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Chrome Gircle
by Mercedes Lackey and larry Di xon
Serrated Edge 4

CHAPTER ONE

Gently bending the speed linit, eh? Turnpi kes were fine things, out here in the Southwest; |ong
stretches of arrow strai ght macadam where you could really burn up some hydrocarbons. Wth one eye
on the radar/l aser detector and one ear on the CB radi o, Tannimwas confident there weren't too
many Snokies, plain brown w apper or otherw se, that he wouldn't know about |ong before he had to
back down.

Heat waves distorted the | andscape on either side of the Mistang, and nmade fal se-puddl es on the
asphal t ahead. Tanni m had forgotten how hot it was in Cklahoma at the end of May, and how intense
the sun-glare got by mdnorning. Despite the protection of his ultra-dark Wayfarers, he stil
squi nt ed agai nst road-shinmers, the glare of sunlight off the netal and gl ass of other vehicles,
and the occasional flash fromreflective debris beside the road. In Savannah, CGeorgia, it was
still spring; here it was already sumer, and the long grass in the nedian showed the first signs
of sun-scorch. Not as nmuch as there would be by the end of June, but enough to nake the ends of
the cut stems noticeably brown, even at the speed he was noving.

One good thing about traveling by day. No ghosts. Usually. He wouldn't have been entirely
surprised to have seen a weary spirit trudgi ng along the shoul der, equally weary ox beside it,

pul ling a wagon that would not have been nuch |arger than the Mach | Mistang he drove now, |aden
with all the worldly goods the | ong-dead pioneer owned. O an Osage or Cherokee, trying to defend
the last corner of the honel ands he'd been prom sed.

He chuckl ed at his overactive imagination. In all the times he'd driven this stretch of the
turnpi ke, he had yet to see a ghost, and he wasn't likely to this time, either. Not unless there
was anot her Ross Canfield sonewhere down the road, existing in an endl ess |oop of tinme and
replaying the mstake that got himkilled, over and over agai h—dntil Tanni mor soneone |ike him
happened by to free him

Shoot, by now, Deke Kestrel's cleaned up every hi ghway ghost between here and Austin.

The Mach |1's air-conditioning worked overtinme agai nst the heat outside the car. This norning in
the notel outside Little Rock, the weathernman on CNN had predicted tenperatures in the upper 90s
for all of Cklahonma. Tanni m suspected it was closer to 110 than 90, at |east out here on the open
road with no shade. He recalled working on his first cars in heat like this, spending every free
nmonent during the school year and nost of his sumers out in his old barn, with no a/c and
scarcely a breeze to dry his sweat. He'd cone a long way fromthat barn, and the kid with all the
dreams. Never had the dreans included anything |ike what had really happened.

Funny, when | was a kid, | thought the things | "saw' were nothing nore than oddbal

hal | uci nations, entertaining as hell, but no big deal. Like an inmaginary friend, only better, sone
a lot sexier than any inmaginary friend a high school kid would imagine. | just chalked it up to
puberty, but they're still on ny mind. Hell, back then I even thought Chinthliss was an "inmagi nary
friend," and | figured that still seeing himjust neant | had a better imagination than everyone
el se. Until the spring dance, | never knew it was all real

How ol d had he been? Young enough to think he knew everything; old enough to inpress that visiting
witer playing chaperone with his "maturity." Then things at the dance got ugly. Sonebody there
was using the enotions as a power source. | noticed, and so did that |ady witer—fregarde? Was
that her name? She not only saw what | saw, but knew it was trouble. An adult, seeing it as sure
as | did. It wasn't ny own little fantasy anynore. Showed ne |'d have to stop playing around with
magic, or it'd eat ny lunch. He'd had a long talk with Chinthliss that sleepless night. G ven how
thi ngs | ooked on the surface, intensive psychotherapy seened like a fine option until his not-so-

i mginary friend had confirnmed it all. The magic he'd been playing with was real; the things he'd
been seeing were real. In pilot parlance, it was time to get out of the sinulators and take a rea
stick, or give it up. | grew up on heroes; | opted for taking a shot at becom ng one and doi ng
sonet hi ng about the bad guys. Clever ne, | thought that just having nagic would |l et ne take care

of everything. Al ways happened that way in the conics.
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Since then, he'd seen things no "rational" person believed in anynore; he'd been shot at and
beaten up and chewed on—as his often-aching left |eg ren nded hi mby creatures nobody'd ever heard
of outside of nmyths and horror novies. The magi c had brought himgood tines, too, but plenty of
monent s when he wi shed he'd never taken the particular path his life was on. Sonetinmes he wondered
if it had been worth it. If the green-eyed kid had known what was going to happen to him would he
still have gone for it? Or would he have sold off every piece of chrome, burned his little

not ebooks, and gone into accounting?

Wel |, maybe not accounting. Maybe art, like ny fol ks thought | woul d.

Hi s eyes itched, and he groped reflexively for the package of antihistam nes on the seat beside
him poppi ng one out of the foil and into his cupped hand w thout taking his eyes off the road.
This was the tinme of day when people suffered hi ghway hypnosis, especially people in cars with no
a/c; nmore than once he'd had soneone in front of himstart to swerve into his path as they dozed
off. And there were always the "Aunt Bee" and "Uncle Josh" types, who thought forty-five was way
too fast to be driving; you could cone over one of the deceptively gentle rises and be right on
top of them before you knew it. Especially out here. But the doubl e-nickel was just too slow and
the sixty-five limt wasn't nuch better

He washed the bitter pill down with | ukewarm Gatorade, and tossed the nowenpty foil packet in the
back seat with its crunpled brethren. Hopefully the pill would kick in before his nose started
agai n.

Ri ght. Your Majesty, may | present the Incredible Hero Mage with the dribbl e-nose. He'd | earned
pretty quickly that magic was |i ke any other ability—you needed to be aware of it to use it, and
not only did it not solve everything, it didn't solve nost things. It was about as mracul ous as a
lug wench. Hell, he couldn't even cure his own allergies with it!

He never had any trouble renenbering why he'd | eft Okl ahoma; his allergies never failed to rem nd
him usually long before he crossed the state line. He sighed and downed anot her nouthful of his
drink. The planet nust dunp every substance |'mallergic to on the state when | head this way. The
only good thing about his allergies was that by the tine he graduated from high school, they were
so bad that he needed no excuse to leave the famly farm Not when I can't get within twenty feet
of a cow without ny eyes swelling shut. Never mnd that the anti pathy between Tanni m and farm
animal s seened to be nutual. Cattle took a perverse pleasure in chasing him geese hated himon
sight, chickens went out of their way to shed feathers on him and as for horses—

The only horses that don't try to flatten ne come under sheet netal hoods.

That was nost of the reason for his sinking feeling of dread as he approached the outskirts of

Tul sa, headed ultimately southward toward Bi xby. His father's | ast several letters and phone calls
for the past year had all been about the changes he was naki ng. Since he had resigned hinself to
his son's career-track in car testing and racing and Tanni m was not expected to take over the
famly farm his father had decided to turn the farminto sonething nore lucrative. Not
incidentally, it was also now nore likely to sell when he retired. The ol d honmestead was no | onger
a farm it was a ranch. A horse ranch. Doing well, too, it seened.

Quarter horses. Just what | need. They're going to take one | ook at me, and | know what they'|

do. Tanni m had never once gotten within a foot of a horse without it stepping on him kicking him
biting him or attenpting other assorted nayhem on his person. Dad woul d expect sone help, even if
it meant that Tannimhad to take allergy pills until he was stony. Well, A told nme that Joe likes
horses. Maybe | can talk himinto hel ping Dad out, and getting ne off the hook, at least until we
can head back to North Carolina and Ceorgi a.

Young Joe was the other reason for this trip, besides the Cbligatory Fanmilial Visit, though the
connection between the young nman who now called hinmself "Joe Brown" and Tanni m was a convol ut ed
one.

Yeah. Once upon a tine.

It all started with Hall et Racetrack
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Hall et International, the small and slightly silly nmonument to the desire of men and wonen to hurl
their bodies as quickly as possible around a | oop was not all that far from Tul sa, or nore
inportantly, Bixby, where the old famly farmstood. And | ast sumer, Hallet was where two

Fai rgrove Industries mechanics had been sent to help out in track-testing the first Fairgrove

f oaned- al unmi num engi ne bl ock to | eave their hands.

Fai rgrove al so "enpl oyed" Tannimas a test-driver, mechanic, public relations, and genera
"outside" man. O, as Rob had called him a "gentlenan flunkie." He also drove for their SCCA
team but he'd have done that without the pay.

So far, so good. Odinary enough; plenty of racing concerns had a guy who was that kind of jack-of-
all-trades. And plenty of racing concerns hoped to becone big enough one day to field engines or
parts of themto other teans. But that was where the ordinary took a sharp right and snapped at

t he apex.

One of those two Fairgrove nechs that had found thensel ves out in the heart of Cklahona just
happened to be a Sel ei ghe-Court Sidhe.

In other words, Alinor Peredon, "Al Norris" to the real world, was a genui ne, pointy-eared, |ong-
hai red, green-eyed, too-pretty elf-guy, just like the kind that clogged sci-fi bookstore shel ves
and played Tonto in the com ¢ books. So, too, was the head of Fairgrove, one Keighvin Silverhair
Tannim s long-time friend and enpl oyer.

The other nech, a laconic fellow by the nane of Bob Ferrel, was human enough—but he just happened
to be a wizard. A mnor w zard, whose nagics nostly had to do with naking engines purr I|ike
kittens, but a w zard nonet hel ess.

Not that he's in ny | eague, but he isn't bad in his own area. A's better, of course, but you
don't dare send an elf out into the Land of the Mindane wi thout a human hel per to keep him from

bl owi ng his cover. They nmay be conpetent enough Underhill, but out here in the wild world, they're
rubes.

Perhaps if Tanni m had been sent along on that little junket, things would have turned out
differently.

Then agai n, maybe not. Sone way or other, though, I'd have wound up with severe bodily injury. |
al ways do. Way is that?

Sonehow Al i nor had gotten hinself mixed up with a desperate nother, her ki dnapped and medi unistic
child, and a | ooney-tune preacher. The preacher called hinself "Brother Joseph,"” and manufactured
bargain-rate zeal ots that made skinheads | ook |ike cupcakes, and called his little social club the
"Sacred Heart of the Chosen Ones"..

add in a Salamander fromthe era of the Crusades, the ghost of a nurdered child, and a bi gger

bunch of incendiaries than the Branch Davidians. Naw, | don't think anything woul d have been any
different if 1'd been there, aside fromny hospital bills. The situation was too unstable. The
Feds would still have noved in, and the Sal amander would still have bl own things sky-high. Nasty
creatures.

Alinor and Bob had to handl e the whol e nmess on their own; Keighvin Silverhair and Tanni m had their
own fish to fry at the tinme. A spiteful bunch of Unsel ei ghe Court creatures had nmade thensel ves
nui sances over a crucial period out at Roebling Road Racetrack in Georgia. They'd al nost cracked
up the Victor GTI prototype, and they'd nmanaged to cream Tannim s good knee while they were at it.
Coi nci dence? Maybe; maybe not. The Unsel ei ghe had ears and eyes everywhere; |ike Mirphy's Law,
they al ways chose the worst possible tine to act.

For the nost part, Al and Bob had handled it all very well. Alinor had been rather sloppy towards
the end, though; he'd had to play fast and | oose with the nenories of several of the humans

i nvol ved, and he'd had to do a quick identity switch on himself. But by and | arge, there hadn't
been too many | oose ends to deal with, and nost of those had been taken care of within a nonth.

Al'l except one: young Joe, the teenage son of the lunatic preacher Brother Joseph, a boy who had
taken his own life in his hands to expose the crimes going on in his father's conpound. He'd
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turned informer partly out of a revolted conscience, but nostly hoping to save the little boy A
had been | ooking for—Jam e Chase, the kid who' d been ki dnapped to the cult by his own father

When everything was over, Al had forgotten there would be one person around who still knew
sonet hi ng about the supernatural goings-on. He couldn't really be blamed for that. He was a
mechanic, not a nilitary strategi st or superhero. Young Joe still had uncl ouded nmenories, and he
had no rel atives, nowhere to go. For the short-term the Pawnee County Deputy Sheriff, Frank
Casey, had been willing to take the boy in. Joe was ei ghteen—barel y—but did not have a high schoo
di pl oma and was not particularly well socialized. Frank felt the young man deserved that much
hel p.

Young Joe had seen a little too much for his own peace of mind, and not enough to keep him from
getting curious once nost of the furor had di ed down.

Turned out that he was both curious and nethodical. It wasn't hard for himto find out sonme of
what had gone on, not when his little friend Jam e Chase and Janmie's nother G ndy were spending a
lot of time with Bob at the track. Between one thing and another, he'd nanaged to ingratiate
hinself with Alinor and Bob before the test runs ended, and that was when they discovered that the
kid was a potential w zard hinself. He was telepathic and al so had that peculiar knack with human
machi nes that Bob, Al, and Tanni m shared.

Now, there were several options open to themat that point, including shutting his newy awakened
powers down. But while he was not quite a child, he was still close enough to that state to
qualify for elven assistance, at least so far as Alinor was concerned.

Alinor had an amazingly strong streak of conscience, and was quite a persuasive master of argunent
when he put his mind to it.

He had stated his case, articulately and passionately, to his liege lord, Keighvin Silverhair. In
the short form A wanted "Joe Brown" brought into the Fairgrove fold, as nmany ot her humans had
been in the past. Bob backed himup. They both felt the kid had earned his way in; certainly Jame
woul d have been dead two or three tines over if Joe hadn't protected him

Joe sure was enotionally and spiritually abused by his old man, which qualifies himfor help as
far as my vote goes. Poor kid. | wouldn't have wanted to go through what he did for anything. Then
you figure out what he nust have felt when they told himthat the conmpound went up and that the
Feds shot it out with his dad and killed him Poor Joe; everything and everyone he knew either
went up in snoke or is rotting in a federal pen. And rescuing that little Janie kid by going
public and turning his nut dad i n+hat took some real guts. Fromall Al said, the cult played for
keeps; people like that usually find ways to deal with "traitors." Permanently.

Kei ghvin |listened and Kei ghvin agreed, allowi ng Al and Bob tinme enough in Cklahona to revea
something of their true natures to the boy. If he accepted them he could be invited to join the
human nmages, human Sensitives, and el ves of Fairgrove Industries. That organi zati on was | oosely
affiliated with SERRA—+the Sout h Eastern Road Racing Association, which itself had nore than a few
non-nmortals and nagic-wielders in its ranks. And if he freaked, they woul d wi pe his nenory cl ean
shut his powers down, and let himgo join the normal world.

Joe didn't freak; in fact, he was relieved to find sone kind of explanation for what had happened
at his father's conpound. Either the kid was very resilient, or this was a side effect of being
taught so many hal f - baked, conflicting notions that nothing really seened inpossible anynore. Bob
was convinced that the kid would make a first-class Sensitive and a fine assistant to Sarge Austin
back at the Fairgrove conpound. Sarge would make a good rol e nodel and father figure for young
Joe; a true rock of stability, with honest, sinple values. The one place where Joe had actually
been happy was military school —wor ki ng under Sarge should do wonders for him The only potholes in
the road were the facts that the kid was barely ei ghteen, being watchdogged by the Feds, under the
tenporary guardi anship of the local sheriff, and they couldn't just kidnap him

So they reached a conprom se, worked out with Frank Casey: Joe would finish his | ast year of high
school in Cklahoma, so that he had a genui ne diploma. Wen he graduated, soneone would cone from
Fairgrove to pick himup with a "job offer.” And neanwhile, A and Bob woul d keep in touch with
hi mthrough letters, phone calls, and occasional visits, by neans both nundane and arcane.
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Enter Tannim who hadn't been back hone in nore than a year. The elves felt very strongly about
the ties of kith and kin, and took a di mview of people who treated such things carel essly. Around
about March, Keighvin had begun to hint that it would be a good idea for Tannimto "spend sone
time with his famly." By the end of March, the hints had turned about as subtle as a ten-pound

sl edgehamrer upsi de his head.

In April, Tanni mthought he might get off the hook; a major disaster Underhill and in the nore
mundane | ands of North Carolina had |eft Elfhane Qutrener in ruins and all of the Sel ei ghe Court
in shock. Virtually everyone on the East Coast was needed to hel p put the pieces back together
again. But by the niddle of May, with Joe about to graduate, Keighvin's hints turned into an
order. Tannimwould go visit his famly, and while he was there, he would pick up young Joe and
bring himback to Fairgrove. But not until he had spent at |east two weeks in the famly bosom

Go rest, he says. Spend time with your fanmly. They niss you; they need to know you're all right.

Rel ax, he says. Like I"'mgoing to be able to relax around ny parents! | can't tell them nore than
a tenth of what | really do! And good old Chinthliss—+f he gets wind of the fact that |'m not
busy, he'll want to show up, and the last time he showed up—

"Hiya, boss!”

Tanni myi pped in startlement and rose straight up in his seat, narrowy avoiding running off the
road. He was no longer alone in the Mach |

Loungi ng at his ease in the bucket seat next to himwas James Dean, fanobus boyi sh good | ooks,
Wayf arer sungl asses, red | eather jacket, and all. There was just one small addition: in fancy
chrone over the right breast of the jacket was a tiny | ogo conposed of two letters.

FX.
"Mnd if I cone along for the ride?" Foxtrot X-ray asked with a | opsided smle

Tanni m cal ned his heart and his tenper with an effort. There was no point in getting mad at Fox;
t he Japanese kitsune-spirit operated by his own rules. There was no point in conplaining. Fox
woul dn't under stand why Tanni m was upset. And Fox was good-hearted. He'd done Tanni m pl enty of
favors since they'd net.

"Can anyone see you but me?" Tanni m demanded, his attention torn between his sudden passenger and
the road. Having a James Dean | ookal i ke al ong was going to conplicate an already conplex
situation...

Why couldn't | just be gay? It would be a ot easier to cone out of the closet than to explain any
of this to ny parents...

"Of course not!" Fox replied. "Why? Do you want to show ne off? That could be fun—

"No!" Tanni m shouted. "No, | do not want anyone else to see you! Not ny parents, not the
nei ghbors, not the people in the next car—

"Ch, they won't be able to see ne," Fox said, shrugging disnissively. "I don't know whet her your
parents have the Sight, but even if they do, | can keep themfromseeing ne if you really want.
They won't think I'mreal, and that's half the battle. Half the fun, too!" Fox cracked a vul pi ne
grin. "But what about that kid you're supposed to pick up? He could probably see ne even if |
shield fromhim unless | nade a point of not com ng around while he's with you. That could be
fun, too. | could make it a game. You sure you want me to stay hidden?"

Tanni m paused a nmonent before saying anything, thinking hard. It could be useful to have Fox
appear to Joe—ould it cause problens as well?

"I don't know," he said finally. "Just do nme a favor and stay out of sight until | get a feel for
the situation, all right?" It was useless to ask Fox to just go away; there wasn't a chance in the
world that he would if he thought Tanni mwas going to be doing anything really interesting. Fox
had nore curiosity than a zoo of raccoons, and every resource inmagi nable to indul ge that
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curiosity. There was no place here, Underhill, or in any plane known to Tannim that the charm ng
and often annoying fox could not go. He was not a powerful spirit, as power was measured anobng
such beings, but what he had, he used cleverly.

Fox sighed and shrugged his |eather-clad shoul ders. "I 'spose so," he said with sone reluctance.
"It won't be as much fun, but | 'spose so. Hey, how 'bout some tunes?"
G ad for something to distract his uninvited passenger, Tannim funbled for the still-unfaniliar

controls of the CD player in the dashboard. Not exactly stock equiprment for a '69 Mach I, but
then, neither were the in-dash radar-detector, the cassette player, the CB, the police-repeater
scanner. Tanni m had never been one to let authenticity get in the way of gadgetry.

Even if he had been, this CD player, gift of a friend, would still have beconme the crown jewel in
hi s dashboard

Donal, my friend, | never jack up the volunme w thout honoring your nmenory. M ss you, pointy-ears.

He'd forgotten what he'd left in the player, but the first bars told him Icehouse. "G eat

Sout hern Land." Appropriate. Fox certainly appreciated it; he slouched down in his seat with every
appear ance of pleasure, propped his black fox-feet on the dash, and surveyed the rolling hills
beyond the wi ndow. An Australian "digger" hat appeared from nowhere to cover Fox's head.

"So, where are we going?" the kitsune asked innocently. "For that matter, where are we?"
"Ckl ahoma, " Tannimsaid in answer to both questions. Fox's brow winkled in puzzl enent.
"I'sn't it supposed to be—tike—flat?" he asked. "No trees? Covered in dust?"

Since that was what virtually everyone said, Tannimonly sighed. Fox wasn't stupid; he had
perfectly good eyes. "If you want flat and treeless, |I'Il take you to Wst Texas," he said. "Not
everything's the way you see it in the novies. Mst things about Cklahoma are filned out in
California anyway." He had no idea if that was really true or not, but it probably was.

"Except UHF," Fox rem nded himwith glee. "Supplies!"

Trust a Japanese kitsune to remenber an obscure Asian joke froma Wird Al Yankovic film Tanni m
thought, grinning in spite of hinmself. "Okay, you' re one up on ne. How about sitting back and
enjoying the ride while | get us through Tul sa rush hour?"

"Tul sa rush hour? Both cars and a nul e?"

Tanni m smirked. "Just you wait, silly fox."

* * %

They survived rush hour, although Tanni m had never been able to get used to the schizophrenic
traffic patterns even when he still lived here. The mix of granny drivers too timd to merge,
urban cowboys deternmined to prove their macho behind the wheel of their pickups, guys who'd
stopped off for "one for the road" before heading hone after work, m dwest Yuppies in Range
Rovers, and people who just plain shouldn't have been allowed in the driver's seat all made for
sonme white-knuckl e maneuvering. By the tinme they escaped the streamof traffic headed out of the
city toward Broken Arrow and outlyi ng bedroom comunities, Tannim s tangled hair was sweat-danp
and he had to force the muscles in his hands to rel ax.

No way am | going to go through this on the way back. I'Il wait until after dark and start the
drive at night. I'ma racecar driver, | don't need comuter craziness. It's too damed danger ous.

Fox wasn't the least bit perturbed, which was aggravating. Then again, if there was an accident,
Fox woul dn't have to stick around and suffer the consequences of someone el se's stupid driving.
|'ve been in fights that were nore rel axing.

Never mnd. The last of it was behind himnow In a few nore mnutes, he'd have an entirely new
set of problens to worry about.
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"Don't try to talk to me when ny fol ks are around, okay?" he said to Fox. "Don't try to crack ne
up, don't nake faces at ne, don't play practical jokes. Don't try to distract me. \Watever you
think about doing while they're there, don't."

"Wwuld | do that to you?" Fox replied, all injured innocence.

"Yes," Tannimsaid shortly, and left it at that.

Fox pouted. Tannimignored it.
H, Mom H, Dad. Look what | brought hone. Ch CGod, all | need nowis for Chinthliss to show up

He resolutely put the thought away, because sonetines sinply thinking about Chinthliss would
conj ure hi mup.

No. | do not need that.

Finally, with a mxture of anticipation and dread, he turned down a county section-line road
runni ng between two w ndbreaks of trees. Beyond the trees were fields that hadn't seen the touch
of a plow in decades, dotted with the fat brown backs of grazing cattle. The road itself was bunpy
and pitted; they didn't exactly pave roads out in the county, they just laid asphalt over what
ruts and holes were already there, and hoped it wouldn't wash out too soon. As long as it stayed
flat enough that VWMswallowing valleys didn't form it would usually do.

He crossed two nore section-line roads, ignoring the rough ride. Not a |lot of nmoney in the county
budget for fixing these roads. Well heck, a few years ago they hadn't even been paved, | ust
gravel ed, and wasn't that hell to drive on? The bl ackened remains of an old barn | ooned up on his
right out of a sea of uncut grass, and he averted his eyes. That, if anywhere, was the place where
his current odyssey had begun, in the ruins of that barn, and his budding "busi ness" of restoring
cars. |If the barn hadn't burned, would he be the person he was now?

Rhetori cal question. One that did not need answering. One thing led to another, and if one path
was not taken, who was to say that another woul d not have brought himto the sanme end?

One nore section-line road, and then a bright red, oversized nailbox with "Drake" in reflective
letters on the side, and "RT 4 Box 451" appeared on the left. It was his father's little surprise
for mail box-bashers; it was really two nail boxes, a snaller one inside a larger, with a |ayer of
concrete poured between them Anyone who hit that with a bat was going to regret it, and anyone
who tried to run it over with a truck was going to be a very unhappy canper. Dependi ng on whet her
they were driving a tall truck or a short one, it would end up in their radiator or in their |aps.

He signaled, and turned into the gravel drive. There were changes evident inmediately.

He repl aced the fences! That was an expensive proposition, especially since the post-and-barbed-
wire had all been replaced with wel ded pi pe. He nust've dug out ny old welding rig—+ didn't know
he knew how to wel d! Behind the fences, instead of cattle, horses |ooked at himw th interest,
while foals sparred with each other.

The house | ooked a little nore prosperous, too. And—
I don't believe it. | do not believe it. He put in a satellite dish

The nmesh di sh presided over a front yard patrolled by guinea hens, birds which were noisy as a
Lol I apal ooza tour, but the only sure-fire neans of getting rid of ticks wi thout spraying. Tannim
pulled up in front of the garage, beside a pair of shiny alum numfour-horse trailers.

Al'together it |looked as if the quarter-horse business was doing well.

"Vani sh," he grow ed out of the corner of his nouth, as the front door opened and two mi ddl e- aged,
slimpeople in jeans and work shirts came out to greet him

Fox vani shed, eyes wi de, obeying the warning in Tanninm s voice. Parents. Now things were going to
get scary.
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* * *

Tanni m had al ways known that his father |oved techie-toys as nuch as Tannimdid. He just hadn't
realized that Trevor Drake knew as nmuch about techie-toys as his son did.

so we've got a LAN hooking up the office, the stable, and the kitchen, since your nom has to
access the database if we get a call froma custonmer and I"'mout in the fields," Dad said, as
Tanni M s head spun under the burden of all the conputer neepery. "W're using dBase for our data,
and |'ve got a record not only of full pedigrees but everything I've ever done with every field.
Got a plat of the property in a CAD program can keep track of where every buried |ine and
fencepost is to the tenth of an inch." Trevor's voice filled with pride. "W're doing as nuch

wi t hout spraying and chem cals as we can, and we let the horses free-range all year except for
foaling and really bad storns. The file-server's a 486 with a 2-gig read-wite optical drive—+t's
in the closet in your old roomso don't kick it or drop sonmething on it."

There was no doubt that Trevor was Tanninmis father; the two had the sane slimbuild, although
Trevor's hair was lighter as well as laced with gray and cut as short as a Marine's. Their faces
had sonme superficial simlarities in the shape of the jaw and the hi gh cheekbones; Trevor's was
tanned to a |l eathery toughness by years in the fields in all weathers. But there the resenbl ance
ceased; Trevor was as nuscular as a body-builder fromall those years of hauling hay and westling
calves, and if he | ooked like anyone, it was WI| Rogers. For all his strength, Tannimreally
didn't ook as if he could defend hinmself in a fight against a wily garden hose, and he | ooked
nore as if he belonged on MIV t han behind the wheel of sophisticated racers. Unlike his father's
buzz-cut, he'd had his hair styled short in front and on top, but let it grow long in the back
where it fornmed a tangle of unruly curls. That changed due to the couple of nonths he usually went
bet ween haircuts, though. He was expecting to hear sonething about the length of his hair, but so
far the only comment had been fromhis nother, a conplinment on the style. Peace flag up and

accept ed.

Trevor cocked an eyebrow at his son, a signal that Tanni m knew neant he was waiting for a reply.
"It's very cool, Dad," Tannimreplied dazedly. "I didn't know you'd been doing all this—

What he was thinking was, Were did he get the cash? The beef market hasn't exactly been boom ng
Even if he liquidated the whole herd, he wouldn't have had enough for all those horses, |et alone

conputers, software, satellite dishes, renovations... . There were a nunber of ways he could think
of where his father could have gotten a bankroll, but none of themwere on the Light Side of the
Force, so to speak. It worried him If I'd knowmn he really wanted all of this so badly, | could

have found a way to nmake it happen, sonehow.

"Well, | wouldn't have been able to, if it hadn't been for that boss of yours," Trevor Drake said,
with a certain fond satisfaction. "You signed on with a good firm there. Renmenber when you had
that pile-up a couple of years ago that |anded you in the hospital, and he sent you off for some
rest?"

When that nmess with the Unsel ei ghe agai nst the Underhill side of Fairgrove happened, and | creaned
my knee the first time, yeah. He nodded cautiously. Dad had been tal king about wanting to convert
to quarter horses, but he didn't have the bread. A certain suspicion dawed, hardening into
certainty when he dredged up a vague nenory of drugged hal |l uci nati ons while healing. Yeah, he'd
been babbling sonmething in a dream about his parents' noney troubles, how he was worried about
who' d take care of themif something happened to him and how it would take a big | oad off his
nmind if only he could do sonething about it.

"You woul dn't believe how well he has you insured,” Dad continued. Tanni m nodded cautiously again
"Turns out he's got a basic load of policies on you, with us as beneficiaries on some of 'em And
when you tore up your knee, once the fuss all died down, they sent us a check. A really big check
I thought it was a mstake, so | called Fairgrove, but your Mster Silver said no, it was right,
and | was supposed to keep the noney, and then he asked if the herd was still for sale. Paid ne
top dollar for "em Between that and the insurance nmoney, we had enough for sone top stock and al
the rest of this.”

That poi nty-eared—Tanni m bent down to adjust his pant-cuff as an excuse to keep his father from
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seeing his face flush. He throttled his reactions and sinply shook his head, expressing nild
appreci ation of "Mster Silver's" generosity. Actually, he wasn't quite sure how to feel. Not that
he wasn't pleased that his fol ks had been taken care of, but—

It felt |like a cheat.

You' ve got no right to feel that way, he scolded hinself, as his father led the way to his old
room and showed hi mwhere the file server lurked in the back of the closet, hunming to itself.
Dad's worked hard all his life. He earned all this, it wasn't just given to him Yeah, Keighvin
was maki ng sure that Mom and Dad were going to be okay. That's the way he operates. No matter how
nmodern he acts on the surface, underneath it all he's still a nmedieval feudal |ord, and nedieva
feudal |lords take care of their people and the relatives of their people. It comes with the
territory.

Put that way, he felt a little better about it all. But it would have been nice if Keighvin had
asked first.

Medi eval feudal |ords don't ask, they dictate. It's just—dammit, he took it all out of mny hands,
and they're ny parents! | thought | was doing all right by them and then Keighvin cones in and
trunmps nme! | feel |like he took me right out of the |Ioop, and he eavesdropped on ny dreans to do
it. | suppose | ought to be grateful he didn't send them a bag of gold or sonething.

"It was pretty funny, son—M ster Silver had the check for the cattle sent over in a Wlls Fargo
bag marked “gold bullion.' | thought | was gonna bust a gut | aughing!"

That does it. Silverhair Stew when | get back to Ceorgi a.

"When you're ready, cone on down to the stables,” his dad was sayi ng while Tanni m brooded over the
file server as if it was personally responsible for all this. "I've got some stuff down there that
| have to take care of right now, and a lot nore | can't wait to show you."

"Great— Tanni m began, but his Dad was al ready gone

He turned around slowy, and shut the door. The Ferrari poster he'd hung on the back of the door
when he was ten was still there; so were all the nodels he'd built, although he had never arranged
themquite so neatly on the shelves. And he didn't renenber all those shelves being there, either

The pl ai n wooden desk was enpty, except for a clean blotter, a phone, and a single pen next to a
cube of notepaper. It had never been that enpty when he'd lived here, not even on the rare
occasions that he'd actually cleaned the room It was always piled with car magazi nes, conics,
rock rags, books about art, and paperback science fiction books. Hi s autographed picture of

Ri chard Petty had been neatly framed and now hung right over the desk, but the holes where he'd
thunbtacked it to the wall still showed near the edge of the mat. The drawers of the desk and the
mat chi ng bureau beside it were enpty, but all of his paperbacks were in a new bookcase on the
other side of the desk, with a set of mmgazi ne-hol ders taking care of the magazi nes. There was a
metal Route 66 sign hanging on the wall opposite the Petty photo, and his tattered Rush 2112
banner.

Sonmeone had refinished the desk, and done it well enough that all the stains fromoil and WD 40
he'd nmade when he rebuilt carburetors on it were gone. He ran his fingers slowy across the edges
and surface. It felt as if soneone had erased part of his life with the stains, even though he had
tried to renove those stains himself a hundred tines.

The room had been repainted and there were new curtains, but the carpet was the sane, and the
bedspread. But in place of his old clock-radio on the stand beside the bed there was a new digita
clock-radio that included a CD player. Replacing the old black-and-white TV he'd rescued fromthe
junkyard and repaired with Deke Kestrel's help, there was a new col or portable. No cracked case,
no channel knob that had to be turned with vise-grips; this television had an auto-tuner. It could
effortlessly lock in a vivid image, just like he had tuned in those strong inages in that very
bed, so long ago, of the dragons and magic and her. Al she had done with hi mand to hi mhad
seenmed so rich and real, erotic and nore. But only a few of those i nages of dragons and adventure
had cone true, and his ethereal |over had yet to appear in the real world.
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This, the real world, where he stood lIike an artist who has wal ked into a gallery to see his
life's work re-framed while he was away for |unch

The roomfelt both famliar and alien at once. This is surreal. Very, very surreal. He just wasn't
certain of anything at the nmonent; he felt unbal anced, unconfortable, as if he had tried on
clothing that was too tight.

This is why | don't cone back. Because you can't conme back. | can't be what | used to be, | can
only try to fake what ny folks renenber. If | just act ... no ... if I'mjust nyself, they'd never
be able to handle that. They'll wonder what they did wong. Parents are as fallible as anyone

el se, and they nade m stakes with ne. They want to know what they did right—but |ike anyone el se,
they have rigid ideas of exactly what's right. It doesn't take a rocket scientist to figure out
that a boy-genius grease nonkey isn't what a farmer wants or expects.

As he stared down at the worn red ribcord bedspread, Fox materialized on the bed. He | ooked a
little less like Janes Dean now, and a little nore like the | ead singer of the Stray Cats.

"Hey," he said cheerfully. "Nice place! You seen the stables yet?"
"No," Tannimreplied cautiously. "Wy?"

Fox just snickered. "You're in for a big surprise.”

* * %

Tanni m stared at the horse. The horse stared back and laid its ears down in an unm st akabl e
expression of threat. "Just hold the reins, son," Trevor repeated patiently. "He won't hurt you."

"Dad—that's a stallion. Stallions are aggressive, even | know that much. And he doesn't |ike nme."
Fl uorescent lighting hanging fromthe netal rafters of the ceiling showed every nuance of the
stallion's expression, and it was not a friendly one. Tanni m woul d have backed of f anot her pace,
but there was a cinder-block wall in the way. The horse bared its teeth at himand stanped its
foot on the rubber mat covering the cement fl oor

Trevor sighed. "That horse is a kitten. Tannim your nother can hold that horse."

"Then why isn't she here instead of nme?" he asked, as the stallion stanped his foot a second
ti me—possi bly indicating what he wanted to do if Tanninmis feet got within his reach

"He's not interested in you
now. "

Trevor replied, patiently. "He has other things on his mind right

"Il bet," Tannimnuttered, trying to inch away.

Trevor stood beside sonething that vaguely resenbl ed the gym apparatus known as a pommel - hor se,
hol di ng an object |like a cross between a large hot water bottle and an el ephant's trunk, he
referred to as an "AV." He said he was going to "collect" the stallion, and he wanted Tannim s
hel p. Tannimdid not want to know what an "AV' was, and he certainly did not want to help in what
he thought his father was going to do.

"Dad, that horse is going to kill ne." He said this slowy and carefully, so there could be no
m st ake. The horse confirmed his words with a neigh, a snort, and another exhibition of teeth.
"That horse wants to kill ne. | did not drive all the way from Savannah to be killed by a horse,

or to assist you in giving one a good tinel"

Trevor shook his head, whether in denial or in disgust, his son wasn't entirely certain. But at
that moment, Tannim s allergies realized that he was standing in straw, in a stable full of hay,
dust, and powdered grain, and not nore than ten feet away froma | arge, sweaty, dander-I|aden

ani mal

He expl oded into a volley of violent sneezing. The horse lost all interest in killing him and
backed away fromhimin alarmas far as the lead on the halter would pernmit. The horse's eyes
rolled alarmngly, and it uttered a pitiful whine as it danced around and jerked on the rope
holding it to the side of the stall. Trevor swore under his breath, put the "AV' down, and worked

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...Serrated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%20Circle.txt (10 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:36 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

hi s way hand-over-hand up the rope to the stallion's head to try and calmit. Tannimtook this as
pernm ssion to escape.

He retreated i nmedi ately, eyes streanming, nose running, only to neet his nother at the kitchen
door. "Dad deeds you, Bonb," he got out between sneezes. "Dable. Wd da dallion."

Correctly interpreting this as a nmessage that Trevor needed help with his chanpion stallion
Tanni m s nmother thrust a box of tissues at himand trotted across the backyard in the direction of
the stables. He continued his retreat to the bathroom across fromhis room where he had prudently
stashed everything he was afraid he nmight need.

He turned on the shower as high as it would go, and steam poured over the top of the curtain-rod,
giving hima little relief. As he popped pills out of their plastic-and-foil bubbles and gul ped
t hem down, he heard the shower-radio come on all by itself.

It can't be heat- or water-activated. So—He stripped off his clothing and ducked into the shower,
putting his head under the hot water to ease his aching sinuses. It's him Maybe if | ignore him—

"Hey! It's Fox-on-the-Radio, taking the third caller who can tell me Elvis Costello's favorite
flavor of chewi ng gum or answer the Super Mondo N fty Keen-o Boffo Kewl Bonus Question: Just what
is Tannim the nost eligible bachel or mage in southern Bi xby Ckl ahoma, listening to?!'" cane an all -
too-famliar voice fromthe waterproof speaker

Tanni mtook his head out fromunder the stream of hot water |ong enough to | ook blearily at the
white plastic radio. "Fox," he said at last, "you are weird."

"Hey! That's the right answer, caller nunber three! And you wi n—a bar of soap!" A bar of soap
popped out of the bottomof the radio, forcing Tannimto grab for it before it got under his feet,

only to discover that it was an illusion. "That's right, it's WRD, weird radio!"
"WYRD is in North Carolina," Tannim corrected autonmatically. "In Haven's Reach. This is Okl ahoma."
"So how 'bout that reception?" Fox replied gaily. "It nust be sonething in the pipes. Yes, it's

WYRD, all-talk-talking, all day, all night, all the—=
Tanni m reached over and turned off the radio with a firmeclick

One super-hot shower with lots of steam half a bottle of eyedrops, two antihistanm nes and a few
squirts of lilac-scented "prescription stuff” up his nose later, he felt as if he might survive

until suppertinme, at least. Even if he was groggy now, it was better than being unable to see or
br eat he.

Maybe | can just stay in the bathroomfor the whole visit?

No, that would be the coward's way out. Besides, Fox would DJ himto death. Or worse. The fox was
shanel ess.

He ventured out into the hallway, hearing voices fromthe kitchen, and decided he mght just as
wel|l face the nusic. The kitchen had been redone, too, but he knew that he had paid for that, at
| east —+t had been his Mother's Day gift about three years ago. Right now, that made it the one
pl ace in the house he felt the nost confortable in.

Hs father was sitting at a stool at the wood-and-tile breakfast bar while his nmother did
sonmet hing arcane with a piece of raw neat. Both of them | ooked up as he came in, and to his
relief, both of themwere smiling.

"I was beginning to think I'd failed ny Test of Manhood," he began, and his nother giggled. She

still looked a lot |like her old high school pictures fromthe late '50s; a little grayer, a little
ol der, but still remarkably like a G dget-clone
"I"'msorry, son," Trevor said, with real apology in his voice. "I keep forgetting about your

all ergies—that is, | renenber them but | keep forgetting how bad they really are. | shouldn't
have even asked you to go out there with ne."
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This, of course, inmmediately made Tannimfeel even nore guilty than he already did. Didn't live up

to their expectations, again. "Look, | should have known better,"” he interrupted. "I brought a
respirator, like we use for painting cars. It's in the trunk. | could wear that and—=
Hi s not her shook her head, still giggling. "Oh no—dear heaven, no, don't do that! The horses would

be terrified!'"

Well, that'll be a first. Usually they terrify ne.

"It's all right," his father said hastily. "Your nother can help me, it'll be fine. She's the best
hand with a stallion |I've ever seen, anyway."

Tannimbit his tongue to keep fromsaying anything really crude, and managed to dilute all the
things that sprang inmediately to nmind down to a mld, "Well, she did rope you, didn't she?"

That made his father roar with |aughter, and his nother blush and giggle, and eased at |east a
little of the tension anong them

He managed to keep the conversation on safe subjects up to and through di nner—napstly on what those
few of his classmates who were still in the Tulsa area were doing. He didn't really care, if the
truth were to be told, but it gave his parents sonething to tal k about, and when they were
tal ki ng, they weren't asking himquestions he couldn't answer.

In a way, it was rather sad. The stars of the high school athletic teans had all, to a man, washed
out in college or in the mnor |eagues and were now selling cars, or working oil field or
construction jobs. Mdst of the girls that were still in the area were narried, and on either their

third kids or second divorces. Tannim hadn't kept in touch with any of them for good reason. He'd
had nothing in conmon with themin high school, and had even | ess now.

The only kid he had kept in constant touch with was Deke Kestrel, and he knew ri ght where Deke
was. Down in Austin Texas, working as a studio nusician, and doing a damm fine job of it. Deke was
sitting in with Eric Johnson and the other |ocal heroes of the Gasis of Texas. He was al so
training his nore "esoteric" skills, but once again, that was sonething he couldn't talk to his
parents about.

"What ever happened to that girl you used to date, honey?" his nother asked, breaking into his
t houghts. "The one who was so into science? Trisha, Trixie—=

"Trina," he corrected w thout thinking. "She finished her doctorate. She's at Johns Hopkins, doing
research into viral proteins."

"Ch." Fromthe rather stunned | ook on both his parents' faces, this was not sonething they had
ever anticipated hearing over the dinner table. How nice—and you drive cars for a living, dear?
Congratul ati ons Tannim you certainly killed that subject dead in its tracks. But his nother was

persistent, he had to give her that. "Wll, what about that friend of yours that went into

musi cal s—=

"I don't know," he lied. "I lost touch with himafter he went to New York." | lost touch with him
after he died of AIDS, Mom This was turning into the nost depressing di nner conversation he had
ever had. 1'd better tal k about sonething cheerful, quick. "I heard from Deke Kestrel just a

coupl e of days ago, though—he's doing backup work for a really incredible guitarist in Austin.
It's the guy's fourth CD, and Deke says the guy might do a guest shot on his first solo project.”

That revived the conversation again, and he managed to keep it on Deke and how well Deke was doi ng
until the dishes were safely cleared and in the di shwasher.

Then he pleaded fatigue and fled to his room At least he could call Joe and get that rnuch
acconpl i shed. Set up the nmeeting, feel the kid out, nmake sure he wanted to go through with this.
Try and tell himwhat the pros and cons of the job were. That was one thing Chinthliss had never
been able to get through his head, but Joe already had a taste of the "cons.” And at least with
Joe, he would not have to hold anything back
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It wasn't very conforting to think that he had nore in conmon with Joe, soneone he didn't even
know, than he did with his own famly

He noved the phone over to the bedside stand, called directory assistance for Frank Casey's nunber
in Pawnee, then took a deep breath to steady hinself and dial ed.

"I''d like to talk to Joe Brown, please,
I ndustries... ."

he said carefully. "This is Tannim from Fairgrove

CHAPTER TWOD

Joe nodded as he spoke, forgetting that the man from Fairgrove couldn't see him The w ndow unit
alc inthe living roomcane to life with a shudder. The banter of a news-show anchor harnoni zed
oddly with the hum A drift of cold wafted down the hallway at ankle-height fromthe direction of
the living room "Yes, sir," he said. "I can do that, sir. 1'll be ready."

Joe hung up the old hall phone with a feeling of anticipation mxed with trepidation. So, it was
finally going to happen. This whole strange year was finally over. "That was the man from
Fairgrove," he called into the living room "He's in Bixby. He says he'll neet nme tonorrow for

| unch. "

H s guardi an, the sheriff of Pawnee County, Frank Casey, got up out of his chair with a creak of
wood and | eat her audi ble over the television and the air conditioner. He turned down the vol ume on
the television and cane out into the hallway of the tiny house he shared with Joe, blocking off
nost of the light fromthe living room Frank was a big nman, one who truly filled the doorway, and
his Native American ancestors would have identified himinrediately as a warrior, even wthout

pai nt, honor-feathers, or any other traditional signs. It was the anbient radiation of warrior, a
hal o of not-quite-there colors that Joe was able to see now, after some coaching and training from
Alinor and Bob. There were other colors in that aura, colors that told Joe that his guardi an was
just as hopeful, and anxious, as he hinself was, despite Frank's inpassive expression

"You don't have to go through with this if you don't want to," Frank said solemly, while the a/c
shuddered into silence and the sound of cicadas outside the front door behind Joe grew | ouder. "I
don't care what you prom sed that fellow fromFairgrove. If you aren't confortable with this, we
can find sonmewhere el se for you. Maybe you shoul d consi der coll ege agai n?"

Joe shook his head as the cicadas wound down for a breather. "No, thanks," he said awkwardly.

"Sir, | appreciate your thinking about it and all, but this is going to be for the best. You know
I won't ever fit in around here. These Fairgrove people, they know about people like nme. | don't
think college is the right thing for me now. I'mnot ready for it, and | really don't think any

college is ready for me. Besides, Fairgrove promised me a full ride if |I want to go to college
| ater."

Frank grunted, and the wooden fl oor creaked beneath himas he shifted his weight. "Sounds too good
to be true, like the things recruiters prom se you to get you to sign up."

It was Joe's turn to shrug. How could he ever explain to his guardian why he trusted these people
to keep their promnmises? Frank woul d never believe him Even though he'd been right there to see
the worst that the Sal anander could do, he no |l onger believed in the creature's existence. Somehow
he'd managed to convince hinself that nore than half of what had happened during the raid had been
optical illusions and the rest was delusion. He'd even forgotten how t he Sal amander had warned the
cult followers about police raids and the |iKke.

That happens to people, A said. Wen sonething happens that just doesn't fit with their idea of
reality, they'll chip away at it and twist it until they make it fit. | guess that's what happened
to Frank.

"They have a good reputation, sir," he replied. "You checked them out yourself."

H s guardi an nodded slowy. "I did, and | admt they cane out clean on all counts. And you are old
enough to nake up your own mind. Still—you're also old enough to change it if you want, and if you
do, well, you've got a place here."
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Joe flushed, but with pleasure as well as enbarrassment. He knew there were nore things that Frank
could not bring hinself to say. The | awran was nothing if not stoic. "Thank you, sir," he replied
awkwardly. "l—-ah—+ probably ought to get sone sleep. Good night, sir."

"Good night, son," Frank said softly, as Joe retreated to the little guest roomthat had been his
hone over the past year and nore. "Pleasant dreans."

The ten-by-ten roomwas tiny, especially in conparison with the |uxurious suite his father had
best owed on him just before he had defected fromthe cult. The walls, with their faded flora
wal | paper, sonetines |eaked cold air in the winter, but it was nothing conpared to the cold fear
he'd al ways endured around his father. The anci ent wi ndow air conditioner wheezed every tine it
came on, and it vibrated so hard that it rattled the windows in their frames, but the machinery
that kept the underground conplex of his youth running had been just as |loud. The only furniture
was a single bureau, a tiny corner-desk where he did his homework, and an equally tiny nightstand
with a gooseneck lanp fromK-Mart on it. Joe's own belongings all fit in that bureau with roomto
spare. But this was a nore confortable roomthan anything in the mansion in Atlanta or the Chosen
Ones' compound coul d ever have been. He felt wel come here, as he had not there.

For one thing, he didn't need to worry about hidden canmeras watching his every nove. He didn't
have to worry about his father breaking the door down in a psychotic rage, destroying everything
in his path in the nane of his own holiness.

Joe piled up pillows at the head of the iron-franed bed and | eaned back into them contenplating
the poster Bob had given him now framed on the otherwise empty wall. It was an artist's rendering
of the Victor GI prototype, over the Victor logo and the | ogo of Fairgrove Industries itself. The
latter was a strange piece; at first glance it was sinply a pair of trees against the sky, but
when you | ooked closer, you saw that the trees forned the face of a |ovely wonman, wearing an
enignatic smile. Then you | ooked again, and it was only two trees.

Whi ch was the reality and which the illusion?
Bob woul d have shrugged and said it didn't matter. Al would say, "Both. Neither."

But it did matter. So nmuch of what he had thought was true turned out to be deception. Just one
illusion after another.

Everything ny father told ne was a lie. He thought about that for a nonent, then realized that he
actually had nore of a start than he'd thought. If everything he told ne was a lie, then the truth
woul d be the opposite of what he told ne, wouldn't it? That nade sense—and what was nore, a |ot of
what Al and Bob had told himwas the very opposite of what his father woul d have said.

That meant he could trust what the two Fairgrove nmen had told him He had no reason to doubt them
and every reason to believe them But this—t was junping off a cliff into a sea of fog and no way
of knowing if what |lay below himwas the warm friendly pool he'd been prom sed, or rocks he woul d
be shattered upon

Wuld it be better to change his mind, and see what Frank could find for hin? He could still do
t hat .

Coul d he, though? He'd spent a whole year here, and every nmonment of it had been as an outsi der

Hi s father had done one thing for himthat was decent—-he'd had a better education than nost of the
kids here. Even if half of it had been laced with the manifesto of a lunatic. At |east what he'd
gotten in the mlitary acadeny had been sound. He'd tested out of just about everything, and he
was able to go straight into his senior year with no trouble.

That was one thing that Frank, A, Bob, and Mster Keighvin who ran Fairgrove had all been adanant
about. Joe had to get his high school diplona. "It may not seemlike it's worth nmuch," Bob had
drawl ed, "but without it, if for some reason something happens to us, you'll never get anything
better than a fast-food job. You won't even be able to get into the Arnmy. That diploma is your
safety net."

* * %

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...Serrated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%20Circle.txt (14 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:36 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

He' d breezed through his classes with no acadenic troubl e—and despite the doubts of the principal
and many of the teachers, no other kind of overt trouble, either. He knew what they thought—er
feared. There were those who were certain he would take up where his father had left off,
corrupting the other students with the poi sonous doctrines his father had taught. O hers expected
himto bully the other students, start fights. A few sinply expected fights to find him whether
he wanted them or not.

They were all wong. The other students were afraid of him nost of them but even the worst bully
in the school was too cautious after the first tine he disrobed in gymclass to try to pick a
fight with him

Just as well, since |I could have wiped the floor with his face. No boast, just fact; the cult of
the Sacred Heart of the Chosen Ones had enphasi zed that there would be battles, and the faithfu
would be in the thick of them Every child, Joe included, was trained in self-defense fromthe
nmoment they entered the conpound. Joe had the added advantage of years of training in nmlitary
school . Wen he wal ked i nto Pawnee Hi gh School in the fall, he knew that he had no intention of
starting fights—but if they started, he knew that he would be the only one left standing

aft erward.

There were no fights; no one even said anything to his face. But they whi spered behind his back
and watched himwith wary eyes, as if they expected that at any nonment he might pull out an
assault weapon and start shooting. Despite his powerful build, none of the coaches asked if he
wanted to be on a team Despite his |ooks, the fewgirls he'd asked out were not interested.

He really couldn't blane them not after what had happened at the cult conpound. People were stil
tal king about it, and a year later, the FBI and ATF still had the place cordoned off. Joe woul dn't
go anywhere near the place; the very idea made himsick. But how were the ordi nary peopl e of
Pawnee going to know that? For all they knew, he was just like his father. He didn't blane them
for being scared of him In fact, it was probably only the fact that Frank Casey was his guardian
that kept them from running himout of town.

Fromtinme to tinme someone in a car with darkened wi ndows would pull up to Frank's house after
school and ask to talk to Joe. It was always a different person, but the questions were always the
same: Do you renenmber any nore bunkers, or places where there nmight be weapons or amunition
stored? Wioever the person was, he would always bring a new map of the conpound, and there was
generally one nore tunnel or bunker drawn on it than there had been before. It was hard for Joe to
pi cture where things mght be, since he was al ways working fromthe menories of having wal ked

t hrough the conpound and not fromany recall of a map, but with the aid of the ever-grow ng | ayout
the Feds were building, he could at |east say things like, "I think there's another tunnel there—+
wasn't all owed down that way."

They may never find it all. Only his father had known where everything was. He'd told one of the
men that once. "Why does this not surprise ne?" the nan had answered—-and in the voice used by that
parrot in the Walt Disney novie. It had kind of surprised him that a supposedly grim FBI guy
woul d have seen the novie, and delighted himnore that the guy would have enough of a sense of
hunor to do that. Inits own small way, it reaffirmed to Joe that he was dealing with human bei ngs
and not facel ess chesspi eces.

But strange cars pulling up to Frank's house did not add anything to Joe's popularity at school
Wuld it be any better in college, where he'd turn into the subject of every psych magjor's term
paper and master's thesis?

The cicadas started droning again, right outside his wi ndow, |oud enough to carry over the sound
of the a/c unit. He didn't mnd—n fact, he kind of liked it. In the bunkers you never heard
anything but the drip of water in the tunnels, and the hum and cl ank of rmachinery.

And sonetinmes, the marching boots on concrete. That sound haunted his dreams—sonetines in the
dreanms, the marching men were conming to get him sonetines he was | eading them Both were
horri bl e.

Frank thought that college would be easier for him and better than high school, but Joe wasn't so
sure. How | ong before everyone found out who | was? Even if they didn't, he still wouldn't fit in,

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...Serrated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%20Circle.txt (15 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:36 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt
not unless he went to sone other mlitary school. He was just too—too—

Too straight-edge. It didn't seemto nmatter that he liked trucks and cars, the way a |ot of the
guys did, that he liked the same kind of nusic and |istened to Edge of Insanity after nidnight

when he could. He got rid of that swastika tattoo right off, before he ever set foot in school

That had to go before he grew his hair or tried to. None of it mattered. The differences were bone-
deep. They sl ouched; he stood and sat at rigid attention. They wore grunge, or cowboy-chic; he
wore carefully | aundered bl ue jeans and spotless t-shirts or slacks and button-downs. He said

"sir" and "nma'ant’ reflexively. Even the nerds | ooked nore nornal than he did.

But with Al and Bob, now-he had felt confortable for perhaps the first tinme in his life. However
strange he was, they were stranger, they had far nore secrets to hide.

And they understood this knack he had for seeing into peoples' ninds, for know ng sonething about
what was goi ng to happen, for seeing things. Things |ike ghosts..

Bob said that this Tanni mguy could see ghosts. Said he could do a I ot of other things, too.

The a/c went off, leaving only the drone of cicadas and the chirp of crickets. This Tanni m guy—he
sounded interesting on the phone. Easy to talk to. He'd nentioned that Joe's first job would be as
assistant to a "Sarge" Phil Austin, running Fairgrove security, a man who had sone of the sane
knacks as Joe. So he was going to get picked up by a guy who tal ked to ghosts, and he was going to
be errandboy to a guy who ran security for a place where they built racecars with magic.

Sounded |i ke the kind of place where one Joseph Brown just night seemordinary.

Ri ght now, that didn't sound too bad. At |east these people wouldn't be staring at himall the
time, waiting for himto go off the deep end, and whi speri ng about himat PTA neetings.

Funny thing; every time he | ooked at the Fairgrove logo, the lady seened to be sniling a little
nor e.

* * %

Tanni mdidn't have too nuch trouble finding Pawee, even though he'd never actually been to the
county seat. The address and the directions Joe had given himwere perfectly clear; it was equally
clear that there wasn't much of a town to get lost in. Like the rest of the area around Tul sa,
this was not a place that had suffered in the Dust Bowl; the trees here were probably as old as
the town itself and lined the streets on both sides, giving shade and the illusion of cool. To
Tanni M s amazenent, the streets surroundi ng the courthouse were cobbl estone. Hell to drive on

like River Street in Savannah, but very picturesque. The town itself probably hadn't changed nuch
since the 1920s.

The tiny house belonging to Deputy Sheriff Frank Casey coul d have been built any time in the |ast
seventy-five years: a white-painted, single-storied frame house with a native rock foundation. It
was trimred with just a little bit of "gingerbread," sporting a huge front porch with a cenment
floor and a pair of porch swings. Tannimpulled up into the vacant driveway, which was two
overgrown and cracked parallel strips of concrete. Before he could get out of the Miustang, two nen
energed fromthe house and stood waiting for himon the porch itself.

The ol der man of the pair woul d have dwarfed npst people; he nade Tannimfeel |ike a nidget. He
was huge, copper-skinned, hawk-nosed, with intelligent dark eyes, wearing a dark brown uniform
shirt and tan pants. He wasn't wearing his badge at the nonment, but he didn't have to. This could
only be Joe's court-appointed guardi an, Sheriff's Deputy Frank Casey.

But Joe was big enough not to be dwarfed even by his guardian. He | ooked as if he'd been punping
iron since he was a fetus; blond and bl ue-eyed, he'd have been a perfect nodel for a Nazi
recruiting poster, except that his blond hair had been done in a fairly stylish cut that |ooked a
lot like Tannims, only shorter. There was a pale patch on his upper armthat nmade Tanni m suspect
he'd had a tattoo there, once.

Tanni m got out of the car and went around the nose to nmeet them There was no breeze under the
trees, and he was glad of their shade. It was probably close to 90 out in the sunlight.
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Frank Casey stepped forward to intercept Tannim "I'm Deputy Frank Casey, Joe's guardian," he
said, in a carefully neutral voice, holding out an i nmense paw of a hand.

Tannimmet his firm handshake with a clasp that was just as firm "I'm Tannim from Fairgrove

I ndustries in Savannah,"” he said, |ooking straight into Frank's eyes. "My fol ks are from around
here, though—the Drakes, over in Bixby. They used to have cattle, but they're running quarter
horses, now. "

He had figured that invoking local ties would relax Casey, and he was right. The man's tension
ebbed visibly. "Bixby, hmm? Good horse country,"” he replied.

Tanni m shrugged and gri nned.

"Couldn't prove it by nme," he answered cheerfully. "The last thing | know is horse-stuff. Well,
I''m supposed to bring Joe Brown here over to nmy folks' place; they want to neet him Fact is, they
insisted on it." He turned to Joe. "lI'mnot going to inflict themon you until we've had |unch
though. Dad wants to show off his stallions. | wouldn't do that to anyone on an enpty stomach.”

Frank chuckl ed, as Tanni m had hoped he woul d. Joe probably thought he was managing a pretty good
poker-face, but Tanni mread any nunber of conflicting enptions there.

"Well, ny lunch hour is about over, so |'d better get back to the office and find out what
di sasters came up while | was gone." Frank shook Tanni m s hand agai n and cl apped Joe on the
shoul der. "Enjoy yoursel ves."

He strode off down the street under the ancient trees, heading in the direction of the aged county
courthouse only three bl ocks away.

Well, looks like |I passed inspection. Now let's see what Joe has to say. Tannimwaited until he
was out of earshot before speaking again.

"Ckay, just so you know, Bob Ferrel is a pretty good friend of mne, and Alinor is sonme kind of
cousin of ny boss, Keighvin Silverhair. 1've been working for Fairgrove for a good few years now,
and | was told pretty nuch the whole story." He quirked an eyebrow at the youngster, who | ooked a
bit unconfortable. "I'"msure this is going to sound unlikely, but | pronise you, |'ve seen things
wei rder than snake shoes and Mets pennants. |'ve had stuff straight out of TimBurton filnms happen
to ne before breakfast. So don't worry about ny thinking you re crazy if you let sonething slip
You're nore likely to think that about ne."

A faint hint of skepticismcrept over the young nan's handsone face, but he didn't say anything.

"So, how about that |unch?" Tannimcontinued. "I wasn't Kkidding about Dad and the horses. He's
doi ng something kinky with them “Collecting them' he said. Watever that is, | don't want to
know." He shuddered. "They hate ne, I'mallergic to them Seens to ne those are pretty good

reasons to keep a decent distance between us."

Joe finally smled. "I like horses," he offered. "There were horses at the nilitary school | went
to, and | learned howto ride and take care of them |'d have been able to get on the horse-dril
team but Father pulled me out—=

Hi s face darkened nomentarily, and Tanni m nodded synpathetically. "Look, fromhere on, no one is
going to tell you what to do with your life, all right? If you decide to back out of this before
we | eave, that's okay; if you want to | eave Fairgrove after you' ve been there a while, that's
okay, too. Keighvin'll cut you a ticket to anywhere you want to go. Hell, he might even be able to
get you into West Point or Annapolis, if that's what you want."

Joe blinked, as if the idea of an elven lord having the ability to influence people in the norm
worl d had never occurred to him "He can do that?" he asked.

Tannim allowed a hint of cynicismto enter his expression. "Keighvin has noney. Politicians need
nmoney. Senators are the ones who make recomendations to West Point. CGot it?"

Joe nodded. "I'd like to make sure | gave Fairgrove ny best shot, though,” he replied a little
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shyly. "I mean, it's only right."

I like this kid. Howin the nane of all that's holy he turned out this good with that fruitcake
for a father—"You about ready for that |unch?" he said by way of a reply, and waved Joe over to
t he Must ang.

Joe's eyes widened at the sight of the Mach I, and w dened even further when he got into the
passenger's seat and saw all the electronic gadgetry in the dashboard. He didn't say anything
t hough, until Tannimasked himif he had any preferences in nusic.

He shrugged. "Rock, | guess. Anything but country." There was sonethi ng behind that sinple
statenent; sonething dark. Was there soneone in Joe's past who had preferred country and western?
Hi s father, nmaybe?

Tannim s fingers closed on the Rush CD, Roll the Bones. He took that as an onmen, and put it in the
pl ayer before pulling out into traffic.

God, Donal would have | oved this al bum

One advantage of the CD player was the extraordinary clarity of lyrics; the title track began, and
Joe seened nore than a little startled by the chorus, then began paying attention. Very close
attention.

Though Tanni m was not one for placing life-guiding nmeaning into nost rock lyrics, Rush was a
pretty darned articul ate band. And Joe could do worse than get a dose of "hey kid, sonetinmes

t hi ngs happen just because they happen—for no other reason, not your fault, not anybody's fault."
He left it on

He wasn't in the nood for franchise food, so he picked the first good-I|ooking roadside diner that
came along and pulled into the parking lot. GRANNY'S DI NER, the sign said, painted on a cracked
wal | that |ooked as old as any "granny." The place was crowded, which argued for decent food, and
the interior could have come right out of any novie fromthe fifties. So could the waitress, from
her B-52 hairdo to a pink uniformw th "Peggy" enbroidered over her right pocket. Fox would | ove
this place. Thank God he isn't here; he'd be freaking out Joe by now and giggling about it.
Kitsune. 1I'll never understand 'em As bad as dragons, | swear. Thank God | don't have to dea
with themtoo often. Well—except for Fox and Chinthliss.

Joe's tastes were sinple: big, juicy hanburgers, a large salad instead of fries, mlk ... just
amazing quantities of all of it. Unlike Tannim he didn't talk while he ate, so Tannimkept up a
one-si ded ranbl e about the nore nundane side of Fairgrove between bites.

"What do you do?" Joe asked, when the waitress cane to take their orders for dessert. "A and Bob
never really told ne." H's browwinkled a little. "I hope you don't mnd ny saying this, but you
don't seemvery old."

"l seemtoo young to be doing anything inportant, right?" Tanni mchuckled. "I guess | started kind
of young; a lot of people in racing did. As for what | do—+'ma test-driver and a nmechanic, |
drive on the Fairgrove SCCA team-

" SCCA?" Joe interrupted.

"Sports Car Cdub of Anerica," Tanni mexpl ai ned. "We have three teans: GIP, SERRA and SCCA. The
ah—people like Al drive the GIP and SERRA cars; | handle nost of the SCCA driving, since SCCA
doesn't allow nodifications |ike alum num engi ne blocks and franmes. It's a racing club, but for
regul ar people with regul ar budgets.”

Joe nodded, then accepted his apple pie a la node fromthe waitress with a snile and a polite
"thank you." He spooned up a nouthful, and | ooked at Tanni m expectantly. "That can't be all you
do," he said.

Tanni m chuckl ed. "You don't m ss much, do you? No, the people Iike Al and Keighvin can't go out
much, so | do a lot of outside contact work—Sarge Austin will probably have you doi ng the sane,
before too long. W can al ways use soneone who's smart enough to know their way around, and
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strai ght - edge enough to nmake the suits confortable. I'mafraid a ot of the fol ks at Fairgrove
| ook kind of like a cross between a rock group and a Renai ssance Faire."

Once agai n, Joe nodded—but then he knew all about needi ng people for "outside" work. From what
Tanni m had heard and guessed, Brother Joseph hadn't let too many fol ks outside the barbed-wre
wal | s of his compound, once they got inside.

The rest would have to remain unsaid, at least until they were safely inside the Miustang again.
Joe evidently realized this, for he rermained silent until the nmeal was finished and Tanni m had
paid for it, with a generous tip for the snmiling "Peggy." They wal ked out into the mnidday heat,
the air so full of dust that there was a gol den haze over everything. Tanni mthunbed the renote on
hi s keychain; the doors of the Mach | unl ocked and popped open, and the engine started. Joe | ooked
startled, then grinned his appreciation as they both got in

Joe buckled up, funmbling a little, as he had the first time, with the unfamliar belts. Not too
many people put on a four-point harness like it was second nature, after all

"So," Joe said, with a tension in his shoulders that told Tanni m he was bracing hinmself for the
answer to his question, "just what cones along besides the ordinary stuff in this job?"

"How about ne?" said a voice fromthe backseat.
Tanni m | ooked into the rearview mrror. H's jaw dropped.

Oh, it was Foxtrot all right. But he was a five-foot tall fox, a cartoon-style fox, only one with
three tails and a little collar with "FX" on the gold tag dangling down in front.

But just as startling as Fox was Joe's reaction. His eyes were wide with surprise, but also with
recogni tion.

"Long tinme, no see, Joey," Fox said genially. "If I'd known it was you they were tal ki ng about,
I'd have come for a visit nonths ago!"

Tannimsaid the only thing he could say under the circunstances. He pointed to the back and | ocked
onto Joe's eyes. "You know this lunatic?" he asked calnmy

Joe's nouth was still wi de open, his eyes dazed. "|I—dh—-he was nmy imaginary friend," the young nan
managed, weakly. "Wien | was a kid."

"Not so inmmginary, Joey," Fox replied. "OfF course, |I'd nuch rather |ook |ike this—=

The whol e figure shivered, blurred, and changed back into a | eather-jacketed Janes Dean | ookal i ke.
"Hard to pick up chicks when you look like a stuffed toy," Fox offered, |eaning back in the seat.
"Well, nobst places. By the way, what are you doing here? You were supposed to be in Georgia."

"It's a long story, Fox," Tanniminterjected, and sighed. "Wl |, at least now | don't have to
worry about you freaking Joe out by showi ng up out of nowhere."

"Yeah," Joe said faintly. "He already started years ago."

Tanni m deci ded that he might as well seize the nonent and use it for a short lesson. "I told you
weird things show up around ne. This is one of them" he told the young nan as he pulled the
Must ang out onto the highway. Thank God he didn't materialize while |I was actually driving. "Fox
isn't human, never was, never wll be."

"Hey!" Fox exclaimed, feigning injured pride. "I resenble that remark! | happen to come froma
very di stingui shed pedigree!"”

"Pedigree is right." Tannimnailed the throttle for a quick pass around a sl ow novi ng haywagon.
"He's just what you saw as a kid: a fox-spirit, a shape-changer. Take a good | ook at him No,

really look at him the way Alinor taught you."

Joe turned around and stared at Fox, who posed for his edification, magicking a white sparkling
gleam off his teeth as he grinned. As Tanni m had hoped, the order to | ook at Fox steadi ed Joe
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consi derably. Having your imaginary friend from chil dhood suddenly pop up as real was enough to
take the starch out of anyone. "Well, he's just a little see-through,"” Joe said slowy. "That
means that he's a spirit, using everything he's got to nake people |like us see him And there's a
kind of an outline around him and it isn't |like a human aura."”

"Good," Tannimsaid with satisfaction. "Right. He's a kitsune—to be precise, a Japanese fox-
spirit—and don't ask ne how he ended up in Georgia, 'cause | don't know."

Fox smirked. "1'Il never tell. My lips are sealed.”

"I wish," Tannimmuttered. "Anyway, he's tricky—that's what he enjoys doing, seeing new things and
playing tricks on people. He has absolutely no ability to change anything in the real world,
unl i ke a human ghost, but he's pretty hot stuff Underhill or in the spirit plane. The reason you
can see and hear himis because you can see into the spirit plane and he is nmaking the effort to
be visible. He's kind of half here and half there—and again, that's unlike a human ghost, who can
choose to be all here and affect the material world in a limted sense.”

Joe nodded, his forehead winkled with concentration as he tallied this with whatever Bob and
Al'inor had already taught him "So there's things |like ghosts that can be here, and things like
Fox who can't, really?"

"Pre-cisely," Fox replied for Tannim "I can make you think | can affect the real world, though."
He snickered. "Like | did to you, hotshot, with the soap."

"Yeah, well I'd like to know how you did that trick with the radi o, though," Tanni m grunbl ed.

"Hey! It's Fox-on-the-radio!" The kitsune's voice cane fromthe four speakers, even though the
radio was off. "Betcha caller nunber three can't guess how |'mdoing this!"

Fox put his hands behind his head, |eaning back, |ooking unbearably snug. Hi s nouth had not noved
at all.

"I know " Joe said suddenly, |ooking pleased. "It's because since he's really talking with his
m nd, he's just nmaking us think his voice is comng fromthe speakers instead of his nouth, which
it isn'"t doing either."”

A bit tangled, but Tannimgot the gist of it, and nuttered inprecations under his breath. Fox
| ooked crestfallen

"Amwwy, " he said. "You guessed! That's not fair!"

"Life's like that," Joe and Tannim said in chorus and conpl ete synchroni zati on. They exchanged a
startled glance, then both broke up in laughter. Fox pouted for a nonent, then joined them

Either he's handling this really well, or he's so blitzed by Fox and all that he only seens to be.
I think nmy bet's on the kid. "Well now that Fox has joined us, | was wondering if you wanted to
tool around Tulsa for a while." Tannim| ooked at the young man out of the corner of his eye.
"Keighvin told ne to outfit you while we were here, and | can put it all on the conpany card.

kind of figured you didn't have a |lot of stuff."

"Take himup on it, Joe," Fox advised fromthe backseat. "Tanninls a Fashion God."

Tanni m fl ashed the kitsune a withering |ook. "I'm supposed to get Nomex for you—that's fireproof
underwear, basically, real popular back at Fairgrove. Some jeans and boots, too, and a few ot her
things. And— He paused. This was a delicate subject. "And personal gear. It can't be a lot, since
the Mustang will hold only so much, but Keighvin seemed to think you ought to get yourself the
same kind of things you' d be furnishing a dormroomw th. You know, CD player, clock-radio, that
kind of thing. And clothes."

Joe's face darkened. "I don't take handouts," he said stubbornly.

Tanni m si ghed. "Look, it isn't a handout, all right? You' re going to be neeting people, some of
theminportant. If you' re gonna be Sarge's assistant, you'll have to escort Big Guns from pl aces
| i ke Goodyear and March and STP all over the plant. You can't do that wearing jeans and a t-shirt.
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And as for the rest of it, well, if you had anything to nove, Fairgrove would be payi ng novi ng
expenses, right? But you don't, so you're getting it in gear."

Now Joe | ooked confused. "I don't know," he said uneasily. "I never knew anyone who got a job with
a place like Fairgrove. | don't know what's right."

And until you get to Fairgrove, you won't ever nmeet anyone who's gotten a job like this. "Trust
me," he said persuasively. "It's perfectly normal ."

For Fairgrove

"I'f you say so, sir," Joe replied, |ooking very young and uncertain.

"l say so," Tannimsaid firnmy, taking the Mach | onto the on-ranp for the interstate. And in his
head, though he was certain it was only in his head, he heard Fox snickering.

"That's right, he says so! Now how nmuch woul d you pay?" the radio blared in Fox's voice. "But
wait, there's nore if you order by midnight tonight! You get two free neuroses, a fixation, and
your choi ce of =

dick

* * %

There weren't a lot of bags in the back of the Miustang, and not just because Joe had bal ked at
purchasing too nmuch. It had occurred to Tanni mthat "shopping for Joe" could be the way out of the
house that he had been | ooking for. In fact, "shopping for Joe" might becone his salvation. He
could use it as an excuse to flee the house even when Joe wasn't with him

So, Joe was now wearing a good pair of Bugle Boy pants and a snappy shirt ("You want to inpress ny
fol ks, don't you?"); and there was a bag of Nonmex junpsuits in red and black in the trunk of the
car, and a box containing a clock-radio. It was not the one Joe had sel ected; Tannimhad sw tched
it on himfor a pricier nodel with a CD player in it. But since it was going to remain in the
trunk of the Mach | until they reached Savannah, Joe wasn't going to find that out.

