Sonething stirred in the coruscating air ahead.
"Jakabar ?"

The shape gathered its outlines behind the distant silver menbrane that
spanned the road, then punched through and hurtled toward the man.

The beast approached with hateful speed, growing |arger with each
fluttering of his heart, until it filled his vision and a roar

deafened him Sunlight glared off arnored crinmson hide, and the thing 4
clung lowto the ground, as if ready to pounce. Its eyes flashed tw ce,
and it let out a keening wail that pierced his skull and rooted himin
pl ace. He abandoned notion, waiting to feel the beast's jaws close
around him to feel bones pop and flesh part.

Acrid wind ripped at him and stones pelted his skin. The holl ow grasses
bent down, slaves before a terrible enperor, then rose as the world fel
still. The man craned his neck to | ook behind him but the creature
already grew snmall and distant as it sped away.

He turned his gaze forward and forgot the beast. Again the fever rose
within him cauterizing thought and menory, burning away everything he
was. He could envision the flanes dancing al ong his papery skin. Soon
After all this time, it would be soon now

He started to nove once nore but nmet resistance fromthe ground. He
strained, then lifted a foot. Black strings of tar stretched fromthe
sole of his scuffed boot to the pit where it had sunk into the surface
of the road. He tugged his other boot free and lurched forward. He did
not know what strange |and he had found hinself in. Al he knew was that
he had to find Jakabar

"Beware," he whispered. "It will consume you."

The man staggered down the nountain hi ghway, |eaving a trail of
footsteps nelted into the asphalt

2,

Now t hat he was back, it was alnost as if he had never left.

"It's coming," Travis W/ der whispered as he stepped out the door of the
M ne Shaft Sal oon

He | eaned over the boardwal k railing and turned his face westward, up
Elk Street, toward the pyram d of rock that stood sentinel above the
l[ittle nmountain town.

Castl e Peak. O what he thought of as Castle Peak, for over the years 5
t he nmountai n had borne many nanmes. In the 1880s, the silver mners had
called it Ladyspur's Peak, in honor of a favorite whore. According to

| ocal | egend, when a gunslinger out of Cripple Creek failed to pay his
bill, Ladyspur shot himdead in a fair gunfight in the mddle of Elk
Street. She died herself fromcholera not Iong after, and she was buried
how she had lived and worked: with spurs on her high-heel ed boots.

Before that, on maps drawn in St. Louis--fanciful docunents meant to
lure dreanmers across the tall- grassed prairies--it was named Argo



Mount ai n, al though the only gold ever found on Castle Peak was the warm
light of sunrise or sunset.

For a few years prior to the gold rush of 1859, the nane Munt Jeffrey
had hung over the nountain, a nane it had shared with a m nor nenber of
the Long Expedition of 1820--a |lieutenant who one afternoon clinbed to
the sunmt with a bottle of whiskey. By the time Lieutenant

Schuyler P. Jeffrey died of septicemia in a Washington, D.C, tenenent
five years later, his name had tunbl ed off the nountain. Although the
enpty whi skey bottle he had cast down

Was el-ill 4.1--.6 ' mark ant hony

The Ut e Indians, who fromforested ridges had watched Long's party

stroll through the valley, had had their own nane for the nountain:

Gl ouded Brow, for the weath of mst that often girded the sunmt.

However, if the people who dwell ed here before the Ues had called the

crag anything, then it had passed with them And before that . . . no names.

One nountain. Many nanmes. But eventually the peak and the town had both
cone to wear the nane of M. Sinon Castle--who made his fortune in
publ i shi ng back East and who came west with a dream of constructing a
grand new ki ngdom He built the Silver Palace Hotel and the Castle City
Opera House, then returned to Phil adel phia eight years later, after his
wi fe perished of tubercul osis and his sandstone mansi on outside of town
was struck by lightning and burned to the ground. Castle Peak. The nane
fit for now, at least until”a new nane cane along. And after that, when
once again there were no people here and the valley dreamed al one, then
6 it would be sinmply the nountain once nore.

Travis gripped the railing. Behind wire-rimred spectacl es he pressed
pal e eyes shut as he pictured it:

hi gh up the slope the first aspens qui ckening, |eaves whispering
silver-green secrets, then nonents later the |l ow thrumm ng as the canyon
cleared its throat and the | odgepole pines circled in a

graceful tarantella. It was coning

On any world, Travis could always tell when the wi nd was about to bl ow
"I knew you' d come back," Max said that white January day when Travis
stepped into the Mne Shaft, still clad in the travel -worn cl ot hes of

anot her wor| d.

It had been norning, and the sal oon had been qui et and enpty save for
the two nen.
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Jace said you died with Jack in the fire. | kept everything going for
you--the bar, the nortgage, the books. "

Max's words got | ost somewhere in his chest then, but that was all right.

"It | ooks wonderful, Max," Travis said as he hugged his friend. "It al
| ooks wonderful ."

And that was how Travis had cone hone.



The days that foll owed were strange and fragile. In some ways he felt as
out of place as he had on Ei dh, traveling in the company of Fal ken

Bl ackhand. Things |ike indoor plunbing and electric |ights and pickup
trucks all had an exotic sheen. But just as he had on Ei dh, he knew he
woul d get accustonmed to them All he needed was a little tine.

7

Unli ke the inquisitive bard, no one in Castle City asked Travis for his
story--where he had been for nmore than two nonths and why he had cone
back. Then again, people in Castle City didn't usually ask a | ot of
gquestions. It didn't really matter where you had been, only that you
wer e here.

Jaci ne Wndom cane the closest to prodding Travis for information, and
even the deputy's questions, while sharp as the creases steaned into her
khaki trousers, were narrowy directed.

"Were you at the Magician's Attic the night of the fire?" Jace asked one

afternoon at the sal oon, straight- backed on her barstool, notepad and
pencil in hand.

"I was," Travis answered.
"Do you know what caused the fire?"

"Jack was struggling with an intruder. | was outside the antique
shop--Jack told me to run. When | turned around, the place was in flanmes."

"Did you get a good | ook at the intruder before you ned?"
"No. No, | didn't." It hadn't been until later that he cane
face-to-face

Wt-htk,, _t .1 --". . -- - - --
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had | ooked into alien eyes and seen death. But he didn't tell Tace that.

Travis waited for nore questions, but Jace flipped her notepad shut and
stood up fromthe barst ool

"I think that's enough, Travis. 1'll call you if Sheriff Dom nguez needs
anything else." The deputy started for the door

8

"Did you find hinP" Travis | ooked up and met Tace's brown eyes. "Did you
find Jack?"

The deputy pressed her lips shut at that, then gave one stiff nod.
"There's a stone for himin Castle Heights Cenetery."

"I"ll go see it, ]Jace. Thanks."

The deputy headed for the door, although not before gl anci ng back at
Max. The | ook the two of them exchanged told Travis he had been right



about one thing: Tacine had roped her stallion. Max was wearing
W angl ers now.

But maybe it wasn't such a bad thing to remake yourself for another.
Sonetimes Travis thought he mght Iike to have the chance, although he
could never really picture what he'd beconme, or for whomhe'd change. O
did it even matter? Maybe it was just the act of changing itself that
was i nmportant.

After his conversation with Tace, the days had started to come easier
Travis's cabin outside of town had been rented to soneone el se, so
Travis had taken up residence in the enpty space above the M ne Shaft.
The ol d apartnment was narrow and drafty, and the kitchen consisted of a
hot plate and a sink, but it would do for now Travis needed | ess than
he used to/he had gotten used to traveling |ight.

Max had parked Travis's battered green pickup truck behind the sal oon
and one day Travis got brave enough to try to start it. He turned the
key in the ignition, then | aughed as the engine roared to life.

Since then he had lost hinself in the day-to-day
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met at the sal oon every week--stuffy novels of class oppression traded
for the sharp and vital wit of Evelyn Waugh. The dude ranch cowboys had
9 progressed fromsingle malt scotch to martinis. And M|y Nakamnura
still patiently taught sal oon patrons to fold crisp sheets into

ori gam chanel eons and nonkeys, and still always stroked with gentle
fingers their nutant paper creations.

Al inall, it was good and easy to sink back into his old life. And yet

Fromtime to time, as he w ped down the bar, or swept the floor, or

gat hered up enmpty beer gl asses, Travis would find hinself gazing out the
wi ndow, toward the rocky slopes of Castle Peak, and thinking of the w nd
that bl ew down fromthe nmountain. Thinking of traveling. That journey is
over, Travis. You're here now, where you belong. He opened his eyes and
drewin a breath. Electric wires hissed

overhead. Litter danced along the cracked surface of Elk Street,
choreographed into glittering auguries. Yes, it was com ng

He turned his face to. nmeet the approaching wind, ready to feel its
crisp enbrace, to sense the possibilities it bore on its wi ngs. The
wi tchgrass al ong the boardwal k trenbl ed. Newsprint manta rays

levitated off the ground. Tourists reached up to clutch brightly | ogoed
hat s- -

--then lowered their hands and conti nued on
A single hot gust lurched down Elk Street, then died in a linp puff. The

wires ceased their nusic. The witchgrass fell still. The newspaper rays
settled back to the pavenent.



Sweat trickled down Travis's brow, and the parched air drank it, |eaving
a crust of salt on his skin. rhere was no fresh awakeni ng, no sense of
endl ess

possibility. Only the sun baking cement and wood and rli'r* . "-j
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He didn't remenber it ever being this hot. The sky was too hard, the 10
valley too dull.

Travis reached up and fingered the piece of polished bone that hung from
a leather string around his neck. The bone's surface was incised with
three parallel lines. He traced themw th a thunb. Yes, it was al nost

li ke he had never left. Except he had left. And nothing would ever
really be the sane.

Travis sighed, let go of the talisman, and wal ked back into the

sal oon.

31

The cool air inside the Mne Shaft was a balmto Travis's skin. He
st epped behind the bar, reached into the chiller, and brought out a
bottle of root beer. He pressed it against his cheek, w ncing at the

frigid touch, then let out a breath and shut his eyes.

"You know, Travis, nost people find it easier to drink if they take the
cap off the bottle first."

"Peopl e can be so boring sonetines."

There was a snort of laughter. Travis opened his eyes to see Max lift a
rack of glasses onto the bar

"You're weird, Travis."
"That's a relief. For a minute I thought | mght be losing nmy touch."
Max rolled his eyes and started unl oadi ng gl asses.

Travis crossed his arns, |eaned back, and watched his enpl oyee work. Max
had done a good job keeping the sal oon humm ng while Travis had been
away. Better than good. And while Max clearly took pride in this fact,
he had not hesitated in returning control of the operation back to
Travis that wintry day in January.

Travis had been glad to take on the nantle of sal oon proorietor aeain.
11 T.ilcp pvprutl-iincr .ihr>n<- I-<ic. r"}A
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life, it felt warmand confortable. And, |like everything, it seened
different since his return. For nmore than two nonths the sal oon had
bel onged to Max, no matter what the nortgage papers said.

Travis reached into a drawer, pulled out a fol ded piece of paper, set it
on the bar, and pushed it over the knife-scarred wood toward Max. Max
stared at the paper, then | ooked up. "Wat's this?"



"See for yourself."

The erstwhile accountant picked up the paper, a frown witten across his
face. "You haven't been doing the sal oon's books again, have you,
Travis? | finally just managed to get themin decent " He cl anped his
jaw and shot Travis a hangdog | ook

Travi s | aughed. "No, Max. | haven't been doing the books. | haven't even
found where you've hidden the | edger yet. Besides, that's your job in
this partnership."

Max bl inked. "Partnership?"

"Not if you don't sign that deed." Travis held out a pen. "Go on."

Max hesitated, then accepted the pen. He unfolded the deed like it was
an old treasure map, then set the paper on the bar and in a deliberate
hand committed his nane to the bottom alongside Travis's. He folded the
deed and held it out.

"Thank you."

Travis took the paper and slipped it into the drawer, then regarded Max
with a sol enm expression. "You deserve it, Max. The M ne Shaft is yours

as nuch as nmine."

Max nodded, then a smile split his face. "So does this mean sone of the

phone calls to the saloon will "e for ne now?"
12
Travis rested a hand on his friend' s shoulder. "I know you're excited,

Max, but try not to be goofy."
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1 2 * mark ant hony

room whistling a cheerful tune. Just because Max was his partner now
didn't nean Travis had to stop tornenting him

That afternoon, Travis left the Mne Shaft and headed to MKay's Cenera
Store to pick up a pair of hinges for the sal oon's squeaky rear door. On
his way back he stopped by the Msquito Cafe--where one quick coffee
turned into three leisurely cappuccinos as various |ocals wandered in
and bought Travis a cup

As soon as he left the air-conditioned sanctuary of the cafe, Travis

wi shed he had ordered those cappuccinos on ice. The sun sank toward the
ranpart of Castle Peak, ruddy and bloated, as if too heavy to hang in
the sky a monent nore. Heat rose in sheets fromE k Street, bright and
jittery as Travis's caffeine- enhanced nerves. He nopped the sweat from
his forehead with a stiff handkerchief.

When Travis reached the Mne Shaft, he noticed a Harl ey-Davi dson par ked
next to Max's rusting Volvo. A Celtic cross was painted on the side of
the bike's jet-black gas tank, and a bunch of w nd-worn

feathers and carved bone beads dangl ed fromone of the handle grips; The



not orcycl e seemed familiar sonehow, but he couldn't place where or when
he had seen it. Travis pushed through the front door into the wel cone
di mess of the sal oon

The place had started to fill up while he was gone. The Daughters of the
Frontier had shown up for their biweekly neeting, clad in their usua
red-fringed junpsuits, their blue cotton-candy hair nmelting fromthe
heat. Two of them played pool against a pair of handsone,

cl ean-shaven young nen--from Denver by their Doc Martens, casual shirts,
and the astoni shed | ooks on their faces. That was what they got 13 for
chal | engi ng the Daughters of the Frontier. No one in Castle Gty was
fooli sh enough to shoot stick with
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Over by the jukebox, Davis and Mtchell Burke- Favor two-stepped to the
tragi c croonings of Patsy Cline. As always, the two nen were clad in

mat chi ng geomnetric cowboy shirts and spotless Wanglers. At |east once a
week the pair drove in fromtheir ranch south of Castle Gty for a night
on the town. They noved with the brisk, effortless unison that had won

t hem back-t o- back two-step chanpi onships in San Franci sco a dozen years
ago, their wind-worn faces as rugged and serene as the high-country plain.

Travis paused on his way to the bar, watching the two nen dance, and a
sigh escaped him He had noved through life nostly alone. Wuld he ever
be that in-step with another person? He didn't know. Somretines he hoped
so. Then again, when it came to dancing, Travis had always had two |eft
feet.

A yelp tore his attention away fromthe nen. He gl anced up, then w nced.
Max was trying to shake up a round of nmartinis for the dude ranch
cowboys. One of them frowned behind his well-groomed nustache as a
renegade pearl onion catapulted off an olive spear and bounced around
the rimof his freshly steamed bl ack Stetson. Travis nmoved to rescue Max.

M nutes | ater the cowboys had their drinks and were off to their table
to play doni noes.

Max slung a bar towel over his shoul der. "Thanks, Travis. | owe you one."

"I know." Travis reached under the bar, pulled out the martini recipe
book, and handed it to Max. "And you can start paying me back by reading--"

Travis froze as a knight, a lady, and a wildman stepped through the door
of the Mne Shaft Sal oon

14
"Travi s?"

Max's voi ce seenmed to cone fromdown a long tunnel. Travis could only
watch as the trio threaded its way anmpong the tables.

This can't be happening. They can't be here.
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heat in a confining gowmn of green velvet. The gown's bodice cinched her
breasts up into a horizontal shelf, and the two orbs of flesh were pink
fromtoo nmuch sun. The knight was short but powerful -1 ooking. Sweat
sheened his sonber face, and Travis was certain that, if

touched, the man's chain-nmail shirt would be hot against his fingers.
The wi | dman scuttled behind the knight and | ady, his hunched form draped
in rank furs and his hair caked with blue nud. The trio headed directly
for Travis. Did they know, then?

But they can't know. They're not even supposed to be here. They should
be a world away.

The three reached the bar. Travis couldn't nmove. The knight rested a
hand on the hilt of his sword and spoke.

"I need a Coors, a glass of the house chardonnay, and . . ." The kni ght
gl anced back at the wildman. "What did you say you wanted?" "Make it a
GQui nness, " the wildman said.

The | ady frowned. "How can you drink that stuff, Ted? It's noxious."

The wi |l dman grinned, his teeth white and straight in his dirty face.
"Don't knock it until you try it."

Travis stared, his mind flailing. Only then did he notice the nobile
phone clipped to the knight's belt, the Day-d o fanny pack around the
| ady's wai st, and the shoes on the wildman's feet: nylon strap sandal s
with rubber sol es.

15

O course--he remenbered the tents and stalls he had seen goi ng up east
of town the other day. It was yune. The Medi eval Festival had started up
again for the year. Mst nights, a group of workers fromthe festiva
woul d show up at the sal oon near sundown to have a drink after a sweaty
day of work.

Max touched his arm "Is sonething wong, Travis?"

T-Tp liarln't- rpsnnnflpfl and t-hp [ *nio' Tit was frnwiinS.
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"No, Max. Everything's just fine."

He noved to get the drinks, '"and the knight smiled and threw a twenty on
the bar.

"Damm, it's hot out there," he said.

The wi | dman gl anced at the lady's fiery breasts and grinned. "Looks I|ike
you' ve got a bad case of war chest, Sarah."

She adj usted her bodice and wi nced. "I know Thanks to Al an forgetting
t he sunscreen.”

"Sorry," the knight nunbl ed, and the three wal ked away with their gl asses.

Travi s wat ched them go, then noticed Max gazing at him Max cocked his



head but didn't say anything, and eventually he turned around to swab
out a keg.

Travi s gl anced down at the buckskin boots that poked out of his jeans:
the boots Lady Aryn had had nade for him They were one of his few

rem nders of Eidh, along with the carved pi ece of bone--the rune of
hope--he wore around his neck, and the silver half- coin Brother Cy had
gi ven him which had brought himback to Earth, and whi ch he al ways kept
in his left-hand pocket.

16

Travis shut his eyes and saw high battl ements above stone-walled fields.
Sonetimes he burned to tell someone about where he had really travel ed
during those two nmonths. But how could he? The only person in Castle
City who coul d have understood was gone.

, | mss you. Jack

He opened his eyes and noved to rinse a tray of glasses in the bar sink
On reflex, Travis looked up. It was hard to tell exactly what was being
advertised. Scenes flashed by, showi ng smling people engaged in various
activiies--boating on a | ake, going for a wal k, cooking

dinner- No matter the scene, a bright crescent noon

hunrr ,"*1 1 i .1 .
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silvery radi ance on what ever the oh-so-happy people were doing.

The conmmrerci al faded to black, and a corporate | ogo appeared: a

crescent nmoon nerging into a stylized capital D

"Duratek," came the voice-over in a soothing, masculine tone. "Wrlds of
possibility, close to hone."

Travis frowned. What was that supposed to nean? He pointed to the TV.
"Wul d you shut that thing off, Max? Turn on the radio instead."

Max killed the TV with the renote, then flicked on an anti que AM
receiver. A second | ater the phone rang, and Max lunged for it before
Travis could nove an inch

"The M ne Shaft," Max said. He paused, then shot Travis a srmug little
smle. "No, but I'"'mthe co-owner, so |'msure | can help you out.
He turned his back and kept on tal king.

17

Travis groaned. Now that Max was his partner, there would be no living
with him

He bent back over his work. Music drifted fromthe radi o behind him

anci ent sounds soaring above a new el ectronic drone. The song was al
over the airwaves, a tonic for ears tired of angsty alterna-rock. Travis
snmled at the seanm ess blend of old and new. Maybe two



different centuries could neet after all. Like two different worlds. A
tingling danced across the back of his neck. On instinct he | ooked up.

She watched Travis with snmoke-green eyes that sparkl ed above high
cheekbones. He set down the glass in his hand, and the worman sniled from
her barstool perch. She had cl ose-cropped hair that was dark and fiery
at the sane time, and she wore a bl ack- |eather jacket, jeans, and biker
boots. He coul d j ust
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bone--a serpent twi sted into the shape of a figure eight, swallowing its
tail.

"Deirdre? Deirdre Falling Hawk?"

"My gentle warrior," she said

Then she | eaned across the bar and kissed him stunning himlike a buck
caught in the white-hot beam of a hunter's flashlight.

4
Travis had met her three years ago.
It was in the dw ndling days of July, when the frantic buzz of

fresh-born insects had matured to a | azier drone, and cl ouds rolled

across the blue-quartz sky every afternoon, filling the valley with
t hunder. She wandered through the sal oon's door one evening with the
sound of copper wind chimes. Her hair had been Iong then, |ike a wave of

m dni ght water, but she wore the sane | eather jacket, the same 18
squar e-toed bi ker boots, and she carried the sane wooden case over her
shoul der.

She said her nane was Deirdre Falling Hawk, and she was a bard.

For the | ast nonth she had worked the big Medi eval Festival down the

hi ghway, she expl ained. Now that the festival had cl osed down for the
season, she had conme to Castle City, hoping to find a little work before
she noved on.

"The mountains give ne songs," she said. "I al- “ys hate to | eave them"
Al Travis knew was that, when she played a nel gdy on the burni shed
mandol i n she took from her case; he had never heard anything so

beautiful. He bad cleared the boxes froma platformby the player Piano
that had once served as a vaudeville stage and on it ep<- " "!,..;..
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Fal ling Hawk sat on the tiny stage each night and played her mandolin.
She was of both Irish and Native-Anmerican descent, and she bl ended both
traditions in her sinple, haunting nmusic. After that first night, word
spread, and | ocals packed the bar each evening to hear her play a
repertoire that included thirteenth-century nmadrigals, Celtic ballads,
and Plains Indian nyths recited in her chantlike voice.



Travis never saw nuch of Deirdre during the days;

the bard proved as fleeting as her nmusic. But a few times she stopped
her Harl ey as she passed himwhile cruising down Elk Street.

"Hop on, ny gentle warrior," she would say.

My gentle warrior. That was what she always called him after he told
her the story of the antique spectacles he wore and how once they had
bel onged to the gunfighter Tyier Caine.

19

He would clinmb onto the back of her bike, and they would go roaring up

t he canyon, |eaning deep into the curves. Finally, one night, they sat
and tal ked after the sal oon had cl osed, drinking whiskey and trading
two-bit dreanms. In a silent nmonment, Travis al nost reached out a hand to
stroke her hair. Alnost. H's hand faltered, then nade a clunsy reach for
his gl ass instead.

Afterward he was never sure why he hadn't done it, why he hadn't let his
fingers tangle thenmselves in the softness of her hair, why he hadn't
drawn her close, kissed her, and made |ove to her on a bl anket thrown
over the sawdust-strewn floor. But |ove was a kind of power, wasn't it?
And power, as he knew well, was a dangerous thing.

The next night, after Deirdre had played her set at the sal oon, he heard
the roar of her notorcycle echoing dowmn Elk Street. He never saw her again.

Until now.

Travis regarded her fromacross the bar. "I should
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"Actually, it's new | picked it up in Cody |ast sumer." Her lips
curved into a wicked smle. "I won it in a poker game against a Hell's

Angel out of L.A"

Travis narrowed his eyes. "Remind me never to let you talk me into a
hand of five card stud."

"Don't worry, Travis--1'd let you win. Once or twi ce, anyway."

He gl anced at the wooden case slung over her shoul der. "Have you cone to
pl ay, Deirdre?"

"Maybe. It depends on the going rate.”

Travi s punched a key on the saloon's antique cash register, then lifted
the drawer to scrape up what was |left of petty cash. He counted it out
on the bar.

20

"How does fifty-two dollars and seventeen cents sound?"

Dei rdre stood, scooped up the noney, and shoved it into a pocket. "It
sounds |ike you just booked yourself an act, Travis." She turned and



sauntered to the small stage by the piano, nmoving with the |itheness of
a deer.

At the same nmonent Max set down the phone, although it was clear he
hadn't been talking to anyone for mnutes. "So, is she a good friend of
your s?"

Travis poured two mugs of steaming coffee. "Not really.”

"OfF course," Max said. "That kiss was a dead giveaway. In New York
that's how conpl ete strangers al ways greet each other."

"I didn't say she was a stranger."

Max' s droopi ng nustache franed a toothy snmle. "Make up your mnd, pardner.”
He considered telling Max that people in the Wst didn't really say

pardner but as usual decided against » The know edge woul d devastate

him Travis car"ed the mugs over to Deirdre, set themon the player

Pi ano, and straddl ed the bench.

"Ti-t,, ---
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She raised a dark eyebrow. "Is it?"

Once again Travis thought of that night, when he had wanted to touch her
and hadn't. "Yes, it is. | always ... | always wi shed that "

That what? But he wasn't really sure.

Asnmile twisted her lips. "I learned a long tine ago not to regret ny
choi ces. "

21

She took her mandolin out of its case and began tuning it with deft
fingers. It was a sleek thing, crafted of dark wood and glowing with a
pati na of |ong use.

"So who's the lucky girl who finally got you, anyway?" Deirdre said. He
shook his head. She cast a sly glance at Mtch- ell and Davis

Bur ke- Favor, who sat at a table across the sal oon, heads bowed cl ose,

t heir square shoul ders touching.

"Al'l right, then who's the |ucky guy?"

He | aughed, then shook his head again. Her smile dinmred to a know ng
expr essi on.

"So you're going it alone, then?"

He shrugged. "Didn't you say not to regret your choices?"

"And is it a choice?"

Travi s rubbed his right hand. He didn't know how to answer that one.

Finally, he gestured to the mandolin. "You know, | had a friend who
woul d have | oved | ooking at this. He was an antique deal er. Jack was



always telling ne that the best way to understand the here and now was
to look at it through the eyes of a distant tine or place."

Deirdre strumred a nellow chord. "History is inportant to both ny
nmother's and ny father's peoples. This mandolin bel onged to ny

not her's grandfather. He brought it with himfromlreland. Every tine |
play it, | think of him and how brave he was to cross
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fingers plucked out a wistful nelody. "Your friend Jack sounds like a
wi se man. "

Travis was never ready for the hard |unp that wedged itself in his
throat. "Yes, he was. He gave nme these. Renenber?"

22

"The gunfighter's spectacles." Deirdre gave a playful smle, and her
nmusic drifted into a mournful dirge

Travis | aughed. He could still picture the day Jack had given himthe
spect acl es. He had been rummagi ng through a box in the Magician's Attic,
hel ping his old friend clean out the cellar, when he canme across

them -bent, tarnished, the | enses cracked. He had shown themto Jack

So that's where those were hiding. Well, it's good that you found t hem
Tiavis. | believe they belong to you

It was an odd thing to say, but Jack said plenty of odd things, so
Travi s had shrugged and accepted the spectacl es.

Dei rdre regarded himover her mandolin. "You know, it's interesting that
those are the eyes through which you choose to | ook at the

world,"

"You think so? | guess | always thought it would be sort of fun to be
the bad guy." He curled his Iip into a nmean snarl and gave Deirdre his
best steel-eyed |ook. "This here's a hol dup, ma'am?"

"Fearsone," she said, green eyes dancing. "But |'mserious, Travis. Wy
a gunfighter's glasses? Wiy not a sheriff's, or a ranger's?" Travis
scratched the red-gold stubble on his chin. "I don't know. |

suppose |'mjust not really the hero type."

n O,]?Il

"It's true. Even when | was a kid, | never identified “th the heroes in
fairy tales. | always secretly wanted the nonsters to eat them" He
smiled his

"astiest snmile. "Now the troll under the bridge--that was np "
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Deirdre gave hima sharp | ook. "That sounds |ike your shadow self talking."
"My shadow sel f?"

"Your dark side, your doppel ganger, your manitou--whatever you want to

call it." She picked up her coffee nmug and warmed her hands around it.
"Maybe, deep down, there's a part of you that knows you really could be

a gunslinger."

Travis | ooked down at his hands. He couldn't see it, but he could fee

it all the sane--Jack's mark, the rune of runes--prickling beneath the
skin of his palm "No, | could never do what they did."

"Be careful, Travis. The human spirit is a great, deep ocean. Each of us
has the ability to do things we don't care to think about. And that's
fine. But if you try to deny that that ability exists, it can have a way
of making itself manifest w thout your consent."

"l don't understand."

"Then put it this way. A hundred years ago, there wasn't rmnuch

di fference between the sheriff and the gunslinger. Each made his living
with a revolver. The only difference was that one used a gun, while a
gun used the other."

Travis stared. Deirdre couldn't possibly understand what it was

like--howit felt to have power flow through you, and out of you,
destroyi ng anot her.

"I"'msorry, Travis. | didn't nmean to |l ecture you. Besides, our shadow
selves aren't always bad. Sonetimes nonsters can be heroes, too. Look at
Beauty and the Beast."

He lifted his head and gave her a crooked snile. "Don't go trying to
spoil my fun."

She took a sip of coffee, but the nug couldn't quite hide her grin. 24
Travis stood. "I should get back to ny custoners.”

Deirdre tilted her head. "Your customers? You nean you own the sal oon now?"
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"Well, then | had better try to drum up sone business for you."
Dei rdre picked up her nandolin and

brushed the strings. "Thanks for the gig, Travis.

You' re a good nonster."

He | aughed aloud. "Ch, | wouldn't go that far.'
enigmatic smle that

Her only response was an

haunted himall the way back to the bar



5.

Word nmust have spread that Deirdre Falling Hawk was back at the M ne
Shaft, for by sundown the sal oon was janmmed with peopl e who had cone
fromall over the valley to listen to her nusic. Travis watched

Deirdre from behind the bar. He thought of another bard he had known, in
a place far fromhere, and he smled at the nmenories, although it was a
sad expression as well. Not a day went by that he didn't think of

Fal ken, Melia, Grace, and all the people he had known on El dh. Except
that wasn't true, was it? Because |lately there had been days when

di stracted by the business of the saloon, he didn't think of El dh at

all. Wuld he forget it altogether soneday? O convince

hinself that it had all been the angui shed hall uci nati ons of a man who
had | ost his best friend---the conpelling and realistic but entirely
deranged construction of one who had wandered for two nonths in a haze
25 of grief, trying to nake some sort of sense of what never "lade any
sense?

