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Prologue:
The Strayaway Child

She had once thought that all the lands of Underhill were as familiar to her as the bounds of her own
Domain, but the realms Rionne ferch Rianten now rode through were known to her only through the tales
of Court Bards and the descriptions in the oldest books in her liege-lord's library. She was certain of only
one thing about them: if she were caught here, she would be slain outright, without the privilege of fair
combat, of trial, of Challenge. These were the realms of the Great Enemy, and Rionne slunk through them
as a thief in the night, her every breath a prayer to Danu that her passage would go unnoticed. Each Gate
she managed to pass unchallenged was both a gift and a curse, for even as it sped her on her journey, it
meant that Jachiel had gone before her, deeper into peril, though he had as yet no more than a child's
magic to call upon.

Jachiel. Each thought of him endangered was like a blow to the heart, filling her with the strong emotion
that was the Sidhe's greatest danger. But she had accepted thegeas willingly. Jachiel ap Gabrevys was a
prince, and a prince's son, and his father's Court was beset by enemies. That much she had known from
the moment he had been given into her hands at his Naming, she to be mother and father to him both, for
his Lady Mother was untimely slain in the Chaos Lands defending their realm, and the Lord Prince his
father had no time for mewling infants. As the boy had grown toward adulthood, she had faced the day
when she must give up some of his care to those others who had stood up at his Naming, those who
would teach him the arts of war, of sorcery, of music, and of torture. Those arts would make him strong.
He would have less need of her strong arm to protect him, and that was good; she could look to the day
when she could seek Healing for the bond that had grown up between them, for passions so intense were
not meant to be among their kind. When Jachiel was an adult, and the term of her Oath was run, she
would seek, as she was bound to, a Court far from this, so that the memory of him would fade into
simple friendship, nothing more. But until that day she had sworn herself his Protector, his shield against



all the world's ills.
And she had failed him.

How not? Why else had he fled from her? For it must be that—no enemy could penetrate his father's
Court, subvert Prince Gabrevys' Mages and Knights to carry off the young Prince. Only Jachiel himself
could have borne himself away from Prince Gabrevys' Domain.

And Rionne must find him, wherever he was.

She had told no one of the young Prince's disappearance. Any Ruler's Court was a place of shadow and
intrigue: what could not be done by force might well have been done by trickery, and it would place a
weapon in the Enemy's hand to let him know he had succeeded. No. She had summoned up her
elvenhound and elvensteed and followed her charge as quickly as she could. Let the Court think they had
gone together, and think nothing more. Prince Gabrevys was away, as he so often was, and no one else
would have any right to summon the young Prince into their presence. Only Jachiel's Lady Mother would
have had that right, she who had been dead these many years.

If she had lived—if she had not died fighting monsters in the formless lands—would it have made any
difference?

No! It is I who am his Protector! Mine is the responsibility for his safety, until the day he can
guard himself!

And so she would guard him.

The Domain she rode through was green and pleasant, its boundaries firm with long definition and the
work of many generations of Elven Mages. It lay in endless twilight, a parkland with no strollers, perfectly
groomed and perfectly lovely—perfectly insipid, but then, that was the hallmark of the Enemy. And this
made her move faster; now he was in lands that were firmly in the Enemy's hands. She followed Jachiel's
trail as swiftly as she could, but no matter how fast she rode, no matter the spells of Tracking and Finding
that she unloosed, he was always before her. The Gate that was her current goal lay only a short distance
ahead, and as she approached it, Rionne's heart sank. Always the Gates led outward and upward,
toward the World Above and the lands of Mortal Men, a place Rionne had never been.

It was a place filled with danger unimaginable—with poisons that could destroy the Sidhefolk, with metal
that could burn away both magic and life, and with worse than these: with strange temptations that could
destroy both sanity and grace. Her great-grandmother had been the last of her direct Line to walk among
the Mortalkin, in the days before the High Court had summoned all the Princes of the Land to Council, to
determine whether the Children of Danu would yet live among the Children of Earth.

Woe betide the High King for that summons! For—so song and legend had it—before that Council
there had been no Dark Court and no Light, and the High King and the Queen of Air and Darkness had
shared one throne and one bed. But the Princes of the Air could not agree to quit the treacherous
pleasures of the World Above, even to save themselves. Instead of agreement, there had been war.
Some, like Rionne's folk, had gone Underhill at once. Some had stayed. The Council had ended in strife
and disarray, without a ruling being handed down, and from that moment, Oberon and Morrigan had
ruled two separate Courts, the High King took himself a new Queen, and the Children of Danu were at
war among themselves.

All for Earthborn whose bones were now less than dust upon the wind, so brief were their lives. Yet



how enchanting, how dangerous they must be, to destroy so many Sidhe lives and noble houses!
Rionne hoped she would never see one.

As she approached the Gate, her every instinct cried warning, and she slowed, approaching warily. It
was impossible that the Enemy would leave a Gate in their Domain unguarded.

Farras growled, his hackles rising. She had raised and trained the elvenhound herself, and knew his
senses were keener than her own. She reined in her 'steed, loosening her sword in its sheath. Aeldana
was tired; she must conserve the elvensteed's strength as much as possible, for at any moment she might
face the need to fight or flee. She had pushed Aeldana hard in her search for Jachiel, but she had not
dared to claim hospitality from any of Prince Gabrevys' allies, lest the fact that Jachiel was not with her be
discovered. Any delay on her quest could prove disastrous to her charge—she must find him!

With a flicker of light, the warrior guarding the Gate dropped theglamourie shielding her.
"Halt!" she said. "Who goes there?"
Without hesitation, Rionne set Farras on.

The 'hound struck the defending Sidhe like a bolt of silent thunder, slamming her armored body to the
grass. She hadn't been expecting an immediate attack. Good. It would buy Rionne the time she needed.

It was an unequal match, war-hound against armored foe. Farras could not win, but Rionne knew that
the Enemy would show him no mercy because of that. And she could not stay to save him. Her mission
was more important. She must set love against love and choose the greater, though it wounded a heart
already broken. She spurred Aeldana forward.

There!She could plainly see Jachiel's mark still on the Gate. Her way was clear. She keyed the Gate,
turning in her saddle just in time to see the enemy warrior drag a dagger from its sheath and plunge it into
Farras' side.

Thrusting the 'hound's dying body aside, the Enemy ran forward, drawing her sword. But Rionne was
faster. Aeldana leapt through the Gate, and Rionne used a hoarded levin-bolt to scramble the Gate's
settings behind her.

They went on, two now instead of three, and she no longer had any doubt of Jachiel's destination.

The World Above—the deadly and treacherous human lands.

My heart, my heart . . . what are you seeking there?Rionne mourned wildly. But then she shook her
head, smiling grimly at her own foolishness. Undoubtedly she would find out.

If she lived to reach the deadly lands of the Sons and Daughters of Adam.

And lived past reaching them.



Chapter One:
The Fairies' Lamentation

The children huddled in the meager protection of the doorway on the Lower East Side across from the
homeless shelter. They passed around hoarded cigarettes and drank from bottles of Coca-Cola
swaddled in brown paper bags in imitation of their elders. None of them was older than eight or ten, but
their faces were already hard and set, the legacy of a life spent on the street.

Monday was just another day if you didn't have anywhere else to be. School was something to be
avoided. Too many awkward questions, too many meddling adults wanting you to get with the
program—or into a program. Only a few of them were enrolled anyway. Enrollment required a home
address, or a fixed address, and none of them had homes to go to. Not really. In the wake of the
unfathomable disaster that had struck New York a year ago, the city's social services had been stressed
even further than before. People who had been marginally able to cope before the disaster were no
longer able to manage, and those who had fallen through the cracks were being buried beneath the
avalanche of lives falling through what were no longer mere cracks, but canyons in the system. New
York these days, as many social commentators had said, was one large enclave of post traumatic stress
disorder, and, as always, it was the children who were the invisible and largely-unnoticed victims.

For these kids as for many others, home was a single room occupancy or a bed in a shelter, if they still
had a family. If not, it was whatever refuge they could find out of the chill November wind. And every
one of them already knew that refuge came at a price.

Most of them were dressed in hand-me-downs and cast-offs, worn, dirty, nothing quite the right size,
nothing quite warm enough for the cold November day. When clothes were so hard to come by, it was
better to get something you could keep as long as possible, and not have to give up because it had gotten
too small—though one boy in the group was wearing a new well-fitting leather jacket over a hoodie. The
jacket was shiny and cheap, the thin leather already starting to craze and crack, but even so, it marked
him out as someone with more resources than his peers. All of them kept a wary eye out for adults, ready
to run if they were challenged, but the few pedestrians paid no particular attention to the cluster of young

street kids.
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"Where you been, Elio?" a very small child piped up—impossible to tell if it was a girl or a boy.
"Yeah—you got girlfriend?" Definitely a boy, this one, elbowing the kid in the jacket with a sly look.
Another about the same age, with an even more knowing look. "Nah—Elio's got aboy friend!"

"He give you that mad jacket?" asked a third, with great interest, perhaps wondering if it was worth
going that way himself.

"Cut it out, guys!" Elio hunched his shoulders, pulling his hood up over his head and leaning against the
side of the building. He stared down at the ground.

"] seen her."



"Seen her? Seen who?" the little kid asked, not getting the hint.

"I seenker ." Elio's dark face was pinched and pale, and so terrified that it was utterly blank. "La
Llorona."

There was a moment of confused silence, as if his listeners wanted to ridicule him, but didn't quite dare.
Finally another boy—darker-skinned than Elio—stepped forward.

"Yo, dog, you can't be just saying her name out like that."

"I seen her," Elio repeated, looking up into the other boy's face, sharply, his eyes dull and hopeless.
"She's real.”

"Then you gotta say," the other boy said. "That's the rule."
Elio took a deep breath. His face twisted, as if he wanted to cry, but when he spoke, his voice was flat.

"I was over at my uncle Esai's place. He had his crew there, and there was like a dozen pizzas, and
everything, and he said I could eat as much as I wanted, and he let me watch 'toons on his big-ass
television, and gave me a beer and everything."

Murmurs of derision and veiled disbelief greeted this part of the narrative, but nobody challenged it
openly. They wanted to hear the rest, the part aboutLa Llorona.

"And he had to go out on, you know, his business, but he said I could stay, on account of Mama was
working late, and everybody was still being nice to me 'cause Julio got whacked last month. So I fell
asleep on the couch, but in the middle of the night I woke up, on account of beer makes you pee, and I
went into the bathroom, and . . . there she was, in the mirror."

Elio's voice dropped to a whisper and his listeners drew in closer.
k) %k %k

None of them noticed the older boy around the corner of the building. He'd been loitering, waiting for
them to leave before going into the homeless shelter across the street, not wanting to be noticed—the
oldest of them might be a good six or seven years younger than he was, but there were at least eight of
them, and he knew several of them carried knives. Not good odds if they decided to mug him, and with
that many of them, they could swarm him and cut anything off him that they wanted.

And besides, the story interested him. . . .

Elio's voice, thin and shaky, just carried to where he was skulking. "She was all blue, and wearing this
floaty stuff, like curtains, and it was all blowing around her, like in the movies when there's a ghost. And
she was crying, only it was all black, like blood, andske didn't have any eyes.”

The other children backed away now, as if suddenly afraid that the boy in the leather jacket had become
dangerous to know. There was a moment of frozen silence, and then they all started talking at once, their
voices low and urgent, creating a babble out of which a few shrill phrases emerged.

"Why'd you look?"

"Why'd you tell us?"



"Y ou shouldn't have looked in the mirror."
"If you didn't see her, you'd be okay."

Then the oldest boy, demanding. "If you seen her, how come you still alive, Elio? Everybody know if
you see the Crying Woman, you going to die."

No one laughed.

"I guess it too soon," Elio said, shaking his head, in a voice utterly without hope. "I guess I am going to

Ll

die, just like Julio. She just waitin'.
"Maybe . . . maybe she didn't see you, dog."

The oldest boy smacked the other across the back of the head, and now#is voice shook with fear. "You
dumb or somethin'? Of course she see him! She in the mirror, ain't she? And once Bloody Mary see your
face, you gonna die, you know that. She gonna find E. wherever he go, track him down an' drag him

down to Hell. She a demon. She gotpowers. Once she see you, ain't no escape."
k ok ok

From his hiding place around the corner of the building, Magnus watched as the boy Elio tried to put a
brave face on things, and failed. He hugged himself tightly, his heart beating in fear, watching the other
boy. Bloody Mary—La Llorona—the Crying Woman. Now he had a name for the woman he'd seen.

It should have been easy to make fun of what he'd overheard. Just little kids telling each other ghost
stories. Just urban legends, after all. Schoolyard tales.

But it wasn't quite so funny when you'd seen her yourself.

And if what the rest of what they said was true . . .

Elio ran off down the street, hitting out angrily at his friends. They followed at a little distance, still
subdued, and watching him the way that cats watched one of their number that was dying—wary, and

frightened, and a little in awe. It was easy to see what was uppermost in their minds./t wasn't me. Thank
God, it wasn't me.

Magnus moved cautiously away from the building in the opposite direction, his intention to visit the
shelter forgotten.

Bloody Mary. He winced. It was like that story he remembered from when he was a little kid, that if you
went into the school bathroom alone on a Friday and stood with your back to the mirror and chanted

"Bloody Mary" three times and turned around really quick, you'd see a horrible demon face in the mirror.

And. .. something . . . would happen. He forgot what it was supposed to have been. Something
terrible. Maybe there was a movie about it, too.

Only this was real, because he'd seen her, with his own two eyes.

Last week he'd gone out walking alone. Ace hated it when he did that, but he didn't care. He didn't have
any money, and who was going to bother him except to mug him? And except for the raggedy kids that



didn't have enough clothes to keep warm, nobody wanted what he had.

She always worried that he was going to get dragged into a big black car for a "date," but with his
chestnut hair, green eyes, and choirboy looks, Magnus had learned how to deal withzhat sort of thing a
long time ago. Besides, people looking for rentboys cruised under the West Side Highway or down on
the Strip, not up in the Bowery, so he figured his virtue was pretty safe. And it wasn't like Ace needed
help to watch Jaycie. Jaycie slept most of the time, anyway.