Fox was gone; he'd lost interest in the proceedings early on and sinply vanished. He'd clained he
had a karaoke tournanment to judge. It hadn't been easy persuading Joe that clothing could | ook
good and be confortable, but Tannimhad managed.

The kid | ooked really good, actually. He was probably going to cut a wide swath through the
secretaries at Fairgrove. Tanni mguided the Mach | through the traffic of south Menorial on the
way to Bi xby, feeling relaxed and pl eased with hinself. Mdest, polite, and a hunk. And he has
round ears. Uh huh. They aren't gonna know what hit them He isn't going to know what hit him Onh,
things are going to be interesting around there.

Vel 1, heck, why linmt the mayhemto the secretaries? There weren't too nany unattached femal e
mechani cs and engi neers, but there were a few-and the elven | adies would probably be just as
intrigued with the polite young human.

Tanni m grinned, but only to himself, and freed a hand just |ong enough to pull his hair away from
the back of his neck to let the sweat dry. Joe's nere presence would get sone of the |adies, human
and elven, off his back. Not that they weren't charnming, but they tended to get possessive, and
there just wasn't a one of themthat Tanni mfound—i ght.

Yeah, throw Joe into the pool and see all the lady-fish go into display, ignoring nme. Good plan
Kei ghvin woul d see to it that they didn't eat himalive or get himinto any trouble, physical or
enpotional. And if he didn't, Bob, Al and Sarge would. Do the |ad sone good. Loosen himup

Wth those thoughts to elevate his mood, he pulled into the driveway and into his "spot" beside
the horse trailers, reflexively checking his watch as he turned off the engine. Right on time for
dinner, just |ike Mom asked. Perfect. The fol ks always said, "tardiness is the height of conceit,
punctuality the height of respect."”
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Hi s parents cane out to nmeet them both obviously very curious about Joe. They clinbed out, and
Joe waited diffidently beside the passenger's door while Tanni m nade i ntroductions. He charmed
Tannim s nmother imediately with his politeness, and i npressed Trevor Drake with his soft-spoken
attitude. Supper was waiting for them and it went nuch nore snoothly tonight, since Trevor could
not say enough good things about Keighvin Silverhair and Fairgrove, and Joe could not say enough
good things about the food. He conpletely won over Tannim s nother by volunteering to do the

di shes afterward, and by insisting that he help clear the table. Tannimvetoed the fornmer, and

hel ped with the latter. "You and Dad can go enjoy the horses,” he said. "I'll give Moma hand. |'m
not allergic to di shwashing."

So Joe changed back into his jeans and t-shirt for a trip to the stables to inspect the horses,
| eavi ng Tanni m al one with his nother.

"I was a little worried about this Joe," she told him as she stacked the dishes he rinsed in the
di shwasher. "We saw so nuch about those awful people on the news, and | was afraid he'd be-eh,
don't know—ust soneone | wouldn't feel confortable around. But he's a really nice boy, honey."
She paused to fix himwith a | ook he knew only too well. "He's so polite, and he | ooks
respectable.”

She did not say "why can't you be nore like hinP" but Tanni m knew t hat was what she was t hi nki ng

"Well, Mom when your father puts a gun in your nouth to discipline you, you learn to be polite
pretty quick," he said, off-handedly.

"He didn't!" she exclainmed, eyes round. At her son's nod of confirmation, she turned just a little

pale. "Well, the poor boy," was all she said, but Tanni m sensed the thoughts running around in her
head. Joe had just gone from"that nice boy" to "that sweet, nistreated boy" in her mnd, and he
had an i dea what might come next. Actually, he was all in favor of it.

Joe and Trevor cane in then, tal king horses. Tannimjoined themat the breakfast bar, letting them
do all the tal king, just observing. Joe had rel axed a good bit; Tanni mknew his dad probably
wasn't |ike anyone the young man had ever nmet in his short life, and that was all to the good.
Expose himto sonething normal, and | et that show hi m how abnornmal his own parents were.

"Li sten, Joe, you don't have nuch to pack up now, do you?" Trevor asked, finally.

"No, sir," Joe replied, looking faintly puzzled. Tannimheld his peace; this was what he thought
m ght be on his parents' minds.

"Well, it's a long way out to Pawnee—f your guardi an doesn't nmind losing you a little early, why
don't you come nove into our guest roomuntil you and Tanni m | eave?" Trevor asked, naking it very
clear that he neant the invitation. "That way you and nmy son can tal k what ever business you need
to, and he won't be spending a ot of time driving around in the heat."

"I think that's a great idea, Joe, if you'd like it,'
good idea, in fact."

Tanni m seconded ent husi astically. "Areally

It means | can continue sone of those magic |essons without worrying about interruptions. | know
every good place around here to go where we won't be disturbed. And maybe if my fol ks feel |ike
they' ve got a replacenment son, they won't look at ne as if I'mnot really what they wanted.

Sone of the same might be going through Joe's mind. "I can call and ask him" he said tentatively.
"If he says it's okay, | can pack up tonight and be ready in the norning."

"Go call," Tannim s nother urged, adding her vote to Tanni mand her husband's. "I'd |l ove to have
you here. Tanni m doesn't eat enough to keep a bird alive, and | |ove seeing soneone who

appreci ates food."

Joe bl ushed and excused hinsel f. Tannimgrinned at his fol ks. "Thanks, Dad, Mom" he said
sincerely. "Joe is going to need a lot of help getting used to the way things are in this world. |
think we can help himout quite a bit in tw weeks."

Absolutely true, conplete truth, but not the way they think
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"I kind of figured that, son," Trevor said warmy. "Boy's been sheltered in a pretty peculiar
sense. He knows everything there is to know about the way lunatics think, and nothing about the
way normal folk tick. And we raised you, so we know how to talk to lunatics. W can translate for
him"

Tanni m nock-t hreatened his father with a hand and then said, "Well, you have a point, actually."
Tanni mpatted his nmother's hand. "And he could use seeing a | ady who stands up for herself, too.
Where he cones from wonen are supposed to go hide thenmselves in the kitchen and let their men do
all the thinking for them"

"Well, he won't get that here," she replied, forthrightly. "I think he's lonely, honey. It would
be nice if we could make himfeel as if he had a hone to conme back to, if he wants."

Well, it sounds like they' ve adopted him Heh. He could sure do worse.
"Thanks, folks," was all he said, but he put feeling into it.

At that point Joe returned. "Frank said to make sure | wasn't naking a nui sance of nyself," he
reported, |ooking anxiously at all three of them "And if this is going to be an inconvenience to
you—

"Well, if you're worried that nuch about it, you can give nme a hand with the horses," Trevor said
confortably. "Tannimcan't; boy takes one ook at 'emand starts sneezing. Help ne run sone of the
friskier ones on the Iunge, maybe saddle up a couple of the mares and gi ve them some exercise in
the nornings. Sone of those |adies are getting a little pudgy.”

"Could 1?" Joe's face lit up. "You have beautiful horses, sir. They're so great, are you sure you
can trust ne with then®"

Hoo boy, wait until the kid gets a look at the elvensteeds. Did Al ever show him Andur and N neve
in their true forns? He thought back over what Alinor had told himin his briefing. No, | don't
think he did. Didn't want to put the kid into overdrive. A Sidhe was bad enough. Heh. He and
Rosal een Dhu are going to get along just fine, and that'll make hi mone of Keighvin's favorite
"sons."

“I'f I didn't think | could trust you with them | wouldn't have asked you to help," Trevor said,

i nvoking logic. "That's a lot of cash tied up in horseflesh, son, and | know you'll be as carefu

with themas | am | saw for myself you can handle them fine, and you know your way around a barn
So, can you nove in tomorrow norning?”

Tanni m si ghed. The way his father said "norning,
at seven A.M, no excuses

he knew that Trevor meant it. That neant rising

"Sure thing, sir!" Joe was eager now. H's blue eyes were alight with anticipation. "If | can tell
M. Casey that you want nme to help out, he'll know I'm not inposing on you."

"Good, it's settled then." Tanninis nother nodded firmy. Her curly hair bounced with the nods.
"I''"l'l have the guest roomready for you, and we'll expect you tonorrow norning."

Joe | ooked at his watch. "In that case, M. Drake, Ms. Drake, 1'd better be getting back. | don't
want to wake up M. Casey conming in."

Tanni mrose, stretching. "Right. Mom Dad, |1'll get Joe here back to Pawnee, and I'l| probably
take the long way hone. It's a nice night for a drive."

He watched his mother's face twitch as she repressed the automatic response of "don't stay out too
late. "

He wi nked at his father and I ed the way out for Joe. The sun had set while Joe and his dad had
been out in the stables; nowit was full dark, with no noon. Their feet crunched on the gravel on
the driveway, and off in the distance, the whisper of a distant hi ghway beckoned. It really was a
good night for a drive, and Tannimintended to take full advantage of the solitude. He'd been
proni sed sone rest, and he was, by God, going to get sone. He found driving restful, particularly
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when he had no place to go and no tine he had to be there.

They clinbed into the Miustang, and Tannimjoined the streamof traffic on Menorial. Joe was far
nore tal kative on the way back; for a wonder, Fox did not appear. Joe was a | ot nore rel axed now
than he had been when they first drove out here. Tannimtook that as a good sign; he already |iked
young Joe, and it seened that Joe was far nore confortable with Tanni mthan the boy had expected
to be.

"So, how are we shaping up?" Tanni m asked, as he took the turnoff to Pawnee, headlights cutting
twin cones of light through the darkness. "Me and Fairgrove, | nmean. Are we anything like you
t hought ?"

"I = Joe faltered for the first tine during the drive. "Sir, you're not at all what | expected.
You're not like Al or Bob, | nean."

Tanni mthrew back his head and | aughed. "Yeah, | can inagine! Sieur Alinor Peredon would probably
be horribly offended if you thought he was like nme! No, I'mnot |ike anybody at Fairgrove, and
neither is anyone else. That's the beauty of the place. You' re supposed to be yourself, and no one
el se. ™

Joe's face was in darkness, but Tanni m sensed his sudden uncertainty. "Wat if-what if you don't
know who you are, sir?" the young man asked hesitantly.

"Well, wherever you are is a good place to find out. And Fairgrove is a good place to be,” Tannim
said firmy. "And quit with the “sir' stuff. I"'mnot a knight Iike Alinor, and |I'm not your
guardian. |I'mjust Tannim nothing nore, and heaven knows that's enough for anyone. Okay?"

They entered the outskirts of Pawnee, and a few street lights dinmy illum nated the cobbl estones.
Leaves made dappl ed, constantly noving shadows between each |ight.

"Ckay," Joe said, although he didn't sound very sure. "Uh, if you don't mind ny asking, what kind
of a nane is "Tannim ? | never heard anyone by that nane before. And why don't you use your | ast
nane?"

Tanni m chuckl ed. "1 use it, because one of mny teachers gave it to me. "Tannim isn't the name ny
fol ks gave nme, but | guess it must suit nme since they started calling ne by that right after |
started using it. And | don't use ny |last name because | don't really need it." He shrugged.
"Peopl e renmenber a guy who only goes by one nane, and in this business sonetines you need people
to remenber you."

I"mnot gonna bring Chinthliss up unless I have to, and that is the only way I can tell himwhere
the nane canme from Kid s got enough to cope with already. He's got Fox; he sure as heck doesn't
need Chinthliss.

He pulled up into the Casey driveway at the stroke of ten; the lights were still on, and the
flickering blue in the living roomw ndows showed that the tel evision was al so goi ng. Good. That
meant they woul dn't be waki ng the deputy up

"Il pick you up in the norning, Joe,’'
time between eight and nine, all right?"

Tanni m sai d, unl ocking the doors fromhis console. "Some

"Great!" Joe said with an enthusiasmthat nmade Tannimwi nce inwardly. Terrific. The kid's a lark
Ah, well, he and Dad can ness around with the horses while it's still cool, and I can sleep in
with a clear conscience.

The young man slid out of the car, shutting the door carefully, waved a cheerful farewell, and
trotted up the porch steps into the house. Tanni m backed the Mistang carefully down the drive, and
headed out of Pawnee.

He stopped under a streetlight to make a selection fromhis CD box, since there were no other cars

in sight. Driving to relax, let's see. Kate Bush, Rush, I|cehouse, Mdnight G, a-ha, Billy ldo
there. Cocteau Twins. That'll do just fine.
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He slipped the CDinto the player, and turned the nose of the Mistang out into the darkness. No
fear of getting lost; he knew the area around Tulsa like the back of his hand, every section-line
road, every main drag. All he had to do was | ook for the gl ow of Tulsa on the horizon to orient

hi msel f.

He t hought about checking out Hallet Racetrack, but thought better of the idea. It was probably

| ocked up, and although he could get around just about any |ock ever nmade, you just didn't
trespass on a racetrack. Right now, when it canme down to it, he just wanted the night, the tunes,
and the road.

A brief tingling of energies warned himof a "friendly" coming in; Fox materialized in the seat
next to him but uncharacteristically didn't say a thing. Tannimlet the Mach | set her own speed,
and rolled the wi ndows down to let in the night and the air. Misic surrounded themboth in a
gentl e cocoon of sound as the Mustang rolled on through the darkness, and the wind fromthe open
wi ndows whi pped Tanninm s hair and cool ed his face.

Ni ght, stars, and sound, and the open road. He felt nuscles relaxing that hadn't unknotted for a
long tine. Fox |eaned back in the passenger's seat, resting one |Iong armon the w ndowfrane,
graceful fingers tapping in rhythmto the song.

Stars bl azed overhead. The headlights reflected fromthe bright eyes of small aninmals in the grass
besi de the road; once a rabbit dashed across in front of the car, and he braked instinctively to
avoid hitting the o following her. The oWl was hardly nore than a flash of wings and a glinpse
of talons. Barred ow ? Looked like it. Be a little nore careful, |ady; the next guy m ght not know
you were going to be on that bunny's tail.

“I''I'l warn her," Fox said quietly, picking up Tannim s thoughts so easily that Tannimrealized he
must have rel axed enough to drop his shields. Wll, that was safe enough in the Mach |; there were
shields | ayered on top of shields, magics integrated with every part of this car, and the only
reason Fox could get in and out so easily was because Tanni m had nade those shiel ds selectively
transparent to him

The musi c ended, and Tanni mreached for the CDs, trusting to his instincts to pick somnething
appropriate. For the first tine, he regretted the fact that Fox couldn't interact with the
physical world; it would be nice to have soneone in the passenger's side to change the CDs for
him This wasn't quite |like changing a cassette; still, he managed with a m ni nrum of funbling.

A great rush of strings flowed fromthe speakers, and he relaxed still further. Al an Hovanhess,
"Mysterious Muuntain." Good old instincts. Not a lot of mountains in Oklahoma, but right now, with
only the stars and the swaths of headlights, the hills seenmed nysterious enough

"This is good," Fox said quietly, his voice full of approval. "Really good."

Tanni m made an ironic little bowin his direction, but did not reply; he didn't need to. Fox was
so rock-obsessed, he probably didn't realize that any other kind of nusic existed. The nusic spoke
for itself, sweeping through the Mach | like the night breeze, cutting brilliant streaks across
the sky like the occasional neteor. He gave a sigh of regret when it finished; soneday he was
going to find a store that stocked enough obscure records that he'd be able to pick up nore from
this particular conposer. He'd heard another piece on the radio once, "And God Created G eat

Whal es, " that he'd snap up in a heartbeat if he ever found it.

But when his hand sought the CD box for the third tinme, and the first notes screamed fromthe
speakers, he was startled at what his instincts had chosen. Billy Idol? Not very rel axi ng—

Just as he thought that, Fox sat bolt upright in his seat, glancing to the rear in alarm "Ch-oh,"
t he kitsune said.

And vani shed.
What t he—

He glanced in the rearview nmrror, to see a pair of headlights comng up on him from behind. Fast.
Too fast for himto do nore than react.
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He wi nced away fromthe mirror in pain, squinting. Wwoever this was, he had his brights on, and he
was not going to drop them The headlights filled his mrror, glaring into his eyes, as Billy Ido
snarl ed over the speakers.

Sonme hot rodder? Got to be, but why alone and why out here? This is a | ousy road for dragging.

He edged over to the side, a clear invitation to pass. The unknown didn't take it, noving up to
hang right behind his rear bunper, engine grow ing.

Trying to pick me? Qut here? Wio is this jerk?
And why had Fox vani shed |ike that?

He edged over further, until his right-hand wheels were actually in the grass, and waved his hand
out the window. He wanted to flash the guy the finger, but the idiot was probably drunk and Tanni m
was not in the nood for a fight.

This time the answer was cl ear and unm st akabl e

The car behind surged forward to hit the rear bunper. Not so hard that it knocked the Mach | off
the road—er his hands off the wheel —but hard enough to jar Tanni mback in his seat and bang his
head and neck agai nst the headrest.

"You sonuvabitch!" Pain blossomed in his neck. Savagely he janmed the pedal to the floor, spinning
the wheels for a nonent before he jarred into acceleration. The Miustang's engine thundered in his
ears, drowning out Billy ldol, vibrating through him a cross between a grow and a how. For a
monent, the headlights receded behind him

But only for a nonment.

The headl i ghts grew again. The car behind caught up as if it had kicked in a jet engine. He had
only a nonent's warning, and then the vehicle pursuing himswerved to the |left, accel erated agai n—

—and passed him not quite forcing himoff the road.

He got only a glinpse of the driver, just enough to see that it was either a very |ong-haired guy,
or a wonman. The car itself was clear enough; a | ate-nodel Mustang, '90 or '91. It was either
bl ack, or some other very dark col or.

Then it was past him accelerating into the night, inmpossibly fast unless the driver had a nitrous-
rig under that hood. Al he saw was the tail, red louvered lights w nking nockingly at him then
di sappeari ng.

You arrogant bastard!

His jaw clenched painfully tight, an ache in his neck and the base of his spine. He forced hinself
not to pursue his tornentor. He slowed, then stopped, right in the mddle of the road, turning off
t he engi ne.

The license plate had been fromno state. And he had not been able to read it. Could not. H s eyes
had blurred around the letters and nunbers, although everything el se about the car had been
crystal -cl ear.

Hi s hand reached out of itself and turned off the CD player. In the absence of the nusic, the
singing of crickets and rustling of grass in the breeze seened as distant as the farthest stars.

He reached under the seat for a flashlight, opened the door and got out. Heat rose fromthe
asphalt as he went to the rear to see what the damages were.

He ki cked rocks aside savagely as he took the few steps necessary to reach the rear of the car
certain he was going to find a taillight out at |east, and a crunpl ed bunper at worst. He noved
slowy, played the beam of the flashlight over the rear of the car, and couldn't see even a
scratch.
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What the hey—=2? If | didn't get hit, then what did happen?
Then he turned, and froze, as novenent toward the front of the car caught his attention
There was sonething on the driver's side door

He approached it, slowy, cautiously, playing the Iight over the door, and felt anger burning up
inside him hot bile rising in his throat.

There in the circle of light fromhis flashlight, pop-riveted to the door-panel, was a fingerless
bl ack | eather driving glove.

Wth a growl of pure rage, he grabbed it and tore it off, the thin [eather ripping away and
leaving the rivet in the mddle of his otherwi se pristine door-panel

I"'mgoing to find him And I'mgoing to kill him

Sonmething rustled inside the glove, and a strip of white paper peeked out at himinmpudently. He
had the uncanny feeling it was noving in there on its own.

He pulled it out and unrolled it. His hand trenbled as he held it in the light fromthe
flashlight.

It was a thin strip of antique parchment, with a quotation witten on it in black ink in a clear
i f spidery, hand.

* * %

| have now found thee; when | |ose thee again
| care not.

All's Well That Ends Wl

Act Il, Sc 3

* * %

He stared down the bl ack ribbon of asphalt under the stars. There was no way that driver could
have done this.

No way on Earth.

CHAPTER THREE

The warnmth fromthe asphalt road seeped through his boots and the cool breeze whi pped the ends of
his hair around his face as his rage ebbed, and the fear began. Not fear for hinsel f—any setup
this obvious wouldn't make himfearful for hinself-but for his parents, for Joe. They were

vul nerabl e, and only because they were related to him or connected to him H's first inmpulse was
to get in the Mustang and start driving and not stop until he was back in Savannah, at Fairgrove.
But that was no nore than a nonentary inpulse, and he preferred not to act on inpul se al one.

| mpul si ve deci sions were for when he had | ess than ten seconds to think before he acted.

Besi des, that night be exactly what this challenger wants ne to do: take off for help and | eave
themall unprotected. He throttled down every enption with a fierce deternination to |leave his
reasoni ng uncl ouded. | have to think this one through before | do anything.

He opened the Mach |'s door and slid into the driver's seat, throwing the glove down on the
passenger's seat. His mnd hummed. Miusic. | think better with nusic. He started the engi ne and put
the Mach | gently into notion, then punched the radio on. It was after mdnight; tine for the
alternative rock program Edge of Insanity, that took over the midnight-to-six slot fromthe
classical station. Wth real luck, the programwould work for himthe way WYRD did, the play-Iist
acting as a goad to his thoughts.

He tuned in right in the mddle of a techno-trance piece; excellent. That was good, | ogical

t hi nki ng music. Okay, | need to anal yze the heck out of this. There's a reason why they tal k about
"throwi ng down the glove," and using a glove can't have been an accident. This was a gauntlet, a
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direct challenge. Not just the glove, though, all of it was meant to inpress nme so that it
couldn't be ignored. Woever this was, she nanaged to produce enough of a mmgi cal shove to the
back of my car that | thought she'd rammed ny bunper. And she sl anmed that glove and rivet into ny
door, also magically, and in such a way that | didn't even know she'd done it. He realized he had
al ready cone to think of his adversary as a woman; well, it was a reasonabl e assunption, given the
sil houette, the small size of the long-fingered gl ove, and—the finesse. Not a bit of wasted
energy; when males issued a challenge, they generally overdid it. Testosterone poisoning, clouding
the brain.

Ri ght. That's what she did. Now, what she didn't do. She didn't shove the |eft bunper, although
she made nme think she had; if she'd done that, she would have sent ne off the road, and |I could
have been seriously hurt. She didn't danmage the rear of the car. The danage to the pristine door
panel was enough to send himinto a rage all over again. Don't be an idiot; you have enough

equi pnent to nake that hol e disappear. Borrow Alinor or Keighvin, and they night even be able to
stand the touch of Death Metal enough to ken the hole out of existence. No, the point is she
didn't do anything at all that would really have harmed me or the Mach I. Al she did was nake ne
mad. And she did it with style. This was very carefully cal cul ated. She could easily have done ne
some serious hurt if she'd tried.

This also had the feel of sonething planned to enrage him put himoff bal ance, nmake him stop
t hi nki ng.

But if she knows anything about me, she has to know that |'ve got pretty good control of ny
tenper, and | think quickly. So if her ploy didn't nmake himact on anger or fearful inpulse—what
did that nean? Maybe this wasn't something planned to nake himact inpulsively. It was supposed to
make hi mangry, there was no doubt of that. If she can send a pop-rivet into nmy door, she could
have sent sonething else through it. An iron spike. A crossbow bolt. Hell, a bullet. Al right,
rethink everything. Let nme assune she's as brilliant and conplicated as anyone |'ve ever seen. In
that case, she'd do sonething that could have nultiple outcones. It mght nake nme angry enough to
chase after her, or afraid enough to run, but that wouldn't be her prinmary objective.

And her primary objective nust have been—
The challenge. An invitation to single conbat.

Yeah. Everything she did points to the conclusion that this was a fornmal chall enge, properly
i ssued, artistically issued. Executed to show ne clearly that | was dealing with a certain |eve
of finesse and power, w thout giving anything el se away. And done by the rules.

The road passed over a creek; a gust of danp, green-scented air wafted over him and he thought he
heard frogs. If this was a challenge, that neant a great deal; challenges were only neant for the
person to whomthey were issued. She who flung down the gauntlet would allow himtinme enough to
realize that it was a formal challenge, and further tinme to think about it. Even the worst of the
Unsel ei ghe pl ayed chal | enges by the book

There weren't supposed to be any Unsel ei ghe living out here, though; that was one problem So the
guestions of who and why still remained.

And a new question arose: what next?

If he turned and ran, he nmight very well make things worse. Creatures who played the game of

"chal | enge-response” often took the refusal to accept the challenge as the signal for a no-hol ds-
barred attack, for the once-honorabl e opponent nmade hinself into "prey" by fleeing. A worthy foe
woul d not act on inpulse. An unworthy foe should be disposed of as quickly as possible, for it not
only hinted at treachery by breach of format, but also threatened the system of honorabl e
chal l enge itself.

Easier to be the honorabl e opponent. Wen you know the rules, you know the pattern. Thrust and
parry.

The parents and the associ ates of the honorabl e opponent were not part of the challenge. The
parents and associ ates of prey were—
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More prey. No, I'lIl have to play this one clean until | know the answers to ny questions.

He found hinself headed toward Bi xby and shrugged. Al right. | shield and arnor the farmright up
tothe limt. Joe's going to be a ot safer there than at Frank Casey's. His education is just
going to start a whole lot earlier than either of us thought. Damm. Now there's something else. He

m ght be the ultimate "prize" in this little contest if I'mnot careful. | have to keep that in
m nd. He m ght be what she's really after, and she's challenged ne to get nme out of the way, or to
set things up so that he becones, literally, the bone of contention. Wnner take all.

He vaguely recogni zed sonething by the McGarrigles playing in the background—Mot her, Mother,"

per haps—and he turned the radio down until it was a nere whi sper of sound. Good onen or bad? Good,
if it was nmeant for Joe, as a warning to protect the young man; but maybe bad, very bad, if it was
neant for him

Anot her inpulse was to call Conal or Keighvin at Fairgrove, but that was likely to be another

m stake. First of all, calling in help mght be a bad nove at this early point. Secondly, this was
not the sort of thing you could do nuch about over the phone. His associates at Fairgrove were not
going to be able to help at long distance, and it had not yet come to the point where he could
legitimately ask for help, reinforcements. The dance of "liege lord and equal ally" that he and
Keighvin trod had its own patterns and neasures. If he was to retain Keighvin's respect, he would
have to deal with this quickly and appropriately.

But he had anot her source of help available to him one with a different set of liabilities
attached, but one for which the accounting was definitely on his side. Chinthliss owed himat the
monent. Tine to ask—politely—for a little payback

One did not skinp on protocols and propriety when tal king to dragons.

Tonorrow, he decided. Tonight, just in case this lady doesn't play fair and I'm m sreadi ng
everything, | put up the defenses. That certainly matched the | ast song: the "house of stone" and
the "cage of iron."

The house was dark by the tine he pulled into the driveway; only the porch light left on, and a
solitary lanp in his roomstill burning. He used his key and let himself in, and noved to his
room shadowsilent on the carpeted hall way.

He stripped out of everything, including his body-arnor; donned a clean bikini-brief, and slipped
into bed, turning the light off as he did so. But he was not going to sleep, not yet anyway.

Al'l the old protections and shields he had put in place around this roomas a kid were still here;
dormant, but ready to be brought up at any tine. That, at least, felt like "hone." He closed his
eyes, stretched in the confortable and conforting enbrace of mattress, clean sheets, and bl ankets,
letting his body relax itself, feeling shoul ders and neck pop and rel ease their tension

He chanted under his breath, old song lyrics invoking all the famliar energies he had | earned
when he first began his nmage-training here. As the chant harnonized with the hum of the nachinery
within the house, his physical eyes drifted shut, and his body went rigid.

So far, so good

He opened anot her set of eyes; everything around himglowed softly, each object clearly delineated
inits own faintly-lum nescent aura. It could have been dusk in this room rather than fully dark
so far as the Othersight was concerned. A bit nmore concentration, and he could have lit up every
itemthat he had cared for or spent time with, according to enotional attachnent.

He "sat up," although his physical body remained lying in the bed; his spirit-self rose fromthe
bed, went to the exact center of the room and took a fighter's stance. As he had when he was a
teenager, he readied his magics and sent a spell of deeper sleep into his parents' mnds. Not just
because this would be a very bad tine for himto be interrupted; if, for sone reason, one of them
wal ked in on himat the nonent, they'd have the scat scared out of them They'd be sure that he
was dead—and certainly, his heartbeat and breathing were so faint at the nonent that they would
have every reason to believe just that. He was just short of death, connected to his body by the
thinnest of willed tethers. Few people dared to go out-of-body this way, but the advantages were
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worth the risk.

Qddl y enough, he had never used that power to keep his parents sl eeping when he was a kid and had
wanted to sneak out and raise sonme hell. Only when he had to neet with Chinthliss, or practice
sone of what he'd been taught.

Ah, | was just too lazy. | had to be in trance to nake them sl eep, so there was no point in doing
all that work just to keep themfromcatching ne. By the tine | went into trance, nmucked with
their sleep, and canme out again, half the night would be gone. Tine's already burning away.

The old patterns of shield and arnmor were still in place; he examined themw th a critical eye.
He'd based his old constructs on the snooth done-shapes of the silly, bad-effect "force-fields" of
his favorite old science fiction books and novies. The basic shape was still good, but he knew a
| ot nore now than he had then; he tore the structure down and began rebuilding it fromw thin,
constructing a crystalline structure after the pattern of a geodesic sphere, with his roomas the
center. Bucky Fuller, mage of logic that he was, would have been proud. He knew better, now, than
to assunme that because his room stood on solid ground, the earth afforded as nmuch protection as a
shield. No, now his shields extended bel ow ground as well as above. The geodesic structure was a
|l ot nore stable than a snoboth done, able to bear a great deal nore pressure. Once the initial
structure was in place, he really went to work. Over that, he layered shields and shunts to drain
of f excess energies, and not a few traps for the unwary: magi cal deadfalls and power-sinks.

When he was finished, he sat within a beautiful, radiant construction that could have been a work
of computer-generated art. Milticolored energies iridesced over the surface of his basic shield.
Satisfied with what he had done at |ast, he repeated the patterns on a |arger scale, weaving a web
of energies and barriers around the house and stables, around the entire farm Layer on | ayer on

| ayer—+t woul d take someone who knew what he had done to untangle it, and he woul d be warned and
ready to deal with the intruder hinmself |ong before an eneny actually penetrated those
protections.

He worked feverishly, right up until dawn. Then, and only then, he turned his trance into a true
sleep and | et weariness take himinto a Iight slunber.

As Tannimdrifted into the deeper realns of sleep, the dreans started again.

Warm gray mists surrounded his body, evaporating the clothing he wore. The tiny scales of his body
arnmor whi sked away, falling in a rain of silent sparkles. As he turned, the shadows fromhis | ower
body coal esced into a bedroom of night-black satin. Flanmes without candles lit the room atop
hundreds of fluted gol den rods.

And when he turned around conpl etely, she was there, indescribably beautiful, irresistibly
seductive, waiting for himon a bed of silver satin, inploring ... please ... now...
* * %

The alarmcl ock went off far too early, even though he was nore or less ready for it. He opened
one eye and blearily | ooked at the display.

Ch God, six in the nmorning. No choice, though; the sooner he got Joe under a safe roof, the
happi er he'd be. He dragged hi nsel f out of bed, picked out clothing, grabbed his arnor with it,
and slipped across the hall to the bat hroom

What was it about mothers and waterfowl ? This had been a perfectly ordinary, plain bathroomwhen
it had been his, but nowthat it was the "guest bathroom" his nother had gone berserk with
decorating. Ducks. There were ducks everywhere. Woden ducks with dried weeds in themon the
vanity, duck plaques on the wall, a duck-bordered, pseudo-early-Anerican wall paper, ducks carved
on the tissue-holder, even a natchi ng potpourri warner.

"Ducks," he wondered aloud. "Wy did it have to be ducks?"
"What, dear?" his nother said, and opened the door to the bathroom before he could stop her

"Oh!" she exclained faintly, as he flushed with enbarrassnment at being caught by his nother in his
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underwear. Even if it did cover nore than a pair of Speedos.

But then she paled. "Oh, dear," she whispered, even nore faintly, her eyes running with horrified
fascination over the scars crisscrossing her son's body.

Thank God none of them are new—

But there was no denying the fact that his entire body was interlaced with a fine network of
scars, fromthe first, a knife-wound in the forearm to the latest, four talon slashes running
fromthe right nipple to the left hip. Not exactly the way a |l oving nother likes to see her child.
Especially since he couldn't explain nost of them

She was staring at those tal on-slashes at the nmonent, and he knew what she was going to ask

"I't looks worse than it was, Mom They're just scratches. | was shopping at K-Mart," he inprovised
hastily, "And | got knocked through a pl ate-glass wi ndow during a blue-light special.”

"A blue-light special?" she replied, recovering her poise a little, one eyebrow rising.

"I'mtelling you, Mom those wonen were crazy. There were al nost knife-fights over those Barney
dolls.” Sure. It could happen..

But her eyes were already traveling to the teethmarks that crossed his left leg fromhip to ankle.
"That -ah—was the weck,"” he rem nded her. "Renenber? They had to cut me out of it."

"Aren't those bites?" she asked, in horrified fascination

"Jaws of Life," he lied frantically. "They slipped. Mom please! I'min ny skivvies!"

"And | changed your diapers, young man," she responded autonmatically, but at |east she closed the
door.

And at | east she hadn't seen the glittering body-arnmor under the pile of clothing on the floor

He | ocked the door to prevent any further incursions and turned on the shower. There were a few
things he could do to recharge his body and make up for the lack of sleep, and the shower was the

best place to do them Witing an 1OU to ny body. Cnh, well. It won't be the first tinme. Chinthliss
was al ways on his case about doing things like this, but—But sonetinmes there's no choice. If |
get a choice, I'lIl catch a nap after | get Joe over here

He stood under the shower and let it literally wash the fatigue fromhis body as he drew upon his
reserves. There was nore in those reserve stores than there usually was, thanks in no snall part
to some payback on Keighvin's part, and a healer-friend of Chinthliss'. By the tine he turned the
hot water off, he felt better than he expected to. A nobst human, in fact.

Certainly alert enough to deal with his nysterious |lady in her Mistang.

Ersatz Mustang. Boy-racer fiberglass and recycled pop cans. Mght as well have a plastic nodel.
Not hing nore than the sumof its parts, any of which you can pick up at Pep Boys off the shelf.
Heh. If you can't have the real thing, why bother?

Maybe that was why she'd put a hole in his Mach |; pure jeal ousy.

Sure. It could happen. And Carroll Shelby will join the Hare Krishnas. But if she can have
anyt hi ng she wants, why pick a Mustang at all?

He reached under his clothing for the arnor; glad now that he never, ever went anywhere without

it, even if it did nean he had to wear |ong-sleeved shirts in the hottest weather. He and
Chinthliss had worked on it together for three solid nonths, and no few of the scars on his body
were the result of being in a situation where he couldn't wear it. It had saved his life nore than
once, and was worth all the trouble it posed. If the nysterious lady had fired a crossbow bolt, a
bullet, or a spike through the door, she would have gotten a rude surprise. He m ght have gotten
broken ribs, but she probably wouldn't have killed him Not unless she knew about it, and how to
get past it.
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He squirnmed into it, like a dancer getting into a unitard, and that was what it nbst resenbl ed.
Made of thousands of tiny hexagonal scales, enaneled in enerald green, it was better than Kevl ar
because it offered as much protection frommagic as it did frombullets or knives. The cool scales
sl i pped under his hands as snoothly as silk; the entire suit of body-arnor wei ghed about as much
as a garment of knitted silk, and noved with himas easily and naturally as a second skin.

He crooked his finger and ran the nail up the split down the front to close it up again. There
were no seans, for every scale was linked nagically to every other scale, so it could be opened
anypl ace that he wi shed.

It wasn't perfect—he could, quite easily, be clubbed to death while wearing it. He could be
injured through it, by inmpact. And it didn't protect his head, neck, or hands. But it gave hima
| ot of edge over soneone expecting to do his arguing with a bullet, knife or elfshot.

His clothing slipped on easily over the arnor, and he made sure that none of the green scales
showed before he opened the door to the bathroomto |l et the steam out.

When he'd finished with hair and teeth, he sprinted to the kitchen just |ong enough to grab a
banana and down a gl ass of orange juice, kissing his nother quickly in passing. "CGotta go pick up
Joe," he said as he ran for the door. "I'Il have a real breakfast when | get back."

Her protests were lost in his wake.

Personal shields were up before he left the static shields of his roomand the farm and he
activated every protection he had on the Mustang once he was inside it. Wth every sense, norma
and magi cal, alert, he drove the entire distance to Pawnee in a famliar state of controlled
par anoi a.

Not hi ng happened.

Once or twice he thought he saw a | ate-nodel Miustang that might have been hers, but it always
drifted away in the traffic. There were no attacks, no probes, not even a whisker of power brushed
up agai nst his. The attack—er chall enge—of |ast night m ght never have happened.

Except that there was still a pop-rivet in the driver's-side door, and a black | eather glove on
the seat beside him

It taunted him in no small part because he had been able to learn so little fromit. It sinply
lay there on the black vinyl seat, a pal pable presence. Finally he couldn't stand it any | onger
at a stoplight he grabbed it and shoved it into the gl ovebox.

Good God, | just put a glove in the glovebox. That'll be a first.

Well, if she thought she was going to be able to winkle any of her nmagics into the Mach | via that
gl ove, odds were she was wong. The gl ovebox had its own little set of dianond-hard shields, and
they worked both ways, shielding what was in the box from outside influence, and keepi ng what was
in the box fromgetting any influences out. This wasn't the first tine he'd had to carry sonething
smal | and potentially dangerous. And for things |arge and potentially dangerous, there was the
trunk.

Heh. Bi g enough for a body or two, if need be.
Jeez, his thoughts were bl oody this norning!

He shook his head. This wonman and her little "present” were affecting himin ways he didn't Iike,
turni ng himsavage. A single steel pop-rivet in the door panel and a stiff neck should not be
doing this to him

Whoa! Back up! A steel pop-rivet?

He pulled the glove out of the box for a noment and exanmined it with one eye still on the traffic
before shoving it back in. Why didn't | notice this last night? And steel eyelets on the back of
the gl ove. \Whoever, whatever this broad is, she's not Unsel ei ghe. That gl ove's been worn; there's
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scuff marks and creases in the |leather. No Unsel ei ghe woul d be able to tolerate steel on a gl ove,
and no Unsel ei ghe woul d be able to use his magics to manipul ate a steel pop-rivet. | don't think
even Al or Keighvin could, and they have the nbst tolerance to Cold Iron of any Sidhe | know.

That didn't nean, however, that she might not be in the hire of the Unsel eighe, or an ally of sone
kind. They even had human allies and servants. But if she was that good, why woul d she be working
on behal f of soneone el se?

He sighed, and nentally shrugged, as he took the turnoff to Pawnee. Maybe the pay was

extraordi nary. Maybe she wasn't with the Unsel eighe at all. Maybe she was the | ocal hotshot,
sonmebody who'd noved in after he left, and she was pulling the equivalent of the young gun goi ng
after the old gunfighter.

She obvi ously knew a great deal about him she had a distinct edge over himin that departnent. He
had to | earn nore about her, and fast!

Joe cane bounding out of the house before he even came to a full stop in the driveway, full of
energy and enthusiasm with a pair of duffel bags and a couple of boxes waiting on the porch to be
| oaded into the trunk. H s guardian was right behind him Tanni m hel ped the young nman stow his
gear in the trunk, trying to sound and | ook as norrmal as possible, all the while reassuring Frank
Casey that this was no inposition. Sonmehow he managed to snmle and act as if everything was
exactly the sane as it had been when he'd dropped Joe off last night. Sonehow he renenbered to
nmention that Joe would be hel ping Trevor with the horses; evidently that was what finally

convi nced the deputy that Joe would indeed be pulling his own weight.

Bei ng out here nmade Tanni m nervous; he had to consciously force hinself not to | ook over his

shoul der. The last place he wanted to bring trouble to was the sleepy little town of Pawnee;
they'd already had enough trouble to last themwell into the next century, and Casey was obviously
able to take care of anything normal that arose.

When Joe was buckl ed into the passenger's seat, and they pulled out of Pawnee wi th nothing
sinister manifesting, Tanni m heaved a sigh of relief.

"I's somet hing wong?" Joe asked i medi ately. "Did your parents change their m nds or sonething?"

"Yes," Tannimreplied. "No. Yes, there's sonething wong, but it doesn't have anything to do with
my fol ks, and they don't know anything about it. They still want you out there. Dad's meking his
fanous onel ettes and Momis doi ng pancakes so we get ~proper breakfasts' when we get back. No, the
problems with what's in the glove conpartnent."

He nodded at the gl ovebox, and Joe opened it, pulling out both gl ove and quotation
"A gl ove?"

"Yeah, weird, huh? After | dropped you off last night, someone in a | ate-nbdel Mistang rammed the
back of the Mach | and left that pop-riveted to the door. Except that she didn't ram ne, she used
magi ¢ to shove me forward hard enough to nake ne think she'd ranmed ne, and she whanged that into
ny driver-side door with magic, too, so that | didn't notice it until after she'd passed nme and
was gone."

Joe was quick; he cut right to the chase. "Wy?" he asked

"I think it's a challenge." He chose his next words carefully. "The trouble is, | don't know for
sure. | don't know what the stakes are. And | don't know who or what she's going to drag into
this."

"Li ke me, maybe?" Joe hazarded, turning just a little pale. "Tannim | hope you don't mnd ne
saying so, but | could have gone a long tine without hearing that. |I was hoping | wasn't gonna
have to deal personally with this magic stuff for the next couple of years."”

Tanni m coul d only shrug. "Sorry. Sometinmes stuff just shows up and bites you in the ass. Look
I'"ve got major protections on the farm you, nmy folks. I'"'mgoing to try to keep you out of this.
Maybe this is as harm ess as a drag race; she could be the |l ocal hotshot trying to pick on nme. The
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main problem|'ve got is that all | know about her is that she planted that on me with magic. The
rest is specul ation. Except for one thing: she can't be Sidhe. Pop-rivet and the fasteners on that
glove are Cold Iron, and that gl ove' s been worn."

"So what are you going to do?" Joe asked, apprehensive, but covering it fairly well. Tannim
negotiated a tricky bit of passing before he answered, using the traffic to buy himtime to think
of what he was going to tell the kid.

Everyt hi ng. Teenage si dekicks notwi t hstandi ng, he's got guts and he's got conbat experience.

"Use that glove to try and find sonething nore about her," Tannimreplied grimy. "Right now, I'm
at a mmj or di sadvantage, since she obviously knows sonething about nme, nmaybe a lot. And for the
rest —besi des being very careful, we're going to act as if this was all business as usual. W'|

| eave here on schedule for Fairgrove, unless there's a good reason not to. If we let her think
she's disrupting our lives, she wins a noral victory, if nothing else.”

Joe nodded slowy. "Just tell me what to do, and I will, sir," he said bravely.

Tanni m sm | ed crookedly. "Besides putting that glove back, the best thing you can do is give ny
nmom soneone to fuss over, and soneone for nmy dad to show off his horses to. Cccupy their tine.
That' || keep them from wondering what |'mup to, and maybe keep them out of danger. |I'mstil
thinking this through. Unless you really want to stay out of everything, |I'mgoing to at | east
keep you inforned."

"Right." Joe accepted that, and stowed the gl ove back in the box. "Ah-where's Fox?"

"That— Tannimreplied quietly "—+s a darned good question.” And one he hadn't considered unti
now.

He saw her comi ng. No—he sensed her coming. He | ooked back over his shoul der before | knew
anyt hi ng was up, said, "Uh oh," and vani shed. And he hasn't been back

Fox knew sonething. He had to. There was no other explanation for the way he'd acted.

Di d he recogni ze her? There had to be sonething there that he knew, or sensed-sonething that
slipped right by me, because | thought she was just sone hot-rodder, or an obnoxi ous drunk, right
up until she ramed the rear of the Mach I. | had no clue she'd done anything with magic unti
after she was gone. So what does Fox know about all this?

"You' re thinking about sonething," Joe observed, watching his face alertly. "Sonething to do with

t hat woman and Fox."

"Yeah." He ran his tongue over dry lips. "He was with ne right up until the nonent she showed up,
then he just blinked out, and hasn't been back."

"Can you nake hi m show up?" Joe asked hopefully. "It sounds |ike he m ght know sonething."

But Tannim had to shake his head with regret. "No. Not w thout violating a ot of trusts, as well
as protocols. My friends—the ones |ike Fox—waoul dn't ever really trust ne again if | forced himto
show up. That's part of the reason they like ne. He knows |'mthinking about him |'msure. He'l
only show up if he wants to."

Joe shook his head sadly. "Sometinmes it's really frustrating to be the good guy, you know? The bad
guys never have to think of things like this.”

Despite the tension, Tannimhad to chuckle at that.
so. "

"Fraid so, Joe," he replied. "I'mafraid

* * %
They reached the ranch w thout any kind of incident, but Tannimwas not about to be lulled into

| owering his defenses. If this was a challenge, that would be precisely the sort of thing she
woul d be looking for. No, if anything, he had to redouble his efforts.
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But before he did that, he was going to have to refuel and get sone real rest. He'd done
everything he could do to protect the innocent bystanders w thout having specific information on
hi s opponent. Now was the tinme to get hinmself back up to top shape.

Joe had al ready gotten breakfast with his guardi an, but he showed no reluctance to eat when
presented with a second breakfast. Tanni m marvel ed yet again at the way the young nman coul d

di spose of food, as he nmunched his way dutifully through as rmuch of the "farmhouse neal" as he
could handle at one tinme. One thing for sure, he's solved our |eftover problemfor awhile.

After breakfast, when his nother and father both nentioned work in the stables, he seized on the
excuse to get a little nore sleep. "You guys go right ahead,"” he said, trying to sound rel axed. "I

have a ton of books with ne | haven't had time to get to. I'll go read in ny room if you guys
don't mind, and I'll catch up with you at lunch.”
That gives ne another three hours to sleep. | can pack six hours worth into those three, with a

little hard mage-sl eep. That should put nme back up to par. Or at |least as close to par as |'ve
been in the last couple of nonths.

After the exhibition of allergic reactions Tanni mhad shown the last time he'd entered the barn,
neither of his parents were eager to have himalong. They accepted his statement with a m ni mum of
fuss and ushered Joe out the kitchen door, all three of them | ooking eager. The proprietary way
his parents flanked the young nan made Tannimsmle. They had definitely "adopted" him

He shoved the dishes into the dishwasher, cleaned up the kitchen hastily, and practically ran into
his room He spread a book open on the nightstand, to nake it look as if he really had been
readi ng, but—

But if they happen to cone in and find nme asleep, it's not that big a deal. They know | need rest,
they'Il just think I'"mactually getting it.

He thought, given the tension that he was under, that he just might have to will hinself to sleep
He had not reckoned with the exhaustion, |long- and short-term he'd been enduring for the past
couple of nmonths. He laid hinmself down on the bedspread, closed his eyes, and fell asleep even as
he was preparing the first stages of willing hinself into that state.

He woke to the sounds of voices in the house; Joe and his dad. He lay notionless for a noment,
with the menories of vivid dreans in his mnd

Dreans of her.

He'd dreant of her, at |east once a week, since he'd first encountered Chinthliss. N ghtly,
sonmetimes. And interestingly enough, she had aged at approximately the sane rate that he had; when
he'd been an adol escent, so had she, and now she was a full adult, although it was no | onger
possible to tell exactly how old she was. She could have been twenty or forty; show ng nothing
that pointed to chronol ogy, only that she was no | onger an adol escent and not yet show ng any
signs of m ddl e age.

Wth raven hair that cascaded down bel ow her shoul ders, enigmatic green eyes, and beauty that was
both cultured and wildly untaned, she was, in a sense, the perfect |lover he'd never been able to
find in anyone el se.

Not that he hadn't | ooked.

For a long tinme he'd been certain that he would find her. He'd assunmed, as nobst young ronantics
full of hornmones do, that the dreans neant the two of them were destined to neet and becone

| overs. But as the years passed, and he never found anyone renotely |ike her, he becane convinced
she was not hing nore than an unconsci ous expression of his wish for that "perfect” |over. Not that
she was sl avishly devoted to himin those dreans; far fromit. That would not have interested him
once he was past the nmacho cocki ness of every adol escent that demanded absol ute devotion, or

wor se, ownership. Luckily, that unflattering phase of his devel opnent had been bri ef.

No, she was very clearly herself in those dreans, perfectly capable, perfectly conpetent, and
quite able to take himon in a gane of wits, in a ganme of intellect, of purely physical challenge,
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and in any other ganes as well. That was what nade her so perfect. And so dammed i npossi bl e.

He wondered why he'd dreaned of her now, though. And that kind of dream erotic so far past what
he thought were his ordinary fantasies. He'd been entangled to the point where he'd awakened in a
state of sexual tension that was as demandi ng as the state of nervous tension he'd been in when he
started this little nap. His undershorts felt two sizes too tight. And he was in his parents'
house, for God's sake. Not in a position to do anythi ng about it.

Oh, she was sonet hing special, though. She was just the kind of otherworldly succubus that woul d
make all the sacrifices to get her worth it. He wouldn't care if she was going to eat himalive,
if there was a chance he could win her heart. But, instead of her, he had sone crazy wonman in a
hot-rod Mustang forcibly planting | eatherwear on him

The voices in the hall drew nearer, and Tannimhastily put his dreany nusings out of his nmind. He
grabbed si nmul taneously for the paperback on the nightstand and a throw bl anket to cover hinself
with, then assunmed a posture of reading. Wien his nother tapped on the door and opened it, he was
able to greet her with a reasonably cal m deneanor.

"Ready for some |unch?" she asked.

"Sure," he told her, putting the book down and stalling a bit for his blood to cool. "I hope you
three had a good time out there. | already know it was work."

That kept her busy, chatting about what she and her husband and Joe had acconplished; while she
was tal ki ng, she wasn't asking himany questions. Joe had clearly enjoyed the norning s workout. A
few mnutes later, while they all ate, Trevor couldn't say enough about how well Joe had handl ed

t he horses.

"Well, if you haven't got anything planned for himthis afternoon, I'd Ilike to borrow him" Tannim
interjected. "There's quite a bit of outfitting we still need to do."

Joe paused in nmd-bite and raised a single eyebrow at Tannimin inquiry. Tanni m nodded, ever so
slightly.

"There's not nmuch for himto do in the afternoon,” Trevor replied, "not in this heat. Renmenber, we
were counting on that. | know you two have a | ot of business to take care of, and | figured you
were going to take afternoons and evenings to do it. And nmaybe just spend sone tinme driving around
together; if you're going to be working together, you ought to get to know each other."

Tannimsmled; if he hadn't had these current worries, that's precisely what he woul d be doi ng.
Sonetinmes his fol ks showed sone amazi ng insight. They al ways had seened to get smarter the ol der
he got.

"In that case, we'll take off," he said. "As soon as you're ready, Joe."

Joe made the last of his third sandwi ch and glass of nmilk vanish with a speed that neant he had to
be either magical, ravenous or enlisted-Armnmy, then pronounced hinself ready to go. Tanni m stayed
only long enough to clear their own dishes away, |eaving his parents |ingering over coffee, before
| eadi ng the way back out to the Mistang.

Whi ch had, unfortunately, been sitting in the hot sun all norning.

He popped the doors open with the el ectronic gadget on his keyring and started the engi ne the sane
way, but waved Joe away fromthe car. He opened the driver's side |long enough to start the al/c,
then stood with the door closed beside it for a nonent while the interior cooled a trifle. He
tried not to think about that shiny pop-rivet in the door panel, but it seened to be w nking at
him nockingly.

Heck, | ought to at least hit it with a dab of touch-up paint so it isn't so blatant.

He finally couldn't stand it any |onger and waved Joe inside, pulling open his own door and
sliding gingerly over the hot black vinyl. The steering wheel was al nost too hot to touch, and he
made a vow to find sone shade, somewhere, that would cover the car in the nornings. Joe w nced
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away fromthe hot seat, sitting forward a bit to keep his back away fromit. He didn't have the
protection of the arnor; all he had were jeans and a white t-shirt.

"Where to?" Joe asked expectantly. "I figured you didn't have shopping on the brain."

"Wsh | did." He eased the Mustang around in the graveled half-circle in front of the house,
pulled up to the end of the drive, and headed down the way he had first arrived. No nore backing
down the drive; not when that put himin a vulnerable position so far as a getaway was concer ned.
"No, | told you | needed to get nore information on this wonman; |I'mgoing to a place where it's
safe to work sone nagic to see if | can't get hold of—well, he's an old friend, and he's sonet hi ng
of an expert on chall enges."

When his encounters with Chinthliss had gone beyond real dreans and into situations he had
originally thought were "waking dreans" or entertaining hallucinations, the old barn he'd rented
for his Miustang restoration business had been the place where he'd first encountered his nentor
That woul d be the safest place to try to contact himagain, even though there wasn't ruch |eft of
the building. No one would bother themthere, and the shield-franmes Chinthliss had put in place
were still there

He hadn't intended to cone back, but now he had no choi ce.

The track leading up to the place was |ong overgrown, visible only as two places where the grass
was a little shorter and a little paler than the rest. He turned off through the broken gate in
the fence that no one had ever bothered to nmend, and pulled the Mach | up through the waving tall
grass. If he hadn't known exactly where the safe track was, he would never have dared this with a
car that was not an off-road vehicle. But the earth was packed down here, and there shouldn't be
anything lurking to slash tires or foul the undercarriage. Still, he kept the car at a wal ki ng
pace, just in case, bringing it up to what was left of the east side of the barn, pulling it into
his old parking place in the shade of a bl ackj ack oak

He retrieved the glove fromthe gl ovebox and stuck it into his pocket. He clinmbed out of the car
and waded through the weeds and grass to where half of the barn door hung from one hinge, the
other half lying in the grass. Joe followed, diffidently.

He stepped across the threshold. "You know," he said, conversationally, as he stared into the
enpty, weed-filled space that had once held his workshop and all his beloved Mustangs in their
various states of repair, "I had a dream about this place, before | ever set foot init. | dreaned
that | cane up to this door, opened it, and | ooked around. The place was nostly enpty, full of
shadows. And right there—= he pointed to the west corner "—there was a tarp with sonething under
it. Inny dream| would cone up to that tarp, and pull it off, and there was an engi ne under
there. Not just any engine, but a 428 Cobraldet, in absolutely perfect condition. Mnt, like the

day it had come off the Iine. And it had just been waiting for me to find it."

He contenpl ated the corner for a nonment; there was no sign now that there had ever been anything
there. Sonewhere under the weeds, there probably lurked all the bits of junk the guy he'd sold
sal vage rights to hadn't carted off, but you wouldn't know that from here. "Anyway, that was what
convinced ne to rent this barn; to begin my Mustang restoration business, to go ahead with the
whole plan. | did just that, rented it sight unseen; wal ked up to the place with the key in ny
hand and unl ocked the door and swung it open. And sure enough, in that corner, there was a tarp
with something under it. | walked up to it; ny heart was pounding, let nme tell you. | grabbed the
end of the tarp, and | pulled it away—

"And the engine was there!" Joe exclai med when he paused.

Tanni m shook his head, snmiling. "Nope. Nothing but a pile of nusty old |unber and some odd bits of
farm equi pnent. And just at first, | was horribly disappointed. | felt like the dreamhad let me
down, somehow. "

He let his gaze drift upward to what was left of the walls, to the blue sky above where the roof
had been. And he realized that com ng here did not hurt, as he had feared it would. He'd given up
the limted dreans this place meant a long ti ne ago—eutgrown them so to speak. He m ght just as
readily have felt pain at seeing his old tricycle, or his playpen
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"But then," he continued, "I had this revelation. The dreamhadn't |let me down at all, because it
had spurred me to make the commitnent to try the business. | mght not otherw se have done it. And
I knew at that nmoment that the things | would build here would be so rmuch better than that phantom
engine, there'd be no conparison. Everyone wants to hit it big and have sonethi ng great just
happen, like winning a lottery. But—the things | would create here would be all nine, built out of
the work of ny own hands and my own sweat, and not just thrown into nmy lap."

"Yeah ..." Joe said, and nodded. "Yeah, | see what you nean.
under st ood, Tanni m had the sense that Joe did.

And al t hough not everyone woul d have

He took another step or two into the barn, and felt all the protective energies of Chinthliss
magi cs cl ose around him The bl ackened walls took on a peculiar golden haze as he reactivated
those nagics; gaps in the walls closed up, and a glow ng golden field arched upward, between him
and the open sky.

Joe stared, wi de-eyed, open-nouthed. Tanni mgrinned, gazing right along with him He still |oved
this place.

"Well, there it is, Joe. Real mmgic. Don't know how much Al and Bob showed you, but this is it:
t wo- hundred proof."

"They never showed ne anything like this," Joe replied, still ogling around wi th unabashed
ast oni shnent .
Tannimpermtted hinself a chuckle. "Well," he said, "there's nore where that cane from"

* * %

Joe hadn't imagi ned why Tanni m had brought themto this burned-out hulk of a barn, except out of
nostal gia. He did understand what Tannimneant with his story about the dream engi ne, though. He'd
had nore than enough experience with how gifts out of the blue could backfire on you, or have
strings attached you didn't even know about until you began your puppet-dance. No, it was better
to earn what you got, that was for sure.

Still—+he place was not exactly prepossessing. The roof was gone, and although the remains of the
four walls lifted ragged and bl ackened tinbers to the sky, he couldn't imagi ne what Tanni m coul d
find here that he couldn't get in-say—a brush-filled ravine, or a tree-packed ridge, both of which
woul d offer the same amobunt of privacy that this barn woul d.

Then Tanni m had done—sonet hi ng—and as his skin tingled with the feeling of a lightning storm
building, the walls came alive and rose unbroken to the sky in solid sheets of power.

More than that, a kind of roof appeared overhead—a roof of gl ow ng golden |ight.

Al'l of it was rather ghostlike, since he could see right through it, but it felt powerful, and he
had no doubt that it would protect themin its way as well as arnor plating.

That left himwith a lunp in his throat. Wtnessing nagic like this was an electrifying and
bewi | deri ng experi ence.

Al and Bob had shown hima few things, including sonething they'd called "personal shields,” but
it had all been snmall stuff conpared with this. Was this the kind of thing Tannimdid all the
time? Wuld he be expected to work with this kind of stuff on a regul ar basis? And what about the
other people at Fairgrove? Were they all as—well—-as powerful as this?

"What do you want ne to do, sir?" he asked, pleased that his voice shook only a little.

"Just watch,"” Tannimreplied, taking a relaxed pose in the center of the barn, |egs spread apart
alnost |ike a pistol-shooting stance, arns raised over his head. "Nothing el se.™

Well, that was easy enough to do..
He watched, and for awhile nothing much seened to happen. Then he felt that funny tingling al ong

his skin that he had | earned neant sonething magi cal was going on, and a faintly glow ng ball of
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green-and-gold light formed in front of Tannim hovering in the air at about chest height. Soon it
was quite solid, as if soneone had hung a light bulb right in nmidair. He could not inagine what
this thing was, but he watched it with wide eyes. This wasn't the sort of thing he saw every day.

Tannim stared into the ball, and Joe had the sensation that he was sonehow talking to it. He
dropped his right hand | ong enough to pull the black driving-glove out of one pocket, and held it
up to the globe for a long tine.

Then he tucked the gl ove away again, raised his hand back over his head, and stared at the gl obe
for a noment | onger

This was as creepy as anything Brother Joseph had ever done, and only the sense that this was not
anything evil or even harnful kept Joe standing where he was. He knew what evil felt I|ike;
whatever it was, this wasn't evil.

But he alnmpbst lost it when the ball suddenly brightened until it rivaled the sunshine and cast a
tall shadow of Tanni m agai nst the wall behind him And he did yelp when it vanished in a clap of
t hunder .

But Tanni monly dropped his hands, dusted them off against his jeans, and stared at the walls for
a nonent. Abruptly, the glow di sappeared, |eaving only the fire-blackened tinbers again.

"l love that effect!" Tanni m | aughed.

"What was that?" Joe blurted. "What did you do?"

"Call it—a nmmgical version of a fax nmachine," Tannimreplied after a nonent, his green eyes

I uminous in the bright sunshine, as if there was sone power naking them shine. "I have a friend
naned Chinthliss who's like a nore powerful version of Foxtrot, though he'd choke if you ever said
it to him | want himto help ne, and that little glowball is how!l told himpretty nuch

everything we know." He grinned then, and pulled his Wayfarers out of his pocket, putting them on
"Now, we just wait."

A magi cal version of a fax? Joe shook his head; this was way beyond anything Al and Bob had ever
showed him Even though he knew that when they cane to visit they hadn't ever come by airplane
much | ess driven across the country, they hadn't once expl ained how they did manage to cross the
m | es between Pawnee and Savannah whenever they chose. They certainly hadn't shown himthings |ike
this. Tannimturned away fromhimfor a nonent and bent his head down to peer at sonething in the
grass growi ng up through the barn floor.

Joe m ght have asked nore questions, except that at that precise nonent, soneone coughed
delicately behind him

"Excuse nme?" said a |low, sexy, femmle voice

* * *

Tanni m t hought he saw sonething give off a bit of nage-sparkle in the grass at his feet, and he
peered down for a nonent.

"Excuse me?" said a voice that was not Joe's.
Tannimjunped in startlenment, and turned to face the barn door.

And froze as he saw who was standing there behind Joe, his mnd | odged on a single thought, unable
to get past it.

It's her—+t's her—t's her—

And it was: the woman who had haunted hi mand hunted hi m down t hrough his dreans for the | ast
decade and nore. The wonan he'd dreanmed of this norning. Her. And she stood there, nonplussedly
taking in his look of conplete and utter shock

There was absolutely no doubt of it; she matched his dreans in every detail. Gently curved, raven-
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wi ng hair swept down past her shoulders and framed a face that he knew as well as he knew his own.
Anused, eneral d-green eyes gazed at himfrom beneath strong brows that arched as delicately as a
bit of Japanese brushwork. The regal nose was just short of being hawklike, and gave strength to
the prom nent cheekbones. The sensual nouth hinted at a hundred secrets. And the body, the
perfect, slim snall-breasted body ... did nore than hint.

She stood as he renenbered her standing; poised, and not posed, graceful novenent arrested for the
briefest of nmonments. She wore silk and leather; a red silk junpsuit that flowed in an exotic cut
that spoke of expensive designers, tooled and riveted black | eather belt and boots. She wore them
beautifully, flaw essly, unselfconsciously, as if they were the stuff of her everyday attire.

"Excuse nme," she said again, in a throaty contralto that he renenbered whispering intimcies into
his ear, "... but | understood that | could find soneone here who works on Mistangs."

He took one step toward her; another. At the third step, he | ooked past her and spotted her bl ack
Mustang standing in the nmidst of the tall grass outside the barn door. The grasses waved gently
around it, like sonething out of a comrercial. Joe sinply stood frozen in place, staring at her
She waited, calmy. She |ooked as if she would be perfectly ready to wait all day.

Tanni mstarted to speak, and had to cough to clear his throat before his voice would work.
"Not—for a long time," he said dazedly.

"Ah," she replied, with a smle tinged with sonething he could not read.

But then her eyes w dened as she | ooked past his shoul der, and she stepped back in alarm
Fear lanced him He whirled to | ook.

There was not hing there.

Qui ckly, realizing that she had pulled the oldest trick in the book on him he turned back.
She was al ready gone. And so was her car

Only then did his mnd click back into gear, as he sprinted past the broken-down door, and stood
where the car had been. There was the inprint of four tires in the grass—but no track-narks

| eading up to them There was no sign that the car had actually been driven through the grass to
reach that spot, and there had been no sound of a notor.

Bel atedly, recognition. The car that had stood there had been the same Mistang that had shadowed
him | ast night.

The grasses waved and parted; he | ooked down when his subconsci ous recogni zed that the shadow
there was not a shadow. There was a second bl ack, fingerless driving glove in the grass at his
feet.

He picked it up, and inmedi ately bani shed the thought that he mnmight have dropped | ast night's
gl ove and not have noticed. That glove had been torn where it had been riveted to the door and
he'd ripped it off. This glove, also for the right hand, was intact.

And it, too, contained a small strip of parchnent.

He took it out, and there was another quotation handwitten there, in the same spidery hand.

* * %

The painful warrior fanoused for fight,
After a thousand victories, once foiled,

Is fromthe books of honour razed quite,

And all the rest forgot for which he toil'd.
Sonnet 25

* * %

He stared at it, the meaning burning arc-light bright in his nind. The chall enge has been made.
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Chi cken out of this one—er be defeated—and everything you are and ever were will be erased, and
everything you ever did will be forgotten

CHAPTER FOUR

Tanni mtucked the slip of parchment back into the glove with special care. The sun burned down on
his head, as the quotation burned in his mnd. O all the ways he'd ever inagi ned of neeting her
this had never once crossed his mnd. He'd pictured hinself sinply running into her in sone exotic
pl ace, inmagined finding her on his side in a desperate conbat, wondered if sone day she night
sinmply appear at Fairgrove as a new "enpl oyee" even as he had. He had fantasized rescuing her
fighting by her side, having her rescue him even. It had never once entered his nmind that she
could be an eneny.

No—not an eneny. Have to call it like it is; | don't know that yet. An opponent, but | can't put
her in the "eneny" colum yet. Maybe that was wi shful thinking, but he couldn't get all those
dreanms out of his head. Surely they neant sonething.

Grass swi shed and crackl ed behind him and young Joe noved out of the barn to stand next to him
"There was a lady there a m nute ago, wasn't there?" he said, his voice remarkably steady, given
the circunstances. "And a car?" In the brilliant sun, his hair |ooked al nost white, and his
vividly blue eyes mrrored the Ckl ahoma sky.

"Uh- huh," Tannimconfirnmed. "I'mbeginning to feel like Prince Charm ng. She left me another
gl ove. "

Joe regarded the glove in Tannims hand with a dubi ous expressi on and nade no nove to touch it. "I
don't think you' re gonna have too nuch |uck going around Tul sa getting wonen to try those on to
see if they fit."

Tannimsmiled faintly. Not bad; the kid' s keeping his sense of hunor. "Not as reliable as a gl ass
sli pper. "

No naker's nmark in these gloves, though. No tag, and no sign that one had been cut or taken out.
No identifying marks at all. Wasn't that a little odd?

Cone to think of it, they didn't really | ook mass-produced. Huh. Customwork? If so, they m ght be
as good as a glass slipper if |I can find out where they cane from

He was just about ready to take the gl oves apart, stitch by stitch, when a warning tingle al ong
hi s personal shields alerted him Something was manifesting in the barn!

He tested the energies, and recogni zed one he had not really expected to encounter quite so soon.
But it was nore than wel cone, especially in light of this second chall enge.

He sprinted back to the barn and reinvoked all the protections; the golden walls of power came up
around him enclosing himin a safe zone that only he, Chinthliss, or their sendings would be able
to pass. He held his hands out at chest height, preparing the space in front of himto receive
what ever Chinthliss' answer would be.

A thundercl ap announced its arrival in his hands, and a flash of golden light that lit up the
i nside of the protective done as it passed through the shields.

It cane in the formof the sanme green and gol d nessage- gl obe he hinself had sent out, which
confirmed his surprised and delighted guess that Chinthliss had answered hi mimediately,

i nterrupting whatever el se he was doing to do so. There were tinmes when the dragon cane through
for him

The gl obe settled in his hands, weightlessly, and pul sed for a monent, as it confirned his
identity. Then it deepened in color, turning fromgolden green to a deep bronze, and he felt a
fam liar touch on his mnd. He relaxed and |let the nmessage flow into his thoughts.

;1 have heard, and amintrigued, Son of Dragons.: The deep bass, purely nental voice tolled
sonorously in his head. :1 will arrive at the usual place at the hour the sun has vanished. And in
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case you have forgotten, the "usual place" is the building in which you once kept all your
machi nes. :

The gl obe spun on its axis then whirled and changed, fading as it discharged its energies into the
air, the shields, and anything else that was able to absorb a little extra power.

I ncluding Tannim who was not too proud to get a little of the charge he'd put into the thing back
agai n.

Once again, he brought the protections down, and took a quick glance at Joe. The young man was not
wat ching him instead, he had taken up a "guard" position at the doorfrane, and his alert stance
told Tannimthat his erstwhile protégé was perfectly prepared to fight anything that tried to
cause trouble. Oobviously Joe had not nade the assunption that because the chall enger was a woman,
she coul d be di sm ssed.

Good. At least that's one I esson he won't have to |learn the hard way.
"Joe?" he said quietly. The young man turned and nodded.

"Not hi ng out there that | can see,
friend send you a return fax?"

he said. "Nobody watching us as far as | can tell. Did your

Tannimhad to smle at the ease with which Joe had accepted his own of fhanded term nol ogy. "As a
matter of fact, he did," Tannimreplied. "He's going to be here tonight. W' Il have to cone out
here to neet him"

"And until then?" Joe asked, his expression stolid, only his eyes showi ng his nervous tension as
he continually glanced fromside to side, nmaking certain nothing could creep up on them

"First | need to make a phone call, and | want to do that froma private phone, not from hone,"
Tannimtold him "My friend's going to need a hotel room so why don't we go arrange that for him
and | can use the phone in the room"

Joe nodded, and Tannimreflected that it was really useful having soneone |ike Joe around, a young
man who was used to taking orders wi thout question. Questions |like, howwas this friend going to
get out here, and why couldn't he arrange his own room or stay with Tannim s fol ks?

Setting aside the fact that Joe was in the only other guest room besides Tannim s old room3Joe
could, after all, return to Frank Casey's house. No, Joe sinply accepted that Tanni m knew what he
was doing, and waited for explanations instead of demanding them Sonetines repressed curiosity
was a lot easier to deal with than open curiosity.

Well, there was no point in standing around here in the hot sun; already his scalp was danp with
sweat, and only the arnor kept himrelatively cool. Joe nust be ready to drop; there was sweat
trickling down his forehead, and his t-shirt was danp. "Let's get out of here before anything el se
happens. "

"Right." Joe turned and strode to the barn door.

And there he stopped, crouched over, scanning quickly fromside to side. Tannimwatched in
anmazenent; he had never seen anyone so young with such noves! These kinds of tactics had
apparently becone second nature to Joe. Jeez, another good reason to have hi m around.

He waited until Joe waved an "all clear"” to himbefore joining himat the door, crouching beside
himw th one hand on the rough wood. "I can't spot anything out there, sir,” Joe said in a soft
voi ce. "The birds aren't disturbed, either, so | don't think there's anybody hiding in the grass."

"You can work point any tine, Joe," Tannimtold himquite seriously.

Joe flashed hima shy grin before returning his gaze to the field beyond the barn. "I'Il go
first."”

"Go," Tannimsaid, and pulled out his keychain, pushing the button for the radio-transmitter that
control l ed the doors and the engine. On the other side of the wall, the Mistang runbled into life.
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"There. The doors are unl ocked."

Joe nodded and was gone in a flash, scuttling through the weeds in a bent-over run, rather than
crawling. There wasn't a real reason to craw, unless bullets or other projectiles started flying,
and a formnidable reason in the formof ticks and chiggers not to crawl. Tannimfollowed in the
same way as soon as he got around the corner of the barn and out of sight.

He felt a little foolish as he crouched beside his car door, listening intently. But better to
feel foolish than not feel at all. "Dead" was a hard condition to cure.

He slipped into the Mustang and punched up the a/c, backed into position so that he could drive
straight out, and waited. Nothing rushed at themfromthe weeds, and there were no vehicles in
sight in either direction once they reached the road. It |ooked exactly as it should: a sleepy
section-line road that sel dom saw much in the way of traffic.

Tanni mdid not drop even a fraction of his watchful caution, however, and it was easy to see by
Joe's tense posture that he felt the same. Qut here it would be easy enough for someone to perch
inatall tree and watch their progress. Not that he could really picture her, in that flane-red
silk junpsuit, clanbering up a tree.

But if she can nake herself and her Mistang vani sh, she can certainly change her wardrobe as
easily, he renminded hinself. O, for all |I know, she has flunkies out here keeping an eye on us.

For that matter, she was a nmage, and she coul d be using any of the birds around here as "eyes."
There was not hing he could do about that-—ot w thout endangering hinself and his passenger
Anything he did to nake the Mach | less visible to birds would make it less visible to other human
drivers. The drivers around here were bad enough w thout conplicating the situation by tricking
their mnds into thinking he wasn't there.

He passed both gloves to Joe, who | ocked themin the gl ovebox w thout a word. There was one thing
he could do; birds had distinct territories, and in the summer they didn't tend to venture out of
them Right now, the best thing he could do, if she was using birds as her scouts, was to drive
sonme di stance before stopping at a notel. Wth luck, she'd | ose himand not find himagain.

Unl ess, of course, she's using sonething like a bald eagle. Wll, there was only so much he coul d
do without his precautions hedging his actions so nmuch that he coul dn't nove.

He drove around in circles for about an hour, stopping once at a conveni ence store for Gatorade
for the two of them before finally seeking out a notel for Chinthliss.