The warm sounds of Deirdre's mandolin ended in a “rge of appl ause.
Travis gazed at the cluttered sal oon ~d shook his head. It wasn't that
you couldn't come home again. It was just that hone was never quite the
same as when you left it. How coul d Dorothy have
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ever stood the stark bl ack-and-white drabness of Kansas again after
danci ng down the Technicol or roads of Oz? Except he did | ove his honeg,

drabness and all.

He smiled again, and this time there was genuine mirth to it. Max
st epped out of the back room overloaded with two racks of beer

gl asses. Travis took one of the racks. As he did, the strunming of the
mandol in rose again on the air along with, a norment later, the

w ne-rich sound of Deirdre's voice:

We live our lives a circle, And wander where we can. Then after fire and
wonder, W end where we began.

| have travel ed southward, And in the south | wept. Then | journeyed
nort hward, And |aughter there | kept.

Then for atime | lingered, In eastern lands of light, Until | noved on
westward, Al one in shadowed ni ght.

| was born of springtine, In sumer | grew strong. But autum di med ny
eyes, To sleep the winter |ong.

We live our lives a circle, And wander where we can. Then after fire and
wonder, W end where we began.

Travi s dropped the rack of glasses on the bar; several broke. The
appl ause of the crowd was cut short as

26
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noi se. Travis stared, a gauze of paral ysis woven around himby the nusic.
How coul d she know t hat song

Across the sal oon, a shadow touched Deirdre's forehead. She had

noti ced him The bard stood, un- slung her mandolin, then threaded her
way through the chairs and tables. The sound of conversation welled
forth, and someone put a quarter in the jukebox. A woman asked Travis
for a beer, but he couldn't connect his thoughts with his hands.
Fortunately, Max was there, and he didn't seemto see Travis's stunned
expression as he noved in to help the custoner.

Deirdre reached the bar

"Where did you learn that?" he said in a hoarse voice

She regarded himwith al rond eyes. "What's wong, Travis?"

He gripped the edge of the bar. "That song. Were did you learn it?" "It
was a couple of years ago. | learned it froma bard."

The floor turned to liquid beneath Travis. Fal ken? Did she know Fal ken
Bl ackhand? But that was inpossible.

I mpossible like traveling to other worlds I npossiHe licked his lips. "A
bar d?"

"That's right. | met himat the big Renaissance Festival up in

M nnesota | ast year. W were . . . that is' 1 . ." Color touched her
cheekbones 1ike Indian Paintbrush

Travis winced. She didn't know Fal ken. She had | earned the song from an
ex-boyfriend, and Travis had enbarrassed her by maki ng her tal k about 27
it. How the ex-boyfriend had | earned the song, who could say? "tit the
connection between Ei dh and Earth had
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crossed as easily as a person? And once on Earth, there was nothing to
stop it from being traded anong singers.

Deirdre's fingers crept across the bar to touch his. "Travis,
something's wong. WIIl you tell nme what it is?"

He opened his nouth, knowi ng he had to tell her somnething, but unsure
what he was going to say.

VWhat ever it was, the words were cut short as the sal oon's door banged
open. He jerked his head up, along with a dozen of the saloon's

pat rons.



At first Travis thought the man was fromthe Medi eval Festival, like the
three who had conme in earlier. He was clad in a heavy black robe, as if
posi ng as sonme sort of monk. Except the garnent was dusty and tattered,
and the nmore Travis looked at it, the less it |ooked |ike the robe of a
nmonk and the nore it | ooked the robe of a judge. O an executioner

The man in black lurched into the cromded sal oon, and now Travis wasn't
certain he was fromthe Medieval Festival after all. H's hands were
curled into claws, and his face was scarred and pitted |like the

wi nd-scoured surface of a stone. His blistered |lips noved in fretful
rhythm as if he chanted sonething to hinself. He stunbl ed against a
table. People |eaped to their feet and scranbl ed back. Max was al ready
nmoving to intercept him Travis hurried after

The man reached a hand toward a passing woman. He rasped severa

wor ds--they m ght have been, Where is he--then the worman let out a
stifled scream and tw sted away.

28

Travis swore. He considered calling Deputy Wndom but now he was cl oser
to the man than he was to the phone. Half the people in the sal oon had
stopped their conversations to turn and gape. Travis swi ped at his danp

forehead--it was stifling in here.

Max had reached the stranger now, and he held out a hand to steady the
ntbpr The mon <" <-~" Ki-.-i- --i--
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hi ssed, recoiling like a serpent before Max could touch him
Max drew his hand back. "I"'msorry, I--"

"Where is he?" The man's voice was tinged with a metallic accent. "Were
i s Jakabar ?"

Max frowned beneath his nustache. "Wo?"

"I must find Jakabar." The stranger's hands fluttered to his robe |ike
wounded birds, scrabbled against the cloth, tore it. "Were is Jakabar
of the Gray Stone?"

Travis stopped in nid-step. What

Max scratched his head. "Do you nean Jack Gray- stone?"

Travis tried to speak, but when he drew in a breath it scorched his

l ungs. He saw ot hers around himdab at glistening cheeks and pluck at
shirts gone wet.

"I"'mafraid Jack passed away last fall," Mux said,

"How?" The man's voi ce was both whisper and shriek. "How did he go? Tel
ne!"

"It was a fire. At the antique shop."

The man pressed his eyes shut, his expression at once rapt and
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afflicted. "Ah, yes. Fire. In the end, fire shall take us all.

He opened his eyes and it was only then Travis saw that the man's eyes
had no whites. They were bl ack-- conpletely and utterly black, like two
hard orbs of onyx.

Soneone bunped hard agai nst Travis's shoul der. People jostled agai nst
each other. Sonme were trying to | eave the sal oon

"Listen, mster,"
around and--"

Max said in a soothing voice, "I “ed you to turn

"“Youl "
The man's cry was |ike a gunshot. People scatered, then started

shoving for the door. A knot Wned in front of Travis, and he was pushed
back.
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man pointed at himw th an accusing finger, his inpossible black eyes
| ocked on Travis.

"You are the one who drew ne to this place. You are Jakabar's heir!™
Travis clenched his right hand, and it burned |like he had grabbed a
fistful of hot Iead. The man lurched toward him a narionette
controll ed by a drunken puppeteer

Max reached out to grab the man. "Hey, you stay away from-"

There was a sizzling sound, and the stench of burnt neat. Max how ed and
yanked his hand back. He clutched his wist, his face a mask of agony.

A few | ast straggl ers dashed past--the sal oon was deserted now-and the
man in black stood I ess than an arms I ength away. A gray wi sp rose from
his robe and curled into the air. It was snoke. The man's robe was 30
snol deri ng.

"Travis," a soft voice said behind him "Travis, take a step back."

Deirdre. He could see her out of the corner of his eye. Travis wanted to
listen to her, but the man's bl ack gaze stabbed him fixing himto the spot.

"The key," the man said.

Travis shook his head. His brain was roasting in his skull. "I don't
| don't understand."

Peace crept across the man's cracked face. "Yes, it is you to whoml
must give the key."

"Now, Travis," Deirdre said. "CGet back."

Max sl unped against a wall, still holding his wist, his expression
hazed by pain.



Movenent was futile. The heat welded Travis, fused bone and nuscl e.
Sonehow he forced his jawto work. "Who . . . who are you?"

The man sniled, sharp as a knife wound, and reached out a hand. Travis
wat ched snmoke rise fromthe dark fabric of his sleeve.
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"Travis!"

Deirdre's shout broke through the fatal heat. He heaved hinsel f back
clattered against a table, then | ooked up to see the man in black go
rigid. He raised twisted arns, threw his head back, and shrieked.
"Kel ephon! Jakabar! Help ne!l"

Then the man in the black robe burst into flane.
6.
31

Sunlight crept into the valley as Castle County Sheriff's Deputy Jaci ne
Fi delia Wndom drove the coroner's van up the hill south of town to the
Castl e Heights Cenetery.

The sun had just crested the eastern escarpnment of Signal Ri dge, but the
sky had been blue for hours--a trick the nountains always played on the
dawn. Jace rolled down the van's wi ndow, and dry wi nd rushed into the
vehi cle. The norning was already hot. By noon it would be another
scorcher. That concerned the deputy.

Not that the heat bothered her. Despite the oppressive weather, Jace
hadn't traded her crisp khaki trousers, shirt, and tie for lighter
attire. She wasn't afraid of sweat. But there were others on whomthe
heat wasn't so easy. Ranchers and their |ivestock. The frail and
elderly. If this heat wave kept up, she would be making nmore trips up
this hill.

Jace checked the bl ack box on the seat beside her fo be sure it wasn't
wanderi ng when she hit the curves. Taking a John Doe's ashes to the
cenetery for internment wasn't part of her job description, but Kyle
Evans, the Castle County coroner, was at that noent in New Jersey
burying his'nmother, so it fell to Jace to see to it this stranger made
it to his own | ast
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That was the oath she had sworn to Sheriff Domi n guez on her
twenty-fifth birthday two years ago. Anil as far as Jace was

concerned, anything that hel ped soneone el se was part of her job
description.

The deputy guided the van around a swi tchback, her eyes | ocked on the
road behind green, wire- rimred Ray-Bans. She took all the curves at
exactly the speed posted on the yellow road signs, and she steered the



van with preci se novenents of her small, strong hands. She did so
because that was the right way to drive a vehicle. There was one right
32 way to do everything in this world, and that was the way Jace did it.
Al t hough every day in her work she encountered people who broke the | aw,
Jace never understood them Sone screamed and cursed at her as she wote
thema ticket or handcuffed them shouting that the | aws oppressed them
whi |l e others wept and sobbed that the laws weren't fair. But )ace knew
they were wong. A world without rules was a world w thout meaning. Laws
didn't limt. Instead they made things |ike happiness, confort, and
beauty possible. Artists painted using

principles of color, hue, and perspective. Misic was based on

mat hematics. The |l aws of physics kept humans fromflying off the planet
and into space.

The deputy was sel dom troubl ed by dreans, but one that cane to her from
time to time chilled her to the core. She would dream she was in a tiny

boat, tossed on a great sea that was neither |ight nor dark, liquid nor

solid. Then a wave woul d cone, tearing apart the boat. She would try to

swimto safety, except it was inpossible .to determ ne which way was up

Jace woul d wake gasping and for an hour would stare into the night,

| ooking at the hard, distinct outlines of bed and walls and floor before
she coul d shut
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A world of order Jace understood, but the world she glinpsed in her
dream the great sea of chaos

Al'l she could think was that that nust have been the world her father
had glinpsed the day she cane hone fromfifth grade and found him
hanging froma rafter in the garage.

The road turned to gravel. |lace adjusted her speed to compensate, then
gui ded the vehicle around the last fewtwi sts. She cane to a halt in the
dirt parking lot, scooped up the box of ashes, and stepped out of the van.

There wasn't rmuch to the Castle Heights Cenetery these days. Not that
there ever really had been. Throughout the last 130 years, nost people
in Castle County had their | oved ones transported to the nore
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fashi onabl e and expensi ve ceneteries of Denver when it was tinme for the
| ong sl eep. Weeds tangl ed over anonynous graves, their wooden markers
long turned to splinters, and wild raspberry gathered over other nounds
like thorny shrouds. El sewhere gravestones were planted in the ground at
odd angles, as if at any nonment the entire place mght slide down the
slope to the valley bottomfor its own final burial

Jace gl anced down at the box tucked into the crook of her arm This was
not how she liked cases to end up--w thout even a nanme to put on a

mar ker. But there had been nothing left of the man to run an ID on, not
even his teeth. Just a few splinters of burnt bone and a heap of ash.
Jace had checked a description of the man, given to her by Travis

W der, against a database of m ssing persons, but to no avail. She
woul d keep checki ng, but doubted she would find an answer.

How he had i mmol ated hi nsel f was another nystery. The fire had been so



hot, there had been no need tor cremation. Yet the man had not set the
M ne Shaft ablaze with him Tbp. nnlv damaee was a bl ack mark

on the floor and the snell of snoke. And Max Bayfiel d' s hand.

Max had said that he touched the man before the fire started, but Jace
was sure that was a m stake. Max under st ood how numbers wor ked, but the
wor ki ngs of the world were sonetinmes beyond him That was

fine--that was Jace's job. And she knew people didn't catch fire or get
t heir hands burned for no reason. Probably the nan had doused hinsel f
wi th some caustic chemical and had ignited hinmself where a | arge crowd
woul d see.

But why? )ace didn't know. The only thing she did know was that you
could never truly know the heart of another

He had to know she would be the one to find him Mude. | knowit's
awful to say, but I'myour sister, and it's the truth. She always puts
her bike in the garage when she conmes hone from school. Never |eaves it
out for the rain. Such a good girl, that Jacine. He had to know. Bl ess
the poor little thing.
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A gust of wind kicked up a cloud of sun-baked dust. Jace tucked a stray
| ock of her short brown hair behind an ear and scanned the cenetery.
Where was the undertaker? Dal e Stocker, who had managed Castle Hei ghts
for the last twenty years, had passed away that spring. But there had
been a repl acenent, hadn't there?

"Hel | 0?"

The wi nd snat ched her voice away. Jace pushed through the iron gate.
There was a rise in the mddle of the cemetery. He mi ght be on the other
si de, where he woul dn't have heard the van approachi ng.

The deputy made her way past forgotten graves, Many of the headstones
were too wind-worn to read. But there were sonme she could still make
out, their shallow carvings nade sharp again by the shadows of

nmor ni ng. She passed by the graves of failed prospectors.
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back in boxes from Normandy. Then she saw a grave that made her pause.
She crouched and parted a tuft of weeds to reveal the words scraw ed on
the cracked sandstone marker

NATHANI EL LUKE FARQUHAR
18531882 A good Man. A good Father. - . "God will forgive you."

Jace frowned at the stone, her mission forgotten. What did it matter if
God forgave hin? What about the people he had |eft behind? Had they
forgiven hin? If he was really such a good man, a good father, how had
he gotten hinmself killed at the age of twenty- nine? A good man woul d
have been careful, would have stayed around to watch his chil dren grow
up. He woul dn't have been stuck here in the, ground. Jace started to
stand, hesitated, then reached out to touch the sun-warnmed sandstone.



"Can | help you, ma'an®?" a raspy voice said behind her

Jace pull ed her hand back, stood, and turned around all in one snooth
motion. It took conscious effort to keep from nmoving her hand to the
butt of the revolver at her hip.
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The man before her was tall--far taller than the deputy, who had reached
her full five feet two at the ~ge of twelve. Despite the heat he was
dressed in a |l ong, shabby suit of black wool that |ooked as if it had
been sal vaged froma coffin. Hs shirt had yellowed like ivory, along
with his teeth.

"Well, now," the gravedigger said, a grin splitting

s S"nt face, his voice at once slick and rusty, "I see you are a woman
of the law." He | eaned on the shovel whose handl e he gripped in |arge,
bony hands.

Jace opened her mouth to answer but could only manapp o "™ t-"i---._
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the man. Usually she could size up another inside of five seconds, but
the figure before her defied easy definition

The man pushed up the brimof his black hat, swi ped with a dingy
handker chi ef at his knobby brow, then settled the hat back down as he
nodded toward the grave nmarker behind her. "Did you know him then?"

Tace found her voice. "Sir, that nman's been dead for well over a century."

The gravedi gger shrugged, as if this fact were not inportant.

Furrows dug thenselves into Jace's forehead. She had never seen the
gravedi gger around town before. Wien had he arrived in Castle City? Then
again, even Dale had liked to keep to himself. Undertakers were a |onely
| ot--or maybe they just preferred the conpany of the dead. Tace held out
the box. "Sir, | have a burden here | need to

di scharge."

The gravedi gger gripped his shovel and | aughed: a deep, terrible sound.
"Well, now, you've just said a mouthful, Deputy.”

36
"I"'msorry?"

"No, don't be sorry."” Dust swirled off the shoulders of his suit, and he
gazed at the horizon. "W all have our burdens to discharge." Hi s dark
gaze turned toward her. "Don't we. Deputy?"

Jace bit her lip, uncertain what to say. She didn't like this man. There
was no order to his words, no reason. She held out the box of ashes. He
pl anted the shovel in the ground and took the box fromher, enfolding it
in long fingers. Sadness touched his craggy face.



"He has traveled long, this one," the man whi spered. "Rest is wel cone
now. But even a welcone end is not w thout sorrow"
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But she had to be sure she had done all she needed to do. "You've got it
under control, then?"

The gravedi gger | ooked up fromthe box, as if surprised she was stil
there, then gave a slow nod. "Do not fear. I'Il watch over him now,
daughter."

Jace went rigid. Wrds echoed in her mnd, and the cenmetery faded to
whi te around her.

God will watch over himnow, Jacine

Why wasn't He watching over himbefore, Reverend Henleyf- Wiy didn't He
protect hinf

That isn't the way it works, Jacine. Sonetinmes bad things happen, even
to those who are good.

That's not fair. It doesn't nmake any sense.

H s ways don't al ways nake sense to us.

But it's not right.
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Jaci ne, you cannot question His--

The words were drowned out by a clattering sound. The whiteness

vani shed, replaced by dull browns and hard blue: earth and sky. The
cenetery snapped back into focus.

Jace | ooked around, but the man was gone. Except how could that be? She
had been distracted only for a nmoment. She | ooked down, and she saw the
source of the noise that had jarred her back to the present: The shovel
had fallen to the ground. Next to the shovel was a square of freshly
turned earth, clear of weeds, the iron-rich soil red as blood. Planted
besi de the patch of earth was a small granite marker, its surface
incised with a single, sharp word she coul d not

conpr ehend:

M NDROTH

Jace sucked in a breath. This was inpossible. The sun hadn't noved in
the' sky; only a nonent had passed. Yet she had no doubt that, were she
to pick up

tho c.1->/->Trol ~y>l Al-hrrncrh tine- snil she WII1d find

36 * mark ant hony

the bl ack box of ashes. Sickness rose in her throat, as it did when she
dreaned of the roiling sea



The deputy cast one nore | ook at the fresh grave, then hurried back to
t he van, shivering despite the heat.

7. N
Everyt hi ng had changed agai n.

There had been no bells this tinme, but there had been a man in bl ack
just like before, and once again nothing in Travis's |life would ever be
38 the sane.

"Travi s?"

He | ooked up at the sound of the quiet voice. Deirdre stood on the other
side of the bar, her expression concerned. Travis felt sonething danp

agai nst his hand. He gl anced down and saw that he clutched a wet rag. He
nmust have been wi pi ng down the bar, only sonmewhere in the course of the
task he had stopped. How | ong had he been standing there, just staring?

Beware--it will consume you.

He tried to force the rasping words out of his head, but he couldn't.
What did they nean? The words were a warning of some kind, but a warning
about what? And why had the burnt man given it to Travis? You are the
one. It is you who drew ne to this place.

He cl enched his right hand around the cloth, afraid he knew the
answer, and water oozed onto the bar

Dei rdre reached out and brushed the back of his hand. He shuddered and
| et go of the rag.

"We're alnost ready to open, Travis. W just need to get a little nore
air noving in here. Is there an extra fan we could use? | thought we
could put it in
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Travi s nodded, although he wasn't sure there was a point to opening the
sal oon. He doubted any of his customers would conme back. No natter how
hard he scrubbed, no matter how nuch air he blew through the place, he
woul d never get rid of the black splotch on the floor or the acrid
stench--not conpletely. Then there were the pits nelted" into the
asphalt surface of. Elk Street, leading up to the saloon: pits shaped
just like footprints. They woul d al ways be there, rem nders of the burnt
man. Once you were marked, Travis knew, you could never forget.
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However, he didn't tell Deirdre what he thought. She had been an amazi ng
hel p these | ast three days, an unexpected source of light in the m dst
of this darkness.

"There's a fan up in the rafters in the storeroom" he said. "I'Il get it.

He cane back with the fan a few mnutes later, a bit grimer for the
effort, and found Deirdre arrangi ng chairs and w pi ng down tables. The
sal oon' s door stood open, but no custoners had cone through, only hot



air and dust. Travis put the fan in the window and turned it on, but it
only seenmed to blow the grit around.

"Don't you have to be at the Medieval Festival ?" he said as he hel ped
Deirdre pull a table away fromthe wall.

She grabbed a chair in each hand and swung theminto place. "Just on the
weekends. "

"Are you sure? It's not like |I paid you enough to do all this. I don't
want you to mss out on maki ng sone noney."

She dusted off her hands. "Wth this heat, there isn't nuch at the
festival to nmiss. People with sunstroke aren't the best tippers."” Her
voi ce grew quiet. "Besides, it's not me you need to worry about."

Deirdre glanced at a corner, and Travis foll owed
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Travi s sighed, then approached the snmall table in the corner

"Max, you should be home. \What are you doi ng here?"

Max grinned his hound-dog grin. "I wasn't sure you could handl e the

pl ace on your own, Travis. So | thought I'd cone down and rmake sure
everything was all right." Hs expression tightened into a grinmace, and
40 he gripped his right wist. The hand was nutmmified in white
bandages.

"Max. .. "

"It's all right, Travis. Really." Max unclenched his fingers fromhis
wist. "I just ... | just didn't want to be hone by nyself."

Travis drew in a breath, then nodded. It was when Travis was al one that
he heard the burnt man's words nost clearly. But the pain witten across
his partner's usually cheerful face troubled him Sonmehow, Max's hand
had been badly burned when he touched the man in black. By the time they
got himto the Castle County clinic his entire palmhad blistered. Now
sweat sheened Max's face, but despite the heat he was shivering. He was
feverish--he needed to rest.

O was there sonething el se that mght help Max? An idea came to Travis,
along with a menory. He saw Melia, huddled in a bl anket

out side the heap of rubble that had been the Wite Tower of the

Runebi nders. Fal ken had made a brew for Melia, and Travis renmenbered how
it had eased her shivering.

He gl anced at Deirdre. "I'lIl be back in a mnute. | have ... | have to
get something."

Deirdre net his gaze, then nodded. Max only stared into space.



Travi s headed for the back room then bounded up a steep staircase to

hi s apartnment above the sal oon. The |long, narrow room was stuffy; heat
radi ated fromthe pressed-tin ceiling. Travis nmoved to a scuffed buTHE
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wal . He stuck a finger into a knothole in one of the wall's rough-cut
pi ne boards, then with a tug pulled free a section of the board. Beyond
was a dark space

Trayi s reached into the cubbyhole and pulled out a tightly wapped 41
bundl e. He rose, set the bundle on the tarnished brass bed, and

unrolled it. Inside were a pair of nud-stained breeches, a green tunic
patched in half a dozen places, a silvery cloak, and a stiletto with a
single crimson gemset into its hilt. Travis brushed his fingers across
the road-worn garnents. It seened a lifetinme ago he had worn them

al though it was only nonths.

He reached into the pocket of his tunic and drew out a handful of

| eaves. They were dry and brittle now, and a darker green than the day
he had plucked themin the cool shadows of a Tarrasian Way Circle, but
even as they broke, a sweet, sharp fragrance rose fromthe | eaves. On
the road to Cal avere he had picked these for makeshift toothbrushes. He
had another use in nmind for them now

Travis kept two of the | eaves, slipped the others back into the pocket
of his tunic, rolled up the bundle, and returned it to its hiding place.
Then he headed downstairs.

Deirdre sat on a stool, strumming a quiet song on her nandolin. Max
still slunped at a nearby table, his eyes hal f-cl osed, although

whet her it was nmusic or pain that was causing himto drift wasn't clear
Travis headed for the bar, crunbled the |eaves into a coffee mug, and
filled it with hot water

Deirdre | ooked up as she played. "lIsn't it a little warmout for tea?"
"It's not tea. Not exactly, anyway."

He et the | eaves steep for a minute, then carried the mug to his partner
"Hey, Max. |'ve got something for you to drink."

Max blinked, then his eyes focused on Travis. He
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"Dr. Sullivan said |I'm not supposed to have al cohol. But | suppose
could make an exception for a single malt."
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"I't's not Lagavulin, Max. Now go on--drink it."

Wth sl ow novenents, Max accepted the nug and brought it to his lips. He
took a tentative sip, glanced up with an expression of surprise, then
drank the rest. He set down the cup. As he did, a trace of color crept

into his cheeks, and his shivering eased.

Max w ped his nustache with his unbandaged hand. "Thanks, Travis. | feel



better."

Travi s nodded and picked up the rmug, sonme of the tightness gone fromhis
stomach. Max was still hurt, but at least his eyes had lost their
t oo- bri ght gl aze.

"What was that, Travis?" a soft voice said behind him

Travis turned around. He hadn't noticed when her nusic had stopped.
"Just sonme herbs," he said.

Deirdre picked up the cup and held it under her nose. "I know a little
about herbal medicine--ny great-grandfather was a shaman--but | don't
recogni ze this leaf." She | ooked up. "Wat do you call it?"

"It's--" He had to bite his tongue to keep from saying al asai. \Wat
would he tell Deirdre if she asked what | anguage the word was fronf?
"It's called green scepter, | think."

"Where did it cone fron®"
"I got it through Jack G aystone."

Deirdre studied him then shrugged and set down the cup. Travis |let out
a breath between his teeth.

"I"ll go make sure the kegs are full," he said.

It was edging toward eveni ng when Sheriff's Deputy Jace W ndoni
stepped into the sal oon
43

As the day wore on, contrary to what Travis had expected, a nunber of
| ocal s and regul ars had wandered through the door of the M ne

Shaft--al t hough
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ni ght. However, Travis was grateful for everyone who had decided to
cone, and he woul d have given themall free drinks, except no one would
[ et him

Jace tipped her hat as she reached the bar. "Evening, Travis. | just
t hought 1'd stop by and see how busi ness was doi ng."

Her gaze flickered to a figure hunched in the corner, and Travis knew
the real reason she had cone to the sal oon. Wen would Jace and Max
decide to tell himwhat he already knew? He didn't understand why they
hid their feelings for each other. But secrets were strange things, and
t he reasons peopl e kept them stranger yet.

Travis poured the deputy a cup of hot coffee. "Did you | earn anything
yet, Jace?"

The deputy took a deep swig of coffee, then shook her head. "No one was
able to positively ID the stranger. And there wasn't much left for the
forensics lab to work on. This is a nystery we night never solve."



She set down the nmug. "But if it helps to know, nmy guess is that he was
under the influence of an illegal substance when he canme in here. LSD
Heroin. Electria.”

Travis topped off her coffee. "Electria?"
Jace nodded. "A new designer drug. It started showi ng up on the coasts
about a year ago, and it's been working its way in ever since. Gves the

user a feeling of extreme euphoria. The reports say it can also induce a
sense of invulnerability. Watever the John Doe doused

hinself in, nmy bet is he didn't think it would really hurt him"
44

Travis shuddered, and shrill words echoed in his nnd

In the end, fire shall take us all

No, the deputy was wong. The man had known he woul d burn. Besides, a
drug couldn't explain the nelted footsteps.
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slid it toward Jace. "Wuld you take this to Max? The doctor says he's
supposed to keep his fluids up."

)face took the bottle and headed toward the corner of the saloon. Travis
followed her with his eyes, then his gaze dropped down to the dark
spl otch on the floor.

"The I mmol ated Man."

Travis | ooked up at Deirdre. She was wearing only a white tank top with
her bl ack jeans, but her skin still glowed fromthe heat. The tattoo
above her collarbone glistened |like jade: a serpent eating its own tail
"What do you nean?" he said.

She net his eyes. "It's an archetype, one that shows up in many
different nyths and cultures. The Imol ated Man. The Burned God. The
Sacrificed King. Again and again nyths tell about a man or woman or god

who is consuned in fire."

Si ckness rose in his throat, but Travis forced it down. "Wy? Wiy does
that story get told so nany tinmes?"

"I don't know for certain. It's about transformation, | think. It's like
t he Phoenix or Shiva or the Christ." Deirdre brushed a finger across the
serpent tattoo. "You have to die to beconme sonething new "
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Travis's gaze drifted back to the scorch nmark. "But becone what ?"
"That's up to you. In the end, we nust each choose what we becone."



Wth that, Deirdre picked up her mandolin and returned to the snall
stage to fill the saloon with mnusic.

Travi s sighed, then grabbed a tray and started roundi ng up used beer

gl asses. He halted as novenent through the open door caught his eye.
Qutside, a vehicle drove slowy past the saloon: a black sport utility
with tinted wi ndows. A | ogo was enbl azoned
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nmerged into a capital letter D. Travis read the words that followed it:
duratek. worlds OF PCSSIBILITY, CLOSE TO HOVE

He recalled the cormercial with all the snmiling people, the one that
didn't seemto be selling anything, and once again he frowned at the odd
sl ogan. He had al ways | ooked forward to the sense of possibility that
the wi nd brought. But sonetines possibilities could be

frightening things.

The vehicle rolled up Elk Street and out of sight, and Travis went back
to collecting enpty gl asses.

Deirdre Falling Hawk stepped out of the Silver Palace Hotel, her black
bi ker boots beating a war-drumtattoo agai nst the planks of the

boar dwal k.
It was al nost tine.

She slung her bl ack-1eather jacket over her shoul der and surveyed the
enpty expanse of Elk Street. It was early, and the sky was a dull stee
bowl . However, already the cool ness of dawn was begi nning to | essen

Ri ght now she was confortable in her white tank top and bl ack jeans. In
46 an hour, no nore than two, she woul d be sweati ng.

Deirdre slipped a hand into her pocket and felt the small square of
paper she had found last night, tucked into her hotel nessage box. There
was a need for swiftness. Al the sane, she took a nonent to |ean

agai nst the boardwal k railing and greet the day. Too often in the hurry
and action of their lives people forgot to halt for a mnute and say a
prayer, or contenplate a great question, or sinply |ook at the always
renenbered to stop and steal a nmonment for herself. As far as Deirdre was
concerned, the world could do with a little nmore cerenony. She gazed
forward and | et herself be. Henna had drawn the fire fromdeep in her

cl ose-cropped bl ack hair, and her one concession to makeup was a line of
kohl that outlined her snoky jade eyes. A cross dangled from one ear

and an ankh fromthe other. Against the hollow of her throat rested a
yel | owed bear claw that her great-grandfather had given her the day he died.

