfunme, to deliver its effects in
cal cul ated stages. So at |east sone of those |oser-freaks should be com ng around by now. Jeanette
ground her teeth in inpatience. They couldn't all just die on her

Suddenly two of the readouts . . . vanished. Jeanette stared at the screen, galvanized to
alertness by the inpossibility of it. A nonment |later she heard the faint hooting of the situation
al arm soundi ng through the buil ding. She pushed herself to her feet and ran.

* * %

"What is it?" she shouted, flinging open the Mnitor Room door. The technician turned toward her
white-faced and scared. GALLI ARD, her nametag said.

"I was watching themevery nonent," the tech babbled. "Every nonment! They didn't go anywhere, they
couldn't have, | |ocked themin nyself--;"

The deni al s made no sense until Jeanette | ooked at the screens. Eight were |ive.

Si x showed sl eepi ng subjects, Iying on the floors of their padded cells.

Two cells were enpty--;as in, nobody hone.

Well, Galliard, you're going to wi sh you'd chosen another career when | get done with you

"Where the hell are they?" Jeanette asked in dangerously reasonable tones. She took a step toward
the cringing girl.

A scream fromthe monitors stopped her. The subjects were awake, going froma comatose sleep to
full consciousness in instants. She watched, spellbound, as first one, then another, of her test
cases began throwi ng hinself about his cell, violently seeking escape, battering and tearing at
the padded walls until streaks and flowers of bl ood appeared.

After a tineless nonent, Jeanette realized that the technician was staring at her, waiting for her
to give orders. Jeanette reached out and turned the nmaster audio control on the console to "OFf."
It didn't totally shut out the screans, audible even through the soundproofing, but it did nake it
easier to think as she nulled over what to do next.

Sedate then? No, with the dose in their systens, that would be a quick ticket to the boneyard, and
even if they were dooned, she didn't want to kill themso quickly. Restrain then? Gazi ng down at
the gyrating nmadmen, Jeanette wasn't sure there was enough noney in the world to pay anyone to
enter one of those cells.

One of the madnen--;the display at the bottom said his nanme was Nel son--;cheated of any other
outlet for his rage, had turned his fury on hinmself. He'd gouged out both his eyes and clawed his

skin to bleeding ribbons, and was still tearing at hinself, howling in a deep voice as he drool ed
bl ood froma nouth fromwhich he'd torn his own tongue
Galliard was still staring at her, eyes wi de and scared.
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"Co find M. Lintel. Tell himtwo of the subjects have escaped. Tell himto find them" Jeanette
ordered. That shoul d keep both Robert and this binbette busy!

Galliard scuttled out. Jeanette settled down in the vacated chair to watch the show

Ula was inside the building now, crawing through the ventilation system unseen, making sl ow
progress against the invisible headwi nd of nadness that buffeted it. The presence of Cold Iron was
a pal pabl e wei ght against its bones, but unlike others of the Sel eighe kin, the redcap was not
affected by its poison. It winced as the first mnd was joined by one, two, three others, unti

the four of themraged in a torment that was al nost Power--;the rage of a denon |ord. Wat was it
the nortals did here to cause such anguish? Urla desperately wished to learn their secret, for it
woul d nake the redcap's kind a rich banquet. Sone there were anong the Unsel ei ghe Court who fed on
enotion as WUla fed on lives, and did it own the secret of such cosmic despair, it could trade it
to themto its advant age.

But then sonething happened that thrust all thought of self-interest fromthe redcap's mind. For
the last of the nortals prisoned here awoke, and the uprush of true Power nearly blinded his Sidhe
senses. Here was the power of Bard or Elven nmage trapped in nortal flesh--;a wellspring of such
Power as the dark lord Aerune had sent himto find. It was here, sonmehow here where it had not
been a nonment before, in nortals who had not possessed it before this instant.

Dani el Carradi ne awoke with a sudden start, shivering and sweating, his strongest enotion a
cheat ed anger that whatever it was that Keith had supplied, it hadn't taken the edge off his need.
The | ong-unsl aked craving, stronger than he had ever known it, filled himnow |like a wild thing
desperate to be free.

Hs Lady . . . his beautiful Wite Lady . . . . Sonehow Dani el could sense her somewhere near
sonehow certain that this was Truth, and not some withdrawal -fuelled hallucination. H s hunger was
strong enough to tear down walls, to see into all the hidden places of the world as if they were
made of glass. He knew she was here, knew that all he had to do was reach out for her, and he
coul d have her.

Dani el reached. The first attenpt brought pain, enough alnost to blot out the fire in his bones,
but it also carried a teasing prom se of certainty. If he could only try a little harder

He reached out again, whinpering as he did it, his whole body shaki ng and

drenched in a greasy sweat. The pain flared again, blinding him but behind it he felt a strange
cool flexing of senses he'd never known before, and abruptly there was a hard roundness in his
hand--;the object of his desire, summoned to himthrough all the walls and barriers that separated
them In his surprise, he dropped it, and then crawl ed frantically across the padded floor after
it until he'd grabbed it in both hands.

He | ooked down at the stoppered jar half filled with glistening white powder. He didn't need to
open it to know what it was. H s Lady. The Wiite Lady. Pure, pharmaceutical -grade heroin.

He coul d have taken her that way, opened the bottle and snorted its contents or spilled it across
hi s tongue, but now Daniel knew he didn't need to. The rest of what he needed to nake everything
perfect was out there. Al he had to do was inmagine it, and its | ocation appeared in his mnd

Then all he had to do was . . . reach. This time, when his hand was filled, he clutched the bottle
tightly, chuckling with success. Here--;and here--;and here. And wil derness is paradise enow, 3 he
guot ed out of sone half-full store of nenory.

He broke the seal on the pint of distilled water, and slopped a little into the Pyrex beaker. The
powder dissolved into the water easily, turning it a m|ky noonstone color. The rest of what he
needed was here, summoned fromthe sane place as the water and the beaker. He syringed the m xture
up with the ease of |ong practice.

Now everything will be all right, he thought, tapping his armto find a vein.

And it was, for those few nonents before the nassive overdose of uncut heroin--;far nore, far
purer than any fix he'd ever known--;carried Daniel down into the darkness and the safest place of
all.

El li e Borden woke suddenly out of a |ong confused dream Her whole |life the last few nonths had
been a dream-;a bad one--;as she lost first her job, then her health insurance, then her
apartment, ending up on the street doing whatever she could just to survive one nore day.

It wasn't supposed to be like this. The automatic protest no |l onger held either fury or grief,
only a weary resignation. She'd paid her taxes, obeyed the | aw, been kind. She was supposed to be
safe, protected by Society fromcradle to grave. But that hadn't happened. Al the social

services' safety net that was supposed to be there to catch people |like her had nelted away the
monent she needed it. The prograns that were supposed to help had waiting lists nmonths |ong, and
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Ellie didn't have nonths. She'd discovered that the hal fway houses were not for people like her
that the only place that would take her in on that terrible day she'd gone honme to find everything
she owned piled on the curb in front of her former apartnment was the street.

She' d quickly learned there were ways to take the edge off the pain, to gain the mninml noney
that would buy her a roomin a flophouse she'd never have dared enter when she'd had a life, to
buy her the things that would let her live with the sickness that was eating her life away, but
the things she'd had to do to get themwere best forgotten

When she'd been arrested, it had al nost been a relief, because you got nedical care in prison
didn't you? Only that had turned out to be another grimjoke like the rest of her so-called life,
because all they'd done was dunp her in a cell with a bunch of other street people and forget
about her. She'd taken the packet fromthe dealer the way a starving nman woul d take food, not

caring what it was, half-hoping it would kill her if it would only end the pain.
But it hadn't.
She awoke in a strange room not the holding cell, all by herself. The pain was gone. CGone! She

felt better than she had in alnbst two years. The evil shadow that |lived in her bones had vani shed
forever, she knewit. She felt reborn

What have they done? she thought in slow growing wonder. What did they do to ne?

She stared at her hands, marveled at the soft brown skin. No | onger cracked, scarred, covered with
sores. New again, reborn.

Just as she had been reborn

Thank You, God, Ellie thought silently. | won't forget this. | won't throwit away.

One was dead, killed by his overreaching appetite, but the other remained, still connected sonmehow
to the magic so very like that of Underhill. In the air ducts, Urla gnashed its teeth, hating the
choice it nust nake, the choice of gluttony deferred.

This was not the answer that its dark master sought, the news of a human Bard who could formthe
Nexus Aerune sought to build, but it was news worth the bringing, regardl ess. The redcap abandoned
its own hunt and turned back the way it had come, hurrying back to the door in the air that |ed
into Underhill and the road that led to the Dark Court.

Jeanette glanced at the clock on the wall of her office. The digital readout said 11:36 in glaring
red numbers--;a 24-hour readout, so it was a little before noon of sone damm day or other. She
rubbed her eyes. She hadn't slept all night--;she hadn't left the ab for two days--;and the
strain was beginning to tell on her

It had been a busy norning, full of new discoveries. And m stakes, but those happened in any
research program

The first mistake she'd nade had been in assunming that all six of the surviving test subjects
woul d react the sane way. Cbviously they hadn't. The four that had gone psychotic had fixed
everybody's attention on themuntil it was too late . . . sort of. And by the time they'd gone
catatonic, what was going to happen, had happened.

For the thousandth time, she replayed the tape of Cell One on her conputer screen. That had been a
young white nmale, early 20s. Keith said he'd given his nane as Danny-boy. She watched as Danny- boy
awoke, agitated but obviously not as crazy as the berserkers. She watched hi mreach out and pl uck
things out of the air--;a jar of white powder, a bottle of water, a beaker, a syringe. He'd
teleported themall fromher |ab--;she'd been able to tell by the inventory nunber engraved on the
beaker, and the bar codes on the stock--;but how had he gotten themthrough a | ocked door and a
solid wall? And how had he known they were in her lab in the first place?

If we'd been watching, could we have stopped you? she wondered. She watched as he fixed, hands
shaking with his addiction, and watched as he slunped a nonment |ater, dead in a heartbeat from an
overdose of pure heroin.

Stupid boy. Don't you know street drugs are stepped on six or seven tinmes--;if you're |ucky--
;before they get to you? This was the pure stuff. You should have cut back the dose. You should
have WAI TED, you bl ockhead.

She sighed, and rubbed her tired eyes. Now, danmmt, she had no way of knowing if her mix would
have killed himw thout the heroin, and an autopsy probably wouldn't be able to sort it out

ei ther.

" Canpbel | ?"

She | ooked up fromthe screen with an effort as Robert cane into the office. If he'd spent as many
sl eepl ess hours as she had, it didn't show. He had an ul cer, too--;she'd hacked into his persona
files once out of idle curiosity--;and that didn't show either. Robert Lintel was the origina
Teflon boy. His three-piece grey suit was inmmcul ate, and he was wearing the particul ar snug
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expression that Jeanette |liked | east. But Robert always had only seen the possibilities in her
work, the ultimate goal, and not the Iong process that led there.

"What ?" she said sullenly, knowing that letting himsee her nobod was weakness, and weakness had

al ways been the thing she defended herself hardest agai nst show ng.

"Hey, Canpbell. Smile. W're alnobst there, you know. It worked!"

"Two mi ssing--; have you found themyet?--;four crazy, and of the two qualified successes, one
dead. Some success," she grunbl ed.

"We're looking for the two that vani shed, but frankly, | think they went to the sane place the
chinp did. | had El kanah dunp the other four out on the street.

They shoul d be dead by now, or at Bellevue. Either way, not our problem" He wal ked into the room
and stood over her desk, beam ng down at her paternally.

"So that |eaves--;what's her nanme?--;Borden? And her readi ngs have gone back to normal. Watever
she had, it's gone," Jeanette said.

"But while she had it, it was enough to get her clean. | had Dr. Ranthandra give her a quick once-
over. According to his interview with her, she'd been diagnosed with term nal cancer. But she
doesn't have it now In fact, she's in perfect health. Wiat do you think of that?"

"I think you aren't paying me to find a cure for cancer," Jeanette answered, but Robert's snug
smile only grew wi der

"That's right. But actually, | don't think you need to work on refining your fornula any nore. W
know it works on ten percent of the population. W just have to find the ten percent it works on.'
He sat down in the chair opposite her desk, the big confy | eather one that only Robert ever sat
in.

He was tal ki ng about mass trials.

"So where are you going to get enough people to put together a profile for that?

Carradi ne and Borden both mani fested Tal ent, but other than that, they have nothing in comon. He
was white. She's black. He was a teenager. She's in her thirties. They were both users, but we
don't even know they were using the sane things."

"Canpbel |, Canpbell, Canpbell. Wen are you ever going to learn to trust me? | have this al
figured out." He | eaned forward, and she caught a whiff of soap and expensive col ogne.

"I want you to go into production with this. Wip ne up a few kilos of Batch 157 and portion it

out into single-dose packets--;we'll call it something like T-Stroke. I'Il put it out on the
street--;we'll sell it of course, but we'll undercut everything el se--;crank, Mexican brown, snow,
the whol e menu. They'Ill buy it, and you'll have your test pool--;cheap, easy, and nothing for us
to clean up after. We'll rope in the ones that survive, run themthrough the mll, and find the

common thread. Once we have that profile, we can use it to find volunteer subjects."”

Jeanette had al ways been serenely convinced that nothing could shock her, that she didn't care
about all those facel ess drones she shared the world with. But the butcher's bill Robert was
proposing so guilelessly startled even her

One out of the eight in the first group had survived. Statistically, that meant the odds were that
if eighty people received T-6/157, seventy would die. And if you took those numbers out to the

t housands of doses that Robert was recomendi ng they spread across the streets of New York
"There's going to be dead junkies stacked |ike cordwod on every street corner," Jeanette said
slowy, trying to decide how that made her feel. She knew she ought to like the idea, but instead
she felt curiously nunmb inside. How confident nust Robert be, how eager for his results, to
suggest a plan that held so much possibility of . . . unforeseen consequences.

But Robert didn't even seemto notice her lack of enthusiasm He bored in, eyes glittering like a
hi gh- pressure sal esman cl osing a big deal

"And your point is? Cnon, Canpbell, we're looking for results here, not scientific validation. If
we generate the Survivor Profile, nobody's going to care how we got it."

"You're right," she said, knowing it was true. Wo cared how a | ot of junkies died, anyway, so

Il ong as the deaths couldn't be traced back to Threshol d? She got to her feet, making Robert stand
al so. "Look, 1've got to crash. Beirkoff knows the stuff to order to nake up about ten keys of T-
Stroke. 1'll conme back tonight and put it together."

"W could take care of that," Robert said, too casually. "The fornula's in your |ab notebook
isn't it?"

Jeanette snmiled at him the street predator that had been hidden beneath a

veneer of years and good living suddenly stark and plain in her eyes. It wasn't that she didn't
trust Robert--;she didn't, that had never been an issue. But T-Stroke was an entirely bigger deal
than the other conpounds she'd handed over

She intended to keep control of it until she was satisfied.

O what, she wasn't sure.
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You're hoping you'll fit the Survivor Profile he'll cone up with, don't you? The Survivors--

; Robert's new race of psionic hitnen. What're you going to do if you do, Canpbell? Wat are you
going to do if you don't?

"Aw, c'non, Robert. You don't want a nunb-nuts like Beirkoff to futz this up at the el eventh hour
do you? You don't want to be wondering if he got the fornula exactly right and have to do it al
again to be sure? Gve ne a couple of hours.

It'"1l take himthat long to get the stuff here anyway. You can call me when it cones in. And
meanwhi |l e, you gotta nake up your mind what you want to do with the Survivor bitch you' ve already
got."

She didn't wait for himto reply. She grabbed her coat and headed out the door before he'd quite
rearranged his face into whatever expression he'd chosen. She knew he'd go | ooking for the
formul a. He always did. She knew that

And she always |l eft one ingredient out of her notes.

He knew that.

SI X TO CHAIN THE PHCEN X

If it was her, so what?

Mechani cal ly, Eric Banyon went through the notions at the aprés-concert Artists' Reception
standi ng around an overheated roomwith a glass of seltzer in his hand along with the other
sol oi sts, featured perforners, and those who' d paid noney to neet them and each ot her

Politically, it was the nost inportant part of the show-;at least if you were aimng for a paying
gig in the hothouse incestuous world of classical nusic. There were nany other job openings

besi des Featured Sol oi st or Touring Superstar--;to nanme just one exanple, there were chairs in any
nunmber of orchestras, fromthe Boston Phil harnmonic to the Hudson Valley Synphony Orchestra, that
al ways needed to be filled with the best, the brightest, and the nbst underpaid. Misic scouts made
careers out of tracking the progress of new young talent the sane way other talent scouts cruised
college athletics. Eric had al ready been approached about a few spots--; Conposer in Residence in
an artists' retreat in soneplace called d astonbury, New York, various "sure-thing" grants from
one program or another, even a booking agent who swore to himthat Juilliard had nothing to teach
Eric and it was tine to | ook at professional gigs. As if | haven't heard that song a lot lately,
with all of its verses. .

Eric had turned themall down politely. For one thing, none of his reasons for returning to
Juilliard were about worldly fane and power--;as a Bard, he already had nore of both than nost
peopl e coul d i magi ne. For another, he couldn't get Ria out of his mnd enough to give any of them
serious attention.

He was gl ad he hadn't been pressured into wearing a tie to the concert tonight.

He' d al ready unbuttoned the neck of his tab-collared shirt--;it was that or strangle in the

tropi cal heat of the reception room He hoped he | ooked raffishly artistic--;it was one of the
reasons he'd left his hair long. Image isn't everything. It's the only thing. O so they say.

Hs flute in its case was slung over his shoulder; Eric didn't delude hinself that everybody at
Juilliard loved him and a nusician's instrument was an easy target for jealousy. Better to keep
it with himthan bespell it to keep it from sabotage and risk harning sonmebody unintentionally.
Once | never woul d have worried about that. Gve nme the power and | would have used it any tine it
benefited ne, and de'il take the hindnost, as ny old Irish grandma woul d have said. | guess this
is mturity--;taking the responsibility of protecting idiots fromthenselves.

| bet Ria wouldn't think twi ce about sonmething like that. She'd say it was their own fault for
messing with her in the first place.

He frowned. That had been true once. Was it true now? He gave up trying to ignore the inevitable
and devoted sonme serious thought to the question of the hour. It wasn't inpossible for Ria to have
been here tonight. She wasn't either dead or in a coma--;in fact, the last tine he'd talked to
Kayl a and Eli zabet (though between juggling Underhill and Wrld Above tine zones, he wasn't quite
sure when that was), they'd said Rla was on her way to making a full recovery.

They al so said she'd acquired a conscience and norals, but damrt, what does that MEAN in real -
life terns? They said she was still R a--;nenmories, Gfts, and all--;so it's not |ike she's been
Touched by An Angel or sonething sappy like that. She's still the same Ria | knew, and the R a
knew was ruthl ess.

But not vicious. She didn't care what happened to other people, but she didn't go out of her way
to hurt them Not |ike Perenor. Not that it mattered a lot if you happened to be the person who
got in her way.
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All the while his brain kept turning over that unanswerabl e question, he smiled and nade
meani ngl ess conversation with nmen and wonen i n expensive cl ot hes.

Lovely concert, yes he was very pleased with his performance tonight, no he hadn't really nade

pl ans for what he'd do after he graduated. Round and round they circled, drawn to Eric by

sonet hing they probably didn't even

understand--;the aura of Power that a fully trained Bard wore |ike an invisible cloak--;though the
other perforners got their fair share of attention as well

It was a little like being in a shark tank--;but Eric wasn't afraid of any of these particular
sharks.

There's nothing they can do to ne. None of themis pointing a gun at ny head or offering to
torture any of nmy friends. They're all just |ooking for sone way to use ne. Once upon a tine that
woul d have driven me crazy with righteous indignation. Now it just seens kind of sad.

He circled around behind the buffet. It was pretty well denuded by now-;only sone cheese and
fruit remained--;and the ice-scul pture centerpiece was so nelted it was now i mpossible to tel

what it had originally been. Eric reached out and placed his hand against it, savoring the

cool ness. You'd think they could just open the doors and | et some Decenber in, but apparently
nobody' d t hought of that.

"I'"'mnot going to let you ruin your future over sone silly girlish tantrum”

The voice was | ow and furious. Eric glanced up in surprise. Lydia Ashborn was standi ng backed into
a corner by a tall man in a very expensive suit and an even nore expensive haircut. Eric
recogni zed Marco Ashborn, Lydia's father

"Do you want to be a bit player all your life, just sonme facel ess unknown rnusician w thout even a
separate credit? You should have had a solo tonight, and you know it. Don't you want to record and
tour in your own right? Wiy are you trying to piss it all away? Is this about ne? Is that what
this is all about, Lydia?"

Man, does it all have to be about you? The uprush of anger was automatic, stenming fromstill-
unheal ed scars. He'd been in Lydia's position once: a Trophy Child, treated as nothing nore than a
pl ayi ng- pi ece on the parental chessboard.

An accessory. A thing, not a person. And that was wong on so many | evels.

Eric sawthe glitter of tears as Lydia ducked her head and fought to control his anger. Discipline
above all things, Dharinel had told him A Bard's displeasure could wound. A Bard's anger could
kill.

"Don't you | ook away fromne, danmt!" he heard Marco hiss. Marco grabbed his daughter's arm
roughly, and Eric saw Lydia's face go white with the pain.

That's enough.

Eric reached for the stillness within that Dharinel had created in himwith all those | ong nonths
of training, and conposed his face into a sinple harm ess expression of hero worship as he wal ked
over to the two of them

"Hey, excuse me, but aren't you Marco Ashborn, the violinist?"

The burly man turned toward Eric, irritation warring with the gane face that every public
perfornmer |learns to assune at need.

"I't's an honor to neet you, sir," Eric went on, blithely ignoring the enotional undercurrents
swirling around Marco and Lydia. "I've enjoyed your work so nuch."

That, at |east, was true--;though how much he'd ever |ike Marco's playing now that he knew what a
goon the guy was in real life was an interesting question.

"Lyd's certainly inherited your talent--;1'"min some of her classes as well as her chanber nusic
group.” Eric held out his hand, still radiating peaceable obliviousness. "Eric Banyon."

Marco's face cleared. He recogni zed Eric, and nore, he responded to Eric's cal mconfidence, his
assunption of being someone whom the famous Marco Ashborn would want to know. It was the sinplest
sort of magic--;and not really magic, because in its own way, it was true.

"I saw your perfornmances tonight. Both of them That solo was nost inpressive," Marco runbl ed.
"Thank you, sir," Eric said. "I was pleased with our ensenble work. Lydia rmade ne | ook good," he
went on, deliberately m sunderstanding the other man's words.

"You nmust be very proud of her."

He coul d al nost see the conflict between the desire to adm ni ster another put-down to his daughter
and the instinct to appear prai seworthy chase thensel ves around Marco's face, but the ol der man
as Eric had expected, went with political expediency. You didn't get to where Marco was on tal ent
al one. A career was built on a network of relationships. Prima donna attitude m ght make good news
stories, but professionalismand tact built a career that |asted.

"Yes, | am" Marco said, gazing into Eric's eyes with deep sincerity. "I only wi sh her nother
coul d have been here to see her."

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (52 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:13 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

Eric felt rather than saw Lydia dart an angry gl ance at her father, hating himfor his hypocrisy.

Eric sent out the tiniest tendril of Power, willing someone to appear who could end this deadl ock
before Marco could resune taking Lydia apart again.

"Marco--;darling! 1've been trying to get you alone all night. Hello, Eric--;you were wonderfu
this evening. You must cone and play for us sone tinme soon. Now, this won't take a nonent--;" The

tall grey-haired wonman--; Eric had spoken to her earlier, but didn't renenmber who she was--
;expertly clainmed Marco for her own and led himoff. As Eric had hoped, Marco was too nuch a
mani pul ator to want to carry on abusing Lydia with witnesses present. That sort of enotional
torture worked best when no one suspected it.

Well, | suspect it. For a nonent he was tenpted to cast a geas on Marco that would keep him from
ever being cruel to Lydia again, but Dharinel had enphasized, over and over, that use of the Power
was like a stone thrown into a still lake--;ripples spread out fromevery action, and the snall est

uses of Power could have the |argest--;and nost unforeseen--;consequences. Unless he was certain
of what woul d happen, he'd better |eave the matter alone--;at |east magically.

Eric glanced at Lydia, who favored himwith an effortful smle before turning blindly away. He
knew he hadn't done nmuch to help, but at |east he'd done sonething. And undoubtedly Marco Ashborn
woul d be jetting off to sonme exotic foreign city soon to | eave his daughter in peace.

For a while. But nmaybe a while will be enough

* * %

After a few nminutes nore, Eric was able to make a graceful exit fromthe Artists' Reception and
head over to the student party in the dorns. The celebration there was a |l ot noisier and a | ot
nmor e honest--; everybody was blowi ng off steam filled with relief at having gotten through the all-
i mportant Wnter Concert w thout absol ute disaster

There was a "No Al cohol" rule for the dornms, honored except by those few who sinmply had to break
any rule just because it was there. But this party was proctored, and after the performance high
of the concert, nobody really needed anything other than soda and fruit juice to get really rowdy
anyway.

"Hey, Eric!" Jereny shouted, waving. The young bassooni st was bal anced on the end of the battered
couch in the Student Lounge, his pale hair danp and standing up in spiky cowicks. He | ooked Iike
a goblin-child froma Victorian children's book.

Now where the hell did THAT sinmile spring fron®

"Hey, Jer," Eric said, coming over. There was a big cool er beside the couch

Trust Jeremy to take up a strategic position by the refreshments. He was as savvy in his way as
Kayl a, Elisabet's young Heal er-apprentice, was in hers.

"Have a drop of the pure,"” Jereny said, lifting the lid of the cooler and pulling out a bottle of
d acéau.

It was spring water flavored with various fruit essences, and was a great favorite with the el ves:
Eric's refrigerator at Guardi an House was full of it.

Eric twisted the cap off and chugged the bottle, relishing the shock of cold.

The reception had taken nore out of himthan he'd thought it would. He felt grimy, like a w ndow
so covered with snmudged fingerprints that the |ight barely shone through

Dharinel told nme there'd be days like this. "Nothing comes without a price," he always said. Being
a Bard nakes you vul nerable to influences nost people never even notice, while at the sanme tine it
gi ves you power nost people can never imagine.

Jereny handed hi m another bottle wi thout even asking. "You | ooked better backstage before we

pl ayed. So. How many propositions did you get?"

Eric stared at himblankly. Do you nean that the way it sounds? Jereny was 17, but he was short
and round-faced, and | ooked much younger. The boy's face twi sted, and for a nonment it wore a

bl eakly cynical expression that Eric had never seen before. "You know The | could do so nuch for
your career with just a little private tutoring' |Iine?"

Funny. Isn't that the phrase R a used once?

"Ch, you know," Eric said lightly. "The usual nebulous job offers. But nothing like that."

"You're lucky," Jereny said, then | ooked guarded, as if he felt he'd ruined his Captain Cool image
by sayi ng too nuch.

If he'd been soneone el se, Eric would have urged Jereny to tell himnore, to report incidents |ike
that to his Student Advisor. But Eric already knew that offers |ike that were rarely nade openly.
It was all interpretation and innuendo, inpossible to prove. And the act of bringing the
accusation could bring an end to a prom sing career before it even started.

"Yeah, well," Eric said. "Nobody rides for free. Isn't that what they say?"

Everything conmes with a price. Too bad they don't always tell you what it is going in

"That's what they say," Jereny said, obviously relieved that Eric wasn't going to go all over
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Adul t and Rol e Mdel on him

"Hey, Eric!" soneone called. It was David, another of the soloists, calling himover to
congratulate himon his playing. Eric turned away, the second bottle of 3 acéau still in his hand.
He'd only neant to look in at the after-concert party, pick up his jacket, and then go on home. He
didn't have any classes tonorrow, or even any rehearsals, but he did have a big assignnent in
Miusi ¢ Theory that had to get done Real Soon Now, and that meant meking time for work instead of
soci al i zi ng.

But the next time he thought to | ook at a clock--;watches didn't work well Underhill, and Eric had
never been much for timebinding at the best of tines--;he realized it was after mdnight and the
party was starting to break up.

By the tine he stepped out onto the street, Lincoln Center was deserted, the cafes and restaurants
t hat abounded in this high-living area nostly closed for the night. If someone wanted a set for
New York After The Bonb Dropped, they couldn't pick a better place than right here, right now
Eric shivered, even in the dark-red | eather jacket he wore, as he juggled his options. He had to
get home sonehow. It was too cold to wal k, and he hated the subway. The Center was usually a good
pl ace to pick up a cab, but since the Mayor's new policy on nedallion |licenses, cabs were in short
supply everywhere. He | ooked up and down the deserted street, and decided to chance it.

Putting his fingers to his Iips, he whistled loudly and shrilly, a few bars of her signature tune
form ng in his head as he sunmoned his elvensteed to him The tune was "God Bless The Child," a
Billie Holiday song. He'd nanmed Lady Day for The Lady of the Wiite Canellias, and the song was his
surest link to the elvensteed. He felt her acknow edge the call, and a few nonents |ater--;far too
qui ckly for a vehicle that had been paying any attention at all to the posted speed linmits--;he
heard the deep growl of Lady Day's engine and saw the gl eam of her lights as she suddenly popped
vi si bl e.

The el vensteed pulled to a stop in front of himand waited, engine thrummi ng

She | ooked al nbst snmug, and so she should, having figured out all by herself howto get here while
drawi ng the least attention to herself. If any nortal had enough Talent to nanage to glinpse her
as she drove by, he wouldn't have seen a riderless notorcycle--;and if he had, well, people had a
way of editing what they saw until it made sense.

Eric patted her gently on the gas-tank, and heard a ghostly whicker of anusement inside his mnd
He clinbed aboard, retrieving his helmet and gl oves fromthe back of the saddle and putting them
on. As he settled into the saddle, Eric realized that he'd been neglecting Lady Day these past few
weeks, taking cabs and subways to school and even wal ki ng, and a good run was just what they both
needed. Alittle nmagic would take care of the cold, and there was nothing on earth nore sure-

f oot ed--; or sure-wheel ed--;than an el venst eed.

"What do you say, girl? Want to go for a run?" He squeezed the throttle experinentally, and was
rewarded with a wail of glee fromthe elvensteed's

engi ne.

* * %

A few turns, and they were headed up Riverside Drive, going north. The enornous bul k of the George
Washi ngton Bridge towered above him and for just a nonent, riding through the night, Eric felt a
flicker of tenptation to just keep on going, let the road take himaway fromall pressures and
responsi bilities and everyone he knew. But the thought quickly vani shed--;not out of any
artificial sense of other-inposed responsibility, but because he'd al ready done that dance in al
its many variations. The footl oose exi stence of the open road no | onger held any enchantnent for
hi m

I've already done that. It's part of the past, not who | am now. But the past doesn't go away
neatly, does it? It's always there, like the key the nusic is witten in.

Al'l unbi dden, an inmage of Ria as he'd seen her--;or thought he'd seen her--;at the concert tonight
rose up in his mnd, vivid as a Sending. Unlike the rest of his old life--;the drinking, the
drugs, the running away--;she still had power over him That was what had been nagging at himall
evening, driving himto do everything but think his problemthrough. Like it or not, he and Ri a

LI ewel | yn had unfi ni shed busi ness.

But what? And how? And is all this--;seeing her and the rest of it--;just what Bethie's old

t her api st woul d have called "displaced anxiety"? Juilliard is rough--;no secret about that--;so
maybe I'mjust trying to cone up with reasons to quit without having to blame nyself for quitting.
It was a valid point, and Eric realized he needed sonebody to talk it over wth.

Soneone he could tell the whole story to, without editing out the nagical parts--;a sounding board
of sorts. Right now he felt as if an invisible trapdoor had opened up beneath himand left him
standing on air.
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:Eric. Bard, do you hear?:

It was Kory's voice in his head, and if Eric had actually been driving a notorcycle rather than
bei ng a passenger aboard an el vensteed, Lady Day woul d have gone down and he woul d have been

ki ssing asphalt.

:Kory?: Eric Sent back. :Kory--;what's wong? Is it Bethie?:

:She is well, Eric. But cone to us here. W nust speak.

Unbi dden, an inmage forned in his nmind, and Eric knew where to go. Lady Day continued nort hward,
much faster now that Eric had a true destination in nind.

* * %

Sterling Forest State Park was |larger than just the few acres the Faire covered every year. The
park was nestled in the gently-rolling Ranapo Muntai ns--; known for centuries to be filled with
haunt ed pl aces and strange creatures, and for good reason. |If he hadn't known that NYC was 90

m nutes away, Eric wouldn't have been able to guess fromthe surroundi ngs. He rode through the
gates of the park, heading away fromthe | ong-gone Faire encanpnment--;the Faire had al ready cl osed
two nonths before--;and a few nonents |ater saw the pale flicker of a Portal open before him

Kory and Beth were waiting for himjust inside. At a quick glance, the place where they stood

| ooked just like the park--;grass, trees, dark sky above. But the air here was warm and perfuned,
the trees were in full leaf and the grass was green and soft and lush. He could see clearly, even
into the darkest shadows, and nothing in the nortal world had the rich perfection of the neadows
and forests of Underhill.

Kory had shed the gl anmourie which protected himin the Wrld Above. Now he appeared as hinself--
;an el ven knight and Magus M nor, with pointed ears and jewel -bright eyes, dressed in the silk and
gold and baroque arnor of a warrior of Faery, with a faint gl owi ng ninbus of magic all around him
Beth was dressed in elven-kenned clothing that was a nix of Earthly and Underhill styles in soft
deep greens and russets. She was visibly pregnant now, though the baby wouldn't be born for sone
mont hs yet--; her cheeks were rounder, and in the nmagic-laden air of Underhill she glowed with the
power of Life and Creation. Wien she saw hi m she gave hima cocky "thunbs-up" salute, | ooking

pl eased.

"Looki ng good, Banyon."

Eric grinned back. Watever the reason Kory had sunmmoned him here, the trouble couldn't be as bad
as all that if Beth was in such a nobod. O the three of them Beth had al ways been the one to see
the trouble fromfarthest away, the one who planned for the future, even when a future for any of
them seenmed nost unlikely.

He gl anced toward Kory, and his attention was al nost inmediately captured by the Sidhel ord
standi ng besi de Kory--;one whom Eric had, quite frankly, never expected to see again once he'd
left the halls of Elfhame M sthold: Dharinel, Master Mage, Elven Bard, and Prince of the Sidhe
Dhari nel | ooked about as happy as a wet cat.

Eric swng hinself off Lady Day's saddle, pulled off his helnmet, and bowed

formally to his teacher--;however nuch you could let slide in the Wrld Above, in Underhill proper
form and due courtesy were absolutely indispensabl e--;before turning back to Kory and Beth. He'd
said there was nothing wong with Beth, which nmeant the baby was okay too, and Beth's cheeriness
seened to underscore that, but seeing Dharinel here, Eric desperately wanted to know why he'd been
cal | ed.

"There is trouble in your city,
you. "

"Warn me?" Eric risked a glance at Dharinel. My city? New York? Try as he m ght, he could not

i magi ne his teacher caring whether or not Manhattan sunk into the ocean or flew off into space.
There weren't any elves there, and Dharinel thought nortals were a waste of tine. "About what?"
Beth started to answer, but Kory put a hand on her arm silencing her

"First you nust know its history," Dharinel said, glaring in a way that warned Eric not to
interrupt, no matter how inpatient he got. "As you know, many centuries ago as nortals reckon
time, the Wrld Above and the World Under H Il lived together in harnony, until elvenkind was
faced with a harsh necessity: either to seek new | ands beyond the sunset, or to withdraw fromthe
worl d altogether into the Fairy Lands Beyond.

"This necessity fell upon both Courts, the Dark and the Light, equally, for all that many believe
that the Unsel ei ghe Si dhe draw nuch of their formand power from nortal ki nd, bei ng shaped in the

i mge of your fears and hungers--;"

Dharinel didn't quite sneer, but Eric was used to that. The origin of the Dark Court, and the
reasons for its difference fromthe Bright, was a topic of endl ess discussion anong the elves, and
Dharinel's theory was a commobn one.

"And so it was that the Sidhe, Seleighe and Unsel eighe alike, came to the West, planting their

Kory said, looking pretty troubled hinself. "W have cone to warn
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G oves and shaping their Nexuses as they had in the Od Wrld, gracing the tribes of Men with
their puissance and their strength--;in the case of the Bright Court--;and shaping nortals in
accordance with their own base nature--;in the case of the Dark."

Eric fretted, trying not to let it show, but Dharinel would not be rushed, as he knew frombitter
experi ence.

"But there were always places that all the Sidhe avoided, for good and sufficient reason. Places
bel onging to neither Court. In some of those places nortals have built great cities, where their
own natures flourish without influence. Qthers, nortals had the good wit to avoid, until recent
times. You have gone to such a place.”

New Yor k? Eric thought, even as he boggled at the thought of calling the city "recent"--;the Dutch
had first settled Manhattan back in the 1600s. Still, he supposed al nbst four centuries was recent
by Underhill standards.

"Yet before you did so, another cane here before you, and now, he seeks to take this nortal place
and nake it his own. This Unsel eighe Prince is subtle and patient, and did we openly oppose his
works, it mght be . . . inconvenient."

"I nconvenient," Eric knew, nmeant that the network of treaties and prom ses that bound the

El f hanes, and even the Dark and Light Courts, together in an

unbr eakabl e web of favors, custons, and obligations, would be severely strained by such
interference, maybe even broken. And that would nmean a war that nobody in either Court wanted.

"El ves are invading Manhattan?" Eric asked, just to nmake sure he had it clear.

Beth snorted. Well, it did sound kind of funny when you said it out | oud.

"One elf," Kory corrected, |ooking unhappy. "But he is very powerful, very old . . . and very
Unsel ei ghe. "

"He wi shes to build a Nexus there," Dharinel said shortly. "As you know, it

requi res great power to open a Gate between the Wrlds. It is his way that he will seek others to
provide it."

"OQthers like me," Eric said, and surprised a chilly smile on his old teacher's face.

"There are no others |like you, Sieur Eric, and | trust that after all | have taught you, you would
recogni ze the traps he would lay for you, and have the nother-wit to run for your life. Qhers
will not, for our |egend has becone |ess than a nursery-tale for nortals in this tine, and as you
know from your own experience in the Wrld Above, many will not believe the evidence of their own
senses . . . until it is far too late. And so it has been decided in Council that in order to
protect the nortals fromthe consequences of their own folly, you will carry this warning to the
Guardi ans, and instruct themto take steps to save the nortals under their care fromthis threat."”

"I--; But--; Wait--;you know about the Quardi ans?" Eric fl oundered.

Again that | ook of anusenent from Dharinel, as though he were greatly enjoying Eric's

di sconfiture. "Once we knew them quite well, Bard, though undoubtedly they will have forgotten
over the years. Humanki nd has always had its defenders, paladins of the Light. Some are great
warriors, whose exploits are known to all: Launcelot, Roland, Beowul f. Ohers work in secret, for

the know edge of the forces that they fight would do as nuch harmto the nortals they choose to
protect as those forces thenselves. Once we fought side-by-side, brothers on the field of battle.
Now t hey fight alone. But we remenber those days, even if they do not. Tell them what you nmust to
armthem against this foe, and warn themwell."

Eric sighed, know ng that babbling nore questions would only irritate Dharinel when he was in a
mood |ike this, and not get Eric anywhere. Neither Dharinel nor Kory had named the Unsel ei ghe
eneny that was causing all this trouble, but Eric knew that to do so in Underhill--;and even in
sone places in the Wrld Above--;would be |ike shouting a warning of their intentions in the
Unsel ei ghe Lord's ear. And it wasn't as if Eric would be confusing his new eneny with sone other
Sidhe Lord trying to turn Manhattan into his own private fief.

"Do only that, send themfair warning, and nothing nore," Dharinel warned. "Do not |et yourself be
drawn into the battle against this opponent. It mght well be that this is the very thing he I ooks
for to conplete his plans, and that your involvenent could spell disaster.”

“I''I'l remenber that, Master," Eric said.

Dharinel grimaced. "And you will follow your irresolute nortal heart despite anything | nay say. |
am finished here," he said abruptly. A noment |ater, he was gone.

Eric blinked at Kory. The young Sidhe sniled, and shrugged sheepi shly--;a human gesture he'd

pi cked up fromEric--;as if to say "you know how he is."

"C nere, Banyon," Beth said, nowthat the three of themwere alone. She enfolded himin a fierce
hug. He could feel the baby pressed between them a daughter that sonehow bel onged to all three of
t hem at once.

"God, |'ve nmissed you!" she said, letting himgo at |ast. "How are you?"
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"I--; Well," Eric said, and stopped. How to conpress the last two nonths into a conprehensible
tale? He wasn't sure howto bring up the topic of Ria to Beth, either, and he wasn't at all sure
this was the right time, anyway. Beth had other things on her nmind right now.

"How s t he baby?" he asked he asked instead.