The south side of Tulsa was a | ot nore upscale than Bixby; it was where the Yuppies collected in
expansive, mlling herds, and was thick w th condo-conpl exes with gates and expensive, fenced-in
houses set on quarter-acre lots. The blight crept farther south with every year. Tannimfigured
that he'd be able to find sonething to suit Chinthliss out here. Nothing | ess than a pal ace woul d
make t he dragon happy, but at |east he wouldn't conplain as nuch as he had the tinme he shared a
roomat the Holiday Inn with Tanni m and FX

Hi gh and m ghty dragon couldn't unwap the little soaps by hinself. Poor baby.

Wth a little bit of searching, he found exactly what he was | ooking for: one of those high-end
"suite notels." If it becane too dangerous to stay with his fol ks any |onger, he and Joe could
just nove in with Chinthliss. He pulled up to the office, and left Joe in the car with the notor
running and the a/c on while he took care of throwi ng noney at the clerk.

He returned with a grin on his face and slid into the seat. "Amazing what a paid-up Gold Card w |l
do, even in this neighborhood. | got a two-bedroomw th a parking slot guaranteed to be in the
shade all day," he said, and tossed Joe a key. "That's for us, if we need soneplace else to go.
Hang onto it for nme."

"Sure," Joe said obediently, pocketing the key.

"Now, let's go see what kind of digs poor Chinthliss will have to stoop to." He pulled the Mistang
around to the side of the conplex and found the slot assigned to Chinthliss' suite. As prom sed,
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it was in the shade. They |ocked the car and ventured into the depths of the conplex. The suite
was supposed to be like a townhouse: two-story, with two bedroons upstairs and |iving area and
ki tchen down. The door wasn't nore than a few feet fromthe parking slot, and when he opened it,
cool air rushed to neet them faintly perfuned with disinfectant.

It was as advertised, and would probably suit H s Draconic Majesty just fine. Joe went imediately
to the living roomand turned on the TV. Tannimlet the a/c blow through his hair for a nonent,
then went to the kitchen. As the clerk had instructed, he filled out the grocery list with things
he knew Chinthliss |iked. Soneone fromthe staff would be around in the next couple of hours to
stock the refrigerator; an extra service invoked by the Gold Card's near-bottonm ess cornucopi a
effect. After this, the maids woul d keep the fridge stocked the same way. This was going to make
life nmuch easier for him even if he was in for over a grand already. |I'lIl have to put the old
lizard up in places like this nore often. He can prowl around and poke into things to his heart's
content, take showers as long as he wants without using up all the hot water, pop every bag of

m crowave popcorn in the place. This's going to be a lot easier than taking himto restaurants.

He did not want to think about the last tinme he'd taken Chinthliss to a real restaurant.
Fortunately, it had been one that catered to the elves at Fairgrove, and the staff was used to
sonme of the customers acting peculiarly.

Li ke ordering escargot and jal apefio pizza with bl eu cheese, and eating it with chopsticks.

While Joe relaxed for the first tine since she had shown up, sprawing in the living room and
wat ching cable, he left the grocery list on the doorknob and found a phone in one of the bedroons.

Dottie answered it on the second ring, which was a relief. There was no m staki ng her sugar-sweet
phone voi ce. She would know that if he said he needed to talk to Keighvin, he really needed to
talk to the boss there and then.

"Fairgrove Industries, Kevin Silver's office," she chirped. "How nay | help you?"
"Dottie, it's Tannim" he said. "I need to talk to Keighvin. Something cane up out here."

That |ast was a code signal anmpong Fairgrove enpl oyees; it neant sonething had gone seriously
wong. "I'Il page him | think he's out in the plant," she said i mediately, every trace of sugar
gone from her voice. "Hold on a nminute."

She didn't put himon hold, just put the phone down on the desk, so he heard her when she used the
pager. "Keighvin, Line One. Keighvin, Line One. Charlie Tannim"

That would tell Keighvin that he needed to get to the phone i mediately without telling any
visitors to the plant that there was sonething wong somewhere. It would also tell himthat he
needed to get to a secure phone, one w thout any outsiders anywhere around.

"Ckay, |'ve paged him" Dottie said, picking up the phone again. A nmonent later a click and the
background whi ne of turbines signaled the fact that Keighvin had just picked up a phone sonewhere
in the conpl ex.

"I have it, Dottie." Keighvin Silverhair's resonant tenor was as unm stakable as Dottie's phone
voi ce.

"Yes, sir," she said, and hung up

"I't's Tannim Kei ghvin," the young nmage said. "And |'ve got a problemhere."

Briefly he outlined the appearance of the nysterious |ady and everything that had happened
associ ated with her. Except for one snall detail; he did not reveal that she was the one he had
been dreani ng about for years. Sonmehow he just couldn't bring hinself to; the dreans were so
intimate, so nmuch a part of him And how could they be germane to the situation, anyway?

Kei ghvin remained silent all through the narrative, but Tanni m knew hi mwel |l enough to know t hat
his mnd was working at a furious pace, analyzing everything Tannimhad told him

"You' ve been challenged, lad," he said at last. "It's definitely in the style of the Sidhe, too.
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But | canna explain those bits of Death Metal; in no way could any Sidhe handl e those. She canna
be Sel ei ghe nor Unsel ei ghe hersel f, but she knows our style. Is this the |lady ye've been dream n'
of all these years, |ad?"

Tannimfelt hinself flush with anger. "Dam, Keighvin, have you left anything in ny nmind al one?"
"Aye, nmore'n ye know, lad, but that's na inmportant now. It's her then, is it?"

"Yeah. | think."

" v

"That's it, just mm Kei ghvin?"

"Mm hmm As | said, ye've been challenged with the gloves."

"So what's it nmean, really, having gloves delivered?' he asked. "Qther than the obvious
chal | enge. "

Silence on the other end of the Iine, as Keighvin Silverhair tried to twist Ad Wrld feuda
custons into words that a twentieth-century hot-rodder woul d understand.

"I't inplies one of two things," he said finally. "I believe that we may eliminate the notion that
you hae somehow insulted the | ady's honor."

Not unl ess she sonehow found out about ny dreans...

Kei ghvin's accent always thickened when he harkened back to his "other self,” Lord Sir Keighvin
Silverhair, ruler of Elfhame Fairgrove and all who dwelt therein. "So '"tother inplication is that
you hae been chosen by th' lass t'prove her ain worth. She didna slap ye with yon glove, did she?"

"Not unless you call pop-riveting the first one to ny door a slap, no,
her slamm ng into the back of the Mach | counts. Does it?"

Tannimreplied. "Unless

"Nay." Keighvin was firmon that. "The gl ove wasnha physically involved. An' you mind, she was very
careful to have no inpact when she delivered the gl ove, aye?"

"Ch, absolutely,” Tannimsaid. "No inpact at all, or |I'd have noticed it for sure. | had no clue
she'd done anything until | was out of the car."

"Then she's not issued th' challenge nortal, or at |east, she's not been insulted to th' point
where she's wi shin' your heart an' head on a platter, an' yer privates for remenbrance," Keighvin
replied, relief clear in his voice. "The neanin' is sinply that she sees you as bein' the best t'
measure hersel' against. 'Tis a bit |like yon drag race; she wishes t' cast ye down, an' rise

hersel' in the process. Like the young knights that woul d chall enge their elders, the Lancelots
and Gawai nes—er chal l enge us at the crossroads of a midnight if they were truly bold. Now nind, it
can still go t' the challenge nortal, but at th' nmonent, |I'd say she wishes t' gae only to first
bl ood. "

"I'n other words, she's picked ne. She can keep it civilized, or she can decide to go for the whole
enchi |l ada. "

"In essence, aye." Keighvin went silent again as he thought. "I dinna think ye can count on her
staying civilized, though."

Tanni m heaved a sigh. "Yeah, we have to figure on worst-case scenario. W also can't count on her
wor ki ng al one. "

"She could be in th' enploy of our darker cousins, aye." Keighvin echoed his sigh. "For that
matter, though her intent be innocent now, still, once th' Unseleighe |learn of her and her intent,
they may yet make it worth her while t' make this nore than a contest of wits an' skill."

"CGot any ideas?" Tanni m asked, hopi ng agai nst hope that Keighvin, with all of his centuries of
experience in situations like this, just mght know of a | oophol e sonewhere.
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"Don't reject th' challenge, an' don't run," Keighvin said firmy. " "Twill reduce ye t' th'
hunted animal. That's the rules of th' ganme: run, an' ye becone a coward, an' th' coward can be
squashed |i ke a bothersonme insect. Aye, and anyone with him Run, an' Joe an' your parents coul'
be sacrificed, or used as bait t' bring ye in."

Tanni m cursed softly, hearing his own thoughts confirned.

"But, for all that she seens t' know a fair bit about ye, she canna assune she knows all,"
Kei ghvin continued, raising his hopes. "So—ny advice is pretend ye dinna understand."

"You mean play dumb? Like |I've never heard of the challenge gane?" The idea had its appeal. "How
long can | drag things out that way?"

"Depends on how nuch she knows, an' who she knows. If she's hand-in-glove wi' our cousins, she'll
find out soon enough 'tis an act, and challenge ye outright." Keighvin put one hand over the
nmout hpi ece and spoke to someone el se for a nonment. "Conal rem nds ne of another aspect t' all of
this. As th' challenged party, '"tis you who has the choice of weapons. Ah, here—=

Sone funbling on the other end of the line, then Conal's thicker accent and deeper voice sounded
over the speaker. "Eh, |lad, has she not yon Miustang too, ye said?"

"Yeah, it's a | ate-nodel nunber. Dependi ng on what she's done to it, if she's not kicking in
nitrous injection or magic, we're probably a match in that departnent. Hers is lighter, it's
reliable, it handles better. It's easy to boost the power on it with after-market stuff. Are you
saying," he continued, "that | should accept her challenge and pick the cars as weapons?"

"Make it a race, lad," Conal agreed. "Set the conditions. Use yer expertise and yer magery on yon
pony-car yersel'. |'ve not seen a nage here t' match ye i' that department. An'" | know for a fact
that t'only driver we hae that is as good as ye is young Maclyn."

"What if she wants to nmake it-what did Keighvin call it? The challenge nortal ?" He gritted his
teeth, waiting for Conal's reply.

"There is that." Conal took a deep breath. "Well, an' ye find yersel' wi' the chall enge
nort al —-where would ye rather find yersel'? Behind yon blade, i' th' nage-circle, or behind th'

wheel ?"

He t hought | ong and hard before replying. "Behind the wheel," he said slowy. "I'mbetter off
there than anywhere el se.”

"1 wouldna say that—but | would say this. | think ye'd be safer there. | think she canna be th'
driver ye are. An' once ye |l earn whence her nmmgery an' her trainin' cone, | think ye can best her

Ah, here's Keighvin back. The luck to ye, lad."

A nonent nore, and Kei ghvin cane back on the line. "I agree with everything Conal told you

Tannim Stall her while you | earn about her, then when she delivers a challenge you can't refuse,
take her to the road. Don't hesitate to call us. There's only a limted anmount we can do, but what
we can, we will. And we'll see to it that yon Joe and your parents stay safe. In fact, we'll begin
on that this very nonent; 'tis a fair anmbunt we can do even at |ong distances."

"I''"'mworking on getting soneone here who can help nme," Tannimtold him Relief spread through him
and nade himlinp as Keighvin offered Fairgrove's help. That took a trenendous anmount off his
mnd. Wth Sidhe nmage-warriors watching over the nonconbatants, he could deal with this lady with
all his attention. He had the feeling she would require his entire attention

"Keep us inforned," Keighvin concluded. "Call once a day from now on, perhaps about this tine.
I"lI'l be havin' sone of the rest dealin' with keeping your parents shiel ded and safe as soon as |
hang up."

"Thanks, Keighvin," Tannimsaid fervently, running his hand through his tangled hair. "I can't
even begin to thank you enough for that."

I can even forgive you for funding the horse ranch without telling ne.
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"Tis nothing you don't have as your due, lad,"” Keighvin replied, warnth in his voice. "Now, |'l]|
be off."

"Same here. And thanks again." He waited for the click that signaled Kei ghvin had rung off before
hangi ng up hinself. Protocol, protocol. Never be the one to hang up on an elven | ord.

Joe | ooked at himinquisitively when he descended the staircase using every other step and entered
the living room "Good?" the young man asked.

"Good," Tannimreplied. "Keighvin's taking care of sone of it, and he and Conal gave ne sone good
advice on the rest." He leveled the nost authoritative gaze he had on the young nan. "The

monent —the i nstant we know that this might nean nore than a sinple nmagical drag race, you are out
of here. Keighvin's going to see to it. Cot that?"

"But— Joe protested weakly. "But—

"You're not a two-stroke engine, stop imtating one," Tannimtold him crossing his arnms over his
chest. "No argunents. If this gets serious, you haven't got the training, the experience, or the
power to handle fighting between two mages or between two drivers. If this turns into a Mistang
shootout, | don't want innocent bystanders naking it into Death Race 2000."

Joe flushed and | ooked chagrined. "All right,"” he said reluctantly. Very reluctantly, for soneone
who had just yesterday told Tannimthat he had not wanted to get involved with nmagi ¢ anynore.

Sheesh, the kid's decided he's responsible for me. O else he's feeling guilty about leaving me to
take this on al one.

"Look, Joe," he said, lowering his voice persuasively, "if this were a regular fight, there isn't
anyone |1'd rather have working point or tail. 1'd rather trust you at ny back than anyone else in
the state. But it's not a regular fight—t'd be like you going out into a firefight with an
ordinary coll ege freshman backi ng you. See?"

Joe nodded, his flush fading. "Yes, sir, | do see. You're right. | understand."

Oh, the wonders of a paranilitary education. Authority actually nmeans sonething! Try telling that
to one of the Fairgrove fosterlings, and you'd find himfollowi ng you as closely as if you'd
hooked a tow bar to his forehead.

"Il tell you what you can do," he continued. "You can help nme keep nmy folks fromfinding
anyt hing out about all this. And if anything happens to nme—well, you and Kei ghvin take care of
them for ne, okay?"

Joe straightened at that, and cane very close to saluting. "Yes, sir. | can do that, sir. | wll
do that; your parents are—wonderful people."

"Yes," he said sinply. "They are. And you have taken an enornous weight off my mind, know ng there
will be soneone who'll look after them And speaking of ny parents, we'd better get back; it's

al nrost suppertine, and | think Momis planning pasta. | know it seens kind of stupid to go back
hone after all this, but there are reasons for it."

Joe rose with alacrity and followed himto the door, naking certain that it |ocked after them
Tanni m found hinsel f |iking the young man nore and nore with every hour he spent in Joe's
pr esence.

The odd thing was that having a pronise fromJoe to "take care of" his parents did take an

enor mous wei ght off his mnd. He was an only child, and while he had every intention of staying
alive a long, long tinme—well, the racing business al one was dangerous, as his own w ecks proved.
Then, once you added in the other conplications, well—f he'd been an insurance agent, he woul dn't
have written a policy on hinself.

One thing that had al ways troubl ed his sl eep—besides the special side effects of those dreans
about her—was what his untinmely dem se would do to his nom and dad, and at tinmes like these it
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troubl ed himeven nore. Now, if everything went badly, they'd have Joe there to help themthrough
the nmourning and be a second son to them afterward.

And if everything goes well, they'll still have their first son, plus a second son. One that can
stand horses, to make up for ne.

This was nothing that Alinor and Kei ghvin could ever have foreseen when they asked Tannimto pick
up the young nman. No, this was the kind of magic that had nothing to do with elves, and everything
to do with the hunman heart.

Sonetines, he reflected, things worked out okay. As he popped the | ocks on the Miustang, he decided
that letting the good things happen was the best magi ¢ he knew

Shar Maral i Hal anyn examined herself in the mirror with a critical eye. Her facial fur was perfect;
her ears were grooned i muacul ately, as always. In the reflection of her own green eyes she could
see the mirror's glinting circle; she then bani shed the silvered glass with a thought. Al was
well. If she looked this cool after being out in the sweltering Cklahona sunshine, she nust have
been devastating when Tanni m had seen her. She snmiled with satisfaction and no little anticipation
as she sat back in her overstuffed red-silk chair and gazed at the flower arrangenent that had
taken the mirror's place.

This | ooked remarkably |ike an upscal e Manhattan condo, except there were no wi ndows anywhere, and
no doors to the exterior, either. There were no wi ndows because there was nothing to | ook out upon
except the enptiness of mist-filled Chaos where she had created her home. And there were no doors,
because there was no need for doors. The only possible way in or out of here—ether than stunbling
on the place by sheerest accident—was by Gate.

Her own Mustang rested in a heavily shielded shelter attached to this apartnent, and it had its
own Gate |arge enough to drive through. It had not been easy, bringing so much Cold Iron into this
pl ace; the very fabric of Underhill rebelled against the presence of the Death Metal, and the
magi cs of her allies becane unreliable and unpredictable around anything ferrous. That was one
reason why they did not seek to visit her in her owm "den"; and that was the main reason she had

i nsi sted on keeping the car here. That, plus the nasking properties of silk, kept themjust wary
enough to suit her needs. Good.

Tanni m had | ooked so wonderfully stunned. That old deer-in-the-headlights look. It was such a
marvel ous feeling, being able to wipe that self-assured grin off his face and | eave him conpletely
of f bal ance. Wthout a clue! And w thout even a dinme to buy one with!

And it had been so gratifying to know that she could do that to himanyti me she wanted. She knew
all there was to know about him he knew nothing of her

Had he guessed that she was his challenger fromlast night? There had been sone kind of

recogni tion, so perhaps he had. O perhaps, just perhaps, he recognizes you from sonething el se
entirely, whispered the little voice fromwi thin. Perhaps he has dreamed of you, even as you have
dreaned of him Renenber the candles and satin, and the warnth of his body over you, in you
cuppi ng you and pouring deep. .

She shook the voice into quiescence with a toss of her hair. How could he possibly dream of her?
He had no notion that she even existed! Wereas she had known of his existence fromearly

adol escence. Hadn't she been trained and grooned to be his opposite nunber, his ultinmate rival
yin to his yang, even as her father was Chinthliss' ultimate rival ? She had watched him studied
himfor years, and she knew he had no inkling that she—er soneone |ike her—was anywhere in any
uni ver se.

Even Chinthliss had never told him although Chinthliss knew very well that she existed, though he
did not know where she was. Her father Charcoal had seen to it that Chinthliss was kept abreast of
her progress.

The jerkoff. Her father Charcoal, that is, not Chinthliss. Charcoal was no |onger a part of her
life, and that was the way she wanted it.

No, there was no reason to think that Tanni m had recogni zed her fromdreans. Particularly not the
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ki nd of dream passages that she had about him

Erotic? Ch, a tad. They had certainly been far nore satisfactory than anything shared with her
Unsel ei ghe | overs.

She frowned a little at that. There would be no nore dalliances with the Unsel ei ghe; she had cut
themoff fromthat years ago when she realized how much they were using her. They had no
consideration for her pleasure in their spurious loving intinmacies; their only thoughts were for
their own satiation. She preferred a fantasy-dreamw th Tanni m any ni ght over a real-life
assignation with an Unsel ei ghe, however conely the elven twit m ght be.

Not that the Sidhe were extrenely attractive to her. It was just that Tanni m was anythi ng but
unconely. Wen it canme down to it, he was far better looking in the bright sun of day than he ever
had been in her nmisty dreanms, or in nmuch of the covert spying she had done on him If he were
kitsune, she'd be even nore in lust with him

She cl osed her eyes, and he sprang into her mnd with extraordi nary vividness.

He | ooked far younger than his true years; he shared that with her, despite his purely norta
origins. He had a fine face; not handsone in the classical sense, but one that was not likely to
be forgotten: high cheekbones, broad brow, firm and determ ned chin, sensual nouth given to smles
and | aughter.

Unl i ke these dour Unsel ei ghe, who smile only when they kill and | augh only when bl ood spills
across their hands. They all think they are such great kings and warriors. What a bunch of
conpl et e weeni es.

Despite the fact that Tannimwas as slimas a young girl, there was strength to him in the broad
shoul ders, the wiry nuscles. Good bones, her nother would say. And, ah, that wild nmane of dark and
curling hair; wonen nust go nad to run their hands through it!

But it was the eyes that caught you, when he wasn't staring at you like a rabbit trying to guess
the make of the car about to run it over. Huge green eyes that changed hue with the changi ng of

his enotions. Vul nerabl e eyes; eyes that prom sed sonething wonderful to those whom he gave his

loyalty and affection. And she had every reason to believe those inplied wonders were real, for

she had seen how generously he gave of hinmself once his trust and heart were pl edged.

Ah, lucky one, who becones his true |over..

It was that little internal voice again, and with annoyance she squashed it down. She had no
busi ness with such thoughts; he was a human and she was nost decidedly not, for one thing. And for
anot her —

She was his mrror.
Whet her she would be his fate, as the Unsel ei ghe wi shed, remained to be seen

She opened her eyes again and interlaced her hands over the red silk covering her knee, thinking
in silence. Unlike Tannim nusic distracted her. For himit was a focus.

He had, as yet, given her no sign that he recogni zed the chall enges for what they were. Then
again, she had given himno chance to respond. She enjoyed this gane; she wanted to stretch it out
as long as possible, and by teasing himlike this, she fulfilled the letter of her agreenent wth
the Unsel ei ghe without actually taking any action against him

G ven how nuch tine he had spent with Keighvin Silverhair, though, he surely nust have recognized
a Chal l enge by now. But she could continue to tease himfor several days w thout giving himan
opportunity to answer the Chall enge. Eventually, of course, the Unsel ei ghe woul d become inpatient
with her, and force her to conclude the opening steps of the dance, but for now, she was free to
i nprovi se her own patterns on the stage.

A glissando of subtle energies chined upon her inward ear, and a rustle of stiffer silk than she
wore alerted her to the presence of someone who had just crossed the Gate into her private pocket
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of Underhill. Since that Gate was guarded agai nst everyone but her parents—and since she had | ong
since barred her father from com ng anywhere near her wi thout her specific perm ssion—there was
only one person it could be.

"Mt her!" she exclainmed with pleasure, rising to her feet and whirling to nmeet the Honorabl e Lady
Ako with outstretched arns. The Honorabl e Lady Ako stepped across the threshold in a flutter of
ankl e-l1ength, fox-red hair and a rustle of blue-green kinmonos, serene as a statue of a saint and
graceful as the npbst exquisitely trained geisha, and she snmiled to see her daughter running to
greet her.

The Honorabl e Lady Ako—nmgi ci an, heal er, shape-shifter, bearer of some of the nbst noble blood in
or out of Underhill, and nine-tailed kitsune—net her daughter's enbrace and accepted it. But
sonmething in Ako's eyes told Shar that this visit was not a social call

Nevert hel ess, the anenities of civilization nust cone first.

Shar |ed her nother to the seat of honor, and with a brush of her hand, changed the silk of the
couch to a blue-green that harnonized with her nmother's kinmonos. Should there be a tea cerenony?
she wondered, as she settled at her nother's feet. Perhaps—

But Ako | aid one gentle hand on her daughter's before Shar could summon the inplenments for a
proper tea cerenmony. "Tea, but no cerenony, ny love," Ako told her firmy. "I nust speak with you
and | have little tinme."

Shar summoned perfectly brewed tea and translucent porcelain cups with a gesture, handing the
first cup to her nother before taking up her owmn. Ako took a sip, then placed the cup back down on
her own palm The anenities had been observed. Now for business.

"I have |l earned that you have been abroad," Ako said delicately. "That you have been there at the
behest of —your father's friends."

Ako woul d not nention the Unsel ei ghe by nane, nor Charcoal. She had | ong ago fallen out with the
bl ood-fat her of her daughter—ightly, Shar thought, since Charcoal was insufferable in all ways.
She woul d have no commerce with Charcoal's friends and allies. And when Ako declined to nention
soneone by nane, it neant that she declined to acknow edge their existence, given the option of
doi ng so

Rel uctantly, Shar nodded. She was too well-trained to flush, but the feeling of faint shame was
there, as if she had been caught in sonething di shonorable.

Ako studi ed her daughter's face, her green eyes grave in the white-porcelain doll-face beneath the
crimson waterfall of her hair. It was all that Shar could do to maintain eye contact with her

nmot her. "1 know what it is that they wish you to do," Ako said finally. "You know that | do not
approve. This young man has done nothing to harmyou; he has done nothing, save to be the protégé
of Chinthliss. But that is not to the point. Are you so certain that you wish to visit destruction
upon this young man?"

For a single, bewldered nonent, Shar wondered if her nmother coul d sonehow have | earned of her
years of dreans. She shook her head, and bit her lip. "Honorable Mther, I amnot to be commuanded
by such as—ny father's friends. | do what | will. At the nonent, it anuses ne to occupy this young
man. It may anuse ne to deliver himto them But it will be of ny will or not at all."

She raised her chin defiantly, willing her nother to recognize that she would not be taned by any
creature.

Ako | ooked deep into Shar's eyes, and the young femal e found herself hot with the blushes she had
conquered earlier. "I will say only this to you: |ook deeply into your thoughts and your heart,
your instincts and your nenories, before you commt yourself to any action,” she said. "Do nothing
irrevocabl e until you have determ ned that you can live with the result for all of your life.

say this, ny dearest child, so that you do not follow in the path of your nother. Do not nake

m stakes you will regret, and prove unable to correct."

And with that, as Shar sat in stunned silence, Lady Ako rose with the grace of a bending w Il ow,
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and summoned the Gate to life. She glided toward it, and paused on the threshol d.

Then she turned, and caught Shar's eyes, so like her own, one nore tinme. "Renenber the past," she
said sinply.

Then she stepped across the Gate, and was gone.

* * %

Stuffed full of pasta and garlic bread, Tannim and Joe arrived at the old barn just at sunset.
Once again, Joe spotted for Tannim as he drove—earefully—nto the |ong grass and parked the Mach
besi de the barn. Joe was the first one out of the car, and Tannimwaited for himto give the "al
clear"” signal before he got out hinself.

If the nysterious woman was watching, and she nmeant no nore than a sinple challenge, their
behavi or woul d seem very consi stent for soneone who had not understood the neani ng of what she had
done. And if she meant worse than that, well, she would see that they were alert and would be hard
to catch off guard tw ce

Once he and Joe were inside the barn, he activated the entire set of protections on the place. It
was a pity he couldn't get the Mach I in here anynore now that the door was a wreck, but the
Must ang had its own defenses.

The protections rose, layer on layer, formng a shifting golden donme inside the barn. It would
take something |ike a magical bonmb to penetrate the shields on this place now, plus a physical one
to do otherw se

"Renenber, you can't leave till | take this all down," he reninded Joe, who stared in wonder at
the gl owi ng done over them "Chinthliss did a lot of this; | don't know everything it's set
against, | only know that |I haven't come across anything that can break in or out."

"Wn't sonebody see the light and think—+ don't know, naybe it's a UFO or sonething?" Joe worried.

Tanni m | aughed and hit the young man in the shoulder lightly. "You' ve been hangi ng around el ves
too much," he chided. "Turn your mage-sight off."

He watched as Joe frowned in concentration, then grinned with relief. "Nothing," the young man
said. "There's nothing there."

"Right, it's only visible to those with the ability to see it." He considered the | ovely gol den

dome overhead. "I suppose there nmight be a few fol ks around here who would notice it if they
| ooked this way, but they're also the kind who'll stay out of anything they haven't been invited
to. Not because they aren't curious—but because they'|ll have | earned “don't touch' the sane way |

did. The hard way. Nothing |ike getting your hand burned to teach you to watch that fire."

He grinned, and Joe shook his head in nock sadness. "Maybe you shoul da had a dose of mlitary
school ," Joe told himwi th a spark of inpudence

Tanni m bl i nked at the unexpected display of wi cked hunor. "That's what ny dad kept saying," he
admtted. "l guess | ought to be glad he didn't have the noney for it."

Joe sized himup as if he were looking at Tannimfor the first tinme. "You' d either have done rea
good, or real bad," the young man replied at |ast. "Depending on whether you got to be the brains
of an outfit or not."

"Probably real bad," Tannimtold him "Wen | was younger, | never could learn to keep ny nouth
shut. Only thing that kept me out of trouble in high school was that the jocks knew | knew how to
fix cars, and if they beat nme up, next time they were stuck out in the parking lot with a fuel-
line block or worse, I'd keep right on trucking."

And the fact that people who beat nme up tended to get bl ocked fuel-lines or worse—and al ways when
they were miles away froma gas station and | had cast-iron alibis. Not ny fault they never
bothered to get their cars serviced regularly. Alittle regular maintenance, and their nechanics
woul d have found ny little presents.
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Ah, well. H's forner tormentors were like snow on the fired-up gas grill of life, and he had a
whol e new set of tornentors to deal with.

So who's after ny hide now that Vidal Dhu and his crew are out of the picture? That was a good
question, actually, and one he would really like to have an answer to. The Unsel ei ghe were | ess
cohesive than a rolling barrel of bullfrogs; it was hard to get themto agree to anything | ong
enough to get beyond the "nuisance" stage. Vidal Dhu had nursed a feud with Keighvin's folk for
centuries before Tanni mever cane on the scene, and he had targeted Tannimfor elimnation largely
because he was Keighvin's nost reliable outlet to the human worl d.

Could it be that they' ve decided |I' m dangerous to the Unsel ei ghe as a whol e, even wi thout ny
connection to Keighvin? That was possible, and it had happened before. Wen one human canme to know
too much about Underhill, that know edge was often seen as a threat by the Unsel eighe. R ghtly so;
they relied on invisibility in their predation on humanki nd, and when a human knew what they coul d
do and how they operated, he would be able to tell when sonething was sinply misfortune and when
it was caused. And he could nove to stop what was going on. Humans al ways had three things going
for them against all the magic of the Sidhe: cleverness, sheer nunbers and Cold Iron. Those things
al one could stop the Sidhe dead in their tracks.

And when a human knew how to nmake Cold Iron into a weapon ...
That made hi m nuch nore of a danger.

And I'"mtraining Seleighe Sidhe in Cold Iron Magery 101. Yeah, | can see why they m ght tag ne as
a problem

The sun set with a mininumof fanfare; after a cloudl ess, hot day there was very little color in
the west, nothing but a fattened, blood-red ball gliding down below the horizon. It won't be |ong
now, Tanni mthought. Chinthliss has a lot of faults, but tardiness isn't one of them

Full dark came quickly; within fifteen mnutes the first stars were out, and within a half hour
the only light was fromthe half noon directly overhead.

Moonl i ght poured down through the open roof, and Tannimfrowned a nonent as he contenpl ated the
slowy tw sting patterns of nmoonlight crossing the barn floor. Then he realized what was affecting
the nmoonlight. Jeez! The Gate!

As he ushered Joe out of the way, he felt a little smug for noticing the patterns. Did Chinthliss
know that his magic interfered with nmoonlight just before mage-senses could feel it? For now he
sensed that odd internal chimng that nmeant sonmeone had called up a Gate between this human world
and anot her, and a nmonent |ater, the Gate itself appeared.

He'd seen it all before, of course, but Joe never had. The young man's eyes wi dened as the air
where the Gate woul d be twisted in geonetries no mathematician of this world had ever encountered.
Sonet hi ng darkened, rotated through di nensi ons hunan eyes were not built to perceive, and forned
into a gossamer arch made up of hundreds of thin threads of pure power, as if an unearthly spider
had been coaxed into spinning the structure.

Then it flared, plates fornmed across the threads, and sheets of |ight played with each other in
oi |l -on-water colors.

Tanni m patted Joe's shoulder. "Don't worry about it," he said easily. "It's just Chinthliss' way
of being invisible."

"But— Joe said, gesturing at the |light show. Then he grinned as he realized what Tannimreally
meant. "Oh. Yeah."

The entire Gate-structure flared again, and the mage-light built until it would soon be inpossible
to look at. Tannim pulled out his Wayfarers and flicked them open. Joe shielded his face and
wi nced away. Tannimsinply put on his shades and sm rked.

Then a note deeper than that of a huge bronze tenpl e-gong vibrated across the barn. It thrumed in
Tannim s chest, and he had to close his eyes behind the protection of his dark gl asses when the
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final flare ended.
And then cane the deafening silence. Magic was |ike that sonetines.

The crickets resuned their interrupted nuptial chorus, and Tanni mreopened his eyes and took off
hi s gl asses.

Directly bel ow where the peak of the arch had been, franed by the bl ackened walls and silvery
nmoonl i ght, stood a gaunt but obviously powerful man. His thin features were vaguely oriental. He
wore an inpeccably-tailored Armani suit, and Tanni m knew, although the nmoonlight was too dimto
see colors, that it would be bronze silk.

The man straightened his bolo tie, and the eyes of the little dragon curling around the |eather
wi nked with bright topaz fl ashes.

The man rai sed one long eyebrow at Tannimin a gesture that Tanni m knew perfectly well had been
copi ed after long study of Leonard Ni noy.

"Coul d you nmanage subtle, do you suppose?” Tanni m asked wistfully, thinking of all the Sensitives
for mles around who woul d be suffering with strange dreans and unexpl ai ned headaches thanks to
Chinthliss' lust for the dramatic.

His nentor sinply raised that eyebrow a little higher, though Tanni m coul d not imagi ne how he'd
done it.

"No," he replied.
CHAPTER FI VE
"Well," Tannimsaid as they wal ked into the suite. "It's not home, but it's nuch."

Chinthliss gazed about with delight and i nmedi ately began exploring all of the anenities. Joe was
perfectly willing to show hi m around.

Once they reached the bedroonms, with amazingly spacious closets, Chinthliss produced |uggage from
somewhere. Arnmani, of course. Tannimhad no i dea where the |uggage had appeared from since the
dragon hadn't brought anything across the Gate and hadn't | oaded anything into the Mach |I. Still,
Chinthliss spent the first half hour unpacking.

And peopl e accuse ne of being a clotheshorse! Then again, Chinthliss didn't wear this formvery
of ten, and Tanni m knew he found the concept of clothing-as-persona fascinating. Just please, God,
don't |let himhave brought any |eisure suits.

Tanni m wai t ed, joked, and curbed his own inpatience. There was no point in rushing Chinthliss. He
woul d get around to the problem at hand when he felt settled, and not before. Rush him and you
were apt to end up with nore trouble than you had in the first place.

At | east he was happy with the suite, which was a relief. Wen Chinthliss was annoyed, he grew
uncooperative, and right now, Tanni m needed gl asnost nore than detente.

His old friend finished with his prowing and settled onto the sofa in the Iiving roomas Tanni m
tuned in the local classical station on the radio/ TV console. On the table at his nmentor's el bow
was a tall cola with a great deal of ice; unlike the elves, Chinthliss had no trouble with
caffeine, and unlike nost of his relatives, he hated tea with a passion. H's jacket had been
tossed carel essly over the back of a chair, and he had rolled his silk shirtsleeves up to his

el bows. He was ready to work.

"Now, tell nme again everything that has happened when this young | ady appeared, in as nmuch detail
as you can recall," Chinthliss ordered, leaning forward to listen intently. The topaz eyes of the
dragon bolo tie at his neck glowed with their own nmuted power.

Tanni m obeyed, closing his eyes to concentrate. Wen he finished, he fished the gloves out of his
j eans pocket and handed them over. "They're customwork, | can tell that nuch," he said as
Chinthliss studied the gloves ninutely, then applied the same care to studying the parchnent
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slips. "I didn't realize it until later, but they're both fromthe right hand, so evidently she
doesn't m nd wasting whole pairs of custom nade gl oves. There's no maker's mark on them no

| abels, and the leather isn't stanped. | think they' re deerskin, but they' re nmade of very |ight
| eather, lighter than any deerskin |I've ever seen. They seemto be hand-stitched—

"They are,"” Chinthliss interrupted. "Wth silk thread, which is unusual, to say the least. And the
“string' of the backs is also silk."

Tanni m gnawed his lip, and reached into the pocket over his right thigh for a cherry-pop. "Were
woul d anyone get silk yarn like that?" he asked, as he unw apped the candy and stuck it in his
cheek.

Chinthliss shook his head. "It is available in your world, but not in too many places," he
replied. "And the supply is very limted. It is silk noil, nade fromthe outer, coarser threads of
the cocoon. It is normally used to weave heavier material with a rougher texture than this— He
pointed to his shirt. "Under nobst circunstances, one would not waste such threads, however coarse,
on making string for driving gloves. Unl ess—

"Unl ess?" Tanni m pronpt ed.

"Unl ess the wearer w shed to nake use of sone of the magical properties of silk as an insulator,"
Chinthliss said, and shook his head. "The |eather is unusual also; not deerskin, but fawnskin.
Very difficult to obtain, and unless | m stake your laws, not legal in this country. The paper, as
you probably noticed, has no watermark, and the texture is too even; it mght not have been

manuf actured, it mght have been produced magically. The quotes were witten with a real quil

pen, not netal, but a goose-quill; you can see how the nib has worn down on the | onger piece by
the tine she reached the end of the quote. See there, where the lines are just a little thicker
The ink is of an old style that does not dry quickly and nmust have sand sprinkled over it to take
up the excess. Here—=

He hel d out the second quote, and tilted the small square of paper to catch the light. Sure
enough, the light sparkled off a few crystals of sand stuck in the ink

"All of this points in only one direction, unless your nysterious lady is so very eccentric that
she drives nodern cars yet uses the nost archaic of witing inplenents. And unless she is so very
weal t hy that she can afford to discard hand-tailored driving gl oves nade with naterials one woul d
have to search the world to find."

"Wl |, we knew she nust be using nmagic,
than that."

Joe said thoughtfully. "But you're inplying there's nore

Chi nthliss nodded. "These small things indicate a radically different upbringing than you woul d
find in your Anerica, Tannim | believe these things indicate that she cannot be fromthis
cul ture, perhaps not this world. She nmay well not be human."

Joe | ooked queasy. Tannimwasn't so sure about his own health at the nonent.

"Unl ess she was using illusion to change her eyes, she isn't Sidhe," Tanniminterjected. "The
Si dhe all have cat-eyes, with slit pupils, not round."

"But nost, if not all Sidhe, Seleighe and Unsel ei ghe, use illusion to cover their differences when
dealing with nortals,” Chinthliss countered. "There is no reason to think that she woul d change
that pattern with you."

Tanni m sucked thoughtfully on the cherry-pop and nodded. "Wy two right-hand gl oves?" he asked.

"Because at the nmonment she does not wish to kill you,"™ Chinthliss replied. "As my brother taught
me once, there is a reason why the left hand is called the “sinister' hand."

Tanni m swal | owed. "Wl |, that's handy," he said as dryly as he could. Wich was not very. He could
not help thinking that she had two perfectly good | eft-hand gl oves sonewhere, doi ng not hi ng,
taki ng up drawer-space..
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And where in the hell was Fox? He hadn't shown in over twenty-four hours!

Wait a minute... . "FX was with ne just before she showed up the first time. He took one | ook out
t he back wi ndow of the Mach I, said “Ch-oh,' and flat disappeared,”" he said. "He hasn't been back
since, and he had been bugging me hourly. Od lizard, | think he recognized her. | think he knew

her. Wuldn't a kitsune recognize another kitsune, even if a human didn't pick up anything at all?
Sort of like a scent on the w nd—

"You are nore likely being hunted by a succubus or the like, but that is a very good point, and
the answer is probably yes," Chinthliss responded. H s brow creased and his eyes narrowed. "Bear
in mnd though, just as a Sidhe woul d be sensitive to the “scents' of those creatures fromhis
world, a kitsune is going to be nore sensitive to the “scents' of those fromhis. A gaki, for
instance, or a nature-spirit. But that does give ne sonething to work from"

"Can't you do sonething magical with those gl oves?" Joe asked. "I mean, can't you use magic to
find out something about her fromthen?" He bit his thunbnail as Chinthliss turned to | ook at him
obviously ill at ease with the whole concept. "Isn't that why you shouldn't |et sonething that

bel onged to you fall into a wizard's hands, because they can use it to put a hex on you or

sonet hi ng?"

"Cogent," Chinthliss agreed. "And if these were ordinary gloves, froman ordinary person, such
things woul d bear fruit. But they are the gl oves of a nmage, and she has nade use of the properties
of the naterials to renove as nmuch of the essence of herself fromthem as she can."

"Which neans it will take sonme real work to get anything useful out of them™" Tanni mtransl ated
for Joe. "And probably a lot of tine."

Chinthliss put the gloves down and stretched. "I shall be confortable here, and I will need
nothing. It grows late. You should sleep, Son of Dragons.” He lanced Tannimw th a penetrating
stare. "You were in need of rest when you cane here, as | know only too well. | will consult with
my allies and send themsniffing along the path these gl oves have traced."

Tanni m stood up, and Joe followed his exanple. "Yes, Mdther," he said nockingly. "And I'Il take ny
vitam ns and brush ny teeth before | go to bed.”

Tanni m chuckl ed, and he and Joe |l et thenselves out, leaving Chinthliss sitting on the couch
studyi ng the gl oves.

Shar smiled and petted the little air elenentals that flocked around her, vying for her attention
Cross a kitten with a dragonfly and you mi ght have sonething like these creatures. Less like a

cl assical sylph than a puffball with wings, they were sonme of her chief sources of information
when she did not care to go and gather it herself. They were not very bright, but they could be
very affectionate. They seenmed to |ike her

One in particular was very affectionate, and extrenely reliable; that was the one she called
"Azure," and set himthe particular task of keeping a constant eye on Tannim She sent himoff on
his duties with a shooing notion and continued with her own preparations. She had a schedul ed
meeting with Madoc Skean, the chief of her "allies,” and she was not |ooking forward to it.

The Unsel ei ghe Sidhe was a sadistic, chauvinistic, selfish braggart, and a traitor to his own kind
to boot. Mst Unsel ei ghe were born "on the dark side," so to speak: boggl es and banshees, trolls
and kobol ds. But sone, |ike Madoc, chose that path. Until recently, he had served as a knight in
the court of H gh King Cbheron. Cbheron was a fairly tolerant fellow when it cane to his subjects
and their "games" with nortal s—eutright mischief was well within the bounds of what was consi dered
anusing. Further, if he felt sone foolish human deserved puni shnment or needed to learn a | esson,
he saw no reason why a Sel ei ghe shoul dn't do whatever was needful so long as he stopped just short
of killing the nortal. But sone things he would not abi de—and he caught Madoc at one of them What
it was, precisely, Shar did not know, though she could guess—but it had been enough to send Cberon
into a red rage. He had physically cast Madoc out, blasting himthrough several |ayers of

Underhill realities before he came to rest in a battered, broken heap

It took Madoc sone time to recover; once he did, he used the powerful charisna that had nade him a
brilliant manipulator in Seleighe Court politics and turned it on the Unseleighe left in disarray
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after the dem se of Vidal Dhu and Aurilia. He not only organi zed them but he attracted others to
his side, including Unsel eighe Sidhe far nmore powerful than Vidal Dhu had been

Power ful Unsel ei ghe Sidhe tended to be solitary souls; they did not like to share their power with
anyone, and woul d support a "retinue" conposed of vastly inferior creatures that were easy to
control. They formed a "court" nostly as a nmeans of anusenent; they sel dom agreed on anyt hi ng.
Innate distrust nmade alliances tenuous at best—an "I won't destroy your honme if you don't destroy
m ne" cold war. But somehow, Madoc won them And won themto his pet project.

Get rid of Keighvin Silverhair's little pet, the nortal called Tanni m

He managed to persuade themthat Tannim know edgeable as he was in the ways of the Sidhe and

Underhill, was far nore of a danger to themthan their traditional enem es, the Sel ei ghe Court
el ves. He convinced themthat Tannimwas unlikely to turn against his friends, but that there was
not hi ng stoppi ng the young man from marching on Underhill and taking over the areas held by

Unsel ei ghe with a small arny of Col d-Iron-w el di ng humans.

He even hal f-convi nced Shar. She had been trained as a youngster by the Unsel eighe, after all, in
the tine before she had broken off with her father. Wiy shouldn't Tannimthink that she was just
the sane as thenf? She was the daughter of Charcoal, Chinthliss' great enemy—and she had been
grooned by Charcoal to be Tannims rival in magic ever since Chinthliss took Tannimas a protégé
Al lying with Madoc Skean becane a matter of self-defense.

Until she came to learn nore about both Tanni mand Madoc, that is. Then it becane obvious, at

| east to her, that this tale Madoc had spun about a human mage nad for power was full of what they
threw on the conpost heap. Tanni mwas no nore a conquering Patton than she was. He m ght consider
moving into sonme little unused section of Underhill one day, just as she had, but conquering vast
sections of it would sinply never occur to him It was only Unsel ei ghe paranoi a that nmade such a

t hi ng seem possi bl e.

But by then she had already conmtted herself to Madoc. She' d been having second thoughts for sone
time now.

The very fact that her bl ood-father was friends with the Unsel ei ghe was enough to make her think
they were worthl ess. What she had | earned about them since she had cut off all ties to himonly

confirmed that. Only her own paranoia had nmade her listen to Madoc in the first place; only his

i ncredi bl e charisma had persuaded her to give the Unsel ei ghe one nore chance.

But Madoc had grown nore and nore arrogant with her every tine she had spoken with him since she
first pledged her help. He needed her; she was the only creature allied with himthat could handl e
Cold Iron with inpunity. He knew that, and yet pretended that it was otherw se.

And the nore she saw and | earned of Tannim the | ess she |liked Madoc or wi shed to put up with him

So she donned her arnor; arnor that the Unsel ei ghe woul d understand. Her hair she braided back in
a severe and androgynous style that left the inpression of a helnmet. She wore tunic and pants of
knitted cloth-of-silver that cleverly counterfeited fine chain-mail and mnimzed her fenmninity.
Her belt was a sword-belt, with a supporting baldric, and the enpty | oops that should support a
sheat h spoke el oquently for her capabilities.

She | ooked herself over in the mirror, analyzing every nuance of her outfit and stance for clues
that m ght hint at weakness. She found none.

She bani shed the glass again and turned toward the Gate, activating it and setting it for an
Unsel ei ghe-hel d portion of Underhill where she could Gate to Madoc Skean's stronghol d. Although
this was a poor strategic nove, comng to himlike a petitioner, she would not permt himhere.
Al'l ow hi mhere but once, and there was no telling the m schief he could cause.

O what he might |eave behind, besides his snell.

Her Gate had only three settings: Unsel eighe Underhill, her nother's realm and her father's. The
| ast, she would not use. To go to the human world, she nmust use the Gate in the "garage." A bit
awkwar d, sonetines, but necessary.
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She stepped through her Gate, felt the shivering of energies around her as it sprang to life and
bridged the gap between where she was and where she wanted to be.

As usual, it was dark. She blinked, and waited for her eyes to adjust. Many Unsel ei ghe creatures
sinply could not exist in bright Iight, so nbst Unsel eighe realns were as gl oony as a thunderstorm
during an eclipse, or dusk on a badly overcast day. She stood at the head of a path that travel ed
strai ght through a prinmeval and wildly overgrown forest. Forests such as this one had not existed
on the face of the human world since the Bronze Age, if then. It was the distillation of

everyt hing about the ancient Forest that primtive man had feared.

And it contained everything dark and treacherous that prinmtive nman had believed in.

The trees were alive, and they hungered; strange things rustled and nobaned in the undergrow h.
There were gl owi ng eyes up anong the branches, and as Shar stepped out on the path, the noises
i ncreased, the trees | eaned toward her, and the nunber of eyes nultiplied.

Sonet hing screaned in pain in the distance, and sonething nearer wailed in desol ation

Shar | ooked about her with absolute scorn, as the sounds and eyes surrounded her, and the trees
closed in.

"WIIl you just chill out?" she snapped, putting a snall fraction of her Power behind her words.
"I've been here before, and you know it. | am not inpressed.”

A nonment of stunned silence, a nuttering of disappointnent, and within a few nore seconds, the
trees were only trees, and there were no nore scuttlings in the underbrush or eyes in the branches
over head.

"Ch, thank you," she said sarcastically, and nade her way to the second Gate. So much of the power
of the ol der Unsel ei ghe depended on fear that the nonent anyone faced them down, they sinply

mel ted away. That m ght be why there were so few of these unadapted creatures active in the
humans' world these days, and Cold Iron had nothing to do with themfleeing to dwell Underhill.
The nmodern world was frighteni ng enough that nost people couldn't be scared by these ancient
creatures. Wiere was the power of glowing eyes to terrify when rat eyes | ooked out at children
every day from beneath the furniture of their ghetto apartnments? How could a nman be terrified by
reachi ng tree branches when beneath the tree was a crack-addict with a gun? Mbans and cries in the
dar kness coul d be the nei ghbor pummeling his wife and children to a pul p—and he just night cone
after anyone el se who interfered, too, so nobans and cries were best ignored.

The supernatural lost its power to terrify when so nmuch of the natural world could not be
controll ed. These elder creatures were forced to abide in places like this one, where, if they
were | ucky, sone poor unsuspecting being fromanother realmmight stunble in to die of fright.

But the Unsel ei ghe who had adapted found the nodern human world rich in possibility. They fed on
human pain and misery, so anywhere there was the potential for such things, you found themin the
thick of it. Sometimes they even caused it, either as sustenance for thenselves or as a hobby.
Some considered inflicting suffering on hunmans to be an art form

She had been taught by her father and his friends that humans were no business of hers. They were
cattle, beneath her except to use when she chose and discard afterward.

But she had been taught by her nother that humans were not that nuch different fromher. Mre
limted, shorter-lived—but did that nmean that a human confined to a wheel chair was the toy of
humans with no such limtations?

For a long tinme she had been confused by the conflicting viewdoints, especially while the handsone
Unsel ei ghe Si dhe had been courting her, seeking her favors. They seened so powerful, so confident.
They had everything they wanted, sinply by waving a hand. They were in control of their world, and
controll ed the humans' world far nore than the nortals knew. They were beautiful, charismatic,
confident, proud..

But after a few bitter and pai nful episodes, she began to see sonme patterns. Once an Unsel ei ghe
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got what he wanted, he discarded her exactly as they urged her to do with the humans. Her father
whom she tried desperately to please, cynically used her childish devotion to mani pul ate her

The | essons were branded deeply; as deeply as the ones she was supposed to be learning. Little by
little, she changed her own approach. She began learning, fiercely, greedily. She stol e know edge,
when it was not given to her.

She spent nore tinme in her nother's conpany. No one, not even the powerful Unseleighe |ords, dared
to bl ock the approach of a nine-tailed kitsune to her daughter, and Ako nade certain they were
gi ven no reason to think she was undernining their teaching.

Then, when the time was right, after Shar had established her own tiny Underhill donmin, and she
had | earned everything she could, she began severing her connections to the Unsel ei ghe and to her
f at her.

She had cast Charcoal out of her life first; he had made the m stake of trying to coerce her when
she refused to cooperate with sone unsavory project of his. She no | onger even renenbered what it
was; it had been trivial, but she had not wanted to have any part of it, and for the first tine,
she had the power to enforce her own wll.

After barring himfrom her domain, she began pursuing her own projects—the first of which was to
spend an entire year with her nother and her nother's people.

That year had been the nobst eye-opening tine she had ever passed. She had noved anpbng kitsune with
poi se, not posturing. She had | earned nanners rooted in respect, not fear of repercussions. She
had heard | aughter that was not aimed at anyone but instead filled the roomwith its warnth. At
the end of that year, she had withdrawn to her own domai n and begun pl anni ng what she truly wanted
to do with her life, and nore inportantly, plotting howto rid herself of the Unsel ei ghe influence
wi thout a | oss of power or status.

She shook herself out of her reverie as she approached the Gate that would take her to Madoc
Skean. This one was guarded, by literally faceless warriors, but she had the signs and the
passwords, and they ignored her. There were four of them of the "immortal” type; no weapon woul d
kill themexcept Cold Iron, and even then it would have to penetrate their nage-crafted arnor. The
Gate was a real, solid structure, four pillars supporting a done above a platform all of black-
and-red marble. The facel ess ones stood at each corner, staring out into nothingness. They had no
wills of their own, never tired, never needed food or drink; they were enchanted flesh and netal
sust ai ned by the mage-energi es of their naster

She wal ked up onto the platform beneath the done, closed her eyes, and "knocked" with her power.
At the third "knock," she opened her eyes on the audi ence chanber of Madoc Skean, Lord of
Underhill, Magus Mj or and Unsel ei ghe commander.

As if to enphasize how different he and his Sel eighe rival Keighvin Silverhair were, everything in
Madoc' s domai n was of the nost archaic node. This "audi ence chanber," for instance. Shar was
fairly certain that he had copied it froma novie about a barbarian king and his barbarian
rivals—all the Sidhe seened to |love novies. Built of the same bl ack-and-red narble as the Gate,
the main body of it was lit only by torches in brackets along the walls, so that the high ceiling
was shrouded in gloom Pillars ranged al ong each side of the room their tops lost in the shadows.
The floor, of the sane narble, held a scattering of fur rugs. Afire burned in the center of the
room held in a huge copper dish supported on bronze lions' feet. At the end of the room on a

pl atformthat raised himabove the floor by about three feet so that anyone who approached him
woul d be forced to |l ook up at him was Madoc. He sat in a Roman-style chair, made of gold and
draped with nore furs. Torches burned in golden holders on either side of him and the rear wal
was covered with a huge tapestry depicting Madoc doi ng sonething disgusting to a defeated foe. Two
nore of his facel ess guards flanked his throne; their black arnmor was ornanented with gold chasing
and rubi es the sanme col or as drying bl ood.

Madoc wore a heavy, primtive crown of gold, inscribed with Celtic knotwork and set with nore

rubi es, on his handsone, blond head. He nade no attenpt to disguise his cat-pupiled green eyes or
poi nted ears. H's costune was an el aborate and thickly enbroidered antique-style tunic and trews
made of gold and scarlet silk; on his feet were sandals that |aced up over the legs of the trews.
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The | eather was studded with gold, as was the heavy belt at his waist. A crinmson nantle of silk

vel vet was held to his shoulders by matching Celtic circle-brooches. Hi s jewelry, aside fromthe
crown and the brooches, consisted of a pair of heavy gold arnmbands and a gold torc with nonster-
head finials.

Shar could not help thinking that he | ooked |ike an art supply catalog on two feet.

Shar stepped carefully down fromthe platform which held the physical counterpart of the Gate in
the Forest, and made her way across the vast and enpty floor. She kept her face inpassive right up
until the nonment that she canme to Madoc's feet.

Then she all owed her face to assune an expressi on of amused irony. "I think you owe Frank Frazetta
licensing fees," she said.

Madoc frowned, a flash of real anger, as his inpassive nask slipped for a nonment. Shar sniled.
Madoc hated being rem nded that the el ves copied everything they did fromhunmans, and he hated it
even nore when she recogni zed the source.

"Don't nention Frazetta's name to ne again. He has caused the Unsel ei ghe enough trouble. You're
maki ng no progress in dealing with Tannim" he said abruptly, as she crossed her arns over her
breasts and took a hip-shot, carel ess stance designed to tell himw thout words that she was not
i mpressed.

She shrugged. "It's com ng along. You know as well as anyone that Cberon has been taking an
interest in Keighvin and his crew, and that includes Tannim Challenge himw thout all the proper
protocol s and you could wi nd up answering to the H gh King. Again. Just because he threw you out
of the Court once doesn't nean he can't choose to cone after you."

Madoc flushed. "You haven't stayed | ong enough to get Tanninis response to your challenge!" he
accused. "You're toying with him Enough of your foolishness! W are not engaged with this plan to
amuse you. Deal with the man and have done with it!"

She | owered her eyelids to hide her anger at the tone of command he had taken with her. He should
know better than to take that attitude with her—

Suddenly, a soft popping sound signaled Azure's arrival into the throne room speeding towards her
wi th obvi ous excitenment. Sonething nust have happened to nake her pet seek her out here! She
rai sed her hand to warn Madoc not to disturb the creature—

Too | ate.

He was already irritated with her, and this intrusion gave himan excuse to vent that anger on
sonet hi ng connected with her

He bl asted the hapless creature into the back wall with a flick of his hand. It whinpered once,
and di ed.

Shar felt stunned, as if she had taken the bl ow herself. She stared at the renains of her pet,
then transferred her gaze to Madoc. The Unsel ei ghe yawned, rubbed his chin, and smled at her
lazily.

"Next tinme," he purred, "curb your dog."
At that nmoment Shar nade up her mind about which side she was on.

She gave no outward sign of her thoughts. |Instead, she said, "What do you want ne to do? Don't you
realize what weapon he's likely to choose for the Challenge? Cars. Racing. H s Mistang agai nst
mne." She gritted her teeth and went on with the deception. "In anything else, | could best him
but not that. He's better than I amor ever will be, and no anount of magery is going to
counteract his skill."

Madoc frowned, as if that had never occurred to him "Well, kill him then!" he snapped.

But again, she shook her head. "Qberon," she said succinctly. "If you don't want Oberon's
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attention, play by the rules of the game. W've issued the Challenge; we can't kill Tanni mout of
hand now. Renenber, if you violate the rules, no Unseleighe will ever trust you. He has to accept
the Chall enge, and you're going to have to figure out sone way of maki ng hi mchoose nmagery or sone
other weapon | am superior with. That's why |'ve been drawing things out; |'ve been trying to get
hi m of f bal ance enough that he won't think of racing as the response when | finally let him
respond. "

There. Bite on that awhil e.

She seethed with anger at the wanton, pointless destruction of Azure; she would nourn the poor
little creature later, when her privacy was assured. But the best way to get revenge on Madoc was
to frustrate him to make himangry. If he lost control of hinself, he would do sonething stupid,
and he nmght lose all of his allies. That would put himright back at square one, all of his plans
inruins, all of it to do over again. But this time it would take much |l onger to undo all the
damage. Look how long it had taken Vidal Dhu to regain his reputation after |osing to Keighvin
Silverhair the first time!

Madoc frowned fiercely at being confronted with the truth—but then, unexpectedly, he sniled.

"But he cannot choose racing if he has nothing to race with, can he?" the Unsel eighe lord said
with glee. " '"Tis sinple enough: we steal his precious Miustang with magic, and bring it Underhill!
There are pockets we can arnor against the harnful effect of so nuch Cold Iron—and | nyself have
enough power to bring the vehicle here!"

She blinked, taken aback—then quickly recovered. "What if he cones after it?" she countered. "Wat
if he brings help with him arned with Cold Iron weapons?"

"Then he but proves ny point to Oberon," Madoc retorted with triunph. "And we can lay a trap for
him Oberon cannot object to our squashing himlike an i mpudent insect if he brings Death Meta
into Underhill!"

She was too well-trained to panic, but her mnd raced as it never had before. "Let me deal wth
the car and set the trap,” she said quickly. "Wy waste your energies on dealing with sonething I
can handle with impunity? Then you can confront hi myourself, power intact."

Madoc nodded slowy. "You have a point," he admitted. "It would exhaust ne to bring the car
Underhill; it would serve us little if | cannot be the one to defeat him here." He straightened
regally on his throne. "Very well," he said, his arrogance as heavy a mantle as the red vel vet
shroudi ng his shoulders. "Deal with it, Shar. Bring the car to the Underhill pocket nearest the

Hall of the Mountain King. The Norse are used to the presence of netals; it should cause a m ni mum
of disturbance to their magics. And if it troubles them* he sniled, a snake's smile as it
prepared to sink its fangs into the neck of the prey "—well, | offered an alliance, and they
refused me. They can deal with the consequences."”

She nodded shortly and turned on her heel, striding to the Gate at the other end of the hall and
presenting himwith her back instead of retreating, wal king backward, as an underling would do. In
that rmuch, at |east, she could offer open defiance. Her jaw was clenched so hard it ached, and her
hands twi tched as she forced themto remain at her side without turning into fists.

He had gone too far. He had neither the right nor the cause to callously slay Azure. Now it was
time for her to think, plan everything with absolute care, and then act. She nust ki dnap the

Must ang; she nust nake sure that Tannimwould followit. But the result of that would not be what
Madoc supposed. She woul d best Madoc at Madoc's own gane.

And, fates willing, feed himhis own black heart at the end of it all

* * %

Shar crouched in the gravel of the driveway of Tanninms house. Her fur was al nost bl ack under the
pal e noon, and she laid out the |ast conponents of her spell with care. Her tail |ashed as she
spun out the energies, linked themall in together, and flung themw th handli ke paws at the Mach

She held her breath, waiting, as the spell settled into place, a gossamer web of her power laid
carefully over the layers and structures of Tannim s spells on his Mistang. As delicately as this
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was made, it still mght set off his alarm—

It didn't, and she |l et out her breath in a rush. It had been dammed difficult to get past all his
mage-al arms and shields and this close to his parents' house, even wearing the true-fox shape. She
had never been so close to triggering sonmeone else's protections in her life, and she suspected
that only her form had kept her fromsetting off all those alarms. It woul d have been disaster if
she sonmehow set off the protections on the Mistang.

She had known from the nonent Madoc opened his nouth to order the Mach |'s capture that Tannim
woul d, if the car was nerely taken, sinply wite it off as a loss. He would know it was going to
be bait in a trap. Wen he refused to cone after it, Madoc would insist that she make good on the
Chal | enge, assum ng that Tanni m woul d have to choose sone ot her weapon.

The trouble was, Tannimcould still choose racing. He could have the dammed Victor GI sent down
here to himif he wanted. He could buy two identical cars off a showoom fl oor.

Madoc woul d know she could not match himon a race course. He could do sonmething stupid to hex the
race, but he would do it in the nortal world, where he could not operate as freely as she coul d.
Yes, she could work this into Madoc's downfall, but there would be a sacrifice she no | onger
wanted to nake.

Madoc woul d rmurder Tannim as he had nurdered Azure. SharMarali Hal anyn vowed, on the spirits of
her ancestors, Madoc Skean woul d have no nore victins.

She had to do sonething to make it ook as if the Mach I's di sappearance was an accident. If it
happened while he was doing sonething to the car, he would not assume it was a trap.

So, she laid in a spell to open a Gate to the appointed place the nonent Tannimtried to set
anot her spell of any kind on his car. Wth her nipping at his heels, it couldn't be |ong before he
did just that. She would be ready to snatch his car away before he knew what was happeni ng.

And since the Mach | would not end up anywhere near Unsel ei ghe domai ns—as per Madoc's orders—he
woul d assune that sonething had backfired in the spell he had set, and cone after his wandering
Must ang.

O so she hoped, for his sake. If he did that, she had a chance of saving himand engi neering
Madoc' s downfal | .

The only other way of saving himwould be for the two of themto join forces and take Madoc on.
She knew how strong she was—and in a head-on confrontation, Madoc would win over her. He was the
better fighter. The strengths of the kitsune lay in subterfuge, trickery. The strengths of the
dragon—

She had not | earned. Not well enough. Her father had not taught her enough to beconme a rival to
his power. If Ako had remained with Chinthliss, perhaps—

Per haps changes not hi ng, she scol ded herself, and crept carefully down the driveway, still in fox-
shape. She was strong enough to hold her independence only because Charcoal would not chall enge
Ako and her family, and because the Unsel eighe did not realize how she had cone to despise them
They thought they still ruled her, and permtted her what they thought was the illusion of

i ndependence. She could not protect Tanni mal one. He could not withstand the full power of the
Unsel ei ghe al one. His friends from Fairgrove could not reach himbefore Madoc nmurdered him if
Madoc struck without warning.

They woul d have to join forces, and for that, she would have to show herself as his ally.

She | ooked back over her shoul der at the house once she was safely outside the perineter of
Tannim s shields. A single light burned in the room she knew was his.

What was he doing? Trying to extract information fromher carefully O eansed gl oves? Thi nki ng?
Dr eani ng?

O her?

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...Serrated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%20Circle.txt (61 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:36 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

She shook her head violently, her ears flapping, and sneezed. Then she spun around three tines, a
little red fox chasing her tail, and reached through the thrice-cast circle for her Gate to hone.
* * %

Tanni m pul  ed the Mustang into Chinthliss' slot just before sunset. Hs mentor had told himon the
phone when Tannimcalled himthis norning not to bother to appear before then; his own researches
woul d not be conpl eted before dark

So he and Joe cruised around Tulsa in the afternoon. Fox still hadn't put in an appearance.
But the nysterious, dark-haired woman in her black Miustang certainly did. She was tailing them

She nade no attenpt to hide, but she also made no further attenpt at contact of any kind. In fact,
the two tines he had tried to turn the tables on her and force a confrontation, she had nanaged to
vanish into the traffic

She stayed no less than three cars behind him and no nore than five, no matter what route he
chose; even when he was certain he'd nanaged to shake her, she always turned up again. He thought
he'd | ost her when they pulled into one of the malls, but when he and Joe cane out again with nore
clothing for Joe, she was there, parked three rows away fromthe Mach I, watching them

When he stopped to fill up the tank, she was in the parking lot of a fast-food joint across the
street. When he turned onto the Broken Arrow expressway, she followed right behind. He got off and
t hought he'd |l ost her for sure when he didn't see her following on the little two-1ane bl acktop
road he'd chosen—but as soon as he canme to a major intersection, there she was again, as if she
had sonmehow known where he was goi ng.

She finally vani shed when he pulled into his fol ks' driveway, hot and frustrated, and doing his
best not to take his frustration out on Joe.

He certainly hoped that Chinthliss would have better news for himthan all of this.

She hadn't shown up on the drive to the hotel, so that was a plus. Maybe follow ng them around al
day, between the power-shopping and the aimess driving, had been driving her as buggy as being
foll owed had driven him

She sure as hell hadn't |learned anything interesting. Unless it was which stores had his favorite
brands of cl ot hing.

They piled out of the car and started up the wal kway in the blue dusk. Chinthliss met themat the
door, letting themin wthout any of his usual banter. That was enough to nmake Tannimtake a
closer ook at his friend. Chinthliss had a very odd, closed expression on his face.

"What's wrong?" Tanni m asked bl untly.

Chinthliss shook his head and waved them both to seats on the couch. The two gl oves lay on the
table, in the exact mddle, side by side, both of them pal mshowing. As Chinthliss took his own
seat, Tanni m watched himclosely. Something was definitely up

"I believe | have the identity of your challenger,” Chinthliss said, abruptly, with no warmup. "I
don't know why she has chal l enged you, for certain, but | can guess. And | hope that I amwong."

"So who is she?" Tanni m asked when Chinthliss had remained silent for far too |ong.

Chinthliss drew himself up and tried to | ook dignified, but succeeded only in |ooking haggard. "I
woul d rather not say," he replied. "It involves sonething very personal."

That was the last strawin a long and frustrating day. Tannimlost his tenper. Chinthliss liked to
play these little coaxing ganes, but Tannimwas not in the nood for one now

"Personal, ny— Tanni m expl oded, as Joe junped in startlenent at his vehenence. Then he forced

hinself to cal mdown. "Look, lizard," he said, |eaning forward and enphasizing his words with a
pointed finger. "lI've told you a ot of stuff that was damed personal over the years, when it had
a bearing on sonething you needed to know. You know that nothing you tell nme will |eave this room
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Time to pay up. | have to know this stuff. It's nmy tail that's on the line, here!"
Chinthliss licked his lips and tried to avoid Tannim s eyes. Tannimwouldn't let him

Finally Chinthliss sighed and let his head sag down into his hands. "It is very conplicated and
goes back a long tine," he said plaintively, as if he was hoping Tanni m woul d be content with
t hat .

Not a chance. "Ante up, Chinthliss,” Tannim said renorselessly. "The nore you stall, the worse
[*Il think it is."
Chinthliss sighed again, and | eaned back in his chair, eyes closed. "It all began twenty-eight

years ago, in the tine of this world," he said, surprising Tannim Huh. He wasn't ki dding about it
being a long tine. That's a year |longer than |I've been alive.

"This occurred in ny realm There were two young males, constant rivals. One was call ed Charcoal

and one, Chinthliss,” his nentor continued. "They both courted a lovely |l ady of the kitsune clan.
She was young and flirtatious, and paid the same attentions to each. Very—ah—personal attentions.
Chinthliss was the one who tenporarily won her, nostly because Charcoal becane insufferable. But

it was not Chinthliss who fathered the daughter she bore."

Tanni m sat bolt upright. Chinthliss—and a kitsune?

"The daughter was charning and talented, and Chinthliss had no qualns with accepting her as a

f ost er-daughter, even though Charcoal had gone beyond being his rival and had become his nopst

Vi ci ous eneny. But—-ke had many things on his nmind, and eventually the Lady Ako becane di senchanted
with the lack of attention he paid her, and left him" There was real pain on Chinthliss’

features, the ache of |oss never forgotten and always regretted. "Wien she left him she took her
daughter. He never saw either of them again."

He opened his eyes at |ast, and Tannimlocked his |ips on the questions he wanted to ask. "That
was when Chinthliss realized that he needed ot hers, and began | ooking for soneone—yes, to take the

pl aces of Lady Ako and SharMarali. Stupid, | know, for one person can never replace another, but |
have never been particularly wise, no natter what ny student nmight say to flatter ne... ." Hs
voice trailed off for a nonent, then he | ooked Tannim straight in the eyes. "I never found anyone

to match Ako, but | did find an eager young mind to teach, a protégé, sonmeone to take the place of
little Shar. That was why | gave himthe nane, “Son of Dragons'; not only as a joke on the nane of
his real, blood parents, but because he became a kind of son to ne."

Tannimlicked lips gone dry, and pronpted himgently. "lIs this—Shar—the one who's been foll ow ng
ne?"

Chinthliss nodded painfully, as if his head was very heavy and hard to nove. "I don't think there
can be any doubt," he said. "Especially since there is only one kitsune-dragon | know of, and in
the past, | heard runors, runors | had thought | could discount. | thought that Lady Ako had Shar

safely with her; the runors were that not long after | began teaching you, Charcoal asserted his
parental rights over the girl and took her off to be trained by hinself and by his allies. The
Unsel ei ghe. "

At Tannim s hissing intake of breath, Chinthliss grinmaced. "You see, the runors | heard were that
he intended to make her into the opposite of you."

Joe scratched his head thoughtfully. "I can see that," he said. "It all matches, if she's supposed
to be the anti-Tannim Even the car she drives is a Miustang. Late nodel, old versus new. The sane,
only different."

"So you see why she woul d be chall enging you," Chinthliss continued unhappily. "And why it's
happeni ng here and now, in Gkl ahoma, where | first found you."

Tanni m shook his head and groaned. "Ch, God. I'min an evil twin episode. If this were a TV show,
I"d kick in the screen about now. "

Joe snickered; Chinthliss nmade what sounded |ike a synpathetic noise deep in his throat.
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Tanni m | ooked up at Chinthliss again. "Ckay, we can figure it's Shar; we can figure she's

sl eep—ah—working with the Unsel ei ghe. She's challenging nme, and figures she's going to w pe ne.
Kei ghvin and Conal said that since | have choice of weapons in a Challenge, | should choose
racing."

Chinthliss brightened a little at that. "The laws of challenge are clear on that point; you have
the right of any weapon you choose—and | rather suspect that they woul d never think of racing as a
weapon. | cannot inmagi ne how even Shar could best you in a contest of that sort. Unless her allies
make it sonething less than a fair fight."

Tanni m | eaned back in his chair and ran his fingers through his hair thoughtfully. "Ckay. Let's
assune they do. What can they do? Booby-trap the course, do sonething to her car to turn it
deadly, do sonething to mine to nake it fail on ne."

"I can prevent themfrominterfering with the course,”" Chinthliss replied quickly. "I have nore
practice working in this world than they."

"No nmatter what they do to her car, they have to get it close to mne to nmake any weapons work."
Tanni m unwr apped a pop, stuck the paper in the ashtray and the cherry-pop in his nouth. "That just
takes a little nore finesse on ny part. |'ve had nasties after me. If she's never done conbat -
driving before, she's no match for ne."

Chinthliss shrugged. "Were would she have | earned?" he asked. "Wio woul d have taught her?"

"More to the point, where would she have gotten the practice?" Tannimput in. "SERRA keeps an eye
out for reports of driving "incidents'; things like that sonetinmes nmean there's a nage out there

that isn't trained or nentored. | think we'd have a tag on her if she'd been nessing around on her
own. Hell, she'd have run into one of ours by now, for sure."”
"That only | eaves—sabotagi ng the Mach |," Joe said. "But how do you keep soneone from nessing

around wi th your car when they can do it nmmgically?"
"Easy," Tannimand Chinthliss said in chorus. "Mre mgic."
Joe sighed. "I shoul da known."

Tanni m hal f grinned. "So," he said, looking into Chinthliss' eyes, "feel up to anything tonight?
Time mght not be on our side. Your w cked stepdaughter was trailing us all over Tul sa today."

"Mm | will help, yes,” Chinthliss replied. "Mst of today's work was not mine. And | have a few
ideas that | would like you to try anyway."

"Shall we?" Tanni mrose and bowed, gesturing toward the door

"Let's shall," Chinthliss said with a sigh. "Tannim this is not how!| wanted to find her again."

"I can imagine." Tannimled the way out to the Mistang. It was fully dark now The stars above
dotted the sky even through the light-haze thrown up by Tulsa. Qut in the country they would be
able to see the M I ky Way.

Joe automatically wedged hinself into the backseat, leaving the front to Chinthliss. "If this
girl's half kit-whats-it," he asked, |eaning over the seat as Tanni m pulled out of the parking
slot, "would that be why Fox just disappeared and hasn't cone back?"