Bear will give you strength, little one. Do not forShe brushed the claw
with a finger and sniled. The blood of three Indian tribes ran in her
vei ns, and she could trace her lineage to the | egendary hero

Cuchul ain--or at least so her Irish grandnother had cl ai nred. But she
wasn't just where she had come from She was where she was, and where
she was going. And she had a new tri be now.

Deirdre stepped into the street; her Harley was parked around the
corner. It was nice to be able to | eave the bi ke out w thout having to



worry about it. Not like Paris or Athens. Definitely not |ike London

She straddl ed her hog, then started it and wheel ed down the street in
one seanl ess sequence. A helnet would have been a good idea; she usually
wore one. But not here, not today. Today she needed to feel the wind
tangle its fingers through her hair. Lovers were fine, and their
caresses sweet, but the wind would never abandon you.

Square fal se fronts flashed by, then the town was gone, and it was only
two-1ane and nountains before her. As she rode, Deirdre let the [ast few
years drift through her m nd. She had been on nany journeys since she

| ast set foot in Castle City, and she had seen many wonders. She had
prow ed t hrough cat aconbs
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the stony conpany of Notre Dane's gargoyles. She had clinbed the jungle
pyram ds of Tikal, had stood small and hunbl e beneath the donme of the
Hagi a Sophi a, and had gazed into deathless eyes in silent Egyptian tonbs.

Yet, despite all the sights she had witnessed, nothing filled her with
awe |i ke the Col orado nmountains. Theirs was no human beauty, limted and
epheneral, carved by nortal and inperfect hands. The nopuntains were
great and ancient, and they did not need people. Al the same, they were
generous with their wonder. No sight she had encountered in all her
travel s gave her songs like the nmountains did. It was good to be back

if only for a short while.

Deirdre cruised down a flat stretch of blacktop. Up ahead, a rusty speck
grew rapidly into a car--a faded Volvo with crunpl ed bunpers. |nside,

t he shadow of a driver hunched over the steering wheel. By the tine

Dei rdre recogni zed both vehicle and driver, they had flashed by. She

gl anced over her shoul der. Behind her, the Volvo slowed, then turned off
t he hi ghway and headed down a dirt road. The car

di sappeared behind an outcrop, leaving only a plume of dust to rise like
snoke into the dull norning sky.

Where was Max Bayfield going at such an early hour? He shoul d have been
hone resting. These |last days his burnt hand had seenmed only to get

wor se, not better. Deirdre hoped Travis's partner was all right; pain
coul d make peopl e do strange things. She al nost considered going after
him but she had other duties that beckoned her

She turned her gaze forward just intinme to lean into a sharp curve. The
valley floor fell away, and the hi ghway bore her up into a

twi sting canyon. Last night she had told Travis not to expect her at the
sal oon that day, that she was going to the Medi eval Festival. And maybe
she woul d go there later, so her Whrds woul d nnt bpr.nnme. 1lip.s

and. |ike cursed arrows.
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fly back to strike her. But it was not to the festival that she was
goi ng now.



The canyon opened up, and the two | anes of asphalt tunneled into a
narrow bridge. Deirdre veered onto a pull-off and brought the Harley to
a halt. Years ago, this had been' her favored place to find a nonent of
solitude. She hoped it would grant her the sane now.

She drew sonet hing out of the Harley's saddl ebag, then wal ked to the
edge of the pull-off and gazed down a slope of tunbled boulders. In her
menory, Ganite Creek rushed over those rocks in a hurry to reach the
ocean. Now a trickle oozed between the boul ders, and npbsquitoes cl ouded
the air over pools of standing water. Al the same, there was beauty in
t he sl ender aspens that clung to the sides of the creek bed. She gl anced
up, made sure she had good exposure to the southeastern sky, then lifted
the object in her hand--a slim phone--and Hipped it on

Dei rdre touched one button and held the phone to her ear. Three
seconds later, a voice fromanother part of the world answered.
"lI've made contact," she said.

The voi ce spoke several careful words. Athrill coursed through her, and
she gave a sl ow nod.

"Yes, | suppose it would be. A Cass One encounter. If you're right."
Now t he voi ce was shar per

Deirdre wi nced, then licked her lips and forced her voice to remain
even. "That's what |'mhere to confirm™

A question. She ran a hand through her short hair. H gh above, a hawk
wheel ed agai nst the sky.

"No, | haven't verified anything. Not yet. But there was sonething--a
medi ci nal herb. He used it to make an anal gesic tea for his business
partner. | know a fair anmpunt about herb lore, but this was not a 49 pl ant
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| eaves fromthe cup. I've already couriered the specinen to the London
Charterhouse for testing. It should arrive today."

She listened for a few seconds nore--the plan had not changed. The voice
started to concl ude.

"Wait," she said. "There's sonmething nore. There was . . . there was an
i ncident at his place of business. Spontaneous comnbustion. Four days
ago. There was no ID for the victim but. it was a textbook exanple.
think it mght be related to the others.™

She |istened, then nodded. "Yes, it is. But I'll have opportunity for
nore observation. | hel ped hi mreopen the sal oon after the incident, and
he expects ne to check back."

Anot her question, and this time it was Deirdre's voice that contained a
note of annoyance.

"No, | haven't forgotten the Third Desideratum or the Vow for that



matter. |'ve been watching, or doing what an old friend would do, and
that's it."

A few nore words fromthe phone. They were not conciliatory. She forced
herself to breathe

"I'f you think that's wi se."
There was a click, and the connection was closed. Deirdre pressed a
button and | owered the phone. So it had begun. There was no turning back

now. She could only hope she was doing the right thing.

But it is right, you knowit, Deirdre. You knew it when you swore the
Vow i n London. To Watch--To Believe--To WAit. This is how it has to be.
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Deirdre sighed. If she hurried, she could still be at the gates of the
Medi eval Festival when they opened and save herself frombeing a liar.
She turned to head for the notorcycle--

--and stopped in md-stride.

"Hello," the girl said.

The child's voice was high and clear, silver against china. Deirdre
bl i nked, nmouth open. The girl before
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hair pulled back fromthe pale cherub's caneo of her face. She wore an
ol d-fashi oned dress of black wool and equally ol d-fashi oned buttoned shoes.

Deirdre gl anced up. Her Harley was the only vehicle in sight. But how
had the girl gotten here? How had she approached across ten yards of
gravel wi thout naking a sound? And what did she want?

"To watch," the girl said. "To believe. To wait."

Deirdre sucked in a breath. But the girl had only overheard her

conversation, that was all. Deirdre nust have spoken the words al oud.
"Are you lost?" she said.

"No," the girl replied in her lisping voice. "Are you?"

Instinct prickled the back of Deirdre's neck. Stories echoed in her
mnd, told beside a fire by her greatgrandfather--spirits that haunted
stones, shadows that spoke fromtrees. The sun had crested the canyon
rim but twilight still clung to the girl's dress.

"l don't understand," Deirdre said.

Purpl e eyes bored into her. "Seek them as you journey."
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Deirdre found herself crouching down to neet the girl's eyes. "Wat do



you mean? Seek what ?"

"Fire and wonder," the girl whispered.

A shrill cry pierced the air, and Deirdre | ooked up. The hawk had
wheel ed | ower on red-tinged wings, and Deirdre gazed into snall, bright
eyes. The hawk rose on a colum of air, dw ndled into blue sky, and
vani shed.

Dei rdre | ooked back down, but she already knew the girl would be gone.
That much her greatgrandfather's stories had taught her

9.

The sun broke like a blister against the sharp sunmt of Castle Peak
and crinson fl owed down into the valley. The day was al nost gone. Its
death would bring only relief.

A few locals and fewer tourists passed Travis as he wal ked down El k
Street. Castle City should have been bustling this tinme of year, but the
usual flood of vacationers had dried to a trickle under the summer glare
as steadily as Granite Creek. Travis hadn't bothered to open the M ne
Shaft yet. There was no sense in rushing. Those few custonmers who did
conme woul dn't show up until after sunset, when the valley

cool ed--at least a bit. He would wait until then

Nor were Max and Deirdre at the saloon. Last night, Deirdre had told him
she woul d be playing at the Medieval Festival that day, and al

aft ernoon he had i magi ned red-faced Denverites buying hot pewter dragons
and gnawi ng greasy turkey | egs under the fierce high-altitude sun. It
seened |l ess a recipe for entertainment than a prescription for

sunst roke. He hoped the bard was having sone | uck

As for Max--Travis had stopped by his place on the way into town, but
Max' s apartnent had been dimand silent, and the Vol vo gone. For sone
reason, Travis had gotten out of his truck to peer through the
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apartment's front wi ndow. The curtains had been drawn, but through a
crack he had glinpsed a clutter of crunpled clothes, newspapers, and
dirty dishes. At first he was sure he had | ooked into the wong apart-
ment--in his experience, Max's neatness bordered on pathol ogi cal --then
he checked the nunber. He hadn't nade a ni stake.
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had caught Travis's eye, tangled in a web of dry weeds. It was a piece
of gl ossy paper, froma brochure maybe, although Travis coul d nmake out
only fragnents of hyperreal images, so that it was inpossible to tel
what it was selling. He had shrugged, then shoved the paper into his
pocket and clinbed back into his truck

Travis had hoped he would find Max once he got to the Mne Shaft, but
his partner hadn't been at the saloon either. Now, as he wal ked, a sick
feeling rose in his throat. He clenched his jaw and swallowed it. O
course Max is all right. It's just a burn, Travis, that's all. And it's



no mystery that his place is a mess--I"msure it's harder to be
obsessi ve- conpul sive with just one hand.

Travis angl ed across Elk Street, toward McKay's CGeneral Store. In his
back pocket were the door hinges he had bought four--was it really only
four?-- days ago. He needed to return the hinges, to exchange them for
new ones. They didn't fit.

As he stepped onto the boardwal k, Travis noticed a black sport utility
parked outside of MKay's. He paused. It mght have been the sane
vehi cl e he had seen driving past the saloon the other day. O it m ght
have been different but identical. It was inpossible to tell. The gl ossy
jet paint was w thout dent or blem sh, and the tinted wi ndows were as

i npenetrabl e as nidnight. The crescent nmoon | ogo on the side door gl owed
scarlet in the fiery light of sunset.

A dude ranch cowboy jostled past Travis, and he blinked, realizing he
had been staring. He nunbl ed an apol ogy, then headed through the
creaking side door into the famliar clutter of MKay's General Store.
McKay's had opened its doors in the 1870s and hadn't cl osed t hem

since, barring holidays and the Great Depression. |an MKay, son of the
ori gi nal
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years ago his granddaughter, Onica MKay, returned to Castle City on a
geneal ogi cal research trip, got caught by the spell of the valley, and
bought the store her great-grandfather had built.

The store hadn't changed nuch over the years. The gigantic di scount
war ehouses had i nvaded ot her nountain towns, |eaving MKay's

pressed-tin ceiling and pl ate-glass front wi ndow i ntact. The high

shel ves were just as crowded with merchandi se as they had been in the
wani ng days of the silver rush--although now they were nmore likely to
hold garlic presses and cans of Indian curry than pickaxes and bottles
of mercury.

Travis breathed in dusty, spicy air and smled at the snell of

history. At least there were sonme things he could still count on. He
wander ed back to the hardware section, found a new pair of hinges, and
headed toward the front of the store.

The hi gh, chimng sound of bells drifted on the air.

Shock crystallized Travis. Once before he had heard silvery nusic |ike
that in Castle City. Once before, when everything had begun to-- "Thank
you for coming to McKay's," a chantlike voice drifted fromup ahead.

A man with a plastic shopping bag appeared fromaround a corner, sniled
at Travis, then headed for the side entrance of the store. Travis

st epped around the corner and saw the source of the sound. The antique
brass cash register that had domi nated the front counter of MKay's for
time out of mind was gone. In its place lurked a | ow, aerodynam c shape
nol ded from bl ack plastic. Again the chimng

shimered on the air, and Travis knew it was not bells. Instead the
sound had that hard, perfect clarity that could come only froman 54
el ectroni c chip.



Anot her custoner--a young woman--waited at the counter. Waunita Lost Ow
stood on the other
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thick braid, and she wore jeans and a geonetric- patterned shirt. A pair
of thick-1ensed gl asses perched in front of her serene brown eyes.

At first Travis thought Waunita was ringing up the young wonan's
purchases, but then he wasn't so certain. Waunita touched each item
lightly, then when she was done she touched the black unit on the

counter. A pale lum nescence frosted the scul pted features of her face,
and again the chime sounded on the air.

"Seventeen-thirty-two," Waunita said.

So she had been totaling the itens after all

The young woman held out a credit card. Waunita took it and passed it
over the wedge-shaped unit w thout touching it. Another chime. Waunita
handed the card back, placed the goods in a shiny plastic sack, and
nodded as the young wonman stepped away.

"Do you need hel p, Travis?"

He shook his head--he had been staring again. He hurried to the
counter and set the hinges down.

"Hell o, Waunita. | need to exchange these."

She nodded and touched the hinges--no, that wasn't right. Instead she
carefully touched the nmetallic price sticker attached to each one.
Travis frowned as she worked. "Wat happened to the ol d cash
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register?"

"This is better."

For the first time he noticed that she wore what | ooked |ike a black
wrist brace, made of nylon and Velcro. On the back of the brace was a
smal | bl ack box. Waunita touched the main unit on the counter. It
chined, and at the sanme tinme a snmall LED on the wist brace flashed. H's
frown deepened.

"It uses ny body as a wire," she said.

"What do you nean?"

"When | touch things, this renenbers." She
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gestured to the unit on the counter. "And when | touch this, it



listens through ny body and hears what things | touched. Then it adds
t hem up. "

Understanding crept into Travis's mnd. He renenbered sitting at the
sal oon with Max on a slow night a few nonths ago, watching the Wnder
Channel on the TV behind the bar. The show had been about new

technol ogi es. One had invol ved a device that could use the human body to
transmt data instead of a network cable. Personal area networKks--
PANs- -t hat was what the nonotonous voice of the narrator had called
them But the prototypes had been |l arge and clunky. They had | ooked I|ike
somet hing froma junior high school science fair conpared to the slim

el egant devi ce Waunita wore.

"They do good things," Waunita said.

He shook his head. "Wat do you nean, VWaunita? Wio did this for the store?"
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She reached under the counter, pulled out a brochure, and handed it to him
"Maybe they can help you, too, Travis."

He gl anced down at the brochure and al nost | aughed. Maybe he shoul d have
been surprised to see the crescent nmoon and capital D, but he wasn't.
Duratek. So this was what they did--this was one of the

possibilities they adverti sed.

"Ms. MKay was worried," Waunita said. "But now she is full of hope al

the tine. She says things have not been this good in many years. She is
payi ng me nore."

Travis gazed out the front wi ndow Desiccated scraps of litter blew down
Elk Street like dirty tunbleweeds in the gloom No, VWaunita was w ong.

Thi ngs were not good--they were not good at all. \Wo were these peopl e?

What did they know about real possibilities? He gl anced down at the crescent

noon on the brochure. Once before he had seen a svnmil-ir>1 oil -~.t",
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Travis crumpled the brochure, shoved it into his pocket, and turned to
wal k fromthe store.

"Travi s? You forgot your hinges."

He barely noticed as Waunita pushed the slick plastic sack into his
hand, then he stepped out the front door and wal ked into hot, gritty
twilight. He glanced in both directions, |ooking for the black

vehicle, ready to confront these people, to ask themwho they were to
cone here and change things.

The street was enpty, the vehicle was gone. Travis sighed and headed
back to open up the sal oon
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10.
Max called the Mne Shaft at a quarter to mdnight.
Behind the bar, Travis funbled with the handset. "Max? Max, is that you?"

A digital hiss phased into words. "--course it's ne, Travis." The voice
sounded thin and netallic, as if Max spoke from down a | ong steel tube.

Travis turned his back to block out the |ow din of conversation. To his
amazenent, people had been waiting outside the Mne Shaft when he

returned from McKay's. Now the sal oon was over half-full. People were
ki nd sonetimes. Too kind. He had thrown a rug over the scorch mark on
the floor, but he could still snell the stench of fire.

"Max, |--" He lowered his voice. "Il was a little worried when | didn't

hear fromyou today."

"Travis, you worry when one of the Daughters of the Frontier breaks a
press-on nail opening a beer."

He couldn't help a small laugh. It was genuine Max, all right, even if
the voice was a poor silicon facsimle. "Were are you? | ... are you at
home?"

A surge of static, then,
Reallv. T nean it "

'--feel great, Travis. Better every dav.
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Travis knew he should take Max's word for it. But it was hard not to
renenber the feverish light in Max's eyes when Travis had | ast seen him
He licked dry lips. "Have you seen Deputy Wndom | atel y?"

A faint buzzing, and silence.

"Max? Are you--?"
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"Yes. Yes, | saw-"

Max's voice was cut off by another sound: a whine so piercing Travis had
to jerk the phone away for fear his skull would shatter

"Max? Max, are you there? \What was that?"

Static coalesced into a faint voice. "lI've got to go, Travis."
"Wait--are you coming to the sal oon tonorrow?"

"Maybe. I'mnot sure. But I'll see you soon, Travis. Pronise.”

Travis clutched the phone, as if holding it nore tightly would keep his
friend on the line. "Max, just tell ne--"

This time the hiss was replaced by the nonotonous drone of a dial tone.
Travis hung up the phone.



It was only when Mol ly Nakanura asked himfor a refill on her chai that
he realized he had been staring at the phone. He m xed a cup of the
fragrant tea and pushed it toward her. She gave a sol emm nod, then
returned to the table where she was giving an inpronptu origam

| esson.

Travis turned to unload a tray of dirty gl asses. Something on the bar
caught his eye. He picked it up and cupped it in his hand. Crisp paper
wi ngs stretched fromits black body, and its sharp beak curved

downward. Although he was sweating, a shudder coursed through him It
was a gift, Travis. Mdlly couldn't have known. un ""s world, it's just a
bi rd.

He set the origam raven back on the bar. Maybe she woul d think he
hadn't seen it.
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out the door of the saloon. Travis turned chairs up on tables and swept
the floor. He wi shed Deirdre was there. Not to help with the work, but
to keep hi mconpany, and naybe play a soft song on her mandolin. He
finished the rest of his work in silence.

It was late. Tinme to |lock the door, head upstairs, nake a try at

sl eeping. Travis grabbed the keys fromthe hook behind the bar, then
paused. He |l et his gaze wander over the saloon. It all should have been
warmand famliar. Instead it was |like | ooking at a foreign | andscape.
Not hi ng was right anynore. The heat, the town, Max. Wat had happened to
Castle City?

What happened to you, Travisi

He wasn't certain if the voice in his mnd was his own, or if it was the
ot her voice, the one that told himthings, the one that sounded I|ike
Jack. But that voice hadn't spoken to himsince his return to Earth.

What ever its source, there was truth in the voice's words. Maybe Castle
Cty hasn't changed, Travis. Maybe you have.

Al the same, sonething was wong. Travis wasn't sure what it was, but
it had something to do with the weather, and the man in bl ack, and the
crescent nmoon logo. But howdid it all fit together?

He shook his head. Once before he had wondered where he was going to get
answers to his inmpossible questions. But this time there was no
ol d-fashi oned revival tent glowing in the night before him

Maybe t hey can hel p you, too.

O did he have soneplace to go for answers after all? He dug into the
pocket of his jeans and pulled out the crunpled brochure. The crescent
moon glowed in the illumnation of the neon bar |ights. Duratek. Wat
could they do for hinfP Wat changes might they bring to his life? He
hesitated, then opened the brochure.



New shock flowed through him as if his own body
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met his eyes, depicting | aughing people and too-real |andscapes. He
shoved his hand back in his pocket and dug deeper. This time he canme out
with a small scrap of paper, the one he had found outside Max's
apartment. He didn't need to place it atop the brochure to know it

mat ched, but he did all the sane.

"What are you doi ng, Max?" he whi spered. "\Wat are you doi ng?"

Travis folded the brochure and scrap, paused, then picked up the origam
raven--no one had taken it fromits perch on the bar--pressed it flat,
and folded it inside the brochure. He shoved the bundl e of paper back
into his pocket, scooped up the keys, and headed for the door

Afterward, Travis was never sure what nade himstop as he pushed the key
into the dead bolt, what made himturn the knob, open the front door of
t he sal oon, and step out into darkness. Sonetines fate drew one onward.
Soneti mes danger did as well.

The onyx vehicle nerged seam essly with the night. Only the cool sheen
of starlight against glossy paint betrayed its presence. He could just
make out the pale curve of a crescent nmoon, far too low to be in the sky.

Travis stepped to the edge of the boardwal k. There was the solid chunk
of a car door shutting, then the grinding of shoes on gravel. The nan

st epped out of the shadows into the pool of light in front of the sal oon

"I"ve been waiting for a chance to talk to you," the man said.

Travis gripped the rail of the boardwal k. It wasn't so much surprise he
felt as dread. "Who are you?"
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The man smiled, but the expression was secret, as if only for hinself.
He was short and handsone:

bl ond hair and goatee shorn cl ose, shoulders solid be58 mark ant hony
eyes were blue behind wire-rimred gl asses that were a mirror of

Travi s's own.

"Worl ds of possibility," the man said. "Close to hone."
Travi s shook his head. "But what does it nean? \Wat are you selling?"
"Everything. Haven't you seen our commercial s?" H s | augh was

wonderful --1ow and inviting. "But of course you have. They're sort of
hard to miss. Thank our marketing departnent for that. \Whatever people
want, what ever people need, whatever they're too afraid to dream
of--that's what we sell."



"Possibility," Travis murmured.

"Wirl ds of possibility."” The man paused. "But then, you know all about
ot her worlds, don't you, M. WIder?"

The night was perfectly still. Sweat seeped down Travis's sides. \Wat
had he been expecting the other to say?

The man stepped away from his vehicle and noved toward the boardwal k.
H s blue eyes were earnest behind his gl asses.

"Do you know what it neans, M. WIlder? Do you understand the

i mplications of what you've discovered? Wat it neans for this world,
what it means for all of us?"

Travis's nmouth was filled with dust. It was hard to formthe words, and
when he did they were utterly hollow "I don't know what you're talking
about . "

This time the man's snile edged into a smirk. "On the contrary, you 62
understand better than anyone, M. WIlder. You' ve seen for yourself what
another world has to offer.”

"What do you nean?"

The man noved closer. "You really can't see it, can you? That's

ironic. You' ve been there, but you don't get it." He shrugged.

"Consider it this way. Wat do
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shi ps | anded on the desol ate shores of G eenland? Wat did Christopher
Col unbus think when he realized that the junble of islands he had found
weren't anywhere near India? What do you think was going through the

m nds of the men and wonmen who sailed across a vast ocean to settle at
Jamest own?"

Travis could only stare.

The man spread his hands wide. "A new world, M. Wlder. That's what |'m
tal ki ng about. The whol e history of mankind can be nmeasured as |ong

i nterval s of neaningless static punctuated by the discovery of new
wor | ds. These days nost people believe there are no nmore worlds to find,
at least not without clinmbing into a spaceship for a few hundred years."
He brought his hands together. "But you and | both know that isn't true."

"Leave ne alone," Travis said.

The man had reached the edge of the boardwal k. "Please, M. Wlder. I'm
not your eneny. Far fromit. Haven't you wanted to neet someone who
coul d understand what you' ve been through? Soneone whom you coul d

tell everything?"

Yes. Yes, nore than anything. But this nan hadn't been there. He could
never have under st ood.
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Travis let go of the railing. "I said | eave ne al one.™
The man sighed. "All right, M. WIlder. | can see you're not ready to
hear what | have to say. But let nme give you sonme advice. | know you

don't trust ne. And I'm sure you know peopl e whom you think you can
trust."” He cocked his head. "But you can never really know another, M.
Wlder. Not truly, not what burning secrets they keep deep in their

hearts. Everyone is seeking something. At least |'ve told you what | want.'

Travis could not breathe. Despite the darkness the heat was
suffocating. What was the man tal king about? But the other only

nodded, then turned toward his vehicle. Wthout thinkinp Travis raispd
an arm
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"Vit--"

The rest of his words were cut off as the roar of an engine tore apart
t he ni ght.

Travis jerked his head up in tinme to see a white-hot beam pierce the

dar kness. He shielded his eyes with a hand, and when he |lowered it again
he saw a notorcycle skid to a halt in front of the boardwal k. The rider
flipped up the visor of a black hel met. Snoke- green eyes flashed.

"Cet on, Travis!"

He stood frozen, then shock becane notion, and he junped down to the street.

The bl ond man | aughed over the grow of the engine. "And here is one who
seeks even now "

Travis hurried to Deirdre. "Wat's he tal ki ng about ?"
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"Don't listen to him Travis.'
of her hel net.

Her words were hard behind the face guard
Travis glanced at the man. The other's hands were on his hips, his

expr essi on grave now.

"Remenber what | told you, M. Wlder."

Travi s | ooked back at Deirdre. "Wat's going on?"

"Come with me, Travis. Come with nme if you want to understand."

For a heartbeat novenment was inpossible. Travis could feel the man's
eyes bore into himalong with Deirdre's.

You can never really know anot her.

Then he clinbed onto the back of the motorcycle. He barely had tinme to



circle his arms around Deirdre's wai st before she cranked the

throttle. The Har- ley screaned forward |ike a Chinese dragon, and
everything vanished in its dark wake.

11

Deirdre cut the Harley's engine, and the nmotorcycle coasted to a stop
Si | ence descended over the night like a curtain of hot black velvet.
Travis brushed wi nd-tangled hair fromhis eyes and saw, |oonming in the
murk, the graceful facade of the Castle City Opera House.

These days the opera house was abandoned, but at its zenith its stage
had- played home to sonme of the finest tenors and sopranos of Europe,
and it was said that once President MKinley hinmself had viewed a
Pari si an burl esque show there. Even in decay, there was an air of

el egance about the opera house. G eek Revival columms glowed in the
cast-off shine of a streetlight.

For what seemed an hour he had clung to Deirdre while the notorcycle
sped down enpty roads, but at some point they must have turned around,
for they had come to a halt at the end of Elk Street, no nore than half
65 a mle fromthe saloon. He let go of Deirdre and stunbled off the
Harley. It felt as if the world were still noving beneath him Then
again, maybe it was.

Deirdre stepped off the bi ke and renoved her helmet in one fluid notion
She shook out her short black hair, then turned her eyes on Travis.

"Are you all right?"

It was the first thing she had said since the noent she shouted for him
to get on the bike. He gpened his nouth, but he could find no words to
answer. Travis wasn't even sure he knew what all |ight ~s anynore.
Deirdre turned and gazed into the *lit. He was suddenly certain that she
knew f ar

nmore alinmil- what- wae harnmpnirnr than bp did
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Travis | ooked up at the ghostly opera house. "Wy here?"

"There's someone you need to neet."

Wth that, Deirdre headed up the sweeping marble staircase to the
entrance of the opera house. Travis hesitated. Once, at the weird
revival show, Brother Cy had told himthat he always had a choi ce. Now

he wasn't so certain that was true. He hurried after Deirdre.

Travis caught up to her as she paused before the door. "It's |ocked," he
said. "This place hasn't been used in--"

He halted as she pulled a device fromher pocket. It was shaped like a
river pebble, but nolded of plastic. She touched a small button. There
was a click, and one of the double doors swung open an inch. She slipped
t he device back into her pocket and pushed through the

doorway. Travis took a breath, then foll owed her into darkness beyond.
They noved through di mess, then canme to the edge of a vast space.



Across an ocean of shabby seats was a stage lit by a single spotlight.
66 Deirdre | eaned against an ornate railing. She did not shout, but her
voi ce rang out across the old theater. "They found him™

Travis gl anced at her. Who was she speaking to? Then a voice drifted
t hrough the proscenium arch, carried by the acoustics of the opera house.

"The Phil osophers will not be pleased."
Deirdre tightened her grip on the railing. "Damm the Phil osophers."

Now | aughter floated on the air. "Speak carefully, Deirdre Falling Hawk.
The Phil osophers have many ears. You've always had a tendency to forget
that fact."

A figure stepped fromthe shadow w ngs of the stage, into the
spot | i ght.
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Travi s shook his head, and a sick feeling oozed into his stonmach. Who
were all these strangers who seened to know himso well? He gl anced at
Deirdre, but her eyes were dark and distant, fixed on the stage. At that
nmonent she might as well have been a stranger to him too.

"What do you want?" Travis said, surprised at the way his trenbling
voi ce rose on the air of the opera house.

"To hel p," the man onstage said.

Travis sighed. He noticed that the other had not said, To help you.
Deirdre touched his arm "Cone on, Travis."

She | ed the way down to the stage, and he foll owed.

By the time they reached the bottom the man sat on the edge of the
orchestra pit. He |looked to be Travis's age, early thirties, or
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perhaps just a little older given the flecks of gray in his curly black
hair. He wore runpled chinos and a white linen shirt rolled up to the
el bows. Stubbl e shadowed his square jaw, and his nose was aquiline above
sensual lips. He | ooked like a novie star fromsone forties filmnoir:

handsome, di shevel ed, possibly dangerous. On the stage next to himwas a
mani | a envel ope.

"Who are you?" Travis said.

The man held out a hand. "My nane is Farr. Hadrian Farr."

Travis didn't accept the gesture. That wasn't what he had neant. The
man- - Farr--seemed in no way rebuffed. H s hand noved to the manila

envel ope, as if this was what he had been reaching for all along. Travis
tried again. "What do you want ?"



The man smiled. His teeth were crooked. It was a charm ng expression
"W seek things," he said. "Unusual things. Whnderful things."
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Everyone is seeki ng sonet hi ng.
He breathed out, wanting to ask nore, but he didn't know where to begin.

Farr pulled sonmething fromthe envel ope and held it out. "Do you know
this woman, M. W/ der?"

Travi s's hand shook as he accepted the photograph, as if sonehow he

al ready knew what he woul d see. The worman in the photo was desperate and
regal . She ran down the steps of a building, her hand to her throat,
staring forward with stunning green-gold eyes. In that

i nstant, he under st ood.

Travis | ooked up and net Farr's gaze. "You're Seek ers, aren't you?" He
68 turned toward Deirdre. "Both of you."