It'd been late, maybe two or three in the morning. He'd done gone out just to do it, just because he
could, because there was nobody around these days telling him to do this, do that, be good, behave.
Besides, he'd wanted to be alone. It was pretty noisy back at The Place at night. Most of the kids were
up and out, but if they were there, they wanted to party, whether or not they had anything to party with.

And he'd seen her—the woman Elio had talked about.
He'd been all alone on the street—or he'd thought he'd been.
Then all of a suddens#e stepped out from between two parked cars, right in front of him.

Tall. Fashion-model tall. And somehow he could see her clearly, even though it was dark and there
weren't any lights on the side street. She hadn't been glowing or anything; it was just that somehow she
was bright enough to see even in the dark. Pale blue draperies flowing around her, rising and settling,
constantly in motion, even though there hadn't been much wind. Black tears flowing down her face out of
two black holes where eyes should have been, and he'd been so freaked, because she'd justappeared,
out of nowhere, that he'd barely had time to start getting really frightened when she vanished again.

He hadn't stayed to look around. He might have been in New York for only about three weeks, but he
wasn't an idiot. He'd beat feet back to The Place, and by the time he'd gotten there, the snapshot image
of what he'd seen—kind of like the Blue Fairy on crack—had fully developed in his head: tall, willowy,
eyeless, weeping tears of black blood.

He didn't know where she'd come from, or where she'd gone, and he didn't care, just as long as he
never saw her again.

And to tell the truth, even now he didn't want to admit, even to himself, how scary she was. In seventeen
years of disappointing experiences, Magnus had learned that the best way to handle things he didn't like
was silence. If you didn't talk about things you didn't like, you could pretend they hadn't happened, and
sooner or later, it was almost like they never had. So he hadn't said anything to anyone about what he'd
seen, not even Ace. And he hadn't gone out alone again late at night, either.

But now these kids said one of them had seen her too, and they'd all seemed to know about her.

Right. He had to think about this, right now, real hard, before he scared himself into holing up in the
Place and never coming out. Did that really mean what he'd seen had been no-shit real? Or had the
whole thing been a goof staged for his benefit?

Magnus considered the idea carefully. No. They hadn't known he was there, so they hadn't been putting
it on for his benefit—and how could they possibly have known what he'd seen? Besides, they'd been
little kids, half his age—and kids that age weren't that good at acting—not that kind of acting, anyway.
The oldest of them couldn't have been more than ten. And he didn't even know them. Okay. They hadn't
seen himand even if they'd seen him, they didn't know him. Why should they bother to ring his chimes?



That only left the other explanation. The worse one.
She was somethingreal.

And—if the rest of what those runt losers said was true, too—she was going to find him and kill him,
because he'd seen her and she'd seen him.

Bloody Mary.

Magnus shivered, heading for home—or what passed for home these days. Even at its worst, it was still
better than the one he'd left.

Even if it was going to kill him.

At least when it did, it would kill him on his own terms.
kok ok

The Jacob Riis Shelter in Lower Manhattan occupied what had been—a century before—an
upper-middle-class home in what had then been a well-to-do residential district.

Times had changed.

Now, suitably renovated—though too long ago, on the slenderest of shoestrings—the aging brownstone
did the best it could with what it had to provide: beds, hot meals, and counseling to an ever-shifting
population of the city's poor and homeless. These days, that was a precarious interlocking web of grant
money, city stipends, and private donations, less every year, though sometimes there was still a little
money for "extras"—the things that shelter director Serafina Macunado knew weren't extras, but
necessities, if they were to bring any light and hope into the lives of their youngest clients. Color, creative

play, laughter, music.
k) %k %k

Hosea Songmaker shrugged Jeanette's strap higher on his shoulder and smiled down at the circle of
children who surrounded him. Some of them—those who had been here longest—smiled shyly back.
The others regarded him with expressions ranging from shocked blankness to outright suspicion.

For the last six months, Hosea had been spending four days a week here, providing "music therapy" to
the shelter's children, a simple enough task for an Apprentice Bard, and one that required no more
credential than his New York City busker's license and a willingness to help. The director insisted on
paying him—he made sure that it was a pittance, the minimum he could get away with and still be taken
seriously. He enjoyed working with the children, and—since the previous autumn—had found his skills
especially needed.

Paul and Toni were handling most of his training as a Guardian, and Hosea had been frankly surprised to
find out how little there was: becoming a Guardian seemed to be pretty much a matter of "sink or swim."
His lessons with Eric made a lot more sense, to his way of thinking—after all, he'd come East looking for
someone to teach him the music magic in the first place. Eric took those responsibilities seriously, and
Hosea felt he was making progress there. Well, Eric said he was, and one Bard couldn't lie to another,
even if it had been in Eric Banyon's nature to lie to anyone. Which it wasn't, not unless there was a lot of
call to lie, or the need to lie, and besides, they were both Bards, and Bards/ad to be honest with each
other.



But this Guardian business was enough to scare a man blue, when it wasn't downright confusing, and
Eric couldn't help him there. Haunted subways with phantom trains, were-coyotes in Central Park, stuff
in the storm sewers that was alot stranger than the alligators and giant rats in the urban legends, rogue
gargoyles, that cursed opera up at Lincoln Center haunted by the ghost of its composer . . . Hosea'd
begun to wonder whyanybody would want to live in New York.

He'd barely begun to settle in to his dual duties as Guardian and Bard last autumn when the disaster had
hit New York. Two numbers and a slash; say 9/11 and that was all you had to say these days. It had
changed everything in ways that no one could have imagined before that morning. From now on, there
was Before, and there was After.

It was not only the shock, the pain, and the trauma, the sudden senseless deaths of so many that hurt the
soul of the city and the nation; it was the need for everyone to fight their way past the knee-jerk flash of
hatred and the lust for revenge to an understanding that what was needed was not just an end to this,
here, but an end to anything like this, everywhere, for all time. That was the aftermath. Going on. Living
day to day in a world where all the rules seemed to have changed. Living in a world where the illusion of
safety—and it had never been more than that, not really—had been brutally ripped away, a kind of
innocence destroyed forever. Living in a city where every breath of air for months and months carried the
stink of burning in it, having to run air filters for most of a year, having every air conditioner within a mile
of Ground Zero break in the first couple of weeks on account of all the crud in the air; and where, for the
psychically sensitive, every moment of every day was awash with tears enough to fill an ocean.

But...

Each day of After brought a small triumph for the city—the Thanksgiving Day parade, held right on
schedule; the Christmas Tree Lighting at Rockefeller Center; the July Fourth fireworks display. Every day
of business as usual in the months that followed was a triumph for New York and a defiance of the forces
of darkness and destruction.

The healing was slow, but healing there was, and Hosea, working at the shelter with the most damaged
of the city's residents, saw it clearly. The spirit of New York was as indomitable as the green of the
Spring. Nature went on, no matter how cruel the storms of Winter. Life would go on. Everything was
changed, but they would all go on.

But lately, here at the shelter, Hosea was hearing things that disturbed him: small, subtle things, too vague
to be even called rumors, from the most unlikely of sources.

The children.

"What shall Ah play?" he asked them, his broad Ozark drawl bringing giggles from all but the most
withdrawn. After a moment, one of the boldest children offered a suggestion—it was, as usual, a current
hip-hop hit.

As always—it was a practiced routine by now—he only got a few bars into the melody before getting it
hopelessly tangled up in something else. This time he chose the Muppets' "Rainbow Connection," slipping
back and forth between the two tunes as if they were two warring radio signals. Finally he stopped and
grinned at the children.

"What's that you say, Jeanette? You don't like that song?" Hosea asked, cocking his head toward the
banjo and strumming its strings lightly.



:I said, these rugrats have no imagination,: Jeanette answered acidly.

Hosea pretended not to hear. Though he talked to his instrument for the children's benefit, only he knew
that the spirit that inhabited it could hear him—and answer.

Jeanette Campbell had been an outlaw chemist, creator of the drug T-6/157—known as T-stroke—that
had been responsible for hundreds of deaths in the city last spring before she'd been dragged off
Underhill to serve the Unseleighe Sidhe Aerune mac Audelaine. Poisoned by her own creation, and faced
with the choice between dying and going to Hell or staying in the world to try to make amends somehow
for the wrongs she'd done, she'd elected to be bonded to Hosea's banjo until she had made reparations
for the damage she had done in life—in effect, haunting it.

"You want me to play something else, Jeanette? Well, Ah guess Ah'll let you pick the song, then." And
he segued back into "Rainbow Connection" again, by now with all the children sitting forward, and with
some of them clapping enthusiastically.

Before they had come to Jacob Riis, many of his audience had never heard a live performer, unless it
was a street-corner, trash-can drummer or a rapper. Hosea fascinated them, and music was a way of
bringing even the most withdrawn children out of themselves, encouraging them to talk about their
troubles. For the next hour, he played for them—simple songs, weaving a tiny thread of Bardic magic
into them, small spells of joy and hope, encouraging the children to sing along, until all but the hardest to
reach were participating.

It was little enough that he could do for them. The shelter was not a permanent home—it couldn't be,
with so many in need of its services. No one was allowed to stay at Jacob Riis for longer than two weeks
now. The shelter was only a waystation, while the overworked staff frantically tried to find permanent
accommodations for those who came to them, though that wasn't easy these days. Fortunately there was
no limitation on its drop-in services, other than space and money. The shelter fed hundreds every day, for
as long as the supplies held out, and was frequently the only place the city's burgeoning homeless
population could go to get a shower, clean clothing, and even rudimentary medical attention.

Sometimes "his" children came back for weeks, sometimes even for a month or two, giving Hosea time
to learn their names, and start to form friendships with them. But in the end, they always disappeared.
Sometimes Serafina could tell him where they'd gone, but more often she'd only shrug wordlessly and
turn away.

"Try not to care too much," she'd told him when she'd hired him. "It will only break your heart."
k ok ok

Music Therapy ended, and the children were herded off to Art Therapy—the grant-approved name for
an hour spent with paints and crayons. One little girl hung back. Her name was Angelica. Hosea guessed
that she was about four, but she wasn't sure herself.

She'd been here for a month now, in defiance of all the shelter's policies, but there was simply no place
to send her. Her mother had begged them to keep her. The woman's name was Erika, Hosea
remembered. No one had seen Erika for a week and a half. Next week Serafina was going to have to go
to Child Protective Services and get them to take Angelica away. Serafina had done all she could, hoping
Erika would come back, hoping they could get her into a program that would let her keep her daughter;
hoping that Erika wouldn't simply come back and take her baby back out onto the streets.



Angelica's drawings were . . . disturbing.

Not in the way some of the other children's were, when they drew pictures that were obviously
portrayals of violence or abuse at home, depictions of gang shootings, or worse. Angelica's were
different. As if she was trying to set down on paper something that she'd seen, but as if that something
were so far out of the ordinary that a four-year-old couldn't manage to share it.

"Would you like to hold mah banjo?" Hosea said, still sitting on the floor, running his hand lightly over the
strings to make them shiver.

:Don't let her near me, you troglodyte!:
Angelica came shyly forward, reaching out to pluck at one of the silver strings with a chubby baby hand.

"Sometimes she sounds like that," Angelica confided. "When she's the Blue Lady." She ducked her
head. "I'm not supposed to tell you," she whispered confidentially. "Cause you're a grownup."

"Ah'm not so growed-up as all that," Hosea said, willing a thin thread of Bardic magic—what he'd
always called hisshine, before he'd met a real Bard—out to enfold the little girl. He needed to hear more
about this, and he suspected he didn't have much time.

He'd started hearing hints of what he thought of as Blue Lady stories a few months ago, but he
suspected they'd been going on for a lot longer than that. They were stories the youngest children told
each other when they thought the adults couldn't hear, but there wasn't much privacy in a shelter
crammed to overflowing. The Stories were things the children shared to give themselves hope in a world
where all hope was dead. Slowly, from bits and whispered pieces, Hosea had started piecing the whole
larger story together.

"They're a Secret," Angelica told him sternly, kneeling beside him. "They're the Secret Stories."

Hosea—over Jeanette's protests—slipped the strap of the banjo over his head and settled the instrument
in Angelica's arms. She cradled it like a doll.

"But you wasn't going to tell me anything secret," he coaxed. "You was jest going to tell me about how
the Blue Lady sounds like ol' Jeanette here."

"When she's nice," Angelica agreed. "Because sometimes she still is, almost like if you know her Secret
Name. Bloody Mary is bad. It says on television. She makes girls her slaves, or to be in gangs. But
sometimes, one in a thousand girls with no home is a Special One. When Bloody Mary comes to take
her to Hell, the girl is so smart and brave that Bloody Mary disappears and the Blue Lady comes, and
the Special One can protect all the other kids from Bloody Mary. Since I don't have a home anymore,
do you think maybe I'm a Special One, Hosea?" Angelica looked wistful. "Like Bufty on television?"

"Ah think yore purty special, Angie," Hosea said softly. "Can you tell me the Secret Name?"
"Nobody knows—" Angelica began.
Just then Serafina came in. "Oh there you are! Run along, Angie—it's time to go draw pictures, okay?"

Sighing in disappointment, Hosea got to his feet and took his banjo back from Angelica. The little girl ran
off into the other room.



"[ just got off the phone with Child Welfare," Serafina said with a grimace. "They asked if we could keep
her one more night. They'll be sending a caseworker down for her in the morning."

Hosea nodded. He'd known it was inevitable, but that didn't mean he had to like it. "What's going to
happen to her?" He knew he shouldn't ask, but he couldn't help himself.

"We always hope for the best," Serafina said, her voice colorless. "She's a sweet kid. If she's placed
with a good family. If her mother shows up again and releases her for adoption. If." Serafina shrugged.
"Come on. I'll sign your voucher so you can get out of here. Unless you want to hang around and wash

dishes?"
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It was cold but clear—Ilast winter had been mild, but this year seemed determined to make up for
it—and Hosea decided to walk home. He wanted the exercise, and few people would bother a man his
size, even in this neighborhood. Besides, he could use the walk to get Angelica's story—the Secret
Stories—clear in his head.