"Exactly so," Chinthliss told him Tannimlet his mentor make the expl anations; he was too busy
wat ching for that black Miustang. "Shar's nother is a nine-tailed kitsune; she can shape-change
into areal fox if she chooses, or into anything else. She can act and be acted upon as a rea
human woman. She has powers | could wish | enjoyed. Nine tails is an enornously high rank, and
have never personally heard of or net a kitsune with nore tails. The nunber of tails indicates the
rank and power in a kitsune; | doubt that Shar, in her kitsune form has |less than six. FX has
only three tails, which is why he can affect nothing in this world; he could not possibly best

her, and if he crossed her, she could take one of his tails."
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"So?" Joe wanted to know.

Chinthliss shrugged. "So, he would definitely | ose rank and power—and there are sone who say that
the nunber of tails also neans the nunber of lives a kitsune has. Lose a tail and you | ose a
life."

"Ch." Joe sat back to digest this.

Tanni m knew t hat the young man nust be confused as all hell. Kitsunes, dragons, magi c-enhanced
cars ... it could have flattened a | ess stable person. Maybe in sone cases old what's-his-nanme was
right: "that which does not kill us, makes us stronger." It sure seened to work for Joe.

Hel  uva way to grow up, though

The barn seened the right place to go, even though they'd have to do any magi ¢ on the Mach |
"without a net," outside the protections available inside the barn. But with two nages here, one
of them a dragon, what could go wong that they couldn't fix?

Joe went out ahead with a flashlight, just to make sure that their little playmate hadn't booby-
trapped the access with tire-slashers. He wal ked all the way to the side of the barn, exam ning
the flattened lines in the grass, and waved an "all-clear" when he reached the barn itself.

Tanni m pul | ed up beside the barn and got out. Chinthliss followed.

He stood |looking at the Mach | for a long tine, fists on his hips, feet apart and braced. Then he
took a deep breath, and stepped back

"Al'l right folks," he said quietly, as the crickets and nocki ngbirds sang in the distance, and a
ni ght hawk screaned overhead. "It's show tine."

Al t hough Tanni m had never done anythi ng synchronized this way before, Chinthliss wanted to set up
all of their spells in a conplex net, so that they all nmeshed and could all be triggered together

Tanni m had argued agai nst that, but not very forcefully, because he had known Chinthliss was right
about one thing. Once Shar got a whiff of magics out here at the barn, she'd know that Chinthliss

was invol ved. And once she knew that, she night change her mind about keeping her distance. They'd
really better do everything at once, because they might not get a second chance.

The trouble was, he had no idea how well all this stuff was going to "take," given the protections

that were already on the Mach |I. And he had no idea howit would integrate with what was al ready
there. Hell, he thought ruefully, as Chinthliss laid out the last of his webs of power over
Tannim s own "crystalline" geometric structures, |'ve got no idea how half of what he wants to do

is going to work! It was worse than conputer programi ng.
Chinthliss surveyed his handi work and stepped back a pace. "Ready?" he asked.

"Ready," his fornmer pupil replied, though not w thout considerable m sgivings.

"Right. On ny count.” Chinthliss walked to the tail of the car and raised his hands, and Tanni m
copied his gesture, standing at the nose. "Four. Three. Two. One. Fire."

Tannimtriggered his spells.

What shoul d have happened was that a structure a great deal like the done inside the barn would
form then shrink down to beconme one with the Mach |I's skin

VWhat actually happened was that the done forned and shrank, all right—
But as soon as it touched the skin of the Mustang, there was a blinding flash of |ight.

Tanni m shouted in pain, and turned away, eyes watering, swearing with every curse he had ever
heard in his life. He scrubbed at his eyes frantically-¥at did we do to ny car?

There were spots dancing in front of him but it was perfectly clear what they had done to his
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car.

Because the Mach | was no longer there; only a flattened place in the grass, and a single chrone
trimring fromone of the wheels, gleaning in the nmoonlight.

"Ah, hell!" he half groaned, half shouted. "Now what am | gonna do? How do you explain this to
State Farn®"

CHAPTER SI X

Tannimstared at the chrone trimring for a nmonment |onger, then waded through the tall grass and
picked it up. It felt warm as if it had been sitting in the sun for a long tinme. "The Mach

can't have gone far," he said finally. "At least, | don't think it could have. W didn't put that
much power into those spells, not enough to have teleported a car for mles—=

"If it went Underhill, “far' is relative," Chinthliss warned. "My guess is that's where it went.
It would not take a great deal of power to open a Gate into some truly outré realm™

Tannim felt hinself blanch, and the bottom dropped out of his stomach. Underhill. It wasn't just
Kei ghvin and his "good" elves who lived Underhill. So did the Unsel eighe, the efrits, and a | ot of
ot her nasty characters. Underhill wasn't one place, it was many places, all lunped in the sane
generic basket. Sone of those places held people who didn't care for Tannimvery nuch. "If it went
Underhill," he said slowy, "and the bad guys get ahold of it, | amin deep kinthee. |'ve got a

| ot of personal power invested in that car. They could get at ne through it. |I've got to get it
back before they knowit's there."

"Do you think that is wise?" Chinthliss asked, |ooking skeptical and a tad worried. "You could end
up in nore difficulties than if you sinply left it there."

"I don't think I have a choice,” he retorted. "It's either that, or cut it off fromne entirely,
which I'"'mnot sure would work, then try to explain to ny folks where ny car went. They know I'd
never sell it. Shoot, 1'd rather deal with Unsel ei ghe."

Not to mention the |ong wal k back. | could say someone stole it. But then |I'd have to go through
the whol e police show, and neanwhile | still have Shar on ny tail and | wouldn't have all the
protection | built into the Mustang. It did occur to himthat he could borrow an el vensteed from
Kei ghvin—after all, if Rhellan could |look Iike a '57 Chevy, surely another 'steed could | ook like
the Mach |I. But that would nmean calling in yet another favor from Kei ghvin, and that would stil

| eave the problem of the Mach | in possibly unfriendly hands. It won't take them nore than a
couple of days to figure out that it's down there; all that Cold Iron unshielded is going to make
a helluva distortion in the magic fields Underhill. It'Il only get worse the longer | wait. If
just get in and get out again, everything should be fine.

Besi des, he loved that car. There were a lot of inportant nenories tied up init. It had carried
himthrough a I ot of bad situations, and nore than a few good ones. He wanted it back.

"I't hasn't been down there that long; | can't inmagi ne anyone would have found it this soon. | can
use this to scry with," he continued, holding up the trimring as he pushed through the wai st-high
grass to get inside the barn. "It shouldn't take me long to find it. Once | know where it is, |

can go get it and bring it back with ne. It's easier to open up a Gate fromthere to here than
vice versa. Right?"

"That depends— Chinthliss began.

But Tannimignored him After all, if it hadn't been for Chinthliss insisting that they trigger
all the spells together, none of this would have happened. Al though how that particul ar batch of
spell s could have conspired to open up a hole into Underhill, he could not inagine.

O course, no one knew how programmers got Wndows 3.1 to run, either, and it had at |east as many
ways to go wong as their cobbled nmass of spells.

He put the trimring down on the ground once he got inside the protected area of the barn
triggered sone of the primary protections, and then laid a mirror-finished disk of energy within

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...Serrated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%20Circle.txt (66 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:37 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

the trimring. That turned the whole trimring into a scrying mrror, very |like some of the

scrying pools Underhill, but set specifically for the Mach I. Chinthliss cane in behind himand
conjured up a mage-light that provided real-world illumnation. In the dim blue light, Joe wore
an expression of worry and puzzlenent. Chinthliss was, as usual, inscrutable.

He crouched down on his heels beside the ring as Joe and Chinthliss joined him Joe stared
nervously down over his shoul der, but Chinthliss kept chewing on his |lip and casting suspi ci ous
gl ances everywhere except at the ring.

The surface of the mirror glowed with a mlky radiance like fog it up fromwithin. Silently,
Tanni m conmanded it: Show nme the vehicle of which you were once a part. Show ne where it is, and
the condition it is in

He continued to stare down at the ring as the light within it shifted restlessly, showi ng only
vague shapes, and hints of wavering forns within its m sty depths.

Finally, faint color tinged the fog, red and gold, purple and deep blue. He willed nore power into
the mirror, and the image within it strengthened and the colors intensified.

Then the whole image trenbled violently, and settled; the huge obl ong of deep, deep red in the
center cleared and becane the Mustang, while the rest of the image focused into the background.

The Mach | sat sedately in the exact mddle of what could only be a huge audi ence chanber,
literally fit for a king. She | ooked terribly odd there: the only nodern object in a roomthat
resonated with a feeling of ancient tines. Her four tires rested on a floor of polished anber;
behi nd her was a wall covered with a geonetric tapestry of red, blue, purple, and gold. Benches of
gol d and anber sat beneath the tapestry, and in between the benches were ever-burning | anmps of
gold and tortoiseshell, or stands hol ding anti que weaponry.

A thick patina of dust lay over everything except the car

Tanni m chewed his lip, trying to figure out just where this was. Underhill, obviously, since of
the humans of this world, only a Russian Tzar could ever afford to have a roomwith a fl oor of
anber, but the question was, where Underhill?

Chinthliss finally | ooked down at the inage within the mrror and frowned. "That's the audi ence

chamber of the Katschei, the one he used when he was in a good nood," he said. "It's not that far
fromthe Nordic elven enclaves. Once the Katschei was dead, |'d have thought for certain that
sonet hi ng el se woul d have taken over his Underhill holdings, but it |ooks abandoned. Maybe there's

a curse on the place or sonething.”

"Yeah, look at the dust. Well. The Nordic elves are deep Underhill. Keighvin says sone of them
haven't cone out for centuries." That gave himdi stance and direction; he ought to be able to Gate
fromhere to there with Chinthliss' assistance, using the trimring as an anchor, then return the
same way. The ring, having been part of the car, should keep the path between them open and cl ear

He stood up. "Well, if it's as abandoned as it |ooks, this should be a piece of cake. | can Gate
over and Gate back before three in the norning." He grinned at Joe, crookedly. "Be glad you're
with me, otherwi se Mom woul d have you under a curfew "

"I really don't feel confortable with this," Chinthliss began, then shook his head. "Never mind. |
fear it was my work that caused this; | shall have to defer to your judgnent."

"I told you why | can't just leave it there," Tannimreplied. "If we were hone, |'d grab Keighvin
and a bunch of the polo players and go riding cross-Underhill to get it. But |I'mnot, and we don't
have tinme to call themin. If | go now, before anyone realizes the big anonmaly that just plopped
down there has a physical focus, we should be fine. Underhill's not that stable, and stuff causes
mage- quakes all the time down there."”

And peopl e are always wat ching for mage- quakes, bonehead. Sonetines interesting things surface

after one. Yeah, you'd better get your tail noving before somebody finds this particul ar
"interesting thing" and gets the pink slip onit.
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Chinthliss shrugged and stepped back a pace. "Have it your way. | can at |east establish the Gate
for you."

Tanni m nodded, and cast a gl ance back at Joe. The young nan | ooked very worried, but he said
not hi ng, perhaps because he felt so out of his depth with two obviously practiced nages.

Chinthliss stared fixedly at the trimring for several mnutes, then raised his hands slowy. The
trimring rose snmoothly and rotated sideways until it was facing Tanni m and bal anced on edge,
formng a shining "O' that hovered in nmidair. Joe's eyes w dened. Chinthliss spread his fingers,
and the trimring shivered and expanded, an inch at a tine, thinning as it did so, until it was
about a half an inch thick and tall enough for Tannimto pass through. The scene inside the ring
remai ned the sanme: the Mach |, crouched on the anber floor as if in the heart of a showoom As
the ring w dened, the scene expanded so that it was possible to see a bit nore: the geonetrics on
the tapestry proved to be only a very w de border; now the I egs and | ower torsos of hunmans and
other creatures engaged in conbat were visible, all of it woven in the sane flat but colorfu
style, like a lacquer box. Then, as Chinthliss shifted the focus of the spell fromseeing to

goi ng, the scene vani shed, replaced by a dead-bl ack wall.

"I can't hold it long," Chinthliss warned in a voice that showed strain. "If you're going, go
now "

Tannimdid not hesitate. He stepped across the edge of the ring, closing his eyes involuntarily as
he felt the internal lurch and tingle that a Gate-crossing al ways gave him He experienced a
monent of disorientation and bl ackout, acconpanied by a jolt as he dropped about a foot. He flexed
his |l egs automatically and dropped into a crouch, one hand touching the floor.

When his eyes opened again, he found hinself not nore than a couple of feet fromthe Mach |, one
hand resting in about a half inch of dust. Beneath the dust, the anber floor glowed slightly,
adding to the illunmnation in the roomwith a warm buttery |ight.

The sane depth of dust |ay everywhere—except around the edge of the room in a path about three
feet wide. Odd.

He repressed a sneeze, straightened, and turned around. It was virtually the same behind him The
tapestry on that wall showed twelve |ovely nmmidens dancing around a tree | oaded with golden fruit,
in the heart of a walled garden. The chanber itself was imense, as big as a high school gymmasi um
at least. The benches were pushed up against three of the four walls; gold and transparent anber,
rather than the opaque butter-anmber of the floor and walls. The fourth side held a raised platform
wi th a gol d-and-anber throne standing in |lonely splendor on it. The hanging on that wall was plain
purple with gold fringe as long as his armon the bottom hem There was no hangi ng on the opposite
wall; it held a set of huge gol den doubl e doors, both gapi ng open. Beyond them | ay darkness; |ight
from the audi ence chanber was swal |l owed up by that darkness imediately, as if it was just as big
as this room Above the doors, the wall had been inlaid with nosaics of cabochon genstones form ng
a pattern of flowers.

He tensed as sound canme from beyond those doors. Instinctively, he sprinted to the side of the
Mach | and crouched down beside the headlights, ready to use it for cover

The noi ses continued; they sounded |ike soneone shuffling, out there in the darkness. He |istened
careful ly and caught another set of sounds: a steady brushing in a rhythm c pattern, scraping, and
sonmet hing i ke the sound of squeaking cart wheels.

What t he—

Somet hi ng noved out there in the darkness. He tensed, and crouched a little | ower beside the
fender, one hand in the dust and one clutching the chrome. He snothered another sneeze. He
strained his eyes into the nmurk; magical ever-burning | anps m ght have been a neat touch, but they
didn't give off a heck of a lot of light, and neither did the glowi ng floor. The sounds neared.

And finally, the maker of the sounds appeared.

A gnharled and twisted old man, dressed in nondescript rags, shuffled in and stood by the hinge of
one of the open doors. He was nmostly bald, but with a ring of |ong, unkenpt, yellow sh-white hair
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straggli ng down the back of his head, and he had an equally unkenpt white beard that reached to
his knees. He held a push-broom and shoved it in front of himw th |aborious strokes. There was a
cart tethered to himby a rope around his waist, which followed him wheels squeaking, creeping
forward with every shuffling step. He nade short, hesitant strokes with the broom then put the
broom down painfully, leaning it against the cart; he then reached into the cart, and picked up a
whi skbroom and a dust pan

He got down onto his knees with little whinpers of pain, felt his way to the edge of the area he
had just swept, and brushed the little ridge of dust he had collected into his pan

He got back up to his feet in the sane | aborious fashion, turned, and felt around the cart. Hs
hand touched the nouth of an open bag resting in the cart, and he carefully tapped the dust into
the bag. Then he picked up the broomand began it all again

What the heck is this—+the janitor of the damed?

The old derelict came fully into the audi ence chanber—and only then did Tanni m see why he was
doing his work with such slow and stilted notions.

Where his eyes should have been there were two gaping, old, but still unheal ed, wounds.

Tannim s hissing intake of breath alerted the old nan to his presence. The old fellow turned his
sightless eyes in Tanninm s direction, holding the broomdefensively in front of him

"Who be ye?" he called in a quavering, rusty voice. "What ye want?" Hi s country-English accent was
so thick that Tannimcould hardly nake out what it was he had actually said. | haven't heard an
accent |like that since | watched one of those BBC nature shows. It's al nbst anot her | anguage
entirely.

Tanni m stood up slowy, but he nade no nove to approach the man. Appearances coul d be deceptive
Underhill. It was hard to tell what was a trap and what was harnmnl ess.

"My name is Tannim" he said slowy and carefully, so the old nan could nmake out the words through
his own American accent. "I amhere to retrieve sonething that was |ost."

"Lost? Lost?" The old man shook his head in senile bew | dernent. "Naught's been | ost here, boy,
‘cept me." He grimaced with pain, his face a mass of winkles. "This be no place fer an honest
Christian. There be boggles here." He turned his head blindly fromside to side, as if |ooking for
the boggl es he could no | onger see. "Ye seem a good, honest |ad. There's danger here. Best |eave
whiles ye can.”

"I found what it was | was |l ooking for, sir," Tannimsaid placatingly. "But |I've seen no danger."

"What ye cain't see kin getcha," the old man retorted, and cackled crazily. "I cone here | ookin'
fer treasure, an' see what it got ne! No doubt ye look at all th' gold, an' there's lust in yer
heart fer it. Pay it no heed, boy! 'Tis fairy gold, an' not fer any nman of God! Take yerself and
yer lost thing away, afore them boggles git ye, an' ye find yerself |like me— the voice shook, and
tears trickled fromthe eyel ess sockets "—all alone, i' th' dark, ferever an' ever. Never t' see

m lovely Nancy, nor m ol' Mam Never t' see nothin' an nobody again... ."

The old man stood there, weeping horribly fromthe ruins of his eyes, rattling on about how he had
come to be here, as he clutched his broom Tannim pieced out fromthe ranbling discourse that the
man had sonehow cone upon one of the rare doors into Underhill that opened at specific tinmes—ene
of the solstices, for instance, or at the full noon. He had seen a rich hall beyond the door and
had returned with bags to carry away the loot, full of greed.

But those who had owned the hall beyond the door were not Sel eighe elves, who woul d have tricked
him terrified himfor the sport of it, but et himgo relatively unharned. They were Unsel ei ghe,
who used that hall as a tasty trap for the unwary. They throve on pain and fear, and nothing

pl eased them nore than to have a hunan captive to inflict both on

They had tornented himuntil they grew bored with his antics, then had deci ded on one | ast
torment. They blinded himand sent himhere. Were "here" was, he had no clue. Hs task was to

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20Me...Serrated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%20Circle.txt (69 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:37 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

"keep the place clean"—and his |life depended on it, for once a day he was to return to a specific
spot sonewhere in the depths of this place, and the dust he had coll ected woul d be transforned
into an equal anount of bean-bread. Ironically, the rope that held himto his cart, the sack in
the cart, and the cart itself were all tools he hinself had brought to carry away his loot. It was
an irony that obviously had not been | ost on the Unsel ei ghe.

Bl i nded, he could not see where he had cl eaned, and apparently he was a fairly stupid nan, who had
not figured that he could tell where he was in a roomby the echoes fromthe walls, as many blind
peopl e Tanni m knew had | earned to navigate. That was why he cl eaned no farther into the roomthan
he could reach with his broom despite the tantalizing fact that he knew there was thick dust just
beyond that point. He had ventured into the mddle of a roomonce, and had been hopel essly | ost

until he had nanaged to crawl into a wall again. After that, he never dared make a second attenpt.

He was in constant pain, he was nore than half mad, and the two oozing hol es where his eyes had
been made Tannim sick to his stomach to look at. If he remenbered his nane, he never told it to
Tanni m But he was—er had been—a human bei ng, once. However stupid or greedy he had been, he did
not deserve a fate |like this one.

Yet when Tannimoffered to take himaway, the man cowered against the wall, wept, and babbled in
sheer terror. Cearly, he had been tricked by Unsel ei ghe pretending to "rescue" him before this.
Every tine Tannimtried to touch him he only winced violently away. The only way Tanni m woul d
ever get the oldster into the Miustang woul d be kicking, screanming, and utterly mndless with
terror. Which right now, could attract a whole |ot of unwanted attention and get them both caught.

Finally, Tannimdid the only thing he could think of to help the man. He cut bits of the gold
fringe fromthe bottomof the tapestry at the end of the hall and knotted the pieces together
until they fornmed a very |long, heavy rope, which he gave to the old nan

"Tie this to the rope on the cart," he explained patiently. "Tie the other end to your waist. You
can go as far into the center of a roomas you like, and as long as you don't pull the cart after
you, you can always follow the rope back to the wall."

He had to explain it several tinmes before the old man finally grasped it, and if the | esson woul d
| ast past the next neal, Tanni mwould never be sure. But he had tried. And the old weck was
weepi ngly, pathetically grateful. But not grateful enough to |ose his suspicion of Tanninis
notives or identity—his paranoia was too deeply ingrained for himto trust anyone to take him
avnay.

There was sonething el se that occurred to Tannim tine passed oddly Underhill, and the Sel eighe
and Unsel ei ghe had ways of staving off old age fromnortals when they chose. But those nethods did
not work in the human worl d, where nagi c was not as strong. Assuming that he coul d persuade the

ol dster that he was to be trusted, Tanni mcould rescue the poor old goat and bring himacross a
Gate, only to see himcrunble into dust on the threshol d.

Wul d that be a kinder fate than the one he currently had? G ven a choi ce—
Yes, but it's his choice, not mne

There was enough cutlery in this audience chanber alone, in the weapon-stands, for the old man to
have ended his life long ago if he chose. Evidently he preferred living, however m serable that
life mght be. Maybe it wasn't all that miserable by his standards. Presumably he still had a
home, something in his nenories worth living for. Perhaps the unknown of death presented a nore
terrifying prospect than the quiet horror of his daily existence here.

He doesn't trust ne, and | can't prom se hi manything, anyway.

The old derelict filled his sack to the top and shuffled off into the darkness, nuttering happily
to hinmsel f. The cart-wheels creaked, marking his progress, until at last the sounds were swal |l owed

up in the thick darkness.
* * %

Shar shuddered and cane awake with a snothered gasp

The internal lurch as Tannimtriggered Shar's trap caught her asleep in her own pocket-donmain, and
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took her conpletely by surprise. She really hadn't expected himto try anything nagical for

anot her twenty-four hours at |east! She had been so tired after all her work of last night and the
ruse of tailing himtoday that she had thrown herself down on the couch as soon as she returned
"hore, " and nust have fallen asleep. The aftershock of so much Cold Iron linked to her hitting the
fields of nmage-energy Underhill resonated through her as she sat bolt upright, shaking hair and

sl eep-fog out of her eyes.

She swore to herself as her head rung with a very physical sensation of inpact. There was no way

that Madoc woul d ignore that! And since he knew that Shar was bringing the Mistang Underhill, he
woul d know what had caused this particul ar mage- quake. She massaged her tenples and swung her feet
down to the floor, and wondered what particular inp of ill luck she had annoyed enough to pl ague

her with all these m scal cul ati ons.

Ch, nost excellent, she told herself sarcastically. Madoc knows where | was going to dunp the car

He'll be there, either as soon as or before |I can get there. He won't wait for me to tell himl've
caught Tannim-ke'll go to gl oat over the car! He might even decide not to trust nme further and set
up an anbush of his own! Wiy didn't | think of that in the first place? | swear, | get tired of

havi ng to second-guess these Unsel ei ghe pri cks!

Tanni m woul d, probably, follow his car as soon as he knew where it had gone. He m ght already be
there. On, damation, if he'd been in the car when it made its little journey, he would be there
al ready!

Better count on it. If he's not, | can revise things.

Her mind buzzed with a hundred plans, but all of them hinged on one thi ng—whether Madoc went to
the Katschei's Hall alone, or with his troop of nage-warriors. Al one, she and Tanni m could
probably best himand be away. But with his troops backing him there wasn't a chance.

Ah, dammation, |'ve never seen himleave his hall once without a full escort. He'll have themwth
hi m
Her plans had been based on the notion that she could bring the car Underhill w thout Madoc

knowi ng when she did. Wiy hadn't she foreseen that the Miustang woul d cause such a ruckus?

Because | was basing it on ny car, and | plain forgot how nuch of Tannims car is steel and Cold
lron, and all of it filled to the roof with spellwork. | should have done ny homework, and now
it's too |late—

How soon woul d Madoc get there? How nuch lead time would she have? Better plan on not having a
lot. Better plan on none. Better assume that he'll beat me unless nmy short route is faster than
his.

I f Tannimwas there, and she had a few ninutes, she would probably be able to give himsone kind
of warning. If she had no time, perhaps she might still be able to do somnething. Convince
Madoc—ho, wait! He nust have a dozen Unsel eighe | ords who all have their own plans for Tannim |f
I let them know Madoc has the man, | can get themall tangled up in arguing with each other |ong
enough to get himout of there—waybe ..

The nore she thought about it, the better it sounded. The beauty of it was that she woul d not even
have to identify herself to let the infornation |loose. Al it would take would be a few well -

pl aced anonynous nessages. If all they had was the car, and Tannimdidn't follow it inmediately,
Madoc's allies would be all the nmore annoyed that Madoc hadn't told themof his plans to trap the
hunman.

So she del ayed her departure just |ong enough to send Madoc's allies their little nessages,

magi cked into pockets and ot her handy places by the sane neans she'd used to tack her first note
to the panel of Tannins Miustang, though this time sans pop-rivet. In a few nonents, as they

di scovered their messages, they would all go looking for their titular |eader. If Madoc showed up
now, it wouldn't be with his own hand-sel ected guards, but with a following of "allies,"” all of
whom had their own axes to grind on Tannim s skull

She faced her Gate and set it for that first Gate in Unsel eighe | ands, fromwhich platform she
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coul d descend through another series of nagical portals and wind up in the Katschei's Hall, in the
room besi de the audi ence chanber. There were very few places Underhill that led directly into each
ot her. For reasons of defense on the part of the Sel eighe and neutral real nms, and paranoia on the
part of the Unsel eighe, one could only Gate into halls, Elfhanmes, or other residences from
careful |y guarded external Gates, which in turn could only be reached from Gates in friendly or
neutral territories. Her one advantage woul d be that she knew a way to the Katschei's Hall that

i nvol ved fewer Gates than Madoc did.

She set the Gate and stepped through, but remained on the platformwhere she had arrived. Wth a
chanted phrase and a sigil drawn in the air, she reset it to another currently vacant donain.

That's where | did do ny research, she conforted herself, stepping through and arriving at the
edge of a swanp. If you know who used to be allies, you know where the Gates are set. Each Gate
had a maxi mum of six destinations; many were not set for nore than three or four. No one ever went
anywhere in a straight line Underhill, and often a traveler would have to physically walk fromone
Gate to another in neutral lands in order to reach a Gate that would take himin the direction he
wanted to go, and not likely even close to his true destination. It was like trying for
connections at Dallas/Ft. Wrth airport.

Fortunately, this was not one of those places. Shar would not have enjoyed a stroll across any
swanp, but this one, which once had housed Egyptian crocodile-spirits, was particularly

unpl easant. They had sinply vani shed over time; the theory was that somethi ng had used these
swanps as hunting grounds, and picked themoff, one by one. Life was dangerous Underhill; the
creature that trusted in his own invincibility and imortality often di scovered how m spl aced t hat
trust was.

But the Egyptians once allied with the efrits, and the efrits with the vanpires of the Bal kan
states. Those in turn had alliances with the Nordic el ves—+the sort that corresponded to the
Unsel ei ghe—and they contracted an alliance with the Katschei. Al of those connections were as

I ong distant as the things that once prow ed this marsh, but Shar made a point of discovering such
al liances and maki ng nental maps of all the Gates that interconnected. Such naps had served her
well in the past, and no doubt woul d again.

Five Gates later, she walked into the audi ence chanber of the Katschei, a Russian creature, half-
monst er, hal f-mage, who had been defeated and killed by a clever human and a benevol ent Russi an
bird-spirit, the Firebird. A great nmany of the Russian counterparts to the Sel ei ghe and Unsel ei ghe
were bird and animal spirits. The Mare of the Night Wnd, for instance, and her sons inhabited the
sane real mas the Firebird.

According to all that Shar had | earned, there were not many creatures who cared to share the
Katschei's realmwith him Mst of the Katschei's underlings had either been his own creations, or
creatures which quickly fled as soon as he was no nore. No one had ever taken over this donain
afterward, partially because of a superstitious feeling that a place where an "imortal" had been
destroyed was very unlucky for other "imortals."

Most of the Katschei's palace now lay in conplete darkness, except for the gardens outside and the
audi ence chanber. The garden contained a Gate to the human world, but it came out in the heart of
ad Rus, not far fromwhat was now Mdscow. Probably not the best place for an American with no
passport, no luggage, and nothing but his vehicle to appear, even in the current enlightened
tinmes...

Assum ng Tanni mwas al ready here, and that she had so great a lead tine over Madoc that she could
hel p himget the Mach | out of the palace, into the garden, and through a Gate that hadn't been
used in centuries. Assum ng Tanni m woul d cooper at e.

The gl ow fromthe audi ence chanmber |ay ahead and to the right; she noved carefully across the
hal | way, and paused for a moment on the threshol d.

He was there, all right, standing with his hands in his pockets and his | egs braced apart, staring
at the car. Already it was a disruptive presence Underhill: little crackling tendrils of energy
crept across the hood and roof fromtime to tine, and the longer it remained here, the worse the
ef fect would be.
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She stepped into the room naking no effort to be quiet. The heels of her boots nmade nuted ticking
sounds on the anber floor.

He whirled, hands held out to attack or defend.

She waited for himto say sonething, but he renmained silent. She kept her own hands down at her
side, and wal ked slowy toward him She did not hold her hands out; in a nage, enpty hands did not
mean "no threat," and such a gesture could be construed as aggressive. He showed no sign of

rel axi ng.

She stopped when she was a few feet away fromhim Already she sensed the Gate in the other room
gathering energy; it would take I onger to transport Madoc and his guards than it had to bring only
her, but her time was still short.

But he spoke first. "I know who you are, Shar," he said flatly. "I know who your teachers were,
and who you' ve allied yourself with, and they're not exactly friends of mine."

Hi s use of her nane shocked her into unconsidered speech, and she flinched as if she'd been
sl apped. How had he | earned her name, nuch |ess anything el se about her? Unl ess—

Chinthliss? Could he have contacted Chinthliss?

"They aren't exactly friends of mine, either, nmonkey-boy," she snapped before she thought. Then

she shook her head, and continued, talking so quickly she sounded |i ke a New Yorker so that she

could get everything out before Madoc arrived. "Look, you don't have to trust me, you don't have
to believe ne, but | want to help you. I'"'mnot what | seem or what you think. But I'mgoing to

have to play along with these jerks to get some roomto act, so cut ne sonme slack until the next
time you see nme, okay? Things are changing faster than you can guess, and | don't rmuch like the

i dea of being your opposite. | really don't Iike being forced into it."

He started to answer; she waved himto silence. The Gate had just opened again. She backed up
several paces, then said, "Sorry about this," and slapped a spell of paralysis on himjust as a
cl amor of netal signaled that Madoc had come with his guards. Madoc wal ked through the door into
their mdst.

"I told you I would bring him Mdoc Skean," she said calmy, without turning around. "I told you
and | have."

Madoc didn't quite run, but he certainly hurried his walk, pushing his escort aside. H s eyes
gl eaned with eager greed as he surveyed Shar briefly, and her prisoner in a nore |eisurely manner
"You did. Well done," he replied absently. "Now, if you'll just turn himover to me and—=

"Not so fast, Madoc Skean!" sai d another Unsel ei ghe, who joined Madoc at her side. The sounds of
many boots behi nd her warned that, as she had hoped, the rest of the Unsel eighe | ords had gotten
her message and had taken it seriously. "Not so fast! |I have my own clainms on this nortal! Did he
not slay nmy own sister's son, Vidal Dhu, with that Death Metal chariot? | swore | would have
revenge on him"

"And what of my clainP" cried another. He was joined by the rest, all of themclaimnmng a piece of
Tannim Shar waited; it was her spell that held him and protocol dictated that they could not
have himuntil and unl ess she | et himgo.

When the clanor of voices ceased, she spoke into a monent of silence. "My claimsupersedes all of

yours," she said flatly. "My Challenge to himstill holds. And you dare not touch himuntil it is
di scharged—you know well the rules of the Challenge. Once issued, it nmust be answered unless the
challenger is willing to be otherwi se satisfied. I amnot satisfied. And H gh King OGberon will be

| ess than pleased if you violate so sinple a tenet of the laws that bind us all."

There was an uneasy stirring behind her as soon as she nmentioned the name "Cberon." Madoc's face
was set in a frozen snarl.

She coul d not | ook at Tannim s expression; she confined her gaze to a point just below his chin
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She was afraid to look in his eyes and see the bl eakness of betrayal there.

"But his vehicle is causing harmin the aether of Underhill," she continued. "I will release him
to you, Madoc Skean, only if you pledge to hold himunharnmed until | can deal with the vehicle and
take it somewhere safe. Only | have the ability to handle so nuch Death Metal —as well you know. "

Madoc's snarl increased a trifle.

"You cannot |eave this netal beast here," she rem nded him "Look you, how already it causes rifts
in the energy-fields, and warps magi cs about itself. It will not be long until its influence
reaches even to your own realm"

He nodded slowy, reluctantly. "I will hold himunharned," he said finally. "I pledge it upon ny
True Name."

"Then give me your True Nane," she replied i mediately. The True Nane did not have the power that
some granted it—to give absolute control over another nage—but it did nmake it possible to
penetrate nost of his defenses. That effect was |argely psychol ogical, rather than magi cal

Wth a growl, he | eaned over and whispered it into her ear. She kept herself fromsmiling in

triunmph, and rel eased the spell into Madoc's hands.

"Rermenber," she warned, "you pledged to hold hi munharned until my return to your court."

"Aye," he said, tightening his "grip" so that Tannim paled. "But mnd, we all have our clains as
well."

She gave him a | ook of warning, and he | oosened the cocooning paralysis spell enough to | et Tannim
breathe easier again. "I will not be gone | ong, Madoc Skean,"” she told him "Be aware of that.

This man nust be in good health and unharmed, ready to take ny Challenge, when | return to your
court."

Madoc nerely sniled. She dared not stipulate nore than she had; she knew very well that Madoc had
any nunmber of ways of inflicting suffering that caused no permanent danmage to body or health. She
only hoped that Tannim s tol erance of such things was as good as she had been |l ed to believe.

She did not watch as Madoc had his guards surround his prize and then rel eased the paral ysis

spell. She turned her back as Tannimwas escorted fromthe roominside a ring of guards, followed
by the dozen or so Unsel ei ghe | ords who wanted a piece of him and then by Madoc hinsel f. She
feigned indifference and pretended to study the Mach I. The less real interest she showed in the

nortal, the safer he would be. Madoc woul d not hesitate to use himas a weapon against her, if he
t hought her interest was anything other than the Challenge itself.

Wien they were all gone, she studied the Miustang in earnest, for there was no doubt in her mnd
that she had better do sonething to nake it safe, both for the sake of Underhill and for Tanni m
She cast a spell of Creation, reweaving it three tines before it fell correctly, and sunmoned a
sheet of silk. That, at |east, hel ped ease sone of the disturbance its nmere presence was creating,
and made it less likely that the neighbors, those surly and unpredi ctable Nordic types, would comne
storm ng across the threshold in the next few nonents.

I'"lI'l have to actually build another Gate-spell of the kind | put onit in the first place, she

decided. | can't just drive it off. For one thing, | don't have the keys and | bet he's put some
nasty surprises in there for anyone who tries to hot-wire it. For another, the only Gate bhig
enough for this thing is the one in the garden. | could certainly fake my way as a Russi an, but

this is not a Trabant—and how in hell would | get it back to the USA, anyway? Slap a FedEx sticker
on it?

So, the question now was, how nuch power did she have to spare to nove the Mach | sonewhere el se?
She didn't want to send it to her "garage"; that was too obvious a place, for one thing. For
anot her, she wasn't certain she could manage to bridge that nmuch physical distance.

Whoa, wait a nonent. | told Madoc 1'll be noving it, and that's just about as good as actually
moving it. The very last place he'll look for it is here, and if | put enough shrouding spells on
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it to negate the effect of all that Cold Iron, no one will ever know that it's here. Except for
that poor old blind beggar that sweeps this place, and he won't know it isn't supposed to be here,
he won't even know that it's not sone peculiar scul pture or piece of furniture.

The amount of power she would need for those shrouding spells was much | ess than the anount it
woul d take to open a Gate for even a short distance. Look what bringing the thing here had done to
her—she'd slept like a nortal for a dozen hours, then fallen asleep again as soon as she rel axed
at the end of the day. There were better uses for that power.

And there was a distinct advantage to not using all that power. Madoc woul d assune she was

drai ned, as he would be after such an attenpt. O else, he would believe her to be stronger than
she actually was. In the latter case, he would not presunme to block her, and in the forner, he
woul d seriously underestimate her strength.

She nodded to herself as she made her decision and began spinning the gossamer webs of spells that
shi el ded the Mustang fromthe aether here, and the aether fromthe Miustang. Each spell settled
over the bulk of the car like a delicate veil. Such spells broke the nonent whatever they
protected noved away fromtheir protection, but that was all right. The only person who woul d be
moving this car was Tannim hinself, and if she had himin the driver's seat, it probably woul dn't
matter how much di sruption they caused

Finally, the last veil settled into place, and the nmists of power flowed through the hall with
scarcely a ripple of disturbance.

Shar turned briskly and headed back out the door. She had done all that she could here.

Now she needed to see what she could get away with under the eye of Madoc Skean. Her draconic side
knew how deadly a contest of powers this would be—but beneath all the seriousness, her kitsune
heritage kept rem nding her gleefully how much fun this contest would be, especially if she won.

This much was sure; if ever there was to be a test of her full abilities of craft and cl everness,
this was surely it.

* * %

Thi ngs were happening a little too fast for Tannimto react to them But he had | east had one
thing straight. No point in fighting six guys armed with sharp, pointy things. Especially since
they'd really like it if I would. It would give themthe perfect excuse to use those sharp, pointy
things on ny soft little body.

So Tanni m stayed uncharacteristically neek and polite—and silent—as the six facel ess guards

mar ched hi m out of the anmber room and into the darkness. Their very appearance had given hima bit
of a shock, when he'd realized that behind the faceplates of their helns was nothing but enpty
darkness. He'd never seen this particular kind of Unsel ei ghe before, and he wasn't certain if it
was sone creation, or sonething that had intelligence and will of its own. It really didn't
matter; in either case, the guy who thought he was in charge, the one Shar had cal |l ed Madoc Skean
woul d be only too happy for an excuse to have Tanni mroughed up. It was in Tannim s best interest
to make sure he had no excuses.

He was still trying to recover fromthe shock of Shar's little speech. He prided hinself on his
ability to read people, to pick up on the nost subtle of body | anguage, and everything he had
"read" indicated that she was telling the truth. She sounded—she acted—as if she wanted to be on
his side. Could he believe her? Could he trust his ability to read body | anguage when he was
dealing with a kitsune-dragon hybrid who only | ooked human?

After all those years of dream ng about her, he wanted to believe her; he wanted to believe it
with an ache of longing that he sinply could not deny. Yes, it was stupid to believe her. Yes, he
ni ght be pinning his hopes on a creature as evil and devious as Aurilia nic Mrrigan. Like her

Shar could be a fenmale who woul d betray himsinply because it amused her to do so. But |ong ago he
had made up his mind that his life was al ways going to be precarious at best. He could expect the
wor st of everyone, be paranoid and fearful, and spend his life being mserable and driving away
people who really did want to be friendly. O he could expect the best out of everyone, treat them
that way, and enjoy hinmself. He mght not increase his potential |ifespan, but it was even odds
that he wouldn't shorten it, either. And he just nmight gain hinself a whole ot of allies against
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the day—i ke today—when the real enenmies he had nmade or inherited caught up with him

Sone of the Unsel eighe had | eft nage-lights hanging in the air of the corridor and one room
beyond. They weren't nuch—as a whole, the Unsel eighe preferred a gl oomy twilight—but they hel ped
keep himfrom stunbling over his own feet. By the tine the guards marched himup onto a stone
platformin the niddle of a very dimy lit room he had made up his mnd to believe Shar, or at

| east believe that she intended to help him If half of her heritage cane from Chinthliss' eneny
Charcoal, still, half of it came froma kitsune-wonan who was clearly soneone Chinthliss stil
cared for and admred deeply.

Besi des, he reninded hinmself, evil isn't a genetic trait.

He and the guards stepped through the archway over the stone platform The nental and physica
jolt that acconpanied a Gate-crossing hit himand disoriented hinm one of the guards shoved him
when he didn't nove quickly enough off the new platform and he spraw ed facedown on the ground
beyond it. Fortunately, it was soft turf, but he scranbled to his feet quickly before one of them
could follow up the shove with a kick in the ribs.

He had expected that he would be marched i medi ately off into a prison or sone other place where
he coul d be | ocked up, but to his surprise, he found that they were standi ng besi de a huge,
naturally flat stone in the niddle of a grassy nmeadow. To either side of themwas a row of |ong,
turf-covered nounds. It was twilight here, the perpetual twilight he'd noted in many pl aces
Underhill; the "sky" overhead | ooked |ike that of an overcast day. H's guards noved forward, and
he perforce had to nove with them They marched down the row and turned between two of the nounds;
there were openings in the niddl e of these mounds, dark holes with no doors, the sides supported
by stones. Hi s escort waited while the rest of the party caught up with them

Wiile they waited, he tried to remenber where he had seen this Madoc Skean before, or had heard
the nane, and could come up with nothing. Not altogether surprising; there were a | ot of
Unsel ei ghe, in a vast nunber of sizes and types, and he'd collected enem es from anong many of
them just by being Keighvin's friend. Hell, |look at Vidal Dhu, for instance; he'd never done a
thing to that particular Unsel eighe lord, but Vidal had sworn to externm nate Keighvin's entire
clan, and Tannimstood in the way of that. No doubt Keighvin or Conal could identify this
particul ar Unseleighe lord, and likely tell off at |least part of his famly tree, but it took one
of the elven folk to do that. It was enough to know that he wanted Tanni m di sposed of, and if Shar
hadn't intervened, he'd |ikely have done the disposing then and there, back in the anmber room

That nade hi m wonder about sonething el se. Shar had said that she had brought Tanni m Underhill;
coul d she have been responsible for what happened to the Mach I? If so, when had she decided to
turn her coat? O had she been on his side all along, but forced into hel ping capture hinf

H s head swamwith possibilities, and in the Iong run, none of themreally mattered. Wat did
matter was that she had forced Madoc into keeping himalive and unharned for a tine, and if she
could be trusted, before that tinme was up she would find a way to get himout of here.

Once the entire party had assenbl ed, the guards marched himforward into the nmound. O that was
what he thought —-but as he passed under the capstone of the arch, he felt that sane disorientation
of a Gate-crossing as he had before.

And once again he found hinself on a stone platform this tine a sinple slab in the niddle of the
m st of the Unformed areas. They took himthrough ten or twelve nore Gates before they were
through, and fromthe inpatience he thought he felt fromhis captors, he didn't think all this was
for the purpose of confusing him No, they had no choice but to take this route.

O her than very occasional visits to Elfhame Fairgrove, he'd never been Underhill except to visit
a couple of the other Seleighe Elfhames and the one ride through the Unfornmed | ands between the
Gate Vidal Dhu had established and El fhame Fairgrove. He'd had no idea that travel around here was
so conplicated

And now a new twi st entered the picture. If travel was this difficult, it was going to nake
escapi ng a stone bitch. Wthout soneone who knew the way fromrealmto real mand to the hunman
wor| d, he could wander around in here forever.
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Finally, after passing through a Gate into a dark and eerie forest, taking a path right out of a
horror novie through that forest, they reached a stone platform guarded by nore of the facel ess
warriors. After this last crossing, he found hinself at one end of a huge room of black narble
that seemed hauntingly famliar. Finally, after a nonment, he realized why. He'd seen it, or one
just like it, in the cover paintings of sword-and-sorcery barbarian epics.

He al nost earned hinmself a whack on the head right then by |aughing out loud. Creativity. The
el ves just didn't have it, and here was a striking exanple of exactly how nmuch they |acked it.
G ven the power and resources of one of these Greater Lords, a human woul d have cone up with
sonething at least a little original

The elves sinply couldn't; it wasn't in their natures. Everything they had was a copy of sonething
that humans had al ready done, fromthe chrone-and-glass Art Deco splendor of Elfhame Fairgrove to
t he Tol ki enesque groves and tree-dwellings of Elfhame Qutremer. Elsewhere, he'd been told, there
were real ms copied fromsuch diverse sources as Italian science fiction novies and King Ludw g of
Bavaria's famous palace. It didn't matter if the source was real or fictional. There had never
been a "barbarian kingdont in the history of humanity that woul d have produced a throne room

Il ooking like this; the nythical, fictional character those books purported to describe never

exi sted, nor did his kingdom and pal ace. But the elves had copied it as faithfully as if it were
real .

In fact, this was a nmuch nore slavish copy than anything the Sel ei ghe el ves ever produced. They
general |y el aborated, and often inproved, on the originals. Apparently the Unsel ei ghe | acked even
that ability.

He wasn't given long to gawk, however; as soon as the rest of the little party had passed through
the Gate, it was time to march off again, this tine dowmn to a Holl ywood ni ghtmare of a dungeon
While part of himtried very hard to seem nonchal ant, and another part of him gi bbered and
groveled in stark panic, a detached third part wondered if they had any idea how to use half of
the stuff in here.

O course they do. It's their specialty, he chided hinmself. The one place you can count on an
Unsel ei ghe to show sone originality is in the ability to hurt someone.

Beads of sweat trickled down his forehead and neck, naking himshiver. My only hope is that the
guy in charge is going to keep his promise to Shar. Oh, please, please, make himkeep his prom se
to Shar.

Tanni mwas not a coward, but at that nonment he canme as close as he had ever cone to flinging
hi nsel f at Madoc Skean's feet and bl ubbering. He'd had enough injuries to know only too well how
it felt to have bones broken, flesh slashed, skin burned..

There was a peculiar contraption hanging in one corner—titerally hanging, in fact. It was a cube
about four feet on a side, suspended at one corner by a chain; he couldn't decide if it was made
of stone or netal. It |lacked the sheen of netal, but seened too heavy to be stone. That sane
detached part of himwondered what it was; he'd never seen a device quite like it before.

As two of the guards seized himby the arnms and dragged himtoward it, he realized that he was
about to find out just what it was.

One entire side pivoted up on hinges, revealing an interior conposed of panels of blunt-pointed,
fat spikes, about six inches in diameter at the bottomand three inches tall, set into the walls
of the interior so that their sides touched. As he discovered when the two guards grabbed his

el bows and heaved hi m uncerenoni ously up off his feet and tossed himinside, they were not sharp
enough to pierce, but they were certainly sharp enough to bruise. And there was no way to escape
t hem

They slamred the wall shut on him leaving himin alnost total darkness. Al nost—because a little
air came in through the top corner, where the chain was strung through a pair of holes. The box
was not big enough to stand in or lie down at full length, and the spikes made it inmpossible to
sit confortably in any position. Despite the ventilation holes, it was stuffy in there. And to add
insult to injury, water dripped in steadily fromthe chain
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Very clever. The "roomof little confort,” new inproved version. This would certainly not harm
him but it would exhaust himand keep himin a state of constant disconfort, very nicely obeying
the exact letter of the prom se.

But the situation only made himthink faster. What else would | do if | was one of then? Ah—'d
put a telepath on watch, to see if | was thinking of escape, and gl ean infornation.

He settled hinmself in a position that was as close to confort as he was likely to get and waited,
listening, both with his ears and his nmind. Though no telepath hinself, Keighvin had taught him
how to recogni ze the touch of a telepath on his thoughts sone tinme ago.

Interestingly enough, they hadn't taken anything fromhim neither his watch nor the contents of
his pockets. Granted, sone of it, |like the pocketknife, could hurt them but he had no doubt they
could find some way around that. Perhaps they neant to show hi m how contenptuous they were of his
abilities. Perhaps they sinply assunmed, with typical elven arrogance, that there was nothing a
mere nortal could do against their nmagics once they had himin their grasp. The watch al one was a
godsend; with it, he knew exactly how nmuch tine was passing. After about thirty mnutes, he heard
the scrape of a chair on stone outside. And a nonent later, he felt an insidious little brush
agai nst the outside of his nind.

Kei ghvin had taught himthat it took a nonent for a telepath to accustomhinself to his target's
m nd, but that once he was inside it, only determined effort would keep himfromlearning what he
wi shed.

Unl ess, of course, the target could provide sonething else to conpletely distract hinself and his
eavesdropper. Sonething as insidious as advertising jingles, for instance.

For the first tine since his capture, he grinned. So. They want to know what |'mthinking about,
hm®? Let's see if | can provide themwi th something ... conpletely unexpected. Ch, Yogi, the
ranger isn't gonna |like this!

He cleared his throat, took a deep breat h—and began to sing.

"I"'myour only friend, I'mnot your only friend, but I'ma little glowing friend, but really I'm
not actually your friend but |I am=

Beat, beat, beat—
The manic grin spread widely over his face as the chair scraped again.

Ladi es and gentl enen of the Unsel ei ghe, you are about to be treated to a nonstop concert of They
M ght Be G ants. Have a nice day.

The thing about the Iyrics of a lot of the songs that particular duo canme up with was that they
were so conpletely illogical that it required concentration to remenber them You couldn't just
infer the next line fromthe line previous to it. He caroled at the top of his |ungs,
concentrating only on the incredibly infectious nelody and the unbelievably bizarre lyrics. GCet
that out of your head, not-friend. | sure as hell can't!

As he began the second verse, and got to the part about
t hought he heard a faint whinper

countl ess screani ng Argonauts,"” he

As he began his second tune, "She'd |like to see you again, slowy twisting in the wind," the
whi nper was no | onger faint.

Just wait until | start on the Apollo 18 al bum

He settled back, protecting the back of his head with his hands, and sang with great gusto at the
holes in the netal above him

CHAPTER SEVEN
Joe stood back in the nurky shadows cast by the ruined walls of the barn, where Chinthliss and Fox

woul dn't notice himunless they really | ooked for him and kept his nmouth shut. Fox hadn't been
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here | ong—ust |ong enough for Chinthliss to get both their tenpers to the boiling point.

When Tannimdidn't return, Chinthliss decided to do sonething—the first thing that apparently cane
to his mind was the need to interrogate FX. And despite what Tanni m had said about not being able
to bring FX here, Chinthliss was evidently not bound by any such constraints. A few nunbl ed words,
a clenched fist slapped into a pal mand there was Fox, the photo-inmge of Janes Dean, except for
his fox-feet and the three tails that |ashed furiously behind him his whole body tense with anger
and appr ehensi on.

This was the first argunent Joe had ever seen between two nythol ogi cal creatures; there was no
telling in what direction it mght explode, or who mght get splattered when it did. He decided to
stay out of it for the nonent, while he let his subconscious work on the problemof getting Tannim
back.

Chinthliss had backed the kitsune into what was left of the wall beside the door, and he nust have
done sonething that made it inpossible for FX to di sappear, because so far Fox seemed stuck right
where Chinthliss wanted him Surely Fox had nmade at | east one attenpt to get away by now, since he
certainly looked as if he wanted to be far, far, away from here. Watever he'd tried, though, it
hadn't worked.

"Look," FX said, his eyes widened pleadingly, as Chinthliss | oomed over him Fox spread his hands
to either side in entreaty. "Wat was | supposed to do? | couldn't cross her, | didn't dare! I'ma
| ousy three-tail, she has nine! |I get in her way, and | end up being called ~Stunpy' for the rest
of my short life!"

"You coul d have told Tanni m what she was," Chinthliss grow ed, | ooking | ess human with every
passi ng nonent. "You could have called on ne."

"How was | to know you knew her?" Fox retorted, tails rigid for a nonent.

"You knew she was chal | engi ng Tannim you knew that Tannimis like a son to ne. O course | would
be interested in anything or anyone chall enging him whether | actually knew the creature or not!"
Chinthliss thundered, standing tall and dark agai nst the gl ow of nagic shields. Joe shivered; when
Chinthliss talked |like that, he sounded powerful. Very powerful. Scary, too.

"You don't understand kitsune politics," Fox retorted, dropping his eyes and staring at his furred
and clawed feet sullenly. "Hell, that's what got you into trouble with Lady Ako in the first
pl ace."

Chinthliss' expression darkened perceptibly, and he seenmed to grow a little. Joe decided this
m ght be a good tinme to intervene.

"None of this is getting Tanni m back," he pointed out. "W don't even know where he is. W don't
know if he's in trouble or not—

But FX shook his head and raised his eyes to nmeet Joe's. "He's in trouble,” Fox replied glumy.

"When | ducked out, | ran back honme to check on the nine-tail who was followi ng Tannim There was
only one unaccounted for; that was Lady Shar, and everyone knows that Lady Shar's been playing
footsie with the Unsel ei ghe. And whether or not you can snell it, old man," he added, regaining a

little courage to glance insolently at Chinthliss, "this young nose tracked the scent of her al
over his Miustang. She's probably the reason it went AWOL in the first place."

Chinthliss' eyes narrowed, and he tensed. For a noment, Joe was afraid that Chinthliss m ght
actually strike the kitsune. O worse. But Chinthliss regained control of hinself with an effort
after a sidelong glance at Joe.

"Fine," he said acidly. "And if you are so very clever, why don't you find out where he is now?"

"Because | can't," Fox replied, deflating abruptly. Now he | ooked depressed, and no | onger even
renotely insolent. "I tried, and | can't. Woever has himcrossed through too many Gates and
| ost the scent."

Chinthliss grow ed and turned away. Fox hung his head and his shoul ders drooped. Joe tried to pat
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hi m on the back consolingly, but his hand went right through Fox's body.

Funny: Chinthliss could touch him.. . Never mnd. The inportant thing was to find Tanni m

"Well, we know where the car is," he reasoned out loud. "If Tanni m has been caught by sonebody,
that's the first place he'll go, right? And if he's just gotten lost or sonething, it's still the
first place he'll go! Wiy don't we just wait there for himto show up?"

But Fox only | ooked pani cked at that idea, and Chinthliss shook his head. "This is not like a trip
to the mall, young friend,” he said, just a little patronizingly. "Tannimw |l not sinply return
to where the car is parked. He nay decide to abandon it; he nay decide that it is wiser to cone
back after it with a force. He may—be unable to cone."

Chinthliss' voice faltered on that |ast, and Joe's resentnent at his patronizing tone faded into
worry. "Well, what can we do?" he asked. "Should we go there and see if we can track himor
sonet hi ng?"

Fox shook his head fiercely, his eyes wide. "No! Ch, no, no, no! She's been all over that place,
and | bet she cones back! That's a very bad idea!"

"But it would be no bad idea to try tracking himfrom sonmewhere Underhill,"” Chinthliss nused.
"Magic is nore available there, and nore reliable as well. W still have the chrone circle to keep
track of the Mustang, and we have other things of his to use to find Tannim Hmm | believe we
could do this."

"If you're going to start nessing around with her, |I'm* Fox began, as he sidled away from
Chinthliss. The latter shot out a hand and caught his jacket collar before he could sneak out of
reach.

"You will remain with us to help," Chinthliss runbled dangerously. "A nine-tailed kitsune is not
the only creature that can change your name to ~Stunpy.' | can change your name to "Mulch.' It is
at least in part your fault that he is missing; you will help us to find him And if you try to
slip away, the first item| conjure will be hedge clippers. Understand?"

Fox shrank in Chinthliss' grasp, but said nothing and did not struggle.

"Now, the question is, where are we to go?" Chinthliss continued, with FX still dangling from one
outstretched arm "Not a Sel eighe Elfhanme; the very nature of the place would make it inpossible
to find himfromw thin one. Besides, we need sonewhere | ess—+aw abi di ng."

"Jamai ca?" Fox suggested hopefully. Chinthliss shook hima little, and his teeth rattl ed.
"Are there neutral places there?" Joe asked. "Like Swtzerland?"

Chinthliss nodded. "The trouble is they are nost often densely inhabited. There are nore creatures
that are neither good nor evil than there are creatures of either persuasion.™

Joe thought for a noment. "Is that bad?" he asked. "I nean, would it be bad for people to know
that Tannim s m ssing and night be in troubl e? Maybe some of themwould help us if we came up with
the right price. And—well, if the bad guys have got him how can it hurt to have other bad guys

know? Either they' re going to know al ready, or else they just mght be pissed off that sonebody
el se got Tannimfirst and try and get himfor thenselves."

Fox brightened considerably as Chinthliss tightened his |ips and drew his brows together in
thought. "W might be able to spring himwhile they're fighting over him" Fox pointed out. "Maybe
sonme of the neutrals would hel p us because they owe Tannima favor. You know how the neutrals are:
if the scales ain't bal anced, they're not happy. | know of a real good place to go | ooking for
critters that might owe him too. Furhold. News travels faster there than anywhere el se
Underhill."

Now Chinthliss smled, a thin sliver of a smle full of sardonic irony. "Ch, yes. Indeed it does.

Not surprising. The Furhol ders have a privileged life, and a rich econony. They have little el se
to do but find new ways to entertain thenselves, and invent exotic drinks. Chocol ate khuni ss,
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i ndeed. "

Joe | ooked fromone to the other and back again, and a strange idea occurred to him "Is this
pl ace—the one you want to go to—anything |ike a Mexican border bar?"

Chinthliss' lips twitched with reluctant amusement. "It is a conparison that has occurred to ne,
yes," he admitted.

Joe nodded, feeling a little nmore on secure ground. Not that he had ever been in a Mexican border
bar, but plenty of the nen in the Chosen Ones had, before they were "saved,” and a | ot of |oose
talk went on in the barracks. The shapes mght be different, but there would be drunks and bar
girls, pushers and pinps, out-of-town tourists, students |ooking for a thrill, out-of-work self-
styl ed nercenari es—and he should be able to recognize each type for what it was, no natter what
shape it wore.

"Let's go," he urged. "I'mnot too bad in a fight."

Now Chinthliss let go of FX, turned, and | ooked at himsternly. "I did not nmean for you to go," he
protested. "Tanni mwould be nost displ eased. ™

"No, he wouldn't," Joe lied fluently. "Besides, | bet I'"'ma better shot than either of you

"He can't take a gun across the Gate, can he?" Fox asked, |ooking interested and eager. His tails
twitched with nervous energy.

Chinthliss shrugged. "If a Mustang can cross over into Underhill, | fail to see why a gun shoul d
not. The only question is, where can he get a weapon at such short notice?" He tilted his head in
Joe's direction and waited for an answer.

Joe grinned. He was in! They were already talking as if his presence was an accepted thing. "Il've
got one in ny baggage, back at Tannim s house,"” he told themboth gleefully. "A .45 ML911Al, Q4 -

i ssue. And ammo, too. | didn't tell Tannim but Frank didn't want nme unarned, in case sone of the
ol d Chosen Ones might have gotten away the night of the raid. It's not that far a run; | can be
there and back in no tinme. Besides, |'d better |eave a note for M. and Ms. Drake, otherw se if
we aren't there in the norning, they' Il be really worried."

That was somet hing el se he'd consi dered—what if they couldn't bring Tanni m home by dawn? His
parents woul d think somethi ng bad had happened to him Well, sonething bad had happened to him
but Joe didn't want the Drakes to know that, and he was certain Tannimdidn't, either

"You don't want nme there alone, if we can't get himback soon," Joe continued wi th warning.
"They'll start asking questions | can't answer. But if | |eave a note saying that an emergency
came up and M. Silver from Fairgrove needed us to run up to Kansas City, they'll probably figure
we're fine."

Chinthliss sighed and shrugged. "You are an adult by the |laws of your land," he admtted. "You are

fully capabl e of naking your own decisions. W will wait here for your return.”

"And |I'Il be back before you knowit," Joe prom sed, and turned and vaulted the doorframe into the
tall grass. Excitenent chilled his skin and gave his feet extra spring as he ran out into the

ni ght .

* * %

Shar did not go straight to Madoc's donain; she was fairly certain that he would keep the exact
letter of his pledge. Tannimwould be alive, sane, and in relatively good health when she
returned. Bruises, hunger, thirst—all were easily cured, all were trivial

She needed advice, and there was only one conpletely trustworthy source for that advice.

She returned to her own place and conposed a carefully worded nessage, witing it properly in
el egant cal ligraphy on rice paper, folding it into the shape of a flower, before finally
encapsulating it and sending it away with a brief exercise of power.

Then she waited, with folded hands, for her little Gate to activate. If Lady Ako did not appear
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within an hour, she would take her own chances, unadvised, with Madoc Skean.

She forced herself not to |l ook at her watch. The ninutes crept past wi th agoni zing sl owness. She
kept thinking of all the things that could be going wong. And what if Tanni m had contacted
Chinthliss before he came Underhill? What if Chinthliss was |ooking for hin? That was anot her
conplication that she had not counted on

The hour ticked slowy to the end, and she rose, preparing to activate the Gate herself to take
her to that relatively neutral point in the Unsel eighe | ands. She had actually touched it with her
power, although she had not yet done anything, when the Gate cane alive under her hand.

She di sengaged her own nagi cs and backed up a pace. Her nother stepped through the dark haze
within the doorway as soon as she had cl eared the way.

But this tine Lady Ako was not the inage of the proper kitsune | ady.

She | ooked scarcely ol der than Shar; her long hair had been braided into a single tail in the
back, and she wore a spotless white t-shirt and formfitting black jeans. She raised a perfectly
mani cured eyebrow at her daughter, and set her hands on her hips.

"I have been maki ng some inquiries anong the | esser kitsune," she said w thout preanble. "There is
a young fox that you have rattled badly, and | fear that your actions will have effects reaching
up to the highest tables.”

Shar flushed, although she could not inagi ne what her nother was tal king about. Unless—

"Saski Berith, who calls hinmself Foxtrot X-ray, is now anong the missing," Lady Ako continued. "I
believe that he is in the humans' world even now. He is known to have been a friend of Tannim and
he told sone of the others that a lady of nine tails was interested in "one of his friends' in a
way that was likely to jeopardize that friend' s health. | can only conclude that he sensed you and
ran. And, unfortunately, talked. | am probably not the only kitsune who has put all the pieces
together by this point intine."

Shar flushed nore deeply. "I didn't know there was another of our kind about," she confessed.
"Actually—+to tell the truth, Mdther, | didn't think to | ook."
Lady Ako shook her head. "Draconic carel essness," she chided, none too gently. "It nmay cost you.

There are questions being asked. Kitsune of nine tails are not to involve thenselves seriously in
the lives of nortals unless that nortal is a relative, or unless the kitsune is under divine
direction, you know that. And when it cones out that the young nan was bei ng chal | enged by you
because of your involvenent with the Unsel ei ghe—

Shar hung her head; she couldn't look into her mother's eyes. "I did not think that it would
matter."

"Say rather only the first four words of that statement, and you will be closer to the truth, ny
daughter,” Lady Ako said sternly. "And have you brought the nortal to harm by your neddling, or is
the situation yet sal vageabl e?”

Shar raised her head slowy. "He is in the hands of Madoc Skean, but will not be harmed until ny
Chal l enge is satisfied or revoked," she replied. "That is what | wi shed to ask your advice upon
Mot her." She put pleading into her gaze, but her nother's youthful face did not lose its
expression of disapproving judgnent.

"You knew what you were doing," Lady Ako replied inplacably. "I warned you, and you did not heed
the warning. Now there is a nortal in Underhill in the hands of his enemes, it is your fault, and
it has cone to the attention of the clan. This is not a good thing. You will be asked to bal ance
the scales. It would be better for you if you even them yourself, before you are ordered to do so
and find you cannot, because the one you should aid is dead."

Shar cl enched her jaw in anger. "How?" she demanded. "If | help him it is only the two of us
agai nst all the Unsel ei ghe that Madoc Skean has under his sway!"
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Lady Ako shrugged, as if it mattered little to her. "The way of the kitsune," her nother said.
"Trickery. @Quile. Craft. Divide them make them quarrel ampngst thenselves. Plant runors; engineer
i ncidents that nake the runors appear to be the truth. Fling the pebble anbng the bandits, and see
them argue over which of themtossed it. | need not tell you these things; you should know t hem

al ready. "

Shar remained silent, waiting for her nother to answer her real question, the one that had been in
her letter.

Lady Ako pulled her braid over her shoulder, and toyed with the end of it for a nonent. "As for
the rest—+t is sufficient that you have placed yourself in a position of obligation to this
nortal. Discharge that obligation; get himfree. Only then can you proceed in any other
directions."

"And if | don't?" Shar asked, with a touch of rebellion.

Her nother did not respond to the tone of her voice, only to the words. "If you choose not to, you
will be liable to answer to the clan; what will happen then, | cannot say. It will depend on how
cleverly you argue your case. You could lose a tail; you could get off with little nore than a
reprimand. If you try, but cannot aid him what happens to you will depend on whether the
Unsel ei ghe detect your neddling." She shrugged. "If you escape the Unsel eighe alive at all, |
suspect the clan will judge your attenpt enough to bal ance the scales. You will be |lectured, and
shaned, but no nore than that."

Trust Lady Ako to answer her literally! What she wanted was advice of the heart—which, having
given it earlier, Lady Ako would not give a second tine.

But she had to admit, her nother was right. Before she could decide what to do about Tannim she
must even the scal es between themyes, and confess what her part had been in all of this. If he
could not deal with that, well, then there was no point in pursuing a nouse down a hole. Al that
woul d happen woul d be sore paws fromtrying to dig through granite.

And neanwhil e—wel |, she had an answer of another sort. Her status anmpong the kitsune was in danger
because of her own actions. |If the clan had never cone to hear of this, or if that |esser Kkitsune
had not been frightened, she night have cone through this with an unsullied reputation. Now the

|l east of it would be a blot in her record. How big a bl ot woul d depend on how wel |l she nanaged to
set things right. If she managed to not only set things aright, but did so in archetypically

kit sune manner, spectacul arly, she would even gain status fromit. Kitsune respected style in any
form

She bowed fornmally to her nother. Lady Ako nodded her head in return. While Shar remai ned bent
over her knees, the lady turned and left, without a farewell.

A bad sign, both for the state of her nother's tenper and the tenper of the other high-ranking
kitsune. For a moment, Shar indulged in a fit of resentnent.

Didn't she used to be a rebel? Can't she renenber what that was |ike? To have two suitors, to ally
with one but bear the child of the other? Isn't that as scandal ous as anything | have done?

But her conscience came up with the answer.

It had not involved nortals. It had not changed the lives of humans. Like it or not, human nortals
were considered to be beings deserving of pity for their linitations. Ako's had only changed her
Iife—and Ako had no scales to even. That was the difference.

Scandal was one thing. Upsetting the balances was far nore serious.
What coul d she do? She could deal with it. She could follow her nother's advice.
O she could ignore it all, stay here, and face the consequences.

But her feet were already on a different path than indifference to what she had done to Tannim
they had taken the first steps the nmonent she asked himto trust her. She was under an even
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heavi er obligation than Lady Ako knew.

So | deal with it. She nodded to herself, faced her Gate, and activated it. Nowjust what kind of
pebble can | throw anong the feasting bandits, | wonder?

And despite her nother's real anger and the gravity of the entire situation, she felt herself
smling a true vixen's-grin.

This had the potential to be so much fun

* * %

The dripping water turned out to be |ess of a nuisance than Tanni m had thought; it gave him
sonething to drink to ease his throat. At least he wasn't too hoarse yet. H's singing voice wasn't
too bad even after a couple hours of abuse, though he didn't think there were any recording
contracts in his future.

"This is where the party ends, | can't sit here listening to you and your racist friends," he
sang, wondering what his enenmies were making of all this. Mst of the Unsel eighe he'd seen with
Madoc | ooked as if they hadn't been out of Underhill since the sixteenth century—the very meaning

of many of the words he sang had changed since that tine, and sonme words hadn't existed. They were
probably anal yzing every little syllable, trying to find sone neaning in it. He knew he'd heard
soneone cry out in tones of despair, "The White Eagle | know, but what in the nane of the Mrrigan
is the Blue Canary?" The Wiite Eagle was an alchenmical term were they trying to find al chenica
fornmulas in the lyrics? No wonder they were going crazy out there!

He had held the thought firmy in mnd since he had begun that he was working on some kind of
spell to set himfree. Hal fway through the Iyrics of the Flood album it had occurred to himto
concentrate also on the accordion as a vessel of incredibly potent magi cal power just to confuse
the issue even further. So now they were trying to make sense of senseless |yrics and wondering
what the heck nmade an accordion so magical. Wuld there be a rash of nysterious accordion thefts
from pawnshops and nmusic stores all across the USA after this? Had he just inflicted the nadness
of the accordion upon the Unsel ei ghe?

The horror ... the horror

In fact, if he hadn't been so damed unconfortable, this would have been a I ot of fun. He was
pretty certain he was on his third telepath by now, one had coll apsed, and the second had begun
nmoani ng and been taken away a few minutes ago.

Mom used to claimmy nmusic drove her crazy. | didn't think it would ever be the literal truth.

Si nce about the third song, they'd stopped giving the cube occasional shoves to set it sw nging.
He was rather glad of that; one ngjor disadvantage of being so thin was that he didn't have a | ot
of paddi ng between hi mand those spi kes. He was going to be black and blue by the tine they |et
hi m out of here.

There was a scrape of chair legs. "No nore,” a voice said firmy, and the |light touch on his mnd
went away. "I will bear no nore of this. And | do not think you will find another to take ny
pl ace, Madoc Skean. There is no treasure and no revenge worth this madness!”

Tanni m gri nned wi der in the darkness of his prison, and sang lustily, at the top of his |ungs:
"When you're foll owi ng an angel doesn't nean you have to throw your body off a building... ."

More footsteps retreating, and the nmuttering of voices. Wre they actually giving up?
No point in taking any chances. Better start repeating the nost infectious song he knew

"Throw the crib door wide, let the people crawl inside. Sonmeone in this town wants to burn the
pl ayhouse down. They want to stop the ones who want a rock to wind a string around... ."

Take that, Madoc Skean!

* * %

Shar stepped through the Gate to find Madoc Skean's throne quite enpty. The Unsel ei ghe prince was
in the center of a huddle of his allies and underlings. Two of themwere sinply nonsters: an ogre,
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and somret hi ng Shar suspected was a Geek |lania. There were about a half dozen of the Unsel ei ghe

el ves, dressed in their ornate brocades and sil ks, enchanted arnor, and el aborate jewels, the

evi dences of the power of their magic. The rest were retainers, each in the livery of his master's
colors. "No nore," one was saying, firmy, his face creased with strain. "He tortures us with his
conundrums nore than we torture him"

At that nonent, one of the little hobgoblins that served as | ower servants trotted by, singing to
itself. The nel ody was incredi bly catchy, but the words—

"They want to stop the ones who want prosthetic foreheads on their heads," the little hunched-over
creature crooned happily. "But everybody wants prosthetic foreheads for their real he—=

A trenendous snack interrupted the song, as Madoc Skean whirled and sl apped the small creature
into the wall. "Enough!" he roared into the sudden silence. "lIs it not bad enough that the foo
mortal carols us with his arrant nonsense? Miust | hear it fromthe basest servants as well?"

The hobgobl i n whi npered, picked hinself up off the ground, and scanpered away.

Madoc turned and saw Shar. He was appallingly easy to read; she wondered if he had any idea how
easy it was. Even if she had not heard himarguing with his putative allies, she would have known
from his thundercloud expression that things were not going well for him These Unsel ei ghe nade no
effort to control thenselves or their enotions.

Throw a pebbl e anong the bandits? Ah—when better than right now?

"I have investigated the vehicle, Lord Madoc," she said snobothly, offering himthe title of honor
al t hough she seldom accorded it to him "I have cone to sonme disturbing conclusions. I am not
entirely certain that the creature we have nowis truly the hunman Tannim™"

Madoc' s bl ank | ook of shock cane very close to naking her smile; she repressed it and conti nued,
with the gravest of expressions, pitching her voice so that all the assenbl ed Unsel ei ghe heard it.
"There are a great nmany traces of magery on the vehicle. They are not magics as a human woul d
practice them they are not Seleighe. | cannot identify them™"

That much was the strictest truth; the very best kind of msdirection

"If I were to hazard a guess, | would say it was not inpossible that these traces were froma
neutral creature, or even— she hesitated a nonent, then continued "—even an Unsel eighe. | do not
think it would be going too far to warn you that this thing we have taken prisoner mght be a
shape-shifter, or a changeling. It m ght even have been sent as a kind of expendabl e assassin by
one of your enem es. For that matter, Lord Madoc, you nmight not even be its target; it might have
been intended for one of the other lords and | adies here."

She nodded at the gathered Unsel ei ghe, who were eavesdroppi hg wi thout shane, their sharp features
betraying their alarmat this unwel cone news. "It could be that one of your allies is the rea
target, and whoever sent this creature intended the blame for the death to fall upon you, Lord
Madoc. "

The pl oy was working! Already the other Unsel ei ghe edged slightly away from each other, casting
gl ances of suspicion at one another and at Madoc. Lovely! Now if she could just nmake Tanni m vani sh
fromhis place of captivity..

VWait a nonment —

"Perhaps we had best see if your prisoner is still there, Lord Madoc," she continued earnestly,
wondering if he had noticed by now that she had called him™"lord" no |l ess than three times now.
That was nore honorifics than she normally accorded himin the course of a week! "If this creature

is a shape-shifter, he may already have escaped. If he is nore powerful than we realized, he could
have vani shed w t hout you ever know ng."