Farr raised an eyebrow, and Deirdre's nouth dropped open. Travis allowed
hinsel f a hunorless smle. It was good to know that he could spring a
few surprises of his own.

"Don't |ook at ne,"
tell him"

Deirdre said when Farr gl anced her way. "I didn't

Farr nodded. "W need to renenber that M. WI der mght well know nuch
nore than we inmagine."

Deirdre reached out, as if to touch Travis, then pulled her hand back
"How did you . . . ?"

He smiled and brushed a finger across the photo. "It was Gace. G ace
Beckett. She told nme about the Seekers." He glanced up. "And about you,
Hadrian Farr."

Farr's expression was intent. "So you are ac quainted with Dr. G ace
Beckett."

Now Travis did laugh. He thought of all he and Grace had been through
all they had done, all they had survived. "You mght say that."

He handed the photo back to Farr. Shadows pressed around themlike
silent actors.

Travis | ooked at Deirdre. "I suppose this neans you didn't really cone
to the Mne Shaft to play nu-
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Her smile was small and private. "In a way, | did. That time | sang at
t he sal oon, three years ago, is nore special to me than you can know. |
suppose part of me was hoping | could feel a glimer of that magic
again. And maybe | have. But you're right. There's another reason why |
cane to Castle Cty."

"The I mmol ated Man," Travi s whi spered.
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Farr slipped the photo back into the envelope. "You're right, Deirdre.
He is indeed perceptive."

Deirdre net Farr's eyes. "Do you want to tell hinm? O should I?" "
think I can nanage."

Travi s pushed the gunslinger's spectacles higher on his nose. "Tell ne
what ?"

Farr slid fromthe edge of the stage to stand. He was several inches
shorter than Travis, but sonehow Travis felt |like the smaller one. There
was an air of quiet power about Farr. In sone ways he rem nded Travis of
Fal ken Bl ackhand.

"To tell you why we've been searching for you, M. Wlder."
12.

It was only when Deirdre caught his armand led himto the front row of
seats that Travis realized his knees were shaking. As he sat, a dusty
exhal ation rose fromthe cushion. He | ooked up at the two

Seekers. Deirdre's eyes were concerned. Farr's expression was nore
difficult to fathom

Farr pulled a slimsilver case fromthe pocket of his chinos, took out a
cigarette, then cocked his head toward Travis. "Do you mind if | snoke?"

"I don't tell other people howto live their lives." , Farr nodded.
"That's good advice, M. Wlder. 1"l
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snoke coiled to the catwal ks above. "But allow ne to tell you this.
There is one who approached you tonight. He didn't tell you his nane,
nor is it inmportant. It's whomhe represents that matters. And | say
this not in an attenpt to control you, but in an effort to save you, M.
Wlder. Do not talk to them"
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The force of Farr's words struck Travis by surprise, pushing hi mback
into the seat. "Duratek," he said.

Dei rdre crouched down beside Travis. "Yes, the nan at the sal oon was
from Durat ek Corporation. They' ve been--"

Farr raised a hand. "Not yet, Deirdre. There are sone things we nust
tell M. Wlder first."

Deirdre stood and gave a curt nod.

Farr | eaned against the stage. "It's true that we're interested in the
man in the black robe who came to the saloon. W' ve been investigating
cases like this for some time. However, we investigate nmany things, and
it was not because of himthat we cane to Castle City."



"But what happened to hinP" Travis said, his voice a croak. "How did he
on

Farr picked up the envel ope and pull ed out nore photos. He handed them
to Travis. Although he did not want to, Travis forced hinmself to | ook
I mmges met his eyes: dark husks twisted into horrible poses. He

recal l ed a tel evision special he had seen about Ponpeii. Thousands had
been buried by the scal ding ash of Vesuvius. Nineteen centuries |ater

ar chaeol ogi sts had poured plaster into the hollows where their bodies

had been burned away. Those casts rem nded Travis of the shapes in the
phot os, each one a perfect effigy of the final nmoment of pain, before

the fire consunmed them

Farr held out a hand, and Travis gratefully surrendered the photos.
"What's happening to then?" he said.
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very much want to answer. There have been incidents of spontaneous
conbustion recorded for centuries, but the current cases are different
71 in subtle ways. Qur tests show that the spot tenperatures reached are
far higher than in previous cases. Even so, with alnmost all victins, the
body is not consunmed by the heat. Instead, we've recorded distinct
changes i n norphol ogy, organic chem cal conposition, and even DNA
structure. The man who entered your establishment is one of the few

exceptions, as his immlation was conplete. In virtually all other
cases, it is not as if the victimis being burned so nuch as ... changed.

Travis glanced up at Deirdre, his gray eyes wi de behind his

spectacles. "It's just like what you told nme, the story about the
| mol ated Man. But you said that was only a nyth."

Deirdre gave a wy snmile. "Only a nyth is an oxynoron, Travis. Mths

have the power to reveal truths about our lives in ways our senses

can't. In sone ways, myths are nore real than the world we see, not |less."
Farr crushed out his cigarette in a rusted sardine tin. "Over the | ast
several nonths, there has been an epiden c of these new cases of

spont aneous conbustion. Some in our organization believe they m ght be
related to the current heat wave on this continent. Sone have . . .

ot her ideas. Regardless, right now the outbreak is largely unknown to

the public. But that m ght soon change."

"Why?" Travis said, not sure he wanted to know.

Parr's expression was grim "Just |last week | watched a man in a Kansas
City hospital burning, even as the doctors there tried to save him Hi s
case was atypical in that, for several hours after the

i mol ation, he survived."

Travis uressed his eves shut. No. he had not
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wanted to know this. He forced his eyes back open. "Wat . . . what did
72 he . . . ?"

"What did he beconme?" Farr shook his head. "I'mnot certain. However,
the hospital's tests will certainly reveal what our own studies have. It
is only a mtter of time before this story is nmore widely known. But to
answer your question: Toward the end, before he ceased, his flesh was
the color and texture of basalt, and when a nurse attenpted to give him
an injection, witnesses say that he touched her, and she caught on fire.
She's in an intensive care unit at the nonent. The doctors doubt she
will survive."

Travis swal |l oned hot bile. "So what does this have to do with me?"
"Not hi ng, or so we thought," Farr said. "W did not think these

incidents were related to your case. And they still mght not be. But
one thing | have | earned over the years is to seek connection in
coi nci dence. "

Sonet hi ng was w ong--sonet hi ng beyond the Seekers, beyond the

i Mol ations. "But if you didn't cone to Castle Gty because of the burnt
peopl e, why did you cone?"

Farr glanced at Deirdre. "I think you m ght do a better job here."

Deirdre perched on the corner of the seat next to Travis. "You say
you' ve spoken to Dr. Beckett. That neans you know what happened to her
last fall at Denver Menorial Hospital, when--"

"--when she killed one ironheart, and Hadrian hel ped her escape

anot her at the Denver police station." He knewit was wong to enjoy the
surprised | ooks on their faces, but he did all the sane.

Deirdre gave a slow nod. "I imagine Gace told you the Seekers were
interested in her experiences. After the incident at the police

station, we tried to regain contact with her, but we failed. The car we
had given T-ipr i A7ae “nnnrl abfl ndonp.d just outside Castle Gty. In
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the tine since we've tried to discover where she went next."

"It's a world called Eidh," Travis said quietly.

He could see both Deirdre and Farr tense as they exchanged | ooks.
Deirdre started to |ift a hand. Farr gave a slight shake of his head,

and she nodded.

"Here," Farr said as he took another photo fromthe envel ope. "I want
you to | ook at sonething else.”

Travis took the photo, afraid he would see nore images of shriveled
bodies. Instead it was a view | ooki ng west down Elk Street, in tones of
sepi a rather than Kodacol or. The nuddy street was crowded wi th horses
and wagons. Men in runpled wool suits stood in groups, and wonen wal ked



by in dark, heavy dresses.

"This photo was taken here in Castle City in 1897," Deirdre said. "I
found it in the archives at the county library."

Travis squinted. "What am | supposed to be | ooking at?"

"Here," Farr said, pointing to a figure in the lower left corner of the
old photo. "This man."

The photo was blurry at the edges, but Travis could still make out an
elderly, dignified gentleman in a dark jacket and waistcoat. His white
beard was neatly trimed, but his hair flew about his head, and he gazed
forward with piercing eyes.

It felt as if soneone had slipped a needle into Travis's heart. He
| ooked up. "But that's . . . that's Jack."

"Yes," Farr said. "We' ve been searching for your friend Jack G aystone
for sone tine now, M. WIlder."

Travis clutched the photo. "You're too late." Deirdre net his eyes. "I'm
so sorry, Travis." Silence settled over the opera house. "I'd like 74 a
cup of coffee," Farr said. "Wuld anyone care to inin mp?" 70 * mark ant hony

M nutes later they stood on the stage. Travis gripped a Styrofoamcup in
his hands, filled froma thernos that Farr had produced. Travis had

t hought the stage to be enpty, but he saw now it was just an illusion
conjured by the spotlight. A table stood at the back, cluttered with
folders, laptop computers, and pieces of el ectronic equipnent whose

pur poses he coul dn't guess.

Travis took a sip fromhis cup. It burned his tongue, but he didn't
care. "Wat's going on, Deirdre? What is all of this?"

She gl anced at Farr. "What can | tell hin®"

"What ever you need to tell him ]Just renenber the Nine and the One."

Deirdre's expression was thoughtful, then she nodded and | ooked up. "It
was the autum after | left Castle Gty that | first heard of the
Seekers." She paced as she tal ked, her black biker boots beating agai nst

the stage. "I traveled to Ireland, |ooking for sone

inspiration for ny nusic, and after that | spent sone tine tranping
around Engl and, Wales, and Scotland. For a week | played at a pub in

Edi nburgh. That was where | first nmet Hadrian. W tal ked after my set
one night, and he said sone amazing things about . . . possibilities.
Possibilities |I've wondered about nyself." She smiled. "A week later, he
took me to the Seekers' Charterhouse in London."

"I was lucky to find you," Farr said. "The Seekers were |ucky."
Deirdre's eyes grew distant. "I've always known there are many worl ds
besi des our own, worlds that can sonetinmes draw near to this one. It's a
belief both nmy parents gave me." Her gaze focused again on Travis. "l
knew the noment | net themthat | belonged with the Seekers."

"So you | ook for other worlds," Travis said.



It was Farr who answered him "As | said, M.

75
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guestion--yes, for five centuries the Seekers have sought out,
cat al oged, and studi ed evi dence of worlds other than this Earth."

Deirdre gave a wy smile. "It's not quite as glanorous as it sounds.
After | joined, |I found out that nmost of what the Seekers do consists of
readi ng boring old papers and entering records into a conputer."”

Farr glanced at her. "However, it was in doing just such boring work
that you found the key to a case that had hit a dead end over a

century ago."

Deirdre picked up a folder. "This file concerns a man the Seekers know
as James Sarsin. W don't know what his real nane is, as he's had nany.
However, he went by the name of Sarsin when the Seekers first becane
aware of him He was a bookseller in London at the tinme. This was early
in the reign of Queen Elizabeth." Deirdre glanced up fromthe fol der
"By the way, that's Queen Elizabeth One. Al of this occurred in the
year 1564, but it was clear even then that the man who call ed hinsel f
Sarsin had been living in and around London for nearly two centuries."

Travis shook his head. "But that's--" He cut the sentence short.
| mpossi bl e was a neani ngl ess word. Anyt hing was possible. Hadn't he
| earned that well enough?

Deirdre pulled several papers fromthe folder. "These are copies of the
deeds for M. Sarsin's London bookshop, dating from 1532 to 1851. If you
| ook at them you'll see that, every fifty years or so, the proprietor
of the Queen's Shelf died, and the busi ness was bequeathed to another

i ndi vi dual . "

Travis flipped through the pages. Reading was al- “ys hard, and the
ornate script conplicated the task, but his work with runes hel ped him
concentrate and deci pher the signatures: diver Sarsin, Jacques
Nis-Pierre, Louis Gis-Pierre. He | ooked up. "Wat's
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"Not much--that is, until you take a ook at this." Deirdre pulled
anot her sheet fromthe file. "All of these deeds were drawn up in the
days of inkwells and quill pens. Cccasionally, the person signing the

deed smudged the docunent, leaving a fingerprint. This shows a

conparison of prints lifted fromdeeds signed in the years 1592, 1651
and 1799."

Travis gl anced at the sheet. He was no expert on the subject, but even



he coul d see that the magnified sections of the three prints bore the
same pattern of whorls. "So you're telling me that this man lived in
London for over three centuries, every once in a while pretending to die
and | eaving his business to hinmself so the neighbors wouldn't get too
suspi ci ous?"

Deirdre's dark eyes sparkled. "You nake it sound so mundane."

"The Seekers suspected that there nmight be sonething otherworldly to M.
Sarsin's nature," Farr said. "So over the centuries we have

observed him hoping to | earn nore."
"Didn't they ever consider just asking hin®"

Farr set down his coffee. "Seekers tried to approach M. Sarsin on
several occasions. However, he refused to speak to them It was clear he
was aware of us and our curiosity, and he had no intention of
cooperating. Then, shortly after 1880, the Queen's Shelf burned to the
ground. M. Sarsin vanished, and the case was closed. That is, unti
Deirdre came al ong."

She shrugged. "It was chance, really. | was archiving old fol ders,
scanni ng evidence into the conmputer systemin London. One of the pieces
was a letter--the last bit of information about Janes Sarsin that the
Seekers retrieved. It was addressed to an acquai ntance in London, but 77
there was no return address, and no way to know from where the letter
had been sent."

Dei rdre searched through the fol der, then pulled
THE KEEP OF FIRE 73

| fear, ny friend, that | cannot inpart where | amcurrently, but let ne
say that | have found ny way quite by accident into the nost

glorious valley. The native people call the great, rugged nountain that
rises to the west O ouded Brow, but to nmy eyes, as | amcertain you can
quite understand, it | ooks rather nore like a castle. | shan't be
surprised if | soon decide to nake a hone for nyself here.

Travis went rigid. "Clouded Brow? But that's the U e nane for Castle Peak."
"Yes," Deirdre said. "It is."

At last Travis understood. "It was jack. He was James Sarsin. That's why
you cane to Castle Gty, isn't it?"

"You saw the photo," Deirdre said. "Jack Gray- stone lived in Castle
City for nore than a century, and he didn't age a day. | think you know
the answer as well as we do."

"Wuld you like to sit down, M. WIlder?" Farr gestured to a chair by
the table.

Travi s nodded and sank into the chair. He gripped his right hand. He
knew t hat Jack was--had been--a wi zard from Ei dh, but would he ever
really understand who Jack was? And what Jack had done to hinf?

Deirdre laid her hand on his shoulder. "Are you all right?"



Travis shook with silent |aughter. Wiy were peopl e al ways asking him
that just after they'd pulled the rug out from under hinf?

Farr sat on the edge of the table. "Once we knew of Jack G aystone, we
78 suspected it was not chance that G ace Beckett cane to Castle Gty
just prior to her disappearance. Deirdre knew that you were friends with
Graystone. And, as we began investigating, we

| earned that vnn vnnrsplf harl vani ehpri <4ip canp
74 mar k ant hony

night as Dr. Beckett. So | think you can understand why we wi shed to
speak to you."

Travis only stared at the folder on the table.
"You are an amazing man, M. WIlder," Farr said, his brown eyes

intent. "You realize that, don't you? Janes Sarsin and G ace Beckett are
two of the Seekers' npst important cases. Both are wi thout doubt
otherworldly travelers. And you are connected to both. In fact, | would
hazard that you are an otherworldly travel er yourself."

"Why?" Travis said. "Why do you care so much about other worlds?" Farr's
voice was low. "What is life without new di scoveries, new know edge, new
experi ences? W are scholars, M. WIlder. What

notivation do we need beyond wonder itself?"

Travis ran a hand over the folder, certain the other he had net that
ni ght would be very interested to see it, would pay dearly for the
information within. He | ooked up. "Wat about then? What about the ot hers?"

"Duratek." Deirdre spoke the word |ike a curse.

"We are not the only ones who seek other worlds," Farr said. "But we
seek themfor very different reasons. As | said, we are scholars and
academ cs, interested in know edge for know edge's sake."

Travis licked his lips. "Wat about Duratek? Wiat do they want?" Deirdre
cl enched her hand into a fist. "To use. To consune. To rape."

79

"What do you nean?"

Farr | eaned close. "Think about it, M. WIlder. An entire new world of
resources, conpletely unspoiled, with an indi genous popul ati on whose
technol ogy is centuries behind our own. We're tal king about a whol e new
Third Wrld. Only on that world, there
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organi zati ons that nust be considered and obeyed. There is only raw
weal th, ready for the taking by whonever finds it first."

Travis stared at Farr, then beyond. He saw the silvery val sindai of the
Wnter Wod cut down to the bare ground. He saw the rugged



hi ghl ands of Gait gashed by open mines, pitted with snoking holes. He
saw t he nine towers of Cal avere crunbled by the force of a wecking
ball. New fear filled him not for hinself, but for Eidh and all who
dwelled on it. They had saved the Dom nions fromthe Pale King. Wuld it
now fall to a new kind of naster?

"No," Travis said. "No, that can't happen."

"Then hel p us," Farr said.

Deirdre touched his hand. "Please, Travis."

He | ooked down at the folder, opened it, and ran his fingers through the
ol d papers--Jack's papers. He didn't want to be this inportant. It was
being thrust on himas surely as the power Jack had given him Al the
same, Brother Cy was right. You couldn't choose what happened to you in
life. But you could choose what you would do with it.

“All right, I'Il--"

He halted as sonething caught his eye. A corner of paper stuck out from
the folder. Travis could only nake out a few of the words witten on it,
but they caused himto pull the paper fromthe stack. It was a poem -no,
a song. The words were witten in a spidery hand, but they were so

fam liar he had no trouble making out the first |ines:

80
We live out lives a circle, And wander where we can.
He set down the paper and | ooked up. He could

only imagi ne the expression on his face, for both rA?i-; ?i-~ -.-j -r”"
[
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Dei rdre shook her head. "Travis, what is it?"
He spoke the words in a quiet voice. "You used ne."

Farr shot Deirdre a concerned | ook. She opened her nouth and struggl ed
for words.

Travis stood. "The song. Tire and Wonder.' You said you learned it from
a singer in Mnnesota. But that's not true." He slapped the folder with
a hand. "You learned it here, in Jack's papers. You played it in the

sal oon just to see if | would react."

Deirdre's face was stricken. "I'msorry, Travis. | didn't mean to
mani pul ate you. But | had to know if you recognized the song. There
wasn't any other way."

She reached for him but he pulled back. You can never really know
anot her.

"Yes there was,"
asked ne."

he said. "You al ways have a choice. You could have



She noved toward him and he took another step back

"Please, Travis. Don't go." There was fear in her dark eyes, but whether
for himor herself he couldn't tell.

Farr had not noved. "There is a great discovery to be nade, M.

Wlder. And it will be made. You cannot hide what you have | earned 81
forever. Help us nake this discovery for the right reasons, not the
wrong ones."

Anger turned Travis's blood to fire. W were they to ask such a thing?
This wasn't sone peculiar artifact they wanted to dig up. It was a
world: a world with living, breathing people. Putting it under a

magni fyi ng glass, pinning it |like a specinmen to cardboard--how was that
any better than grinding it all into netal and plastic?

"No," he said. "You don't understand. | won't |et
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Before either could answer him Travis turned and ran through the
dar kened opera house and into the night.

13,
"W have to go after him™"
Dei rdre grabbed her helnmet and pulled fingerless |eather gloves frominside.

Hadri an rai sed an eyebrow. "You're so certain, then, you know entirely
the nature of what we've found here?"

Deirdre jerked on the gloves. "No, we don't know, but that doesn't
matter now. Travis could be in danger. There's no telling what Duratek
m ght do if they got him"

Hadri an crossed his arns, and his lips twisted in an ironic smle. "I'm
not so certain, at the moment, he thinks any nore of us than he does of
them™

"Then I'mgoing to change that." She raised the helmet to put it on
"Very well. I'"Il contact the Seekers and let them know that you've
deci ded Desideratum Three is no | onger necessary. |I'msure they'll be
happy to strike it fromthe Book."

Deirdre winced and | owered the hel net.

82

Hadri an stepped toward her. "A Seeker watches but does not interfere.
You' ve already broken that rule once by conming between M. WI der and
Duratek. Do you really want to conpound the infraction? In the past, the
Phi | osophers have tended toward nmercy with those who violate the

Desi derata once and denonstrate sufficient renorse. However, they don't
have a reputation for indul ging repeat offenders."
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Deirdre gritted her teeth. "Fine. Then I'Il go after Travis as a friend,



not a Seeker."
Hadri an | aughed. "And now you're forgetting the Vow "

Deirdre stared at him then her shoul ders slunped. "A Seeker's duty is
first to the Seekers."

"So you renenber it after all.”

She set down the helnet, and nolten anger faded away, replaced by a cold
amal gam of dread, sorrow, and resignation. At that nmonent she hated
Hadrian. But it was only because he was right. She had not sworn the Vow
lightly that day three years ago, beneath the spraw ing

si xteenth-century manor just outside of London. The Seekers were her
life now And although they sonetimes seenmed exasperatingly

restrictive, the Vow and the Ni ne Desiderata had been created to protect
both agents of the Seekers as well as their subjects. It was just that
sometines situations were nore conplicated than had ever been
anticipated by the ancient rules--first set down in the Book five
centuries ago by the nmedi eval society of alchem sts known as the

Phi | osophers.

Deirdre | eaned agai nst the stage. "So we just |et himgo, then?" "For
now, yes. The Desiderata are clear on this. W cannot force M. WIder
to speak with us. W can only observe. That's because the Seekers mnust
see what individuals with otherworldly connections do of their own free
Wi ll--wthout being influenced by our activities, which mght 83

contam nate any know edge we gain fromthem In the neantine, remenber
our motto. To Watch--To Believe--To Wait."

"But wait for what?"

Hadri an was silent. Then, "For the danger you fear to becone real, so
t hat even the Phil osophers nust see it."

F-"7;-J-. N AN ARG Y AT AL A- r ArM-n-m T - M+ r ti/ Mat- N T
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did it--that's how he made contact with Gace Beck- ett but didn't bring
down the wath of the Phil osophers.

"The Ninth Desideratum" she said al oud.
Hadri an's crooked grin flashed in the gloom "Very good. You're

t hi nking now." He noved to the table, drew out the photo of Dr. G ace
Beckett, and ran a thunb over it. "The Ninth Desideratum Above al
el se, a Seeker nust |let no other being come to harm"

He set down the photo, turned, and fixed his dark gaze on Deirdre. "It's
the Ninth that keeps us human. The Ninth that pricks our

arrogance and keeps us fromusing the know edge we gain to play ganes
with fate." He gestured to the electronic surveillance equi pnent on the
table. "W observe, we catalog, we study. It's all very proper, even
antiseptic. But the nonment another sentient being s existence is

i nperiled, all Desiderata are neani ngl ess save the Ninth."



Deirdre ran a hand through her hair. It was good, but not good enough
She wanted to act now. "So how | ong do we have to wait?"

"I'f you're right, Deirdre, not long. Not long at all."

Deirdre studi ed her associate. Fromthe begi nning she had suspected
there was nore to Hadrian Farr than she could see on the surface, and at
t hat nmoment she was certain of it. One did not rise through the ranks of
t he Seekers as he had done without good cause. Runors told 84 that Farr
had found evi dence of an otherworldly portal--only recently

cl osed--inside a Mayan pyramid in the Yucatan. This, in conbination with
his C ass One encounter with Grace Beckett, had caused sonme to whisper

t hat he was being groonmed to becone a Phil osopher

O course, no one Deirdre had net in the Seekers knew for certain
exactly who the Phil osophers were,

O ITA AT}V r}f I-1-1"T-n t-kki fAnr.f~ fiLTEA-rMA -if chiiNit-qi-
rt/rz-n><n
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bef ore becom ng part of the organization's secret governing circle.

Al though all orders ultimtely canme fromthe Phil osophers--by letter, or
nore recently by electronic means--after three years in the Seekers
Deirdre had yet to see or speak with one. Unless she had done so

unknowi ngly, for there were those in the Seekers who held that the

Phi | osophers wal ked di sgui sed anmong t hem

She noved to the table. Hadrian was flipping through the pages of a
smal |, | eather-bound journal. It was fromthe Sarsin file. The Seekers
had recovered it over a century ago, fromthe renmains of the Queen's
Shel f in London. Those pages not darkened by fire were stil

illegible, for the synbols witten upon them although runelike in
appearance, were simlar to no current or historical system of

writing. No system known on Earth, at |east.

Hadrian ran a finger over a half-obscured line draw ng. The draw ng
depicted a sword, the flat of its blade incised with the strange runes.
There was one connection they had not told Travis

about - -anot her |ink between G ace Beckett and the nman known as both
James Sarsin and Jack G aystone.

She picked up the photo of Grace Beckett and touched the inmage of the
subj ect's necklace. It was a trapezoidal piece of netal. Deirdre could
not see themin this picture, but she had studied digitally enhanced 85
enl argenents, and she knew that the symbols on Dr. Beckett's neckl ace
corresponded exactly to those in a portion of the journal drawi ng. That
t he pendant was a fragnent of the sword depicted in the sketch was not
t he question. How Grace Beckett had cone by the neckl ace--and wi thout
any known contact with Jack G aystone--was.

Deirdre sighed. "Wat does it nean?"

It was a rhetorical question. She didn't expect Hadrian to answer, but
he did all the sane.
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| ooking up. "It nmeans for all our observations, for all our centuries of
studi es and anal yses, we are as children when it comes to

under standi ng the nysteries before us."

"But children learn, Hadrian. W can learn. W'll watch Travis." She
clenched a fist. "And we'll get to himbefore Duratek."

"Perhaps. But what of those who might get to himbefore that?"

Deirdre frowned, |owering her hand. "Who do you nmean?"

Hadri an shut the journal and said nothing.

14,

The sky was burni ng.

Travis sat on the crunbled remains of a wall--its bricks darkened with
snoke and cracked by heat-- and watched the dawn trickle into the
valley. He craned his stiff neck and gazed at the ruins around him the
sl unped remmants of a stone chimey, the scorched plane of a plaster
wal |, pieces of furniture scattered on the ground, as charred and
tortured as anything dug up fromthe ash beds of Ponpeii

What had nade himcone to the weckage of the Magician's Attic? It
wasn't until first light transnuted the sky fromslate to steel that he
86 had even realized this was where his feet had led himafter he fled
t he opera house. But maybe it nade sonme sort of sense. In a way, this
was where the fires had all begun

"Where, is Jakabar of the Gay Stone

Travis heard the desiccated hiss again, as if the man in bl ack had just
whi spered it in his ear. Jakabar of the Gray Stone--Jack

Graystone. It was Jack. It had to be. Who el se would the man in bl ack
have been
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searching for? If Travis still had any doubts, then the evidence Deirdre
and Farr had shown himlast night had erased them

Travis gripped his right hand and stared at the remmants of the

antique shop. Anger flared in his heart, as hot and bright as the sun

"It's not fair, Jack," he whispered. "It's not fair, |eaving nme the way
you did. Now I'm stuck with everything you abandoned, and | don't
understand it. I'mnot even close. People are |ooking for you, and it's

me they're finding instead, and | don't know what to do. You got off easy."

The sun peered over the shoulder of Castle Peak. Travis lifted his head,
stared into the hot eye, and willed hinself to burn as Jack had burned.

Sonet hi ng dark eclipsed the sun, and a cool shadow fell across his face.
At first he could not see, then his eyes adjusted, and his gaze
di scerned the two figures who stood before him He pushed up his



spectacles, then slipped fromthe wall.

The wonman and the girl wore dresses black as cinders, and their faces
were pale as the moon in day. The child's hair was dark--as if the stuff
of night still clung to her--but the wonman's hair caught the dawn |i ght
and spun it into copper. Travis drewin a breath of wonder. But this too
made sense. They had been here the last tinme everything had 87 changed.

"Samanda, " he whi sper ed.

The girl regarded himwi th wise purple eyes. "W have been | ooking for
you," she said in a |lisping voice

Despite the strangeness of the nmonent, Travis's lips curled in a bitter
smle. "You re not the only ones."

The wonman groped with a hand, then clutched the girl's shoulder. "Is it
him then? Does he stand before
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"Yes, Sister Mrrim" the child said. "He does indeed."

Travis glanced up, and only then did he see the strip of gauze that had
been bound across the wonman's face, concealing her eyes. He | ooked back
at the girl. "Wat happened to her?"

"She gazed into the fire, to see what lay within."
Travis shook his head. "She's blind, then?"

Now it was Child Sanmanda who sniled, the pink bud of her nouth turning
upward in a knowi ng curve. "Fear not for Sister Mrrim She has other
vi sion, other eyes."

It felt as if Travis stood on a carousel, the world slowy spinning
around him "l don't understand."

The girl held out a hand. A black shape rested on her small palm a
raven fol ded of crisp paper

Travi s staggered back and caught hinmself against the wall. This

coul dn't be happeni ng, not again.
"I see it," Sister Mrrimwhispered. "The birds of night have fallen, 88
their wi ngs have been burned. New dark ones cone, and-all the |and
shrivel s under their touch." Her hands curled into claws at her sides,
and her voice rose into a shrill chant. "The Dead One who was

forgotten wal ks again. He has | ocked the heart of fire in his prison
and--no! It nust not be! He holds a flam ng sword in his hand. He will
cut a wound in the sky, to grasp the stars, and all the world will drown
in arain of blood!"

Travis stared at Sister Mrrim and wet horror filled his lungs. Red
tears streanmed fromthe bandage that covered her eyes and ran down her
cheeks.

"You must go," the girl said.



Travis tore his gaze from Sister Mrrimand | ooked down at the child.
The paper raven was gone. Her small hand held only ashes, and even as he
wat ched the wi nd bl ew t hese away.

"But where?" H's nmobuth was a desert, his voice a
fr<-n1N [/Txn---. ===t _--.-,--N] - *[
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Wse purple eyes glinted. Her voice was a faint whisper, as if she were
al ready fading. "You nust die to be transforned."”

He held out a hand. "No, wait--"

Li ght struck Travis's face, blinding him He turned fromthe glare of
the sun. It was only a second, maybe two, but by the time he turned back
the fire-baked ground where both child and woman had stood was enpty.