Only the youngest children told them, and only to each other, though Hosea had managed to overhear
quite a lot. He'd never heard them from any child older than twelve, and the boys seemed to concentrate
on a different aspect of the Stories than the girls did.

All their tales spoke of a grim and frightening world—though no worse, Hosea imagined, than the one
they themselves lived in.

In the Stories, God was dead, or gone away somewhere. Once he'd lived in Heaven in a beautiful
palace of blue-moon marble, until on Christmas night a horde of demons led by Bloody Mary had come
over the wall and smashed his palace to dust. Now Heaven was gone, and God was missing in action.

The reason that adults didn't know this had happened was because TV news had kept it secret, but
word had gotten out, brought to the children themselves by their dead relatives. Now Earth itself was the
battleground. Here angels fought in God's absence, defending His last Earthly strongholds from demonic
attacks. The demons' gateways into the human world were mirrors, abandoned appliances, dumpsters,
and SUVs with black windows. The demons' stronghold was a place called "Ghost Town," where the
dead lived.

The dead figured more frequently in the childrens' tales than angels—dead relatives who paid them visits
to warn of trouble, or to give them information to help them survive on the streets. Since Heaven was
gone, the good dead had no place to move on to, but that didn't worry the children. In the Secret Stories,
the good dead joined the angels in hidden military camps, fighting the ongoing war against the demon
armies. They encouraged the children to study hard, and to be brave and strong and not get sucked into
the gangs, so that when they died, they could be good soldiers too, and fight against the gangs who did
the demons' work. Every child knew that the gangs belonged to Bloody Mary and worked for the
demons.

Bloody Mary, the children's particular enemy, was feared even by the demons, even though she had led
the assault on Heaven. As far as Hosea could tell, she took special joy in the destruction of
children—they said she crooned with joy when a child was murdered. All the children knew that once
Bloody Mary had seen them, they were marked for death. All knew that Bloody Mary could enter the
heart of whoever a child trusted most, causing that person to betray them to the demons and their human
helpers. It did not occur to most of the children Hosea met through the shelter to seek out adult help or



protection, for adults had failed all of them—and in some cases, more than failed them—and they no
longer trusted the adult world. Adults were the enemy, the predators—or at the very best, fellow victims.
The best of the children wanted to grow up to be strong enough to protect themselves, and the

rest . . . well, the rest of them hoped to grow large enough and strong enough to become predators
themselves. For them, it was better to get into the gangs and serve the enemy—the demons—because at
least in the gangs, you had some protection from the real world, and as for the other, well, if you served
Bloody Mary, she wouldn't come looking for you.

The girls told a special story about Bloody Mary as well, about how Bloody Mary could invade the
souls of girls, making them become her slaves; drug addicts and whores for the gang members. As soon
as a girl-child down here on the mean streets could walk, she knew just what the gitls in the thongs and
fishnets, the high heels and miniskirts were peddling. And she knew that one day it was likely that
someone would be making her peddle the same commodity—and in the Secret Stories, that someone
was Bloody Mary.

And now Hosea knew—thanks to Angelica—about the Special One—the one girl in a thousand who
could resist Bloody Mary, making the Blue Lady appear instead.

Hosea knew that the Blue Lady was the homeless children's chief ally, a beautiful angel with pale blue
skin who lived "in the ocean." She loved the children as much as Bloody Mary hated them, and often
spoke to them, giving them messages of love and reassurance, but the demons had rendered her
powerless with a spell. Only if her true name were known could she regain her full power and defeat
Bloody Mary forever.

And Angelica said that nobody knew it anymore.

Well, here's a fine kettle o' fish,Hosea grumbled to himself. The Secret Stories might be just that, and
known in their entirety only to the very youngest, but even the gangs believed in Bloody Mary. Just the
other day, Serafina had told him about an execution down by the river, where the body of the victim had
been left on top of a pile of broken mirror glass. According to the children, mirrors were demon
gateways, but they were particularly special to Bloody Mary, who often appeared in them, and possibly
came through them.

The execution—had it been an offering . . . ?
Or had Bloody Mary come to claim one of her own?

It didn't take a rocket scientist to see that the little'uns weren't just creating stories to make sense of their
lives. They were doing more than that. As a Guardian and a Bard-in-Training, Hosea knew perfectly well
that nightmares could step out into the Real World if sufficient belief energy was poured into them. From
Eric, Hosea knew that the elves thought that creativity was the human form of magic—elves didn't have
it, and thought it was as amazing and mysterious as most humans thought magic was. In the right—or
wrong—hands, there was a very fine line between creativity and magic, and kids, especially desperate
kids like the ones that filled Jacob Riis at the moment, were just bursting with creative energy and, more
to the point,belief . And if a lot of them had been believing in the same thing for a long time—Ilong enough
to create the elaborate tales that Hosea had overheard and pieced together over the last several
months—they might have even managed to create what Paul Kern called amythago, a spirit form which
had actual independent objective reality.

So Bloody Mary might be out there, walking around loose. Somewhere. And acting according to her
created nature, as a sort of urban-techno Lilith: a night-stalking child predator.



Hosea considered the matter, turning it over in his mind. The trouble with being a Bardand a Guardian
was that sometimes it was difficult to make up your mind whose business a particular kind of jinx or
hoodoo was. But after a while, he decided to bring the matter to Eric first. It wasn't actually a problem.
Not yet. He wasn'tsure Bloody Mary was "real." The gangs could just be aware of her legend, playing
on it to scare their enemies — and, in the way of kids everywhere, each other. And with a little Bardic
tweaking, he might be able to nip that in the bud. Remove Bloody Mary's power to frighten, and nobody
would use her to frighten anyone.

Easier said than done.

The little'uns stories were so dark, so bleak. Even the Blue Lady, their only hope, didn't have any real
power to help them. But maybe he and Eric could put their heads together and find a way to steer the
Secret Stories—just a little bit. Maybe between the two of them, they could figure out a way to put a
little hope into the kids' world, a kind of hope that didn't involve being dead first.

It was surely worth a try.
k ok ok

This was the part that always made her nervous, heading back home carrying all this stuff and money
besides, because if anybody started up with her, it would take her a minute or two to drop enough of it to
be able to run, and a lot could happen in a minute or two. Lord Jesus knew she'd learned that already, to
her sorrow and cost.

Ace winced, the way she always did when she heard herself taking the Savior's name in—well, in
anything. When she'd lit out on Billy Fairchild and the Salvation Gospel Choir and Ministry, she'd sworn
she was done with God, Jesus, and the Book. And with music most of all. If she never sang another note
of music, it would be fine with her. The way Daddy'd always gone on about how what she could do
having been sent to him from God . . . well, as much as he'd slung the Gospel, she'd never heard anything
in it about God sendinganybody the gifts of the Spirit just to make somebody else rich.

It'd been bad enough when she'd been a little girl, when Daddy'd had his salvation show, and they'd
traveled on the big bus from town to town all through the hills, with Daddy pitching Gospel and Mama
passing the hat, and her singing at the head of the choir from the time she was old enough to walk.

It'd been worse when they moved to Tulsa and Daddy'd gotten his television ministry: Billy Fairchild's
Salvation Ministry and Gospel Choir. She'd been so scared to be up there in front of the cameras, even
though he'd told her, "Heavenly Grace, you are the keystone of my Cathedral of the Airwaves." It had all
sounded mighty fine, and they'd had a big house to live in with wall-to-wall carpets and a bathroom for
each of them, and Mama had gotten a fur coat and Daddy'd gotten a big car.

And along the way there'd been more cars, and bigger houses, and she'd learned to hate it, and then to
be afraid of it, but that hadn't been the worst of it. No, the worst was when Daddy Fairchild's new bad
friend had showed up from somewhere. Gabriel Horn. And if Gabriel Horn wasn't Mr. Splitfoot himself,
it was Ace's opinion (she'd always hated the name "Heavenly Grace," and nobody in New York was
ever going to hear of it, if she had any say in things), that he was a very close relation. When she'd left last
year, Daddy Fairchild was talking about moving the Ministry from Tulsa to Atlantic City, New Jersey, to
minister to the sinners right in the heart of their damnation to hear him tell it. And that was all Gabriel
Horn's notion. She knew that for sure. Mama was perfectly happy in Tulsa, and Daddy'd been happy
there too, until Mr. Horn had shown up.



And Heavenly Grace was still going to be the keystone of Daddy's new cathedral. Ace had realized then
that she was never going to get out—was never going to belet to get out. That Daddy and Gabriel Horn
were going to use her and what she could do to keep the money coming in forever, and as much as both
of them talked about Jesus and the poor, she'd never seen the money going anywhere but Fairchild
Ministries, Inc.

So she'd left. She'd hit the road and kept moving, always north and east. She guessed that New York
was about as far from Jesus and Tulsa as it was possible to get, and maybe Daddy would give up on
Atlantic City once his little "keystone" was gone.

She was almost back to The Place now. Once she was off the street and out of sight, she'd be as safe as
safety came these days. Even all bundled up and with a hat pulled way down over her hair, she knew she
didn't look right to be around here: too white and too womanly, and here and now, both those things
were bad. She wished she wasn'tpretty —she'd had to move on pretty damned quick because of it more
than once, and here, it was just like having a target painted on your back—a big sign that said Fresh
Meat: Come and Get It.

Not that it had been any better when she'd been a baby. Nobody'd ever looked at herthat way, but
what they'd done had almost been worse. Daddy's Little Angel, he'd called her, just like Mary in Heaven.
They'd used to sell pictures of her on the Salvation Gospel Hour, until she'd felt like a doll, athing,
something anybody could buy for five dollars and put up on their wall next to Jesus and Elvis and John F.
Kennedy. Sometimes she'd used to wonder if she was real at all, or just something Daddy'd bought from
the same place he bought all those boxes of white Bibles with his picture inside, and the robes for the
choir, and the big cross he stood in front of when he preached once the money started coming in.

She wondered what Daddy would think if he could see his heavenly angel now.

Better not think of that while you should be watching the street, or you'll be a heavenly angel double
quick, she told herself sternly.

She checked to make sure the block was deserted, and went around the side of the building, down the
little alley, climbing up the fire escape to the open second-floor window. It was hard work with the heavy
backpack and several full grocery bags, but she managed. She'd had a lot of practice since she'd found
The Place last summer.

Everybody knew about The Place, she guessed, even the police, but as long as all the ground-floor
doors stayed chained shut and the windows stayed closed, and there weren't any lights showing upstairs,
it was safe enough. At least, no one was going to hassle the kids living here.

Until something bigger and stronger chased them all out.

She went up the stairs, carefully avoiding the holes in the treads and trying not to step on the garbage
and trash that littered them. She was just as glad it was almost as cold in here as it was outside; that way
the place didn't smell so bad—not like it had when it was warmer. It wasn't like they had indoor
plumbing or anything, and none of them was old enough to rent a room anywhere, even if they could
come up with the money. Apartments in New York cost as much as a whole house back in Tulsa, it
seemed like.

She reached the fourth floor and looked around. Most of the interior walls had been torn down long
ago. All that remained were the support beams of the large interior space. When the building had been
condemned, the glass had been removed from the windows facing the street and replaced with large



pieces of sheetrock as a defense against vandals. The kids themselves had covered the ones at the sides
with sheets of cardboard scavenged from the subway, so that it was always dark now, except for the
little light provided by candles and battery-powered lanterns.

The building's new tenants had also covered the walls with posters—stolen from the subways
mostly—but nobody wanted to put up things they cared about too much. People were always stealing
from each other, and anything you really cared about, you kept with you all the time.

Ace was pretty sure they wouldn't steal from her and risk being cut off from the shopping—and the
handouts that went with it—but she knew too much about human nature to test the theory. Most of
them—all of them probably, except for Magnus and Jaycie—were hooked on drugs, and would do
anything to get the money for them.

She sighed, shaking her head. It was because of the street life, she knew that. The other girls were
always urging her to come out with them at night, to meet their "boyfriends," to go on "dates." Ace had no
intention of doing any such thing, but that meant she had to be very careful. She had to watch where she
went, and who she was with—and what she ate and drank, especially here. She didn't begrudge the need
for caution. It was the price of freedom.

And she knew Daddy and Mr. Horn must be looking for her. It'd been months, but she knew they
wouldn't give up. Sometimes she wondered which one of them was looking harder. Daddy would be
missing his heavenly meal ticket, but she hadn't liked the way Mr. Horn had looked at her, no, not at all.

Well, if she could be careful for long enough, it wouldn't matter. She'd be seventeen in a few months.
That meant all she had to do was hide out for another year, and she'd be free. Eighteen was a legal adult.
After that, there was no way anyone could drag her back. She wasn't afraid of work. She'd get a
Jjob—scrubbing floors, waiting tables, something. She'd save up her money, and then—

College. Just the way she'd always dreamed. She'd finish high school, get her diploma, get the rest of her
schooling, and then nobody could stop her, nobody could touch her, ever again.

And she'd never have to sing another note.

As she walked into the center of the room—mneutral territory—and set down the shopping bags,
shrugging off the backpack with a sigh of relief, the inhabitants of The Place began coming over to her.
There were about a dozen of them living here, and this early in the day, everyone was here—except
Magnus, she noticed, taking a quick glance around. Everybody had their own space, with mattresses (of
a sort) and blankets, and the edges of their area marked off in playground chalk on the dusty splintery
floor. Some even had lamps and tables—whatever they could scavenge off the streets and get inside.
You'd lose everything if you had to run, but at some point the need to have something that looked like a
home outweighed caution.

Sometimes [ feel just like Wendy in Peter Pan, Ace thought with a sigh. It had been one of her favorite
stories, until she'd realized what Wendy must have gone through taking care of the Lost Boys.

Quickly, she handed out her purchases—batteries, paper towels, candy (a lot of candy), bottled water,
condoms. Nothing she couldn't buy legally, and she'dbought all of it. She'd told them all her rules at the
beginning: she wouldn't steal, and she wouldn't lie about her age to buy booze or cigarettes. If they had
money, they had to pay for what they wanted. If they lied about not having money when they did, she'd
know. And they couldn't bring their friends around for handouts, because the money would only stretch
so far.