One of the others |aughed scornfully. "Escaped? How? When we have heard hima-singing like a
foolish jongleur this past hour and nore?"
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She | evel ed a gl ance at the speaker, an ogre, in a way that nade himsnap his nmouth shut on his

| aughter. "And how better to make you think that you had himstill than to | eave a voice singing
there? It need not even require nagic! Did this creature not conme fromthe human worl|l d? Have none
of you heard of the nechanical wonders the humans build? Did any of you think to search it for one
of those human devi ces by which words and nusic nmay be captured and repl ayed? Wiy, such things are
made that are no larger than this!" She nmeasured out the size of the palmof her hand. "It could
easily have concealed such a thing in its clothing! And there are spells enough to acconplish the
same thing. AmI| to understand that you are no | onger keeping a mnd-reader a-watching of his

t hought s?"

At Madoc's reluctant nod, she shook her head, as if she was inpatient with all of them "The
monent this creature knew that its thoughts were no | onger subject to scrutiny, he could have made
hi s escape. Any shapechanger coul d become a snake, and slip through holes. A vanpire could becone
a mst or a fog and do the sane. A changeling—who knows what it could becone at the will of the
one who sent it?"

"This is all speculation,” snapped one poisonously lovely woman, a pale blond in an Elizabet han
gown of deep green brocade with a huge ruff of silver |ace about her |ong neck. "Let us go and see
whether he is the nortal we wanted or no! If not, and if it has escaped sonehow, we nust recapture
it and discover what it wants. And if so, well, this lady wi shes to discharge her Challenge, and
the sooner this is done, the sooner we nmay deal with the nortal."

What ever Madoc wanted was noot at this point; the rest of his allies clanored for an i medi ate
visit to his dungeons. Shar sinply |ooked grave, and let themcarry her along with them

And while they were arguing about it all, she exercised just the tiniest bit of her powers in a
spell of illusion.
The entire group pushed and shoved through the doors, still arguing. Shar brought up the rear

confident of what would happen and wanting to be out of the way when it did.

"Sir!" one of Madoc's guards called out over the noise. "The nortal seens to be repeating his
songs now. | thought that it nmight be a ruse to nake us open his prison; | restrained Lord Liams
i egeman from breaking the seal.”

"Yes, ny Lord Liam he kept me fromthe performance of nmy duty!" another guard call ed out
resentfully. Shar raised an eyebrow in surprise at the nunber of guards crowding the room It
| ooked as if every one of Madoc's allies had insisted on having his own guard here.

Good. That meant they trusted each other even | ess than she had thought. She reached into a pocket
while they were | ooking at each other and palned the first thing she touched that woul d serve for
her next ruse; a cheap pocket-cal cul ator she had broken and shoved into a pocket, then all but
forgotten.

"Open it nowm" Madoc ordered, waving perenptorily at the guard. This was not one of the facel ess
creatures Madoc generally favored, although Shar woul d have preferred one of those to this
monster. It wasn't so much the single eye that bothered her as the very pink skin that glistened
around it. The creature bowed and propped his pike up against the wall, then turned to the
suspended cube and broke the seal on it. Then he swung the side up—to reveal an enpty interior

The singing stopped in nd-phrase.

The heavy side slipped fromhis fingers as he gawked in startlenent and slanmmed it back into

pl ace. Another guard quickly pulled the side back up, though everyone here had already seen that
the cube was conpletely enpty, just as Shar had predicted. She reached out herself and "plucked"
the calculator fromthe interior with a neat bit of sleight-of-hand pal mng

"Look!" she said, waving it aloft. "What did | tell you? Here is the device the nortal used to
trick you into thinking he was singing in there! Now he has fled, and who knows where he m ght
be?"

She flung the cal cul ator down at Madoc's feet. No one here would recognize it for what it was;
they'd have to take her word for it. Since it was already broken, they could play with it forever
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and not get it to "work." And just as she expected, pandenoni um erupted as one of Madoc's servants
hastily scooped the device up

Accusations flew for a nonent, nost of themleveled at Madoc, who had gathered his bodyguard
around hi mand was backing up toward the door. Shar prudently got out of his way; it was never a
good idea to be between an Unsel eighe and his exit. But after a nonment, the accusations and

count er-accusations becane general. Each of the Unsel ei ghe gathered his underlings to him (or
her), and foll owed Madoc Skean's exanple, backing toward the exit while screani ng inprecations at
everyone el se. Shar's suggestion that Tanni m mi ght be an assassin had fallen on fertile ground;
none of themwere willing to risk the chance of being the target of that assassin.

There were sone tense nonents as the several parties collided at the door; those who had nore
retainers with themintimdated those who had fewer. Madoc, with the npst, was the first out and
headi ng toward sone place where he m ght barricade hinself into relative safety. The ogre was
next, followed by the beautiful Unsel eighe elven |ady. The rest sorted thenselves out, glaring at
each other in mingled fear and accusation, until they all got out into the freedomof the hall.
Then they headed el sewhere. \Were, Shar did not particularly care, so long as they left her in
sol e guardi anship of this roomfor a few nonents.

When she was certain that the last of the Unsel ei ghe were gone, she swung up the unl ocked side of
the cube and bani shed the illusion of the enpty interior. Tannim sat there for a nonent, arms

wr apped around his legs, chin resting on his knees, regarding her with a wy expression and the
hint of atired snle.

"I"d I ove to know how you nanaged that," he said finally. "I figured | was about to become Spam
when | heard all the voices out there. And when they all stared at nme instead of grabbing ne, |
couldn't figure out what was wong. That was your doing, wasn't it?"

"Yes," she replied. "But unless you' ve grown fond of that thing, | suggest we might find sonmepl ace
el se to have a discussion about what just happened. They coul d be back any noment."

Tanni mtook the hint and scrambled out of the cube in a way that suggested to Shar that he had
probably acquired a few bruises in there. He brushed hinself off as he straightened up, and gave
her a | ook that clearly said, "Now what?" But wi sely, he kept silent; she had to give hima |ot of
points for that.

She sinply gestured to himto follow. The less talking they did, the better; there were spells
that could reach back in tinme to see what had happened in a particular area, and if there was no
dialogue to tell the spellcaster what they planned to do, follow ng themout of this roomwould be
a matter of hit-or-mss.

Tanni m seemed ready enough to trust her; or at least, he was going to trust her until he had a
chance to strike out on his own, or she explained herself sufficiently to him

Well, as long as they were in this palace, he would be very stupid to try and strike out on his
own, and she hoped he had the good sense to realize just that.

There was noi se enough in the direction of the audi ence chanber; she had a fair notion that at

|l east two or three of Madoc's former allies were fighting their way to the Gate there. Mdoc's
men, in absence of any other orders, had probably assumed that the "allies" had beconme "enenies"
and were trying to keep themfromthe Gate. The Facel ess Ones assumed not hing, and there was no
telling what they were doi ng. Madoc m ght have told themto oppose anyone who tried to | eave, he
m ght have told themnothing at all. In the |latter case, the Facel ess Ones would | et anyone who
was al ready on the approved list to go through the Gate as they wi shed.

She hoped that was the case; their own escape depended on it. The Gate in the audi ence chanber was
al ways guarded, but the Gate she intended to use would very likely be as well.

There was no point in putting a dungeon underground when you were already Underhill; the reason
for having a prison beneath the earth was to prevent easy escape. Wll, there was no such thing as
an "easy" escape for soneone in Unsel eighe | ands and Unsel ei ghe hands. Even if you nmade an escape,
you were forced between one of two choices. You could take your chances on whatever Gate you m ght
find unguarded, or you could take your chances in the Unformed. You might run into a solid wal
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out there; you might not. One's sense of direction went all to pieces, and people had wandered in
small circles until they dropped w thout ever reaching a barrier or the place they had left. You
m ght di scover that the "l and" you had escaped and the Unformed surrounding it conprised an area
of less than one hundred acres. You m ght discover it was the size of a snall continent—er, as in
Shar's case, the size of a generous townhouse with attached garage.

Just to nake nmatters even nore entertaining, you might or mght not find a physical opening into
anot her real mor domain. Shar knew where a few of those were, but no one knew themall. Few cared
to trust their safety to the Unforned to explore the possibilities. The m st was strange stuff;
very sensitive to nagic and to even the thoughts of those within it. Your fears, if you dwelled
upon them for too |ong, could becone reality...

Well, just at the nmonent, Shar had no intentions of dashing off into the dangerous m st outside
the walls of Madoc Skean's realm She had a better plan

As soon as they penetrated beyond the prison section, she nade a sharp right, away fromthe bl ack-
marbl e corridors lit with torches in gold-chased sconces, and into a hallway built of sonme dul
gray stuff that could not even be identified. Two lefts and a right later, and they were deep into
the maze of passageways that only the servants used.

There weren't too many of those about; the noise of fighting, shouts, and the occasional clash of
met al -on-netal penetrated even here and warned all but the very dullest that it was not wise to be
abroad just now. Only the occasional hobgoblin skipped by, humming to itself, oblivious to
everything except the last task it had been given

The corridors remai ned the sanme: gray walls, floor, and ceiling nade of sonething that night even
have been taken for plastic el sewhere. Maybe it was, anyway. Qut of sight of anyone to inpress,
Madoc might well have eschewed tradition for sheer practicality. Plastic was one of the easier
substances to ken and reproduce, after all.

There was no nistaking the light source, however. Dimw tchlights bobbed at intervals near the
ceiling. Madoc was not one to waste energy on creating confort or conveni ence for the sake of nere
servants; there was just enough light to keep fromfalling on your nose, and no nore.

No natter. Shar al ready knew where she was going and could have felt her way in the dark, if need
be. Madoc m ght not know it, but she had prow ed the halls of his domain in several shapes unti
she knew it better than he did. She had been a hobgoblin, an Unsel ei ghe el ven | ady, even one of
his very own Facel ess Ones. And woul dn't he have been surprised to know what she had seen in that
form

It was not the brightest of noves, to invite a shape-changer to be your guest..

Two rights, a left, and a snell that just bordered between savory and unsavory wafted down the
hall, telling her that she was nearing her goal. Tannim foll owed—£lowed, actually; for a nortal,
he was surprisingly graceful. Alittle knife in his hand told her that he was not as guileless as
he | ooked; she wondered where he'd hidden it. A leg sheath, perhaps?

She notioned himto wait as they neared the door to the kitchen. She straightened and concentrated
for a nonment, shutting her eyes as she shifted her form

When she opened them she was quite a bit shorter, and her neck strained fromthe odd angle she
was forced to hold her head at. Never nind; she wouldn't have this formfor |ong. She glanced back
at Tannimand grinned a little at the dunbfounded expression on his face.

Well, it probably wasn't every day he watched a "human"” woman shift into a hunchbacked fenal e
troll

Now, if luck is on ny side this little while nore, every servant in the Hall will have fled to
pl aces of safety while their betters are squabbli ng.

She shuffled into the kitchen door as if she had every right to be there—which in this servant-
form she theoretically did. The strange m x of snells nauseated her for a nonment until she di nred
that particular sense down to sonething bearable. Sone of Madoc's allies and servants ate
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perfectly pal atable foods. But then there were creatures |ike that ogre—

Best not think about what might be floating in the soup kettle on the hearth. Not all the bodies
from m dni ght gang fights on the streets of big cities ended up in the hands of the coroner. Not
all the old wi nos who vani shed in the night were ever accounted for

Enough; her guess was correct: the kitchen was enpty. The work tables were clean, since the
eveni ng neal was |long since over, but the soapy water and pottery shards on the floor and the
heaps of soiled di shes showed that cleanup had not been conpl eted when the servants | earned of
their nmasters' quarrels. They mght be routed out and sent back to work, but not within the next
hour .

She shifted back to her preferred formand waved Tannimin, then headed to the doorway on the
opposite side of the room If it had been gloony in the hallway, it was positively dark in the
ki tchen, and hot as Hades. All the light cane fromthe fires in the two fireplaces, and both put
out enough heat to nelt |ead on the hearthstones.

She wrestled with the bar across the door for a monent, then it canme free; she lifted it and
pulled the latch, slipping out into the eternal dusk outside. Tannimfoll owed, and stood | ooking
cautiously around as she cl osed the door behind them

They were in what woul d have been the kitchen garden in the manor-house that this hall had been
copied from Here Underhill, in Unseleighe | ands, where there was no reason to grow things for a
purpose, this was sinply a rank and weed-filled annex to the main garden. Bl ack vines covered with
decaying |l eaves clung to the walls, their branches infesting the brickwrk. Were plots of herbs
and veget abl es woul d have been, spiky, gray weeds and linp, dispirited grasses attenpted to choke
the Iife out of each other. Trees reached clawl i ke branches agai nst the deep gray sky beyond the
weedy plots, marking the edge of the "pleasure gardens."

But Shar's interest |lay here, not out there. Food for Madoc, his guests, and the horde of servants
had to conme from sonewhere, and it was not from anywhere within his realm Instead, there was a
Gate out here, a Gate set to a neutral area where Madoc's servants coul d obtain the needed
foodstuffs. It would probably be a fairly unpleasant place to visit, but Shar didn't intend to be
there for |ong.

She signaled Tannimto follow her, across the garden to the wooden pl atform and arched roof that
marked this Gate position. Sonmewhat to her surprise, it was not guarded; a dropped spear proved
that the goblin that usually guarded this Gate had deserted his post. Beside the platformwere
burl ap bags full of garbage, and it occurred to her then that the Gate could be as useful for

di sposing of kitchen refuse as it was bringing the raw material in. For a nonent she toyed with
trying that setting—

No, | think not. | don't believe | want to visit an Unsel ei ghe garbage dunp.

Not so much because it was a garbage dunp as because such a place would be a fine place for
scavengers. Unsel ei ghe scavengers were generally not things you wanted to neet under any
ci rcumnst ances

Unl ess, of course, you happened to be toting an AK-47.

In her guise as a kitchen servant, she had been once to the "market," and she had noted t hen how

t he Unsel ei ghe seneschal had set the Gate. She triggered the spell herself this tinme, and the
crude wooden arch filled with a dark haze. She nmotioned to Tannimto enter; he bowed nockingly and
shook hi s head.

"After you, lady," he said quietly. So, he didn't trust her? Well, she couldn't exactly blanme him

She wal ked right through the Gate, ignoring the brief internal jarring as she crossed the boundary
between here and there. A nonment |ater, Tannimjoined her, and she bani shed the Gate quickly,
bef ore anyone in Madoc's hall could stunble into the garden and notice that it had been activated.

After the relative silence of the garden, the noise here left her a little nunb. The stench of the
pl ace could only be conmpared to a cross between a feedl ot and a garbage dunp. Fortunately, the
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merchants here were too busy trying to sell their wares to pay any attention to a couple of human
types standi ng beside the Gate platforml ooking stunned.

"Come on," Shar said, nodding her head at the Gate. "W aren't going to be here long. | can reset
this thing to a place that's a little friendlier." She saw that he was staring at the rows of meat
mer chants and added, "You really don't want to know what they're selling. Trust nme."

He was al ready about as pale as a hunan could get; he swall owed hard and nodded. "Ah—by the way,
don't suppose we could get to my car fromhere, could we?"

She considered the question for a nmonment; his suggestion had a lot of merit. She already knew the
Mach | had sone very conplex spells worked into its fabric, and there was every reason to think
that he might be using it as a kind of magical storage battery as well. It might prove very
useful .

"Not directly," she said after a nonment. "Wy?"

"Because it has a lot of protections on it," he replied with open honesty. "Qher things, too.
It's Cold Iron; lots of things down here can't cope with it. We're already in trouble; couldn't we
really use a safe haven, a rolling base of operations?"

She nodded, and not at all reluctantly. "It's going to take us about a dozen Gates to get there,
but yes, | can get us there fromhere eventually."

Tanni m | ooked over his shoul der at the narketpl ace and shuddered. "How about if we start
now-bef ore soneone out there needs to replace his inventory?"

One of the nmeat merchants, a boggle, had noticed them and his eyes narrowed wth specul ation
G anted, a lot of the Unsel eighe had human servants, or rather, slaves—but such slaves usually
didn't loiter anywhere. They didn't dare.

"Good idea," she said shortly, and turned to reset the Gate to one of its other destinations.
Anypl ace with fresh air..
CHAPTER EI GHT

Tannimslid into the driver's seat of his beloved Mustang, shut the door, and sinmply |eaned back
in the famliar surroundings. He had never been quite as happy to see any naterial object as he'd

been to see his Mustang still waiting there in the niddle of the anber room The journey to reach
it had been a harrowing one in ternms of all the strange and nenacing slices of Underhill they'd
had to traverse. He was still astonished at Shar's ability to pick her way across all of those

Gat es. She nust have an incredible nenory...

But they made it, and wi thout any opposition to speak of. For the first time since he'd cone

Underhill, he felt relatively safe. There was Cold Iron between himand any enem es now, and lots
of it. There were spells of protection and defense built into the very sheet netal. He had
reserves of mmgical energy stored here as well; energies that he badly needed.

And his magi c-i nbued crowbar, his weapon of choice in any confrontation with the Unsel ei ghe, was
ri ght under the seat where he could grab it.

The ot her door opened and cl osed as Shar slipped into the passenger's side and shut the door as
soon as she was seated. He noted that she |ocked it, too, and did the same on his side. She
funbled for a nonent with the controls on her seat before getting the hang of it and sliding it
back as far as it would go.

Shar. Now, there was a nystery wapped in an enigma: hal f-kitsune, half-dragon, all perplexi ng—
And one |'d better figure out before she turns around and stabs ne in the back

Chinthliss hinmself hadn't known where she stood but had assuned she was not on the side of truth,
justice, and apple pie. Tannimhad been so happy to see her, though, back in that Rubik's Prison
that he hadn't given a thought to what Chinthliss had said about her. O, frankly, a fat dam
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about her notives in cracking himout of there. Her nmotives didn't matter, as long as she was
getting himfree. If she was I eading himinto another and different trap, well, maybe it would be
easier to escape or talk his way out of than the last. The inportant thing was that he was buying
alittle nore tinme, and in an uncertain universe, every nonent counted. It gave hima little nore
opportunity to think things through. Sonething unexpected ni ght happen

So far, so good

"Al'l right, we nade it. Now what? Aren't Madoc and his Merry Men going to cone straight here as
soon as they get over fighting with each other?" he asked, opening his eyes and blinking them
wearily. How |l ong had he gone without rest? Long enough; his eyes felt puffy and swollen, very
heavy.

He | ooked over at Shar's lovely profile; she smiled a little and shook her head. "No," she said
with a ghost of a chuckle. "No, | put a lot of masking spells on your car to deaden the effect of
so nmuch Cold Iron here—then | told themthat 1'd noved it to a safer place. Madoc won't go
anywhere in person if he has the choice. The spells work Iike that silk sheet we put in the trunk
your Mach | is insulated fromthe energies Underhill nowwhich neans that they are not going to be
able to detect it by its effect on the world around it. They have absolutely no reason to think
left it here. | don't believe any of the Unsel ei ghe Madoc's got know t hese masking spells are even
possi ble, so they're going to take ne at ny word if they don't see Death-Metal effects here. And
scrying is so costly in terns of tine and energy that | don't think they' |l make the attenpt.
They' d have to have sonething of yours, mne, or the vehicle's for scrying to find it anyway. W
can actually afford to get a little rest, then be on our way."

"How?" he asked skeptically. "Drive out of here?”

To his surprise, she nodded. "This place was neant for creatures larger than this vehicle; the
doors and hallways will all acconmodate it, and this roomis on the ground floor. W can drive it
out into the garden; there is a Gate there as well as the one in here. W will have to take our
chances on where it goes, though; the only setting that | know of would land us in a fairly

unpl easant and unfriendly place. | can see how many other settings there are, and you can pick
one, and we'll hope it takes us sonewhere fanmliar."

He nodded. She turned to himthen, pulling her hair away from her face and | ooking at himrather
wistfully. "I don't suppose you have anything in the way of food in here, do you? I'mawfully
hungry. | could get something fromthe garden, but |I'd rather not |eave the car, frankly. This is
about the first time |'ve felt safe outside of my—ny own place.”

He Iifted an eyebrow at her, quite well aware of gnawi ng hunger in his own innards. "You nean our
graci ous host didn't offer you dinner?"

She made a little face. "You saw the kitchen; you saw what was in it. Wuld you eat anything
prepared there?"

He had to grin, just alittle, and reached behind the seat. "Here— he said, handing her one of

the hi gh-energy sports-bars he kept back there. "I fool ny body into thinking this is food all the
time. It's not exactly cordon bleu, but it'll keep you going." He | ooked back around the side of
the seat. "I've got crackers and Spraycheeze back there too, if you'd rather."

"This will be fine," she responded, unw apping the bar and nibbling on it.

There were dented drink-boxes of Gatorade back behind the seat as well; he fished out a pair and
handed her one. She nibbled at the bar daintily, but not as if she disliked the taste. He wondered
what a kitsune normally ate; not sushi, surely. Sonehow she didn't seemto be the sushi type

He made short work of his own share and reclined the seat to its fullest. After sitting in that
cube for hours, the car seat felt as luxurious as a featherbed. He was going to have to get sone
sl eep; this seened to be the safest place for it.

But worries swarned through his mnd, preventing any relaxation. How | ong, real-tinme, had he been

Underhill? Time often noved very differently here; by the chronology of his own world, he could
have been down here a few mnutes, or a few nmonths. Hs fol ks would be franti c—
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| hope sonmebody thought of a story to tell them

Chinthliss had obviously lost the link to the Mistang; he might be able to reach back to the human
world with a Gate, but only at the price of expending everything he had and | eaving hi nsel f open
to any attacker.

That m ght be just what Shar was waiting for, in fact. Just because she'd been chumy with him so
far today, that didn't nean she was on his side. She could be waiting to catch himin a nmonment of
vul nerability.

Yeah, like asleep in this car

But he didn't want to think about that. He didn't even want to consider it. He wanted to hear that
she had sonehow seen what her fornmer allies really were |like and had rejected them

I want to find out that she's turned into a good guy, darn it. |I want—hell, might as well admt
it. I want her to be the girl in nmy dreans.
Well, there was another objection to opening up a Gate on his own. He was no Chinthliss; he would

need quite a bit of time to establish that Gate, and such a huge expenditure of power woul d signa
his presence as effectively as a Las Vegas-style neon sign

Yeah. "Good Eats Here." Bad. Very bad.

So how was he going to get hone again? Drive cross-Underhill? What was that going to do to the
Must ang? He coul d create snall planes of force, |ike nagical ranps, all day |long. They weren't too
tough to nake. He could even create those frominside the car, while it was in nmotion, so that
shoul d take care of stairs, lunmps, and small ravines.

And where in heck are the gas stations down here, anyway?
Where did Shar figure into all this? What was she all about? Was she friend, foe, or neither?

"So," he said carefully, staring through the windshield at the throne at the other end of the
room "Wy don't you start with some explanations? Li ke, how cone you' re suddenly ny friend?"

She stiffened a little, then wapped both hands around her drink-box, propping it on her knee.
"You know who | am" she stated. "Who my father is." Her voice was conpletely neutral, and he
nodded just as neutrally.

"Your name is Shar, your father is a dragon naned Charcoal. He is an eneny of ny nentor,
Chinthliss, and an ally of the Unseleighe." He waited for her response; it was a curt nod. "I'm
assumng you are, or were, an ally of the Unsel eighe yourself. Your nother is a kitsune; Charcoal
and Chinthliss both courted her, and Chinthliss won her, tenporarily at least. That's basically
all | know. "

"My bl ood-father is a manipul ative control freak,"” Shar replied bitterly. "I was raised supposedly
as your opposite nunber. | was supposed to be everything you are not. Fortunately, Mdther made
certain that Charcoal wasn't the only creature with a hand in ny upbringing. | parted conpany with

himsome time ago; our parting was |less than friendly and he has forgiven neither Mther nor
nysel f."

She glanced at himto see how he was taking this; he kept his expression neutral, but nodded.

"Unfortunately |I was taught by Unsel ei ghe and spent a ot of tinme in several of their domains. |
began severing as many ties with his old allies as | deenmed feasible, but—uch as it galls ne to
admt this—there were sone | didn't dare cut off conpletely. If | had, they woul d have been
nortally offended." She bit her lip, and | ooked at her hands.

"And of fendi ng an Unsel ei ghe prince can have very permanent results,” Tanni mcomented. He could
understand that; heck, he lived it. "They hate everybody, and it's only when they want sonething
out of you that you can trust themwithin limted bounds. It's just a good thing that there are
rul es even they don't dare break."
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"Exactly." She blinked rapidly, and rubbed her eyes. "I was still supposed to be your opposite; |
went on studying you, partly because it didn't do any harm and partly because if Father wanted ne
to be your opposite, | wanted to see what | was supposed to be the opposite of. You posed
sonet hi ng of a challenge, actually, trying to cone up with things | could do to match your skills.
|'ve been watching you, on and off, for years. Since you were in high school, in fact."

She' d been studying hinf? For years? He couldn't conceal his shock and surprise—and it was that
shock that nmade himblurt out what he woul d not otherw se have revealed. "Did you dream about mne
the way | —=

She brought her head up |like a startled deer and stared directly into his eyes, her pupils w de
with shock and surprise. "You dreaned about me? Wen?"

Good one, Tannim You really stepped on your dick that tine. Well, it was too |late now, night as
well fess up. "At | east once a nonth, sonmetinmes as often as every other night, for years. Since
Chinthliss first cane across to ny side of the HIl, anyway." He couldn't help hinmself; he felt

his ears turning hot as he flushed. Wuld she guess just what sone of those dreanms had been about ?

But she averted her eyes, and pink crept over her cheeks. "l|—dreaned too, about you. | thought it
was just because | was studying you."

Qui ck, get the subject back on track before you really stick your foot in your nouth. Don't ask

what she dreaned about! "Right," he said nore harshly than he intended. "So—Aow what? How do you
figure into this ness? Besides challenging nme, | nean; | suppose that was on this Madoc Skean's

orders. Wiy'd you get nme out of that prison?"

"I caused it," she said in a very small voice. Her blush deepened to a painful crinson, and she
stared fixedly at her clenched hands crushing her enpty drink-box. "It's my fault you're Underhill
inthe first place. | was the one who brought your car here."

So that's why— Dam it—

"I didn't expect you to followit so fast!" she continued, an edge of desperation in her voice, as

she finally turned to nmeet his accusing gaze. "I was—eh, | was under pressure from Madoc Skean. |
didn't know what to do, | nean, | really got a rush out of challenging you, but he kept pushing
for me to—

"To get rid of ne," he supplied, flatly. "So?"

"So | was trying to buy tine for both of us! I couldn't risk a direct confrontation with Madoc
Skean, | didn't want to actually consunmate the challenge, and | was trying to buy us both tinme!"
Her hands tightened on the drink-box. "I thought—+ thought you'd follow the car in a few days at
best, and by then, I'd have sone idea of how to put Madoc off further, or |I'd have nanaged to
create a rift anong his other allies, or you' d have gotten in touch with your Seleighe friends.
And | had no idea this car was going to make such a huge di sturbance when it canme across!" The
muscl es of her throat | ooked tight, and there was a line of strain between her brows. "Midoc had a
| ot of ideas; he thought that w thout the Mach | you m ght choose sonething other than “racing' as
your weapon. And in case you decided to go chasing after it, he expected to use the car as bait in
atrap, and | was the only one that could bring it Underhill for him M plan was to keep the fact
that | actually had it hidden from Madoc until | could talk to you... ."

Her voice faltered and died, and she licked her lips unhappily. But she did not avert her gaze,
and she seened sincere. He | ooked into her eyes and saw no fal sehood there.

Coul d he believe her?
Ah, hell, why not?

"Ckay," he said into the thick, |eaden silence. "Ckay, |'Il accept that. Now, why are you hel ping
ne?"

She dropped her eyes for a nmonent, then | ooked up again, with a spark of defiance in her
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expression. "Because | got you into this," she said. "The scal es have to be bal anced before we
deci de on anything else; that's kitsune law and custom | got you into this, but now |'ve gotten
you out of this. You have to release nme fromthat debt."

But he shook his head slightly. She was not going to get off the hook that easily. He was stil

Underhill, and so was the Mach |; springing himfrom Madoc Skean's little reception didn't even
things out. "Sorry," he told her. "I can't do that. I'"'mnot out of this yet, I'monly out of
Madoc's clutches, and that may just be tenporarily. | can't release you fromyour debt until |I'm

back in ny world, and ny car, too.

She flinched, but she nodded; she obviously saw the justice of his demand. Her cheeks were so pale
that he longed to touch her and reassure her

He wanted to do nore than just touch her, if it canme down to that. Unbi dden dream nmenories told
hi m of any nunber of ways this could go—

But this wasn't a dream He couldn't nmake that kind of assunption.

He tore his gaze away fromhers and stared out the windshield again, trying to cal mthe chaos of
his mind and heart.

He just wasn't certain howto act—did he behave as if she was a stranger, or as if she really was
the person he had dreaned about? This was as confusing as all hell; it felt as if he knew her, as
if he had known her intimately for years! It was all those dammed dreans, where she'd figured as
his lover. They'd had a solid feeling, a reality to them that nade the current situation
positively schizoid. He didn't know her in any sense; they'd never nmet before she'd nailed that
glove to his Mustang. Yet at the same tine, all the little things she did, the tiny quirks of
behavi or, the ways she reacted, the bits of body | anguage, were all exactly the way he
"renmenbered. "

"I hate to ask you what your dreans were about, if they were anything like mne," she whispered
across his confusion.

"I'f you knew," he replied, trying desperately to make a joke about it, "you'd slap nme into next
week. "

"Ch, | don't know about that," she said, which was exactly what he woul d have expected her to say
if this was a dream and not at all what he had rationally expected to hear. He | ooked over at her
in startlement to find her smiling wanly at him "After all, | amhalf-kitsune. W have a certain

reputation; one that's been known to attract even dragons."

Hi s body reacted in a predictable manner before his mind took over and gathered up all the reins
firmy. This isn't the tine or the place, he told his galloping libido firmy. W' re surrounded by
potential enenm es, we're exhausted—and on top of that, the front seat of a '69 Mistang is

absol utely inpossible. These are bucket seats. The backseat is practically nonexistent. You' d have
to be a contortionist.

"Trust ne," he said firmy. "You' d smack nme so hard 1'd | ose teeth."
He cl osed his eyes for a nonent—ust for a few seconds—

It was | ong enough; she struck as swiftly as a cobra. Before he could open them again, she'd
withed around in her seat, |eaning over the center console, and planted her nmouth firmy on his.
One hand snuck around behind the back of his head, holding himso he couldn't jerk away.

Not that he wanted to!

Wthout the use of anything as confusing as words, she was letting himknow that her dreans had
probably been along the same lines as his own. And in no uncertain ternms, she was telling himthat
she had enjoyed those dreans.

When she'd succeeded in setting every nerve afire and causing a conplete neltdown of his brain,
she let himgo, returning to her seat with a teasing snmile on her lips. "I don't think | would
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smack you, if those dreanms were |ike m ne—dnl ess you asked nicely," was all she said.

"I —guess not." He blinked and tried to make his frontal |obes function again, after having the
bl ood supply to his brain rush off el sewhere. Should he follow up on this?

If I do, I could get into nore trouble than | can handle right now If | don't, it could still be
troubl e, but not as conplicated.

"This isn't a—a good tine to get into anything—ah—distracting,” he ventured. "W aren't really
safe here, just safer for the nonment than a |l ot of other places."” He hoped she understood; the
| over who had shared nore than just his bed woul d have.

"You don't like it dangerous?" she purred.
"No, and you wouldn't, either."

She nodded; reluctantly, he thought, but in agreenent. "Damm. You're right. |I'mnot happy about
it, though." She smled weakly. "I shouldn't have done that, but | couldn't resist. Let's just
call that a—a prom ssory note, a raincheck, until a better tine."

Jeez, sone raincheck! Makes ne want to call Fighting Eagle for a thunder-dance! He yawned,
exaggerating it a little. "Look, Shar, |I'mnot capable of thinking or nuch of anything at the
monent. | am beat, and | need sone rest badly. Can you stay awake | ong enough for ne to catch a
coupl e of hours of sleep? Once | can think straight, we can nmake sone plans, but right now, |
woul dn't want to nake any kind of decisions. I'"'mtwo burritos short of a conbination plate when
I"'mthis tired."

She nodded, and to his relief, she did not seem put out by the fact that he didn't follow through
on her tacit invitation. But the Shar | knowknew-think I know woul d understand. "Get sone rest,
then," she said with surprising gentleness. "I'll keep watch."

Coul d he trust her?
Ddit mtter?

Not really. If he couldn't trust her, he was already doomed, and he might as well get sone sleep
And if he could trust her—

—he might as well get sone sleep

"Thanks, Shar," he said, and smled. He reached out and squeezed her hand. "Thanks a lot. It's
nice to have sonebody watching at nmy back in this."

Her reaction—blinking as if such a thing had never occurred to her—ade hi m wonder about her past.
Living with the Unsel ei ghe would only teach you that there could be no such thing as a partner
But soneone or sonething had to teach her that it was possible.

Has she ever had soneone she coul d depend on? Her nother, maybe.

"I can see that it would be," she replied wistfully. Then she shook her head and became her usual
confident self. "You get that sleep; | probably need a Iot less than you do, anyway. \Wen you wake
again, we'll make sonme plans.”

"Right." He smiled again, and closed his eyes firmy. Having her so close was such a tenptati on—

Go to sleep, Tannim And—jeez, if you can help it, don't dream about Shar

* * %

Joe padded up to the old barn a little nore than two hours after he'd left it, sweating, but not
even close to being winded. It had felt good to run full-out like that, with the cool night air
all around himand the drone of cicadas coming fromall directions. Wen he was doi ng sonet hi ng
like running, he didn't have to think so nuch about things. Like how all of this was nore than a
little crazy.

He'd let hinself into the Drake's house and had |left a note propped on the kitchen table,
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expl aining pretty nuch what he'd suggested to Chinthliss. Kansas City was far enough away that the
Dr akes woul d not expect to hear anything for at |east a couple of days, especially since this was
supposed to be an energency. And if they weren't back with Tannimin a couple of days, then things
really woul d have gone seriously wong.

To |l end credence to the note, Joe had runmmaged through Tannim s roomand his own, making it | ook
as if some things, but not all, had been taken. Then he had gotten what he'd conme for fromits

hi di ng place up inside the boxsprings of his bed. A .45 automatic, basically the same handgun as
the mlitary surplus he'd trained with. Pity that it wasn't an M 16 or sonme other fully automatic
assault rifle, but—well, it wasn't supposed to have been a bullet-hose for all-out attacks but
sonething to defend hinself fromone or nore of the Chosen Ones until the real |aw showed up. He
had to keep remi nding hinself that he was supposed to be a civilian now. Mbst civvies didn't even
have this nuch firepower, when it came right down to it. They saw guys like Dirty Harry in the
nmovi es, and that was about the extent of their gun know edge.

Whi ch was why, of course, whenever one of them did get scared over something and get hinself a
weapon, the people who usually got hurt or killed by it were people in his own famly. Frank had
once renmarked that for a bunch of paranoid nut cases, the Chosen Ones had the best gun-safety

cl asses he'd ever heard of. Joe had not only taken those classes, he'd taught themto the Junior
Guar d.

He had strapped on the shoul der holster, and slung extra pouches of amp on their web-belts around
his wai st. They were heavy, but you never knew... . Better take all he had; there probably weren't
any gun shops where he was goi ng.

He was used to running with full pack and kit; this had been nothing, really, no kind of weight at
all. He had let hinself out of the house, noving so quietly he didn't even nmake the floor creak
and took off back the way he had cone.

He was hal fway afraid that Chinthliss had used his acqui escence as a ruse, or had changed his
m nd, and that when he got back to the barn he would find the other two gone. Then what woul d he
do?

Cal |l Keighvin at Fairgrove, he supposed, and |let himknow what had happened. And hope that he
didn't let anything slip to M. and Ms. Drake when they asked hi mwhere their son was.

But the gl ow of heavy shields over the barn told himthat Chinthliss and Fox were still there, and
as he ran back up the track through the tall grass, intermttent flashes of bright white |ight
beneath the golden glow indicated that they were up to sonething. None of this was visible if he
did that little nmental trick and turned what Tannimhad called his "nage-sight" off. This other
kind of sight—t was so strange, seeing colored glows around people, and the occasional figure
that he knew wasn't "really" there for the rest of the world. It had started when he'd seen Sarah
for the first time, and thanks to the training Bob and Al had given him it was getting stronger
all the tinme. Every time he used it, he saw nore. WAs this how everyone at Fairgrove saw the
worl d, bathed in extra colors and popul ated by nore creatures than anyone el se knew exi sted? O
was this sonething only a few people could do?

Well, he'd find all that out later, if he nade it through this.
I f.

He had to think of it in those terns. He had no illusions that this was going to be sone ronp

t hrough Wonderl and; Fox was terrified, and even though Chinthliss tried to seemglib about the
situation, Tanninm s nentor was worried. There was danger here, nuch nore real than the "danger"
his father had prophesi ed.

He was about to get into sonething he hadn't really wanted to deal with, and sonething he wasn't
really prepared for. Magic. Wiat the hell did he know about magic, really? Not much when push came
to shove. Not enough to use it as a weapon, probably not enough to put up an adequate defense of
hi s own.

But Tannim in the short tine that Joe had known him had becone a "big brother," just as Janie
was his "little brother." Not a blood relationship, but one that went far deeper than bl ood and
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bone and genes. Tannimwas famly. You stood by your family. Wen they were in trouble, you hel ped
t hem

Fox stood beside the gap in the wall that had once been the doorway, his tails sw shing nervously.
Joe trotted up. The tall grass resisted hima little and caught on his jeans. Chinthliss stood in
the center of the barn, as Tanni m had stood not that |ong ago. He didn't seemto be doing
anyt hi ng, but Joe knew better than to assunme that nothing was going on.

"What's up?" he whispered to Fox, wi ping the sweat off his forehead with the back of his arm

"He's building a Gate," Fox whi spered back. "The whole thing; all the Gates where we want to go
are booked up and unless we build our own, we can't get there fromhere. | gave himall the oonph
I had to spare, so now he's channeling in everything he can get fromoutside. It's not that easy,
building a Gate in your world; magic runs thinner here. We're just lucky that it hasn't been
tapped around here much."

Just as he finished that |ast sentence, Chinthliss exclaimed in satisfaction, and a tiny gl ow ng
dot appeared in the air in front of him at just about eye-level. Chinthliss cupped his hands
before him catching the spark for a moment so that his hands gl owed and t he bones showed through
the translucent flesh. Then Chinthliss slowy spread his hands w de; the dot becanme a gl owi ng
ring, which grew as he spread his hands, until it was a circle of light taller than he and broader
than his outstretched arns. A dark haze filled it, a haze you couldn't see through, and which nade
Joe shiver for reasons he didn't quite understand.

"You've cone exactly in tine, Joe," Chinthliss said without turning around. "W are ready, now.
You and |, that is," he anended. "Fox can journey there without the need of a Gate; one of the
advant ages of being a spirit-form"

"Right. See you at the bandstand?" Fox replied, and vani shed w thout waiting for an answer.

"WIIl he really be there?" Joe said a bit dubiously, for all that Fox was his old "friend" from
chi | dhood. Even his nenories painted Fox as something less than reliable and inclined to tricks.

"He'll be there," Chinthliss replied grimy. "If he's not, well, he knows that | will be |ooking
for himwhen all this is over. Being called "Stunpy' will be the least of his problens."

Joe stepped across the threshold of the barn to join Chinthliss in front of the circle of |ight.
"So what do we do?" he asked bravely, putting the best face he could on all this. "I +'mafraid
don't know a | ot about this kind of thing."

Chinthliss | ooked down at him and the dark eyes changed from hard and purposeful to warm and

kindly, all in a single nonment. "W sinply step across," he told Joe. "There will be a nonment of
disorientation, then you will find yourself in the place we wish to go to. And you are doi ng very
well, young man. You are bearing up under some very strange experiences, and doing so with nore

conmposure than nmany with nore years than you."

Joe | ooked up into those odd, oriental eyes, saw or sensed far nore years than he had dreaned, and
swal l owed. "I don't suppose you have any advice before we do this, do you?"

Chinthliss shook his head. "Nothing that woul d help. Are you ready?"

Joe took a very deep breath, allowed hinself to be conscious for a nonment of the weight in his
shoul der hol ster, and renmenbered with a flush of pride how good a nmarksman he was. Heck, he wasn't
too bad at hand-to-hand, either. Chinthliss had obviously included himin this party because of
that expertise. If he sinply kept his eyes, ears, and nmind open, obeyed his orders, and behaved in
a professional nanner, everything should be all right, no matter how strange the externa

ci rcunst ances becane.

"I"'mready, sir," he said, proud of the fact that his voice did not break or quaver, and that he
stood tall, straight, and confidently. "You first, or ne?"

In answer, Chinthliss gestured at the circle of light. Joe repressed a shiver when he renenbered
how Tanni m had stepped into an identical circle and vani shed. .
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He took a convulsive grip on his belt and stepped through; his skin tingled all over, as if he'd
grasped a live wire, his eyes blurred, the world swirled and spun around him and he gasped as his
stomach lurched, exactly as if he'd gone into free-fall for a nonent. He flexed his knees

i nvoluntarily.

Then with a shock, he went fromnight into full day, and his feet |anded on soft turf. Since his
knees were already flexed to take the strain, he only staggered a little to catch his bal ance. As
he strai ghtened, he saw that he stood in the center of what |ooked like a city park, with a white
bandst and or gazebo in the niddle. By the bright light, it had to be just about noon, and where
they'd cone from it was around two in the norning.

Over head, he heard someone whistling.

He | ooked up in startlenment to see a cartoon sun in the mddle of a flat, blue sky, staring down
at himjovially. You could look right at it w thout even blinking; |enmon-yellow, it had round, fat
cheeks, blue eyes, a wide nouth, and a fringe of pointed petal-like rays. It smled at himas soon
as it saw he was looking at it, wi nked broadly, and waved at himw th one of the petals.

Stunned, he waved back autonmatically. It grinned, and went back to whistling and bobbing a little
intine to the song—a real song—that was al so being whistled by a vivid blue and red bird perched
on the top of the gazebo. Puffy, flat-Iooking marshnallow clouds sat in the sky with the sun, a
sky that was an unshaded, turquoise blue, without any variation fromhorizon to horizon. The
eneral d grass under his feet was nore |ike carpet than grass, and did not crush down under his

wei ght. There was no breeze, yet the air snelled fresh and clean. In fact, it snelled exactly |ike
freshly washed sheets.

They al so weren't alone. The other creatures were not very near, and they didn't seemto care that
a Gate had been opened in the park, although nany noticed. There were otters and foxes, though
none of the foxes |ooked |ike FX. There was a massive cobalt-blue unicorn, and a centaur with a

bl ack, d'Artagnan beard. They were having a picnic with what could only be called a foxtaur, and a
smal | gol den-col ored dragon, and an oddly hunched, very large bird. A white unicorn nare chased

pl ayfully after a humanoi d, bl ack-horned uni corn wearing bl ack | eather and spi kes, how ing taunts.
And overhead, a red-and-unber gryphon with broad coppery wings glided in to join the rest.

He turned as a crackling, sizzling sound beside himstartled himagain. There was nothing there
for a second—then a familiar armclad in Armani-tailored silk phased into existence, as if the
owner was pushing his way through an invisible barrier, exactly |like an expensive special effect.
The rest of Chinthliss followed shortly as Joe watched in utter fascination. He seenmed to arrive
suspended a few i nches above the plush green | awmn and dropped as soon as all of himwas "there."

Chinthliss Ianded with fl exed knees, just as Joe had. He strai ghtened, |ooked around, and nodded
with satisfaction.

"Cood," he said. "At |east we made our transition safely. Now, where is Fox?"

"Ri ght here." Fox strolled up frombehind them although Joe could have sworn that there hadn't
been anyone there a nonment earlier. He was in the fox-footed, three-tailed James Dean form the
one with the red | eather jacket. "Now where?"

"One nonent." Chinthliss glanced at Joe. "Young man, would you pl ease grasp our friend?"

Joe didn't understand what Chinthliss was trying to prove—he couldn't touch Fox, he already knew
t hat -but he shrugged, reached out, and rmade a grab for Fox's arm

And with a shock, realized that he was holding a very solid, conpletely real, red-Ieather clad
arm

"What — he said, startled. "Howbut—
Fox | ooked at Chinthliss in irritation

"So what were you trying to prove?" he grow ed. "You know |I'mreal here!"
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"That's what | was trying to prove," Chinthliss said with ironic satisfaction. "That you were not
pl ayi ng any of your kitsune tricks with ne and projecting a spirit-formhere as well, rather than
risking your real self. Thank you, Joe."

"You' re wel cone,” Joe responded automatically, dropping his hold on Fox's arm and backing up a
step. He hadn't expected that. If Fox was real here—was that cartoon sun up above real as well?

He didn't want to think about it.

But then he suddenly realized that he really didn't have to think about it. His part in this

m ssion was very sinple. He didn't have to try and figure out what was real and what wasn't; al

he really had to do was keep a | ookout for trouble and hit it or shoot it if it got too close. And
if it turned out that all this was just one big hallucination, well, no problem He' d wake up from
this dream or in the looney bin, and pick up his life where he'd left off. R ght?

Yeah. Sure.

"I think our first |logical destination would be the Drunk Tank," Chinthliss continued,
unperturbed. "All news cones there, sooner or later—and if any of Tanninm s friends are here, that
is where they will go."

Fox sighed with resignation, but shrugged. "Suit yourself," he replied. "You know this place as
well as | do, and you know Tannim s friends better than | do."

"Are you going to build a Gate agai n?" Joe asked nervously. He hadn't |iked the sensations of
crossing into this place, and he wasn't certain that he wanted a repetition of the experience
quite so soon.

"Build a Gate?" Chinthliss said. "Here? Good heavens, no."

"Then how are we going to get to this place?" Joe asked, nore than a little confused now, since
there didn't seemto be anything here except lush grass, a few fairly normal -1 o0oking trees, sone
benches, the gazebo, and the cartoon sky. Literally; the sky appeared to intersect with the ground
no nore than a few hundred yards away on all sides.

"How?" Chinthliss said, and whistled | oudly, waving an arm

And a fat taxi, bright yellow with black checks, shaped rather |ike an overgrown VW Bug, pulled up
besi de them Joe blinked; he knew that thing hadn't been anywhere near them a nonment ago, yet
there it was!

A creature like a manni sh badger |eaned out the wi ndow "Hiya folks!" the thing grow ed. "Were
to?"

"The Drunk Tank," FX told it blandly.

"This is how," Chinthliss said to Joe, opening up the door and gesturing for himand Fox to enter
"W take a taxi, of course. It's too far to walk."

"Of course,"” Joe echoed in a daze, clinbing into the rear seat. "A taxi. O course."

"Wl | what el se woul d we use?" Chinthliss retorted, as he wedged hinself inside as well, with Fox
squeezed between them nmaki ng Warner Brothers cartoon faces. "A dragon?"

* * %

The taxi accelerated toward the flat blue sky, which | ooked nore and nore like a wall as they drew
nearer. Joe closed his eyes and gripped the seat—+they were going to hit! He waited for the inpact,
his teeth clenched tightly.

But a second later, the taxi screeched to a halt. "Here we are, folks!" cane the cheerful voice
fromthe front. "Thanks for riding with nel See you soon!"

The door popped open on its own, and Joe stepped cautiously out onto the pavenent.
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Real pavement. Real, cracked cenent.

The sky above them was dark here, with a haze of |ight-pollution above the buildings. This | ooked
like any street in any bar-district in any big city he'd ever been in. The street was asphalt, the
si dewal k and curb were chi pped and eroded concrete with cracks in it, but there were no cigarette
butts and other trash scattered around. Dirty brick buildings on both sides of the street stood
four or five stories tall, with darkened storefronts on the ground floor, and |ighted or darkened
wi ndows that might lead into offices or apartnents in the stories above. The taxi had pulled up in
front of another brick building with a neon sign in a small w ndow, set into a wood panel where a
nmuch | arger wi ndow had once been. The sign flashed The Drunk Tank twice in red, then flashed a
green neon caricature of a tipsy tank with a dripping turret the third tine. To the right of the
building was a parking lot; to the left, a vacant lot with a fence around it. The | ot was about
hal f full of the kind of "beater" cars nost people of npdest means drove in a big city. They were
just about in the mddle of the block, which seenmed to be pretty nuch deserted. A couple of cars
and a panel -truck were parked on the other side of the street, in front of a black-and-silver sign
whi ch read Dusty's Furl ey-Davidson. Below it was what could only be an authentic Springer Softail
Wth a warning sticker

The cartoonish taxi did not belong here, but the driver didn't seemto care. It waited unti
Chinthliss got out, then buzzed off down the street.

Fox still had his fox-feet, but he'd lost the tails sonewhere. Chinthliss still |ooked entirely
human.

"Do bullets work here?" Joe whispered to FX as Chinthliss led the way to the red-painted door

"Ch, yeah," Fox replied, alittle grimy. "Yeah, bullets work just fine. You' re not in sone kind
of cartoon, no matter what it |ooks like. The last bunch of city planners were ani mation buffs and
made the sky and all look like this, but this is real. This nay | ook weird to you right now, but
bull ets work, knives work, crossbows and darts work, getting hit hurts a lot, and dead is very,
very dead. No second chance, no resurrection, no magic spell to bring you back. Keep that in mnd
if trouble starts."

Joe gul ped. "Right."
Fox followed on Chinthliss' heels into the bar; Joe foll owed on Fox's.

I nside, the bar |ooked a ot bigger than it had fromthe outside. A lot nicer, too—kind of I|ike
one of those fancy nightclubs in novies about the Roaring Twenties and the Depression. They stood
inawiting roomat the top of a series of descending tiers that held two- or four-person tables.
Each table was spread with a spotless white tablecloth, centered with flowers and a candl e-| anp.
Wal | - sconces nmade of geonetric shapes of black netal and mirrors fastened invisibly to the white
walls held brilliant white lights. To Joe's left was a check-roomw th a hat-check girl and the
host ess' stand; beyond those was a curving bal cony | ooking out over the tables, with a few doors

| eading off of it. To his right was the bar, which curved along the wall behind the top tier of
tabl es as one inmacul ate, unbelievably precise arc of nahogany. Everything else was done in shiny
bl ack, chrome, and glass. At the bottomof the tiers was a dance floor with a geonmetric pattern in
bl ack and white nmarble laid out on it—and sonmehow lit from bel ow—and behind that a gl ossy bl ack
stage | arge enough for a conpl ete big-band orchestra. Fromthe stands pushed to one side and the
classic grand piano, it often held such a band, but right now there was a conbo conposed of a
keyboard-pl ayer, a drumrer with a full electronic rig, a guy with an inpressive synth-set, and a
fermal e vocalist. They were covering "Silk Pajamas" by Thomas Dol by, and those in the crowd who
were actually listening seened to be enjoying it. And singing al ong.

But Joe had to do another reality check when he | ooked the crowd over

Around about half the folks here were human; plenty of themwere wearing outfits that would have
had them barred at the door in the real world. Said "clothing"” ranged everywhere from ful
mlitary kit to as close to nothing as personal nodesty would allow. In the case of sone people,
that pretty nuch neant clothing-as-jewelry—er, as Frank had once put it, "gownless evening
straps." Joe tried not to stare at the blonde girl in the Gstring, fishnets, dianond-choker, and
heel s; she was centerfol d-perfect—and her brawny, saturnine escort could have picked himup with
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one hand and broken himover his knee wi thout breaking a sweat. He was done up in what |ooked Iike
medi eval chainmail, the real thing. The sword slung along his back was certainly real |ooking.

Fortunately, both of them were too busy watching the stage and the dancers on the dance floor to
notice his stares or his blushes.

The rest of the patrons—ncluding nost of those on the dance fl oor—waere definitely not any nore
human than the creatures he'd seen in the park. The couple drawing the npst attention at the

monent was a pair of bipedal cat-creatures, one Sianese, the other a vivid red | ynx, who were
showi ng of f their dance steps. But sharing the floor with themwas a female with green hair and
weari ng what appeared to be a dress nmade of | eaves who was dancing al one, a couple of elves, two
fox couples, a pine marten dancing with a large nonitor |izard, and a pair of beautiful young sl oe-
eyed nen, dark and graceful, with the hindquarters and horn-buds of young goats, who were dancing
together in a sensuous way that nade Joe blush as badly as the blonde girl had.

He averted his eyes and fixed themfirmy on Chinthliss' back. The dragon was speaking to the

host ess—who seened to have a wonderful personality, if you didn't mnd the fact that otherw se she
was a dog. She nodded, and wagged the tail that barely showed bel ow her Erté dress. Chinthliss
made his own way towards the bar. Joe and Fox followed him

Chinthliss ordered "yuppie water"; Fox, with a defiant glance at Chinthliss, ordered a rum and-
Coke. Joe waved the bartender away. First of all, he had no idea how he was going to pay for a
drink, or in what currency—and secondly, it was a bad idea to have your hands busy with sonething
else if a situation came up.

Chinthliss scanned the crowd, then turned back to the bartender as the nan (Arabic-1ooking, but
with pointed ears) brought himhis drink and Fox's. "So, Mahnmut, have you heard or seen anything
of Tanni n?" the dragon asked casually, as he pushed what appeared to be a coin nade of gold across
to the bartender. The being slid it expertly out of sight, as he pretended to polish the bar with
a soft cloth. "Not recently, Chinthliss,” Mhnut replied, rubbing industriously at a very shiny
spot. "Why? Are you looking for hin He never cones here anynore; in fact, as far as | know, he
never goes out of the Sel ei ghe El fhames these days, if he | eaves Anerica at all."

Chinthliss sighed, and sipped the bubbling water. The band finished its nunber to the appl ause of
the dancers and sone of the people at the tables. The |lights cane down, and a pair of wonen, one
very, very pale and in a long, white, high-collared dress, and one with |ong blond hair right down
to the floor, wearing what appeared to be a dress nade of glittering green fish scales, took the
stage. The one in white sat down at the piano; the blonde took the m crophone. A spotlight
centered on the blonde, who | owered her eyelids for a noment and sniled sweetly.

The bartender tapped Joe on the shoulder; he junped. Wen he turned to see what the nan wanted,
the fell ow was hol ding out a pair of earplugs.

"You single?" the nan asked. Joe flushed, and nodded. "You wouldn't be a virgin, by any chance,
woul d you?" the bartender persisted, this time in a whisper.

This time Joe flushed so badly that he felt as if he was on fire.

"Thought so." The bartender nodded. "You'd better wear these if you don't want to end up follow ng
Lorelie around like a |ost puppy for the rest of your short life." He held out the earplugs. Joe
| ooked at Fox and Chinthliss, who both nodded.

"We're protected. | wouldn't worry so nmuch about Lorelie, but her friend has appetites you
woul dn't want to satisfy," Fox said solemly. "Lanias are |like that."

"Th—then?" Joe stammered

"Yeah, them" Fox said. "Think of themas the Cocteau Twi ns gone horribly wong. The L& Music
Factory, enbal m ng optional."

Lam as? Lorelie? Sonething about both those names rang a dim and distant bell in his mnd, but he
couldn't put a finger on what they nmeant. Still, if not only this bartender but Chinthliss and Fox
t hought he ought to put in those earplugs—well, nmaybe he'd better

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...errated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%?20Circle.txt (101 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:37 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

He took themgingerly and inserted them And he discovered, rather to his surprise, that even with
themin his ears he could hear perfectly well, if alittle distantly.

There were waitresses circulating anong the tables, he saw now, and they were handi ng out nore
ear pl ugs. But oddly enough, only to the nmen—er rather, nmale creatures. The two young nen with the
goats' legs | aughed and waved them away, as did one or two others, including the pine marten and
the lizard, but nost of the nen took themand fitted theminto their ears.

I nt eresting.

The pale girl at the piano began singing as soon as the last of the earplug-girls retired; Joe
recogni zed the song as "Stormy Weather," and after a few bars, Lorelie began to sing.

She had a |low, throaty voice, rather than the bell-like and pure tones Joe had hal f expected;
there was no doubt, though, that in his world she'd have a | ot of people offering her record
contracts. Especially with that face and figure behind the voice. But he couldn't help but wonder
what all the fuss was about—and why the earpl ugs?

Ch, well. When in Rone ...
He turned his attention back to Chinthliss and the bartender

"... and we think he nmight have bitten off nore than he can chew, " Chinthliss was saying, as
Mahrmut |istened attentively. "Look, | know you' re on the Seleighe side of the fence, so to speak
at least nost of the tine. You know sone of the kid's friends. If any of them show up here, can
you pass that information on for nme?"

Mahrmut nodded gravely. "For a dog of an infidel, that one is a good boy," he replied. "For ne, he
arranged a |lager distributor from Anerica. He has done several of ny friends a service or two in
the past. For a chance to even the scales, | think that they would do nuch."

"What kind is his kind?" Joe whispered to Fox. FX shrugged and nuttered sonething that sounded
like "gin," although that couldn't possibly be right. It was probably the earplugs. Joe nade a
nmove to take them out; Fox grabbed his hand to prevent hi m—

Just as someone entered the bar, stared at the singer below and stopped dead in his tracks, as if
transfi xed.

It was a young man; one with branching antlers rising fromhis head, but otherw se quite normal -
| ooki ng. As Joe paused with his hand on the plug in his ear, the newconer shook his head
violently, turned a deathly white, and nmade a ki nd of odd npbani ng noi se.

H s eyes gl azed over, and he stunbled down the stairs between the tiers of tables, ignoring
everything and everyone in his path. He staggered across the dance floor towards Lorelie, who

i gnored his presence conpl etely, and dropped down at her feet in a crouch, gazing up at her with
the adoration of a saint at the feet of the Al m ghty.

If Joe hadn't chanced to ook in her direction, he mght never have seen the piano player's
reaction. If Lorelie was indifferent to her worshipper, the pale girl was not.

She stared at the young nman with such pure, naked hunger that the word "hunger" sinply did not
descri be the expression she wore. He m ght have been a thick, juicy steak, and she suffering
starvation. Then she licked her lips and sm | ed.

Her teeth were all pointed, Iike a shark's.

"Poor kid," the bartender said distantly. "She got another one." And sonmehow Joe knew what he
meant. Lorelie mght have snared the man, but her acconpani st was going to devour hi msonehow. Not
just figuratively, either

Joe rounded on the bartender, suddenly suffused with anger. "So why aren't you doi ng anything
about it?" he hissed, one hand on the Colt. "Wiy do you | et her sing here?"
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Mahnut's eyes narrowed dangerously, but his voice remai ned cal mand even. "Look, kid, we have

pl acards in the | obby announcing that Lorelie's singing in here. The hat-check girl would have

of fered hi m earplugs. The hostess woul d have of fered hi mearplugs. How nuch nore do you want us to
do? Shove the plugs in his ears? This is a neutral realm Lorelie's free to sing, we're free to
hire her, and he's free to ignore the warni ngs. W knows? Maybe he was suicidal. You may not |ike
it, son, but you're not in Kansas anynore, either."

This is a neutral realm Maybe he was suicidal. They know he's going to die, and no one is going
to help him

Joe felt cold all over. He | ooked at Mahnmut's flat black eyes; |ooked back down at the bandstand,
at Lorelie, at her admrer, at the piano player. He shivered, and briefly considered the
ram fications of running down there and trying to save that poor guy—

Then he caught Fox's eyes. The kitsune shook his head slowmy. He renenbered all of Fox's warnings,
shuddered, and turned away.

Mahnut spoke to himagain. "Sonetimes we get people doing that because there are a ot of ways to
drain a man. Those two know nost of them | have been told that many are pleasurable and | eave the
man nore alive than before. Some think the risk is worth it for the experience. The young buck
there isn't likely to die—and he mght enjoy it."

He still mght have tried to think of some way of getting Lorelie's victimfree, but he never got
t he chance.

At that nonent, one of the waitresses (a delicate creature like a winged lizard with veil-1like
wi ngs sprouting from her shoul der bl ades) came over and tapped Chinthliss on the arm "Sir," she
said, "the lady over there would like you and your friends to join her in the Blue Room"

Chinthliss shook his head inpatiently, as the young creature pointed. "I do not have time— he
began, looking in the direction she indicated.

Then he stopped speaking, frozen with shock that even Joe could read. And beside him Fox went as
white as the girl at the piano.

Joe turned to see what they were | ooking at.

On the other side of the room behind the last tier of tables where the bar was on this side,
there were several doors that presumably led to private dining roonms. There was someone standi ng
in front of one of those doors.

She wore the kinmono and el aborate hairstyle of a traditional Japanese woman—Joe coul d only think
"geisha,"” since he had no idea who el se wore the kinobnos with the long, trailing sleeves, or the
hair pierced through with so many jewel ed pins that her head | ooked |ike a pincushion. But

al t hough the body beneath the gown was that of a human wonan, the face was that of a fox.

And behi nd her, fanned out like the glory of the peacock, was an array of fox tails that clearly
bel onged to her.

"Ch, shit," FX said weakly. "It's—t's—

Chinthliss cleared his throat with difficulty.

"Tell the Lady Ako," he managed, after several tries, "that we would be honored to join her."
CHAPTER NI NE

Shar wat ched Tanni m out of the corner of her eye, hoping it wasn't obvious that she was watching
him If he felt her gaze resting on him he probably wouldn't be able to sleep; he'd assunme she
was waiting for himto fall asleep so that she could do sonething unpl easant to him

Well, she wouldn't mnd doing sonmething to him but it wouldn't be unpleasant. If she had gotten
hi s hornones dancing with that kiss, she'd sent her own into orbit. There hadn't been anyone who'd
had that effect on her for a long, long tine.
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At | east she knew one thing, now She knew he'd had the sanme kind of erotic dreams of her that
she'd had of him The way he'd responded to her inpulsive kiss had | eft no doubt in her mnd of
that. Enthusiasm under the surprise—and a great deal of heat under the control. He would feel so
good. ..

But Shar knew he was al so not going to presune on those dreans. He didn't trust her yet and she
couldn't blane him But there was another thing: he didn't assune that her personality was
anything |like the person he'd dreamed about. He didn't know anything at all about her, and he
acknow edged that. | knew he was a cautious and cl ever man, she nused as his breathi ng deepened,
and he began to relax minutely. This is just one nore exanple of that. | have the advantage here;
I know that the lover in ny dreans is virtually identical in personality to the real man—er at

| east, as nmuch of the real nan as | have been able to observe over the years.

And yet, even though he didn't trust her yet, it seemed to her that he was willing to give her the
benefit of the doubt; he was apparently willing to give her the tinme to prove to him by her
actions that she could be trusted.

She sighed quietly. If that kiss was anything to go by, he was just as talented and considerate as
the dream | over had been. A far cry fromthe Unsel eighe, or the relatively shallow and skittish

ki tsune mal es. Those were the only creatures of male gender she'd spent any tine with; she'd

avoi ded human nal es sinply out of disinterest. And if Charcoal and Chinthliss were exanpl es of

dr agonki nd—

They're either manipul ative, selfish bastards who'll run over the top of anything and anyone to
get what they want, or they're fast-tal king, charm ng rogues who'd rather | ose everything they
have t han nake a conmitnent.

Bitter? Ch, a tad.

Tanni m si ghed and nestled down a little further into his seat. Was he truly asl eep? She shifted
slightly, touched the door handle and made it rattle just a little. He didn't stir; his eyelids
didn't even flicker. There were dark shadows under his eyes, shadows that spoke el oquently of just
how exhausted he'd been. In sleep, he |ooked frighteningly frail, and now she realized just how
much of his appearance of strength depended on his personality.

Wl I, now what? They couldn't stay here forever; they probably shouldn't stay here longer than it
took Tannimto catch up on sonme rest and recover a bit. So, how to get out of here?

There was the Gate in the garden; that was probably their best bet. As she had pointed out, there
woul d be no difficulty in sinply driving the Mustang out into the hall and out the door into the
garden. The Katschei had used that particular Gate to get into the nortal world to steal his
collection of princesses, but there were five nore settings on it. They'd have to take their
chances, but at | east she would recogni ze a potentially dangerous setting for a destination she
had encountered before. That woul d keep them out of Unsel ei ghe domains, even if it did dunp them
off into unknown territory. If they kept traversing Gates, sooner or later she'd find her way back
into a place she knew.

A pity that the Katschei hadn't left at |east one setting enpty; she could have used that to Gate
sonewhere friendly. O at |east, to somewhere neutral

I would be very happy with neutral, she decided. Particularly neutral and famliar. Mst neutrals
can be bought, and usually remain bought. In neutral territory I mght be able to buy some help
or a way out of Underhill.

Tanni m sl ept very quietly; barely breathing, it seenmed, head turned slightly into the seat that
cradl ed him one hand curled up beside his face. She touched his hair hesitantly. So soft, she

t hought with wonder, as she pulled her hand back before it betrayed her by turning the touch into
a caress.

There was not hing inpul sive about the strength of her reaction to him in a way, it was
i nevitable, given how |ong she had studied him If he had not interested her, she would have given
up on her studies a long tine ago, and none of this would be happening now If he had not
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attracted her as well as interested her—

| probably would have done exactly what Madoc Skean wanted nme to. |I'd have gotten rid of hima
I ong tine ago.

And if she had not met himin her dreans? Difficult to say. She'd enjoyed her little glinpses into
his life. She found himin sonme ways conpletely alien to her. Perhaps that was part of the root of
her attraction; she couldn't predict him and her kitsune heritage would al ways be intrigued by
anyt hi ng she didn't understand and coul dn't predict. Just as she woul d al ways be repelled by
sonet hi ng that bored her.

Tanni m was anyt hi ng but boring...

On the other hand, Madoc Skean was quite predictable, and she ought to be trying to predict what
his next nove woul d be, not hovering over Tannimlike sone | ovesi ck nynph.

She sat back in her own seat, reclining it to match Tannims, but turned her gaze outward, staring
at the wall. Madoc had fled the dungeon with his own guards, and probably went straight to the

i sol ated wing of the keep that contained his own quarters. Paranoid as any Unsel ei ghe, he would
not live in a place where he could not defend against all coners.

But as his allies fought their way to his Gate and left, and nothi ng what soever happened, he woul d
coll ect his courage and his few functioning brain cells. Wat conclusions would he cone to?

The npst obvious woul d be that Tanni m—er Tannim s inpersonator—was somewhere in his stronghold
still. But he had neans to discover if that was true, and he would put those nmeans in notion as
soon as he knew his people had cleared the entire holding of potential troublemakers.

Sooner or later, he would learn that there his fears were conpletely groundl ess. He would | earn
that Tanni mwas not in his dungeon, nor anywhere else in his own domain. Then what?

Well, his allies had all deserted him Even if he decided to first go after them it would take a
great deal of coaxing to bring nost of his allies back. It would be possible to chase after Tannim
wi t hout them but Madoc Skean was a cautious sort, and he always preferred to operate froma
position of strength. He really had two options at this point: try to mend the ness that had been
made of his alliances and then pursue Tannim or go after Tanni mwi thout any hel p.

She coul d hope that he would pursue his allies; she nust plan that he woul d pursue Tannim She
woul d have to assume that Madoc would figure out that she was with Tannim given that she had been
there when they all discovered he'd "vani shed."”

Madoc woul d waste sonme tine trying to figure out where she had gone in order to escape his
stronghol d. Sooner or later, he would narrow the possibilities to the Gate in the courtyard. Then
he had six possible destinations; eventually he would find the Gate that | ed here, but unless he
had a way to trace her novenents, every succeeding Gate they took would lead to no |l ess than three
and as nmany as six nore possibilities. So it was safe to assunme that they had tine enough for
Tannimto get some sl eep.

But after that—they should assume that Madoc could be no less than a single Gate behind them
Tanni m and Shar could even have the misfortune to Gate into the same place at the sane tine as
they tried to find them

So who or what is Madoc going to have with hinP Probably all of the Facel ess Ones; they were the
nost faithful of his fighters. Madoc's own ego tolerated no better mage than hinself anong his
followers, and she was better than they were. Madoc hinself would be the one to watch out for,
magi cal | y. Unsel ei ghe got to the top of the "food chain" by cutthroat competition. Literally
cutthroat, sonetimes. She didn't know exactly how powerful he was, and she didn't want to find out
by goi ng head-to-head with him

The trouble was, it was going to take a lot of work to find a way out of Unsel ei ghe domains. Gates
generally connected like with |ike; out of every three Gates, the odds were that only one of them
woul d have a connection to neutral |ands, and then only a single connection out of the six
possi bl e. Their best hope was that the places those Gates did go to would be enpty and unused,
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deserted like this one, or only a transfer point.

The best thing will be to keep noving, she decided. The nore we can nuddle the trail, even by
simply noving at random the better off we will be.

So—gi ven that they had no choice but to use the Gate in the Katschei's garden, where was it likely
that the settings on that one went?

No | ove | ost between himand Baba Yaga; | doubt he had one set there. In fact, he didn't have any
alliances with any of the other Russian nyth-figures, not even the neutrals. He did have an
arrangenent with sone of the Chinese denons though... . No, that would not be a good idea. The
yush eat human souls and use the bodies. |I'd be safe enough, but if they all ganged up on Tanni m
they mght be able to take him before we got out. He had a private hunting preserve that would
probably not be a healthy place to go, either

She rubbed one finger behind her ear as she tried to recall the rest of his historical alliances.
Somet hing fromlindia ... oh, no, |I remenber now He had sonething going with the rakshasha! That
woul d be a very, very bad place to end up

The only renotely safe places she could think of were with other national equivalents to the
Unsel ei ghe and certain nminor Unseleighe folk: ogres, trolls, and the |like. Mst of those folk were
a great deal like the major |ords Madoc Skean had courted; they had shut thenselves off fromthe
human world a long tine ago, and the sight of the Iron Chariot that was Tanni Ml s Mistang, noving
through their real ns and causing no end of damage in the process, could be enough to frighten them
into panic. Certainly they would be confused and wary enough to |l eave the two of them alone while
they studied the situation. She and Tanni m should have tinme to find another Gate or another
setting on the one they had just used and get out before anyone nmustered up enough courage to
oppose them The only awkward part was that she would have to physically get out of the vehicle in
order to read the Gate and reset it; that created a tine of great vulnerability. Ah well, it
couldn't be hel ped.

Once they found such Gates, they could only hope that the creatures there did not decide to find
Madoc Skean and tell himwhere they had gone.

Dam. We'll be noving; it won't be possible to keep those special shields on the Mustang for | ong.
W'l show up just by the disruption we cause. The nore nmagic there is in a domain, the nore
di sruption will take place.

No help for it; while she could not tell fromin here just how nuch magi ¢ Tannimhad i nfused into
this vehicle, there was no doubt that it represented a maj or undertaking. Protections were |ayered
on protection; and was that an energy reserve? It could be. They would be much safer in the Mch |
than without it.

So it'll be alot like taking a cross-country trip in a tank. Maybe we'll |eave a swath behind us,
but nmost of what people shoot at us shoul d bounce off.

She massaged the back of her neck with the ends of her fingers. | got nyself into this, she

rem nded herself. | have to get nyself out of it. There were a hundred things | could have done to
prevent all this, including sinply taking shelter with Mther when Madoc Skean demanded | hel p
him | was so sure that | could stall Madoc and have a good tinme doing it—and | just didn't want

to hide behind ny kitsune kin.

No point in pretending that if she hadn't done what she'd done, Tannimwould still be in trouble
fromsome other ally of Madoc's. Whether or not that was true, it was irrelevant. She had nmade her
deci si ons, she had put her steps on this path, obliterating all other possibilities. Now she was
the one who nust deal with it all

And she had never felt quite so alone and uncertain before. O quite so vul nerable.

* * %

Joe followed in Chinthliss' wake, wal ki ng just behind FX, as the dragon noved slowy toward the
fox-lady on the other side of the balcony. Fox had sprouted all of his tails again, but they
trailed dispiritedly on the ground behind him telegraphing nmajor subm ssion. And as they neared
t he door which presunably led to the private roomthat Lady Ako had reserved, past a very
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attractive and very large fenale bat, Fox's clothing was nutating as well.

By the time they actually reached the door, the red | eather jacket had becone a short, wapped red
jacket along the lines of a karate gi, and the jeans had become sone other kind of |oose bl ue
pants. Both |ooked like silk to Joe; both were very rich and shiny. Chinthliss' silk suit was

i mpressive enough without turning it into anything else. Joe wished he had Fox's talent; he felt
terribly underdressed in his fatigue pants and white t-shirt.

Well, nmaybe if he pretended as if he was Chinthliss' bodyguard, he wouldn't | ook as conspicuous as
he felt. No one ever expected a bodyguard to be dressed in any kind of fancy outfits, after all
They only wore tuxes in the novies, right? The rest of the tine a bodyguard surely dressed
confortably. They weren't there to provide scenery but protection, right?

What ever .

He kept his eyes on Chinthliss' silk-clad back as they reached the doorway, resisting the urge to
stare at Lady Ako. Her head wasn't precisely like a fox; the lips were nore nobile, he thought;
the muzzle blunter. Her eyes were lovely, large, and exactly the sane color as nelted chocol ate.
Her hands were entirely human, but l|ike Fox, she had fox-feet. Then there were all those tails...

He tried to tell himself that she wasn't any different than those cat-creatures down on the dance
floor. She certainly was not at all cartoonlike. Her wi de brown eyes rested briefly on himas he
passed; she blinked, and he got the oddest feeling that it was with surprise at his presence.