Laughter bubbled in his throat, but he knew it would be a mad sound, and
he swallowed it back down. It was easy for them easy for the ones who
went away. But what about hinf? What about the ones who stayed behi nd?
What were they supposed to do? Then he thought of Sister Mrrims eyes,
and he knew that it wasn't easy for any of them

89

Travis stepped away fromthe broken wall, then halted. He still didn't
know where to go. If Child Sa- manda's words had held an answer, then he
could not grasp it. He considered going back to the sal oon, then forced
hinself to forget the idea. Duratek knew to find himthere. And so did
Deirdre and the Seekers. He turned his back toward Castle Cty and
started wal ki ng across an enpty field. Maybe it didn't natter where he
went, just so they didn't find him

He reached the highway that |ed out of town and kept on goi ng.

Sonetimes the act of wal ki ng was purpose enough. Then sonet hi ng caught
his eye.

Travi s approached the dented newspaper box that rested beside the road,
next to a row of mail boxes. He squatted down and, through the scratched
pl astic panel, read the headline:

DOZENS BURNED NATI ONW DE- - CAUSE UNKNOMN One Doctor Calls It "a New Bl ack
Deat h"

I
Beneath the headline was a photo: a dark, twi sted
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shown him He sucked in a breath between his teeth, then scanned down
the article.

Researchers have yet to discover the cause for the self-inmmol ations that
have been reported throughout the Mdwest in the |last six weeks. Sone
have | abeled it a wave of copycat suicides, but in none of the deaths



has a fuel or other flammable agent been identified. According to
Wi t nesses, nmany victinms have shown synptons of unusual behavior and high
fever shortly before--

The article broke off, continued on an inside page. The col unm bel ow
held only a small story about the increasing use of Electria anpong young
peopl e, conpared to other drugs. Travis dug into the pocket of 90 his
jeans, but his hand came up with only a scant collection of

pennies. Not that it nattered. He didn't need to read any nore; he knew
now where he had to go. Maybe this really was |ike the Bl ack Deat h.
Maybe it was a di sease--a disease transmtted by touch

He shoved the coins back into his pocket, lurched to his feet, and
gl anced at the horizon. "Hang on, Max," he whispered. "You ve got to
hang on."

Travi s thought about getting his truck, but it was still parked at the
sal oon. It would be quicker to walk to Max's place than to go back and
retrieve the vehicle. He scranbled over a slunped wire fence and headed
across the enpty field south of the road. Mnutes later he crested a
rise and saw the Castle City railyard ahead. The road to Max's apart ment
was just on the other side.

He ski dded down a gravel slope to the flats around the railyard. A
hundred years ago, trains had passed through Castle City three tines a
week, carrying people, dry goods, tools, and coal. However, the last train

had rolled AIll" nf t-his nlarp twn ripparlpc aon MfiAr tl-io
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railyard was a silent place: a cenmetery where dreans of wealth had died
and boxcars |lay strewn about |ike the corpses no one had

bot hered to bury.

Travis picked his way over rusted tracks, passed the caved-in remnains of
the old station house, and crossed to the farside of the railyard. From
here it was just over a mle to Max's pl ace.

He canme up short against a twelve-foot chain-link fence.

Travis stared at the fence, not conprehendi ng. Then he renenbered. They
had raised this fence a few years ago. A boy playing in one of the
boxcars had shut the door, |ocking hinself in. They hadn't found his 91
body for weeks.

Travis took a step back and | ooked up. The fence was topped with coils
of razor wire. Rust tinged its edges, but it |ooked |like blood, and he
knew the wire would still slice through skin like butter. The only way
out was to return the way he had come, then circle around the yard.
Except that would take himfarther out of his way than headi ng back to
town and his truck.

He gripped the chain link, but he didn't bother tugging on it. There was
nothing to do but go back and hope he hadn't wasted too nuch tine.

Besi des, maybe he was wrong. Maybe all Max had gotten when he touched
the man in black was the burn on his hand. At that nmonent Max was
probably in his apartnent, resting |ike he was supposed to be, and he



woul d | augh when Travis knocked on his door

O maybe Travis would | ook through the wi ndow of Max's apartnent again,
only this tine he would see a picture like the one in the paper. He
shook his head, forced the image fromhis mnd, and turned away fromthe
fence.

"Hello, Travis."
Travis spun and stared back through the fence, jaw
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been only dead weeds and enpty air. Then Travis saw the curve of bl ack
nmetal just protruding from behind a boxcar. But how had the man known to
cone to the railyard?

"Look in your pocket," the other said.

The man was still clad all in black, and, with his neatly trimed goatee
and shorn blond hair, he | ooked ready for a New York art

openi ng. But shadows touched the pale skin beneath his eyes, and stubble
dar kened his cheeks. This night had taken its toll on himas well.

92
"Your pocket, Travis. | can see the question on your face. Go
on--you'll find the answer there."

Travis hesitated, then slipped a hand into the pocket of his jeans. He
pul | ed out the sanme few pennies he had at the newspaper box. "I don't
under stand. "

The man snil ed--a conpelling expression. Travis had al ways envi ed nen
like him short, conpact, brightly handsome. Sonetines it felt

ridiculous to be tall

"That one," the other said. "The Denver 1966. Look at it--bring it in
cl ose.”

Travis held up the coin. At first he saw not hi ng unusual. Then he
noticed it was thicker than the other pennies, and a seamran along the
edge. He worked a thunbnail into the seam The penny split in half.
Inside the thin, copper shell a silicon chip shone like a

di anond in the norning |light.

Travi s | ooked up, eyes wide. "But you were never close enough."

"To plant it on you? No, | wasn't. But a customer in your sal oon would
have been, don't you think? In fact, | bet you'd probably never even
notice if she slipped it into your pocket while you delivered a round of
drinks to her table."

Travis shook his head. It didn't nmake sense--evPWNM*
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"It's like | said, Travis.
really know anot her."

The man spread his hands. "You can never

93

So that was the answer. Soneone el se he knew had used him Travis turned
and heaved the transmitter deep into the rally ard. There was aping,
then silence. He turned back, and his words edged into a sneer. "So what
took you so long to find nme?"

"The mountai ns have a strange effect on radio signals, especially after

dark. W couldn't pick you up until sunrise. Then we cane as quickly as
we coul d."”

Now Travis grinned--it was not an expression of hunor--and rattled the
fence. "It looks |ike sonmething got in your way."

The man shrugged, his expression sheepish. "W try to account for
everything we can. This mi ssion took several nonths of planning. But

even we can't predict all factors. I'mafraid our map of Castle City was
sonmewhat out of date.”

Travis's grin faded. "I'lIl be gone by the tine you drive around, you know. "
"What makes you think | don't have wire cutters in the car?"

"You woul d have used themalready if you had."

The man | aughed. "Very good, Travis. You're a smart nman. A fascinating
man." He gripped the chain link, his blue eyes bright behind his

gl asses. "l so want to speak to you. Do you know that, Travis? Do you

have any idea how nuch | want to listen to you, to hear about

everything you' ve done, every place you' ve gone, all the sights you' ve
seen?"

"Why?" Travis said. "So you can know which mountain range to start
m ni ng Hrst?"

"I's that what the Seekers told you I wanted?"

“lsn't it?"

H s knuckl es whitened as he gripped the fence. "The Seekers are as 94
blind as they are arrogant. They think they're so open-m nded, but
they're not." He
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Seekers say they're scholars, and they are, but they're the worst kind.
They're not trying to |l earn and understand. They already think they have
everything figured out. Al they want are a few speci nens they can stick

in a case to prove it."

"How do you know so nuch about the Seekers?" He fixed his eyes on



Travis. "Because | was one once."

Travi s opened his nmouth, but he had no response. "It cones down to
this," the other said. "The Seekers think they have ownership of any new
worl d that's discovered--that only the elite should be able to see it,
study it, catalog it. Duratek is different. That's why | joined. W
think that a new world should belong to everybody, not just a few
academcs in their high towers. W want to give this world to

everyone."
"You want to exploit, you nean. To sell it." "Wrds, Travis. Those are
just words. And the Seekers' words at that, |I'd guess.™

Travis took a step back fromthe fence. "Listen," the man said, his
voi ce hushed with urgency. "I know | don't have much time with you. So
let me just say one last thing. Two worlds are draw ng near, ours and
anot her. You know t hat better than anyone. That connection is going to
be made--you can't stop it. But what you can do is help us manage it,
control it, to nake it happen the right way, not the wong way."

Travis hesitated. "What do you mean?" The ot her shook his head. "What
are you asking? Are we going to harvest its resources, mne its

ground, farmits soil? Is that the question? If so, the answer's yes.
I"'mnot going to lie to you, Travis, |'ve told you that. This isn't sone
park we're tal king about. We're not going to put a fence around 95 it,
not like this." He brushed a hand across the chain Iink
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Thi nk of the things we have to offer. Jobs. Technol ogy. Medicine. This
isn'"t the first tine we've discovered new worlds, Travis. But this can
be the first time we do it right. Except we need your help." He

st epped back fromthe fence. "It's your choice."

Travis didn't nove. The wi nd noaned around the abandoned boxcars. Wasn't
that what this place had been once? A junping-off point to a new world
of prosperity? They had pushed out the Indians, killed off the buffalo,
and pulled the guts fromthe mountains |ooking for wealth to cart to the
wor |l d back East. Now the silver and gold were gone, but the nountains
still bore the open, oozing wounds. Yes, he did have a choice. He al ways
had a choi ce

"No." Travis's voice was hard. "No, | won't help you. What you want to
do is wong. No matter how hard you try to make it right, it's stil
wrong. There's no price you can pay to bal ance what you want to take."

The other's eyes were regretful behind his glasses. "lI'msorry to hear
you say that, Travis. You see, nowthat |I've nmet you, | had hoped that
we could be friends. But, it doesn't matter. Wth or w thout your help,
we'll get what we want. We al ways do. Because we're on the side of
right, the side of history." He lifted a hand, alnpost like a

salute. "Good luck, Travis. But you can't stop us."

Travis hissed the words between cl enched teeth. "If you really want to
find a new world, then go to hell."



He turned before the other could reply, picked his way across the
railyard, and waited until the fence was out of sight before he broke
into a dead run.

15.

Travi s skul ked inside the hot shadows of an alley on the eastern end of
96 Elk Street. He alnobst |aughed at hinself. Was this what it felt |ike
to be an outlaw? O a fugitive on the run? Except he wasn't the one who
i ntended to do wrong.

Beyond the nouth of the alley, the air danced and shi mered above the
weat hered asphalt. Afternoon had draped its stifling gol den gauze over
the valley, binding the sun in the sky. It seemed like this day woul d
never find an end. But one way or another, it had to.

From his shirt pocket, Travis pulled a crunpled paper. He had finally
made it to Max's place around m dday, after hours of picking his way
t hrough town, doing his best to make sure no one saw him It was an

i ndi cation of his fear of being seen that he did sonething he had not
attenpted since his return to Earth. Travis spoke a rune.

It was Alth, the rune of shadows. As always, his right hand tingled when
he spoke the rune, and a rushing noise filled his ears. But the sound
was di stant and hollow, and it ended too quickly. The air seenmed to dim
a shade around him but that was all. However, even this mnor result
had | eft himweak and shaking fromeffort. Clearly his power here was
but a fraction of what it was on El dh

He supposed he shoul d have been relieved--he had never wanted this in
the first place. In the end, power could only harm But he had to adnmit,
his abilities as a runelord mght have conme in handy right now \Whet her
t he weakly spoken rune was enough, or whether any eyes had noticed his
progress, Travis
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wi t hout getting accosted. However, before he even reached the door, he
knew his partner wasn't there. He forced hinmself to peer through the

wi ndow, dreadi ng what he mght see, but this time the curtains were
closed. A sigh of relief escaped him then he swore at hinself. Max was
fine, he had to be.

Travis turned to go, and it was only then that he noticed the paper
tucked next to the doorknob. For the dozenth tine, there in the alley,
Travi s unfol ded the sheet torn froma yellow | egal pad and read the 97
words printed in Max's neat, anbidextrous handwiting:

Travi s,

Since you're reading this, it means | was right and you did stop by.

Sorry | keep missing you. I'mgoing to be out all day again--doctors and
all that--but neet nme at the saloon at sundown. 1'll help you open

t hi ngs up.

Max

Travis grinned--like a corpse in the desert grinned as the heat and dry

shrank the flesh fromits skull. Meet nme at the sal oon at sundown. It



sounded like a line froma | ate-night Wstern: sone sort of

apocal ypti ¢ showdown at the You-Nane-It Corral. But it was just a note,
and Max couldn't have known what had happened to Travis in the | ast

| ess-than-a-day. Max had been sick, only now he was getting better, and
he was just trying to get back to work.

But maybe, in a way, it would be Iike a showdown. After all, they would
be wat ching the saloon, waiting for him Duratek and the

Seekers. Travis folded the note and slipped it back into his pocket. He
jerked his head up at the sound of an engine. A dark vehicle

cruised down Elk Street. He tensed to run, although he didn't know where
he woul d run to.

The vehicle rolled past: a navv blue pickup. He
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si ghed, then clutched a hand to his gut. It was hard to tell where dread
ended and hunger began. He hadn't eaten all day. And he was tired of
hi di ng i n shadows.

Travis made a decision. Maybe it was stupid, maybe he woul d get
hi nsel f caught, but it was still three hours to sunset, and he
98

couldn't stay in this place any | onger. Besides, all that nattered was
finding out that Max was all right. If they caught him he stil
woul dn't help, he still wouldn't tell them anything about Grace or El dh

And you think they don't have ways of nmking people talk, Travisi In the
end they get what they want. That's what he said, and you know it's true.

But no, he couldn't believe that. If he had thought that way on El dh,
the Pal e King woul d have frozen all of the Dominions in ice by now Then
again, the Pale King hadn't had slick tel evision ads, personal area
networ ks, and microchip transmtters. How coul d nagi cConpete wi th power
i ke that?

Travis stepped fromthe alley and glanced in both directions. Elk Street
was deserted. The afternoon swelter had driven people

i ndoors--into the dimess, at least, if not the cool. He moved al ong the
boardwal k as quickly as he coul d w thout |ooking |Iike he was running.
The Mosquito Cafe was only a bl ock away. He stuck his hands in his
pockets and crunched his broad shoulders in, expecting at any second to
hear the squeal of tires, the chunk of a car door, and the sound of an
angry voi ce shouting his name. He counted the remaining steps to the
Mosquito Cafe and ducked i nsi de.

The conforting din of conversation and cl anki ng dishes rolled over him
and Travis's fear receded. In some ways, this was safer than hiding. At
| east he knew t hese peopl e.

O did he? Here and there soneone nodded or lifted a hand in greeting.
Travis started to wave back
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customers. But did he really know any of thenf? Last night, one he had
t hought he knew had slipped Duratek's transmitter into his pocket. 99
Maybe she was here now.

"Just yoursel f, hon?"

Travis blinked. Delores Meeker cocked her head to | ook at him
chonpi ng on a piece of gum a nmenu in her hand. He gave a jerky nod,
then foll owed her toward the back of the cafe. They were hal fway there
when he saw Deputy Jace W ndom seated at the cafe's counter. He

hesitated, then reached out and touched her arm

Jace snapped around on the stool, hand on the revolver at her hip. Her
eyes were flat and hard. Travis took a startled step back. Jace

bl i nked, and her gaze softened to warm brown.

"Travis--1 didn't see you there."

"I"'msorry, Jace. | didn't mean ... | didn't nean to startle you."

The deputy rose from her stool. Her brown Snokey-the-Bear hat sat next
to a nostly uneaten blue plate special. There was sonethi ng odd about
the deputy. Usually she was sharp and precise in the way she noved, in

the things she said. Today she seened slower, that edge dull ed.

Del ores snapped her gum "Travis, hon, did you need to ask the deputy
sormet hi ng?"

"I"ll be just a second," he said.

Del ores nodded. "I1'll put your menu at the booth back there. Just sit
down when you're ready."

Travis managed a smile, and Del ores noved away. He turned back to the
deputy, and the snile faded.

"What is it, Travis? Is sonething wong?"

He swal | owed, then forced the question to sound casual. "I was just
100 I was just wondering if you'd seen Max today."

It was subtle but noticeable: Jace stiffened, and the
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haven't spoken to M. Bayfield in the | ast seventy- two hours. You're
hi s busi ness partner, Travis. |'msure you know nore about his

condition than | do. Besides, |'ma |law officer, not a doctor. There's
nothing I can do for him"



Travis winced at the harshness in her voice, then realized it wasn't for
himor for Max. He gl anced down and saw t he newspaper next to her plate.
Wth a pen, she had circled the photo of the half-charred corpse.

"It doesn't nmake a | ot of sense, does it, Jace?"

"Not hi ng makes nuch sense these days," she nurnmnured.

Travis searched for a reply. There were so many things he wanted to tel
her, but he couldn't find the words. "If | see Max, I'Il tell himyou
were thinking of him Jace."

She nodded without neeting his eyes, then turned back to her cold plate
of food. Travis headed to his booth, sank into a slick vinyl seat, and
lifted the menu Delores had left for him-nore to hide than to decide
what to order.

After all that had happened, he thought eating would be difficult, but

it was the opposite: The rmundane task of putting food into his body was
reassuring and famliar. No matter what happened to you, no matter where
you went, you still had to eat. Del ores brought himmneat |oaf, mashed
pot at oes, vegetables, rolls, and apple pie. Travis ate them all

A shadow hovered over him
101
"Travi s?"

He pushed back the pie plate. "That's enough, Delores. Really. Just
| eave the check and--"

She sat in the opposite side of the booth and fol ded her hands on the
spangl ed Form ca.

A lump of fear slid into Travis's stomach, and he wi shed he hadn't eaten
so much. He flicked his eyes
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glanced in his direction. But then, why should they? Everyone in Castle
City knew that Travis WIlder and Deirdre Falling Hawk were friends.

"I"'mglad | found you, Travis."

"I bet you nust get a lot of extra credit points for cornering an
otherworldly traveler. I"'msure Farr will give you an A"

Col or touched Deirdre's high cheekbones, but she did not flinch. "I
probably deserve that. You're right-- sonetinmes scholars can get too
caught up in their studies and forget that their subjects are people,
too. But that's not what | meant. I'mglad they . . . I'mglad you're
all right, Travis." Her hand edged toward his across the Formica. "l've
been afraid for you."

He pull ed his hand back. "I can take care of nyself," he said, but the
words were hollow. At that nmonment he felt as alone as he had those first
days on Ei dh, traveling through the forlorn silence of the Wnter Wod



and away fromthe world he had al ways known.

Dei rdre shook her head. "I want to believe that, Travis. And | know
you're snmart, and that you have a strong spirit. But you don't know what
you're dealing with. You can't."

Travi s | ooked down and ran his thunb across the pal mof his right hand.
102 "But maybe | do, Deirdre." He | ooked up. "Maybe | know better than
any of you."

She pressed her lips together, her snoky jade eyes serious. "Please,
Travis. You' ve got to listen to ne."

Her voice was |ow, touched by a quaver he hadn't expected. Maybe she
really was afraid for him He let her eyes draw himin.

Deirdre | eaned forward, her voice an urgent whisper. "W blewit,
Travis. | blewit. I know !l did. |I should have trusted you with the
truth. But you' ve got to understand. Duratek will talk to you if they
think talking will get them what they want. But
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t hey need. For their book-bal ancers, one human life is a small price to
pay for an entire new world."

She reached into a nyl on pouch slung over her shoul der, drew out a pl ane
ticket, and pushed it across the table.

"This is a ticket to London. Parked in front of the cafe is a white

sedan. Go out, get inside, and the driver will take you to Denver
International Airport. She'll see that you nake it to the plane. \Wen
you get to London, Hadrian Farr will be there to neet you. He'll take
you to the London Charterhouse, and we'll all talk again there."

Travis stared at the ticket. "Wy?"

"It's not safe for you here, Travis. In London the Seekers can help
protect you. You can stay at the Charterhouse as |long as you like--and
you can | eave anytine you want to, | swear it. W won't keep you, not
like they would." She shook her head. "I know it's hard to understand.
But just cone to London, get away fromthem and give yourself tine to
t hi nk."

Travis reached out a hand and brushed the corner of the ticket. It 103
woul d be so easy. He could get away from here, away fromthe hot, dusty
streets of Castle City, and go to London--cool, noist, ancient London
Wuld it be so bad? After all, the Seekers had hel ped Grace escape the
ironhearts. Travis drewin a breath, then started to pick up the ticket.

Deirdre licked her lips. "There's nore, Travis, things we haven't had
the chance to tell you yet. About Jack Graystone, and about the

i mol ations. If you come, we can show you what we've found, things
Dur at ek woul d never give you."

He | ooked up at her, his gray eyes narrow ng behind his spectacles. So
there was nore Deirdre hadn't trusted himwith. He let go of the ticket.



What el se had the Seekers neglected to tell hinP Wat other infornmation
woul d they di spense in precise doses cal 98 mark ant hony

want ed? There was a Travis once who would have | et hinself be used |ike
this. But he had left that Travis behind on Eidh, in the frozen wastes
of Shadowsdeep

He grinned, a feral expression. "So, is that your shadow self,
Dei rdre? The one that can |ie?"

Her eyes went wi de, and her jaw worked as she searched for words.
"Travis, | had to--"

"No." His voice was quiet but hard. "W choose what we become. That's
what you told nme. So why should | trust you and not Duratek? They didn't
lie to me, Deirdre. You did."

Her face was pale. "Travis, you can't go to them"

"I"mnot going to anybody." He rose fromthe booth.

Deirdre | eaped to her feet and reached for him "Travis, wait. You can't
just go. You have to share what you've |earned. You have to tell us."

104

He turned and stared at her. "Why?"

She took a deep breath, then nodded and spoke with cal mconviction
"Before you go, answer one thing for ne. Just one thing. If you were

hi king in the mountains, and you stunbl ed upon a fabul ous Spanish
treasure--a chest filled with wonders, lost for centuries--who would you
call? A museum dedi cated to studyi ng and preserving precious objects? O
a conpany that would take the gold and nelt it all down? Tell nme--what
woul d you do?"

Travis met her eyes. "I'd take a shovel, and 1'd bury it."

Her mouth opened, but no words cane out.

"Good-bye, Deirdre," he said and wal ked away.

He was alnost to the rear exit of the cafe when he saw Deirdre start
nmovi ng toward him Except at that nonment Del ores Meeker ran after her
wavi ng the check for Travis's food. Deirdre kept going, but |ace Wndom
stepped in her path, and Del ores caught up.
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pockets, scranbling for nobney. She shot one last ook in his

direction: desperate, inploring.

Travis turned and stepped into the fiery light outside.

16.

The sun was still two handspans above the shoul der of Castle Peak, but
Travis couldn't wait any |onger



For the | ast hour he had hidden am d the heaps of junk behind Castle
City's old assay office. Kneeling in the dirt, he had passed the tine
fidgeting with a corroded brass scale he had picked fromone of the
piles. Once prospectors had used the scale to weigh out their dreams in
sacks of gold dust. Now he could not get the arns to swi ng. Rocks,

gl ass, netal: Nothing tipped the old scale anynore. Everything he had
105 once thought to be solid and real was without wei ght, wthout
effect. There was nothing left for the device but to nelt it down.

He cast the scale back into the dirt, then stood and brushed off his
hands. It was tine to step into his own crucible.

It wasn't far to the Mne Shaft. He kept to an alley that ran parallel
to Elk Street, noving between trash bins, enpty crates, and the

remai ns of cars that had rolled off assenbly lines when Htler was stil
that peculiar little man in Germany. Several tines, between buil di ngs,
he glinpsed the street beyond, but the few vehicles that drove past were
nei t her bl ack nor white. Then he was there.

Travis clinmbed the cenment steps to the back door of the sal oon and put
his hand on the knob. He hesitated. It was too early, Max wasn't there
yet, the door would be | ocked.
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D mess beyond, |ike a cave. Travis stepped inside;

and shut the door, leaving the |ast pieces of the day outside.

He stopped and waited for his eyes to adjust. One by one, shapes
appeared from shadows: cardboard boxes, enpty kegs, a stack of chairs,
the hul king formof the saloon's old cast-iron boiler. Travis nmade his
way past the clutter, slipped through a door, and stepped into the main
room of the M ne Shaft.

It was a little brighter in here-daylight squeezed through small

wi ndows-and Travis saw himat once. Max sat at a table, hunched over
somet hing, his back to Travis, his long hair unbound and tangled. A | ow
sound rose and fell on the air. Like nmuttering. O like a chant. Travis
nmoved anong the enpty chairs, his boots of El dhish buckskin making no
sound against the floor. He cane to a stop in front of Max's table, but
his partner still bent over the scarred wood, sorting, counting.

"What are they, Max?"

The words were barely a whisper, but they shat tered the silence. Max
106 | ooked up with wild eyes; his matted hair fell back fromhis face.
Travis had pre pared hinmself for the worst, but he took a step back al
the sane.

"Ch, Max. ..."

Max's eyes wavered, racking into and out of focus, then | ocked into
pl ace. "Travis?"

The word was the croak of a man lost in a desert, and Max | ooked the
part. Hi s flesh was dark and had sunk close to his bones, and his lips
were cracked and oozing. H's clothes were dishevel ed, and a yell ow crust
caked the bandage that w apped his right hand. However, no odor rose



fromhimsave for a dry snell, like dirt baked by sun. On the table were
a nedicine bottle, a niastic hae. and two nile.s nf nills THE KEEP OF
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The pills were glossy and purple, each marked with a white |ightning bolt.
Travis stared at the pills. "Max, what are you doi ng?"

Max grinned, a terrible caricature of his usual mrth. "You know ne,
Travis . . . always counting."

Max scooped the pills into the bottle. One of themrolled fromthe table
and bounced across the floor. Wth shocking speed, Max threw hinsel f
fromhis chair, scranbled on hands and knees, then grabbed the pill wth
his shaking left hand and brought it greedily to his nouth. He swal |l owed
it dry, then pressed his eyes shut. A few heartbeats |inped by, then his
trenbling- eased, and his thin shoul ders slunped in a sigh

When Max opened his eyes again, they were as clear as a hurricane's.
"Al'l better now," he said with a | augh

Travi s shuddered at the sound.

Max started to use the table to pull hinself up. Travis reached out a
hand to help him
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"No! Don't touch ne!"

It was the snarl of an animal in pain. Travis | eaped back and cl ut ched
his hand to his chest. Max staggered to his feet. Hi s eyes were

bri ghter now, burning with feverish light.
A moan escaped Travis. "Wat's happening to you, Max?"

The expression on Max's face flickered sonewhere between wonder and
fear. But then, maybe there was little distance between the two. "I

don't know, Travis. It's like |I'mgetting clearer. Clearer and |ighter
all the tinme. Everything | always thought was real or inportant seems so
dimto ne now. The town, the saloon, the people. | can hardly nmake them
out. But other things . . . they're so bright, so sharp, that I
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"What things, Max? Wiat things do you nmean?"
But Max only sniled and shook his head.

Travis's gaze noved to the bottle of pills on the table. "Wat are they,
Max? Did the doctor give themto you?" But there was no

prescription | abel on the bottle, and before Max coul d answer the
qguestion, Travis knew the answer. He had never seen pills like them
before, but what else could the little lightning bolt signify? "It's
El ectria, isn't it?"

Max picked up the bottle. He held it in the crook of his right el bow
The bony fingers of his left hand funbled with the lid, then snapped it on



"I don't know how they knew, Travis. |I'd alnost forgotten nyself. Sure,

| used stuff in New York. Then again, | was a senior accountant at one

of the top advertising agencies in the city. Things noved so fast, it

108 was al nost conpany policy." He laughed, and it sounded |like the old

Max. "If you weren't using, they'd send you to the conpany doctor to get

your prescription. But that was ages ago. | left that all behind when
when | cane here.”

Travis took a step nearer his friend. "Wo, Mx? Wwo gave themto you?"

Max didn't ook up fromthe bottle. "They knew nme, Travis. They knew al

about me, but | didn't know who they were. Sure, |I'd seen the

commercials. But | never knew what they were advertising. | don't think
| don't think it could have been this."

Ajolt ran through Travis, like one of those little Iightning bolts. The
word was nore reflex than statement. "Duratek."

Max shoved the bottle into the pocket of his jeans. "I didn't want to. |
didn't want to take them But ny hand--nothing el se made the pain go
away, nothing the doctor gave nme, and this . . . this nmade it stop. At

least for a little while." He hung his head, his voice a rasp.
"Forgive me, Travis."
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started to reach out, then remenbered and pulled his hand back. "It's
all right, Max. It's all right. The pain would nake anyone do it. And
they're just pills. W'll get you off of them"

Max lifted his gaze. "No, Travis. Not Electria. That's not what | want
your forgiveness for."

"Then for what, Max?"

"For what |'m about to do."

A shrill whine pierced the air of the saloon. Travis went rigid. He had
heard that sound once before, the last tine he had talked to Max on the
phone.
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Max reached down and undi pped a small object fromhis belt. A pager. He
gazed at the gl owi ng" screen, nodded, set the pager on the table, and

| ooked up.

"They're coming."

I nvi si bl e hands reached out of the dimmess to clutch Travis's throat,
strangling him He stunbled back fromthe table, sending chairs

clattering. Max stood stiff, his expression calmwi th a kind of
sorrowful resignation. Travis fought for air. It was so hard to

breat he; the heat was going to suffocate him A trap. It was a trap
"How | ong?" Hi s voice was a croak. "How | ong do |I have?"



Max cradl ed his wounded hand. His tangled hair hid his face. "Three
m nutes. Four at the nobst. They were supposed to be here before you,
wai ting, but you were early. | guess they hadn't counted on that. |
guess they thought you'd stay away until the last mnute."

Travis's lips pulled back fromhis teeth in a rictus grin, and he
t hought of the fence in the old railyard. "Even they make mni stakes."

Max nodded. "But not many."
Travis's grin faded. He clenched his hands into

"sts, but the gesture was formed of angui sh not anger. Mst Tarl/ I|-ior
kll-!/\11 <'ii;!!/\<:l""| Il;bt/\lll- Tl\i/\;_’i__
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Now Max had betrayed hi m-good, kind, goofy Max. Wat was goi ng on? Was
everyone hiding sone. truth that, |like a poisoned sword

unsheat hed, could only wound when it was finally reveal ed?