It had worked pretty well, so far. And thanks to Jaycie, there was always enough money so that nobody
starved. Being the one in charge of the money gave her enough power to set a few rules, and to protect
Jaycie, though she wasn't sure how long that could last. If Magnus hadn't shown up like manna from
heaven just when he did, her system would all have fallen apart. But that boy was as touchy as a
wolverine with a toothache, and you just had to look at him to know you didn't want to mess with him.

Once she'd distributed the purchases—she shopped as often as she dared, about three times a
week—the others went away again. Ace picked up the backpack once more—still half full—and went
over to the corner she shared with Magnus and Jaycie.

He was curled up—asleep, as usual—with only the top of his hat showing at the top of the battered old
sleeping bag. She watched until she was sure she could see the rise and fall of breathing, then sat down
on her own sleeping bag to wait for Magnus to come back.

Neither of them knew anything much about Jaycie (other than that he had really long black hair and
really green eyes) including his last name or where he came from—but then, neither of them knew that
about each other, either. She thought his parents might be Scandinavian, because his skin was really pale,
but he didn't have any kind of an accent. She also thought he might be sick, because he slept a lot of the
time. Too much of the time, in fact.

He'd been here when she'd first found The Place last summer. He'd always seemed to have
money—quite a lot of money, in fact. It hadn't taken her long to realize that the other kids picked on him
and stole it from him like he was some kind of ATM, and that Jaycie didn't fight back.

She'd put a stop to that real quick.

But she'd known that wasn't a real solution. There was no way Jaycie would be let to justkeep all that
money when they knew he had it, and the fact of the matter was, he didn't really seem to want it, or
know what to do with it. The important thing was to keep fights from starting—and the second most
important thing was to keep everybody from getting their hands on wads of cash, because, well, they
never used it for the things they really needed. Like food.

She'd gotten the idea of using it for the good ofall of them, within certain strict guidelines, providing
Jaycie was left completely alone. It worked for a while, but she didn't think she could have made it stick
if Magnus hadn't shown up and backed her.

The weird thing was, as she'd quickly come to realize, was that Jayciea/ways seemed to have money, no
matter what.

'Cause I'll be switched if I know where you get it, Ace thought, looking down at him. I never see you go
out—so if you do go out, you sure aren't out long enough to earn it. And I don't think you're stealing it.
Who'd be afraid of you? A high wind'd blow you away, and you never eat much of anything but those

sodas of yours, and that awful Baker's chocolate. . . .
kok ok

It was a couple of hours later by the time Magnus reached The Place. He went inside cautiously, listening
for sounds from upstairs. Everything was quiet, except for the sound of music played low and some
conversation. It was a good day then. He hated it when there were fights, and it seemed like there was
always something to fight about, especially things like clothes, makeup, batteries, CDs . . . and cigarettes,
booze, and drugs, though it was easier for kids their age to get their hands on grass, lady, or crack than a



bottle of Mad Dog or a carton of Marlboros.

Magnus shuddered. Drugs and alcohol didn't tempt him. He'd gotten drunk. Once. And long before he'd
come here. There was something frightening about being out of control, about being in a condition where
anybody could do whatever they wanted to with you and there was nothing you could do about it. He
even hateds/eeping, but there wasn't much he could do about that. Everybody had to sleep.

He reached the fourth floor and looked around. It was late afternoon. Everybody was up; he could tell
by the number of candles that were lit. It gave Magnus a kind of creepy feeling, like living in a bombed
church. Sometimes he thought it was cool; there was a kind of surrealness about it, as if he was living in
an old war movie; he half expected to hear the tanks and the shells any moment. But right now it just
irritated him. Why did they try to make it look like home when they knew they were just going to have to
leave it all behind when they had to move on? Because eventually they would; sooner or later, one of the
gangs would decide they needed The Place as a crack house, or the city would make the landlord tear it
down, and they'd have to find somewhere else, probably on five minutes' notice.

He hadn't gotten to that point yet, the point of pretending he had a real home when he didn't. Everything
he had was in a big backpack that was chained to a pipe in the wall with a tamper-proof bike lock. He
knew the others could get into it if they were willing to rip it up, but this way they couldn't just take stuff
without him knowing. And he didn't think they wanted to rip it up and piss him off, not with Ace and
Jaycie to watch his back. And if they did, he wouldn't lose too much. Just some clothes, and his sticks.

Maybe it was stupid to pay that much money for a couple of pieces of wood, but he'd wanted
them—wanted what they meant, what they represented, the freedom to do musickis way, not the
approved way. And the balance was so perfect; he knew that the moment he got them in his hands. A
pair of Greg Bissonette signature sticks, extra heavy, the best hickory—clear-coated, which was a little
disappointing, but it was the feel that counted, not what color they were stained.

His folks had been ticked when he'd spent his birthday money on them instead of on clothes or
something they approved of. But a drummer needed good sticks. And he didn't have enough money for a
drum kit, not that they would've let him bring it into the house anyway, or practice on anything but the
piano. He hated the piano. He'd tried to get an electronic drum kit, but the good ones were all expensive,
and his parents had kept him purposefully short of cash. He got everything heneeded , and often things
that hewanted —or that his parents said he wanted—so what did he need money for? Or a car, or a
drivers' license, or—

Or, well, anything that would give him the freedom just about every other kid he knew had.

That was all over with. He didn't know what was going to happen now, but he knew he was never going
to see Mr. and Mrs. My-Son-The-Artiste again. He hoped they thought he was dead, not that they'd
care much. Well, maybe they would, because their ticket to Fortune and Fame was gone along with him.
But that was all they'd care about. They'd have been happier with a robot than a kid.

Ace was already waiting there, sitting on her bag next to Jaycie. He felt a flash of relief; he knew it was
dangerous for her to go out. He walked over, trying to look as if he didn't care.

"Hi," she said. "Did you find out about the showers?"
Magnus felt a simultaneous flash of guilt and irritation. The reason he'd gone down to Jacob Riis today

was to find out if it would be safe for them to go there to take showers, or if they'd be busted: held to be
sent home to their parents by a bunch of busybody social workers. But when he'd heard the street kids



talking aboutLa Llorona, he'd completely forgotten about it.
"Never mind," Ace said hastily. "I got your stuff."
Magnus felt his mouth start to water. "I'll wake up Jace."

He knelt beside the sleeping bag as Ace dug around in the backpack, bringing out the rest of her day's
purchases.

"Jace? Hey, Jaycie? Time to rise and shine, guy." Magnus shook the sleeping bundle gently and stepped
quickly back. You had to be careful how you woke Jaycie up. Sometimes he woke up screaming and
flailing, and that upset everybody.

There was a pause, and then the contents of the sleeping bag began to shift. At last it began to move,
and finally, with a sound of zippers, Jaycie sat up, pulling his cap—only the top layer; he wore several at
once—firmly down over his ears and all the way down to the bridge of his nose.

Jaycie dressed like the original Homeless Person, in Magnus' opinion, though at least he didn't smell bad.
Magnus had no idea how many layers of clothing Jaycie wore, since he'd never seen him remove any of
them, but there had to be at least three or four sweaters under that battered Army jacket, and at least
two or three layers of sweatpants below. Hell, the guy didn't even take off hisshoes at night.

He was skinny enough, though, from what Magnus could see from his hands and wrists and throat, and
as pale as a vampire, if there were such things. He had long hair like a Goth, too, though most of the time
it stayed tucked under his jacket.

He smiled wistfully at Magnus, blinking the sleep out of his eyes, and Magnus, as always, felt a moment
of purehate for whoever had driven Jaycie out of his home and made him cry and scream the way he did
sometimes. For a moment, Magnus allowed himself to live in a fantasy world where the three of
them—him and Ace and Jaycie—had a place where they could all live together. Somewhere that they
didn't have to hide. Somewhere with plumbing, and electricity, and Internet access where they could all
be safe and warm and do what they wanted to do. . . .

"Did you go to the markets?" Jaycie asked hopefully of Ace.

"Yeah, I went shopping. I got your stuff," Ace said, handing him a wrapped bar of cooking chocolate.

Jaycie tore off the wrapper eagerly, and began gnawing at the thick block of bitter unsweetened candy.

"I can't understand how you can eat that stuft," Ace said, as she always did. "It tastes horrible."

"It's better," Jaycie said simply. "Oh. Here." He held out his hand.

In it was a crumpled wad of bills that would choke a very healthy horse. Magnus swore under his breath
and grabbed it—quick, before anyone else in the room saw—and stuffed it quickly into his pocket. They
could take it out and count it later.

Ace pretended to pay no attention. That was the way to keep a secret, both of them had learned.
Pretend nothing was going on, and most of the time people would believe it. She pulled the rest of the

backpack's contents out and arranged them on her own sleeping bag: a bag of fast-food hamburgers,
two six-packs of Coke, a quart of milk for her (Ace hated soda and wouldn't drink it if she had a



choice), and a box of Oreos. She passed a burger to Magnus.

By the time she and Magnus had worked their way through the hamburgers and milk, Jaycie had finished
two cans of Coke (it was warm, but he didn't seem to mind) and most of the block of chocolate. Sighing
contentedly, he wormed his way back down into his sleeping bag and went back to sleep.

"That's nothing like a balanced diet," Ace complained to the empty air.
"Who are you, his mother?" Magnus gibed.

"Closest thing he has, right here," Ace shot back without missing a beat. "And . . . I worry about him,"
she added, dropping her voice, though they both knew from experience that Jaycie would neither hear
nor care that they were talking about him. There was something verystrange about Jaycie, even by the
loose standards of the street. Sometimes they'd speculated that he'd run away from some weird strict
religious commune.

"Yeah, [ worry about him," she repeated. "Like the money, you know?"

"Oh." Reminded, Magnus dug into his pocket, his body shielding the action from any watchers. They
huddled together, as if they were necking, while they let just enough light show on the wad to make out
the numbers. Carefully, they counted the wadded bills.

"Four hundred dollars," Ace said, managing to sound upset and frightened and disgusted all at once.
"Where do you suppose he gets it?"

Magnus shrugged. He had no clue. He was just glad Jayciedid get it, wherever the source, because what
he'd managed to bring with him when he bolted was long gone.

Ace frowned. "He's not mugging people," she said.
Magnus snorted and shook his head, unable to believe in that any more than she could.

"If he's turning tricks . . ." Ignoring Magnus' look of revulsion, she plunged on. "He could get sick. Or
sicker, but this sleeping all the time, it doesn't look like AIDS to me, you know, like what Cleto probably
had. I've tried to get him to go to one of the clinics, but he won't. And if he's sleeping all the time, when
would he be going out and, well,working, if you know what I mean?"

Magnus made a face of disgusted acceptance, though he knew Ace was right. If you survived on the
street, you sold your body or you joined a gang and did other things. And if you joined a gang, you had a
clubhouse to live in, not a place like this. He'd even heard some of the girls talking wistfully about hooking
up with a pimp, because a pimp would move them into a real apartment—one that they'd share with half
a dozen other girls of his string, true, but . . .

"So whereis he getting the money?" Magnus asked. It was the same conversation they had every time
Jaycie came up with another wad of money, but somehow the question was like a sore tooth. You just

couldn't stop poking at it.

Ace shrugged. "Maybe the Tooth Fairy's leaving it under his pillow. If she is, I sure wish she'd leave
some stuff for me, like a valid New York State driver's license that says I'm twenty-one."

"You could rent an apartment then, if you had enough money," Magnus said, willing to play along, though



even with a forged driver's license, Ace didn't look anything near twenty-one. He guessed she might even
be a year or two younger than he was, though she'd never said.

Still, this was one of their favorite games. Ace sighed wistfully. "Take a shower, wash my hair. Have
furniture . . ."

"A kick-ass kit, just like Rick Allen—"

"A television with all the channels—"

"Internet access—" That was what Magnus missed most, since half the time his parents hadn't known
what he was doing on his computer, and what they didn't know, they didn't bother to forbid—or block.
He'd spent hours on theModern Drummer site, downloading clips and learning all he could.
Someday—someday he was going to have a band. And it wasnot going to have a piano in it.

"A refrigerator and a stove," Ace said yearningly.

Magnus winced inwardly. Today the game wasn't going very well. He hated to see her like this. Ace was
so strong; hard as nails, and ready to cut your throat if you looked crosswise at her. But sometimes she
got a look on her face that made Magnus want to protect her almost as much as he wanted to protect
Jaycie.

He'd never say so, of course. She'd kill him.

"Coftee any time you wanted it," Magnus said coaxingly, trying to make her feel better. It was what Ace
talked about most, especially now that the days were so cold. She grinned at him.

"A bathroom and a door that locks," they finished in chorus.
Ace looked longing and vulnerable for just another moment, then the look was replaced with the

determined one Magnus knew so well. "We'll have those things again. And on our own terms. You can
bet the farm on it."

Chapter Two:
The Dogs Among The Bushes

The "Reverend" Billy Fairchild (the Title, like most of his other honors, was self-conferred) had risen up
out of backwoods obscurity and touring tent-show revivals due to one fortunate circumstance: his
beautiful blue-eyed daughter.

Heavenly Grace had been on stage from the very beginning—carried by her mother as a babe in arms,
then toddling on alone as soon as she could walk. She'd always been a musical child, singing before she
could talk, and if there was one day in his entire life that Reverend Billy had cause to bless, it was the day



he got the idea to have her sing with the Salvation Gospel Choir.

An unbiased observer (had there been one) might have said that it was really Donna Fairchild's idea, or
even little Heavenly Grace's, but Billy knew that all the ideas for the Billy Fairchild Salvation Gospel were
actually his. Well, his and Jesus's, of course.

At any rate, Heavenly Grace—the Living Miracle and Pledge of God's Holy Love!—had come out to
the front of the auditorium stage, dressed in her white Monkey Ward dress (the wishbook said it was a
First Communion dress, but Billy Fairchild didn't hold with anything Catholic, and neither did his
audience, because Lord knew, Jesus hadn't been any kind of a Catholic Roman) and looking like a little
beauty contest bride or even Shirley Temple, and his heart had just swelled up with love. He had just
known the collection plate would be extra full that day. She looked so pretty, it wouldn't have mattered if
she'd sounded like a screech owl.

And then she'd opened up her mouth and sang, and the miracle had occurred.