Now why shoul d soneone |ike her be surprised at hin®

Then again ... he hadn't seen too nany humans down here, only people that | ooked human from a
di stance. If he'd gotten closer, who knows what he woul d have seen? Scal es, fangs, nore tails? Hs
kind nmight be pretty rare, actually. He might |ook just as outrageous to her as she did to him

What an odd t hought that was! It made him feel acutely unconfortable. He'd been trying not to
stare at the other creatures around him but what if they'd been gawking at himall this tinme?

Lady Ako cl osed the door behind him Chinthliss stood off to the far side of the room and as he
took his own place, standing in a kind of parade rest behind Chinthliss, he saw that the Bl ue Room
contained only four flat cushions, a very lowtable with four brown-glazed cups and a teapot on

it, plus a couple of things he didn't recogni ze. He wasn't sure what he should do next, but Lady
Ako sol ved the question for him

"Pl ease,"” she said, in a gentle voice that neverthel ess brooked no argunent. "Sit. W will have
Tea."

The way she said the last word, with a subtle enphasis on it, made himthink that this was not
going to be a silly affair with cookies and cream and sugar. She nade it sound rather |ike sone
kind of holy ritual

"Ako!" Chinthliss exclainmed, his voice pained. "Please, we don't have tinme—=

"W will have Tea," she repeated firmy. "You have accepted ny invitation. You will find the
time."

"Don't argue with her, lizard," Fox hissed, and then bowed deeply over his knees and took his

pl ace on one of the cushions. Wth a grimce, Chinthliss did the sanme; after a nmorment, Joe did

i kewi se. Fortunately, a great deal of his martial-arts instruction had been very traditional, so
he was used to sitting Oriental -style on the floor

"What's goi ng on here?" he whispered to Fox behind Chinthliss' back, as Lady Ako cl apped her hands
and anot her brown ki nono-clad fox-woman entered, carrying a few nore inplenments on a tray. This
one didn't have the el aborate hairstyle of Lady Ako, and her ki nono-sleeves were nuch shorter

"The Tea Cerenony," Fox breathed back. "I'Il explain it all to you later; just be quiet and don't
fidget. It's very inmportant and very neani ngful, and you're supposed to be contenplating the
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cosnmos through all of this."

Well, that confirned his feeling that this was supposed to be sone kind of ritual or other. But
"contenplating the cosnos"? How did that have anything to do with drinking tea? It nmust be a fox
t hi ng.

The only tea he'd ever had nuch to do with was in the formof the gallons of iced tea he usually
put away in the sumer, and there wasn't nuch there to inspire a cerenony.

Ch, well. Hopefully, Lady Ako would ignore him Hopefully, he wouldn't get involved with this at
all.

"Who is this young human, Chinthliss?" she asked in a quiet voice with no discernible accent. "I
do not know him"

"He is the pupil of ny pupil, Ako," Chinthliss replied with a sigh of resignation, as she took up
what | ooked like a small bow and a shaving brush. "My pupil is mssing; this young one w shes to
help me find him Wen | ast seen, Tanni mwas Underhill, but we do not know where. W fear that he
is in sone danger. He has enemies Underhill."

Is he going to say something about Shar chall engi ng Tanni n? Joe wondered. |s he going to say
anyt hi ng about Shar at all?

Chinthliss said nothing nore, however, and after a glance at Joe, Lady Ako's eyes twinkled for a
monent with some secret amusement. "Then, since this young man you bring is new to both Underhill
and the ways of the kitsune, this will be a new experience for him" was all she said.

Ch, great. "A learning experience." The traditional three-word preanble to a burial. Terrific.

It was certainly that. Joe had never seen anyone make so much fuss over a cup of tea in his life.
Lady Ako went through so nany ritualistic passes you'd have thought she was concocting the Elixir
of Life. It nade as nmuch sense as gol d-plating popcorn kernels by hand. She was very graceful at
it, however; she nmade the whole thing seemlike a dance. Maybe that was the point. Wio knew? He
hadn't understood Fox all the tinme when he'd been a kid, and this Lady Ako nmade a fine art out of
creating nystery and obscurity.

Anyway, when he finally got his cup of tea, he was rather disappointed, nuch as he had been the
first time someone gave hima glass of what was supposed to be a fine vintage wi ne. The tea was
odd, rather bitter, very strong. On the whole, he would have preferred a cola. He woul d have |iked
to add sugar at least to make it nore pal atable, but there didn't seemto be any, so he hid his
grimaces and sipped at it while Chinthliss and Lady Ako di scussed poetry and nusic. Joe tried not
to fidget while they exchanged what were probably terribly Meaningful and Insightful remarks.

It all took hours.

Finally, finally, she clapped her hands and the other fox-woman cane and took the tea things away.
They all sat in conplete silence while the other female carefully placed each object on her tray,
bowed, and took it all away.

But when the serving-fox was gone, and Chinthliss started to rise, Lady Ako tilted her head to one
side and gave Chinthliss a warning | ook that made himsit right back down again.

"You are seeking Tannim" she stated. "l suspect that you are al so seeking ny daughter."

Chinthliss wore no discernible expression at all. "There was sone indication that she has
chal l enged himor intended to challenge himin the near future,” Chinthliss replied levelly. "I
don't see any denonstrabl e connection between that and his di sappearance. | am not neki ng any
accusations, nor can | imagi ne why Shar woul d want to—

"Pl ease," Ako interrupted. "Don't take me for a fool. You know why Charcoal asserted his rights
over her. You know what he intended to do with her. Must | put it in sinple terns for you? He
wanted to nmake her the eneny of your human, this Tannim He sees all that you are, and ever nobves
to make hinself the image in the darkened mirror. Charcoal would steal fromyou whatever he can. |
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do not know why." She glared at him and the mighty Chinthliss, nuch to Joe's surprise, seened to
shrink into hinself a little. "I never knew why. | never understood this rivalry of yours."

She drew herself up in profound dignity, and Joe suspected that she had said a great deal nore
with those words than he had perceived. Chinthliss closed his eyes for a nonent, as if in
acknow edgnent of that.

"Well," Ako said after a noment. "He did not succeed in his endeavor; | had far nore influence
over her than he ever guessed, and she broke off all connections with himfour years ago. She
refuses to see him speak with him or conmunicate with himin any way what soever."

"She did?" Chinthliss showed his surprise, briefly. "But—n that case, why chall enge Tanni n?
What's the point?"

Ako sighed, and carefully arranged the fold of a sleeve before continuing. "She maintained sone
alliances with some of Charcoal's Unsel ei ghe connections; | do not know why. She told ne that
these alliances anused her. | think there was nore to it than that, and | can hazard a guess or
two. | believe that these alliances were too powerful to flaunt, and she was too stubborn to seek
shelter with the kitsune fromtheir anger. One of those connections, an Unsel ei ghe elven |ord
named Madoc Skean, wanted your pupil, Tannim | warned her that pursuing this human woul d have
grave consequences; she di sregarded that warning, and due to her neddling, this young nan was
trapped by Madoc."

"What ?" Chinthliss roared, starting to leap up off his cushion

"Cal myoursel f!" Lady Ako snapped, before he could get to his feet. "Do you think that | would
have brought you here and led you through Tea if | thought he was in any danger? W of the tails
have obligations to this world and the other and to the Bal ance between them "

Chinthliss sat down again, slowy, but Joe sensed that he was snoul dering w th anger and
i mpati ence.

Ako's nose twitched with distaste. "I advised Shar that she would have to renedy the bal ance
hersel f. She agreed, and took herself back to Madoc's stronghol d. Madoc had Tanni m but briefly,
and he has the young human no longer. Further, his allies have scattered, and his own domain is in

confusion. | don't know where your young human pupil is right now-and |I also do not know where
Shar is. | believe that we can assune that they are together, and that she at |east took ny advice
and freed himfromthe captivity that she sent himinto." Lady Ako directed a chilling | ook at

Chinthliss; the dragon gave her back a heated one. "I told her that by |leading this human into
captivity, she had seriously unbal anced the scales not only between them but between our world
and his; that she and she al one woul d have to bring them back into balance. Her actions attracted
the attention of the Elders, and she will be called to account for what she has done before a
Council. | informed her of this, and that how she fares will depend entirely on what she does now
torectify the situation."

"Did she tell you what she planned to do?" Chinthliss asked, after a | ong nonent of silence. Joe
gl anced at FX; the kitsune gazed at Lady Ako with rapt astonishnment, all of his tails tw tching.
Evidently, all of this was news to himas well as to Joe and Chinthliss.

"No," Ako responded. "She cane to me for advice and | could give her none, other than what | just
told you. | assunme by the confusion in Madoc Skean's hol ding that she rescued hi msuccessfully,
but she has not attenpted to contact ne nor to put herself at the disposal of the Elders, as she
woul d do if she had also returned himto his side of the HII."

Chinthliss nodded, slowy. "So they are still Underhill, somewhere. \Were? Her own domain?

assunme she has one— He sniled, ironically. "I cannot inagine her sharing a domain with anyone."
"Ch— Lady Ako said very casually. "I can. Eventually. Still, that does not natter at the nonent.
If she had reached her own domain, she would have been able to bring Tanni mout of Underhill, for
she has a direct outlet to the hunman side there, in Anerica. So, she has not. | suspect that she

i s wandering Unsel ei ghe Underhill, searching for a Gate that will bring her into neutral hol dings,
or even out of Underhill. I think that we nust begin | ooking for her ourselves. Were she is, your

pupil will npost certainly be."
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"We?" Chinthliss did junp to his feet this tinme. "We?"
Joe blinked. They had been | ooking for an ally. He hadn't expected one like this.

Wonder how good she is in a fight, he thought. Then he sized her up with a practiced eye, ignoring
her sex, the fancy outfit, the hair, and the fox-face, concentrating only on the strength of the
muscl es, the lithe body. Huh. Pretty good, | bet!

"OfF course, we," Ako said with conplete conposure. "You didn't think I would allow you to go
chasing of f after ny daughter w thout my presence, did you?"

* * %

Shar had slept in less confortable places than the front seat of a 1969 Miustang. The front seat of
her Mustang, for instance. She had chosen her own car with the view to personifying the "nodern”
versi on of Tanni mbut after seeing all the electronic gear in here, and experiencing the greater
confort-factor at first hand, she was having second and third thoughts.

Tanni m woke, rested and cheerful, after a few hours of very deep sl eep—so deep that he had hardly
nmoved, and Shar had needed to check himnow and again to nake certain he was still breathing.

It was her turn to be yawni ng. She was happy enough at that point to |let himstand watch while she
caught a quick nap; by then, even she felt the strains of the past several hours and needed to
r echar ge.

She thought, just as she finally dropped off, that he was watching her just as surreptitiously as
she had studied him but she was just too tired to be sure...

She woke with a start at a noise fromoutside the Mustang, a shuffling sound, the scraping of a
pair of feet. She sat bolt upright in alarm but there was nothing in the anmber roomw th them
the noi se was coming fromthe hallway outside. Tannimwasn't alarmed, either. He just shook his
head at her.

"Don't worry about that sound,"” he told her, watching the hall door, a shadow of nelancholy in his

eyes. "l know who it is; | ran into himthe last tine | was here. It's just a poor old man that
the Unsel ei ghe | eft here. He might be nore than half mad by now. | think he was English, and I'm
afraid he was taken nore than a hundred years ago. | can understand hi mbarel y—so he can't have

come from nuch | onger ago than that."

The cursed human. But why woul d he be here? Why woul d the Unsel ei ghe put one of their captives
here? It's horribly hard to get to this place! Unless—they got tired of him but they wanted to
keep himalive, just in case they ran out of anusenents.

That would certainly be like them And it wasn't as if they managed to get too many hunmans to pl ay
with these days. Not like in the old tinmes, when they could kidnap people at will, practically.

No, by the late 1800s, they probably had figured out they couldn't snatch people off the face of
the earth without it being noticed, and when they got a toy, they kept it, even if they were tired
of it.

She forgot all her questions, though, as the old nan shuffled into the room pushing his broom and
draggi ng his cart. She felt an unexpected surge of pity for the old creature—and then she caught
sight of his eyeless face.

She stifled a gasp with the back of her hand. Not that she hadn't seen the cruelties that the
Unsel ei ghe worked on their captives before—but there was sonething about this nman. He struck
sonet hi ng unexpected inside her, clothed in his rags, with his wecked face—hel d captive here, in
this magnificent room a prison whose beauty he woul d never see—

The contrast was so great, it shocked her. Tanni mwatched the poor old weck with an expression
she could not read. Then, before she could say or do anything, he popped the door and was out of
the car, wal king quickly, heading for the old man.

She opened her own door and hurried to catch up with him wonderi ng what he thought he was going
to do. Tannimwas already talking to him when she caught up with them
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aye, sir, an' thankee," the old nan was saying, with sonething like a smle, if such a heap
of misery could produce a smle. "I hae' bread enow for many a day, thanks to ye."

Shar couldn't help but try to analyze the accent; English, obviously, and probably fromthe
Shires. It was an accent that hadn't changed nmuch until the advent of a radio in every hone.
"Woul d you like nore than bread?" Tanni m asked, |eaning forward with nervous intensity. "Wuld you
like to be free of this place forever?"

"Free? Free?" The old man shook his head, alarnmed, and shuffled back a pace or two. "There's
nought free for Tom Cadge!" He held up his hands before his face in abject fear. "Are ye one o'
t hem bl ackhearts, that ye taunt me wi' bein' free, an—

But Tanni m sei zed one of Cadge's hands and put it over his ear before the old nman could pull away.
"Feel that, Thonas Cadge!" he ordered fiercely. "lIs there a single one of the People of the Hlls
that has round ears?"

The old man stopped trying to escape and stood as still as a statue except for the hand that
hovered over Tannim s ear. The trenbling fingers explored the top of the ear as the face assuned
an expression of confusion. "Well, sir," the old man said very slowy and in great perplexity, "I
dunno. | don' think so—

"And here, follow nme!" Tanni myanked the inprovised rope free, took Tomis wist, and led himin a
rapi d shuffle across the floor of the anber room to end up beside the Mistang. He put the old
man's hand flat against the Mach I's hood. "Feel that!" he ordered. "That's steel, Thonmas Cadge;
Cold Iron, fromnose to tail! It's a carriage, a Cold Iron carriage, and that is how we plan to
escape fromhere. In it! Could any of the Fair Fol k, kindly or unkindly, bear so nuch as the
presence of a carriage like this? Could any of their magics ever touch soneone inside it?"

Thomas Cadge began to trenble, though Shar could not tell if it was from excitenment, apprehension
hope, or all three. "N-n-no, sir," he whispered. "That they could not, and there's an end to it.
They could no nore bear the touch of yon carriage than | can fly."

"Then come with us, Thonmas Cadge," Tannimurged. "I won't pretend that there won't be danger-we're
in a strange and dangerous place, and we don't know our way out of it yet. | have to adnmit to you
that we're just a bit lost at the nonent—and that the sane Fair Fol k that put you here are
probably after us."

Thomas Cadge shook his head dumbly. "I canna think what worse they could be doin' to nme, sir," he
replied, in a kind of daze. "They could only kill me, eh?"

Tanni m sighed. "I don't think we can get you hone. | don't think you want to go back to your hone,
anyway—

Tears dripped horribly fromthe dark sockets where the old man's eyes had been. "Nay, sir, 'tis
one' o the things they nocked ne with, that the world | knew is a hunnerd years agone an' nore. An

I knew it, aye, | knew that in that they spake true enough. Ye think on all th' auld ballads, an'
how a day Underhill is a year in the world above, an' | knew they spake truly. Nay, sir, | canna
go back—

"But | have friends Underhill, if we can find them" Tanniminterrupted. "Good peopl e—peopl e who
will help get rid of your pain and take care of you. I'd like to | eave you with them WII you

come with us, Thomas Cadge?"

"Us?" The old man was quick; he swung his blind face around, as if searching for the other person
n US?"

"He's tal king about nme," Shar said hastily. "Please, conme with us—+ don't want to | eave you here
If the Unsel ei ghe decide they want entertai nnent again, and cone back for you— She left the rest

unsaid. "I don't want that on ny conscience," she added sinply.

And al t hough she had been aghast when Tannim first urged the old nman to join them she was
surprised to find that she meant the offer as the words left her nouth. Tannim cast a surprised
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smle at her, one with hints of approval in it, and she was even nore surprised to find that the
i dea of rescuing the old man felt—ather good.

Ah, well, why not? Perhaps the Elders will think of this as a sign that | amstriving to rebal ance
my earlier actions.

"I -ye hae a sweet voice, mlady,
ye."

old Tom quavered shyly. "If ye will ha' ne, aye, I'll cone w'

It took sone work to wedge Thonas Cadge into the backseat of the Mistang, but once there, he
excl ai ned over the softness of the seat, the snoothness of the "leather” on the cushions. And when
Tanni m put an unw apped sports-bar into one hand, and a bottle of spring-water into the other, the
old man nearly wept with joy. It nade Shar feel very unconfortable, and very nuch ashaned. To this
poor old weck, the cranped back seat of the Mustang, the sweet treat, and the bottle of pure

wat er were unbelievable luxury. And a few hours ago she had felt slightly sorry for herself for
"having" to sleep in the front seat and "nake do" with a sports-bar and a Gatorade.

Adnmittedly, it hel ped that although Thomas Cadge was shabby, he was clean. She had to adnit to
herself that she would not have felt so sorry for him nor so willing to take himalong, if he had
been filthy and odorous.

Thomas Cadge devoured his nmeal in a few bites and gul ps, and pronptly curled up in the bl anket
Tanni m got out of the trunk. Tanni m canme back with an arm oad of things besides the blanket; Shar
wel conmed the extra crowbar with fervent glee, and with another body in the car, the extra rations
were going to conme in handy.

So were the heavy flashlights, the highway flares, the first-aid kit, and the bayonet-knives he
piled into the passenger's-side footwell. O her domains would not necessarily be lighted, and
there were plenty of creatures who would fear the flame of a highway flare.

She swi ped one of the breakfast bars and went over to the other side of the roomto open up both
doors into the hallway. Wen she returned, Tanni m had strapped hinself in—and Thonas Cadge was
asleep in the back seat with an inprovi sed bandage of white gauze fromthe first-aid kit
thankfully covering the ruins of his eyes. Now the old man was truly a sight to inspire anyone's
pity, rather than horror or revulsion. He | ooked |Iike a wounded, weary old soldier fromsone tine
in the long past; still trying to keep up his pride, though the infirmties of his own body had
betrayed him

Taki ng her cue from Tannim she strapped the seatbelt across her shoul ders once she had shut the
door. "Go out those doors, take a sharp right, and the door to the gardens will be at the end of
the hall," she directed. "You'll have to use your lights; I'lIl get out and open the doors into the
garden once we reach them Then it's down a set of four very shallow stairs, and follow the garden
path. The Gate will be at the end of it, and it will be night out there."

He nodded, and started the car. The sound of the engine seenmed terribly loud in all the silence,
but Thomas Cadge did not even seemto wake up. It occurred to her that this nust be the first tine
he had slept with any feeling of safety or security in decades.

Poor, abused old man. No hone but yourself.
* * %

"Now what ?" Tanni m asked fromthe front seat.

Artificial stars gleaned down froma flat-black sky; the Katschei's round, silver noon sailed
serenely in its track above them Al though no one had tended the garden for centuries, nost of the
pl ants here were nmuch as they had been when their creator died; that was part of their nagica
nature, to thrive w thout being tended. Flowers bloonmed on all sides, all out of their proper
season. Trees had flowers, green, and ripening fruit, all at the sane tinme. Perfunes floated on
the faint breeze, and bowers beckoned, pronising soft places for dalliance. All a cheat, of
course—there had never been any dalliance here. The Katschei's captives had been quite, quite
virginal; this was nerely the appropriate setting for a dozen of the nost beautiful nmaidens in
Rus. The Katschei had surrounded themwi th fresh beauty and all the stage-dressing of romance. The
setting was still here, and it was nore romantic in its overgrown state than it had been when
neatly tamed and pruned.
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And even if we weren't in a hurry, we have a chaperone, dam it all.

The Gate here was a rose trellis; the rose vines had overgrown it sonmewhat, but it was still quite
useful . Roses of three colors cascaded down over it, saturating the air with their mnngled
fragrances of honey, damask, and nmusk. Only the Katschei would have had ni ght-bl oom ng roses. Only
t he Katschei woul d have covered a Gate with them

And only the Katschei would ever have placed the Gate back to their honelands in the heart of the
garden his captives had been inprisoned in.

None of themcould use it, of course. He would never have carried off a princess with even a touch
of magi cal power. But he surely enjoyed the irony: his prisoners danced in and around the very
means of their escape, if they could only have | earned how to make it work. Doubtless, he told
themthat very thing. He had been an artist, in his way, juxtaposing cruelty with beauty, wonder
with tragedy. If he had been the one who had captured Thomas Cadge, he woul d not have blinded the
old man. No, he woul d have done sonething artistic with him perhaps gelded him shaped his face
and body into that of a young god, and left himto guard his flock of |ovely virgins.

Shar studied the Gate with her eyes closed, testing each of the six settings. One, she already
knew, came up in Tannims world, but only a few mles from present-day Mdscow. However inproved
current conditions were, he would have a danmed hard tine explaining his presence there—and such a
destination was likely to be as hazardous in the end as anything Underhill.

One definitely ended in the domain of the rakshasha; man-eating shape-changi ng creatures of India,
and anot her was set for the real mof the yush. Bad destinations, both of then neither she nor
Tanni m coul d ever hold their own against a group of either nonsters.

That left three other settings, none of which she recognized. They all felt very old, ol der even
than the setting to the other side of the HII. They m ght represent alliances the Katschei nade
bef ore he began his collection of human nai dens.

What the heck.

She returned to the car and reported her findings. "And | can't even tell where those last three
go," she warned. "The third one is the nearest, and that's all | can tell you about it."

Tanni m only shrugged. "Door nunber three sounds all right with me," he opined, as she got into the
car and strapped herself back into her seat. "If you don't recognize it, chances are whoever |ives
there won't recogni ze us, right?"

"That's the theory, anyway." She | owered the wi ndow and | eaned out frominside the safety of the
steel framework. Feeling very grateful that she knew the effect of Cold Iron on her nagics, and
knew it intimately, she reached out with a finger of power and invoked that setting.

The rose vines quivered for a monment, and then lit up fromwithin with a warm golden light. The
magi ¢ ran through every vein, illuminating the flowers fromw thin, as Shar stared, transfixed.
How had the Katschei done that? She'd never seen anyone incorporate living things into a Gate
before, at least not in a purely ornanmental fashion

Trust the Katschei to do it if anyone woul d.
"Now there,"” Tannimsaid with detached adnmiration, "was a guy who had style."

The center of the arbor filled with dark haze. Whatever lay on the other side, they were now
conmtted to it.

"Ready?" she asked, pulling her head and arm back into the steel cocoon of the Mach I, and rolling
her wi ndow back up again. Not that the glass would provide any protection at all, but at least it
gave her the illusion of shelter.

Tanni m managed a wan smile, and a thunb's-up. "Here we conme, ready or not,'
put the Mach | into gear, driving slowy up to and into the arbor

he said lightly, and
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Shar repressed a shudder as the dark mist seemed to swallow up the light, then the headlights, the
hood, and crept toward the wi ndshield. It was just as well that Thomas Cadge was not only asl eep
but blind. He'd have run screaning fromthe car if he'd seen this.

She cl osed her own eyes involuntarily. Her skin tingled as the nagic field passed over her; her
stomach objected to the nonent of apparent wei ghtl essness.

Then, with a jolt, it was over.
The Mach | bounced slightly as it dropped about an inch, and she opened her eyes.

And her jaw dropped as Tannimqui ckly hit the brakes, stopping themdead. Just in time, since they
had a reception committee, and a few nore feet woul d have put the Mach | within range of their
weapons.

The weapons were the first things that she noticed; the headlights gl eanmed fromthe shining
surfaces of huge battle-axes, smaller throw ng-axes, spear points, and knives and swords.

Evi dently someone here had sensed the Gate coming to life and had gathered a crowd to greet
what ever came through it. Fromthe | ooks of the group, they had not expected the visitors to be
friendly.

"Alittle strong for the Wl come Wagon, don't you think?" Tannimsaid, as the twenty or so armned
warriors stared into their headlights.

Whoever these fell ows had been expecting, Tannimfigured it wasn't Ford's Finest. They obviously
didn't recognize him Shar, or the vehicle; the way they glared at the headlights suggested that
they didn't even notice the passengers, only the car, and they didn't know what it was.

He didn't recognize them either. Sidhe of some kind, that was all he could tell; pointed ears
thrust through wild tangles of very blond, straight hair, and the slit-pupiled green eyes were
unmi stakabl e in the bright lights fromthe headlights.

El ves. Wiy did it have to be elves?

But the clothing they sported was not anything he recogni zed. In fact, by elven standards, it was
downright primtive. That was the ammzing part.

The el ves he knew, even the Unseleighe, reveled in the use of ornanent and |ush, flow ng fabrics,
of intricate gol dwork and carved gens, of bizarre design and exotic cut. The elves he'd associ ated
with wore arnor so engraved and chased, inlaid and enanel ed, that it ceased being "arnor" and
becanme a work of art. They carried weapons of terrible beauty: slim razor-sharp swords as
ornamented as their arnor, knives that matched the swords to within a hair, bows of perfect curve
and silent grace, so elegant that their bowstrings sang, not twanged.

These warriors carried snmall, round shields of plain wood with copper bosses in the niddle; they
had no helnets at all, and only corselets, vanbraces, and | eg arnor of the sane hamrered copper
The bl ades of their swords and heavy axes al so appeared to be of copper or brass. None of the

met al -wor k was chased or engraved; there was a tiny anmount of inlay work, but not nuch. Under the
scant arnor, they had donned short-sleeved wool en tunics of bright colors, with bands of
enbroidery at all the henms. They wore sandal s and shoes, not the tool ed | eather boots favored by
the el ves Tanni m had seen. Their hair |looked as if it had never seen a pair of scissors; a few of
themhad it bound up in braids, but the majority sported | engthy manes that woul d have been the
envy of any human fenal e.

They seened frozen in place, staring at the Mach | in horrified fascination

"You don't recogni ze these jokers, do you?" he asked Shar quietly. She shook her head. Wiile the
reception commttee stayed where it was, he took a nonment to get a | ook at where they had | anded
Maybe the setting would tell him sonething.

Except that the roof took himrather by surprise.
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A cave? He blinked, very nuch anazed. Even when an Underhill domain had originally |ooked like a
cave, those who inhabited it usually took pains to nake it | ook |ike something el se—sonepl ace
outdoors, usually. This was the very first tine he had ever seen a donmin that |ooked like what it
was.

It was an awfully big cave, though. Bigger than Manmoth Cave, or Meranac, or the |argest roomin
Carl sbad Caverns. The ceiling had to be at |east a hundred feet up, a rough donme of white,

unwor ked, natural rock. The rest of the place was on a scale with the ceiling; fromhere to the
other side of the roomwas probably fully half a mle. The floor between here and there was not of
stone, though, but of wood, snoothed only by tinme and wear, and not put together with any |evel of
sophistication. In fact, it |ooked sonething rather |like a deck built by drunken beavers or very,
very bad industrial-arts students. At regular intervals a round platformof stone rose above the

| evel of the wood for about a foot, and these platforns were topped with huge bonfires. Cddly
enough, though, the fires didn't seemto be giving off any snmoke. That was the first evidence of
magi ¢ he'd seen here.

Spitted over these fires were the carcasses of aninals; deer, pig, and cow. Beside the fires were
barrels that he presuned contai ned beer or ale—but these barrels had not been tapped, as the kegs
he knew were. Instead, the end was open, and people cane along and di pped their cups into the
liquid to fill them

There were fur-covered benches around each fire; some of themeven held prone figures, possibly
sl eepi ng of f that beer

Most of the people in this place, however, were staring at the Mach | with the sane postures of
surprise as the warriors directly in front of it.

There were wonen out there—er, at |east, Tannimassuned they were wonen, since they wore dresses.
Hard to tell with elves, sonetinmes. Sinple T-tunic dresses, of the sane bright colors as the
tunics the men wore. Over the dresses, nost of the wonen wore a kind of apron. The straps were
heavi |y enbroi dered and were attached to the enbroi dered panels of the front and back by | arge,
round brooches of copper, silver, and gold. Their blond hair was bound around their foreheads wth
ri bbon- headbands and covered with snmall veils; sone of themwore their hair unbound except by the
headbands, but the rest wore it in two braids. Their ears were as pointed as those of the nmen, and
the nearest had the sane cat-slitted, elven eyes.

One of the nearest men, one who had a gold headband, finally got over his shock. He gestured with
hi s copper sword and shouted sonething to the rest. It was a fairly |Iong speech and involved a | ot
of sword-waving and pointing at the car.

It wasn't in any | anguage Tanni mrecogni zed. He'd heard his own el ves spouting off long strings of
Gael i ¢ curses often enough when they dropped sonething heavy on a toe, or a wench slipped and

ski nned knuckl es. Whatever this was, it wasn't Gaelic, and neither were these |ads. Funny, it

al nrost sounded |i ke the Swedi sh Chef fromthe old Mippet show—

Shar narrowed her eyes as the | eader continued his speech to the headlights, pointing and
threatening with his blade. At that point, Tannimrealized sonmething. Huh. He's shouting at the
car! Does he think it's alive?

To test that theory, Tannimtapped lightly on the horn

Wth a yell, all of the fighters | eapt back a pace and stared at the front of the car as if they
thought it might suddenly shoot out flanes.

"Ch hell = Shar said into the silence. "I know where we are. These Sidhe haven't seen a hunan for
fifteen hundred years! They seal ed thensel ves off so | ong ago that not even Madoc could get them
to cone out. They're Nordic—we're in the Hall of the Muuntain King!"

Tannimbit off an exclamation as all the clues fell into place. Ri ght—eopper and bronze weapons,
copper arnor—these were sone of the first elves to be driven Underhill and seal thenselves off
fromCold Iron and the world above. "I don't suppose you speak their |ingo, do you?" he asked

hopeful | y. Those axes might only be bronze, but they could do plenty of danage if the fighters
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decided to attack the Iron Dragon. They'd go through glass just fine, for instance. "It would be
really nice if you could apol ogize for breaking up their party, tell themthat we're just passing
t hrough. "

"No," Shar said shortly. "Sorry. | don't think there's anyone alive who does understand them

wi thout a telepath. They not only seal ed thensel ves off fromyour world, they seal ed thensel ves
off fromthe rest of Underhill. Maybe there's a scholar in your world who speaks O d Norse, or Ad
Swedi sh, or Ad Finnish—but | wuldn't count on it, and | doubt he's going to suddenly teleport
into the back seat."

Tom Cadge? Tanni m t hought —

"I can't help ye, sir,"' tis

pure babble to ne."

came an apol ogetic voice from behind them "Watever yon spouted,

Tanni m studi ed the situation: the |eader finished his speech, and he and his foll owers went back
to staring into the headlights, as transfixed by the Iight as a bunch of noths.

"Shar, can you reset the Gate behind us to sonewhere friendlier?" he asked quietly, and gl anced
out of the corner of his eye at her. She bit her Iip, then cranked the w ndow down.

Sl ow y.

Just as slowy, she edged one hand and a bit of her head outside, turned to face the rear of the
car, and stared back at the Gate behind them

"There's a very shallow stone platformthe Gate rests on right behind us, just past the rear

wheel s," she said quietly. The elves didn't seemto have noticed her head and hand sticking out;
maybe the headlights were obscuring whatever he and Shar did. "That was why we bunmped down when we
arrived. The Gate is one of those stone arches like at Stonehenge, and it |ooks big enough for an
elephant. | think the Mach I will fit in there with no problem™

So far, so good

"One of the settings is the Katschei's pal ace, obviously," she continued. "I just don't recognize
the others—but if these people have been cut off for as long as | think, | wouldn't. There are

pl enty of places Underhill where |I've never been, and plenty nore that seal ed thenselves off from
the parts that continued to progress. | don't know a darned thing about this lot, who their allies
were, or anything else.”

"Ckay," Tannimreplied after a nonment of thought. "Pick one, | don't care what. |'mgoing to drive
slowy toward these guys, and see if | can't get themto clear off enough to give me roomto turn
around. "

This was a "dragon" nade of the Death Metal, sonething these elves had gone Underhill to avoid
conpletely. Wth luck, they were too terrified of it to touch it. Wth equal luck, if he was very,
very careful, they would realize in a nonment that he didn't want to hurt them

Then agai n, maybe they were too busy thinking about hurting himto notice.
He put the car into notion, creeping forward an inch at a tinme.

The el ven warriors backed up, an inch at a tine, staring at the headlights. Fromthe way they
glared at the Mach I, they evidently read this as an aggressive nove. The nonent of truth was
going to cone when he spun the car and turned his back to them Wuld they rush hinf

They might. If they realized he was going to escape, they nmight very well.
Look, Sven, we killed the Iron Dragon and it had eaten three hunmans!

"Can you gear that Gate up so as soon as | get these guys cleared, | can pull a doughnut and get
the heck out of here?" he asked anxiously. "I don't want to have our back to these guys for nore
than a mnute, max."
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"No argument here." Shar poked her head a little further out of the wi ndow, as he continued to
creep the Mustang forward. The elves cleared back a bit nore, their eyes narrow ng, their knuckles
going white as they clutched their weaponry tighter

"Cot it," she said, after far too long. The elves in front of himwere beginning to |l ook as if
they resented bei ng backed up, and he didn't think he'd be able to force them back nuch further
He took a quick glance in his rearview mirror, and another over his shoul der

There was enough room for the maneuver he wanted to pull. Barely.
Barely is still enough!
"Hold on!" he said through gritted teeth; then he | eaned on the horn

The el ves screeched and junped back; he'd succeeded in frightening them back another precious foot
or so. He floored the accelerator, snoked the wheels, and slung the steering wheel over

The tires screaned; the rear slung sideways, then around in a conplete half-circle, while the
el ven warriors shrieked in answer and threw themselves wildly out of the way. Tannim stabilized
the spin, until the nose pointed straight at the dark haze under the trio of huge, rough-cut
stones looning up in front of them He let up on the gas for a nmonent, then floored it as the
elves leapt at the rear of the car with hi deous war cries.

The Mach | roared through the Gate as Tanni m saw the bl ade of a throw ng-axe sail past the rear
end, and in the rearview mirror, the | eader buried the blade of his huge battle-axe into the
wooden floor, scant inches fromthe rear bunper.

Then there was a nonent of darkness, and of dizziness, and then they were through

He sl ammed on the brakes quickly, and |ooked up at a full nobon and a sky full of stars under a
snowfilled and seeni ngly endl ess pl ain.

"Maybe you' d better turn on the heater," Shar suggested mldly, and rolled up the w ndow.

CHAPTER TEN

Tanni m reached over and automatically turned on the dash-heater, and a nonent |ater was gratefu
that Shar had prodded himto do so.

It must be thirty bel ow out there!

Col d penetrated the wi ndow gl ass, and the side-w ndow on his side frosted over between one breath
and the next.

"Where the heck are we?" he asked, peering up through the windshield at the sky. Only the fact
that the stars did not twi nkle proved that this was another Underhill domain and not sonme place on
the other side of the Hill: Siberia or Manitoba. O herw se the sky was a nuch nore accurate copy
of the real thing than the one over the garden they'd left.

Except that there didn't seemto be any constell ations he recogni zed.

"I have no clue." Shar craned her own neck around to | ook up through the glass at the stars above
them "No clue at all. | don't recognize the stars up there; for all | know, they mi ght not even
represent the constellations, they were just thrown up there randomy. This could be an anal og of
anywhere: Al aska, the Arctic, the Gobi Desert in w nter-heck, even the Great Plains. Your guess is
as good as mine."

Maybe if he got out and took a | ook, he might get a clue. "Hang on a m nute. Keep the heater
running." He was going to have to get into the trunk again, anyway; it was just a good thing the
trunk on a Mach | was so big and he never took his survival supplies out, no matter what. They
were going to need some of his wi nter enmergency stash

He opened the door and got out in a hurry; his nose was cold and his fingers were frozen by the
time he reached the trunk and extracted two Myl ar bl ankets and three of green wool. Arny surplus,
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There wasn't a lot of snow, it wasn't nuch past calf-deep at the worst. It forned an icy crust
over long grass, beaten flat, and held down by the weight of the ice. He crunched his way back to
the front of the Mustang, hands and feet nunmbed, grateful for the warm ng effect of his arnor. The
driver's-side wi ndow was conpletely frosted over, and the air was so cold it hurt to breathe.
Hopefully they wouldn't be here nuch longer; the Mistang's heater was not going to keep up with
cold like this. He could nmake do with one of the wool blankets, but old Tom and Shar had probably
better have the Mylar as well as the wool...

He pull ed open the door and slid in quickly, then turned to Shar and stared.

"Hi," Shar said, turning a pointed nmuzzle and a pair of twinkling eyes at him "You didn't seemto
have a fur coat around, so | grew ny own."

He dropped his jaw and the bl ankets; funbled the latter up off the floor. The warmair curled
around himas he stared at the lovely fox-woman with Shar's eyes sitting on the passenger's side
of the Mistang.

An arctic fox, no less, with thick, white fur, and a blunter nose and smaller ears than the red
fox FX usually norphed into. He stared |ike a booby, and she wi nked at him

I"'mtaking this all very well, aren't 17?

"Eh, excuse ne, young sir, but if ye' ve brought a bit nore bl ankets— Tom said hunbly fromthe
rear seat as Tannim sat and gawked. "—tis gettin' a bit chill here.”

He didn't nove. It really was Shar. And it really was a hunan-sized fox. It was one thing to know
intellectually that Shar was hal f-kitsune, but to actually see the proof of it—

"Ch, yeah, of course." Tanni mshook hinself out of his daze, passed back the Mylar and one of the
wool bl ankets, and kept one of the wool ones for hinmself. He turned back to Shar and of fered her
t he remai ning bl ankets. "Do you—

"Just give ne a wool one," Shar replied. "I may have fur, but | want to spend sone tine studying
the Gate this tinme before we junp, and I'll have to do it fromoutside the Mach I."

Wor dl essly, he handed her the scratchy old wool blanket and left the little silver packet of Ml ar
for later.

He couldn't keep fromstaring at her; this had never happened in any of his dreans! Jeez, if
anyt hing cane of this between himand Shar, he was going to have one heck of a fascinating | ove
life ... or did sonething like this cone under the category of bestiality?

Boy, | hope not. O herwise I"'ma |lot kinkier than I thought.
And to think that he'd had troubl e explaining sone of his other girlfriends to his nother!

"H, Mm this is nmy girl. By the way, have you got a spare flea collar around? And she's due for
her shots." She gets one | ook at Shar like this, and she'll be praying for ne to go back to Teresa
and her red Mhawk!

Shar didn't seemto be in the | east offended by all of his staring. "I—-ah— he began
"You're taking this very well. Ch, | don't do this very often around humans, not nearly as often
as Mother," she offered casually. "Being brought up around the Unseleighe, | tended to keep to the

elven look. It was bad enough that | wasn't Sidhe; they tend to regard any of the anthroponorphic
forns as very nuch inferior. Has Saski Berith—FX—ever gone conpletely fox on you?"

"Not for long," Tannimadmitted. The thick, white fur | ooked so incredibly soft—and the eyes were
still human, still Shar's. And never nmind that the voice canme froma mnmuzzle full of pointed teeth,
it was still Shar's voice. Shar's clothes, for that matter; she'd |l eft them on when she changed.
Fasci nati ng.
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"It has its points." She regarded her hands—very much fur-covered human hands, except for the long

claws. "I can inflict a lot nore damage this way if there aren't any weapons avail able. And raw
meat and fish taste much better in this formthan in the human. Still, does it disturb you?"
He shook his head. "I don't think so." Belatedly, he remenbered what he'd been | ooking for when
he'd gotten out of the car. "Ch—+ think we might be in a Native American analog to the Geat
Plains, or to the steppes of Russia. The grasses |ook right, anyway. Tall grass, | think, or

what ever equival ent grows on the steppes. If that's true, there's going to be a lot nore Spirit
Ani mal s around here—the steppes-herdsnmen have a | ot of the sane shamani ¢ equivalents to the Native
Aneri cans. That's one nassive generalization, of course, but what the hell."

"Real | y?" she said with acute interest. "I wonder why the Gate went here, then?"

"Eh, who knows?" Tom put in. "The Fair Folk, they ne'er did nmake allies an' enenmies th' way us
nortal folk do. It don't matter t' themwhether a | and were across the sea Above the Hll; "tis
all Underhill here.™

"True enough,"” Tanni m agreed. "The other possibility is that this place was abandoned a long time
ago. Who wants to live in eternal winter? Even Spirit Animals prefer sumrer to winter, on the
whole. It mght be that this is only used when sonmeone is doing a Vision Quest in winter, or needs
to make part of the Quest through a winter setting.”

"I don' know naught about quests, sir," Tomreplied, "but there's a nort 'o places down here that
go beggin'. Some 'un gets t' playin' with it, an' it goes wong, they give it up an starts over,
like. Could be sonme "un was tryin' for a nice place for winter huntin', long gallops an' no pl aces
for your horse t' bust his leg, an' this is what they got."

"Well, if so, it better not be fox hunting that they were planning,’
teeth and snapping playfully. "This fox m ght just chase them"

Shar replied, baring her

Tannimgrinned. It really felt good to be working with Shar, even though they really knew so
little about each other! He'd have to be mindful of those teeth, later, when they—

The old man had a point, though; it wouldn't do to linger here. Just because the place | ooked
abandoned, that didn't nean it was. And if it was sonmeone's private hunting preserve, it would be
a good idea to get out of here before the hunter returned. Not that they needed any nore reasons
for urgency!

"Whenever you're ready, Shar," Tannimsaid quietly. "Take all the time you need. |'ve got a near-
full tank, and at idle, the Mach | won't be drinking too much gas." He thought a nonent.
"Actually, | have an idea."

We're both in trouble together. She's made the effort to get ne out. And just in case | don't nake
it—+ can add to her chances to survive this. Even if everything goes to hell

"Hold on a minute before you go out there." He closed his eyes, sank his own awareness into the
fabric of the Mustang, and began to chant quietly.

He didn't leave his body this tinme, but with his mage-sight tapped into all the nyriad
possibilities Underhill, he had to blink a fewtinmes to get here and now cl ear

Besi de him Shar was particularly disconcerting. Lovely wonan, flirtatious fox, and-sonething
el se. Not quite like Chinthliss' draconic form Shar was nore delicate, graceful, entirely
fem nine. But the resenbl ance was there. The three forns washed in and out of focus, but the
strongest was not the draconic but the human, followed by the fox.

Jeez, and | swore | wasn't going to date outside my own species. Even at Fairgrove. She's so sexy!

He reached out with his real hand; Shar put hers into his w thout any pronpting on his part.
Physi cal touch gave hi m physical |inkage; he pitched his chanting a tad hi gher and pl ugged her
into the Mach |I's energy reserves.

"Ch!" she exclainmed. And then thoughtfully, "Ch ... ny."
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He seal ed the connections to her and dropped back into the real world. She was sitting in
absol ute, Zen stillness, head cocked to one side, eyes unfocused, her attention concentrated on
what he had just given her

He watched her face; interestingly, it was as easy to read the vul pi ne expressions as the hunan
ones. Finally, her eyes focused again, and she came back to reality, turning a face still full of
surprise to him "Tannim— she said very slowy, her expression full of wonder and gratitude. "You
didn't need to do that."

He shrugged, covering his nmingled feelings. He was filled with pleasure at her thanks, and
nervousness at having given her the key to so nuch of hinmself. "G ves us both an edge," he
replied. "G ves us both a source of power to draw on when we don't want to let the | ocals know
that we're mages. Now, you go out there and study that Gate. Here, take the other Myl ar bl anket,
too. Put it over the wool. Sit on the hood. The engine'll keep your—ah—tail warm and you'll have
a pure and reliable power source to draw on."

Tomtook all this in, head tilted to the side, a slight snile on his face. "I'lIl be havin' another
bit of a nap, if ye won't be a-needin' me, eh?" he said, when Tanni m had fini shed.

Tanni m chuckl ed weakly. "Sounds good to ne, Tom" he said, and the old man curled up, tucking his
head under an inprovised bl anket-hood so that his face could not be seen

Shar laid her hand on the back of his. "Thank you," she said quietly. "Thank you very much. It is
a noble gift, and a generous one. I'll never forget it."

Then, before he could reply, she popped the door open and slipped out with a crackle of plastic.
She stood wapped in Mylar in a reversal of "woman in a silver dress, wapped in a fox-fur cape."
He turned the car around carefully, so that the nose faced the Gate. Like the one in the Muntain
King's Hall, this was a sinple arch of three rough stones and appeared to be the only structure
here for as far as the eye could see.

She slid up onto the hood of the car and sat just in front of the air-intake, breath steam ng up
into the air, pointed ears perked forward. Tannimtook it upon hinmself to sit guard for her

wat ching with every sense, in every direction except the one she faced, for any sign of living

t hi ngs.

He sensed her slipping into deep neditation; she nust have felt himputting out warning-feelers,
and trusted to himto guard her back.

It was the second such evidence of trust she'd granted him the first being when she had slept for
an hour or so, back in the anber room

And despite their precarious situation, he felt his nouth stretching in a silly grin.

O maybe not so silly. Because maybe, just nmaybe, this is all going to work out..
* * %

"You will come with me, please."” Lady Ako rose gracefully to her feet; Joe discovered that he was
not as practiced at sitting on the floor as he had thought, when he tried to foll ow her exanple.

Chinthliss and FX didn't seemto have nuch nore luck than he had, fortunately, or he'd have felt
really stupid.

The kitsune-lady led the way not to the door into the nightclub but to the door through which
their Kkitsune-server had cone

"W will use the private entrance," she said, turning her head to speak over her shoul der

"l didn't know there was a private entrance,” Chinthliss observed with mld surprise.

Lady Ako smiled slightly. On a fox-head, that translated to showing the barest tips of her teeth.
Definitely an unsettling sight. "You were also not aware that the najority partners in this
establ i shnent are five-tail kitsune, | assune."
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FX started with surprise. "I'd wondered about the Tea Cerenony,"” Chinthliss replied with
equanimty. "There aren't too many ni ghtclubs equipped to performit at a nonent's notice."

Lady Ako said nothing; she only opened the door for themall and bowed wi thout a hint of
servility. They all filed through, Joe taking the rearnost position

The door led into a perfectly ordinary, utilitarian hallway, white-painted, terrazzo-floored, with
ordinary light fixtures overhead. Odd creatures squeezed by them as they passed, energing from

ot her doors along the hall. Some were in the uniforms of the cocktail waitresses and waiters, sone
in full tuxedos, a fewin very little other than strategically placed spangl es.

Joe blushed; he couldn't help it. Bad enough when these fenal es were at a distance, but they
brushed past himw thout a trace of enmbarrassnment, full breasts practically in his face. Hs
cheeks and neck felt as if he had the worst sunburn in his life, and he was certain he | ooked like
a boiled | obster.

"Two sequins and a cork," Fox muttered in his ear as they threaded their way past another group of
girls with butterfly-wings in matching—eutfits. "Placenent optional."

Joe blushed so hard he could have bl acked out fromthe rush of blood to his skin. And el sewhere.

Finally Lady Ako brought themto a door at the end of the corridor and opened it for them Joe had
only a nonent to notice that the doorfrane seened filled with a hazy darkness—

Then, before he could stop, his nmonentum took himthrough

Hi s stomach lurched for a nonent. A Gate? he thought in confusion; then his |eading foot cane down
solidly on the "other side."

Hi s eyes cleared; he shook his head to clear it as well, taking a firmgrip on his weaponry.
"No need," Lady Ako said nmildly from behind him

He blinked, finding hinself in bright sunlight on an i muacul ately groomed gravel path. Scul ptured
mounds crowned with carefully placed, twi sted trees, stone statues, and iron |anterns rose on
either side. Ahead of himwas a bridge that arched over a tiny stream wth a curve as gentle as a
caress. Beyond the bridge, on a perfectly shaped mniature hill, stood a pavilion with a peaked
roof and white paper walls.

"You are at our enbassy here; you have not left your original section of Underhill," Lady Ako
stated calmy. "We will be able to search for Shar and Tannim from here—and we will be able to
alert our allies and agents in unfriendly domains to watch for them"

It was not until she came around in front of themthat Joe saw she had changed significantly. She
was no | onger a fox-woman, but was, to all appearances, perfectly human. She still wore her

ki mrono, but she had di scarded the el aborate bl ack hai rdo sonewhere. Now she wore only what Joe
assuned was her real hair: a long, unbound fall of fox-red, with a streak of white, ornanented by
a single clasp in the shape of a carved fox of white jade. That hair col or | ooked distinctly odd
on soneone with otherwise Oriental features.

She noved to the front of the group, but did not lead themto the pavilion as Joe had expect ed.
I nstead, she brought them after a short walk, to another building altogether

Joe got the oddest feeling that Lady Ako was giving themthe runaround. But why would she want to
do that? Wasn't it her daughter that was in trouble here?

He put his feelings aside; surely he was mi staken. It was just because this was all so weird that
the only way his mnd could cope with it was to be suspicious.

This was sonmething |i ke a bigger version of the pavilion; it had a wi de, wooden porch around it,
with nore little flat tables and cushions arranged neatly and precisely. Lady Ako brought them up
onto the porch and took her place on one of the cushions; they did the sane, arranging thensel ves
around her.
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"Now, " she said, when they were all settled, "we shall have Tea."

"W will not have Tea!" Chinthliss exploded, shattering the serene silence and frightening sone
little birds out of a scul ptured bush near the porch

Ako fixed himwith a | ook of stern rebuke. "W will have Tea," she repeated stubbornly.

But Chinthliss had evidently had enough. "W will not have any dammed Tea!" he shouted, |eaping to
his feet. "Tannimis m ssing, you don't know where Shar is, an Unsel ei ghe eneny of Tanninm s and
mne wants Tannimin small pieces, and you want to serve us another bow of your dammed green

gl op?"
"She's stalling!" Joe blurted.

Al'l eyes turned to hi m¥ncluding Lady Ako's, and she was not happy with himor his observation.
But Joe couldn't help it; now that his subconsci ous had come up with what was really going on, he
had to report it to Chinthliss, his "superior officer.”

"She's stalling, sir," Joe said to Chinthliss, deliberately avoiding Lady Ako's gaze. "I don't
know why, but she's been taking as nuch tinme as she possibly could to do everything. It isn't just
that tea-stuff, it's everything; if she really wanted to get something done, couldn't she have net
us at the park? O if she had soneone watching to see if we cane to the Drunk Tank, couldn't she
have brought us straight here?"

The sheer nunbers of people crowding that hallway, too, had been way out of line. "She even had
everybody working in the club out there in the hall, just to keep us fromnoving through it too
qui ckly." Now he cast a quick glance at Lady Ako; she |ooked distinctly chagrined. "Sir, she's
been throwi ng every single delay at us that she could. She probably even had sone kind of
“energency' planned, so that she could shut us up soneplace for a while."

Chinthliss stood, towering over her as she renained seated on her little cushion. "WlIl?" he asked
icily.

She averted her eyes. "l haven't the |east idea what the boy is tal king about,"” she protested,
though it sounded to Joe just a bit feeble. "Wy would | do anything like that?"

"The reasons are as many as your tails, Ako, and only you know which of themare true." Chinthliss
was clearly out of patience. "The only thing useful to have come out of this is that you have told
me that Shar and Tannimare likely together, and that Tannimis pursued but no | onger captured.
Thanks to all this taradiddle of yours, that may no | onger be the case.”

He jerked his head a little, and Joe took his place behind him FX vacillated for a nmonent, then
j oi ned them

"You may do what you like, Ako," Chinthliss said, his voice coldly enptionless. "I amgoing to
find a taxi. | suggest that you do nothing to stop us."
* * %

Tanni m s nose and feet were awfully cold, but the rest of himwas warm enough, wapped up with his
arnor beneath it all. Tom Cadge slept blissfully on in the backseat, and Shar contenpl ated the
Gate fromthe hood of the car, a fox of white jade wapped in shiny silver gift wap.

She coul d have been an incense burner, with the fog of her breath for snoke. Or a baked potato in
a mcrowave? No, she's not at all potato-shaped. And potatoes expl ode. Hope she doesn't do that.

Fi nally, though, she stirred and clinbed carefully down off the hood of the Mach I. Still wapped
in her silver cloak, she padded quickly to the door of the car, opened it, and slipped inside. The
Myl ar crackl ed annoyingly as she slid into her seat.

"This was good. Wth leisure to study the Gate, | was able to trace all of its destinations as to
type if not actual location. Six settings, so | can't add one of my own," she said. "One is back
to the place we just canme from One goes directly to the domain belonging to the yeti. W could
take that one—they have another Gate that goes to the other side of the Hill—-but we'd wind up in
t he Hi nal ayas near Everest, and the Mach | is neither a yak nor equi pped with oxygen and clinbing

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...errated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%?20Circle.txt (122 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:37 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

gear."

"And |'mnot a nountain clinber," Tanni m added. "We'd have to be damed | ucky to survive the
Hi mal ayas | ong enough for Tibetans, nonks, or sone expedition or other to find us and rescue us.
And if we arrived in the niddle of one of their killer snowstorms, we're ice cubes. Next?"

"One leads to a swanp. | don't know who owns the swanp, but | suspect sonething like the WIIl-o0'-
the-Wsps." She waited for his reaction, keeping quite still, so that the Mylar wouldn't crackle

Tanni m shudder ed; he'd encountered one, the real thing, not swanp gas. WII|-O -the-Wsps were not
little dancing fairy lights; they were horrible creatures who lived only to lure living beings
into sucking norasses in the swanps they called hone. Like the other Unsel ei ghe, they thrived on
fear and pain; when their victimwas well and truly trapped, and sinking to his death, they would
perch nearby and drink in the panic and despair as he struggled and died. The WIIl-0'-the-Wsp
Tanni m had encountered had not been content with trying to lure himaway to his death; when he had
not cooperated, it had tried to frighten himinto a norass. Then it decided to take the matter
into its own hands.

The experience had not been a pleasant one, to say the least. "I don't think that's a good idea,"
he said. "Next?"

"Nazis," Shar supplied succinctly.
"Pardon?" he replied, sure that he could not have heard her correctly.

"Nazis," she repeated. "And | nust admt, this does solve a little puzzle for me. The Nazis had a
secret program of research into magic and the occult. | always wondered where all the Nazi
sorcerers went when the Third Reich collapsed; they were too powerful to have been caught, the way
the Nazi |eaders were, but there was no sign of themafter the end of the war. Apparently, they

di scovered or built a Gate, found a vacant realmand took it over for their very own. They nust be
sone of the very few nortals to succeed in living Underhill w thout elven aid."

"Nazis." He shook his head. "I hate those guys."

"1 doubt that even the Unsel eighe would care for them" Shar replied. "They were approachi ng nagic
as a science, and their attitude would have turned even Madoc Skean off. So, that's four of the
si x destinations. The other two end in the Unforned."

Tanni m gave that some thought. The Unformed was the generic termfor pockets of odd, thick mst in
conpl etely unclai ned and untouched areas. There were a few realns that were so |arge that they
were still surrounded by a dense and inpenetrable cloud of the Unforned. Elfhane Qutrener had been
like that—and it was out of the Unformed that their destruction had cone, for the m st was
psychotropic, and anyone with strong enough psychic powers could influence it, create things out
of it.

In the case of Qutremer, disaster had cone at the hands of a seriously unbalanced child with
power ful psychic and nagi c powers: a deadly conbi nation, when put together with the Unforned.

Anyone who was both psychic and a nmage could find hinself facing down his worst nightmares out in
the Unforned. In the old days, that had often been a test of a new nage, the test that proved how
good his control was not only of his nagic but of hinself. There were a | ot of mages who hadn't
survived this particul ar ordeal

There were a nunber of unclai med pocket donains that were the results of these trials-by-fire, as
well. The one that they were in might well be one of those, come to think of it.

"Any idea how big the pockets are?" he asked finally.

Shar shook her head. "Not even a guess. Can't help you. The only thing | can tell is that one of
them m ght have nore than one Gate in it. The other m ght have a physical connection to another
realm You have to renenber that it is very likely that every setting on the Gates there is taken
up by a destination we wouldn't |ike. The Unsel eighe and their ilk still prove out young nmges in
trial-by-Unforned. "
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"Go for the one with the physical connection?" he hazarded. "That would be ny choice. The drawback
| can see to the Unforned with two Gates in it is that there's twice the probability that there's
sonmething really nasty still roanming around in the mst out there, left over froma trial—-and

twi ce the chance that sonme new Unsel ei ghe nage is going to pop in on us while we're there, and
maybe even break the Unformed down around us while he goes through his trial."

Shar nodded thoughtfully. "I hadn't thought of that, but you're right. It's going to be hard
enough to keep our own thoughts pleasant; |'d hate to neet sone Unsel ei ghe nightmares. Actually, a
Ni ght mare may be exactly one of the things we'd neet out there."

"A Ni ght mare?" Tannim had only heard of those, and he had no real w sh to nmeet one in person
Sonetinmes a skull-headed white horse with her retinue of nine black, man-eating foals, sonetines a
grimwonan in a robe of stormclouds, with the head of a fanged horse in place of her own, she
was, as Dottie succinctly put it, "nondo bad news." |If you were lucky, she would only force you to
mount and ride her through your greatest fears.

If you weren't lucky ...

"Anytime | can avoid a Nightrmare, |'d prefer to," Shar replied, echoing his own thoughts. "They're
cl assi ¢ Unsel ei ghe, so they wouldn't |ike the Mustang's Death Metal, but why take chances?"

"Heh. Mustang versus Nightrmare—now that's sonmething I'd like the video rights to!" He cracked a
smle, and Shar pretended to swat him "So, you want to aimfor what, then? The destination with
t he possi bl e physical outlet?"

She shrugged. "They're all bad; that seens the one with the least risk. Wth |uck, that physica
connection will be to sonmething neutral."

"Right." He was under no illusions here; they were in eneny territory, working w thout a map, and
their best hope was to end up sonewhere Shar recognized. Only then would they be able to nmake
their way to safe ground.

And hone. ..

Unexpectedly his throat closed for a nonent, as longing for home hit himlike a physical blow, and
he bit his Iip. God, he was so tired of running... . Hone had never felt so far away, so

unattai nable; at least in the past, he'd known where he was, what to expect, what the linits were.
Here, it was all up in the air. And he would give alnost anything to see a fanm liar face. Wuld he
ever see anyone he knew agai n?

"What's the matter?" Shar asked, quickly putting one soft hand over his cold one, as his face
reflected some of his feelings despite his effort to hide them

He shook his head, intending to say nothing, but it canme out anyway. "I want—to go hone," he
whi spered hoarsely. "All this—+t's all so strange. |'ve never been this far Underhill before. |'ve
never been anywhere but Elfhane Fairgrove, Furhold, and—+ just want to go hone."

He couldn't continue. Fairgrove was a short step, and | was back on nmy side of the HIIl. | wasn't
lost. And even if someone was trying to kill me, it didn't matter, because | was standing by ny
friends. He had to face the reality of the situation: he could die here, and no one woul d ever
know what had beconme of him He was pretty sure by now that Shar was on his side, but they could
be separated—they would be separated if they were caught—and he woul d di e al one here.

"I'"ve never had a hone, as such," Shar said wistfully. "I have my own dormain, but it's really just
a place to live. |I've never felt confortable enough with the kitsune to live in their realm |
certainly don't want anything to do with nmy father, or his allies. | have a few friends, but not
many. Maybe that's why | spent as nmuch tine on your side of the Hill as | did." Her tongue flicked
out thoughtfully. "Things are sinpler there. At |east on your side of the Hill | know the rules,
and they don't change."

"Si nmpl er— He nodded. "That's not a bad thing." Then he shook off his npbod of nelancholy with a
heroic effort. They didn't have tine for this. Maybe Haml et could take tine in the mddle of a
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firefight to soliloquize, but real people had to keep on running and shooti ng.
"I"ll go set the Gate," she said, as if reading his mnd. "Be back in a few seconds."

She slipped out of the blanket and the car at the sane tine; a rush of cold air nunbed his ears as
she opened and shut the door. She stood beside the Mustang for a full mnute, staring at the stone
arch, one paw hand raised to it, pal moutward.

The stones began to hum

He didn't realize what it was at first; he thought that the cold nmight have introduced a new note
into the runbling of the Mach I's engine. But then, as the sound built, he realized that it cane
fromthe stones in front of him a deep note just barely in the audible spectrum that vibrated in
hi s chest and made his hands and feet tingle.

Shar slipped back into the car, bringing with her another rush of cold air and a sparkle of frost.
"Whenever you're ready."

He put the car in notion, creeping slowy forward, as the dark nmist filled the space defined by
the three stones. This scene was beginning to take on the uncanny feeling of famliarity; as the
Gate swall owed up the lights, the hood, crept toward the wi ndshield, he sinply braced hinself
slightly, the same way that he braced hinself against the lurch of an airplane take-off.

This time, though, the nonent of disorientation was much shorter. The bl ackout |asted barely |ong
enough to blink twi ce, then the Mach | noved snobothly into a thick, gray fog, illuninated from
ever ywhere and nowhere.

He hit the brakes as soon as the tail cleared the Gate; red |light washed up behind them as the
brake-lights reflected through the nmist. He killed the headlights and turned off the engine. There
was no point in advertising their presence here with the glare of headlights, even though the fog
swal | owed up nost of the light. Behind them the Gate was a snooth arch carved of white stone
easily lost in the mst of the Unfornmed now that the haze of activation was gone.

That was probably the point. If a nage blundered too far away fromthe Gate, he'd better be able
to use his powers to find it again, or he was going to be in trouble.

The Unsel ei ghe were great believers in Darwinism it seemned.
"Tanni m—~ Shar said suddenly. "Look at what the m st is doing!"

At first he wasn't sure what she neant; a noment |ater, though, as he foll owed her gaze to the
hood of the Mustang, he realized what it was she saw.

The mi st of the Unformed curled away fromthe Mach I, leaving a shell of clear space between the
metal and the mist. WAs the car repelling the mst? Was the nist reacting to the metal, trying to
avoid it? The m st was charged with raw nagical energy, after all. O was the mi st reacting to the

spells of protection on the Mistang?

What ever the cause, here was a visible sign that the Mach | affected the world Underhill, one that
he didn't need to i nvoke mage-sight to read. He watched in fascination as the m st pulled back
into itself, for all the world as if it reacted in pain.

Shar's features blurred briefly, and returned to the human ones he knew best. She had shifted as
suddenly as a sigh, and as noiselessly as the nist. He was not entirely certain she had done so
consci ously.

"Probably we ought to both recon this situation,"” Shar said into the silence. But she made no nove
to | eave the Mistang.

He didn't blanme her; there was sonething about this mist, uncanny, sinister. Sad, too; his
depression returned in full force, and it was all he could do to keep from giving up and curling
up into a fetal ball right then and there.

Right. And if you do that, there's no way you're going to get out of here, bonehead!
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Shar stared out the wi ndow, her own expression pensive, her eyes full of secrets.

"Your parents," she said out of nowhere. "I watched you with them and | envied you for having two
such people to care for and who cared for you. | could not understand why you |l eft your hone so
eagerly."”

It was not a question, but the questions were there, nonetheless. "It's hard to explain," he told
her, knowing that it sounded feeble. "I think the world of ny folks, and | know that they are

prouder of ne than they ever let on, but— He snorted, as a little nore of his depression |lifted.
"This is really going to sound trite, but they honestly don't understand ne."

"Well, you are a mage, and they are—good, normal folk," Shar replied sensibly.

But Tanni m shook his head. "That's only part of it. They would never understand ne, even if |
wasn't a mage, but that makes it astrononically worse. They don't know why | do what | do for a
living, test-driving, all that. Half the tine they think I'm going through sone kind of a phase,
and after a while I'Il get tired of all this and becone an accountant, or a car salesnman."” He ran
his hands through his hair in distraction. "They worry about nme, that I'll wake up sone day as an
ol d has-been driver with nothing to fall back on. And that's just the surface problem"”

"And the deeper probl en?" Shar pronpted.

"There's the magic, the Sidhe—which | can't tell them about." He clutched his hair. "I've tried,

they literally don't hear it. Wn't hear it. I'mafraid to try anynore; they mght think I was on
drugs or sonething. Momhalf hinted at that the last time. Usually they just act |ike they think

I"mtal king about a book | read or sone novie."

"But they |ove you—= Shar said bl ankly.

"Love doesn't nean understanding," he replied, letting go of his hair and staring at his hands.
"They don't share the same values | have anynore. How can | pay any attention to the package a
person comes in, when so many people |'mproud to call nmy friends aren't even human? Then | get
home, and Dad starts bitching about the “foreigners taking over' and signs a petition to forbid
every other language in Anerica but English. And that's only the start of it. Dad's a great
man—but he's com ng down with hardening of the attitude; |ooking for sone group to blane for
probl ens, and not bothering to do sonething about the problens. Instead of trying to fix things,
he's bitching about it."

Shar's nouth fornmed into a silent "oh.” Tannims lips twitched. "That's one reason why | try to

keep ny visits brief, because | knowthat | let things slip that they worry about. Momisn't happy
about ny lifestyle; Dad isn't happy that |'ve turned ny back on three generations of Drakes
farm ng in Cklahoma. |'mnot happy knowi ng that, deep down, they wi sh | was someone nore |ike

Joe." He rubbed the side of his head unhappily. "Sometinmes | think I'ma changeling. | couldn't be
more of a msfit innmy famly if 1'd been left on the doorstep in a basket."

Shar was very quiet for a long time. "But | thought—you sai d—=

"I said | loved ny parents. | do. And they love ne. They just don't understand ne." He | aughed
weakly. "Ch, Shar, it's awfully difficult to explain. Sonetinmes you can care a great deal about
sonmeone, and sinply not understand himat all. Especially if you're related to him"

She blinked at him "Forgive nme for saying earlier that life in your world is sinpler.”

"Life is ne'er sinmple, lass." Tom Cadge spoke softly fromthe rear seat. "Twasn't when | was a
| ad, and likely has got no better. There's nore grief 'twixt relations than strangers."

"Don't misunderstand ne. | love ny fol ks, Thomas," Tannim protested. "I just don't fit in their
lives anynmore. Their home—ust isn't honme for me now | don't belong there anynore. | can't go
back without feeling like an alien.”

"Well, now, that's as it should be, eh?" Tom cocked his head to the side and turned his bandaged
face toward Tannim "The chick don't go back in the shell, do he? Nor the wee bird go back to his
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mam s nest cone spring again? Ye can't go back to a hone, |ad, not once ye be a man grown. Ye have
to nmake your home, your own home, or it ain't really your hone, if ye take ny neanin'."

"What about those who've never had a honme, Thomas Cadge?" Shar asked softly, with a note of
bitterness in her voice.

Tom turned his head toward her, creating the odd inpression that despite his blindness, he stil
saw right through the |ayers of bandage over the grisly ruins of his eyes. "Those who' ve never got
a home has all the nore reason to make one, milady," the old man said with odd gentl eness. "Even
an old man, half mad an' all blind has a reason t' nake a home. An' them as never got a hone,
wel |, nebbe they ought t' ook to themas knows what a good home is, to show 'emhow t' build one.
"Specially summat who's a friend. Bain't that what friends be for?"

Tannim stared at the swirling mist as the silence | engthened. "Well," he said, finally, "Before we
get out of the Mustang, we'd better get ourselves in a better npod. That nist out there is going
to react to what we're thinking, and even nore to what we're feeling. The car's got shiel ding
enough to keep us fromcreating any nightnares, but once we get out to study the situation—

Shar straightened visibly, and her face took on an expression of determination. "Absolutely right.
I think we're letting this mserable place get to us. And absolutely the last thing I want to do
is conjure up nmy wetched father out of the Unforned." She nmade a grinmace of distaste. "One of him
i s bad enough; two woul d be unbearable."

"Ch, | don't know," Tannimreplied, managi ng a chuckle. "Fromwhat you' ve said, if you created a
second Charcoal, they'd be so in love with each other we'd never have to worry again."

Shar actually smiled. "You have a point," she agreed. "Still, let's not take any chances." She
pul l ed her hair back fromher face, and closed her eyes for a monment. "Right. | assume you don't
know anyt hi ng about the Gates, since you haven't volunteered to exam ne themw th nme."

Tanni m spread his hands hel plessly. "Not a hint. Haven't the vaguest notion how to |ook into the

things. | make ny own Gates when | need 'em but only back in America. However, | do know a bit
about the Unforned, since Fairgrove got involved in the cleaning up after the disaster at
Qutrener. If the Gate doesn't pan out, | can probably find that physical connection to the next
realm"

"You can?" Shar brightened visibly. "Oh good—+ can tell there's one out there, but | can't |ocate
it."

"Then | think we have our two tasks laid out for us; nothing like a proper division of [abor. And
| believe |"'mready for the mist, if you are.” Tannim put his hand on the door and gave Shar an
i nqui ring gl ance.

"As ready as |'mlikely to be." She sighed, and opened her own door w th an expression of
resol ution on her face.

The Unformed was not precisely "mst" as any human knew it. It was neither cold nor danp. It had
no odor, no taste, nothing to feel—n fact, if Tannimhad cl osed his eyes, he would not have known
it obscured everything in every direction. Anything nore than three feet away mi ght just as well
be invisible. As he understood it, the theory went that the m st was a physical manifestation of
the avail able energy in these pockets of Underhill. Raw energy at that; the theory was that once
that energy was given a form it ceased to be random and started to obey normal |aws of physics.
Until then—you had this mist, potential in its purest form

It tried to trick you into giving it a form too. There were phantom shapes out there, shapes that
teased the mind and nade it strive to put definition on the vague shadows. The nore the unwary
person peered, the nore his nmind tried to match the hal f-seen shape, the nore the half-seen shape
fitted itself to the image in a watcher's mind

In the case of one particular child, in a sea of Unformed nist outside Elfhame Qutrener, those
i mges had been very terrible..

Forget that. Don't |look out there. Don't let it trap you. Just hunt for the pathway into the next
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domai n. Shar night be the expert on Gates here, but that was sonething he could do, though it was
a tricky bit of work, and akin to echol ocati on.

There was a peculiarity to the rock walls of Underhill pockets; they reflected magi c. Real rock
didn't do that, so Tannimcould only assune that the caves of Underhill were not exactly nade of
rock.

I wonder if they only look |ike caves because that's what the creatures who first came to this
pl ace expected. The mist was psychotropic, after all... . If you had enough mist, could you form
rock walls out of it?

But that wasn't getting anything done. The point was that the rock walls reflected magic, but a
pl ace where the rock wasn't obviously didn't. So he had to becone the human equival ent of a bat.

He wal ked around to the front of the car, settled hinself on the hood of the Mistang,

absentm ndedly pulled a cherry-pop out of his pocket, and unwrapped it. He tucked the cell ophane
neatly back in his pocket and the candy in his cheek, crossed his | egs, and went to work.

* * %

Shar faced the Gate, the Mach | a solid and reassuring presence behind her, and cl osed her eyes,
sinking her awareness into the fabric of the pale stone arch. One of the settings she already
knew, the frozen plain they had | eft behind. Her first action would be to count the nunber of
settings this Gate had; after that, she would worry about where they went.

She tended to think of themas directions in three dinensions; forward and back, left and right,
up and down. "Filled" settings pulsed with power; the "enpty" places where settings would be—when
there were any such enpty slots, which wasn't often in a public Gate—hel d power, but not as nuch,
and always felt to her as if she touched the surface of a glass, warned by sunlight, holding a
gentle gl ow of nagic.

"Up" is the plain that we just left. Dam, the rest are active, too. No chance to add a setting of
my own. Ah well, it had been a faint hope, after all. In pure reflex, she checked "down" first,
and got a nasty shock when she recognized it for what it was.

One of Charcoal's domains? As a destination for us? | don't think so! OF course, as a powerfu

mage as well as a dragon, her father had nore than one little pocket kingdom He m ght not be
using this one; as she recalled, it was smallish, as small as the ersatz apartnent she had built
for herself. Charcoal preferred grander dwellings; he nostly used this one as a place to | eave
peopl e he wasn't sure were guests or prisoners. It was one of the places he had graciously all owed
her to use when she was a child.

It's tenpting, though. There's at | east one setting on every Gate he builds that goes sonepl ace
neutral . Charcoal m ght be insufferable, but he wasn't stupid, and he al ways kept his options
open.

Long fanmiliarity with the Unsel eighe let her quickly identify the other four destinations. They
all were Unsel ei ghe Sidhe hol dings, and all of them places she had visited, thanks to her father's
habit of playing both ends against the middle: the Shadow Tower of Bredna, the Hall of Tulan the
Bl ack Bard, the private hunting preserve of Chul hain Lorn, and Red Magda's stud farm

Best not ask what she raises. She might feed you to them

Al'l of themgrimdestinations, and all too small to escape fromreadily. Snaller, even, than Madoc
Skean' s hol di ng.

The one saving grace was that none of the four were on good ternms with Madoc. In fact, Red Magda
and Tulan had little private feuds with himthat virtually guaranteed they would turn hi maway
with a curse if he came to themon the trail of Tannim

O course, this did not nmean that they would help Tannim Since the young human was an ally of
Kei ghvin Silverhair, they woul d probably be perfectly happy to hunt himdown on their own. Mgda
hunt ed any hunmans she could find or kidnap just on general principles; she preferred the Geat
Hunt over any other kind. And as for Shar—well, they'd probably treat her the sane as a human
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I have no notion how I'd stack up against them Rather not find out by meeting them head-to-head,
ei ther.