Then again, you know all about hiding things, don't you, Travis WIder
He forced his hands to unclench, forced his eyes to neet Max's.
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"I"'msorry, Travis." Max's blistered |ips barely noved as he

whi spered. "lI'mso sorry. | never told you how. . . how bad it was. |
wasn't sure | was going to be able to keep going. Wen they first cane,
when they first gave it to ne, | thought they were a godsend. The

El ectria, it ... it was like . . ." He shook his head. "You can't
understand. It was like life, |ike hope. Then they told ne they

couldn't give me any nore. Not for free, not unless |I did sonething for
them" H's body was trenmbling now "Not unless | wote you that note."

Travi s knew he should run, knew he should get out of here, but he
couldn't nove. Max reached out thin, shaking arns in what seened a
gesture of supplication. Then he snatched them back and hugged them
close to his hunched body, as if they were sonething precious, or
somet hi ng danger ous.

Travi s's anger nelted away, replaced by--what? Not fear, not pity. And
not just sorrow. Understanding, then. And what a terrible thing that
could be. A trenor passed through Max. Travis could feel the heat

radi ating fromhimin waves.

Max licked his lips with a swollen tongue. "I'm burning, aren't I,
Travi s? Like the people | saw in the newspaper this norning. Like the
man who cane into the saloon, the man in the black robe."

No, Travis started to say, then he swallowed the word. "We'lIl do
somet hing, Max. We'll figure someTHE KEEP OF FI RE 105

Denver. W'll go to a hospital, and we'll get you taken care of, al
right? Let's just get out of here, and--"



The sound of a car door shutting drifted through the wi ndow al ong with
the bl oody light of sunset. For a few nonments, as Travis had spoken

hope had shone in Max's brown eyes. Now they grew hard and dull. "You're
too late, Travis."

Travis shook his head. "No, | won't believe that."
111

The sound of another car door shutting. So there was nmore than one of
them He gl anced around, searching for the best route of escape. "Wich
way, ©Max? Wi ch way are they coni ng?"

Max stared into space, a statue
"Whi ch way"

Max blinked under the force of Travis's words. "The front," he said,
gasping. "I was supposed to have | ocked the back."

"But you didn't. Good, Max. That was good. It means we have a chance.
Cone on."

He started toward the back room and he would have tugged Max after him
but he didn't dare. Not yet. Not until they were sure how this disease
of fire was transmtted. However, after a few seconds, Mux |urched
behind him Faint but distinct, Travis heard the sound of feet on the
boardwal k out front. He stunbled into the dimess of the

storeroom Max followed. Travis shut the door, then groped into the
gloomuntil he found a shovel. He placed the shovel across the door and
wedged the ends behind pipes that ran on either side.

"It's no use," Max said. "That won't hold them"

"It doesn't have to,’
to--"

Travis said, turning around. "W just need it
H s words ended in a sharp intake of breath.

"What is it, Travis?"
"I can ... | can see you, Mux."

Max lifted his left hand and gazed at it. It was dim but in the
dar kened roomit was obvious: a deep red
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ni nbus emanated from Max's skin. He was gl owi ng. No, he was radiating.
Max shook his head. "What's happening to ne?"
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Travi s opened his nmouth, but he had no answer, and at that nmonment a
crash sounded fromthe other side of the door. There were a few

seconds of silence, then cane the nmuffled sound of talking. Travis made
out at |east three distinct voices.

He | ooked back at Max. Now, at |ast, fear won out over all other
enotions. "They're here."



Max | owered his hand. Then he gave a small nod. "OF course--1 see it
now. | see what's happening, and it all nakes sense. | know what |'m
supposed to do."

"What are you tal ki ng about ?"

Max moved. In the dimess it was hard to see what he was doi ng, but

Travis could follow the crimson outline of his body. Max stooped,

rummaged in a corner, then stood again, an object in his |left hand. Then

he turned, and a stray fragment of |ight caught a sharp edge. It was an axe.

" Max--no! "
It was too late. Max lifted the axe and swung.

Travi s ducked, but the axe went w de of his head. There was a bright
clang of netal on netal, then a hiss like a serpent's dying breath. The
axe clattered to the floor, and Max sagged against a wall, drained by
effort. Travis struggled to grasp what had happened. Then he caught the
sweet, rotten scent.

It was the pipe that ran to the old boiler. Max had broken it. The room
was filling with natural gas.

Foot st eps sounded on the other side of the storeroom door. The noi se of
the axe had alerted them The door noved inward a fraction, then it net
t he shovel and stopped.

" Max?"
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"Co, Travis."
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A thud sounded agai nst the door. The shovel rattled agai nst the pipes,
but it held.

"You've got to go." Max's voice was quiet and nmeasured, as if he had
found some strange sort of peace. "Thank you for everything you' ve done
for me, Travis."

"Max!" Travis was frantic now H's heart clawed at his throat. Once
before a friend had told himto run. He couldn't abandon another. Not again.

A second bl ow struck the storeroomdoor. The handl e of the shovel cracked.
"Now, Travis. While there's still time. Open the door to the alley."

The scent of the gas was cloying now Travis staggered, dizzy fromlack
of oxygen. In seconds it would asphyxiate them They had to get out of
there--both of them He stunbled forward, and his hands found the

door knob. Just inches away, on the other side, was breathable air. But

Max wasn't behind him He | ooked over his shoul der

A third bl ow struck the storeroom door. The shovel splintered, and the



door burst inward. In the opening stood a conpact nan with a bl ond
goatee and gl asses just like Travis's own. The nan dusted his hands
toget her and snmiled. Behind himwere two shadowy forns.

"Now, Travis!"

Max stretched his left hand toward the broken gas pipe, pal mturned up
The Duratek agent turned toward the notion, and his smile altered into a
frown. Max pressed his eyes shut, then opened them an
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expression like ecstasy twisting his face. That was when Travis saw it:

A crinson bl ossomof flanme unfurled on Max's outstretched hand. The

bl ond man's eyes went wi de. Travis turned, jerked open the door, and

di ved through. Behind himcane the rich, mrthful sound of Max's |aughter

T -1AT-1 4-1-*~-*% At/ N i IA-*rArt -1/ -1 mi-n Cva

Red cl ouds hung in the sky as Travis clinbed the last few feet of the
road that wound up the hill south of town. He knew it wasn't possible.

It should have taken himat |east an hour to walk to this place fromthe
burni ng destruction of the Mne Shaft. But sone how it had seened to
take no time at all-sonehow it was still sunset. Then again, maybe it
woul d al ways be sunset now the day forever dying in flames. As he

wal ked, he stuck his hands beneath his armpits. It | essened the sting a
little, and it slowed the bl eeding. Wien he had di ved out the back door
of the sal oon, he had sailed over the steps and fallen six feet to the
alley, landing on his outstretched hands. Bits of gravel and pul verized
gl ass had ground into his pal ms, |odging beneath the skin. The wounds
hurt. But not that much, not so nuch he couldn't bear it, and the drop
was the only thing that had saved hi m

For several seconds after he had fallen, he lay there as splinters of
burni ng wood and scraps of hot netal rained down on him Although he
didn't renmenber the percussion-it had all seened to unfold in perfect
silence-his ears shrieked with the aftereffects of one. Then, quickly,
the heat had beconme too much. He lurched to his feet, stunbled down the
alley, and turned to gaze at the inferno that a m nute ago had been his
life, his livelihood, and his hone.

It was several seconds before he could take it all in, before the scene
in front of himhad made any kind of sense. Mdst of the rear half of the
M ne Shaft was gone. Only the cenent block of the steps that had | ed up
to the back door was intact; it was this that had protected Travis from
the bl ast.
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d ass shattered, and a gout of flanme shot into the sky, merging with the
crimson sky. Flames enbraced the buildings to either side of the 115

M ne Shaft; they would go as well. However, the force of the second

expl osi on seenmed to have extingui shed part of the fire, and at that
nonment the sirens had sounded over the roar

Travis had known that he should stay, that he should talk to them
should tell themthat Max Bayfield was dead, along with three people
whose nanmes he did not know.

Yet what did it matter? What coul d he say that m ght possibly nmake a



di fference? Max was beyond hel p now. And Duratek woul d take care of
their own:

He had no doubt of that.

The wail of the sirens had grown | ouder, and a shard of fear had pierced
t he nunbness that encapsulated him What if Duratek was on its way
there? What if he stayed to talk to the fire marshal, to the sheriff,
and they showed up? Max had bought Travis's escape with his life. \Wat
was that worth if Travis just walked into their waiting arns?

Thank you for everything you' ve done for ne, Travis.

Everything Travis had done to him Wasn't that what Max shoul d have
said? Travis had killed Max as surely as the man in black. As surely as
Dur at ek had. But now his pain was over

Wth a groan, the roof of the Mne Shaft had slunped in, weaving a
funeral shroud of sparks. Travis's eyes stung from snoke and | oss, but
his scorched tear glands could produce no soothi ng noisture.

"I"msorry, Mx," he whispered.

Then, for the second--and last--tinme in his life, he had turned to run
fromthe place where a friend had died.

As the scarlet curtain of sunset still hung in the western sky. Travis
reached the ton of the hill. He
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turned to | ook back the way he had conme. The valley splayed out bel ow
himlike a map. He let his eyes nove frompoint to point. Fromthe
center of the valley rose a colum of black snoke: the Mne Shaft, or
what was left of it. His gaze noved south, to a cluster of brown
bui | di ngs where Max had |ived. Now northwest, up the pencil-thin Iine of
the railroad tracks, to the scattering of tiny rectangles he knew to be
boxcars. Then finally across the black serpent of the highway, to a
snudge on the edge of town. The remmins of the Magician's Attic. Jack
Graystone's antique shop. Were all of this had begun.

Except that wasn't true. H's gaze noved eastward, but the sight he

| ooked for--fields stretching to the flat and hazy horizon, an old
farmhouse washed of color by years of rain and sorrow -was beyond the
reach of his eyes. Yet it was there, sonewhere, beyond the ruddy sl opes
of Signal Ridge, across the sundering sea of the plains. That was where
his journey had really begun

Now hi s gaze traced its way back: antique shop, railyard, Max's pl ace,
the M ne Shaft, here. For a nonent Travis wondered what he was doi ng.
Then he knew that he had just said goodbye.

Where am | supposed to go
That was the question he had asked Child Sa- manda when she and Si ster

Mrrimhad appeared to him As he ran fromthe sal oon, her nurnured
answer had cone to hi monce again.



You nust die to be transforned.
In that nonment, he had known where he had to go.

Travis opened a rusted iron gate, stepped through, and shut it behind
him Then he noved down a gravel path, deeper into Castle Heights
Cenetery. The wind noaned a | ow hynmm as it passed anmpbng weat hered
headst ones. Travis made his way anmong the old and nanel ess graves. It
did not take long to find what he
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The man stood near the center of the cenetery, on a | ow hunp of rocks
and weeds, as if he needed a better view than the hill alone could
grant. He was tall and straight as a fence post, clad in a black suit. A
| ong hand hel d his broad-bri med hat against the tug of the w nd, and
his craggy face was turned toward the far distance--not the fiery

hori zon of the west, but the deepening line of the east, and the coning
of night.

Travis made his way across the cenetery, but the other did not nove, as
if he did not see, or did not care, or already knew and was

patiently waiting. Then Travis was there.
"Who are you?" he said.

Brother Cy did not turn his gaze fromthe east, but a grin sliced across
hi s cadaverous visage. "Wll, it's good to see you again, too, son."

Travis wi nced. Strange how a voice so | ow and sweet could smite so
sharply. He circled around the nound, until he stood before the

preacher. "Tell me."

Sil ence. Then, "W are the forgotten ones, son. But we have not

forgotten ourselves. Is that not enough?"

Travi s thought about, this. No, he started to answer, but then he

stopped. Perhaps it was enough after all. He knew about Jack, he knew
about the Seekers, and he knew about Duratek. But know edge had gai ned
himnothing in all this. Maybe it was tine to give nmystery a chance.

"Why are you here?" he asked, because a question was all he could think of.

Brother Cy's lank black suit coat flapped in the day's dying breath.
Cinders of twilight drifted fromthe sky.

"Two worl ds draw near. \Wen one burns, so then does the other."
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"I don't understand," Travis said, even though he thought naybe he did.
A New Bl ack Death, the paper had called it Rnt few di seases reallv

sorane forth
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anew. They al nost al ways came from sonewhere el se.
"Ei dh needs you, son. They're calling for you even now. Can't you hear?"

Travis clenched his bleeding hands into fists, but it wasn't anger he
felt, only weariness. "I don't care. All | want to do is |ook out for
nysel f for a change. | don't want to save the world."

Now Brother Cy did nove: He threw his head back, stretched his gangly
arms wi de, and | aughed. H's face screwed up into a honely, conical mask,
and his Adam s apple protruded so sharply it looked as if it would burst
fromhis neck. Travis stared at the grotesque sight. At last the
preacher's mrth faded. He sagged weakly, as if exhausted. Travis
squinted at him "Wat's so funny?"

Brother Cy wiped tears fromhis eyes. "Wiy, it's a joke, son. You nade a
great joke."

Travis only shook his head.

"But don't you see?" Brother Cy clapped big hands together. "Save the
worl d, save yourself. What's the difference, son? What's the

di f f erence?"

But Travis didn't see. He wi shed he could laugh |like the preacher did,
but it felt as if his heart had burned up, and all that remai ned were
ashes. "There's nothing left for me here," he said.

Brot her Cy nodded, his expression solem now, and one of profound
understanding. "Then it's time to go."

He gestured to the plot of earth beside him There were two graves on
119 it. The first |looked freshly filled. Beside it was a granite marker
carved with a single word:

M NDROTH
Was the word a nane? Travis wasn't sure. Hi s gaze
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This one was open still, a rectangle six feet deep, a shovel stuck into
the pile of dirt beside it, waiting. At first he thought there was no
headst one by this grave, then he blinked and saw there was. He read the
sharp ' words carved upon it:

TRAVI S RALPH WLDER "I n death do we begin."

Travis started to |augh, but the sound was strangl ed sonmewhere in his
throat before it could escape. Yes, of course. D e and be transforned.
But into what? He gazed at the preacher, then nodded. He woul d find out
soon enough.

"Take your boots off, son."
Travis hesitated. Didn't gunflghters always want to die with their boots on?

"Now, son. There's not nuch tine."



Travis glanced up. Only a few wisps of red |laced the sky. The
remai nder was purple hardening to slate. He bent and pulled off his boots.
"The rest, son. Al of it. Naked are we born, and naked nust we go."

Travis unbuttoned his shirt and let it fall to the ground. He shrugged
out of his T-shirt, his singed Jeans, his socks and briefs--everything
but the bone talisnman that hung around his neck. Then he stood naked
before the preacher. The parched wind threw dust on himlike .a gritty
bapti sm
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Brot her Cy bent, picked up the boots, and tossed theminto the open
grave. Then, from nowhere, a bundle of cloth appeared in his hands, and
this too he heaved into the open hole. Finally, he reached into the
pocket of Travis's fallen jeans, pulled sonething out, and pressed it
into Travis's hand. It was snmall and hard: a half circle of silver.
"You'll be wanting this," the preacher said.

Despite the heat, Travis shivered. "lI'mafraid."
114 ' mark ant hony
Brot her Cy gave a knowi ng nod. "As are we all, son. As are we all."

The last tinge of red slipped fromthe sky. Overhead, the first stars
appeared, dianonds in the veil of night.

"Now, son, while there is yet tine."

Travis turned and gazed at the yawning hole in the ground. He

swal | owed, then crouched down on the edge and | owered hinmself into the
grave. It was deeper than he had thought, and darker and hotter. He |ay
down on the floor and curled up like a small child. Time to sleep. From

above came a final whisper. "Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. "

Then Travis felt the first shovelfuls of dirt pour down on him Only it
wasn't dirt.

It was rain. Sweet, cool, quenching rain.

18.

Grace clung to her horse's saddle as the castle receded in the

di st ance behind her.

The norning air was noist with the green scent of life, and the sun was
a bairn on her cheeks. Before her, the land rose and fell in

gol d- and- eneral d waves, marching south toward the heart of Calavan. It

121 was a glorious day for riding--just as yesterday had been, and the

day before that. Summer had conme at last, and it was inpossible to

imagine it would ever |eave.

O course, Grace still renenbered the gnawing chill that had radiated
from Cal avere's stones only a handful of nonths ago, and the



clattering of her teeth when she rose each norning and went to bed each
ni ght. Then, one afternoon early in Erenndath-- which by her

cal cul ati ons was akin to March--she had | ooked out the wi ndow to see

pat ches of brown am d the usual fields of white. By the next evening the
snow was gone, and the world had beconme one gigantic puddle. At the
Feast of Quickening, it had been warm enough to hold the

reauired revel in the unner bail ev.

and the scent of flowers had drifted fromthe castle's garden to sweeten
the air. Yet spring had been as brief as it had been mld. It was sunmer
in her brilliant crown who ruled in this Donmi nion now. And Ki ng Boreas,
of course.

Grace leaned forward in the silver-trimed saddl e. The

pal frey--sl ender, |ong-1egged, and bl ond as new honey--was only two
years old that spring and required little urging. She sprang forward in
a gall op, splashed across a shallow stream and raced up the Iong sl ope
of a knoll. Gace shut her eyes and cast her mnd outward. Yes, if she
concentrated, she could feel the |land rushing past; the

inmprints of plants and small, hidden aninmals flashed across her nind
i ke bright snapshots.

She sighed, then opened her eyes and gave a pull on the reins. The

pal frey slowed to a halt and tossed her head. G ace |aughed--she | aughed
often these days, as if the action were natural for her, and she

supposed just maybe it was. Lord Harfen, the king's nmarshal and keeper

of his horses, had warned her that the young mare liked to run. "Al

right, Shandis, that's enough for the monent," Grace nurnured, stroking
the pal frey's arched neck. The horse had been a springtime gift from

Ki ng Boreas, and Grace had picked the nane herself. It meant 122 sunberry.

Shandi s gave a delicate snort, as if to indicate she hardly required
rest, but if Gace needed the excuse in order to take a break, then so
be it. At least, that was how it sounded to Grace. However, as a
scientist, she knew it was at best silly and at worst dangerous to

per soni fy nonhuman species. A two-year-old nare could no nore grasp a
concept |ike hunor than she could grasp a baseball with her hoof. Then
agai n, science had nothing to do with the way Grace's heart had pounded
that day in the stable
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the thrill that had coursed through her when Shandi s had approached wth
halting steps to nuzzle her outstretched hand. Maybe thunbs weren't

ever yt hi ng.

Low t hunder approached, not in the cloudl ess sky, but up the hill behind
Grace. She turned to see four riders--two wonen and two

nmen--gal l op up the grassy slope. They brought their nounts to a halt
al ongsi de hers.

Aryn pushed dark hair back from bright cheeks. Her blue riding gown was
askew around her saddle. "Grace, what on Ei dh possessed you to ride |ike
that?" the young baroness asked. "You know shepherd's knot is hard to



see before it bl ooms. How do you expect to find any when you're flying
above it?"

The second worman nudged her nount closer. Her hair was | ong, coal black
and tightly curled, and her skin was the rich, dark col or of maddok. The
smle that played across her full lips was nysterious--as all of
Lirith's expressions were. "Perhaps it was not shepherd' s knot that Lady
Grace was | ooking for."
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Grace grinned at the slender, brown-eyed witch. "Perhaps,'
trying for a bit of nystery herself.

she said,

Durge blew a breath through his droopi ng nustaches. The craggy-faced
Enbarran kni ght towered over the others on the back of his sooty
charger, Bl ackal ock. Despite the fair day, he was dressed in heavy garb
of gray. "My lady," he said to Grace, "it is perilous for you to ride
ahead like that. There is no telling what dangers you m ght encounter
even in sight of the king's castle.”

"Wth all respect, nmy lord, | would hazard that Her Radi ance has the
ability to care for herself."

These good- natured words were spoken by the | ast nenber of the riding
party, a knight by the nane gf Sir Garfethel. He was a powerful and
broad- shoul dered man--if not very tall--and while his beard was nnlv a
1-irnwn dustine on his cheeks, he sat

straight on his charger and gripped the reins in capabl e-looki ng hands.
Al the same, Grace found it hard not to think of himas just Garf, the
squire who had tripped after her through the nmuck of the bailey one day
several nonths ago, and who had humbly begged her to sponsor himfor

kni ght hood.

G ace had been horrified at his words. She wasn't a duchess, no matter

what Boreas or Aryn said. It would be utter fraud for her to knight a

man. Like many squires, Garf was a second or third son who had right to
neither land nor title and who was seeking a lord or |ady who woul d

grant him such in exchange for his allegiance. However, G ace had

nothing to grant, and in no uncertain words she told himto | eave her al one.

Garf followed her, of course. For the next two weeks, G ace found
hersel f stumbling over himat every turn as he made a dogged effort to
be of service. At |ast she advanced on him and asked himflat out, "Wy
me, Garf?"

He had seemed genuinely surprised at this question. "Wat knight would
not wish to pledge hinself to the nobl est and nost beautiful lady in the
Doni ni on?"
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Grace had let out a groan. "And if | were really that, then | would have
men falling at nmy feet to serve ne."

I, "Do you nean like Sir Durge, ny lady?" Garf had said with an

i nnocence so perfect it could only be genuine.



That had shut Grace up.

The next day she spoke with King Boreas, and they | worked out an
arrangenent. Garf had squired with i Sir Belivar, one of the king's
househol d kni ghts, and Belivar recomended Garf for knighthood with such
ent husi asm that Grace wondered if Belivar, who was getting on in years,
wasn't just relieved to be dis-
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nunber of |ands at his disposal--fiefs left heirless or seized from
intractable | ords--and he generously granted Grace a small nanor in
western Cal avan, which she in turn granted to Garf.

They held the knighting on the first day of Vardath.

At dawn they gathered in the upper bailey. Barefoot and clad in a white
shift, Garf knelt before Grace while Boreas, Aryn, Durge, and Belivar
stood behind. At that noment he had | ooked so nuch like a boy that G ace
nearly | ost her nerve. However, a nod from Durge steadied her. She

gri pped the sword taken from Boreas's arnory, and while she feared she
woul d funbl e the heavy weapon and |lop his head off, she instead tapped
each of his shoulders with surgical precision

"Rise, Sir Garfethel," she had said, and she m ght have | aughed at the
absurdity of it. Except at that monent the sun crested the wall of the
castle, and as he stood in its gold radiance Garf | ooked so proud and
nobl e that her mrth stopped short at the sudden lunp in her throat. "Do
not weep, ny lady," he said, and she | aughed, w ping the tears from 125
her cheeks. Wiy were her knights always telling her that?

After that, Durge led a dappl ed charger stanping and snorting into the
bail ey, and Garf pronptly forgot his new mistress while he fell in Iove
with his horse. Gace cast a grateful |ook at Durge. She had renmenbered
the sword, but she had forgotten that a knight required a warhorse.

Thank you, she had nmouthed the words to him

He had nodded, and while she could not quite make out what he said
beneat h his nmustaches, it m ght have been, | amever at your service, ny
| ady.

Now Durge turned in his saddle to cast his somber brown gaze on Garf.
"You make light of danger. Sir Garfethel. Wat if our mstress were to
ride far ahead

gt US and thpn ~rvt-no nrwr. n nool- r~f kn rrni-iric ?"
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"Then | think they should Bnd thensel ves put under a spell,"” Garf said.
"And when we cane upon our mistress, we would discover her waving a
finger while the brigands danced in tine around her with flowers in

their hair."

Lirith cl apped both hands to her nmouth, and even Aryn--who | aughed so
sel dom these days--sniled at Garf's words. However, Durge |ooked even



| ess amused than usual. Grace knew she needed to say something. As far
as she could tell, the primary duty of a noble nistress was damage control

"I do thank you for your confidence, Sir Gar- fethel," she said. "But
Sir Durge is right, of course. It was wong of ne to ride so far ahead."

"Al though | would have liked to see the dancing brigands,” Lirith said.

Grace glanced at her. Sonmetines it was hard to di agnose whether Lirith
126 was being earnest or making a jest. Maybe for her there was little
di fference between the two.

Lirith had arrived at Cal avere not |long after Queen Ivalaine's

departure. This had been in |l ate Durdath, and even though the world was
still frozen, the various rulers who had journeyed to Cal avere for the
Council of Kings, and who had stayed on when it was renamed the Counci
of War, were returning to their own Domi nions. |valaine was the | ast of
the rulers to go, and Grace and Aryn ventured to the | ower bailey,
bundled in their fur-lined capes, to say goodbye.

The queen sat upon her white horse, as regal as the day Grace had first
seen her riding up to the gates of Cal avere--a day that seenmed so | ong
ago now. They bid farewell to the queen's advisor Tressa first, and the
pl unmp, red-haired witch clinbed fromher horse to enconpass each of them
in a notherly hug. Gace felt tears welling up, but they froze solid
when she turned to speak to the queen. After all that had hap-

rr-npriocl-1f=>el-ill rlirl T-}nt L-no-1A? Tirol-ain® T T-12* rnppn Wi
THE KEEP OF FI RE 123
as cool as the stars and every bit as inpossible to reach

"We will keep studying, Your Mjesty," Aryn had said.

I val ai ne's ice-col ored eyes had shone. "Yes, sisters," she said. "You will."
A week later, on the first day of Erenndath, Lirith rode up to the
castl e gates, acconpanied by a pair of Tolorian knights. She asked to
speak to Lady G ace and Lady Aryn even before beggi ng King Boreas for
hospitality.
"Greetings, sisters,” Lirith had said to themin the castle's entry
hall. "Queen Ival aine bade ne to nake haste here fromAr-tolor. | have
cone to see to your studies."”
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Grace had thought the witch's words would fill her with dread. So far
Ki ng Boreas had not di scovered what she and Aryn were doing; so far they
had not done pernmanent harmto thensel ves with what they had | earned. So

far. Instead, at Lirith's words, a flood of relief had washed through her

You want to learn nore, don't you, Grace No matter how dangerous it is,

no matter how inevitable it gets that Boreas will find out what you're
doi ng and have your head | opped off. You'll do anything to feel nore,
won't youi

But she had not needed to answer the question then, and she did not now.



Garf guided his charger to the crest of the knoll. He shaded his eyes
and gazed out over the undul ati ng | andscape.

"What is it you search for, Sir Garfethel ?* Durge asked. "The canmpfire

snoke of cutthroats? Signs of wild boar? Bogs where our horses m ght
f ounder ?"

"A place to have dinner," the young kni ght said.

Grace smled. Garf's concerns were always a bit "“ore practical than
Dur ee's.

r-n-1 0O
they all sat straight on their horses and scanned
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t he di stance, looking for a dell or hollow that would offer protection
fromthe wind and water for the horses.

Aryn gasped.

Grace turned toward the baroness, to ask her if she had caught sight of
a good stopping place, but Aryn was not | ooking at the green-gold hills.
She was | ooking at G ace.
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"What is it?" Grace said, startled.

"The land," Aryn murnured. "It's the sane col or as your eyes. Grace."
Lirith nodded. "So it is."

Grace opened her mouth, but she didn't know what to say.

Garf | aughed. "Wy, if her eyes are the sane color as the | and, then she
nmust be the queen of this fair place.” He bowed in his saddle. "Al'l hail
the Queen of Sunmer!"

It was a poor jest. Gace shook her head and started to protest.

However, her words faltered as a second sun appeared in the sky. It

st reaked above them casting inpossible shadows in all directions. The
five jerked their heads up in time to see the white-hot bolt vanish into
the north.

Durge was the first of themto find his tongue. "A firedrake."

Only as the knight spoke did Gace realize what it was she had

wi t nessed. A shooting star. Except she hadn't known it was possible to
see a neteor in broad daylight.

"I"ve never seen a firedrake so bright," Aryn said.
Lirith still cast her face to the sky. "It was beautiful."

"Let it be our good onen, then," Garf said with a grin. "W will



certainly find a good spot for a picnic."

Durge gave the young knight a solemm |ook. "If you wish, Sir
Garfethel."

For the first tinme in many nonths. G ace shivered
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But that was foolish. "Let's go," she said. "I may not be a queen, but |
am hungry."

Toget her they rode down the slope and cantered deeper into summrer.

19.

Not surprisingly, it was Garf who found the perfect place to rest and eat;
The ot her four brought their horses to a halt beside the young

kni ght's charger at the base of a hill so perfectly conical in shape
that Grace doubted it was natural. There were many such nounds and tors
scattering the verdant fields of Calavan, raised by the

bar bari ans who had dwelled in these | ands before the Dom nions were
founded, before the enperors of Tar- ras had come to plant their gol den
banners here. O perhaps the hills had been nmade by sone

nanel ess people long before that--the sane people who had raised the
circle of standing stones that stood north of the castle.

Grace surveyed the spot Garf had picked for them The ground sl oped
gently to a brook, its banks shaded by willow and green rushes. The
chaotic song of water chinmed on the air, and G ace swal |l owed, suddenly
thirsty. For all she knew the water in the brook would be nuddy and
bracki sh, but it sounded cool

Grace waited for Durge to dismount and assist her. It wasn't that she
felt it was his duty to serve her; it was just that getting off a horse
while wearing a gown without falling face first into the turf was a
trick she hadn't consistently mastered. Al in all, she would have
preferred a pair of Lycra hiking tights with anple rear paddi ng, but one
had to make do with what one had, and she was a good rider, even before
she had
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Too bad you can't control people as well as you do horses. Gace. She

wi nced at the thought. But the voice in her head was holl ow now, the
words bitter but enpty. Gace still had difficulty interacting with
peopl e-- whol e, conscious peopl e. She knew she al ways woul d. But she had
| earned that she didn't have to be perfect to have friends. \Wen others
cared about you, they seemed to devel op an anmazing ability to accept al
of your flaws whol esale. You could break a body into each of its
conponents: organs, fluids, bones. But in the end, G ace was begi nning



to think, people were a package deal

Grace swung one leg over the saddle, trying to keep it fromgetting
tangled in yards of violet linen, and | et Durge catch her in hard,
powerful arms and ease her to the ground. She smiled her thanks at him
Kyrene had been right about one thing: Men did have their uses. Her
snm |l e faded as she thought of Kyrene. Sonetines, when she turned a

corner in the castle, Grace still expected to cone upon a green-eyed
lady clad in a revealing gown, a sly smle on her coral |ips. However,
if the past was a shadow, its touch was fleeting, |like a cloud over the

sun soon gone.