"Inmpatient," Beth said with a grin. She took Eric's hand and placed it against her belly. He felt
a flutter of novenment against his hand, and stared at Beth, eyes wi de.

"Yep, that's her," Beth said proudly.

Hello, little one, Eric Sent gently. He felt a flurry of unfocused response--;happi ness,

eager ness, anusenent--;and withdrew his hand. Beth's eyes were shining.

"You see how she is," Beth said. "Just wait till she's born--;we're going to throw the biggest
party Underhill's ever seen!”

And she'll have Power. | can already tell that. And she'll grow up in a world where that kind of
thing is understood and accepted. She'll never be an outsider, never have to wonder if she's going

crazy because she can see and do things nbpst humans can't.

"Be sure to send ne an invitation," Eric said. The thought brought his mnd around in a tight
circle to the reason Dharinel had called himhere. "But right now, this thing with Dharine

it must be sonething pretty inportant for himto cone all this way," Eric said. And to care about
what happened in the World Above at all. Another threat, this time not a quarrel between the Sidhe
t hat humans bl undered into, but one of the Fair Fol k seeking out humans to use themin some pl ot
of his own.

"Yes," Kory said. "It is a matter that is not a newone, | fear. This Lord is very old, and very
cunni ng, and has | ong bl anmed humanki nd for his own m sfortunes. But if he seeks human allies now,
it is a matter for great concern

But Master Dharinel is right in this, Eric: this nust not becone your fight. W think he seeks to
wor k t hrough human agents, and so it nust be the Guardians' work to protect them | know you nust
warn them-;but once you have, won't you come back to El fhane Everforest with us? Surely you have
spent enough tine in the Wrld Above?"

"Hey, | haven't even gotten up to md-terns yet,'
turning it into a joke.

"Aw, he just doesn't want to leave his new girlfriend, whoever she is," Beth said. "Wat about it,
Banyon? Had any hot dates |ately?"

O all the tinmes for Bethie's erratic Sixth Sense to kick in! It's true there's a woman in ny life
. sort of. But not the way she thinks.

"Too busy studying," Eric said lightly, turning it into a joke once nore. "But |'ve nmade sone new
friends. One of thems a gargoyle."

Beth stared at himfor a nonent before deciding he was serious. "Only you, Banyon!" she said. "A
gargoyl e? That's a new one on ne."

"His nane's G eystone. He's a friend of these Guardians. Did you know that ny whol e apart nent
building's, well, sort of the equivalent of an Elfhane, only for humans? Everybody who |ives there
is special in some way, and sone of themare actually magicians. Like these Guardi ans. "

"You | earn sonething new every day," Beth said wyly. "But hey, no reason to stand around here
like strangers waiting for a bus. Kory brought a picnic. Kick back for awhile and tell us all the
news. We've missed you. Not that you were ever the world's best letter-witer, as | recall, and
anyway, e-mail doesn't work that well Underhill."

"As if | could figure out howto use it," Eric groaned. "I can barely get the thing to spit out my
cl asswork assi gnnents.”

He | ooked around. Lady Day was getting reacquainted with Beth and Kory's el vensteeds. Since the
other two were Underhill nost of the time, they'd reverted to their "natural" formas horses.
Bethie's mount was a glorious palomino, with a silvery nane and tail and a coat |ike dark gold.
Its mane and tail were braided with tiny silver bells, and Eric renenbered the old tales that the
Sel ei ghe Court would braid bells into their horses' nmanes when they went out riding.

Kory's elvensteed was a little nmore startling--;it had the formof a horse, but still retained the
mar ki ngs of its notorcycle form maroon with black and silver lightning bolts along its sides.
Both of themwatched Eric with a certain anount of equi ne amusenent.

When he | ooked back to the others, there was a bl anket spread out on the grass, and Kory was
kneel i ng beside a picnic hanper, unpacking savory dishes. The odor made Eric's nmouth water--;he'd
been too nervous before the performance tonight to eat much, and his stomach was rem nding him
that he'd m ssed dinner, lunch, and m dni ght snack as well.

As Kory spread the feast before them Eric helped Beth to sit down--;the pregnancy made her a
little awkward at things like that--;and for awhile everything was |like the best of the old tines
Underhill when the three of them had been happy together. But the present nerrinment only served to

Eric said, trying to downpedal Kory's plea by
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under score how nmuch things had changed, as well.

"And after the baby's born," Beth was saying, "we're kind of thinking of taking her around on the
Faire circuit. O course, that depends on . . . things," she finished awkwardly, glancing at Kory.
It wasn't hard for Eric to interpret that glance. Beth had tal ked about it with himin the tine
just after she'd first known she was pregnant. Beth wanted a large famly, and she was hoping to
have nmore children--;Kory's children. But even full-blooded elven children were rare occurrences
anong the Sidhe; it was one of the reasons that the elves were so fond of hunman children, after
all, and spent so nuch tinme anong them And children born to a hunman and a Si dhe were even rarer
still. Eric feared that Beth had set her heart on sonething that was al nost inpossible, and the
worst part of it all was that she knewit.

And being Beth, refused to believe that anything was inpossible if you wanted it badly enough
Kory took Beth's hand silently, |ooking wistful. There was an even greater problemthat the young
Si dhe lord faced than the problem of children. Korendil had centuries of |life ahead of him-;and

Beth did not. Right now, it was easy for her to move back and forth between Underhill and the
Worl d Above, but eventually she would have to stay Underhill full-tinme, because hunans who stayed
in Underhill for too long didn't age . . . until they stepped once nore into the World Above.
Then, all the years they'd cheated by living in elven |ands caught up with theminstantly, killing

them So in a few decades--;a short tinme by elven standards--;Beth would no | onger be able to do
the Faire circuit without instantly aging. In fact, Beth wouldn't be able to come back to the
Wirl d Above at all. But Kory loved the human lands . . . he'd hate to give up visiting them

And he wouldn't want to visit themw thout his human | over.

As if he knew what Eric was thinking, Kory glanced hopefully at Eric. They both wanted chil dren
Kory didn't want to | ose Beth to death and age in an elven eyeblink. Both problens seened equally
i nsur mount abl e.

And t he inpossible was supposed to be his specialty.

A reputation is a terrible thing, Eric thought, |ooking back at Kory. Wen nothing' s ever been
done before, how come everyone |ooks at ne? But I'lIl find a way, Eric decided, with sudden
determination. |I'm supposed to be this great nagical Bard. What good is that if you can't help the
peopl e you | ove? And then, a wisp of inspiration: | bet R a would know about the children

Eric forced a snile. He clasped Kory's shoul der conpani onably. "Don't worry so nuch about the
future, Kor'. It gets here no matter what you do."

"Yeah," Beth said. "And |'mthe one that's going to be having the baby. Al you have to do is pace
out side the delivery roomdoor |ooking worried. And think of names for her."

"She will be a great warrior and Bard,"” Kory said seriously. "W should nanme her Maeve. Queen
Maeve was a great warrior in the human | ands of |ong ago."

Bet h | aughed, and the nonent of sadness passed. "Maeve, it is, then. Wo knows?

Maybe soneday Maeve Kentraine will have her own rock and roll band!"

At last it was time for Eric to go. Tinme in Underhill ran parallel to Wrld Above tine this close
to a Gate, and though tonorrow -;today, rather--;was

Saturday, Eric still had studying to do over the weekend. He ought to make tine to check in with

Jereny to see how Lydi a was doi ng, too.

He call ed Lady Day back fromfrolicking with the other elvensteeds, and reluctantly prepared to
depart. He wal ked Kory a few steps away from Beth, who was gathering up the remains of their
picnic and tucking themtidily back into the basket.

"I don't want you to worry about me--;or anything," Eric told Kory. "I pronmise I'll stay out of
this Sidhe Lord's way. And who knows what tonorrow may bring?"

" “Don't borrow trouble, they give so nuch of it away free'?" the Sidhe quoted wistfully. "A true
saying, O Bard. But the future is where nortals live."

" “Never their minds on where they are, what they are doing,"' Eric m squoted, smiling. "Yeah.
heard all about that from Dharinel, lots and lots. But it's the way we are.”

"And | would not change you," Kory said seriously. "Even if | could. Fare you well, Eric. Visit us
agai n soon."

"I will," Eric prom sed, hugging Kory forcefully. Kory raised his hand in salute, stepping back
Beth bl ew hima kiss fromwhere she knelt beside the

pi cni ¢ basket.

Eric swng his leg over Lady Day's saddl e and reached for his helnet, settling it on his head. The
el venst eed wheel ed and turned back the way she'd cone, taking Eric through the Portal and back
into the park once nore, into the sudden darkness and wintery chill.

It was nearly two in the norning when Eric arrived back at the apartnment house, so it was no
surprise that Toni Hernandez's first-floor front wi ndows were dark, but what surprised Eric was
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the sense of absence he felt as he wal ked into the | obby, as if all the building s tenants--;not
just the Guardi ans--; had packed up and left while he'd been gone.

That's ridiculous. After all, he'd seen a few lights on the upper floors as he came up the wal k
Artists and witers tended to be a solitary, nocturnal bunch, given to working in odd scraps of
time stolen fromday jobs. So he knew that there were still people here. Had to be. It was just
t hat

It's just that this place feels like Sleeping Beauty's Castle, all of a sudden

It had started to rain on the ride back--;thick slow drops on the edge of becom ng snow-;and Eric
rode Lady Day right into the courtyard, leaving the elvensteed to find her parking spot while he
rushed inside. His leathers had turned nost of the rain, but his dress slacks were soaked and his
shoes were wet as well.

Impatient with the usual glacial pace of the elevator, Eric elected to take the stairs at top
speed. He was panting and out of breath fromhis clinb by the tine he reached the top, but he'd
shaken the fey hunmor that had possessed himin the | obby. No matter where his other friends in
Guar di an House were tonight, Eric knew soneone who was al ways here and never slept.

"Greystone? Hey, buddy?" Eric called, flipping on the lights in his living room

He ki cked off his shoes and tossed his jacket aside. It was still the sane ness it had been when
he'd Ieft for the concert at four this afternoon: clothes, CDs, and enpty bottles of designer

wat er scattered around like the debris of a small whirlw nd. Housekeepi ng had never been Eric's
strong suit, and he supposed if he was going to keep on living here he'd need to hire some kind of
cl eani ng service, assuming he could find one that would pick up and put away his things

before he needed to hire an archaeol ogist to find the bedroom

Maybe a house-brownie would Iike to |ive here and do the dishes. They're supposed to cone if you
put out a bowl of mlk for them but with ny luck, |'d probably just end up feeding half the

nei ghbor hood cats.

Despite the season, he'd left the Iiving roomw ndow open so that his gargoyle friend woul d know
he was wel cone to come and go as he pl eased when Eric was out.

"Hey? Greystone?" Eric called softly. The curtains billowed, and Eric heard the soft click of
stone against iron as the gargoyle clinbed down fromits perch

"Well, if it ain't O Banyon," Greystone said, in his odd mixture of Irish and Bronx. "And how was
the concert, |addybuck? Hnmpf--;you snell |ike you've been rolling in magic." The gargoyle winkl ed
its nose and | ooked di sapproving, much as if Eric had come home reeking with beer fromthe corner
speakeasy.

"l took a little trip through the |ooking glass.” Eric shrugged. "The concert went okay, but the
ending was a real killer. I'lIl have the tapes in about a week and you can hear it then for
yourself. At least | didn't screw up ny solo, so Rector nust be spitting nails; half the schoo
saw ne on stage and there's nothing he can do about it but give me a fair grade. And sonething
really weird happened tonight--;1 saw Beth and Kory, and Master Dharinel asked me to pass on a
message--; and now that | get here, it looks like sonething really weird has happened here, too.
Where is everyone? | kind of need to talk to Toni, but I'mnot sure what I'mgoing to say."

As he spoke, Eric walked into the bedroom He pulled off his slacks and shirt, and shrugged into
one of Bethie's finds: a bathrobe of heavy cashnere. He began to feel warner al nbst at once. From
there he went into the kitchen and canme back with two bottles of spring water. He offered one to
his guest--; Geystone was already crouched in his favorite spot in front of the TV--;and fl opped
down on the couch, exhausted.

"What sort of a weird thing?" the gargoyle asked, ignoring the rest of Eric's speech

"Two things, actually. First, | ran into an old friend of mne," Eric said. "O else it was a
really convincing hallucination. Either way | wanted to run itpast sone friends | could trust."
It's not that | think Ria's out to get ne.

It's just that I . . . well, | don't know It's Ria. | never could think straight when | was
around her the last tinme.

A sudden tactile nmenory, vivid as a kiss, intruded in Eric's mind: R ain bed, wearing nothing but
a seductive smle, her blond hair fanned out against the red silk sheets as she reached for him

"Yeah, well. . . ." The gargoyl e seened oddly enbarrassed. "Toni and the guys . . . they're going
to be out for a while."

Eric | ooked at him jolted out of the unbidden erotic reverie by the tone in G eystone's voice.
"Qut.' Is this one of those things that Bard was not neant to know, or can you tell me sonething
nore? Dharinel sent nme to warn them so I'mwondering if this is tied up with that."” And did
Dhari nel pass on his warning too | ate?

G eyst one shrugged nonconmittally. "Mght be a false alarm It just seens that Sonething' s |oose
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inthe city, and they're out there trying to find out what.

I've seen a lot of cases like this before. Sometinmes you never do find out what spooked you. O her
tinmes, it's Gotterdanmmerung with a full orchestra.” The gargoyl e shrugged agai n, unable--; or
unwilling--;to tell Eric anything nore.

"But tell me what your nentor said. Ms. Hernandez will want to hear it directly fromyou, but it
can't hurt to tell me as well. And that way, | can tell her the mnute she cones in. You m ght be
asl eep, you know. "

"More than likely," Eric admitted with a yawn. Now that he was feeling nore rel axed, the tension
and stress of the earlier evening was catching up with himin the formof an urgent need for

sleep. "Well . . ." Eric marshalled his thoughts. "You know how there are Good El ves and Bad

El ves?" Unbi dden, a scrap of one of his old novies came to the surface of his nmind, dinda the
Good, in Oz, asking, "Are you a Good Wtch or a Bad Wtch?" "Well the short version is, it |ooks
Iike one of the Bad Elves has the idea of noving into New York and setting up a Nexus here."
"Can't be done," Greystone said pronptly. "Too rmuch iron--;and everything el se--;here. New York
goes down as far as it goes up--;did you ever take a good | ook beneath the surface of the streets?
There's a whole city under the city!"

Eric shook his head. "I know. That's why the closest Nexus is up in Elfhame Everforest in Rockl and
County. But what Dharinel told ne is that this guy--;he didn't give ne a nane, but | guess that
doesn't really matter--;really doesn't |ike anybody very much, elves or humans, and thinks he can
use humans to take over the local territory. To top it off, he's supposed to be pretty powerful.
So |'m supposed to tell Toni and the gang to be on the watch for something . . . er, unusually

el vish.™

"Hrunph. Been down to the Village |ately?" G eystone snarked. "But what has this got to do with
that old friend you said you ran into toni ght? Fromwhat you' ve said, this Master Dharinel of
yours doesn't exactly qualify as an old friend."

"Not quite," Eric said, grinning as he tried to imagine his nmentor here in his living room hangi ng

out with his new friends. "I don't think the two events are connected, but you never know. "
Al t hough he doubted that Ria's presence in the city, even if she did mean harm woul d be enough to
set off the Quardians' alerts in the way that sonething obviously had. "I told you about a wonman

named R a Ll ewellyn, right?"

"The hal f-Bl ood that kept that elf-lord fromdoing in all the Sun-Descending el ves and ended up in
a coma?" G eystone asked hel pful ly.

"That's the one, yeah." Suddenly he couldn't even keep his eyes open. He | eaned his head agai nst
the back of the couch, half-munbling with tiredness. "Only | saw her at the concert tonight, and

I"'mwondering--;if |I didn't imagine it all--;what she was doing there. Al her corporate stuff is
out in L.A"

"I take it she isn't a nusic lover?" the gargoyle said drily.

"No. | nean yes--;1 used to play for her. But . . . | don't know. " Eric sighed, and reached up to
pull the tie out of his hair. He shook his head, naking the |ong chestnut strands--;his natura
color, restored by the sane elven magic that had once turned it black as a disguise--;spill across

hi s cheeks.

"Yes, you do," Greystone said unexpectedly. Eric opened his eyes and | ooked at his friend in
surprise. "You're a Bard. You see into people's hearts. You know whet her she's a threat or not."
"But what if |'mwong?" There, at |last, was the thing that had been bothering himall evening,
brought out into the open. Wat if I'mattracted to her for all the wong reasons? Wat if | can't
trust ny own judgnment? Leaving aside, for the nonent, what HER reasons were for comng to the
concert tonight. What if she's working WTH this Unsel ei ghe guy?

"Do you think she could fool you that easily?" Geystone asked.

Yes. No. Maybe. Dharinel once said that stage illusionismand true magi c have this much in conmmon--
;that the glanour only really works if the subject WANTS it to on sone | evel
| guess it's not really that | don't trust her. | guess, deep down inside, | don't trust myself.

Maybe all this growing up nakes ne nervous. Maybe |'m

| ooking for sonme way to pack in all this maturity and adul thood and go back to being what | was.
Even if that isn't what | want on the surface, who knows what | want underneath? Caity's al ways
saying "your mnd is not your friend." Maybe this is what she neans?

"No," Eric said with slowreluctance. "Not if | don't want to be fooled."

"You're a Bard now," G eystone pointed out unnecessarily. "That m ght not have been true the | ast
tinme you two tangl ed, boyo, but it is now " Trust your feelings, Luke.' "

"So you think | should believe in nyself?" Eric asked, yawning again. "ls that the answer, Master
G eystone?”
"I think you should go to bed," Geystone said. "You look all in. You can tell me the rest of your
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troubl es tonmorrow. Because if there's one thing | do know about nortals, it's that they don't
function well without sleep or food."

You can say that again, buddy. Eric got to his feet, conscious of how tired he was. Sleep sounded
Iike the best idea anyone'd had in quite a while.

"Don't wait up," Eric said, stunbling toward the bedroom He heard G eystone chuckl e as he cl osed
t he bedr oom door.

* * %

He di scovered that he was wal ki ng through a forest. No, not wal king. Al nost |ike sw mmng; pushing
the branches out of his way and pulling his body along afterwards. The slippery black bark was
cold and silky against his fingers, rem nding himunpl easantly of polished bone. The associ ation
was so peculiar that he stopped, holding the branches away fromhis face as he tried to clear his
t houghts. How had he gotten here, to this weirdwood, anyway?

I'"'m asl eep, Eric realized. Dream ng

Wth the ease of practice, he held hinself in the lucid dreaning state, not intending to wake up
until he found out what had summoned hi m here. Was this another warni ng nmessage from Underhill?
Hal f the el ves he knew woul d have just sent himan e-mail, and Master Dharinel had already told
hi m everyt hing he was going to.

So this nust be something else--;one of those odd visions-cumprenonitions that Bards apparently
got fromtine to tine. But who was warning him. . . and about what?

Ri a? But even as he thought the name, Eric realized this was none of her doing.

Ri a had al ways been nore straightforward than this in her dealings with him

This was something el se, and he'd better find out what. Feeling a great reluctance to do so, Eric
forced hinself to study his surroundi ngs.

The bonewood he was in was lit with the sourceless silvery illumination that Eric associated with
all things Underhill, but there the resenblance to the faniliar Elfhame M sthold ended. Everything
around himwas in shades of silver--;even the bark on the trees was not truly black, but the deep
grey of tarnished silver. Swags of what | ooked |ike Spanish nobss festooned their bare branches.

M st lay on the forest floor like a thick carpet, and in the distance the bone-trees faded to a
pale grey in the hazy air before vanishing entirely.

There was no life in these woods. No birdsong, no small scuttling forest creatures, none of the

playful life he associated with Underhill. Yet this was Underhill, his instincts told him even if
it was an Underhill ruch different than any he'd ever known.

This rmust be what Underhill would be Iike if the elves were all dead. But that can't be. Dhari nel

and Kory both told ne that without the elves, there is no Underhill, just Chaos Lands, so sone of

the Sel ei ghe Si dhe must be around here somewhere or this place wouldn't have any shape at all.
Cautiously, but with renewed determ nation, Eric forced hinself onward through the drean ng wood.
The sense of artifice--;of being an actor noving across a well-dressed but artificial stage--;was
very strong, and Eric wondered once again what purpose had sumoned himhere. It wasn't that he
was in the |l east worried about being able to defend himself. If things got hairy, he could just
force hinself to awaken. The dream had only as much power over himas he allowed it to have, but
he did feel the need to find out why he was having it, especially comng as it did on the heels of
Ri a' s appearance and Dharinel's warning.

It seened as if he had wal ked for hours, when slowy Eric becane aware that the character of the
wei rdwood had changed. He began to hear faint scuttlings behind him-;they stopped each time he
turned around--;and now there were faint ghostly shapes flitting about at the edges of his vision
things with eyes that gleaned |like faint red enbers. And at last Eric realized why this place
seened so famliar to him

"The sedge is withered by the | ake/and no birds sing."

This was Keats' haunted wood, honme of La Belle Dane Sans Merci. Wth a | aggi ng sense of danger
Eric remenbered that the Bright Court weren't the only elves inhabiting Underhill who night be
sendi ng hi m nessages. The Unsel ei ghe Si dhe had

their hone here, too . . . the Dark Court that had been the stuff of human ni ght mares ever since
humanki nd had crawl ed out of the caves.

Ckay. Fun's fun, but this isn't going anywhere | like. Tine to wake up now, Eric told hinself.
But he couldn't.

* * %

Jeanette Canpbell cane back to Threshold late that afternoon, and spent several hours in her
private lab mxing up enough T-Stroke to waste a | arge percentage of the popul ati on of New York
and the five boroughs. Wen it was finished, she trundled the cart and its several pounds of white
powder--;all neatly packed in | arge brown plastic pharnaceutical jars--;to the Dirty Lab, where
Threshol d drones woul d have the unenvi abl e | abor of packaging it up in five-gramdoses for the
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street. There was little need to bother with | aboratory protocols or sterile conditions down in
the Dirty Lab; it was used nostly for scutwork and mass production, and the people who

adm ni stered the drugs Jeanette made weren't overly concerned with sanitary conditions or the
safety of their users. By tonight, T-Stroke would be the new hot ride in everyone's pocket. By
tonorrow norni ng, Robert would be able to start harvesting the Survivors.

And then they'd start getting an idea of how it worked.

Afterward, too keyed-up to sleep, and not willing to go back to her high-priced high-rise
crackerbox, Jeanette went down to her office. Her guitar was waiting for her there in its shiny
bl ack case. She sat down in her chair, not bothering to turn up the lights, and took it out,
runni ng her fingers over the strings.

Maybe a little tinme spent here woul d hel p her shake the headache she'd been running all day. Like
many former users, Jeanette scrupul ously avoi ded

everything, even aspirin. She forced herself to concentrate on her instrunent.

It was acoustic, strung with silver, just like the instruments in all the old | egends. Once upon a
time she'd thought that woul d nmake a difference. Now she knew that all she could reasonably expect
fromsilver strings was a brighter sound and a little decoration. But naybe that was enough

Musi ¢ had al ways been her refuge. Wen the pain got too bad, when even thinking hurt, she could
turn to the discipline of nusic and wipe it all away. She'd even transposed sone old Celtic Harp
pi eces to guitar, and her fingers noved automatically into one now. Silvery rills of nusic filled
the office, painting a vision of a future in which she could be happy and free, where the person
she'd al ways wanted to be and the person she was woul d match. Were she woul dn't have to brace
hersel f every time she caught sight of herself in the mrror

If T-Stroke works . . . if we can figure out howto keep it fromkilling people . . . what happens
t hen?

Wul d she take it? It was a long way from 16 to 31. She'd al ways thought her dreans hadn't
changed, but that was before they'd come within reach. Now the thing she'd hoped for npbst was
about to happen, and the thought both frightened and delighted her. The goal that had obsessed her
for nore than half her life--;having Power, real power, invincible power--;was al nost in her
hands.

She' d done what she'd al ways dreamed of doing. She'd found it. She'd found the key to do what the
fantasy novels she'd devoured as a teen only hinted at--;a way to unlock the Talent that would set
her apart from everyone el se, nmake her speci al

G ve her revenge.

The nusic in her hands turned darker, nocking and warning at the same tine. \Wat revenge woul d
ever be enough for all the disasters of her |ife? Wiere could she begin?

A sudden fl ood of light blinded her, and she pressed her hand agai nst the

strings, stifling the nusic into silence. Past and present jangl ed agai nst each other, and she

al rost flinched before she renenbered where she was. Jeanette had a | ot of problens these days,
but getting anbushed and beaten up wasn't one of them

"1 thought 1'd find you here.™

"It's customary to knock," she said icily. She winced at the light, squinting up through the glare
to find Robert standing in the doorway of her office. She'd used to respect Robert in a way--;he
was so much nore ruthless than she'd ever dared to be--;but lately that respect had faded. She'd
never really trusted himto protect her from prosecution the way he'd prom sed he woul d back at

t he begi nning, but now she didn't even trust Robert Lintel to have his own best interests at
heart. He was in danger of believing his own publicity, she realized with a flash of insight.

But he was still a dangerous man. And right now, he wanted sonething from her

She knew the | ook on his face, the one that told her he was going to try to talk her into
somet hi ng--; but so close to her goal, Jeanette was feeling a little bit forgiving, and was pretty
sure she'd agree to whatever he cane up with. It was the easiest thing to do, and in her own
pecul i ar fashion, Jeanette had al ways taken the easy way.

"They' re packagi ng the stuff up now," she said before he spoke. She set her

guitar back in its case. Robert always made fun of her nusic. There wasn't any power to be gai ned
frommusic. O so he thought.

But a protest song can start a riot. End a war . . . or start one. Geat

nmusi ci ans |ive forever.

"That's great," Robert said warmy, oozing false charmfromevery pore. It rmust work on his
bosses, whoever they were, but it'd never worked on her. And Robert was too self-obsessed to see
that. "We'll be able to start distributing the stuff tonight, and have our next batch of subjects
rounded up by the end of the week. | wanted to talk to you about devel oping protocols for the
second round of tests, the ones on the Survivors."
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"Sure." Jeanette grinned without mirth. "But don't you think it should wait until we have gui nea-
pigs to test it on? Anyway, |'m not sure what redosing the Survivors will do. Maybe it'lIl just

kill them In terns of practical applications you ve got to renmenber that this stuff wears off
fairly quickly.

Twel ve hours and it's out of the system-;and fromwhat we've seen with the chinps and the first
round of people, the overt effects only last for an hour or two."

Robert smirked at her, sure he knew things she didn't.

"Well, that's just the thing. W could get started on that second round right now. W' ve still got
that live one fromthe last round, and we've got plenty of T-Stroke. Wiy don't you shoot her up
again and see what happens?"

The sadistic glee in his voice nade her wince inwardly. Jeanette knew that all their human victins
were going to be TTD--; Tested to Destruction--;and that none of themwere going to be allowed to
survive, but down deep inside somewhere she al so thought that they should be treated with respect.
Whet her they'd chosen to be lab-rats or not, they were heroes. But Robert saw them as nothing nore
t han toys.

And Robert |iked breaking toys. She al ready knew that.

"She's the one who heal ed herself, right? Fat ot of good that is, for your purposes," Jeanette
said grudgingly. She couldn't resist slipping the needle in, even if only a little. What if the
only thing this stuff was actually good for was healing inpossible-to-cure diseases? Not much
power for Robert in that. Too bad if that's true, party-boy.

"Yeah. Ram says she had stomach cancer. | was thinking a higher dose might, | don't know-;do
sonmet hing el se,"” he said, too casually.

If there was anything Life had taught her, it was that trying to save anyone el se only got you
hurt. She'd sold fol ks down the river before. One nore couldn't nmatter. Jeanette shrugged. "Wrth
atry, | suppose. And if her head expl odes we can dunp her sonmewhere like all the others. Ckay.
Tell Beirkoff to get her prepped and bring her down to nmy lab and we'll see what we can do. OCh,
and Robert? Strap this one down real good, okay? | don't want to spend tonorrow cl eaning the pl ace
up. "

Robert grinned and saluted her fromacross the room a faux-macho gesture he'd picked up from sone
nmovi e or other. Jeanette grinaced--;she'd al ways

particularly detested it. But Robert didn't notice. He'd already gotten what he wanted.

After he left, she rummged through her paper files until she found the one she was | ooking for
the intake report on Ellie Borden, the sole survivor of the first run of trials. The bl ack
hooker'd had the | owest body wei ght of any of the test subjects, and so the dose she'd gotten in
the cells had been proportionately higher

Was that the reason she'd survived? Wuld a snall dose of T-Stroke kill, but a |large one liberate
the mind fromits fetters?

W' re going to get a chance to find out, aren't we? Jeanette thought with grimhunor. Her headache
was worse than it had been all day. See? You're going to do someone el se down. And it doesn't hurt
at all, does it?

* * %

They had to I et her go. God had given her a second chance, and Ellie Borden

didn't intend to waste it

She knew she was in some kind of trouble. Her head was clear for the first tinme in many, many

nmont hs, the disease wasn't hangi ng over her head like a flam ng swrd, and she knew t hat wherever
this place was, she was not in the hands of the police.

Everyone she'd net here had treated her with distant kindness. Alittle while after she'd woken up
whol e and well, alone in that padded cell, a woman wearing a bl ack uniform had come and escorted
her to a bathroomwith a shower, given her a rolled towel that contained a toothbrush and soap

and told her to wash. Wen she'd stripped, she found two disks glued to her skin--;one under her

ri bs, another high on her back--;but try as she mght, she could not pick themfree, and the guard
had ordered her to get into the shower and stop wasting tinme. The water was hot, and beneath its
streamEllie had luxuriated in being clean, really clean, for the first time since she'd been
turned out onto the streets.

She nmight still have been in the shower if the woman hadn't told her to conme out. Wen she had,
she'd found her clothing was gone, and she'd been given a set of blue surgical scrubs to wear, and
a pair of soft slippers for her feet. The connection between these clothes and those given to
prison inmates did not escape her

"Where am1? Can you tell ne that? | knowthis isn't the Tonbs4 . . . | need to get out of here.
promise | won't cause any trouble."

But the worman had only stared at her with hard-eyed pity, and refused to answer any of her
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guesti ons.

After her shower was over, Ellie was taken down a long white corridor to yet a third cell. It was
an i nprovenent on the first two: it had a fold-out table, a chair bolted to the floor, a bunk, and
a sink and toilet, |like an upscal e designer version of a prison cell. There were caneras in al

four corners of the ceiling, and an overhead fluorescent |ight protected by a netal grid. The room
had no wi ndows, and she heard the heavy sound of nultiple | ocks being thrown as the door closed
behi nd the guard.

That was when she really began to be afraid. Because this place was |like a prison, but it wasn't a
real, official prison. And that meant that the people running it could just nmake peopl e

. Di sappear.

After awhile--;not nmore than an hour, Ellie thought--;an Indian nan in a white | ab coat came in,
acconpani ed by anot her guard and a trolley full of nedical equipnent.

"Where am | ?" she'd asked them hating the sound of terror she heard in her own voice. "I know
this is . . . could you just tell ne what you want? Pl ease?"
"If you'll just cooperate, I'msure all your questions will be answered |ater

This is just a routine nedical exam nation, Ellie. W want to know how you're doing," the doctor
answered. His voice was soothing, professional, but Ellie had taken a | ook at the sleepy-eyed
guard standi ng behind the man in white and stopped asking. The guard was a tall bronze-skinned
man, in the same black uniformthe guard who had taken her to the shower had worn. The nanetag on
his shirt said ELKANAH -;a Biblical nane, a good nane, but she didn't think El kanah was a good
man. He had a full equipnent belt--;nightstick, walkie-talkie, gun, pepper spray, handcuffs--;and
there was sonething about himthat made Ellie submt to the doctor's exam nation in passive
silence. It had been very thorough and puzzling to her, though she was drearily famliar with
medi cal procedures fromthe tine she'd started getting sick. The doctor renoved the two silver

di sks--;spraying the places they were stuck to her with sonmething very cold first--;and sonehow
that frightened her even nore, as if she'd suddenly |ost whatever value she night possess in these
strangers' eyes.

Once the doctor was finished--;he' d taken bl ood sanpl es, hooked her up to an EEG and an EKG and a
few other things--;he let her dress again.

"Soneone will feed you soon."

The words were nmeant to be kindly, she knew. He hadn't had to say anything, after all. But they'd
only made her feel even nore like an aninmal in a cage. She hadn't been able to | ook at hi mwhen he
left.

In a few m nutes, another of the hard-faced guards had brought her a sandw ch and coffee,
obviously froma local deli. She'd taken one sip of the creamed and sweetened coffee but found it
gaggingly bitter and poured it into the sink, using the cup for water instead. She'd thought she
was too frightened to eat, but instead she was ravenous, finishing the sandwich in only a few
bites and wi shing there were nore.

Then all there was to do was pray, huddled up on her bunk with the blanket wrapped around her
shoul ders, hopi ng agai nst hope that what she feared so nuch wasn't the truth.

The sound of her cell door opening jarred Ellie awake--; sonehow, despite everything, she'd fallen
asl eep. What she saw in the doorway nmade her cringe back against the far wall. El kanah was back
this time with a white guard who | ooked just as intimdating. They were wheeling a hospital gurney
with them

Four thick leather straps were laid | oosely across it.

"Pl ease . " she heard hersel f whinper.

"Get on the table." The white guard spoke. Hi s voice was harsh and indifferent.

Ellie shook her head, too frightened by the sight of the straps to conply. "Do it," he said, a
thread of irritation coloring his voice.

"Hey, Angel. You gotta understand people's limtations," El kanah said. "Now, Mss," he went on
speaking to Ellie for the first time. "Nobody's going to hurt you. W have to take you sonewhere
You have to get up here on this gurney. Can you do that?"

To Ellie's horror, she began to weep. She shook her head, trying to explain how afraid she was,
how unfair it was that this should happen now, just when a miracle had turned her |ife around--
;had given her a life instead of the death she had expect ed.

El kanah took no notice of her tears as he approached her. He pulled her gently to her feet and
renoved the bl anket from her shoulders, then | ed her over to the gurney. Before she could react,
he had scooped her up in his arnms and laid her down on it, and the man he'd cal |l ed Angel was
buckl i ng the straps across her |egs.

She began hopel essly to struggle, but El kanah hel d her shoul ders down and stared into her eyes.
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"There is no point to this," he said firmy. "Do you understand?"

She' d turned her head away then, giving up, letting themdo what they woul d.

Uncontrol | abl e shudders racked her as all four straps were buckled tight. The | eather creaked as
she breathed. She knew better than to ask for mercy. The streets had taught her that nuch.

Once she was strapped down, the two nen wheel ed her quickly through a disorienting series of
corridors, until she arrived at a brightly-lit roomthat snmelled of chill and disinfectant. There
were two people there waiting for her

One was a white man in his forties. He wore an expensive three-piece grey suit and |l ooked to Ellie
like a |l awer, one of those irritable inportant people who had inhabited the fringes of her world
in the days when she'd been a good citizen. He was frightening, but his conpanion scared her even
nore--;a short dunpy worman wi th nouse-colored hair wearing a runpled | ab coat, sneakers, and
jeans. She had the pasty conpl exi on of soneone who spent all their time | ocked away fromthe sun
The wonman's eyes were the flat pale blue of the winter sky, and there was no humanity in them

"Well, this is an inprovenent over chinps,” the man in the suit said. H's conpanion snmiled thinly
and ignored him
"Hello, Ellie," she said. "I'm Jeanette Canpbell. Do you know why you're here?"

"Ch, for God's sake, Canpbell. You don't need to talk to her," the nman snarl ed.

"OfF course | do, Robert. That's the whole point of this, isn't it? Lab rats that can talk? If you
want data from her, she's going to need a context."

Canpbel | turned back to Ellie, conmng closer to the side of the gurney. El kanah and Angel had
backed away |ike respectful servants, going to stand beside the door

"When you were brought in here, you had cancer, and you were addicted to

sonet hi ng. What was it?"

"P-Percodan," Ellie managed to stamrer. Her nouth felt dry as salt.

"Ckay. Percodan's a good drug. Highly effective, highly addictive. But you haven't had any in
about four days. How do you feel now?"

"I feel--;0h, please, let ne go! | haven't done anything!" Ellie pleaded, hating herself for
beggi ng when she already knew it woul d change not hi ng.

"But you have done sonething, Ellie. You' ve contributed to Science. You see, when you were first
brought in, you were given an experinmental drug. And now you don't have cancer any nmore. And you
don't need Perc. And we want to know what happened to you. So we're going to give you sone nore of

what we gave you before--;intravenously this tine. And | want you to tell me everything about what
happens to you then."

"If I--; If | dothat, will you let me go? I won't tell anybody about this, | prom se, oh, just
let me go, please, let nme out of here and I'Il never tell, | swear--;"

"Now, Ellie." Canpbell's voice was renote, faintly chiding. "You know we aren't going to |l et you
go. But you don't have any place to go anyway. That's why we picked you. If you cooperate you'l
be well treated for the rest of your life. That's nore than you coul d expect on the streets."

But I'mwell now | have ny life back! Helplessly, Ellie began to struggle

agai nst the straps. Canpbell reached into her pocket and produced a needle and a bottle of mlKky
fluid. She swabbed down Ellie's armwi th cool efficiency and began probing for a vein

"How do you know you'll get the sane effect with an injection?" Robert said

"I don't." Canpbell sounded al nost anmused. "Wat | do knowis that this will work faster and nore
of the drug will reach the brain. And that's sort of the whole point here, wouldn't you say?"

The needl e stabbed into Ellie's armwith a |lancing pain that seened to strike at the roots of her
soul. Eyes tight shut, she could only noan in protest as Canpbell gently squeezed the pl unger
hone, injecting the drug directly into her bloodstream She felt a rush of warnth so intense it
was as if she'd been lowered into a hot bath, and when she tried to open her eyes again, she
couldn't.

* * %

Once Ellie passed out fromthe drug, Jeanette glued contact pads to her tenples.

Their wires led to an el ectro-encephal ograph--;an EEG -;and instantly the displays lit up

di spl ayi ng the rhyt hns of deepest sleep, a sleep verging on cona

"What do we do now?" Robert asked edgily. "Wait six hours for her to wake up?"

Jeanette | eaned back agai nst the counter, watching the green waves of Al pha, Beta, Gammm, and
Delta roll across the EEG di splay behind Ellie's head.

Sonet hi ng was happeni ng there, down inside where she couldn't see.

"It should go faster this tinme," she said absently. "And | gave her twice the dose. Wiat | want to
know is, what's she going to be able to do when she wakes up?"

Less than fifteen mnutes later, Ellie's eyes opened. She stared around herself wildly, as if
she'd forgotten where she was.
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"Ellie?" Jeanette | eaned over her

She saw Ellie's eyes widen, as if she were seeing things no one else could

Jeanette reached out to touch her forehead, and in that nonent a pul se--;Jeanette had no ot her
word for the sensation--; passed between them

Jeanette recoiled, and suddenly realized that the naggi ng headache she'd been fighting since she
got up this norning was gone as if it had never existed.

"Robert," she said thoughtfully, "come over here. Touch Ellie."

"Why?" Robert said suspiciously.

"lIt's an experinent." Because you've got an ulcer and | want to see what

happens.

He did as he was told, clasping her wist above the strap, then jerking away as if he'd been
burned. "What the hell?"

"l bet your ulcer isn't bothering you now, " Jeanette said sweetly. Robert shot her a narrow | ook
not pl eased.

"My headache's gone, too. It nmkes sense. Ellie, what do you feel ?"

"Hurt," the worman npaned, in a tranced petulant voice. "It hurts. | can't let it."

"First she heals herself. Now she can heal others," Robert said thoughtfully.

H s eyes were alight with a dangerous fervor. "W have to test this." He turned to the waiting
guards. "Go find Dr. Ranthandra. Bring himhere."

* * %

He coul d not wake hinself up--;and worse, he'd lost all control over the dream

Hel pl essly, Eric's dream self pushed on through the forest, surrounded by slinking red-eyed shapes
out of nightmare and the Chaos Lands. Were he was goi ng--; and what woul d happen when he got there-
-;were questions he found hinself unable to answer, and that powerlessness fed a sort of angry
fear.

This isn't right. I'mdreaning and | knowit. Wiy can't | wake up?

At | ast the unchanging forest of stark bonelike trees began to thin. Eric found himself drifting
to a halt at the edge of a clearing. The open space ahead was perfectly round, and the bone trees
that circled it gave it the appearance of sone sort of tenple. The fl oor of the clearing was
carpeted with a silvery noss, as thick and snoboth as an expensive carpet, and at one end of the
clearing was the first artificial thing Eric had seen in this tul gy wood--;the back of an enornous
throne, its high back bl ocking the occupant (if any) fromEric's sight.

The strange throne was as black as the trees, and seened at the same tinme to be both insubstantia
and terribly solid, as if perhaps it were forged fromsonmething alive that hadn't finished grow ng
yet. Eric knew now that this dreamwas a nmessage, a warning--;but of what? And from whont?