It was rather interesting, though, to discover that she recognized all the destinations of this
Gate. Were they finally getting back into famliar territory? That coul d be good or bad news.

Good, if it meant finding a neutral destination at |last—bad, if all that happened was that they
wor ked t hensel ves deeper and deeper into the hol dings of the darker creatures. Shar had heard
runors of those who'd worked thensel ves into places where even the Unsel ei ghe Sidhe were afraid to
go. And once, when she was a child, her father had returned silent and stiff fromone of his own

j ourneys of exploration—and he woul d not tal k about where he had been, only sealed off the setting
on the Gate that had | ed there. Now that was an unsettling recollection

It alnost made a foray into one of Charcoal's holdings into a tenpting idea.

She di sengaged her awareness fromthe Gate carefully, making sure to | eave behind no traces that
she had been there. No nmagical "footprints" or "fingerprints"; nothing to betray her presence.

Movi ng that circunspectly took tinme. She only hoped that Tannimhad been able to find the physica
opening out there in the mist, since this Gate was pretty much a washout. O course, they could

al ways go back to the plain and try the other pocket of the Unfornmed that Gate went to. They m ght
have better luck there.

Behi nd her, she heard Tannimstirring, the shh-ing of denimon the hood of the Mistang. Good! He
must have found the opening into the next domain. They coul d conpare notes, make sone further
pl ans.

The sound of fabric sliding over the nmetal ended with the faint thud of sneakers hitting the soft,
white sand of the ground of this place. She was turning to greet himwhen a hint of movenent out
of the corner of her eye caught her attention.

I's there sonmething out there? She peered into the mist, trying not to think of anything in
particul ar, but whatever had been there was no | onger there.

She still wasn't certain if the nonmentary curdling of m st had been the result of the nist
"wanting" her to see sonething, or if it had been sonmething very real slinking through the fog,
when Tanni m screaned.

CHAPTER ELEVEN

Tannimslid off the hood of the Mach | feeling rather pleased at how qui ckly he had found the
entrance he' d been searching for. He was straightening up, his defenses nmonentarily down, when the
m st-thing streaked out of nowhere and sank its teeth into his arm

He never got nore than a glinpse of it; his brief inpression was of a |ong, |ean creature about
the size of a G eat Dane, as white as the nist, and inpossibly fast.

It was possessed of an obscene nunber of sharp, white teeth, thin as razor blades, nobst of which
seened to be scraping his arm bones.

Maybe it was a giant white shrew, or a wild dog or an al bino weasel. Mire likely it was soneone's
wor st ni ghtmare. That was certainly the way Tannimfelt when the thing's teeth met in his arm as
it knocked himto the ground.

He screaned, unable to stop it, no macho posturing or stoicismhe screaned.

He didn't resist the fall, he continued it, rolling over on his back and ki cking at the beast as
hard as he could with both legs, feet planted firmy in the creature's belly.

The thing let go of his armas the breath was knocked out of it in a fetid puff, and the force of
his kick sent it sailing over his head.

Into the side of the Mach I.

The nonster screeched |ike a chainsaw ripping through an oil barrel. For a nonment, it hung over
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the front fender, body convulsing as it encountered sone of the protective spells. It screanmed
again, and a crackle of energy arced across its body, a tiny display of firewrks that obscured
what ever the beast had | ooked |ike. Not that he was in any shape to notice details.

In fact, he wasn't in nuch shape to notice much of anything, since he was |ying on his side, eyes
unf ocused, trying not to scream|oudly enough to attract another one of the creatures.

The thing hung on the fender for a few nore noments, then it slid to the ground and burst into
flame.

Wthin seconds, as Shar ran toward himout of the mist, hands ablaze with nmagi cal energies, it was
gone, |eaving nothing behind to show it had ever existed. Except, of course, for the ragged
remai ns of his shirtsleeve, which hardly anpbunted to nore than a few ribbons of cloth over the
arnor .

And the bl eedi ng puncture wounds, where the beast's teeth had gone through the arnor.

He clanped his teeth shut on his own pain and stared at the sluggish blood dripping down his arm
in shock as the pain turned to nunbness, though he knew that state was only tenporary. The shock
was not only because he had been wounded, but because he had been wounded through the arnor

Shar dropped to her knees beside himbut did not touch him "Is that arm broken?" she asked, her
voi ce tight.

He shook his head, unable to speak, for now the pain began all over again, worse than before, and
his armfelt as if he had-he had—

Ah, God this hurts!

Wth that assurance, Shar carefully picked his armup by the wist, and with one crooked fi nger
deftly nade a slit along the joining of the top row of scales. The arnor peel ed back fromhis
wounded arm revealing a half-circle of wide, oozing punctures, all of themturning an ugly shade
of purple around the edges.

"I's that poison?" he asked in pain-filled and nmasochistic fascination

"No," Shar replied absently, "just fast bruising. Mther taught me some Healing; |'mnot in her

| eague, but let nme see what | can do."

* * %

Shar's reaction was autonatic and immediate: |'ve got to help him Wthout a second thought, she

dashed in the direction of the scream war-nagics ready and burning to be thrown, only to see
Tanni m go over on his back and flip his assailant against the fender of the Mach I.

That was the end of that; Shar didn't need to watch the beast convul se and burst into flanes to
know that it was fini shed.

She dropped down beside himand went to work, ignoring the blazing mst-creature, although she
thought it was a species that she recogni zed. The beast, before it had vani shed, seened to be one
of the guard creatures Charcoal had created, or else sonething cooked up along the sane plan
Charcoal did that sort of thing on a regular basis, rather than recruiting other creatures to his
service. In fact, when she was young, he had made a habit of going to pockets of the Unforned
specifically to create such nonsters and chimera, bringing themback to his own domains to serve
as wat chdogs. Madoc Skean had gone Charcoal one better, creating the Facel ess Ones the sane way.
Both of them preferred the expenditure of personal energy in order to obtain servants that were
utterly loyal. The only trouble with these little expeditions was that it was quite difficult to
keep the new creations rounded up. They always |ost one or two every couple of trips, |eaving the
creatures roanming the mist, waiting for unwary prey.

That expl ains why Father had a Gate set here, she thought, as she engaged the little set-spel

that parted Tanninmis arnored scales and slit it along the top of his wounded arm This pocket of
the Unforned nust be particularly sensitive. The nmists were not uniformy psychotropic, and those
who used themto create living creatures kept the |ocations of the best m st pockets as a val uable
resour ce.
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She couldn't help but notice Tannim s start of surprise at her ability to open his arnor. But at
the nonent her greatest concern was with his danmaged arm if that creature really was one of
Charcoal 's "shrogs" (her father's "clever" name for a thing based on shrews and dogs—what an
idiot), the wounds could and would go septic in a heartbeat, and there wasn't exactly an energency
roomw th antibiotics handy.

She sank quickly into a Healing trance, held her hands around the wounds, and forced Healing
energies into his cells. She worked frominside out; that way she wouldn't Heal the wound only to
| eave the infection still active inside. There was no telling if there were any nore of the
creatures nearby, nor when they would appear if there were nore, but Tannim s injury had to be
dealt with now

As she penetrated his defenses, she realized sonething el se.

There was sonething very erotic about this; it was the first tinme that she had Heal ed anyone ot her
than herself of a serious injury. Shar had closed up other peoples' cuts and soot hed abrasi ons,
but this was deeper, nuch deeper. She was aware of himin a way that she had never experienced
with anyone el se; the touch of her hand on his arm sent pul ses of sensuous electricity through her
arms; she felt what he felt directly, fromthe tiny ache where he'd hit the back of his head, to
the caress of the silk-snooth arnor over the rest of his body, including the places where it was
so closely fitted that it held swelling down.

Hmm They didn't allow for it to expand nmuch, did they?

She had never been so aware of a nale in her life, or on so many different |levels. Not the |eve
of telepathy; neither of themwere telepaths. No, this was on a visceral |evel, where the
instincts lived. Was this how an enpath felt? Small wonder nost of themgot into Healing of one
sort or another and pursued all Arts of the body.

She wasn't good enough to mend the bites conpletely; she cleaned out the sites of possible

i nfection, dulled down the pain, and stopped the bl eeding. Then she accelerated the cell growmh as
much as she had the skill and the power to do. In another day, he would have a half-circle of
nostly heal ed punctures, and in two, a half-circle of tiny scars.

She got into the car for a bottle of water and washed the blood off himwith it, then got a pad of
gauze fromthe first-aid kit. Figuring that nothing preventive was going to hurt, she dabbed each
wound with a spot of antibiotic salve, then wapped the armin a thin | ayer of gauze and reseal ed
the arnor over the whole.

It was only when she | ooked up fromthe final notions of sealing up the scales that she | ooked up
to see his expression of conplete disbelief.

"How are you doing that?" he asked, voice a little harsh fromthe screanms, but harsher still wth

suspi ci on. She would have been a little hurt by that suspicion if she hadn't been well aware that

she would feel the sane if a secret of hers had been uncovered. "How did you know how to unseal ny
ar nor ?"

"Very rapid deductive reasoning," she replied as she let go of his arm and he flexed it to test
it, wincing at residual pain. "You're Chinthliss' pupil, there are only a limted nunber of ways
you can seal arnor like this, and | know all of the ones Chinthliss uses. The easiest would be the
nost | ogical, since you' re obviously going to have to get in and out of it at |east once a day,
and you might have to get into it when you're hurt. Like now So | tried the first spell, and it
wor ked. "

She tilted her head to the side and waited for his reply. It wasn't long in com ng
"Oh— he said, "but—hinthliss told nme that no one had ever had arnor like this."

"He was right," she told him "No one has. Mst people sinply work spells into standard arnor. A
few nore have enchanted Kevlar, or sonething else high-tech. No one has ever conbi ned anachroni sm
hi gh-tech, and magic to nake sonething like this. But there are still only a linmted nunber of
ways arnor |like this can be opened.”
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Tanni m si ghed explosively. "Wl |, dam. And damm it again; he told ne the arnor wouldn't stop
everything, but 1'd gotten kind of used to it doing just that."

Shar nodded, with synpathy this time. She recalled the tine that she had first discovered that she
was not invulnerable in her draconic form It had been a painful revelation. Literally.

"I't's not going to stop everythi ng—aybe in your world, but not here. Any tine you have a
situation where there's a seam there's a weakness," she told him "I still have scars on ny ankle
to prove the truth of that."

"I"'msorry," he said, as if he meant it. "You shouldn't have scars anywhere."

She held her breath, and | ooked up, to neet his intensely green gaze. "Ch," she said, unable to
t hi nk of anything el se.

What are you doing, Shar? You're a kitsune, you're supposed to be unpredictable, wild, wllful.
What are you getting yourself into?

Just because you' ve always found this man fascinating, intriguing—ust because he's the only male
you' ve ever imagined trusting at your back—and at your front—that's no reason to sit here |like a
| ove-struck ninny, gazing into his eyes.

That's no reason to want to kiss him O to pull himright down next to you on this relatively
soft ground and finish stripping off that arnor.

Like hell it isn't!
"Bl oody hell!" said a voice just above her head. "Wat was that 'orrible screechi ng?"

Tom Cadge had his nose stuck out of the open wi ndow, apparently he'd managed to figure out the
mechanismto lower it. Both she and Tannimjerked upright; he with a curse as it jarred his arm
and she with a curse for a different reason entirely.

"Nasty piece of Unsel eighe work," Shar said, as she got up off the ground and offered Tanni m her
hand. He was not too macho to accept it, or to accept her help in getting to his feet. "It bit
Tannim" she continued, trying to sound nmatter-of-fact.

"I'"ll be all right," Tanni m added hastily. Then, in an undertone, "I will be all right, won't |?"
he asked Shar. A stray lock of hair fell over his worried eyes, and his conpl exi on was pale. "I
don't feel all right."

"Don't play any tennis with that armfor a little, and go have a Gatorade. You're just in shock,"
she assured him "In fact, it mght not be a bad notion to nove the car just to that opening you
found, and then sit there for awhile. The intersections of domains tend to be rather chaotic and
stressed, and | think perhaps that the Mach | won't nake as much of a disturbance there." She gave
hima sharp | ook, as she noticed that he was | eaning very heavily agai nst the side of the Mistang.
"I can drive, if you can direct ne."

"I think maybe you'd better,’
nonent . "

Tannimreplied honestly. "I really don't feel very good at the

He went around to the passenger’'s side and opened the door with a little difficulty. She slid into
the driver's side and found the keys waiting in the ignition. As soon as she settled herself, she
cast another long look at him and did not |ike what she saw. Pale and sweating, he was obviously
still in a lot of pain, and very shocky. "Here," she said, fishing behind the seat for another
Gatorade. "Just tell ne where to go, and |'I|l get us there. You rest—and when we get there, you
shoul d take a |l onger rest."

"I'mnot going to argue,” Tannimtold her, as he | eaned back in his seat and cl osed his eyes. "Not
at all. Forward, about two o'clock."

She followed his directions, murnured between gul ps of Gatorade, through the absolutely
directionless white mist. Finally, the rock wall of the boundary |oonmed up in front of them gray
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and snooth, rather than craggy as a natural rock face would be. "Right," Tannimsaid. "I nean, go
right, along the wall. You'll find it in a nonment."

She did; in fact, she spotted the place where the opening was by the turbulent swirling of the

m st ahead of them The mist itself was no |l onger white or drifting; stained with pale colors and
random shifts of light, it eddied and flowed restlessly. It still avoi ded the Mistang, however,
whi ch was conforting; anything that lived in it would probably be as vulnerable to Cold Iron as
the creatures spawned in the quieter areas.

She parked the car and turned off the engine. "Rest," she told him "The problem m ght just be a
bit of shock; give your body and nmnd a chance to catch up with what | did."

He started to protest, then evidently decided better of it. "How bad are ye hurt, |ad?" Tom Cadge
asked with evident concern.

"Not too bad," Tannimreplied, as Shar runmaged for a Gatorade of her own. "Been hurt worse."

"But we are not going any further until you are conpletely ready for anything," she told himin a

voi ce that would permit no argunent. "l never got a chance to tell you back there, but we've got
nore than one choice. W can try this unknown pocket of Unformed ahead of us, or we could try
sonmet hing that has—well, risk. The Gate goes to one of Charcoal's smaller donains. He might be

there, he mght not—but it's a place | know, and | can get to neutral territory fromthere."

He sipped his Gatorade, a lock of his hair falling over his eyes, as he sat in thoughtful silence.
"So, the choice is the total unknown, versus a place where we know there's an eneny, one who may
or may not be honme right now "

She grimaced, but nodded. "If it were ne—+'d go for the mist. | haven't been in that particular
place for a long tinme, and Charcoal may have |laid sone nasty traps for the unwary in there. And
anyway, even if he isn't there, his serving-creatures will be, and I don't think I could pass them
anynore. But | thought you ought to know that the option is there; you have as nuch say in this as
I do. If you think we should risk the known danger for the sake of a known way out-—=

But Tanni m shook his head decisively. "I'd rather take the unknown. You probably know Charcoa
better than anyone else, and I'mstrongly in favor of trusting an expert." He raised an eyebrow at
her. "l take it that the rest of the destinations were equally unattractive?"

She smiled thinly and recited the other four destinations. Hi s eyes widened for a nonent at the
mention of Red Magda and the Bl ack Bard, confirm ng her guess that he just mght know somnethi ng
about them

And they just m ght know sonething about him too. | rather doubt that they want to nake certain
he gets invitations to all their weddings and bar mnitzvahs.

"The | ast possibility is to go back where we cane from" she finished. "W could try the ot her
settings on that Gate. The drawback is that if someone is follow ng us, we mght neet them"

"The other side of this rock wall sounds better all the tine,
pause.

Tannimsaid after a significant

"Alittle rest, first," Shar said firmy. "You need it."

And | am not going to drive his car into another domain. If there's any trouble—+ know who the
good driver is in this car, and it isn't ne or Thonmas Cadge.

* * %

Chinthliss stal ked off down the garden path, with Joe right behind him and Fox making a reluctant
third. "You really shouldn't do this, you know," FX said plaintively. "Lady Ako has sone powerful
friends. She could cause us a |lot of trouble."”

Chinthliss did not reply. His stiff back said it all. As their feet crunched along the gravel
path, Joe glanced fromside to side, nervously. He could not believe that Lady Ako would |l et them
go so easily after detaining themfor so |ong.
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He was right. Two massive guards in fancy | acquered arnmor stepped, literally out of nowhere, to
bar their path. It was really weird; they unfolded out of the air on either side of the grave

wal kway, then stepped onto it with curved swords bared. Chinthliss stopped abruptly; Joe | oosened
his weapon in its hol ster

"I told you she could cause us trouble! W' re dooned," Fox said fromthe rear of the group

Wth a grow, Chinthliss turned abruptly; Joe stepped out of the way, |eaving Chinthliss face-to-
face with FX. The kitsune backed up a couple of steps after one ook at Chinthliss' expression of
rage. The guards didn't nove, and Joe opted to disregard themfor the nmoment, in favor of keeping
Chinthliss from di sembowel i ng Fox right then and there.

Fox held up his hands placatingly. "Hey, it was just a coment, you know? A little information? A
bit of a rem nder?"

Chinthliss took another step towards him
Fox's hands transforned into a pair of fur-covered paws.

"Wee paws for station identification?" FX continued, with a nervous, feeble grin. "Ah—pl ease
accept ny apol ogy for the social fox-paws?"

The corner of Chinthliss' nmouth twitched, although Joe could not see anything that would have been
funny in that |ast sentence. But evidently the dragon did, and Joe breathed a little easier. Mybe
Chinthliss wouldn't kill the kitsune quite yet.

"I did not bring you along as nmy court fool," Chinthliss replied coolly. "Watever capacity Tannim
has you in. | brought you because you are a kitsune and Shar is half kitsune, and | assumed your
know edge of her would be useful."

"What about the information Shar's nother could give you?" The sweetly feninine voice coning from
behi nd Joe had a distinct edge to it. Joe turned again, and the two arnor-clad bulwarks parted to
| et Lady Ako pass between them

"Your information would be dammed useful, ny lady, if you could just bring yourself to part with
it instead of offering endl ess Tea Cerenonies," Chinthliss replied, his own voice honed to an icy
sharpness. "Failing that, we will sinply seek help el sewhere."

"I have not been your lady for a very long tine. You will not need to | ook el sewhere." Lady Ako
made this a statenment without a hint of apology to it. "There are circunstances surrounding this
sad state of affairs that required you be detained." Her tone said, as clearly as words, that she
did not intend to apol ogi ze for anything, nor did she intend to give any further explanation than
this. She matched Chinthliss stare for stare.

Finally Chinthliss broke the silence. "Fine," he said abruptly. "I suppose |I'mgoing to have to
assunme this has sonmething to do with internal kitsune politics, the secrets of which nere nortals
are not free to plunmb. As long as your little gane is over with, 1'll put off |ooking for that
cab. "

He crossed his arns over his chest and waited, wapped in dignity, for her to reply.
She bristled. "Do not presune to dictate ny actions to ne, Chinthliss!"

"I wouldn't dreamof it," the dragon replied dryly. "Nor will | be drawn into an argument so as to
permt you to delay us even further."”

Fox | ooked fromone to the other of them and finally held up both paws. "He's called your bluff,
Lady Ako," the kitsune said bluntly. "You might as well adnmit it, and give us sone real help."

Lady Ako stared for a nonment |onger, then sighed. "He has indeed called ny bluff. And the best |
have is a pair of twoss," she admitted. "All right; | can't seemto delay you any further, so we
m ght as well get down to the business of actually finding them" She started back toward the
buil ding they had all stalked away from and with a glance to the rear at the inpassive guards,
Chinthliss, Joe, and FX foll owed her
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"I'"ve had soneone watching the boy's car since it came Underhill," she said, as they nounted the
steps to the graceful porch, and a few kitsune sitting on the flat cushions watched themwth
covert curiosity. "Not actually watching it, you understand, but keeping track of it by neans of
the disturbance it causes in the magic-fields. Shar nmanaged to cloak it sonewhat, but that much
Cold Iron was bound to weak a certain amunt of disturbance no matter how skillfully she shiel ded
it—a disturbance of a distinctive flavor, as you know. "

"That makes sense." Chinthliss nmounted the wooden steps of the building, keeping pace beside her.
The steps creaked slightly under him as if he weighed far nore than his appearance woul d suggest.
"But why track the vehicle instead of the peopl e?"

"Because Shar is better than | at cloaking spells, and | do not know Tannim" Lady Ako held the
scarl et-pai nted door open for them and they all filed through—except for Chinthliss, who took the
brass handl e from her and bowed her inside. It seenmed to Joe that she sniled faintly at the
gallantry. "I knew that Shar would bring Tannimto his vehicle if she found a way to free him
because it represents a powerful weapon of defense,"” she continued. "And | know that Madoc Skean
has no allies other than Shar who could do anything with so great a concentration of Death Metal.
Further, | suspected that only Tanni m woul d have what ever other devices were needed to neke it
wor k, such as a key. So it followed that no one but Shar or Tannimwould be able to nove it. Not

Il ong ago, ny intuition bore fruit; the car noved, and as soon as it noved, Shar's cl oaking-spells
destabilized, making it easier to track. Since we saw no notive-spells working, it nust have noved
under its own power."

Chinthliss stopped right in the mddle of the white-paneled room "It did? Wiere? And where is it
now?"

Lady Ako beckoned themto follow, past a roomfull of flat cushions on the floor, through a
sliding paper screen instead of a door, and into the kind of roomJoe had not expected to find
her e.

It was a room full of conputer equipnent, nostly deep blue and bright red, with huge screens.
There were at | east a dozen SPARC stations and Silicon G aphics conmputers that they coul d see,
with about half of them being used by creatures that were nore or |ess foxlike. Some only had fox
tails, sone fox tails and feet, and sonme were hunmani zed foxes as Lady Ako had been when they had
first seen her.

They were all dressed in varying costunmes, fromfuturistic junpsuits to the full kinono-kit that
Lady Ako wore. The | ady bent over the shoul der of one of the silver foxes in a pearl-gray
junpsuit; this one had long, flowi ng white hair crowning her fox-mask and cascadi ng down her back

"It isn"t that easy, Chinthliss," Ako said at last. "W know that the vehicle is noving, and we
know i n general where it is, but we can't tell specifically." She shrugged hel plessly. "You sinply
cannot map Underhill; | have tried, with no success. You can go north, then east, then south, and
find yourself facing north again. You can go up several levels only to find yourself four |evels
bel ow the place you had started. The Gates do not connect domains in any kind of |ogical fashion.
This room holds the cl osest thing anyone has to a map of Underhill."

"They' re somewhere in the predom nantly Unsel ei ghe region, ny lady," said the silver fox, tapping
the screen with one furry forefinger. "If they can just get into one of the |arger domains, one
where we can pinpoint themby what Gates they are near, | can give you coordi nates. But nowwell,
the sensors and prograns we are using only show that they've used Gates to nake dommi n-junps, but
since we don't have those specific Gates in our lists, it can't locate them precisely." The silver
fox | ooked at everyone assenbled. "W have nagi cal sonar, and there's a |ot of noise. W don't get
a ping on themuntil they do sonething.”

"You see?" Ako held up her hands hel plessly. "W can track the perturbation and know that they are
novi ng. Once they reach and use a Gate that we have in the computer, we know where they truly are.
But until then, we'd be junping blind."

Joe nudged Chinthliss. "Sir," he said hesitantly, "what about the trimring? Tannimused it to
find the Mustang. Couldn't we do the sane thing?"
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"I wouldn't do that if |I were you, sir," the silver fox replied respectfully, before Lady Ako
could say anything. She turned around to |l ook Chinthliss right in the eyes. "That much iron and
steel is warping the magic fields down there in ways | can't predict, and neither can the
computers. W just can't nodel chaos that well. If you tried to use that artifact to create a
Gate, you mght end up tearing a hole in the fabric of Underhill. O you might just end up Gating
somewhere you wouldn't |ike. The odds of actually going where you wanted to go are pretty low. W
could run a sinmulation—but if we had enough data to nake an accurate simnulation, we'd have enough
to find the vehicle, too."

"Laini is ny best tech,"” Ako said, placing a hand on the silver fox's shoulder. "If she says it's
dangerous, 1'd believe her. And if she doesn't like the odds, | wouldn't take the risk."

Chinthliss eyed both of the kitsune dubiously. "So what would you do if you were in our position?"
he asked.

Lai ni thought for a nmonent. "You mght use the trimring as a magic-mrror, just to show you where
they are. W use an optical link through a magic-mirror to connect to Internet fromhere. The
Internet is great for hiding things and conmunicating with obscure | ocations on Earth—Underhil
enclaves with outerworld fronts, allies, informants—ust bounce encrypted files from one anonynous
site to another. Anyway, we use a tuned | aser beaned through two stationary nmirrors—ene here in
Furhol d, and one on the other side. If you use a magic-mrror, you get a super clear inmage nost of
the tine. You m ght recogni ze sonmet hing we could use, or get a photograph sharp enough that we
could cross-reference it through our Silicon G aphics image systens here." She pointed one
delicatel y-cl awed paw-hand—at the crinson boxes whirring away. "W have thousands of subreal ns
identified and i maged, and sone of them are mapped down to ten-neter grid squares with | oca

magi cal data. W just don't know all the Gates that lead to them because that takes a | ot nore
than renpte viewi ng. But we do have sone."

Lai ni | ooki ng thoughtful again and tapped at her silvery-black snout. She flicked an ear. "If you
can determ ne a place, or give us enough data that we can find it, we mght be able to plot a
route that could get you there, using the Gates that we know of."

Joe grinned. Now that's a little nore like it! he thought. Evidently Chinthliss felt the sane.

"I didn't realize that you had an artifact," Lady Ako said, "or | would have offered all this a
little sooner."”

"I's there sonewhere secure that we can use to set up a scrying-spell?" Chinthliss asked. "You know
what | nmean by “secure,' | trust."

"OF course." Ako smiled sweetly. "This is the enbassy, after all. W have sone very secure pl aces.
If you'll follow ne?"

Once again, Lady Ako led themall down a maze of corridors, this time with walls of white paper
and banboo rather than white-painted wood. How such a place could be considered "secure" was
beyond Joe, but if Lady Ako said it was, he mght as well take her word for it. At |east no one
woul d be able to eavesdrop on you here—you'd see his shadow through the walls first.

Maybe t hat was what nade it secure?

At length she pushed aside a sliding door and led theminto a room containing what was either a
very small building or a very large box, lacquered in black, with graceful images of cranes and
carp—and, of course, foxes—en the sides, formed in strokes of gold paint. "You will be secure
enough in there," she said. "It will be alittle crowded, but it is very well shielded."

She opened a door into the box; it |ooked rather |like a sauna inside, with benches agai nst two of
the walls and a low table in the mddle. Somehow all four of them managed to squeeze inside; Lady
Ako and Chinthliss on one bench, FX and Joe on the other

Ako shut the door; after a nmoment of darkness, a gentle, sourceless light canme up all around them
Chinthliss placed the chrome trimring down in the mddle of the black-lacquered table.
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Here we go again..

As all three of the others bent over the shining circle of chronme, Chinthliss chanted under his
breath. A drift of sparks came fromhis outstretched hand and settled on the ring, exactly as if
he had sprinkled glitter down on it. But these sparks spread and grew, until a skin of Iight
coated the whole trimring

M st gathered inside the ring, and all four of themleaned a little closer. "Dam," Chinthliss
muttered irritably, "that tech of yours is right. The Mach | really is warping things all out of
shape down there."

Ako | aid one hand over the top of his, and a second shower of sparks fell on the ring. The |ight
strengt hened, and for just a nonent, a picture formed in the mddle.

It was the Mach I, all right; Tannimwas in the passenger's seat, though, and in the driver's seat
was the woman who'd shown up at the barn. There was soneone else in the rear seat, too, and the
whol e car was surrounded by a white mist that eddied around the car as if it didn't quite want to
touch it.

Then the picture faded, |eaving only the shiny black | acquered surface of the table.
"Well, at |east we do know that they' re together,"” Lady Ako said into the silence.
"But who was that in the rear?" Joe asked. "And where were they?"

"The Unfornmed," Chinthliss grow ed. "There are only several hundred places they could be, with
that Unfornmed mi st around them Dam."

But surprisingly, it was FX who shook his head. "That's the bad part; don't forget, the Unsel ei ghe
and the Sel ei ghe both have Gates into those pockets. So do the neutrals, for that matter. It's not
a big deal; we just need a little nore tinme. W just wait for themto Gate out of there, and see
if we can identify where they cane out."

"Whi ch neans we sit here until the car noves again." Joe sighed.

Chinthliss nodded abruptly, scow i ng.

Lady Ako | ooked from one gl oony face to another, and finally ventured to speak. "I don't suppose,"
she said doubtfully, "that any of you would care for sone tea?"
* * *

Shar stared at the swirling, pastel-colored mst and wondered if it was half as unsettled out
there as she felt. Most disturbing was the feeling that things had gotten conpletely out of her
control

Her reaction to Tanni m being attacked was entirely out of character. If Tannim hadn't already
slain that mst-creature, she would have reverted to Huntress-node and | eapt upon it to rend it
with her own, sharp teeth right then and there. She never |eapt to anyone's defense; she al ways
assuned that they could take care of thenselves. After all, no one was going to leap to her

def ense. .

The strength of her own feelings had shocked her; nore shocking had been the way she had
autonatically reacted on seeing that he had been hurt. She had never expended Heal i ng on anyone

el se before. Not once. She was not a "natural" Healer as Lady Ako was; it cost her a great deal to
i nvoke a Healing spell. There had never been anyone worth the effort before.

And before ny mind could weigh all the consequences, | found nyself Healing himw thout even
pausi ng to think about what | was doing. Very strange. Very unlike her

Tanni mdid not sleep this tine, but he rested as Shar had ordered, slowy regaining color as he
sipped at a Gatorade and ni bbl ed at packaged crackers. After a glance at her, which she net with a
smle, he fished under the seat and came up with a car nmagazine. His inquiring glance asked "nmay

I ?" and her answering shrug replied "be nmy guest.”" He imrersed hinself in its pages as she stared
out at the mst, still sorting her thoughts.
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It was logic, she told herself firmy. Pure logic. This is his car, we need each other at top form
to guard the other's back. | Heal ed hi mbecause of that. It has nothing to do with how | fee
about him

And pigs were certainly flying in tight formation over LaCGuardia at this very nonent.

"Ready to switch places?" he said into the silence. Wien she gave hima neasuring | ook, he grinned
at her with a good nmeasure of his old cockiness.

"I would certainly not care to take the blane for anything that happened to your beloved car if |
ran it into something out there," Shar replied dryly. "Please, Captain, take the helmby al
means. "

But before popping any doors, they both checked the mst for the telltale swirls that signal ed
sonmething hiding init. And Shar noted with sone anusenent that both of them scooted around the
car and into their new places so quickly that it would have taken a photo to tell which of them
hit the seat first.

She snapped her seatbelts in place. He quirked his eyebrows at her. "Paranoi d?" he asked.
"OfF course," she retorted. "They are out to get us."

"Point taken." He started the car and drove into the mst, heading for the place where the colors
and eddyi ng were the strongest.

The gap in the rock walls nmust have been I arger than she had thought; when the rock di sappeared on
the left, there was no answering darkness up ahead to show where it might resune. Tanni m turned
the Mach | into the gap, still keeping the wall on the left. The m st was at its nost turbul ent
here; the predom nant color was a blue-green, but there were swirls of red, yellow, even purple.

"This place nmakes ne think of an explosion in a tie-dye plant," Tannimmuttered under his breath.

Shar peered ahead into the psychedelic fog, every nuscle and nerve alive with tension, and started
when Tom Cadge tapped her shoul der

"Pl ease, lass," he said quietly, "can ye tell me where this magical chariot is goin'? Al | know
is we been soneplace cold, an' now we're sonepl ace el se."

"Did you ever—ah-see any of the places that the Unsel ei ghe Sidhe call "“Unforned ?" she asked. She
hated to ask it that way, but Cadge didn't seemto mnd

"Before they put out ne eyes, ye nmean?" He shook his head. "I heard tell of 'em but | ne' er saw
one. | didna see nuch but Lady Magda's Hall, an' not nuch o' that."

"Well, that's where we are. It's a place full of nmist, and not much el se, and sonmeone with a
strong enough will and nmagic can make it into anything he wants,"” she told him "Sonmebody |eft

somet hi ng nasty behind the last tine he was here, and it attacked Tannim™
"M st?" Tom shook his head. "What can anyone be doin' with mst?"

"It's a special kind of mst," Shar replied absently. "Think of it like clay. That's how nost of
the domains were made in the first place, right out of the mst. Either one incredibly powerfu
mage, |ike Lord Oberon or Lady Titania, or a group of nages with a single plan in mnd, would nove
into one of these places and turn it into what they wanted."

"So?" Thomas replied. "Is that where we are, then? One o' themm st places?"

"Exactly. There are often Gates in there, and that's what we're looking for." Shar continued to
stare ahead as she talked to Tom was it imagination, or was the color slowy |eaching out of the
swirling mst? "People can nake snmall things out of the mst, too, so they'll cone here when they
need sonething and create it."

"So—+f ye can make anything ye like, why don't ye make a Gate now?" Tom asked with perfect | ogic.
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Shar sighed. "Partly because I'mnot certain either of us is up to creating a Gate at the nonent.
Partly because this iron carriage that protects us also warps nmagic around it, and I'mnot certain
what the effect of naking a Gate around it would be. Partly because a Gate is one thing you can't
make out of the nmist with any certainty at all—t would be like you trying to juggle a dozen sharp
knives at once. And lastly, making a Gate nmakes a fearful disturbance; there are peopl e watching
for us, and they'll know where we are and what we're doing."

"Ah." Tom nodded wisely. "So | see. This workin' of magic, it just purely isn't like—ike magic,
is it?" He grinned, anused at his own wit.

"Precisely." She forced a tired chuckle since he wouldn't be able to see her smle. "Wll, we're
going to see if we can't find another Gate in here to take us somewhere nearer to our friends."

By now the mist had definitely gone to pastel. In a few nore nonents, all the color would be gone,
and it would be tine to stop the Mustang and see if she couldn't |ocate another Gate on this side
of the wall.

But as the color |eeched out of the mist, the mst itself thinned. Shadow shapes appeared, not the
nmovi ng shapes the mist itself produced, but stationary shadows, with solidity to them

The mi st thinned further as the Mustang rolled forward, and the shapes took on substance, color
and texture. "Are you seeing what |'m seeing?" Tanni m asked quietly.

"I think so," Shar replied, while she cobbled together the nost apt conparison she could come up
with., "This is really weird. It |ooks |ike sonebody's rock collection."

If it was, the collector had to be a giant. Ahead, behind, and on either side | oomed huge sl abs
and boul ders of polished, forned or crystallized stone, each piece as big as the Mach | or bigger.
These sl abs bal anced upright sonehow, defying gravity, even though their bases mi ght be no bigger
than a foot or so across. The inpression of being in the mdst of a rock collection was

i nescapabl e now that Tannim had pointed it out; no two of these huge "speci nens" were alike, and
they all appeared—at |east to Shar's uneducated eyes—to be purely of a particular "kind" of rock.
Here was a cluster of quartz crystal points, the snallest of themas |ong as her armand the

| argest taller than Tanni mthere a polished boul der of amethyst big enough to crush the Mach

| -ahead a single giant violet dianond-shaped fluorite crystal bal anced precisely on one point.

"This is bizarre," Tannimsaid softly, staring at the next rock, a mlky yellow multifaceted
crystal which balanced on a single point like the fluorite crystal now behind them The one next
to it looked for all the world Iike an irregular slab cut froma geode and polished on both sides.
"Have you ever heard of anything like this?"

"Never," she said firmy. "But |'mnot sure | like what it inplies. Someone had to create all this
out of the Unformed; that's the only way you'd get things like this, right? So that person had to
not only be some kind of rock-nut, but he had to be a conpl ete nonomani ac. "

"Rock is ny life, man," Tannimsaid autonatically, but the joke fell rather flat.

Mst withed away fromthe Mach | as they passed the bal anced slab and a round boul der of pink
quartz appeared to the right. "To the exclusion of everything el se?" Tanni m hazarded. "Boy, | hope
we aren't disturbing his collection, wandering around in here!" He ran a hand through his tangl ed
curls worriedly.

"Way don't you stop for a noment, and let nme see if | can find a Gate," Shar suggested, feeling as
worried as Tanni m | ooked. "If someone got in here to create all this, there has to be a way out.
think 1'd like to find it before he finds us."

Tanni m nodded, and stopped the Mistang between a colorful netallic cubic aggregate of sel enium and
a polished granite egg the size of a Kenworth. Shar got out, checking all around themw th such
caution that it felt as if every nerve was an antenna, tuned for danger

Only when she was certain there was nothing within the reach of her senses or her nagics did she
take a seat on the hood of the Miustang and send her spirit out questing for the peculiar magica
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signature of a Gate

* * %

"Want to try agai n?" Joe suggested, as the rather stilted conversation in the crowded room di ed
into silence again for the fourth tine.

Chinthliss | ooked at Lady Ako, who al one of them had not |ost her outward serenity. She shrugged.
"l told my underlings to cone informus if the Mustang nade a sizabl e change of |ocation. That
woul d indicate a Gate-passage, of course. There's no telling, though, if they were able to |locate
a domain within the Unfornmed where we saw them Elfhane Qutrener is such a place; |I'mcertain the
Unsel ei ghe al so have domains within the nmist. | know that the Grand Bazaar is in the mst, and
that it is not the only neutral hold to be in the center of the Unformed."

"I's that a “yes' or a "no'?" Chinthliss asked in open exasperation. "Ch, never mnd. | want to see
i f your precious daughter is up to anything." He bent over the chrome trimring, and once again
chanted until a shower of sparks drifted down fromhis hand and settled on the chronme ring. This
time the lacquer tabletop enclosed by the ring fogged over with no help from Lady Ako.

The haze cleared, and Joe | eaned over the table for a closer | ook

Shar sat on the hood of the Mach I, her eyes closed and a frown of concentration on her face.
Tanni m st ood beside the car in a protective stance, his bespelled red crowbar in his hands,
watching warily to all sides. The Mustang itself was parked in front of a huge gray boul der, a
rock as big as two cars put together and polished to a glossy sheen. The mist of the earlier
vision was thinner here, but there was still nothing really identifiable about the place.

Joe | ooked up at Lady Ako to see her reaction. She was sniling: a satisfied little smle
compounded of equal parts of approval and relief.

"It seens they truly are working together,"” the lady said with a faint air of satisfaction

Chinthliss only grunted. "I should give a great deal to know how ny foster-son's sleeve cane to be
so shredded," he replied.

Joe gl anced back down at the little scene inprisoned in the chrone circle, and saw with a start
that Tannim s right sleeve was hanging in rags. But beneath the shirt-sleeve was sonething

al t oget her unexpected; arnor of sone kind, he guessed. Iridescent green, of tiny hexagonal scales
invisibly joined together, it covered his armas snoothly as Spandex fromwist to shoul der

"Pretty," Lady Ako remarked, indicating the arnor with a fingertip that did not quite touch the
i mge. "l assume that this is your doing, this arnor?"

"As much Tannim s as mine," the dragon admitted with a touch of pride in his voice. "I happen to
think that it is very good work. Sonething nmust have attacked them though."

"If so, it learned that he bites back," Ako observed. "Honestly, | do not recognize this place,
although | will informny techs with a description, and we will see if the conputer has a match
What of you?"

"Not a clue,” Chinthliss adnmtted, as Ako slipped what | ooked to Joe like a pal ntop conputer out
of her sleeve and laid it on her lap, quickly scratching sonething on its screen with a fingernai
before returning it to her volumi nous sleeve. | always wondered what they used those huge kinmono
sl eeves for. Heck, you could smuggle Mexicans in there!

"You seemto be having an easier tinme holding the vision this time, old lizard," Fox observed.
"Cot any idea why?"

Chi nthliss shook his head. "Probably has sonething to do with the area they're in. Less
instability, nmaybe. There's a lot |less of the Unforned mist, anyway." He turned to Ako. "Wat's
she doi ng?"

"l would guess that she is searching the area for a Gate," Ako told him "Shar is particularly
sensitive to the energies of Gates. Even if she does not recognize a setting, she can sonetines
tell general things about the destination.”
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"No— Chinthliss took his eyes fromthe vision in the chrome trimring for a nonent to stare at
Ako in astonishment. "Where did she pick up that trick? From—=

"Yes," Ako confirnmed. "I nyself do not know how she does this. It is not a kitsune gift."

"It isn't a dragon-talent either." He shook his head. "Evidently she is not sinply a nmeld of
ki tsune and dragon; she is sonething nore."

"As | have al ways nai ntained." Ako was too conposed to beamwi th pride, but there was a great dea
of pride in her voice.

Inside the chrone circle, Tannimwal ked a wary patrol around the car as Shar remai ned perched on
the hood. There was nothing in Tannim s behavior that suggested to Joe that he was at all worried
about Shar or what she might do. If anything, his prowing suggested that he was determined to
protect her from anything that might conme at her out of the mst.

That certainly suggested they had cone to sonme sort of arrangenent, an agreenent of cooperation
per haps.

The vision still wasn't clear enough to nake out who was in the back seat of the Mustang. The
figure was blurred, as if the focus was a bit out in that one spot, although the rest of the scene
was cl ear enough

"l can't see what is in the backseat,"” Chinthliss said with a frown, echoing Joe's own thought.
"That's odd. Look, you can see the front seat itself clearly enough, so it isn't the Mach I's
shields that are interfering." He glanced sharply at Ako, who only shrugged.

"l could not tell you who that mi ght be,"” she replied. "Shar has no allies that she would trust in
a situation like this. Perhaps it was soneone they net al ong the way?"

"Maybe anot her prisoner of Madoc Skean," Chinthliss muttered. "Tanni mwouldn't be able to | eave
sonmeone |like that behind. Especially not if it was a Sel ei ghe Sidhe."

"Can you bl ane him?" Fox nmade a face. "I wouldn't |eave a dead cat in the hands of that lunatic."
"Maybe if I—= Chinthliss held his hand over the trimring again, his eyes narrowing as he focused
his magic. "I would feel a lot better if | could just see who or what that is—

But his efforts were not only in vain, they undid everything el se he had acconplished. As Joe
wat ched in dismay, the vision flared, then faded, |eaving only the hint of haze on the bl ack
| acquer.

Then even the haze faded, and only the shiny surface renai ned.

Chinthliss cursed, but Lady Ako rermai ned phil osophical. "You can only hold such a vision for so
I ong," she rem nded him "And what good would it do you to sit here and stare at it? You cannot
hel p themuntil you know where they are."

Chinthliss grow ed under his breath, but had to admit that she was right. "But | don't have to
like it," he added. Joe agreed silently. At least, if they could watch, they had the illusion that
they could do sonet hing.

"I can— Chinthliss began, then pulled his hand back before he even began the spell again. "No. No
point in wasting nagic that we might need |ater."

"A messenger will cone if the Mustang nakes a | arge enough novenent for a fix,
gave you ny word."

Ako pronised. "I

At that, Chinthliss actually smled. "I do not recall that you actually gave your word before, ny
| ady, but now that you have—+ aminclined to trust you."

Ako | ooked at himin sone surprise, and Joe thought, she also | ooked a little hurt. "Have we grown
so far apart, Chinthliss, that you no longer trust nme wi thout ny given word?" she asked softly.

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...errated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%20Circle.txt (141 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:37 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt
Chinthliss blinked, and turned to neet her gaze conpletely. The two of them stared deeply into one
anot her's eyes, unable to | ook away.

Joe cleared his throat, and they both junped and | ooked at himas if they had forgotten that he
and FX exi st ed.

Maybe they did forget we existed.
"Can we—ah—-take a break, |ady?" he asked carefully. "Al that tea—

"l don't—= Fox began, and Joe jabbed himfiercely in the side with an elbow. FX emtted a
strangl ed grunt and fell silent.

"Certainly," Lady Ako replied, ignoring FX. "Saski can show you where everything is. Can't you,
Saski ?" Now she snmiled at FX, to his obvious disconfort.

"Yes, Lady Ako," FX managed. Joe slid the door to the little roomopen, and he and Fox cli nbed
out. The door slid shut again as soon as they were outside.

"What did you do that for?" FX hissed angrily.

"They wanted to be al one, dumy,"” Joe replied scornfully. "Jeez, man, couldn't you see that? Don't
you renenber what Chinthliss told us about himand the |ady and all?"

"Of course | renenmber! That's why | wanted to stay there and watch!" Fox told him "And—ew " he
excl ai med, as Joe el bowed himagain. "What did you do that for?"

"Because you're rude, crude, and not even housebroken," Joe told him shaking his head in di smay.

"Man, | can't take you anywhere, can |I? Wiy don't you show ne what passes for a bathroom around
here. | really did drink too nuch of that tea."
Fox sighed and cast a |onging | ook back at the cl osed doors of the little room "Ch well," he said

phil osophically. "We'll figure out whatever they' ve been up to when we get back anyway."

"You're inpossible," Joe retorted.

Fox only snickered
CHAPTER TWELVE

Tanni m prow ed around the car restlessly, the conforting weight of his crowbar filling both hands.
He studied the mist as it eddied around the giant mneral specinmens, watching it with wary
suspicion. Mst alternately conceal ed and reveal ed the farthest of the rocks, nmoving in no pattern
he coul d discern. Unless he was greatly mstaken, the farthest of those rocks was a slice of
wat er mrel on tourmaline, a huge irregul ar wedge of transparent pink and green. He wouldn't even have
known that waternel on tourmaline existed, nuch less what it was called and what it |ooked like, if
Dotty hadn't been so infatuated with the stuff.

She'd be going ape right now, trying to figure out howto cart a five-ton rock out of here. Boy,
this place is surreal. | feel like I'min the mddle of a Lexus conmerci al

He kept thinking that he saw things noving, just out of the corner of his eye. But any time he
turned to see what it was, there was nothing there but a swirl of mst.

Too bad |'mnot sone kind of superhero. | could sure use an edge right now. Heros in books had
magi cal senses to warn them of approachi ng danger; all he had were his eyes and ears and mage-
sight. My crowbar-sense is tingling! The mage-sight wasn't doing hima heck of a |lot of good; the
mst itself was full of nmagical potential and obscured everything el se.

It's doing ne about the same anpbunt of good as a guy with a heat-scope in the desert at high noon

That left eyes and ears. Plain old human senses, backed by red-painted iron and a bit of
experience. Maybe a little good sense. It would have to do.
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H s feet made no noise at all in the sand. None. He mi ght just as well have been wal king on a foot
of packed feathers. The ground here was as strange as the rest of the place. You could dig down
just as far as you wanted, and all you'd find was sparkling white, utterly dry sand. Yet neither
the tires nor feet sank in nore than an inch, and there was firm excellent traction, as good as
the sands of Daytona Beach. Better. As good as the Bonneville salt flats. If | could just export
this stuff, I'd nmake a fortune selling it to dirt-tracks.

He gl anced over at his conpanion every tine he passed her, just to see if anything had changed.
Shar's face was utterly still, w thout expression of any kind. Once again, she |ooked like a
statue sitting there; if he hadn't seen her chest rising and falling in slow, even rhythm he'd
have thought she was dead, spellbound, or otherw se incapacitated.

And that chest, rising and falling, up and down, slow y—

It | ooked as good as the rest of her. He prowled a series of full circuits around the Mistang,
still without seeing anything. This bit of magic was taking her a lot longer than the last tine
she' d done sonmething. O course, the last tinme, she'd had the Gate right in front of her, and this
time they didn't even know if there was a Gate over here.

What would they do if there wasn't a Gate here? A good question. Turn around and go back, | guess.
Take our chances with one of the unfriendly settings, or with the place before that. It was cold
and not very hospitable, but we wouldn't have to be there all that long. | hate to backtrack
though. W might neet sonething on our tail. That woul d be bad.

It shouldn't take themall that long to get on our tail, either. Al they have to do is figure out
that Shar didn't nove the Mach | like she said she did.

By now, Madoc Skean must have figured out they'd slipped through his fingers. He and his cronies
were surely on their trail in some formor other. How long would it take himto sort through al

of the possibilities? He wasn't stupid; he wouldn't have amassed as many allies as he'd had if he
was. He had to be on his way al ready.

There—sonething flickered at the edge of his vision again. This tine he patrolled a few nore
soundl ess steps, then nmade an abrupt about-face, hoping to catch whatever it was in the act of
el udi ng hi m

Not hi ng. Not even an eddy of nist.
Maybe this place is getting to me, making ne see things. Haven't been this junpy in a long tine.

He decided that he might as well prow in the opposite direction, since he was facing that way
anyway.

Madoc' s not stupid, and he's got a lot of ears in other domains. So, given how good a spy-network
Madoc has, by now he's surely heard about our little visit to the Hall of the Muntain King. From
there, there're only five destinations besides the one we canme from G ven enough people to check
themout ... yeah, he could be on to us right now

"Eh, |ad?" Tom Cadge called frominside the car, sounding anxious. "How |l ong ye reckon afore the
bl ackguards fol |l ow us?"

Even the old man was follow ng his thoughts.

"l don't know, Tom" he answered truthfully, |eaning against the car to talk through the w ndow.
"Could be they're after us right now. The one thing we've got going for us is that they've got to
tread the sane nmaze that we do. Wth any luck, they'll get as lost as we are."

Tom nodded, his nouth sol etm bel ow hi s bandaged eyes. "Mayhap they' Il blunder into a nest "o their
own foes, eh? Like knockin' over a beehive. That'd be a choice jest."

"Ch, that'd be the best thing that could happen,” Tannimtold him with a nmental inmage of the
Bl ack Bard's surprise on finding his honme invaded by his old rival Madoc. That would be a I ovely
sight to see! |If Madoc got out of there with half his followers, he'd be |lucky. The Bl ack Bard was
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wi thout mercy when it cane to his few fri ends—and when given a chance at a foe ..

Tom cocked his head to one side for a nonent, then grinmaced. "This place is nortal strange, |ad.
keep thinkin' I'mhearin' summat off i' the distance, an' then when nothin' cones of it, thinkin'
it's nobbut m addled wits."

"Well you're not alone. | keep seeing things, but when | turn to |ook at them there's nothing
there.” He pushed away fromthe car as Shar stirred. "Well, it |looks like the |ady may have found
us sonething. Keep your ears open, all right? They're probably keener than nine."

"Aye, | will," Tom prom sed sol emmly.

Tanni m reached the front of the Mustang just as Shar opened her eyes. "There is a Gate here, but

it's along way off," she said, stretching her arnms and blinking to clear her sight. "I wouldn't
have believed this pocket was so big—that Gate must be six or eight mles fromhere. | can't think
of too many places Underhill that are this size, and all of them have huge popul ati ons. "

Tanni mrai sed an eyebrow at that. "I wouldn't have thought it could be that big either; | would

have t hought that a pocket this |arge would have been cl ai mred by now. "

"Maybe it has," she replied onminously. "I caught distinct traces of Unsel ei ghe magi cs out there.
Only traces, so this isn't truly a domain of theirs, but they use this place for sonething."

"Grand." He sighed, and hefted the crowbar just for the rem nder of its conforting weight. "Wll
let's get on the road, shall we? If we're noving, we're a harder target to hit."

She slid off the hood without a corment, and | anded lightly on the sand. He turned around and
headed for the driver's side. He reached his seat a fraction of a second before she took hers, but
this time they both fastened their safety belts.

She pointed directly ahead when he | ooked to her for directions. "Straight on, the way we were
al ready going," she said.

He nodded, with a quick glance at the gas gauge. He'd started this trek with darn near a full tank
of gas, and he'd tried to be careful —

And we're still a hair above the three-quarter margin, he noted with a bit of relief. Hard to find
a gas station out here, and neither of us are Sidhe, to be able to ken and replicate whatever we
want .

He started the Miustang and drove on, slowy, in the direction she indicated. Visibility stil

wasn't good enough to warrant going faster than fifteen or twenty. Another towering rock-sanmple
energed out of the mist right in front of them this one a huge nugget of pure copper, constructed
l'i ke a branching coral formation

Weird. Just too weird. He shook his head, and drove on

* * %

A half an hour later by his watch, the nmist had thinned to no nore than a veil, upping visibility
to about half a mle. The | andscape had been changing for about the past fifteen m nutes. The rock
formations grew snaller, replaced by groves of dead and | eafless trees, stretching bl ackened |inbs
agai nst the white haze in the distance. Overhead was exactly the sane as the nonexistent horizon
white haze. Lighting was a constant sem dusk, nondirectional. Al the place needed was a vulture
or two for atnosphere.

The terrain itself had changed in that time; getting rougher, with increasingly steep hills and
deep valleys, and nothing like a road in sight. The Mustang wasn't built for territory like this;
heck, the Mustang wasn't built for anything but a real road. The only way to handl e this kind of
situation was to work his way up and down the hills in a zig-zag pattern, or travel along the
ridge until a better crossing place showed up. The ground was still made of that strange sand; why
it didn't slide and behave |ike dune-sand he had no idea. The top layer would slide dowm a little
as the Mustang's wheels touched it, nmaking the going a bit treacherous and tricky to drive, but
beneath the top layer, the ground was firm
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That didn't help nuch, not when his jaw ached fromclenching it and his knuckles were white from
clutching the steering wheel

Finally, they topped a rise only to find thensel ves | ooking down into a valley with a fifty-degree
sl ope. Tanni m stopped the car altogether

"W can't take this in the Mach I," Shar said abruptly, before he could say a word. "Nothing short
of a Land Rover could negotiate a slope like that. Tannim |'m amazed you got this far—+'d have
given up a nmile ago. | alnost asked you to quit when we passed that henatite boul der."

Tanni m stared down the snooth slope, unbroken except for an occasi onal boul der of some highly
pol i shed stone or by a trio or quartet of spindly black trees, and nodded. Finally, after a |long
sil ence, he coughed.

"I"mpretty nuch stuck here without you," he admtted. "I don't know how to work those Gate things
wi t hout al ready knowi ng the setting | want. | guess it's going to be up to you. Do we ditch the
Mach | and try for this new Gate on foot?"

He was hoping she would think that was a bad idea. |I'Il argue with her if |I have to, but we're
partners in this. I'"'mnot going to nake an arbitrary decision for both of us.

Shar shook her head inmmediately. "No," she replied decisively. "Not a chance. This is one we're
going to have to do without. It'd take us hours to get there on foot, Tomcouldn't do it, and we'd
be w thout our protection, our ability to nove quickly, and our power source. That woul dn't be
stupid, it would be suicide."

He ground his teeth to relieve his frustration, then gave voice to the only other solution, the
one he'd already contenplated. "W go back. And try the other Gate."

She nodded, her own face displaying her distaste for the obvious. "And unless we're willing to
take the chance on running into the people follow ng us by going back to the frozen plain—+the only
other setting we stand a chance with is Charcoal's hol ding."

"We'l| decide that when we get there," he replied. "One problemat a tine."

At | east he had a good idea how to get back. The soft sand didn't hold tracks forever, but he
could still make out a clear trail behind them Wile the tire-tracks in the sand were stil
visible, he could follow them And after that-he'd kept track of the various rock-sanples they'd
passed. Unl ess the unknown collector (if there was one) had a habit of swapping them around on a
regul ar basi s—er they noved on their own—he' d get back to the point where the mst got so thick he
could use his talent to find the gap in the walls again.

It didn't feel right, though, turning back like this. Besides being frustrating, it felt as if he
had m ssed a point sonewhere. Granted, this wasn't a video gane, where you always got the next
level if you did things in the right order, but still—turning back felt |ike a m stake. There
ought to have been a way, but if there was, he hadn't seen it, and neither had Shar

One thing was oddly conforting, though, and that was Shar's behavior. Not only had she refused to
gi ve up the Mustang-—she'd refused to dunp Tom Cadge

That was automatic, too. She didn't |ean over and whi sper to ne that we ought to abandon himwth
the car. She didn't suggest we | eave himand conme back for himwith help. It wasn't, "we could

| eave the passenger behind, but that wouldn't be right." Instead, it was, "it would take us hours
on foot, and Tomcouldn't do it." As if there was no question of keeping himw th us—t's a given

He could trust her. He could. That single sentence had told himthat nuch. She had nothing to gain
and everything to lose by continuing to help the old nman, and she hadn't even given it a second
thought. It had been a conpletely natural response; that she accepted himas a responsibility
along with her "debt" to Tannim

Hi s nood now nuch lighter, he surprised her by snmiling at her once they got the Mach | turned
around and headed back the way they had cone. The furrows cut by the tires pointed the way, and he
followed, retracing their path exactly. And hoping that he was doing the right thing.
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Now as long as there isn't soneone laying false tire-tracks for us to follow, we'll be all right.

"I suppose it could be worse," she said after a noment. "There might not be anyone foll ow ng us
yet. We do have options still, and there's—=

Her head and Tom s came up at the same noment in identical startled novenents, |ike a pair of deer
alerted by a danger signal. "Ch, no— she whispered.

"Tell me | didna hear a huntin' horn, mlady," Tom begged, his winkled face white beneath the
bandage. "Please tell me it was just th' wind, or sunmat |ike that. There's only one kind o' pack
a-huntin' Underhill—=

He was interrupted by the sounding, faint but clear over the Miustang's runble, of a hunting horn
At least, Tannimassunmed it was a hunting horn, since they both shivered when they heard it.

"The WIld Hunt," Shar whi spered, her eyes wide. "Ch no—we don't need that kind of trouble!"

"Whoa, whoa, what WId Hunt?" Tanni m asked, responding to the fear on both their faces by speeding
up just a little. "Wat hunt? What's it nean to us? Wo're the hunters?"

"The | ost gods," Shar said fearfully, |ooking back over her shoulder as if she expected to see
them at any nonent, topping the hill behind them "The spirits that once were gods of death and
darkness in your world, who lost their worshi ppers and were bani shed Underhill. They hunt the
living, led by their pack and their terrible Master. Even the Unsel ei ghe fear them and hi de when
they hear that horn. It's said that there's no escape fromthem Once they have the scent of you,
t hey never give up!"

"Wn't all this Cold Iron stop then?" he asked, as the horn sounded again, and sent a chil
running up his spine. "I nmean, we're talking pre-Christian, Bronze-Age guys here, aren't we?
Shouldn't the rules that hold for the Sidhe hold for then?"

"The Master of the Hunt bears a spear tipped with the Death Metal froma fallen star," Shar
replied, dashing his hopes. "That is why the Unsel eighe fear him They are no nore bothered by
iron and steel than a kitsune. They can cross running water with inpunity, and holy things do not
bar their way. Only sunlight stops them and | doubt we're going to get any of that piped in to us
on request!”

Tom Cadge had hunched down into his blankets, shivering, his head conpletely covered, like a child
trying to hide fromthe nonsters in the dark. It didn't | ook as though he had anything coherent to
add.

"Great," Tannimnuttered. "So what do we have going for us? Anything at all we can use agai nst
t henf"

"We're not predictable." She stared through the back wi ndow, the horn-call sounded again, and it
was definitely nearer. "They are nore powerful than you, |, and all the Seleighe in Fairgrove put
t oget her—+they used to be gods, for heaven's sake! Their horses never tire, nor do their hounds.
But they will never have seen anything like this car, and they won't know what it, and we, can do.
For that matter, they may not realize that the Mach | isn't alive—+enenber how the elves in the
Mountain King's Hall reacted? If we can get out of this, it'll be by our wits."

"I'f I can get us into the heavy nist, can we | ose then?" he asked. "Do you think that the
turbul ent area where the two pockets join is going to be confusing enough that they night |ose the
scent ?"

"I don't know-but that just mght work." She bit her lip and closed her eyes for a nonent,

thinking furiously. "Cone to think of it, I know nore than a few tricks along those lines. If you
can get us sonme lead, | can kill the trail so cold they'Il never find it, once we get into that
mst!" Shar said at last, with determ nation replacing the fear in her eyes. "There wasn't a
clever fox worthy of his tail yet that couldn't baffle any pack, on this side of the H Il or on

the other, and haven't | nine tails?"
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"That's the spirit, mlady," Tom quavered from beneath his bl ankets. Tanni mwas surprised that he
could respond at all, as obviously terrified as he was.

"Al right then," Tannimsaid firmy. "Just let me get down where | can do sone real driving, and
I"1l buy you that time."

In answer to that, the horn sounded a new set of notes entirely, and faintly beneath it canme the
deep and bal eful baying of hounds.

Not the excited belling of foxhounds, however. These how s had a strange and dol eful sound to
them as if the dogs thenselves were in pain and wanted nothing nore than to inflict that sane
pain on their quarry. This was a howl of bloodthirsty despair, a cry of doom approachi ng on four
sore paws, whi pped on by sonething even nore terrible behind it. The deep cries called on the fear
in the soul, the terror of the thing behind, the nonster in the darkest shadows of chil dhood.

"They don't have hawks or anything, do they?" Tanni m asked, suddenly struck by a horrible thought.
If he had to contend with attacks from above as well as the hunters on the ground—granted, a hawk
woul dn't be able to do a | ot against the Mustang, but if this Master had conplete control of them
there were things he could do with them Having themdrop rocks on the w ndshiel d—er hurl

t hensel ves agai nst the w ndshield in kam kaze attacks.

"Not that | ever heard,"” Shar assured him "Hawks can't be forced to course the way that hounds
can. Turn a bird | oose, however you have coerced it, and it can and will fly away."

One less thing to worry about. "Good."

As the ground gradually |eveled, it becane easier to drive. The sounds of the Hunt behind them
grew ever nearer, as if the Hunters realized that they had the advantage here, and were determ ned
to catch up while they still had that advantage. "Wat kind of rules are they limted by?" he
asked, negotiating the downslope of a hill studded with gemi ke boul ders. "Can they go faster than
a normal horse woul d?"

"I don't think so," Shar replied after another nonment of thought. "The whole point is that the
Hunt is their sport, and it wouldn't be sporting if they could just run anything down, would it?
The quarry has to have sone chance."

"Well, how would they react if the quarry fought back?" he asked. "If we took some of them out
bef ore they caught up with us?"

"l don't know. I'mwlling to find out, though." He glanced quickly at her, to see that she | ooked
determ ned and stubborn. "I'Il throw everything at them| can think of."
"Take everything you can fromthe Mach |I," he told her. "Try not to erode the shields too nuch, if

you can help it, but drain whatever you need."

But she shook her head. "W need the shields too nuch, if what |'ve heard is true. No, I'll be
throwi ng everything | can back there, and nost of it won't be offensive." Another gl ance at her
showed she was smiling thinly. "My training is primarily fromnother's side; the kitsune way is
trickery and illusion. That's what I'Il try first."

The horn-call behind them sounded as if the Hunters were close, very close; perhaps no nore than
three or four hills away. He nmade out the calls of individual dogs within the general belling of
t he pack.

Not good.

"I see them" Shar said, as they topped another hill. Her voice was strained and tight. He gl anced
into the rearview mrror and caught a glinpse of a darkness, a swi ftly noving shadow in the

di stance, a nob of something that poured over the top of the hill like a dark flood. Somnething
about that shadow sent a chill across his heart, and a touch of frost into his soul

But beside themwere the |ast of the dead trees, and ahead of themthe first of the really large
rock formations. This hill was the |ast bad one; after this, he could take them strai ght on, and
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si nce he knew what they were going into, he could accelerate down the hills to get nmonentum for
the clinb.

Shar was twi sted around in her seat in a position that coul dn't possibly have been confortabl e,
but she didn't rel ease her safety-belts. Probably a good idea, he decided. | don't know what ki nd
of evasive driving |'mgoing to have to do.

Tanni m dr opped t he accel erator another half-inch and the Mustang's velocity increased. The white
sand went up in a rooster-tail behind themas they put sone serious di stance between them and
their pursuers. The sparkling shapes of the stones blurred past, while the speedoneter needl e
swept toward three digits.

"Tannim driving like crazy will buy us sone time, but it won't stop them Ten-second quarter-
mles won't stop the Wild Hunt."

Tannimgrinned. "Here. Hold the wheel. I'Il slow'emdown." He rolled down the wi ndow on his side,
and Shar | eaned as far sideways as she could manage with her seat-harness still buckled to grasp
the wheel. Tannimlet off the throttle, and the Hunt cl osed on them

The wi nd whi pped his curly hair around his face as he hung his left arm still sonewhat tattered,
out the window. He chewed on his upper lip a nonment and sighted along the rearview nmirror before
turning his head to face the bad-dreans-on-hooves behind them The Hounds, cani ne sacks of sharp
bone, were solid black with glittering eyes, loping along as fast as greyhounds on a track. The
Hunters were all in black—barbarian types in fur and flying capes, crude tunics, but all of it in
dead bl ack. They all wore helns that hid their faces conpletely, which was fine by Tannim The
horses they rode were al so black, but they had fangs i nstead of horse's teeth. What disturbed
Tanni mthe nost right now was that they were cl ose enough he could see such details through the
white sand the Mustang was cl oudi ng up behind itself!

It was that rooster-tail of sand that had given himthis idea, though, so nmaybe it wasn't all bad.
Tanni m conjured up one of his planes of force, the sane kind he had been using as ranps for the
Mach |I. He laid it down behind the speeding Mistang, a few feet behind the rear chronme, and
dragged it along. The plunme of sand grew even taller while Tannimadjusted the angle of it to make
it a scoop. He then called another plane into existence. This tinme it was vertical, and caught the
mejority of the sand the other one was ki cking up

Then he snapped his fingers and the vertical one dropped back behind them braced between a
monol ith of berylliumand a bus-sized |unp of coal. He snapped his head around to face forward,
grinning like a fool. What are you doing, you idiot? Are you actually showi ng off? You are! You
are! You're showi ng off for Shar!

"That's one!" he said as he dropped the accel erator pedal again and the engine's runble went up in
pitch. "Now for the clincher—take the wheel agai n—

Tanni m changed the angle of the trailing plane of force, sinultaneously making it both w der and
taller. In a few noments nore, they had a perfect square of white sand follow ng them as they shot
bet ween rows of sem precious stones the size of student apartments. Tannim |l ani nated a second thin
wal | of force over the sand, let off the throttle again, and to Shar's obvi ous anazenent, stopped
the car.

"What are you doi ng?" Shar denmanded.

"Hang on. You'll see," Tannimsaid tersely. He unbuckled and stepped out of the car. Wth a few
hand gestures, he slid the upright square of conpacted sand to one side, and then split it in half
hori zontally. He shuffled that half down to ground |l evel and pushed it off to the other side, then
pl aced one slab of white sand on either side of the tire-tracks.

"What are you doi ng?" Shar asked again, a note of frantic worry in her voice this tine.

The sand they had left in the air behind had settled enough that he could see, with disconcerting
clarity, that their pursuers had split around the wall he had put up a m nute ago. Some had sinply
punched through it with inmpunity. It had, after all, just been conpacted sand, held together by
the vestiges of a walling spell
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The hellish horses were | athered. They had no eyes, only dark hol es where the eyes should be. The

Master of the Hunt was the only Hunter whose face was visible; he wore an open-faced hel m cr owned

with stag's antlers, and his horse was practically a skeleton. The Master | ooked like the ultinmate
predator; there was obviously only one thing for him and that was the hunt and the kill.

And they were all gaining.

Tanni m kept his hand gestures to a mininum so he wouldn't telegraph to the closing horde what he
was up to—by now they nust be thinking their prey was exhausted, stopped to nake a hopel ess | ast
st and.

Well —+f that's what they're thinking, | sure hope they're wong.

Tannimcall ed up three nore planes of force, dropped theminto place, and dropped back into the
driver's seat as fast as he could. His foot was on the accel erator before his door was even

cl osed, and an eyeblink | ater, the Miustang was novi ng agai n. The thickness of the ever-present
m st was increasing. Behind them the Hunters' horn sounded again, audible over the grow ing
engi ne—

—and was abruptly cut short. Tannimlooked in the rearview mrror.

Behind them the WIld Hunt's dogs and horses were being cut down by the planes of force he had

| eft at knee-height on either side of the upright, double layered, and very rigid walls of force
Horrors of ages past, spectres of ancient armes and spirits of death were being clotheslined at
the kneecaps and vaulted, deathless faces first, into the white sand. By a kid from Okl ahoma in a
fast car.

And beside him a half-dragon, half-kitsune |ady was feverishly concentrati ng on—sonet hi ng—gl owi ng
i n her hands.

"This is it!" Shar shouted over the how of the engine. "This is ny trunp card! If this one
doesn't wor k—

She didn't finish the statenent. She didn't have to. They both knew what the outcone would be if
the Hunt caught up with them

The m st was so thick now that Tannim s effectiveness as a driver was cut in half. The rocks
weren't spaced apart at predictable intervals in this section, and there was al ways the chance he
mght run into one if he wasn't careful. That would bring a swift end to the Hunt, but not the one
t hey want ed.

So nowit was up to Shar to shake their followers off the trail.

There were no fireworks this tine; Shar sinply held sonething small in her hand, visibly pouring
every erg of energy left to her intoit. She finally tapped into the resources of the Mach | as
wel | ; Tanni m sensed nore power draining fromit into whatever it was she held, as if she had

suddenly opened a spigot at full force.

Then she dropped it—whatever it was—eut the wi ndow. And collapsed into the seat, her face drained
and white, her eyes cl osed.

A flash in his rearview nmirror startled himinto glancing up, taking his attention off her for a
monent. To his amazenent, there was another Mistang behind them with two occupants in the front
seats, speeding away at right angles fromtheir own path!

She's built a decoy! But how—

"A hair fromme, a hair fromyou, and a | oose screw fromthe dashboard,"” she said faintly.
"Wapped up in a swatch of silk. It won't create tire-tracks, but it's made to | eave a strong
scent, nmagical and physical. | hope it'll hold themuntil we pass the wall into the other pocket.
The decoy will incinerate in about twelve nmnutes ... but by then, our trail should be cold enough
that they'll give up."
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However she'd done it, it had taken everything she had in her, and then sonme. It was obvious that
she had held nothing in reserve. She lay back in the seat, pale and drained, so tired that only
the seatbelt was hol ding her erect.

So now it was up to himagain; he' d bought her the time to create the decoy, now her creation was
buying themthe tine to escape.

Time to find the gap in the wall, and get the heck out of there.

* * %

Tannimwaited until the last of the color and turbul ence was gone fromthe nist around them before
bringing the Mach | to a halt and turning the engine off. Shar had not noved in all that tinme; she
was as spent as a channel -swi mmer or a marathon-runner at the end of the race. She hadn't even
noticed that they'd left the real mof the Hunters.

"Are you all right?" he asked, wanting to touch her, but not certain that he dared. As a sort of
awkwar d conprom se, he took both of her cold, linp hands in his to warmthem

"Are we there yet?" she replied, wi thout noving or opening her eyes. "Are we on the other side?"

"Yes—and | can't hear the Hunt anynore." That had been a relief; the nmoment he'd crossed the
barrier of turbulence, he'd |lost the |ast sounds of horns and hounds, and they hadn't returned. It
| ooked as if Shar was right; the Hunt couldn't track anything past all that nagi cal confusion
They m ght not even be able to find their way in it.

"Nor can I, lad," Tomput in fromthe rear seat. "An' | think | got sharper ears nor ye."

Shar heaved an enornous sigh of relief, and finally opened eyes that mrrored her own conplete
exhaustion. "I think we've lost them | didn't dare believe it, but | think we nanaged to | ose
t hem "

"You nean you rmanaged to | ose them clever fox," he said, squeezing her hands. She smiled faintly
and squeezed back. "If you hadn't created that decoy, we'd never have gotten away fromthem?"

"There ain't many as escaped the WIld Hunt," Tom Cadge said, with awe and delight. "I didn" think
e'en the two o' ye coulda done it!"

"I couldn't have done it," Tannimsaid flatly. "Not alone. Al the fancy driving in the world
wasn't going to shake that bunch." He shook his head at her shrug. "No, | know what |'mtalking
about and—+took, Shar, | want you to know sonething. | know we aren't out of this yet, but—you're
free of your debt to me. You' ve put in nore than enough to get us both out of this mess.”

At that, alittle life and color crept back into her face. "But | haven't gotten you back yet—
she protested. "You were right. | got you into this, and the only way to bal ance the scales is to
get you hone again."

"I know," he replied, "but you've done nore than you had to. It's not your fault we couldn't go
back the same way | came in. So, no matter what el se happens, the scal es are bal anced so far as
I"mconcerned, all right?"

"If that's the way you want it," she said slowy, "all right. But I'mstill going to get you hone,
and |'mgoing to get Tom sonmewhere that will be safe for him"

"I know," he said, letting her hands go, with a smle. "I know. Now, help nme find that Gate again,
all right?"

* * %

Finding the Gate was a great deal easier than he'd thought it would be; Shar didn't even need to
stir herself to help. On this side of the wall, with no wind to disturb the sand and no hills for
it to slide down, the tire-tracks were still as plain and as clear as if they'd just driven by a

few seconds ago. He sinply followed his own trail back to where it ended at the al abaster arch in
the mdst of the shifting msts.