Durge noved to help Lirith disnobunt, and Grace gl anced back at Aryn.
Garf was hel ping her off of her horse--a white mare--and if the young
knight's hand lingered a nonent nore than was strictly necessary around
Aryn's sl ender waist, the baroness seened not to notice. He stepped
away. and bowed, but she had already turned her back to him "Wl done,
Sir Garfethel,"” Lirith said, turning around and spreadi ng her arnms, as
if she were drinking the warmh and life of the dell. And perhaps she is
at that.

Grace gazed at the Tolorian witch, and Lirith
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but it wasn't coy, not |like Kyrene's expressions had been. Instead it
was secret and inviting.

Lirith started toward the banks of the brook, as lithe as a deer even in
her russet riding gown, and the two knights followed, carrying a pair of
saddl ebags between t hem
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Grace hung back, letting them get ahead, but Aryn stayed with her, as if
she knew Grace wanted to talk.

"Can we trust her?" Aryn asked before Grace coul d.

"I don't know, Aryn. Can we trust any of the Wtches?" It wasn't the
first time they had discussed this topic. "Sonetines |'mnot sure we can
even trust ourselves."

"I can trust nyself," Aryn said.

Grace stopped short to stare at her friend. The words had been quiet and
hard. She searched Aryn's face, |ooking for pride or anger or

sorrow -anyt hing, any enotion that mght give her a clue as to howto
respond. But as usual the baroness's |lovely face was pal e and

i mpassi ve.

"She flaunts her secrets,” Aryn went on. The baroness hugged her |eft
arm around the bodice of her gown. The right arm-slender and

wi t her ed--was hi dden as al ways beneath a fold of cloth. "Lirith, | nean.
Sonetimes | think she likes baffling us. Those sniles of

hers--she must do it on purpose.”



Grace thought for a nonment. "No, | don't think so. Lirith isn't Iike
Kyrene was. She has secrets, yes, and they're |ocked away. But | think
it's uptous to find the key. | think that's what she's trying to tell us."

"Maybe, " Aryn said, but her smooth forehead creased in a frown.
Grace studied her friend, but whatever was wong was beyond her

ability to diagnose. Sonething had happened to Aryn, sonething am d al
the dark and

remarkahip pwnl-e nf last Mrlwinl-pr's P.vp Tint what
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it was Grace didn't know, and the baroness had never spoken of it in the
nont hs si nce.

But then, nysteries were not Lirith's sole purview. W all have our
secrets, don't we, Gacel

She si ghed and began wal ki ng again, with Aryn follow ng al ongsi de her
Despite Lirith's enigmas, their |lessons with her had progressed

well--if slomy. To their surprise am delight, Lirith had not begun
wi th such mundane tasks as weaving or gathering herbs as |val ai ne had
done. Instead, the day after she arrived at the castle, their first

| esson had been to spin a web along the Wirding. G ace had reveled in
t he experience, listening to the snmoky chant of Lirith's voice,

i magi ning the silver-green threads of the Wirding running through her
fingers like the threads of the | oomas she spun theminto a

shi meri ng gauze of power. Then Lirith laughed, and it all had fallen
apart. Grace had blinked and opened her eyes to see Aryn | ooking as
stunned as she nust have.

The next day they attenpted the same exercise. And the next day, and the
next, until it was no longer a joy to touch the Wirding, but rather an
act of drudgery she could barely force herself to attenpt. Grace would
wor k for hours spinning a web--eyes cl anped shut, jaw cl enched, head

t hrobbing--then Lirith would nmerely tap her shoul der and the strands of
magi ¢ woul d unravel, slipping through her clutching fingers.

"Try again," Lirith would say, and the exerci se woul d begin anew. As
tedi ous as the | essons were, neither Grace nor Aryn was ever late for
one. Sonetimes Grace wondered if King Boreas already knew what they were
doi ng. The pretenses for Lirith's visit had been weak at best. She had
delivered a spoken nessage fromthe nnp.p.n and had aske.d Rore.as if
she nmight stav on in
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Cal avere to visit with a cousin. Boreas had granted her request.

However, just who this cousin was, and why Lirith was never seen in his
conpany, were questions that had yet to be answered.



And there was sonething nore, sonething else about Lirith's arrival at
the castle that had al ways bothered Grace these |last months. Then, in a
flash as bright and unexpected as the firedrake, she had it.

She gripped Aryn's arm

"What is it. Gace?"

"Remenber how Lirith arrived at Cal avere just a week after lvalaine |eft?"
The baroness | ooked puzzled. "It's only a week's journey to Ar-tolor."

"Yes. And that neans Lirith would have had to set out fromAr-tol or at
the exact sanme tinme |valaine |eft Cal avere."

Aryn lifted her left hand in protest. "That doesn't make sense. Lirith
sai d she had spoken to Ival aine, and that the queen bade her to come here."

Grace nmet Aryn's gaze. "Exactly."

Aryn's blue eyes went wi de. Yes, she understood.
"It's like us, Grace," the young worman nurnured. "Like the way we spoke
on ... like the way we spoke that tine."

Grace nodded. Except neither she nor Aryn had been able to speak to the
other across the Wirding since Mdwinter's Eve. At best each had heard
only the barest whisper, and even that m ght have been

i magi nati on. Sonehow t he urgency of that nonment had granted them a power
that now el uded them And they had not nmentioned it to Lirith for fear,
like so many things, it was something they were forbidden to try on
their own.
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"Come on," G(ace said. "I think that's one nystery answered at |east."
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woul d ever teach then? But there was only one way to learn. They started
toward the brook, follow ng the others.

20,

The afternoon was wearing on toward nightfall. Even in sumer, days
could not |ast forever. The five of themwould have to ride back to the
castl e soon. The guards would be watching for them-waiting to shut the
gat es agai nst the dark.

The guards could wait a while longer. Gace |let her eyelids droop. She
sat on a blanket, drowsing in the |ate-day warnth as she |listened to the
drone of insects. The air was like gold wine: She drank it in, tasting
cool water and sun-warmed grass, then breathed out in a soft exhal ation.
She wasn't certain what it was, but there was something about this
nonent - - a peace, perhaps, or a power--that made her want to live it just
alittle |onger.



"Ni ght approaches, ny lady," a runbling voice said beside her. "I

i magi ne predators will be roam ng the |l and soon--those that prow on
four feet and two."

Grace did not open her eyes. "Hush, Durge." There was a | ow grunt, but
no other reply. She remmined still, listening and feeling. However, both
nmonent and magi ¢ were gone. The sun di pped behind a line of trees, and
the air cooled fromgold to green-gray as the insects ceased their

tonel ess song. Grace sighed and | ooked up. Durge was on his feet,
scanni ng the distance with deep-set brown eyes. "Any sign of thenP?" she
asked. "No," the knight said. "I fear they m ght have fallen intn a--"
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A hol e? A gorge? An inprobabl e though convenient pit of poisonous 135
adders? Grace didn't get to find out what it was Durge feared, because
at that monent three figures appeared atop a |ow ridge sone distance
away. One of the figures--the broadest but not the tallest, which neant
it was Garf--waved to them So the day really was over then. A feeling
of sadness filled Grace, so sudden and strange that she al nbst gasped.
But that was silly; Durge was good enough at finding things to worry
about without her hel ping him She gained her feet as the others started
down the ridge.

As the trio approached, G ace saw that the basket slung over Garf's
shoul der was filled with bunches of green and purple. So Lirith was
right. The shepherd's knot was beginning to bloomafter all. That boded
well for their sinples. Garf grinned and hefted the basket high, show ng
of f. She | aughed and waved. Behind her, Durge muttered

somet hi ng she did not quite catch

She turned to regard the dark-haired knight. It had been interesting to
see how Durge's reactions to her studies differed fromGarf's. Wile the
st eadf ast Em barran woul d never have questioned her--or Aryn or Lirith,
for that matter--it was clear fromhis manner that he did not entirely
understand or care for what Grace was doing with her spare tine. Wen it
cane tine for her lessons with Lirith, he usually nade hinmself scarce.
Were nost nen unconfortable with the idea of w tches?

But Durge's response isn't the sane as Boreas's, is ", Grace You' ve seen
how the king acts at the mere mention of the word witch. He just about
needs a ful Trabi es seri es.

Grace knew Boreas's reaction was nore instinctual tnan angry. As far as
she could tell, the relationship between the Wtches and the Cult of
Vathris was nmuch |ike that between cats and dogs, only not so 132' mark
ant hony

cordi al. However, Durge did not follow the mysteries of the warrior
cult--or those of any cult. Hs mnd was given nore to |ogic than
religion, occupied by his |ate-night studies of chenicals and

conpounds. G ace inmagi ned he sinply thought the Wtches silly, their
craft a matter of l|ove potions and enpty rhynes, not a true science. O
136 course, (Gace was a scientist herself, but she doubted Durge

understood that. On this world nmedi cine was wonmren's work, itself at best
a half step fromthe workings of hags and witches.



Then there was Garf. The young kni ght seened to regard Grace and Aryn's
studies with an anused curiosity. As it pleases ny lady, Garf was fond
of saying when she nmade a request, be it large or small. G ace supposed
if she told Garf they needed a basket of a given herb in order to fly
around the castle's towers, he would grin and ask how rmuch. And if the
three of themreally took off into the sky, he would no doubt clap his
hands and | augh at the sight. Garf seemed to take it for granted that
Grace could work magi c. Wul d she ever feel the sanme way?

She hoped not.

"He is a fine man," Durge said.

Grace glanced at the knight, but he did not nmeet her gaze.

"I have heard that Boreas is to choose a husband for Lady Aryn this
autumm, " Durge went on, his voice gruff. "I hope it will be a man such
as Sir CGarfethel."

So Grace was not the only one who had noticed. The others were cl ose
now, picking their way across the stones of the brook, although G ace
could not yet hear their voices. Even now, while he rermained a polite

di stance fromboth Lirith and Aryn, Garf's body was turned just

slightly in Aryn's direction, his head bowed toward hers. A beatific
smle hovered on his lips, and his eyes shone.

Grace gave a wv snile. "Sonmething tells me I'm
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no | onger the noblest and nost beautiful lady in the Dom nion."

"My |ady?"
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She shook her head. "It's nothing, Durge. Tell ne, does the king know?"

Dur ge shrugged stooped shoul ders. "I cannot say, ny lady. The m nd of
King Boreas is a foreign land to ne."

"Then maybe | had better bring it to his attention.™

Aryn was | aughi ng now, pressing her hand to her stonmach. G ace could
hear the sound of her mrth, as clear as the nusic of the brook,

al t hough she could not hear what Garf had said to bring it on. It didn't
matter. G ace resolved to speak to Boreas tonorrow. Someone who coul d
bring joy into the baroness's life would be a bl essing, and Grace knew
Boreas woul d agree.

A thought occurred to her. "Wat about you, Durge? Wen will you | ook
for a wife?"

Even as G ace spoke the words she regretted them A grimace crossed the
knight's face, and he turned away.

"dd nmen do not marry," he said.



Grace searched for a reply, but as usual words that heal ed were far
harder to come by than those that wounded. Then the nmonent was | ost as
the others reached them Garf unslung the basket of herbs fromhis
shoul der, his face a mask of pain as he let it fall to the ground.
Grace's medical instincts replaced all other concerns. "lIs sonething
wrong, Sir Garfethel ?"

"I believe that's Sir Ox, ny lady," Garf said with a bow "It was not a
nobl e kni ght but a beast of burden Ae good | adies required today."

Now he grinned: He was not in pain, it had been a

amazi ng how such small things could throw her off still.
"Perhaps one day, Sir Garfethel," Lirith said with perfect
seriousness, "you can instruct the rest of us in the subtle but
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intriguing distinction between oxen and kni ghts."

Garf let out a booming guffaw, and Lirith's eyes sparkled |Iike the sky
at night.

"It grows late," Durge said. "W should be going."

Garf stifled his mirth. "I'll get the horses.”
Grace smled fondly at both of her knights. She might be only a

counterfeit duchess, but her good fortune in having these nen as her
retai ners was gen uine.

Durge hel ped Grace nount Shandis, then turned to assist Lirith.

However, the Tol orian woman sat astride her horse already, gown neatly
arranged. It mght not have been magic, but it was a trick Gace wanted
to learn all the sane. She struggled with her own gown in a vain effort
to keep fromsitting on a hard knot of fabric and tried not to hate
Lirith too nuch.

Garf, in turn, helped Aryn onto her white mare.

"Thank you," the baroness murnured.

"As it pleases ny lady."

The baroness bowed her head, but not before Grace glinpsed the snile
that touched her lips.

As they rode north across the land, |ong shadows stretched to their

right. They crested a rise, and G ace saw Cal avere atop its hill. She
guessed it to be about a | eague away, but that was nostly because she

had yet to gain a good sense of any of the neasures of this world, and

in her mind any distance over a nile and | ess than ten was about a | eague.

They | ost sight of the castle as they descended into a gulch. Ganite
139 outcrops rose over their heads, and



THE KEEP OF FI RE 135

was thick with vegetation. G ace suspected a botani st from Denver woul d
have found the trees and shrubs fascinatingly deviant, but to her they
| ooked a lot |ike pine and scrub oak. They reached the bottom of the
gul ch and headed up the other side.

Grace heard the sound the sane nonment Durge raised a hand, bringing the
party to a halt. They sat still on their horses, listening. Then G ace
heard it again: a low, rhythm c sound she could not place. Durge gl anced
at Garf, and the young knight's hand noved to the hilt of the sword at
his hip. Grace swall owed, startled by the hard | ook on Garf's face. For
all his good hunor, at twenty-two years of age he was a man of war.

The sound drifted again on the noist air, although it was difficult to
tell fromwhich direction it cane. Aryn cast a |ook at Grace, her blue
eyes concerned. Lirith's own eyes were closed, as if she were

listening for sonmething. Grace opened her nouth to ask a question, but a
| ook from Durge made her clanmp it shut again. Maybe the Enbarran's fear
of brigands was not so inpossible after all.

Durge di smounted from Bl ackal ock. Grace watched as he took three steps
forward al ong the path. Then the bushes to his left exploded, and a
bl ack ball of fury burst forth.

It was upon Durge before G ace even realized what it was. The horses
whi nni ed and | eaped back. The bear reached out huge paws to engul f
Durge. The knight curled up and fell to the ground. Aryn let out a
muffled cry of terror.

"No!" Grace shouted, but she wasn't certain if her lips really forned
the word. She reached but a hand, but Durge was inpossibly far away. Qut
of the corner ol her eye she saw Garf leap fromthe back of his warhorse
and draw his sword. Then there was anl136 * mark ant hony

For a horrified second Grace thought it was a second bear. Then the 140
beast let out a trunpeting cry, and she realized it was Bl ackal ock,
Durge's charger. Eyes wild, the horse reared onto its hind | egs, then
brought sharp hooves down on the bear's hunped back. The bear snarled
and scranbl ed around, but Bl ackal ock had al ready gal |l oped away. G ace
knew t hat chargers were trained for battle, but she had not understood
what that meant until now. Shandis trenbled beneath her and woul d have
bolted but for G ace's death grip on the reins. Aryn was struggling with
her own nount--although Lirith's horse stood stock- still, the witch's
hand pressed agai nst its neck.

Durge staggered to his feet. He reached over his shoul der and drew his
Enbarran greatsword fromthe harness strapped to his back. Bl ood
streamed down his face, but he stood straight, and his notions were
qui ck and deliberate. G ace understood; when he fell it was not

because he was severely wounded, but rather as a defense nmechani sm
Bears woul dn't attack creatures they thought were already dead--wasn't
that how it worked?

Except there was sonething wong with this animal. WIld bears were
supposed to be afraid of people, but this creature opened its maw,
exposing gigantic teeth as it roared. It started after Bl ackal ock, then
abruptly turned to face Durge. That was when Grace saw the bare patches



inits pelt. Over large parts of the bear's body the thick fur had been
scorched away, and the skin beneath was blistered and oozing. So it was
injured, burned in a brush fire, perhaps. And there was no telling what
an injured ani mal woul d do.

No nore than ten seconds had passed since the bear had burst fromthe
underbrush. It took a lunbering step toward Durge. The Enbarran backed
away. Garf approached cautiously from behind the bear, sword raised,
face grim
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was i npossible to say. The bear spun arouhd, hackles raised, and roared
at Garf. Gace could see past its nonstrous teeth into the deep pit of
its throat. Garf lifted his sword

"No, Sir Garfethel!" Durge shouted. "Don't nove!"
141

Durge's words cane too late. Garf thrust with his blade. The sword sank
deep into the bear's chest--so deep it seened the ani nal shoul d have
died instantly--but the bear did not fall. It let out a horrible shriek
then lunged forward, ripping the sword out of Garf's hand. Garf stared
as the bear fastened its jaws on his shoul der

Then the young kni ght screaned.

The worl d ceased to nove except for the bear and Garf. The bear shook
its massive head, and Garf fluttered linply, like one of the little
string men Grace sonetines saw the village children playing with. The
bear tossed himto the ground, placed a paw on his stomach, and al nost
casually tore at his flesh. Hi s screan ng stopped.

Just when she thought it would drive her nad, the nmonent shattered.
Durge rushed forward and with both hands plunged his greatsword into the
bear's back. A cold part of Grace appreciated the surgica

preci sion of the blow Yes--between two ribs, angled toward the

m dl i ne, past the lung. She could see the nonment the tip pierced the
bear's heart. The creature's entire body went linp, and it rolled onto

t he ground. The bear gave one heaving breath. Red foam bubbl ed around
both of the bl ades enbedded in its body. Then cane the stillness of death.

"My lady ..."

The words were not shouted, but they caught Grace's attention all the
same. She tore her eyes fromthe carcass of the bear. Durge knelt beside
a crunPl ed, bloody form He |ooked up at G ace.

"My ladv. | think you had best conme here
21.

Everyt hi ng had changed; the idyllic ride through sumrer had vani shed.
Durge started to reach toward Garf, then pulled his hand back. G ace
under st ood. There was not hing the knight or his sword could do. This 142
was her battle now



She slipped from Shandis's back--the notion was easy, as if she had
known how to do it all al ong--and approached the two kni ghts, one
kneeling, one lying on the ground. She was aware of Lirith foll ow ng
after her, and of Aryn sitting atop her mare: rigid, staring forward,

her face as white as surgical gauze. Then G ace reached the two nen.

Fear clanped her heart like a pair of cold, steel forceps, but only for
a second. If Garf was to have a chance, then he could mean nothing to
her. He was just another naneless victimpulled froma wecked car or an
overturned bus and wheel ed on a gurney into Denver Menorial Hospital's
Emer gency Departnent. She woul d put hi m back together, then head for the
Resi dents' Lounge to have a cup of bad coffee and watch Elizabeth

Mont gonery's antics in a rerun of Bewitched on the blurry tel evision

She crouched beside the patient, and the netallic scent of his blood
filled her skull, triggering a chain reaction of instincts. "Get ne four
units of 0-neg. Stat."

"My | ady?" Durge said, his brown eyes confused.

She shook her head. O course. This wasn't the ED. This was a wooded
valley three mles froma medieval castle on another world from Earth.
But it didn't matter. It was what she and the doctors, nurses, and PAs
did that mattered, not the walls, not the trauma roons not tbp nan-ip of
t he ni ane-
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"My lady, | don't think he's breathing ."

Grace bent over the patient. She was aware of a great deal of blood, and
of wounds to the right shoulder as well as the chest and abdonen.
However, she did not focus on these things.

ABC. Airway, breathing, circulation

She had repeated the words so many tinmes during her internship and
resi dency that they might as well have been cut into her brain with a
scal pel . What she did in these first few m nutes would affect

143

everything that canme after--whether the patient |ived or died, whether
he woul d be whol e or paral yzed, whether he woul d be hinsel f when he woke
up or a braindamaged veget abl e.

Grace nmoved through the prescribed steps. She stabilized his head

bet ween her knees, tilted his head back, and forced his jaw open. She
slipped a finger into his mouth, past his pharynx, into the trachea.

Just before the larynx her fingers encountered a soft, wet mass. H s

ai rway was obstructed with a plug of blood and nmucus. That wasn't
good--it nmeant injury to his lungs--but she couldn't think of that, not
until its time. She freed the plug and heard the rasp as air flowed into
hi m - he was breat hi ng agai n.

Next step. She pressed her ear against his chest and listened. There
were no breath sounds on the right. Her suspicion was correct; the right
| ung had been punctured and had col | apsed. She needed a chest tube, but
she didn't have the tools. Maybe in the castle she could fashion
somet hi ng, but not here, not now. Fortunately, the breath sounds on the
left were good. One lung was working. That woul d have to be enough unti
they got himback to the castle.



Grace turned her attention to the source of the blood. Third step:
Breathing did no good if there was » blood in his arteries to carry
oxygen. She had to “op the bl eeding. Now.

OHP. m"I I 1 P/I /i f-i r} ahi oc'1li-fo/linon 4-Tt-m<- /ir”n
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his chest. He drewin a | abored breath, and crinmson foam bubbled from a
puncture wound. Air was seeping between two ribs: That was the source of
the coll apsed lung. Otherw se, the wounds to his chest and stomach
appear ed superficial.

"G ve me your hand." She | ooked up at Durge when he did not respond.
"Your hand!"

The kni ght blinked and held his hand out. She grabbed it, took his index
finger, and stuck it into the puncture. The little boy and the 144 dike.
It wasn't exactly el egant, but the bubbling stopped.

"Keep your finger there."

G ace knew her voice was hard, but it had to be. The others had to
foll ow her orders w thout question. Durge nodded, holding his arm
stiffly so he could keep the wound pl ugged.

Grace turned her attention to the right arm Barely a mnute had el apsed
since she had reached the patient, but as she worked instinct had told
her that she had to hurry, that the armwould be the worst. Damm her
instincts for always being right.

But maybe it's not just instinct. Grace. Maybe it's nmore than that.
Remenmber what |val aine said. What you did in the ED wasn't so

different fromwhat w tches do

There was no time for that thought. She concentrated on her patient. It
was bad. The arm had been conpletely dislocated fromthe shoul der joint.
She could see the white ball of the proximl hunmerus, and the

surroundi ng nuscl e had been torn to shreds. The arm was attached to the
shoul der by only a thin thread of skin and tendon. Bl ood punped fromthe
torn end of the subclavian artery and soaked into the bed of pine needles.

"Sister, his lips are blue," Lirith spoke in a soft voice. "And his
fingernails. | have seen such in

AmhTr}f A nF 1-1 Kilt- \eM fAi- 1-"r~-3 -1-*~c //
THE KEEP OF FI RE 141

He is drowning. G ace wanted to say. He's drowning in his own bl ood, and
what little oxygen he's managing to take in is pouring out of his

shoul der and into the ground. But Grace didn't have tine to teach a

| esson about the consequences of a collapsed lung to a nmedieval wtch

or to explain the nmeaning of words |ike cyanotic and hypot ensi on. She
grabbed the severed artery between two fingers and pinched it shut. "W
have to stop the bl eeding," she said. "It's the loss of blood that's 145
maki ng hi m bl ue. "



Lirith met her eyes. "Wat do you want me to do, sister?"
"Hold this."

She brought Lirith's hand to the wound and gui ded her fingers, until the
witch had the torn artery firmy in her own grip. Gace | eaned back and
consi dered options. There was no hope of reattachment in these
conditions. Even with an ice chest for the severed linb and a waiting
helicopter it would be difficult. Here there was no question. The
patient would |l ose his arm Gace could accept that. Life was al ways
better than death; that was what Leon Arlington had taught her. But the
patient would not lose his life. That she could not accept. Anputation
then. Stop the bl eeding, and get himback to the castle. "Aryn!" she
called out. "Bring nme the saddl ebag fromny horse.”

There was no response. G ace | ooked up. Aryn still sat on her nount, her
gaze fixed forward and distant, her left hand white as it clenched the
reins. No--no one could do this to her, not now . She needed everyone.

Aryn! Do it now

Grace had neant to shout, but somehow it was not her nouth that fornmed
t he words. The baroness
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her horse, grabbed G ace's saddl ebag, and ran toward them

Grace turned back to see Lirith watching her, the witch's dark eyes
intent. Lirith nodded, but she said nothing. \Watever had happened, she
had noticed it. Grace didn't know if that was good or bad. It didn't
matter. She had other things to worry about.

Aryn knelt beside the patient. As she did, Grace grabbed his left wi st
146 for a pul se check. Rapid and faint. H's heart was working too
quickly, trying to make up for the lack of blood and oxygen by beating
faster. Grace didn't need a clock to feel the seconds draining away
along with his bl ood.

"Aryn--the knife."

The baroness pulled a small knife out of the saddl ebag--the very sane
knife Aryn had given to Grace what seened a lifetime ago. It wasn't a
scal pel, but it was sharp. Grace took the knife and, with precise
strokes, finished anputating the arm She was dimy aware of the
horrified gazes of the others--Aryn clutched her own withered right
arm-but Gace kept her attention focused on the wound.

"Needl e and thread."

Aryn pawed t hrough the bag and canme out with the enbroidery G ace had

been working on. She still hadn't gotten any better at the noble lady's
art, but she was glad she had carried it with her. The tools were
i nadequate for the job, but Grace nade up for the lack with skill. She

stitched shut the worst bleeders and closed a flap of skin over the
stunp of his arm Then she turned to the puncture wound and sutured it
shut. Infection was going to be a problem but that was sonmething to



deal with later.

Lirith and Aryn had torn a blanket to strips, and Lirith had rubbed sone
of the strips with pine sap. That was good--it would be sterile. Gace
took the nakeshift bandages. By the tinme she | ooked up
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ti ed anot her bl anket between the poles and was even then |ashing themto
Bl ackal ock' s saddl e.

Grace made a quick inventory of the patient. Hs color was better, and

his breathing was regular if still |abored. However, even at that 147
nmonent he was slipping into shock. They had to get Garf back to the castle.

Garf. She had thought of himnot as a stranger, but as someone she knew.
However, maybe it was a good sign. Maybe it meant he was going to nmake it.

Durge | ed Bl ackal ock closer, positioning the litter alongside Garf. On
Grace's count they lifted himonto the vehicle, then they used nore
strips of blanket to Iash himinto place.

Grace glanced at Durge. "Ride as fast as you can without jolting himtoo
nmuch. "

The Enbarran nodded. "I will do ny--"
"Grace! He's not breathing anynore!"

It was Aryn. G ace snapped her head around. The baroness knelt beside
Garf, her eyes w de.

Grace crouched beside the young knight. Aryn was right. H's body was
rigid. She groped for his pulse, but she couldn't find it.

"What ' s happeni ng?" Lirith said.

G ace shook her head. She didn't know. Damm it, she needed a heart nonitor.
O was there anot her way?

Bef ore she could think about it further, she shut her eyes and reached
out to touch the Weirding. She gasped, and for a second the rich web of
life al nost entangl ed her. She forced herself to gain control, to Pick
Garf's thread out fromthose belonging to people, horses, trees. Then
she had it: so thin and weak it seermed |ike a strand of gossamer in her
i magi ned "ands. She followed it down to his body.

Ap ' X68' “ster," a voice whispered. Lirith. "Yes, use

148
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G ace hesitated. But hadn't she done this a hundred times before in the

ED? Per haps not consciously, but all the sane she had used this
power - - her power--to assess what was wong with others in a way no



nmoni tori ng devi ce could. She gathered her will, then forced herself to
reach down into his chest.

H s heart fluttered agai nst her phantom hand |ike a wounded bird trapped
in a cage.

Grace's eyes flew open. "He's fibrillating! | need point-five
mlligranms of epi, |V push!"
Lirith regarded her with unreadable eyes. "I do nut know t hese words you

speak, sister."

Grace shook her head. She had discovered the problem but what use was
that to her? There was no crash cart, no adrenaline. His heart was
beating madly in a | ast desperate attenpt at life, and in a few

seconds it would fail

"My lady, can you not ... do sonething?" Durge nade a snall notion with
hi s hands.

Grace glanced at him and only then did she realize what he was asking
of her. Her jaw opened.

Lirith met her eyes. "Spin the web around him sister. You have the
power |ike neither Aryn nor 1|."

"Pl ease, Gace," Aryn said. "Please, you have to try."

No, she was a doctor and a scientist. She had used her power to probe,
yes, to understand and di agnose. But that was all. The rest was

nmedicine. It had to be.
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"I can't," she whispered.

Lirith spoke in a soft voice. "Then he will die, sister."

Grace licked her lips, then held shaking hands toward Garf and laid them
on his chest. She was afraid she wouldn't be able to do it again, but
even as she cl osed her eyes she saw the shimering web. Except now he
was connected to it by the barest thread, and even as she touched it the
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fragile. The thread slipped through her fingers. There was no nore tine.

In her mind Gace al nost | aughed. O course-- once she sawit, it was so
clear. She had sinply to connect his thread to her own. Let her own life
become a link between himand the great web that could sustain himunti
they reached the castle. She reached out a ghostly hand and touched the
silver- gold thread she knew to be her own.

"Yes!" Lirith's triunphant whisper seened to cone fromall directions.
"That's it, sister!”

Grace brought Garf's thread toward her own--



--and froze

Terror filled her. There was a darkness in the web of the Weirding, a
terrible black blot, and only after she recoiled fromit did G ace
realize that her own thread led directly to it. The bl ot had been

hi dden, but when she had pulled on her thread the thing had been reveal ed.

The bl ot heaved upward, taking on shape: a long, ranbling building with
wi ndows |i ke soull ess eyes. Pal e hands stretched out of the darkness,
reaching for her. Gace shrank fromthem The calls of owls sounded in
her ears. Now the words that spoke in her mnd bel onged to another wtch
and anot her tine.

Mich of who you are lies behind a door, and | cannot see past it.
However, you nust know that you cannot |ock away part of who you are 150
wi t hout | ocki ng away part of your magic. If ever you want to discover
that power, you will have to unlock that door.