O was it a trap that had sonmehow penetrated CGuardi an House's defenses instead?

The fear he'd begun to feel when he lost control of the dream bl ossonmed into outright panic. As he
struggl ed to wake, the throne began to turn, slowy, so that in noments Eric would be brought face
to face with its occupant. Somehow, Eric knew that woul d be a disaster of an even greater

magni tude than his present situation, one that he nust avert at all costs.

Wth all his strength he called upon the Bardic Gft within him setting the bright humanity of
his nusic against this ghostly noribund wood of silver and shadows. He built in his mnd an i mage
of his own safe bedroomin Guardian House, its walls garlanded with the invisible wards of
famliarity and good w shes.

You have no power over ne! | reject you! | dismss you! Go AVAY!

I't worked.

Eric struggled upright in his owm fanmiliar bed, gasping with relief. Not a trap, not a warning, it
had been a particularly vivid nightmare, nothing nore after all. He stared around at the walls of
the fam liar bedroom inprinting its inmages on his nind, forcing hinself to breathe deeply and
slowy, banishing fright. It was still night outside. Despite the fact that he seemed to have

spent hours in the dreamwood, he'd probably only been asleep for a few mnutes.

Can't sleep after that. He flung back the covers and swung his | egs out over the side of the bed
H's feet sank into the fluffy flokati rug and he wiggled his toes appreciatively. He renenbered
that sonmetines in the old days, Bethie'd had nightmares |ike this (though nothing, a snmall voice
inside told him could be quite like this), and when she had, they tended to cone in chains that
destroyed a whole night's sleep. Elizabet had always said that the best thing to do was nmeke a
clean break with the dreaning state--;get up, nove around, have a cup of tea, connect with the
waki ng worl d--;before trying to sl eep again.

Tea sounded |ike a good idea right now He wondered if Greystone were still in the living room
Maybe t he gargoyle would |ike a cup as well.

Eric had left the curtains open when he went to bed, hoping that the norning sun woul d wake him
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before he slept the day away. As he headed for the kitchen, he glanced casually back that way,
wondering if it was raining outside. There was an odd gl ow shining in; probably the reflection of
one of the skyscrapers off the clouds.

It wasn't.

He ran to the wi ndow and stared out, unable to believe what he was seeing. New York was gone.

No, not gone. Wrse. Blasted to rubble, the twisted renmains of the famliar Upper Wst Side
bui | di ngs | ooking |ike the Judgnment Day aftermath of nuclear war.

And out of their mdst, a glowing tower, inpossibly tall, rose in evil triunph over the ruined
city. He felt a wenching shock--;

And then there was brightness, and Eric was struggling against sonething that wapped himin

i nexor abl e unbreakabl e bonds.

Eric awoke again--;this tinme for real. The sun was high in the sky--;that was the light--;and he
was wrapped tightly in the sweat-soaked bedsheets that had wound around hi mduring his nocturna

struggl es.

A dream It had all been a dream the weirdwood forest and his first awakeni ng.

Still gasping with the dreaminduced panic, Eric struggled free of his bedclothes and ran to the
wi ndow. Al was as it should be. Everything was normal --;wintery trees and pal e Decenber sky. No

devastation. No dark elven tower raised by Unsel ei ghe power to rule over what was | eft of the New
Yor k

skyl i ne.

Unsteady with relief, he staggered back to the bed and sat down heavily, waiting for his heartbeat
to slow fromits frantic racing. The dreamand its aftermath of fal se waking faded, its insistent
nightnare reality becomng | ess urgent by the nonment. He was safe. New York was safe.

But if Toni and the others saw-;felt--;anything Iike my dream no wonder they're all out running
around trying to round up the unusual suspects.

But had they? Did the dream-;vision, prenonition, whatever--;have anything to do with whatever
was alerting the Guardians? Or was it a nessage neant for him al one?

O course, like Freud says, sonetinmes a cigar is just a cigar

The joke fell flat, even in his own mnd. Watever it was that had happened to him Eric couldn't
afford to just shrug it off. In the world of elven magic that he lived in, such things were never
just innocent nighttine fantasies ral phed up by the collective unconsci ous. They were war ni ngs- -
;even if the warning came nuddl ed and coded in synmbols he couldn't deci pher just yet.

He' d have to pass on Dharinel's warning to one of the Guardi ans as soon as he could, and do his

| evel best to convince the Guardians this was sonmething really serious. Sonmehow Eric knew t hat
that wasn't going to be a ot of fun

* * %

The troubl e was, the enployees of Threshold were a generally healthy bunch. Al Dr. Ram could cone
up with to test Ellie on were sone nmild allergies, a cold, a few strained nuscles.

At Jeanette's insistence, they' d unstrapped Ellie's chest and | egs and rai sed the back of the
gurney up into a sitting position: Ellie could hardly escape, and her new powers seenmed to have no
aggressive capabilities. In the face of human pain--;or even nild distress--;Ellie could do
not hi ng but react, healing the injured party as quickly as possible. She seened entirely w thout
the capacity of self-preservation, a totally vul nerable creature.

It'd be funny if it weren't so flaming annoying. | finally get a lab rat who CAN tal k, and she
won't say anything! If Ellie Borden had any insight into the process that had gifted her with
these powers, she was doing a good job of keeping it to herself. In fact, the second dose of T-
Stroke seened to have reduced her to little more than an animal . . . an aninmal who could work
nmracl es.

Robert was insistent that they find sonething that could really challenge Ellie, and they | ucked
out with one of the [ab techs--; Donal dson had spilled industrial solvent all over his armthe
previ ous week. Fortunately he was at his desk, within easy reach, so Jeanette sent the two guards
up to escort himdown to the Lab. Wien Dr. Ram unbandaged his arm down there in the | ab, the

ul cerated skin was purple and weeping, an ugly sight. If Donal dson hadn't been such a Type-A
control freak, he'd have been hone on nedical rest with an injury |like that.

As soon as he'd come through the door Ellie had started to whinper and reach for him Jeanette was
fascinated. The girl reacted to the presence of the sufferers as if someone were jabbing her with
a red-hot poker--;as if, in fact, she felt their pain nore keenly than they did.

There was a word for that, Jeanette knew. Enpathy. But what Ellie had was |ight-years beyond
heal i ng touch. Whatever was wong, she fixed it. Wen they brought Donal dson over to her, al

Ellie had to do was touch him not even near the injury, and within seconds the skin on his arm
was pi nk and heal ed.
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"What's all this?" The tech | ooked bewi |l dered, staring fromEllie to the healthy new skin on his
arm

"Just an experinent in Healing Touch," Jeanette said quickly. Donal dson was a good soldier. He
woul dn't ask questions. "You've been a great help. My departnent will get in touch with you later
about filling out an incident report. It'd be great if you kept this to yourself until then

okay?" Wth an arm around his shoul ders, she urged Donal dson fromthe |ab and back into the arns
of the Security who'd walk himback to his own turf. There'd be some gossip, she knew, but it

woul dn't go far. Threshold' s corporate culture didn't encourage idle gossip about its projects.
"This is great--;great,"” Robert nmuttered, ignoring the byplay wi th Donal dson conpletely. "How nmuch
nore can she do?"

"Do you want nme to shoot soneone so you can find out?" Jeanette asked, closing the door behind the
t ech.

She saw Robert start to agree, then catch hinmself. Yes, Robert would Iike that just fine, but
Jeanette suspected it would play hell with enpl oyee loyalty.

Just then she had an idea.

"Does anybody know where Lawanda i s? She ought to be here now. One of you guys," she said to the
hovering Security. "Go get her."

* * %

Lawanda Dupre was Jeanette's personal charity case. She had terminal ovarian cancer, and had cone
to Threshol d through one of Robert's other test programs--;Jeanette didn't know where he'd found
her and had never actually cared enough to ask. Wien the test had run its course, Robert was going
to cut her | oose, but sonething about the wonman had struck a spark in the wastel and of Jeanette's
soul, and she'd offered to continue running a private test program of her own with Lawanda,
strictly under the radar. She was the one who'd cone up with the idea of Lawanda working as a
cleaning lady in the Black Labs, and Robert had no conplaints of the arrangenent.

Nei t her did Lawanda. Wthout the norphine, heroin, and net hanphetani ne cocktail Jeanette provided,
she'd be lying somewhere in a welfare bed, dying in agony.

Wth the twice-daily injection, she was still able to work. Robert thought the research night be a
way to produce another kind of super-soldier: inpervious to pain, oblivious to wounds. Jeanette
didn't really care. Treating Lawanda was one of the few things she did at Threshold that nade her
actual ly feel good about herself.

There was no denying that the drugs Jeanette gave her shortened the wonan's life. But they
inmproved its quality, and let her die with dignity. That was nore inmportant, though Jeanette knew
the FDA woul d hardly agree.

After a short wait, Angel appeared, herding Lawanda before him The wonan noved at a painfully

sl ow shuffle. She was in her early forties, and | ooked sixty. The injections could mask the
synptoms, but all the drugs in the world couldn't cure the disease.

Ellie began to noan and keen before Lawanda had even gotten all the way into the room
Interesting. Jeanette knew that the cleaning wonan was in very little pain--;if any--;but Ellie
seened to feel the presence of the cancer itself, not the pain of its victim

"Did you want ne for sonething, Dr. Canpbell? It isn't tine for nmy shot yet. You aren't going to
stop those, are you?" Lawanda asked anxi ously.

"No, Lawanda. O course not. W just want to try sonething newin addition to the shot. It won't
hurt, | promise you. | just want you to conme over here and let Ellie touch you."

Lawanda Dupre | aughed cynically. "You trying faith healing on me now, Doctuh Canpbell ?"

"Maybe." Jeanette smled. "Just come over here."

Ellie strained against the restraints that still held her to the bed, reaching out toward Lawanda.
The ol der wonan approached her cautiously. "Sistah, what are you doi ng here?"
"Let me--;just let me--;please, it hurts so nmuch," Ellie groaned. Her hand darted out, fastening

over Lawanda's enmmciated wist |ike a clanp.

There was a sudden spark where the two wonen's flesh net, an ozone-like tang in the air. Lawanda's
face had gone slack, as if in a sudden rush of ecstacy, while Ellie's was contorted |ike that of a
sai nt seeing God. Everything but Lawanda had ceased to exist for Ellie. That nuch was plain. But
what did that nean?

"Somet hi ng' s happeni ng," Robert said in a | ow excited voi ce.

"No force, Sherlock," Jeanette nuttered back. Watever was happening now, it was on a much greater
scale than the previous healings. This time, Ellie's struggle was sonething Jeanette coul d al npst
see--;a palpable force conjured into the little room

Jeanette tore her gaze fromthe tableau of the two wonen and | ooked at the clock. The long red
second hand swept nagisterially around the dial. A ninute passed. N nety seconds. Longer than any
of the previous healings.
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There was a faint groan fromthe bed. Ellie fell back, linmp, releasing Lawanda's hand. The

cl eani ng worman st aggered away from her, blinking in astonishnent.

Jeanette could see that Lawanda's eyes were clear, the yellow tint gone fromthe corneas. She

| ooked years younger, and even stood straighter.

"Lord have nercy! I1--; What did she do, Dr. Canpbell?"

"I don't know," Jeanette said slowy. Ellie had heal ed Lawanda--; but how?

Cel | ul ar degeneration at that level couldn't be reversed. This wasn't |ike the burn--;not a case
of speedi ng up what the body had the power to do anyway.

This was a genui ne, bonafide mracle.

O to put it another way, Jeanette had just seen nmmgic. Real nmagic.

Robert made an inpatient gesture, and Angel stepped forward again to usher Lawanda from the room
She went quietly, glancing back a fewtinmes at the woman on the bed.

Ellie still didn't nove. Filled with a sudden awful suspicion, Jeanette noved over to the gurney.
G ngerly, she reached out to touch the girl.
Ellie's skin was already cold to the touch, and the skin beneath the blue coverall lay slack over

wi thered fl esh. There was no pul se.
"She's dead." And oddly, the realization gave Jeanette a faint pang of guilt.
"Well, hell." There was only self-centered regret in Robert's voice.

SEVEN: LI GHTNING I N A Sl EVE

Aerune hated the Iron City, hated the World Above, hated the Mrtal Kind, even as he planned to
bend it and themto his will and his vengeance. His flesh crawmled in the presence of the ferrous
metal that the humans filled their world with, dimnishing his powers considerably and naki ng the
use of magic an uncertain thing. But there were some prizes worth any anount of suffering, and the
ability to own the Gft of a human Bard was one. U la had told himthat somewhere within this city
nortals who | acked the Gft were given it. Now Aerune wanted to see for hinself.

The cl oak of silk and shadow that concealed himfromnortal eyes al so gave hi msone protection
fromthe iron that clogged the very air, but he could not long renmain here without dw ndling away
to a waith. Sone elven gifts, however, were not hanpered by the world the nortals had fashioned
for themsel ves. A darker shadow anmong the shadows, Aerune sifted through the nminds within the
bui |l di ng known as Threshol d Labs.

Once he had the power to open his own Nexus, he could spend as nuch power as he needed to in
shaping this city to his ends, conjure serpents and nightnares to feed upon its popul ace. At the
hem of his cloak, even now, a faceless chittering nob of his servitors waited to do his bidding.
At first he found only deception and fear, which pleased him though the first m nds he touched
held only small nalice. But though they knew little, they knew there were secrets to find, and so,
patiently, Aerune sifted through their wtless babble.

At last he found what he sought. A mind dark and fragrant with overreaching

anbition and subline cruelty: Robertlintel. Through this m nd, Aerune |earned of an elixir which
could wake the dreanming spark of magic in nortal hearts, raise the Power that Urla had told him of
and make nortals into living Nexuses. Aerune |earned with approval and delight of Robertlintel's
adventures in discovery--;howthe elixir had killed or naddened all but two upon whomit was
tried, one of whom had died by his own hand, and yet this nortal lordling still persevered. He
meant to spread his drug throughout the streets of this city, and harvest for his own any who

di spl ayed the Mage-gift.

But that cannot be. Such useful nortals are mne

Drawi ng upon his power, Aerune sunmoned all those creatures of his Dark Court who had the power to
wal k these streets: the gaunts and boggi ns, the redcaps and phookas, trolls, goblins, Bane-Sidhe,
all the dark fellowship of the Unsel eighe Court, those creatures twined closer to nortal nman than
any lover, for Man was their prey.

"Go," Aerune said to his followers. "Follow those who go fromthis place with the Mage-elixir.
Find those in whomthe Power kindles brightly, and bring themto ne, for they are mne. Feast as

you will, slay whomyou will, so long as you succeed in this one thing."
There was a swirling in the air as the infernal host Aerune had gathered about hinself vanished to
their task. The business of follow ng a handful of nmen through a city of teenming mllions was a

sinmple one to creatures with powers such as they possessed. No one of the human lordling' s mnions
woul d escape their hunters, nor would any to whomthey gave the elixir be overl ooked. Aerune
turned his attention back to the curdled mnds within the building's walls.

Robertlintel's al chem st now admi nistered her elixir to the last survivor for the second tine, and
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Aerune relished the victims despair, as well as the nore subtle bouquet of emptions in the mnd
of the al chem st. The power the elixir had woken was one of healing, and Aerune watched as,

i gnorant of the necessities of the gifts that had been woken so powerfully into life within her

El | i eborden |l et herself be sent down into death by the nortal lord and his mnion

Aerune smiled, reconciled to the disconfort of the Iron City by the sight of the triunph al nost
within his grasp. The children had broken their toy. That was good. Because like all children,
they woul d soon want a new one.

* * %

Hi s day having been thoroughly spoiled for himby his unsettling nightnmare and the prospect of
expl ai ning things to Toni Hernandez, Eric noped around the house until he realized that was what
he was doing, then went for a walk. He tried Toni's door on the way out, but she was still out, or
el se not answering it.

When he hit the street, the cold was a shock, and he slitted his eyes against the light. The raw
Decenber day at |east gave him sonething el se to focus on besides the assignnment still 1ying
undone on his desk. The end of the senester was in two weeks, and the coursework was piling up
with all the time he'd been pending on rehearsals. He was going to have a |l ot to keep hi m busy
over the next fortnight.

And after that? H s inmagination shied away fromthe thought of the holidays Iike a skittish colt.
For too many years, Christmas had been a cheap apartnent and an expensive bottle: a holiday that
everyone el se but himseened to celebrate with their fanmilies, whether biological or otherw se.
Eric hadn't seen his own parents since the day he'd |l eft home, and for years he hadn't felt any

|l ack there. But the sense of unfinished business that had brought himback to Juilliard was
tugging at himthere, too, and he knew that sonetine soon he was going to have to work up the
courage to face the last of his personal denopns.

One way or anot her.

He still had the next nonth to get through first, though. Christmas . . . alone again. For a tinme,
Kory and Beth had changed all that, though neither Christmas in hiding nor Christmas Underhill was
anything |ike a Charles Dickens novel, the Sidhe having no concept of Christmas and very little of
seasonal festivals. He could go back to Underhill for the holidays, but nmanagi ng the tenporal
transitions back and forth fromhere to Underhill with any degree of tenporal accuracy was often
difficult; if he went to visit Beth and Kory in El fhame M sthold over the holidays, he had no
guarantee that he'd be back before G oundhog Day.

And this is sonething |'ve got to do on ny own, or | mght as well just chuck it now and go back
to Underhill for good. That neant Christnas al one once nore, and it was surprising how much it
hurt. No wonder the suicide rate went up in Decenber.

None of which solved his even nore i nmedi ate problens. Seeing Ria at the Wnter Concert seened as
if it had happened a mllion years ago, not |ast night, and sonehow, she--;or her doppel ganger--
;didn't seemlike quite so urgent a problemin the face of astral sojourns to the Ni ght Lands, an
i nvading elf-lord, and a bunch of w zards on Yellow Alert.

He ranbled down fanmiliar streets, past Korean groceries, Italian delis,

bouti ques and antique stores. The streets were full of his neighbors--;as nuch as any place in New
York could be said to be a neighborhood--;and if the faces weren't famliar, the dogs were.
Everybody in New York seemed to have dogs--;he saw the wonan with the three enornmous Gernan
Shepherds (all bouncing around and tangling their |eashes together), the professional dog-wal ker
managi ng two Great Danes and half a dozen little fur-balls with ease and efficiency, and the nan
in the grey suit who wal ked his H nmal ayan cat twice a day. Eric stopped to greet her; she sniffed
his fingers with |ladylike disdain before continuing on her way.

New York is really like a village, | guess. Areally big village with about twelve nillion people
init. Afewthousand years ago there weren't that many people on the entire planet. There hasn't
been a city this big and this conplex since the time of Ancient Rone.

But Rone was |long gone, and if he were a pessimist, Eric would think that New York was going the
same way. In his dream there'd been nothing left but ashes . . . and the goblin tower.

Don't think about that. It was a dream nothing nore.

The wal k cl eared his head, and after an hour or so he turned conscientiously back toward Guardi an
House. He decided to stop along the way to pick up a peace offering--;though why he should fee
the need to nake peace with Toni was sonething he didn't really understand.

Maybe | feel guilty for adding one nore thing to her workload? | know this Unsel eighe Lord isn't
my fault, but sonetimes it seens that wherever | go,

trouble foll ows.

He spotted a fanmiliar sign on the street ahead, and turned toward it. Sanctuary.

And a chance to warm up--;he'd gotten thoroughly chilled on his ranble.
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Bread Al one was one of Eric's favorite places in his new nei ghborhood. It had the | ook and feel of
one of those old Lower East Side nei ghborhood bakeries fromthe turn of the century, the kind of
pl ace where you could stop in for coffee and a bagel and to catch up on nei ghborhood gossip, with
a painted pressed-tin ceiling, black and white marble floor, and a few antique cast-iron tables
and chairs nestled into the corners.

He'd just wal ked inside and taken a deep |ungful of the warm heady

vani | | a- and- baki ng-bread snell when a familiar voice hailed him

"Well, if it isn't the Pied Piper."

Eric turned toward the voice. Jinme Youngblood was sitting at one of the tables, a large
styrof oam contai ner of coffee in front of her. She was of f-duty,

dressed casually in jeans and a black | eather jacket worn over a plain white T-shirt. She waved

hi m over, smling.

"Haven't seen you since the party," she said when he'd sat down. "How are you settling in?"

"Some days are better than others,” Eric adnitted. "I never realized how nuch time and energy
school can take up. It's different when you're a kid, | guess."

She studied himcritically. Though her flaw ess bronze conpl exi on was nore forgiving than |ighter
skin mght be, Eric could see that Jinmne was

tired--;bone tired.

"You're not nuch nore than a kid yourself,"’
Magi c to shave a few years of f?"

she said. "Or are you using a little of that Bardic

"I" molder than | look," Eric admtted cheerfully. "At least inside. And |'mstarting to think
that's where it counts. If your body's twenty-five and your mnd . . . isn't, the mnd is what
counts, | guess."

"Ain't it the truth,” Jimrie admitted with a |long sigh. "Double-shifts and all-nighters were a | ot
easier when | was twenty. Places like this . . . | cone here to re-charge. Look around. Have you

noticed that everyone's happy here?"

Eric | ooked around the tiny bakery. Jimrie was right. The girl behind the counter, the ol der man
(probably her father) transferring pastries fromthe cooling racks to the case, the patrons

wai ting patiently for their orders to be filled, even the Gothamites seated at the other tables
with norning papers and breakfast, all |ooked contented.

"Maybe it's the Christrmas spirit?" he suggested.

Jimmie grimaced. "Christrmas spirit is overrated. Take it from soneone who's on the streets eight
hours a day. No, this place is like this year round. It sounds kind of stupid and New Age, but
this is a happy place.”

"You're right," Eric said with surprise. He'd found places like this in the human worl d before,
but they'd usually been places touched by at |least a hint of Sidhe enchantnent. He | owered his
shiel ds cautiously and took a peek, but found no trace of elven magic here, only the happy

contentnent of people honestly enjoying sinple pleasures. "l guess that's one of the reasons |
ended up here today."

"Rough week?" Jimm e said synpathetically. "I know you had that concert thing last night. How did
that go?"

Eric thought back to the hot lights and the watchful audi ence, renenbered the soaring feeling of
rightness as he wapped themall up in his nusic, the joy of playing with an ensenbl e of tal ented
musi ci ans. There was no way to put those feelings into words. It al nost made up for the downer the
recepti on had been

"It was okay," he said with a bashful smle. "What really gets ne, though, is how people can start
out in nusic because it's sonmething they | ove, and then forget why they did it. Sonething they

| oved just beconmes a grind--;a duty. It's like they twist all the joy out of it."

"Way of the world, nmy friend," Jimme said. "Wien | started out on the Force--;

Look, I'mup for another round--;let nme get you sone coffee and sonething to go on with. You | ook
like you could use it." Before he could answer, she got to her feet and headed over to the
counter.

I wonder what she was going to say? Eric thought. One thing that Beth--;who'd been Wccan for as

|l ong as Eric had known her--;and the Elvennmage Dharinel both agreed on was that there were no

coi nci dences, especially for those who were the |least bit sensitive to magic. The nmore you attuned
yourself to the invisible currents of Power that underlay everything, the nore you noved in
harmony with them And the nore you end up in places like this, having coffee with your fell ow
megi ci ans. Though it was hard to renenber that Jimme--;practical, down-to-earth, New York street
cop that she was--;was a magician as powerful as any in Underhill. Aline fromone of his favorite
G |l bert and Sullivan operettas came back to himsuddenly: "Things aren't always what they
seem Ski m nmi | k nmasquerades as cream. "
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A few mnutes later Jimme was back, balancing two tall containers of coffee and a couple of
Dani sh w apped i n bakery paper. They were still warmfromthe oven

"1 got you decaf, because of what you said at the party about not drinking coffee much any nore
because the Sidhe can't tolerate it."

"You're right there," Eric said. "Before | net Kory, | couldn't even get up in the norning wthout
that first cup, now | hardly ever touch the stuff. Caffeine in any formacts like the worst kind
of drug for them-;like a conbination of cocaine and LSD. If you're ever having problenms with a

mad elf-lord, just pitch a can of Coke at him"

"I'"l'l remenber that," Jimre said, sounding tiredly anmused. "You never know, it mght cone up. But
they roast and grind their own beans here. It's a special blend--;you won't nmiss the caffeine. And
Papa Lonbardi only nakes these pastries at Christmas. It'd be a crinme to nmiss them™

She handed one to Eric. The golden crust was fragrant with al nond and ci nnanon, and when he bit
intoit, Eric could taste citrus and currants as well. Hs stomach awoke with a grow , reninding
hi m he'd mi ssed breakfast by several hours, and he had to restrain hinmself fromwolfing the whole
thing in a few bites. He set the pastry down and took a sip of the coffee. As Jinmm e had prom sed,
it was rich and fragrant. No sugar, but it didn't really need any.

"Ch, man," Eric said, around anot her nouthful of pastry. "This is heaven!"

"When you're out on the front lines, it's inportant to renenber the little pleasures. Wthout
them sonetinmes we forget who we are," Jinmi e said gravely.

"Do you have that problemoften?" Eric asked. He hadn't neant to ask such a direct question--;it
seened al nbost hostile--;but Jimre didn't seemto mnd. She snmiled gently.
"I"ve lost ny way a few tinmes," she said. "Even after | becane a Guardian. |'ve seen too nmany good

people go down into the belly of the beast and not cone out again. Qut here--;on the streets--
;every day good people die, and bad people wal k away smiling. And sonetines there's nothing you
can do about it."

"I's that why you becane a Guardi an?" Eric asked.

"That's why | becane a cop,"” Jimme said, correcting himgently. "Being a Guardian cane after--
;sort of a natural extension of the badge, don't you know?

Wen | was a kid, | always wanted to grow up to be Batnman. Well, sonetinmes | wanted to be the

G een Hornet, but usually it was Batman. Fight crime and evil, always come out on top. It didn't
hurt that ny dad and ny--;nmy brother were both cops. | just sort of always knew this was where |'d
end up. Not the Guardian part, of course.”

"Do your folks still live around here?" Eric asked idly, still thinking about Christnas.

Jimm e sighed and shook her head. "Dad caught a bullet about fifteen years back

El--;ny brother, well, we kind of |ost touch. Along tine ago."

Even through his shields, Eric could feel the flare of raw pain when Jimie tal ked about her
brother. She'd said he'd been a cop, and she hadn't said he was dead. But a |ot of things could
happen, sonme of them worse than being dead.

"I"'msorry," Eric said, neaning it.

"Don't be. He made his choice, and I nade mne. You can't undo the past. But | didn't nean to
bring you down. When you wal ked in here, you |ooked Iike you'd lost your last friend."

"Not quite," Eric said. Mdxre like | renenbered how few of themthere were. "I had kind of a rough
night, and so | went out for a walk this norning to try to clear ny head. And fromthe | ook of
things, I'mnot the only one who had a rough night."

"Can't put anything over on you, can we, Banyon?" Jimmi e asked with a rueful smile. "Actually I
haven't been to bed yet--;Toni and | were chasing around the city all night like Starsky and Hutch

because of sone stuff, and |'m back on shift in another few hours. | do hate working nights. Gty
gets crazy then. It's like it turns into a whole 'nother place, you know?"

You don't know the half of it . . . or do you? Eric thought.

"What kind of stuff?" he asked aloud. "I got--;well, | don't know if you want to talk about it

here. But | was going to try to get ahold of Toni. There's some things | need to tell her. But she
was out when | cane downstairs.”

"Probably up in East Harlem seeing if the santeros know anythi ng about what's goi ng down. You
don't have to worry about talking here, Eric. | told you. This is one of the Good Pl aces. And
nobody's going to overhear our conversation unless | want themto. Sort of one of the fringe
benefits of being a Guardian," Jimm e said.

"Ckay." He liked Jimmie a lot--;and nore, he trusted her judgnment. \When you spent a |lot of tinme on
the street and the RenFaire circuit, you got to develop an instinct that hel ped you tell the good
cops fromthe bad. And Jimi e was definitely one of the good ones.

"So shoot. What's got you wal king the streets on a day |ike this?"

"Well . . . ." He was stalling, and he knew it. But one of the things that Dharinel had drumed
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into himduring his magical training was that words had power, and it al nost seenmed to Eric that
by telling Jinmie the problemhe'd be making it nore real than it had to be.

"1"ve already told G eystone nost of it. And, well, it's alot of different things. Sone really
personal . Sone |'ve been told to stay out of at all costs."

"Too bad that's the kind of advice that nobody ever takes," Jimme said. She sipped her coffee,
and for a nonent her eyes were cold and far away, focused on sonme secret pain. He noticed that
whenever she was thinking intently, her black eyes lightened alnost to yellow It was a startling
effect. "The good people . . . they always try to help. And sonetinmes they get killed. But that's
what I'mhere for. If anybody takes a bullet, it should be me. I chose to put nyself on the I|ine,
knowi ng the risks ahead of tinme." She took a deep breath, consciously shutting away the pain. "But
that's old news. Anyway, it's one of the reasons |I'mkind of touchy about civilians on the fire-
line, if you hadn't noticed al ready. Good people, who just want to help. But it's ny job to
protect them-;even to take a bullet if | have to. They never asked to be in the kinds of
situations | run into. All they want to do is live their lives. And it's ny job to make sure they
can. | don't want any nore deaths on ny conscience.”

Eric net her gaze squarely, thinking of his own dead. O the people who hadn't gotten out of the
way in tine when the magic got |oose. O--;worse--;had been dragged into situations by people who
didn't care who they hurt.

"Understood," Eric said. "I don't like it either." He shook his head.

"Yeah," Jinmie said, with a long sigh. "Looks |like you know how it is. | lost a partner once, a
long tinme ago. Because ny gun was |oaded with silver bullets and his wasn't. Because | knew what
we were chasing and I couldn't find any way to tell himthat it wasn't his fight. Never again! |
guess that's one of the reasons why | never narried--;though the ol d joke about being nmarried to
my work has sonme truth in it. Wat about you, Eric Banyon? Any hostages to fortune?"

"l guess not." The answer sounded wrong, and he exanmined it. "I have--;I nmean, |'mgoing to have--
;a daughter. But she isn't really mine. She's Beth and Kory's. They just can't have one together
soit's more like--;1 nmean, she'll be theirs, not mne."

"No one else?" Jinm e asked.

Ria. "No. At least, not that | know of. | nmean, other than everyone. |I'mnot going to wal k away

froma problemjust because nobody | know is involved."

"Good answer. Or a bad one. Some things you've just got to walk away from Eric.

It hurts, and you feel horrible, but if you got involved all you could do would be to make things
wor se. "

Eri ¢ shook his head stubbornly. On one level, he knew what she said was true, but in reality he
didn't know if he had the detachnent to just wal k away from people in trouble.

"I'"'mnot sure | could ever do that," he said slowy.

"Then be glad you're not a cop, because we have to do it every day,
didn't nean to |ecture you. You |ook just about all in."

"Bad night," Eric said. "One of the worst, actually, but not really relevant to the business at
hand.” Once nore he hesitated about conveying Dharinel's warning. He'd told Greystone. Surely that
was enough?

Thinking like that is what gets people killed, Eric told himself roughly.

Jinmrie said fiercely. "But |

"Anyway, here's the deal. | talked to Geystone when | got hone |ast night. He said you were
havi ng kind of a situation, but | didn't know about that until | got home fromthe concert. Before
that, | got a warning fromny friends that they wanted me to pass on to you."

"A warni ng?" Jinm e asked, suddenly alert. "For nme by name?"

"No. For the Guardians. In general. Dh--;nmy teacher seens to know a | ot about you fol ks. Anyway,
he said this was your kind of problem sonething that you were equi pped to handle. He didn't tel
me much, but I'Il give you all the help | can. Apparently, Manhattan Island is one of those places
that Sidhe just don't go. Only last night | heard that an Unsel ei ghe Lord--;that's one of the Dark
Si dhe, and pretty nuch bad juju all the way around--;is planning to nove in and take over here.
They say he's going to try to open a Nexus to Underhill here in New York City. If he can do it,
he'll have quite a lot of power to play with, and fromeverything |I've heard the Unsel ei ghe Sidhe
tend to play pretty rough

My friends said | should warn the Guardians, |let themhandle it."

"That's what we're here for,"” Jimme said with a sigh. She held her cup near her face, inhaling
the steam "And since you' ve been so open with ne, 1'll pass on a little information in return.
The reason we were out last night is that a bunch of people are turning up dead--;street people.
More than usual, even in this weather, and all with something kind of . . . funny about them Paul
thinks it might be a case of serial possession, but it doesn't quite feel right for that.

And then there was this kind of . . . blippy thing. Like sonebody was powering up and then just
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stopping. Kind of hard to figure out--;not really like anything any of us has seen before, and
if Paul can't pull a parallel out of his books or the Internet, it's got to be sonme kind of really
exotic npjo. So we were trying to run down | eads half the night, and coming up with nothing. This
hel ps a I ot. Now we know one of the things we should be lIooking for." She finished her coffee with
a flourish and tucked the last bite of pastry into her nouth.
"The inmportant thing fromyour point of view, | guess, is that my guy's going to be trying to get
hi s hands on anyone with Power to draw on themto build the Nexus, and ny teacher thinks that
means he's going to be going after humans with the Gft, but fromwhat you' re saying, what you
folks were followi ng doesn't sound |ike Sidhe work. Even if he does have a way to find the G fted,

he'd have to drain--;kill--;thousands, nmaybe mllions, of ordinary people to get enough power to
open a Gate here, and | know it sounds awful to say, but that's just too nuch |ike gruntwork for
their tastes. And . . . the other thing is, last night | ran into an old friend. Only | don't know
for sure whether she was there or not--;and if she was there, |'mnot sure what she wants--;or if

she's tied up with him"

Briefly Eric sketched the details of Ria Llewellyn's appearance and di sappearance fromthe
concert, explaining that while it wasn't inpossible for Rla to have been there--;or for her
appearance to have been a coincidence--;he wasn't conpletely sure of what it mght nean.

"I't's just that she's, well--;ruthless. And pretty self-involved. She isn't the type to count
casualties if you get in her way."

"Sounds like a real executive type," Jimie commented. "But not like the type who'd want to be a
street soldier for soneone else fromall you' ve said about her. At |east fromwhat you say there
isn't already a | ocal Nexus, so she isn't likely to be out there trying to buy it up to bulldoze
it. Not that anybody'd notice if she did. This is New York, after all, the land of Donald Trunp
and conbat-strength urban renewal ."

"Yeah. 1'd kinda figured that out for myself." Eric thought about telling Jinme about his dream
and hesitated. Just what could he say? He'd had a vision? A prenonition? A guided tour of a place
that he wasn't sure existed outside his own mind? He knew it had been a warning, but the Guardi ans
were already on alert, and he'd passed on Dharinel's warning. They woul dn't be any nore carefu
just because he told themhe'd dreaned of a New York in ruins, presided over by a bal eful elvish
t ower .

And Greystone hadn't sounded any warni ng when he'd had the dream That was the main thing. So
what ever had been the source of his dream it hadn't come from outside Guardi an House.

O Geystone hadn't considered it a threat.

"Well, 1 just thought I'd nmention, and to let you know that if there was anything | could do to
hel p out," Eric said hesitantly.

"No!" Jinmm e said, too quickly. "I mean, you're a nice guy, Eric, and a helluva nmagician from what
Greystone tells ne, but you didn't come to New York to join the Quardians and fight evil. You know
what they say about ol d age and treachery overcoming youth and skill? W've got a few tricks up
our sleeve that'll probably come as quite a shock to somebody fromthe O d Country," she said,
sounding just a bit pleased with herself.

"And nost of all, if four Guardi ans need help, Eric, the people of New York are in nore trouble
than we thought. But I'lIl pass the word to the others,"” Jimre said, snling at him "Mybe the

two cases'll end up tying in together
Sonetimes they do. But | hope not." She glanced down at her watch, and got to her feet in a hurry.
"Aiee! Two o' clock already and I'mon duty at four--;that |eaves ne just about enough tinme to get

downt own and get suited up." She held out her hand, and Eric took it, standing as well. "I've
enjoyed this, Eric. It isn't that often | can find sonebody to talk to. You know how it is."
"Me, too," Eric said. "Meanwhile, |'ve got a paper to wite, and | guess ought to be witing it.
Thanks for the coffee. And the conversation."

"We'll do this again," Jimie prom sed.

"It's a date," Eric answered warmy.

* * %

He wal ked the few bl ocks back to his apartnment in a far better nood than he'd been in when he |eft
it. Jinmm e Youngbl ood was definitely a nice | ady and a good cop, and Eric hoped he'd be able to
see nore of her. Not romantically--;Jimmie' d nade it clear she wasn't |ooking for anything |ike
that--;but as a friend. How nany people were there, after all, that he could tal k about the

magi cal part of his life with and have them accept it so matter-of-factly? Not many, and you could
take that to the bank.

The phone was ringing as he opened the door to his apartnent, and Eric dived for it w thout

t hought .

"Hel 1 0? Hell 0?" Just my luck this will be someone trying to sell me alum num siding or The New
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Yor k Ti nes.
"BEric? This is Ria Llewellyn."
Pure surprise held himspeechless for a nonent. He had al nost nmanaged to convince hinself that the

Ria he'd seen last night had been a ghost, sonme kind of illusion, or at the very |least a non-
recurring phenonenon. But the rich sultry sound of her contralto was |ike a blast of concentrated
yesterday, whirling himback to his nooncalf idyll--;in her home, in her bed--;when she had tried

to turn himfroma knight to a pawn, nothing nore than a reservoir of Power to be tapped

just as Perenor had nmeant her to be.

O maybe into something nore?

"Hello, Ria," Eric said, his voice slightly cool

In her own way she had cared for him Eric knew. Fought for him tried to protect him turned on

her father in the end. For hin? O for her own freedon?

" "Hello, Ria,' " she echoed, her voice |languidly nocking. "After all this tinme, that's all you

have to say? | adnmit, |1'd expected nore."

"l saw you at the concert last night," Eric said flatly, still too rattled to dissenble. He'd

managed to pick up a nunber of the courtly arts with which the El venborn wiled away their tine

Underhill, but the whol e business of saying one thing while neaning another--;all in the nost

elliptical fashion--;had eluded himconmpletely, to Kory and even Beth's anusenent.

"You were very good," Ria said. "That solo piece at the end--;your own work?--;was nost

i mpressive. And all done w thout magi c. That somehow nmekes it even nore exceptional.”

"You didn't call me up just to congratulate me," Eric said, sinking down into the chair in front

of the stereo with the phone cradled on his |ap.

"No. Not really. |I called to see if you'd be ny guest for dinner this evening."

There was a long silence. Wien Ri a spoke again, her voice in his ear was just a shade |ess

confi dent.

"Eric?"

"I"'mstill here."” He was thinking fast, trying to figure out what she neant, not just what she was

telling him In all of his experience with Ria, she'd never been absol utely underhanded. She m ght

try to influence him overshadow his power with her own, but she wouldn't lure himinto a bl atant

trap. "Yeah, sure.

I'd love to." Alnost as nmuch as |'d |ove to know what you're really up to, |ady.

"Just let nme know the time and pl ace."

* * %

Candl emas was the new hot restaurant in the Triangle District. Wat had fornerly been the Meat-

Packing District was gentrifying rapidly, high-priced boutiques and |uxury condos driving out the

artists, drug dealers, and fetish clubs that had flourished here in | owrent days. The restaurant

and its five-star Cl A5-trained chef had recently been anoi nted by Gotham s reigning foodies, and

as a result, even on this raw Saturday night there were people lined up hal fway down the bl ock

wai ting for tables.

Eric had dressed carefully for this neeting. Fashion was, after all, just another form of warfare
and if this wasn't precisely a war, it bore nore than a passing resenblance to that gentle

art. Back before he really knew what either Power or Bardcraft were, Ria'd frightened himinto

| ashing out at her--;and that had terrified themboth. She'd seen himas an eneny and driven him

away. He hadn't seen her again until Beth had broken a guitar over her head at the final battle,

destroying Perenor's access to her power and gaining the day for the Sun-Descendi ng el ves.

And now she was back, pushing her way into his life once nore.

Why ?

Li ke the man says about the afterlife: sooner or later you will KNON So let's see what the | ady

has to say for herself.

Ri a must have been approaching their "reunion"” in nmuch the sanme spirit--;why else pick a place

like this to neet? A venue nore calculated to put the old Eric nicely off-balance could hardly

have been better chosen.

Too bad I'mnot the sanme guy she used to know. Eric grinned wolfishly. Beneath his duster-length

topcoat he was wearing one of the suits Beth had hel ped hi mchoose--;wild silk, in a shade just

this side of true black, paired with a collarless linen shirt in a deep rich cream Instead of a

tie, he wore a small elvennmade brooch at his throat: silver, set with a |arge, al nbst transparent

opal . A clasp of the sane design held his hair back fromhis face.

Once, Eric would have conpletely distrusted such an outfit, seeing it as sonehow di shonest. Now he

wore it as if it were second nature, know ng fashion for what it was: a tool, nothing nore.