Now t here was only one decision left to nake.
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"Back to the tundra?" he asked out |oud, staring at the translucent rock of the Gate. "Or
somewhere el se?"

"The only “else' we have available is that little domain of nmy father's," Shar replied, sitting up

and runni ng her hands through her hair in an obvious effort to revive. "It has to be the tundra.
We'll just have to go there and hope that we don't neet up with Madoc."

"And i f we do?" he countered. "Shar, if we have a plan in place, we'll be one up on him If we can
nove while he's still staring, we have a chance to get away."

She nodded slowy. "You're right. The worst that can happen is that we don't use that plan. Do you
have any ideas?"

"Actually, | do." He stretched and popped a couple of vertebrae in his neck. "I think we ought to
keep the Gate live behind us. And if we run into Madoc on the tundra, we duck back through to here
before he can react. He won't know where we went, so we'll have a little lead tinme. Then, from
here—we go straight to Charcoal's pocket hol ding."

She stared at him eyes wide. "You have got to be kidding. That's crazy! Wiy don't we just stand
off in the mst and |l et them search around, wait until they give up on this destination and then
go back to the tundra?"

But he shook his head. "Because Madoc's going to | eave sonmeone to guard that Gate on the frozen

plain. If we stand off and wait, they can still followthe tire-tracks and find us. But if we go
to Charcoal's domai n, when they cone through here, they just might see the tire-tracks on this
side and follow them out across to the other side of the wall. If they do that—they' |l run right

into the Hunt."

He waited while she absorbed all that and gave it sone serious thought—particularly the part about
| eadi ng Madoc to the Hunters.

"At the worst," he continued, "they'll figure out which setting we used and foll ow us there. By
then, if we haven't gotten into trouble, we'll be followi ng Gates that you know, and we won't be
flying blind anynore."

"Those are all good points,"” she admtted. "And | can't think of a better plan." She ran a hand
across her eyes and rubbed her tenple wearily. "I hope we don't have to make too nany fancy
maneuvers, though. | don't have too nmuch left in ne."

He knew t hen exactly how nuch had been taken out of her by that |ast heroic effort. She would
never have adnmitted her weakness if she hadn't known there was no energy, no strength in her to
call on anynore.

And now he was in the unconfortable position of trying to decide what was the nost risky
proposition. Should they stay where they were until Shar recovered a little, taking the chance
that the Wld Hunt might find them or some other, equally nasty inhabitant of this pocket junped
t hem—er Madoc found thenf

Tinme is running out, either way. W're getting hemed in.

O should they go on, and take the chance of running into Madoc with Shar in a dangerously
weakened st ate?

"I wish | knew where Madoc was right now," he muttered, running his finger nervously across his
chin.

“I'f I had ny old air elenmentals, | could tell you," she replied, her eyes grow ng suspiciously
bright and wet. "They used to scout things for ne, until Madoc nmurdered one of them and the rest
of themran off in terror." She rubbed her hand across her eyes. "My favorite ..."

He sat down beside her and offered his shoulder. He half expected her to refuse it.

But she didn't. She put her head down on his shoul der and wept silently, tears soaking into his
shirt, her whol e body shaking with quiet sobs. He held her, sensing that the tears were | ong
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over due.

For the nonment, decisions would have to wait.

* * %

Joe tapped quietly on the door of the black-lacquered room after intercepting FX just before he
yanked the doors open with no warning to the occupants.

The door slid aside after a nonent's pause. Lady Ako was the one who opened it, but Joe thought
that Chinthliss looked a little | ess out-of-sorts. He still |ooked worried, but not as annoyed as
bef ore.

There was no change in Lady Ako's expression, at least not that Joe could read, but then she
surely had a doctorate in inscrutability. He hoped that the two of them had gotten some of their
di fferences ironed out while he and FX had | eft them al one.

He'd never have admitted it out |oud, but he was kind of a romantic, and he had heard the pain in
Chinthliss' voice when the dragon had told the story of how he had | ost Ako. Maybe if Ako knew
that, it mght nmake sone difference to her. Maybe if Chinthliss got over sone of his attitude
probl ems, she'd be willing to give himanother chance.

But Lady Ako's first words had nothing to do with the relationship between herself and Chinthliss.
"The conputer has a tentative match with sone of the things Chinthliss and | have seen while you
were gone," she said. "If the match is a true one, it is npbst inperative that they make sonme nove
to get out of there before very long. It is a nost dangerous pocket of the Unfornmed."

"Aren't they all?" Fox asked, as he took his place behind the table.

"Not all pockets are accessible to the WIld Hunt," Lady Ako said shortly.

"What ?" Fox yel ped, every hair standing on end. Joe blinked in surprise at Fox's reaction. He'd
never actually seen anyone or anything but a cat bristle with fear before. It was a very
interesting effect; Fox became twi ce his normal size for a nmoment, before Lady Ako's soot hing hand
notions cal ned him

"Tell me we aren't going there," FX begged. "Please, Lady, tell me we aren't going there after
them I'monly a three-tail, | can't take on the WIld Hunt!"

"Not unless we have nore than just a "tentative match' froma collection of silicon chips to go
on," Chinthliss replied. "The |l ady has graciously put one of her best sorcerers at our disposal;
when we know where they are, he will give us a Gate that will take us directly to them But we are
not going to waste that advantage until we have no doubts."

"I ndeed," Ako added with a decisive nod. "I wi sh that we could work your Tannims trick with the
chrome circle a second time, but while we are all Underhill, the nmere presence of even this much
steel = she tapped the ring with one claw "—hanges the effect of our nmagic. W have not practiced

in the presence of Cold Iron as Tanni m and Shar have; we do not know how to use the effect.”

Joe stared at her as sonething hit him Onh, surely the |lady had thought of this already! It was so
obvi ous—

Oh, what the heck. "Then why not go up?" he blurted, face and ears reddening as he thought about

how stupid he must [ ook. "Why not go to our side of the Hill, where your magic won't be affected
as nuch?"
"Ch, it will still be affected,” Ako said with a sigh. "The problemis the magic itself, and not

entirely the place where it is cast. Your Tannimknows those effects, we do not. He could
conmpensate for them but we have never had the need to learn to do so."

"A mstake, and one that | have pointed out to others," Chinthliss runbled. "No point in rehashing
ol d debates. |- He broke off, suddenly, and his expression changed. "Ako, the boy is right! | had
forgotten that Tannimused the ring to build his Gate!l We cannot use the trimring to do nore than
scry here, for a nunmber of reasons—but we can make a Gate out of it on the other side of the Hill

because we will make the Gate fromit exactly as Tanni mdi d! You' ve been assum ng we would create
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a new Gate, not that we would use the chrome circle! And it won't matter if the Miustang warps
magi cs where it is, because the trimring is part of the Mach I! It would matter if we were trying
for Tannim hinsel f, say, or Shar, but not if we're linking into the Miustang directly! Mgica
resonance should ..."

He went on at sone |ength about "Laws of Magic" and spouting sone kind of nathematica

equati ons—Ako replied in the sane vein, with great enthusiasmand growi ng excitement. Wthin
seconds, Joe was hopelessly lost. Fox's gaze went back and forth between the two of them Ilike a
spectator at a tennis match, but Joe couldn't tell if he was actually followi ng the increasingly
esoteric conversation or not.

Wll, it hardly mattered. Chinthliss thought his idea was going to work, that was the point, and
it |looked as if he was convincing Lady Ako. Finally she nodded.

"I believe you are right," she said. "And what is nore, | believe your logic is absolutely sound,
megi cal ly and mathematically. There is no need for us to sit here in idleness any |onger."

She slid the door to the tiny roomopen, and the three of themfollowed her out into the |arger
room "Come," she said with an inperious gesture, showi ng no sign of stiffness after all that
sitting in cranped quarters.

Chinthliss winked broadly at Joe and FX behind Lady Ako's back, but followed her with no other
conment .

She paused only to shed her fancy outer kinmono and collect a belt hung all over with a variety of

i mpl ements. Beneath the el aborate robe she wore a nmuch nore utilitarian outfit, sonething like the
jackets and | oose pants that karate students wore, only in a scarlet silk as red as blazing maple

| eaves in autum, bound at the waist with a scarlet scarf. She slung the belt over the jacket and

pulled it snug.

"So where is this sorcerer you promised us?" Chinthliss asked mildly, as she gestured again that
they should foll ow and headed down a corridor that ended in a door. She waited while Chinthliss
got the door, nodded gracefully, and preceded Joe and FX through it. It let out onto a perfectly
ordinary sidewal k bordering a paved street in the mddle of a well-manicured park of the kind that
woul d surround an English manor-house. Grass as perfect as a carpet of Astroturf undul ated beneath
huge oak trees and i muacul ately groomed bushes, and nade pl ush paths between beds of flowers in
full and riotous bl oom Behind them the building, which Joe knew was huge, was nothing nore than
a single-storied one-room cottage surrounded by nore beds of flowers, picturesque as anything in a
fairy tale.

Lady Ako advanced to the street w thout a single backward gl ance. "Taxi!" she called, waving her
paw hand in the air, although Joe hadn't seen a single sign of anything |like a cab. But within a
few seconds, one appeared—this tinme it wasn't a cartoonish taxi like the last one, but a perfectly

normal London cab
"Where to, mun®?" the driver asked in what was definitely an English accent.

"Grand Central Station," she replied, getting into the front, next to the driver, |eaving the rest
of themto pile into the rear. It was a bit of a squeeze, with Joe stuck in the middle, but they
all nade it. The cab snelled pleasantly of |eather and nmetal polish; it made a U-turn and
proceeded down the tree-lined avenue at a nodest pace. There wasn't any other traffic, and no one
on foot, either.

Fortunately, the ride wasn't long. "That's it, up there,” Chinthliss said, waving at a building
ri sing above the trees ahead of them Joe had no clue what the real G and Central Station | ooked
like, but it probably wasn't anything like this..

Carved of white narble, the place rose several stories tall, covered in arches and staircases—and
it made Joe dizzy just to look at it, because it was all so conpletely wong. Staircases were at
ri ght angles to one another, even runni ng upsi de-down, arches gave out onto platforns that were at
the tops of staircases that neverthel ess went up fromthe platform even though the platformwas
al ready hi gher than the staircase..
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Wrse yet, there were people wal king all over this thing, upside-down, sideways—though al ways at
the correct angle to the surface they were wal ki ng on

"Don't think about it," FX advised himin a kindly voice. "It's all right, it just isn't operating
by the rules you're used to."

If that wasn't the understatenent of the century! At |east the bottomstory | ooked nornal enough
as the taxi pulled up to the single entrance. Joe decided that the best thing he could do woul d be
to fix his gaze firmy on the ground in front of himand not | ook anypl ace el se.

Lady Ako paid and tipped the driver, and they all piled out of the cab onto the white narble

si dewal k. Joe refused to | ook any higher than the first floor, but that was inpressive enough. The
whol e thing was white marble, and every inch of it was carved with patterns of flying birds that
becane fish that becane birds again, or lizards, or rather bew | dered-I|ooking gryphons.

"The sorcerer?" Chinthliss pronpted. Lady Ako just smled.

"l1"ve always said that if you want sonething done right, you should do it yourself," she replied
"Way should | del egate sonething this inportant to sonmeone el se?"

"Ah." Chinthliss only nodded. "Hence Gand Central Station.”

She shrugged. "It will save ne sone effort,"” she replied, as if that answered everything. "The
price of four tickets is far, far less than the cost of the safety of my daughter."

Chinthliss only bowed, and gestured to her to | ead themon again. She did so, taking them under an
archway upheld by two pillars carved with sinuous, intertwi ned |izards.

Once inside, Joe forgot his resolution to only | ook down at his feet. He stared upward, gawking.
They were inside a single enormous roomof white nmarble that reached into the nisty distance.
Around the edge of the roomwas a ranp spiraling upward until it dwi ndled far above theminto a
mere thread. Gving out onto the archway were doors with names carved over themand inlaid with

bl ack marble. Joe sinply couldn't read nost of those nanes; they weren't lettered with anything he
recogni zed. The words were as foreign as Arabic or Chinese.

Peopl e were coning and goi ng fromthose doors; not nmany, and not at any regular intervals, but
there did appear to be a certain anount of steady traffic.

"Don't worry about those," FX told him nudging himto get himnoving again. "Wat we want is over
t here—

The Kkitsune pointed to another arch, this one quite plain, but with a ticket booth at one side.
Lady Ako was already there, buying tickets, while Chinthliss waited beside her. There was a single
word carved above this archway as well: Home.

Home?
"Come on," Fox urged, as the lady turned away fromthe booth with tickets in her hand.

"What the heck does that nmean, “~Hone'?" Joe asked. "Wat's goi ng on here?"

"Al'l those doors you see up there are Gates," Fox explained as the two of themhurried to catch

up. "You can get here fromjust about any domain Underhill—this is the other side of the park from
the gazebo where we cane in. If you don't want to use up your own magic in building a Gate to
somewhere, you can al ways cone here and use the public Gates. Underhill couldn't exist wthout
this place, actually, it's sort of the center for everything. This is the nost neutral spot in the
uni verse. You could neet your deadliest blood-eneny here, and no matter how nuch you hated each
other, you'd both better smle, nod, and ignore each other. The guardi ans of this place don't
interfere with nuch, but break the peace, and they'll squash you flat."

FX giggled. "W call 'em Sysops."
"What's that got to do with “Hone'?" Joe persisted, as they cane up to where Chinthliss and Lady

Ako were standing just beneath the archway.
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"This is a unique Gate in all of the domains," Ako supplied, handing hima ticket. "It requires an
enornous anount of nmagic to operate—and it will take you hone. Werever your hone is. It responds

to your desire, to the place you feel is truly honme to you—anywhere Underhill, or anywhere on your
side of the Hill, fromWarsaw, Poland, to Warsaw, |ndiana; from Athens, G eece, to Athens,

Georgia. For that reason, although the other public Gates here in Gand Central Station are free
or of nominal cost to use, use of this Gate is very expensive—but | do not grudge the expense. |
will need all ny powers once we reach your side of the Hill to build the Gate to reach Shar and

Tannim this will help nme save themfor that."

"So Joe, it's up to you,"” Chinthliss said quietly. "W need to get back to the barn, or somewhere
near it, so we can use the trimring as a Gate." He handed Joe a different ticket fromthe other
three: nmetallic gold, it felt very nuch Iike a very thin sheet of nmetal, enbossed with odd
characters. "You're the one with the Master Ticket for this trip; the Hone Gate will take its
setting fromyou. Take us hone."

Honme? For a nonent, his mind was a conplete blank. He'd never had a home, not really, so how could
he take the others there? Not the succession of lowrent apartments that he and his parents had
lived in while his father was working out his Grand Plan. Certainly not the old mansi on outside
Atlanta. Definitely not the bunkers of the Chosen Ones in Cklahoma. Not even the military school
whi ch was the only place until now where he'd ever felt confortable..

Until now Suddenly his thoughts settled. Wiat was wong with hin? O course he had a hone now
Tanni s parents had made that clear, that he was wel cone and wanted there. Needed, too, when it
came to it; he could pull his own weight there and know he was useful, and be sure of getting

t hanks afterwards.

No, there was no question of where home was. Not anynore.
"Ready?" Chinthliss asked, |ooking searchingly into his eyes.

He nodded, confident now, and | ed the way under the vast, white arch of stone, knowi ng what he
woul d find at the other end of it.

Home, he thought with a |longing, and yet a deep contentnent, as he felt that nowfaniliar
di sorientation take hold of him

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

There was the usual nonent when he was blind, deaf, and directionless; this tine Joe flexed his
knees automatically and stepped forward confidently, wal king out of blindness into—

Darkness. It took his eyes a nonment to adjust to the dark after the dazzling whiteness of G and
Central Station.

Don't panic; we left at night, it should still be night, shouldn't it? How nuch time had passed
whil e he was Underhill? Several hours, certainly. Should it be dark, then? Shouldn't it be dawn by
now? Were they even where they were supposed to be? Wiat if they were in Atlanta, or even the
mlitary acadeny?

Then, to his inmmense satisfaction, the bulk to his right resolved itself into the Drake house at
the end of the driveway, and the flat to the | eft becane the road.

"Good job," came a whisper to his right; Chinthliss, he thought. "Ri ght on target."
"When are we?" FX whispered urgently.

Joe swivel ed and reached out involuntarily, only to find that his hand passed right through FX. So
they were definitely home, the world he knew, where Fox was nothing but a spirit. Wen? Wat does
he nmean by that?

Chinthliss raised a shadow armand a bit of blue light flashed up fromhis wist. "CGood," he said
with satisfaction. "Very good! Only four in the norning, same night that we left."
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Anot her shadow shape touched his arm this one slimand graceful. Lady Ako. "The tine between

Underhill and your world runs at different paces,"” she offered in | ow voiced explanation. "Your
sense of place is very strong, and includes a solid feeling for the exact tinme you cane Underhill
Because Underhill has not been precisely real to you, your sense of place was not influenced by

the apparent tinme you spent there."

If that's supposed to be a sinple explanation, | don't want to hear a conplicated one! he thought,
bewi | dered. Neverthel ess, he bowed his thanks to the Lady w thout revealing that her explanation
left himas baffled as before.

"I"'d like to get back to the barn,” Chinthliss said, scanning the house and the road quickly. "The
shields on it are good ones, and | don't want to |l eave a |live Gate open behind us w thout shields.
The only way we're going to get themout will be if we |leave the Gate open at our backs."

"A good point," Ako murnured. "This is your place of expertise, Chinthliss, and | will follow your
instructions. | have only visited here on this side of the Hll, and none of those visits was very
recent.”

"Which way is the barn fromhere?" Chinthliss asked Joe in an undertone. "I don't renenber."

"Not a problem" Joe took the lead with confidence, even in the thick darkness of the |last hour
bef ore dawn. The others followed, accepting himas the tenporary | eader

The Juni or Guard had foll owed himand his orders once—but it had been out of habit to obedi ence,
and not because they were particularly confident in his ability.

But this was different. At this nonent, despite anxiety for Tannimand worry about what |ay ahead,
he was as content as he had ever been. He was trusted for hinself, now, and not because he was

Br ot her Joseph's son, or the duly authorized | eader of the Junior Guard, or even an officer in the
ranks of the Chosen Ones.

It felt good.

He owed this, all of it, to Bob, A, Tannim and the other Fairgrove people he hadn't even net
yet—a famly of his own choosing, if it cane right down to it. They'd given hima place where he
bel onged, where he could find out what he was all about. He owed them for sonething beyond price,
sonet hi ng not too nany people ever got, really.

Wel |, he thought, |engthening his strides when he sensed that the others would be able to keep up
with him in that case, it's time for sone payback.

* * %

"I"'msorry," Shar said, w ping her nose on the tissue Tannim offered. Her eyes were sore; her
throat and lungs ached. She felt vaguely as if she should have been enbarrassed; she'd never
broken down like that before in front of anybody, not even her nother. Charcoal, Lady Ako, sone of
t he Unsel ei ghe had seen her anger, her rage, but never her tears. Gief until now had been a
private thing.

But she wasn't enbarrassed. It had felt so good to | ean on soneone else, even for just alittle—so
good to let loose all that grief, all the frustration. So good to be held by sonmeone who wasn't

going to expect the very next noment to be a passionless roll in the sack
"Hey," Tannim said, patting her hand awkwardly, "you were just tired, that's all. You still are.
Just wait until we're sonmewhere safer, and you get a chance to rest; you'll be all right then."

She sniffed and bl ew her nose, then | ooked up at himto neet his peculiar, weary, |opsided smile.

He handed her another tissue. "I wish all | did was cry when | get tired. Wen |I'mbeat, you can't
trust ny aimw th anything. That's one reason why | don't carry a gun around."

"Real | y?" she said, seizing the chance to change the subject gratefully. "I can't inmagine you
bei ng unskilled at anything."

He nodded sol emmly. "Honest truth. Scorched one of nmy own friends with a mage-bolt once during a
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firefight with the Unsel ei ghe; gave hima reverse Mbhawk."
"No!" She giggled as he nodded with a touch of chagrin as well as anmusenent.

" "Fraid so." He sighed and | ooked around at the eddying m st outside of the Miustang. "Look, |
hate to try and push you, but we really need to make sone deci sions here. Wiat are you going to
set the Gate for? The frozen plain first? O do we junp right into the fire and try Charcoal —

Wthout warning, the Gate flared into life.

Tannim s reactions were faster than she woul d have believed possible for a nere human. He had the
Mustang in reverse and skidding away fromthe Gate in a flash.

It just was not quite soon enough

The sand cane to life with a roar and rose up in a barrier behind them It acted as if it was
alive, or sonething was alive and burrowi ng beneath it, heaving upward in a towering nound with
sides too steep for the Mustang to clinb. He slammed on the brakes, and spun the wheel to the
side, throwing the Mach | into first and accelerating into the nmist at right angles away fromthe
brand-new nound, only to find the way barred by sonething entirely unexpected.

A wal | of shadow and dulled silver. A living wall
A wall with ten talons, each as long as an arm

He sl amred on the brakes, just short of it. Shar stared through the wi ndshield at the two enornous
forecl aws, each half as large as the Mistang.

A dragon. ..

There was only one dragon in all of Underhill that peculiar netallic gray, |ike polished ash, or
matte-fini shed hematite.

Char coal
Fat her .
She bit back a gasp of fear, and felt a wave of chill wash over her

Her hands were on the door handle. She tried to take them off and couldn't. They woul d not obey
her.

She found hersel f opening the door of the passenger's side, entirely against her will; found
hersel f getting out, standing beside the Miustang, mnist eddying around her ankles. Her hands shut
t he passenger's door as she strove to regain control of them to no avail. She should have been

angry, but all she could feel was rising panic.
Charcoal shares ny bl ood; he nust have—the ability to control ny body—

More shapes noved in on them out of the mist: bipedal shapes in black arnor, with surcoats and
cl oaks of midnight black, a dozen or nore altogether. They paused in a group for a nonment, in
compl ete silence. One of them strode out of the mdst of themwith his sword drawn and his
facepl ate up.

Madoc Skean. He | ooked rather pleased with hinself. Bastard. He got Father to track us down!

"Ah, Charcoal," Madoc said with fal se good hunor. "I see you've found them Now, just hand them
over to nme, and—

The dragon coughed, and warmair |aden with the scent of aged stone washed over her. He bent his
neck down to stare at Madoc, his sulfur-colored eyes wide with anusenent. "Hand them over to you?
Aren't you getting above yourself, Madoc Skean? It was you who cane to me for help, as | recall
and not the opposite." Charcoal's voice booned overhead, kettledruns and distant thunder, a
vibration in the breastbone. "If it had not been for ne, you would never have found them would
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you? If it had not been for ne, you would not have known the Gate into this domain, nor would you
have been able to hold it."

Shar found herself free to nove again, as Charcoal's attention was nmonentarily on Madoc, and she
backed up, one slow step at a tine. So he doesn't control me unless he's concentrating on it!
Maybe if she could get a little out of reach, where the m st was thicker, she could make a run for
it. And if she broke and ran, that would give Tanni man opening to try sonething. Her magi c was
exhausted, but there was still his, and he was no amateur. Tension corded every nuscle in her body
as she edged past the rear of the Mustang. Alittle nore. Alittle nore..

Madoc' s expression changed fromgenial and self-satisfied to petulant and angry. "I thought we had
a bargain, Charcoal," Madoc replied harshly. "You would find them | woul d—=

"You woul d what ?" Charcoal |aughed so loudly that Shar wi nced involuntarily. She knew that |augh.
Charcoal was sure he held the situation conpletely under his own control. "Di spose of the human?
Puni sh nmy daughter? You would presune? | claimed this hunan as ny prey a long tine ago, elven
fool —-and such as you are not fit to polish the talons of one of ny kind! However she has offended
you, she has previously of fended nme, and she is nine to deal with, not yours!"

Charcoal's tail lashed, scattering Madoc and his foll owers, and the barrier of sand coll apsed as
Madoc took his attention fromit. But the overall effect, when Madoc's Facel ess Ones gat hered
around himagain, was to put Shar and the Miustang directly between Madoc and Charcoal, with the
Facel ess Ones between her and freedom This was not an inprovenent.

"I will challenge you for themif | nust, inpertinent |izard!'" Madoc shouted, gesturing with his
sword. "The human has slain nmy kin, wought havoc anbng ny kind! She broke faith with nme! She
violated the terms of our agreenent! | have first claimon her and on himas well!"

"My claimtakes precedence over yours, oh creamfaced |loon," the dragon retorted, raising his head
again. "She broke faith with ne I ong before she broke it with you. In fact, I would say that you
owe ne for nmeking a separate peace and an alliance with her when you knew that she and | were at
odds. "

The Facel ess Ones were creeping up on Charcoal from behind, working their way across the sand
silently, using the m st as cover. Shar wondered if he noticed—

Then his tail |ashed again with sudden, deadly purpose. Mst of them evaded it, but one did not;
the creature was caught across the midsection by twenty feet of scal e-covered nuscle as big around
as the trunk of a tree and sent hurtling, broken-bodied, out into the mist. It did not return. Not
surprising; nost created creatures disintegrated when damaged beyond repair.

And what will happen to ne when | am damaged beyond repair?

"And as for the other, the human, ny prey," Charcoal continued, as if nothing had happened, "I
will deal with himas | see fit. H s very existence is offensive to me, and has been since ny
rival chose to make a protégé of him"

Tanni m opened the driver's-side door and slowy enmerged fromthe Mistang to stand beside it. But
Shar got the distinct inpression that he had not been forced, as she had been, that he was getting
out under his own control

Tannim no—don't do anything, don't say anything—

The young nage ran a hand t hrough his tangled nop of hair and | ooked up at Charcoal with no sign
of fear. "Don't you think it's a little early to start calling me "prey'? | nean, we just net,"
Tannimsaid nmildly.

Shar stiffened at his casual tone, now nore afraid for himthan she was for herself. Ch no—no
Tannim don't provoke himn

Charcoal bent his gaze on the human below him his eyes glowing with pent-up hatred. "Ch real ly?
Per haps you need to be reninded of howtiny you are."
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Tanni m fol ded his arnms across his chest, and casually | eaned against the car. "If you're trying to
intimdate me, it's not working. | know all the tricks. And size doesn't inpress me in the least."

What was he trying to do? Did he have sone clever plan to get themboth out of this? Shar clenched
her fists until her nails cut into the palnms of her hands, desperately trying to rmuster up even
the tiniest anmount of energy. The sparks of her magic sputtered and died as she tried to fan them
into life. Surely he couldn't be counting on her to back hi mup—he knew she was exhaust ed!

This was a hazardous ganbit Tanni mwas playing, if what he was doing was trying for tine by
bl uffi ng—and she didn't think it had a snowball's chance of working.

Charcoal 's eyes narrowed. "You are an arrogant fool," he runbled, his talons flexing in the soft
sand as if he longed to sink theminto Tanninm s body. "As big a fool as that Unsel eighe idiot who
was hunting you."

But Tanni m sinply shrugged and leaned a little nore against the car, dropping his left hand down
behi nd the open door, paying no attention whatsoever to Shar. "Really? You think so? Then you
haven't been paying attention."”

H's left hand flickered once, quickly, out of Charcoal's line of sight; the keys to the Mistang
fell at Shar's feet, the sound of their inmpact nuffled in the soft sand. Charcoal was so busy
concentrating on Tannimthat he didn't notice.

The dragon's eyes narrowed to nmere slits. "You tire ne," he hissed. "I believe it is tinme to
squash you, and—

A whi pl ash of nmage-energy crackl ed across the di stance between Madoc and Charcoal. Shar ducked
involuntarily as it arced over her head, and Charcoal's head snapped back fromthe inmpact on his
nmuzzl e, precisely as if Madoc had sl apped him

"First there are ny clainms, wornl" Madoc cried, his voice high and tight with anger, his hands
glowing with the residual energy of the nage-bolt. "This nortal is mne!"

"Don't you think both your claims are a little premature?”

Shar turned, for the voice had clearly come from behind her. Another figure |oomed out of the
nst.

Tanni m oohed. "The gang's all here."

Looned was precisely the word; the shape noving through the m st towards themwas just a little
shorter than Charcoal —although in this mst it was difficult to judge. In the next nonment, a bl ast
of wind froma pair of huge, fanning wings blew all the mst away fromthe i nmedi ate area.

It all began to drift back inmedi ately, of course, but not before Chinthliss nade an inpressive
entrance in the wake of the wnd.

Shar had never seen Chinthliss in his full draconic splendor before, and she felt her eyes

wi dening with surprise. He stal ked onto the sand, bronze scal es shinmering subtly as the nuscles
beneat h t hem noved, head held high on his long, flexible neck, wings half-spread behind himlike a
gol den- bronze cl oak. Beside him the rest of his party | ooked |ike dolls—

Dol I s? Perhaps that was not the best conparison. Perhaps they were no match for himin size, but
that did not nmean they were not formidable in their own right.

On Chinthliss' left, and nearest Shar, was the young bl ond human Tanni m had been partnering before
Shar ki dnapped the Mustang; he had a drawn weapon in his hands, and Shar m ght have been the only
creature present other than Tanni m who knew just how deadly that tiny piece of nmetal really was.
Beside him in full battle arousal, was a three-tailed kitsune, his fox-mask convul sed in a snarl
of rage, every hair on end, his paws crackling wth nmage-energy.

And on Chinthliss' right—

Mot her!
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Lady Ako was as serene and outwardly unnoved as a statue of a Buddhi st nun; only soneone who
really knew her well would see the anger in her eyes and sense how cl ose she was to the boiling
poi nt. And Shar knew that scarlet outfit she wore so regally, that belt with all of its nany
surprises. Lady Ako had cone prepared in her own way for battle.

Tanni m hadn't noved a nuscle, although both Charcoal and Madoc Skean had backed up and shifted a
few involuntary feet. Shar allowed herself to hope, just a little. Charcoal stared at the
newconers with the first signs of surprise Shar had ever seen himdisplay. Shar took advantage of
the distractions to bend down and snatch up the keys to the Mistang, know ng what that had cost
Tanni mand what it nmeant to her

He had sent her a nessage, as clearly as if he had spoken it to her. If | buy it—t's yours, the
car and all the power in it. Everything.

Her heart ached. It wasn't the Mustang that she wanted..

Shar, Tannim and the Miustang were now the exact mddle of a triangle, the points of which were
Madoc and his Facel ess Ones, Chinthliss and his allies, and Charcoal. Shar was al ready severa
feet behind the tail of the Mistang. Wth the change of position, Madoc was nearest Tannim Shar
nearest Chinthliss, the Mistang between Tanni m and Charcoal

"Chinthlissssss.” Charcoal's hiss of recognition was so full of hatred that Shar could taste it.
"I mght have known you woul d show up."

The bronze dragon shrugged; an oddly human gesture. "I amnot as careless of nmy protégés as you,
it seems. Nor am| inclined to abandon ny allies as ny whimsuits ne."

Charcoal ignored the sally and dropped his gaze to Chinthliss' feet. "Ako," he said in a tone that
Shar coul d have sworn was one of reproach—f she hadn't al ready known that Charcoal was a naster

of mani pul ation. He assunmed an expression of noble hurt. "Ako, | amsurprised to find you
with—this brat. | thought you had nore dignity and pride than to be taken in by a nmanipul ati ng
charl atan. "

Lady Ako | ooked Charcoal up and down, her face so full of open scorn that even Tom Cadge rnust
sense it. "I do," she replied shortly. "That is why | left you."

Charcoal reared up as if he had been struck. The three-tailed kitsune openly snickered.
Chinthliss' mouth widened slightly in a draconic snile

"I believe," he said genially, "that we have a stalemate, Chinthliss."

"Fool i sh worns!" Madoc Skean shouted furiously, startling themall. "You are forgetting ne!"

He rushed Tannim sword held high over his head, the blue-black blade alive with crawing actinic-
white tendrils of nage-power. But Tanni mwas not as unready as he had | ooked—or as rel axed.

Tanni m reached down into the Mustang's front wi ndow, and turned with one snooth notion to face
Madoc' s charge. As Madoc's bl ade sl ashed downward toward his head, Tanni m brought up both hands
wi th somet hi ng between them Madoc's sword nmet Tannims red crowbar instead of Tannim s head.

However tempered the elven blade was, it was no match for a solid bar of Cold Iron, doubly-
tenpered with spells. Wth a screamthat sounded al nost hunman, the bl ade snapped in half, |eaving
a charred stunp in the hilt in Madoc Skean's hands.

The Unsel ei ghe lord stared at the remains of his weapon for a single stunned second. That was | ong
enough for Tannimto make his counternove.

Showi ng all the expertise of any battle-honed el ven warrior Shar had ever seen, Tanni mswing the
crowbar in a two-handed slash toward Madoc's head. The elven lord ducked aside at the | ast nonent,
and the crowbar only caught his upraised arm

Sparks flew from Madoc's spell -strengt hened arnor, and Madoc staggered back a few steps.

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...errated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%?20Circle.txt (160 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:38 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

But now the fight was no | onger one-on-one. The Facel ess Ones closed in to come to the aid of
their master. Tannimwhirled to parry their blades, but there were nany of them and only one of
hi m

Tannim He could never fend themall off—-not w thout help!

Shar nanaged to sumon up the power for a nmge-bolt. Her hands bl azed with nmagi cal energy; she
screanmed at the top of her lungs with the pain it cost her, but she blasted the nearest of the
Facel ess Ones full in the unprotected back, just as Tanni mconnected with a second, a raking bl ow
straight across the chest with the pointed end of the crowbar.

Both disintegrated in a shower of sparks, enpty arnor dropping to the sand with a clatter.

Tanni m dove through the opening presented by the | oss of a faceless warrior, turning the dive into
a sonersault that brought himup onto his feet much nearer Shar, and outside the circle of

Facel ess Ones. Qut of the corner of her eye, Shar saw that the young human with Chinthliss was
trying desperately to find a target, but was clearly afraid of hitting Tannim Tanni m swung on
anot her Facel ess One, catching it in the back. Another shower of sparks and tunble of enpty arnor
mar ked the | oss of another of Madoc's creations.

Now it was Madoc's turn again; he charged Tannimwith a wild war cry, his hands full of a rmuch
cruder weapon than his prized mage-sword. This was an ancient Celtic war-club, a nassive piece of
| ead- wei ght ed wood, previously strapped across his back. Tannim s crowbar was no match for it—and
Madoc was a warrior trained since his birth hundreds of years ago in the art of w elding such
weapons.

The club came down; Tannimdeflected it rather than blocking it, but Madoc recovered swiftly and
used the nmomentum of the deflected swing to cone in fromthe side. Tannim deflected it again, but
only partially; he got a glancing blowin the ribs that made hi mgasp and go double for a nonent.

Madoc brought the club around agai n—
No, you bast ard!

Shar's mage-bolt to the side of Madoc's head was weak, but enough to distract himfor a noment.
She crunpled to her knees, gasping with pain that brought tears to her eyes, but Tanni mtook
advant age of Madoc's distraction to recover, and | anded anot her bl ow agai nst Madoc, this one a
solid hit to the knee with the full weight of the crowbar behind it.

Madoc's | eg crunpl ed and he went down on the other knee, as Tanni m shuffl ed backward, getting out
of range of the vicious club

That gave the young human enough roomto begi n shooti ng.
Yes! Shar exulted.

Facel ess ones dropped |ike puppets with cut strings as the hunan's bull ets connected. Joe enptied
one clip, and slapped in a second wi thout pausing. He wasn't just a good shot; he was an expert.
For every crack of gunfire, another Faceless One fell, until the only set of black arnor stil
movi ng was the one containing the Unsel ei ghe Lord.

Madoc was in full battle-rage, oblivious to the decimation of his followers. In this state, only
his own chosen target had any place in his naddened nind. In a condition of berserker

m ndl essness, he felt no pain, and would not notice injuries or even broken bones. He regained his
feet and charged again, linping slightly, heading straight for Tannim

But the young human beside Chinthliss wasn't finished either

In a flurry of rapid fire, the young man enptied three well-placed torso-shots into Madoc Skean's
breast pl at e.

Madoc' s body jerked backward with each of the three shots. Three fist-sized netallic dinples
appeared in the carapace of Madoc's arnor, where the spent bullets hit nmetal after passing through
breastplate and fl esh.
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Silence. Shar's ears rang fromthe noi se of the shots.
Madoc dropped down to one knee with a clatter of arnor, |eaning on the war-club

Bl ood poured fromevery seam every hole in Madoc's arnor, yet the Unsel eighe |ord somehow
remai ned erect.

The young human ej ected the second clip and slapped in a third, leveling the sights on Madoc,
al t hough he did not resune firing.

Madoc' s hel m canme up, the eye-slit pointing at Tannim There was a gurgling sound as Madoc tried
to speak, but nothing coherent emerged. Then, like a tree falling in slow notion, he dropped over
sideways to land sprawl ed in an ungainly heap, blood still oozing fromhis arnor.

The young man swiveled instantly to train his sights on Charcoal, but the dragon's attention was
not on him nor on Chinthliss, nor even on Tanni m

Shar net her father's eyes and could not |ook away fromthe burning yell ow gaze. Hi s eyes grew
until they filled her entire field of vision, until she was lost in them drowning in them
hel pl ess to | ook el sewhere.

Once again, fear overwhel med her, chilling her very soul
She felt her body noving forward, one slow step at a tine.

"This is no stalemate," Charcoal thundered, his voice vibrating her bones and shivering along the
surface of her skin. "If you try to stop me, you will all suffer. Chinthliss, you are no match for
me, and never were. Ako, your powers lie in cunning and in Healing; the lowy three-tail beside
you cannot even nuster the latter, much | ess courage. No human born could ever harmne. Even if
you shoul d conquer nme against all odds, sone of you will die, and all of you will suffer. You
cannot risk that."

Shar fought Charcoal with every atomof her will, to no avail. Her feet continued to nove,
draggi ng reluctantly through the sand, taking her ever nearer to him She sensed the Mistang
within reach; it might as well have been on the other side of the HIl for all the good it did
her. She could not even feel her hands clutching the keys: they were conpletely nunb.

"Nevert hel ess," Charcoal continued maliciously, "I shall grant you this rmuch. You may go; even the
human called Tannim | will permt you to escape this time. But | will have ny daughter."

"No!" Ako cried, and Shar bled inside to hear the pain in her voice.

"Yes." Charcoal's icy tone sent a frost of fear down Shar's spine. "She is of ny blood; see for
yourself how | control her body. As | created her, she is mne, and | will have her."

"You couldn't hold her the last tine, Charcoal,'
isn't property. She'll slip your |eash and run."

Tanni msaid defiantly. "She isn't yours, she

But Charcoal |aughed, and the sound froze the blood in Shar's veins.

"Not when | amthrough with her, she will not." The dragon chuckled nmaliciously. "I shall see to
it that there is nothing left in her mnd that | have not placed there, no image that | have not
approved. This time ny dear Shar will be everything a doting and dutiful daughter should be—body,
m nd, and soul. And the body, nind, and soul will be nine."

She knew he could do it. He had the power to erase everything that she was, and replace it with
what ever he want ed.

To unmake her.
No! she cried out in horror, but only in her mnd. No!

And her feet stopped noving.
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Fear gave her strength she didn't even know she had. Encouraged, she continued to fight: she
stared into Charcoal's eyes and forced them away from her, fought against the control of her body
until she shook as if she were fevered. Feeling came back to her hands, her arnms—

Charcoal's eyes narrowed in anger; his breath escaped in a hiss, and he snapped his jaws together
with inpatience

"Do not fight nme, girl,"” he snarled. "Do not fight ne, or | shall make your friends suffer.”

She ignored his threats, knowi ng that while she fought his control, he would not be free to turn
his attention el sewhere. Wth a snarl like cloth tearing, he changed his tactics.

She screaned as pain struck her with a thousand fire-tipped | ashes, convul sed and dropped to the
sand, hol ding her head in her fisted hands as agony |anced her in both tenples.

"Stop it!" cried Ako, in shared agony. Shar saw through eyes blurred with tears of pain that her
not her stood as rigid as a stone, her face a mask of anguish. In answer, Charcoal only sent
anot her assault of pain through his daughter.

"l can continue this as long as her mnd resists,” he said with a laugh that filled her ears and
m nd, and echoed in her heart. "And you can do nothing to prevent it."

"I'" mAot your property!" Shar managed through teeth gritted agai nst the pain.
"I =i || —Aot —surrender!”

"Then you will suffer," Charcoal replied, and suited his actions to his words. "And when | am
finished with you, if the rest of these fools have not taken advantage of the opportunity to
escape, | shall turn ny attention to one of them?"”

A different kind of pain grated on her nerves, racing up her armfromher left palm She realized
that she still held the keys to the Mistang.

And she still held the key to the power in the Mistang.
In the brief interval between waves of excruciating pain, she reached for that power. Held it.
Used it.

She threw up a shield between herself and her father; a crude thing, but strong, and she panted
with relief as the next wave of pain broke on it and failed to reach her.

She used the nonent of respite to refine it and reinforce it, before he realized what she had
done, and that his punishnment no | onger reached her. Slowly, she got her bal ance back; slowy she
rai sed her head, defiant once again. She got to her knees, then to her feet, and stood staring at
him daring himto try sonmethi ng new.

Charcoal was clearly taken aback by this devel opment and stared back at her with open
ast oni shnent .

"l am not your property, Charcoal,
property. Anything I owed you before, you lost all right to when you tried to control ne.

she said in a voice hoarse fromscreaning. "I am not anyone's

Charcoal 's eyes wi dened in specul ation, and she sensed that he was thinking furiously. "Shar— he
said then, his voice sweetly persuasive and hypnotic, "I don't know what this human has been
telling you to turn you agai nst nme, but hunans are by nature deceitful creatures. Wiatever he has
promi sed you, there is no way that he intends to nake good on his promse. It is easy for humans
to prom se nore than they can deliver—they never live |ong enough to be forced to account for

t hose promi ses! You have not seen as nmuch of the worlds as | have; | have only been trying to
protect you fromall the lies and trickery that—=

"That you are the naster of," Shar snapped, holding her head high. "That always has been your way,
hasn't it? Wen you can't force sonmeone, you hurt them and when you can't hurt them you try to
mani pul ate them It isn't going to work with nme."
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Charcoal reared up to his full height, and only then was it apparent that he was much | arger than
Chinthliss. But his voice renmai ned snooth and cal m even though nalice underlay it.

"I'n that case, daughter,'
flawed creation.™

he said silkily, "I shall sinply have to destroy you, as | destroy any

The fear returned, fourfold, holding her hel plessly hostage. Shar sensed hi mgathering his power,
and wi nced back behi nd shiel ds she knew were i nadequate, waiting hel plessly for the bl ow that
woul d be the last thing she ever felt. She closed her eyes, trying not to show that she was

paral yzed with terror.

Any nonment.

Her skin crawl ed as she threw the | ast of her power into her poor shields.

Now ... now. ..
"Stop it!"
The blow did not fall. Shar opened her eyes.

"Stop it, Charcoal,"” Tannimsaid wearily, stepping away fromthe car. "That's enough. Leave them
all alone. Leave her alone."

Charcoal turned his burning gaze on the battered young hunan.
"And why, pray, should I?" he asked.

VWhat is he doing? Shar stared, trying to fathomwhat new trick he was going to pull. Did he have
anything left?

Surely he nust—

"Because you don't want her. If you want revenge on Chinthliss, you want ne. So take ne." He held
his arnms wi de, and her breathing stopped as she realized what he was sayi ng.

"Take me instead. | surrender."

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

"Take me. | surrender," Tanni mrepeated, dropping the crowbar to the sand with a dull thud as if
to enphasize his words. A dispassionate part of his nmind noted the shock in Charcoal's eyes with
grimanmusenent. This was the last thing the old |izard had expected

"An interesting offer," Charcoal replied slowy. "I fail to see what pronpts you to assune that |
will take it."

"Ch, please, I'mnot that dense." He allowed a weary sarcasmto color his words. "Don't you think
Shar's already told ne why you spent all that time training her? You wanted her to be ny opposite,
right? The counter-weapon to Chinthliss' little “Son of Dragons.' That's all you ever wanted her
for. Wll, here | am all yours. You won't need her anynore, you make Chinthliss unhappy, you get

rid of nme, you've got the whol e enchil ada.™

He had known the nonent Charcoal started in on Shar that the gray dragon was right; they couldn't
fight him If they did, they'd all get hurt. Probably at |east three of them would be kill ed—Shar
definitely, Joe the nost likely after her, Fox and hinself as a tie for third victim Joe would
di e because he had no idea what he was up against, and a fight with Charcoal was no tinme to learn
Li ke the new recruits in the trenches, he wouldn't have tine to gain the experience he needed to
survi ve.

They coul dn't abandon Shar, |eave her to be nurdered or m nd-w ped by her father. He couldn't
abandon her. And even if they did abandon Shar to her father like a bunch of cowards, the nonent
Charcoal finished with her, he'd start on the rest of them anyway.
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No natter what happened, Shar would die, physically or nentally, and she didn't deserve any kind
of death, nmuch less the kind that Charcoal would give her

Unl ess he gave Charcoal what he really wanted
And if I'mgoing to die, I'd like it to be keeping my friends safe. Keeping Shar safe.
Ri ght, Tannim Very brave. Very noble. Very stupid.

What the hell. When we played soldiers, | was always the one who fell on the grenade and got the
terrific funeral. Too bad I won't be around to see this one. Damm. Life's been good.

He took a slow step forward, feeling every bruise, and savoring the pain as the |ast thing he was
likely to feel. He was acutely aware of the soft, shifting sand under his shoes, the oddly clean
taste to the air, the faint ache where that mst-thing had bitten him "Here | am" he repeated.
"I won't fight you. It won't cost you a thing. Take ne."

Shar could not believe her eyes and ears, as her throat closed, choking back her cry of horror
What was he doi ng?

He was sacrificing hinmself, that was what he was doing

She tried to grab him to stop him to counter his offer with one of her own, but she was held
frozen, paralyzed. And what could she offer? She had just defied her father—should she neke
Tannim s offer worthless by surrendering herself now? Charcoal woul d never take her surrender and
| et Tannim go. Tannimwas right. Charcoal didn't want her and never had; he wanted the human. She
had never been nore than the neans to get Tanni m

Tanni m st epped forward again, arns still wide. "Think about it, Charcoal," he said, as calny as
if he was not witing out his owm death warrant with every word he spoke. "Think about how much
you gain. You nake Chinthliss miserable. Since you |let Shar |oose, you don't make Ako unhappy; in
fact, you might even stand a chance of getting her back. Ako doesn't give a danm about me, she
only wants her daughter safe, and she knows you won't want her once |'m gone. You get rid of nmne.
As an added bonus to that, there's a bunch of Unsel eighe who'Il be so happy with you for getting
rid of ne for them you'll be able to wite your own ticket with them Mdoc Skean wasn't the only
Unsel ei ghe | ord who wants ne dead."

Everyone's attention was on Tannim so only Shar saw that Thomas Cadge had crept out of the rear
seat and was stealing out of the Mustang on all fours. He had taken the bandage off his head, and
al t hough she could not see his face from where she stood, he did not appear to be acting in the

| east blind.

He waited for a noment, crouched behind the shelter of the driver's-side door, then twirled his
fingers in a peculiar gesture.

A thick eddy of mist twined up to the door, and he slipped off out of sight under its protective
cover.

Shar nearly choked on bitterness, and fury shook her along with her grief. He nmust have been
Char coal ' s conf ederat e—he was the one | eading Charcoal to us, and here we thought we were trying
to save him | should have thrown himto the WIld Hunt.

If she ever saw his cowardly face again, she would throw himto the WId Hunt.

"Wel |, Charcoal ?" Tannimwaited, now just within Charcoal's reach, the droop of his head and his
sl unmpi ng shoul ders reflecting weary resignation. "How about it? |Is the offer good enough?"

No—Shar wailed silently. No, Tannim please—
—don't | eave ne al one—
Char coal | ooked down with snoldering eyes for a long nonent at the small hunman at his feet. Silent

tears cut their way down Shar's cheeks, and her heart spasned wi th agony.

file:/lIF|/rah/Mercedes%20Lackey/Lackey,%20M...errated%20Edge%204%20-%20Chrome%?20Circle.txt (165 of 173) [6/4/03 10:33:38 PM]



file:/IIF|/rah/M ercedes¥%20L ackey/L ackey,%20M ercedes¥620-%20Serrated%20Edge%6204%20-%20Chrome%20Circl e.txt

"Yes," he said at last. "I believe that | shall take advantage of this situation.”
He stared down at Tannim for a nonent |onger; then, before anyone could nove or speak, he struck.
He |l ashed out at Tannimwi th a foreclaw, all talons extended, striking sideways, |like a cat.

Shar reached out—dsel essly, with agoni zing sl owness. Every second became an eternity, enabling her
to see the tiniest of details. Charcoal's talons hit Tannimin the chest and bent against his
arnor, tearing at the remains of his shirt. Only one of the five three-foot-long talons caught and
penetrated the arnor, but it was enough. It pierced his chest conpletely, going through the arnor,
the entire torso, and energing fromthe back, a needle-shaft of blood glistening in the light.

Charcoal flexed his talons open, then closed his fist around the body for a nonment, as it
convul sed in his foreclaw, and he screaned in triunph. Then he flung it contenptuously at
Chinthliss' feet.

"Tannim"
Shar screaned

Her heart caught fire in ningled pain and angui sh, despair and rage, and sonething broke within
her, unleashing a fury she had never known was i nside.

She reached for power, found it in her rage and hate.

Charcoal was going to pay in blood. No matter what it cost her

* * %

Ri ght up until the |ast nonent, Joe was sure that Tannimwas going to pull sone rabbit out of the
hat. Even as the gray dragon | ashed out, he was positive Tannimwas going to do sonething clever.

It wasn't until Tannim s broken and bl eeding body flew through the air to land at Chinthliss' feet
that he understood the truth of the situation

There had been no way out. Tannim s offer had been genuine. And Charcoal had taken it.

He didn't realize that he was screaming until he ran out of breath; didn't realize he was shooting
until the hamer clicked on an enpty chanber. He ejected the clip and sl apped in another, enptied
it, and slapped in the last, tears running down his face and into his open nouth.

Then he paused for a nonent, for now Fox was a streak of red lightning, |aunched into the air,
then sl ashing at Charcoal's nuzzle and eyes until Charcoal roared and sl apped hi mdown into the
sand, where he | ay stunned and unmovi ng.

Lady Ako was on her knees beside Tannim s body; Joe didn't bother to wonder why. Once Fox was out
of the line of fire again, he enptied the last round into Charcoal, trying for the eyes.

Just as he dropped the last bullet into the dragon, Shar opened up on him

She stood in the center of a pillar of white-hot flame, her two hands aimed for the gray dragon
and fromthose hands she poured the fires of the inferno itself down onto Charcoal. She | ooked
like a living flanme-thrower.

That, Charcoal felt.

He screanmed and tried to fend the fire off with his foreclaws; the webs of his wings withered in
the yell owgreen flames and started to crisp around the edges—

Then the fires died, and Shar stood wavering for a nonent, then collapsed bonelessly onto the
sand.

Charcoal was still standing.

Al'l the danage seened to be superficial. Joe stared at him frozen in place, unable to breathe or
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nove, tears still scorching his face
What does it take to kill this bastard?

Charcoal turned toward Chinthliss, and shook hinself once. Flakes of ash fell away from himas he
glared at the bronze dragon

"Now, " he snarled. "You die with the hunman."

Chinthliss gathered hinself, preparing to spring at Charcoal's throat. Joe |ooked frantically for
a weapon and saw not hing even renotely useful

W're all going to die—

A huge shadow uncoiled itself out of the mist behind Charcoal. A dark bronze, fisted foreclaw
| ashed out of the shadow and slammed into Charcoal's head in a fearsone backhand smack

The gray dragon rocked back on his heels, as a second bronze dragon, darker and |larger than
Chinthliss, and faintly striped with deep gold, strode past himacross the sand to stand beside
themall, facing Charcoal

"I don't think so," said the newconer.
"Thonmas?" Chinthliss gasped, his fanged nouth gapi ng open in blank astoni shnent.

The new dragon grinned toothily. "You haven't been hone in ages, Chinthliss. Just keeping up the
tradition of bailing you out of trouble, little brother.” Thomas turned his attention back to
Charcoal . "You," he said, contenpt dripping fromhis voice. "You may take your m serable carcass
out of here and slink back to whatever hole you call hone. You may do so only because we have

ot her concerns at the nonent, nore inportant than dealing with you."

"And if | don't?" Charcoal hissed.

Chinthliss drew hinself up to his full height. "W, ny brother and I, will kill you. This
pl edge. "

Charcoal |ooked fromone to the other and back again, and evidently believed them for he snarled
and |linmped off into the nist.

Now Joe unfroze; his knees turned to jelly and he sank down on the ground, closing his eyes in
despair. Ch, Lord God, what do | tell Tannim s nmom and dad? He nust have had some ki nd of
prenonition this was going to happen—he asked nme to take care of themif anything ever happened to
him Now he's gone—eh, God, what do | do now? H s shoul ders shook with sobs, his throat was tight,
and his chest ached as he hugged hinself in his grief.

"Boy— Soneone was shaking his shoul der. He | ooked up, to find an old man—well, ol der than
Chinthliss, anyway—-shaking him "Boy, go help your kitsune friend. Lady Ako needs ne to aid her."

He nodded dully, responding to an authority automatically, and stunbled to his feet. He shuffled
across the sand to Fox, who was stirring and noaning faintly. Just as he reached the kitsune, Fox
opened his eyes and |ooked up at him clearly still in a daze. He'd reverted to the seni-human
form the one with Janmes Dean's face.

"Di al nine-one-one, would you?" FX asked weakly.
"Yeah, sure," Joe replied. "lIs anything broken? Can you sit up?"

"No. Yes." Wth Joe's help, Fox managed to get into a sitting position, holding his head with one
hand. "Ah, hell. Being physical is not all it's cracked up to be. For every kiss | get when | do
this, seenms like |I catch ten punches.™

"Right." Joe had no idea what he nmeant, and right now, he didn't nuch give a damm. He hurt too
much inside to care about rmuch of anything. Al he could think of was the last time he'd seen
Tanni m standi ng beside the Mustang, trading jokes with Chinthliss..
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Never agai n. Never again.

Chinthliss was a few feet away, back in his human form hel ping Shar to her feet. The old nman and
the other dragon were nowhere in sight.

O was the old nman the other dragon?

The young wonan | eaned heavily on Chinthliss' shoul der, and Joe thought she m ght be crying, for
she hid her face behind the curtain of her hair and her shoul ders shook. He was sayi ng sonething
to her that Joe couldn't hear

Chinthliss | ed her over to Lady Ako; |acking any other orders, Joe got Fox up and hel ped him
stagger in that direction as well. He averted his eyes as they neared; he just couldn't bear to
| ook at—

"I believe | have himstabilized, with Thomas' hel p," he heard Ako say in a voice so faint with
weariness that it was hardly nore than a whisper. "If we can get himto further help quickly, |
believe we can pull himthrough, but he shoul dn't be noved without nore Healing than we can give
him We are at the end of our strength.”

For a nonent, the words made no sense to him Stabilized? Healing? Wat?
Coul d she mean Tanni nf?

He et go of Fox's arm and stunbled the renaining few steps to where Thomas and Lady Ako knelt on
ei ther side of Tannim s body. A body which was breathing, shallowly. There was an awful |ot of

bl ood soaking into the sand around him Although the green, hexagonal -scal e arnor he nust have
worn under his shirt gaped open over the chest, there was no huge wound, only a rawred |ine, the
kind you saw on a wound that had just been sutured.

"The talon m ssed the heart,"
hol di ng. "

the old man was saying. "Just. |t would seem your protégé's luck is

"How | ong can you hold hin?" Chinthliss asked, as Shar picked up one of Tannim s hands and held it
as if she was willing her remaining strength into his body.

"Wth Thomas' hel p, an hour, perhaps nore." Ako snoothed the hair over Tanninis pale forehead. "I

am not sure that anyone will ever be able to heal the danage conpletely. | fear he will always
bear the marks of this encounter. And he may well still be lost to us."
Chinthliss | ooked straight at Joe. "The Gate to the barn is still open," he said. "If | send you

through it with the Mustang, can you get to a phone, call Keighvin Silverhair, and get himto us
within an hour?"

Joe had no hesitation. "Yes, sir!" he replied.

"I"ll stand watch for trouble,"” Fox offered. "I've got enough left in ne for that."

“I''l'l hold the tenmporary Gate for you and Keighvin. It'll be faster if he Gates to the barn, then
takes ny CGate here. He'll waste tinme trying to find us otherwise," Chinthliss said. Then he | ooked
at Thomas. "I'mgoing to want to know everything later,"” he said firmy. "But nowtet's nove.
Tannimis still near death, and slipping away."

Joe did not need any urging. Shar pressed the keys into his hand, though how she cane to have
them he had no idea. He ran for the Mach I, and with Chinthliss |eading through the mist, took it
to the Gate they' d made of the chrome circle.

This time he drove out of the barn under a dawn sky—and headed straight for the nearest Quik Trip
There was a quarter burning a hole in his pocket.

There were sone tense days ahead.

* * %

Reality seened to float |ike a feather.
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Even now.
Concentration returned to himeasier now, despite the fact that his nother was on the phone.

"No, it's all right, Mm really. M. Silver has taken care of everything. Don't worry. Really."
Tanni m hung up, sighing—earefully, since any novenent of his lungs hurt |ike hell—-and Shar took it
fromhim putting it out of the way in the headboard of The Bed. She handed him a Gatorade and
made a little face of apol ogy.

Fox—nsubstantial, Tanni m assuned, since he was in the real world—perched on the top of Tannims
TV set on the bureau at the foot of The Bed. He shrugged sympathetically, and twitched four tails.

"How are they taking it?" Shar asked. "I hated to make you talk to them but they've been calling
here three tines a day, and this was the first tine you' ve been awake enough to deal with them
|'ve been passing nyself off as a private-duty nurse, telling themyou' ve been taking pain-pills
and you're sl eeping.”

He coughed, and a sharp stick stabbed hi munder the ribs again. "About as well as you'd expect.
They hate it when | get hurt."

Shar nodded, her face full of synpathy, and sat crosslegged on the foot of his side of The Bed. He
slowy tucked up his feet to nake room for her

At least his legs weren't broken this tine.

"Hey," Fox said, "look at it this way. If they'd actually seen you, they'd have been having fits,
followed by Iots of really expensive therapy."

"He's right. It could be worse," Shar told him "Joe was very quick to think of a plausible

accident, to account for— She nodded at his chest. "I certainly would never have thought of a
runaway gl ass-truck."

"At least you can tell your nother the truth," he said, just a little bitterly. Then he shook his
head and grimaced. "lI'msorry. It's just post-injury depression. I'ma rotten patient." He nanaged
to drag up a little smle for her. "Usually, once Keighvin's Healers get done with ne, there isn't
anyone here who has to put up with me. That's why | bought this nonster bed. As long as |'m not
full of I'Vs, | can pretty nuch take care of nyself if |I have to until I'mnobile again."

"Wait. You bought a huge bed to be all alone?" she replied, one eyebrow arching. Fox smrked.

"Let's say it works out that way." He shrugged—earefully. "It's got roomfor ny electronics,
anyway. "

"I found the fridge and the microwave in the headboard, and all the controls to everything el se,"
she said with a fell ow gadget-lover's adniration, "but | was afraid to try any of them | didn't
know what they did and | didn't want to turn you into a sandw ch."

"Jeez, or worse," FX put in. "I can just see trying to explain to Lady Ako how come Tannin s
| am nat ed!"

d ad for the change of subject, Tanni mdenonstrated his prize for her. The Bed was the only piece
of furniture he'd ever really hung onto through all of his many noves, after he found it in a
Goodwi I | . The years of ordeal-after-injury-after-trauna had all been survived with this one item
intact. Though he'd nodified it for the electronics, sonmeone sonewhere had spent a | ot of nobney
designing a bed for a market that didn't exist. O a market of one, depending upon how you | ooked
at it.

He had awakened nore than once in The Bed after one of his close encounters with severe pai h—but
never after quite such a close encounter with death. Hi s | ast nenory—ooking down at his chest,
his vision filled with seeing Charcoal's talon sticking into it, deep into it, as everything went
red and bl ack—pl ayed back. He wasn't certain he really wanted to think about that very hard; but
he couldn't help it. If he did think about it, he was going to start shaking, and he was afraid
he'd never stop, never have the courage to |leave this roomagain. Still, the sequence of events
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pl ayed through his nind, and he felt his control slipping again. Then his mnd cleared and the
menory nercifully faded away.

Hi s next clear nonent had cone a couple of hours ago: waking up in The Bed, and finding Fox on the
TV and Shar sitting on the edge, pretending to read, but watching him That had been enough to
drive all other thoughts fromhis mnd, at |east tenporarily. Then his parents had called, frantic
with worry, and some story about a weck—that he'd gotten hit by an out-of-control glass-truck and
had gotten a huge shard of glass in the lung. Joe was with his fol ks, keeping themcalm

Just like | asked himto. Am| getting prescient?

In a few nore days Joe would "fly" here, once the Drakes were sufficiently cal ned. Actually,
Kei ghvin was going to send Alinor after him Joe had said, with a |augh, that A had orders from
Kei ghvin to "outfit him"

God. Al has great taste, but he's gonna turn the kid into a bigger gadget-hog than ne. At |east
Joe no | onger had any problemw th accepting Fairgrove's generosity.

He thought he'd conme to a fewtimes in between that noment Underhill and now, he had vague
menories of Chinthliss and Kei ghvin hovering over him of a woman with long red hair and oriental
features, of Lidam one of Keighvin's Healers, of Fox and Shar, and of Thonas Cadge. He did think
he renenbered waking up in terrible pain several tines only to be soothed back into sleep by a
gentl e hand on his forehead, a hand he associ ated, for sonme reason, with Shar. He thought he'd
dreamed of voices, of Shar and Fox tal king together about him

And he had a particularly vivid nmenory of awakening in the nmddle of the night to see Shar asl eep
in an exhausted tangle of hair and pillows and a bl anket, on the other side of The Bed, her face
tear-stained and white with weariness. He would have chal ked that up to a hallucination if he
hadn't come to this norning to find her here.

This was certainly a new experience; the very first time he'd ever awakened in The Bed after an
injury to find that he wasn't al one.

"So, you were starting to explain just what Thonmas Cadge has to do with all this when the phone
rang," he pronpted.

"Yeah, | wanted to hear this, too," FX said with interest.

She thought for a nonment, then resuned the interrupted explanation. "Thomas is Chinthliss' ol der
hal f-brother," she said. "Chinthliss says that while they have the same dragon-father, Thonas'

nmot her was a human, one of the Sidhe fosterlings who was a very powerful Healer. Thomas used to
feel very strongly against cross-species romance, partly because of all the trouble he had grow ng
up. So when Chinthliss got involved with ny nother, Thonas was against it fromthe very begi nning,
and did everything he could to break the ronance up."

Tanni m shook his head, puzzled. "Al right, that nmuch I've got. So why did he get involved now?
And what the hell was he doing, pretending to be a crazy old blind guy?"

"That was part of his plan—you see, he got involved because he saw how unhappy Chinthliss was
after Mother left him He says he heard fromsone of his friends that Mther wasn't exactly ful

of cheer either, and he—reexam ned his feelings." She fell silent for a nonent. "He told ne after
we brought you back here that he felt at least partially responsible for their breakup, because of
all the things he'd said to Chinthliss. He decided he was wong, and he wanted to nake it up to
them He loves Chinthliss; all he ever intended to do was to try to protect himfromgetting hurt.
And whether or not he'll adnmit it, Chinthliss adores him too."

Tanni m nodded; he coul d understand that. Chinthliss had often remarked on how unfortunate it was

that Tannimwas an only child, how he mi ssed out on a great deal by not having a brother. Tannim
had never known, before now, that it was because Chinthliss hinmself had a big brother who watched
out for him

"So. Thomas decided that he was going to have to find a very subtle, clever way to get Ako and his
brot her back together." Shar paused. "He is the reason we used to dream about each other."
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Tanni m bl i nked. "W~aait. You nean, since he couldn't get the two of themto talk to each other, he

forced the issue by getting the two of us—what would you call it? Curious about each other?

I nvol ved?"

Shar shook her head, puzzled. "I'"mnot quite sure. | think his original intention was just to have
us get glinpses of each others' lives, so we'd be sufficiently intrigued to see if we couldn't

track each other down. He certainly didn't intend for us to have the kind of dreams we've been
havi ng since we di scovered the opposite sex!" She laughed then, the first tinme he'd heard her
laugh with no sign of strain in her voice. She had a beautiful l[augh. "He was very enbarrassed
when | cane right out, described the dreans, and asked himif he was the cause!"

"I guess the only thing we can blame is our own subconsciouses for that." He chuckl ed—ery
carefully, nore of a wheeze. Laughing hurt too much. "So, he figured that if we went |ooking for
each other, Ako and Chinthliss would have to go along with it. And if we becane friends, Ako and
Chinthliss would be forced together, is that it?"

"Pretty much. Then things got out of hand." She licked her lips and stared at the wall for a
monent in thought. "He wasn't prepared for Charcoal nolding ne into your opposite nunber."

Tanni m si pped his Gatorade. "So what did he do?"

"He said he worked with it, keeping an eye on nme through ny air elenentals. He figured he could
get things back on track when | broke away fromny father, but then | nade alliances with the
Unsel ei ghe, and that was al nost as bad. The last thing he wanted ne to do was—wel |, what | did,

ki dnappi ng the Mustang. He knew you were going to cone after it as well as | did. That was when he
deci ded he'd better get involved directly, disguised as Thonas Cadge." She shrugged. "He freed the
real Thomas Cadge, took his clothes and his cart and all, and folded so many di sgui se-shi el ds on
himself | didn't have a clue, and neither did you. He said he didn't know what he was going to do,
he just knew that if he didn't come along, we'd probably get caught again, and Ako and Chinthliss
woul d never reconcile and never forgive him"

"Well, that's where | cane in," Fox said lightly. "Shar, since you don't need ne to talk to to
keep you awake, 1've got a date with a pretty lady fox." He winked at Tannim "d ad |'m seeing you
on this side of the spirit-world, buddy."

Wth a pop, FX vanished, leaving his glowing "FX'" hanging in the air for a nonent, like the grin
on the Cheshire Cat.

"Huh. That's Fox all over. Vixen chasing." He finished the Gatorade and put the enpty glass down.
"So that's what Thomas Cadge was all about. | wish he'd pulled his rescue a little sooner." He
tried to say it lightly, to nake a joke out of it, but it cane out badly. The inplications hung
heavily in the air, and he flashed on the tal on penetrating his chest again..

He shivered, and caught a pain-filled breath. How | ong before he'd stop seeing that in instant
repl ay?

Shar bit her lip. "I saw hi msneaking out of the car. | thought he was the one who had | ed
Charcoal to us in the first place when | saw that. Then, when | realized what he really was, | was
al rost as mad at himfor not showi ng up sooner, too. For what it's worth—he denonstrated draconic
shape-changing to ne, and since he's half-human, it takes a lot longer for himto go fromhunman to
dragon than it does to do the reverse. Chinthliss told ne that if the dragon is interrupted

hal fway through, it kills him He feels really awful, Tannim As badly as you'd like himto feel

| think. The only way he'd feel worse is if—f you weren't all right."

"Ch." Tannimdigested this, and to buy hinself a little tinme to think, picked up the audio
controls and triggered the CD player. He didn't renenber what he'd left in there, but it would
probably help lighten the nood a little—

But the first selection hit himbetween the eyes and left himstunned. "I'lIl Find My WAy Hone," by
Jon Anderson and Vangel i s.

Hone. He'd thought he'd lost his home forever; that he didn't fit in the old one, and hadn't found
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a new one. Shar had never had one. What was it that Thomas had sai d—sonet hi ng about not bei ng able
to go back to your chil dhood hone because you outgrew it? And that part of being an adult was
bui | di ng your own home?

And building it nmeant finding soneone to share it. Hone wasn't really nore than a place to live if
it meant being al one.

So why did this roomfeel so nmuch |ike a hone?
"Ah—are Chinthliss and your nother—getting al ong?" he asked carefully.

She smiled, and it was clear that she approved of what was going on. "As a matter of fact, | think
they're doing just fine. Mther confessed that she was stalling himto let ne get you out of the
mess on my own, but by then, Chinthliss was so grateful for the way she'd spent herself for you
that if she'd confessed to nurdering his parents and sl eeping with Madoc Skean, he'd have forgiven
her." Her green eyes softened, and her smle softened with them "He really cares a great deal for
you, you know," she said quietly. "He could be your father; he loves you that nuch."

Anot her revelation that left hima little stunned. "I think naybe you're exaggerating a little."
But she shook her head. "No. No, | don't think so. | watched himw th you here; | listened to him
browbeati ng the Heal ers, swearing he'd search through every domain Underhill if he had to, in

order to find the best for you. He nearly did that, too—he's going to owe a |lot of people a |ot of
favors for a long, long tine."

"Ch, hell,"” Tannimmuttered nunmbly. "He's never going to forgive ne for that—-he hates ow ng
peopl e

But she | eaned over and placed both her hands on his. "He doesn't care. Didn't you hear what FX
sai d? You nearly died, not just Underhill, but three nore times after we brought you here."

"I did?" Sonme of those confused nenories began to make appalling sense...

"You have no idea how nuch danage Charcoal did to you," she said soberly, the color draining from
her face. "Modther thought that the talon mssed your heart—+t didn't. Thank the Ancestors there
wer e Heal ers here when— She shook her head. "I can't talk about it. | thought Chinthliss was
going to go mad, or | would. Fox was the only one who stayed calm He was al ways here, the |east

power ful and the nost hopeful, when we were feeling |ike hope was |ost."

He took a slow, careful breath. "So what's the real danmage?" he asked. He didn't want to know-and
he did. Hell, he had to know, he was going to have to live with it for the rest of his life.

"The pernmanent damage is in your left lung and your heart," she said bluntly. "You' ve |lost the
bottom | obe of that lung. The rest—broken ribs, torn nuscles, internal damage—+s either heal ed or
is going to heal." She blinked, and her eyes glistened suspiciously. "You're going to have to be
careful. It's always going to hurt when you really exert yourself, like a stitch in the side, only
worse. That's the best they could do, and Chinthliss would have sold hinmself into slavery to make
you wel | ."

Then she added in a very quiet voice, "So would I."
There it was, out in the open

"You were here the whole time?" he asked softly.

She nodded. "I never left. | couldn't. Wen | thought you were—when Charcoal — Her voice faltered
and di ed. "Fox kept ne conpany. | never saw nuch of the |esser kitsune before this. He's a | ot
deeper than he lets on. He couldn't do anything physical on this side of the HIl, but he watched

you for nme when | just couldn't keep nmy eyes open anynore.”
So the "nmenories" were real ..
He t hought very carefully about his next words, picking themwth utter precision before he spoke

them "You're probably the nost unique lady |'ve ever known, Shar. It's kind of funny—€harcoa
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tried to nake you into ny opposite, and failed. But you wound up becom ng ny—onplenent. O el se
becanme yours."

She Iicked her lips nervously and nodded, clearly listening very carefully to what he was sayi ng.

"What |'mtrying to say is that we went through a pretty wetched experience together and | think
we nmake a good team" He grinned, just a little. "And, dreans aside, even though we haven't known
each other very long, | think we know each other pretty well." His grin faded as he turned his
hands over and caught both of hers. "What I'mtrying to say is that | would really, really Iike
it, Shar, if you would decide to stay here. Wth ne. Maybe we can nake this place into a hone
together. If you'd do that—every bit of this will have been worth it to ne."

She stared at him and her hands trenmbled in his. He bit his lip. "The three best words on this
earth are "I love you.' Wuld you believe me if | used them now?"

She blinked rapidly, and nodded.
"l love you, Shar," he said softly. "I really do. | gotta be crazy, lady, but | do."

"I + guess we both are." She snmiled tremulously. "What a pair we are! A half-kitsune, half-dragon
and a human racer-nage! |If Thomas hadn't changed his mind, he'd be having a litter of kittens. |I—=
Her voice broke. "Tannim 1 |ove you."

He | ooked into her eyes for a long time, then gently lifted one hand and ki ssed the back of it.

"I"'mafraid that's the best | can manage at the nonment— he said with a rueful chuckle. "You're
not getting nmuch of a lover right now "

"You'll just have to nake it up to ne later," she replied, regaining sone of the m schievous
sparkl e he remenbered fromdreans. "And you'll have to renenber, | ama kitsune—half, anyway. |
won't be tied down. | won't be Suzie Honemaker."

"I never thought you would," he replied, with growing content. "There's a lot nore to life than
pi cki ng out drapes."

She | ooked at himfor a long tine, a penetrating stare that wei ghed and neasured the truth of
everything he had said and done. He just smiled, know ng that she would find he neant exactly what
he had said.

Finally, she returned his snmile and noved forward, arranging herself very carefully agai nst—-not
on—hi s shoul der. He managed to get an arm around her without hurting hinself.

He closed his eyes, savoring the nonent, and realized that it was this that he had been | ooking
for, wi thout knowi ng what it was he had been in search of. Sonehow, through pain and fear and | ong
| onel i ness, they had found their way hone.

Toget her.

Tannim held her, lovingly, as they drifted off to sleep. They had a | ot of new dreans to catch up
on.
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