No. She couldn't do it. She couldn't let the shadow escape. |If she set
it free, then it would surely consune her

She let go of her own thread. The door shut. The ol ot vani shed.
"Grace!" The cry was faint as if it ranmp frnmvprv far awav
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Grace hardly heard it. She clutched for Garf, but the remaining wsp of
his thread unravel ed, and the shining web becanme a gray shroud in her hands.

22.
They reached the high gates of Calavere with the last red |ight of day.

Grace and Aryn rode* at the fore of the party with Lirith just behind.
Next to the dark-skinned witch, on a gray charger, rode Sir Meridar

anot her of the king's knights. He was a quiet man about G ace's age,
with gentle eyes set deep in a face ravaged by pox. Meridar had tied the
reins of the dappled charger to his saddle, and the riderless horse
followed after the gray. At the rear of the party cane Durge and Bl ack -
alock with their grim blanket-w apped burden trailing behind. None of

t hem had spoken, not since they had left the purple valley. It had taken
no nmore than half an hour to ride back to Calavere, but it mght as well
have been an eternity. Tears streaked Aryn's face as she wept openly,
and even Lirith | ooked shaken. Durge's face was etched with hard lines.
In a way G ace envied them Maybe it would have been better if she could
have felt sonething--anything besides this

hol | owness. But then there was an advantage to nunmbness. Wasn't that the
pur pose of anesthesia? To feel no pain.

They might still have been there in the valley had Sir Meridar not found
them Gace had attenpted resuscitation. She had showed Lirith 151 how
to tilt Garf's head back, how to nake a good seal around his nmouth with
her own, howto fill his lungs with air. Then Grace had worked his
chest--endlessly, brutally, long after it was nsplpss 1nnp afte.r

she bad beard ribs
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crack. Still she had not stopped, even when Aryn, sobbing, begged her
to, even when Durge laid strong hands on her shoulders and tried to pul
her back.

She halted only when the thunder of hoofbeats echoed off granite.
Morments | ater Meridar rode into the valley. Fromthe back of his charger
he took in the body of the bear, then the figure lying in front of
Grace. Had word of what had happened sonehow gotten back to the castle?
Then he spoke to her, and she had realized that was

i mpossi bl e.

"Lady Grace, you have grave circunmstances to concern you. From what has
met nmy eyes, this is a dire and sorrowful thing that has befallen your

party. However, | bring a sumons from Ki ng Boreas, and even now, with

what has happened, it nust be obeyed with all good speed.”

Meridar's eyes were conpassionate, but there was a sharpness to his

wor ds--an edge not neant to hurt, but to cut through the dullness, to
rem nd her that even now she had noble duties. G ace | eaned back, |et
her hands slip from Garf's chest, and stared at the ravaged body that a
short time ago had been whol e and strong. Sonetimes no power was enough

Except you did have the power. Grace. You did, you saw it, and you were
afrai d.

The words sounded in her mind again as the riders passed between the
castle's guard towers and through the raised portcullis. She saw
again--felt again--the shadowy bl ot upon the Wirding; then she

pressed her syes shut and forced the i mage away. They rode through an
152 archway into the castle's upper bailey. The last color drained from
the stone walls, and the world faded to nonochrone.

Meridar di snobunted before the stable, then reached a hand up toward
Grace. "The king awaits you, Your Radiance."

She opened her nouth, then glanced at Durge.

I will cpb <-r> kirn ny if}v hp eairl enftiv
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She nodded, then accepted Meridar's hand and slid to the cobbl est ones.
The knight started to | ead her toward a door; then she halted to | ook
back at Aryn. But Durge had al ready hel ped the young worman from her
horse, and Lirith had wapped an arm around her shoul ders. G ace deci ded
she had better worry about herself and concentrated on keepi ng upri ght
as she followed Meridar into the di mess of the castle.

When they reached Boreas's chanber, the guard standing at the door
stared as if they had startled him Had he not been watching for their
arrival ? Then the man recovered, bowed to Grace, and opened the door
Grace stepped through, and only as the door swung shut behind her did
she realize that Sir Meridar had not followed.

Boreas pushed hinself up fromthe dragon-clawed chair that sat next to
the hearth. The mastiff at his feet rose to its haunches and grow ed.



The king glared at the dog, silencing its noise, and the beast skul ked
to a corner, but it did not take its black eyes off G ace.

"What has happened, ny | ady?" the king said in his thrumm ng baritone.
Grace blinked. How could he have heard that something had befallen the
riding party? Sir Meridar had not conme here before her. Then she

foll owed his gaze, | ooked down at herself, and she understood the
guard's startlenent, the dog's growing, the king's strange | ook. Her

| avender riding gown was drenched in crinmson, dark with Garf's bl ood,
which was stiffening as it dried. Grace held out her hands, and they
were caked with gore and dirt. She could only imagine the mask of her
face. She nmet Boreas's steely eyes.

153

"Garf, Your Majesty. Sir Garfethel. |I did everything in my power. But
his heart stopped beating, and he died."
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had spoken them countless times to the w ves, husbands, parents, and
children in the hospital's waiting room In the past the words had

al ways held the conviction of truth. But did they now? Had she really
done everything in her power?

Spin the web around him sister.

In clinical tones Grace recounted what had taken place. However, she did
not speak of the Weirding, or of the web of magic she had tried and
failed to weave.

She was startled to realize she had finished the story. Boreas |eaned
agai nst the heavy table. His black hair and beard shone in the |ight of
an oil |anp;

a servant nust have slipped into the roomto light it, but she hadn't
noti ced.

"I saw the firedrake, as well, ny lady. Al in the castle did. And

t hought it to be a harbinger of the news that reached me not an hour

| ater. They say such a sign appears only when a king passes. But perhaps
the tales are wong. Perhaps it was for another." H's deep chest heaved
as he let out a breath. "Regardless, you tell a strange tale, ny |ady.
Bears sel dom venture down fromthe doanming Fells. And it is not |ike
such a beast to come straight for a man."

The king had not invited her to sit, but all the same she sank into a
horsehair chair near the door. You'll get blood on it. Gace. But it was
either that or fall to the floor. Boreas |ooked at her but said nothing
about her inpertinence.

"I't was wounded," Grace said. "Burned. | think it was mad with pain."
154

Boreas nodded. "It is good you and Lady Aryn are well. And the

others."



Grace winced. Wll? She was hardly well. But it didn't matter. In the ED
she had |l earned to nmove wi thout thought fromthe dead to the

living. Finish Aat chart and start a fresh one. She had a new case now.
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"Why did you sunmon ne, Your Majesty?" However, even as she spoke the
words she knew. They say such a firedrake appears only when a king passes.

Boreas nmet her gaze. "Perridon is dead."
"When?"
"A fortnight ago. King Persard died in his sleep."

Had she the ability, Gace would have | aughed. And how many nubil e

mai dens were in the bed with himAt |east one, she was willing to bet.
It was a fitting end to the spry old king. But the news troubl ed her
G ace clutched the arnms of her chair, and her mnd clicked and

whirred. It was good to have something else to think of, sonething nore
di stant and i npersonal .

It seened a lifetime since the white days of winter, since she had
wor ked as Boreas's spy at the Council of Kings, since her friend and
fellow Farther Travis WIder had hel ped her uncover the rmnurderous
plottings of the Raven Cult, and since Travis had bound the Rune Gate,
stopping the Pale King fromriding forth to freeze the Dom nions in
everl asting ice.

For a nonth after their Mdw nter's Day decision to band together, the
rul ers of the Doninions had | abored at the council table to forge new
treaties should the Pale King--or any other threat--ever face the 155
Dom ni ons agai n. Cal avan, Toloria, Gait, Brelegond, Perridon, and
Enbarr: Al pledged to aid any Doninion that was attacked by an

outside force, and also to act as arbiter should there arise a dispute
bet ween any two Domi ni ons.

Wil e these were good steps, the council's greatest act had been the
founding of the Order of WMl achor

Qddly, it was Grace who gave the council the idea for the order. But for
her--at least until recently a citizen of the United States--the idea of
a multinational force working together against a global threat seened

i ke standard operating procedure. It wasn't
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eyes of the nonarchs that she realized, for a''feudal society, just how
revol utionary the idea was.

There was sone debate, of course. Wuld each Doninion contribute an
equal number of knights or a nunber based on size? How woul d the order
be funded? From whom woul d t hese kni ghts receive their commands? But in
the end, the decision was unani nous.



"Peculiar tines call for peculiar neasures,” King Sorrin, the gaunt
rul er of Enmbarr, had said.

The greatest challenge facing the council seemed to be in nam ng the
order, but fortunately Fal ken Bl ackhand hel ped in this. After an hour of
squabbli ng anong the rulers, the bard approached the table. He did not
speak, but sinply pointed with his black- gloved hand to an enpty seat:
Chair Mal achor.

The nonarchs fell silent, then one by one nodded. Wile it m ght have
been nere nyth, it was spoken that should ever a king of Malachor cone
again, he would be lord over all the Dom nions. To name their new order
after the lost kingdomwas only fitting.
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A few days later the council disbanded, and in the |ast frozen days of
Durdath the rulers departed Cal avere for their respective Dom nions.

Al t hough his was the smallest Domnion, it was King Kylar of Gait who
granted a nodest castle on the southern marches of his Dominion to the
O der of Mal achor. However, who would |lead the order had not been so
easily decided as where it would be housed.

The council first offered | eadership to Beltan, King Boreas's nephew and
Grace's friend. The bl ond kni ght was grow ng stronger each day, healing
fromthe terrible wound he had suffered on Mdw nter's Eve when he had
protected Travis from hordes of feydrimat the Rune Gate. Grace's heart
had soared when she had heard this decision--then had sunk agai n when
Bel tan refused the honor.

"I will hunmhiv serve the order," Beltan had said
152 mar k ant hony

before the council. He stood straight and tall, but Gace could see that
the wound in his side still caused himpain. "However, it is not for one
such as me to lead it."

Boreas's eyes sparked with rage, but he only nodded, and the counci

i nstead appointed Sir Vedarr to |l ead the Order of Ml achor. Vedarr was a
graying but still hale Enbarran whose face was craggi er than even
Durge's. He was a competent knight, and Grace knew he would do a fine
job. Yet his nanme did not cause the eyes of other men to light up, not

i ke the nane Beltan of Cal avan. She wi shed her friend could see the

ef fect he had on others: the way he could win a man's loyalty with just
a |l ook and a nod. However, his gaze was turned inward these days. Al
knew t hat Beltan, bastard though he was, mi ght have been king of Cal avan
after his father, Bel- dreas, was nurdered. Instead he had vowed to find
his father's killer--and had failed. It was Boreas, Beltan's uncle and
Bel dreas' s younger brother, who had becomre king instead.

For a tine during the winter, the air of sorrow around Beltan had

receded sonewhat. But not long after Travis WIlder returned to Earth,

the knight's nel ancholy returned. Grace supposed he nissed Travis; they

157 all did. She sighed as Beltan wal ked stiffly fromthe counci

chanmber. Some wounds were not so quickly heal ed as those of nuscle and bone.

A fortnight later, Beltan had | eft Calavere to help Vedarr set up
operations at the order's new keep. Vedarr had offered Beltan a



position as captain, and this the blond knight had not refused. The
first mssion of the order was to stanp out the |last vestiges of the
Raven Cult. The cult had been a front for the workings of the Pale King,
and nost of its | eaders had peri shed when Berash was

def eated--the iron hearts
<4ipir macl-pr liar) Cliwn 1-1-ipmfailino ao hp was Inrl~pr
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in his icy Dominion of Inbrifale once again. However, there were pockets
where the cult remmined active and continued to practice bloody rites of
human brandi ng and nutil ation

Grace had feared for Beltan the day he readied hinmself to ride off with
Vedarr and two dozen other knights. She stood in the upper

bail ey, watching with concern as Beltan saddl ed his roan charger. His
wound had cl osed, but just barely, and it was an injury that should have
killed himin the first place-- only the magic of fairies had kept the
thread of his life intact.

Her fears had not gone unnoticed. Lady Melia left her pale nmare and
approached across the bail ey.

"Don't worry, dear," the anber-eyed woman said. "I'Il watch over him™"
Grace had smiled. Beltan was supposed to be Melia's knight protector,
but Grace knew sonetines these things worked both ways.

Fal ken called to Melia then, and after giving Grace a warm and

unexpect ed enbrace the dark-haired | ady returned to her horse. Fal ken
158 and Melia were | eaving Cal avere as well, and for the first part of
their journey they planned to ride with Beltan and the other knights.
Where they were going after that Gace didn't know Melia had only
nmenti oned sonet hing about traveling to see an old friend.

In all, after the nomentous happenings of Mdw nter's Eve, things had
gone startlingly well. Still, despite their progress, not all things
gave occasion for )oy: For after Mdw nter's Eve there had been one
other enpty seat at the council table: Chair Eredane. Queen Eni nda had
di ed at the hands of Lord Logren, her high counselor and an ironheart.
The first messengers to Eredane had passed into the Dom nion ~“th this
news, but they had never returned. Now stones told that all travelers
were stopped at the bor"CrS
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That some struggl e was going on within Eredane in the wake of Eninda's
death was certain. However, who the players were and what the outcone

woul d be was a dark cloud none coul d see through

Now, sitting in her bloody dress in King Boreas's chanber, she turned
her attention to yet another enpty chair: Spardis, the seat of

Perridon. It was curi ous that Boreas had summopned her and not anot her



to consult about this issue. Then again, Lord Alerain, the king's
seneschal and advi sor, was dead-reveal ed as an ironheart hinself and a
traitor. Maybe she was all he had left.

But it's more than that. Grace. You know it is. Wen he first asked you
to serve himit was because you were useful as a pawn. Now it's because
you' ve earned his respect.

Grace studied Boreas. He paced now, as he always did when he was
thinking, as if his nuscul ar body could scarcely contain the energy
within. A nmonth ago, one of the castle's ladies-in-waiting had stunned
Grace by asking her when she was to marry the king. Grace had had to
clanmp a hand to her nouth to stifle the mad | aughter. She woul d have

t hought Boreas nore likely to behead her than nmarry her, although on an
obj ective | evel she could see that in some ways they woul d be a good 159
mat ch. Boreas was strong, but she had | earned that she was just as
strong. Maybe stronger in some ways.

Al the same, G ace knew she woul d never be queen of Cal avere. She did
care for Boreas, but nore as she might have cared for a father, had she
ever had one. And she doubted he had need of her affections. Besides,
Grace could never let herself be touched again, not |ike that. She had
al nost dared to let her self believe she could | ove Logren only to

di scover he was a nonster with a heart of iron. That nistake had nearly
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Boreas noved to the sideboard and poured two cups of wine. Gace cringed
in her chair, belatedly realizing that she should have offered to serve
the king. It was a | apse she could have been inprisoned for in this
worl d. | nstead Boreas handed her one of the cups, and she gratefully
accepted it and drank its contents down. Maybe that was the real reason
Boreas still asked for her counsel and conpany. He didn't have to be a
ki ng around her. He could be sinply a man: fl awed,

t emper anent al , honest.

"You observed Persard during the council, ny lady." Boreas gazed into
his wine but did not drink it. "And you spoke with hima great

deal --nmore than nyself, really. Wat's nore, | know you won the
admration of his counselor. Lord Sul."

Grace bit her lip. Poor Sul. She still remenbered the day she and Durge
had convinced the nousy little man to speak to them by

pretendi ng Durge was out for his blood and that only G ace had the power
to make the kni ght see reason

"Tell me, ny lady. Wiat do you think this news bodes for us?"

Grace forced herself to forget the events of the day, to forget her

bl oody dress, and consider the question. "It's not good. Your Majesty.
The council's decision to work together is a great step forward.

However, the ink on the treaties is hardly dry. Persard does have an 160
heir, but he's only an infant, and his wife is little nmore herself. |
heard she was fourteen when Persard married her two years ago."

"Seventy Wnters his younger," Boreas said with a snort that night have
been di sgust, admiration, or both.



Grace nodded. "So we have a child bride and an heir in diapers. Hardly
the kind of situation in which you can count on a fragile new alliance
to be upheld. If one of Persard' s dukes or barons ever had schenes to
t ake ove-r tbp. Dom nion, be. couldn't have- askp.rl fnr
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a wider door. But then, |'ve heard it said that schenmes are as rare in
Perridon as foggy days."

"My lady," Boreas said in a growing voice, "it is always foggy in the
Domi ni on of Perridon."

"Well, then, | think you have your answer."
Boreas grunted. "So what do we do?"

Grace sighed. Sometines meking a diagnosis was so nuch easier than
finding a cure. "I don't know But Lord Sul spoke highly of Duke

Fal deran, who was keeping things running in Persard' s absence. |If he
were to act as a regent to Persard's son until the boy reached ruling
age, there might be a chance things would remain stable. As stable as
they can in Perridon, at least."

A small part of Gace was anazed at her analysis. But then, she had
al ways been a good student, and these |ast nonths had gi ven her a crash
course in feudal politics.

Boreas was silent, then he nodded. "Thank you, mny |ady. You may go."

Grace blinked, then rose to her feet. She was curi ous what Boreas
i ntended to do, but it was not her place to ask. Wen the Kking

di sm ssed you, you went. She noved to the door
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"And Lady Gace . . ."

She halted at the gruffly spoken words but did not |ook up

"My lady, renenber ... it is the greatest honor of a knight to give
hinself in defense of his lord or |ady."

Grace clenched the doorknob. Fuck honor. Your Majesty, she wanted to
say. Instead she bit her lip, then stepped through the door into the
corridor beyond.

2i,

After her nmeeting with the king. G ace returned to her chanber to find
Lirith waiting for her, along with a serving maid clad in dove gray.

Next to the fire was a tub of steaming water. Wen G ace had asked where
Aryn was, the dark-eyed witch inforned her that Aryn was resting in her
room and that soon Grace woul d be doing the sane.

Grace did not have the will to argue. Exhaustion enfol ded her, as well
as fresh horror at the day's events. She was too numb even to care as
the serving maid untied the | aces of her bl oody gown and | et the garnent



slip to the floor.

Lirith took the | eather pouch that was usually attached to G ace's sash
and set it on the mantle. Belatedly G ace realized that the silver
hal f-coin Brother Cy had given her was inside the pouch.

Wthout it she wouldn't be able to speak and interpret the |anguage of
this world. Except that wasn't entirely true, was it? After nuch
practice she had gotten to the point where she coul d understand a good
portion of the nusical |anguage the people here spoke, although she
doubt ed she coul d have spoken“two words of it herself. However, there
was no need to talk right then, and it was easy enough to understand the
mur mured instructions she was gi ven: Take off your unAfter the bath,
when she was clothed again, the serving maid had brought a platter of
food, and Lirith watched while G ace ate every bite of neat, bread, and
dried fruit. Wen she finished, she clinbed into bed and let Lirith pull
up the covers like she was a small child. Gace closed her 162 eyes, and
when t he
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strange. Grace felt the light |eave the roomas Lirith blew out the
candl e. Then the door opened and shut, and G ace was al one.

However, despite her exhaustion, sleep was elusive. At |ast G ace rose
fromthe bed and stood before the window It was after nidnight, and
there was no noon.

A spark of crinson caught her eye. The new red star that had appeared in
the southern sky with the coming of summer had just risen over the
castle's battlenents. A nmonth ago, when she first pointed out the star
to Durge, he had frowned and had nuttered sonething about "celestial
orbs that shone where none should be."

Since then, fromtalking to others, G ace had discovered that no one in
the castle had ever seen this star before. Perhaps it was a conet then,
or a planet-- one on an irregular orbit that brought it near this world
only after |long absence. O course, these explanations inplied that Eidh
was a planet itself, in a solar systemnuch |like Earth's. Maybe it was
even in the same gal axy, although G ace doubted that. Something told her
it was nore than nere physical distance that separated this world from
Eart h.

Grace gazed at the red star for a while nore, then was surprised to find
hersel f yawni ng. She turned fromthe w ndow, clinbed into bed, and shut

her eyes. Sleep should have been inpossible after all that had happened,
but at |ast exhaustion won out, and she descended into slunber.

That night Grace had a dream

She stood at the top of a nountain, on a pinnacle of rock, surrounded on
all sides by swirling mist. Then the m st parted, and on another nearby
peak, separated from her by an undul ati ng sea of gray, was Travis

W der. Excitenent coursed through her at seeing her friend. She had

t hought he had returned to
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back was turned to her, so she called out to him but the fog muffled
her voice, filling her throat and lungs |ike wet cotton

A light flashed overhead, and she | ooked up to see the firedrake she had
seen earlier streak through the mst. Only then it ceased to nove, and
it wasn't the firedrake at all, but the newred star. Its light tinged
the fog scarlet, and a note of alarm sounded in Grace's mnd, although
she wasn't certain why. Al she knew was that she had to talk to Travis.
She tried to call out again, but still he did not turn around. Then the
red m st surged upward, engulfing him Only it wasn't nist anynore,
Grace saw as the tendrils licked up and coil ed around her.

It was fire.
24.

Grace stepped through a vine-covered archway into the castle's garden.
"Hel | 0?"

Her voice drifted anbng the trees; there was no one else in view She
nmoved down one of the stone paths, deeper into the tangle of |iving things.

It was al most M dsunmer now, and the garden was a nave of enerald and
gold. Grace breathed in warmair that tasted of honey, and for the first
tinme in a week she felt the muscles of her neck unclench and her

shoul ders ease downward a notch. There was sonet hing peaceful and

anci ent about the garden. In a way it made Grace think of d oanm ng Wod
and the Little People. And indeed the garden was not unlike the

i npossi bl e forest she and Travis had once glinpsed in the castle chanber
occupi ed by Trifkin Mssberry and his troupe of actors.
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place to come after all. Al though there was no sign of the one Lirith
164 had spoken of that norning.

There's someone | believe you should nmeet, sister. You'll find her in
t he garden, | think

Seven days had passed since they had gone, at Grace's urging, for a
sumer ride. Seven days since she had felt the delicate thread of Garf's
life slip through her fingers and nelt away.

They had held a small service for the young knight in the circle of
standing stones a few | eagues fromthe castle. The last tinme G ace had
stood among the negaliths had been to say good-bye to Travis before he
returned to Earth. This time it had been a different sort of farewell.
She knew Garf had foll owed the nysteries of Vathris Bullslayer, and that
Boreas would hold a nore secret rite to mark the knight's

passing. So this cerenpny had been just for her and Lirith, for Aryn and
Durge. They had done nothing nmore formal than to hold hands, to speak
fondly of Garf's good hunmor and sincerity, and to lay a weath of
flowers on the ground. It had been enough

Per haps the nmpbst shocking thing about death was that, in spite of it,
life noved relentlessly onward. The sun rose every norning; the castle
bustled with activity; Grace ate and slept. It all seemed so petty and



stupid in the face of larger things, yet it was a confort all the
sane.

In away it was a sad realization, but Grace knew she would be all
right. Being an utter weck mght al nost have been nore reassuring. It
certainly would have been easier. But she knew-with that sane

certainty she felt when she knew a patient in the ED would
survive--that she would go on.

Lirith would be fine as well, of that G ace had no doubt. Not that the
Tol ori an woman seemed untouched by Garf's death. On the contrary, of all
of them she seened to grasp on its nmpst fundanental
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that bound themall. But something told Grace that Lirith had deep roots
to draw upon and to hold her steady.

As for Durge and Aryn, Grace was |l ess certain of their prognosis. No
doubt Durge had w tnessed many nen die in his years as a warrior, but
she doubted it was ever easy for the stalwart knight. The other

eveni ng she had seen himstanding at a wi ndow, |eaning against the sill,
hunched over. It was the first time she ever remenbered thinking that
Durge | ooked ol d. However, when she called to him he had stood straight
at attention and asked in a crisp voice how he m ght serve her.

You can let yourself cry, Durge. You don't always have to be a rock.
Doctor's orders. But as so often in her life, she had not known how to
speak the words she really wanted to.

"Go see if Lady Aryn needs anything, Durge," she had said instead, and
he had given her a brisk nod before turning to see to her request.

Unl i ke Durge, Aryn had wept with surprising and worri sonme frequency
since the incident. Gace or Lirith--or sonetinmes both of them -would
hol d the baroness as sobs ripped thensel ves fromher chest. Had the
young wonman known about Garf's |ove for her? Perhaps that was it, but
there was sonet hing about Aryn's grief that nade Grace think it wasn't
all for the slain knight. Gace had heard weeping |ike Aryn's before.
She had been a girl at the Beckett- Strange Home for Children, and she
had heard it at night sonetinmes, drifting on wi ngs of dark through
silent rooms: the primal, wordl ess sounds of utter despair.

Grace sighed. She woul d keep observing Aryn, but she didn't know what
else to do. In this case, whatever was truly wong, she couldn't
di agnose it without the patient's help.

The garden oath wound on, and as G ace wal ked

her thoughts turned to Travis. These | ast days she had found herself
t hi nking of her friend nore often than usual. For sone reason he 166
wei ghed upon her mind al nost nmore heavily than Garf did. Then again,
gi ven the dreans, perhaps it was not such a nystery.



Nearly every night now she had the queer dream of Travis standing atop
the foggy mountain. It was always the sanme: calling in vain to him then
the red star, and the swirling nist that became fire.

Thr oughout her life. Grace's dreans had been nmurky and nonsensical: a
series of badly edited foreign films nmade by drunken directors. This
dreamwas different. Vivid, real. Wen she closed her eyes she could see
the curling fog, the blazing star. But what did it nean?

It didn't mean anything, of course. Dreans were nerely the synaptic

equi val ent of leftovers. Looking for nmeaning in one was about as useful
as looking for a haiku in a bow of al phabet soup. Al the sane, it was
hard to shake the feeling that Travis was in trouble somehow. However,

it was pointless to worry. Even if Travis were in danger, he was a world
away now, and far beyond her ability to hel p. Besides, Gace had far
nearer concerns.

Twi ce nore over the last several days, Boreas had called her to his
chanmber to discuss the nmatter of Perridon--although as yet the king
seened not to have deci ded whether action was required, and if so what
that action night be. Regardless, G ace had been glad to have a

mundane problemto focus on, and she had hel ped the king by giving him
what know edge she coul d.

Her studies with Lirith were another matter. She woul d have thought
that, after what had happened, Lirith would have suspended their
| essons. And in Aryn's case this was so. But not for Gace. The

evening after Garf's death, just as the mpoon was rising,
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"There is confort in work, sister," she had said in answer to G ace's
ast oni shed | ook. "And you have nuch to | earn yet."
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Grace had al nost | aughed. That's the understatenent of the century.
Sister. But she had let Lirith into the roomand had shut the door
behi nd her.

However, despite her efforts, in the time since that evening Gace had
not been able to touch the Wirding once.

"You must concentrate, sister," Lirith would whisper. She always snelled
of citrus and cloves. "Unshackle your mnd fromfear. Al ow yourself to
reach out, to feel the life around you, to bring it

cl ose. "

Grace would try, but every tinme, just as she glinpsed the sparkling

t hreads of magi c around her, she would see the shadow that lurked in the
heart of the web, and she knew that if she were to follow the thread of
her own life it would lead right into the blot of darkness. A sound
woul d split her mnd, Iike a door shutting, and she would blink as the
Wi rdi ng vani shed.

"I can't," she finally said last night, trenbling and gaspi ng, sinking



to her knees. "l can't do it anynore."

Lirith studied her, then left the roomwthout a word. G ace thought the
wi tch had given up on her at |ast. However, that norning she returned to
G ace's chanber. And that was when Lirith told Grace to | ook for someone
in the garden.

"Hel | o?" she call ed once nore.

The word drifted through the vibrant tapestry of vines and branches. She
had stepped through another gate into a smaller space walled on al

sides by high hedges. The profusion of life there was even greater than
what she had glinpsed so far--a dense and gl ori ous cacophony of col or
that grew wi th abandon

"CGet out of here, you rascal!"

Grace junped at the sound of the high-pitched voice. Were had it cone
fron? She turned around.
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then blinked. A bush on the farside of the garden was nmoving. Its
branches flailed about, as if it were angry, and |leaves fluttered to the
ground.

"I said get out!"

Grace hesitated. It was hard to know exactly what to do when one was
shouted at by a bush. Once, while at a feast, she had seen a heap of
pi ne boughs shake, then had glinpsed a snmall, green man within. That had
been last winter, when the Little People were prowing the halls of

Cal avere. But there had been no sign of themsince Mdw nter's Eve. Ws
there a greenman in the castle again?

"aut!”

Wth this |last word, the bush exploded in a cloud of |eaves, and a
figure stunbled fromit. It wasn't a greennan.

She was old. Grace was a good judge from experience, and she assessed
the wonan's age at eighty years, although ninety was possible. She was
twi g- thin, but not hunched or osteoporotic. Her skin had the soft
transl ucence of petals, and veins traced |lines beneath. She wore a
sinmple gray dress that was streaked with dirt, and | eaves and bits of
bark clung to her wispy white hair.

"I knew |I'd get you," the woman said, blue eyes sparkling above

snmudged cheeks.

At | ast Grace understood: The woman had not been speaking to her, but
rather to the thistly-1ooking weed she gripped in a gloved hand. G ace
stepped forward. "Hello," she said again.

The ol d woman dropped the weed. G ace wi nced-- she should have known
t hat speaki ng suddenly woul d startle the other. The ol d woman searched
about with that unfocused | ook the elderly sonetinmes have when



169

attenpting to locate a sound or a voice. Then her blue eyes | ocked on
Grace, and her expression sharpened at once
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The old woman smled. "Well, now. Here is a lovely flower, sisters.”

Grace winced again. She hardly thought of herself as a flower. And who
was the woman speaking to? Grace didn't see anyone else in the garden
"What is it, sweet? Have you found your tongue only to lose it?" G ace
shook her head. No one had ever called her sweet before. But she
supposed it was better than Your Radiance. "I'm supposed to neet someone
here. In the garden. Although I'mnot sure who it is. Have you ... ?"

"Have | seen anyone?" The old woman shook her head. "No, sweet.
There's only me. And ny sisters, of course.™

A frown tightened Grace's forehead. The old wonan had said it again.
Sisters. W was she referring to? O perhaps she was senile.

Grace tri