Which is great. But how am| going to get past that crowd at the door or find Ria once | do?

could be standing out here for hours.
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As he hesitated on the curb--;the weather was bad enough that he'd cone in a cab instead of

bringing Lady Day--;a man in a chauffeur's uniformcame up to him

"M . Banyon?"

"That's nme," Eric said a little warily.

"Ms. Llewellyn's conplinents, sir. She asked ne to tell you to go on in. She's already seated."

"Thanks," Eric said. If she wants to overawe ne with an ostentatious display of wealth and power
well, let's say | appreciate the show

The chauffeur retreated to the fender of a glorious vintage maroon and cream Rolls Royce Sil ver

Ghost--;a stand-out ride even by New York standards--;and Eric nade his way to the door of

Candl emas. Getting inside was a bit |ike swimmng upstreamto spawn, but he finally made it. The

next obstacle was the official greeter, a slender black man who advanced upon Eric with an openly

di sdai nful expression

"CGood evening, sir. Welcome to Candl enas. Do you have a reservation?"

"I'"mjoining soneone," Eric said. "Ria Llewellyn?"

The man's deneanor changed at once from arrogance to subservi ence, though the change was so subtle

as to qualify as magery in its own right.

"Yes sir. Right this way. May | have soneone take your coat?"

Eri ¢ handed the garnent over, and received a discreet coat-check token in return, before follow ng

the maitre'd farther into the restaurant.

The interior of Candl emas made no concessions to currently-vogui sh Manhattan industrial chic.

What ever this space had been |l ast nonth, it now gave the inpression of being an out-take froma

particul arly decadent Tuscan chateau. The lighting was fashionably |low, and the walls were hung

with a pleated anber-colored velvet a few shades lighter than the deep-pile carpet. Gt

medal | i ons anchored the fabric, and light spilled out frombehind themin sunburst patterns,

drawi ng a faint shimer fromthe deep nap of the fabric. The velvet walls softened the anbient

noi se to a muted background, |ike ocean surf.

The tables on the service floor were swathed in a creamy brocade and set far enough apart to give

the diners at least the illusion of privacy.

Around the edge of the roomthere were half a dozen recessed al coves, |ike the private boxes at

the opera. They were even curtained to give the diners nore privacy. Sonehow Eric wasn't surprised

to be escorted toward one of them R a always traveled first class.

She was waiting for himat the table. Her eyes wi dened slightly as she saw him and Eric sniled to

hi nsel f. He m ght have been Underhill, but time hadn't stood still for him. . . though it seemed

to have for Ria. She was still the worman he'd first spotted in a crowd in L. A --;pale blond hair

cat-green eyes, ruthless nmouth. Whatever injuries she'd suffered fromher coma weren't evident

tonight, and Eric | ooked carefully, his shields warily in place against any magi c--;though the

magi ¢ R a was depl oying was of a far older and nore fascinating sort.

She was wearing a dark-green dress with an ol d-fashioned portrait neckline, with a necklace of

cl oudy green stones around her throat--;jade?--;that only served to accentuate the flaw ess

whi t eness of her skin.

Eric felt his throat close in a purely nmasculine acknow edgenent of her beauty.

She was as fair and fey as the unfading noonlillies that bl oonmed in Underhill

"Satisfied?" she asked, and Eric only just stopped hinself fromblushing. The naitre'd seated him

giving hima nonent to recover

"You've . . . changed," Ria said, favoring himw th a sphinx-like smle

"This is nmy cue to say you haven't. But | know you' ve got a mrror. And | renenber that you hate

peopl e bei ng obvious," Eric said boldly.

"I'measily bored," Ria adnmitted, with a throaty nock-seductive purr in her voice. If you could

put what she had in a bottle, Eric decided, there wouldn't be any reason for anybody to ever be

| onely again.

"So--;wi thout being obvious--;it's good to see you. You're obviously well." He was surprised to

find that, when he spoke them the words were true. Seeing Ria again was like . . . was |ike

havi ng the answer to a question he'd been asking for a very long tinme. "You gave nme quite a start

when | saw you in the audience last night. If you' d called ahead, | woul d ve gotten you tickets."

"You concealed it admirably. Your perfornmance was wonderful. Shall we order? O would you like a

drink first?"

There was a glass of white wine in front of her, in one of those huge tulip-shaped gl asses that

restaurants used for everything from Chardonnay to frozen daiquiris. Eric shook his head.

"Just water for nme, thanks. Evian if they have it."

Ri a rai sed an eyebrow, but nade no comment. She nust have signall ed sonmehow, because a hovering

wai t person instantly appeared to take Eric's drink order and bestow upon both of them| eather-
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backed nenus only slightly smaller than the surface of a coffee table.

"Have you eaten here before?" he asked, scanning the menu. Candl enas seenmed to run to Continental
Fusion fare--;Eric hesitated over the nedallions of venison with kiwi and nmango, smrking faintly.
But what the heck--;if people wanted to put stuff like that in their bodies, at least it was
better than drugs.

"No. My assistant suggested the place. These days, ny idea of dining out is usually takeout at ny
desk. And | don't get to New York that often.”

But you're here now, Ria. Wy?

"There are a lot of good restaurants here," Eric said noncommittally. He decided on the chicken in
bal sanic vinaigrette as being a safe choice, one that wouldn't offer too many surprises. R a would
be surprise enough this evening.

"Ch, | don't deny that New York has its attractions. Sone of the best schools in the world are
here, for exanple."

Eric sipped at his water. If this was Ria's opening ganbit, it was an awfully nild one. They both
al ready knew he was attending Juilliard.

"Yes. | didn't appreciate it nuch the last tine, but | think formal training has a lot to offer
don't you?"

Her eyes widened slightly as she took his double neaning. Wen they'd | ast

clashed, R a was an acconplished sorceress, and Eric barely knew what magi c was.

Now he was a Bard . . . and Ria had al ways been a political animal, raised anid Perenor's
plotting. He didn't know what contacts with the elves she still had . . . or wanted.

In fact, he decided, they'd both changed a great deal. And suddenly it was very inportant to Eric
to know who R a had becone.

"So. Tell ne everything. How are Kayla and Eli zabet ?"

"Well, when last | saw them" Ria said, accepting the change of subject snoothly. "Kayla will be
goi ng away to school, soon. She won't have to worry about tuition--;1'll see to that--;but neither
Eli zabet nor | feel that the child needs a free ride through Iife. And she can't earn her living
as a Heal er.

The nedi cal establishnment doesn't take kindly to people working miracles without a |license. And
Heal ers need a |l ot of downtinme in order to function without burning out, so it isn't likely she's
going to go for an MD."

"Comput er programm ng, maybe? O web-designer?" Eric suggested, thinking of Paul Kern. If anyone
needed a flexible schedule, it was a Guardi an. "Those are both professions with a lot of built-in
privacy. |'ve got a friend who coul d suggest sone good places to study."”

"W nay take you up on that. | know she wants to cone to New York. Says the San Fernando Valley's
too quiet for her tastes."

Eric | aughed, thinking of the scrappy little punkette he'd nmet at the Dunkin Donuts' the norning
of the battle for Elfhanme Sun-Descending. A greater contrast with the stately, dignified Elizabet
could hardly be imagi ned, but Elizabet's apprentice had the true Healer's gift--;as well as nore
street-smarts than anyone Eric had ever known, and a tongue that could strip paint off a wall at
si xty paces.

Now it was Ria's turn to change the subject, and she did, asking Eric about his work at Juilliard.
Eric answered readily enough--;he had nothing to hide in that regard, at least fromRi a, and the
two of them continued sparring verbally all through the neal --;appetizer, salad, entree, and

dessert. Wthout being evasive, Ria didn't talk about anything that really mattered--;Eric
gathered that she was essentially making a tour of her hol dings, reconsolidating her position as
head of Llewell Co after a | ong absence. But that hardly explained her appearance at Juilliard

or her dinner invitation
"I was surprised to see you surface after so long," she finally adnmitted over coffee. Ria's half-
human heritage saved her fromthe poisonous effects of caffeine on her system and Eric had
surprised her once again by ordering coffee hinself. The hit of the unaccustomed caffeine nade his
heart race, giving hima feeling as if he were riding Lady Day down a very |ong straightaway.
"No reason | shouldn't," Eric said. That nmuch was true: the Feds had al ways
really been after Bethie, not himor Kory, and besides, the Eric Banyon they were | ooking for
woul d be ol der than he was by enough years to fool a casual inspection, even if there were anyone

wor ki ng the case who still renmenbered him
Not that he was conpletely convinced they'd been legitinate Feds in the first place. . . . "And as
| said, | had sone business here."

"The music school ."
The next obvious question woul d have been why Eric, with Bardcraft at his command, would even
bot her with sonet hing so nmundane as a Juilliard degree, but Ria didn't ask it. She hadn't asked
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any hard questions at all over the course of dinner, Eric realized. It was as if it were enough
fromher point of view, sinply to be in view, displaying herself.
And it very nearly was. Eric had al nost forgotten how downright desirable Ria was, in a way that

had nothing (well, alnobst nothing) to do with sex. It was alnobst as if she were sonehow real er
than everyone el se. She drew the eye to her automatically, like the focus of a painting.

But what the hell does she WANT?

If she wanted to kill him they wouldn't be sitting here discussing nutual friends. If she wanted

i nformati on, sooner or |later she was going to have to ask sone questions. If she wanted to use him
in sonme way, well, those days were long past, and Eric was pretty sure that she knew it by now.

But she hadn't nmde an excuse and left, so that wasn't it. She was still here, sitting across the

table, regarding himw th that steady gaze with a hint of challenge in it.

The waiter canme with the check, and Ria pulled out her card to pay. Nothing as paltry as a
plati num AnEx for Ria Llewellyn: what she placed on the server tray was an indi go-and- bl ack
Centurion AnEx. The user fees alone for the card were over ten thousand dollars a year, with al
charges due in full at the end of each nonth.

Ckay. Color ne a little inpressed. | knew back in L. A that Llewell Co had noney.

I just didn't think it was quite this nuch. And you know what they say: noney will get you through
tinmes of no nmagic better than magic will get you through tinmes of no noney.

"So |'ma corporate expense?" Eric asked, glancing at the card.

"You might be," R a answered enigmatically. The waiter returned with the charge slip in record
time. Ria signed it, tucked her card back out of sight, and rose to her feet.

"l don't feel we've quite said all we have to say to each other, Eric. Why not cone back to ny
hotel and we can continue this conversation? | pronmise, no harmw |l cone to you."

That's what you said the last tinme, Eric thought, the ghosts of old nenory

stirring. Just then inspiration struck

"I'"ve got a better idea. Wiy don't you come back to my place?" he said, standing in his turn. "I'm
sure you want to see it. And good burglars don't cone cheap these days." Especially once they got
a look at the building' s security system

If he'd expected to enbarrass her, Eric was di sappoi nted. She threw back her head and | aughed--; a
full-throated, joyous laugh--;and sniled at him eyes sparkling.

"Quite right. I'mnot sure what narket price for housebreaking is these days, but |I'msure there
isn't alineitemin ny budget to cover it. Lead on," she added, alnost gaily, |aying her hand on
his arm

The sensation of the contact sent a thrill of heat up his armand straight to his groin. He'd
better stop kidding hinself now R a Llewellyn was still an enornously attractive woman, and she
used that beauty |ike a weapon. Once he woul d have been felled by its effects |like a clubbed seal
He still felt its pull, tenpting him

But things, as they'd both said over the course of the evening, had changed.

It was rising eleven when they left the restaurant. Ria's |inmousine waited patiently at the
corner. When he spotted them the chauffeur junped out from behind the wheel to open the passenger
door for them

The luxury of Underhill was exotic, often strange beyond his inmagi nation, and certainly beyond his
achi evenent here in the Wrld Above. Bardic nmagic and Elven magic fit together |ike gloved hands,
touchi ng, but separate. Eric could reweave the fabric of Reality, open gates between worlds. But
much of Elven magi c was speci es-specific, far beyond his ability and his understandi ng.

This was different.

The door of the car closed behind themwi th the solidity of a bank vault. Eric could snell the

| eather of the seats, the better-than-new car scent of the fine materials, the engineering and
craftsmanship that had gone into the car's construction. And there was nothing magi cal about it.
Al of it was a creation of human hands and minds. It was certainly the nost decadent thing he'd
experi enced since he'd come back to human | ands. The inside of the Rolls was al nbst |ike wal ki ng
into a small room there were fresh flowers in matching crystal vases on the cabin walls, a table,
and a sl eek bul khead panell ed i n mahogany burl, fromwhich junpseats could be fol ded down. There
was enough floor space for two people to lie full-length--;though as he settled into the deep
bench seat, Eric thought there was plenty of roomhere, too, for the kind of things Ria's presence
made hi mthi nk about.

Ria settled into her seat and | eaned forward to tap at the black glass partition separating them
fromthe driver as soon as Eric was settled. They'd picked up their coats at the door, though in
Ria's case the coat was a deep-hooded evening cloak, lined in satin the color of the dawmn. As she
nmoved, it fell open. The novenent did interesting things to that portrait neckline. The car noved
of f, sleek and powerful. Eric could feel the vibration of the engine in his bones.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (78 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:14 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

"Shall | tell himthe address, or would you like to?" Ri a asked nischievously.

"The intercombutton is right there, in the wall."

Eric pressed the button and gave his address. The powerful car swept uptown through the rain-
slicked streets.

* * %

The cl ouds had broken by the tine they arrived at Guardi an House, and the tenperature had dropped
several degrees, prom sing snow before norning, though at this tinme of year the flurries should
melt by noon. Eric shivered as he got out of the car. He watched as Ri a | ooked around, nentally
assessing the desirability of the neighborhood with a cold realtor's gaze. Watever answer she
came up with, it seenmed to please her

"You've noved up in the world, Eric."

"Yeah, well, nothing ever stays the same. What about your car?"

She turned back to the chauffeur, still standing alertly beside the car. "He'll wait."

She turned back to Eric. He only hoped Ria wasn't going to be back on the street again in the next
ten seconds. He had no real idea of how Guardi an House woul d respond to one of the half-elven
especially one of R a's anbiguous |oyalties.

But isn't that what you brought her here to find out?

It was, of course, but it had just now occurred to himthat anything that would rouse G eystone

woul d probably land the Guardians in his lap as well, and with all they had to worry about right
now, they probably wouldn't be grateful for the interruption. He wasn't | ooking forward to the
expl anations he'd have to nake if it came to that. Still, it's always easier to get forgiveness

than perm ssion.

He tapped out the entry code on the front door and ushered Ri a through the | obby.

She was silent on the ride up, but it didn't take Bardic nagic to see that R a was thinking
furiously. Eric wondered if he'd ever know the real reason she'd wanted to track hi mdown, and

t hought he woul dn't. They had one new thing in comon, though. Each of them was having to adjust
to a world they'd been away fromfor several years. He wondered if the new nillenniumwas as much
of a shock to Ria as it sonetinmes was to him

"Very nice," R a said, |ooking around the hushed and carpeted corridor that led to Eric's
apartnment. "No wonder O aire thought you nust be sone kind of Mafia drug lord."

"I like it," Eric said, refusing to take the bait she so tenptingly dangl ed. He punched the
keycode to unlock his door. "Enter freely and of your own will."

In the living room R a swirled off her cloak with a practiced gesture and laid it over the back
of the couch, making Eric glad he'd gone to the trouble of cleaning the place up before he left.
He was really going to have to see about that house-brownie, though

"Here, let nme hang that up for you," Eric said, picking it up. He wal ked through to the bedroomto
hang up her cloak and his coat. The unnade bed, still runpled fromhis nightmare, invited his

t hought s down pat hways he'd rather not take just now, thank you very nmuch. He realized he was
tense, waiting for Guardi an House to sound an alarm though surely if it had been going to, it
woul d have done it already. Ria's presence didn't seemto even be a blip on its psychic radar
Figures. If | can't figure out what she's up to, what chance does a buil di ng have?

He cane back out to find Ria inspecting his CD collection

"You must have bought out the store," she commented, turning to him

"Pretty much,"” Eric agreed. "l've got to say, these things are a lot easier to store than vinyl."
"Cheaper to produce, too," R a agreed. "And when the cost cones down, a lot of nusic that was
mar gi nal before has the chance to get out there and find its audi ence.”

Trust Rlato find a way to think of everything in economic terns, Eric thought with an inward
grin.

"I prom sed you coffee. WIIl espresso do? |I've got one of those fancy nachi nes.

It was a housewarning present. It even works nost of the time."

Ria smled with what seenmed |ike genuine warnth. "Then you're nore technol ogi cally advanced than
am |f | didn't have Jonathan to nake the coffee, I'd go into caffeine wthdrawal."

She followed himinto the tiny kitchen, where Eric navigated the intricacies of the bright-orange
Italian espresso naker Caity had gi ven hi mw thout too nuch

difficulty. Ria's presence--;her warnth, her perfunme--;were even nore distracting in this smal
inti mate space

Is she coming on to nme? Unbidden tactile nenories rose up strongly in Eric's mnd. He controlled
his blush with an effort. O is she just trying to get ne so aroused I'll stop thinking? To cover
his monentary confusion, he grabbed a tray fromthe shelf and arranged a box of assorted biscotti
on a plate. Wen the espresso had brewed, he drew off two cups and carried the tray back out into
the living room

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (79 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:14 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

"So why don't you tell ne what you're really doing here?" Eric said bluntly, once they were both
seated. He didn't expect her to tell him but his question should bring the answers to the surface
of her mnd for Greystone to read

"You invited me," Ria pointed out, sipping her espresso. She nibbled delicately at a biscotti with
sharp white teeth. "And frankly, isn't that question the least bit insulting? Next you'll be
offering to | eave the noney on the dresser."

Eric grinned in spite of hinself at her bold words. The best defense is always a good attack. "I
don't think it's an unreasonabl e question, given who we both are," Eric responded. "W didn't part
on the best of terns.”

"That was ny fault, | suppose,” Ria said graciously. "I"mnot the nobst trusting person in the
worl d. And you frightened ne. It doesn't hurt to adnmt that. My father has--; had--; many powerfu
enem es. | thought you m ght be one of them"

"But Perenor's dead."

Ria inclined her head. "But the el venkind has |long nmenories. | sought you out because | was
certain it was only a matter of tinme before you did the sane to ne. | have no interest in taking
up ny late father's feuds . . . but I will defend nyself."

Was that a warning or a threat?

"I haven't got any quarrel with you, Ria." As he said the words, Eric knew they were true. "I cane
back to finish at Juilliard. That's all. So I'mstill asking:

why are you here?"

She wasn't convi nced--; he could see that in her expression. But would he have been convinced if he
was the one who'd been raised amd a Sidhelord' s intrigues?

Ria's entire existence, her magical training, had been shaped to one end, to nake her into a
living battery fromwhich Perenor could draw power at will. That didn't nmake for a trusting

nat ure.

"Tell me who trained you in Bardcraft. Tell me he didn't send you back into the world of Men to
kill nme," Ria said in a |low intense voice.

"Dharinel?" Eric said in surprise. Dharinel disliked hunmans and despi sed the half-blood, it was
true, but his contenmpt was neted out with a fine evenhandedness. It would be conpletely beneath
his dignity as Magus Major and Elven Bard of Elfhame Msthold to acknow edge any particul ar human
enough to want to destroy them

Ria was about to reply when there was a scrabbling on the fire escape. She set down her cup

qui ckly, and glanced fromEric to the wi ndow behind her

The sash raised, and Greystone clinbed down into the room R a got slowy to her feet, staring at
t he gargoyl e.

"She's okay, boyo," Greystone said to Eric. "I adnmit | had ne doubts about you bringing her here

an' all, but t'is copacetic. She's levelling with you, |addybuck."
* * %

Ria stared down at the squat, m sshapen creature in speechless shock. It had a fanged doglike face
and curling horns. Its arns were long and apelike, and its hindquarters like a satyr's, right down
to the cloven hooves. Great bat wings lay against its back like furled unbrellas. And despite the

fact that it lived and noved and tal ked, it seenmed to be nade of solid stone.

"So," she heard it say, "how d your night out go? O should | say going? Any o' that high-powered

coffee left? It's a cold night out, and no mistake. | could use a wee bit of ajolt."
"Sure," Eric answered easily. "I'Il get you a cup. Ria, this is Geystone.
Greystone, neet Ria Llewellyn. I've told you about her."

Wth a distant part of her nmind, R a registered that Eric seened to be on very good terns with
this creature--;and that he had brought her to it as a sort of test. She found it hard to be angry
with Eric for showi ng such caution. She'd been wary herself.

She stood perfectly still as the gargoyle waddl ed up to her. Though if it could stand conpletely
upright it mght be as tall as she was, its crouched position made it several inches shorter
"You' ve nothin' to fear fromne, Blondie. As for neself, there's nore things in heaven an' earth,
as |'msure you know," G eystone said, and wi nked at her

"I"'mfinding that out," Ria said |levelly.

Eric returned fromthe kitchen with a nug of espresso and handed it to G eystone. The gargoyle
slurped it down with evident relish, then reached out a long siman armto grab a handful of

bi scotti. The talons on its fingertips would have done credit to an eagle with their sharpness,
for all that they seenmed to be made of stone. It set the enpty cup down on the table, and, stil
clutching the handful of cookies, headed for the w ndow once nore.

"Well, 1've gotta be going. No rest for the wicked, an' all that. You kids behave yoursel ves,
now." He favored both of themw th one last toothy grin and nade his exit, closing the w ndow
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careful Iy behind him
Eric was | ooking at her, obviously waiting for her reaction.

"Well," R a finally managed. "l see you still have interesting friends."
Eric laughed. "I seemto have a knack for that."

Cautiously they both sat down once nore.

"So . . ." Rasaid finally, returning to the earlier conversation. "Master

Dhari nel trained you?"

"Even he had to adnit that everybody was better off if | knew how to use what | had. But he didn't
send ne after you, Ria. | swear it. | don't think nost of the elves really care one way or the

ot her about you now that Perenor's dead."

"I hope you're right. But | do know that your friends blame me for a | ot of what happened at Sun-
Descending and the Fairegrove . . . Beth Kentraine, for exanple?"

She knew she was fishing now, but if Claire MacLaren's Pl report hadn't mentioned talking
gargoyles, it was even less likely to have included nmention of elves and their friends. Beth
Kentrai ne was not sonebody she wanted to have appear unexpectedly in her life. Fromwhat Ri a
renenbered, Kentraine had a fiery tenper and a wi cked right cross.

"Ch, you won't be seeing her. She and Kory nostly live Underhill these days.
It's not like they'd be dropping by unexpectedly. We're still close, but it's . . . not like it
was. "

When to scratch one of the three of you made the other two bleed, Ria finished silently. The way
Eric spoke of them-;as a couple--;made Ria cheer inwardly. So little Bethie had thrown her lot in
with the elven | over, had she? That was the best news Ria’'d had in a long tine.

"l suppose | ought to offer ny condol ences,"” R a said politely. "Or . . . not?"

"Not," Eric said cheerfully. "Things just worked out the way they had to. The only thing is .

I'"d like to be able to think of some way to hel p them out.

Because they want kids, and--;with elves and humans--;it's hard to arrange. | don't know if |
ought to be asking you this, but . . . do you know anything that could hel p? Some kind of spell or
megic, | nean. | nean, you're here.”

Hal f- Bl ood children were incredibly rare occurrences between Sidhe and nortal kin. In nost cases
the unfortunate children were ostracized by their

father's and nother's people both, so perhaps it was a blessing that such hal f-Bl ood children
rarely inherited the imortality of their elven parent.

Immortality had been the bribe Perenor had held out to his half-breed daughter, but lately R a had

come to wonder if he had neant to give it to her as a blessing . . . or as a curse? She shook her
head sl owy.
"Not in the way you nean, | think. Believe me, Eric. What Perenor did to create ne is nothing your

friends would ever want any part of," Ria said with quiet intensity. "It nearly killed my nother.
It did drive her mad. And it cost the lives of several other people--;he drained their essences to
fuel his magic."

Eric sat back, a look of surprise and, oddly, pity on his face. "That's a helluva thing to have to
live with. To know you're here only because a bunch of other people gave their lives--;or had them
taken away."

"Survivor's guilt, they call it," Ria said with a crooked smle. "It's not the only way, of
course, just the quickest and easiest if you have no conscience and no scruples. If you'd I|ike,
though, I'Il see what | can find about the other nmethods. | am uni quely placed for that kind of
research.” And we'll see whether the high and mghty Beth Kentraine is willing to |l et bygones be
bygones if | can offer her her heart's desire on a silver tray.

"I''d like that," Eric said. "I"'msorry | was so hard on you before. "

"But you didn't trust nme. And considering how we parted, you had every rlght not to. That wasn't
one of ny best calls, Eric. If I'd been thinking clearly, |I would have realized it at the tinme. |

shoul d have trusted what | knew of you. If you were out to get soneone, you wouldn't pretend to be
their friend first."

She could tell by his expression that he knew she was telling himthe truth.

Trut h-sense was one of the oldest of the Bardic gifts; she supposed she'd just been |ucky he
hadn't developed it the last tinme they'd net.

"I's that all we were? Friends?" Eric asked. "Funny, but | remenber the

rel ati onship as being sonewhat . . . warner."

This is noving a little too fast for me. Ria got to her feet. "And it might be again. | won't lie
to you, Eric. As a boy you were pretty. As a nan you're devastating. But | think that right now
it'stime for me to go."

He | ooked di sappoi nted--; her pride was grateful for that--;but got to his feet w thout conplaint.

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (81 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:14 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

"I'Il get your cape."

* * %

Eric wal ked her to the curb and the waiting Rolls. The chauffeur opened the passenger door and
stood waiting like a well-oiled automaton.

Eric opened his nouth to speak, and Ria touched himlightly on the Iips with her fingers. "I'll be
in New York for several nore days. There's no hurry. | hope we can see each other again. |1'd |ike
to get to know you."

And before Eric could assenble an answer to that, Ria had stepped into the car, and it was noving
silently away.

* * %

There was soneone standing outside his apartment door when Eric got back

upstairs.

"Toni ?"

The Lati na worman spun around when she heard him "Bl essed saints! Greystone said you were here,
but I called and no one answered, so | cane up."

Must be pretty inportant. She | ooks kind of worried.

"I was just walking a friend out. Do you want to cone inside?"

"No. | nean, |I'd like you to cone outside. W've . . . found sonething, and none of us has seen
anything like it before. Jimme said--; So | thought . . . you've had a certain anount of
experience in this sort of thing, and I was hoping | could get you to conme take a | ook. Maybe it's
. what you were tal king about."

Christ, | hope not! Eric thought fervently.

"Sure," Eric said. "Just let ne get ny coat and I'll be right with you. Do | have tine to change?"
For the first tine Toni seened to notice what he was wearing. A slow smle crossed her face.
"Sure. W wouldn't want to scare the Ungodly with your great beauty. Heavy date toni ght, eh?"
"You might say," Eric said with a snile.

* * %

He dressed quickly in sweater, jeans, |eather jacket and boots. He hesitated, then picked up his
flute case and swung it over his shoulder. Toni hadn't said what she wanted himto | ook at, but if
it was capable of spooking a Guardian, he wanted to go | oaded for bear

Toni's Toyota was waiting on the street--;a side benefit of Guardi anship seened to be never

| acking for a parking space--;and in a few noments they were novi ng.

Toni Hernandez drove |ike a New York cabbie, zipping into spaces al nnst before they opened,
weavi ng through a deadly dance with the fleet of trucks that took over the New York streets after-
hours. The traffic lightened as they headed east, and Eric realized they were going toward Centra
Par k.

"Want to tell me what's going on?" Eric asked, catching his breath after one particularly

spect acul ar maneuver. She drives the way Bethie does--;or did.

"Not really. | think we'd rather see what you cone up with on your own. Paul and Jimie are

al ready there."

The park was closed to street traffic at this time of night, and the gates were down across the
road. Toni swerved into a parking space right outside and bounced out of the car before Eric had
fini shed unbuckling his seat belt.

"I'mafraid it's a bit of a hike fromhere," she said. "Good thing you changed your shoes."

* * %

He felt it long before he reached the spot where Jimm e and Paul were standing.

Ji mm e Youngbl ood was in her uniform | ooking shuttered and forbidding, hand on her gun, though
her expression lightened with something like relief when she saw him Paul |ooked |ike an escaped
uni versity professor, Norfolk tweed jacket with | eather el bow patches and all. Eric al nost
expected himto pull out a pipe and light it.

The stench of magic was everywhere, a sort of pal pable wongness that nade his hair stand on end
Eric's steps slowed as he approached the Guardians. Qutside of a few burned patches on the grass
there wasn't nuch to see with normal vision. Eric stopped where he was, closed his eyes, and

| ooked agai n.

He could see it now A sketchy shape in the air, as though the night was a different color here.
He turned slowy around in a circle, trying to pin it down further. He felt a chill that had
nothing to do with winter, and a crawing feeling along his spine.

"You already know this is magic, right?" he said at last, trying for a light tone in the mdst of
this incredi ble wongness.

"Ah, but what kind of magic?" Paul asked, as if this were just sone sort of

acadeni c exercise
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"I told you before how a | ot of people've gone missing in the |ast couple of days, Eric," Jimie
said. "People you wouldn't ordinarily mss, except that so damm many of them are just dropping out
of sight. O turning up dead. What we need to knowis, is this a part of that?"
Yes, there was death here, and pain, and darkness. Eric thought again of the bonewood and goblin
tower of his dream
"This feels |like Unsel eighe Sidhe," he said reluctantly. "M nd, |'ve never had any direct contact
with them but it's Sidhe magic, but twisted, so | suppose that's what it feels like. . . ." He
hesitated before saying nore. "And there's a |l ot of death here. Human death. Beyond that "
His voice trailed off again.
"So what you told ne about really is happening,"” Jinmme said unhappily. "But why? And how,
especially here? Don't the Dark Elves have to follow the sane rules as the Light?"
"They've got the sanme linmtations," Eric agreed. The taint of inside-out nmagic was starting to
make his head hurt. "But | kind of think the Unsel eighe Sidhe would like the City, if they could
stand to be here."

"Can you tell what kind of working this is?" Jinmm e asked urgently. "Its

pur pose?"

"I't's a Gateway," Eric answered slowy. "It isn't finished. If nobody nesses with it for a few
days it'll probably fade away. But soneone was here--;an el f-mage or another human Bard--;trying
to open a Gateway between Underhill and the world."

He expl ai ned what he coul d about Nexuses--; how they gave el venkind a way to tap the power of
Underhill that was life itself to them how nmany of the Elven Court, especially the Lesser Sidhe,

could not survive away froma Nexus, and that even the H gh Elves needed frequent access to one in
order to replenish their nmagic. And that soneone, apparently, was buil ding one here.

"Well, that's sonmething to go on with, anyway," Jimie said when he was finished tal king. She
shook her head. "Now we just have to figure out what to do about it. | wonder what you bait Sidhe-
traps with?"

"Power," Eric said bleakly. "At least in this case. Not your kind, though

That's at |least partly learned, |I'm guessing, and pretty well shielded. He isn't really interested
inthat. He wants the raw stuff, the innate Gft sone people are born with and don't know they
have. "

"Well, that's a relief," Paul said dourly, then forced hinself to smle. "At |east we know nore
than we did before. Thanks for com ng out on such short notice, Eric."

"Why don't you let me get rid of it for you?" Eric offered, reaching for his flute.

"No!" Paul and Jinm e spoke at once. There was real pain on Jimie's face--;and nore. Fear. He
renenbered their conversation at the bakery: |If anybody takes a bullet, it should be ne.

Was that what she was worrying about? Hi n?

Paul held up a hand. "No, that's okay. Now that we know what it is, we can keep an eye on it. It's
nmore inmportant to stop who's doing it rather than scare themoff."

If you think you can scare off the Unsel ei ghe Sidhe, you haven't nmet nmany of them Eric thought.

"I still think I should--;"

"Crmon, Eric. I'll drive you hone," Toni said briskly, taking charge of the situation before it
could degenerate into an argunent. "Paul, you want a |ift?"

"No," Paul said. "I think I'll stay out here a little while. You two go on ahead. Jinmie can drop
me when she heads back to the station house."

"I still think I ought to do sonething about it," Eric said. Mst people wouldn't notice anything

out of the ordinary here, but anybody with any anmount of Talent would have a natural aversion to
the place. Or an attraction to it. . . .

“I"'mnot bringing any nore civilians onto the fire-line. Do what your friends told you, Eric. Stay
out of this one, for your own sake," Jimmie said urgently.

There was a world of pain--;and bitter self-recrimnation--;in Jimie's voice, and Toni was
hovering over himas if she were about to pick himup and carry him Reluctantly, Eric allowed
hinmself to be led back to the car. He couldn't force his help on themif they didn't want to
accept it, and Dharinel had all but ordered himto stay uninvolved. He |l et hinself be | ed out of
the park and deposited back on his own doorstep after another hair-raising ride in the Toyota.
But the sense of unfinished business, |layered on top of the unsettling evening with R a, nade
sleep particularly hard to find that night.

El GHT: THE G TY OF DREADFUL NI GHT

Chesl ey Kurland did not believe in mracles, even though he was hol ding one in his hands right
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now. Free sanples. Hell, he hadn't seen anything like that since the Sixties, and unlike nost of
the crowd on the streets these days, Chesley had been there for the Sunmer of Love and retained
fond nmenories of it today. As dark and grey and unfriendly as the world had gotten, there were
times when the nenories were all that kept hi m going.

Chesl ey made his living as a free-lance nmechanic. He could repair any kind of engine, the nore
conplicated the better. Anything nmechanical just talked to him always had, the same way sone
peopl e knew what horses wanted just by |ooking. He was a nman of no fixed address, and currently
lived in the back of an old Ford van parked in the back of Ralph's Niteow Garage up in |Inwood.
Ral ph paid himin cash, and Chesley liked to say that he was taking his retirenment in
installnents, a line froman old book that he'd particularly Iiked.

Earlier this evening he'd been hangi ng out down at the ol d Peacock Coffeehouse on the edge of the
Village, and this dude who | ooked |ike he'd wandered out of the last Term nator novie had nmade the
scene, offering little bundles of joy to anyone with a sense of adventure. And if there was one
thing Chesley still had, it was a sense of adventure.

The garage was fairly quiet as he wal ked across the floor. Despite the optinmsmof its nanme, there
wasn't often enough work to occupy a full crew 24/7, and tonight was one of those tinmes. He saw no
one as he nade his way to the van and clinbed in through the back

Most of all, he didn't see the deal er who had been offering free sanmples, and who now st ood
conceal ed in the shadows with another man beside him both of them watching Chesley as he clinbed
into his nobile hone.

I nside the van was everything Chesley needed in this world: a nmattress to sleep on, his tool case,
hi s stashbox, and a towering blue glass bong. You could buy themon Main Street in the bad old
days, Chesley renenbered. Wat had happened to the world since he was a kid? It seened as if al

the joy were slowy draining away fromeverything, |ike sonebody'd pulled out the plug in the
Bat htub of the World. Well, in a few nonents they'd see if nodern chem stry was there to neet the
chal | enge.

Sitting cross-1egged on the floor, he prepared the bong for use with the ease of |long practice. He
filled the upper half of the pipe with bottled water and packed the bow w th pipe tobacco and
slivers shaved froma bl ock of Turkish Blonde. Over that, he sprinkled the contents of the little
packet. The powder glistened brightly, like a fresh fall of Vernont snow "T-Stroke." That was
what the guy at the Peacock had called it. Well, the proof was in the snoking, he'd always said.
When the m xture was snol dering brightly, Chesley picked up the nout hpi ece and took a deep drag.

* * %

The iron all around himmade his skin craw and put himin a foul tenper, but Aerune was not to be
deterred fromhis quest. He had chosen to follow the chief of the underlings that bore the

Bar dnmaki ng elixir hinmself, and watched as the humans succunmbed to its lure one by one. Two so far
toni ght had not died i mediately nor nmanifested the insensate fury that not even Aerune could
shape to his own purposes. But he had not been quick enough to seize either of them and so they
had both been spirited away by his great enemny.

It had puzzled himfor a short while why these nmen wasted their tinme giving their elixir to so
many who would sinply die, until he realized that he could see what they could not--;the blue
light, so feeble as to be nearly invisible, that crowned those who possessed gifts that coul d be
aroused by the elixir. That faint flane burned above the head of the grey-haired nortal whom he
had foll owed here, and Aerune was deternined that the nortal men should not have this prize.

To his elf-sight, the corners of the garage were not dark, and he could plainly see the two nen
lurking there. From Urla's thoughts, he recogni zed one of themas the man in the black chariot who
had first stolen Urla's prey.

"There is your quarry, ny fine hunter," Aerune said softly, his fingers brushing the redcap's
head. "Take himas you will."

Just then there was a flash of the blue light invisible to nortals fromw thin the van, and the
sharp ears of the Unsel eighe Sidhe heard a stifled cry.

Ula darted forward, its long arns swinging, lips spread in a toothy grin. It bounced toward its
victim its expression vacuous and innocent.
"What the hell? You--; Kid--; Get outta heeeere--;!" one of the nen shouted.

Aerune turned away. There was a sound of gunfire. The nman's words faded into a screamas Ul a
seized him

Aerune hesitated at the door of the van. A nodern car woul d not have given himnearly as nuch
trouble, but the old van's panels were of heavy sheet steel, perilous to touch. He would have no
nore than a nonent's grace, he knew, before the surviving nortal mnion was upon him

Aerune grasped the door handle and wenched it fromits hinges with i nhuman strength. His
gaunt | ets snoked as they touched Cold Iron, but they were dwarf-forged, and his skin did not burn
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Wthin the fetid kennel lay the prize he sought--;a skinny, unlovely nortal man, his face
distorted with the ravages of age. The dark lord seized him lips drawn back in a snarl of

di staste, and flung the human over his shoulder. H's elvensteed was waiting in the street outside.
Wth one | eap, Aerune gained the saddl e and gal |l oped away, toward the place he had chosen for his
Nexus.

M chael knew he was in trouble. He and Keith had foll owed Geezerboy back to this chop shop from

t he cof f eehouse where Keith had been doing his candyman

imtation. The two guys who were there--;waiting for tonight's shipnent of Gone In Sixty Seconds,
M chael had no doubt--;had been easily persuaded to go in the closet and stay there, and the decks
were clear for a sweet little

snat ch- and-grab. They'd been about to make their nove when everything went wonky. Sone kid
wandered in from sonewhere and nade a beeline toward Keith.

Only it wasn't a kid. It was . . . sonething else. It'd bitten Keith's throat open with one chonp.
It bathed in his blood, and it laughed, a high terrible sound Iike broken glass on a bl ackboard.
M chael had enptied half his Qock into it with no effect, though he knew the Tefl on-coated
bullets hit it.

Then he saw t he ot her guy.

Tall. Dark like Darth Vader was dark. Menace radiating off himlike chill off a chunk of dry ice
And M chael had made a conmmand deci sion, right then and there.

He'd run for his Iife. Qut the side door, up the hill onto Riverside, yelping at every shadow.

But he wasn't foll owed.

H s hands shook as he got his Star-Tac open and dialled the private nunber they'd been given for
ener genci es.

"Boss? Boss! We've got a situation here--;"

* * %

It was not nuch of a greenwood, but it was all these nortal drones deserved.

Aerune reined in and dropped his burden ungently to the ground before vaulting down hinself. A
nmorment | ater he crouched on the turf beside the nortal

The hunman creature twitched and nuttered, still caught in a web of the elixir's spinning. Aerune
coul d see the ninbus of power grow brighter around himas the tiny guttering spark of the human's
innate magi c grew and fl owered under the effect of the draught he had i nbi bed.

Here is power indeed. Aerune basked in its presence as the nortal mght bask in the warnth of a
fire. It purged the Sidhe's cold bones of the ache of Cold Iron all around him and fed Aerune's
resolve with the siren song of power ripe for the taking.

It was a sinple thing for one of the Dark Court to drain the vital essence of a nortal, though few
of them had enough Power to make it worthwhile. This one was different. Aerune bent his head | ow
and sealed the nortal's doomw th a kiss.

Spin for me, little Singer. Wave the web of your race's doom
The veil between the worlds began to thin, and the lattice that woul d anchor Aerune's Nexus began
to take shape on the midnight air. First the pattern nust be conpleted, then the veil itself

pi erced, and then Aerune and his Court would be able to call up the power of Elfhane into the
Wrld of Iron with no nore than a thought. The power poured through himfromits norta

wel | spring: intoxicating, vast.

And then it stopped.

Aerune roared his displeasure, turning on the nortal in a fury. But the nan was dead beneath his
hands, his body wasted away, his skin and bones crackling |ike a handful of autumm | eaves in
Aerune's grip.

Dead. And of no nore use to ne, Aerune realized, choking back his rage. The nortal alchenmst's
elixir gave them access to their Power, he realized, but no way to replenish it from Underhill's
eternal wellspring, and so they burned out quickly, their bodies feeding on their own life-force
The ghost of the Gateway, |ess than a shimer on the winter air even to Aerune's Sight, nocked him
with its inconpletion. But there are others. They are nmne of right, and | will have them Aerete,
bel oved, soon they will repay your death in the last full neasure!