Billy knew all about miracles. He'd been with Gospel shows in one form or another since his teens, and
with a circus before that. A miracle was when the audience got up off its dead ass and put its hand on its
wallet and came to Jesus, opening up those wallets so that Billy could go on doing the Lord's good work.
He knew just about exactly how much there was going to be in the free-will love offering plates even
before the audience sat down, just by eyeballing the crowd and figuring out how badly they needed to
buy God's forgiveness, and how scared he could make them that they weren't going to get it without
digging into the rent money.

But from the first time Heavenly Grace sang, all that changed. There was love in the air, and Billy was
smart enough to know that the love wasn't for him, it was for that little girl with the golden curls and the
golden voice. But when there was so much love going around, some of it just naturally slopped over onto
him. And into the offering plates.

The take was a good twenty percent higher that day than he'd calculated. And it kept getting bigger. He
had the sense to start the show with Heavenly Grace and keep her onstage as much as possible, and the
audience just couldn't get enough of her and her singing. They opened their hearts and—more to the
point—their wallets.

And Billy Fairchild never looked back.

By the time his daughter was six, he was able to put the traveling show behind him forever. He put down
roots—bought a house in Tulsa—and Billy began building an empire.

At first it was guest appearances on other preachers' shows. Then a weekly half-hour of his own on a
local cable channel. He'd worried at first that whatever gift Jesus had seen fit to give Heavenly Grace
wouldn't work over the airwaves, but either it did, or once the studio audience got all worked up it didn't
matter. He went to a weekly show, then to a daily show on a regular local channel, and at last to a
syndicated national show airing six times a week, and along the way he built up Fairchild Ministries, Inc.,
doing God's Holy Work with pamphlets, books, CDs, documentaries, and recorded samplers of the Billy
Fairchild Crusade.

But it all took time. And while he was building up his temple in this Godless Babylon, Heavenly Grace
was growing up. She never lost her looks—thank Lord Jesus for that—but she was turning willful and
mean-spirited, just when he needed her most. He had plans for Fairchild Ministries. There was room for
expansion. America was crying out for good Christian leadership. A career in politics was not out of the



question. He had an impeccable past. No breath of scandal had ever touched his family.

He'd been too modest, too self-effacing, to see that God was calling him to such a grand purpose. If not
for Gabriel Horn, he would have spent the rest of his days crying out in the wilderness, hiding his light
under a bushel basket. But Gabriel had a way of making everything seem so clear and right. It was only
right for a daughter to submit her will to her father, for example, just as she would submit it to the Lord
Jesus.

Gabriel had appeared to help Billy run the administrative side of things, just when Billy needed him most.
He was a man of vision and insight. He'd seen ways to make the Ministry even bigger and more
profitable, to reach out to more people, so that Billy could go on doing God's work. And he'd been right
to remind Billy that Heavenly Grace was the keystone of the plan. Wasn't Billy's little girl the living proof
of God's Holy Favor? God had sent Heavenly Grace and her divine gifts to Billy for a purpose. He meant
for Billy to use her powers, not let them go to waste. When the girl was older, she'd thank him for his
wise guidance through the troubling storms of adolescence, when Satan was at his most powerful. Once
Billy had moved to a position of national prominence—so Gabriel counseled him—the child would
understand the importance of his work, and submit her will to his in a proper Godly fashion. Why, all you
had to do was to read the Scripture—the Old Testament, of course—to see where, over and over, God
gave his command to children, especially girl-children, to submit their will to the will of their fathers.
Fathers even had the right to have rebellious children put to death, not that hewould, of course, but God
gave that right, and no law of man could take it away.

Even Donna had agreed, but Donna Fairchild had always been a proper handmaid of the Lord.

The only person who hadn't seen the light had been Billy Fairchild's rebellious daughter. She had all
kinds of ideas that weren't fit nor proper for a Godly child—college, and not even a proper place like
Bob Jones neither, but some state university or even an abode of pagans like UCLA. She didn't need
college! She'd got all the education she needed, home-schooled by her mother! He'd told her so, in no
uncertain terms, the same way he'd told her she didn't need a drivers' license.

But the Devil had gotten into his child, somehow. Heavenly Grace had disappeared one day. Run off.
Vanished.

At first Billy'd thought she might have been kidnapped. A man in his position, doing God's work, had
enemies. He'd kept the police out of it, of course. Scandal was the last thing Fairchild Ministries needed.
He'd hired some very discreet, very experienced professionals.

They'd found nothing. No ransom demand, no threatening letters had ever come, and slowly Billy had
come to realize that his Heavenly Grace had committed the ultimate act of defiance: she'drun away.

He kept the professionals on the payroll. Gabriel had been a tower of strength. He'd sworn they'd find
Billy's daughter, that they'd get her back. And meanwhile, her absence was easily explained: she was
away at school—a good, God-fearing. private, Bible-based girls' school, away from all the temptations
that the world posed for sensitive and vulnerable teenage girls.

It had to be done that way, Gabriel explained. It was important—for the future—that no breath of
scandal be attached to her disappearance. There was Billy's future to think of. And Heavenly Grace's, of
course. When she returned, their Prodigal Daughter, undoubtedly sorrowful and repentant over the
tribulations she had caused them, naturally they would want her to be able to slip right back into her old
life again without anyone knowing about her shame. That would be whats/ze would want, as well.



Donna had been the hardest to convince, but she had doted on Gabriel Horn from day one, and finally
she had given in. Gabriel had sworn to her that he would work day and night—over and above his duties
for the Ministry—to find her daughter and return her to the fold of her family's love. Why, Gabriel had
come to think of her as his own little girl as well. . . .

What could have been a more convincing argument than that? Nothing that Billy could think of.
k %k %k

Humans were really a constant source of entertainment—when they didn't vex one half to madness.

The being who—in this time and place—chose to be known as Gabriel Horn closed the door to his
private apartment in the Fairchild Ministries Tower and activated the wards that sealed the doors. No
human could pass them now.

With a sigh of relief, he dropped theglamourie that he wore among humans. It was necessary, but it was
also rather demeaning to go about aping the appearance of one's inferiors. And thec/othes ! Gabriel
shuddered. A second spell adjusted his garments to something closer to his liking; he inspected the
embroidered velvet sleeve of his tunic critically, then headed toward the liquor cabinet and poured himself
a large measure of a venerable single-malt Scotch.

Still, there were some things about the human world that Gabriel liked quite well. He stood for a
moment, inhaling the complex scent and admiring the play of light through the facets of the cut-crystal
glass.

He had come to the World Above to entertain himself, for what else was a Prince of Underhill to do? If
one could not enjoy the pleasures of war among one's own kind, the next best thing was to make trouble
among the Mortalfolk, yet in these degenerate days that was a delicate proposition, for there were
always spies of the Bright Court ready and willing to meddle where they weren't wanted, as if all
Mortalfolk belonged solely to them.

Finding Billy Fairchild had been a stroke of luck—the pompous fool was so easily manipulated, and
came ready-supplied with a coterie of foolish followers. But Gabriel would have taken him as a
momentary pleasure—a quick scandal, and the destruction of his "Ministry"—if it had not been for the
daughter.

The girl had Power. Gabriel had known it from the moment he'd first seen her. The Power to bend
human hearts to her will any time she sang.

She hadn't known him for what he was, of course, but she'd known enough to fear him. He couldn't
beguile her as he could her parents, but that made things all the sweeter, to Gabriel's mind. And so he
had abandoned his plans for the quick destruction of Billy Fairchild, and settled down to a longer and
ultimately more satisfying game. He would use the girl to give Billyrea/ power—the power to make great
trouble in the land. The one thing that was guaranteed to make trouble among the mortals wasreligion.
Religion had caused more wars, more scandals, more pogroms, and more death and torture than any
other aspect of humans' lives—save, perhaps, money. And even then, it was difficult to tell which caused
the most havoc, for religion and money were inextricably tangled among the mortals.

And what could his high-nosed Bright Court cousins do abouttiat? They would never make war upon a
human child. And the girlwas but a child, well under the control of her parents. A pawn. Helpless. And
that was even if the Seleighe Sidhe realized thathe was the power behind Billy Fairchild's throne, which
they likely never would.



Later it had occurred to him that perhaps he could even enchant the parents enough to make them give
him the girl. And then, with time, he would wear away her will, and take her power for his own.

Or so he had thought, a year ago, as the Earthborn reckoned time.

A flash of anger crossed Gabriel's face, and the glass in his hand shattered. With an absent gesture, he
made the shards of crystal and the spilled liquor vanish, turning away from the liquor cabinet.

But the girl had run. Against all prediction, against all expectation, she had fled—and not all his spellcraft
had been able either to summon her back, or determine her location.

Impossible.
A fact.

Gabriel began to pace the room, his scarlet cloak belling out behind him. He was a Magus Major, a
Knight and Prince of Elthame Bete Noir: as the Unseleighe reckoned power, he was a mighty force
Underhill. There were only three possibilities that would keep him from finding her.

One—that she was dead. And if she were dead, by now his sorcerous allies ought to have brought him
some word of that, so while it was still a possibility, it was a very unlikely one.

Two—that she had been found and taken Underhill by the Enemy.

This was much more likely—he knew how much his Bright Court cousins liked to meddle, especially
among Children of Power, and it was a possibility he could never rule out. But Gabriel had spies in a
number of places, and there was always the possibility he would get word of her. And if he did . . . well,
then he could always arrange for her parents to beg for her return. His Bright Court cousins were as
soft-headed as they were soft-hearted, and would probably return her.

Of course, if she had fallen into the hands of some other faction of the Dark Court . . .

Why, then, he would merelytake her back, and she would undoubtedly be so grateful to see him that she
would fall in with any plans he made.

The third—and most vexing—ypossibility was that she had managed to flee to one of the blighted places
in the Mortal World where Sidhe magic simply didn't work at all reliably. Unfortunately, there were more
of them every day. Seeking spells wouldn't work there, in the lands where there was so much Cold Iron
that spellcasting, even when the mortals did their petty and foolish spells, went awry. None of the Sidhe
entered such places without good reason. In fact, very few of the Folk were evenable to venture into
such places at all—and he did not command such numbers that he could afford to search all such places
in the world.

But even if the girl had gone to ground in one of them, if she used her Gift, he would know. He knew the
signature of her magic, the scent and taste of it, and if she practiced it anywhere in the World Above or
Underhill, he would know.

He stopped before a large cabinet on one wall of his apartment. It was an antique Chinese apothecary
cabinet, filled with many tiny drawers. He opened the one he sought unerringly and took out a small silver
casket. From it he removed a silver ring wrapped with a single strand of long blonde hair.



Hers. And by all the magical Laws of Consanguinity, still a part of her.

He turned away from the cabinet and gestured. A patch of air began to ripple, darkening and solidifying
until it gleamed as dark as any mirror, hanging before him in the air. He touched the ring to the mirror,
but—as so many times before—nothing happened.

Hide if you can. Flee if you will. But you can only escape me for a time, Heavenly Grace
Fairchild. And when you fall into my hands again, you will be mine forever.

With a gesture he banished the black mirror. Slipping the ring onto his finger, he walked over to the
desk. There was much to do to prepare the world for the coming of Billy Fairchild.

Chapter Three:
Away We Go Again

This had been his last class before the Thanksgiving break, and why all the odd gods of scheduling had
put it on a Monday was going to have to remain a mystery, because nobody he'd been able to ask had
been able to explain things to Eric's satisfaction.

Even with all the makeups and takeover classes he'd had to do to compensate for missed coursework
and failed exams (he'd been off saving the world, but sometimes the best excuses were the ones you
couldn't use), he was finally going to do it. After an almost twenty-year interregnum, Eric Banyon was
finally going to graduate from the Juilliard School of Music this spring.

And what then?
What did he want to do with his life here in the World Above?

He'd already rejected one life—that of a Human Bard at the Elven Courts of Underhill—and come back
to finish Juilliard, just to see if he could. Well, it turned out he could. With his Juilliard degree, he could
now get a legitimate high-class professional music gig just about anywhere, but that really wouldn't fit the
life that had grown up around him in the last couple of years, and the need he'd discovered to be ready to
deal with Evil when it showed up and had to be fought.

It sounded awfully melodramatic when he put it that way—as if he might have a cape and tights hanging
in his closet—and as a matter of fact, he did, since they were common articles of apparel Underhill,
where he still made frequent visits—but how else was he supposed to describe things like Threshold and
Aerune, or Perenor, or the powers behind the Poseidon Project? Cranky? Bad-mannered? Socially
unacceptable? No. They were Evil. Each of them, in their own ways, had been out to hurt or kill a large
number of people for nothing more than their own personal gain, and if there was a better definition of
Evil, Eric hadn't found it yet.

He wasn't going to waste his time on the differently social who just needed a little time to work out their
personal adjustments. They might be really loud and hurt a lot of feelings, and maybe even leave a few



bruises behind, but nobody was going to die. And for the average run-of-the-mill villain who killed by
accident or design, there were a whole lot of people and agencies better trained than Eric was to take
them down. Call 911, leak information to the FBI, but don't ring up Call-A-Bard.

But they couldn't go after people like Aerune. When people like that showed up (and if someone like
Aerunenever showed up again, Eric would be just as glad), even finding out about them was a job in
itself, let alone stopping them. The police, the FBI, the CIA, even the Marines weren't the right people to
call when someone like that appeared on the scene.

Which still left the question: whatwas he going to do with his life? Because while taking out weird villains
might be a mission, and a necessary job, it was hardly a career. You couldn't tell when or where—or
if—those kinds of problems were going to happen, for one thing. What did you do with the rest of your
time? Even Batman had a social life. Sort of.

Though Eric could spend the rest of his life living oftkenned gold with the best wishes of Prince Arvin of
Elfhame Misthold—who was, as the Seleighe Sidhe understood things, his patron—that wouldn't satisfy
him either. He'd discovered in himself a need to be useful, odd as that would have seemed to him at
twenty.

So what was he going todo after he left Juilliard, in between bouts of saving the world? Which—he
devoutly hoped—might never need to happen again.

In front of Lincoln Center, he caught the bus and, after a series of transfers, reached Museum Mile.