He whistled for his mount and was away again, in a clatter of hoofbeats so swift they sounded |ike
one long drumroll

* * %

Four of the containment cells in the underground warren at Threshold were full

It had been a busy--;and potentially profitable--;Saturday night, and Jeanette felt an excitenent
that had little to do with Robert's glorious future.

Her drug was working. Not as well as she'd hoped, but working. She'd tweaked the |ast batch a
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little, hoping to shorten the tinme the subjects spent unconscious, and that yielded a kind of
sorting mechanism N nety percent of those who received T-Stroke still died, two-thirds of them
instantly. The thirty percent of the Survivors that were going to mani fest berserker rage canme up
out of the drug within mnutes. But the ones who were going to mani fest some kind of useful Talent
sl ept for an hour or so, and Jeanette had deci ded that the deep sleep was necessary to allow the
neural pathways for handling the Gft to be reconfigured without the interference of outside

sti mul us.

And we have four: telepathy, teleportation, psychokinesis, and | wonder what

this one is going to be?

Intently, she watched the nonitors for the containnent cells. The tel epath, Vicky Mon, had been
the first to awaken, screanming at the voices inside her head and begging themto stop. Jeanette
had her lightly sedated, and at |east the scream ng had stopped, though she doubted the voices
had. The PK and the teleport--;Plunrer and Langford--;were |ess trouble. Langford had gotten out
of his cell four times before they figured out what he could do, but he hadn't been able to 'port
far and the effort had | eft himexhausted. He was sl eeping now, no action there.

Jeanette watched in fascination as Plumer played with the test objects in her cell, a set of
child' s building blocks. Lost in a world of her own inmagination, the PK talent nmade the brightly-
col ored cubes swoop and dance through the air like a flock of strange butterflies, perfectly
content.

The al arm began to beep as the fourth subject returned to consci ousness, and Jeanette waited to
see what he'd do, her mind wandering over the evening' s harvest. Four, out of how many doses
handed out in Soho and the East Village tonight? At |east two hundred, and even assum ng the
sweepers mssed half of them there should be ten bodies down here in the cells, not four. She
knew she'd been generalizing frompitifully inadequate data--;was her viability rate closer to 5%
t han 10%

O were the others going . . . somewhere el se?

Just then a screamriveted her attention on Cell Four, and Jeanette uttered a startled yel p of

di shelief at what the nonitors showed her.

There were things in the cell with Hancock. Coiling, horrible, inpossible things. Things that
glowed with their own light. Things that dripped bl ood.

Thi ngs that nobaned and newed in the voices of tortured children, pressing up against the door and
beginning to flow under it as if they had no bones.

Jeanette's heart hamered in terror, and for a nonment all she could think of was flight. But
wherever she ran, these things would find her, find her and hurt her, hurt her, hurt her.

Unabl e to tear her eyes fromthe screen, Jeanette funbled for the row of covered buttons,
scrabbling blindly to rel ease the safety cover. Mre of the things were sliding under the door
now, creeping and slithering down the corridor, drooling blood and pus and other, |ess naneable
fluids. They twittered Iike birds and nmewed like kittens, and sone of them were speaki ng words
that in moments she was terrified she would begin to understand. Please, God, | have to be right
about this, please, please, please.

The guard at the end of the corridor saw thenltoo H s eyes bulged with disbelieving terror, and
he dragged at his sidearm firing wildly and without effect into the nass of nightnmare noving
toward himas he screamed for mnercy.

She found the button for Cell Four and stabbed down at it hard enough to break a nail. The display
above it turned fromgreen to red and began to flash; she could see it pul se out of the corner of
her eye.

The guard in the corridor shot hinself just before the first of the things

reached him

And then the gas with which Jeanette had fl ooded Hancock's cell did its work.

Hancock slunped to the floor, unconscious, and all the nightnmares began to fade away.

I was right. Ch, thank God, | was right. Jeanette blinked back tears, furious

wi th her own weakness as the crippling terror receded. An illusionist, that was all. Some kind of
mental projections, and a really sick nind behind them all

She turned and picked up a handset on one of the other consol es. She needed to clear her throat
several times before it would work. "Housekeeping. This is Canpbell. | need you down on Leve
Three to pick up a body. And send Beirkoff down with some euphorics--;strong ones." | want Hancock
t hi nki ng about nothing but white fleecy clouds and little pink bunnies until the T-Stroke has worn
of f.

"What are you doi ng here?" Robert demanded abruptly from behind her
Jeanette spun her chair around with a strangled shriek, her nerves still raw fromthe brush with

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (86 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:14 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

Hancock's mi nd.

"My job, Robert," she said in a harsh voice. "W've got three usables fromtonight's trials. Cell
Four's no good unless you want to drop himbehind eneny lines to drive the bad guys mad. |'m
wondering if nmy original nodel is off, though. There should be at |east a dozen nore Talents from
toni ght's sweep."

Robert grimaced in inpatience. "That's what I"'mtrying to tell you, you stupid bitch. Mchael just
called in. There's someone--;sonething--;out there that's stealing our Talents."

H s words dovetailed so neatly with her earlier thoughts that Jeanette was startled. "Wat? How?"
| barely know about this project--;how can anyone el se have figured it out so fast? Not to mention
pi cking off the Survivors with that kind of accuracy.

"I don't know and | don't care," Robert snarled. "What | do knowis, we're going to catch the
bastard and nake him sorrier than he's ever been in his life. Cone on."

* * %

Havi ng touched one such Enpowered |ife, Aerune knew the scent of his prey now.

He whistled up his pack of red-eared, red-eyed hounds, and set themon the hunt.

Wth each of the Crowned Ones he found and took, his wath increased, for the power in each of
themflickered and guttered in nonents, its nortal vehicle consuned by the body's own fires before
the work of building the Gateway to anchor the Nexus could be well begun. Each desiccated shel
Aerune cast aside with the others, filled with a ravening lust for victory, now that victory
seemed so close. The night had been long and its rewards neager. It was nearing dawn now, and in
hi s di mi ni shed condition, the |light of the sun was as much the Unsel ei ghe Sidhe's eneny as Cold

I ron was.

But there was tine enough to take one nore of the Crowned Ones tonight before retiring to plan his
assault upon the stronghold fromwhich that power fl owed.

H s hounds took the scent and began to give tongue. In the sleeping city around him aninmals and
even insects fled in terror, and the pent-up hounds of the nortals barked and howed in a frenzy
of helpless terror at the presence of their ancient enemy. But no nortal could see him as he rode,
unl ess he wished it.

Sonewher e ahead, Aerune sensed several of the Crowned Ones gathered together, but saw only one.
Hi s prey sat alone upon a bench in one of the city's many open spaces, his head bowed in sleep or
subni ssion. Aerune whistled his dogs to his side, and disnmounted fromhis el vensteed, dropping his
cl oak of confusion and shadow. He stepped forward.

And all the world was filled with blinding |ight.

"Freeze, bastard! W' ve got you covered!" a nortal voice ordered.

Wio dares to conmand the Lord of Death and Pain?

* * %

Ch, ny God, Jeanette thought nunbly.

Caught in the blaze of the handheld searchlights was sonething off the cover of one of the books
she'd read in high school

He was tall and slender, with skin as white as an Anne Rice vanpire's. He was wearing sone kind of
medi eval costune--;black chain mail and plate arnor that glinted |ike hematite, and his |ong bl ack
hair was held back by a silver circlet that plainly revealed a pair of |ong pointed ears. He

| ooked |i ke Frank Langella done up as a Vulcan in a really bad nood.

"Moon!" She pinched the arm of the handcuffed wonan standi ng at her side. "Read

his mnd!' Now "

The girl whinpered. Jeanette sl apped her, hard.

"Aerune. His nane is Aerune. He's--;" Moon broke off, nmpaning. "It hurts!"

"Do it, or I'lIl lock you in Bellevue and give you sonething to whine about!"

Jeanette snarled. Moon cringed away from her anger. "The Lord of Death and

Pai n," she noaned.

"You!" Robert strode through the ring of arned nmen toward the . . . elf.

Jeanette watched himin horror. Robert had been so convinced that it was the

Feds who were hijacking their project that the stranger's exotic appearance didn't even slow him
down. "Who are you, and just what the hell do you think you' re doing here?"

The stranger--; Aerune--;drew hinself up to his full height. Hs black cloak billowed in the w nd.
"I amthe Lord Aerune mac Audel ai ne of the Dark Court, and this man is mne

Contest with ne at your peril, nortal lordling."

He turned his back on Robert, and reached for Hancock again

Jeanette saw the glitter of the .45 in Robert's hand and stifled a cry of warning, though she
wasn't conpletely sure who she wanted to warn. Robert janmed the barrel into Aerune's back, and
even from where she was, Jeanette could see a curl of snoke rise up from Aerune's cloak, as if the
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pi stol barrel were red-hot.

"I't burns! It burns!"” Mon cried, as Aerune whirled around with a roar, his face twisted in an
i nhuman mask of fury. He | ashed out at Robert with a backhand bl ow.

"You will pay dearly for that insult!" he snarled in a voice |like broken nusic.

Robert junped back, nmotioning his troops forward to deal with the intruder

But Aerune wasn't there.

"Fan out! Find him" Robert shouted, sounding too furious to be rattled. "I want himalive!"
You won't find him Jeanette thought. "Mon," she said gently. "Mon, what

happened? Can you tell ne who he is? Wat he wants?"

The girl | ooked at her, and now there was sonething al nbst serene in her

expression. "He's what you think he is, Jeanette. He's a |lord of the Unsel ei ghe

Court. He wants all the Crowned Ones--;us--;the ones you call Survivors. He needs us. . . ." She
si ghed, her head lolling on her shoulders as if exhaustion had suddenly overwhel med her. "He needs
us to kill you all."

Jeanette | ed her over to the bench and let her sit down besi de Hancock. Mon curled up, instantly
asl eep. Her face | ooked haggard, and there were dark brui ses of exhaustion beneath her eyes.

This one isn't going to last long either, Jeanette thought clinically. Something about T-Stroke
worked |ike putting a penny in an ol d-fashioned fusebox: people could access their hidden
potential, but it burned themright out within a matter of minutes. She was gl ad she'd brought
Moon al ong anyway. This was probably as close to a field trial as they were going to be able to
manage with any of the Survivors. Their Gfts nade themtoo unpredictable to et out of their
cells.

She gl anced warily at Hancock, but the projective telepath was still in the Land of Nod, happily
qui escent under the influence of the euphorics Beirkoff had given him That was one good thing out
of this whole nmess. They didn't need any Monsters From The Id cluttering up the place.

She sighed, running a hand through her hair. An elf. She'd never believed she'd see one. She'd
stopped believing in themyears ago--;forced herself to stop believing, because it just hurt too
damed nuch. But | ooking into Aerune's fallen-angel eyes, skepticismwas inpossible. He' d been
here. He was real. He burned at the touch of Cold Iron, just like all the books said.

And boy, was he mad. Madder than Jeanette had ever seen anyone get, in a serious career devoted to
shi ning people on

No, she had no problembelieving in his reality. She had another problementirely. Elves were
supposed to be nagic, and she'd certainly seen Aerune do

magi ¢, just now.

So what did an elf want with her retread junkies?

She blinked, blinded by the headlights of the big truck that pulled up, driving across the grass
of the park. Robert junped out of the passenger seat.

"Come on! We've got to get back to the lab--;and hire some decent help," Robert added, his voice
hoarse with di sappointnment. "These |losers couldn't find a pig in a one-room school house. The
target gave themall the slip.” For the first tine, he seened to notice Mon. "Wiat did she get?
Did she read his nmind?" he denmanded eagerly.

"Yes, she got sonething," Jeanette answered, busy unl ocki ng Hancock's handcuffs.

"And no, you're not going to like it." She glanced up at the sky. It was already turning light.
She gl ared back at Robert. "Wiat do you want nme to do, carry thenP Get nme sone help here. And once
we get back, you and | have got to talk."

* * %

"An el f. Jesus, Canpbell, you been sanpling your own stuff? Elves! Next you're going to be telling
me the Snurfs are after us."

Robert paced back and forth in front of Jeanette's desk in her office down in Threshold' s Bl ack
Labs. It was a little after six A M Saturday norning. The Talents--;the four they'd nmanaged to
keep--;were all back in their cells sleeping off the last of their T-Stroke, and everything was
tidied away before the city was fairly awake. And now Robert was | ooking for sonmeone to blanme for
tonight's fiasco.

"An el f," Jeanette repeated patiently. "That's what Vicky Mon said. That's what Aerune is."
Sonehow she thought it was very inportant to convince Robert of that fact. She'd read a | ot about
el ves when she was a kid. They weren't the twee little Disneyfied things that Robert seened to be

t hi nki ng of. Wien mankind was still living in caves, they'd ruled the world, until Cold Iron had
driven them Underhill. Even then, they were still fornidable enenmnies.
"Or thinks he is," Robert said, still unconvinced. "Canpbell, there's no such thing as elves, so

this guy can't be one. QE D." He sniled at her
patroni zi ngly. Jeanette sighed.
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"Well, he thinks he is. You want to argue with hinP Wat else fits the facts?

You burned him Wth your gun barrel, because it was steel. Didn't you see the snmoke?"

"It was . . . it could be sone kind of psychosomatic reaction. O an allergy of sone kind," Robert
said, floundering just a little.

"The only thing with an allergy to iron is an elf," Jeanette repeated in a dull voice. "And

besi des, he vanished right in front of us. So either we've got ourselves an elf, or David
Copperfield is | ooking for outside work."

"Yeah, okay, this Aerune's an elf," Robert said hastily, unwilling to bother

continuing the argunent. "If he's allergic to iron, that's good. It'll give us sone way of

handl ing him The inportant thing is to get himback. He's obviously found sone way to use his ps
powers without burning out the way your test subjects keep doing. Do you think there are nore of
then? There has to be. If we can get our hands on themwe could stop wasting our tine with these
trials and go right to the source."

Jeanette stared at himblankly. Did Robert actually think Threshold had the faintest chance of
controlling sonmeone |ike Aerune? H s voice echoed again through her mind: "I amthe Lord Aerune
mac Audel ai ne of the Dark Court--;contest with me at your peril."

The Lord of Death and Pain, Mon had said. Onh, yeah, definitely sonebody | want mad at ME

"And how are you planning to do that, Robert?" she asked, just to be asking.

"We' || set another trap for himtonight," Robert said in a crisp nanagerial style. "If he's after
our Talents, you can shoot themup again so they'Il attract him and this tine we'll be ready for
him No pointy-eared nutant is going to thunb his nose at me!"

Geat. I"'mnowliving in an X-Files LARP. Miutants are so nuch nore realistic than elves, right?

Jeanette thought. She nmade one nore attenpt to get through to him

"But we've got sonething he wants, Robert--;and he has sonething we want. W

could summon him yes, but then we could talk to him strike a bargain. "

El ves were al ways maki ng bargains, Jeanette renmenbered. It could work. And he
could teach them so nuch.

"We don't have to bargain. W hold all the high cards, and after tonight, we'll have this Aerune
mac Whasis too. This Highlander reject won't be so high and m ghty once he's got an iron collar
around his neck. In fact, |I think he'll tell ne everything | want to know," Robert gl oated.

"Uh-huh." Robert's refusal to negotiate frustrated her. Aerune was pure power--;and Robert was
talking li ke he was sone kind of special effect that could be captured between commrercial breaks.
Al'l Robert could see was what he wanted to see--;not what was there

This was not going to end well. It was tinme to cut her | osses.

"Look, 1've got to finish up sonme reports on our lab rats and tweak the T-Stroke m x before | go
home and grab sone Z's. What time should | neet you back here tonight?" she asked brightly.

Robert smiled, sure he'd won his point. "Be back here around nine. We'll set things up in the Park
this time--;after midnight there's nobody there but the nuggers. W'Il have plenty of el bow room

and plenty of peace and quiet. And a few surprises for our nutie friend."

"Sounds good." Jeanette forced another smile. "See you then."

* * %

After Robert left, Jeanette spent a long tinme staring at her reflection in the black mirror of her
of fice wall, making up her mind for sure. She'd always known that soneday it would be time to

|l eave this little party Robert was throwi ng, and actually, she'd been here | onger than she thought
she'd be. But she could snell disaster ahead, and with her own survivor instincts, Jeanette

deci ded she didn't want to be here when it hit.

Aerune haunted her thoughts. Power. Promi se. Danger. She felt the tenptation to stay just to see
hi m agai n beckon to her, and quashed it firmy. It's tinme to go.

She' d al ways known that sonmeday it'd be tinme, and planned accordingly. Jeanette opened her guitar
case and felt around in the lining until she found what she was |ooking for--;a red plastic

di skette with a smley-face sticker on it. She loaded its contents to her conputer and hesitated
for a nonent before pressing "Send."

Has to be done. She pressed the button. The virus began working its way through the system
erasing every hint of her presence--;and her work.

Next she went through her desk, pulling all her paper files and shredding them

She took the bags to the incinerator herself--;in her outlaw days, Jeanette had never relied on
anyone el se to cover her tracks: when you wanted sonething done right, you did it yourself.

When that was done, she took a last | ook around. The office where she'd spent so rmuch of her tinme
was conpletely sanitized. No trace of her presence renai ned, except for her guitar and sound
system a rack of CDs, and a few posters on the walls. She wasn't going to take anything but the
guitar with her, but she couldn't |eave the other stuff down here. This place wasn't supposed to
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exi st.

Because it was Saturday, nost of the day staff wouldn't be conming in at all. She commandeered a
cart fromthe laundry and | oaded the rest of her personal gear into it, and took it upstairs where
it bel onged.

Her "official" office cubicle | ooked strangely virginal, since she was al nost never there. She
took a few mnutes to set up the stereo, scatter the personal things she was abandoning around it,
and hang her posters on the walls. She took the cart back down to the laundry (details were

i mportant when you were planning to vani sh) and came back up to the office to turn on her

conput er.

She tested her wormby logging in with her Black Projects user code, and was relieved to see the
message "No Such User." She reset the tine on her conputer to a date | ast week and | ogged in under
her rarely-used official, abovestairs account. Then she spent a few m nutes witing nenos that
woul d "prove" she'd gone on vacation a week ago, and wouldn't be back for two nore.

Let Robert start a war with Faerie. | hope Lord Aerune nakes hash of him And either way, |'m
covered, and he's left holding the bag. Bye-bye, Lintel. | can't say it's been fun, because it
hasn't.

When everything was arranged to her satisfaction, she took her guitar and went hone. Her apartnent
had al ways been just a place to store her stuff, and
Jeanette wasn't the kind of person who accumulated a | ot of stuff she really cared about--;she'd

| earned that |esson early and too well. She threw a couple of pairs of jeans and some T-shirts on
the bed, and pulled her studded |eather jacket and engi neer boots out of the back of the cl oset.
She took a nonent to strip the vest with the Sinner Saints colors off the jacket--;it'd been years

since she'd worn her colors, and she didn't want to run into any old friends now-; before diving
back into the closet for her saddl ebags. She packed quickly--;clothes, nusic, and cash, |ots of
that--;before putting on her boots and jacket.

Time to go. If that idiot wants to commit suicide, he can do it without nme--;and if he manages to

survive, he'll still need ne and maybe we'll do the dance. But I'mnot taking any falls for him
Survival of the fittest. |I'm sure Robert woul d agree.
* * %

Her Harley was waiting for her in the garage below-;a cream and nmaroon touring beauty she'd named
Mystery, on which she'd bl own nost of her first paychecks when she'd conme to Threshol d. She
stripped off the protective cover and slung her saddl ebags over Mystery's back, buckling theminto
pl ace before | ashing her guitar down to the pillion seat. It would make an awkward | oad, and she
m ght have been willing to | eave the instrunent behind if she'd been sure she was com ng back

But she wasn't.

She wheel ed sl owy out of the underground garage, blinking owishly at the winter sunlight even
through the tinted face-shield of her full-coverage hel net.

She debated where to go for a nonment, but given her node of transport, it was pretty much a no-
brai ner.

Sout h. Sonmewhere warm with no snow and fewer questions.

Canpbel | didn't show up at the lab at nine o' clock. At nine-thirty Robert checked her downstairs
office, found it stripped, and called her house. At nine-forty-five he let hinself into her
apartment with a passkey he didn't think she knew he had, and | ooked around. The pl ace | ooked like
a hotel roomthat had been trashed by gypsies.

God, how can anyone live like this? You can take the girl off the street, but you can't take the
street out of the girl, he thought in disgust.

She wasn't here either. He | ooked around. There were signs of hasty packing, and the ice-cream
carton in the back of the fridge where Canpbell kept her stash of ready cash was enpty. He felt a
wave of snug disdain. So she's bolted. Da widdle girly got scared and ran. Jesus, isn't that just
i ke a worman?

But did this really change anything? Robert thought about that for a nmoment, making up his mnd

It wasn't like she'd be going to the police, not with what he had on her. Actually, Canpbell's
bail out wasn't entirely a bad thing. Ever since the drug trials had started panni ng out, Canpbell
had been acting pretty skittish, and that nutant-guy fromlast night showi ng up had obvi ously been
nmore than she could handle. After all, Robert Lintel thought sagely, it's one thing to read about
psychic powers in a fiction book and another altogether to see themin front of your face.

He' d probably scared her into running by tal king about setting a trap for the guy tonight. Wnen
just weren't any good in mlitary situations. Ch, she faked it better than nost, but Robert had
seen the flash of fear in her eyes when the guy in the cloak had showed up. She'd just |ost her
head and pani cked. How typical. Wnen were all |ike that.
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But | don't need her anynore. |'ve got nore than enough T-Stroke to turn a sanple over to a good
research chemnist and find out the proportions--;and nore than enough to finish the trials wthout
her .

And once he'd done that, he could wite his own ticket anywhere in the world and ki ss Threshol d

good- bye.
In fact, maybe it's better to wait a day or two before trying to trap this Aerune again. He'll be
sweating, and I'Il have tinme to rope in a few nore pieces of bait.

Pl eased with his conclusions, Robert Lintel left the apartnent.
Everything's going to work out just fine.

NI NE: A GAME OF CHESS

Though his dreans were only dreans, they were haunted by the Unsel eighe taint Eric had felt in
Central Park and the naggi ng sense that there was sonething he was m ssing. He woke up late on
Sunday norning, runpled and di sgruntled and aware that sonehow he'd bl own nost of the weekend

wi t hout getting his coursework done. His mnd felt fuzzy--;the nental equival ent of indigestion--
;and he badly wanted sonmeone to talk it out with. But Greystone wasn't avail abl e--;when he | ooked,
the gargoyle wasn't even on its perch outside his w ndow-;and Toni and Jimmi e had both nade it
pretty clear last night that the Guardians wouldn't wel cone his involvenent in the situation

But the nore he thought about it, the nore Eric was convinced there was sonething back there in
the Park that they'd all m ssed. Something inportant.

Well, if they won't talk to ne about it, | know soneone who'll at least listen

* * %

Even the nost avaricious capitalists took Sundays off, and Ria Llewellyn knew from | ong experience
that you got better work out of people if you didn't ask themto give 110 percent all the tine.
She' d been on everybody's back nost of the week, getting a feel for her New York comnpani es and
finishing up with dinner with Eric last night--;which, while fun, could not by any stretch of the
i magi nation be called restful--;and today Ria was | ooking forward to a |eisurely day of shopping
and si ghtseeing. Maybe she'd even succunb to the inmpulse to go down and see the giant Christnas
tree at Rockefeller Center. She'd forgotten how nmuch she |iked New York--;it was such a human
city, so un-elvish, that she actually found herself preferring it to L. A, where not even the
special effects were real, let alone the people. Too many bad associ ations there: tragedy and
betrayal and her |ong painful clinb back to life.

Besides, Eric will be here for at |east another year.

That was certainly one of the attractions. They'd nade a good start |ast night.

He wasn't as indifferent to her as he'd tried to pretend. And he wasn't out to kill her, either on
his own behal f or sonmeone else's. In Ria's opinion, both of those things made a good start to a
rel ati onshi p.

The wi ndows of her sitting roomat the top of the Sherry gave her a magnificent view over the
Par k, an unexpected oasis of green in the steel and concrete forest of the City. The trees were
Wi nter-bare, the grass a faded brown-green, but at night the lights shining down into the park
gave it an air of nystery--;a man-made fairyland, in sharp contrast to the inhuman beauty of
Underhill. Ria preferred it.

She was lingering over a last cup of coffee, a |l egal pad on her |ap, when her phone rang. Few
enough peopl e knew where she was that she had no hesitation about picking up the phone instead of
letting the front desk take the call

"Hel | o?"

"Ria? It's Eric!”

Eric! She allowed herself a small smile of triunph. The first one to pick up the phone lost. And
your loss is ny gain.

"Eric," she purred. "How wonderful to hear fromyou so soon. Did you sleep well?" she asked,

| ayering a doubl e nmeaning into the innocent phrase.

She heard a rueful chuckle on the other end of the line. "Not really. I'd like to talk to you."
And do nmore than talk, 1'lIl wager. Should she |lead himon for awhile to denonstrate her power? O
woul d i mredi ately giving himwhat he wanted be nore

ef fective? Decisions, decisions.

"Of course. Why don't you come over here? I'mat the Sherry-Netherland. The view of the Park is
spectacular. 1'Il order a fresh pot of coffee. O would you prefer tea?"

"Central Park?" For a nonent Eric sounded conpl etely nonplussed. Then: "Sure.

G ve ne about forty minutes.”
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"I''l'l be waiting." And to hell with the coffee.

* * %
Eric hung up the phone, staring at it as if it were about to do sonething strange and unusual. He
didn't know what he'd expected when he decided to call R a, but it wasn't this, well, blatant an

invitation. Wiat was she up to this tine? ther than the obvious, and if there's one thing you can
say about Ria, it's that she isn't. Anyway, he was comitted now. And there couldn't be any harm
in going up to her place to talk, now, could there? Besides, if he went there, he wouldn't have to
risk stirring up the Guardi ans by poking his nose into their business. He thought the best thing
m ght be to stay out of their way if they'd stay out of his.

Tinme to get dressed, but in something a little less warlike than what he'd worn to their | ast
encounter.

He pulled out a chunky oatneal -colored fisherman's sweater, and hesitated for a nonent between

sl acks and jeans. Ria wasn't a jeans kind of person, he decided, and went for a pair of dark grey
sl acks. He grabbed the | eather jacket he'd worn | ast night, and dunped the contents of his
nmessenger bag out on his bed to make roomfor the flute. He gave the books and notebooks a

resi gned gl ance. Rector wouldn't cut himany slack; he'd better get his paper--;or at |east, sone
ki nd of paper--;done before 2 P.M tonorrow.

Somrehow.

He' d been past the Sherry-Netherland a fewtimes in his ranbles, but he'd never been inside. It
was an inmposing structure, like sonething out of an Edith Warton novel: very repressed, very Ad
New Yor k. He al nost expected the gaudily uniformed doorman to refuse to let himin

He nade his way across the |obby to the elevators, found the one that serviced Ria's floor, and
got in. The el evator was an express, and took off with a swoosh! that left Eric's stomach far
behind, though it mercifully released hima few nmoments later. The corridor outside its doors was
pai nted a tasteful rose-beige that rem nded Eric of something you night find at a nortician's.

Ri a's penthouse suite was at the end of the hallway, and as he approached it,

Ri a opened the door

She was wearing a man-tail ored bl ouse of heavy white silk that she'd w apped, kinono-style,

i nstead of buttoning, and it was pretty obvious that there was nothing under it. It was tucked
into the wai stband of a pair of wi de-1egged cuffed and pl eated pants of bronze hamered silk, and
on her feet she wore a pair of high-heeled gold nules. Eric could see that her toenails were

pai nted Jungle Red. Wth her blond hair hanging | oose in a Veronica Lake sweep, R a | ooked |ike
the Bad Grl fromevery filmnoir ever made.

"Nice to see you again," she said briskly. Spoiling the illusion? O breaking a deliberate spell?
Wth any other wonan, he'd know. "Cone on in."

Eric followed her into the main roomof the suite. Her perfune hung in the air, the same subtle
understated floral she'd worn last night at dinner. He tried to ignore it. He'd cone here to talk
over a problem not be a slave to his ragi ng hornones.

There was a coffee service set out on a | ow table bordered on three sides by |oveseats in a pale
shadow stripe. As Ria had said, there was also a splendid view of Central Park. Eric tried to

| ocate the spot where he'd stood |ast night and failed. It wouldn't be hard to find again, though
"Cof fee?" Ria asked, and when Eric nodded she poured. He still found sonething deliciously
perverse about drinking coffee, since what was harm ess to himwas so deadly to Kory and his other
el ven friends.

"l didn't mean to interrupt your day," Eric began, "but something pretty weird happened | ast
night, and, well, | wanted to talk about it to soneone who'd understand. You see--;well, to begin
with, the place | live isn't an ordinary apartment building." Lame, Banyon, really |ane!

But Ra didn't zing himon it, the way Beth or sone of the Sidhe would have.

"So | gathered, after | net your stony friend," she conmented, sipping her own coffee. She
regarded himover the rimof the cup with steady eneral d-green eyes, their vivid col or one of the
many | egaci es of her m xed bl ood.

"Well, Greystone's just the tip of the iceberg," Eric said glunly, belatedly realizing how mich
he'd have to explain before he got to the Unsel ei ghe Nexus, and how little R a was probably going
to like any of it. "You see, there are these fol ks called Guardi ans. .
Qui ckly he sketched out as much as he knew of the Guardians and their m ssion to protect the
average run of humankind fromthe Dark Powers. He told her about Dharinel and Kory's warning of
Unsel ei ghe activity in the city, and of his own strange, possibly prophetic, dream about the
goblin tower overshadowi ng Central Park am d the ruins of Manhattan

"I told Jinmie about it, but with the Sidhe you never know when. Ri ght now? Next year? Next
century? But last night after you left, Toni canme to see ne because the Quardians had run into
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sonet hing funky out in the Park that they wanted ny opinion on. Wen | took a |look, | found that
the whol e place is lousy with Unsel ei ghe magi c--;and something else | couldn't quite put ny finger
on--;and it looked to nme |ike sonmebody was trying to open a Nexus."

"In Central Park?" R a's voice was rich with disbelief. "Using what for a Bard?

And | eavi ng aside the question of what kind of Sidhe naniac would want to open up a Nexus in the
m ddl e of one of the biggest cities in the world? Sidhe magi c would be al nost worthl ess with al
the iron and steel --;and man-nmade el ectro-nagnetic fields--;around, even if they lived | ong enough
to use it. Even a hunman sorcerer has trouble in a big city, with all those m nds around cl oggi ng
up the Etherial Plane."

"Sel ei ghe magi ¢ woul dn't work here," Eric admitted. "At |east not consistently.

But Unsel ei ghe power runs a little differently, doesn't it?" He knew Perenor had been acting

pretty much as a lone wolf in his vendetta against Terenil, but someone that ruthless nust have
made overtures to the Dark Court at sone point.
Ri a considered, worrying at her lower lip with her teeth as she thought. "I don't know that much

about the Dark Court, but |'d have to say that npost of the power they use isn't that different.
Not in kind, anyway, or ultimate source.

But in degree, yes--;the Dark Court isn't squeani sh about feeding off other peoples' l|ife-force.
And in a city this size, I'd have to say there'd be enough prey available to take the edge off any
di sconfort Cold Iron would give them

Enough deaths would allow themto punch through any kind of interference, at |east for a short
time. But whoever it is that's trying to put up a Nexus here, he'd have to know he couldn't just
mar aud around and not expect to be stopped--;by your Guardians, or the police at the very |east.
And for all that either of us knows, there's sone al phabet agency out there like the Men In Bl ack
to save the world fromthe scumof Faerie. This isn't the Stone Age!"

Eric grinned slightly, savoring the mental inage of a posse of sunglasses-wearing Feds in Lincoln
Green Armani suits arned with high-tech wizard' s staves and nagneti zed steel sword-phones. It's

al rost weird enough to happen. . . . Then he turned serious again.
"Maybe whoever it is doesn't realize what he's actually up against. If you're
Si dhe--;and practically immortal --;and living Underhill anyway--;you m ght not really have noticed

the last two or three centuries go by, even though it's nade a helluva |l ot of difference here in
the world. Meanwhile, you can't deny he could do a | ot of damage before sonmeone stopped him-;and
what woul d happen if the Feds got real concrete proof that the Sidhe existed? | tried to warn
Jimm e and the others, but those Guardians are way in over their heads--;and they won't even
consider the possibility that this is something they can't handle. Quietly, I nmean.” O at all
Guardi ans die as easily as anyone el se, and the Dark Court can put a lot of resources into the
field.

But Ria's attitude had changed while he was naking his point. She | ooked al nost di sapproving, now.
"I"'mflattered that you'd want to use nme as a sounding board," R a said, sitting back in her seat
and regarding himw th an unreadabl e expression. "But frankly, Eric, | don't see what this has to
do with you or ne, other than nmeaning we ought to get out of here before the fireworks start."
Eric stared at Ria in disbelief. He'd just naturally assumed that once he'd told her what the
probl em was, she'd i medi ately have sone suggestions for what to do next to take care of it.

"If a Sidhe Geat Lord starts a war with the United States, we're going to be drawn into it no

matter what," he finally pointed out. "This is entirely | eaving out the people who'll get killed,
or hurt, or sucked dry before he's stopped."
"The Guardians think they can handle it. You said yourself they'll probably stop himeventually.

And you're the one who's living here, not ne," Ria said.

"Besides, there's a faint possibility you' ve msread the situation. Maybe a few di sappoi nt nents
wi || change your Nexus-builder's mnd about noving here before he throws down for a full-scale
war. So why not let these Guardians do what they're here for? You said it was their full-tine job.
They probably have | ots of experience.”

"Not with this," Eric said stubbornly. "They don't get many Sidhe here in the city. They've never
seen this kind of nagic before. You have, and so have |I. You know what kind of danmage a situation
like this can do." He |l eaned forward, willing her to understand how i nportant this was. But even
bef ore she spoke, he knew he'd fail ed.

"Eric, people are dying horribly every day, all over the world. Even if | devoted ny every waking
monent to making things better for them it'd be a drop in the bucket conpared to what they're
doing to thenmselves. | have responsibilities closer to hone--;to ny enployees, to ny staff, to the
peopl e who depend on ne personally to be there, and not go haring off on sone kind of dannfoo

i deal i stic crusade designed to get soneone close to ne out of a midtermexam"

"I's that what you think this is about?" Eric demanded, recoiling in hurt. Ria of all people knew

file:/lIG|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...%20Rosemary%20-%20Beyond%20World's%20End.txt (93 of 124) [2/2/2004 1:21:14 AM]



file://IG)/rah/M ercedes%620L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes%620& %20Edghill,%20Rosemary%620-%20Beyond%20Worl d's%20End.txt

how nmuch trouble a Nexus in the wong hands could be. He'd been sure that the nmonment he expl ai ned
things to her she'd be ready to help.

Ria smled gently. "No, Eric, not entirely. But | think it is part of the reason you' re trying so
hard to push yourself into soneplace you' re obviously not wanted. Dharinel told you to stay out of
it. These Quardians told you the sane thing. Wiy not listen to sonebody for a change?"

|'ve already been doing too much of that! Eric felt a stubborn anger rising inside him and tried
to push it aside. He'd been open and honest with Ria, and she seenmed to be treating this as if it
were all sone sort of neaningl ess gane!

"Ckay. Al right. | guess | deserve sonme of that. But at |east cone and | ook at the place in the
Park with me. Make up your own m nd about how bad this could be. And if you don't want to get

i nvol ved then, I'Il respect that."

He | eaned forward, willing her to say yes. To that nuch, at |east.

Ri a sighed. "Ckay, Eric, you' ve won me over. |'ll cone and |look. But | can't do it today, and
Monday' s | ooking pretty full, too. | have conpanies to run; give ne a few days. I'll clear a space

in ny schedule.”

A few days could be too late! Eric took a deep breath and regained control of hinself with an
effort. He felt oddly disappointed--;in Ria, in hinself--;as if a door that night lead to
sonet hi ng wonderful had just been unexpectedly slamed in his face. He'd thought--;well, nmaybe he
hadn't actually thought. He'd been upset about what happened at the Park |ast night, he'd wanted
to see Ria again, and he guessed he'd let his hornones do at |east sonme of the thinking.

"Ckay, " he said grudgingly, hating how hurt, how betrayed he felt. "I guess that's fair. Wiy don't
you give me a call when you've got sone free time?" He got to his feet. "I won't bother you any
nmore. |'msure we've both got a lot of things to do."

Ria rose gracefully, her face a cool social nask of politeness. Bard or not, Truth-sense or not,
he couldn't get a peek at anything behind her shields to judge her feelings. "I'lIl see you later
then, Eric.”

Wth as much dignity as he felt he could nuster under the circunstances, Eric

left.

Qut on the street again, Eric took a few nonents to catch his nental breath.
Those m s-cues just now had been at |east partly his fault--;and nore than partly, if he were
being totally honest with hinmself. He realized that he'd been thinking of Ria as a sort of natura

ally against the Guardians who'd fall in with anything he proposed--;well, she'd di sabused hi m of
that notion pretty quick
Then I'11 do it nyself, said the Little Red Hen.

He nanaged a snile. It would have been nice to have conpany and a little backup, but he was a
Bard, after all. He could do his own investigating. And I'mright here, and the Park is pretty
safe during the day. Al the nuggers are probably out Christmas shopping, too.

And it wasn't really going against Dharinel's advice. Not yet. \Woever'd put up the Nexus didn't
seemto be around during the day, and Eric would be sure not to leave any trail that could | ead an
Unfriendly back to his doorstep. The guy was after Talents, and Eric didn't fool hinself about the
fact that his own power nade hima pretty enticing nouthful. And he wasn't interested in being
anybody' s | unch, thank you ma'am

But a little |ooking around wouldn't hurt. And Ria was right about one thing.

Wth a quick glance in the dark and a bunch of other people around, he m ght have m sjudged how
serious the situation was. He waited for a break in the traffic and crossed the street, heading
into the Park.

From t he wi ndow hi gh above, R a watched himgo. She felt an irritated m xture of anger and regret
over what had just happened.

Just who the hell did Eric Banyon think he was, anyway? The Lone Ranger?

Not the old Eric Banyon, that's for sure. The old Eric, the one she'd kept as an intriguing pet,
woul dn't have thrown hinself into things this way. That Eric had waited to be led, or told what to
do. This one nmade his own choices, and his own rul es.

But I'mnot going to play by them He can be the Lone Ranger if he wants, but he'll have to find
anot her faithful |ndian conpanion!

She respected hi menough to send himaway today, rather than teasing himinto bed. It would have
been a sweet sort of triunph to distract himthat thoroughly--;Eric had al ways been a generous

|l over, and this new maturity made himeven nore interesting as a potential bed partner--;but she
wanted himas an equal, not a conquest. And that neant equality on both sides. If she didn't want
Eric as a submissive follower, then he was going to have to learn that he wasn't automatically the
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| eader, either. Living in the real world nmeant negotiating for what you wanted--;and if Eric
want ed her as nuch as she wanted him he was going to have to learn that little | esson. And hope
it doesn't kill either of us.

That didn't nean she was going to hang himout to dry, either. He'd been right about one thing:
she knew this eneny better than he did. She hesitated a nmonent, coming to a decision, and then
pi cked up the phone.

"Jonathan? Ria. Look, |I've run into a little something out here that needs

| ooking into, and I'm going to need sone backup. Yes. Armed and very di screet.

Who do we use in New York? Call ne back when you have the nunber. | want to nake the call nyself."
* * %

About an hour later there was a knock on her door. She checked through the peephole, and then
opened t he door.

"Cot ham Security," the man said, holding open a photo ID for her to | ook at.

Rai ne Logan, read the name bel ow t he photo.

He was only a few inches taller than she was, but he carried hinmself as if he were six feet tall.
He wore a dark blue nylon bonber jacket and jeans, with an arny surplus duffle slung over his
shoul der. His black hair was brushed strai ght back froma deep wi dow s peak, there was a day's
worth of black stubble on his jaw, and beneath his bul ky clothing, he had the trim scul pted body
of someone who worked out with weights for nore than show. Wen she'd called the service, she'd
speci fi ed needi ng sonmeone who coul d keep her safe anywhere in New York--;and blend in on the
street. The man they'd sent nore than fit the bill.

You woul dn't give hima second gl ance anywhere from Spani sh Harlemto Crown

Poi nt .

"Cone in, M. Logan," she said, closing the door behind him

"Just Logan. And you're Ria," he said. "These are for you." He held out the bag.

"The service has your size and your profile; you ve used our Wst Coast service in the past."

She opened the duffle and pulled out the contents. Wrn jeans with the extra gusset at the crotch
that woul d give themas nuch flexibility as a pair of dance tights, a tight black T-shirt, and a
jacket. It | ooked like a cheap vinyl initation of a black |eather jacket, but when she lifted it,
it was heavier than she expected. She checked the lining, and found it was lined in Kevlar--
;enough to stop anything up to a Black Tal on cop-killer

"The di spatcher said you'd be going into sone rough nei ghborhoods. You don't want to go | ooking
i ke noney," Logan sai d.

"Thanks," Ria said, nmeaning it. Gotham Security was the best. They turned down nore clients than
they accepted, and the reason they still accepted her conm ssions was because she never argued
with their decisions once she'd set the paraneters. R a respected conpetence in any field. Wen
you hired an expert to keep you safe, there was no point in telling himhowto do his job.

"Hel p yourself to sone coffee. I'Il go change."

She' d worn runni ng shoes on the plane, but they weren't some expensive brand soneone would try to
kill her for. She stripped off the seduction outfit she'd worn for Eric and changed into the
street clothes the bodyguard had brought, then braided her hair severely back and pinned it into a
tight bun. She looked in the mrror, frowned, and then went into the bathroomto scrub off every
trace of nakeup. There were thin gloves in the pocket of the jacket, and she put them on
Satisfied at | ast, she cane back into the sitting roomof the suite.

Logan was standi ng where he could watch both the doors and the wi ndows, a cup of coffee in his
hand. He regarded her inpassively, and then gave a short nod of approval

"Let's go." He held out a black watch cap. "Wear this. Blondes aren't that conmon in sone parts of
town. "

Eric hadn't told R a exactly where the unfinished Nexus was, but once she got into the Park, the
trail of Unseleighe taint was fairly obvious. Logan followed her like a silent shadow as she cast
around, working her way into the center of the nagic.

Her e.

The partial Nexus shimmered in the dry winter air, invisible unless you were G fted and knew what
you were looking for. Its twi sted nagi c made even Ria shudder inwardly. This was Unsel ei ghe work,
fuell ed by death, human death. She could still see the faint smudges of levin bolts on the grass
where the Sidhe Lord had destroyed the bodies of his victins.

The surrounding trees | ooked faintly haunted. If the Nexus canme fully into being, this would
become a bonewood, the trees taking on a nalicious life of their own in imtation of their dark
mast er .

So he--;whoever he is--;was here. But where did he come from and where did he go? In and out of
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Underhill, of course. She wouldn't be able to track his novenents Underhill from here, and even if
she'd had the power to force an entry into Underhill froma standing start, she knewtoo little
about her foe to nake it a good idea. She turned her attention to another part of the problem
Eric had been here as well, and recently. Had he seen what she saw, she wondered? And if he had,
where was he now?

Not chasing the Unsel eighe, that's for sure. There's nothing to track

She circled the area, frowning faintly. This wasn't Unsel ei ghe Si dhe work al one.

There was sonething el se here as well.

Her hands wove snall patterns through the air as she called upon her magic--;not the Gft that was
the birthright of the Sidhe, but sorcery that she'd | earned painstakingly over the years. She
worked slowy and carefully, and at |ast she had bani shed everything that was wholly of Underhill
from her perceptions.

But sonething renmai ned, the human taint she had noticed at first.

And that left a trail she could foll ow

* * %

An hour before Ria left her hotel roomw th Logan, Eric headed into Central Park. He stopped just

i nside the grounds to dig his flute out of his bag and put it together. He blew a soft note into

t he nout hpiece to warmthe cold silver, and seened to feel the trees around himshiver in
response. Mrre proof, not that he needed it, that soneone had been using najor magi c here--;enough
magi c to wake the trees, let alone the dead.

Carrying his flute in his hand, Eric wal ked deeper into the park, back to the place Toni had
brought himto last night. The scorch marks were still there, and in the daylight he saw sonething
he'd nmissed the night before--;the deep cuts of horses' hooves in the frozen turf.

And sure, there are bridle paths through the park, but they're clearly marked and the riders stick
to them And these tracks sure weren't made by any New York Rent-a-Nag. Where were you goi ng,

M ster Dark Lord of the Sidhe? And who were you after?

Let's see just how you' ve been spending your tine.

He lifted his flute to his lips and began to play. A few trills and runs first, just to warm up
and then he segued into "Sidhe Beg, Sidhe Mr," letting the plaintive demand of the nusic speak
for him

The light seemed to shift, some colors growing brighter, others vanishing entirely. The hard

bri ght ness of the afternoon sun became nuted, fading alnpbst into the unchanging silvery Iight of
Underhill, while the latticework of the unfinished Nexus burned bright and clear, like a scul pture
of purest purple-black neon. The constant background noi se of New York--;sirens, traffic, and the
hum of a thousand conversations all taking place at once--;faded to silence. Now Eric could see
the magic plainly, yet he hinself was as invisible to nortal eyes as magic normally was. C oaked
in his nusic, Eric could pass through the city unseen, even by his quarry. He turned, casting
about .

The whol e park was dotted with hoofprints that glowed with a deep scarlet light--;the Unsel eighe
Lord, whoever he was, had been making hinself right at home, himand his elvensteed. The
creature's glowing scarlet trail crisscrossed the grass froma dozen directions, giving the dry

Wi nter grass a spuriously festive |ook.

I can't follow all of these!l Eric shifted his bag higher on his shoulder. He had to pick one--; but
whi ch?

At | ast he saw one set of hoofprints of a slightly different color than the rest--;al nost maroon
instead of the bright vermllion of the others. As he stepped into them he caught a faint whiff
of sonmething . . . sonething alnobst raw and primtive next to the ancient nalice of the Unsel ei ghe
Si dhe.

As good a way to nake a choice as any, Eric decided, and began to follow the

dark track

The track quickly took himacross town and out of the high-priced spread. He coul d see spl ashes of
magi ¢ al ong the way--;as if someone had been carrying it in a bucket that kept sl opping over

stai ning the sidewal ks and buil di ngs. Wien he got further downtown, a fine red nist seened to hang
inthe air like a fog of magic--;too thin to really have any effect, but nore evidence that its

source--; 0or even many sources--; had passed through here, all leaking magic like a sieve.
What is this? A mage's convention? And if so, why wasn't | invited? he thought whinsically.
The odd thing was, the "splashes"--;for lack of a better word--;seened to be concentrated around

the street people. None of them seenmed to be the source, but sonmehow they' d been near the source,
and not very long ago. Eric guessed the Nexus point in the Park hadn't been started nore than a
day or so--;the tinmng of its building coincided perfectly with his dream-;and the traces he was
following woul d fade away conpletely in another day or so
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Cold weather to be on the streets, Eric thought, watching an old man pushing along a grocery cart
full of bits and pieces of unnaneable junk. A Sidhe Lord down here. Now THAT's culture clash

The contrast between the busy, purposeful shoppers--;all of whom had homes to go to--;and the
shabby honel ess that cowered back fromthemlike hungry ghosts was jarring. He didn't renenber
there being so many street people the last tine he'd been in New York--;hell, he didn't renmenber
there being any, but the Upper East Side tended to run themout of the area pretty rigorously.
He' d gotten used to seeing themin the |ast few weeks--;as used as you could get, anyway--;but as
he headed east, he realized that the ones in his neighborhood were just the tip of the iceberg. As
he |l eft Yuppieland and entered the area of clinics, flophouses, and SRGs6 the tribe of the

di senfranchi sed seened to nultiply, and for the first tine Eric realized how very many people in
this city had no other hone than the streets. Not hundreds. Thousands.

And not just people living in sluns or in welfare housing, but people who didn't have any place to
go at night at all. He wal ked past a man in a tattered overcoat who m ght have been any age from
forty to seventy and was carrying on an angry, animated conversation with the enpty air. H s hands
were covered with small unheal ed sores, and there were flecks of spittle on his cheeks. Geyish
stubbl e covered his cheeks, and even in the cold he stank of urine, unwashed body, and ill ness.
Isn't anybody hel ping these peopl e? That guy shouldn't be out on the street. But even as he
wondered, Eric knew the answer. These were the "borderline" people, the ones who'd been dunped out
onto the streets fromthe institutions where many of them had spent their entire Iives to make
their way as best they could in the world. The idea was that they'd have caseworkers and live in
supervi sed housing, but there weren't enough beds or caseworkers to go around, and so nost of
these wal ki ng wounded ended up al one on the streets. Add to that the junkies who stayed away from
social services for fear they'd be jailed, the street kids danmaged by predators or the hones
they'd run from and you had thousands and tens of thousands of people living on the streets--;the
popul ati on of an entire shadow city living invisibly in the cracks of the city nost people saw.

A bright flare caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. Mgic--;the sane nagic he'd been
following. It ended at a brick wall, the glare of it so bright it nearly hurt his eyes. He touched
the flaking brickwork, and recoiled when his fingers came away sticky and dark. He rubbed his
fingers together. It was blood. AOd, but not that old.

This wasn't Unsel ei ghe nagi ¢ he'd been follow ng, but hunman nmagic. Eric blinked, bringing up the

i mage of the human city to overlay his mage-sight, and bent over to inspect the wall and the

si dewal k. Now he could see that there were bl oody handprints on the concrete. The wall itself was
covered with blood, great arcing gouts of blood, as if sonmebody had tried to batter his way
through the bricks with his body.

And I'mbetting that's exactly what happened, Eric thought grimy, straightening up. He felt
nauseat ed. Echoing through his mnd, preserved in the stone, were ghostly screams of fury, as if
the raging spirit were still trapped here. He scrubbed his hand on his jeans and raised the flute
to his lips, playing the first tune that came to nind, an old folk tune called "She Mdved Through
The Fair," the sweet wistful |anent seened to soothe the energies here, sending the spirit onits
way in peace, washing away the death-fury that had happened here.

"M ster? Hey, mster?"

Eric lowered his flute. He'd put so much of hinself into the nusic that he'd | ost his cloak of
magic, and with it, his invisibility. He turned in the direction of the voice. There was a nan

wat ching him a man only a few years older than Eric with haunted, |ost eyes. That could be ne,
Eric realized in pitying horror. Alittle nmore bad luck, a few nore m ssed chances . . . not
meeting Beth, or Kory. Mssing out on the Faire-circuit. That could be ne.

"That's pretty nusic," the man said, when he had Eric's attention. "I'mGry."

"Hello, Gary," Eric said quietly, so as not to startle his new friend. Though his body was ful
grown, it was clear that the m nd behind the eyes was nuch younger. "Do you know what happened

her e?"

Gary's face turned sad, as transparently as a child's. "Fury died. W always used to call him
that. He got sick and yelled at everybody, and then he started to fight with the wall." Easy tears
glinted in Gary's eyes. "Nobody fights a wall," he said sadly.

Not with any chance of w nning, Eric thought, glancing at the bl oodstains. He was tenpted to slip
back into his magic and | eave, but he'd al ready seen enough to know that he had a | ot of urgent
questions w thout answers. Maybe Gary had sonme of the answers.

"Have a |l ot of people died lately? In just the |last couple days? People like

Fury?"

Gary stared at him blankly, a sudden sourceless fear growing in his haunted eyes. "The angel s take
them-;the night angels. | have to go," he said suddenly.

"Hey--;wait! | didn't nean to--;"
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Gary turned away and scuttled quickly down an alleyway, vanishing from sight.

"--;scare you," Eric finished, gazing at the enpty street.

He could run after the honel ess nman, but he didn't think Gary had any nore to tell him Fury's
death hadn't fed the Nexus--;those deaths had occurred back in the Park. And what were the night
angel s? Unsel ei ghe Sidhe? If the Dark Court was using Manhattan as a hunting ground, there should
be unadulterated traces of their magic all over, but the only thing he'd found here was the magic
he'd fol | owed.

Not hi ng was adding up. It was as if he had all the puzzle pieces--;and they all turned out to be
fromdifferent puzzles. He sighed and | ooked around. At the end of the block a blue neon cross
shone into the night. Eric raised his flute to his |ips again, gathering his cloak of invisibility
around hi monce nore. The light at the wall was gone now, thanks to Eric's nusic, but sonehow the
neon cross shone even brighter in his Shifted sight. It was a sign for a mission, one of the
places that tried to feed and shelter New York's rising tide of honel ess.

Rel uctantly, Eric turned toward it. He didn't want to see any nore horrors, any nore forgotten men
and worren, but he needed to find out why Sidhe nagic was tangled up with the honel ess here.

The inside of the m ssion was warm and wel com ng. Tabl es were set up where nen--;and wonen, sone
with children--;sat spooning up soup. At the kitchen in the back, volunteer workers doled out nore
soup, sandwi ches, and chunks of bread to a long line of those patiently waiting. They were talking
among thenselves in | ow voices where the diners couldn't here. Eric crept closer

"Not a |ot of people here tonight," a wonan said. Her conpanion sighed, rolling his shoulders to
take the kinks out.

"There's sonething bad out there on the streets. Alot of our regulars are afraid to conme in. |
heard Johnnie Rags talking to Lindy earlier. They think we m ght be poisoning them?"

"Poi soni ng then?" The wonman recoil ed in shock

The man shook his head grimy. "I've heard from some of the other soup kitchens and flops. A lot
of people are dead. And nore have just . . . vanished. Al in the |ast seventy-two hours.

thought at first that a shipnent of bad drugs mi ght have reached the street--;but where would our
guys get the noney for drugs? They can't even afford beds, npbst of them”

"Unl ess the deal ers have started handing out free sanples |like the tobacco conpanies." The two of
t hem | aughed together in disbelief, sharing the bitter

j oke.

"And what are the cops going to do? A lot of people die down here every day,
"Not like this,” the man said grimy, shaking his head. "Not like this."
Eric turned away. The answers he wanted weren't here, but he couldn't escape the feeling that he'd
just been handed another clue . . . if he could only

understand it.

Even Shiel ded as he was, Eric was reluctant to | eave the light and warnmth of the mission for the
col d gl oom out si de, but he knew he had to nove on, see if he could followthis trail to where it
began . . . or ended.

As he turned to go, a young wonan sitting at one of the tables got to her feet, heading for the
door. She was skeleton-thin, but she'd made sone attenpt at | ooking pretty. She wore a down jacket
a dozen seasons out of date and a thin bright sumrery dress. Her |egs were bare.

"Where you goi ng, Annie?" the man behind the soup caul dron call ed.

"Cot nme a date,"” Annie said belligerently. Eric could see they wanted to stop her, to call her
back, but before they could do anything she was outside, hurrying up the street.

Eric followed her. She didn't go far. There was an alleyway a few doors down fromthe nission
Anni e ducked into it with an ease borne of long famliarity.

There was a crude shelter there, made of flattened cardboard boxes, and Annie scuttled inside,
squatting down and digging into her jacket.

"CGCot me a free sanple, got me a free sanple," she sing-songed under her breath.

Eric could see the glitter of a small packet of white powder in her hands. It radiated a kind of
non-magi cal malignity that made Eric blink

"Hey--;don't do that," he protested, naking hinself visible again. He dug in his pocket for his
wal let. "Don't take that. Here--;I'Il buy it fromyou. Okay?"

Seeing him Annie crouched back with a feral cry of alarm Before Eric could react, she'd torn
open the packet and poured the contents into her nouth.

Its effect was i medi ate and drastic. Her eyes rolled up in her head and she sl unped down,
unconsci ous.

Ch . . . God. Eric stared at her, sure for a nonment that she was dead. |'ve got to help her

He pulled out his flute. The people at the m ssion knew her. They'd know what to do. But their
hel p woul dn't be any good to Annie if she was dead.

t he woman went on.
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He let the magic flow down into him reaching out to the flicker of magic--;Eric experienced it as
musi c--;that every living thing had. Her song was faint, the contents of the envel ope poi soning
her nearly to death. It was as if two songs were playing at once, creating a jangling discord.

I nposing a third one wouldn't hel p nuch.

He |istened as hard as he could for the original tune, there in the cold all eyway, and slowy
began i nprovising a counterpoint around it, strengthening it w thout overwhelning it. The nusic
became stronger--;he could alnost identify the tune--;when suddenly he was knocked of f bal ance by
a blast of . . . music?

It reverberated through his head, soundl ess yet |oud enough to make his teeth ache, overwhel nm ng
all other sounds. The nusic wanted himto follow-;it was a call, a command, dark and powerful and
magi cal . Resisting it was like trying to stand still in the path of a cyclone. Annie still needed
hel p, but Eric couldn't "hear" his own nmagi c agai nst the how of the nmagestorm He ran toward the
nm ssion. He could at |east summon worldly aid. The pull of the Sunmoning grew stronger by the
monent ; he pushed open the door to the mission and half staggered, half fell inside.

"Hey," Eric croaked, half-deafened by the buffeting he was receiving. "Annie's out there in the
alley. She's sick."

The wonman who' d been tal king as she served the soup ran over to him Dizzy and battered by the
dark undertow of the magical Summoning, Eric clung to her for support.

"Are you hurt? Can you tell me your name? Come over here. Sit down--;"

"No," Eric gasped. "lI've got to--;l've got to go. Help her. She's in an alley up the street, in a
box. She took sonething. Sonething bad." It was hard to get any words out against the call of the
Unsel ei ghe magic, and finally Eric abandoned the effort. He pushed the woman away and t hrust
hinself out into the night once nore, turning in the direction of the summons.

As soon as he was nmoving with the pull of the magic, his head cleared enough for himto throw up
sone stronger shields. The power of the assault had taken him of f-guard, but he had his bearings
now. It would be a sinple thing to isolate hinself fromits pull entirely, but Eric wasn't sure he
wanted to do that. He'd come down here | ooking for the source of the magi c that had befoul ed the
city--;and now, it seened, the nagic was |ooking for him

Sorry Master Dharinel. | know you wanted ne to stay out of this one, but a Bard's gotta do what a
Bard's gotta do. | just hope |I'maround afterward to get yelled at for it.

And | think I'mglad after all that | didn't get Rla to cone with ne.

* * %

The only way Ria could follow the magical trail was on foot, and that was a sl ow process. The
trace was faint, and easily confused, but R a always managed to find it again. It |ed her south
and east, down into sone of the worst nei ghborhoods in New York. She was gl ad nore than once to
have Logan at her back. Mst fol ks who saw himjust tended to veer off from whatever m schief they
wer e cont enpl ati ng.

Ni ght cane early in the winter, and by the time they finally crossed Houston Street it was already

getting dark. R a was footsore and hungry, but unwilling to give up the hunt just yet. She felt
nore alive than she had any tinme yet since her recovery. Ria was a born hunter, and if nore of her
stalks were in the world of finance than on the city streets, well, the instinct was the sane.

On the Lower East Side a lot of the buildings were red brick dating back a century and nore. New
York had noved slowy uptown fromthe foot of the island since its founding, |eaving behind

out grown nei ghborhoods to fall into decay.

Wth taxes rising astronomically, many |andlords found it nore economical to let buildings rot
where they stood rather than invest the noney to make themlivabl e again. The ever-grow ng
popul ati on of those who had slipped between the cracks of what had once been touted as the G eat
Soci ety had taken over the abandoned buil dings, form ng new tribes outside of the protection of
society. As Ria and her shadow had noved downtown, out of the affluent nei ghborhoods, the nunber
of homel ess had increased. They huddl ed in doorways or crouched on the steamvents that |ed down
into the subways, watching Ria's progress with enpty eyes.

Wth Logan behind her, R a headed eastward, across the Bowery. Mre than a hundred years ago, this
had been the northernnost boundary of Manhattan, its then-cobbled streets filled with gracious

| adi es, fine gentlenen, and horse-drawn carriages. O that era, only a few | andmarked buil di ngs
still

remai ned.

The trail she foll owed was stronger here, but her puzzlenent was grow ng. \What would a mage, human
or Sidhe, be doing here, in the mddle of such poverty and despair? There was not hi ng down here
but crack houses, squats, and a few brave homest eadi ng yuppi es. Soon enough urban devel opnent
woul d sweep through here, just as it had el sewhere, leaving a litter of Starbucks and Barnes &
Nobles in its wake, but for now, the area | ooked |like a bonbed-out city in the aftermath of a war
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it had | ost.

Yet here was where the trail began--;or ended. Ria stopped in front of the old building her stalk
had led her to. It didn't look particularly prom sing. Even in the cold, she could snell the
pervasive fug of rotting garbage and old urine.

She cast around, |ooking for sone hint that the trail continued, but there was nothing. She woul d
have been nore reassured to find a Nexus here than what she had found. A blank wall

What the hell is this? Sonme kind of nagical roach notel ? "Mages check in, but

they don't check out?"

It was inpossible.

It was the truth

"Lady. Hey, lady. G mre dollar?"

A man--;a boy, really, younger than Eric--;cane shuffling out of the alleyway to her left. He had
the 1 ook so many of the honeless had, as if he'd been sucked dry of sonme vital conponent;

premat urely haggard, but no | ess dangerous for that. There were two nore behind him obviously
there to follow his | ead and share in any bounty he acquired.

She held her ground. To back away would only encourage them Most predators--;including the human
predat or--;woul d chase anything that ran.

"You one a' them angels. You conme down here, you gotta ginme dollar. Wiaddya say, angel? G nme
dol I ar ?"

He was cl ose enough for her to smell himnow H s hands were stuck in his pockets, clutching a
knife, a club, or even a gun. She knew he didn't plan to hurt her, only to take what she had, but
when did life ever go according to

pl an?

And why had he called her an angel ? The incongruity of it nade her smile.

Al nost .

"You don't want to do that." Logan appeared between her and the woul d-be predator like a drift of
snoke. She couldn't see his face, but he held his hands out, open-pal med, defusing the situation
with his presence and his will. The nan stopped

"She cone down here, she gotta give ne noney," he whined, focussing on Logan

But he was hesitating now, uncertain. "She an angel. Angels take, they gotta

give."

"No." Logan's voice was gentle and final. "You need to get on and take care of business sonmewhere
el se. G on.”

"Bitch. Uptown bitch." Hi s conpanions had already nelted back into the alleyway, discovering that
Ria wasn't an easy nmark. Their |eader glared at Ria in frustrated di sappointnment. "Bitch! Ange
bitch!"

"Co on," Logan said, still in the same calmvoice. As if he were dealing with a child or a
lunatic, R a thought. And | suppose these people qualify on both

counts. He dropped one hand to his side and flicked his fingers at her. Cbedient to his signal
Ri a backed away, stepping off the curb into the street. She crossed to the other side, turning her
back on themreluctantly. Behind her, Ria heard a faint scuffle, and a cry, and when she turned
back, the man was |lying on his back on the sidewal k, and Logan was turning away.

"Let's go," he said when he reached her. "Unless you need ne to take himall the way down."

"No. I'mfinished here. Let's go find a cab."

A few bl ocks took them back to Broadway. It was |ike crossing into another world. Broadway was one
of the city's main arteries, running all the way fromthe Battery at the southernnost tip of the
city, all the way into Upstate New York. It was fairly safe even at nidnight, lined with

bouti ques, shops, and all-"nite" delis. Ria did a snall Summoning magi ¢, and a few nonents | ater
a cruising cab turned the corner and stopped.

The ride uptown covered in minutes the blocks it had taken her hours to walk. On Sixth the trees
were strung with fairy lights. The bright shops and well-dressed shoppers were a uni verse away
fromthe war zone she'd just left.

And Ri a had nore questions than she had answers to.

A human drug addict doesn't just suddenly turn into a nmgician wi thout a cause.

And an Unsel eighe | ord doesn't just start building a Nexus in the mddle of one of the nost
densely popul ated human cities on Earth wi thout some expectation of being able to finish it.
There's a connection there, somewhere.

So. . . findit. Find the root cause.

I think | need to do some nore research

* * %

Aerune had been patient, and now his patience was to be rewarded. After his | ast defeat, he
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realized he had violated the first rule of war. A ways nake the enemy come to you. No | onger would
he follow the human cattle into their puny traps to gain what he needed. Hi s prey would cone to
him And so he had woven a dark spell, a calling-on, that would bring every creature with the wt
to hear it to a place of his own choosing. The Crowned Ones would hear it . . . and so, he had no
doubt, would those who sought to keep his rightful prey fromhim

And then he had waited with Sidhe patience, his dark piper playing, until the

prey should walk into his snare. At |last he'd caught the scent he sought--;the

scent of raw untrained Power bleeding flagrantly into the air. This one was nore powerful than any
he had taken before, and Aerune needed that power to build his Gate.

And if the nortals should think to set a trap for ne, then | will |esson these hunan upstarts well
in the ways of Hunting. . . .

Drawi ng his horn, Aerune blew a | ong, deep note. It blended with the Calling-on Song, meking that
mel ody a part of itself, grew and reverberated against the buildings of the city streets, taking
on a power and a life of its own, growing until it filled the world.

Come, mny children! Cone to your nmster

The hounds cane first, and then his hunters on night-black steeds of their own--;the |esser
Unsel ei ghe | ords who did himhomage, the Lesser Sidhe to whomhis nagic was life itself.

Aerune | owered the horn fromhis lips, but its call continued to sound, filling the air. He drew
his elvensilver sword and swing it in a circle over his head.

"We ride!" he roared, spurring his nount.

Behi nd himthe Hunt foll owed.

They'd had to work dammed hard to do it in less than a day, but this tinme his nen had prepared the
perfect trap, and Robert had the perfect bait. There was no reason to wait any |onger. He'd
instructed the men thoroughly about what they were to do, and sent Beirkoff and Hancock out with
them When everything was in place, Beirkoff was to give Hancock a second dose of T-Stroke--;a

bi gger dose this tinme. This Aerune would cone after Hancock again as soon as he snelled him
Robert was sure of it. Whatever the guy was, he wanted these Talents as nuch as Robert did, and
Robert was naking sure he had a tight grip on the only source.

He'd pulled in his field-test operation. There wasn't any nore T-Stroke out on the streets, so
little chance of any other random Tal ents appearing for Aerune to poach. |If he wanted what Robert
had, Hancock woul d be his only source.

Let the games begin.

* * %

"What're we doi ng out here?" Angel asked El kanah

"Waiting," El kanah answered, out of the boundl ess well of patience that was (in Angel's opinion)
the senior Threshol d operative's singlenost irritating quality.

"Yeah, | know we're waiting," Angel echoed sarcastically. "Waiting for some nutcase on a horse to
come kidnap our geek. But what's with the chain mail? The spears? Just because this guy thinks
he's King Arthur doesn't nean we have to go along with it."

Angel twirled the six-foot spear with the steel head back and forth between his fingers as if it
were a quarterstaff. Wen he shifted position, his chain mail jingled slightly. God only knew
where the boss had conme up with this stuff on such short notice. But he'd worn weirder things in
his tinme.

"We've got orders. This guy shows up, we throw a net over himand switch on the generators,"”

El kanah answered. Like Angel, he wore a silvery shirt of chain mail beneath a dark sweater. Even
if they were seen, there wasn't anything to ring warning bells in any civilian m nd. And this deep
inthe Park, this late at night, there was little chance of them being seen at all

"Li ke he's going to back of f because of a steel and copper net and a little electricity," Ange
grunmbl ed, but fell silent.

There were twenty-four nen--;all of Threshol d' s Black-1evel security operatives--;gathered here,

t hough only eight of themhad chain mail shirts.

Four of the others were carrying |ongbows with quivers full of steel-tipped arrows. Mst of the
men and the trucks they'd cone in on were conceal ed now by heavy canoufl age netting. They'd been
in place for hours, waiting, told to stay out of sight in case any stray tourists wandered past.
The bait had cone in an hour ago in an unmarked car. The technician with himhad shackled himto
an iron stake driven deep into the frozen ground. The bait was wearing a straitjacket and a gag,
and heavily sedated besides, but he didn't ook |like he could be nmuch trouble. A catheter port had
been inserted into his neck, and Angel watched as the |ab geek stuck a needle full of sonething
into it and rammed the plunger home. Angel was gl ad he wasn't the bait.

A few nonments |ater the night began to shinmer, and Angel |ooked away fromthe bait, resting his
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eyes. Your eyes played funny tricks on you at night, and because of the searchlights nounted on
the trucks, they hadn't been issued night goggles. There'd be plenty of light to see by once the
bal | oon went up. They'd be as visible as a frog on a birthday cake, but M. Lintel had been very
clear on the fact that this operation wasn't supposed to take |ong. They were going after the guy
who' d nade trouble for M. Lintel before, and this tine he, whoever he was, was going to be way
out gunned. Angel sniled. The hard nen were the nost fun to crack

"Move up! Cet into position!" El kanah whi spered urgently.

"Why? | don't--;" Angel said.

And chaos cane.

One nonment the clearing was enpty. The next, it was filled with nen on horseback, nmen with dogs,
shouti ng and screani ng and bl owi ng horns. Angel didn't waste any effort wondering how they'd
gotten here. He rushed forward, his spear raised, looking for a target. If they wanted to cone in
like the U S. Cavalry, he'd make sure they went out |ike General Custer

A dog leapt at him and Angel snmashed it down with a Kevlar-reinforced glove. It backed off with a
yel p and he hefted his spear, looking for a target. There. One of the horses.

He thrust his spear into its flank, pushing hard. There was a scream-; horses screaned just |ike
people--;a flash of light, and the horse was rearing and danci ng away uncontrollably, its rider
shouting and flailing as he fought for control. Angel grinned, and thrust again, no |onger caring
who these people were or why they were here. He got to hurt them That was all that mattered.
Another rider tried to rush him He got his spear into the horse's belly, tw sted, and jerked
back. Its guts spilled out onto the grass and it screaned and thrashed, adding to the noise of the
battl e.

Suddenly the searchlights cane up, flooding the clearing with harsh white |ight.

He coul d see his opponents clearly--;men in fantastic arnor, carrying shields and wearing swords.
The man on the horse he'd killed junped free, dragging at his sword. He was wearing an ornate

hel met, |ike sonmething out of a Conan novie, and beneath it, his eyes glowed red in a bone-white
face. So what? All the fancy makeup and special effects in the world wouldn't save hi monce Angel
got close enough. Al around himthere were cries and screans, flashes of |ight when the stee
drove hone, and a snell in the air |ike ozone. Angel stepped back, normentarily worried. A heavy
sword could slice his spear-haft in tw, and it would take himnonments he didn't have to get to
his Uzi. But just then there was a hiss, and three arrows appeared in the attacker's chest. Angel
had t hought that archers were a dunb idea, but now, seeing the snoke billowing fromthe scream ng

man's chest, he changed his mind. M. Lintel had been right as usual. Iron turned these guys into
W nps.
Sonet hing struck himfull in the chest, burning away his shirt, but the steel mail beneath

glittered unharned. Angel |aughed, and noved forward, searching for fresh targets.

As swiftly as they'd attacked, the riders pulled back. Now he and the other pikenen were between
the bait and the horsenen, and the backup troops in the trucks were nmoving up. In the blinding
Iight of the headlights, Angel could see fantastic arnored shapes on horseback, |ike something out
of a bad novie, and around themthe turf seenmed to flowlike water. A mst was rising, nmaking it
difficult to see clearly. There was a scream from behind him-;one of theirs--;and he turned to
see soneone go down beneath the jaws of a dog the size of a small pony. There was another voll ey
fromthe archers, and nore screans.

Hefting his spear, Angel ran to help.

* * %

El kanah saw Angel run past him shirt still smoking fromone of the Iightning-blasts the Bad GQuys
were using. As the Boss had pronised, their chain mail protected them but God help themthe
nmonent these guys figured out how few nail shirts they had. A couple of the nen were already down,
and there were things out there he didn't even want to | ook at. He'd seen the briefing tapes about
what Hancock coul d do. The Boss had said he'd be on their side. El kanah wasn't sure about that.

A dog |l eapt at him taking El kanah's spear full in the chest. It how ed, snmoking like it had just
scarfed a doggy-treat full of napalm no longer a threat. But the force of its attack knocked him
to the ground, and its death-agonies jerked the spear out of his hands. He rolled away, fighting
to clear his street-sweeper fromits harness. Still supine, he yanked it up and fired. It caught
one of the arnored warriors full in the chest, blowi ng away arnor and flesh with inpossible force.
For a nonent, El kanah could see the heart beating in the eneny's chest before he burst into flane,
burning with a pale blue light. In the nonentary breathing space El kanah rolled to his feet,

| ooking for his own lines.

"No order of battle ever survives first contact with the eneny." Got to hand it to old C ausew tz.
The man knew what he was tal ki ng about.

* * %
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Aerune roared his disapproval, his injured nmount dancing and shying beneath him hal f-blinded by
the harsh white light. Try as he might, the Unsel eighe Lord could not break through the ring of
steel that surrounded his prey, and his magic seened to have little effect on the humans who
sought to protect it. He'd already |ost too many nmen. There were archers at their back, their
death-nmetal arrows taking a fearsone toll of his Hunt--;and worse, the hunan Mage who had been the
bait in the trap was sumoni ng creatures of nmadness, creatures who preyed on nortal and Si dhe
alike. But his attackers were few, and there were other ways to win this battle. He could nake the
nmortal s pay for their inpertinence.

And he woul d.

"Fl ank them " he shouted over the roar of battle. "Let none escape!” In the name of Aerete the

Gol den, kill them all

TEN: FOR ALL THE MARBLES

"Well, what do you know?" Eric nuttered under his breath.

The summons was comng fromw thin the Park

He'd had the brainstormto sumon Lady Day as he jogged uptown, and so had nanaged the rest of the
trip quickly. At the edge of the park he'd di smounted.

"Co hone," Eric said firnly

The el vensteed quivered, her lights flashing in disapproval. She wanted to go with him "Hone!"
Eric repeated firmy. "I'Il call you when | need you."

It had taken a nonent to force his will on the elvensteed, but at |ast she'd submtted, turning in
the direction of honme. The good thing about elvensteeds was that they foll owed orders, nost of the
time. And at |east he wouldn't have to worry about anything happening to her

Hostages to fortune. . . . Sonething Jinnmie had said, about keeping innocents off the fire-line
canme back to himnow, and he smiled grimy. Now nore than ever, he understood what she neant. He
was prepared to risk his own life, but not anyone el se's.

He turned back to the park. It was fully dark now, and the streetlights in the park cast faint
cones of illum nation around thenselves. He wasn't sure what tine it was, but the streets had
fewer people on themthan before, and the park itself was deserted.

And sonething was waiting for himthere.

Eri c thought again about turning back, catching a cab and just goi ng hone, but sheer stubbornness
egged himon. The Guardians didn't want his help. Ria didn't want to help him Underhill didn't
want to get into a fight. Dharinel had told himto stay clear. But Annie's face was fresh in his
m nd. Whatever it was that was out there on the streets, he had to stop it.

So I'l'l doit myself, said the Little Red Hen.

Inside the | ow stone wall that bordered the Park the call was stronger, and Eric was willing to
bet that it was com ng from sonewhere near the unfinished Nexus point. He headed toward it, nore
slowy now, wary of anbush from sonmething el se that m ght have answered this Call.

Suddenly there was a flash of |ight ahead of him bright continuous |ight, and a sudden bl ast of
sound as though soneone had suddenly turned the volune on a television all the way up. Eric ran
toward it.

:Man. Mortal man . :

The voice in his head stopped himhal fway to the clearing. It sounded |ike Wrld War Three was
going on there, but Eric didn't dare go on leaving this at his back. He turned toward it.

A pool of shadow at the base of one of the trees rose up. Eric had the fleeting inpression that it
wanted to be a wonan but didn't quite know how. It reached out for himyearningly, and Eric felt
his teeth begin to chatter at the sudden sub-arctic cold as the creature sucked the |ast note of
warnth out of the winter air. He raised his flute to his lips, blowing a long steady | ow note. He
let the magic flow up into the sound, caging the creature's power and letting it drain away.
She--;it--;vanished with a thin despairing cry. But there were nore like it, heading toward him
Hal f-fini shed things that crawl ed and slithered and fl opped al ong the ground, radiating fear and
pain and a kind of magi c he' dnever sensed before. The woods were alive with them just like the
woods in his vision--;filled with gibbering shadow shapes that were all red eyes and hunger
seeking his magic, his soul, and his blood. They weren't Nightflyers--;thank all the odd gods for
smal | favors--;but there were nore of themthan he could count.

And they all wanted him Eric sumoned his shields, just in time as sonmething Iike a wolf but six
times bigger slung into the clearing, growing. The creature crouched on its haunches, unw lling
to attack alone, but still far fromfoil ed.

Eric raised his flute to his lips again and bl ew a quick waterfall of notes. The wol f-thing sprang
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up onto its hind legs, twisting and howing as the nagic tore it into fragments that drifted away
on the air like a skirl of autum | eaves.

But there were nore to take its place, an arny of darkness seeping up |ike water out of the ground
of this suddenly accursed pl ace.

I need something to get rid of all of themat once. What? The nmagic creating them had a source; he
could feel it, like cold and deadly sunlight. Slowy Eric began backing toward it, dropping his
shi el ds enough to lure themin. He had to stop whoever was naki ng these things, and hope it
stopped the creatures as well.

They might be a part of whatever fight was going on, but plainly they had no

interest init.

I nspiration struck. He began playing the sl ow opening notes of a Bach cantata as the nonsters
gathered in a ring around him Conme to papa, babies. It's lunchtine! Bach was cerebral

mat hemati cal, human--;the antithesis of the nightnare Unsel ei ghe power that he faced. Eric focused
on the nusic, letting it fill himconpletely. He had time for one |ast coherent thought--;if any
of these gets past ne into the City, there's going to be a bl oodbath even the Guardi ans can't stop-
-;before he let the nusic take him shutting out everything but the battle before him

As Aerune's Hunt eddi ed about the edges of the human warriors seeking an opening, the Unsel ei ghe
Lord suddenly heard a bright waterfall of nusic--;Human nagic, Bard magic, a thousand tinmes nore
powerful than the pitiful flickering about the Crowned One before him He turned toward the source
and saw . . . a Bard.

The man wal ked slowy toward the tangle of human and el ven warriors as if he saw neither
destroying the nightmares that had taken a heavy toll this night on nortals and Hunt alike. Here
in full measure was the power Aerune sought, power to build a thousand Gates. Not crippled and

hal f-conplete like the others he'd harvested--;no, here was power enough to play all of Aerune's
dark dreans into reality.

The crazed Crowned One he'd sought was only an annoyance in the face of this greater prize.

Rai sing his hand, Aerune slew himwith a gesture. The levin bolt sparked and crackl ed through the
iron the Crowned One wore, arcing and spitting in great wasteful fountains as it seared his flesh
into bubbling ruin, consuming himutterly.

"Take him" Aerune roared, gesturing toward the Bard. He blew his horn

sunmmoni ng back his Hounds and | esser creatures.

* * %
The nonsters he'd been fighting nelted away |like ice in a blast furnace and Eric stopped playing,
feeling the magic he'd been following simply . . . stop. For the first time he becane aware of his

surroundi ngs.

Searchlights. Gunfire. Elves on horses. Men w th guns.

What the hell have | stunbled into?

* * %

The bait went up like a roman candle, dead in an instant. \Wen Aerune turned,

El kanah took the break in the stalemate as an opportunity to nove his nmen back toward the trucks.

Their iron bodies should provide sone cover, and he was still holding in nmind the El eventh
Conmandnent: Don't Get Caught. They'd lost the bait, they'd lost half a dozen men, but if they
could get the net over the guy on the horse, they still might be able to sal vage sonet hi ng out of
this mess.

The horsemen were ignoring his guys for the nonent, and El kanah was thankful for snall favors. He
yanked the net out of the back of one of the trucks, gesturing for those still on their feet to

help him The net hissed along the grass behind himlike a metal serpent.

Then he saw what it was that had made Aerune pull back. An ordinary guy wearing street clothes,
with what |ooked like a flute in his hand. The searchlights nmade the silver radiate |ike a chunk
of burning phosphorus, but even in the brightness, the guy glowed, a bright blue as deep as the
Cctober sky. Instantly, El kanah made up his m nd

If Aerune wants this guy, then so do we.

"Get him" El kanah shouted, gesturing toward the flute-player

Eri c heard sounds behind himand risked | ooking away fromthe Unsel eighe Lord on the horse. Behind
hi mwere half a dozen guys in conmmando suits. Some of them were wearing chain mail and carrying
spears. All of them had guns.

"Sir? Step this way, please. You're going to have to cone with us,"” their | eader said with surrea
pol i teness.

Eri c backed away again, trying to keep both sides in sight. He couldn't imagine why the comandos
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hadn't run screaning--;he'd never seen elves |like these, but he knew what he was seeing--;a Wld
Hunt .

"Choose quickly, Bard!" the | eader of the Hunt called to him holding out his hand. "You will have
no second chance, and | think your shields will not hold against their weaponry! Choose! Them-;or
us!"

The hell | wll!

He had to get out of here, and knew he'd only have one shot at escape. He reached inside hinself,
to where the nusic ran like a deep underground river and pulled up a nmelody for which there were
no earthly terms. As it filled him he reached out for the half-created Nexus, twisting it around
himas a stage magician m ght swirl a cape.

And he vani shed.