It was like stepping into another world. Even though the Upper West Side, where Juilliard was, could
hardly be said to be an area of New York lacking in money and class, Museum Mile was so different
that by rights there ought to be a high wall around it. Museum Mile was old money, Edith Wharton
money, and it showed. Even in an unseasonably cold November, everything was still green, and the air
positively reeked of the kind of wealth that had nannies and live-in servants, that summered on Fire Island
or Martha's Vineyard, that took its limousines for walks and thought that shopping at Bloomingdale's was
slumming. Apartments in these buildings almostnever came up for sale—they were handed down through
the generations, like the Renoirs and Monets and the Limoges services for forty-eight.

His shrink lived up here.

Eric had seriously resisted the whole idea of professional counseling for too long. His parents had
dragged him to far too many of them when he'd been a child, and he'd quickly realized that every single
one of those professional "helpers" had been interested in only one thing: getting inside his head and
turning him inside out, to get a handle on what would control him. And once they did, no matter what
they said, no matter how many times they promised they'd keep everything confidential, they'd take back
whatever they found to his parents to use against him.

Bitter much?Eric thought with a rueful smile.

This time, he'd nearly drowned in his own problems before he'd been willing to admit that they were
bigger than he was. But the fact that he'd been seriously considering going back to drinking—had been
standing outside a liquor store last September with money in his pocket, thinking about walking in the
door—had finally scared him enough to take the problem to Hosea.

Hosea had listened and come back with a name and address. Eric had been furious—terrified, he was
willing to admit now. But Hosea had been just plain stubborn. Eric had asked for help. This was help, the



Ozark Bard had said implacably. What would it cost him to simply go andsee the woman? He'd faced
Nightflyers and Unseleighe Lords, after all.

Eric hadn't been willing—hadn't been able, really—to explain. So he'd gone, sure that all he'd find when
he arrived would be one more clueless psychotherapist, probably with a specialization in substance abuse
telling him things he already knew too well.

But this time, it had turned out to be a whole different gig.

For one thing e was paying the shrink. For another, there were no secrets, because Oriana Dunaway
was a magician herself, though Eric knew little more about her than that.

"You don't need to know about me, Eric, or about what I do," she'd told him at their first meeting. "All
you need to know is that you can trust me. And that whatever you tell me, no matter how unbelievable it
is by the standards of the Worldlings, I will believe that it is so, though I may require an explanation of it,
should it lie outside my own experience. And so, shall we begin?"

He was a Bard. He knew the truth when he heard it. Together, the two of them had begun to try to
make sense of a life that had been twisted and damaged long before the events of last autumn. He slowly
came to realize that he had to get his head straight before trying to get on with his life, lest the past reach
out and drag him under when he least expected it. He was a Bard, gifted with the power to make or mar.
Hehad to be able to use it wisely. Sanely. Because, if he couldn't get his own psyche in order, as the
power within him grew stronger, so would it find the weakest places in him.

And to his surprise, Oriana's specialty wasnot substance abuse at all, but the problems of magicians,
Talents, and nonhumans living in the World Above. That much she had been willing to tell him, though she
would not otherwise discuss her patients.

"And I tell you this because it is important for you to know that you are not alone, either in your
strengths or your weaknesses, Eric. It is a small community—often it is not a community at

all—but you are not unique."
kok ok

He reached the door of her building—after almost a year of Mondays, the doorman knew him by
sight—and went inside. He passed through the exquisitely tasteful lobby—it had always rather reminded
Eric of a high-class mortuary, with its dark heavy furniture, gilt mirrors, and oriental carpets over parquet
marble floors. All that was missing were the vases of funereal lilies; fortunately the flowers here ran to
something more cheerful. Shrugging his gig bag higher onto his shoulder, he went down the hall to the
bank of elevators.

If the lobby was a mortuary, then the elevators were surely top of the line sarcophagi, all highly polished,
heavily ornamented bronze, lined with more mirrors, so the building's inhabitants could give themselves
one last once-over before hitting the street. The infinite number of reflected Erics always made him faintly
uneasy; he stared fixedly at the doors as the car made its leisurely way to his floor.

The doors opened. He stepped out onto the thick carpet of the corridor and headed down the hall.
Right on time. Maybe even a minute or two early. He opened the door into Oriana's apartment.

As always, the wards she had set tingled faintly over his skin when he crossed the threshold. They were
a necessary part of her work, given the people she saw. It wouldn't do to disturb any of the other tenants
of the building with anything that happened in her sessions, or leave any psychic detritus lying around



from one appointment to contaminate the next.

What would have been the foyer if Oriana had not chosen to see her patients in her own home had been
set up as a waiting room. There were a couple of comfortable couches and a low coffee table, covered
with the sort of bland, inoffensive, upscale magazines that filled any professional's waiting room,
occupying the space now. Eric picked up a copy ofdrchitectural Digest and sat down.

A few moments later, Oriana's previous patient walked out. Eric had seen him a few times, but had
never spoken to him. He didn't even know his name. He was a spare, slender man, closer to fifty than to
forty. His dark hair was several weeks late (always! How did he manage it?) for a haircut, shot with early
silver, and his eyes were a curious light amber color, nearly gold, making Eric wonder if he might be one
of Oriana's nonhuman patients. He was dressed for Wall Street, in a completely unremarkable business
suit that would blend in anywhere in New York. The only thing at all out of the ordinary about his
appearance was the scarab pendant in bright bluefaience that hung from a silver chain about his neck,
resting against the sober institutional necktie. He nodded slightly to Eric, recognizing him as well, then
walked out.

Oriana poked her head through the inner door a moment later.
"Ah, good. You're here. A moment, please." She withdrew.

Eric occupied himself until her return looking at pictures of gold faucets and hand-painted French
porcelain bathroom sinks, not to mention Jacuzzis big enough to seat the entire Elven High Court, and
made a mental note to give Kory and Beth a subscription to this thing. The elves could findsome way to
get this stuff shipped Underhill, and both his friends were bonkers for bathroom gadgets of every kind.
Hell, actually all things considered, the elves could probably make every bit of it. If they hadn't
already—hadn't Kory said something about there being an Elven casino in Vegas?

Still, the last time he'd been on a visit, all that he'd seen was an old claw-foot bathtub (okay, it was solid
alabaster, but still) straight out of a Victorian mansion. Most of the time the Underhill crowd seemed to
go for hot springs in grottos—nice for atmosphere, but not exactly Jacuzzis.l'll be remembered
throughout history as the man who brought modern plumbing to Underhill.

A few moments later Oriana was back. "I'm ready for you now."
Eric got up and followed her down the hall to her study.

The room was small and intimate and even more heavily shielded than the rest of the apartment. The
walls were fully paneled in red pecan, and folding shutters covered the windows. Eric preferred them
closed, and so Oriana always shut them before he arrived.

Between the shuttered windows was a range of shallow shelves, on which were a variety of enticing
knickknacks for nervous patients to fidget with: glass globes, small toys, seashells, ornamental
boxes—the sort of souvenirs any traveler might acquire. There was a chair for Oriana, with a small table
beside it that held a clock, her notepad, and a box of Kleenex. There was a wastebasket, and a
dimmable torchiere in the corner to provide light if the shutters were closed. Aside from that, the only
furniture in the room was a large grey couch—"a non-directive couch," she'd said once, making a rare
joke, "as you may sit, lie, sprawl upon it. Whatever you like. The couch does not care. And neither do 1."

As always when he arrived, the room held a strong indefinable spicy smell. It seemed to fade during his
session—though whether it faded, or whether he got used to it, was something Eric had never quite



decided.

He took his place on the couch. Oriana followed him in, closing the door behind him, and seated herself
in the chair, picking up her pad and pen and waiting for him to begin.

She was somewhere in her late sixties, Eric supposed, one of those lucky blondes whose hair simply
went silver with age. She was wearing an expensive, nubbly, cowl-neck sweater in ash-taupe shades that
flattered her complexion—nobody who had spent any time at all Underhill could help having a good eye
for clothes—paired with a pencil-thin tweed skirt and designer pumps. She looked like a psychiatrist in a
movie, down to the half-glasses she wore on a chain around her neck, and he was pretty sure that she
consciously dressed to play up the image.

"Do I pass muster?" she asked.
Eric grinned, refusing to feel guilty for checking her out.
"And how are you feeling this week?" she asked, prodding him to begin their session.

"I'm realizing that I have decisions to make," Eric admitted. "I graduate in the Spring. Icou/d just coast.
The money's there. But it feels dishonest."

"Good," Oriana said noncommittally.

"I know that I want to dosomething. Something worthwhile. But I know that whatever it is, it has to be
something that will leave me the freedom to do the things that need to be done—as a Bard. And those
things show up on awfully short notice."

Oriana pursed her lips, and absently tapped once on her notebook with her pencil. "Yes, they do. And
they're things that can't always be explained to Worldlings, even when they find themselves involved.
And, reasonably enough, you don't want to put yourself into a position where you might have to let
someone down who depended on you, or hurt their feelings, even if that were necessary for the greater
good."

Eric nodded ruefully. "And I know there has to be a way to do both—to do something meaningful and
still have that freedom . . ."

For a few minutes he discussed all the various alternatives he'd considered—going back on the RenFaire
circuit; playing solo freelance gigs in the New York area; finding work as a session musician; working as
a tutor. All of them sounded attractive as he spoke of them, and all of them would give him the freedom
he needed.

Oriana raised her hand, silencing him.

"Eric, I am not a placement counselor at Juilliard. I have no interest in your future employment
opportunities. You're blowing smoke at me. Stop it, and tell me what's bothering you."

Eric sighed, feeling guilty and relieved all at once.
"T have no idea what I'm going to do when I graduate," he admitted. "I try to feel drawn to some

particular course of action, but I don't. There must be something that's right—but I just can't see it. Am |
ever going to be able to see it?"



Oriana took a moment to page through her notes.

"Eric, you've been coming to me for almost a year now. And you've made a great deal of progress in
dealing with your emotional baggage in that time. But you're still holding back. Oh, not consciously. But
let's review your background a bit.

"You were born with the gift of Bardic magic, into a family that had no understanding of your Talent and
no idea of what magic is. Since Bardic magic is linked to music, you presented as a musical prodigy.
Since your parents were ambitious, they perhaps placed too much pressure on you to excel in an arena
that was not entirely suited to your actual Gifts. Yes, you're a talented musician, perhaps even a gifted
one, but talent and Talent are two very different things, and young magicians should not be forced into the
public eye. However, what's done is done.

"When your Talents made an explicit presentation of themselves at puberty, you began seeing
Otherrealm creatures, which were drawn by your magic. Naturally, you had no idea of what was
occurring. Your parents were . . . not supportive, insisting that you continue with your course of studies.
Eventually, you had what amounted to a nervous breakdown upon seeing the Nightflyers at your recital at
age eighteen."

"I ran away from home," Eric said sourly.

"Certainly we could see it in those terms," Oriana said, looking up from her notes. "It is equally valid to
suggest that you ranfoward your own self-preservation in the only way you knew to do it. However, you
continued to make bad life choices. You became an alcoholic, a drug abuser, and a drifter, in an attempt
to shut out your perception of the Otherworld."

Eric winced. It was an accurate, if very unflattering, assessment of his life before he'd met Kory.

"When you met Korendil and were forced by circumstances both to acknowledge and to take up the
use of your magical Gifts, a great deal changed for you. For one thing, you received external validation of
your world view—in layman's terms, you discovered youweren't crazy, and never had been. You
received proper magical training from an Elven Bard. You acquired a replacement family, one that loves
and supports you. You terminated your addictive and avoidance behaviors, which is a very important
step in the healing process.

"But the damaged child created during the first eighteen years of your life, when our first perceptions and
assumptions about the nature of the world are being formed, is still within you, and/e is not lightly set
aside. You have acknowledged in our previous sessions that your parents saw you less as a child to be
nurtured than as an accessory to their own life-style: a trophy that would enhance their own consequence.
A child derives his first image of self through his parents' image of him, and your parents, as you have told
me on several occasions, never saw you as anything more than an object and a playing piece.

"I do not believe you will ever truly be able to understand what it is that you, Eric Banyon, actually want
out of life, until you have fully externalized this image of yourself and set it aside once and for all."

"You mean I have to stop believing them?" Eric said.
Oriana nodded.

"But I don't!" he protested.



She said nothing, forcing Eric to think.
Was it true? He hated to think so. He hadn't thought about his parents—or his childhood—for years.

But, as she'd warned him, there were ways of not thinking about a thing that were just as poisonously
obsessive as thinking about it constantly. From the moment he'd walked out of that concert hall with
nothing more than his flute and the clothes on his back, he'd built a wall between himself and his past, one
that he'd allowed nothing to breach. He bit his lip, feeling himself start to shake.

In silence, Oriana passed him the box of Kleenex.
"I hate this," Eric said thickly, around a wad of tissues.

"Nobody said this would be either easy or fun," she answered quietly. "We defend the damaged parts of
ourselves fiercely. It takes courage to confront our scars, and bring the shadowed parts of our deepest
selves into the light so that they can be healed. Until you no longer see yourself as an object and a playing
piece, you will not be able to accurately identify what you are feelingnow.”

He hated it, but he knew she was right. Because an object couldn't feel. A playing piece couldn't make
decisions. And he had to do both. Right now he didn't knowwhat he felt about so many things—Aerete's
death, Aerune's imprisonment, Jimmie's death, Jeanette's transfiguration—there was so much to think
about and get straight in his mind before he could move on. And he had responsibilities. There was
Hosea to teach, and Kayla to keep an eye on, just for two. He was managing both of those
responsibilities adequately so far, but if there was one thing Eric knew about any situation, it was that
nothing ever stayed the same. Things always got better . . . or worse. And if he didn't deal with this
ticking time bomb in his past, he knew which direction he was going to put his money on. And he had his
own future to plan for.

"I think we've made some progress today," Oriana said gently. "And now, our hour is up. Call me if you

need me sooner, and we'll set something up. Otherwise, I'll see you next week."
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Back home, Eric paced his apartment, a cup of tea in his hand. He felt restless and agitated, the way he
always did after a particularly good—or bad—session with Oriana.