The Bard was gone! Aerune snarled his displeasure, his breath comng in a serpent's hiss. So

cl ose! And yet the Bard had dared to defy him He would have liked to slay all those w tnesses to
his humliation, but without a Nexus to draw from he dared not waste the power. H s vengeance
must wait, and be all the sweeter for being so | ong denied. He wheeled his steed, slashing a
Portal to Underhill open in the very air. H's nmount staggered beneath him energy bled fromevery
pore--;he could hold this gate for seconds only, but it would have to be enough. Welding his
sword as if it were a whip, he drove the Hunt through the Portal ahead of him letting it sea
itself behind him

* * %

Angel stared at El kanah for a | ong noment in the sudden surreal silence. The guy with the flute,
the guys on horses, had all gone pop |ike a soap bubble. The Threshol d operatives were alone in
Central Park, and in the distance Angel could hear the sound of sirens. Their little excursion
here hadn't quite gone unnoti ced.

"Does anyone have an expl anation for what just happened here?" he finally asked.

"We can worry about that later,"” Elkanah said. There was a livid burn along the side of his face,
and he | ooked like he'd been through the winger. "Right now we've got to sanitize this place and
get out of here before the cops show up.

Get out the flamethrowers--;and get the wounded into the trucks!"

Those still on their feet hurried to obey, hosing down the dry grass to elimnate bl oodstains,
grabbi ng dropped equi prent as fast as they could. Sonmeone scattered a carefully prepared litter of
expended fire-crackers and beer cans to dress the site for the police. In less than five mnutes
they were on their way, running dark through the Park to one of its northern exits.

He was not |ooking forward to the report he was going to have to make.

At six o' clock this evening, Robert Lintel had been a nan well-pleased with hinmself and the world.
It was mnidnight now.

Thi ngs had changed.

Hi s nen had vacated Central Park nonments ahead of an arnmy of cops. They' d | ost Hancock. Beirkoff
was a gi bbering weck. They hadn't caught Aerune. And when another wild card had turned up--

; soneone Aerune wanted nore than he'd wanted Hancock, by all reports--;they'd lost him too. Half
his men were dead--; burned by | asers or hacked to death by swords--;and all the survivors could
tell himwere a |lot of confused tales about arnored men on horseback, giant wolves, and nonsters.
Monsters. He'd thought better of themthan that. They were supposed to be elite troops, the best
soldiers of fortune that noney could buy. And they ran away |i ke a pack of frightened schoolgirls.
Robert shook his head, pacing the expensive carpet of his top-floor office. He knew they were
good. They'd never failed himbefore. So what had really happened out there?

Bef ore Canpbell took off, she'd been babbling about elves and the hordes of faerie, but those
things that had been in the park tonight certainly didn't act |ike anything Robert had ever seen
in a cartoon. Still, maybe she and her stupid telepath hadn't been as crazy as he'd thought. Maybe
there was sonething in what she'd been saying--; maybe there were some kind of space aliens living
here on earth, space aliens that had been the source for a bunch of |egends about gods and el ves
and things, |like that von Dani ken guy said.

Robert rel axed, pleased to have thought his way through to the truth. That had to be it. Not

el ves. Space aliens. He'd have Dr. Ramturn Vickie Mon inside out to find out what else she knew.
Because whoever they are, they're poking their pointy noses in where they' re not wanted, and if
they can appear and di sappear the way they' ve been doing, it won't be |ong before they cone here
He sat down in the cushioned | eather chair behind his desk and pushed a button

"Find Beirkoff and get himup here. Bring Moon. | don't care what tine it is.

That's what | pay you for."
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He sat back, thinking furiously. He was on the right track with T-Stroke, he knew it. That young
guy who'd wandered into the mddle of things--;El kanah said that this Aerune had spoken to him |If
Aerune wanted himthat badly, then so did Bob Lintel. The guy coul d obviously do everything the
Survivors could do, and he didn't seemto be in any danger of shrivelling up and dying either

If I get himand can find out how he does it, | can nake nore. And then | can wite nmy own ticket.
I don't know where he's gone, but he's got to conme back sone tine. And when |'ve got a stable of
psychi ¢ assassins who can kill with a thought, |I'mnot going to have to worry about the Justice
Departnment or the SEC anynore. 1'll be able to wite nmy own ticket anywhere on the planet

and | think the U S. Governnent would be nore than interested in getting in on the bidding.

But why wait? Nobody ever nmde a profit sitting on their hands. It was tine to take the war to the
eneny.

Fortunately Logan was still with Ria when all hell broke |oose. She'd ordered up dinner fromroom
service for both of themwhile she'd nade some calls to the Coast. If junkies were turning into
mages, sonebody, sonewhere was naking the drugs that were turning them And Ria wanted to find out
who. It wasn't inpossible that this was sone Unsel ei ghe plot. Sone of them positively doted on
wor ki ng t hrough human pawns, using |ong convoluted plots |ike sonething out of a Janes Bond nove
when a sinple bullet to the head would be a | ot nore cost-effective.

She was standi ng by the wi ndow, |ooking out over the city, when she saw the flash of light deep in
the park. Seconds later the riptide of unexpected nagi c washed over her--; Bardic, Unsel eighe, and
every shading in between. Ria staggered back, caught off bal ance by the sudden assault on her
shi el ds, and

went down.

She woke up as Logan was lifting her onto a couch. His dark face was inpassive and wary. "Are you
all right?"

"Yes." She didn't el aborate. Her shields had gone to full strength in the second after the
assault, but she could already tell that whatever it had been was gone now.

Wavi ng Logan away, she got to her feet again and wal ked carefully back to the wi ndow. There were
four police cars pulled up on the street outside the park

Iights flashing.

"My," Ria said coolly, eyebrows raised

Logan was already on the phone, calling his office. She heard himgive his location and ask for a
weat her report. He listened for a nonent, then hung up

"There's been a report of shots fired inside the park and a | ot of bright

lights," he said tersely.

And nore than shots, R a thought. "I want to go down there. But | don't want to get involved with
the police."

He gl anced at her, and she saw himthink the probl em over.

"Let's give it a while. 1'll check back with ny office in a few m nutes and see what the cops are
reporting,"” Logan said.
* * %

Fifteen mnutes later the police cars were gone. According to the frequenci es Got ham Security
nmoni tored, the NYPD figured the disturbance was caused by sone kids setting off firewrks. R a
knew better. The only question remaining was: what exactly had it been?

She entered the park cautiously, Logan taking point. He was wonderfully incurious about what was
going on . . . but then R a was paying good noney for that. She only hoped his perfect manners
weren't going to get either of themkilled.

By the time they reached the spot R a had marked from her wi ndow, there was nobody in sight. She
wasn't particularly surprised to find it was the place Eric had been so interested in, but now the
hal f-built Nexus was gone as if it had never been

Suddenly there was a shadow above her--;sonmething big coming in for a |landing. A pistol appeared
in Logan's hand--;a Desert Eagle .60, capable of taking down a nobose with one shot or punching
right through a car's engi ne-bl ock

"Wait," R a said, raising her hand.

The creature | anded, and bounded toward her, talking all the way. It was G eystone, the talking
gargoyle fromEric's apartnent.

"Blondie, we got trouble, big trouble--;Eric just went “poof' on us, and sonmebody was hol ding a
real brawl here when he went!"

Runni ng up behind himwere a fortyish Lati na wonan and an exotic dark-ski nned wonan in a
patrolman's uniform Neither of them | ooked surprised to see Greystone. So these nmust be the
Guardians Eric told nme about, showing up a day |late and a dollar short. So nuch for the safety of
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the Free Wrld. R a glanced toward Logan, but his Desert Eagle had vanished as if it'd never been
there. H s face was inpassive. Like a good bodyguard, he faded back behind her, where he could

wat ch what happened wi t hout intruding.

"Greystone, who is this? Wiat's she doing here?" the Latina asked

"She's Eric's ladyfriend, Ms. Hernandez," G eystone answered. "She's okay. Her nane's Ria."
"What' s happeni ng? Were's Eric?" Ri a denanded.

"Cone," Geystone repeated, sounding as rattled as a gargoyl e ever got.

"We're friends of Eric's, too," Hernandez said. "We, um heard he was having trouble up here, but
when we got here it was all over. And what brings you

her e?"

"My hotel room overl ooks the Park," R a said. It didn't count as an answer, but at least it was a
response. She knew what Eric had told her about the Guardi ans, and wondered what he'd told them
about her. And, of course, how nuch of it they believed.

"I"mgoing to take another sweep around," the patrol wonan sai d. "Nobody's done a real search of
the area. Maybe there's a clue.”

You certainly look |like you could use one, R a thought, but didn't say anything out loud. If this
was Toni Hernandez, then her friend the cop nmust be Jinmm e Youngbl ood, another of the Quardi ans.
But even if Youngbl ood was no ordinary cop, it never paid to antagonize the police. Wen
Youngbl ood wal ked away, Ria returned her attention to Hernandez. It wouldn't hurt to be sociabl e,
especi ally since she wanted sonet hing fromthem

"Hello," she said, holding out her hand, and smling. "I'mR a. Eric's told nme so much about you."
"I"'mToni," the other woman said, smling faintly at the i nane exchange of social pleasantries.
Ria took the proffered hand. Toni's grip was dry and warm

"Jimme and | are trying to figure out what happened here. And just now, we wouldn't turn down any
hel p." She studied R a consideringly.

“I'"ll do what | can," Ria said, |ooking around. Wether I'Il tell you about it remains to be seen.
"Maybe you could start by telling nme what you do know? | know that Eric was very interested in
this . . . location."

Toni sighed. "W asked himto take a look at it last night. Let's just say there's been sone weird
stuff happening, and this spot seens to be the eye of the hurricane. Eric said there were Dark

El ves invol ved, building sone kind of doorway . . . would you know anyt hi ng about that?"

Fromthe | ook on her face, it was clear that Toni Hernandez woul d rather have cut off her hand
than asked, but it was equally clear that she knew she was in over her head.

"Less than you'd think, but sonme,” Ria said. "I can tell you right now that the doorway you're
worrying about is no longer a problem It's gone." And Eric's gone with it, damm the nman. "Let ne
|l ook around a little, okay?"

"Sure," Toni said, taking a step back. "But you won't nind if G eystone keeps an eye on you, wll
you?"

"As long as he doesn't step on ny feet," R a said, conposing her face into another pleasant but
totally unneant smle. She turned away from Toni and began wal king in a slow circle around the
area where the Nexus had been, frowning in concentration. Both the other wonen had brought
flashlights, but Ria could see clearly in dimer light than this.

The ground was cut up and torn in a wi de area, alnost as if soneone had been trying to plowit, or
to dig sonmething up, and there were wi de burn-scars defacing the grass that renained. R a blinked,
sunmmoni ng up her mage-si ght. Now she could see that a |ot of magic had been thrown around here.
There were the scars of levin bolts on the grass and the trees, and the entire place reeked of
Unsel ei ghe nagi cs and hunman deat h.

And as if that weren't trouble enough, the WIld Hunt had been here as well.

Perenor had sonetinmes spoken of the Unsel eighe rade--;he'd had the right to call one, but had
never done so, dism ssing the Hunt as too flashy and undi sciplined for his needs. Mire to the
point, Ria thought now, it would have notivated the drowsing Court of Elfhanme Sun-Descendi ng as
not hi ng el se could have, creating an opposition that Perenor hadn't wanted to face. Every El fhane
within a thousand m | es nust know about this one--;she was only surprised that the park wasn't
crawl i ng with Hi ghborn.

But Central Park is in the mddle of New York City. No elf would conme here w thout a dammed good
reason. And you wal ked right into the niddle of it, didn't you, Eric?

The WIld Magic she'd followed down into the sluns was everywhere, stronger than she'd ever seen it
bef ore. Soneone wi th Power had died here, in addition to humans and Sidhe. Ria could still see the
dead wi zard's ghost, hovering like a plune of red snobke in the air. Dead, and recently, and slain
by the levin bolt whose backlash she'd been hit with.

But it wasn't Eric, which was some small relief.
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Once she'd sorted out the Wld Talent and the Hunt, the renmining traces were easy to read. The
lingering effects of very neatly done nmagic, all wapped up with no | oose ends, spelled Eric as
plainly to her Second Sight as if it were a neon sign twelve feet high. He'd been throw ng Bard-
magi ¢ around as if he'd been trying to put out a fire, but even in the mddle of a fight, his work
was neat, disciplined, careful, the work of a fully trained Bard, confident in his skill.

He hadn't killed the WIld Talent--;that wasn't his style--;so it had to have been the Unsel ei ghe
rade. But fromwhat she'd seen before, the WIld Tal ent and the Unsel ei ghe were allies of sone

ki nd.

She gl anced over her shoulder. Both Toni and Logan were giving her a |ot of

el bow room

Sonmeone el se wasn't.

"You gonna do a spell, Blondie?" Geystone asked hopefully.

Ria shot hima deadly look. "I haven't seen everything that's here to see, yet--;sonething else
was here besides your Dark Lord and Eric, but it wasn't

magical, so it isn't leaving traces."

"Does this hel p?" On its stony palm the gargoyle held out an expended shell casing. "I found it
on the ground."

Ria took it fromhimwth a gratitude she was unwilling to show. "It might." She held it in the
pal m of her hand, gazing intently down at the small piece of brass. :Speak to ne, snith-w ought
forgi ng. Who has touched you? Where have you been?:

The shell casing was too small to retain much information, but Ria gained a blurry inpression of
men with guns--;many guns--;all holding shells like this

one.

"There were soldiers here," she said slowy for Geystone's benefit. "Sonme kind of paranmilitary
group, anyway." She handed the casing back to G eystone.

She frowned, trying to piece the puzzle together. Eric, the Hunt, and a wild Tal ent had been here.
So had a team of purely human nercenaries. Since she couldn't imagine Eric allying hinself with
ei ther group, the best guess was that Eric had been caught between the two and needed to get out
of the way fast. The hal f-built Nexus woul d have been the weakest point in local reality, so he

nmust have used it to escape to Underhill, which would explain why it had vani shed so neatly.

Ria relaxed slightly. He was alive. Eric had a lot of allies in Underhill, and even enenmi es woul d
treat a Bard with respect and probably be willing to ransom him back to his own people. So if he
was in trouble at the nonment, it wasn't urgent trouble, and she could call in a few favors to nake

things easier for himif it wasn't possible for her to track hi mdown herself.

She wal ked back over to where Hernandez stood. She wasn't interested in the situation here any
further, but she supposed she owed Toni a hint of what the

Guardi ans were dealing wth.

"Do you know what a Wld Hunt is?" Ri a asked.

Toni blinked, as if she were taken off-guard by the question. "Some kind of a. . . it's when the
dead ride out to hunt down the living, isn't it?"

"C ose enough," R a answered. "Except that it's usually the Unsel ei ghe Sidhe riding, not human
dead. Bottomline: a Hunt has ridden through here recently. It looks to ne like they clashed with
some men with guns--;the police had a report of gunfire here in the park about half an hour ago,
didn't they?"

"Yeah. They checked it out and didn't find anything. Decided it was kids with cherry bonbs. But
why woul d el ves be fighting hunmans here? O naybe that question should be asked the other way
around: how did the nen know t he el ves

woul d be here?"

That's your problem not nmine, R a thought. You're the ones who didn't want

Eric's help when he offered it, and I'mnot a public utility. "I don't know But apparently Eric
didn't think you were taking his warning seriously enough and decided to | ook into things for
himsel f. | know he cane back here today around noon, but I wasn't with himso | don't know where

he went fromhere." Not that | can't find out if | have to.

Toni Hernandez | ooked as though she were going to press Ria for nore details, and R a was debating
how nmuch nmore to give her, when the other

woman- - ; Ji mm e- -; came runni ng back

"Look!" she said with excited self-nockery, "a genuine clue. Sonmebody's been noving trucks--;big
trucks, heavy enough to | eave tracks even with the ground being frozen--;through the park. | found
this near one of the sets of tracks.

Soneone nust have dropped it while they were bailing." She held it out to Toni

Toni took it, and held it up so Ria could see it.
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"I't looks Iike one of those magnetic hotel -room keys, "
"But there's no nane on it. Just a logo."
"May | see it?" Ria said, keeping her voice even with an effort.
She school ed her face to bl ankness, inspecting the card. It was grey, easy to nmiss in the dark on
a quick inspection, and anyway, the police that'd been here earlier had been | ooking for
perpetrators, not evidence. The card had a gold |l ogo stanped on it . . . a logo Ria had becone
very famliar with over the past few days.
Threshol d Labs. That's a Ll ewel | Co subsidiary!
Soneone is going to pay for this. Dearly.
"No, I'msorry," she said, smling sweetly as she handed the key-card back to Toni. "I travel a
| ot on business, and |I thought | mght recognize it, but I don't. Sorry." And with her shields at
full strength, not even a tel epathic gargoyle could get through themto see that she was |ying
t hrough her teeth.
"Ch." Toni sounded di sappointed. "Can't you tell anything el se? You' re one of them aren't you? An
el f?"
Ria winced slightly. "No, sorry." Just a nongrel that neither side wants to claim "lI'msorry |
can't be of nore help, but I"'mafraid I'mnot on the Unsel ei ghe Sidhe's Christmas card list, and
this isn't really something |I've got nmuch experience with." She tried to keep her inpatience from
showi ng. Threshold was her problem her responsibility. She intended to deal with it w thout any
ki nd of New Age Cccult Police help

Toni said, turning it over in her fingers.

"You' ve been a lot of help already,” Toni said neditatively. "I just wi sh we knew where Eric was."
Ri a rai sed her eyebrows in surprise. "I thought 1'd explained that. He took the Gate into
Underhill with him But |I'msure he'll be back as soon as he can."

"I guess you're right.
forestall them

"If there's anything el se you need, Eric has ny number." She turned and wal ked quickly away,

| eaving the two Guardi ans and Greystone staring after her.

* * %

Al'l of a sudden, everything was quiet.

Eric straightened out of his half-crouch, lowering the flute to his side and blinking in the
deafening silence. The elves and the soldiers were gone, it was "day" instead of night, and it was
war m enough that he was perspiring in his sweater and | eather jacket. Eric was al one, somewhere
Underhill. He | ooked around cautiously.

He stood in the mddle of a prinmeval forest, one lit by the sourceless silvery light of Underhill
Trees that had grown unnol ested since the beginning of Tinme rose high into the sky, and the ground
beneath his feet was carpeted with a thick pale noss filled with tiny glowi ng blue flowers, making
it look as if the earth beneath his feet were carpeted with stars. Despite its beauty, the forest
had the faintly unloved air of a theater between perfornmances; a stage w thout actors. None of the
H gh Elves were in residence here, then--;only the Lesser Sidhe, the Low Court, those which could
not survive except in Underhill or near a Nexus grove. The |ow elves were scatterbrai ned at best;
he coul d expect no help there.

As if the thought had summoned t hem back, he began to hear faint far-off birdcalls, and slowy,
the forest filled with sound once nore. An enormous purple butterfly, silver crescent nobons upon
its wings, wafted regally past, and at Eric's feet, sonething snmall and grey and furry expl oded
into action, zipping into hiding before Eric could quite see it. He grinned in spite of hinself.
He was better off than he'd been a nonment before, and even if the terrain was unfamliar, there
was plenty of magic here to play with. Unless he ran into a High Magus in a real bad nood, Eric
could handle anything this stretch of Underhill had to throw at him

But since |'mnot going to be staying, the situation isn't going to come up.

He could open a Gate right here and step back into the nortal world, but w thout a Nexus to anchor
him-;and with no idea of where "here" was--;he mght find hinmself appearing on Earth centuries in
the past--;or the future, or thousands of nmiles fromwhere he went in. It would be better to have
an experienced conductor for this little trip, and Eric knew just where to find one.

El venst eeds were created for situations |like this.

But first, he had to change his clothes before he fried.

That was a | ot easier here than it would have been back in New York. Here there was so much nmagic
inthe air that it was like breathing pure oxygen. Eric concentrated for a noment, considering
what he should wear, and settled on just getting rid of the heavy sweater and turning his woo
slacks into a pair of jeans that wouldn't get ruined so easily by a wal k through the woods. He

m ght need the jacket if he Gated to sonepl ace col der, and besides, he was nore attached to it
than he was to either sweater or slacks. There was no guarantee that having once bani shed them

Toni | ooked as if she had nore questions to ask, so Ria spoke quickly to
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he'd ever get them back; nmagic was funny that way.

Havi ng switched to cooler clothes, Eric breathed a deep sigh of relief. He rolled his shoul ders,
easi ng out the Kkinks.

Now to get out of here. Maestro, a little traveling nusic.

He raised his flute to his |lips and began to play. First a few tr|IIs to reassure the forest that
he neant it no harm then he segued into his Calling.

The forest around hi mshivered, half-wakened by Eric's magic, and, as if fromfar in the distance,
he heard Lady Day's faint acknow edgenent inside his head.

The el vensteed woul d find hi mwherever he was, and reach himas soon as she

coul d.

Now all he had left to do was wait--;which was just as well, as he had a lot of thinking to do
about recent events. Eric |ooked around, wal king through the forest a bit until he found a
confortable place to sit. One of the great trees had fallen (or nore likely, a fallen tree had
been created by one of the Sidhe at just this spot the way the Victorians used to build "ancient
ruins” in their gardens), and its trunk provided a pleasant seat fromwhich to think matters over--
;and if he got hungry waiting, he could just conjure up whatever he wanted to eat or drink from
the magic in the air. Wiile Eric hadn't mastered kenning, the ability to create exact duplicates
of anything he knew well out of pure nmagic, he could certainly sumon up anything within a
reasonabl e di stance to cone to him

So it's a great place to visit, but | don't think I'd actually want to live here. Al things
considered, Eric preferred the "real world," even though New York didn't seemto be a healthy
place to be at the nonent, at |east for elven-trained Bards.

He' d bl undered into sonething big and nasty back there in the Park--;sonething even worse than
Dhari nel 's gl oomy warni ngs about conquest-nmad Unsel ei ghe--;and the didn't want to have his head
handed to himthe next tine he ran into the Guys Wth Guns, he'd better stop and think things

t hrough now, while he had a breathing space. Dharinel always said that a nonent of thought could
save a year on the battlefield.

The Guardians said there was trouble in Central Park, and |I found out that the Dark Sidhe was
trying to put up a Nexus about where | dreaned of the goblin tower, but when | followed the trail
of the nagic he was using, it seened to be all tangled up with the honel ess fol ks downtown. At the
Park, | think there was sonme kind of a nmage with the soldiers that the WIld Hunt was trying to get
at, but when the Unsel eighe Lord saw ne, he killed the mage, and that got rid of the nonsters |
was trying to take out. And | beat it out of there, but the Sidhe's already seen ne. And EVERYBODY
| oves a Bard.

So . . . could things be any nore of a nmess? Maybe, Eric decided with a sigh

But not easily. Guns and Sidhe don't nix. He kicked at the noss beneath his sneakers. Tiny beetles
glowing in a rainbow of colors scurried out of sight, and Eric watched them for a noment,
fascinated. The air was filled with birdsong now, making his fingers itch for a notebook so he
could try to get some of it down on paper. \Watever he wote would be a poor copy of the original
t hough.

Still, it mght be fun to try

At least his responsibilities in this mess were clear. He had to get back to his own tinme and

pl ace, and once he did, he needed to contact Elfhame Everforest and tell them about the WId Hunt
showi ng up in Central Park. That should be enough reason for the Sel ei ghe Sidhe to break the truce
and settle this particul ar Unsel ei ghe's hash, but that wasn't the only problem There was stil

the matter of all those guys playing soldier . . . the ones with the now dead mage.

Back in San Francisco, the Feds who were chasing himand Bethie had been tangled up with a project
that was trying to tap into natural psi powers. But nost people didn't have much in the way of
either easily tapped psi or innate Power: the Gft usually ran deep in humans, nost of the tine
needing nagic or training to bring it to the fore.

He flashed back to the packet of white powder he'd seen in Annie's hand in the alley outside the
soup kitchen downtown. What if sonebody had figured out a way around needi ng nagi c or years of
training to make a wi zard? What if they'd cone up with sone kind of drug that forced Talent to the
surface? That would explain the twi sted nage he'd been fighting, and if the bad guys had been
testing their stuff on the streets, it mght also explain all those deaths that the Guardians--
;and the people at the kitchen--;had been tal king about. Magery while you wait. No wonder that nut
on the horse was so interested. If that stuff can crank up a human into a mage, just imagi ne what
it would do for an elf?

Eri ¢ shuddered. That was sonething he'd just as soon not find out about. But if the soldier-boys
meant that the Feds were mixed up in things again, he was in even nore trouble than he'd thought.
Because if they were | ooking for Bethie, they were looking for himas well . . . and his cover
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woul d be bl own the nonment anyone | ooked really closely.

Well, this is another fine nmess you' ve gotten us into, Banyon. Master Dharinel was right, not that
his being right would have kept nme from nmeddling. But it

doesn't really look like I've inproved the situation once, and now both sides

are after ME. Cee, Brain, what do we do now? Well, Pinky .

He needed hel p and advice, and from soneone who was as confortable with high-level human politics
as Eric was with Bardic nagic. The trouble was, he didn't know anyone who fit that particular bil
but Ria. After what he could tell her about today, he was pretty sure she'd help himif she could,
but that help might come at a higher price than he was confortable w th paying.

Well, we can burn that bridge when we cone to it, as Mason said to D xon.

Al'l of a sudden the forest fell silent. The birds stopped singing, and the creatures scuttling
through the fallen | eaves froze where they were. Eric |ooked around quickly.

Tr oubl e.

Not hi ng in sight, but his shoulders crawl ed. There was soneone behind him He could feel it. Eric
got to his feet, turning around slowy, shields at full, to see what had startled the forest.

He stared. It looked like a giant | awn gnone brought to hideous life. Upright, it would probably
stand al nost four feet high, but it was bent over so far it was hard for Eric to judge its size,
bal anci ng on griny bare feet and the knuckles of its long, apelike arns. It was wearing hunman
clothes centuries out of date--;calf-length |eather pants and a long griny snock that night have
been white once but was now soiled to a griny brown. Its face was a caricature of a human face--
;al nost noseless, with tiny piggy eyes. On its head it wore a crusty brownish-red cap that it had
di pped in sonme thick liquid that was flaking away now as it dried. The creature stank of
undef i nabl e thi ngs.

When it saw Eric's face, it smled, the grin splitting its nightnmare face inpossibly wide. Its
mouth was filled with long yellow teeth.

Sharp yell ow teeth.

ELEVEN: LORD OF THE HOLLOW HI LLS

Robert Lintel regarded his tenporary headquarters with disgust. Even in Decenber, the snell was
incredible. It was filthy beyond anything he'd imgi ned possible--;interior walls torn down, sone
covered in graffiti, whole roonms used as toilets, people sleeping anywhere, on torn mattresses or
just piles of rags.

Thi s abandoned buil ding was a haven for runaways. That was why he'd picked it.

He stared at the terrified band of feral children huddl ed together in the nmddle of the room He
was doing these kids a favor, he realized. They should be grateful to himfor putting an end to
their whole trivial sordid existence. For once in their useless lives, they'd get the chance to do
sonet hing that mattered, sonmething that would benefit people nore inmportant than they could ever
be.

As far as he had been able to tell from Jeanette's notes and what he'd gotten

fromthe Survivors back at Threshold before he'd used themup, the younger you were, the higher
the initial dose, the better chance you had of surviving exposure to T-Stroke and devel oping the
Tal ents that Robert Lintel needed. He

didn't have any nore tine to ness around handi ng out free sanples to dozens of people to get one
or two Survivors. He needed broad-based success--;and fast.

"Ckay, you! Sabatini! Is this everyone?" he barked.
"Everyone in the building, sir," Sabatini said. Robert had brought the cream of his surviving
security troops here with him The eight of themwere |oyal--;and

smart enough to know that they were inplicated in everything Threshold had done so far. They
needed Robert's protection--;and Robert needed what these children could provide.

"We've got all the exits seal ed. Nobody goes in or out," Sabatini said.

"Good." Street hookers and runaways were no match for trained professionals. H's nen had taken the
pl ace over before half of themrealized they were being

i nvaded, and within minutes his operatives had searched the whol e building and rounded all of the
squatters up and brought them here.

The funny thing was, not one of them had fought back. Robert had seen this kind of behavior
before. Most people took a certain amount of time to work themselves up to physical resistance in
a traumatic situation. Oten the difference between the amateur and the professional was their

qui ckness off the starting blocks, not their martial arts skill. The amateur m ght be just as
proficient as the professional, but it took himlonger to make up his mnd that the situation
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requi red violence. And that was the difference between success and failure. So to keep any woul d-
be heroes off bal ance, Robert'd had his prisoners slapped around a little once he'd gained contro
of the squat, just to drive home who was boss now. The children huddl ed together Iike a pack of
orphaned kittens, wearing |ace and | eather, lipstick and sequins, the tawdry finery of a pack of
Lost Boys and G rls who would never live to reach Neverland. They'd seen the uniforns and the
guns, collected a few bruises, and now not one of themwas willing to do so nuch as conplain, no
matter what he did to them

They might get their spunk back in a few hours, but by then it would be far too late. In fact, it
was too |ate right about

"Now. Start dosing them"™

Angel and Sabatini shoul dered through the circle of huddled children. O the twenty-four nen who'd
been in Central Park |ast night, only these eight renai ned, but that was nore than enough for his
purposes. In fact, when he got what he wanted here, they' d be disposable, too.

Robert had brought one of those pressure injectors with himfromthe lab, and all the T-6/157 he
could find. Even after the random doses they'd put out on the streets over the |ast two days,
there were several kilos left--;nore than enough to build an arnmy with. As Angel held a gun to
their heads, Sabatini injected the street kids one by one with a double dose of T-Stroke. Most of
themdidn't even nake it into a sitting position before passing out.

Robert smiled his approval as the | ast of the street kids dropped unconscious to the ground.
"Sir?" El kanah asked. "What do we do with the ones that go crazy? If we put them out on the
street, they mght |ead soneone back here.”

"Put themdown in the basenent.” On his earlier reconnoitre of the building, Robert had seen that
the steps to the cellar were gone. Anyone thrown down there--;assum ng they survived the eighteen-
foot drop--;would have no way of getting back out again. "Put the dead ones down there, too. They
m ght as well have sone conpany."

Sabatini was sorting the linp bodies now Two thirds of the kids were still alive. So | was right
about younger subjects surviving better. Al to the good.

There'll be no lack of subjects. Thousands of kids vanish every year, Robert

t hought .

Al nost as soon as the dead bodies were cleared away, the Screaners started to awaken. They were
harder to di spose of than he'd expected; supernatural strength seened to go hand-in-hand wth

vi ol ent psychosis, and his operatives had to play rough. Fortunately only five of the surviving
subj ects needed that treatnent, and with the doors between the kitchen and the front room shut, he
couldn't even hear them screanm ng once they'd been dunped in the basenent.

And if their presence lured that pointy-eared claimjunper Aerune back again, that was all to the
good. A steel knife through the gut should settle himdown and nmake hi m see reason

Soon, the Survivors started to rouse, staring around thenselves with w de, disbelieving eyes.
There was a skinny bl onde brat who seened to be their |eader

She glared at Lintel in terrified defiance, her mascara running down her painted cheeks in thick
bl ack streaks.

It doesn't get any better than this, Robert thought gloatingly. This was al ways the best part,

wat chi ng sonmeone who was too terrified of himto run away.

Canpbel | had been an exenpl ary enpl oyee in many respects, but she'd never been properly afraid of
him Maybe he'd | ook her up and change that, once he had this situation squared away to his
I'iking. He | ooked around for sonme place to sit, found nothing, and resigned hinmself to standing.
He woul dn't be here for nore than a few hours, anyway.

After that, he'd be taking the war to the eneny.

"Now-;" he said, smling predatorially at the Survivors. "This is what | want you to do.
Ria hadn't slept all night, and neither had a | ot of people in the West Coast offices. She'd
dragged Jonat han out of bed with her m dni ght phone call, but Ria was too angry about her

di scovery to care: she wanted action and she wanted it now.

Jonat han delivered, gods bless him It hadn't taken himlong to get the first of the answers she
want ed, and the nore she found out about Threshold Labs, the worse things sounded. The conpany had
been draining even nore noney fromLlewell Co than she'd realized at first glance, its depredations
careful |y canoufl aged by the bright boys and girls in Oversight and Accounti ng.

And as for what Threshold had done with all that Llewell Co cash

"Si nce when does a pharnaceutical conpany need a private arny?" she demanded into the tel ephone.
"These invoices are |udicrous! W' ve been shovelling nmoney at themfor five years and all we've
gotten have been gl owi ng prom ses--;| want to know exactly what Threshold's been doing with its
time and ny noney and | want to know yesterday."
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Baker and Hardesty were behind this. Only soneone high up in Llewell Co could have covered things
up for this long. Wll, the two of themwere going to be |ooking for new jobs by the tinme the sun
set in California, R a vowed.

As for Threshold's CEO, Robert Lintel

Jonat han's people in Conputer Security had gotten into the Threshold conputers w thout trouble--
;no surprise, as nost of themwere former outl aw hackers, working for Llewell Co as an alternative
to jail. According to what they'd pulled out of the files so far--;the data would take weeks to
sift thoroughly--;Lintel had been running a bl ack books research program for al nost as |ong as
he'd been runni ng Threshol d, sonething about triggering psychic powers in humans through the use
of psychotropic drug cocktails.

And it | ooks like he got far enough with it to go to field trials. | amgoing to crucify himfor
this--;and anyone el se | can get ny hands on

She paced furiously, but she knew there was no point in com ng down on Threshold until she had
absolute proof. It would be too easy for themto start dunping records at the first sign of

di scovery--;although, to Ria's fury, soneone seened to have anticipated her there as well.

Lintel certainly hadn't been doing the research hinself--;not with nothing nore than a Harvard MBA-
-; but whoever the production-end brains of the outfit had been, he or she seened to have junped
shi p, because there was no evidence of himor his research notes anywhere in the Threshold

mai nfranme. If M. X had gone to that rmuch trouble to renove all trace of his forner enploynent, it
was probably because he was on the run. Wich nmeant that he was out of the picture for the nonent,
and out of reach.

But 1'Il find you, wherever you are. And when | do, you'll w sh you d gone down with Threshol d!
She gl anced at her watch, then over at the man sitting silently on the couch

Logan | ooked |ike some kind of hyperrealistic sculpture of a sleeping man, not that he was asl eep
Fromtime to tinme she surprised himwatching her, as if he were quietly assessing the situation
She wasn't sure why she'd kept himwi th her, but now she was gl ad she had.

"I'"mgoing dowmntown to break into a lab," she said. "I own it, but that probably won't count for
much just at the nonent. I'll need sone serious backup.”

"How serious?" Logan asked. He got to his feet and stretched, working out the kinks of a |long

sl eepl ess ni ght.

"They won't have tanks," she thought, thinking back to the scene in the Park.

"Aside fromthat, assume the worst."

Wil e the team was assenbl ed, Ria went off to change. This assault would require arnor of a
different sort.

They arrived at Threshold just after the nmorning shift. The Quardians still had the key-card
sonmeone had dropped in Central Park, but Ria didn't need it. She went in through the front door
"CGood norning. I'mRia Llewellyn. I own this company. If you want to have a job by tonight, you'l

keep your hands off that phone and buzz us through,"” she said, her voice dangerous.

The receptionist took one look at Ria and the five nmen with her and pressed the button. R a went
directly to the top floor, and forced her way past a second receptionist and Lintel's private
secretary.

But all for nothing. Lintel wasn't there. And fromthe | ook of the place, he

wasn't comi ng back

Ria swore feelingly. She'd been sure she'd get here in time to nail the sliny bastard. Lintel had
too nuch invested in Threshold to just go slinking off

| eaving his turf undefended!

"Ma' anP"

The bodyguard she'd posted outside the door to watch the secretary cane inside, draggi ng someone
by the scruff of the neck. The victimwas wearing a white | ab coat, and | ooked absolutely
terrified.

"1 caught himcomng out of the elevator, heading for Lintel's office. Wien he saw ne he tried to
bol t."

"Bring himover here," Ria said, |eaning back against Lintel's desk. Because she thought she'd be
facing a corporate raider this norning, she'd dressed to match: a dark green Dior skirted suit
wi t h mat ching punps. Dagger optional

It didn't take rmuch in the way of Talent to read the man's mind. H s name was Beirkoff, and he'd
been one of the group in Central Park last night. He'd also been Lintel's inside man on the bl ack
budget op that Lintel had been running, and now that he realized Lintel was gone, Beirkoff knew
he'd been cut off and left to twist in the wind. He'd be willing to do anything to save his skin.
"Lose sonet hing?" Ri a asked nockingly. "Your safety net, perhaps?" Beirkoff's face went grey, and
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for a noment, the bodyguard's fist in his collar was the only thing holding hi mup. The details of
the project flashed through his mnd--;an underground testing | ab, sone cells, too many people
dead.

"M . Beirkoff, you have exactly one chance to save your life and your freedom" R a said, getting
to her feet and leaning toward him "Take ne down to the Black Labs and tell me everything you
know about T-6/157."

* * %

There was a slot for a key-card on the inside wall of the Executive Elevator, and three unmarked
buttons belowit. Ria'd found the card in Lintel's desk, once she'd broken the |ock. Beirkoff slid
it into place and pressed the third button

Bei rkoff hadn't been good at form ng coherent sentences, but Ria'd had no trouble getting nost of
the story by skimm ng the surface of his thoughts.

Unfortunately, he had no idea what had happened after Eric had vani shed fromthe Park, nor what
Lintel might be up to right now Lintel had sent himhone for the night, and when he'd cone back
this norning, he'd wal ked straight into Ria

The | evel the el evator opened onto showed every sign of having been hastily vacated. Doors stood
open, files lay on the fl oor

"Search it," Ria said crisply. Sorcerous telepathy wasn't admissible in court, and even direct
testinmony wouldn't really hold up well against a high-priced | awer. She needed hard evidence to
hang Lintel with.

She got it when Beirkoff took her down to the holding cells. Aman in a white |ab coat--
;Beirkoff's thoughts identified himas Dr. Rancthandra, the only other on-the-books Threshol d

enpl oyee with Bl ack Level clearance--;lay dead in the hallway, shot neatly through the chest.

Bei rkoff was horrified, and Ri a suspected that he'd never seen anyone freshly dead before. Like so
many yuppies, his only encounters with death were via the nedia, or perhaps the sanitized and
beautified body of a friend or relative after the nortuary professionals had made it acceptable.
Ri a thought back to the battle in Giffith Park. She'd seen violent death in every possible
aspect. Bored with his horror, she noved on

Al'l of the cells were full, and all of the occupants were dead as well. They | ooked |ike the
munmi es fromthe Egyptian wing of the Metropolitan Muiseumof Art. It was hard to believe they'd
ever been human.

"They were the ones who survived," Beirkoff said from behind her in a shaken voice. "If the stuff
didn't kill themon the first shot and you gave them a second dose, it was |like they just

burned out."

"There's no one here," Logan said, com ng back down the hall. He glanced at Ranthandra's body and

then back at Ria, his expression unchanging. "But there's a |lab back there that |ooks |ike
sonmebody used it to cook up a mgjor batch of sonmething that isn't there now "

"Canpbel |l did the cooking," Beirkoff said, recovering nore by the minute. "She got the stuff as
far as field trials and then she took off. But M. Lintel nade sure she nade up a big batch before
she split.”

And Canpbell was the only one who knew the recipe, though any conpetent chem st coul d probably
reconstruct it froma large enough sanple, Ria read in his mind

Canpbel | . Jeanette Canpbell. "Il remenber that nane. Sonmeday soon, Jeanette Canpbell, you and

are going to have a short but interesting talk.

It was time to call the cops and bust this situation w de open. A part of her couldn't help noting
that this whole thing was going to be a nedia bonus for Llewell Co--;valiant chai rworman di scovers
illegal research going on in one of her subsidiaries, does a Bernstein and Wodward, and turns the
results over to the cops. She'd be a Myvie of the Week for sure. She'd also be tied up in red tape
and nmeetings for the next year, and R a had other things to do just at the nonent. She turned to
Lintel's flunky.

"Listen to me, Beirkoff. You'd like to stay out of prison, right?"

Bei rkof f nodded, obviously nore terrified right now of Ria than of the dead body |lying on the
floor or the wath of the absent Robert Lintel

"You have exactly one hope of doing that. You are going to call the cops and report what you found

here, and tell themthe follow ng story: You came to nme with your suspicions. | sent you down here
with a security teamand orders to notify the authorities if you found anything. | wasn't here
today. In fact, |'ve never been here at all. There will be a | awer here in an hour to handl e

Ll ewel | Co' s involverrent, but you won't wait for him You' re going to give the police ful
cooper ati on.

"Play it this way and you conme out snelling like a rose. Cross nme, and | guarantee that Llewell Co--
;and | personally--;will do everything in our power to nake the brief remainder of your sordid
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exi stence a living hell."

"Yes, sir! Yes, ma'am | nean--;yes. | can do that," Beirkoff babbl ed.
"Good. |I'mout of here. The rest of you, stay here and keep M. Beirkoff
honest . "

When she stepped out on the street again, the contrast was as great as if she'd stepped through a
Portal into Underhill. It was one of those bright w nter days that sometinmes cane in Decenber, the
kind that nade you think that New York was a nice place to be after all

But right nowit wasn't a nice place for sonmebody. Because somewhere out there right now, Robert
Lintel was trying to turn ordinary hunmans i nto nages using a drug that had a one hundred percent
net fatality rate.