It was as if she'd opened a door in a wall, and things he hadn't thought about in years were boiling out.
Sick, bad, frightening things.

But they had only as much power as he was willing to give them. Oriana had taught him that, had proved
it to him over and over. Confront them; drag them into the light—painful as that was—and most of them
would simply wither away.

He could do that now.

Inspiration struck, with a force that nearly made Eric drop his mug. So his past—his long-entombed
image of his parents—was the root of his present problems, was it? Well, they'd just see about that. He'd

confront his problem directly.

He'd confront his parents.



He'd been tying up all the loose ends of his life, hadn't he? Finishing up at Juilliard? Well, he'd been
working his way backward to the beginning of his problems. That made sense, in a way. But now it was
time to deal with the beginning.

Boston wasn't that far away—especially on his elvensteed Lady Day. He could get up there and back
tomorrow, and it would be a good run for both of them.

Even though it had been twenty years by the world's time since he'd left, he was sure they were still in
the same place. You didn't give up a house in Cambridge lightly, and they were both undoubtedly still at
Harvard.

And if they had—unthinkably—moved, they wouldn't be that hard to find. Not with magic to help.

Determined on a course of action—if not in the least settled in his mind about it—Eric was about to go in
search of another cup of tea when he heard a knock at his door.

He went to open it, without bothering to first perform the New York ritual dance of peering through the
peephole. For that matter, his door had far fewer locks on it than the usual door in even the best
neighborhoods. Eric lived in Guardian House, and the House had its own unique security systems.

Hosea was standing on the doorstep, which was pretty much whom Eric had expected to be there, given
the time of day and day of the week it was. Everyone else he knew was either at their mundane jobs or in
class.

"Come in," Eric said, stepping back. He knew Hosea wouldn't come around on a Monday unless it was
for something important. Everyone who knew about his sessions with Oriana—and that was everyone
close to him—knew to give him a little breathing room after them. Though from the look of him—Hosea
was still dressed for the outside, and still had Jeanette slung over his shoulder—Hosea had come straight
from the shelter with something serious on his mind.

"Tea?" Eric asked.

"If it's no trouble," Hosea said, and Eric went to get him a cup.

Hosea was sitting on the couch when Eric came back with two mugs of fresh tea. He was frowning at
nothing, Jeanette propped against his knee, still in her case. Hosea was normally as sunny as a spring
morning; this must be something bad, or at least pretty complicated.

The last thing in the world Eric wanted to do right now was think about somebody else's problems, but
he forced himself to take a deep mental breath and turn his thoughts outward, away from his own

troubles. Hosea was his apprentice. That meant Eric had responsibilities toward him.

Responsibilities. There was that word again. Life had been so much less complicated when he'd been
irresponsible—

"Want to tell me about it?" he said, handing over the mug.

"It might be nothin' but a bag o' moonshine," Hosea said, after a long hesitation. "Ah don't rightly know.'

But whatever it is, it was important enough for you to come by on a Monday, wasn't it?



"Well, maybe we can figure it out together," Eric said. "Right?"

Hosea grimaced, and took a deep breath, preparing to begin. Slowly he explained to Eric all that he'd
pieced together about the Secret Stories that the children in the shelter told—and that it wasn't just the
kids at Jacob Ruiis telling them, but children in every shelter Hosea visited, and thatall the children seemed
to know them. He explained about Bloody Mary, and how belief in her extended far beyond the very
young children who believed in the Secret Stories—that, in fact, Hosea feared she might almost have an
independent reality.

"So ... one of the things Ah was wondering, Eric, was . . . is that possible?"
Eric considered, choosing his words carefully.

"Well, I know that belief can compel magic—or a creature of magic—to take a particular form. From
what little Master Dharniel told me about the way humans and elves used to get along—ornof get along,
more to the point—together in the old days—the really old days—there used to be a whole school of
human magic, now mostly lost, that could actually compel the Sidhe not only to appear, but to appear in
certain forms. That's one thing. But it's not too likely that there's a Sidhe running around New Y ork that
somebody's twisted into a knot. Too much Cold Iron here—it weakens their magic, and makes it go all
funny. They'd have to be seriously crazy in the first place—like Aerune was—to come here at all. And
the creatures of magic thatcan stand up to Cold Iron aren't quite as vulnerable to the power of human
belief.

"The other possibility is, if there's a pool of untapped power out there—and belief is power, if enough
people believe hard enough, and you throw a few Talents into the mix—that much belief could take form
and become what magicians call an Artificial Elemental."

"Amythago,” Hosea said.

"You've been listening to Paul," Eric said with a faint grin. Paul Kern was the Guardians' researcher who,
like Giles onBuffy, knew the pedigree and history of most of the Otherworldly threats the Guardians
faced. "The label—ghost,mythago, Attificial Elemental—doesn't matter. What does matter is that as
soon as it has any kind of a defined shape at all, it becomes a lot more efficient at absorbing belief energy
and using it to define itself. It can begin to appear—manifest—and that, of course, encourages more and
stronger belief, and sets up a whole feeding cycle. Hard to break, if it turns out to be something you don't
happen to want around.

"So ... yes, if your shelter kids are believing in something hard enough, it might start showing up.Might
," Eric said firmly.

"Well . . . Ah'm not quite sure whether she is, or whether the gangs are jest ridin' on her coattails, so to
speak. Either way, Ah'd like to do something about it. And it wouldn't hurt none to give the little'uns a
hopeful spark in their lives," Hosea said thoughtfully.

"By making Bloody Mary a little less . . . bloody?" Eric suggested, thinking carefully. "That way she
wouldn't be any more use to the gangs, and the children wouldn't have to be afraid of her any more. It
would be a delicate task." He thought about it carefully. "In fact, it would be aBardic sort of task. A
perfect apprentice piece for you, in fact." Eric grinned wickedly, enjoying himself now as he thought the
matter over more thoroughly.

"Why don't you write some songs—the kind that kids would sing themselves—that shape the Bloody



Mary story toward a happy sort of ending? When you've got some that you think will work, show them
to me so I can approve them as your great and powerful Bardic Master. Then you can start sneaking
them out into the shelters and let them work their way out among the kids on their own."

Hosea thought about it for a moment and then smiled slowly.

"Now that's a right sneaky plan, Master Bard. And if it works, Bloody Mary will dry up and blow away
on her own, and maybe the little'un's'll be able to conjure themselves up a bit o' help now and then,"
Hosea said thoughtfully.

"It's worth a try," Eric agreed.

Hosea finished his tea and set the cup down. "If you don't mind mah bringin' it up, Eric, you look like a
feller with more'n usual on your mind tonight," he said hesitantly.

"And here I thought [ was doing such a great job of being the original Great Stone Face," Eric said, with
a rueful sigh.

Hosea raised an eyebrow and said nothing.

"Yeah, well," Eric said after a pause. There wasn't any reasonnot to tell Hosea where he was going, and
several good reasons to come clean. "You know I saw Oriana today . . . and, well, I just realized I've got
some major unfinished personal business to take care of, and school's over for a few weeks,
so . . . tomorrow I'm going to go up to Boston. To see my parents."

There was a silence while Hosea digested this. "Don't they think you're dead?" he asked at last.
"Probably," Eric admitted. "Think what a great surprise it will be for them when I show up, then."

The anger in his voice surprised even him. And there it was, out in the open: at least part of his reason
for going was the desire, still not dealt with or satisfied, to balance the pain of his childhood with hurting
his parents back. It was something he'd have to keep an eye on. He couldn't afford to act out of either
anger or malice. No Bard could.

Hosea said nothing. Eric had never talked about his family before; Hosea knew nothing of his past
before his time as a street musician. For his part, Eric knew that Hosea had never known his own
parents; they'd died when he was very young, but he'd been raised by his grandparents with a great deal
of love. Eric wondered if Hosea could evenimagine having parents who didn't love you.

Hosea let the moment pass without further comment, and moved on to practical matters. "Won't seeing
them be a tad awkward? Won't they expect you to look older'n you do?"

Eric frowned. That was a detail hedid have to work out.

"I'm not actually sure I expect them to notice, frankly. And if they do, a littleglamourie will take care of
that while I'm there, and afterward, they'll remember seeing what they expected to see. I walked out on
them when I was eighteen. That was almost twenty years ago by the World's time. If I'd stayed in the
World Above all that time I'd be—let me see—about thirty-six or seven by now? I look like I'm still in
my twenties, and there are days when I feel like I'm about a thousand years old. . . ." Eric shrugged.

"Ah guess Ah'm not the man to change yore mind," Hosea said, getting to his feet, "but . . . are you sure



you know what you're doing?" he asked.

That's a question I ask myself every day."No," Eric admitted. "But I still think it's something I have to
do."

"Well then," Hosea said, and he still didn't sound very certain about matters, "Ah guess Ah'll wish you
good luck. And Ah'll see you when you get back?"

"Count on it," Eric said, feigning a cheerfulness he did not feel. "We'll go out and grab a couple of pizzas

or something."
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He wasn't all that surprised to receive another visitor as soon as it was fully dark. There was a tapping at
the window, and then the sound of the casement being raised, and the clicking of stone hooves as his
visitor clambered daintily over the sill.

"Eric me lad, are you quite sure you haven't lost the few marbles you still have rattling around in that
pretty skull of yours?" Greystone said.

Greystone was an actual, genuine, medieval-style gargoyle, one of four that decorated the top of
Guardian House. He had a fanged doglike face and curling horns, long apelike arms, and hindquarters
like a satyr's, right down to the cloven hooves. Great bat wings lay against his back like furled umbrellas,
and in defiance of all aerodynamic principles, they could actually be used for flight. Except for his big
dark eyes, he was a uniform, textured grey all over, right down to the soot smudges and patches of lichen
that came from being exposed to all the wind and weather of New York City since the day he'd been
carved. And despite the fact that he lived and moved and talked, and certainly ate and drank with every
evidence of enjoyment, Greystone, as his name implied, seemed to be made of solid stone. He'd been
Eric's first friend in Guardian House, coming that first night to Eric's tentative Bardic request for a friend.
And Greystone had been a good one ever since.

He was also an inveterate busybody, being privy to all the conversations that went on in Guardian
House, as well as most of the surface thoughts of the inhabitants, though he never gossiped, and didn't
abuse the privilege that went with his power.

"Pretty sure," Eric said. "Popcorn and a movie?" Both were good ways to distract Greystone, he'd
found; though the gargoyle couldzear any movie the inhabitants ran anywhere in Guardian House, until

Eric had invited him inside on his first night here, Greystone had never had a chance towatch any of
them, and the chance to see the movies at last that he'd only heard for so long fascinated him.

"If that's what you're offering, laddybuck, I'll be pleased to accept. But I'll choose the movie."

Pleased to have gotten off so easily from what had looked to be shaping up to be a stern lecture, Eric
went off to pop some popcorn while Greystone inspected Eric's daily-growing DVD collection.

But Eric was not to escape so easily. Halfway throughThe Thomas Crown Affair , Greystone returned
to the subject he wanted to discuss.

"And that lady alienist. What does she think of this daft notion of yours?"

Sometimes Greystone's terminology was decades out of date—intentionally so, Eric was sure.
Psychiatrists hadn't been called "alienists" for at least eighty years. "I haven't mentioned it to her."



Greystone snorted. "Nae doot she'd think it a fine idea."

"You're accent's slipping. And as a matter of fact, she would," Eric said, mentally crossing his fingers.
She'd said he needed to deal with the issues of his childhood. She hadn't necessarily said he should pay
his parents a visit.

Greystone made a rude face, something the gargoyle's carven apelike face was wonderfully well
designed to do. "The young! Have they no respect for tradition, then? It's cruising for a bruising, plain and
simple—and you of all people, Underhill's Bard, should know that!"

Eric turned to Greystone, studying him in puzzlement. He knew that going home again—not that it had
ever been home, not really—was fraught with hidden land mines, but Greystone seemed to have
something specific in mind.

Greystone sighed, and seemed to resign himself to putting all his cards on the table and speaking plainly.

"Going home. Going back to your mortal family. Seeing your parents again, after a sojourn in Elven
Lands. It never turns out well, at least according to all the old songs."

Eric regarded Greystone.That aspect of things hadn't occurred to him.

What if the old ballads were right?

Chapter Four:
The Job Of Journeywork

All the way here, his stomach had been telling him this was a mistake, but he'd come too far to back out
now.

Maybe he wouldn't talk to them, though—at least not as himself. A little Bardicglamourie would be
enough to ensure that they didn't recognize him—and it wasn't as if they were expecting to see him, after
all. Like Hosea said, they thought he was dead.

Maybe justseeing them would be enough. Right now Eric was sure it would bemore than enough. No
matter how many times he told himself that they were nothing more than human beings—misguided
human beings, to be sure—with absolutely no power over him, he was unable to shake the conviction
that he was walking into a trap. That the moment he crossed the threshold of his old home, he'd find
himself ensnared in the web of his childhood again, at the mercy of people that his subconscious insisted
were monsters.

Well, that's what this little pleasure trip is all about, isn't it? To prove that none of that is true.

He found his old neighborhood without trouble. His parents had lived for as long as he could remember
on the same spacious tree-lined street within walking distance of Harvard University. Everything had a



refined and mannered elegance that set his teeth on edge; a self-satisfaction that bordered on smugness.
It took a great deal of money to live comfortably in Cambridge, but it was the height of bad form to flaunt
it in any way. These were houses—very large houses, of course, but certainly not mansions. They were
set close together, and close to the street; Boston was a very old city, and its architecture reflected the
fact. Volvo station wagons and the occasional chaste BMW were parked in the driveways and along the
streets; nothing vulgar and flashy for the inhabitants of the People's Republic of Cambridge. Lady Day
(not that she was vulgar or flashy!) stood out like a frog on a birthday cake.

Good, Eric thought with savage satisfaction.

The house looked just as he remembered it. There were two cars in the driveway; both unfamiliar, but
that was only to be expected. He'd been gone for twenty years, after all. But maybe his parents weren't
living here any more?

He supposed he'd better check.

He wheeled Lady Day in behind the second car parked in the driveway—there wasjust enough room to
get her off the street—and swung off, pulling off his helmet and hooking it over the back. He patted her
absently on the gas tank. "Be good," he told the elvensteed.

She flashed her lights in silent reply.

It was a little after two when he went up the steps and onto the porch, and only stubbornness kept him
moving forward. For a moment he hoped he could give up, turn back—he could always try over at the
university, after all; it was probably what he should have done in the first place—but no, the brass plate
over the mailbox still said "Banyon."

He was in the right place after all.

He was about to leave anyway—going over to the university reallywas a better idea—when the front
door opened, and Eric found himself staring at his mother.

She's old!was his first automatic shocked thought.
Fiona Sommerville Banyon stared at him without recognition, raising one well-manicured auburn
eyebrow. She wore a cashmere twinset, tweed skirt, and pearls, his mother's uniform for as long as Eric

could remember. Her chestnut hair was shoulder-length, carefully colored to mask any trace of grey.

"Thank you for coming," she said, opening the door wider and stepping back. "We're glad you could
make it so quickly."

Feeling a growing sense of unreality, Eric opened the storm door and stepped inside. How could she
have been expecting him? He hadn't known he'd be coming himself until yesterday.

Was this a trap? A trick? A spell?
Feeling tense and off-balance, Eric followed her inside, into the company parlor on the right. The music
parlor was on the left; with an effort he kept himself from looking to see if the piano and the concert harp

were still there.

They'd redecorated since he'd left. Some of the pieces, like Grandmother's antique sideboard and the



long-case clock, were still there, though in different places than he remembered, but the couch and chairs
were new.

And his father was there. Eric took a deep breath, willing his face to remain expressionless. He'd faced
down Aerune mac Audelaine Lord of Death and Pain, and worse. He wasnot going to run from a college
professor!

There was grey in Michael Banyon's hair now; distinguished silver wings at the temples, and Eric just bet
that all the girls in his History of Music Arts classes just swooned over it. He advanced toward Eric, hand
out.

They must think I'm someone else. I have got to tell them who I am!
But Michael Banyon didn't give him the chance.

"We're very grateful you were able to come on such short notice, Mr. Dorland. Our son is very
important to us, and believe me, we will doanything to get him back."

He took Eric's hand and shook it firmly, in his strong musician's grip.

Now ?Eric thought, stunned to silence.They re looking for me now?That made no sense at all. It had
been twenty years, World time. And when he'd come back to live in the World Above, he'd covered his
tracks very carefully—and Ria was doing a lot more to help. Certainly he was attending Juilliard as Eric
Banyon, but it was a common enough name. And if his parents should have happened to hear about it,
and connect that Eric Banyon with their vanished son, they wouldn't have needed to hire a private
detective to find him. They'd just have gotten in a car and driven down.

"Would you like to see Magnus' room?" his mother said.
Magnus?

Suddenly Eric really did seriously wonder if he were under a spell, or if he'd fallen into a parallel
universe. Or if this could somehow be the wrong house, despite the fact that he'd come to the right
address, and thesewere his parents, twenty years older, and the name "Banyon" was still on the front
door.

"Yes. Thank you." He managed to find his voice at last.

"You go ahead, Fi," his father said, sitting down on the couch. As usual, once he'd done the
meet-and-greet, Michael Banyon thought his duties were discharged, Eric thought irritably. He followed
Fiona Banyon up the stairs, to . . . Ais . . . old room.

But not his any longer. It, like the parlor, had been completely redecorated, and now bore a certain
family resemblance (though without the black walls) to Kayla's apartment. It was obviously the room of a
teenaged boy.

"We left it just the way it was when he . . . left," Mrs. Banyon said. "I don't know how many times I told
him to take down those posters. Rock music! It's just noise. Not real music."

Eric looked around. He felt more comfortable here. At least this place looked completely different than
everything he was used to.



"Why don't you tell me everything?" he said.
"But I told you—over the phone—"

"T'd like to hear it again," Eric said gently. "Sometimes the smallest details can be important." Such as
what his parents were doing with a teenaged boy they were calling their son.

Fiona walked into the room and sat down. The bed had been made to Marine Corps standards.

"About a month ago—let me see, that would be, September 8th—I came home and Magnus wasn't
here. He was supposed to come straight home from school; we'd grounded him because his psychologist
said he'd respond well to limits. I asked Connie—she was our cook-housekeeper at the time—where he
was, and she said she hadn't seen him at all that day. Naturally I fired her.

"We called the police. Michael even tried checking his computer, but he'd, oh, formatted the hard disk
or something, and we couldn't get it to work. We went to the police and filled out all the papers, and
they . . . well, frankly, I was very disappointed. We were devastated, of course."

She didn't sound devastated, Eric thought cynically. She sounded more annoyed than anything else. Of
course, his parents weren't big on emotional displays, but he would have thought a missing child would be
worthsomething. A few tears at least, or some evidence of sleepless nights?

"Mr. Dorland, I am terribly worried about my child. Magnus is . . . special. He's a gifted and talented
musician. Both Michael and I have a certain amount of musical ability, but Magnus is a musical prodigy.
He's been giving performances since he was four. But as you know, geniuses have certain . . . emotional
problems, and lately he'd become rather, well, moody and rebellious. It was bad enough when he started
listening to this rock music, but then he developed this obsession about actually performing it, and that, of
course, we couldn't allow. Magnus is a pianist. He can't possibly be allowed to debase his gifts.

"Of course he receives counseling, and naturally he attends one of the best private schools in Boston."
"St. Augustine," Eric said. Of course it would be St. Augustine.
Her eyes widened in surprise. "You know it?"

"It's my business to know things, Mrs. Banyon," Eric said, covering his slip smoothly. He remembered
St. Augustine, and not fondly: he'd gone there until he'd switched to Juilliard, and it had been several
years of unmitigated hell.

"I've written avery stiff note to the headmaster there! What's the point of a private school if not to
protect its students from unhealthy influences? But obviously Magnus fell in with a bad crowd there,
because he's always been such a good little boy. . . ."

"And your son was how old, exactly?" Eric asked, sending out a thread of Bardic Magic to keep her
from finding the question odd, to encourage her to tell him everything she knew, freely and without
constraint. Whoever Dorland was, he obviously already knew the answers, and Eric wanted to know
them too.

"He just turned seventeen in July," Mrs. Banyon said. "We'd wanted to send him to Juilliard, but he really
needed more structure. Michael was thinking of a good boarding school, but . . . the music."



The music. It was always the music, wasn't it? You didn't think you could trust this kid in the big city,
and if you locked him up somewhere, he wouldn't be around to feed your ego, would he? Eric took a
deep breath, forcing his emotions down, away from the surface. He couldn't afford to show them. And
he'd abandoned all idea of letting them know who he really was. Not now.

"Find him, Mr. Dorland. Bring him back. We'll put an end to this rock music nonsense. Magnus will
study classical music, just like. . . ." She faltered to a stop, looking confused.

"Just like who, Mrs. Banyon?" Eric asked softly, strengthening the thread of magic in his words. "Do you
have any other children? Any other family? Someone he might go to?"

"Oh no," Mrs. Banyon assured him, her eyes clear and untroubled. "Magnus did have an older brother
once. But Eric died before Magnus was born."

She got to her feet, looking around the room with distaste. "I suppose you'd like to stay here for a while
and look around. I'll be downstairs if you need me for anything."

She walked out, leaving Eric alone.

Eric crossed the room and sat down at the desk, willing himself to be calm. He took several deep
breaths, forcing serenity on himself as if he wrestled with a living enemy.

It was bad enough that he'd come here at all. That had been a stupid idea. But he knew now, it had been
a bad choice made for a good reason, because if he hadn't done it, he would never have known that
Magnus Banyon existed.

His brother.
1 have a brother.
Not only was that unbelievable, it wasn't the worst part.

If my brother is seventeen—and add nine months gestation to that—then about how long was 1
gone for when they decided to wash their hands of me and start over?

Not long enough.

His parents had obviously learned nothing from ruining his life, and had in fact repeated their mistake line
for line—another trophy child, another "prodigy." The only plus was that this time apparently they hadn't
driven their son crazy, if reading between the lines was any clue.7his son was no docile victim. He was a
fighter, a discipline problem, a candidate for one of those boarding schools where the rich sent their
children so they could be someone else's problem, safely out of sight, and controlled and confined so that
any "unsuitable" tendencies could be eviscerated out of them.

And Magnus, who undoubtedly knew that, had run away before that could happen. And his parents had
waited an entire month before bothering to apply their own resources to the hunt for him. Anything could
have happened to him by now.

If anyone ever deserved full and proper punishment for their acts, it was Michael and Fiona Banyon.
And Eric had the power to provide it in the last full measure. With a word, with a gesture . . .



Wait! Stop it! What are you thinking?

Eric forced himself to stop. Just . . . stop. He stepped back from his anger as Master Dharniel had
taught him, as Eric was teaching Hosea, withdrawing himself from it until he stood outside it, until he
could push it away from himself and set it aside.lf there is a proper day for this, then that day will
come. But that day is not today.

He couldrot think about this now. And he didn't really have the time. If therea/ Dorland showed up
while he was here, there would be explanations to make that Eric didn't have the energy or control for
just now. The barriers he had just erected were fragile. He dared not test them.

And his mother was right about one thing. Magnus had to be found—and/e had to be the one to do it.

Before they did. The elves that were his friends, mentors, and role models made it part of their life's
work—and they had very long lives—to rescue abused children from their abusers. If Eric's own life was
anything to go by, the Banyons, Fiona and Michael, certainly fit that description. The fact that Magnus
was his own blood, his own brother, just made it that much more important that he be rescued.

And—hidden?

Bet your sweet ass.

He got to his feet and quickly searched the room. There wasn't much in the way of personal items—no
letters or diaries—and when he turned on the computer, he found that it had, indeed, been wiped, and
there were no backup disks or copies of personal files anywhere.Clever Magnus! he found himself

thinking in approval.Smarter than I ever was at your age . . .

Tucked in the back of a sock drawer he found a bus pass with a picture on it, and for the first time got a
look at his brother.

The same auburn hair—they both got that from their mother. Worn long—to make him look like a Baby
Mozart, Eric guessed sourly. Green eyes, at least the bus pass said so. Girlishly pretty—FEric winced in
sympathy, remembering the fights he'd had to get into as a kid because of his own looks—but the mouth
was set in a permanent smirk that indicated this kid was nothing but trouble.Good for you, kid.

Eric tucked the bus pass in his pocket and kept looking.

In another drawer, he found a hairbrush, with several strands of long auburn hair tangled among the
bristles. Carefully, Eric teased several of them free, winding them around his finger, and tucked them into
his wallet. With those, and a little magic, he'd be able to find Magnus quickly and easily.

If he was still alive.

Eric winced, fighting down fear.

A month on the streets alone. Not everybody was as smart and lucky as Kayla had been. Aske had
been, face it. Kids died on the streets, every day.

If that had happened . . .



Don't borrow trouble,Eric told himself firmly.
He went down the stairs, schooling his face to blankness.

"I think I have everything I need here," he said, as the elder Banyons rose to their feet. "I'll be in touch."
When Hell freezes rock-solid.

They walked him to the door. As he went down the steps, hearing the door close behind him, he realized
there was one last thing he needed to do here.

Cover his tracks. It wouldn't do for them to tell Dorland he'd already been here when the man finally
arrived, after all.

He turned back to the house, reaching out for his magic, feeling the music well up in him. He sighed a
little with relief to have it come so easily, but the control he'd learned Underhill held firm after all, even
rattled as he was. The song spilled through him, into the world; Eric pursed his lips and whistled a few
notes of an old country air.

Forget. Forget I was ever here. Forget you spoke to me. Forget . . . forget . . . forget . . .

It was done. His parents wouldn't remember he'd been here, or that they'd spoken to him, or that they'd
mistaken him for their Mr. Dorland. He swung his leg over Lady Day and backed out of the driveway,
heading sedately down the street just as a sleek grey Mercedes with smoked windows pulled up in front
of the Banyon house.

He didn't go far. Finding Magnus was the highest priority, and it couldn't wait. He headed over to
Harvard, where there was a lot of open space where he could work undisturbed. Parking Lady Day and
commanding her to make herself inconspicuous, Eric walked until he could put his back against a tree.

The weather was freezing, the wind promising more early snow. Eric saw very few people, and those he
did see were bundled up and hurrying on their way to be elsewhere.

Fortunately, the campus was fairly deserted at this time of year. Thanksgiving break, everyone heading
home to their families, all of the schools closed, only a few students left on campus.

He was starting here on the chance that Magnus was still somewhere in the Boston area. Eric couldn't
afford to ignore any possibility. How far the boy had run depended on how much money he'd had, how
lucky he'd been at hitching rides, and whether he had any friends in the area who would have taken him in
and hidden him.

Eric reached into his wallet and took out the lock of hair, coiling it around his finger again. The old
magics, the simple magics, were the strongest. According to the Doctrine of Contagion, objects that were
once linked were linked forever, so a lock of hair, even though no longer physically attached to a person,
was still a part of them.

Summoning up his flute of air, Eric closed his eyes and began to play, concentrating on the strands of
hair wound around his finger.Show me where you are. Alive or dead, show me where you are at this
moment.

Wistful songs, yearning songs—"She Moved Through The Fair," and "Greensleeves," and "Hame,
Hame, Hame." On and on he played, searching outward, mile after mile.



At last, exhausted, he had to stop.
He'd found nothing.

Eric felt a combination of frustration and relief. Magnus wasn't here. Not in Boston, not anywhere near
it. Neither alive nor dead.

That was something, anyway. He wasn't sure what, but something.
k ok ok

By the time Eric got back to New York again, he'd had far too much time to do nothing but think, and he
was furious all over again. It wasn't enough that his parents had ruined his life. No, they'd thrown him
away like a used paper cup—without even a decent period of mourning—and gotten themselves another
child to ruin. And that hurt, actually—

It hurt more than he had expected it to. He'd always known he was just a trophy, a possession to them,
but he had never thought of himself as disposable.

He'd always assumed they'd searched for him when he disappeared. Now he wondered if they ever
had. He'd been eighteen, after all. A legal adult. Pretty hard to drag back and make jump through hoops
again.

Not like Magnus.

He was 