And he and Eric were on a collision course.

* * %

Eric drew himself up and did his | evel best to channel Dharinel in a bad nood.

The elven mage didn't suffer fools gladly at the best of times, and that dam-your-eyes arrogance
was the only thing that would save Eric now.

"I't took you I ong enough to get here!" he snarled at the gnomi sh Unsel ei ghe | ackey in his best
imtation of a pissed-off elven noble, leaking a little magic past his shields to reinforce the
effect. "Take me to your Lord--;at once, do you hear!"

And they said spending all that tine at RenFaires would never be good for

anything. . . .

"Yes, High Lord. Ula hears and obeys. At once, Hi gh Lord!" The creature knelt, pulling the cap
fromits head and kneading it between enornous gnarl ed hands.

Its wetness |left brownish snears on Ula's skin. Eric had a sick feeling that he knew what it had
been soaked with. Bl ood.

Not one of the good guys. That's for sure.

But for once Faire shtick wasn't just a way of amusing travelers and filling his pockets. This
time he was playing for his life. H's bluff had worked so far--;it was a safe bet that any of the
Lesser creatures he encountered would owe fealty to sone High Lord or another, and even the
Unsel ei ghe Lords followed certain rules--;which was nore than Eric could say for this Ula. He

knew t hat Lady Day would find himeventually, no nmatter where he went in Underhill. But until she
did, Eric was nore or |less trapped here, though rather |ess than nore.
"CGet up--;get up!" he said haughtily, waving the hand that didn't hold his flute. "I don't have

time for this nonsense!"

The redcap crawl ed backward subm ssively before springing to its feet. Bowing and gesturing, it
began to lead Eric through the forest. He took the time to take his flute apart and put it back in
its case in his nessenger bag before follow ng. He didn't know what he ni ght encounter along the
way, and he didn't want to |ose the instrument.

Ula led himonward through the enpty forest until they cane to an enornmous tree. Its trunk was
easily thirty feet around, and like many trees this old and large, its |ower trunk was holl ow.
Eric followed Ula through the gap in the trunk, and when they came out the other side, the forest
was gone

The place Eric found hinself in now wasn't nearly as nice. For one thing, it stank. He and Ul a
were standing on a hummock of grass in what seened to be the center of a |arge swanp. Between the
hunmocks, the swanp water glowed a faint toxic green, simering |anguidly as bubbles of gas worked
their way to the surface and popped with an evil smacking sound. The illum nation here was di mer
than the light of the forest and had a reddi sh cast. Thick mst hung fromtrees festooned with

fl eshy pal e bl ossons that gave off a nauseatingly sweet scent, as if they were rotting instead of
bl ooming. Eric's skin craw ed; he was in Unseleighe territory now, and no m stake about it. He
could see large bat-wi nged things flying slowy through the distance, and as he stood gazi ng
around hinself, a terrible screamsplit the air--;whether of predator or prey, he didn't know.
Ula looked up at himto see his reaction, beady eyes glittering. Eric glared back as arrogantly
as he could manage, and the bluff seened to work. The redcap hurried off, bounding fromisland to
i sland of dry land. The islands were yards apart, distances Eric couldn't junp, and he'd have to
be crazy to step down into the water. This was obviously sone kind of test.

He summoned his power--;he didn't need his flute here, or even nusic, but unbidden, a few bars of
an old Sinon and Garfunkel song skirled through his brain as he wove the nagic. Like a bridge over
VERY troubl ed waters. .

Silvery mst rose out of the swanp and coal esced, following the redcap's trail

Eric stepped out onto it cautiously. It gave slightly beneath his feet, like the surface of a

wat erbed, but it held himconfortingly far above the surface of the swanp. He stepped out onto the
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bridge and followed Urla dry-footed across the bog.

The exit Portal here was in a bank of mist. Eric knew enough about Underhill geography to know
that the shortest distance between two points wasn't necessarily in a straight line. Navigating
Underhill was nore |ike solving a naze, one where every turn could take you half a dozen different

pl aces. The Unsel ei ghe were a paranoid | ot, defending their territories by making themhard to
find, and even harder to enter

Ula wal ked into the mst and Eric followed cautiously. He didn't trust the redcap at all, and
Ula wuld certainly think it was a great joke to lead Eric into danger, but he didn't think the
creature was trying to lead himinto a trap. Not yet, anyway.

This time Eric found hinself in utter darkness on the far side of the Portal, and quickly sunmoned
a ball of elf-light. By its pale bluish illumnation he could see that there was grass beneath his
feet, short and tranpled as if herds of animals had been running across it. A chill nonotonous

wi nd bl ew steadily, making himshudder nore than shiver as he | ooked around. He was in the middle
of a broad and featureless plain that seemed to stretch a thousand miles in every direction. Wen
he | ooked up, there were no stars.

"I"'mlosing patience," Eric warned, in what he hoped was the approved Unsel ei ghe style. It seened
to be what Urla expected, because the redcap grovelled again, swearing to the Great Lord that they
were al nost there, indeed, their destination was nere instants away. The redcap turned away and
began to trot across the plain, picking up speed until Eric was hard-pressed to keep up with it.
Wthout the elf-light he'd sumoned, he woul d have been unable to follow at all.

A couple of tines the ground shook silently as if something huge and heavy were running across it--
; though Eric saw nothing--;and a couple of times he al nbost thought he'd heard sonething over the
droning of the ceaseless wind, but he didn't dare stop to listen for fear of |osing his guide.
Bard or not, he had a notion that it would not be a good idea to be lost in this particular realm
at the nercy of whatever it was that |ived here. The swanp had been bad, but there was sonething
al rost honest about its malignity. This was a | ot creepier.

At |last they came to a henge: two bl ack rough-hewn standing stones supporting a third | aid across
their tops. The three stones were the size of G eyhound buses, and seened to be nade out of sone
fine-grained stone. Basalt, Eric dredged up froma dark corner of nmenory. Like in H P. Lovecraft.
| just hope whoever lives here isn't a fan of the classics.

Ula trotted between the nenhirs and vani shed. Having no other real choice, Eric followed. As he'd
expected, the | andscape changed again. Now there was light. He stopped, blinking as his eyes

adj ust ed.

Wait. | know this place.

He stood now in the wood that he'd dreaned of before--;the black and silver wood where the wi nter-
bare trees | ooked as if they were nmade of black and polished bone, and the ground was covered with
a thick treacherous white mist. Ula was obviously on familiar ground now, for he noved nore
slowy than before--;as if he didn't relish getting to his destination. Neither did Eric. Such a
direct route to his destination indicated that whoever lived here felt he had little to fear from
i nvaders, and that nmuch confidence neant sonething old, powerful . . . and dangerous.

Danger ous enough to think invading New York would be a cakewal k. Ch, boy, Banyon. You sure know
how to pick your enem es

In the distance, shining through the trees |like a bal eful noth-green noon, was the goblin tower of
Eric's vision, but oddly, instead of worrying himfurther, he found hinself with a treacherous
desire to | augh.

Whoa! Who does the decorating here? Skeletor? That place | ooks nore |like Castle G eyskull than any
pl ace has a right to. This place was beyond over-the-top: it was just too grimand too gothic for
himto be able to take it seriously--;as if a Hollywood set designer had done a nakeover on Hell
You'd better take it seriously, Banyon. Because THEY sure are, and | bet Unsel ei ghe Si dhe don't
have much of a sense of hunor.

As they approached, Eric saw that the front gate of the castle was guarded by a

pair of armed knights in full ornate elvish arnmor that gl owed |Iike tarnished silver. Both of them
were hol ding long and wi ckedly barbed pikes, in addition to wearing swords. Their eyes gl owed red
in the cavern of their helnmets, but it was plain to see that Eric's arrival--;at |least on his own
two feet--;was unexpected enough to disconcert them Mre bad news: that nmeant they were Sidhe,

not some kind of created servitors, things little better than those white-arnmored guys in Star
Wars. If this lord could conpel actual Sidhe to do gruntwork like this, wel

Let's just say |'ve got a bad feeling about this.

U la hesitated, obviously expecting sone kind of formal challenge fromthe guards, but Eric was
pretty sure it wouldn't be a good idea to stop for one. He pushed past the redcap and strode
through the castle gates as if he had every right to be there. He passed beneath the portcullis
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into the outer bailey. There was a second set of guards standing before the inner doors, as silent
and rigid as the first.

The inner door swung open as he approached, and Eric strode through, Ul a scurrying al ong behind
him Now he was in the outernpost interior room a space as vast as a perfornmance hall. It was bare
and enpty, its black stone walls polished to mrror brightness and | ong narrow wi ndows hi gh upon
the walls. An open gateway beckoned Eric onward.

If he hadn't already spent so nuch tinme in various parts of Underhill, he would have been | ost

i medi ately. But by now he knew enough of the interior |ayout of Sidhe castles--;and castles in
general --;to have a good idea of where the throne roomwas. He noved qui ckly through the naze of
corridors and chanmbers, working his way upward. He saw several guards, all arnored the way the
first sets had been, but no one challenged him They probably think that if |I've gotten this far

| have a right to be here. One good thing about a really evil overlord is that his underlings
don't tend to do a lot of thinking for thensel ves.

Ula seened to have deserted him sonmewhere along the way, and Eric wasn't sure whether this was a
good omen or not. At last he arrived at the outer chanber of the throne room and unlike the other
roons, this one was inhabited. Fops in jewelled arnor neant strictly for display |ounged

| angui dl y, nost hol ding | eashes that |l ed to doglike and | ess naneabl e things. Ladies of the court
whi spered and sniled, inspecting himover spread fans or beneath enbroidered veils. One of them

| ooked nore like a | eopardess than anything on two |legs had a right to--;she caught Eric staring
and | aughed, exposing a mouth filled with sharp carnivore fangs. Beautiful they might be, but no
one who' d ever seen one of the Sidhe would nistake a nmenber of the Dark Court for one of the
Bright.

Word of his arrival had preceded him-;he could tell by the whispers and gl ances exchanged by the
el egantly dressed lords and | adies who filled the outer hall

He thought soneone might try to stop him-;to curry favor with their liegelord, if nothing el se--
;but no one did. Eric skirted the edge of the silent group, carefully keeping his back to the
wall. At the far end of the outer hall, three steps led up to another set of massive doors of
enanel l ed silver that depicted a battle between two groups of nounted el ves. The red enanel drops
of blood in the picture glinted as if they were backlit, as if sonehow |ight was shining through
the doors. It was a startling effect. Wioever this Unseleighe Lord is, Eric thought, he had a
hel | uva special effects budget.

He skipped up the three wide steps--;turning his back on the courtiers reluctantly--;and gestured
at the door, sunmoning up a sinmple knock-spell. For a nonent he was afraid it wouldn't open, but
like the first, it yielded to his power. A collective gasp went up fromthe watching Unsel ei ghe

Si dhe, and Eric heard the babble of conversation begin behind himas he stepped through the doors.
As soon as he'd passed through them the doors to the throne room closed behind himw th the soft
finality of the doors of a bank vault. Not a good sign

He bet they wouldn't open again as easily.

Still, he'd come too far to back out now. He | ooked around.

The throne roomwas enornous--;far too big to have fit into the castle Eric had seen as he
approached. For a nonent he thought he was back outside in the bonewood, but then he realized that
the walls were only carved in the senblance of a forest. The carven tree linbs spread to forma
canopy far above, naking the vault of the ceiling look |like a blackened crown of thorns.

Ni ce i mage, Banyon

The floor | ooked as if it had been poured froma single drop of liquid mercury, but Eric didn't
dare break his nomentum or show a nonent's indecision, and to his relief, it was solid beneath his
feet. At the far end of the chanber stood the same high throne he had seen in his dream Only this
time it was facing him and occupi ed by the Unsel eighe Eric had seen |l eading the Wld Hunt in
Central Park. Refusing to think about what m ght happen next, Eric strode boldly toward the foot
of the black throne and its darkling occupant.

Li ke his guard knights, the Unsel eighe Lord wore full ornate field plate arnor of a silver so dark
it seemed black. On his head was a bl ack crown set with cabochon rubies that gl owed as brightly as
the bl ood drops in the door had. Eric stopped at the foot of the throne and stared up at its
occupant. He forced hinself to sml|e nonchal antly.

"Hi . We need to tal k. Now "

* * %

When Ria got back from Threshol d, the package she'd asked Jonathan to send was waiting for her at
the hotel desk. She was just as glad she'd left Logan with the others back at Threshold. What she
had in m nd now wasn't sonet hing a bodyguard could help her with, no matter how good a bodyguard
he was.

She signed for the package, and carried it upstairs to her suite to open it.
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Bl ess Jonat han! Her own personal .38 snubnose revolver and a |ightweight chain mail vest--;stee

rings as supple and flexible as heavy silk--;lay inside. There was a box of steel-jacketed holl ow
poi nts beside the gun, a load that would bring serious grief to anyone--; Sidhe or nortal--;that it
hit.

There were two speed-loaders in the package with the gun. She | ocaded them both as well as | oading
the gun, but left the rest of the box where it was--;any problemthat eighteen bullets couldn't
sol ve, nmagic probably couldn't solve either

A distant part of her mind was amused by her preparations. Who woul d ever have thought that there
woul d cone a day when she'd cone riding to Eric's rescue Underhill? He knew nore about the Sidhe
than she did, but it was equally true that he had no idea of what people |ike Robert Lintel were
capabl e of in their subline self-obsession. Lintel wouldn't give up now that he'd seen the kind of
power Eric had and thought he saw a way to get it for hinself. And if Lintel caught up with him
Eric would be as helpless as a child, no matter how gifted a Bard he was. Down deep, Eric was a

ni ce guy, and that woul d always put himat a di sadvantage when dealing with people like Lintel--
;or the Dark Court.

Fortunately, Ria thought, she wasn't nice.

She stripped off her executive power suit and dressed again in the outfit Logan had brought her to
go slumcrawing in. She pulled on her tightest T-shirt and slid the vest over it before slipping
on the Kevlar-lined jacket and zipping it up to her throat. The conbi nati on should stop anything
she m ght have to face,

Si dhe or human. She slid the gun into her pocket and inspected herself in the mrror. Neither gun
nor vest showed.

She was ready to go to war. Now all she had to do was find the battlefield.

Guar di an House | ooked serene and untouched by recent events. In order to track Eric, Ri a needed
sonet hing that was his--;sonmething attuned to his personal energy that she could use as a link to
him and his apartnent was the best place to look. Ria wasn't sure it'd let her in without a
fight, but fortunately she didn't have to try. As she stood in the little courtyard of the
apartment buil ding, she heard the frantic racing of a notorcycle engine com ng from behind the
buil di ng, and over it Geystone's gravel voice pleading with soneone.

"Aw, c'non, sweetheart! Just--;could you wait a mnute here! Hey! Here now, no chidr--;"

She ran around to the tiny private parking ot in the back of the building and found G eystone
standing in front of Eric's bike. The el vensteed was naking frantic dashes at the gate--;all by
itself--;but Geystone kept blocking them w ngs outstretched. The bike flashed its--;her--;lights
in frustration, and her attenpts to get around the gargoyle grew nore frantic.

"Hey! Blondie!" Geystone called when he saw Ria. "This thing can talk. Wiy ain't she talkin' to
ne, then?"

"I't's an elvensteed,” R a answered. "She won't listen to you or |let anyone ride her but Eric. But
el venst eeds can travel anywhere without Gates or Portals, and if he's called for her--;"

"We can follow?" Greystone said, brightening

"Exactly. Just get out of her way before she decides to bite you."

G eystone stepped aside and fol ded back his wings. Lady Day zipped around himlike a bull avoiding
the matador's cape. By the time she was hal fway up the bl ock, she was gone from sight.

But if | can follow Eric, | can certainly foll ow you, mny dear
"She's gone! Hey, Blondie! What do we do now?"
"We follow. And Greystone . . . ?"

The gargoyl e | ooked at her hopefully.

"Don't call me "Blondie.' "

Aerune stared down at the bold interloper. It had never occurred to himthat the nortal Bard m ght
dare to beard himin his stronghol d.

"Kneel to nme, nortal,"” he thundered, mantling hinmself with Power and stretching out his hand. A
massi ve ring gl eaned, blood-red, on his outstretched forefinger

"I don't think so," the Bard said. "W don't do nuch kneeling in the Wrld Above these days. O
hadn't you noticed? Things have changed since the last tine you led a WIld Hunt there. Mrre iron
for one thing--;but that's just the tip of the iceberg. Magic's really inpressive, but Cold Iron
will stop it dead, and we've got a lot of that in the Wrld Above. W' ve also got machi nes that
can do things you' ve never even dreaned of, machines that magic can't stop. If you want a bunch of
nortals to pay honage to you, you're going to have to have a lot nore in your bag of tricks than a
little flashy magi ¢ and sonme big dogs. And | don't think you do."

Infuriated by the Bard's arrogance as he was, Aerune was an honest enough tactician to see that
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there was nuch nerit in what the nortal stripling had to say. The nortal Robertlintel had been

qui ck to defend hinself with Cold Iron when Aerune had attacked him nor had his servants cowered
at the sight of the Wld Hunt as Aerune had expected. Fear and nagic were the Unsel eighe's two
mai n weapons agai nst the nortal kind, and if those proved ineffective .

"And the fact that you can't take us over isn't the worst of what |'ve got to tell you. Those guys
in the park? The ones with the chain mail and the iron spears? They're playing you, Dark Lord. |
don't know who sent themafter you, but | do know the kind of person he is. I've nmet people like
hi m before. He's got hundreds of “warriors' at his command, and he wants your magic. He's already
killed I-don't-know how many i nnocent people to get a handle on it, and he's getting closer to
figuring you out every mnute.

"And once he does, he's going to be com ng after you--;here. If humans figure out a way into
Underhill, your intramural feuds won't natter anynore. Dark Court and Light--;you'll both be
history."

Such audacity and ruthl essness as the Bard descri bed was worthy of Aerune hinself, but the notion
of a nortal having the tenerity--;and the weapons--;to conquer Elven Lands was a sickening

t hought. Aerune considered the nad wizard he'd faced in the Park, the crude-but-effective weapons
that had accounted for the lives of so nany of his Hunt.

No. It is not possible. They were |ucky, nothing nore, he decided. Now that | have taken their
measure, | will cowthemutterly. For Aerete

But the Bard was still talking, inpervious to his own inmediate peril

"So you're going to have to choose. Wirk with ne to take this guy out and bury what he knows. O
end up serving himwith an iron collar around your neck."

"You have gone too far, Bard!" Aerune shouted, rising to his feet in a swirl of black cloak. "I am
the Great Lord Aerune mac Audel ai ne of the Unsel ei ghe Sidhe, and before | am done with you, you
will beg me for death, as will any of your kindred who dare to raise their banners agai nst me.
Quards! Attend ne!"

He woul d blast this nortal where he stood, hang his body on the castle gates as a warning to other
i npertinent trespassers! Aerune drew back his hand, preparing to strike.

And the throne room. . . rippled . . . as the fabric of Aerune's realmtw sted sideways with a

si ckening and disorienting |urch. Mage-quake! Aerune staggered, fighting for balance in the
aftermath of the disruption, as his tiny ki ngdom was destroyed and renmade itself again in
obedience to his will and his magics. But the Bard who taunted hi mhere could not claimsuch

power . .

"Told you so," said the Bard sadly.

Si x of Aerune's guardsmen now stood within the doorway, obedient to his summons, but they were not
the only ones within Aerune's throne room nor was the Bard now the only human interl oper

A human man wearing the ugly grey clothing Aerune had seen in the Wrld Above stood in the mddle
of his throne room staring about hinmself with undisguised greed. Wth himwere four hunman
warriors wearing black and bearing weapons of Cold Iron that gl owed and snoked in the nagic of
Aerune's Underhill realm At their feet lay half a dozen dead humans, their bodies withered in the
fashi on of those Crowned Ones who had given up their power to Aerune's needs before.

"I will deal with you after | destroy them" Aerune growed to the Bard. He gestured to his
guardsnen. "Take them "

* * %

This is not good, Eric thought, hoping his shields would hold against stray bullets as well as
spells, knowing that if the bullets were steel-jacketed they probably wouldn't after the first one
or two. He'd been right, not that he was very happy about it at the nonent. Wth hunmans and their
Cold Iron weapons down here in Underhill, Seleighe and Unsel ei ghe ki ngdons ali ke woul d go under

i ke wheat under a harvester. And with elven magery running wild in the World Above, the outl ook
for humanity wasn't very good either.

The Unsel ei ghe guardsmen started forward, seeing only spears raised to stop them One of the bl ack-
clad goons the Suit had brought with himraised a pistol and fired, and one of Aerune's guards
staggered and fell to the ground, screaming. In nonents elven-fire had consuned his entire body as
t he

steel -jacketed bullet did its work.

Unfortunately, the Dark Lord Aerune didn't seemto be sufficiently inpressed by this display to
call off his men. Mre guardsnen poured into the room swords drawn, red eyes gl eam ng. The human
mercenari es turned outward, putting a ring of steel around the Suit. There was a chatter of

machi ne-pistol fire, the bright flare of disrupted shielding, and the guardsnen noved in for close-
quarters work. The nercenaries |owered their spears, obviously ready for them There was a sudden
clatter of engagenent.
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Eric wasn't sure what elvish swords were nade of, but whatever it was, in the magic-charged air of
Underhill, it sizzled |like an ice cube tossed into hot grease when it met the iron blades of the
spears the hunmans were carrying. After the first tine a parry sliced one of the elven swords clear
t hrough, the guardsmen were nore cautious about rushing their prey. A couple of the Suit's
henchnen kept firing, covering the spearnen and choosing their targets with care. The throne room
echoed with the sound of gunfire, and the faint acrid scent of gunsnoke filled the air. Elves fel
beneath the onslaught of Cold Iron until the silvery mirror floor of the throne roomwas littered
with elvish bodies, and the Suit and his hardboys were still standing. Aerune sat watching the
carnage as if it were a play staged for his anmusenent.

Because soon enough they're going to run out of bullets, and | don't think they' ve got any way out
of here now that they've used up their "batteries." Aerune hasn't even called up the heavy
artillery yet, and he's not a very happy canper at the nonent. . . . Eric didn't want to be here
when Aerune decided to take out his frustrations on the interlopers--;and he wasn't sure he coul d
stop the Unsel eighe Lord either. He could issue a formal Challenge--;that might slow Aerune down--
;but the Dark Lord was on his hone ground here, and nmagi cal duels had not been a major part of
Eric's education.

He'd let his mind wander for a fatal instant. Suddenly there was a lull in the fighting, and Eric
found hinself staring down the barrel of a pistol

"Wrk with nme, big man, or the hippie gets it right here!" the man in the suit called cheerfully.
"You' ve seen what our weapons can do to your people, so back off before it happens to you!"

Aerune waved a hand, and his guardsmen pulled back, formng a ring around the interlopers. The
room had grown darker in just the |last few nonents: Eric could no |onger see the walls of the
throne roomclearly, and it seened to himthat there were things lurking in the shadows outside
the ring of Unsel ei ghe kni ghts.

But despite that, the Suit was smiling, as if things were going just the way

he' d pl anned.

"Allow ne to introduce nyself, M. mac Audel aine. My name's Bob Lintel, Threshold Labs. You' ve got
sonmething | want, and | believe we can work together to our nutual advantage. | have no probl em
with dividing territory. You help ne back horme, 1'lIl help you here. If it's psi you want, | can

provide you with a permanent supply. Let's pool our forces."
What ever el se Aerune nmac Audel ai ne was, he was a realist. He | eaned forward on his dark throne,
fixing Lintel with a burning gaze.

"You have an odd way of asking for favors, nortal man," Aerune runbled, "but your argunents are
conmpel ling. Come here to ne, and | will hear your petition. Perhaps you are right." Aerune
gestured in welconme, smling chillingly. The man in the suit sniled back, but didn't nove fromthe

safety of his mercenaries.

Aerune and Lintel stood frozen, each testing the other's resolve in a high-stakes gane of

" Chi cken" as Eric watched in unconceal ed horror. This was the |last thing he wanted--;two killer
sharks dividing up Underhill and the World Above |ike an extra-large pizza, no anchovi es. Wat am
I going to do now?

The Unsel ei ghe guardsnen and the human comandos wat ched each other intently, neither side noving.
For a monent, the roomwas utterly silent. And in the distance, Eric heard a faint sound that had
no place in Underhill

The sound of an engine.

A not orcycl e engi ne.

Lady Day barreled through the open doorway to the throne room vaulting the dead and scattering
the living as she headed for Eric. Here in Underhill the elvensteed seened to flicker back and
forth between bi ke and horse, the strobe effect nmaking Eric's eyes hurt. Headache or not, she was
the nost wel cone sight he'd seen in a long tine. Eric started toward her--;

And Aerune froze her in place with a gesture, trapping her within a cage of flickering blue l|ight.
The el vensteed, fully in horse-formnow, stanped her foot, eyes flashing dangerously as she tossed
her head in frustration.

"Move, hippie, and | drill you right now" Lintel barked, oblivious to the byplay. "You aren't
getting away this easily. Aerune wants you, and so do I."

"Too bad neither of you gets him" a new voice said coolly. "I'd put that down if | were you, M.
Lintel ."

Eric felt like cheering. Ria Llewellyn strode through the door, followed by Geystone. If R a
experienced any surprise at her surroundings--;or the bodies all over the floor--;she didn't show
it. She was wearing black | eather and bl ue jeans, and | ooked deadly and confident.

And she had a gun

Al nost before she'd finished speaking, Lintel swept his pistol around and rapped off three shots
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directly at her chest.

"Rial" Eric shouted, aghast.

But she didn't fall. She staggered back agai nst Greystone, and steadi ed hersel f against the
gargoyl e's outspread wi ng, but she obviously wasn't hurt. She smled a snmall wintery snile at
Lintel.

"I've done plenty of corporate dueling in ny time, but thisis alittle extreme," she said. "Oh,
by the way. |'msure we haven't net. |'mRia Llewellyn

Your boss."

Then she shot Robert Lintel neatly in the knee.

He went down scream ng, dropping his gun and scattering his nen in confusion

Aerune's el ven guards surged forward and stopped, uncertain of whether they should try to take
advant age of the nmonent. One of Lintel's nmen knelt to try to help him Eric ran down the steps and
made it across the throne roomto R a's side in the confusion

"d ad you could make it," he gasped.

"Whuldn't miss it for worlds,"” R a answered. "Get back."

G eystone lifted himout of the way just as a levin bolt flung by an enraged Aerune struck R a
full in the chest. It popped and sizzled, running all over her body like St. Elnp's fire before
sinking into the floor, but Ria stood her ground, as unharnmed by elven magic as by nortal bullets.
"Stainless-steel chain nmail," R a called toward Aerune. "The |least of nortal defenses. Very easy

to make in the Wrld Above--;1'msure Lintel's nmen are

wearing it."

To Eric she said: "I'"mgoing to distract him Can you get your steed free? W're going to need
her . "

"I think so," Eric answered, his voice equally low. He reached out, feeling at the edges of the
spell that had trapped Lady Day. It was a sinple one, the Sidhe equivalent of a | ocked door. Now
let's see if |I can find the key.

As he concentrated, Ria stepped forward, away from G eystone's protection, and bowed her head, a
conciliating, coaxing note entering her voice.

"My Lord, your power is vast and mne is very small. | amno match for you al one, even wth
weapons and arnor of deathmetal fromthe Wrld Above. But the Bard and | together can hold you off
indefinitely. He has powerful patrons anong the Sel ei ghe Court who woul d much resent any harm you
m ght do to him nor is the gargoyle entirely friendless. | pray you, of your great mercy, allow
us three--;four--;to depart your kingdom unnolested. W w sh no quarrel with you."

Aerune | ooked at her measuringly, resuming his seat and regarding her with bl eak expressionl ess
eyes.

"Rial" Eric hissed. She couldn't be suggesting what he thought she was--;just abandoni ng those
five guys and Lintel to Aerune's mercy? He | ooked behind him through the open doors, but the rest
of the Unsel ei ghe Court seenmed to have vani shed; the outer roomwas enpty. "What about Lintel and
the others? W can't just |eave them here!"”

Lintel's agoni zed groans seened to fill the room setting his teeth on edge. A shattered kneecap
was just about the nost painful and crippling single wound possible to inflict.
"True," Ria answered, her voice low. "I can't afford to |eave Lintel to strike a bargain of his

own. Saddl e up as soon as you can, Eric. W may be |eaving quickly. Geystone, you too."

"Check, boss lady," the gargoyle said.

Aerune spoke again, a faint admiring smile upon his face.

"Very well, halfbreed. You, the Bard and his nount, and this . . . creature . . . which
acconpani es you, all have ny leave to depart. But the others remain. Do these terns suit you?"
The magi ¢ around Lady Day dissolved, and the el vensteed bounded toward the doorway and Eric,
changi ng formback into a notorbi ke as she did so. Aerune paid no attention. Reluctantly, Eric
swung his leg over Lady Day's saddl e. The el vensteed thrunmed her engine, inpatient to be away.
"They do, My Lord, and nmany thanks to you for your nercy," Ria said. She raised her gun once nore
and fired, placing a bullet squarely between Lintel's eyes.

The corporate raider slunped to the floor, silent in death, and the commando squatting beside him
reached for his gun.

"No!" Eric was half off Lady Day's back--;though what he could do, he wasn't sure--;when the

el venst eed deci ded she' d had enough of this part of Underhill

Wth a banshee scream she took off, G eystone close behind. Nothing Eric could do could slow or
turn her, and at the speed she was going, he didn't dare just junp off. Eric |ooked back wldly
over his shoulder, catching a |last glinpse of the throne roombefore it vanished in the distance
Ri a stood al one before Lord Aerune.

* * %
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"You are properly ruthless, halfling," Aerune said, getting to his feet. Though irritated by his
| oss, he looked intrigued as well. She'd counted nore than a little on that. Elves were suckers
for a grand gesture.

Not that Aerune was a sucker in any sense of the word.

He stepped down fromhis throne, and stood facing her across a tangle of bodies, Sidhe and human.
Wth a wave of his hand, he banished themall to another part of his domain. No trace of the
battle--;or Lintel's nen--;remained to mar the chilly perfection of his presence chanber. The
doors of the throne roomclosed in the same nonent, sealing Ria in with him

Aerune held out his hand to her. The black mail gauntlet gleanmed in the

unchangi ng radi ance of Underhill

"I't has been too long since | encountered anyone with such beauty who had yet

the spirit to defy ne. | do not think you have been properly valued by your kin, halfling, nor by
the Worl d Above. Matters could be otherw se. Have you

consi dered--; "

"And rejected, Geat Lord," R a answered steadily. This powerful Unsel eighe

Si dhe was offering her a seductive prize--;his patronage, and with it, a place in Underhill. Once
she coul d have asked for no greater reward.

Once.

"I want no bargain with you beyond that which | have already struck, Geat Lord, though I prize
your honorable offer for the tribute it is. I will go now, by your |eave, and nol est your real mno
nmore. Lintel was ny vassal, and he is well rewarded for his treachery. | |eave you his nen as ny
gift, to do with as you choose.™

Taking a calculated risk, she turned her back on Lord Aerune and wal ked away.

The doors of the throne room opened before her, and she wal ked out into the deserted castle. No
one tried to stop her, but Ria didn't breathe conpletely easily until she'd reached the nearest
Portal and taken herself beyond Aerune's reach--;or at least, his inmredi ate reach

I know this isn't over. Now that he knows there's sonething of value in the Wrld Above, Aerune
won't stop until he figures out a way to get at it. But that's a problemfor another day. Thank
God for small favors

TWELVE: TO END WHERE WE BEGAN

As soon as Ria reached the Wrld Above, everything that had happened in Aerune's court began to
take on a vague air of unreality. After passing through several Portals and nearly exhausting her
store of Power, she'd come out in Sterling Forest, near the Nexus of Elfhanme Everforest, and had
to hike nmore than a mle before she found a phone she could use to call a car to take her back to
the city. It was |ate Monday evening by the time she arrived back in New York--;time ran
differently in the Wrld Above, sonetinmes to the Wrld Above's benefit.

The drive back to the Cty gave her a lot of time to think, nostly about the | ook of horror on
Eric's face as she shot Robert Lintel. There'd been no other choice, though. Aerune probably

woul dn't have let her take Lintel without a fight anyway, and if she had managed to bring hi m back
to the Wrld Above to face charges, the New York courts woul d probably have et himoff on a
technicality. That was the way the | egal system worked when you had noney and i nfl uence.

Ria had always preferred justice to | aw, and she'd spoken no nore than the truth to the Unsel ei ghe
lord. What Lintel had done was in some sense her responsibility. Threshold was a Ll ewell Co
conpany. Lintel had worked for her

Utinmtely, she was responsible for what he'd done. Now he'd paid the dead for their loss in the
only way possible, with his own life, and that sinplified matters. He'd never have the chance to
use the information he'd gained at the cost of so many innocent |ives.

And if she had to lose Eric's respect--;and | ove--;because of it, Ria was willing to pay that
price, though it would hurt nore than she liked to think

I mght as well find out now howit's going to be as soon as possible, she thought grimy. There
was no point in waiting to get bad news.

"I'"ve changed ny mind," she told the driver. "I'mnot going to the Sherry.
There's a stop | want you to make first."
* * %

The ride from Aerune's castle to New York passed in a dizzying blur. After the first few seconds,
he'd just closed his eyes and held on tight, and finally the el vensteed had stopped.

When he opened his eyes, the world spun giddily. Eric slid sideways off Lady Day's saddle and into
G eystone's arns.
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"Steady there, |addybuck. Strewth, that was the wildest ride |I've been on since | was a gleamin
the stonecarver's eye!" the gargoyle said cheerfully.

"Yeah," Eric said weakly. After a nonment the world steadied, and he could stand on his own two
feet.

He | ooked around warily. He was back in New York, behind Guardi an House. It seenmed strange that
everything | ooked normal. It was dark. Eric had no idea what day it was, though fromthe powdered-
sugar snow that fell lightly all around him it was still Decenber

But what year? Not that | care right now

"Let's get you inside," Geystone said. "If ever a man could do with a stiff

drink, boyo, it's you."

"No," Eric said, feeling a little better. "Not a drink. But | wouldn't turn down a strong cup of
cof fee. Meet you upstairs.”

G eyst one bounded skyward with surprising grace, settling back into his place with a flourish and
a bow

* * %

A shower and a change of clothes hel ped. He was still trying to sort everything out in his mnd
trying to fit the events into some kind of order. Eventually he was going to have to figure out
sonething to tell Toni and the other Quardi ans.

They deserved to know how the story ended.

G eystone had joined himinside, his cheerfully ugly face contorted into an expression of worry as
he wat ched Eric nove around the apartnment. Finally, coffee and sandwi ch in hand, Eric sat down on
t he couch.

"I can't believe she did that," he said, sighing. As much as he tried to avoid it, Eric's thoughts
kept returning to that one image of the bullet hole in the mddle of Lintel's forehead, stopping
himfromthinking past it. He set his sandwi ch down on the table untasted. She'd just shot him No
hesitation, no renorse. Bam

G eystone shook his head in synpathy. "I can't either. Man, talk about cold . . . I

"No," Eric said, grudgingly fair. Somehow Greystone's putting his own thoughts into words made
Eric see Ria's side of things. "As nuch as | hate what she did, | think she was telling the truth.

She didn't have a choice. She couldn't |eave Lintel there in Underhill alive. Believe ne, he and
Aerune were this close to making a deal. Cold Iron in Underhill--;humans knowi ng about el ves--
;magic in the Wrld Above--;it woul d have been . "

It woul d have been just like nmy dream New York a wastel and

Thousands--; mllions--;dead. And Underhill . . . gone. Humans and Si dhe need each other. Qur lives
are too intertwined. One can't really survive without the other. But that doesn't mean nost people
need to know about Underhill, or magic, or the Nexuses, any nore than they need to know how to

build a nucl ear warhead.
R a knew that. She did what had to be done. But that doesn't nean | have to like it.

"She coul d have brought hi m back here!" Greystone protested. "I could a carried him Easy!"

Eri c shook his head reluctantly and drank his coffee. The bitter warnth hel ped clarify his

t houghts. "Then he'd be back here, alive, still knowi ng what he knows, with his cache of designer

poi son still out there somewhere. Sure, there'd be a trial, but he'd probably be out on bail while
he was waiting for his court date, and that neans he coul d escape back Underhill, strike a bargain
with Aerune, or cone up with sonething else horrible I haven't even thought of yet. And Ria would

be stuck in the niddle of it--;if she did anything to stop himhere, she'd be the one who went to

prison, not him™

"Maybe," the gargoyle said grudgingly. "But | still think we should' a brought himback here and
let Jimmie and the gang sort himout."

"I don't know," Eric said unhappily. Mybe that would have worked. But with the stakes so high

was it worth taking the chance? The worst of it was, he probably wasn't going to see Ria again. He
still wasn't sure how she'd found him but she had. She'd rescued him given himall the help he'd
asked her for, and he'd thrown it back in her face--;and deserted her, even if that hadn't exactly
been his idea. He didn't even know if she'd gotten out of Aerune's realmalive.

Good goi ng, Banyon. So rmuch for your vaunted | eadership abilities.

"I don't even know where she is now, or if she even got out alive. Geystone, can you--;"

"Well," Greystone said abruptly, "guess |1'd better get back to work. No rest for the w cked, and
all that. See you around, boyo. |'m going back on duty before anyone notices |I'm AWOL. "

"Hey," Eric said, getting to his feet as G eystone clinbed out the wi ndow Maybe G eystone hadn't
wanted to be asked if he and the Quardians could find Ria, but that didn't nean he had to just run
of f Iike that!

There was a knock at the door
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He stared after the gargoyle. The knocking continued. Thinking it was Toni, know ng that Guardian
House woul d never allow in anything that could do its inhabitants any harm Eric opened the door.
Ri a was standing there, still dressed in battered denimand | eather. A few snowfl akes |ay on her
hair and shoul ders, nelting slowy. She |ooked tired, uncertain of her reception

A vast relief filled Eric, as if he were finally able to set down a heavy | oad he'd been carrying,
and he smi| ed.

"G ad you could nake it," he said sinply.

Her face relaxed into a snile of sheer relief, as if she'd gotten good news she'd hoped for but
hadn't expected. Eric stepped back, gesturing for her to

enter.

"Wuldn't miss it for worlds," Ria answered.

Later--;much later--;there was tinme to talk it all out. Ria explained the whole story fromthe
begi nning as she'd managed to piece it together, about

Threshol d' s bl ack-budget project to cone up with a drug that turned ordinary people into Wld

Tal ents. How she'd tracked the project back to Threshold, found Lintel gone, and then foll owed
Lady Day to find Eric, know ng that wherever Lintel was, he, too, would be hot on Eric's trail.

"I still don't like what you did," Eric said. "It wasn't the only solution. W coul d have taken
himto the Sel ei ghe Sidhe, nade himtheir problem "
Ria shrugged. "I don't know that | trust themwith Lintel anynore than | did Aerune. He was too

much of a wild card. This was nore expedi ent."

Eric already knew he wanted Ria to stay a part of his Iife. But if he let her set the terns for
their relationship, they'd still be in the sane situation they'd been back in L. A, and that

woul dn't work for him

"I'f we're going to stay together, you're going to have to promise ne that if we get into any nore
situations, you won't do the expedient thing anynore," he said firmy, but inside he was hol di ng
his breath, waiting for her answer.

She regarded himwith a rai sed eyebrow, for a frozen nonent | ooking nore elvish than she did
human. At |ast she smiled faintly.

"I''"ll offer you a conpromise, mlove. | won't do the expedient thing w thout consulting you and
letting you have a chance to convince ne otherw se. Have we a bargain, O great Sidhe Bard?"

Eric thought about it for a nmonent. Things had changed between them he realized. He wasn't her
pet. She wasn't his |ackey. They were equal partners. He found he Iiked the idea very nuch
"That' Il work. 1'Il be your conscience," he answered.

"Just like Jimny Cricket," Ria said nockingly. She kissed himlightly on the forehead and got to
her feet. "Don't forget the cricket spent nost of the novie as a ghost."

"I'"'mnot worried," Eric said contentedly.

Ria smled, |ooking younger and softer--;and sonehow hopeful, as if she'd been offered a new

begi nni ng.

"And now, the police are probably looking for nme--;and 1'Il bet you need to cone up with an

expl anati on for playing hooky fromschool today. |1'lIl probably be out of touch for a while, but
don't worry. Watch for ne on the news. Then give me a call and we'll have dinner. W' ve still got

a lot of |oose ends to chase down."
"It's a date," Eric answered. He knew he was grinning like a fool, but he didn't care. He wal ked

her to the door and stood in the doorway, watching her walk down the hall, still sniling.
I can't wait to tell Kory and Beth about all this, he thought to himself. | wonder what they'l
say.

He heard the elevator cage rattle closed, and heard the el evator start down.
Louis, sonething tells me this is the start of a beautiful friendship.

End
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